A Web-based interactive training for the self-
acquisition of information retrieval skills
targeting the PBL students

Patrice Chalon and Francoise Pasleau, Liege

OBIJECTIVE: To provide the medical students involved in Problem-Based Learning (PBL) with a remotely accessible training tool for the self
acquisition of information retrieval skills.

CONTENT: Access to the training tool is made trough a portal Web site. The tool is initiated with a clinical case. A selection of relevant electronic
resources such as dictionaries, encyclopaedias, textbooks, and bibliographical databases is proposed. Each resource comes with search examples achieved
by librarians concerning the subject of the clinical case. Each step of the strategy is described, commented and illustrated with a screen copy of the
original resource. To reinforce the realism, users are invited to click on the appropriate areas of the screen copy to progress in the search. A catalogue is
created with the documents retrieved from the different resources. The catalogue is searchable independently and provides links to full-text when
available.

The technical support for the training tool consists of a set of related databases (FileMaker Pro, FileMaker Inc., USA). Data concerning the clinical
case, including medical imaging, is contained in a first database. Description of —and links to resources are collected in a second database as well as
basic user instructions. For every search example in a specific resource, a database is created from a template, containing all the searched terms and screen
copies necessary to provide an interactive demonstration. The catalogue of documents constitutes the last database.

The prototype must now be presented to teachers and students and evaluated for quality, performance and user-friendliness. Results will help us to
improve the design and content of the training tool.

Introduction

In the year 2001, the Medical Faculty of the
University of Liege (Belgium) turned to a
new teaching method related to the Problem-
Based Learning (PBL) methodology. PBL is
a student-centred, problem-based, small
group learning approach initiated at the
McMaster Medical School (Hamilton,
Canada) in the late sixties 12 . Typically, the

problem is solved in three phases. During
the first phase, students discover the
problem. They have to clarify terms and
concepts, define and analyse the problem,
and formulate hypotheses. Learning
objectives are defined for the next session.
During the second phase, group members
individually collect information with respect
to the learning objectives. At the third phase,

students meet again and share their findings.
The newly acquired information is
synthesised and tested. 3,

Information-seeking skills are thus
fundamental for the success of a PBL
curriculum, but also for lifelong learning, a
Izeg qualification for tomorrow’s physicians

For many years, medical libraries have
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Each object represents one database created with FileMaker Pro. The databases are linked in order to provide the interactive tool. Links
between databases are identified by letters (a to h). The “Clinical case” contains all the necessary information, from the patient’s main
complaint to the diagnosis. The “Search map generator” contains information to construct the search map. The “Catalogue of search
examples” lists all the available searches. Each “Search example” concerns a theme and is conducted in one resource with several keywords.
The “Catalogue of selected documents” lists pertinent documents concerning the subject of the clinical case. The “Catalogue of information
resources” provides a brief description of- and links to selected information resources.
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provided students and faculty with training
at various times during their curriculum.
These training generally concern the library
organisation, the literature searching and the
critical appraisal of medical literature 4,7,
Hands-on activities are the more efficient but
are difficult to organise for large groups 7.
Libraries must thus find new way to provide
first years PBL students with an adapted
support in information retrieval. One
attractive option is a Web-based tutorial
provided in addition to lecture courses 8,9,
Tutorials are software programs that guide
the user in a learning process. These programs
contain definitions and rules, examples and
multiple-choice questions with immediate
feedback 10; they make use of computer’s
multimedia capabilities and provide some
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interactivity 11-13 web-based systems can
reach a large number of users when and
where the information is needed 9.

In this work, we designed a Web-based
interactive training tool to support the self-
acquisition of information retrieval skills. This
tool isaimed to the first years medical students
of the University of Liege engaged in a PBL-
like curriculum.

Material and Methods

The database software used in this project is
FileMaker Pro (v.4.1, FileMaker Inc., USA).
FileMaker Pro permits the creation of
relational multimedia databases and integrates
a Webserver. A proprietary tag language,
Claris Database Mark-up Language
(CDML),allows the databases to be queried

from Web pages. Screen copies are obtained
using Capture (v.2.01, AnalogX.com).
Pictures are resized and saved in GIF format
with PhotoShop (v.5.0 LE, Adobe Systems
Inc., USA). Multiple links are defined with
HomePage (v.3.0, Claris Corp., USA). The
WebPages are written HyperText Markup
Language v.4.01 (HTML) with HTML-Kit
(b.290, Chami.com). The layout of the Web
site is defined in an external Cascading Style
Sheet (CSS) created with TopStyle Lite (v.2.5,
BradSoft.com). Webforms using CDML are
elaborated with HomePage.

Results

Tool creation and structure

The Website is created in HTML 4.01, with
little JavaScript; pictures are in GIF format;
no proprietary plug-in is necessary. Web
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