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INTRODUCTION TO THE COURSE
Welcome to this short course on distance learning in medicine! The course consists of a workbook which should take you about 1 hour to study. 

Distance learning is one of the least used methods of medical education. However it is one of the most needed modes of education in the context of rapid changes in the practice of medicine, the large number of practising physicians requiring constant updating and lack of availability of basic health care across many parts of the world. 
This course is written by a distance learning expert and a medical teacher based on their experience of designing and running distance courses for medical doctors. This chapter attempts to outline how the principles of distance education may be applied to the teaching of medicine.

Learning activities
You will find a number of brief exercises called learning activities. These are designed to give you the opportunity to think about, use, apply and understand more fully the content being presented. You should undertake the learning activities as one of the most important parts of the course. You will find that each will give you feedback about your responses. 

OBJECTIVES

After completion of this course, you should be able to: 
· Define ‘distance learning’ and consider its advantages and disadvantages
· Outline how distance education courses may be designed for teaching of clinical medicine

· Identify the media and learning experiences that can be blended into a distance learning course for medicine
· Describe the structure of a distance learning text, and the design of learning activities for teaching medicine 
· Describe how students learning at a distance can receive feedback for medical education courses
· Describe how distance learning courses are developed for medicine
· Describe the meaning of a wrap-around course and how this may be used in medical education

· Discuss quality assurance in distance learning

CONTENTS
The following table will help you to plan your study time.
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1. What is distance learning? 

We’ll begin our study of distance learning by thinking about the various methods that are available to help students, postgraduate trainees or experienced doctors who are learning at a distance. 
	Activity 1.
	What methods can be used to help a medical student or doctor learn at a distance?
	Allow 3 minutes


Please jot down in the space below your ideas about what methods can be used to help students and doctors learning at a distance. Do this before reading the feedback that follows!!
	FEEDBACK


We have tried this activity out on a number of people and they listed the following methods. Compare what you said with their list; you might have thought of the same or different methods: 

	Printed workbooks
	DVDs
	Email

	Learning packages
	Video conferencing
	Face-to-face tutorials

	Guided texts
	CDs
	Web-based resources

	On-line library resources
	Telephone tutorials and feedback
	Computer conferencing

	Telemedicine
	Television
	Radio programmes

	Community/clinical work
	On-line teaching
	e-learning courses

	Readers and textbooks
	Residential meetings/ Skills labs
	Student discussion groups [live, on-line]

	Virtual and simulated environments e.g. virtual microscope
	Tutor-marked assignments and feedback
	Assessments: computer-based, paper-based, practical


The main point to emerge from this activity is that distance learning can be made up of a variety of learning activities, blended together to make one well-planned course. The content of a distance learning course is limited only by the imagination of the medical teacher! 
Given this, how shall we define ‘distance learning’? In another book
, one of the authors has said that distance learning is: 
Individual study of specially prepared learning materials, usually print and sometimes e-learning, supplemented by integrated learning resources, other learning experiences, including face-to-face teaching and practical experience, feedback on learning and student support.
Distance learning provides a rich and planned experience for learners, quality assured, flexible and cost effective.

Given this, what do you think might be the advantages and disadvantages of distance learning for medical education? Try Activity 2. 

	Activity 2.
	Advantages and disadvantages of distance learning in medical education 
	Allow 2 minutes


What are the advantages and disadvantages of using distance education in medical teaching, do you think? Jot down your thoughts in the following grid.                                     
	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	
	


	FEEDBACK


	Advantages of distance education in medicine
	Disadvantages of distance education in medicine

	Distance learning makes quality-assured teaching available to all. 

Distance education is particularly useful for training physicians who are working full time and have limited time available.
Distance learning is an excellent method for knowledge development. 

