
PEER REVIEW HISTORY 

BMJ Open publishes all reviews undertaken for accepted manuscripts. Reviewers are asked to 

complete a checklist review form (http://bmjopen.bmj.com/site/about/resources/checklist.pdf) and 

are provided with free text boxes to elaborate on their assessment. These free text comments are 

reproduced below.   

 

ARTICLE DETAILS 

TITLE (PROVISIONAL) “He’s going to be a doctor in August”: A narrative interview study of 
medical students’ and their educators’ experiences of aligned and 
misaligned assistantships 

AUTHORS Jones, Owen; Okeke, Chiemeka; Bullock, Alison; Wells, Stephanie; 
Monrouxe, Lynn 

 

VERSION 1 - REVIEW 

REVIEWER Professor Pascal McKeown 
Director of the Centre for Medical Education  
Queen's University Belfast  
Northern Ireland, UK 

REVIEW RETURNED 06-Apr-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS The authors have undertaken a carefully designed qualitative study 
to evaluate medical students’ and their supervisors’ views on student 
assistantships and, in particular, to see if there are differences 
between students who were ‘aligned’ and those who were ‘not 
aligned’ to their first Foundation post.  
They have generated novel data from their study based around four 
main themes: definitions of assistantship, students as team-
members, opportunities for learning, and engagement and identities.  
Overall, it is a well prepared paper. However, I would like to raise a 
number of issues which I feel should be addressed before the paper 
is considered for publication.  
 
1. In Tomorrow’s Doctors (2009), paragraph 110, it is stated: 
‘Students must be properly prepared for their first allocated F1 post. 
Separate from and following their Student Assistantship, they 
should, where practicable, have a period working with the F1 who is 
in the post they will take up when they graduate.’ As such, it would 
be helpful to provide further clarification in the paper that student 
assistantships are not designed to be ‘aligned’ as this is the main 
role of the ‘shadowing’ period. In terms of conclusions, there may be 
alternative options to ‘aligning’ assistantships eg an extended 
‘shadowing’ period which would allow a period of supervised 
acclimatisation to the workplace after the student has graduated and 
has a licence to practise (as during the assistantship the students 
are preparing to be the doctor but are not permitted to undertake 
certain roles as they do not have GMC registration).  
2. As this paper is likely to be read by an international audience, it 
would be helpful to include some more detail in the Introduction 
regarding the Foundation Programme national matching process. 
Students do not usually find out their actual rotations until early April, 
so, depending on the medical school timetable, it can be difficult for 
some medical schools to offer an ‘aligned’ assistantship placement.  
3. The first reference relates to an article in a national newspaper. I 
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am not sure that it is helpful to include the sensational term ‘killing 
season’ in an academic paper of this nature.  
4. Methods, Setting. The authors refer to a ‘unique national setting’. 
It is not clear why the term ‘unique’ has been used as this model is 
similar to what happens in other UK devolved nations.  
5. Methods, Design. The authors state: ‘Following ethical approval..’. 
However, they also need to state which organisation has provided 
the ethical approval.  
6. Methods, Participants, page 7 – minor error. 10/18 should be 
recorded as 56% (not 55%).  
7. Results, ‘Learning the trade’. The second paragraph needs re-
worded. On one hand the authors have stated that formal teaching 
sessions were perceived as barriers and then they state that 
students appreciated certain teaching sessions.  
8. Results, ‘Becoming functional team members’ and ‘Developing 
confidence’ section. The authors mention prescription writing. 
However, medical students are not permitted to write prescriptions. 
You also use a student quote relating to taking bloods for blood 
transfusion. Are students in Wales permitted to take blood for blood 
transfusion?  
9. Results, ‘Becoming socially integrated’. The student quote is 
attached to a sentence which relates to supervisors. I think that it 
needs to be attached to the earlier part of this paragraph.  
10. Results, ‘Becoming the bitch’. This is a rather unprofessional 
term and I do not think that its use adds to the paper.  
11. Results, ‘Responsibility’. The quote from (M_SP_62) suggests 
that the final year was covering for an absent F1. It would be 
important to ensure that appropriate supervisory arrangements were 
in place for the students and, of primary importance, to protect 
patients (also see comments about blood transfusion and pleural 
aspiration).  
12. Limitations. The authors have acknowledged the lack of 
longitudinal data spanning into the F1 year in the final part of the 
paper. It would be helpful to include a reference to this in the Article 
Summary ‘Strengths and limitations’ section.  
13. There are a number of minor typographical and spelling errors. 
Also, please check transcript of (M_SP_51) on page 11. Should this 
be ‘doing’ rather than ‘during’? In addition, please note that on page 
18 (Data Sharing Statement) you have listed 2016 (I think that this 
should be 2015).  
14. Page 22, 12.Sample Size. This should be n=45 (currently n=40).  
15. Check accuracy of references eg ref 23 appears to have been 
published in 2016. 

