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Abstract

Background: The pharmacy internship introduces students to pharmacy practice. An understanding of learning processes in the
internship is vital for educators in order to develop activities that support learning.

Aim: The aim was to analyse students’ learning activities in a Swedish pharmacy internship from both students’ and tutors’

perspectives.

Method: Interviews with pharmacy internship students (n=17) and pharmacist tutors (n=18) were performed, followed by a

qualitative analysis.

Results: The results showed that learning activities ranged from formal, organized activities to informal learning by participating
in the professional community. There was a perceived lack of integration between formal and informal activities. Tutors and
students acknowledged the influence of the context for learning and the importance of tutors for supporting learning.

Conclusion: Both formal and informal learning activities have to be accepted and made explicit. Integrating formal and informal
learning activities, using the full continuum of possible learning activities, can enhance learning.

Keywords: pharmacy internship, pharmacy practice experience, reflective practice, workplace learning, learning activities,

semi-structured interviews

Introduction

The role of pharmacists has changed from manufacturing and
dispensing drugs to becoming an integrated part of health
care, providing pharmaceutical expertise increasingly
focusing on pharmaceutical care (Hepler and Strand, 1990;

Montgomery, 2009). Fulfilling this role requires both
theoretical knowledge and practical skills, including
continuous development of expertise (Droege, 2003).

Pharmacy internship courses® are important for students’
integration of theoretical knowledge into everyday practice
(Katajavuori et al., 2006) and for learning practical skills
(Wallman et al, 2009b). Two types of learning are
distinguished - formal and informal learning (Eraut, 2007),
Formal learning is defined as organized learning primarily in
educational settings outside the workplace, such as lectures
and seminars (Eraut, 2000; Lee et al., 2004). These learning
activities favour scientific knowledge rather than professional
knowledge (Eraut, 1994; Katajavuori et al., 2006). Formal
learning can also be in workplace settings to support training
and learning at work. This might include meetings with a
tutor”, shadowing others in work, different assignments and
essays (Eraut, 2000).

Informal learning is often defined as learning not identified as
formal (Colley et al, 2002). Informal learning is
characterized by four principles. It occurs outside formal
education settings, is intentional or incidental, often
experiential, and relational. Informal learning can be more or
less intentional, organized and planned (Eraut, 2007).
‘Incidental learning’ is a less intentional sub-group of
informal learning and is described as a by-product of
activities in daily work. It cannot be separated from work
context in which actions are performed, reflected upon and
developed (Marsick and Watkins, 2001).

Informal learning is also characterized as experiential, as
learning comes from experiences in everyday work and
reflection on these experiences. By participating,
experimenting and observing, students can identify the tacit
dimensions that professionals cannot explain to them (Eraut,
1994; Lave and Wenger, 1991). Reflection is an intentional
activity to achieve awareness of tacit knowledge (Eraut,
2007; Schon, 1987). Other intentional activities are
supervision of work and discussions (Eraut, 2007; Felstead et
al., 2005).

“Pharmacy internship is similar to advanced pharmacy practice experience (APPE) in the US, and pre-registration training in the UK.

"Tutors are called preceptors in US pharmacy education.
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Finally, informal learning is relational, arising from social
interactions with e.g. tutor, colleagues and socio-cultural tools
such as computer systems and physical environment (Séiljo,
2000). Hence, it is important that managers and staff have
positive attitudes about educating students at the workplace and
provide feedback from on-the-job-training to ensure good social
context (Eraut, 2007).

