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1  Introduction

Getting the most out of work integrated learning (WIL) placements cannot rely on 
a single strategy. This chapter describes a two-pronged strategy trialled with final 
year public health and environmental health students transitioning to professional 
work. The first component acquaints students with the principles and practices 
required for effective transition, including self-efficacy, developing a professional 
identity and building resilience. The second, introduces learning circles as a means 
of fostering critical thinking (Hiebert, 1996) and peer learning. We argue that this 
combination of preparatory discussion and participation in regular learning circles 
prepares and supports students to gain the most from their placements. This chapter 
describes the theoretical underpinnings of this two-pronged approach, how it was 
implemented and the findings of its evaluation.
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2  Supporting Resilience, Self-Efficacy and Professional 
Identity Building During Placements

Placement can be demanding and stressful for students. The first prong of our 
approach included preparatory discussions acquainting students with principles and 
practices to help students manage these demands and stressors. Three qualities are 
believed to be core: resilience, self-efficacy and a clear sense of professional iden-
tity (Bialocerkowsk, Cardwell, & Morrissey, 2017). Dornan, Boshuizen, King, and 
Scherpbier (2007) also recognise that a student’s ability to participate in real world 
practice requires what they call ‘state of mind’ qualities, as well as practical compe-
tence (p. 84). Resilience refers to a student’s ability to bounce back or recover from 
stress while on placement (Smith et al., 2008). Just as important as the ability to 
bounce back is the ability to move forward. Placement is an experiential opportunity 
with the potential to strengthen perceived self-efficacy and confidence. The term 
‘self-efficacy’ was coined by psychologist Albert Bandura to describe a person’s 
beliefs in his or her ability to perform capably in a particular circumstance. 
Performance and functional accomplishment are key influencing factors on an indi-
vidual’s perceived self-efficacy. According to Bandura’s (1986) Social Cognitive 
Theory, an individual’s cognitive processing of efficacy expectations can also be 
influenced by vicarious experience, verbal persuasion and emotional arousal. Self- 
efficacy is recognised as a measure of one’s capacity to cope with learning and 
performing, which can be applied to both a university and a workplace setting 
(Freudenberg, Cameron, & Brimble, 2010). Thomson, Bates, and Bates (2016) 
highlight that offering WIL is particularly important for students with low work 
self-efficacy so that they can ‘develop greater confidence in managing professional 
practice’ (p. 9). Finally, professional identity, that is identifying as a member of a 
professional group, positively contributes to transitioning to that profession. 
Accordingly, a delay in developing some level of professional identity can present a 
psychological barrier to transitioning from the role of a student to that of a profes-
sional (Crossley & Vivekananda-Schmidt, 2009).

This study confirms that while it is important to provide sessions aimed at prepar-
ing students for the stresses associated with transitioning to WIL placements, this is 
not sufficient. A second approach is required to give students the opportunity to engage 
cognitively at all levels of development. This is achieved using learning circles. This 
addition can not only support positive change in perceived self-efficacy but also reduce 
dysfunctional or defensive behaviours that may otherwise prevent learners from real-
ising the full potential of the placement experience in relation to role transition.

2.1  Learning Circles

Learning circles emerged as a strategy to increase critical-thinking skills during 
practicums (Hiebert, 1996), and have been used for a variety of purposes, including 
strengthening change processes (Scriven, 1984); promoting a collaborative approach 
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to professional development (Collins-Camargo, Sullivan, Murphy, & Atkins, 2015; 
Percy, Vialle, Naghdy, Montgomery, & Turcotte, 2001); and encouraging the devel-
opment of learning organisations and learning communities (Cartmel, Macfarlane, 
Casley, & Smith, 2015). As a method used in various settings, learning circles have 
been described as both ‘a peer consultation model’ (Collins-Camargo et al., 2015, 
p.  33) and as a process of ‘guided conversations’ (Cartmel et  al., 2015, p.  5). 
Learning circles involve facilitating reflective thinking processes within discus-
sions. Cartmel et al. (Cartmel et al., 2015) detail the four reflective process steps 
required for practice: deconstruct (describe the situation from the learner’s perspec-
tive); confront (describe how they feel about the issue); theorise (share the sources 
of the ideas, linking to their study, research and others’ ideas); and think otherwise 
(describe how their thinking has changed and how they will act in the future). 
Participants are able to use the learning circles to ‘reflect on and share their insights, 
tensions and dilemmas’ and grow their understanding (Peters & Le Cornu, 2005, 
p. 1). The methodology provides both an opportunity to engage in co-construction 
of knowledge and a structure to help manage the emotional dimensions of being in 
a changing world or changed learning environment.

Learning circles have emerged recently as a strategy used by higher education 
degree programs to augment post-placement experiences. Pedagogically, learning 
circles provide a process to connect experiences with the communication skills 
required to develop shared meanings, critical thinking and professionalism (Grealish 
et  al., 2017). Harrison, Molloy, Bearman, Newton, and Leech (2017) found that 
these group-based reflective activities not only facilitate the generation of shared 
and new knowledge but also have a positive influence on learning behaviour.

