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Abstract 

 

Background 

A core part of any health professional course is the clinical placement component 

(Delany & Molloy, 2018). The majority of students complete their placements successfully, 

however in any given cohort there will be a small number of students whose performance 

during placement is considered less than satisfactory. These students are sometimes referred 

to as ‘struggling’ or ‘failing’ students, amongst other terms. The current literature regarding 

struggling or failing students in speech pathology is scant so it is necessary to look to other 

health professions to gain a better understanding of how students experience failure. A review 

of the currently available literature indicated a focus on exploring risk factors and predictors 

of failure for the health professional student from the perspective of the educators and 

universities, however there was an apparent gap in the student experience or ‘voice’.  

Aims 

The research presented in this thesis aimed to explore and understand the lived 

experience of struggling student speech pathologists on clinical placement, within the wider 

context provided by the experiences of clinical educators (CEs) and university clinical 

education coordinators (CECs) when working with these students. 

Methods 

A qualitative study using narrative inquiry methodology was used. There were two 

phases of the study. Phase 1 explored the retrospective recollections of experience of five 

struggling or failing students and 11 CEs, through semi-structured individual interviews, and   

eight university CECs through a focus group. Phase 2 explored the lived experiences of 

struggling or failing students, two CEs and one CEC through semi-structured interviews 

which were conducted with participants contemporaneously with the clinical placement.  
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Results 

Qualitative analysis of the participants’ narrative accounts revealed distinct themes, as 

well as the way participants sought to interpret their own experiences through cultural 

archetypal character tropes and story plotlines. The findings in the data assisted in developing 

an understanding of how students who struggle on clinical placements, and the CEs and 

CECs, made sense of and understand their experiences. The findings also highlighted that 

struggle and failure to reach the required level of competency may not solely relate to 

problems with skill development or skill execution but rather that multiple other factors 

contributed to the student learning experiences.  

Conclusion 

Findings from both phases of the study revealed some of the complexity associated 

with struggle and failure in clinical learning and was able to identify some of the multiple 

interacting factors impacting learning, not least the relationship between the student and CE. 

These results were discussed in light of the impact on clinical workplace learning with future 

research directions being identified, and a variety of strategies or actions for students, CEs or 

universities are proposed to assist students’ workplace learning.  
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Structure of Thesis 

 

The work completed for this research is presented in the format of a thesis with a publication. 

There are seven chapters, including the publication in chapter 2, and are as follows: 

Chapter 1: Introduction and background 

Chapter 2: Struggle and failure on clinical placement: a critical narrative review (References 

from the publication have not been included in the reference list for the rest of the thesis) 

Chapter 3: Methodology 

Chapter 4: Recalling the experience: In depth case studies 

Chapter 5: Recalling the experience: Group data 

Chapter 6: The lived experience 

Chapter 7: Lived experiences of struggle and failure informing clinical workplace learning  

  



ix 
 

Publications, Presentations and Prizes Arising from this Thesis 

 

Publications 

Davenport, R., Hewat, S., Ferguson, A., McAllister, S., & Lincoln, M. (2018). Struggle and 

failure on clinical placement: A critical narrative review. International Journal of 

Language & Communication Disorders, n/a-n/a. doi:10.1111/1460-6984.12356 

 

This journal article won the HASS (School of Humanities and Social Sciences) 

publication prize in 2017 at the University of Newcastle.  

Conference Presentations 

Davenport, R., Ferguson, F., Hewat, S., McAllister, S., & Lincoln, M. (2019). ‘I don’t think 

you’re meant to be a speech pathologist but I can’t tell you why’- Student experience 

of struggle. Paper presented at Speech Pathology Australia and New Zealand Speech 

Therapy Association joint Conference 2- 5 June 2019, Brisbane. 

Davenport, R., Ferguson, F., Hewat, S., McAllister, S., & Lincoln, M. (2019). Clinical 

educators’ experiences of supporting struggling students: ‘It was horrible, horrible, it 

felt just horrible’. Paper presented at Speech Pathology Australia and New Zealand 

Speech Therapy Association joint Conference 2- 5 June 2019, Brisbane. 

Davenport, R., Ferguson, F., Hewat, S., McAllister, S., & Lincoln, M. (2015). Clinical 

education for failing and marginal students: a multi-disciplinary scoping review. 

Paper presented at Speech Pathology Symposium 24 November, Newcastle. 

 

 



x 
 

Davenport, R., Ferguson, F., Hewat, S., McAllister, S., & Lincoln, M. (2014).  

Development of professional competency: Critical experiences of marginal or failing 

students. Paper presented at Asia Pacific Educators Collaboration in Speech-

Language Pathology (APEC SLP) 17-18 May 2014, Melbourne.  

Davenport, R., Ferguson, F., Hewat, S., McAllister, S., & Lincoln, M. (2013). Critical 

Characteristics of Marginal or Failing Students. Paper presented at Communicating 

Together Speech Pathology Symposium 2-4 December 2013, Newcastle.  

