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Webinars in general practice placement
for final year medical students
A mixed-method analysis

OBJECTIVE To present the insights and opinions of medical students on the use
of web-based seminars (webinars). METHOD During their four-week placement
in general practice (GP), 118 final-year Greek medical students were asked to
voluntarily attend webinars on the topics of “multimorbidity” and “motivational
interviewing”. They were subsequently invited to participate in an anonymous
online survey on their experience of the webinars. The questionnaire included
closed-ended questions on a 5-point Likert scale regarding the usefulness of
these webinars, and open-ended questions regarding their advantages and
disadvantages. RESULTS The participation rate was 93% (110 of 118 students)
and the response rate 89% (98 of 110 participants). The overall response to
the webinars and estimation of their effectiveness were positive, with a mean
score of 3.60+1.02 and 3.59+1.13, respectively, on the 5-point Likert scale.
Specifically, 58/98 medical students (59%) stated that they would participate
in webinars organized at least once weekly. Concerning the answers to the
open-ended questions, students highlighted the accessibility of webinars,
which helped them to keep in contact with the university environment. The
major disadvantages reported were the lack of face-to-face communication,
and technical issues. CONCLUSIONS The use of webinars is a novel teaching
approach in the GP setting. It can successfully confront the barrier of distance
which derives from the need for the simultaneous teaching of medical students
in scattered geographical areas. This study exhibits the positive attitude of
medical students towards the use of webinars in this field, in conjunction
with the traditional models of teaching.
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Online learning systems, colloquially known as e-learn-
ing, have become increasingly popular in the education of
healthcare professionals, largely due to the increased avail-
ability and coverage of the internet,’~ but also following the
growing need for remote learning that emerged due to the
Covid-19 pandemic.”? In contrast to similar web conferenc-
ing systems, web-based seminars (webinars) are specifically
designed to serve educational purposes.” They provide a
platform where facilitators and participants can commu-
nicate across distant geographical locations with a range
of electronic devices,’?'? allowing for real-time interaction
between the lecturer and students via voice-over internet
protocol (IP) technology, using web camera equipment.*'’-'6

The use of webinars has been well documented as being
complementary to in-person learning, in a variety of dif-
ferent settings and fields of medicine, including: as part of
the university course curriculum for medical students,as a
medium to enhance engagement in clinical academia,’”*"”in
school wellness strategies,’® in specialty trainee education,
as a useful tool of continuing training,”*’#’” and finally, in
primary care coaching and prevention strategies.’*'*-?' The
rapid expansion of Covid-19 has forced medical educators
to consolidate distance learning environments and, in a
few weeks, convert the majority of face-to-face didactic
sessions to webinar sessions, in an effort to respond to
the new circumstances.?*This health crisis poses a unique
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challenge in medical education, which has inevitably led
to the escalating popularity of webinars. Despite this rapid
development, our literature review revealed no documen-
tation on the use of webinars as a teaching tool in general
practice (GP) placements.

Several studies have presented interesting data regard-
ing the efficacy of webinars in higher education. Three of
the largest systematic reviews and meta-analyses demon-
strated that webinars, and other live teaching systems, are
slightly more effective than other more traditional methods
using pre-recorded content,*’%?2 although the differences
were minor and not statistically significant. The utility, ac-
ceptance, and accessibility of webinars are well described
in the literature,2>'2'4171923-2 byt the role of webinars in
medical education remains a controversial subject.?

Although the perceptions of participants can be used
to evaluate the educational process and outcomes,’?? they
have not been widely studied and need further investiga-
tion.? The current data are limited, but infer that students
and teachers generally have a positive attitude towards
webinars. They report satisfaction from their experience
in the online educational environment, stating that they
would participate in further e-seminars and recommend
webinars to their colleagues. They felt that they had gained

useful knowledge which they were comfortable implement-
ing.l,4,73,l4,76,18,27—29

The academic curriculum of the Aristotle University
of Thessaloniki (AUTh) School of Medicine includes a GP
placement in the final year of medical studies. It takes
place in various Primary Health Care (PHC) Centres across
the country, with a variety of health professionals sharing
the responsibility for the theoretical and clinical teaching
of the medical students. Each educator uses a particular
teaching approach; this is to be expected and is acceptable,
providing the educational learning objectives are met. In
an effort to ensure that the minimum teaching standard
is achieved across the different clinical and teaching envi-
ronments, webinars were implemented as an additional
educational tool. This was compatible with the distant
geographical locations required by the placement and it
allowed exploration of webinars as a teaching tool in the
GP setting. This study aimed to explore the views of final
year medical students regarding the webinars, which were
organised by the host-academic department.

