
Perceptions of Participants Involved in Peer 
Assisted Learning in a Professional Athletic Training 
Education Program

Objective: The objective of this study was to examine the perceptions, values, and experiences of individuals involved in peer assisted 
learning (PAL) in the clinical setting of an athletic training education program.

Design and Setting: A qualitative research approach borrowing from grounded theory was used. 

Subjects: 15 participants, consisting of 9 athletic training students (ATS) and 6 Approved Clinical Instructors (ACIs), participated in this 
study.  

Measurements:  Semi-structured interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim for analysis. The interview data was analyzed 
inductively, borrowing from the grounded theory approach, utilizing both open and axial coding. Furthermore, a peer review, member 
checks by the participants, and the use of multiple data sources were used to establish trustworthiness.  

Results: Six main themes emerged from the analysis: 1) Defining PAL; 2) Role recognition; 3) Preference for active informal learning; 4) 
Value of PAL; 5) Peer Limitations; and 6) Recommendations related to PAL. 

Conclusions: Overall, this study provides an in-depth understanding of athletic training students’ and ACIs’ perceptions of PAL, and 
supports the conclusion that athletic training students in this program prefer to experience active and informal educational exchanges 
that occur naturally in the clinical setting rather than more formal learning experiences.  These results suggest that PAL is beneficial and 
worthwhile.  
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Peer assisted learning (PAL) is an active learning approach 
where students work together to problem solve and 
learn by observing and interacting with each other.1,2 A 

variety of terms have been used interchangeably to describe 
peer assisted learning, including peer education, peer teaching, 
peer learning, and peer tutoring.  Regardless of the term used, 
the concept involves using  peers in a system of instruction to 
promote learning and to learn by teaching.2,3 Students involved in 
PAL have no formal educational instructional training, but through 
engagement with their classmates, they help each other learn and 
thereby learn themselves.2  

The practice of PAL is supported by Bandura’s social learning 
theory.4  The central tenet of social learning theory is that 
individuals learn vicariously from observing the behaviors of 
others.  More specifically, learners observe an individual’s 
behavior, stores information regarding his/her performance, and 
then uses that information to guide their own future behaviors.  
While vicarious learning has been found to increase observing 
students’ self-efficacy5 the person modeling the behavior is also 
affected by the same experience.6,7  Research7 has demonstrated 
that individuals learn more from models similar to themselves. In 
addition, students who observed peer models had higher self-
efficacy for both learning and achievement compared to those 
who observed teacher models. 8 Peers can act as a powerful force 
in student learning and the development of self-efficacy,5 which 
supports the use of PAL in the educational setting. 

PAL has been successfully used in various allied health care 
academic programs’ clinical settings.9,10-13  General benefits 
of PAL documented in allied health fields other than athletic 
training, include an increased knowledge and skill level,2,3,10-12 

increased confidence in performing skills,2,11-13 increased ability 
to communicate effectively with others,3,10,13-15 decreased anxiety 
when working with peers,10,13,16 improved test scores and course 
performance,2,3,11,17 as well as increased opportunities to work 
collaboratively with other students.2,10,11  Notably, research in 
these allied healthcare fields indicates that students who teach 
others gain a more thorough understanding of the information 
because the process of teaching requires a deeper level of 
understanding as well as the ability to express and communicate 
that knowledge to other individuals.13-15  While these benefits 
have been researched and well-documented in other allied health 
fields, there are very few studies investigating the benefits of PAL 
in athletic training education programs.