Davenport, R., Ferguson, F., Hewat, S., McAllister, S., & Lincoln, M. (2013). Critical 

Factors in Student Failure: An Exploration of Ideas. PeArL session presented at the 

Australia & New Zealand Association for Health Professional Educators Conference 

25-27 June 2013, Melbourne.  

Conference Poster 

 
Davenport, R., Ferguson, F., Hewat, S., McAllister, S., & Lincoln, M. (2014). Development 

of professional competency: The voice of the failing or marginal speech pathology 

student. Poster presented at the International Association for Medical Education 

conference (AMEE) 30 August- 3 September 2014, Milan, Italy.  

 



xi 
 

Table of Contents 

Statement of Originality .............................................................................................................. i 

Acknowledgements .................................................................................................................... ii 

Abstract ..................................................................................................................................... vi 

Background ......................................................................................................................... vi 

Aims ...................................................................................................................................... vi 

Methods ................................................................................................................................ vi 

Results ................................................................................................................................. vii 

Conclusion .......................................................................................................................... vii 

Structure of Thesis ................................................................................................................. viii 

Publications, Presentations and Prizes Arising from this Thesis .............................................. ix 

Publications ......................................................................................................................... ix 

Conference Presentations ................................................................................................... ix 

Conference Poster ................................................................................................................ x 

Table of Contents ...................................................................................................................... xi 

List of Tables ......................................................................................................................... xvii 

Table of Figures ................................................................................................................... xviii 

1. Introduction and Background ................................................................................................ 1 

1.1 Introduction to the thesis .............................................................................................. 2 

1.1.1 Motivation for the study. ........................................................................................ 3 

1.1.2 Aim and scope. ........................................................................................................ 5 



xii 
 

1.1.3 Significance of the research. ................................................................................... 7 

1.1.4 Overview of the thesis. ............................................................................................ 8 

1.2 Background literature and concepts ..................................................................... 10 

1.2.1 Background to the research. ................................................................................ 10 

1.2.2 Clinical education.................................................................................................. 11 

1.2.3 Individual factors impacting clinical education. ........................................... 13 

1.2.4 Institutional level. ............................................................................................. 19 

1.2.5 Context of service. ............................................................................................ 32 

1.2.6 Cultural aspects. ............................................................................................... 38 

1.3 Conclusion ................................................................................................................ 45 

2. Struggle and Failure on Clinical Placements: A Critical Narrative Review ........................ 46 

2.1 Summary of More Recent Literature + .......................................................................... 47 

3. Methodology ........................................................................................................................ 48 

3.1 Research Paradigm ...................................................................................................... 49 

3.2 Theoretical Approach .................................................................................................. 51 

3.3 Research Methods Phase 1 and 2 ............................................................................... 53 

3.3.1 Participants. ........................................................................................................... 54 

3.3.2 Data collection. ...................................................................................................... 60 

3.3.3 Transcription. ........................................................................................................ 65 

3.3.4 Data analysis. ......................................................................................................... 66 

3.3.5 Data management, storage and confidentiality. ................................................. 74 



xiii 
 

3.3.6 Ethical considerations. .......................................................................................... 74 

3.3.7 Rigour..................................................................................................................... 77 

3.4 Summary of Research Approach ............................................................................... 82 

4. Recalling the Experience: In Depth Case Studies ................................................................ 83 

4.1 Part I: Introduction ..................................................................................................... 84 

4.2 Part II Case Studies: Recalling the Experience ........................................................ 93 

4.2.1 Student case studies. ............................................................................................. 93 

4.2.2 CE case examples. ............................................................................................... 110 

4.2.3 Summary. ............................................................................................................. 124 

5. Recalling the Experience: Group Data .............................................................................. 125 

5.1 CEC Focus Group ...................................................................................................... 126 

5.1.1 Time. ..................................................................................................................... 128 

5.1.2 Supports provided for students and CEs. ......................................................... 128 

5.1.3 Challenges for CECs. .......................................................................................... 130 

5.1.4 Impact on CECs. ................................................................................................. 134 

5.1.5 Environmental issues. ......................................................................................... 136 

5.2 Thematic Analysis — Coding to the Existing Research ......................................... 138 

5.2.1 Identification of “at risk” students. ................................................................... 138 

5.2.2 Support and remediation. .................................................................................. 140 

5.3 Shared Themes from the Data .................................................................................. 143 

5.3.1 Student/CE relationship. .................................................................................... 145 



xiv 
 

5.3.2 Feedback. ............................................................................................................. 146 

5.3.3 Mental health and the emotional impact of placement. .................................. 147 

5.3.4 Power abuse. ........................................................................................................ 149 

5.4 Themes Specific to Students ...................................................................................... 151 

5.4.1 The placement environment............................................................................... 151 

5.4.2 Long-term impact. .............................................................................................. 152 

5.5 Themes Specific to CEs ............................................................................................. 153 

5.5.1 Time. ..................................................................................................................... 153 

