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ABSTRACT.

Multiple student initiatives were developed in the Medical School of the Aristotle University of Thessaloniki,
under the guidance of the Laboratory of Primary Health Care, General Practice, and Health Services Research,
as an answer to the increasing needs of the Greek National Health System during the pandemic. In one group,
students were responsible for the phone call communication with patients of certain areas to book an
appointment for a rapid test, announce the results of the test, monitor the symptoms and the health condition of
patients with mild COVID-19 and inform the GPs of the health centers. At around the same time, in another
group, senior medical students were enlisted as volunteers, and they were distributed to seven vaccination
centers in two different Health Districts of Northern Greece. The vaccination process was significantly facilitated
by the support of students in the initial data collection and recording of the personal medical history of the
incoming citizens. Supporting the medical staff to accelerate the process, helping to raise public awareness
about vaccination, keeping in touch with clinical life and patients, and further training in vaccination and
communication skills were cited as critical expectations by the volunteer students, which were largely met. Other
schools could implement similar strategies of including medical students in community health projects and
promote initiatives that support primary health care.

Key Words: COVID-19 , COVID-19 Vaccines, Undergraduate Medical Education
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THE EXPERIENCE.

The Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has taken an alarming spreading course in the last two
years, causing a disruption of conventional medical education.-3 The rapid evolution of the pandemic, the scarce
medical resources, as well as the increased need for experienced doctors in the overloaded Greek hospitals,
dictated that expeditious decisions regarding the training of medical students were to be made. This included a
month-long halt of in-person lectures and suspension of senior students’ clinical placements in university

hospitals, until the curve of COVID-19 cases had been sufficiently flattened once again.

During that time, multiple student initiatives had been developed in the Medical School of the Aristotle University
of Thessaloniki, under the guidance of the Laboratory of Primary Health Care, General Practice, and Health
Services Research. 5th- and 6th-year medical students showed remarkable motivation and participated in
founding COVID-19 response teams, unique in their perspective and participation among all other Medical
Schools in Greece. As far as we know, no other Medical School in Greece actively involved students in the
battle against the COVID-19.

Overall, the unique perspectives of the initiative are the students’ involvement in all parts of it, such as
development, organization, implementation, and evaluation of the objectives that were originally set. One of the
teams aided the remote monitoring of home isolated patients with mild COVID-19 symptoms, and the other
provided vital assistance to the newly founded COVID-19 vaccination centers in Central Macedonia, Greece
(Figure 1). In both initiatives, the participating students underwent extensive training regarding the scientific
background and the expected outcomes for each team. Simultaneously, the Laboratory of Primary Health Care
ensured that they received continuous supervision and assistance in all parts of their involvement. The students’
participation in both teams was later evaluated through online questionnaires regarding the educational impact
and their experience about the significance of their assisting role.*The questionnaires were created by the
students in charge of organizing each volunteer team in terms of scheduling and training, with the aid of the
Laboratory of Primary Health Care. They included quantitative questions of Likert-type, on a scale of 1-5 (1 =
disagree, 5 = agree) and open-ended questions, regarding the benefits, the positive and negative points of the
experience at the culmination of the program, which were analyzed quantitatively and qualitatively by the
method of thematic analysis. The questionnaire was sent to the correspondents digitally and the questions
formulation ensured that correspondents’ identification was not possible. No pilot study has been conducted

prior to the questionnaires.

The Monitoring of Home-Quarantined Patients’ Initiative

The first group (including 13 students) participated in the regular psychological and clinical distance monitoring
of home-quarantined patients. Students were responsible for the phone call communication with patients of
certain areas to book an appointment for a rapid test, announce the results of the test, monitor the symptoms
and the health condition of patients with mild COVID-19 and inform the GPs of the health centers. To accomplish
this the students were familiarized with the national protocols and guidelines for handling COVID-19 cases
through the guidance of the Professor of Primary Health Care and a General Practitioner (GP) responsible for

the project. Afterward, they were subjected to training concerning communication skills, the type of questions