MATERIAL AND METHOD
The first group of 6th-year medical students of the AUTh School

of Medicine, comprising 118 students, attended their GP rotation
in November 2019 in PHC Centres around the country. During
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this period, the students were asked to participate in optional
webinars on the topics of “The Management of Multimorbidity in
Primary Health Care”and“The Motivational Interview for Behavioral
Change”. The webinars were conducted by the same facilitator via
the communications platform“Skype for Business” They took place
during the second and third weeks of GP placement, on different
evenings, each lasting for one hour and 30 minutes.

At the end of these webinars, the medical students were
asked to complete an anonymous online questionnaire. They were
previously informed of the aims of the survey, and therefore, by
completing it, they automatically agreed to participate, giving their
informed consent. The medical students were asked to evaluate
the usefulness of the webinars and the appeal of the chosen top-
ics, which they rated using a 5-point Likert scale. They were also
asked about the ideal frequency of such seminars. In addition, the
medical students had the opportunity to use the free text feature
to write their comments on the positive and negative aspects of
the webinars, and to provide suggestions for the future develop-
ment of the online programme.

The data collected in this way were analyzed quantitatively
and qualitatively. Regarding the quantitative analysis, the mean
scores and standard deviation (SD) of the responses on the Likert
scale were calculated. For the open-ended questions, a qualita-
tive analysis approach was used; the data were analyzed using a
two-stage thematic analysis procedure, the first stage of which
was conducted by two members of the group and the second by
all members involved. The first step of the qualitative process was
to analyze the participants’quotes into a conceptual formulation,
in order to generate initial codes and to define and name themes.
The next step involved assessment and interpretation of the initial
analysis and creation of the final themes for the final report.

RESULTS

The data collected provided largely positive and encour-
aging results. In terms of engagement, of the 118 students
who attended the first rotation of the GP placement in
PHC Centres around the country, 110 participated in the
optional webinars (93% participation rate) and 98 filled in
the online survey (89% response rate).

Quantitative findings

The interest and usefulness of the webinars were rated,
using the 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1=not at all
to 5=extremely, with an average score of 3.60+1.02 and
3.59+1.13, respectively.

More than half of the participating medical students,
58/98 (59%), stated that they would like to participate in
webinars at least once a week; 13/98 students (13.26%)
stated that they think seminars are not required at all
(figures 1, 2).
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Figure 1. The usefulness of webinars during their general practice (GP)
placement, according to final year medical students.
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Figure 2. The ideal frequency of webinars during their GP (general
practice) placement, according to final year medical students.
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Qualitative findings

In the free text question on the “positive aspects of
webinars”, 74 responses (75.51%) were recorded, in the
question on the“negative aspects of webinars’, 51 responses
(52.04%) were recorded, and in the question regarding
“suggestions for future improvements’, 34 responses were
recorded (34.69%). The qualitative analysis resulted in
grouping of the quotes into the following three themes:
teaching method, communication with the academic
department, and technical means. Key themes from the
students’ answers are summarized in table 1.

Teaching method

The teaching method was described as original, pleas-
ant, modern, and experiential and it allowed the simulta-
neous observation of large numbers of individuals. One of
the advantages of webinars noted was that students felt
that they were able to manage their personal time more
effectively.

The disadvantages of this teaching method reported
were the lack of visual contact and reduced interactivity
between the teacher and the audience. As one medical
student mentioned:

“There is no feedback for the teacher if he moves on the
topic faster or slower because he does not see his audience.”
(Student — S60).

Table 1. Themes and codes from qualitative analysis of positive/negative aspects of webinars during general practice (GP) placement and sugges-

tions for future improvement.

