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Abstract

Objective: To assess the improvement in participant's knowledge and skills pertaining to medical writing by
interactive hands-on workshops.

Methods: During the course of three months (January to March 2009), four interactive 5 hours hands-on
workshops were organized on Medical Writing. All participants completed a pre-workshop and post-workshop
questionnaire. Fourteen questions were included in both questionnaires related to workshop outline. Eight
questions were related to knowledge of the participants about different aspects of medical writing (yes/no).
Participants were also asked six questions to rate their skills relating to medical writing on a numerical scale of
1-5 (1: no skills and 5: expert). Participant's feedbacks were also analyzed. The pre-workshop and post-
workshop responses were compared to see if there was any significant difference by using McNemar test and
paired-t test where appropriate.

Results: Response to eight questions regarding knowledge (authorship criteria, types of data, application of
significance test, search techniques, plagiarism, Vancouver style of reference and copyright statement) showed
that there was a significant difference in all responses (p<0.005). Same trend was observed in skills rating
(literature search, basic data analysis, writing an original article, writing references, paper submission for
publication) of participants themselves before and after the workshop (p<0.0001). Analysis of feedback showed
that participants found the workshop informative, practical and helpful in improvement of their skills for paper
writing.

Conclusion: Short interactive hands-on medical writing workshops are helpful and beneficial in improving the

knowledge and skills of the participants.
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Introduction

"Writing is easy. All you have to do is sit down at a
typewriter and open a vein'. This is a famous saying of a well-
known American sportswriter and most of academicians and
clinicians will identify the pain of writing implied in this
quote.! Medical Writing is an art which requires considerable
effort and continuous practice. Due to inadequate training
most of the postgraduate trainees and even faculty are
reluctant to take initiative and if this reluctance is allowed to
persist it might become a life long inhibition. Possible
explanations for this reluctance include a lack of time, lack of
self-confidence, difficulty in writing, or difficulty in selecting
a topic of wide appeal.2

Writing for publication is an important activity for
academics but not enjoyed by many. However, in the changed
circumstances where published work is a pre-requisite and is
important for selection, appointment and for further
promotions in academics, the clinicians are forced to conduct
studies and write under compulsion with the result that the
quality of their manuscripts is not satisfactory.3 Even after
having conducted a study, many clinicians find it extremely
difficult to write and prepare a manuscript acceptable for
publication in the peer reviewed medical journals. It has been
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proved that courses on medical writing result in increase in
publications.*-6

Having realized that many colleagues and residents in
our medical institutions are hesitant to put pen to paper in
order to publish their work because of lack of training, we
developed and organized a series of very practical oriented,
hands-on medical writing workshops which were aimed at
improving medical writing skills. Some other organizations
have been involved in such activities but to the author's
knowledge; there has been no prior evaluation of the
participant's perception and effectiveness of these workshops.
The objective of this study was to assess the participant's
knowledge and self rated skills after these workshops as well
as to analyze their feedbacks in order to improve the quality
of workshops.

Methods

During the course of three months (January to March
2009), four workshops were organized in different institutes
by Pakistan Medical Journalists' Association (PMJA) in
collaboration with Eastern Mediterranean Association of
Medical Editors (EMAME), Dow University of Health
Sciences (DUHS) and Society of Surgeons of Pakistan.
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Workshop Outline:

The interactive five hours hands-on workshops
focused on indentifying essential elements of writing original
research papers. Participants were limited to 30 in each
workshop. Whole course outline and hands-on exercises were
developed by the first author. Workshop comprised of
sessions on steps in planning and conducting a research,
selecting research topic within one's own resources and
limitations, literature search techniques, resources with
online demonstration, basic statistics, proforma development
with hands-on exercise of proforma development in
independent groups of 4-5 participants. This was followed by
interactive discussion and suggestions to improve the quality
of the proforma. Writing an original article, plagiarism with
hand-on exercise and writing references with exercise were
also carried out. A whole session was devoted for
presentation of paper for submission to peer reviewed
journals. An important aspect of the workshops was that
participants were encouraged to actively contribute to the
discussion.

Workshop Faculty:

Workshop faculty included editors of peer reviewed
medical journals and faculty members of medical universities
who regularly publish in journals and have interest in
teaching and training medical writing skills. Faculty members
facilitating these workshops varied but all workshops were
structured similarly.

Data Collection:

At the start of workshop, baseline information was
obtained about demography of participants with reading
habits and number of published papers. All participants
completed a pre-workshop questionnaire and immediately
following the workshop they completed a second
questionnaire.

Fourteen questions were included in both
questionnaires. Eight questions were related to knowledge of
the participants about different aspects in medical writing
(yes/no). Participants were also asked six questions to self
rate their skills relating to medical writing on a numerical
scale of 1-5 (1: no skills ands 5: expert). All of these questions
were related to workshop outline above.