Henning’s dissertation1,16 is one of the few published studies on 
peer assisted learning in athletic training. Her work indicated that 
almost half of the students stated they learned at least a small 
amount of their clinical skills from other athletic training students, 
while many of them indicated that they practiced a majority of 
their clinical skills with other students. Henning concluded 

that peer education is occurring in the athletic training clinical 
education setting and should be developed and incorporated as 
a purposeful component of athletic training education programs 
to enhance learning and retention. Furthermore, she suggested 
that when compared to the term peer education, the term peer 
assisted learning more appropriately describes these peer 
educational exchanges because it emphasizes the active nature 
of students helping each other learn.1,16  

Recent changes within athletic training education warrant the use 
of PAL in our programs. First, ACIs are faced with the pressures 
of increased workloads and responsibilities while supervising 
athletic training students.1,18-20 As a result, approved clinical 
instructors often find themselves encountering some role stress 
as they are pulled between multi-faceted job responsibilities 
and patient care.  For instance, the ACI may often complete a 
responsibility or task that does not immediately involve the 
athletic training students, such as speaking to a physician on 
the telephone in the athletic training room. Although the students 
are being supervised, they may find themselves not actively 
engaged in useful learning interactions and experience “down 
time.”1,18,20  Since ACIs have numerous demands on their time 
outside of education, it is increasingly important that athletic 
training students take advantage of down time in the clinical 
setting and interact with each other.  Second, PAL is ideal for 
the current generation of students who prefer collaboration and 
group participation in learning.21 Therefore, PAL is a resource that 
can provide important active learning experiences for students in 
the clinical education setting. 

Problem Statement

Since other allied health professions have found positive results 
related to student learning that supports the use of PAL in the 
clinical setting,2,10-13,19 the purpose of this study was to examine 
athletic training students’ and ACIs’ perceptions of PAL, including 
their experiences with PAL and the value of PAL in the athletic 
training clinical education setting. It is important to learn more 
about PAL in the athletic training setting, and specifically examine 
the perceptions of individuals involved in the athletic training 
setting including students and ACIs. Students can provide 
detailed descriptions of how they use PAL to promote learning, 
whereas ACIs are in unique positions to encourage the use of 
PAL.  Therefore, to gain a rich description of both students’ and 
ACIs’ perceptions of peer assisted learning, a qualitative study 
was designed.  

Research Questions

The following research questions were used to guide this study:

1. How do athletic training students and approved clinical 
instructors describe and define peer assisted learning?

Athletic Training Education Journal  |  Volume 5  |  Issue 1 |  January-March 2010

Perceptions of Participants Involved in Peer Assisted Learning in a 
Professional Athletic Training Education Program

13

Theresa Mackey, EdD, ATC, Cindra Kamphoff, PhD & Joseph Armstrong, PhD



2. How do peers experience educational exchanges with 
each other in an athletic training clinical education setting?

3. What perceptions do athletic training students and 
approved clinical instructors have about peer assisted 
learning? 

The following operational definition of PAL proposed by Henning, 
Weidner, and Marty19 was used to guide the study: Peer 
assisted learning is “the act or process of gaining knowledge, 
understanding, or skill from students that are either at different or 
equivalent academic or experiential levels.”19 (p.85)

Methods

Qualitative research methods were employed in this study to 
specifically focus on the perceptions and experiences of the 
participants. As Thomas, Nelson and Silverman22 state, qualitative 
methods are used to understand the “essence” of the experience 
to the participants and provide a rich and thick description of 
the phenomenon. The sample is usually small and purposive 
due to the in-depth data generated using qualitative methods.23 
Pitney and Parker24 argue that the field of athletic training has 
witnessed an increase in qualitative methods recently, specifically 
when examining educational and professional development 
issues. Because examining the perceptions of participants in 
an educational setting was the focus of this study, the use of 
qualitative methods was ideal. 

Principal Investigator’s Statement

In addition, the topic of PAL was of primary interest to the principal 
investigator because of her previous experience with PAL as a 
student and an instructor in the didactic and clinical educational 
aspects of athletic training education.  More specifically, the 
principal investigator was an instructor and an ACI in the ATEP 
where this study was conducted. She continually encouraged 
students she supervised and instructed to participate in PAL 
because she had the opportunity to experience PAL firsthand as 
an undergraduate athletic training student and found this type of 
learning to be extremely valuable in her educational experience. 
She also noticed athletic training students using PAL without 
formal encouragement or instruction by their ACI.