Positive aspects

Negative aspects

Suggestions for future improvement

Teaching method Original
Pleasant
Modern
Experiential

Synchronous observation of large
numbers of individuals

Better personal time management

Direct contact between teachers
and students

Communication
with the academic

department Ability to exchange ideas,
and share experiences
Teaching means Ability to comfortably attend

sessions, despite distant
geographical locations

Lack of visual contact

Reduced interactivity between
the teacher and the audience

Absence of interpersonal communication,
leading to difficulty of participants to
speak freely

Being inactive due to lack of familiarity
with the process, and the presence
of so many people

Lack of availability of internet
in some areas

Slow internet connections

Lack of appropriate technology

Live polls during the webinar
Smaller groups of participants
Short duration

Variety of issues

Smaller groups that allow in-depth
discussions

Presentations to be uploaded as videos
or podcasts
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The students made several proposals regarding im-
provement of this teaching method. It was commonly
stated that reducing the duration of each webinar would
promote better concentration and provide a more pleasant
experience overall. Greater value would be added by having
the opportunity to discuss a greater variety of issues, and
implementing different methods to increase the interaction
between the students and their professor. In particular, it
was suggested that:

“Live polls can be used during the webinar” (S25).

“The webinars should be delivered in smaller groups,
separated according to the geographical location of the PHC
Centers” (559).

Communication with the academic department

There was substantial positive feedback regarding
communication with the academic department. The main
benefits cited by the students were the ability to stay con-
nected with their teachers and the academic environment
in general while on an off-campus rotation. In addition, they
were able to ask questions and receive needed guidance
from their professor in real time, which was welcomed by
many students.

“We had constant interaction with the academic depart-
ment and its learning opportunities” (542).

Concerning negative aspects, the students highlighted
the lack of interpersonal communication, leading to some
participants being unable to speak freely or feeling embar-
rassed during online communication.

“Being inactive due to lack of familiarity with such pro-
cesses and the presence of so many people” (S74).

Hence, one of the solutions suggested was to divide
the students into smaller groups. This would allow more
intimate and in-depth discussions, where the students
would feel more comfortable to speak freely.

Technical means

Regarding the technical means, the primary advantage
of webinars is the ability to attend sessions comfortably, de-
spite the distant geographical locations of the placements.

In terms of connectivity, the lack of internet in some
areas or slow internet connections caused problems with
audio and video quality, and screen sharing. Specifically:

“There is a need to improve the connectivity, since in some
cases the audio or image was lost” (S41).
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“There were some technical problems, especially with
screen sharing” (S75).

These were significant factors that affected participa-
tion in the webinars. Finally, regarding the availability of
electronic equipment, some students identified the lack of
appropriate technology as a preventive factor for attending
the online seminars.

In order to counteract these weaknesses, it was sug-
gested that:

“The presentations should be uploaded as videos or pod-
casts, in addition to the existing file of the PowerPoint presen-
tation, for them to be available as a follow-up when a better
internet connection is available” (542).

DISCUSSION

Our survey endeavoured to evaluate the attitudes
of medical students to webinars as a medium for learn-
ing within their GP placement in undergraduate medical
education. Overall, the results of our study demonstrated
that webinars in GP placement are a viable and acceptable
teaching method for the majority of medical students. Based
on the analysis of both qualitative and quantitative data,
this positive reception can be attributed to the multiple
advantages of live webinars. Among these are participation
in the process from the convenience of each student’s per-
sonal space, the direct interaction and active involvement
between teachers and students, and the opportunity for
constant connection with the academic community despite
the considerable barrier of distance. #7165

The most important element in the widespread dis-
semination of this innovative teaching method is undoubt-
edly the ability of webinars to provide an environment for
students to gain access to knowledge from anywhere they
may be.?"?%3° There is no need for students to leave their
personal space to go to a classroom, since any physical space
can function as a classroom.*>'" The method is time- and
cost-efficient, because online attendance does not require
the use of transport.®’43’ The benefits are multiplied in the
case of GP placements where there is often a great distance
between the PHC setting and the host-university. Inevitably,
the use of webinars as a medium for enhancing engage-
ment in clinical academia is expected to be increasingly
common amongst students located in remote areas.”"”
Hence, these seminars provide the means to fill the potential
gap in teaching, ensuring minimum teaching time where
it cannot be achieved otherwise.®’"?