2.2  Theoretical Value of Learning Circles

Kolb and Kolb’s (2005) work contributes valuable insights into academic discourse 
about utilising learning circles in association with WIL placements as an opportu-
nity for experiential learning. According to Experiential Learning Theory (ELT), 
learning is ‘the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of 
experience’, resulting from ‘the combination of grasping and transforming experi-
ence’ (Kolb, 1984, p. 38). WIL placements undertaken as part of higher education 
programs constitute significant experiential learning experiences. Accordingly, stu-
dents should be able to demonstrate the reflective capacity to assimilate the concrete 
experiences gained during placement and transform them into thought and new 
ideas, conclusions and connections for future practice. Developing reflective capac-
ity aligns with the call for higher education to emphasise deep learning, learning to 
learn how to achieve goals and to master content by engaging in critical thinking, 
problem solving, collaboration and self-directed learning (Johnson et  al., 2016). 
Reflection is increasingly recognised as an important part of WIL strategies. 
Reflective practice supports students to develop their capacity to build cognitive 
bridges between classroom and placement learning in preparation for future work 
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(Harvey et al., 2014; Wingrove & Turner, 2014). Building work-readiness requires 
learning not only in the cognitive but also in the affective domain, as emotional 
readiness is part of developing a true preparedness for work (Bandaranaik & 
Willison, 2015). Engaging with strategies informed by the ELT model might assist 
students to deal with and learn from the complexity of an experience and can con-
tribute to development on several levels: affective, perceptual, and behavioural 
(Kolb & Kolb, 2005). However, while some students have a natural inclination to be 
reflective about their learning, a core element of ELT, many others will try to com-
plete steps provided for formal reflective tasks without developing any deep mean-
ingful level of reflective practice capability (Wong, 2016).

According to Kolb and Kolb (2005), creating ‘learning spaces’ offers a mecha-
nism to foster deeper engagement with experiential learning and may engender 
more effective reflective practice (p. 208). Learning circles are an example of opera-
tionalising these learning spaces to support learning from the placement experience. 
Kolb and Kolb (2005) have also used Situated Learning Theory to extend our under-
standing of learning spaces beyond the physical context to include transactions 
between the person and the social environment. This builds on ELT and develops 
the idea of learning through socialisation and becoming part of a community of 
practice, which contributes to identity formation and a sense of transitioning towards 
a professional role. According to Kolb and Kolb (2005), principles for creating 
social learning spaces that enhance experiential learning include: respect for learn-
ers and their experience; using the learner’s experience of the subject matter as a 
starting point for learning; creating and holding a hospitable space for learning; and 
making space for conservational learning, for development of expertise, for acting 
and reflecting, for feeling and thinking, for ‘inside-out’ learning (motivated by 
learner’s interests), and for learners to take charge of their own learning. Thus, in 
theory, implementing learning circles based on these learning spaces and situated 
learning principles might augment the value of placements by using reflective and 
social processes to consolidate the individual’s placement-related learning.

For optimal impact, the learning circle may need to be operationalised at a time 
and in a space separate from the actual placement experience. Learning circles have 
been used to facilitate open discourse between students and staff in the placement 
environment and to develop an active learning community in the workplace, how-
ever, their impact in these settings is limited by the ability of staff and students to 
attend due to competing job commitments (Walker, Cooke, Henderson, & Creedy, 
2013). In addition, trying to fit this activity into the actual work placement may be 
a drawback to the realisation of the ‘power of learning conversations’ as it doesn’t 
truly allow the ‘space’ or ‘time out’ needed to reflect and make sense of things (Le 
Cornu, 2004, p. 5). By necessity, the focus during placement is the concrete experi-
ence, the student’s practice is their own responsibility and they are required to con-
trol ‘most of their problems independently by reviewing their own practice 
repeatedly’ (Khanam, 2015, p. 688). Augmenting the placement experience with an 
on-campus learning circle should support experiential learning and assist students 
to engage in adaptive and critical thinking to consolidate the experience as learning. 
Billet (2009) explains that a key role for university educators is to guide the 
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student’s critical thinking so that it is directed in productive ways, rather than lead-
ing to disillusionment related to confronting or uneasy experiences in workplaces.

A central requirement for realising effective integration of on-campus and off- 
campus learning is supporting students’ agency as active learners. This aligns with 
a key concept of the meta-cognitive experiential learning model of ‘a learning iden-
tity’ (Kolb & Kolb, 2009a). It follows that, if students use the cyclical processes that 
ELT describes in the context of placement tasks, they will be able to recognise 
learning experiences, adjust their practice and deal with challenges. This, in turn, 
can be key to developing their resilience in the placement setting. Billet, Cain, and 
Le (2017) point out that engaging students in discussion about their authentic WIL 
experiences places them in a strong position to evaluate actively and learn from 
them. In order to make these meaningful connections, students need opportunities 
to feel that they have a ‘voice’ in constructing the learning narrative, which will in 
turn help them to take on and handle the difficulties of practice (Wong, 2016).

