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Abstract

Negative experiences in clinical learning environments (CLEs) lead to long-term
consequences such as decreased confidence, reluctance to engage, and attrition from
Veterinary programmes (Holt, Farrell and Corrigan, 2023). The Small Animal Hospital, a
training site for final-year Veterinary students, immerses them in real-world clinical
practice. As a potentially high-stress environment, measures to improve student
psychological safety were implemented, with the launch of a Learning Environment

Champions (LEC) initiative. Developed in response to student feedback, it encompasses a
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compassionate pedagogical approach involving staff and students working in partnership,
with the aim of enhancing the CLE by promoting supportive and positive learning
experiences. This case study describes the first year of the initiative, which is a system for
monitoring student perceptions of, and experiences within, the CLE while simultaneously
working to change the culture of the CLE by focusing on civility and psychological safety.
Using an iterative cycle of feedback and improvement, developments included a new staff
role, staff training, a hospital social contract, a process for student safeguarding, and
student-led creation of resources. Reflective professional discussions highlighted that the
initiative has built staff appreciation of the importance of a civil CLE, has positively
influenced teaching and clinical support of students, but raised concerns of unintended
consequences for LECs including compassion fatigue. The early phase of this initiative
has created a support system for students during their practicum. Long term, this may help
to significantly improve student perceptions of the CLE, thus improving the learning

potential for this environment.

Keywords: clinical learning environment; psychological safety; incivility; veterinary
education; student experience.

Introduction

Undergraduate Veterinary education stands out as a unique pedagogical procedure and
involves the acquisition of required academic, clinical, and interpersonal skills. The
practicum supports students to develop these skills, however, when situated in ‘real’
clinical environments, Veterinary students often encounter high-stress situations, complex
clinical cases, and the need to quickly adapt to practical demands. Such potentially
negative experiences in clinical learning environments (CLEs) can significantly impede
educational outcomes and professional development (Roling et al., 2020). Consequences
for students include decreased confidence, reluctance to engage fully in clinical activities,
and attrition (Holt, Farrell and Corrigan, 2023). The clinical environment can sometimes
lack adequate support, leading to feelings of isolation, stress, and burnout (Fares et al.,
2016). Addressing these issues is critical not only for the wellbeing of students but also for
ensuring that Veterinary graduates are well prepared to enter the profession and provide

high-quality care (Dooley and Bamford, 2018).
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The CLE is integral to Veterinary education, providing students with the opportunity to
apply theoretical knowledge in authentic settings. Effective CLEs are characterised by
supportive supervision, structured learning opportunities, and a culture that encourages
active participation and learning from mistakes (Bok, 2015). However, there is significant
variability in the quality of CLEs, and not all provide the optimal conditions needed for

student learning and development.

Psychological safety is a critical factor in CLEs. Inclusion safety, the first stage of
psychological safety, ensures that individuals feel accepted and valued within their team,
fostering an environment where they can engage without fear of judgment or exclusion
(Clark, 2020). This foundational stage is crucial for enabling active participation and the
subsequent stages of psychological safety, such as learner safety, contributor safety, and
challenger safety, which collectively promote continuous learning, innovation, and high
performance (Clark, 2020). When students feel safe to express themselves without fear of
negative consequences, they are more likely to engage deeply with the learning process,
ask questions, and seek help when needed (Edmondson, 1999). In Veterinary education,
fostering psychological safety can help mitigate the high levels of stress associated with

clinical training and support better educational outcomes (van Gelderen and Taylor, 2023).

Caring and compassionate pedagogies emphasise the development of empathy, ethical
practice, and emotional intelligence in Veterinary students. These approaches are
essential for preparing students to manage the emotional and ethical challenges of
veterinary practice (Kogan, McConnell and Schoenfeld-Tacher, 2005; Mossop, 2012).
Incorporating compassion into the curriculum helps students develop a holistic approach to
care that considers the wellbeing of both animals and their owners (Dooley and Bamford,
2018). The integration of these pedagogies into Veterinary education has been shown to
enhance student satisfaction and learning outcomes (Armitage-Chan and May, 2018). By
promoting a caring and supportive educational environment, these approaches help
students develop the skills necessary to provide compassionate care, communicate
effectively with clients, and work collaboratively with colleagues (van Gelderen and Taylor,
2023).