Another element highlighted in various other studies
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and confirmed by our findings, is that a significant propor-
tion of participants indicated that they are more likely to
actively participate in discussion or respond to questions
asked by lecturers in a webinar than in a conventional
classroom.** Thus, webinars may be an ideal environment
for shy individuals to express their opinions and queries
more comfortably and thus to benefit more from the edu-
cational process.? However, for other students, the online
environment creates feelings of loneliness and isolation,
which should not be overlooked.’

Currently, a distance seminar can facilitate up to 3,000
participants, with this number likely to increase as time goes
on.’* However, although the participation of large groups
in webinars may offer the benefit of providing education to
more people, many students, like those in our study, have
suggested that small groups would be more beneficial for
their learning purposes.?” As our students proposed, small
groups encourage a discussion where everyone participates,
and the number of those simply observing is minimized,
which improves interpersonal communication and reduces
any feelings of embarrassment or awkwardness. Lack of
effective communication and interaction among the par-
ticipants is considered to be one of the most important
barriers when delivering remote learning; overcoming this
barrier, for example by using small groups, would lead to
increased efficacy of webinars.>?

A variable feature of long-distance seminars is their du-
ration, which can vary from 30 minutes’ to several hours.*?
The research data to date does not provide a clear idea on
the ideal duration of seminars, and currently the individual
teacher will determine the appropriate time frame on a case-
by-case basis, based on experience.” Longer webinars do
not necessarily correlate with a greater learning potential,
as verified in our study where some students described
the 90-minute duration of the seminars they attended as
too demanding.

Another feature of webinars is their frequency, with
some being self-contained**and others repeated at regular
or non-regular intervals.* The duration and frequency of
the seminars appear to be inextricably linked with their
efficiency.® It should be noted that our students would
value having the opportunity to discuss a greater variety
of issues, participating in shorter and more frequent webi-
nars. Understanding the needs, perspectives and priorities
of the students is of significant value when organizing the
appropriate internet-based courses; in this framework,
educators could address a set of questions to the students
before the webinars, in order to maximize their effective-
ness and acceptance.?
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Theoretically, conducting and participating in a webinar
is simple and requires each participant to have an internet-
enabled device, i.e., a computer or mobile smartphone.*’"?
Given the proliferation and constant evolution of the techni-
cal means and infrastructures available to students in recent
years, this factor is impeding their access to webinars less
and less.? However, in our study several students stated
that they had encountered technical difficulties, most of
which were due to their inability to access the internet,
especially in remote areas with slow or moderate internet
connection. Therefore, it can be assumed that ability with,
and access to online technology remains a barrier to online
learning for some students.’?232

Itisimportant for the webinar organizers to choose with
care the platform to be used. Specific online environments
have been shown to be associated with greater success and
increased gain in the cognitive skills of the participants.’
Several popular webinar platforms are available, and the
options seem to be numerous; each presents advantages
and disadvantages, and the ideal webinar platform depends
on the specific educational needs.** Our online video calling
platform has proved to be a good medium for conducting
webinars. However, the way the trainer uses the available
technology may ultimately be more important than the
technical means.?22637:38

Since the emergence of Covid-19, medical education
has inevitably been disrupted by the implementation of
social distancing, and the clinical exposure of many medi-
cal students across the globe has been reduced or even
eliminated, and clinical attachments and electives have
been discontinued for safety reasons.?*# Under these cir-
cumstances, medical schools have been forced to fulfil the
escalating educational needs at short notice by delivering
remote learning. Web-based learning strategies have rapidly
been navigated for implementation in order to complete
curricula; these methods have proved to be incredibly
popular, to the extent that they may be applied routinely
in subsequent years. It appears, therefore, that although
online education technology and web-based learning
environments had already been studied and developed for
more than a decade, the recent Covid19-induced health
crisis triggered the wider expansion of distance learning
strategies, and undoubtedly more thorough investigation
of the usage of such online platforms in medical education
is now called for.”To our belief, the long-term educational
benefits of distance learning have yet to be proven; thus,
when the physical presence of the students in classes is
feasible, webinars should be used only in conjunction with
traditional models of teaching.
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Strengths and limitations of the study