The learning space helps to facilitate and guide the cognitive monitoring and 
control of the learning occurring (Kolb & Kolb, 2009a). While students can distin-
guish between what has been learnt and what has been experienced, skilled facilita-
tion is needed to help them ‘explore their ideas, to share and integrate their 
knowledge and insights about professionalism and to expand their emotions’ (Trede, 
2012, p. 163). A conscious effort is required to challenge students to be active and 
agentic learners as, without support, many would simply attend and attempt to learn 
‘by osmosis’ whilst in the WIL placement environment. The risk is, that without 
embedded opportunities for reflecting on practice experiences and drawing critical 
meaning from them, learners might develop poor standards and bad habits uninten-
tionally. Providing a learning space and guiding the conversations, when needed, 
allows for social relations and discourse to raise awareness of, and question, stan-
dards, habits and even self-doubts.

To support placement students’ engagement with experiential learning, the 
teacher may need to adapt their teaching style. Both pedagogy and andragogy exist 
within the scope of learning and teaching in higher education. Between pedagogy 
and andragogy the maturity of the learner is growing, and the style of learning 
moves from teacher-led to self-determined, with the learner taking on more control 
and responsibility (Blaschike, 2012; Halupa, 2015). Transformational learning 
occurs with the growth of learners’ autonomy and is driven by critical reflection and 
the development of self-knowledge (Halupe, 2015). Heutogogy is an expansion of 
the andragogy concept where the learning becomes more self-regulated (Blaschike, 
2012). At the point of transitioning from undergraduate learning, the graduate 
should have the lifelong learning capabilities required for autonomous adaptation to 
workplaces and their evolving learning needs. Consequently, teaching that aug-
ments placement experiences needs to scaffold a style that is less structured, more 
learner-directed and more focussed on the learning process. The collaborative learn-
ing that learning circles seek to develop is a heutagogical course design element that 
can assist in the development of self-determined learning (Blaschike, 2012; 
Halupa, 2015).
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2.3  Augmented Learning Activities in This Study

For this study, the two-pronged strategy described was introduced to augment the 
third-year undergraduate public health and environmental health WIL placement 
programs at Griffith University. The specific aims were to:

 1. Develop professional identity, self-efficacy, and resilience dialogue in placement 
preparation; and

 2. Increase student engagement in sharing learning from their placement 
experiences.

Students in these programs undertake placement during the second trimester 
(T2) of their final year. Twelve students were enrolled in one of these placements in 
2017 and a further 19 undertook them in 2018.

In line with recommendations by Bialocerkowski, Cardwell, and Morrissey 
(2017), workshops that specifically addressed resilience, self-efficacy and profes-
sional identity were introduced prior to placement ‘as an inoculation’ to help learn-
ers to manage their placements (p. 67). Pre-placement sessions were modified to 
include more explicit discussion of professional identity, resilience, self-efficacy, 
stress and conflict management. Specifically, students were asked to label and dis-
cuss what professional identity was and share perceptions of what ideal professional 
qualities were. A session was also scheduled where a professional counsellor dis-
cussed approaches to developing resilience and managing stress and conflict whilst 
on placement.

Further augmentation of the placement experience in the classroom occurred 
through the introduction of five guided learning circles during tutorial times 
throughout the trimester. For each, the students were asked to prepare brief points 
on a placement experience to share with the group, such as something learnt, a chal-
lenge, a mistake, or how the unit with which they had been placed works. At the end 
of each learning circle students were asked to reflect on and document what they 
had learnt from the discursive experience and how they could put that learning into 
practice. The intervention was designed to strengthen student engagement in shar-
ing and articulating the learning they identified as important to their practice and 
employability. Learning circles were also used to promote vicarious learning 
through students sharing their learning with others. Convenor-facilitated group dis-
cussions provided a mechanism for constructive feedback and a platform to rein-
force students’ belief in being able to cope and handle new contexts and situations. 
This is what Bandura refers to as verbal persuasion (Bandura, 1977, p. 191).

The key focus of the study was to examine how students undertaking the place-
ment course perceived the value of the deliberate educational strategies introduced 
(the pre-placement sessions and the learning circles), which were designed to 
enhance engagement in learning and support the development of identity, self- 
efficacy and resilience. A mixed methods approach was adopted, including several 
ways of collecting both quantitative and qualitative data.
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 1. Survey instruments measuring the specific constructs of identity (utilised prior to 
the first intervention and at the end of the placement); and self-efficacy and resil-
ience (measured pre- and post-placement).

 2. Learning notes submitted by students in 2017 after at least three learning circles.
 3. A course experience survey administered in 2018, at the end of the placements, 

aimed specifically at gauging the perceived value of the learning circles.

