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AB STRACT

! Introduction: Quality improvement in education seems essential for the enhancement of
j educational productivity, learning quality, and learners' capabilities. This study aimed to
i identify the challenges and solutions for improving the implementation of the internship
i program for students of health services management.

' Methods: The study was conducted using a qualitative approach. This study applied a
!'stakeholder perspective along with a review of studies. A total of 35 interviews were
jconducted with students, university faculty members, hospital administrators, hospital
.quallty improvement experts, instructors or internship administrators, and university staff
|managers Finally, for validation purposes, an expert panel was held with the presence of
Ifaculty members in the field of health services management, hospital quality improvement
j experts, and hospital managers.

iResuIts: Students spend their internships in hospitals and headquarter units under the
i supervision of the head of the unit. The evaluation methods were also completely different
'through written reports, project completion, direct supervisor evaluation, evaluation by the
: course instructor, or acombination of the mentioned methods. The challenges for improving
i the provision of internship units included educational system challenges, professors and
i trainers-related challenges, challenges related to students, and challenges related to
i internship objectives. The solutions were also divided into four categories: teacher and
I'course instructor, course syllabus, hospital liaison, and educational field centers.

! Conclusion: Experienced internship unit supervisors, simultaneous presence of a faculty
Emember and a supervisor from the organization, developing detailed framework for each
i course, updating the course outlines, especially the practical units, and requiring internship
iand apprenticeship students to attend committees can be recommended for better
: implementation of this course.

What was already known on this topic:
e Improving the quality of education requires the enhancement of both theoretical and practical teaching-

learning processes.

e Gaining practical experience in the workplace can help bridge the gap between theoretical knowledge and

practical skills.

o Practical units constitute a significant component of various levels within the health services management

programs.

What this study added to our knowledge:
e The evaluation methods for students exhibited significant differences.
e The challenges in enhancing the internship program included: educational system issues, instructor and
mentor concerns, student-related challenges, and internship objectives.
o Experienced mentors, presence of both instructors and coaches, establishing a clear topic framework,
updated curricula, and mandated student attendance at management meetings can improve practical units.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Efficient and qualified human resources are
among the most important assets of any country's
healthcare system, achieved through the education
provided by universities and educational
institutions. Medical universities play a significant
role as the educational arms in the health sector to
effectively train specialized personnel and enhance
students' skills. Improving the quality of education
requires the optimization of teaching and learning
processes, and proper educational planning to
prevent the waste of financial resources. Internships,
as supervised practical experiences, are a key stage
in empowering students in medical universities,
helping them acquire the skills and knowledge
necessary for effective roles in the workplace. The
field of health services management in Iran was
established in 1956 with the goal of training capable
human resources for managing healthcare centers
[1]. Despite the considerable number of practical
units in their curricula, the status of internships in
Iranian universities has not been satisfactory in
recent years, facing numerous challenges.

Previous studies have indicated that students are
dissatisfied with curriculum planning, preparedness
for skill acquisition, and the quality of education [2,
3]. Specifically, a study at Tabriz University of
Medical Sciences and other research have reported
issues  with  internship  scheduling  and
communication with instructors [4]. Identifying
challenges and providing appropriate solutions to
improve the evaluation of internship programs are
key strategies for enhancing students' skills.
Therefore, the present study aimed to identify the
challenges and solutions related to the internship
units for students in the health services management
programs.

Methods

The present study was conducted using
qualitative methods and document review in 2023.
Initially, documents including guidelines, reports,
curricula, logbooks, and internship programs for
students were analyzed to determine the status of
internship implementation in Iranian medical
universities. Information was extracted from 13
universities, including Tehran University of Medical
Sciences, Iran University of Medical Sciences,
Shahid Beheshti University of Medical Sciences,
etc. and was examined using conventional content
analysis [5]. In the next phase, challenges and

strategies for improving the implementation of
internships for students in were identified from the
perspectives of students at the bachelor's, master's,
and doctoral levels, as well as internship
supervisors, faculty members, and managers. The
research community included faculty members and
students from health management, policymaking,
and economics programs, as well as internship
supervisors and managers from hospitals involved in
the internship process (Table 1).

Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews with open-ended questions. Sampling
was conducted purposefully, through snowball
sampling to ensure maximum diversity. In this
study, 35 individuals were interviewed. Most
respondents were male and from the student group.
The average duration of the interviews was 90
minutes, and they were recorded and noted down.
The collected data from the interviews was
transcribed, coded, and grouped. MAXQDA
software was used for data analysis. Various
measures, such as conducting pilot interviews and
gathering additional data were taken to enhance the
credibility of the research. Finally, to finalize the
improvement strategies, an expert panel method was
employed. In this phase, the categorized strategies
from the qualitative phase were sent to experts via
email, and their feedback was obtained through
telephone or Skype interviews. The experts included
11 individuals, comprising faculty members,
hospital quality improvement specialists, and
hospital managers, who were selected purposefully
with an emphasis on diversity of opinions.

