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Research Rounds
C E N T R E  F O R  H E A LT H  E D U C AT I O N  S C H O L A R S H I P

The Centre for Health Education Scholarship (CHES) is committed to enhancing health education scholarship by building 
capacity for educational scholarship across the Faculty of Medicine through collaboration, team-building, mentorship 
of new faculty, successful funding applications, and other activities.

Speaker: Dr. Peter Nugus 
Title – Making work-based learning visible: Challenges and opportunities of ethnography in health professions education

ABSTRACT   The “classroom” setting, both in universities and clinics, has dominated health professions 
education (HPE) research, with far less attention to spontaneous and unintended learning in clinical 
workplaces. This stems from the prevalence of an outdated definition of “Education” that privileges formal 
intentional instruction. However, the quality and safety of care relies on the successful transition between 
formal university education and independent practice of learners in the health professions. It is, therefore, 
crucial to understand how and with what effect these learners are socialized to undertake their everyday 
work at the clinical coalface. 

Ethnography is a central methodology in the study of work-based learning. It allows focus on the hidden 
chains of meaning that individuals learn and without which participation in clinical work is impossible. 
This presentation reviews ethnographic research in HPE and suggests conditions for the optimal use of 
ethnography to advance HPE. Directions are discussed for clarifying and making use of the notion of 
organizational learning. The presentation explores the tension between a growing imperative for making 
work processes visible for the purposes of evaluation, teaching, control and standardization of practice, and 
the benefits some sociologists see in keeping specialized work invisible. 

ABOUT Dr. Peter Nugus (MAHons, MEd, PhD) is a sociologist and ethnographer who has conducted over 
3,500 hours of ethnography in Canada, Australia, the US, the Netherlands, Argentina and Ecuador. His 
research and teaching focus on work-based and organizational learning, care coordination, and culture and 
identity in complex organizations. Dr. Nugus has published in leading journals such as the British Medical 
Journal and Social Science & Medicine and his research is funded by grants from the Canadian Institutes of 
Health Research, the Social Science & Humanities Research Council of Canada and the Fonds de recherche 
du Québec–Santé. Dr. Nugus is Assistant Professor in the Centre for Medical Education and Department of 
Family Medicine at McGill University.
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Mainpro-M1 credits. This program has been reviewed and approved by UBC Division of Continuing Professional Development. 
Each physician should claim only those credits he/she actually spent in the activity.


