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 ABSTRACT 

In response to the unanticipated COVID-19 pandemic, a novel distance Orientation to 
Community Pharmacy course was held during the 2020 Spring semester. This report, by 
examining weekly activity and attainment of this unusual educational experience, aimed to 
(1) describe the design and implementation of the distance teaching, (2) recognize the 
similarities and differences in community pharmacy practices among regions of same 
cultural tradition, and (3) present teaching and learning reflections. The delivery of teaching 
was mostly through flipped classrooms by taking the advantage of digital social networking 
platforms. Both the student and the instructors expressed satisfactory views toward course 
implementation, although effort-demanding. The student stated to have benefited greatly 
from the course. The instructors felt rewarding, probably attributable to the student’s 
positivity and punctuality. These pedagogical experiences should be of relevance to future 
distance course designs. 
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1. Introduction 

The unprecedented coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) 
pandemic, caused by the severe acute respiratory syndrome 
coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2), has had far-reaching impacts 
on health care (Fauci et al., 2020; WHO, 2020), socio-
economic (Nicola et al., 2020), and educational systems 
worldwide (Sahu, 2020). The outbreak was initially declared 
as a Public Health Emergency of International Concern 
(PHEIC) on 30 January 2020, and subsequently characterized 
as a pandemic on 11 March by the World Health 
Organization. Border control in Taiwan has been instituted 
early on and even hurriedly applied to overseas full-time 
students from Macau and Hong Kong (Ministry of Education, 
2020). The entry suspension remained active throughout the 
whole 2020 Spring semester. Face-to-face and online 
teaching modes to run in parallel became inevitable for 
undergraduate classes during the semester if overseas 
students did not return prior to the hast official announcement 
of admittance hold-up. 

The Orientation to Community Pharmacy (OCP) course 
at the National Taiwan University (NTU) has been offered 
since 2002 Spring semester (Ho et al., 2013). It is now a 2-

credit didactic course for undergraduate third-year 
pharmacy students, aiming to instill students with concept 
and basics of community practices and to help alleviating 
pharmacist practitioners’ load in precepting students taking 
the introductory-level Community Pharmacy Practice 
Experiences (CPPEs) course later (Tang et al., 2016; Ho, 
2017). The modes of delivery in teaching OCP have been 
typically by lectures, combined with small group discussions 
plus field-visits to pharmacies, role plays or group 
presentations, certain pre-class reading assignments as well 
as designated textbooks, and formal written examinations. 

Distance learning through live audio or video networking 
platforms should be the means of choice to avoid education 
disruption while containing the spread of the COVID-19 
pandemic (UNESCO, 2020). A discrete online OCP course 
linking Taipei and Macau had thus been imparted to ensure 
one learner’s right to education, although a conventional 
face-to-face classroom for dozens of students was still in 
place during the 2020 Spring semester. This report aimed to 
(1) describe the design and implementation of the OCP 
distance teaching, (2) recognize the similarities and 
differences of the regional community pharmacy practices 
among Taipei, Macau, and Hong Kong, and (3) present 
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teaching and learning reflections for future improvements, by 
examining weekly activity and attainment of this unusual 
educational experience. 

2. Methods 

2.1. Course initiation and participants 
Two faculty members and one pharmacy student met 

through online platforms on a weekly basis from March to 
July, 2020. Ten days prior to the start of the course, the 
student was informed of and agreed upon the customized 
course aims, flipped classroom approach, and evaluation 

requisites through an online pre-course discussion (week 0; 
Table 1). Two community pharmacy practitioners were also 
invited to enrich or supplement real-world practical issues 
from the standpoint of either Hong Kong or Taipei on 
discretely arranged occasions.  

2.2. Course design 
The design of the distance course, including goals, 

syllabus, and textbooks were primarily based on the existing 
OCP with minor adjustments (NTU, 2020). To cope with 
distance teaching for one single student, modifications were 
made for teaching methods and evaluation criteria. 

Table 1. The program and platforms for the Orientation to Community Pharmacy. 