The nature of learning embedded in contexts can be linked to
theories oriented around a situated learning perspective on
learning within communities of practice (Lave and Wenger,
1991). Emphasis on learning in communities of practice is on
social aspects of learning in workplaces (Lave and Wenger,
1991). Learning by participation in daily work within
communities of practice is a common way to learn during
pharmacy internships (Christiansen et al., 2007; Katajavuori et
al., 2006). Internship students and new employees share some
similarities in how a profession is learned (Eraut, 2007; Miller
and Blackman, 2004). This learning process has been theorized
as legitimate peripheral participation, describing learning as a
gradual process of becoming a professional (Lave and Wenger,
1991). The different kinds of knowledge and ways of learning
mentioned above are necessary in order to become a
professional pharmacist (Hammer et al., 2003). Several factors
are important to support learning of knowledge and skills,
especially the impact of tutors in internships. In formal learning,
tutors act as teachers; they teach students and provide goals and
tasks (Hayes, 2001; Virtanen and Tynjild, 2008). Tutors also
support informal learning by stimulating and enhancing
students’ self-esteem, professional identity and reflection
(Hammer, 2006; Hayes, 2001; Katajavuori et al., 2005; Lave
and Wenger, 1991; Schon, 1987, Wallman et al., 2009a).
Therefore it is important that professional educational programs
use professional practitioners as tutors during internship (ACPE,
2006; FIP, 2000; Hammer, 2006). Learning a profession is
suggested to be a learning process starting with learning basic
knowledge before advancing to meta-cognitive activities, e.g.
reflective activities (Benner, 1984). When basics are learnt,
students develop routines, in turn creating time for dealing with
complicated problems (Eraut, 2007; Schon, 1983). Practitioners,
however, can be trapped in these routines; reflection might be a
way to challenge the work routines (Schon, 1983; Short and
Rinehart, 1993). It has been shown that students’ reflective
levels increase during internship (Wallman et al., 2008) and that

tutors have an impact on students’ reflection (Wallman et
al., 2009a). Reflective diaries, assignments and portfolios
are common tools to stimulate, improve and assess students’
informal learning in many pharmacy programmes (ACPE,
2006; Christiansen et al., 2007; Kansanaho et al., 2005;
Sorensen et al., 2005; Wallman et al., 2009a; Wallman et
al., 2008).

In pharmacy courses, as in many other natural science
programmes, formal learning activities are more common
and informal learning activities often less valued (Colley et
al., 2002). Nonetheless, several programmes, especially in
the health care sector, include internships and on-the-job
training periods. These are often treated as formal in-
programme learning activities, and the social context is
ignored by educators (Colley et al., 2002). Formal and
informal learning activities might be seen as interdependent,
coexisting on a continuum ranging from more to less
organized learning activities. Therefore, to support and
enhance students’ learning, educators need more knowledge
about the nature of formal and informal learning activities
during internships.

Aim
The aim of this study is to analyse, from the perspective of
students and tutors, how students learn in pharmacy

internship by identifying different learning activities used
for learning the professional practise of pharmacy.

Methods
Research setting: pharmacy internship in Sweden

The six-month internship is a mandatory course in Sweden,
aligned with the EC legislation (EC, 2005) within the
pharmacist programme’s 10th semester. It is managed by
Uppsala University and University of Gothenburg (UU,
2006). All students are assigned to a community pharmacy,
which provides a tutor. All tutors have undergone a basic
tutor education and are requested to participate in annual
training sessions. The internship outline is described in
Figure 1.

Figure I: Outline of the Swedish 6-month pharmacy internship at the 10th semester.
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Start
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Learning style test

University
week 2

Assignments and reports:
Report on an oral presentation
Pharmacotherapy assignment
Popular science writing

Two reflective essays
(start/end)

University
week. 1

Pharmacy Legislation course

During the whole internship:
Meeting with tutor 1 h/week
Study time 4 h/iweek
Reflective diaries



Learning is based on participation in daily work at pharmacies
under tutors’ supervision. The tutor’s role is to support students’
learning during internship by outlining internship activities
together with the student, introducing students to pharmacy
work, supervising, providing feedback and undertaking
continuous progress reviews. Tutors are recommended to
arrange weekly meetings with their students and assist the
universities in students’ examinations and in final assessment.

