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Welcome to the second issue: we hope 

that you have returned fresh from the 

Christmas break and ready to tackle the 

joys of distance learning once again. 

Lessons from a new distance course 

The new Post Graduate Diploma in 

Surgical Anatomy (PGDipSurgAnat) was 

launched in 2009 and ran as 24 weeks of 

distance learning interspersed with two 

short periods of campus-based instruction. 

Places in 2010 have been increased to 

keep up with demand. 

Professor Mark Stringer shares with us 

some of the secrets of their success: 

eighteen months of preparation, keeping 

communications with students simple and 

maintaining the freshness of material.  

See page 2 for the full article. 

 

From left to right: Robbie McPhee, Kathryn 

McClea, Ross Marshall-Seeley, Mr Patrick 

Lyall, and Professor Mark Stringer from the 

Department of Anatomy and Structural Biology  

Your contributions are most welcome. 

Email: karen.logan@otago.ac.nz  

Teaching Awards 

A number of you are doing exciting and 

innovative work which deserves to be 

recognised. This work ranges from the 

ways you engage students in interaction 

with each other, to the development of 

learning objects where students interact 

with concepts central to the course.  

There are 3 awards that recognise your 

excellence as distance educators. The 

University of Otago teaching awards are a 

precursor to the national Ako Aotearoa 

Tertiary Teaching Awards, and are worth 

$7,500 and $20,000 respectively. The 22 

January deadline involves an initial 2000 

word submission. The contact is Kerry 

Shephard at HEDC. 

A separate award that specifically 

recognises excellence in distance 

education is administered by DEANZ. The 

2 page application form and 400 word 

summary is due by 12 February. Contact 

Bill Anderson for further details. 

Course Evaluations - Did you know 
you can undertake them online? 

 There is a new block of 10 questions 

relating to areas that are critical to the 

success of distance education. 

 This entire set can be added in 1 step 

 Data in course evaluations will help 

you maintain the excellence of your 

paper. 

 Order your online course evaluation 

early in Semester 1. Mark your diary 

now. 

mailto:karen.logan@otago.ac.nz


In Brief 

Anti-plagiarism software Safe Assign 

will be activated on 1
st
 January 2010. 

 This tool is available via Blackboard, 

although you do not have to be using 

Blackboard as a teaching tool to use 

Safe Assign. 

 For general information visit: 

www.otago.ac.nz/study/plagiarism   

 Safe Assign is supported by ITS, who 

offer training courses and instructions 

in the Help section of Blackboard. 

Lessons from a new distance learning 
course (cont. from page 1) 

This new qualification was launched in 

2009 and ran as 24 weeks of distance 

learning interspersed with two short 

periods of campus-based instruction. We 

needed some campus-based teaching so 

that our students could undertake 

dissection. The Diploma is targeted at 

junior doctors aiming to become surgeons 

or radiologists. Twenty candidates from 

New Zealand and Australia were selected 

from a pool of 28 applicants and 16 

completed the course; one got a job as 

doctor at Scott Base (at the South Pole) 

and could not commit to the residential 

part of the course, and three dropped out 

due to workload issues or personal 

reasons. One candidate provided 

excitement when her baby arrived early – 

only a couple of days before the start of 

the second campus-based session! 

Mother and baby are doing well. 

  

The distance learning ran from January to 

April and from July to September. It was 

structured as four separate papers, each 

consisting of selected study material, short 

notes exercises, and formative MCQs. In 

addition, each candidate had to write a 

research essay on a topic relevant to each 

paper. Weekly reading material and 

instructions were posted on a Moodle-

based website every Monday morning 

together with the previous week’s 

answers. Material was accessed remotely 

by the students and Moodle enabled us to 

see when candidates had last accessed 

the site. The site also had a discussion 

forum and a facility to email the two course 

academics with specific questions. 

 

So what did we learn from the distance 

part of the Diploma? Firstly, it required a 

lot of hard work by a committed team of 

two academics, an administrator, an IT 

expert and a medical illustrator. We spent 

18 months planning the course, writing 

material, steering the qualification through 

various University committees, and 

gaining approval from the Royal 

Australasian College of Surgeons. 

Secondly, keeping remote access and 

lines of communication simple seemed to 

be effective. We did not use 

videoconferencing but we did have the 

luxury of face-to-face contact with 

candidates during the two residential 

periods. Thirdly, we found that there was a 

tendency for the distance material to 

become formulaic and that it was essential 

to inject freshness by varying the content. 

Finally, some students underestimated the 

workload involved and struggled to keep 

up. 

We invited external assessment from the 

Royal Australasian College of Surgeons 

and were delighted to receive a very 

positive report. We have had lots of 

informal feedback from the candidates that 

the course met their needs and, 

importantly, provided a solid foundation of 

clinical anatomy. 

 
We are planning to run the course again in 

2010 and will be increasing the number of 

places to 24. Fortunately, we already have 

more than enough prospective and eager 

candidates on our books – including some 

from Australia and even further afield. 
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