Week Topic Goal Objectives Online platform 

0 
(Feb. 21) 

Pre-course discussion To discuss, with pre-course agreements, the contents, mode of delivery, and evaluation 
standards of the distance course 

 Line Group Call 
(https://LINE.me/en/) 

1 
(Mar. 7) 

Community pharmacy 
and the COVID-19 
outbreak* 

To brainstorm 
pharmacists’ roles 
during a PHEIC and to 
share information on 
outbreak containment 
measures in Taiwan 
and Macau 

 Trends and impacts of global COVID-19 outbreak* 
 Pharmacists’ roles during the PHEIC 
 A comparison of respective measures for outbreak containment in 

Taiwan and Macau 

2 Essential knowledge 
and skills for practicing 
at community 
pharmacies 

To identify domain 
knowledge and 
professional skills 
essential to be a 
competent pharmacist 

On becoming a community pharmacist, 
 Abilities required 
 Knowledge and skills to acquire while being a pharmacy student 
 Differentiation of regional differences in practice pattern or 

standard: Macau vs. Hong Kong 

3 How to establish a 
community pharmacy 
in Macau 

To explore requisites 
and processes of 
establishing a 
community pharmacy 
in Macau 

 Visits to Macau community pharmacies or recalls of past 
experiences with any neighborhood pharmacy 
 Requisites and processes for establishing a community pharmacy 

in Macau 
 Pharmacy design and core equipment: 

- hardware 
- software 
 Differentiation of regional differences in pharmacy laws and 

regulations: Macau vs. Taiwan 

4 Dispensing practices in 
community pharmacies 

To understand cores 
and procedures of good 
dispensing practices in 
community pharmacies 

 Processes and features of dispensing prescriptions in community 
pharmacies 
 Similarity and difference: 

- between community and hospital settings 
- among Taiwan, Macau, and the U.S. 
 Implications of separating dispensing practice from medical 

practice 

5 Professional 
communication and 
relevant skills 

To recognize the 
importance and skills of 
professional 
communication 

 Importance of professional communication 
 Skills for effective communication 
 Case scenarios  comments and discussions 

6 Information technology 
(IT) in primary 
pharmaceutical care 

To contemplate why, 
what, and how to 
employ IT in 
facilitating 
contemporary 
pharmacy practices 

 IT and health informatics 
 Health informatics in pharmacy practices: 

- patient care 
- pharmacy routines 
- inventory control of pharmaceuticals and other products 
 Respective considerations of IT applications at: 

- community pharmacies 
- physician clinics 
 Confidentiality issues in using IT 

7 Principles of pharmacy 
consultation services 

To grasp principles of 
consultation services 
and to apply 
appropriately 

 Purposes, scopes, approaches, and contents of pharmacy 
consultation services 
 Steps to thoughtful and effective consultation services in 

pharmacies 
 Do’s and don’ts in providing consultations for: 

- patients, care givers, or consumers 
- healthcare professionals 
 Shared decision-making in pharmaceutical cares 

(to be continued)
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Pharmacies situated at communities to provide necessity 
self-care products and pharmaceutical care services are 
recognized as one of the most accessible healthcare settings. 

It is obvious that regional professional practice norms should 
be set not only according to international standards but also 
by considering local culture, life style, health beliefs, and 

Table 1. The program and platforms for the Orientation to Community Pharmacy (continued). 

Week Topic Goal Objectives Online platform 

8 Pharmacy consultation 
services  A drill with 
simulated cases 

To enrich consultation 
know-how by 
practicing commonly 
encountered case 
scenarios 

Reviewing and commenting on the learner’s responses to: 
 A 29 year-old pregnant lady with a chief complaint of 
constipation: 
- definition of constipation 
- information collection for assessing consumer’s needs 
- selection of an optimal over-the-counter product for the pregnant 
lady 

- when to refer to a physician 
 Simulated videos of classmates’ visit to consented pharmacies in 

Taipei: 
- strengths to learn 
- weaknesses to avoid 
- areas to improve 

 Line Group Call 
(https://LINE.me/en/) 

