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ABSTRACT

A pilot course was carried out aiming to evaluate the relative potential of email
and World Wide Web-based discussion boards to deliver an online course in
reproductive medicine to 18 doctors training in obstetrics and gynecology,
distributed around the South West region of England. The course organisers
presented one case study per month and asked participants to comment on it
by electronic means. The course was evaluated for its ability to deliver and ease
of access. Tutors' and participants views were sought. The information
gathered was incorporated into the development of further Internet-based
educational projects.
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INTRODUCTION

Computer networks such asthe Internet have been used for anumber of years
to enable tutors and learners in higher education to communicate at a distance
(Feenberg, 1989; Mason, 1994). However, thepotential of thistechnol ogy to support
the training of geographically spread out junior hospital doctors has only recently
begun to be explored (Draycott et al., 1997). This paper describes an eval uation of
World Wide Web discussion boards and email to deliver an interactive case study
course in reproductive medicine from the Centre for Reproductive Medicine,
University of Bristol, to doctorsacrossthe geographical South West of England and
beyond. The course ran between April and August 1998.

There is a clear need for aternative approaches to both undergraduate and
postgraduate training to accommodate the requirements of new curricula and
increasing knowledge (Calman, 2000). New technol ogies such asthe Internet area
vital component of this. With each year, the aterations that occur in the fabric of
education technology mean that aflexible and open approach isvital so asto make
best use of these advances (Harden, 2000).

BACKGROUND

Reproductive medicineisthat part of gynecology which specifically relatesto
the process of reproduction. It encompasses such areas of medicine as infertility,
miscarriage, and the failure of menstrual periodsto begin or to be maintained. Itis
oneof fiveareas of particular specialist training recognised by the Royal College of
Obstetricians and Gynaecol ogists (RCOG, 2001). Hospitals capable of providing
trainingintheseareasarefew, and thereforeto gain exposureto these areas, doctors
intraining (hereinafter, trainees) must travel to or work specifically inthesehospitals.
TheUniversity of Bristol Centrefor Reproductive M edicineisonesuch unit capable
of providing all the requirements necessary for specialist training in reproductive
medicine.

In aregion such as the South West of England, it is recognised that long
distancesmaketravel to regional centres of expertise difficult for traineesto attend
speciality training (RCOG, 1997). Some of the authors (Cahill and Jenkins) devel-
oped afull structured training programme for doctorsin training at the Centre for
Reproductive M edicine, partly through the medium of thelnternet. Theprimary aim
of thispilot training coursewasto test the effectiveness of the Internet to make some
elementsof that training programme morewidely available. Would traineesbeable
to access the course and would they actually use such afacility in practice, how
would they useit, and how could the course be designed to maximise levels of use
and usefulness?

Description of the Course
Trainees were invited to enroll through an advertisement that was placedin a
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