5.5.2 Learning experience............................................................................................ 154 

5.6 Narrative Plotlines ..................................................................................................... 154 

5.7 Character Tropes ....................................................................................................... 163 

5.8 Summary ..................................................................................................................... 168 

6. The Lived Experience ........................................................................................................ 170 

6.1 Introduction ................................................................................................................ 171 

6.1.1 Themes from the literature. ............................................................................... 172 

6.1.2 Themes from the data. ........................................................................................ 175 

6.1.3 Clinical education coordinator. ......................................................................... 188 

6.1.4 Narrative plotlines. ............................................................................................. 199 

6.1.5 Character tropes. ................................................................................................ 205 

6.1.6 Summary. ............................................................................................................. 209 

7. Lived Experiences of Struggle and Failure Informing Clinical Workplace Learning ....... 210 



xv 
 

Research Summary .......................................................................................................... 211 

Summary of Results ......................................................................................................... 211 

7.1 Major Findings Related to Existing Theory and Research .................................... 212 

7.1.1 The Student/CE relationship is central to learning in the clinical workplace.

........................................................................................................................................ 212 

7.1.2 Struggle and failure have an emotional cost..................................................... 216 

7.1.3 Power abuse is part of the narrative in struggle and failure in speech 

pathology. ...................................................................................................................... 220 

7.1.4 Learning and learning environment. ................................................................ 225 

7.1.5 Feedback and clear communication are essential to facilitate learning. ....... 232 

7.2 Developing a Stronger Understanding of Struggle and Failure in Clinical 

Workplace Learning ........................................................................................................ 236 

7.3 Application and Strategies for the Clinical Learning Environment ..................... 238 

7.4 Broader Implications ................................................................................................. 243 

7.5 Strengths and Limitations ......................................................................................... 245 

7.6 Future Research Directions ...................................................................................... 249 

7.7 Conclusions ................................................................................................................. 250 

8. References .......................................................................................................................... 253 

9. Appendices ......................................................................................................................... 275 

9.1 Appendix A Advertisements ..................................................................................... 276 

9.2 Appendix B Interview Protocols ............................................................................... 280 

9.3 Appendix C Ethics Approval Letters ....................................................................... 299 



xvi 
 

9.4 Appendix D Participant Information Statements ................................................... 300 

9.5 Appendix E Case Studies........................................................................................... 322 

9.5.1 Stella — Playing the game. ................................................................................. 323 

9.5.2 Sadie — If only things had been different. ....................................................... 328 

9.5.3 Celeste 1 — The story of inner turmoil. ............................................................ 336 

9.5.4 Celeste 2 — The story of frustration. ................................................................ 345 

 



xvii 
 

List of Tables 

 

Table 3.1 Total number participants in both phases of the research ....................................... 58 

Table 3.2 Criteria and strategies for ensuring rigour in this research (adapted from 

Liamputtong, (2012)) ............................................................................................................... 81 

Table 4.1 Examples of identifying existing themes in the literature ....................................... 85 

Table 4.2 Examples of theme development in the analysis phase .......................................... 87 

Table 4.3 Examples of three levels of analysis (based on Bamber & Georgakopoulou (2008) 

& Monrouxe & Rees (2017)) ................................................................................................... 89 

Table 4.4 Summary of analyses of participants' data and where to find it in the thesis ......... 91 

Table 4.5 Legend to assist with understanding chapters 4, 5 and 6 ........................................ 92 

Table 5.1 Retrospective recollections: Narrative plotlines in phase 1 participant stories ..... 159 

Table 5.2 Retrospective recollections: Character tropes in student and CE narratives phase 1

................................................................................................................................................ 165 

Table 6.1 Narrative plotlines present in phase 2 participants' narratives .............................. 201 

Table 6.2 Character tropes in student, CE and CEC narratives in phase 2 ........................... 207 

Table 7.1 Strategies for clinical workplace learning ............................................................. 239 



xviii 
 

Table of Figures 

 

Figure 1.1 Schematic of the relationship between the cultural, institutional and individual 

aspects of clinical education that are relevant to struggle and failure ..................................... 12 

Figure 1.2 Schematic of the relationship between the cultural, institutional and individual 

aspects of clinical education and power that are relevant to struggle and failure .................... 41 

Figure 3.1 Research process phases and approaches adopted for this thesis .......................... 49 

Figure 3.2 Data analysis process used in the research ............................................................ 70 

Figure 3.3 Three levels of positioning analysis (adapted from Monrouxe and Rees, 2017) .. 73 

Figure 5.1 Themes from CEC focus group phase 1 .............................................................. 127 

Figure 5.2 Students' retrospective recollections: Themes from student narratives and their 

interrelationship in phase 1 .................................................................................................... 144 

Figure 5.3 CEs' retrospective recollections: Themes from CE narratives and their 

interrelationship in phase 1 .................................................................................................... 145 

Figure 6.1 Themes from student and CE data in phase 2 ..................................................... 176 