9 Operation and 
management of a 
community pharmacy 

To gain concepts of 
pharmacy operation 
and management 

 Pharmacy operation 
- technical know-how 
- establishing and maintaining customer profiles and patient 
medication records 

- sales promotion activities 
 Pharmacy management 

- human resources 
- drugs and other products 
- financial and accounting 

10 Pharmaceutical care 
and the long-term care 
system 

To know the long-term 
care system in Taiwan 
and the status of local 
pharmaceutical care 
services 

 Long-term care system in Taiwan 
- aims and target population 
- the system 
- services and delivery 
 Community pharmacies and pharmaceutical care services 

- significance and current status 
- evaluation and care of patients with chronic diseases 
- drug dispensing and administration (e.g. through naso-gastric 
tubes) 

- inventory management in long-term care facilities 

11 Pharmacy laws and 
community practices  
A lawyers perspective 

To learn laws and 
regulations applicable 
to pharmacy practices 
in the community 
setting 

 Pharmacy types and management 
 Pharmacy laws in Taiwan 
 Cases of violating pharmacy laws revealed in the local press 

- pharmacists 
- drugs 

U Webinar 
(https://u.cyberlink.com/
products/uwebinar) 

12 Pharmacy laws and 
community practices  
Perspectives of 
pharmacists and 
customers 

To discuss the 
applicability and 
practicality from the 
views of practitioners 
and the served 

 Issues worth of discussing or debating 
- registration site(s) of a licensed pharmacist 
- regulatory approaches for prescription to over-the-counter switch 
 Broadening the horizon  pharmacy practices in the US and others 

- Same issue, different handling approach (e.g. emergency 
contraception) 

- To borrow talent from abroad (e.g. pharmacy-based 
immunization services; pharmacy technician certification?) 

Line Group Call 
(https://LINE.me/en/) 

13 Public health and 
community pharmacy 

To exemplify 
professional services or 
activities with public 
health significance 

 Variety of services provided by community pharmacies 
 Overview of public health 
 Natural history of diseases and levels of prevention 
 Introduction of health care system 
 Roles of community pharmacies in public health 

U Webinar 
(https://u.cyberlink.com/
products/uwebinar) 

Line Group Call 
(https://LINE.me/en/) 

14 Nourishing practices of 
professionalism in 
pharmacy services 

To elucidate the value 
of integrating 
professionalism into 
patient care and daily 
services 

 Tenets of pharmacy professionalism 
 How to nourish professionalism 
 Deeds of professionalism 
 Bridging concept to practice 

Line Group Call 
(https://LINE.me/en/) 

15~17 Capstone project  
course wrap-up 

To conclude the special 
learning and teaching 
experiences by candid 
introspection and 
interactive discussion 

 Collating and summarizing learning and teaching experiences 
 Persistent search, reading, and analyzing relevant literatures 
 Consolidating findings (e.g. Table 2) 
 Writing individual reflections 
 Synthesizing the report 

U Meeting 
(https://u.cyberlink.com/
products/umeeting) 

Abbreviations: PHEIC, Public Health Emergency of International Concern; COVID-19, coronavirus disease 2019 (coined on 11 February 2020; 
formerly, 2019-nCoV  2019 novel coronavirus); OTC, over-the-counter medicines. 
* The term Pandemic was not coined until 11 March 2020. 
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legislation. To enable the applicability of knowledge and 
skills taught in OCP, an additional goal of exploring and 
understanding Macau’s community pharmacy practices had 
been added to the distance OCP course by taking advantage 
of the student’s homeland-staying for the whole semester. A 
comparison between Taiwan and Macau regarding status of 
community pharmacy practices should be deemed as 
achieving the extended aim of the distance course. 