Several arranged learning activities are introduced by the
universities during internship (Figure 1). Learning at pharmacies
is complemented by two weeks of lectures in pharmacy practice
-related topics, e.g. communication, ethics, leadership and
reflective practice. Furthermore, a two-week pharmaceutical
legislation course is integrated into the internship, managed
through computer-aided self-study. Two formative tests on
practical skills are conducted around mid-term, one for
assessing counselling and dispensing skills, another for
assessing knowledge about OTC drugs and self-care
counselling. These tests are conducted at the pharmacy with the
tutor, who evaluates the results. To pass the course, students
must be approved by the universities based on the tutors’
evaluations, participate in all activities at both pharmacy and
university, and pass all assignments and tests.

Learning in a Pharmacy Internship 179

Study population and data collection

The study population consisted of pharmacy students in
internship at pharmacy degree programmes in Sweden. All
55 students who had pharmacists as tutors in the spring of
2008, as well as their tutors, were asked to participate.

Qualitative semi-structured interviews were conducted with
the 18 students and 17 tutors who agreed to participate. All
interviews were performed in the summer of 2008, at the
end of internship. In only a few cases were both student and
tutor at the same pharmacy interviewed. All interviews were
carried out by AW and each interview lasted approximately
1 hour (53 min - 93 min).

Data for determining heterogeneity (see Results) were
collected in the interviews and were satisfactory for these
respondents. Saturation was reached after approximately 10
interviews in each subgroup, in the sense that no new
aspects of the research question arose (Kvale, 1997); no new
learning activities were brought up. However, all planned
interviews were performed and included in the study.

Two interview guides were developed, one for students and
one for tutors, based on theoretical reasoning and empirical
studies found in the literature (Katajavuori et al., 2005;

Table I: Learning activities among pharmacy interns, derived from interviews with students and tutor

More formal,
organized, planned
and intentional
learning activities

_

More informal,
unorganized, unplanned
and incidental

learning activities

Formal learning activities at the university

Learning activities within work at the

Work activities were learning is a by-

and pharmacy pharmacy product
e Lectures during university weeks e Asking questions e Working with patients
e University-introduced assignments and e Searching information ) QTC colunselhng

reports - Intranet - dispensing

. . - Internet . .

e Self-care seminars at pharmacies _ colleagues e Tackling challenging tasks and roles

- student groups . L e Problem solving

- led by tutors or other pharmacy staff e Observing and listening to others

working - individually

e Visiting other pharmacy-related sites

e Being supervised in pharmacy work by

- other pharmacies e Locating role-models

- hospital pharmacies

- indust

- clinic Sry tutor or other staff

- primary health care doctors e Receiving feedback on work-related
- laboratories

- drug production units

e Planned Shadowing
-of staff responsible for special areas e.g.
special OTC area or logistics

e L ectures at the pharmacy
- Pharmacotherapy
- Legislations
-OTC

e Self-studies
—reading
- Intranet training
- reading SOP
- reading lecture notes and literature from
prior education
- preparing for examinations
Regular meetings with tutor including
coaching and mentoring

e Formal use of diaries notes

performances
e Trial-and-error-learning

e - actively trying new ways of
counselling
- tutors providing small tasks in daily
work

e Reflecting

e - on their own
- together with tutor
- with fellow students

e Writing diaries
- informal note taking

- in group processes

e Trying things out

e Working alongside others
- imitating behaviours

e Teamwork
- participating in collective problem
solving

e Participating in teamwork

- performing dispensing with real
responsibility

- performing OTC counselling
e Informal discussions with

- fellow students at seminars and during
university weeks

- with tutor and staff at the pharmacy

e Consolidating, extending and refining
skills

* Abbreviations: SOP=Standard operating procedures, OTC= Over the counter
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Katajavuori et al., 2006; Wallman et al., 2008). These guides
were developed for multiple research objectives and covered
questions concerning learning in the pharmacy, view of
professionalism in pharmacy and beliefs about the future for
pharmacists in Sweden. The student interview guide was
piloted, slightly revised and re-tested. The tutor interview guide
was based on the student interview guide.

No ethical committee decision was applied for, as it was not
required by Swedish law for this kind of study. Nonetheless, the
respondents signed participation consents.