These courses can reach out to doctors working in remote locations and to doctors who have not had the opportunity for postgraduate study.
Distance learning can be cost-effective and uses teachers’ time efficiently. 
	It is difficult to ensure development of clinical skills development in a distance course without integrated face-to-face teaching. .
Distance education courses require supervision of clinical experience to ensure skills development

They also require careful planning to ensure appropriate blending of distance learning and practical experience and to meet time requirements of the learners.

Distance learning takes initial skilled effort to design and produce.   




2. TECHNOLOGY AND DISTANCE LEARNING
Although many people equate e-learning and distance learning, you can see from Activity 1 that technology offers just one way of delivering elements of a distance learning course. It should be used when the curriculum demands it, and when it is feasible and cost-effective. Technology is simply another medium alongside all the others. The next activity asks you to think about this. 
	Activity 3
	Technology and print in distance learning
	Allow 3 minutes


Complete the following grid to help you analyse the relative strengths and weaknesses of technology and print for distance learning.

	Technology
	Print

	Strengths
	Weaknesses
	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	


FEEDBACK

Technology

You might have said that technology offers richer and manipulable visual images, more immediate feedback and interactivity, better illustrations, student-teacher communication, a more modern feel for young people. 
But you might have noted that technology is expensive to produce, cannot be used for those without access to hardware, broadband, regular electricity, is not portable, requires typing skills, does not allow scribbling, highlighting and note making, is more difficult to navigate [flick backwards and forwards], is harder on the eyes, tends to be entertainment rather than teaching medium. 
Print
Print is limited in visual presentation, has a more old-fashioned feel, is less flexible in giving feedback, and offers no interpersonal communication, 
But print is cost-effective, easily updated, flexible to use, requires no equipment or back-up, allows note-taking and highlighting, requires no technical skills, is portable and flexible, and the most familiar medium for learning. For instance in the HIV course, we could reach out to students who did not have regular internet. Busy practising physicians can keep the text in hand and do small activities whenever they have time.
3. THE STRUCTURE OF A DISTANCE LEARNING TEXT
You will remember that the definition of distance learning given in section 1 emphasises that materials must be ‘specially prepared’. The next two activities ask you to think about what this means. 

	Activity 4
	Features of distance learning texts
	Allow 5 minutes


Look through this chapter, and note down any of the features that make it different from a usual book chapter. Say what you think the function of each feature is in terms of helping the distance learner. 

	Feature
	Function

	
	


FEEDBACK
You might have noticed the following: 
	Clear aims, instructions, timings
	To make sure that the learner is clear about the task and can plan their time.

	Conversational style
	To simulate a tutorial atmosphere.

	Short sections
	So that the learner has a sense of progress and will not skip sections.

	Clear page layout
	So that the learner does not get lost in a variety of boxes and options.

	In-text activities with timings
	To ensure that the learner is active, thinking and applying learning within an appropriate amount of time.

	Feedback
	So that the learner knows if they are on track and to offer new information. 


Whether the medium is text or technological, these design features are essential to supporting and retaining the interest of the learner. Distance learning texts must be written to encourage the learner to keep studying, give a sense of progress, stimulate active learning, give feedback and offer what is referred to as ‘a tutorial in print’. Distance learning texts for medicine may be written to simulate a ward round, providing clinical information, asking and answering questions and emphasising learning points.

 Now let’s turn to the design of learning activities which stimulate active learning and a sense of achievement and give feedback to the student. 
	Activity 5
	Design of learning activities
	Allow 5 minutes


Read the below activity taken from the module on “Respiratory problems and HIV infection” from Fellowship in HIV Medicine course in Christian Medical College, ,Vellore. Then answer the questions that follow.
[image: image2.wmf][image: image3.wmf][image: image4.wmf]
[image: image1.wmf] ACTIVITY 2.4

pneumonia –I-a (time: 15 min.)

The following exercise will help you learn the approach to a patient with HIV infection and pneumonia. 
[image: image5.wmf]
Read pages 35 – 47 in the Reader to prepare yourself [N.B. not provided here] and then proceed to the activity.
A 30 year old lady diagnosed to have HIV infection 5 years ago presents with acute onset fever with chills, cough and purulent blood tinged sputum of 3 days duration. She complains of pain on the right side of the chest which is sharp and increases with deep breaths.