To facilitate learning within the context of distance 
education, flipped classroom approach was adopted by 
assigning topics and readings one week ahead of each class 
(Persky and McLaughlin, 2017). Textbooks and handouts 
were also provided. The student would then turn in written 
pre-class reports, oftentimes enriched with self-searched 
references, for teachers to assess the student’s level of 
understanding. In-class discussions usually focused on 
fortifying the breadth and depth of comprehension, clarifying 
issues misunderstood or unrecognized, and encouraging 
question-answer interactions. Comments or consensus from 
in-class discussions were logged by the student right after 
each class and checked by teachers. The evaluation of student 
performance would be assessed by weekly pre-class written 
reports, in-class engagement, post-class summary reports, 
outcomes of the capstone project during the wrap-up stage of 
the course (weeks 15th–17th), and punctuality toward all 
online classes and reports. 

2.3. Online course implementation by social networking 
platforms 

Starting from week 0, a Line group of three participants 
had been set up. The team connected regularly and engaged 
interactively via Group Call (Line, 2020; Table 1). In few 
occasions, i.e. pharmacy-law issues/cases and public-health 
lecture with in-class activities, synchronized but 
unidirectionally-delivered live classes were offered by U 
Webinar (U Webinar, 2020). The U Meeting (U Meeting, 
2020) platform was utilized during the wrap-up stage (weeks 
15th–17th) of this novel distance course which served as a 
capstone in collating, summarizing, and reporting teaching 
and learning reflections. Teaching and learning reflections 
were discussed during this final stage. Figure 1 depicted the 
implementation processes employed in the course. Of note, 
the communication quality of social networking platforms 
was subject to network traffic and stability, especially the 
interactions were mostly on Saturday nights and the 
connections inevitably intermixed by commercial and 
academic networks. 

3. Results 

The distance OCP course in 2020 Spring semester lasted 
for nearly five months. The agreed aims of the course were: 
(1) chiefly, to impart the basics of Taiwanese community 
pharmacy services, and (2) extendedly, to encourage 
understanding of the local status within the student’s 

 

Figure 1. The design and implementation of the Orientation to Community Pharmacy (OCP) course. 
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residency. A total of seven participants partook the course in 
varying frequencies (regularly or just on one occasion) and 
ways (interactively engaged or unidirectionally delivered). 
These participants included the student (1), faculty members 
(2), pharmacist practitioners (2), and guest specialists (2). 

The topics, respective goal and objectives, and online 
platforms utilized are presented in Table 1. Topics ranged 
from community pharmacy and COVID-19, essentials of 
community pharmacy practices, pharmaceutical care, 
pharmacy professionalism, to public health and pharmacy. 
These online classes were mostly interactive engagements 
(flipped classroom) and few unidirectional delivery (lecture). 
The social networking platforms used included Line Group 
Call, U Webinar, and U Meeting. Two faculty members met 
with the student online regularly and played facilitator roles 
throughout the semester by supporting the student to be an 
active learner. 

The online course also served as an opportunity for core 
members to contemplate and to contrast personal and 
professional experiences toward community pharmacies and 
associated services among geographically different Chinese 
societies, namely Taipei, Macau, and Hong Kong. A 
comparison table (Table 2) had thus been made at the 
completion of the course after numerous discussions, 
indicating the fulfillment of the extended aim of the special 
distance course. It was envisioned that the information 
gathered for this extended aim to be shared with the on-
campus class when back to school. Regrettably, it had not 
been possible because the border control remained effective 
throughout the whole semester. 

Flipped classroom approach was the major mode of 
delivery for these weekly classes. Course flow and operation 
processes are shown in Figure 1. The teachers’ and the 
learner’s reflections are summarized in Table 3, categorized 

Table 2. A comparison of pharmacy-related affairs among Taiwan, Macau, and Hong Kong. 

