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ABSTRACT

There are guidelines and laws to regulate many of the daily decisions professionals take at
work. However, some situations do not have an obvious solution and cannot be solved with
the help of an instruction manual. Work-based learning offers an important opportunity
for students to engage in a setting of relevance for their future profession and there be
exposed to various situations. This learning environment has great potential to aid the
development of professional judgment but could also be an obstruction if supervisors
and students are not given the right tools and instructions. The authors of this research
note are course managers in work-based learning for a healthcare education program
in a Swedish higher education institution, and here we seek to address some important
considerations when using peer learning to facilitate and support the development of
professional judgment during work-based learning.
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INTRODUCTION

Work-based learning (WBL) in higher education includes supervision within a setting of relevance
for students’ future professions. During WBL, students engage in a context regulated by guidelines,
recommendations, and laws, yet they also face situations where such regulating documents
do not give them all the answers (Coles, 2002). Hence, students need to develop a capacity for
professional judgment so they are able to act in occupational situations relying on their own
judgment and not on regulating documents and theoretical knowledge alone (Bornemark, 2017).
When seen through the lens of how knowledge was described by Aristotle (Saugstad, 2002),
focus should not be put on episteme (scientific knowledge) alone without acknowledging the
importance of phronesis (practical wisdom). In fact, practical wisdom and knowing how to act
in a given situation is what defines professional judgment (Bornemark, 2020). Students should,
in addition to their WBL, frequently be given opportunities to consciously train their professional
judgment during their education. To some extent, this training can be done during lectures by
using ethical dilemmas, cases, or role play. However, the importance of WBL cannot be ignored
as it gives students the opportunity to face different situations in a real setting. It is through real
experiences that students form a basis for their professional judgment (Coles, 2002).

During WBL, the learning process is built around the concept of scaffolding (Wood et al., 1976). One
model for supervision during WBL is the 1:1 model with one student and one supervisor. During
peer learning (PL), students support each other in the learning process (Topping, 2005). When PL
is used in WBL, a 2:1 model can be applied, involving two students at the same academic level
and one supervisor (Currens, 2003). Hence using PL within WBL expands the process of scaffolding
by involving more than just the supervisor. Vygotsky & Cole (1978, pp. 84-81) describes the
difference between what the students can learn on their own and what they learn by interacting
with others as “the zone of proximal development.” Within PL, the “others” are the fellow students
and the supervisors, with supervisors having a guiding role and the fellow students being partners
for discussion and reflection.

DEVELOPING PROFESSIONAL JUDGMENT THROUGH PEER LEARNING

Judgment is something that can be built by sharing experiences, having conversations, and
reflecting with others (Coles, 2002). According to Gray and Coombs (2018), reflecting on actions
and decisions develops professional judgment and understanding of how to act in future situations.
During PL, reflection can take place before, during, and after action (Sandars, 2009). Unlike the
1:1 supervising model, PL enables more opportunities for reflection by having fellow students
available as reflection partners in addition to supervisors. In this way, PL builds a learning situation
where students together develop readiness for future situations.

When reflecting before action, students can jointly discuss upcoming situations. They can further
draw conclusions from previous similar situations and experiences and should not be afraid of
discussing their feelings about their upcoming situations (Gray & Coombs, 2018). Different types
of key questions can be helpful for students as a starting point, especially if they are new to the
concept of peer reflection. In person-centered care, questions about thoughts, concerns, and
wishes are used (Deveugele et al., 2005). In our work as teachers, we find these types of questions
helpful for students to use in reflection before action to raise awareness of their own beliefs, fears,
and expectations.

By looking back on situations, students can explore their own actions and emotional reactions.
Jonna Bornemark (2020), a Swedish professor in philosophy, argues that professional judgment
develops during conversations where real problems are highlighted and when feelings related
to different situations are considered. It is therefore important to discuss not only theoretical
knowledge and good examples, but also to discuss ethical problems and one’s own setbacks and
dilemmas. When reflecting after action, students should be encouraged to describe feelings and
lessons learned to transfer into similar future situations. We suggest using a set of key questions
or a reflective framework (such as Gibbs, 1988) to mediate student reflection and discussion
during this phase.
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Most of the reflection during PL takes place among the fellow students, and research supports
the notion that it may be easier for students to reflect more freely with no authorities present
(Stenberg & Carlson, 2015). This research also reports that supervisors feel that student reflections
can be more in-depth after students have first reflected together. Hence, student reflection
without supervisors is important. However, this is not to diminish the role of supervisors: involving
more experienced supervisors in discussion and reflection is another important component in the
development of professional judgment (Bornemark, 2020).

BUILDING AN ENVIRONMENT OF PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY

WBL is particularly demanding because students interact with unfamiliar people in new environments
that usually have their own cultures and hierarchical structures (McCarthy et al., 2018). This context
matters because a positive environment is critical to PL’s success. Previous studies have described
situations where collaboration between students during PL becomes competitive (Currens, 2003;
Stenberg & Carlson, 2015). Further, the experience of having less knowledge than a fellow student
can be stressful (Stenberg & Carlson, 2015). In contrast, psychologically safe environments are those
where you are allowed to make yourself heard, share your concerns, and make mistakes without
the risk of being humiliated or punished (Edmondson, 2018). Being able to trust fellow students, to
feel mutual respect, is a prerequisite for PL to successfully develop professional judgment.

A learning situation where students understand the importance of their own and their fellow
students’ commitment to succeeding is important. This shared understanding helps to create
a climate in which students support each other—an environment where it is safe to discuss the
things that go wrong. PL has the potential to create student interdependence (Sluijsmans, 2002;
van Gennip et al., 2010); Sluijsmans (2002, p. 2) describes this interdependence as “the glue
that holds the members together.” However, students might also need help in creating a fruitful
learning environment. Letting them discuss expectations around how they should cooperate can
be a step toward building an environment where the students dare to challenge themselves and
where there is room for mistakes. This way of working can be compared to what the literature
describes as “learning contracts” (Boud et al., 1999, p. 422). When developing student contracts
for PL, we have been guided by Amy Edmondson’s (1999) work, which highlights issues on
psychological safety and learning for students to address in teams. Examples of topics for student
discussion could include how they can raise and address problems and difficult issues, or how they
can value each other’s unique skills and talents in the best ways. We have found such discussions
useful for helping students explore important concepts related to psychological safety.

CONCLUSION

WBL is a central component of many educational programs in which students face real situations
in the context of their future professions. This learning environment has great potential to foster
the development of professional judgment, but it could also be restrictive and insecure with
the wrong terms and conditions. By using student-to-student interaction, PL also has great
potential to further develop professional judgment. However, for successful learning to occur,
it is important to let students share experiences and reflect together in an environment of
psychological safety.
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