In the ever-evolving landscape of higher education, the task of guiding students through
the complexities of the professional workplace is both a paramount challenge and an

essential mission. Fostering a caring and compassionate environment which prioritises
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student learning can facilitate open discussion and meaningful staff-student partnerships.
However, it is a fine line between providing authentic learning opportunities whilst also
maintaining psychological safety and recognising moments of challenge where students

can truly flourish.

Context

The University of Glasgow’s Small Animal Hospital (SAH) is a key training environment for
students in the final year of the undergraduate Veterinary programme. Although learners
spend short periods (one to two days) in the hospital in the earlier years, the final year
represents the first opportunity for immersive learning, where students can apply
diagnostic principles, create treatment plans, and practice clinical skills under the guidance
of experienced University Clinicians. With students typically spending eight to twelve
weeks working across different disciplines, they experience the culture and participate in
the workflow of a busy referral hospital. This type of workplace learning is an important
part of veterinary training, exposing students to an authentic work environment (Magnier et
al., 2011).

However, clinical learning can be significantly impacted by environment, team morale, and
inter-personal interactions (Holt, Farrell and Corrigan, 2023). All Clinicians in the SAH are
trained to teach and assess students, however, it is recognised that those with academic
roles are at risk of burnout syndrome related to multiple responsibilities and high
expectations (Nassar, Waheed and Tuma, 2019). Student feedback suggested that the
SAH is a particularly intense learning environment with some individuals reporting negative
perceptions of this setting. Despite overall rotation evaluations being largely positive,
internal and external evaluation of clinical rotations over several years identified examples
of poor student experiences and a sense of anxiety around participation in rotations in the
SAH setting. The programme and clinical management team identified the clear need to
address these ongoing concerns and recognised that any response aimed at improving
the overall culture of the CLE would require a partnership between the clinical staff and

students.

The Learning Environment Champions (LEC) initiative was launched in March 2023 and
comprised an inter-professional team of nine clinical and teaching staff. The aim of the

initiative was to create a greater focus on promoting positive and supportive learning
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environments for all learners and mechanisms for addressing negative experiences and
student concerns. The primary remit of the LECs was to support these activities within the
SAH and provide a visible point of contact for students and staff. The LECs were clearly
identified within the SAH by means of individual photograph and biography posters
explaining their purpose and positioned in an area commonly used by staff and students.
LECs worked closely with clinical staff, students, and veterinary industry experts to
understand factors influencing student learning experiences, with a view to transforming

both workplace culture and teaching and learning practice.

This case study describes the staff-student collaborations that were employed to
iteratively develop and establish this initiative, based on the principles of psychological
safety for learners. Reflections from the LECs after one year provide useful insight into the
complexity of developing such an initiative but reveal that improvements to the CLE and

student experience have begun.

Methods

This descriptive case study focuses on the first year of the project, comprising the
development and implementation of a novel initiative in a single typical CLE. Yin (2013)
defines a descriptive case study as an empirical inquiry focusing on providing rich
description of a phenomenon in its real-life context. The specific phenomenon considered
here is the development and implementation of the LEC initiative, designed to enhance the
CLE within a university teaching hospital. We describe key elements of the initiative, which
was iteratively implemented utilising a range of methods including industry and
student-staff partnerships, staff training, and student questionnaires and debrief sessions.
Regular reflective discussions between the LECs were conducted to review the
implementation process and student feedback on the CLE. The results of these

discussions form the basis of the early outcomes reported.

Reflexive statement
The research team comprises a group of veterinary professionals employed at the

institution which the case study describes. Four members are Clinical Veterinarians
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working in the SAH setting and directly involved in the LEC scheme, running debrief
sessions with students and participating in staff training. Of these, two (CS and LS) have
senior leadership roles within the SAH and five (KM, KR, OA, ZH, and SM) are Clinicians
and Veterinary Nurses with a particular interest in clinical teaching. Two of the team (SF
and JH) have clinical backgrounds but work in non-clinical educational leadership roles
and do not have direct day-to-day involvement in the CLE or the LEC scheme. All
members of the team work closely with students and staff and have volunteered to
participate in the LEC initiative through a shared desire to enhance the CLE for students
and working culture for everyone. All have contributed to the development and writing of

the current manuscript as a collaborative endeavour led by SF.