Survey instruments consisted of a variety of questions measuring several key 
constructs. Questions to measure identity were based on an approach developed by 
Bialocerkowski, Cardwell, and Morrissey (2017) for their ‘Bouncing Forward’ 
post-placement workshops. This approach included asking a series of Likert-style 
questions that produced a score (administered pre- and post-placement) as well as 
an activity that involved getting them to mark a point where they felt they were at 
on a 10 cm line representing a continuum between “student identity” and “profes-
sional identity” and answering two open-ended questions about why they did not 
rate themselves higher or lower (undertaken pre-, during and post-placement). 
Questions to measure self-efficacy came from Chen, Gully and Eden’s (2001) New 
General Self Efficacy Scale (GSE) and Subramaniam and Freudenbery’s (2007) 
task- specific self-efficacy items. Questions to measure resilience aligned with the 
Brief Resilience Scale (BRS) developed by Smith et al. (2008). The study protocol 
had ethical approval from the Griffith University Human Research Ethics Committee 
(protocol reference number 2017/142). In addition, open-ended questions in the 
survey instrument, as well as student learning notes, were analysed utilising 
thematically- oriented qualitative processes (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

2.4  Findings: Self-Perceptions of Identity

In both years, learners’ professional identity ratings improved following placement. 
With the single median scores derived from the Likert questions, this improvement 
was only marginal (Figs. 1 and 2). The “mark along a continuum” activity provided 
a finer grade of self-rating and valuable insights about their reasoning.

Interestingly, two students rated themselves lower midway through placement 
compared to pre-placement. This may reflect them questioning their professional 
identity when experiencing the real-life world of work, integrating learning, and 
comprehending the need for further development. By the end of their placement, all 
students believed they had moved forward from being a student towards being a 
professional. The growth in the 2017 cohort’s perceived professional identity ranged 
between 10% and 34%, with an average growth of 21%. These perceptions of pro-
fessional identity are clearly subjective but do indicate that the final trimester in 
which these students completed their placement was an important period for their 
professional identity development. The findings support that the student’s profes-
sional identity development, while not complete, was occurring during their higher 
education life phase.
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The reasons provided by the students about why they would not rate themselves 
higher (professional identity) or lower (student identity) provided further insights. 
Reasons related to the following: their extent of practical experience; progression 
through their degree (e.g. ‘enough studies to have somewhat of a thorough under-
standing’); perceived extent of learning; and confidence. These reflect key 
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influences on participants’ reasoning and cognitive processing in forming a profes-
sional identity.

The dominant theme emerging across the three sample points was the impor-
tance of the amount of placement or experience the student had. Lacking sufficient 
or any previous placement experience appeared to influence students who did not 
rate themselves highly prior to enrolling in the placement course: ‘haven’t com-
pleted placement, haven’t put into action theory we have learnt, haven’t experienced 
“real world”’. At a point midway through their placement, the extent of placement 
or experience appeared still to be relevant and was reflected in comments like ‘I still 
have more experience to gain on practicum to better enhance my skills, therefore, I 
do not feel professionally competent in some areas’. However, by the end of their 
placement, there were more students referring to their placement experience as a 
determinant of why they rated their professional identity development more highly 
and why they felt able to demonstrate their capabilities: ‘throughout my placement 
I have been able to demonstrate and develop my skills and knowledge further’ and 
‘because now after all my practicum I have more experience on what a [name of 
profession] does and I am capable to do some of these things’.

However, for some students, there was also a sense of anxiety about having had 
insufficient experience to rate themselves as ‘a professional’. For some public health 
students, this reflected their perception about the breadth of public health work: ‘I 
feel there are so many different aspects of being a public health professional and I 
have only experienced a little bit of that’. This suggests that there can be emotional 
(meta cognitive identity – I can do) barriers to be overcome when transitioning out 
of the higher education environment. This was also expressed by an environmental 
health student at the end of their program with the words ‘still feel like I need more 
work experience in order to consider myself an Environmental Health Officer’. A 
strong connection to a student identity may also hold students back, with some com-
ments illustrating a struggle with letting go of their student role at the end of their 
studies: ‘I still feel that I am in that student phase where I still have more skills, 
knowledge and experience to gain’, or simply stated by a student as ‘student mind’.

It was typical for participants to perceive that the journey between being a stu-
dent and becoming a professional required two essential and related elements: com-
pleting both the placement and the whole degree. Participants felt they could track 
the journey by the extent of completion of each: ‘Although I have not completed my 
studies I have gained some experience in the profession. I am on track to becoming 
a [name of profession]. Participants’ perceptions about the extent of their learning, 
and how much more there may be to learn, emerged as another theme: ‘I am still 
learning different things whilst on placement, so I feel I still have to develop some 
skills’. These comments reflect that part of engaging in WIL was seen to be testing, 
self-auditing and developing skills. This emphasises the importance of this time for 
dealing with the socio-emotional aspects of self-development and employability. 
However, at the end of their program there were still some comments that reflected 
self-perception of a need for more learning to rate themselves as being a profes-
sional. While some could have associated this with continuous improvement, for 
others the perception may represent a cognitive barrier to seeing themselves as 
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closer to being a professional: ‘I still feel that I am in that student phase where I still 
have more skills, knowledge and experience to gain’.