6
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the students should ask the patients, the type of information they were to provide the patients with, and the
appropriate information about patients’ health they should report to the responsible healthcare personnel. The
monitored patients were affiliated with three rural primary health care centers. After being trained, the students
were divided into subgroups based on their daily liability for the follow-ups. Following the initiative’s culmination,
the students filled out a questionnaire about their overall experience. The majority of students agreed that the
most significant benefit of distance-monitoring patients with COVID-19 was the improvement of their
communication skills. More specifically it was mentioned that the greatest benefit of the participation was the
familiarization with international guidelines and protocols for COVID-19, and the sense of contribution to the
healthcare system during this challenging period. Some of the students also mentioned the alertness and the
team spirit during the difficult times of the pandemic. Concerning what they learned during the weekly reflective
meetings, almost all students positively characterized them as valuable. The majority underlined the significance
of the feedback they received from other students, obtaining knowledge from each other's comments, the team
spirit and the benefits from self-evaluation and reporting of their experience. Finally, regarding how distance-
monitoring of patients in primary healthcare could be implemented in the subsequent phases of the pandemic,
students indicated that all medical schools in Greece should be involved, that there should be a better use of
technology, and that an organized protocol, proper education, and involvement of medical students should also

exist.

The COVID-19 Vaccination Initiative

The second initiative aimed at assisting the newly founded vaccination centers from January until late June
2021. By that time, sixty-one senior medical students had become members of the vaccination volunteer team,
and they were distributed to seven vaccination centers in two different Health Districts of Northern Greece. Prior
to their active involvement, students attended a preparatory training session that informed them about the official
procedural guidelines and educated them on possible behavioral and medical case scenarios.® Frequent
communication with the volunteers was maintained offline and online in reflective meetings. Regarding the
students’ roles and responsibilities, the vaccination process was significantly facilitated by the support of
students in the initial data collection and recording of the personal medical history of the incoming citizens in
the understaffed hospitals and primary health care centers that served as main vaccination sites. In suspicion
over a vaccine allergy, the students had to inform the nursing personnel to take immediate protective action.
Moreover, the students were entitled to fully address any questions or concerns about the vaccination research
process, the administration of vaccines, as well as possible future side effects. Finally, they were also in charge
of monitoring the patients after the vaccination and until their exit from the vaccination center. As a result, the
documentation process was balanced, and the existing medical and nursing personnel could focus on the

delivery of vaccinations or even be allocated in other departments.

In addition, many volunteers exercised practical skills such as intramuscular injections or were familiarized with
recognizing and treating a possible allergic reaction. Finally, they were trained to be able to address concerns
about the vaccines and COVID-19. The overall students’ experience and educational outcomes were evaluated
through an online questionnaire. Supporting the medical staff to accelerate the process, helping to raise public
awareness about vaccination, keeping in touch with clinical life, and further training in vaccination and

communication skills were cited as critical expectations by the students, which were largely met. It is impressive

7
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that the motivation of the volunteers and their passion for helping in a large-scale health crisis were not easily
bowed by the emerging challenges. They overcame their initial hesitance of a possible exposure to the virus,
although many of them lived in their family houses and were afraid of the consequences. Their limited medical
role despite their advanced training as graduate students was only reported as a negative experience. According
to the final evaluative questionnaire, 91% of those who answered it would participate again in a similar effort or

suggest it to their fellow students.

Conclusion

The participation of the students in the volunteer groups exhibited positive outcomes with apparent social effect.
This was evident through the local media attention the initiatives received, as well as the growing participation
of students from other years if training. Other schools could implement similar strategies of including medical
students in community health schemes and promote initiatives that support primary health care, as they proved
to help maintain the frequent clinical contact that students need and encourage them to be active members of
the professional health community. In addition to the significant assistance provided to the National Health
System at a time of utmost need, the involvement in the COVID-19 response teams itself proved to equip the
students with the necessary knowledge and medical skills, the practice of which had become extinct due to the

limitations imposed on the conventional medical education during the pandemic.

SUMMARY - ACCELERATING TRANSLATION

H paydaia €EENEn g avdnuiag COVID-19, o1 mepiopiguévol 1aTpikoi TTOpOoI Kal N augnuévn avaykn yia
EUTTEIPOUG YIATPOUG OTA UTTEPPOPTWHEVA EAANVIKA VOOOKOUEIO KATA TO TEAEUTAIO £TOG, UTTAYOpEUCAV OTI ETTPETTE
va AneBolv onuavTikéG aTTOQACEIG OXETIKA PE TNV EKTTAIOEUCN TwV @QOITNTWV 1ATPIKAG. Q¢ atroTéAeopa,
avaTTTuxdnkav TTOAAOTTAEG TTPWTOROUAIEG @oITnTWY oTnv laTtpik ZxoArn Tou ApioTtoTteAgiou lMavermoTnuiou

Oeooalovikng, utté Tnv kaBodrynon Tou EpyaoTtnpiou MpwtoRabuiag ®povTidag Yyeiag, MevikAg laTpikAg Kail