Item 
Taiwan 

(Ho, 2017; NTU, 2020) 
Macau 

(Cheong, 2018) 
Hong Kong 

(CUHK, 2020; HKU, 2020) 

Area (km2) 36,197.07 32.9 1106.81 

Population 23,586,562 
(May 2020) 

696,100 
(Q1, 2020) 

7,500,700 
(Dec. 2019) 

Number of registered pharmacists 32,059 
(Jan. 2020) 

605 
(2018) 

2930 
(2020) 

Pharmacy education system 

Number of university-affiliated 
pharmacy schools 

7 
(plus 2 technical institutes) 

1 
(plus 1 technical institute, only to 

foster pharmacy technicians) 

2 

Pharmacy education scheme (degree 
awarded) 

 4-year (BS) 
 5-year (BS) 
 6-year (PharmD) 

 5-year (BPharm)  4-year* (BPharm) 

Community pharmacy practices 

Number of pharmacies 8189 
(Jan. 2020) 

272 
(2018) 

636 
(2020) 

Drug Category  Prescription 
 Per instruction 

(by physicians or pharmacists) 
 Over-the-counter medicine 

 Uso Hospitalar (UH) 
 Prescrição Médica Obrigatória 

(PMO) 
 Over-the-counter medicine 

 Prescription-only medicine 
 Pharmacy-only medicine 
 Over-the-counter medicine 

Pharmacy personnel 
(with license/certificate) 

 Pharmacist 
 Assistant Pharmacist 

(trained by a bygone system) 

 Pharmacist 
 Pharmacy technician 

 Pharmacist 

Major tasks of community pharmacist 
practitioners 

 Prescription dispensing 
 Provision of non-prescription 

drugs 
 Provision of medical devices, 

dietary supplements, and other 
products 
 Drug consultation service 
 Responding to health authority’s 

medication recalls 
 Participation of the following 

activities (with certification): 
- long-term care service 
- diabetes care 
- smoking cessation service 
- experiential programs for 
pharmacy students (preceptor) 

 Prescription dispensing 
 Provision of non-prescription 

drugs 
 Drug consultation service 
 Responding to health authority’s 

medication recalls 
 Participation of the following 

activities: 
- public health 
- pharmaceutical care 

 

 Prescription dispensing 
 Provision of pharmacy-only 

medicines and over-the-counter 
medicines 
 Provision of medical devices and 

health supplements 
 Drug consultation service 
 Responding to health authority’s 

medication recalls 
 Participation of the following 

activities: 
- blood pressure monitoring 
- smoking cessation service 
- diabetes care 

* Plus 1-year internship before licensure. 
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as prerequisites or resources required, perceptions toward 
course outcomes, and issues of uncertainty. It is obvious that 
certain prerequisites or resources are required for the smooth 
implementation of a distance course, especially the flipped 
classroom type. Both parties expressed satisfactory views 
toward the course implementation, although effort-
demanding. The student stated to have benefited greatly from 
the course. Correspondingly, the teachers felt quite rewarding. 
The student’s positivity and punctuality might have 
contributed to these pleasant and worthwhile online 
interactions. These impressions or comments should be of 
relevance to future distance course designs. 

4. Discussion 

The course design, implementation process, weekly topics, 
and teaching and learning reflections of a novel distance 
course pertinent to community pharmacy practices or 
services, and a comparison of main matters among the 
student’s residency and adjacent regions of same cultural 
tradition have been described. The delivery of teaching was 
via blended modes, with flipped classroom being the most 
predominant one. Teacher-to-student ratio of 6 to 1 implied 
that the pedagogical quality was no less than the conventional 
classroom teaching. Reflections from both sides in learning 
and teaching experiences were quite satisfactory. 

The flipped (or, reverse/inverse/backwards) classroom is 
a learner-centered instructional strategy that urges a learner 
to start learning prior to the beginning of a class (Persky and 
McLaughlin, 2017). The flipped classroom approach was 
reported to enhance learning as compared to traditional 
teaching (Hew and Lo, 2018). However, a meta-analysis 

performed by Gillette et al. (2018) found that it required 
more time to develop. Our reflection of the necessity in 
prerequisites or resources for smooth implementation of the 
flipped classroom approach was in line with Gillette et al.’s 
report. Three online platforms were utilized either in 
interactive discussions or for synchronous lectures. In fact, 
these digital social media have been widely utilized amid the 
era of COVID-19, leading to unpredicted globalization of 
virtual universities (Hunter, 2015; Rose et al., 2020). 

