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Abstract

Objective: To investigate the perceptions of academic staff at a regional Australian
university of the role and ideal skills and attributes of pharmacist preceptors and the
requirements for their training. Methods: Nine semi-structured interviews were
conducted using a purposive sample of academic staff. Opinions on preceptor roles, skills
and attributes, and training requirements were sought. Interviews were transcribed
verbatim and thematically analysed.  Results: Academic staff perceived the need for
training to be based on preceptor core competencies and individual preceptor needs and
to be delivered online in a flexible format. Training content was recommended to include
an overview of the pharmacy curriculum and university expectations, clinical teaching
strategies, managing students, and providing feedback. Mandatory training was
recommended to facilitate communication and promote consistency in the placement
experience.  Conclusion: Academic staff have highlighted that flexible, competency-
based preceptor training tailored to the individual preceptor will deliver on the

gillian.knott@jcu.edu.au

Introduction

Experiential learning is an essential element of the
current integrative approach to training pharmacy
students across the globe to produce competent and
work-ready pharmacy graduates (Wilbur et al., 2018;
Brownfield et al., 2021). The integrative approach to
the pharmacy curriculum highlights the relationship
between academic staff (or faculty educators) and
pharmacy preceptors, who play a pivotal role in
experiential learning. Academic institutions are
primarily responsible for ensuring that when teaching
and developing students, both parties work together
as a coordinated team with common goals and
expectations and that preceptors are appropriately
trained for their roles (Wilbur et al., 2018; Brownfield
et al., 2021). A 2020 study found that, across the
United States (US), preceptor training and
development programmes varied significantly
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university’s expectations to optimise the experiential learning of pharmacy students.

between institutions and did not always meet the
required accreditation standards (O’Sullivan et al.,
2020; Accreditation Council for Pharmacy Education,
2022). Consequently, there has been a recent focus on
competency standards for preceptors (Walter et al.,
2018; Bartlett et al., 2020; Zeitoun et al., 2020) and a
move towards a more collaborative and structured
approach to preceptor training and development
(Mulherin et al., 2018; Brownfield et al., 2021).

Unlike academic staff, who can focus on their teaching,
preceptors are challenged to balance the often
significant workload of their clinical practice with their
precepting role (Ramani & Leinster, 2008; O’Sullivan et
al., 2020; Williams et al., 2021). Due to the range of
experiential placement sites, preceptor roles and
responsibilities can also be diverse (Enderby et al.,
2021). Considering the increasing need for
collaboration between university and the workplace
and the lack of documented training programmes for
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preceptors of pharmacy students in Australian
universities, this study aimed to ascertain the opinions
of James Cook University (JCU) academic staff on
pharmacist preceptor roles, skills, attributes, and
training requirements and inform the development of
a training programme for JCU pharmacist preceptors.

Methods

Students enrolled in the JCU B.Pharm. (Hons)
programme spend 600 hours in practice during their
degree under the supervision of voluntary pharmacist
preceptors, who are coordinated by an administrative
placements team and supported by JCU pharmacy
academic staff.

This study consisted of a series of nine semi-structured
interviews with JCU pharmacy academic staff, chosen
using purposive sampling to ensure a broad range of
academic staff. Staff were invited to participate in an
interview by email and give their opinions on the roles,
skills, and attributes of pharmacist preceptors and
their training requirements, including the format and
content of a training programme and suggested
support measures. Informed consent was obtained
from all participants before the interviews.

Interviews were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and
thematically analysed using the method outlined by
Braun and Clarke (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Interview
data were initially coded under three broad categories:
1) Preceptor roles, skills, and attributes; 2) Preceptor
training and support requirements; and 3) Barriers and
enablers to training. Data were reviewed, refined and
grouped into themes within these areas and then
discussed in the manuscript along with illustrative
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qguotes. Ethics approval was obtained from the JCU
Human Ethics Committee (H8276) to conduct the
interviews.

Results

Interviewees included three tenured pharmacy staff,
four pharmacy adjunct staff, and two pharmacy tutors.
The interviews lasted 18 minutes on average. All
interviewees were registered pharmacists, with five
having prior experience as a preceptor. Two of the
adjunct staff members were concurrently engaged in
precepting activities.