On examination: She appears ill and toxic, pulse rate 130/min, respiratory rate 26/min, temperature 1030F. She has flaring of ala nasi. Oral candidiasis present. Impaired resonance over axillary and infrascapular areas on the right side, bronchial breathing and increased vocal resonance over the same areas. 

1. What is your clinical diagnosis?

	


2. What is the likely organism causing this infection?

	


3. Does this patient require admission?

	


4. What tests will you order immediately?

	


5. What treatment will you start?


Now answer these questions:
a. What are the design features of the above activity which foster clinical learning?

b. What are other types and designs of activities might be appropriate for a clinical course?

FEEDBACK

a. Features in the design of this activity which facilitate learning in medicine 

· The case is designed carefully to provide appropriate clinical information for a common clinical problem and to simulate an experience of learning at the bedside. 
· The questions are focussed on the important learning objectives relating to this clinical problem. 
· The student studies relevant information in the Reader and then applies it through the activity. In this way it functions like a programmed learning text
· Clear timings are given

· The purpose of the exercise and its parts is clear.
.

b. Other types and designs of distance learning activities appropriate for a clinical course

· Providing clinical, microbiology and x-ray images

· Sequencing case information in time as the case evolves 
· Writing prescriptions

· Designing patient information sheets 

· Preparing a local guideline 

· Filling in blanks, matching items, extended matching activities

· Labelling diagrams

Distance learning modules may be designed as completely self-contained materials where all the resources are available in the module. Modules also may be designed as “wrap around” materials that complement a prescribed text. Such a module requires that the text be available to the student, that there are clear instructions regarding navigating through the prescribed text and attention to timing. In general, the distance learning guide would present activities and commentary to prepare the student for readings from the text and then to help them to use or reflect on that reading. The distance learning modules for the Fellowship in HIV Medicine course were developed as completely self-contained modules. This was due to the absence of good texts in HIV care for the Indian setting. However, for another course focussed on junior doctors after their graduation, we have developed “wrap around modules” that complement standard undergraduate textbooks.
4. Feedback on learning FOR a distance learning COURSE in medicine
Students do need to know how well they are progressing and whether their understanding is accurate. So feedback on learning is an essential component of distance learning courses, as it is for all learning. This is achieved in a number of ways, some of which you have already experienced in this short course and others you have just heard about. Feedback to the student is included in: 
· in-text activities 

· tutor-marked assignments

· tutorials

· student groups

· on-line support

· assessments
If you reflect on your own education, you might wonder whether you received such consistent and deliberate comments and guidance!

5. BLENDING different ELEMENTS of the course
The activities so far have shown us that distance learning environment is richly designed to support the student. It is made up of a variety of activities and is much more than a delivery medium. But the richness poses a challenge to the distance learning designer: How to integrate and blend the resources and experiences without losing the student along an insufficiently signposted path. The key to success if simple: 
· Provide, or give access to, all learning resources within the course so that they are available at the time the student needs them. So avoid, for example, asking the student to access patient records if they are likely to be studying in their room in the middle of the night! 
· Use only one central learning guide – this can be, for example, the distance learning course in print, or a curriculum map in print or on a PDA [handheld computer] associated with a timetable and learning resources.
· In the central guidance, give clear instructions on what resources to access or activities to undertake and ensure that the student returns from these to the central guidance. 
· Use clear icons to indicate the type of resource to be accessed. For example: : 


Please read pages 16 – 23 of the reader now and then return to this text. 


Now go to section 4 of the CD and watch the interview with a patient.


Go to the set of patient’s notes provided and read Mrs S’s history. 

6. MANAGING CLINICAL ATTACHMENTS BY DISTANCE LEARNING

Distance learning methods can be used even in non-distance learning courses, to support students who are distributed across the community. For example, clinical attachments can be supported by distance learning methods whether as part of a distance leaning course or part of a traditional course. 