Analysis

The qualitative analysis was performed by AW, using NVivo
software (QSR, 2008). First, all transcripts of the interviews
were read for familiarisation and a broader understanding of the
material. Meaning carrying text segments relating to different
learning activities and methods were then identified. Identified
activities and methods were divided, according to degree of
planning and organization, into three main groups (Table I). To
strengthen the validity of the analysis, the research team held
consensus discussions of the results.

Results

Heterogeneity was obtained in the study population: Pharmacy
size, location and perceived stress level at the pharmacy varied.
Tutors’ mean age was 43 (range 28-64); 13 were women and 4
men. Their work experience (range 1-39 years) and tutoring
(range no experience to 8 years) varied as well. Students’ mean
age was 28 (range 24-40 years, including 14 women and 4 men.

The resulting learning activities categories used in pharmacy
internship, as perceived by tutors and students, were identified
and are described in Table 1.

Structured and intentional learning activities were placed in the
Formal learning activities category. They included activities
stated in the curriculum as university lectures, seminars on OTC
-drugs at the pharmacies, study visits to pharmacy-related sites
and work on assignments. Students, and even more so tutors,
reported problems integrating these formal learning activities
into practice at the pharmacy. Tutors perceived these activities
as something students do aside from work at the pharmacy. The
university weeks and seminars about OTC-drugs were often
regarded as important by students, not primarily for their
content, but rather for opportunities to meet and discuss with
fellow students.

This category also included other pharmacy activities such as
regularly organized meetings with tutors, planned shadowing of
other personnel and self-studies. Formal student-tutor meetings
are to be held every week. These formal meetings, when
students and tutors have allocated meeting times, were reported
as almost non-existent during the last part of internship.
Students stated that tutors delegated teaching of special
competence areas, e.g. logistics, to other staff. Planned
shadowing was described as tutors assigning students to
pharmacy staff who allocated time to be shadowed during
routine work. Formal learning activities stimulating reflection
included work with reflective essays and formal meetings where
students and tutors reflect together. However, formal reflective
diaries were seldom used, according to students and tutors.

Activities that are informal but intentional and semi-
structured were classified as Learning activities within
work. They included asking questions, observing and
listening, being supervised, and reflecting. Both students
and tutors perceived that these activities were most
important for learning. Tutors, however, identified some
teaching activities in work that students did not always
think of as learning activities. Students seldom mentioned
that tutors introduced them to observing others’ daily work
or provided them with smaller tasks when working, while
tutors presented these as deliberate ways of enhancing
learning. Reflection was also perceived as an activity for
validating new knowledge and putting it into practice.
These more informal activities included moments of
reflection on problems occurring in daily work. Tutors
perceived that they supported students’ reflection by
discussing routines and tasks, or discussing other staffs’
counselling methods. Students and tutors stated that they
reflect about situations that they encounter, but without the
support of formal diary notations. The learning context
seemed to be important and both students and tutors
mentioned that all personnel at the pharmacy were involved
in educating students. Students tended to fall back on
regulations and try to find the “right” way to do things.
Eventually, though, often by observing how different
colleagues performed daily work and reflecting about this,
students understood that they had to find their own working
methods. Both students and tutors identified tutoring as a
learning activity and emphasized that it was important to
allocate time for meetings, although stress often interfered.

Work activities where learning is a by-product was
described by both groups as informal, incidental activities
closely connected to participation in daily work. Activities
included were working with others, learning from meeting
patients, trial-and-error, problem solving, interacting with
others and consolidating, extending and refining skills.
Discussing and solving problems arising in daily work,
both with tutors and others at the pharmacy, were expressed
as common learning methods. Students described that they
tend to assimilate and imitate how others worked.
However, they had some difficulties recognizing the
learning dimension in working, especially in the latter half
of the internship, when they were more incorporated in the
workforce and sometimes felt exploited. Tutors, on the
other hand, were well aware of students’ work-related
progress and expressed that students needed time to
consolidate their skills. Both groups mentioned that a
stressful climate may have negative impact on students’
learning opportunities. On the other hand, they believed
that this forces students to handle pressure at work.