As educators, participants agreed on the essential role
of the preceptor in linking theory and practice. Table |
presents the identified themes, with illustrative quotes
on preceptor roles as an educator, role model, mentor,
and assessor (Condrey, 2015). It also displays ideal
skills and attributes the preceptors should possess,
highlighting the importance of good communication,
feedback, knowledge, experience, and adaptability.
Several staff members emphasised that, as educators,
preceptors should be able to determine the current
level of student knowledge and skills and facilitate
their development throughout their placement. One
tenured staff member identified that teaching,
assessment, and feedback are not necessarily innate
skills and that preceptors may require additional tools
and strategies to assist them in these roles. Some staff
also had concerns about the preceptor’s role in
student assessment, suggesting that competency-
based assessment would be most suitable for the
practice.

Table I: Academic staff perceptions of preceptor roles and ideal skills and attributes

Preceptor roles

Theme Quote

Educator “I think they need to integrate what they learn at university into their field of practice, so they can understand and link the

knowledge ...” (Academic Staff 2)

“... they’d at least need to have a base skill of being able to determine where a pharmacy student is at, and the steps to

progress that student along ...” (Academic Staff 1)

Role model “I think it’s primarily to be a good role model, to provide students with an opportunity exactly what a good professional
pharmacist should be ... just be over and above the standard ...” (Academic Staff 8)

Mentor “In my opinion, a preceptor is a person who provides guidance and mentoring but in doing that, they need to have an ability

to develop the student...” (Academic Staff 6)

Assessor “I sometimes get concerned, just from people I've observed, that they might give a bit more positive feedback than perhaps
they really thought the student deserved. Just because, they feel confronted by talking to the student about anything that

wasn’t ideal...” (Academic Staff 4)
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Table I: Academic staff perceptions of preceptor roles and ideal skills and attributes (Continued)

Preceptor skills and attributes

Theme

Quote

Good
communication

Good
knowledge and
experience

Adaptable

Provides
feedback

“... how you communicate with your staff; how you communicate with your patients, and how you communicate with other
pharmacist or colleagues, and how you make the interprofessional collaborations as well. So that, those are the things that the
students can learn just by observing how the pharmacist is working in that environment.” (Academic Staff 7)

“... obviously, they need to have a very professional outlook in their role and to have some good clinical experience. So that,
they’re able to provide both a clinical aspect...and a general knowledge of what the pharmacy industry is about.”
(Academic Staff 3)

“I think that they need to be good teachers in the sense of their communication skills, and | think they should be able to...be
problem solvers, in regard to being able to work with students, different types of students.” (Academic Staff 5)

“what’s the point of them being the preceptor or having the person on placement if you can’t provide the feedback. It should
be constructive feedback and pointing out maybe what could have been done better if there were any major concerns”

(Academic Staff 9)

Table Il includes themes with quotes from academic staff
on the format and content of training and preceptor
support.

Participants recommended flexible online training as the
most practical option, with the proposed programme
content including various elements, such as setting
university expectations for preceptors, dealing with
challenging students, conflict management, providing
feedback, student assessment, and teaching skills. Most
staff favoured compulsory training for preceptors; a

common suggestion was to incentivise attendance by
offering continuing professional development (CPD)
points to promote training activities among preceptors.
Recommendations for preceptor support included
acknowledging the preceptor’s role and regular
communication with the university. When considering
the enablers and barriers to preceptor training,
participants agreed that most pharmacists often grapple
with time constraints, hindering their ability to
undertake training programmes, where the main benefit
would lie in standardising the quality of precepting.

Table Il: Academic staff perceptions of training format and content, and preceptor support

Training format and content, and preceptor support

Theme Quote

Online flexible “..training online would be an effective way given that we have preceptors spread all over the country and all over the
format state....and an ability to do that in the preceptor’s own time may be of benefit as well....” (Academic Staff 4)

Defining “Explaining the differences between the different year levels and what the expectations were on students at different levels
university as well...” (Academic Staff 6)

expectations

Managing “...if the student is unmotivated to do anything at their placement, then it becomes very difficult for the preceptor... So, some

students tools or education on how to handle that situation ...” (Academic Staff 6)

Teaching “.. we’re not all teachers, ... | might be a great pharmacist, but | might not necessarily be a good teacher. So we need to give

strategies the tools for those preceptors to be able to perform that teaching role for our students.” (Academic Staff 1)
“I think there is quite a skill to being able to deliver feedback effectively... it’s a hard thing to teach ...” (Academic Staff 8)