 

REVIEWER Alexia Papageorgiou 
University of Nicosia, Cyprus 

REVIEW RETURNED 19-Apr-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS An informative and well written paper that addresses an important 
aspect of medical education. The paper is well written and discussed 
in relation to the most recent and relevant evidence in the field. The 
qualitative data is clearly presented and adequately discussed and 
supported by the most relevant quotes. The authors need to proof 
read the paper as there are spelling and grammar mistakes. They 
also need to review the demographics of the participants on page 7 
(lines 5-12). The way these are presented is very confusing and I 
had to read the paragraph a few times to understand the 
composition of the student participants.  
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VERSION 1 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer 1:  

1. In Tomorrow’s Doctors (2009), paragraph 110, it is stated: ‘Students must be properly prepared for 

their first allocated F1 post. Separate from and following their Student Assistantship, they should, 

where practicable, have a period working with the F1 who is in the post they will take up when they 

graduate.’ As such, it would be helpful to provide further clarification in the paper that student 

assistantships are not designed to be ‘aligned’ as this is the main role of the ‘shadowing’ period. In 

terms of conclusions, there may be alternative options to ‘aligning’ assistantships eg an extended 

‘shadowing’ period which would allow a period of supervised acclimatisation to the workplace after the 

student has graduated and has a licence to practise (as during the assistantship the students are 

preparing to be the doctor but are not permitted to undertake certain roles as they do not have GMC 

registration).  

Our Response:  

We thank you for these comments. In order to clarify the situation we have added the following 

paragraph to the introduction:  

 

“In addition to their student assistantship, students undertake a separate period of paid ‘shadowing’ 

after graduation. This comprises around one week, during which they work like an F1 doctor, assisting 

the specific F1 they will replace.18-20 In contrast to the shadowing period, student assistantships are 

undertaken in the undergraduate setting and typically not in the specific context of students’ upcoming 

work post. They are principally designed to increase students’ preparedness to start practice as an F1 

generally, whereas the shadowing period aims to familiarise students with the specific site in which 

they will be immediately working. Nevertheless, some medical schools facilitate an ‘aligned’ 

assistantship in the setting of their upcoming F1 posts, in the hope that they might potentially add to 

students’ preparedness for employment. However, as information of clinical rotations for the F1 year 

is not released until early April of the final year, it is difficult for some medical schools to arrange 

‘aligned’ assistantship placements.”  

 

In terms of conclusions, we have now added Reviewer 1’s suggestion of extending the shadowing 

period, but with a small caveat:  

 

“Alternatively, given that students are unable to undertake many of the duties of a doctor during their 

assistantship due to lack of GMC registration, implementing an extended ‘shadowing period’ may be 

an alternative solution to increasing preparedness for practice. Such a period of supervised 

acclimatisation to the workplace following graduation may maximise the extent of prospective doctors’ 

preparedness for employment. However, it is likely that this solution would be met by similar 

organisational barriers to those already discussed, in addition to the extra cost implications as 

shadowing occurs post-graduation.”  

 

Reviewer 1:  

2. As this paper is likely to be read by an international audience, it would be helpful to include some 

more detail in the Introduction regarding the Foundation Programme national matching process. 

Students do not usually find out their actual rotations until early April, so, depending on the medical 

school timetable, it can be difficult for some medical schools to offer an ‘aligned’ assistantship 

placement.  

Our Response:  

We have incorporated this comment into our previous changes (above).  

 

Reviewer 1:  

3. The first reference relates to an article in a national newspaper. I am not sure that it is helpful to 

include the sensational term ‘killing season’ in an academic paper of this nature.  

Our Response:  
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We have removed this term.  

 

Reviewer 1:  

4. Methods, Setting. The authors refer to a ‘unique national setting’. It is not clear why the term 

‘unique’ has been used as this model is similar to what happens in other UK devolved nations.  

Our Response:  

This is a unique national setting as none of the other UK devolved nations have a joined up approach 

in which all final year students who are staying in that country have an aligned assistantship. We 

therefore retain the word ‘unique’.  

 

Reviewer 1:  

5. Methods, Design. The authors state: ‘Following ethical approval..’. However, they also need to 

state which organisation has provided the ethical approval.  

Our Response:  

This has been added (as specified above).  

 

Reviewer 1:  

6. Methods, Participants, page 7 – minor error. 10/18 should be recorded as 56% (not 55%).  

Our Response:  

This has now been changed.  

 

Reviewer 1:  

7. Results, ‘Learning the trade’. The second paragraph needs re-worded. On one hand the authors 

have stated that formal teaching sessions were perceived as barriers and then they state that 

students appreciated certain teaching sessions.  

Our Response:  

We have now clarified this as follows:  

 

“Formal teaching sessions and assessments during the assistantship were generally perceived as 

barriers to learning the trade, both by students and supervisors. However, certain teaching sessions 

were valued by students, including sessions on topics such as prescribing. Nevertheless, most 

students generally valued having the freedom to pursue their own ward-based learning and felt that 

formal teaching consumed time that could be more productively spent shadowing their F1.”  

 

Reviewer 1:  

8. Results, ‘Becoming functional team members’ and ‘Developing confidence’ section. The authors 

mention prescription writing. However, medical students are not permitted to write prescriptions. You 

also use a student quote relating to taking bloods for blood transfusion. Are students in Wales 

permitted to take blood for blood transfusion?  

