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MicroResearch

Resource limited countries bear 25% of the globe’s disease burden yet the healthcare professional
workforce is less than 1%. Furthermore, these low-income countries obtain only 2% of global research
funds. In 2015, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were initiated as a program to build and
extend the achievements of the United Nation’s Millennium Development Goals (MDG) initiative.
Encouraging national support for research infrastructure and developing local capacity to address
complex health problems, remains a priority of the SDGs.

MicroResearch (www.microresearch.ca) is an innovative strategy aimed at building the capacity of local
health care professionals to better address community health care problems by finding local solutions
for local problems. The program began in 2008 as a collaboration between faculty at Mbarara University
of Science and Technology (Jerome Kabakyenga) and Dalhousie University (Robert Bortolussi and
Noni MacDonald). Since then, the research capacity building workshops have been held in 11 countries
with over 1,600 participants. As of November, 2024, 203 locally driven research projects have been
funded and launched with 52 completed, with results published in peer reviewed international health
journals.

MicroResearch Process

The MicroResearch process advances in three phases: (i) Training Workshops are the first phase in
the process. (i) Teams formed during the workshops are then able refine and improve their research
ideas for a grant submission to MicroResearch and review by an international panel of research experts
from Canada and Africa. Once the research teams have responded to the reviewer recommendations
with changes to their proposal, approval is given on scientific merit. (iii) Teams are then able to submit
their proposal to their local Research Ethics Committee (REC or IRB) for approval and carry out their
research. They are also encouraged to bring their findings back to the community through a Knowledge
Translation plan. This report outlines the virtual Research Training Workshop held in collaboration with
Amar Seva Sangam as lead centre for MR in Tamil Nadu, India.

Workshop Objectives and Organizers

Organizers
Robert Bortolussi, MD, FRCPC, FCAHS, Noni MacDonald, MD, MSC, FRCPC, FCAHS,
Professor Emeritus, Pediatrics, Faculty of Professor Emeritus, Pediatrics, Faculty of
Medicine, Dalhousie University, Halifax, Medicine, Dalhousie University, Halifax,
Canada Canada
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P. Ramasubramanian
Head, Rehabilitation, Amar Seva Sangam,
Ayikudy, Tamil Nadu, India

pac.amarseva@gmail.com

Kelly Hunter MSc, Executive Director,
MicroResearch International, IWK Health,
Halifax, Canada
Kelly.hunter@iwk.nshealth.ca

Facilitators, Guest Lecturers, and Coaches

Robert Bortolussi, MD, FRCPC, FCAHS,
Professor Emeritus, Pediatrics, Faculty of
Medicine, Dalhousie University, Halifax,
Canada bob.bortolussi@iwk.nshealth.ca

Noni MacDonald, MD, MSC, FRCPC, FCAHS,
Professor Emeritus, Pediatrics, Faculty of
Medicine, Dalhousie University, Halifax,
Canada

noni.macdonald@dal.ca

P. Ramasubramanian

Head, Rehabilitation, Amar Seva Sangam,
Ayikudy, Tamil Nadu, India
pac.amarseva@gmail.com

Navamani. V

inclusionlead.coe@amarseva.orq

llene Hyman, PhD

Adjunct Professor, Dalla Lana School of
Public Health, University of Toronto, Toronto,
Canada

i.hyman@utoronto.ca

Jeannie Haggerty, PhD

Full Professor, Dept. of Family Medicine, McGill
University, Montreal, Canada
jeannie.haggerty@mecaqill.ca

Nate Stepner, MHSc, D.Litt., PMP
Scientific Affairs and Clinical Operations
Consultant, Chester, Nova Scotia
nate.stepner@gmail.com

Shawna O’Hearn, PhD

Director, Global Health, Dalhousie University,
Halifax, Canada

shawna.ohearn@dal.ca

Nelly Amenyogbe, PhD

Post Doctoral Fellow, Dept. of Microbiology &
Immunology, Dalhousie University, Halifax,
Canada

nelly.amenyogbe@dal.ca

Michelle Savard, PhD

Adjunct Professor, Dept. of Education,
Concordia University, Montreal, Canada
msavard123@gmail.com

Robin Gauthier, PhD

Lead, Program Development, Research and
Innovation Advancement, IWK Health Centre,
Halifax, Canada
robin.gauthier@iwk.nshealth.ca
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Tamil Nadu Workshop Partners
This workshop set out to develop a local partnership in Tamil Nadu of centres, schools and trusts with a
developmental and/or rehabilitation focus with Amara Seva Sangram taking the lead for organizing the

workshop that was held on 4 sites with 5 teams.

Workshop Partners

This workshops and projects emerging as a result are supported by partners including:
e Dalhousie Medical School, Dalhousie University (Volunteer teachers)
e |IWK Health (Volunteer teachers)
e MicroResearch private donors
e Amar Seva Sangam, Bethany Society, Varshini Illam Trust, and Sathya Special School

Train the Trainer Sessions

Two Train the Trainer sessions were held virtually ahead of the workshop, on October 8 and 9, 2024.
These sessions were open to the guest lecturers and coaches in both India and Canada to provide
them with an orientation on how the workshop will work and their respective roles.