Preceptor “I think it’d be nice if you were a preceptor to be on some sort of regular, let us say, email or some sort of regular

Support communication that sort of said, “These are the things that are happening in universities with students....” (Academic Staff 3)
“A certificate of appreciation, that may be good idea, because some pharmacies display, those kind of things in their waiting
areas and those patients also acknowledge that. Like, “This pharmacy supports the placements and trains the students”
(Academic Staff 7)

. . The ideal roles and attributes of preceptors have been

Discussion

This study sought to explore the opinions of pharmacy
academic staff on preceptor training.
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investigated from the perspective of both preceptors
and students (Sonthisombat, 2008; Chaar et al., 2011;
Young et al., 2014; O’Sullivan et al., 2015; Knott et al.,
2022a; Knott et al., 2022b); the study results are
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aligned with these findings. Identifying preceptor
essential roles, skills, and attributes will help generate
appropriate preceptor competencies to enhance
preceptor development (Vos Chair et al., 2018; Walter
etal., 2018; Young et al., 2014).

While academic staff ideally preferred face-to-face
contact with preceptors, this approach was not
considered practical, and participants recommended
an online flexible programme. Live training is usual in
the US (O’Sullivan et al., 2020), with face-to-face
interactions thought to be vital in developing
meaningful  relationships  between  preceptors;
however, live online interactions may be a viable
alternative (Vos Chair et al., 2018). The provision of CPD
points to incentivise training is typical in existing
programmes, and integrating preceptor competencies
within this CPD process is recommended (Knott et al.,
2020; Brownfield et al., 2021).

Academic staff recognised the need for preceptors to
understand the university curriculum and expectations.
Similarly, a 2021 study of preceptor needs found that
an orientation to the curriculum and learner
expectations was essential, noting that it was a specific
Accreditation Council for Pharmacy Education
requirement (Williams et al., 2021). Participants also
mentioned the management of challenging or poorly
performing students. Conflict management is a well-
established concern and a recommended area of
development for preceptors (Phillips et al., 2014;
Kendrick et al., 2021). Staff identified the lack of
preceptor training and experience in teaching, with the
literature supporting the need for preceptors to be
knowledgeable of teaching strategies to motivate and
develop students and effectively deliver feedback
(O’Sullivan et al., 2015; Williams et al., 2021). This study
highlighted the lack of clarity around the preceptor’s
role in assessment and concerns regarding variability in
preceptor evaluations, with staff recommending that
preceptors undertake performance-based rather than
knowledge-based student assessment. Entrustable
Professional Activities (EPAs) for pharmacy students
are considered an effective tool for preceptor
evaluation of practice-based activities to promote the
development of independent practice (Wilbur et al.,
2018).

Academic staff advocated the importance of regular
university communication and collaboration with
preceptors. A culture of inclusion is essential, and
preceptors should be recognised and valued for their
contribution to the curriculum (Fejzic et al., 2013;
Whalen et al., 2017; Williams et al., 2021).

Insufficient time is a well-known barrier to training
(Danielson et al., 2015; Williams et al., 2021). However,
staff also recognised the importance of quality and
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consistency of precepting and thus the requirement for
compulsory training. As an additional quality
assurance, the literature suggests that students be
encouraged to confidentially evaluate preceptor
performance to ensure that educational goals are met
(Danielson et al., 2015; Brownfield et al., 2021).

Limitations

Despite the small sample size and being a single
university study, where the findings may not reflect the
broader academic community, this work presents
valuable insights into pharmacist preceptor training
requirements from the viewpoint of academic staff.
Although this article presents only the perspectives of
academic staff to inform the creation of a training
programme for preceptors, which may be seen as a
limitation, other key stakeholders, particularly
preceptors, have been extensively consulted in the
design of the preceptor training programme (Knott et
al., 2022a; Knott et al., 2022b).

Conclusion

This study highlighted the crucial requirements for a
preceptor training programme from the perspective of
academic staff. The areas deemed essential for training
encompass teaching strategies, managing problematic
students, providing feedback, and understanding
university expectations. Fostering engagement and
collaboration between academic staff and preceptors
will ensure that preceptors feel valued and supported,
which, in turn, will result in training initiatives that
adequately address preceptor needs and contribute to
an improved student placement experience.
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