Our Response:  

Again, we have clarified these. In terms of prescription writing:  

 

“All students and supervisors frequently expressed that students adopted a genuinely useful role 

within their team. This involved performing tasks such as clerking patients and shadow prescribing, 

supervised learning events in which students propose and write prescriptions for patients that are 

subsequently checked and signed by a doctor before their administration.”  

 

And in terms of the blood transfusion:  

 

“These included proposing management decisions (such as shadow-prescribing), performing 

administrative tasks and undertaking practical procedures (e.g. taking bloods for blood transfusions 

after completing their blood transfusion competency assessment).”  
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Reviewer 1:  

9. Results, ‘Becoming socially integrated’. The student quote is attached to a sentence which relates 

to supervisors. I think that it needs to be attached to the earlier part of this paragraph.  

Our Response:  

We have now moved this accordingly.  

 

Reviewer 1:  

10. Results, ‘Becoming the bitch’. This is a rather unprofessional term and I do not think that its use 

adds to the paper.  

Our Response:  

The term is taken from our data as is common practice in qualitative research and so is not 

unprofessional. It is a phrase that students use in a humorous manner and crops up in a lot of our 

research data on other related topics. However, as the reviewer feels uneasy about this we have 

changed it to another term commonly used: “Students as side-kicks”.  

 

Reviewer 1:  

11. Results, ‘Responsibility’. The quote from (M_SP_62) suggests that the final year was covering for 

an absent F1. It would be important to ensure that appropriate supervisory arrangements were in 

place for the students and, of primary importance, to protect patients (also see comments about blood 

transfusion and pleural aspiration).  

Our Response:  

Thank you for this comment. In an ideal world the reviewer is correct – however, we merely collected 

the data and did not have any jurisdiction on the running of the departments. As such, we can only 

assure the reader where we have sufficient evidence that this is the case. In terms of the blood 

transfusion we have responded above. We cannot say anything about the pleural aspiration. In terms 

of the student taking on the F1 role we have stressed the supervisory situation as follows:  

 

“Alternatively, students rarely described having no difference between their level of responsibility and 

that of an F1 doctor. Although some students and supervisors described instances where students 

were left to fill in the role of the F1 doctor on the ward single-handedly, in the absence of their 

supervising F1 but under appropriate senior supervision. Students in the aligned group more 

frequently discussed this, along with their supervisors … Concerning patient safety, such quotes 

highlight the importance of ensuring that students are adequately supervised at all times”  

 

 

 

Reviewer 1:  

12. Limitations. The authors have acknowledged the lack of longitudinal data spanning into the F1 

year in the final part of the paper. It would be helpful to include a reference to this in the Article 

Summary ‘Strengths and limitations’ section.  

Our Response:  

We have now included this as follows:  

 

“Further studies to assess F1 doctors’ perceptions during employment are required to investigate the 

long-term implications of assistantship alignment.”  

 

Reviewer 1:  

13. There are a number of minor typographical and spelling errors. Also, please check transcript of 

(M_SP_51) on page 11. Should this be ‘doing’ rather than ‘during’? In addition, please note that on 

page 18 (Data Sharing Statement) you have listed 2016 (I think that this should be 2015).  

Our Response:  
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We have now addressed these issues accordingly  

 

Reviewer 1:  

14. Page 22, 12.Sample Size. This should be n=45 (currently n=40).  

Our Response:  

This has been corrected in the COREQ checklist.  

 

Reviewer 1:  

15. Check accuracy of references eg ref 23 appears to have been published in 2016.  

Our Response:  

Yes – we were using the “Online Early” version: we now reference the published version.  

 

Reviewer 2:  

16. The authors need to proof read the paper as there are spelling and grammar mistakes.  

Our Response:  

We have now attended to this – although we wish to highlight that we are not using the American 

spelling, but we use the English spelling in our manuscript.  

 

Reviewer 2:  

17. They also need to review the demographics of the participants on page 7 (lines 5-12). The way 

these are presented is very confusing and I had to read the paragraph a few times to understand the 

composition of the student participants.  

Our Response:  

We have now re-written this as follows:  

 

“Student participants: in total 45 students participated in 10 focus group interviews and two one-to-

one interviews. These occurred across 10 different hospitals in five regional locations. Nine of the 

group interviews were homogenous: comprising students experiencing either aligned (n=5 groups) or 

misaligned (n=4 groups) assistantships. One group comprised a mix of students due to participant 

availability.” 

VERSION 2 – REVIEW 

REVIEWER Professor Pascal McKeown 
Centre for Medical Education  
School of Medicine, Dentistry & Biomedical Sciences  
Queen's University Belfast  
Whitla Medical Building  
Lisburn Road  
Belfast BT9 7BL  
UK 

REVIEW RETURNED 09-May-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS In response to an earlier review, the authors have make appropriate 
modifications to the manuscript. Overall, it reads well and will be of 
interest to medical educators across the globe.  
 
There are 2 very minor errors:  
Discussion - Implications of the study - final paragraph: there are 2 
numbers in superscript linked to the paper by Lightman.  
 
Data Sharing Statement - 'principle' should be 'principal' 
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