The second questionnaire contained additional
statements regarding participants perceived value of the
workshop as follow: Workshop was informative and
practical, hand outs were useful, different hands-on exercises
were effective, it will be helpful in improvement of their
skills of paper writing, recommend this workshop to others,
similar workshops should be organized in future as well and
it will help them to publish in future.
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Analysis:

Data was analyzed by SPSS version 10. Descriptive
statistics were obtained about demography and paper reading
habits, publications and feedback. The pre-workshop and
post-workshop responses were compared to see if there was
any significant difference by using McNemar test for
categorical response and paired-t test for numerical response.

Results

A total of 120 participants attended four workshops.
Out of them 110 (91.7%) questionnaires were returned back
and were analyzed. Mean age of the participants was 36.17 +
10.49 years (Range: 21 - 55 years). Demographic profile of
all participants is shown in Table-1. Response to the pre-
workshop questionnaire indicated that 64 (58.2%) had not
published any paper followed by 12 (10.9%) participants
most of whom had published at least two papers.

Response of eight questions regarding knowledge
about different aspects of medical writing showed that there
was a highly significant difference (p<0.005) (Table-2). Same

Table-1: Demographic profile and reason for participating
in the medical writing workshop (n = 112).

Variable n (%)
Gender

Male 65 (59.1)
Female 45 (40.9)
Grade

Consultants 42 (38.1)
Residents 39 (35.4)
House officers 10 (9.0)
Medical Students 14 (12.7)
Research Associates 5(4.5)
Specialty

Basic Sciences 33 (30.0)
Medicine and Allied 23 (20.9)
Surgery and Allied 49 (44.5)

Research Department 5(4.5)
Reason(s) for attending the workshop

To learn Medical Writing 68 (61.8)
Improvement in writing skills 54 (49.1)
To learn statistics 28 (25.5)
Certificate 7(6.4)
To take a day off 2(1.8)
Someone advised 0 (0)
Number of scientific papers read per month
0 21 (19.4)
2-Jan 53 (49.1)
5-Mar 24 (22.2)
10-Jun 9(8.3)
>10 1(0.9)
Number of published paper
0 23 (20.9)
2-Jan 53 (48.2)
5-Mar 24 (21.8)
10-Jun 9(8.2)
>10 1(0.9)
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trend was observed in skills rating of participants themselves
before and after the workshop (p<0.0001) (Table-3).

Participants also commented on the assessment of the
value of the workshop to themselves and others. They found
the workshop informative, practical and helpful in

Table-2: Participant's knowledge pre-workshop
and post-workshop (n=110).

Question Pre workshop Post-workshop P value
n (%) n (%)

Do you know the authorship

criteria by ICMJE? 24 (21.8) 93 (84.5) <0.0001

Do you know the different

types of data (numerical,

categorical)? 73 (66.4) 91 (82.7) 0.005

Do you know which test of
significance is applied on
different type of data?

Do you know different search
technique like Boolean
Technique?

Do you know different
methods of finding of free
full text of article?

Do you know what plagiarism
is and how to avoid it?

Can you write references

of journal article, book chapter
in Vancouver style?

Do you know what is meant
by Letter of Undertaking
(Copyright statement)?

39 (35.5) 82(745)  <0.0001

36 (32.7) 78 (79.6) <0.0001

50 (45.5) 97(882)  <0.0001

55 (50.0) 105 (95.5) <0.0001

45 (40.9) 107 (97.3) <0.0001

43 (39.1) 89 (80.9) <0.0001

McNemar test was applied between pre-workshop and post-workshop responses.

Table-3: Participant's perception of their skills
pre-workshop and post-workshop (n=110).

Questions about Pre workshop Post-workshop P value

self-reported skills Mean £ SD Mean + SD
Effective literature search 2.70 £1.02 3.74+0.79 <0.0001
Basic data analysis (statistics) 2.03+£1.04 271£0.92 <0.0001

3.50+0.76  <0.0001
3.00+£0.80 <0.0001
3.82+0.73 <0.0001
3.16+0.98 <0.0001

Paired-t test was applied between the groups.

Making of a good quality proforma  2.58 £1.07
Writing an original article 232+1.08
Writing references 252+ 1.11
Submission of paper for publication 2.14 +1.16

Table-4: Feedback of the participants at the end of workshops.

Question N (%)
Workshop was informative and practical? 110 (100.0)
Hand outs of the workshop are useful? 107 (97.3)
Different hands-on exercises of workshop were

effective? 99 (90.0)
Workshop will be helpful in improvement of their

skills of paper writing? 107 (97.3)
Will recommend this workshop to others? 110 (100.0)
Such workshops should be organized in future as well? 110 (100.0)
This workshop will help them to publish in future? 96 (87.3)
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improvement of paper writing skills (Table-4).

