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The research: 

 

A metamorphosis occurs when teenage students engage in the rigours of medical 

training to emerge numerous years later as practising medical doctors. In other 

words, the transformation is not only an epistemological one but also an 

ontological one; an emotional maturation occurs so that the student learns to 

empathise with what a patient is experiencing.  This sort of learning necessitates 

making sense of and negotiating meaning from direct clinical experience that in 

turn results in a change in the student’s identity.  Identity is defined in this 

project as the sum total of values, thoughts, feelings, and behaviours in a person 

that constitutes a professional way of being. The broad questions I want to 

consider in this research project are:  what shapes the identities of students as 

they begin and advance through medical school? How does the medical school 

encourage or hinder the maturation of students? And how do these different 

trajectories form the identities of students as they progress toward being a 

doctor?    

 

A small pilot study was conducted in 2012 to troubleshoot issues of data 

generation before expanding the research.  In the pilot students recorded audio 

blogs of their experiences during medical school.  Approximately 20 participants 

were recruited (only 10 actually participated). Two issues arose during the pilot: 

1) the need for enhanced communication to prompt and guide students’ 

reflections with open-ended questions, and 2) convenient processes for students 

to record and send sound files. The clear choice is to use smart phones. Students 

can be sent text messages with open-ended questions to provide scaffolding for 

reflections. The students would then record voice memos using their phone and 

send their reflections to a dedicated password protected email address. 

 

Why this topic is important 

 

The quality of health care and competence of medical doctors are acutely 

experienced during a serious illness or injury. Most people, at some point of their 

lives, will require some sort of medical care, albeit palliative care. When that 

event occurs, the professional formation of the doctor will become vitally 

important to the patient. Cooke, Irby, and O’Brien (2010) assert that professional 

identity should be a major focus of medical education (p.6).  This research will 

indicate the contours of those segments of the medical educational experience 

that are less than optimal at forming professional identity and to focus on 

remediating those less educative elements of medical school. Presently, the 



 

 

dominant metaphor of learning is still primarily the acquisition of biomedical 

information.  We wish to expand the understanding of learning through 

participation, knowledge building, and integrative emphasis on professional 

identity formation.  

 

The quality of medical doctors impacts the well being of both patients and 

society. Medical schools are entrusted by society with educating each generation 

of medical doctors. Society expects medical schools to produce highly skilled 

professionals to meet our collective and individual healthcare needs. In essence 

this project will explore if those societal expectations are being met. 

 

How the session will be run 

 

Introduction:  10:00-10:10 minutes:  An audaciously brief summary of the 

history of medical education and the role of reflection in professional 

development. 

10:10-10:20-  Break in to pairs, discuss what role reflection plays your identity 

as a researcher and as educators (i.e. professionals).  What lessons about 

reflection have been most meaningful to you?    

10:20- 10:30  Discuss in the whole group 

10:30-10:40   Again in pairs, what sort of questions would be most helpful to 

provoke student reflections on their professional identity formation?  I will pass 

out paper to record suggestions. 

10:40- 10:50  Discuss with the whole group 

10:50- 11:00  Wrap up 
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