Two potential barriers were evident: perceptions of the extent of learning and 
confidence. By the end of their program, the gaining of confidence influenced how 
high a participant rated their progress towards being a professional, and the gaining 
of confidence was typically associated with having undertaken placement: 
‘Placement has helped me to transition into a more confident student/graduate, 
overall helping me to feel like an actual … professional’. A student’s perception (or 
fear) of not having learnt enough (and not recognising their capacity for future 
learning and development to meet these needs) appeared to be a dysfunctional or 
defensive behaviour that blocked moving forward. This highlights a key role that 
augmented post placement activity can play: normalising emotions and encouraging 
engagement in developing self-efficacy and resilience.

Metacognition has played a role across the WIL experience for these students. At 
a subjective level, an individual’s learning on placement can be stifled by their meta-
cognition (Kolb & Kolb, 2009b). Learning self-identity is a key concept in metacog-
nitive models of experiential learning. Kolb and Kolb (2009b) explain that our 
self-identity is the sum of fixed and learning beliefs (I am a learner) and every time 
a student comes up against something that can trigger their assessment of an ability 
to learn, the self-identity is determined by the balance point of characteristics that 
reinforce a fixed self (e.g. negative self-talk, avoidance, or being threatened by oth-
ers’ success) and characteristics of a learning self (e.g. trust in their ability to learn 
from experience, mistakes and others’ successes). Placement educators can encour-
age the tipping point towards the learning self if they incorporate learning activities 
that support embracing and trusting the experience, the learning process and rede-
fining relationships with perceived failure.

2.5  Findings: Self-Efficacy and Resilience Ratings

The median General Self-Efficacy (GSE) score at the start of T2 for both cohorts in 
this study was 32. This median was maintained at the end of placements. While 
there was no significant growth in general self-efficacy it did indicate that the stu-
dents were in a good position to start placement (Figs. 1 and 2).

Based on the self-efficacy items added to gain insights about specific measures 
of belief in ability to succeed in their chosen discipline, the starting median was 
33 in 2017 and 33.5 in 2018 at the start of T2 and 35 in both years at the end of T2. 
Not only did the cohorts start with strong discipline-orientated self-efficacy, but 
they increased slightly in both years (Figs. 1 and 2).

At the start of T2 in 2017 the group resilience median on the BRS scale was in the 
normal range at 20 and increased by 2 points by the end of T2 (Figs.  1 and 2). 
Likewise, in 2018, the resilience median increased from 21.5 to 23 over the placement 
period. The students generally started with a normal level of ability to cope with dif-
ficulties and this did not increase significantly from the start to the end of the trimester.

Z. Murray et al.



219

2.6  Findings: Learning circles and the Types 
of Learning Occurring

The thematic analysis of the 2017 cohort’s learning circle notes revealed which 
types of learning and development the strategy appeared to assist the most. Students 
prepared both functional (how to) and dispositional (behaviour, thought and emo-
tion) topics to discuss in the learning circles (see Table 1).

Many entries could be coded across several categories and subthemes. For exam-
ple a student may have shared an aspect of a case and highlighted good practices, 
challenges or both. Many students wrote that they had prepared to share details or 
aspects of a case or project on which they were working. However, analysis of the 
notes students made on what was learnt from the Learning Circle revealed that no 
one focused on specific case details that someone else had shared. Instead, the dom-
inant theme regarding perceived learning was that of good practices, followed by 
dealing with emotions and tensions and working on self-confidence. These all fall 
into the category of dispositional learning. Interestingly, while not many students 
wrote about presenting a tension or challenge, they were experiencing or had 
observed for discussion, how to deal with tensions was one of the dominant themes 
in both the responses for ‘what was learnt’ and ‘what learning could be taken away 
and applied’.

The types of difficult situations or emotional tensions shared included: observing 
or personally dealing with client aggression (e.g. ‘I learnt interpersonal skills 
remaining professional even when they were emotive’); frustrations over jurisdic-
tion (e.g. ‘it is challenging most you can do is …’); conflicting with personal values 
(e.g. ‘feelings while imposing enforcement of legislation’); dealing with work day 
stresses (e.g. ‘fatigue’); self-confidence (e.g. ‘self confidence in interactions’) and 
not knowing how to voice concerns with supervisors (e.g. ‘not knowing how to 
speak up about my frustrations’).

It was clear that exposing challenges, frustrations, emotions and difficulties is 
easier for some than others, however, being exposed and part of a discussion about 
them has learning, self-efficacy and resilience benefits for both the individual who 
brings the challenge to the learning circle and those who become part of the ensuing 
discussion. For example, when an environmental health student raised frustrations 
about the confinement of jurisdiction, another student acknowledged in their notes 
that, as part of a ‘helping profession’, it can be hard not to be able to respond when 
a concern is not in their jurisdiction and discussed what actions they could take if 
they came up against this type of situation. This created new learning that appears 
likely to help participants with self-efficacy if confronted by the particular ‘tension’ 
in future work: ‘Ability to be the middle man between the community and other 
government organisations’. Future action that students felt they could apply from 
this learning included: ‘even though an issue might not be under my jurisdiction I 
can still go speak to the community members to put them at ease whilst also helping 
the other organisation’; and ‘reassure customers and collect data to then pass on to 
the relevant authority’. This demonstrated that the learning circle process has been 
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Table 1 Key themes that emerged through learning circles