‘Epeuvag Ymnpeoiwv Yyeiag. ZTnv TpwTtn oudda, ol oITnTEG ATav UTTEUBUVOI yia TNV TNAEQWVIKY| ETTIKOIVWVIia

ME a0BeVEIC OUYKEKPIYEVWY TTEPIOXWYV YIO va KAgioouv pavteBol yia ypriyopo TEGT, VA AVOKOIVWOOUV Td
ammoTeAéopATA TOU TEDT, VA TTAPAKOAOUBOUV TO GUUTITWHATA KAl TNV KATAGTOON TNG UYEIOg TwWV aoBevwv Je
mo COVID-19 kal va evnUEPWOOUV TOUG YEVIKOUG 1aTPOUG TWV KEVTPWYV uyEiag. Tnv idia Trepitrou 1TOX, EEAVTA
£vag TEAEIOPOITOI QOITNTES lATPIKAG gixav yivel HEAN TNG eBEAOVTIKAG opddag eupoAiacoU Kal ixav KaTaveunoei
o€ T KEVTPA ePBOAIacoU o€ dUO BIAQPOPETIKES YYEIOVOUIKEG Mepipépeieg TNG Bopeiag EAAGDag. H diadikaoia
TOU ePBOAIaCPOU BIEUKOAUVONKE ONUAVTIKA ATTO TNV UTTOCTAPIEN TWV QPOITATWY OTNV apXIKA CUANOYT) dEBOPEVWY
Kal TNV KaTaypaq@r ToU TTPOCWTTIKOU 1aTPIKOU I0TOPIKOU TWV EI0EPXOUEVWY TTOAITWYV OTA UTTOOTEAEX WHEVA
VOOOKOUEIa KAl T KEVTPA TTPWTORABUIOG ppovTidag uyeiag TTou Asitoupyoloav wg KUpIol Xwpol egBoAiaapou.
H uttooThPIEN TOU 1aTPIKOU TTPOCWTTIKOU YIA TNV £TTITAXUVAN TNG dIadIKaagiag, N CUPBOAR oTnv euaiobnTotroinon
TOU KOIVOU OXETIKA e Tov EYBOAIGCGHO, N dlaTAPNON £TTAQPNG e TNV KAIVIKA {wr Kal Toug aoBeveig, Kabwg Kai n
TEPAITEPW KATAPTION O BEpaTa €UPOAIOCHOU KOl ETTIKOIVWVIAKWY OEEIOTATWY avagipdnkav wg KPIoIPES
TTPOOBOKIEG TWV EBEAOVTWV QOITNTWV, Ol OTTOIEG EKTTANPWONKav og peydAo Babud. ANeg axoAég Ba ytTopoucav
va EQAPUOCOUV TTAPOPOIEG OTPATNYIKES YIO T CUPMPETOXA GOITNTWVY IOTPIKAG O€ KOIVOTIKG TTPOYPAUUATA UYEIOG
Kal va TTpowBrcouv TTpwToBoUAie TTOU UTTOOTNPICOUV TNV TTPWTORABUIA UYEIOVOUIKA TTEPIBaAWN. EKTOG a11d TN
onpavTikn BorBeia TTou Trapeixe oto EBVIKG ZUoTnua Yyeiag o€ yia eToxr) UWIoTnG avaykng, n idia n cUPPETOXN
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OTIG OuGdeg avTigeTwTTiong Tou COVID-19 atrodeixBnke 011 €EATTAICE TOUG QOITNTEG JE TIG ATTAPAITNTEG YVWOEIG

Kal 1aTPIKEG OECIOTNTEG, N TTPAKTIKI TWV OTTOIWV €iXe eKAEiPel Adyw TWV TTEPIOPICUWY TTOU €TTIBARBNKaAv OTNn
OUMBOTIKN 1aTPIKY eKTTaIdEUON KATA TN didpKeia TNG TTavonuiag. AAEeG oXoAég Ba putTopoloav va EQApPUOTOUV

TTAPOUOIEG GTPATNYIKEG VIO TN CUUUETOXH TWV QOITNTWY IGTPIKIG O€ KOIVOTIKA TTPOYPANPOTA UYEiag.
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FIGURES AND TABLES.
Figure 1. The Volunteering Efforts of Medical Students of the Aristotle University of Thessaloniki, Greece, amid

the COVID-19 Pandemic. The Organizational Process Through the University’s Connections to the Responsible

Health Districts and the Delivery of the Final Plan.
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