Discussion

In this study, learning during pharmacy internship in
Sweden was examined from students’ and tutors’
perspectives. Our results identified a wider variety of
learning activities. They ranged from formal to informal,
varying in level of organization and planning, and in the
intention of the activities. Some difficulties were identified
— a rather poor integration between formal lectures and
assignments of informal learning situations at the
pharmacy, and difficulties in awareness of learning



occurring in daily work. It was also evident that social context
was of great importance for learning.

Formal lectures and seminars seemed to have a synergistic
effect, as they not only provide formal knowledge but also,
according to the interviewees, gave students opportunities to
discuss experiences with fellow students. These discussions
connected the students’ experiences with the context in which
they should be applied. However, a problem is that students,
and even more so tutors, did not integrate formal learning
activities such as assignments and lectures into practice.
Feedback on assignments was perceived as essential by the
students, which is supported by other studies (Hammer, 2006;
Plaza et al., 2007). Learning could be further enhanced if formal
assignments and lectures were actively followed up and
discussed with the tutor or fellow students.

Many of the activities identified were not expressed explicitly in
the curriculum. The awareness of learning in daily work can be
increased using semi-structured activities such as reflection.
This may prevent routinization and turn daily work into a
learning experience for consolidating knowledge and skills. In
Sweden, reflective activities are introduced to tutors and
students, as in many other pharmacy programmes (ACPE, 2006;
Christiansen et al., 2007; Sorensen et al., 2005; Wallman et al.,
2008). Reflection, as a tool for learning, was perceived
important by both groups in this study. If students could be even
more aware of learning as a product of their participation in the
professional community, as defined by Lave and Wenger, the
quality of learning could be improved.

Opportunities to participate in the community of practice is
essential for learning the profession (Billett, 2002; Eraut, 2007,
Hammer, 2006; Lave and Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998).
Internship pharmacy certifications are used in some countries to
assure the quality of the practice context (ACPE, 2006, CU,
RPSGB). Implementing this in Sweden could further improve
the social learning context. Our results indicate that learning in
internship is social to a great extent and that pharmacy staff
support the students’ learning at the pharmacy. In particular, the
tutor was perceived crucial to support learning activities,
ranging from acting as a formal teacher to supporting students’
informal learning in daily work. This is in line with other
studies emphasizing the importance of assigned tutors for
workplace learning (Eraut, 2007; Hammer, 2006; Hayes, 2001;
Katajavuori et al,, 2005; Soérensen and Haugboélle, 2008;
Wallman et al., 2009a). The social context’s importance has to
be acknowledged to further support learning.

Methodological Considerations

Self-selected interviewees always involve a risk of selection
bias, which can be reduced by selecting heterogeneous groups
(Kvale, 1997). The interviewer being a university teacher,
lecturing in reflective practice and formerly responsible for
internship, may also bias the results. To reduce the risk of
interviewer bias, all participants were informed that their
answers would be treated anonymously and not affect the
assessment of students or the university’s interaction with the
tutors. In some of the interviews bias tendencies were noticed,
e.g. when respondents forced the importance of reflection
obviously to please the interviewer. This was then discussed
during the interview. Another possible risk, considering the
author’s position, is that of analysing bias. On the other hand,
being close to the material and being able to interpret lingo and
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underpinning meaning used by the interviewees can
contribute to the analysis (Robson, 2002). A qualitative
study like this does not determine how common the
different learning activities are, but provides the range of
possible activities. The results are based on the Swedish
setting but may be applicable to other countries that have
similar internships..

Conclusions

In summary, our results show that students use many
different learning methods. The learning activities in the
pharmacy internship ranged from formal to informal,
including incidental learning activities. The importance of
integrating formal and informal learning activities, including
raising the awareness of incidental learning, should be
reflected in curricula for better use of the full continuum of
possible learning activities. Accepting the social dimension
of learning and the full continuum of learning activities is
important to further support students’ learning of the
professional practice of pharmacy.
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