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Abstract

Evaluation of a Mentored Teleconferencing Graduate Course in Psychosocial
Oncology Research:

Initiated at Four Canadian Universities

Sara latauro

This report summarizes the evaluation process and outcomes of a thirteen-week
McGill University mentored doctoral-level course, (NUR2 783) “Psychosocial Oncology
Research.” This seminar-based initiative in Psychosocial Oncology Research Training -
PORT (Loiselle, Degner, Butler, Bottorft, 2003-2009, ST1-63285), is a core component
of the CIHR-ICR/NCIC Strategic Training in Health Research program. The purpose of
this study is to investigate the benefits of using, web-based learning environments and
their effects and students’ reactions to using instructional technologies for learning.

This training course focused on evidence-based research developments in
psychosocial oncology — the study of personal, contextual, and social factors that affect
people’s experience with cancer. The evidence base interventions were conferred
through weekly seminars mediated through a videoconferencing medium broadcast
within four Canadian Universities, a two-day face-to-face workshop and a computer-

mediated communication system, WebCT.
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Data was collected through questionnaires and surveys, interviews and
observations. Results showed the trainees had acquired effective learning strategies prior
to the course, experience with computer based technologies especially an asynchronous
medium such as electronic mail and learned best when the acquisition of knowledge was
meaningful. The trainees indicated having gained a significant amount of knowledge to
apply to their professional lives. The computer-mediated communication system made
available to the trainees and mentors to provide a collaborative conference area, view the
course syllabus, exchange ideas, confer through synchronous and asynchronous

discussions, access information and documents, was quite inactive.
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CHAPTER ONE

CONTEXT OF THE INITIAL PROBLEM

Initial Problem

Given the burden of suffering that Palliative Care addresses, there has been
relatively little research carried out in Canada and internationally (Palliative Care
Research, McGill, 2006). To date, little research has been carried out in the area of
Palliative Care, in spite of the degree of suffering that victims of cancer must endure.
According to the Cancer Institute of Health Research (CIHR), there is a great and
pressing need for the creation and dissemination of information about the most effective
and efficient interventions and health services, and how these might differ based on social
and cultural differences.

The medical education system prepares present and aspiring practitioners for
work in Palliative Care. The challenge educators face is how students acquire a
knowledge base that is largely experiential rather then evidence-driven. Drawing upon
the literature of educational technology, the use of videoconference and computer-
mediated communication (CMC) media to collaborate is a unique method of transmitting
knowledge. The pairing of the two has initiated a group of experienced oncologists to
design a mentor-led program for young researchers with the use of various
teleconferencing technologies.

Several cancer institutions have acknowledged the need to help individuals and

their families threatened with Cancer.



“Three national groups have been convened since 1999 to determine priorities for
Palliative Care research. The similarities in recommendations are striking: all 3
groups decided that the first priority for advancing Palliative Care research in
Canada is to increase the number of researchers who are able and willing to carry
it out. There is a lack of specialized programs for Palliative Care research training
worldwide. To our knowledge, nowhere in the world is there a program
specifically designed to train Palliative Care researchers at the PhD level. In
addition, there are a few Master's programs for clinicians that provide some
training focused on Palliative Care research but, except for one, these are
discipline-specific” (Palliative Care Research, McGill, 2006).

CIHR and the National Cancer Institute of Canada have funded a program in
Psychosocial Oncology Research Training (PORT), which is a Strategic Training
Program (Lois Elle, Bottorff, Butler and Degner, 2004) to address this critical gap. This
is unique worldwide in its interdisciplinary nature, selection of trainees, mass of mentors
with a mix of excellent academic and clinical Palliative Care research, inclusion of
doctoral students, and support in developing a network of researchers able to
communicate in both official languages of Canada.

The CIHR Strategic Training Program or Psychosocial Oncology Research
Training (PORT) course consists of twenty-two mentors spread out within Canada, coast-
to-coast between Halifax, Quebec, Manitoba, and British Columbia. One of the mentors
at McGill University is the program leader for PORT. Of the twenty-two mentors, ten
lectured and participated in at least one seminar. Of these ten, four were hosted from the
University of Manitoba, three from the University of BC, two from Dalhousie University
and one from McGill University each of whom would lead one or more seminars. The
trainees were based at three of the above-mentioned universities: one at Dalhousie

University, and two each at McGill University and the University of British Columbia.

None of the trainees were based from the University of Manitoba. The project



coordinator who was the liaison and administrator amongst the mentors and the trainees
resided at McGill University.

