
Duke-UNC Tobacco Treatment Specialist Training Goes Virtual
While Maintaining Excellence in Skills-based Interactive Training

Summary: The Duke-UNC Tobacco Treatment Specialist Training Program is a nationally accredited tobacco treat-
ment specialist training program developed out of a partnership with Duke University Smoking Cessation Program, 
UNC Tobacco Intervention Programs, and the Tobacco Prevention and Control Branch of the NC Division of Public 
Health. This training program was established in 2016 to address the problem that is recognized but not unique to 
North Carolina—that although a majority of people who use tobacco attempt to quit each year, less than one third 
use what is known to be effective: a combination of behavioral counseling and FDA-approved tobacco treatment 
medications. This training program meets all of the national accreditation standards, and it is unique in its offering of 
a highly interactive, skills-based training that includes both clinical tobacco treatment skills as well as policy, sys-
tems, and environmental change skills. This combination of clinical care and systems change can better help health-
care and behavioral health systems meet the growing demands for value-based care. The program was developed 
as a 4-day training model with 27.75 CME credits, covering all core competencies for Tobacco Treatment Specialists 
as established by The Association for the Treatment of Tobacco Use and Dependence (ATTUD). The Duke-UNC TTS 
Training Program leadership team is here. 

Challenge: The Duke-UNC Tobacco Treatment Specialist Training Program was gearing up for its fourth year in 2020, 
with an established schedule of three 4-day trainings per year in the spring, summer, and fall. The training program 
was held in different locations throughout North Carolina to make the training more accessible for clinicians and 
healthcare/behavioral health systems across the state. The Duke-UNC TTS Training Program leadership team was 
also preparing to travel to other states to offer training when the COVID pandemic hit.  The spring training was can-
celled, and the team worked quickly to transition the summer training to a virtual model without losing any expert 
subject matter and retaining its focus on interactive, comprehensive skills-based trainings.  

Solution: The revised virtual training model was delivered in June 2020, with a month-long opportunity for course 
participants designed to maximize the best practices in adult learning through a combination of online, asynchro-
nous modules and synchronous, virtual course sessions. The virtual course format was as follows:

• Pre-course work consisting of recorded video modules and assignments for reflection
• 2 half-day virtual sessions with interactive training and skills practice
• Mid-course work consisting of recorded video modules and assignments for reflection
• 2 half-day virtual sessions with interactive training and skills practice

SUCCESS STORY
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Participants had course offerings available to them beginning June 1 through Sakai, an online learning management 
system, and interactive training sessions on Zoom. The leadership team is incredibly grateful to Jennifer Greyber, 
Program Coordinator, for her incredible management of all the logistics of transferring an in-person training to a 
virtual training.   

Results: This training program format attracted a much larger audience, not only from North Carolina but from 
across the nation. There were 109 participants, with a majority from North Carolina plus many states represented. 

The participants represented a variety of work settings as shown in the chart below, with hospitals and medical 
centers being the most represented, followed by public health. The training experience was enhanced by attracting 
participants from college and school settings, university research settings, community health centers, behavioral 
health facilities, pharmacies, dental practices, and insurers. Close to 10% of participants were prescribers. 

Comprehensive training for
healthcare professionals and

the public health sector
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While all course offerings got strong evaluation reviews, participants were particularly appreciative of the in-depth 
coverage of research-based pharmacotherapy treatment and evidence-based tobacco treatment counseling. Phar-
macotherapy sessions cover not only standard-of-care treatment, but also tailored treatment options for a variety 
of patients. Behavioral counseling training provides the opportunity to practice important skills such as motivational 
interviewing.  All these skills come together as participants work in small groups on case studies covering pathology, 
nicotine dependence, assessments, pharmacotherapy, behavioral therapies, and targeted treatments.  

Participants also appreciate understanding the history, culture, and context of working in tobacco control and how 
a more comprehensive approach using CDC Best Practices works to not only promote tobacco cessation, but also 
to prevent initiation of tobacco use, eliminate exposure to secondhand smoke, and eliminate tobacco-attributable 
health disparities. This course was offered amidst the protests occurring nationwide after the deaths of Ahmaud 
Arbery, Breonna Taylor, and George Floyd, and the Duke-UNC TTS leadership team addressed this with a written 
statement and acknowledgement of how racial injustices are impacting our nation and the world. The participants 
had course work on addressing health equity and building skills to address bias in our own behavior and in health 
settings led by Sterling Fulton of the National African American Tobacco Control Network. At the end of the practice 
session on how to create a more supportive community environment, 97% of participants had identified a policy 
change that they would like to work on in collaboration with others in their community.  

A full course evaluation will be completed later this summer and will be available upon request.  

Lessons Learned: The challenge to transition a 4-day, highly interactive in-person course to a virtual training mod-
el was largely successful, thanks to the tremendous leadership and support of the Duke-UNC Tobacco Treatment 
Specialist Training Program Coordinator, the leadership team and the thoughtful efforts of all faculty involved.  In 
some ways, this may be a “game changer” as it allowed the course to not only serve a larger audience from North 
Carolina, but also attracted participants from across the US.  Duke-UNC TTS is planning another virtual training using 
this format that will begin on November 30, 2020.     

Qu0tes from Participants:

Thank you all, top notch course. – Chris Woodward, Pharmacist, 
BlueCross BlueShield NC

Thank you to all of the faculty and support staff. Wonderful information 
and training. Looking forward to the application of this knowledge. – 
Gayle Shultz, Health Educator, Augusta Health (VA) 

Yes, great course! I enjoyed the virtual format, saved having to travel. 
– Melinda Matthews, East Carolina University College of Nursing 

I want to first commend you and everyone on all their hard work.  
That program was incredible and so well run.  Each speaker was a 
true professional in the area and was great at presenting... and this 
is hard on Zoom.  I am so glad you let us join the training late and it 
was so educational for me and my team.  – Brett Schussel, MSN, FNP-
BC, University of California Los Angeles

I wanted to first thank you for orchestrating this, it was so useful and helpful. I’m brand new into our program and this 
was very in-depth. – Shauna Marincik | Administrative Analyst, UCLA Department of Radiological Sciences

What an excellent training. I was so impressed with how well it was run and how you-all were able to make it so 
interactive. Really well done.  So I have a question, how did you adapt this training so beautifully? Did you have techni-
cal support or figure it out yourselves? The reason I ask is my writing partner Ann and I have been approached about 
possibly offering our AHEC workshop virtually and it would be great to get some advice or consult with someone 
about how to make a successful adaptation. – Elizabeth Kunreuther LCSW LCAS Clinical Instructor, WakeBrook Addiction 
Treatment Center

It was a great class.  I learned a lot.  Well done and thanks for all your hard work. – Laura Yarborough, Kaiser Permanente
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