Types of 
Learning

Aspects that emerged 
through learning circle 
notes Example quotes

Factual or 
procedural

Cases or projects (or an 
aspect of)
Processes and 
technology used
Organisational 
information e.g. 
structure
Assessment tasks

‘An outbreak has occurred across {} and {} 
jurisdictions. Learning of the outbreak control 
procedures and who is in the team’
‘Learned the whole process of water sampling: 
Preparation of equipment (containers, gloves, 
plastic bags, onsite water testing machine); 
sampling, sample lab submission.’
‘Process of collecting evidence (photos, samples, 
notes)’
‘Shadowed EHO during community pharmacy 
inspection. Completed my own compliance report 
during inspection. Improved my knowledge of 
Health (D&P) regs 1996. Requirements of 
pharmacy such as keeping certain patient records, 
safe requirements (controlled drug storage). 
Surprised amount of detail EHOs need to look at 
…”
‘Methodology process, how to structure it’

Cognitive 
disposition and 
capacity to 
engage as a 
professional

Good practices e.g. 
preparation
Dealing with emotions 
and tensions, namely 
self-confidence, 
difficulties or difficult 
situations
Time management
Communications
Working in a workplace 
team and with a 
workplace supervisor
Role and boundaries
Discipline values

‘Ensuring all people involved in the project are kept 
up to date’
‘I learnt that it is important to know what resources 
you have access to and how to use them’
‘When completing a task for an organisation the 
expectations and audience need to be clearly 
established prior to the completion of the task’
‘Student on placement authority on client’
‘… they were emotive, one in particular because he 
had a terminal illness and needed to sort this issue 
asap. I learnt interpersonal skills remaining 
professional even when they were emotive. Worked 
as a team, (name) took a lot of the aggression and 
…”
‘Feelings while imposing enforcement of legislation 
(Tobacco)’
‘Fatigue in research and breaking up what you are 
doing during the week’
‘The importance of communication between 
co-workers to organise tasks so that they are time 
efficient and productive’.
‘A challenge: wanting to move forward with my 
project, however, not having access or an 
orientation to software. Additionally, not knowing 
how to speak up about my frustrations.’
‘How I am learning to define and relate Public 
Health to non specific PH jobs’
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able to support students to share experiences, reflect upon them and to create new 
understanding with or from their peers’ experiences. Our findings also suggest that 
agentic self-directed learning capabilities can be supported by encouraging students 
to reflect on and share their experiences. They emphasise how important it is to 
allow the inclusion of contentious experiences and how they were reconciled, allow-
ing the students to develop meanings from their experiences and judgements about 
how to deal with challenging situations (Billet, 2009; Nagarajan & McAllister, 
2015). Facilitating peer learning through sharing, questioning and resolving ten-
sions emerges as an important aspect of integrating work-based learning supported 
by learning circles.

Resilience building was also evident. For example, when an environmental 
health student expressed that they were struggling with not being permitted to be 
part of a confidential investigation or to view confidential information and that they 
were taking it personally and were frustrated about being blocked from essential 
learning, the student writings demonstrated the value the learning circle provided 
for working through these emotions. Several students noted aspects of this discus-
sion as a key learning including learning about ‘confidentiality in investigation pro-
cesses’. If they were to come up against the same type of situation in the future, they 
had learnt to avoid dysfunctional thinking that might disrupt moving forward during 
placement: ‘when EHOs don’t want to share confidential information, which is part 
of an investigation, we cannot take it personally and [need to] understand the rea-
son why’.

2.7  Findings: Learning Circles from the Student Perspective

The 2018 cohort was asked whether learning circles had added value to their place-
ment experience. Of the 68% who answered, all agreed or strongly agreed that it 
had. When asked what was good about learning circles, student responses indicated 
that they appreciated the opportunities to share experiences (e.g. ‘share knowledge 
and learnings and discuss as a group why certain approaches are taken’); to hear and 
learn from others’ experiences (e.g. ‘sharing information is so valuable because I 
can apply techniques to situations that may arise’); and one student raised being 
able to practice having a ‘voice’ in terms of ‘good practice for students to [become] 
used to participating/have their say’. The learning circle process used was con-
nected to: feelings of accomplishment from being able to contribute (e.g. ‘nice to 
talk about what we’ve learnt and feel accomplished – nice to discuss it among peers 
who know what we’re talking about’); reduced stress from knowing that others 
were having the same issues and had found learning strategies to deal with them 
(e.g. ‘It was good to talk to everyone and see how they were coping … normally I 
thought I would be the only one feeling confused or stressed, but after the group 
talks I felt more relaxed and calm’); and gaining deeper insights from questions 
raised, reflection, and feedback (e.g. ‘it’s good to share experiences to relate to other 
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students on prac … it helps to talk about issues or barriers during prac and discuss 
feedback and advice’).