The course consists of a thirteen-week schedule of approximately three hours per
week for seminar work. The trainees were provided with a syllabus indicating the
mentor(s) who would be lecturing on every given week with a series of assigned readings
to help prepare for the videoconference seminars. The trainees were required to conduct a
weekly seminar of choice to collaborate with a mentor and write a research paper to
present at the PORT two-day workshop in Victoria, BC. At the end of term, a two-day
face-to-face workshop was organized for trainees and mentors, to continue debating
research ideas and confer methods of research projects. The trainees were assigned to
present their research paper, proposal and analysis of a key concept in Psychosocial
Oncology. The program leader who attended twelve out of thirteen seminars was the
primary evaluator of the trainees’ assignments.

Throughout the term, the trainees were to participate in debates, discuss and
question weekly research articles at the videoconference seminars. The discussions were
based on predetermined weekly readings and case studies. This study will address these
discussions and debates in the videoconference environment as a Seminar. Seminar
derived from the Latin word semen, meaning “seed”, is a “form of academic teaching,
normally at a university in small groups where students are requested to actively
participate during meetings” (Wikipedia, 2005). Typically, seminar participants are not
beginners as students are confronted with the methodology of their area of expertise,

which they discuss, and debate in order for them to be familiarized with practical



problems that may arise in their research work. Seminal work is to allow work from
which other works come (Wikipedia, 2005).

As for the media, both trainees and mentors were given access to McGill’s
computer-mediated communication (CMC) system. WebCT (which stands for Web
Course Tools) is an online web-based application course management communication
system, accessible through the University website portal, which allows the course
syllabus to be viewed, provides a common conference area for the exchange of ideas in
text base manner, enables synchronous and asynchronous discussions and offers access to
information and documents. Asynchronous communication means, digital instruction is
delivered at one time and the work or messaging that can be done at a different time via
electronic mail or e-mail. In an asynchronous class, students and teachers use various
technologies that allow them to communicate without having to be in the same place at
the same time. This medium is scalable and flexible. On the other hand, synchronous
media enables a type of two-way communication with virtually no time delay. This type
of communication allows participants to respond in real time as in a videoconference.

Each university was set up with a videoconferencing room with one television
screen and one larger screen for projected images such as PowerPoint. Each site had easy
access to technical services when in need of assistance. The videoconferencing system at
each site was presided over for possible technical malfunctions by a bridge operator
located in Toronto, Ontario. When problems would arise, the bridge operator would
interrupt the seminar to advise the four sites of having to reboot the system. If any of the

sites had technical difficulties, they could either call out for the bridge operator who was



looking-on to the seminar or advise their respective university technical service

department.

Origins of Research

This study was based on a Formative Evaluation (Smith and Ragan, 1999).
Formative evaluation is a method of assessing the value of a program while the program
activities are forming or happening. The focus of a formative evaluation is on the
process; however, the weakness in the material needs to be considered if the instruction is
to be evaluated properly (Smith and Ragan, 1999).

In a Formative Evaluation, there are four stages: design reviews, expert reviews,
learner validation, and ongoing evaluation. The first two stages, design and expert
reviews, are less typically part of a formative evaluation. A design review is the actual
development of an instructional method and the expert review is an analysis of the
material after the completion of the instructional method and before their actual use with
the learners (Smith and Ragan, 1999). The final two stages, learner validation and
ongoing evaluation, involves the actual use of the instructional materials with the learners
who represent the target audience. The target audience of this study is a small group
evaluation of trainees recruited to the mentored training program in Psychosocial
Oncology Research initiated with four Canadian Universities. The formative evaluation
will be supported by course information provided by the program leader, seminar and
workshop observations, collected data from instruments and one-on-one trainee and
mentor interviews. The course design and feedback were provided periodically during

the term.



Significance of the Project

The Initiative of a Psychosocial Oncology Research Training (PORT) course
The National Cancer Institute of Canada (2003) estimated 139,900 new diagnosed cases
of cancer and has predicted that approximately 2 of every 5 men and slightly more than 1
of every 3 women will probably develop cancer during their lifetime (NCIC, 2003).
Although cancer detection, treatments and patient survival rates have been improving, the
number of cancer patients is expected to double within the next 15 years due to the aging
population (American Cancer Society, 1997; Bultz and Kapusta, 2002). It is reported that
70% of new cancer cases and 82% of deaths related to cancer occur among individuals
over 60 years of age. Still, cancer remains a leading cause of morbidity and premature
death in Canada.