The profession of pharmacy has an important role in 
public health. Pharmacists are often engaged in health 
promotion activities in the communities they serve, ranging 
from counseling services to vaccination roles (Chandra et al., 
2003; Mohamed et al., 2013; Petrelli et al., 2019; Shah et al., 
2018; Wheeler et al., 2018). Both of our conventional and 
distance 2020 OCP courses had addressed Taiwanese 
pharmacists’ involvement in public health (Ho, 2017; NTU, 
2020). Furthermore, we had taken the unforeseen centennial 
global public health emergency as a special topic to 
brainstorm pharmacists’ roles in the distance course. 
Interestingly, the COVID-19 pandemic has also spurred 
intense discussions not only on pharmacy service 
preparedness but also on experiential education adaptations 
in the pharmacy society worldwide (Abdel Jalil et al., 2020; 
Aruru et al., 2020; Basheti et al., 2020; Louiselle et al., 2020). 

The distance OCP was offered to a single undergraduate 
student in one semester only. The success of the course would 
heavily depend on the student’s learning attitudes and, hence, 
outcomes. On the other hand, course participants’ views 
could also be biased by subjective feelings of the few. If 
either virtual university or flipped classroom is envisioned to 

Table 3. Teaching and learning reflections of the distance Orientation to Community Pharmacy course. 

Category Teaching reflection Learning reflection 

Prerequisites or 
resources required 

 Time and efforts devoted was substantial (instructor-to-
student ratio  6:1). 
 If with similar time constraint and resources, a trade-off in 

quality between one-on-one teaching and group teaching 
would be inevitable. 
 The design and implementation of an effective distance 

course required well-educated and experienced instructors 
who kept breadth of local and international trends of the 
field. 

 Industrious and perseverant attitudes were essential 
because self-study of pre-class readings (assignments and 
references) was quite laborious. 
 Distance learning was tougher than on-campus education 

because pre-class readings were oftentimes hard to be 
understood by novice learners. 

Perceptions toward 
course outcomes 

 Effective teaching and learning 
- Course contents and delivery pace could be tailored to 
student’s motivation, learning responses, available 
resources, and time slots. 

 Enhanced course applicability to one’s homeland 
- With proper guidance, distance learning allows one to 
experience homeland’s community practices and, 
hopefully in the future, to pertinently apply principles 
learnt. 

 Learning with flexibility 
- Comprehension of each topic by the flipped approach 
was better than face-to-face classrooms because the 
learner was encouraged to study actively and, thus, had 
learned more. 

 Learning beyond conventional classrooms 
- The course aims had been extended to include 
understanding of pharmacies and practices in Macau 
which would not be an option in regular classes. 

- Additional extracurricular knowledge was obtained from 
reading and online interactive discussion. 

Issues of uncertainty  Uncertainty about the distance course period 
- Back-to-school date of the full-time overseas student was 
initially thought to be deferred only, yet, the border 
control turned out to be effective throughout the whole 
semester. 

 Uncertainty about exact weekly topics 
- Although provided with the syllabus of the on-campus 
course early on, exact weekly topics and readings might 
not be assigned until one week prior. 
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be the norm in the future, the needs of more data gathering 
and further evaluation of the long-term impacts are absolutely 
needed. Nonetheless, the teaching experiences gained from 
this distance OCP is valuable to future course preparations, 
whether conventional or online, in terms of customizing to 
students’ knowledge and cultural background, adding more 
information about regional community pharmacy practices, 
and applying flipped classroom adeptly. 

5. Conclusion 

Community pharmacy practices is a life science of 
practicality for promoting the public’s health and well-
being. The OCP is one of the core courses relevant to 
pharmaceutical care in the communities. Online course by 
flipped classroom approach offered the possibility of learning 
without interruption even amid the COVID-19 pandemic. As 
long as the learners are motivated, engaged, and guided by 
well-prepared instructors, gratifying outcomes could be 
attained. These new pedagogical strategies may complement 
traditional teaching methodology in fostering professionals in 
the ever-changing complex healthcare environment. 
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