In 2018, students were also asked if they felt there were any drawbacks from 
being involved in the learning circle process. Their responses indicated that they 
believed the main drawback was time requirements and competing demands, includ-
ing placement activities. Some also made comments suggesting that they were chal-
lenged by finding a specific learning to contribute and felt more confident in 
value-adding to the discussions of other students (e.g. ‘sometimes it was difficult to 
come up with a key learning to contribute … you could have a discussion about 
other people’s learnings’). Another said that they ‘would like to combine the sec-
tions covering “what did you learn” and “how could you put into practice” stating 
that those “sections tend to link together/don’t double up on notes’. This suggests 
that they were not comfortable separating the learning itself from how they could 
apply it in the future. This demonstrates the importance of encouraging students to 
separate and distinguish between analysis (conceptualisation) and use (utilisation) 
as they represent two different and important aspects of the reflective and recursive 
learning cycle.

2.8  Implications for the Educator

While students may rate themselves as resilient, we believe that it is warranted to 
have learning activities that support this resilience at times when they may be tested 
by difficulties on placement. Learning circles provide an important learning space. 
In the context of the metacognitive models of ELT (Kolb & Kolb, 2009b), learning 
circles could be seen as a space nested within social systems. As such they create a 
social environment that can influence the learner’s experience. These learning 
spaces support the ‘experiential learning process’ and the generation of new knowl-
edge by supporting conscious resolutions of the dual dialectics of action/reflection 
and experience/abstraction (Kolb & Kolb, 2005, p. 194). The concrete experience of 
placement provides the platform for observations and reflections. Reflections can 
then be assimilated and distilled into abstract concepts in the learning space, from 
which new implications can be drawn. The learning circles demonstrated that con-
versational learning strengthened reflection and conceptualisation. The learning 
phases of the learning circle include the student having a concrete experience on 
placement, thinking about it, sharing it with the learning circle, and finally, the ensu-
ing dialogue leading to collective interpretation and the development of shared 
meaning that can be used to construct future action. The group conversation about 
placement in our learning circles stimulated reflection and deeper interpretive 
learning.

Active reflection is believed to deepen learning from experience. Consequently, 
reflecting on actions and practice should be integrated into placement learning 
activities. This may require helping learners to work through feelings and emotions 
as ‘negative emotions such as fear and anxiety can block learning’ (Kolb & Kolb, 
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2005, p. 208). This reflects what Kolb and Kolb (2005) term ‘making spaces for 
feeling and thinking’ in their principles for the promotion of experiential learning in 
education (p. 208). Also, making the learning spaces places where students can take 
control and responsibility for their learning is believed to enhance their ability to 
learn from experience (p. 209). Accordingly, it is important to involve them in the 
process of constructing their view and knowledge and to promote the development 
of the meta-cognitive skills used in active learning and the capacity for self- direction. 
This not only empowers students to take responsibility but also supports the devel-
opment of skills to learn from uncomfortable experiences, in a way that connects to 
Boler’s (1999) work on the pedagogy of discomfort. As demonstrated, peer group 
discussion can provide opportunities to create new ideas on how to deal with and 
learn from difficult situations. Students will be more empowered by this type of 
learning than if the placement convenor directed them on how they should deal with 
something and prescribed what they believe the relevant learning to be. Kolb and 
Kolb (2005, p. 209) label this principle ‘making space for learners to take charge of 
their learning’.

Allowing for the narrative to play out is important and separates learning circles 
as a meaningful mechanism for reflection. Wong (2016, p. 7) points out that the nar-
rative becomes a way ‘for practicum students to translate knowing into telling’. 
Discussion in the classroom is considered important to integrating the work experi-
ence to the learning space. As in this study, Wong identifies that the crises that stu-
dents experience on placement often involve ‘confidence, self-doubt, identity, and 
everyday difficulties encountered during practicum’. These crises provide opportu-
nities to make meaning from experience and reflection.

At an heutagogical level, the classroom starts to become a community of prac-
tice. For teaching to augment learning from placement effectively, it needs to be 
well facilitated, to foster trust amongst the teacher and the learners, and to create a 
safe learning space in which students can share their narratives. This aligns with 
another of Kolb and Kolb’s (2005, p. 207) principles for the promotion of experien-
tial learning in education: ‘respect for learners and their experience’, described as 
‘the learners feel they are members of a learning community who are known and 
respected by faculty and colleagues and whose experience is taken seriously’. The 
facilitator has a role in building this into the process and keeping the other end of the 
continuum (alienation, aloneness, feeling unrecognized and devalued) at bay.

Learning circles can be mechanisms to create social learning spaces. When inte-
grating placement into curriculum, educators can promote the capacity for develop-
mental learning by acknowledging that learning spaces are not defined by the 
concrete experience alone, but also by social learning and the ability to make con-
nections between the two. Interestingly a student in this study recognised that learn-
ing circles allowed students to practice participating and to have a voice. This active 
practising of being part of problem identification, solution formation and having a 
voice is an aspect that Wong (2016) has argued assists in developing skills to handle 
difficulties in the workplace. So, how do we create a space in which students feel 
they can participate and have a voice? A hospitable learning space for conversa-
tional learning relates to creating space where the learner feels psychologically safe 
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and supported to face challenges and learn from expressing and confronting differ-
ences experienced between personal practice and expectations, between ideas, 
beliefs and values that can lead to new understandings. Creating space for conversa-
tional learning is recognised as a mechanism for providing opportunities for reflec-
tion and making meaning about experiences and thus improving the effectiveness of 
learning related to placement (Kolb & Kolb, 2005). However, this can be dependent 
on creating psychologically safe conditions and the integration of ‘thinking and 
feeling, talking and listening, leadership and solidarity, recognition of individuality 
and relatedness, and discursive and recursive processes’ (Kolb & Kolb, 2005, 
p. 208).