Webinars are a relatively new medium for delivering
higher education, especially in the field of medicine. Our
study described participant feedback on the acceptability
and identified the elements of highestimportance for evalu-
ating and improving this novel educational intervention.
As noted above, our research revealed no documentation
of the use of webinars as a teaching tool in GP student
placements. We attempted, therefore, to describe the
implementation and the assessment from the students’per-
spective of an innovative teaching method in an unfamiliar
setting (PHC), and we hope that this study will form the
cornerstone leading to further investigation of this subject.

It is noteworthy that our study achieved a remarkably
high response rate of 89%, particularly in comparison to
the response rates of other studies which document rates
ranging from 30% to 52%.'6'4241-43 Moreover, the study had
a sufficient number of participants compared with similar
studies,**7617.2243-45 and the sample size is considered to be
more than adequate for drawing safe conclusions.

Nevertheless, there were some methodological limita-
tions. Firstly, inherent to the nature of the study, the use
of self-reported measures introduces a response bias, part
of which was mitigated by the anonymity of the question-
naire. Regarding the webinar technology, some students
experienced audio-visual difficulties and other technical
problems, which may have affected their overall evaluation
as reflected in their free-text comments, but this variable
was out of our control. Organizational problems may also
have affected the attitudes of some students. The success
of a series of webinars depends strongly on the design and
experience of the organizers.?%?3'

Despite a large number of participants, we are aware
that the number of webinars held was small, with only two
sessions provided, which limits the validity and general-
ization of our study, and the results should be interpreted
with caution. Additionally, according to the Kirkpatrick
model for outcome evaluation in medical education,*
our learning evaluation can be classified as presentation
of level one data, only, since we assessed the reaction of
the students to the novel teaching approach, but did not
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evaluate either the knowledge gained from webinars or
behavioral changes and long-term results. In the future,
it would be interesting to investigate the effectiveness of
the webinars, using a pre-webinar test and post-webinar
testing, and also comparing the results with the percep-
tions of the students.

In conclusion, it is apparent that webinars and eLearn-
ing have a multifaceted impact on medical education.
Monitoring medical students over time, after attending
several long-distance seminars during their GP placement
in PHC settings, could form the basis of future studies that
would lead to particularly useful conclusions. The setting
of clear standards for the organization and application of
such seminars is crucial for their success, and it is essential,
also, to seek strategies for the promotion of this innovative
method of teaching, to attract the students. The use of we-
binars is a novel, innovative teaching concept, especially in
undergraduate medical education in GP placements. This
study demonstrates the positive attitude of the medical
students towards the utility of webinars, complementary
to traditional models of teaching.

GLOSSARY TERMS

Webinars: Web-based seminars using a platform where
facilitators and participants can communicate via voice over
IPtechnology and web camera equipment, in real time, across
distant geographical locations with a range of electronic
devices.
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of Helsinki, and was conducted ethically and responsibly, in
full compliance with all relevant codes of experimentation
and legislation.
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TnAekmaidevuon Katd TNV KAWVIKK doknon otn Mevikn latpikn Twv TeAEIO@OITWV
@ortNTWV latpiknig: Mia availuon Pe Tn Xpnon MIKTG pebodoloyiag
E. XIMYPNAKHZ, N. BAAXOIOYAOZX, M. MOIPAZFENTH, A.O.TIOYPTOYAIAOY,
A.A. MTIOYPTZINAKOY, E. ZABBIAOY, A. MIMAIMAKH, S. AMAN, >~. KOKKAAH, A. MMENOX
Epyaotrpto lNMpwtofBabuiag ®povrtidag Yyeiag, evikng latpikrg kat Epguvag Yrmnpeolwy Yyesiag,
Tunua latpikrg, AptototéAeio MNavemotrutio Osocoalovikng, Oscoalovikn