Case study

Implementing the initiative

An interactive staff training day highlighted areas where staff perceived challenges in
supporting learning in the clinical environment. Using an established theoretical framework
for psychological safety (Edmondson, 1999), attendees reflected on the difficulties
associated with encouraging students into the productive zone of learning, whilst also
supporting their psychological safety. Staff wanted to provide a realistic CLE where
students felt able to challenge themselves, be challenged, and step out of their comfort
zone. Supporting staff teams to understand factors which contribute to psychological
safety in the learning environment was identified as a high priority for training. Such
training was subsequently facilitated by veterinary industry experts in civility in the
workplace, which in this context relates to treating all individuals in a work setting with
dignity and respect. They delivered a workshop to introduce staff to the negative impact of
incivility on both the individual and patient safety, and staff collaborated on a declaration
which reflected the aims of an Academic Clinician. It was recognised that the associated
stresses of this role may sometimes mean people do not behave at their best, but that
such behaviour should always be called out. This was subsequently promoted as a social
contract to both staff and students to foster a cultural change, encouraging everyone to

adopt behaviours and mindsets to promote a more compassionate working environment.

Following this, a civility training video was commissioned to provide compulsory training for

all staff within the CLE, to address key areas such as respectful communication,
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professional conduct, and creating a supportive and inclusive environment. By showcasing
real-life scenarios and best practices, the video aimed to foster a culture of respect and
psychological safety within the clinical setting. To reinforce learning, the video included

multiple-choice questions that allowed staff to test their understanding of the concepts.

Staff-student partnerships fostered a collaborative approach to addressing some of the
learning environment challenges expressed by students, such as feeling disorientated,
along with uncertainty of whom to approach for help. To reduce pre-rotation anxiety and to
better familiarise themselves with the hospital environment, a student-led video induction
tour was designed. In addition, following identification of a key area of challenge, students
created QR code instructions for the student laboratory. Developing resources through
student-led projects enabled key learner priorities to be addressed and empowered
learners to take a lead in preparing themselves for integration into the CLE. This facilitated
an evidence-based approach to reduce student anxiety through improved induction and
orientation (Bowrey and Kidd, 2014; Joolaee et al., 2015; Birks et al., 2017).

Feedback on the CLE was gathered from students at the end of each four-week rotation
block, by means of an anonymous online questionnaire based on the previously validated
Health Education Micro Learning Environment Measure (HEMLEM) instrument (Isba et al.,
2020). This instrument measures student perceptions of two domains of the learning
environment: staff attitudes and behaviour and teaching quality, and answers are rated on
a five-point Likert scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree. Students rated all
rotations by the end of their final year. The online questionnaire was deemed an
appropriate instrument as it met the aims of the initiative and fitted with the department
and discipline micro-environment structure of the SAH. Additionally, two free-text
questions were included which asked students to describe one positive and one negative

experience of the CLE.

In the first year, this instrument was tested and data used by LECs to identify topics that
could be explored further in debrief sessions. Students were invited to attend these debrief
sessions on the final afternoon of each rotation block and were led by up to three LECs
with approximately 30 students. A safe space was created for students to share their
experiences and provide LECs with more detailed feedback. Opening questions were
asked about positive and negative experiences, which led into unscripted, student-led

discussions. Session outcomes were recorded in confidential, anonymous minutes to allow
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reporting of key feedback to the programme and hospital management team, and findings

fed into subsequent modifications of the CLE.

The sessions also allowed students to explore experiences of incivility with their peer
group and clinicians from different backgrounds. This enabled an appreciation of external
viewpoints and how to potentially manage negative interpersonal interactions, which they
are likely to experience in their future careers. Students voiced various challenges which
may be expected from a novice in a busy clinical environment, and it was beneficial to
reiterate the learning value of challenging experiences, while at the same time exploring
the extent to which these were psychologically safe. In future years, following ethical
approval for a mixed-methods study, the results from the questionnaire and debrief
minutes will be analysed longitudinally for comparison of staff attitudes and behaviours
and teaching quality scores within and between departments, and to identify positive and

negative themes relating to the CLE from the free-text data.

Early outcomes of the initiative

To shape its ongoing development, regular ad-hoc meetings were held by the LECs to
review student feedback and discuss observations of the initiative. The LECs perceived
subtle signs of a culture change in the CLE around a common understanding of the SAH'’s
social contract. There is now a shared language regarding the significance of civility and

interpersonal interactions that in time should improve student psychological safety.