The diagnosis and treatment of cancer disrupts all aspects of daily life, affects
loved ones, and is associated with significant levels of anxiety, anger, depression and a
sense of helplessness. Zabora et al. (2001) found sudden increases in psychological
distress among cancer patients. Additional stressors developed were widowhood, chronic
illness and reduced income. Rosberger et al. (2002) learnt from their coping-related
research study held at the Montreal Jewish General Hospital that patients were able to
cope better following a problem-focused or emotion-focused intervention.

The advantages of interventions are many. The consequences of not identifying
and effectively managing distress among the cancer population include below average
therapy outcomes, decreased quality of life, and increased health care costs (Zabora,

Brintsenhofeszoc, Curbow, Hooker and Piantadosi, 2001). As such, pressures mount for



health care researchers to find innovative, effective and patient-centered strategies for
promoting optimal diagnosis, treatment, follow-up and strategies to increase the patients’
quality of life. Exigencies also escalate on health care professionals as patients
overwhelm them with information sought on the web (Akerkar and Bichile, 2004).
Health information seekers are constantly challenging health care professionals by the
information technology.

Researchers in medicine constantly attempt to find a cure for the illness. The
PORT researchers aim to identify various psychological issues effecting patients and
their families living with cancer. Once the cancer stressors are researched, the scientists
of PORT look to implement interventions to help increase, combine and develop creative
Palliative Care research methodologies from different fields, disciplines, and research
laboratories. Trainees and mentors learn to conduct and disseminate research that will be
used by health care providers and policymakers to optimize the quality of life of these
patients and their families. Through mentorship, this network or community of practice
(Stacey, 2004) can create an interdisciplinary group of Palliative Care investigators that
result in future collaboration between one another and connect them to the broader
Palliative Care research community. In Stacy (2004), a Community of Practice is defined
as “groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic,
and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing
basis” (as cited in Wenger, McDermott, and Synder, 2002).

In PORT, the mentors provide the trainees opportunities to learn from

experienced science researchers in oncology with awarded research grants, managing



emerging project initiatives and expert advice that can be directly applied to the research
trainees daily work life in a related field of nursing.

This fellowship base program was advertised through various means.
Informational ads were posted at each university, the PORT website

(www.port.mcgill.ca), the Jewish General hospital in Montreal which the program leader

is affiliated at and through word of mouth. Interested individuals were asked to fill out
the online application available on the PORT website before the deadline. The financial
support funded to the fellow trainees can range from $19,950 to $47,250. PORT is
funded primarily by the Canadian Institutes of Health Research (CIHR) — Institute of
Cancer Research (ICR) and the National Cancer Institute of Canada (NCIC). The CURE
Foundation and the Newton Foundation provided additional funds. The total grant

funded is 1,8 million dollars on a six year period (Loiselle, 2004).

Hypothesis/Research Goals

The purpose of this study is to investigate the benefits of using web-based
learning environments, its effects and students’ reactions to using instructional
technologies for learning. With this study that will be conducted through the
Psychosocial Oncology Research Training (PORT) course broadcast at four universities
within Canada, I hope to gain a better understanding of the online learning environment
and predicting achievement success when instructional technologies are used. This study
also aims to contribute to the understanding of the instructional technologies used in the
PORT seminar and help the instructors to re-evaluate and grapple with the overall

structure of the seminar should the need present itself.



Hypothesis 1, predicted that the web-based teleconferencing learning environment
(the virtual classroom) would be the ideal place and most beneficial common learning
medium for these doctoral level students to gather with mentors coast-to-coast to
collaborate through out the course.

Hypothesis 2, predicted that the computer-mediated communication (CMC) conference
area would be the primary means of communication outside the virtual classroom.
According to Keegan (1995), connecting the instructor and students electronically at
various locations creates a virtual classroom.

The outcome of this study is to assist PORT with efficient and effective
technology media easily accessible in this digital era. In consideration for the mentors’
already busy workload with the university and other possible projects undertaken, the
author of this study hopes to find the most effective media to accommodate this
community of practice and provide proficient solutions to strengthen their virtual
connection.

Through various media technologies, individuals are able to communicate, share
ideas and support each other’s specific area of interest. The founding belief of the PORT
program is to help in connecting a group of experts train novice researchers to develop
and implement evidence base interventions in their professional lives. These researchers
deal with time sensitive and life altering research that can help prevent the deadly disease
of cancer. Everyone knows someone who has been affected by some form of cancer.
The data and projects of the PORT group have a significant impact on daily human life.
Whether it be someone living with cancer today or someone else tomorrow, research in

Psychosocial Oncology is necessary. The psychological effects of cancer need to be



addressed and interventions designed so that humanity can have the support they need to
fight this life threatening illness. The reputable and dispersed coast-to-coast oncologists
are providing the opportunity to these young prosperous scientists to acquire their
expertise and model their practices.