Research Skills Training Workshop

The class comprised of 28 participants in India with coaches and co-teachers from India and Canada.

This workshop involved five teams from four different rehabilitation centres in Tamil Nadu, India.
Participants were recruited from Amar Seva Sangam, Bethany Society, Varshini lllam Trust, and Sathya
Special School.

About the NGOs:

e Amar Seva Sangam (ASSA) is a pioneering organization in disability rehabilitation,
headquartered in Ayikudy, Tenkasi, Tamil Nadu. It provides comprehensive early intervention,
education, and livelihood support for children and adults with disabilities.

e Bethany Society, based in Shillong, Meghalaya, focuses on inclusive education, community-
based rehabilitation, and skill development for persons with disabilities, particularly in rural and
tribal communities.

e Varshini lllam Trust is dedicated to supporting children with disabilities through providing
mobile based rehabilitation ensuring their holistic development.

e Sathya Special School, located in Puducherry, provides education, therapy, and vocational
training for children with disabilities, promoting their independence and inclusion in society.

These NGOs are connected through their use of Amar Seva Sangam’s Enabling Inclusion® App, a
cutting-edge rehabilitation case management tool. This app enables them to provide structured, data-
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driven intervention programs for children with disabilities, ensuring consistent monitoring, evaluation,
and personalized support across diverse geographical locations.

The key objectives for the participants of the MR Virtual Workshop:
e to develop skills needed for community focused research,
e to develop skills to work in a multidisciplinary group and to become a team, and to write a
successful community focused research proposal overview

Workshop Planning and Recruitment

Participants were recruited through word-of-mouth at Amar Seva Sangam, Bethany Society, Varshini
Illam Trust, and Sathya Special School. The 28 participants included a wide range of disciplines and
professions including psychologist, special educator, physiotherapist, and research assistant.

The pre-workshop assessment was completed by 25 of the 28 participants (89%). As shown in the Pre-
Workshop evaluation, only two participants had previous research experience. Participants indicated
the top things they wanted to get out of the workshop was to get a general understanding of research.

Workshop

The ten-day workshop combined lectures and daily small group interdisciplinary, interactive working
sessions. Many of the lectures, support materials and tool kits were recently updated and refreshed in
2024. Session lectures began at 4:30pm local time. Session lectures were followed by group work
sessions with the coaches. The lectures, exercises, and group work over the nine days led the
participants step-by-step through the development of a research proposal overview. Participants moved
from formulating an idea to the development of the research question, to the selection of methods to fit
the gquestions taking into account the budget available and the formulation of the overview of a
knowledge translation plan and determination of what communities to engage, when and how. Daily
workshop attendance ranged from 96% to 100%.

Team Research Proposals

As in previous workshops, the major educational component was centred on the proposal overview
development in the interdisciplinary groups. There was a significant amount of content on Day 1 to
orientate and allow participants to develop their own ideas into a research question based on their own
experiences. On Day 2, the collaboration began when participants were divided into five groups.
Working in breakout rooms, the groups then discussed each member’s question and applied the FINER
criteria (discussed during the lecture on Day 2) and selected the “best” one to develop into a research
proposal throughout the rest of the workshop. On Day 3, a spokesperson for each group presented the
topics to the class and noted the question selected by the group and the rationale for its selection. The
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questions selected on Day 3 were:

e Group 1 — What are the effects of chronic sleep deprivation on mental well-being and overall
life satisfaction among the Employees of Bethany Society?

e Group 2 — What kind of influence does the informal support network such as family, friends
etc. and the community resource organizations such as support groups, social services, etc.,
bring about in helping the mental well-being of the mothers of young adults with special needs
in the urban and rural areas of Pondicherry?

e Group 3 — Does Co-teaching Impact the educational outcome of all students in inclusive
education practice? And what is the Impact of using digital technology in the learning outcome
of children with disabilities?

e Group 4 — How robotic hand device supports the improvement of hand function in stroke and
incomplete spinal cord injury

e Group 5 - Role of Mobile-Based Therapy among Marginalized Groups in Tamil Nadu

A discussion followed each group’s presentation, with emphasis on importance of narrowing and
refining each question.

The series of lectures that followed provided knowledge and skills needed to develop these questions
into research proposal overviews. All the lectures included core elements to the MR concept, which
were essential in preparation for the presentation on the final day.

Throughout the workshop, each group became a team, working together on their proposals, guided by
their coach.

Final Day of the Workshop

On the final day of the workshop, each team presented the overview of their proposal in a ten-minute
presentation to a panel of three experts. The review panel, along with the two Canadian facilitators,
adjudicated each team’s presentation and suggested how the proposals might be further strengthened.