Common themes from the end-of-rotation-block questionnaire were fed back to all clinical
staff attending subsequent training seminars, promoting awareness of what the students
felt was lacking while highlighting examples of good practice. The opportunity for regular
student feedback allowed the LECs to identify rotation activities that were frequently
associated with learner anxiety, which were then discussed with line managers and heads
of service who addressed concerns with individuals or teams. In these circumstances, the

commissioned video on civility proved a useful resource.

The importance of student safeguarding became a central focus for the LECs after
students reported various experiences that contributed to an anxiety-inducing CLE. To
address this proactively and ensure a consistent support system for students, a formal

structure was developed to investigate and escalate incidences that raised concerns
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regarding students’ emotional or psychological welfare and/or safeguarding. Given that
students could give feedback anonymously or in person, two pathways were developed
(Figure 1). Both pathways included students being invited to meet with staff for further
discussion, signposting to a formal university reporting form, and notification of the
programme lead and clinical director of the SAH so that further action could be taken with

identified staff or departments if deemed appropriate.

Figure 1. Flow diagram showing two pathways followed by Learning Environment
Champions (LECs) who have identified safeguarding concerns about final-year
Veterinary students during their rotation block.

| Pathway 1: Safeguarding concerns about anonymous student(s) |

Student(s) ei:‘!"(;zh::d All student(s) Clinical director
identified during Programme lead affected sianposted to discusses raised
LEC review of end &/or Clinical individual(s) univ?ergity support issue(s) with
of rotation block director notified - ) ) relevant staff &/or
: b invited to discuss services and
questionnaire by LEC o - Head of
events with reporting form
results department
Programme lead

Pathway2: Safeguarding concerns about identifiable student(s)

Student(s)
identified during

Affected
student(s) invited

Student(s)
signposted to

Programme lead

Clinical director
discusses raised

end of rotation to discuss events [—>| university support _&.for C“mc.:?l issuets)with
: . : : director notified relevant staff &/or
block debrief privately with services and
: ; by LEC Head of
session by LEC LEC reporting form
department

Many outcomes have been explored during regular reflective LEC discussions. Positively,
students now have a supportive pathway to report concerns and they can actively
contribute to shaping the culture of the CLE. The LECs have developed a greater
appreciation of the student perspective, which has enhanced their clinical teaching and
student support. However, the debrief sessions have been highlighted as particularly
challenging, and recurrent LEC exposure to stories of psychological discomfort has
resulted in compassion fatigue for some. Looking forward, it is important that this
unintended consequence be fully considered, as it may give rise to a decline in feelings of
sympathy and empathy for the very students who require their support (Stoewen, 2020).

Additional concerns have arisen, including the challenge of addressing negative student
feedback relating to clinical teaching staff who are higher in the university hierarchy. This
may be a problem of seniority or a reflection that line managers are peers and therefore

more attuned to the psychosocial health of these colleagues. It is not unexpected that they
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would have a compassionate understanding of the challenges that senior clinical staff face
when teaching students, including increased workload and duration of working hours, and
other time-management pressures arising from the requirement to juggle teaching with

clinical practice (Waters, Lo and Maloney, 2018).

The LECs have identified that to ease the process for line managers to address concerns,
calling out uncivil behaviour requires normalisation through regular staff training and
development. Future evolution of the initiative is also anticipated to acknowledge the
potential risk to LECs and a larger pool of volunteers would help minimise the burden
through reduced rotational attendance at the debrief sessions. Additionally, regular debrief
sessions for the LECs themselves would ensure staff resilience is supported and

maintained (Evans et al., 2023).

Conclusion

This novel LEC initiative sought to address student anxiety by actively involving them in
the process of identifying and ameliorating problems within the CLE. Early findings
suggest that a compassionate environment can be created which prioritises student
learning through open student feedback to dedicated staff and ongoing staff-student
collaboration. By fostering this collaborative approach, the ongoing initiative aims to
enhance psychological safety for a more supportive and effective learning environment,
while maintaining learner accountability. Students directly affected by the dynamics of the
clinical setting can provide valuable insights into the challenges they face and suggest
practical solutions, ensuring strategies are relevant and authentic. However, there is a
need for all teaching staff to embrace the need for civility and to hold each other
accountable. The findings reported here build on existing research on psychological safety
in CLEs, and the strategies described support a culture of continuous feedback and

improvement which is transferrable to clinical education more broadly.
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