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MEASURE ONCE, CUT TWICE A new survey finds that surgery graduates might not be learning all the skills they need.

NICKI THOMAS
News Writer

Despite an understanding of the health 
consequences of voluntary lifestyle 
choices, Albertans continue to practice 
these behaviours, according to research 
results released in August by Dr Cindy 
Jardine, an assistant professor in the 
Department of Rural Economy at the 
University of Alberta. 

Jardine’s research results came from 
two different studies of how people 
relate to the health risks in their every-
day lives. One focused on the general 
Albertan adult population, selected 
randomly from Edmonton, Calgary 
and rural areas, and the other on 
two indigenous populations in the 
Northwest Territories and Labrador. In 
two telephone surveys, one in 1994 and 
the other in 2005, both groups were 
asked to rank risks, from categories 
such as environmental and technologi-
cal as well as ones contextual to their  

everyday lives, on a scale from “not very 
dangerous at all” to “very dangerous.” 
What Dr Jardine found was that in both 
cases, respondents ranked voluntary 
risks as more dangerous than ones over 
which they have little control, such as 
environmental contamination. 

“I thought that was very interesting, 
because we’ve always operated on this 
premise that if people truly understood 

the magnitudes of the various risks 
in their lives, they would behave dif-
ferently,” said Jardine, explaining 
that though people have understood 
warnings regarding their health, they 
haven’t changed their behaviour. 

The reason for this, suggests Jardine, 
is that lifestyle risks, which for the 
Albertan population included alcohol 
use, smoking, tanning and stress, are 
considered socially acceptable, even 
desirable. The 2005 telephone survey 
found that stress had superceded smok-
ing, which in 1994 was considered to be 
most dangerous. This attitude seemed 
in contrast to the increasingly practiced  
80-hour workweek, Jardine explained. 

“We wear our stress as a badge of 
honour, particularly at the University 
... it’s a thing that we think we should 
be proud of,” said Jardine, noting that 
people allow themselves to be over-
worked because in some ways they’re 
receiving positive feedback.

MARIA KOTOVYCH
News Staff

Many graduating medical students 
don’t feel they’ve achieved proficiency 
in basic surgical skills during their 
undergraduate medical training. 

According to a recent survey pub-
lished by Dr Daniel Birch of the 
University of Alberta and Dr Brian 
Mavis of Michigan State University, 
McMaster University’s graduating doc-
tors only had competence in three 
of a total of 15 important surgical  
procedures. 

“We were disappointed in the 
number of medical graduates who 
could not report proficiency in those 
basic areas,” said Birch, an associate 
professor of surgery at the University 
of Alberta, and a surgeon at the Royal 
Alexandra Hospital. “That includes 
concepts and basic surgical skills.” 

Students reported feeling competent 
in simple suturing, inserting a catheter 
into the bladder and inserting a tube 
into the stomach. However, students 
didn’t feel they achieved proficiency in 
other areas, such as basic wound care 
and casting. 

Another study published in the 
same issue of the Canadian Journal of 
Surgery found a similar result among 
University of Alberta third-year 
undergraduate medical students who 
had completed their six-week clerk-
ship in general surgery. 

Study authors Dr Adil Ladak, John 
Hanson and Dr Chris de Gara exam-
ined the experience logbooks that 428 
students completed.

In these logbooks, students 
recorded “what clinical things they 
did, what scenarios they saw, and 
in addition, what procedures they 
performed,” according to de Gara, 
Professor of Surgery at the U of A and 
Director of Surgical Oncology at the 
Cross Cancer Institute.

They examined logbooks from 
two time periods: 1999–2001 and 
2001–2003. They examined curricu-
lar changes that occurred in 2001, and 
researched if these changes affected 
student experience, examining 15 
procedures that North American 
medical schools generally recognize 
as important for students to learn.

The results, according to de Gara, 
show that “there were some gaps” in 
the number of procedures students 
had completed during the clerkship.

“Seventy per cent of the students 
failed to complete eight out of the 15 
procedures that have been recom-
mended,” de Gara said.

A number of the procedures that 
medical students hadn’t completed 
were ones often done by nurses or 
other members of the health-care team. 
Because of this, de Gara’s study brings 
up the issue of what skills medical stu-
dents should or shouldn’t be learning.

Study finds surgeons 
not making the cut
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“We wear our stress 
as a badge of honour, 
particularly at the 
University ... it’s a 
thing that we think we 
should be proud of.”

CINDY JARDINE, 
ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR, 

DEPARTMENT OF RURAL ECONOMY 

Survey raises concerns that new medical grads 
may not be learning the required surgery skills

Study looks at real reasons behind risks Nurse shortage places 
care in critical condition
OLESIA PLOKHII
New Writer

According a pair of nursing profes-
sionals, a multi-faceted approach is 
needed to remedy the Alberta-wide 
nursing shortage, as a scarcity of staff 
and medical resources could affect 
patient recovery.

 Alberta Health Care has seen a grad-
ual decline in registered nurses over the 
last 15 years, a turn some have attrib-
uted to the Progressive Conservative 
government under Premier Ralph 
Klein. According to United Nurses of 
Alberta First Vice President Bev Dick, 
Klein’s decision to cut health-care 
funding in the ’90s assisted in creat-
ing a scarcity of nurses, and affected 
the educational opportunities for those 
entering the profession.

 “In an effort to slash and burn the 

provincial [health-care] budget, beds 
were closed and staff laid off, but people 
didn’t stop being sick,” Dick explained. 

Aside from budget cuts, the provincial 
government closed vital nursing schools 
and cut programs across Alberta.

 She explained that a desperate need 
for educating more nurses comes as 
levels of qualified applicants reach a 
3:1 ratio for every available seat, and 
that limited room for students makes it 
difficult for the system to relieve over-
burdened and overworked nurses. 

 Joanne Olson, the Associate Dean of 
Nursing at the University of Alberta was 
also concerned, as she explained that 
this situation didn’t develop overnight. 

“We’ve known it was coming for a 
while. We have tons of applicants but 
we can only prepare as many students 
as we have funding for,” she said.
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