Exploring Online Community Among Rural
Medical Education Students:
A Case Study

Ryan Palmer, EdD

Assistant Professor of Family Medicine

Director of Curriculum Evaluation and Development
Oregon Health & Science University

Portland, Oregon







Population per sq. mile
<!
ml 1...10

sl 10...25
25...50
50...100

100...250
250...500
500...1000

g 1000.,.2500
il 2500...5000
sl 5000




Problem in Practice

e There is an acute shortage of physicians in rural Oregon and America
 Lack of Community of Practice (CoP) (Wenger 2006) is one reason
*Problem: Distance

e Virtual CoPs

e CoPs are emergent phenomenon

*Deliberate CMSs precede virtual CoPs
Individuals organize online around a shared interest, task or activity (Johnson 2006)
*Facebook fan page
*Email listserve
*Online course

*Deliberate CMSs/Virtual CoPs in rural medical education & practice rare and not
well understood



Oregon Rural Scholars Program (ORSP)

e Longitudinal clinical experience for select third
year medical students (~10/year) with desire
to practice in rural areas

e Curricular equivalent to on-campus learners

e Student Clinical Round (SCR)

— 2 hours, 5 weeks



Student Equipment
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 SCR activity = Deliberate CMS

e Better understanding may inform virtual CoPs for rural students &
practitioners

e Research Questions

e Whatis the impact on learners when a deliberate CMS like the SCR is used
to deliver the rural medical education experience?

e Coded recorded SCRs using Community of Inquiry framework (Social, Teaching and
Cognitive presences)

e What is the nature of ORSP students' experience of participating in the SCR?

e |nterviews and field notes



Findings

e Group moved from task focus to community
focus over time

A deliberate CMS activity can help to reduce
feelings of isolation by building a sense of
community among participants

 The SCR activity is capable of generating a
virtual CoP



Recommendations

Academic medical institutions with rural missions should
emulate the OHSU SCR process to support their rural missions

— Scalable
The SCR format can be applied to current rural practitioners to

help reduce feelings of isolation as well as give opportunities
for virtual CoPs to form

New strategy for creating a robust sense of virtual community
among synchronous online learners



Strategy to encourage virtual CoP
formation within a synchronous online
environment

Emergent Virtual CoP

Task Focus

Community Focus

Time, constructivist facilitation techniques and
repetition of constructivist learning activity.
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Educational Impact-
American University of the Caribbean (AUC)
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Basic outline for potential research during clinical fellow put together

Background

Dr. Palmer wrote his dissertation, “Exploring Online Community among Rural Medical Education

Students: A Case Study”, to see how a virtual community could improve the education of medical
students that are in rural settings where a sense of community with other medical professions was I
to achieve. A similar feeling can be attributed to Caribbean medical students after returning to the
United States. While they are about to form a sense of community at each individual rotation site, t
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