Our findings suggest that just the right amount of facilitation is essential. This 
supports the group learning and reflection through initiating discussions and model-
ling reflective questioning. Drawing back the facilitation when appropriate is also 
critical to allow students to take control and develop organically the reflective and 
group skills that will stand them in good stead to handle difficulties in the work-
place, un-facilitated, into the future.

Another key finding was that learning circles need to be incorporated as an inten-
tional, in-class activity to support group sharing and learning becoming a social 
norm. Students mentioned competing demands for their time as a drawback. The 
small allocation of marks given to the task and the provision of some flexibility by 
not making it a requirement to attend all the learning circles supported the buy-in 
that did occur. Students also appreciated that they were fortnightly rather than 
weekly (e.g. ‘a great experience and having them every two weeks was good’). It is 
questionable whether students would have attended the initial learning circles if 
there were no marks allocated, not only due to the competing demands but also to 
uncertainty about the process. However, from our observations, and evidence from 
student comments on the value of the learning circles, it is clear that students became 
more confident in the process after participating and wanted to be part of the evolv-
ing discussions and learnings. Some voluntarily attended more than the required 
number of learning circles. When previous cohorts were asked if they wanted to 
share and discuss aspects of their placement experiences with the class they had 
been less willing to. Learning circles have made this a named and accepted practice.

The success of the strategy is reliant on buy-in on the part of the student. Hiebert 
(1996) asserts that it is the story telling that provides the mechanism for sharing 
knowledge and supporting socialisation. Koenig and Zorn (2004) expands that story 
telling is a teaching and learning approach that develops from the lived experience 
of the student, helps them explore personal roles and make sense of the lived experi-
ence and is an approach that helps a diverse range of undergraduates with various 
learning styles. Le Cornu (2004) points out that in a learning circle the conversation 
is not an ordinary conversation or exchange as it should go beyond describing to 
making meaning or deeper understanding, to be a ‘learning conversation’ (p. 7). 
While the facilitator can help provide a structure and environment for this, individu-
als need to be willing to learn ‘from and with others’ and to contribute to the learn-
ings of others (p.  7). Le Cornu argues that the ‘locus of control in the learning 
process remains with each person’ (2004, p.  7) and probably the most powerful 
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aspect of conversational learning may be lost if students do not take it on and 
develop responsibility for the learning (Le Cornu, 2004, p. 7). In recognising that 
the principle of making space for conversational learning (Kolb & Kolb, 2005) is 
important to making experiential learning meaningful, it is also important to note 
there are underlying social dimensions that need to be developed, such as group 
acceptance and participation. In this study, the facilitator observed this growth and 
the learning circle process became a valued and social norm over the trimester, but 
we are also aware that it can be limited by the motivations of those involved.

A limitation of the study was its size. The sample sizes were small and did not 
support statistical analysis of the measured constructs. The strength of this research 
emerged through the subjective accounts, which provided insights into self- 
perceptions of professional identity, resilience and self-efficacy in the placement 
context, as well as the usefulness of learning circles as perceived by students. It is 
also worth noting that the learning circles typically involved six – 12 participants in 
size, which supported the conversational style. However, where resource- limitations 
necessitate larger groups, involving everyone and timing would become more 
difficult.

3  Conclusion

Helping students get the most out of their work integrated placements has been 
enhanced by the two-pronged strategy trialled: preparatory discussions acquainting 
students with principles and practices required for transitions to professional work, 
namely self-efficacy, building resilience and developing a professional identity; and 
regular learning circles. Learning circles offer a learning strategy that augments 
placement with conversational learning. A critical success factor is design and just 
the right amount of appropriate facilitation, which reduces over time. They are suc-
cessful when they reflect Kolb and Kolb’s (2009a) principles for promoting experi-
ential learning, namely respect for the learner and the experience; creating a 
hospitable space for learning; and making space for conversational learning; acting 
and reflecting; feeling and thinking, as well as learners taking charge of their learn-
ing. This requires conscious and deliberate facilitation: leading when needed and 
drawing back a little when cohesive and supportive social norms develop. However, 
at the time when students are transitioning from traditional learning and have many 
competing demands, we believe that, without making this a required activity with 
marks being allocated, many students would not readily take up this learning oppor-
tunity. Students’ self-identity often wavers during placement, with real life work 
triggering uncertainty over whether they have the skills to succeed. Preparatory dis-
cussions and learning circles offer a way to engage in dialogue and allow co- creation 
of new and deeper learning, which supports meta-cognitive development (I can do 
this), overcoming personal blockages and moving forward with responsive goals 
and actions.
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