Apxeia EAAnviknG latpikric 2021, 38(3):367-375

ZKOMOZX H mapouciaon Twv amoPewv TwV QoItNTWV latpikng 6cov agopd otnv TNAekmaideuon Ue tn xprion webinars.
YAIKO-MEOOAOX Katd tn Sidpkela Twv 4 eBSoudadwyv TNG KAIVIKAG AoKNoNG otnV mpwTtofdduia gpovtida vyeiag
(MDY) og kévipa vyeiag TNG EANASAG, 118 teAetdpoltol oitnTEG latplkAg KABNKav va mapakoAouBricouv eBgAovTi-
KA €€ amootdoswg ospvdpla. Ta webinars agopoloav otn «Alaxeipion Tng moAuvoonpotntag otnv NMAY» kat otnVv
«Kivntomoté cuvévteuén yia TNV aAAayr CUMTTEPIPOPAG». ZTO TENOG TWV CeMvapiwy, {NTRONKE amd Toug POITNTEG
VA CUMTTANPWOOULV VA AVWVUUO EPWTNHATOAOYIO TTOU TIEPIAAUPAVE TIOCOTIKEG EPWTNOEIG YIA TN XPNOIMOTNTA TWV
webinars, BaBpovounuéveg oe kKAipaka 1-5 (1=kaBdéAou, 5=mdpa MOAU) Kal TTOIOTIKEG EPWTATELG OXETIKA HE TA OeTI-
KA Kal Ta apvnTIKA Toug otolxeia. AMIOTEAEZMATA Exkatov §€ka amd toug 118 @ortntég mapakolovOnoav e0eAovTi-
KA ta webinars (cuppeToxn 93%) kat 98 amd avtoUG CUMTTARPWOAV TO EPWTNHATOASYLO (armavTnTIkOTNTa 89%). TO
evlla@épov Kal N xpnotpdtnta twv webinars a&loAoyribnke 1Slaitépwg BeTikd (M€oog 6pog amaviroswy 3,8/5+1,02
ka1 4,03/5+1,13, avtiotolxa), evw 58 @oitnNTES (59%) SnAwoav ott Ba emBupovoav Tn CUPHETOXN o€ webinars TOUAG-
XloTov pia popd TNV eRSoudda. Ot TTOIOTIKEG ATTAVTAOELG AVASEIKVUOUV WG TTAEOVEKTHMATA TwV webinars Tov dpeco
Kat S1adpACTIKO TOUG XAPAKTHPA, KAOWG Kal TNV EVENIKTN Kal AVETN TPOCRAON TTOU ETITPETIEL TN CUVEXH EMAPN UE
TO aKASNMATKO TTEPIBANNOV. ZTA PEIOVEKTAMATA, Ol OITNTEG TTPORAAAV TNV EAAEIPN SIATTPOCWTTIKAG ETTIKOIVWVIAG KAl
e€olkeiwong pe tn dtadikaocia, Tn HeydAn StdpKela Kal oplopéva TeXVIKA (ntripata. TYMMAEPAXMATA H xprion twv
webinars amoTteAel GUYXPOVO KAIVOTOMO EKTTAISEVTIKO HECO OTNV TTPOTITUXIOKN EKTTAIOELVON AVTIMETWTTICOVTAG E TOV
KOAUTEPO TPOTTO TO EUTTOSIO TNG ATTOCTACNG TTOU TIPOKUTITEL ATTO TNV TAUTOXPOVN EKMAISELON POITNTWV CE SLAPOPE-
TIKA KEVTpa Lyeiag TNG EANASac. H BeTikr a&loAdynon tng xpriong webinars avadelkviel TNV avAykn evioxuong ava-
AOYWV EKTTAISEVTIKWYV TTPOOTIAOEIWY, CUMTTANPWHATIKA TNG S1d {wong ekmaidgvong.

Né&erg evupeTnpiou: Mevikn Oikoyevelakn latpikn, E§ amootdoswg Sidackalia, Mpomtuxlakn latpikn ekmaidevon, Mpwtofdabuia gpovtida
vyeiag
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