A distance learning programme to support students on attachments might involve: 

· A central distance learning text with supporting materials
· A paper or computer-based curriculum map of content to be covered 
· An analytical and reflective portfolio submitted on-line to a mentor or peer group for comment
· Structured preparatory and reflective exercises and projects linked to clinical experience and to a distance learning workbook.
· Formative assessments 
· Ongoing clinical assessments with feedback linked to the curriculum map
· Quality control of the clinical attachment by local clinical tutors or supervisors, to include support to teachers. 

	Activity 6 
	What are the principles of designing clinical experience on a distance course
	Allow 3 minutes


Consider here what principles you might follow in designing distance learning materials to support students on clinical attachments. 
FEEDBACK

· The clinical learning objectives should be clear in relation to all clinical competencies required 

· The student requires exposure to common clinical problems identified.

· Adequacy of the exposure and level of skill development should be monitored through case records, log books, and formative assessments.

· The student should take the appropriate level of clinical responsibility necessary for their learning.

· The course should make maximum use of the clinical experience at the student’s workplace
· The distance learning guidance should prepare the student for the clinical experience and enable them to reflect on it. The clinical teacher or supervisor should be aware of the distance learning component and support the student appropriately .

In some courses clinical contacts are planned at the training institution. For the Fellowship in HIV Medicine course, students have three clinical contact periods at the central training institute for a total of 5 weeks spread over the year. The contacts may be designed for progressive skill development and increasing level of responsibility. The students also improve their skills through implementation of clinical care projects at their local institutions. In other courses, clinical work may be planned carefully at the students’ institutions or a local centre supervised by local trained tutors. A portfolio or map of the clinical experience may assist the student. 
7. THE STUDENT’S LEARNING EXPERIENCE 

A wide variety of learning experiences are available to the student learning at a distance, just as they are to students in conventional programmes. The difference between the two will be the central learning guide which might be the organising vehicle for: 
· Studying specially prepared course materials.

· Undertaking learning activities and checking understanding.

· Referring to web-based or CD-ROM resources.

· On-line conferencing with peers:

· Participating in asynchronous on-line tutorial groups.

· Participating in synchronous on-line ‘expert’ events.

· Telephone or web-based tutorials 
· Working within the virtual clinical environment to set the context for clinical work.

· Exercises to prepare for and reflect on clinical work. 

· Submitting electronic Tutor Marked Assignments, receiving feedback and discussing with tutor.

· Discussion with a mentor about progress and integration of course components.
For example, in the Fellowship in HIV Medicine course students attend the contact courses, complete 14 modules, submit tutor marked assignments, complete a supervised 6 months service improvement project and participate in e-group discussions with their classmates.

These activities might look suspiciously like a traditional course. But the main difference is the degree of organisation, the central distance learning text, the style of those materials and the amount of planned support and feedback that the student receives. A distance learning course must be thought of, planned and managed as a whole and in detail. 
8. MANAGING DISTANCE LEARNING

It will be clear by now that a distance learning course is a carefully planned and highly managed entity. Importantly, we need a mechanism for ensuring that all the parts of the course are working and being presented and used in time, and that the students are all progressing as they should be, that teachers are supported and students are active. This requires a learning management system [LMS]. Although this can be a paper-based system, the LMS is often a centralised, computer-based system which might encompass and of the following functions: 

· Student registration

· Student records

· Teacher records, including appraisals and feedback

· Timetables

· On-line learning, if used

· Learning resources

· Assessments

· Assessment records

· Messaging

· Records of communications with students and teachers

· Evaluation and monitoring data

· Course content files

Most of these functions can also be offered by an efficient office, if reliable technology is not available. If there is access to computer power, there are a number of open-source systems available. 
Whatever system is used, whether high- or low-tech, the lesson is the same: records that track course development and implementation, student progress and teacher activity, are fundamental to success in distance learning. 
9. DEVELOPMENT OF DISTANCE LEARNING COURSES
Distance learning courses require very careful preparation and development. They should all go through the following stages: 
	Needs assessment
	To determine what content is required at what level by the target audience. This should also include a review of the curriculum to be delivered



	Feasibility study
	This is particularly important, for example, in developing countries where technology and communication cannot be taken for granted. But in any organisation or location, the course design must fit the available funding, staffing and opportunities for teaching and learning.