Results

Table 1 shows the demographic characteristics of
the participants. The challenges for implementing
internship programs for health services management
in Iran were categorized into four groups: challenges
related to the educational system, challenges
associated with instructors and internship trainers,
challenges concerning students, and challenges
related to internship objectives (Table 2). The
findings from the expert panel regarding strategies
for improving the organization of
practical/internship courses for students in health
services management are presented in Table 3.
According to the findings, the strategies are
categorized into four areas: instructor/trainer of the
internship units, course syllabus, educational
process, and training field.
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Table 1. Demographic information of the participants

Frequency  Percentage  University of Medical Sciences

Profession University faculty member 7 20 Tehran, Iran, Shahid Beheshti,
Isfahan
Student (Healthcare management or 10 28.5 Tehran, Iran, Shahid Beheshti,
health policy) Isfahan, Artesh, Bagiyatollah,
Bam, Qazvin
Hospital managers 4 115 Yazd, Qazvin, Tehran, Iran,
Shahid Beheshti, Isfahan
Trainer/internship course manager 7 20 Kerman, Tehran, Shahid
Beheshti, Qazvin, Ahvaz, Shiraz
Hospital quality improvement 4 115 Tehran, Iran, Shahid Beheshti
manager
Staff managers (University 3 85 Tehran, Iran, Shahid Beheshti
Planning and Budget Unit,
Healthcare Economics, Finance)
Academic Bs in Health Services Management 5 145 Tehran, Iran, Shahid Beheshti,
degree Isfahan, Army, Bagiyatollah,
Bam, Qazvin
MSc in Health Services 7 20 Tehran, Iran, Shahid Beheshti,
Management Isfahan, Army, Bagiyatollah,
Bam, Qazvin
PhD in Health Services 13 37 Tehran, Iran, Shahid Beheshti,
Management Isfahan, Army, Bagiyatollah,
Bam, Qazvin
PhD in Health Policy 3 8.5 Tehran
Other [PhD in Public 7 20 Alborz, Kermanshah, Zabol,
Administration, MSc in Nursing, Tehran

MSc in Environmental Health]

Table 2. Challenges of internships in healthcare management at medical universities in Iran

Scope Challenges
Educational e Lack of clarity regarding the objectives of the internship program
curriculum o Incompatibility between the theoretical content taught to students and the actual experiences of
managers in the field
o QOutdated educational foundations and curricula, and their limited applicability
o Lack of practical courses prior to the internship
o Absence of a clear and comprehensive guideline for internships
Professors o Absence of instructors and trainers in hospitals and health centers alongside students
and o Lack of experience among trainers and instructors in teaching the internship unit
internship o Unawareness of the personnel responsible for training students in hospitals/fields regarding the
trainers students’ educational needs
o Lack of motivation among hospital liaisons to cooperate in the internship unit
Students o Lack of sufficient motivation among students to complete practical courses and insufficient time
allocated by students for internships
o Distrust of managers towards students due to students’ inexperience
o Lack of awareness among students about how to communicate with managers
o Low knowledge of students regarding the internship environment
Internship o Inappropriate behavior of hospital staff towards students and discriminatory treatment between clinical
processes and non-clinical students
o A competitive perspective of managers towards students in the field
o Lack of necessary facilities for students in the relevant departments [such as suitable space and
environment]
o Reluctance of managers and experts to share information with students due to the confidentiality of
most information and interactions
o Insufficient awareness among managers and experts about the goals, duties, and responsibilities of
students
o Limited communication from managers with students due to high work pressure
o The political nature and reliance on human relationships and social sciences of the field
o Lack of a strong professional organization for the field
e Low recognition and trust of upper management towards the field
48 Journal of Health Administration 2024,27(2):46-58.
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Table 3. Strategies for improving internships and training for students in healthcare management
Scope Strategies
Course syllabus o Changing the time frame or extending the duration of the course [e.g., offering the course in the
summer]
o Establishing and communicating a more precise and detailed framework for the lesson plan
o Regularly updating the course outlines, specifically the practical units, with the assistance and
follow-up of department board members
* Mandating student attendance in various arenas and important ministry meetings at the master's
and doctoral levels
e Conducting detailed planning for the educational process
¢ Organizing practical training courses at the ministry level or at least by board faculty members
comprehensively and nationally
¢ Holding meetings with department board members to persuade them to implement fundamental
changes in the course outlines
e Expanding and increasing the diversity of organizations where students can intern [not limited to
hospitals]
o Separating different units for student participation
Internship unit e Ensuring that instructors and trainers of the internship units have practical experience
Instructor/Trainer e Supervising students by two mentors simultaneously [one professor from the faculty and one
mentor in the field]
o Holding regular weekly meetings with the responsible internship professor to facilitate the
exchange of experiences among students
e Having professors present alongside students in organizations
o Making the assessment methods for internships in doctoral and master's programs practical and
creative
o Presenting the final internship report orally in the presence of the two main mentors and
providing feedback to the students
o Assigning group projects to students and encouraging collaboration and communication among
organizations
o Developing a comprehensive program for the practical training of students [including topics such
as financial management]
o Conducting at least one in-person meeting with the student's supervisor and the organization’s
manager at the beginning of the internship program
o Considering educational credits that can be used for promotions for managers and trainers in
exchange for training students

