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ABSTRACT

Background: Health research has become an important component of undergraduate medical curriculum. Hence we
assessed the research skills of interns who have recently completed the community medicine internship postings.
Methods: It is a qualitative cross sectional study of 32 interns who have completed community medicine internship
postings and also have completed a research project during the postings in a private medical college in Chennai. The
method of assessment is by focus group discussion. Duration of the study was 10™ August to 23 August 2018. The
research skills were graded on a 0 to 9 point ordinal scale. The mean difference in research skills before and after the
postings were analysed using paired t test.

Results: 43.8% were males. The mean age was 22 years. 15.6% felt they had research skills even before entering the
internship postings. 100% felt they have acquired some kind of research skills after postings. The research skills
acquired by the interns were in doing review of literature (50%), sample size calculations (53.1%), methodology
(43.8%), questionnaire development (75%), data collection (75%), data entry (53.1%), data analysis under guidance
(21.9%), report writing (34.4%), and presentation skills (65.6%). The overall mean increase in research skills before
and after the postings was nearly 4.03 (p=0.000). Suggestions given by interns to improve the research activity were
giving individual topics (19%), more time (47%) and more guidance (9%).

Conclusions: Our study has shown that a research project done during the community medicine internship postings
has helped interns to gain research skills.
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INTRODUCTION

Health research is an important component of post
graduate medical education in India. But the level of
importance of research in undergraduate medical
education has always been a major concern. Many
undergraduate medical students do not know the various
steps involved in a research process. The problem is that
even in countries with a renowned calling for science,
such as the USA, it is increasingly less common for
doctors to decide to focus their careers on scientific

activity.>® The main solution for this problem can be
introducing the medical professionals to research training
at an early part of their academic training.?

Even though the research skills can be imparted by
training and by giving an experience of doing a research
project. The level of research skills acquired by an
undergraduate medical intern after completion of a
research project has not been studied so far in Tamil
Nadu, India.
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Hence we wanted to assess the level of research skills of
medical interns who have completed the community
medicine postings in a private medical college in
Chennai, India and also who have completed a research
project under guidance during their two months of
postings in community medicine department.

METHODS

This is a cross sectional qualitative study of 32 medical
interns who have completed a research project in
community medicine postings in Tagore medical college
and hospital, Chennai. Ethical clearance was obtained
from Institutional Ethical Committee of Tagore Medical
College and Hospital, Chennai. Informed consent was
also obtained from study participants. Duration of the
study: August 10" to 23 2018.

As a part of routine activity during the internship postings
in community medicine department in Tagore medical
college, the interns were exposed to do a research project.
The research project was a group activity and done under
the guidance from faculties of the community medicine
department.

Focus group discussion

The research skills of the interns who have completed the
research project were obtained using a focus group
discussion (FGD). The FGD was conducted after getting
informed consent from the medical interns. We opted for
FGD because, a FGD is a good way to gather together
people from similar backgrounds or experiences to
discuss a specific topic of interest. The group of
participants is guided by a moderator (or group
facilitator) who introduces topics for discussion and helps
the group to participate in a lively and natural discussion
amongst themselves.’

FGD should be used when you need to understand an
issue at a deeper level than you can access with a survey®.
The basic rules of FGD like the facilitation, ensuring
even participation, careful wording of the key questions,
maintaining a neutral attitude and appearance, and
summarising the session to reflect the opinions evenly
and fairly were followed by session moderator.>”

The total of 32 interns were divided into 3 FGD groups.
The number of participants in each FGD group were 12,
12 and 8. The average time taken for each FGD was 45
minutes. All the FGD were moderated by a single
associate professor to avoid bias. The questions asked
during the FGD were

e Have you been involved in any research activities
prior to community medicine postings? If yes explain
in what way you were involved. Kindly specify in
which activity you were involved?- Review of
literature, sample size calculations, methodology,

questionnaire development, data collection, data
entry, data analysis, report writing and presentation
skills

e Do you think the research activity done in postings
helped you to gain research skills? If yes explain
how much skills you gained?

e What are all the skills you have acquired from doing
the research project in posting? Kindly choose the
activities you were involved and also you feel
competent enough to handle now - Review of
literature, sample size calculations, methodology,
questionnaire development, data collection, data
entry, data analysis, report writing and presentation
skills

e What are the suggestions for improving research
skills for interns?

e In future are you confident of undertaking research
projects?