Discussion

Medical writing skills are different from the skills
required for study designing and carrying out research.” An
improvement in medical writing skills is likely to improve
submission and overall helping doctors to become published
authors.8 The post-workshop evaluation showed that the
workshop was highly rated in all aspects. The main reason for
such good response from the participants is practicality and
simplicity of all sessions. Overall format of the workshop was
designed in such a way that participants could learn from how
a topic was perceived to submission to a peer reviewed
journal at the end. To the best of the author's knowledge, this
is the first time in Pakistan that such a short course to improve
medical writing skills has been evaluated and documented.
Participant's appreciation about the workshop can be
illustrated by the following representative comments:

"It was really informative, timely and helpful as well
as interesting."

"Very nicely presented in such a short time. Really
helpful not only regarding Medical writing but also how to
make a presentation."

This study has certain limitations. Assessment was
subjective rather than objective measurement like numbers or
quality of publication post workshop. A follow up study about
the track record of participants could show the long-term
usefulness of such academic activities.

As revealed, the information regarding the number of
papers read by the participants per month may not be true,
because had they been reading so many papers, their
knowledge about medical writing would have been more vast
and they would have had more published papers to their
credit. Some of the participants were not happy with the basic
statistics discussed in the workshop which is reflected in the
following comments by one of the participants:

"The workshop was very informative. The only thing
which can be improved is to give more time to biostatistics."

However, in a one day course where the facilitators
had to cover a large number of topics, it was not possible to
devote more time to statistics which is an important but rather
difficult subject even for most of the published authors and
Editors. Another most common remark by the participants
was the short period of time. More elaborate advance three
days workshop with some added features will be organized in
future.

An important fact which was shared by the authors in
the workshop was ICMIE criteria of authorship.® Most
authors were not aware of this important information and in
most of the studies, the Head of the Department became an
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author by default We do not believe that just by providing this
information we can bring the change, but we tried to create
awareness amongst the participants with a hope that it will
help in checking and eventually eliminating this menace of
gift authorship.!0

Sommer et al. showed that a two and half day
workshop can increase significant knowledge and skills with
pre and post-workshop rates of publication showing a
positive change.!! Pololi et al. described the effects of short
internal multiple sessions and found that participants
completed at least one scholarly paper.!2 Although the
authors have shown benefits of a short medical writing
workshop, it is expected that a longer session might offer
greater benefits. A long session (2-3 days) would allow the
content to be greatly expanded and easily absorbed by the
participants.

This was shown by Lawrence et al.!3 where
participants of a single-day writing course had very little
impact on publication outcomes. However, when a similar
course was presented in a seminar series over eight weeks,
and participants were encouraged to spend a minimum of 20
hours on their own writing during that period, there was a
marked improvement in publication outcomes. Several
studies have noted that suggested writing interventions
improved not just the number of manuscripts developed, but
also the quality.8

A study on 18 Australian universities revealed that the
average academician published less than one paper in peer-
reviewed journals every two years, one-quarter had not
published over a five-year period.!4 Several factors have been
identified as contributing to the publication rates of
academics. These include age, gender, rank, institution type
and department, intrinsic motivation to conduct research,
autonomy and job stress.!5 A study of 8544 full-time
academics in the USA examining similar factors impeding
men's and women's productivity found little or no effect of
family-related variables such as marriage, children or ageing
parents.!5 More important contributors were academic rank,
salary, orientation towards research and desire for
recognition. It was found that younger academics tended to
be more productive, perhaps due to their education at a time
of increased focus on publications. The same trend can be
observed in Pakistan. Now undergraduates have special
training in research and most of the medical colleges require
students to complete one research project with their
graduation. This will help in boosting research culture and
result in increasing publication rates.

A number of reasons have been identified why
academics do not write for publication. A common reason
given for not writing is lack of available time.!6 However,
some studies have shown that highly productive writers do
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not have more time or fewer commitments than their
colleagues who do not write.!” Some writers have a limited
understanding of the writing and publication processes, an
uncertainty of what ideas are worthy of publication.!$ One
study identified that writing generated fear and anxiety for
many academics.!® Grant et al. have showed that some
participants have had good ideas, but felt that their writing
ability was not good enough.20 In these interactive
workshops, we have tried to discuss all these issues and help
the participants to think that they can write for scholarly
journals where ever they are, irrespective of their position i.e.
from medical students to postgraduates, basic sciences
faculty and clinicians.

Conclusion

This study has showed that short interactive hands-on
medical writing workshops are beneficial in improving the
knowledge and skills of the participants. It is suggested that
such workshops should be a routine feature in every
institution.
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