	Multidisciplinary course team
	Distance learning courses are best written by team which have experts in distance learning, content experts, assessment experts and someone to manage the whole process. 


	3 drafts with testing at draft 2
	Distance learning requires a lot of careful planning to make sure that the student’s journey through the course is as clear and effective as possible. So courses should go through stages of:

· outlining the content of each element of the course and the relationship between elements

· a first draft which is discussed by the course team

· a second draft which can be worked through by ‘pretend’ students to test timing and clarity. An external content expert should also be consulted. 
· a third and final draft
 

	Planning of clinical contact experience
	Careful planning of clinical experience at the local centre or main training centre is required:

Development of appropriate portfolios, log books and case records

Ensuring that local centres have the teaching staff, infrastructure and adequate case loads to handle the clinical exposure



	Preparation and support 
of tutors
	While the course is being produced, teachers may be trained in supporting students in the following ways: 

· course content and structure

· giving feedback to the student [written in response to essays or assessments, and verbal in tutorials or by telephone]

· Clinical supervision

· Project guidance

· e-mentoring or facilitation

· spotting students in difficulties

· Student assessment



	Preparation and support for students
	All students require initial information about:

· course structure and content
· how to access and use the course elements and resources
· organisation of time

· communication with other students and teachers

· sources of support

· the assessment system
· what feedback to expect

· responsibilities as learners.



	Preparing assessment methods 


	Preparation of guidelines for distance course and clinical skills assessments, project work and final examination. Setting the pass standards.



	Evaluation and monitoring methods


	Appropriate methods of gathering information are essential for trouble shooting and improving all components of a distance course



	Maintenance course team for monitoring and updating
	Once the course is up and running, a team is required to monitor its implementation, the activities of tutors and progress of students. The maintenance team should also offer support to teachers and students alike where required, and oversee the reliability and validity of the assessments. The maintenance team should also review content, preferably with an external assessor, to decide when updating is required. 


10. QUALITY ASSURANCE IN DISTANCE LEARNING

Quality assurance is fundamental to the success of any distance learning course. Try the next activity to see if you have spotted all the quality assurance measures that are woven into distance learning development and delivery. 
	Activity 7
	Quality assurance in distance learning 
	Allow 5 minutes


This activity will help you to revise everything that you have learned in this course, as well as addressing a very important issue: quality.  

Look back over this course and see if you can spot all the elements of distance learning design and development that form part of the quality assurance strategy. 
FEEDBACK

You might have noticed the following quality assurance activities: 

During course development:
· needs assessment and feasibility study

· careful course design and development to ensure relevance and usefulness
· team feedback to authors
· testing course materials in draft
· trying out activities to collect material for feedback
· external assessment of the course

Of tutors:
· preparation of local tutors

· ongoing monitoring & support for tutors

For learners:
· preparation of learners

· support & feedback  for learners locally and centrally

Of the course:
· evaluation and monitoring the course in use, tutor activity, student progress, assessment process and results

· updating as required. 
11. CONCLUSION 
In this short distance learning course, we have tried to provide you with some insight into the potential of using distance learning for medical education. Distance learning may be used for a small undergraduate clinical posting or for a complete postgraduate training programme. Or even for a whole medical school course – which is an idea waiting for a taker. The example of the HIV course has shown that distance education can not only train doctors but also strengthen clinical services at the community level.    

Whatever media you use, however, the same rules of development and design apply, as you have learned in this course. Which was in print. 

We hope that you have enjoyed it!
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