The review panel included:
e Andrea Duncan, PhD, OT Reg, Assistant Professor, Department of Occupational Science and
Occupational Therapy, University of Toronto, Canada
e Heidi Lauckner, PhD, OT Reg., Assistant Professor, Department of Occupational Science and
Occupational Therapy, Dalhousie University, Canada
e Sankara Raman, Promoter Co-chairman and Secretary, Amar Seva Sangam, India
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Final Team Questions:
e Team 1: Impact of Sleep Quality on Mental Well-being and Job Satisfaction among NGO
Employees in Meghalaya
e Team 2: Barriers Faced by Mothers of Young Adults (Aged 19-30) with Intellectual
Developmental Disabilities and Multiple Disabilities in Accessing Support Networks in
Rural and Urban Areas of Pondicherry, India
e Team 3: Evaluating The Effectiveness Of Academic Skill Development Apps On Math
Proficiency In Children With Moderate Intellectual Disabilities In Rural Special Schools: A
Comparative Study Of Digital And Traditional Teaching Methods Over Six Months
e Team 4: Exploring the Use of Pluto Robotic Hand Device for Hand Function Training in
Rural Stroke Rehabilitation: A Feasibility and Acceptability Study
e Team 5: The effectiveness of community-based rehabilitation as a strategy to improve
quality of life through mobile therapy for children with disabilities between the age group of
2 to 4 years in rural villages of Chengalpattu District, Tamil Nadu
Review Panels General Comments
The five presentations were of top quality and the judges unanimously recommended all teams be
invited to submit a MicroResearch grant proposal at the next opportunity. In particular, the judges gave
very high scores to the teams for “Importance” (Median 21 out of 25), “Relevance” to local needs (21
of 25) and Knowledge Translation (7.5 of 10).

The teams were told to make note of the fact that grant reviewers may not know the cultural and social
conditions in India especially of rural areas. Thus, to be sure to point out relevant important aspects in
the introduction.

The goal for everyone is to submit a proposal that is exceptional. The judges made additional specific
comments for teams to consider, focusing on the design and methods.

Workshop Evaluation

An assessment of the workshop by participants as well as how well their team functioned was obtained
using structured evaluation forms submitted with all 28 (100%) of participants completing the form.

Overall, the workshop was highly regarded by participants, with the program given a high rating of 4.8/5
by respondents. The virtual program was well accepted, although several felt the some lecture material
was covered too quickly and the timing could be reconsidered to take into account other commitments:

“l did gained a lot of knowledge and also came across things that is new to me and that adds on.
However, this time the timings/schedule was not as per my convenience. Even that affected me a
little bit, but throughout | think the workshop went great.”
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One participant indicated that having access to the YouTube recordings helped them further
understand the lectures.

Overall, respondents indicated that the lectures and workshop content helped to “demystify” research
and provided participants with the tools needed to help create positive changes in their communities:

“This workshop was transformative in my understanding of micro-research. The hands-on
approach and guidance from experienced facilitators were invaluable. | am confident in applying
these skills to address pressing issues in my community.”

Most participants responded in their evaluation that working as a team provided them with valuable
collaboration skills, allowing them to draw on each other’s’ strengths and skillsets. Several indicated
potential challenges in continuing to work as a team, including time constraints, however, mentorship,
access to experts, and funding could help overcome these issues.

Recommendations and Comments

1. This workshop was the first MicroResearch workshop held in India and the first one focused
on rehabilitation. More importantly, it also involved coordination of four centres. MicroResearch
can learn from the successful outcome and is a model to consider for other sites. Facilitators
recommend documenting the challenges and strategies that were successful to ensure it can
be repeated.

2. MicroResearch should consider exploring linking pediatric and adult Canadian rehabilitation
centres with the Indian centres to provide mentoring, coaching and exchanging of ideas.

3. The guest teachers from Canada were keen and demonstrated breadth of knowledge in their
area of expertise. Some would be excellent resource coaches given depth of backgrounds.
The focus of MicroResearch is to support teams with tools and knowledge they need without
overwhelming them with theory i.e. presentations must be practical and deal with the core
elements in an area only. The pre-workshop Train the Trainer program needs to emphasize
the need to stick with MicroResearch teaching materials to avoid repetition and diversion from
the MicroResearch teaching focus. If changes are suggested, these need to go through review
before being incorporated.

4. Explore how to strengthen the local research partnerships so external partners can help the
local site to eventually become more self-sustainable.

5. Critical to ensure that materials provided by MicroResearch fit with the needs of middle-income-
countries (MIC). This was done here with revisions to lecture 1A through more relevant
population statistics. This needs to be adhered to for all areas where MicroResearch is offered-
must fit setting/country.

MicroResearch Workshop Report — India - November, 2024 7



6. The local organizers and site leaders are to be commended for the high quality of participants
and their enthusiasm for MicroResearch, the local support for each site and the teams. The
timing of the workshops using virtual model needs more discussion.

7. Five teams is a lot for a MicroResearch workshop and results in less time spent providing
feedback to each of the teams. A considering is to limit the number of teams at a workshop to
four.
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