In this study, the instruments attempt to gather information about the learners’
background with online seminars, attitudes encompassing distance education, access,
readiness and attitudes towards using instructional technologies. The seminar, face-to-face
and interviews data collection methods seek to reaffirm and possibly fill the gaps and
discover evidence not obvious in the pre questionnaire and post survey. Other than the
face-to-face interviews and workshops being recording digitally, the seminar observations
were written. Due to the confidentiality of patient information being discussed, the

teleconferencing seminars were not recorded digitally.

10



CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW

Rationale for the Program

The characteristics of the program encompassed several strategies. One major
component of the program was mentorship. The second was the computer-mediated
communication (CMC) system with the videoconference medium used for the seminars.

The third component was the participants’ reactions to using instructional technologies to

learn.

Mentoring

Relationships with other people are an integral part of our daily lives. Whether, it
is on a professional or personal level, various outcomes occur as a result of these
relationships. Some examples of relationships stated in Johnson et al. (1999) are: an
employee taking a job in a new company, meets an experienced employee and learns the
process of the job and surrounding environment; a new cancer patient meets a long time
survivor who sees the patient through as he begins cancer treatments; and every Sunday a
church member listens intently to the message preached by the pastor and then works
hard during the week to live by that message. The occurring behavior is the individual
change that is being simulated by a purposeful relationship with someone else.
Mentoring is the more formal term for this outcome or cause and effect relationship. At
times, mentoring brings individuals in contact with social groups and learner populations

otherwise unfamiliar to them (Fresko, 1999). Mentoring and tutoring studies, identified

11



in Fresko (1999) recognize mentoring as an instruction proven to benefit the learner as
well as the mentor. The mentors in this study (Fresko, 1999) demonstrated a positive
attitudinal change as a result of the continuous contact, socially sanctioned and ambition
towards achieving a laudable common goal.

In Johnson et al. (1999), The mentoring model theory. dimensions in mentoring
protocol states that “mentoring can anchor a process in which persons acquire
knowledge, skills, and dispositions that make them more or less able members of their
society” (p.387). Change and growth is effected in each person, both the mentee and the
mentor. Mentoring provides opportunities for young learners in a chosen field of study to
be guided by a person who is willing and able to transfer their professional expertise of
skills, information, and experience in order to help the mentees’ professional growth.

Kram (1985) asserts to an organizational perspective to mentoring as a lasting
relationship between a junior colleague and a senior colleague that contributes to career
development. People interaction and relationships continue to be vital to our future even
in the techno age (Johnson, 1999). Relationships continue even if organizations are
becoming boundary less, virtual, flexible and with shorter office cycles. For most
individuals, mentorship is a life skill and individual tool we are certain to use throughout

our lifespan. True mentoring lasts a number of years.

E-mentoring
A new use in electronic communications that is gaining much momentum and
interest is Electronic Mentoring or E-mentoring (Single and Muller, 2000). Electronic

mentoring or E-mentoring is mentoring conducted through electronic communications,



primarily via electronic mail, as the main means of communication. Sproull and Kiesler
(as cited in Single and Muller, 2000) found electronic communication tools to be flexible,
available, independent of time and space, allow for asynchronous exchanges, and provide
dwindling status differences that can facilitate the development of relationships.
Electronic communication such as electronic mail (email) and connections to the World
Wide Web (WWW) was once limited to the discourse of elite scientists and is now
ubiquitous at educational institutions (Single and Muller, 2000) around the globe.
E-mentoring allows for many opportunities to connect with more students where
mentors would otherwise be constrained by time and geography to participate (Single and
Muller, 2000). The focal point of ementoring lies on developing the mentoring
relationship by alleviating already a major obstacle, the medium. The administrative
resources and staff required to make the electronic programs effective seems to be a

challenge for most mentoring programs (Single and Muller, 2000).

Organizational Learning

Peter Senge (2006), founder of the Society for Organizational Learning (Sol)
believes an organization will be productive once leadership roles, as mentorship, are
decentralized and all people can be enhanced to work effectively towards a common goal.
In his model, learning organizations are organizations where peoples capacity to create
desired results is continually expanded, where vast and innovative patterns of thinking
are nurtured, where group ambition is set free, and where people are continually learning

to see the whole together (Senge, 1990).
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Communication within a committee or organization has long been recognized as a
key contributing factor in reaching high levels of productivity, efficiency and employee
well-being (Senge, 1990). While all people have the capacity to learn, the structures in
which they acquire knowledge and tools, needs to <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>