Training process o Conducting initial internship processes remotely

o Organizing planned training workshops for students on prerequisites and necessary skills to

complete practical units by the faculty and experienced instructors
o Increasing the frequency of evaluations
o Establishing an official working group for coordination between the faculty and the destination
organization

o Holding written exams worth 10 points related to the fundamentals of the practical units offered
to students
Conducting joint meetings between universities to share experiences
Selecting organizations based on students' interests and direct choices
Designating one organization as the specialized field for practical units
Facilitating and requiring the presence of interns in most committees and management meetings
Conducting initial interviews with students before the start of the course by the instructor in the
organization
Allowing students to learn in various sections of the organization instead of working in a specific
unit throughout the course
Striving to familiarize students with all departments of the organization
Mandating direct supervision of students by middle and senior managers in organizations
Organizing specialized seminars in organizations for students
Utilizing the potential of capable students for the future of the organization
Providing a separate unit for intern students
Assigning doctoral students as night managers, consultants, and deputy managers periodically in
organizations such as hospitals
Financial support for educational instructors in organizations
e Encouraging greater participation of resident individuals in the organization [productivity officer,

hospital manager, executive deputy manager, quality improvement, head nurse] in planning and
executing practical units

Training field
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Non-urgent demand for pre-hospital emergency services

Leila Kabiri et al.

Discussion

Internships and practical training serve as
essential tools for familiarizing students with real-
world environments and facilitating their entry into
the job market. However, the quality of these
programs in the field of health services management
in Iran is not satisfactory, presenting numerous
challenges for both universities and students [6].
Among these challenges is the lack of alignment
between theoretical content and real-life
experiences, outdated course syllabi, and the
absence of practical courses prior to internships. Our
research indicates that the issues present in
internship programs could be categorized into four
main areas: challenges related to the educational
system, challenges related to instructors, challenges
related to students, and challenges pertaining to the
internship process itself. In the study by Hosseini et
al. in 2023, the lack of experience and insufficient
mastery of the instructors, as well as the disinterest
and lack of motivation among some faculty
members were noted [6]. Azami Aghdash et al. [7]
in their 2019 study identified the low skills of
instructors and inadequate supervision as some of
the challenges faced during the internship period of
students in Health services management at Tabriz
University of Medical Sciences. In this context,
several recommendations have been proposed for
improving the situation. For instance, employing
experienced instructors and revising the curriculum
can significantly enhance the quality of education.
The study by Abedini et al. [8] and the study by
Abdol et al. in 2018 [9] revealed that students were
not sufficiently satisfied with the presence of faculty
members and instructors during their internship
period, as well as with the performance of their
instructors.

Establishing formal and coordinated processes
for conducting practical courses and providing
opportunities for students to participate in meetings
and committees are among the suggested
improvement suggestions. Challenges faced by
instructors include a lack of experience and their
absence  alongside  students in  practical
environments. Furthermore, student-related
challenges encompass insufficient motivation, loss
of trust from managers due to inexperience, and
ineffective interaction with staff. Bordbar et al. [10]
in their 2018 study highlighted the internship-related
issues pertaining to hospitals. These problems
included the lack of cooperation from hospital
administrators for students' participation in rounds,
the absence of designated educational supervisors
for students in hospitals, inadequate physical space,
and the failure to select hospitals with a more
positive attitude towards students for their
internships. The simultaneous conduct of interviews
during the COVID-19 pandemic, lack of access to

officials, inability to visit hospitals and internship
locations in person, and the lack of generalizability
due to the qualitative nature of the research are
limitations of this study. To mitigate these
mentioned limitations, efforts were made to utilize
remote interviews as much as possible through prior
coordination.

Challenges associated with the internship process
involve inappropriate behavior from hospital staff
towards students and the lack of necessary facilities
for students in the workplace. Overall, this research
highlights that the implementation of practical units
and the enhancement of internship quality play a
crucial role in the training and preparation of
learners in managerial fields, necessitating serious
attention and reforms in the educational structure
and related processes. To enhance internships,
following solutions are suggested: the simultaneous
use of two instructors, including a faculty professor
and an instructor in the organization, developing a
more detailed framework for the essential topics and
titles of each course, regularly updating the course
syllabi and specifically the practical units with the
help and follow-up of board members, and requiring
the presence of interns and trainees in most hospital
committees and meetings with the presence of
hospital managers.
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