All the FGD were video recorded and the answers were
translated into quantitative data.

Scoring system

An working definition was given for the scoring of the
individual research skill acquired. A score of 0 was given
if a particular skill was not present. A score of 1 was
given for each individual skills acquired. The research
skills that were taken into consideration were review of
literature, sample size calculations, methodology,
questionnaire development, data collection, data entry,
data analysis, report writing and presentation skills.
Based on their responses the scoring was done on a
ordinal scale of 0-9. The scores obtained were analysed
before and after completion of research project and the
mean difference in the score before and after completion
of research project was analysed using paired t test. The
descriptive statistics were also done.

Data analysis

The FGD was video recorded and the answers collected
were translated into quantitative data and entered into
excel and analysed by SPSS version 20.

RESULTS

The total number of study participants was 32 medical
interns. The mean age of the study participants was 22
years (range 21-24). Nearly 27 (85%) said they have
never been involved in any kind of research activity prior
to community medicine internship postings. The level of
research skill acquired by them after the postings is
shown in Figure 1.

Nearly 56% of the interns felt they have acquired little
research skills and only 6% felt that they have acquired
very good research skills. The type of research skills
acquired by interns is shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 1: Level of competency acquired by medical interns.
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Figure 2: Type of research skills acquired.
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Figure 3: Mean score difference in research skills acquired by interns.

You can see from Figure 2, the interns stated nearly 75% by presentation skills (66%), data entry (53%), and
of them were confident of the research activity of sample size calculation (53%). The research skill which
questionnaire development and data collection followed was least developed was data analysis (22%).
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Suggestions given by interns to improve the research
activity were, giving individual research topics (19%),
more time to do research (47%), more guidance (9%),
more field exposure (6%) and 25% said nil suggestions.
78.1% felt they are now confident enough to undertake a
research project in the future.

Comparison of mean scores

We compared the overall mean scores before and after
completion of the postings. The mean score before the
postings was 0.69 and after the postings were 4.72. The
mean difference in the score of 4.03 was statistically
significant (p=0.000) (Figure 3).

DISCUSSION

Our study showed that there was an improvement in
perception of research skills acquired after completion of
the research project. Similar findings were also reported
by a study done by Devi et al in Melaka Manipal Medical
College, India.?

Devi et al study findings also reflected our study findings
of requirement of more time in terms of time
management.® Nearly 85% said they have never been
exposed to any kind of research activity before to
community medicine postings. This was comparable with
a bibliometric analytic study done by Sachdeva et al.’ The
study done by Sachdeva et al showed the published
articles of undergraduate medical students as co-author
had 35% community medicine department faculties as
corresponding author.® In a way this shows most of the
undergraduate research activity were done in community
medicine postings or under the guidance of community
medicine faculties.

Our study showed the overall mean score of perception of
acquired research skills improved from 0.69 to 4.72 on a
ordinal scale of 0 to 9. The study done by Devi et al also
showed that their mentored student research project has
improved their research skills of medical students.®

CONCLUSION

Our study showed because of a research project done by
medical interns during the two months period of
community medicine internship postings significantly
improved their research skills. Evidence based medicine
has become an important component of health care
decision making.®°

It is essential to inculcate critical thinking and reasoning
skills, and to develop a positive attitude among medical
students towards scientific research from the beginning of
their medical career.®™ Research projects helps to
develop analytical thinking and self directed learning
skills and also helps to improve presentation skills and
other communication skills. Furthermore, these projects
play a role in producing physicians who are better

equipped to evaluate and apply new knowledge to their
profession 211

Community medicine and community medicine faculties
can play a vital role in creating the “Indian Medical
Graduates” with the necessary competencies (knowledge,
skills, and attitudes) including research skills to become a
better doctor of the future."’

Hence we strongly recommend, in future the Medical
Council of India should make it mandatory that every
medical intern should complete an individual research
project under guidance as a part of one year internship
programme to receive the medical degree.
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