Participants  

Fifteen participants from a state university athletic training 
education program in the midwest area of the United States 
were interviewed as part of this study. Participants consisted of 
9 athletic training students who were formally admitted into the 
athletic training education program (60%) and 6 approved clinical 
instructors (40%; ACIs) involved in the program. The participants 
were all white, Caucasian individuals who consisted of 7 males 
and 8 females, with an age range of 19 years to 44 years (M = 
20.22 years; SD = 1.09; see Table 1 for participant demographics). 
There were no individuals of another race involved with the athletic 
training education program at the time this study was conducted.  
The professional experience of the ACIs, in which four of the six 

were alumni, ranged from 2 to 17 years.  The athletic training 
students had no formal training in PAL and were selected from 
three academic levels to participate in the interview process.  
More specifically, three students at the sophomore or entry-
level, junior, and seniors levels were selected.  Using participants 
at each program stage enabled us to examine perceptions and 
experiences of peer teaching and peer learning specific to various 
levels of academic preparation. The students were enrolled in a 
variety of athletic training classes at the time of the interviews 
including Lower Extremity Evaluation, Care and Prevention of 
Athletic Injuries, and Therapeutic Modalities.     

Procedures

After approval from the Institutional Review Board, in-depth, 
semi-structured interviews were completed.25 The interview 
questions were based on Henning’s research1,16 and the principal 
investigator’s experience with PAL as an ACI, and sought to 
explore the participants’ perceptions regarding PAL, including 
their experiences with and the value of PAL in athletic training 
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Pseudonym Gender Age
Grade/Years 

in ATEP
Role in 
ATEP

Jen Female 21 Senior ATS

Kathy Female 20 Junior ATS

Angie Female 19 Soph ATS

Julie Female 19 Soph ATS

Erika Female 20 Junior ATS

Brian Male 21 Senior ATS

Dina Female 22 Senior ATS

Jason Male 21 Junior ATS

Chad Male 19 Soph ATS

John Male 37 3 years
ACI/

Alumnus

Rob Male 25 2 years
ACI/

Alumnus

Sue Female 35 2 years
ACI/

Alumnus

Kevin Male 40 10 years *ACI

Erin Female 25 1 year ACI

Kent Male 44 17 years
*ACI/

Alumnus

*Prior to the introduction of the ACI this person served as a clinical 
instructor in the ATEP.

Table 1. Participant Demographic Information



education programs (see Table 2 for questions). When necessary 
during the interview process, additional prompts were given to 
stimulate thought elaboration and detail. 23 Four pilot interviews 
were conducted with 3 students and 1 ACI to acquire feedback 
on the interview guide and allow the principal investigator to 
gain experience with the interview format. Modifications to the 
interview guide were made after the pilot interviews to ensure 
question clarity. Each interview was conducted by the principal 
investigator in a private office on campus in a convenient location 
for the participants. Once consent was obtained and the study 
was explained to each participant, the interview was conducted. 
The duration of each interview was approximately 45 minutes. 
The principal investigator took notes during the interviews and 
the interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed verbatim. 
A pseudonym was given to each participant to maintain 
confidentiality. Interviews were conducted until the researchers 
reached a saturation point where no new data emerged.25 A 
saturation point was reached after 10 interviews, but 5 more 
interviews were conducted to ensure saturation was reached. 

Data Analysis

The interview data was analyzed inductively using grounded 
theory23-25  open coding and axial coding to develop themes.23,25 
Open coding involves the process of selecting and naming 
categories from the interview transcripts. This process included 
listening to the audio tapes, reading the transcripts thoroughly, 
highlighting key phrases on the transcripts, and writing conceptual 
labels in the margins of the transcripts. These conceptual labels 
were constantly compared to each other and developed into 

like categories. After establishing the like categories with open 
coding, the data were re-evaluated and rearranged using axial 
coding by comparing the like categories to reduce the overall 
number, show a relationship among them, and place them into 
themes.24-27  For example, phrases addressing the importance of 
the PAL experience were grouped into the like categories such as 
knowledge, confidence, and communication and then arranged 
into the theme labeled “Value of PAL.” Themes were developed 
based upon the frequency of comments and significance of 
comments that occurred during the interview process. More 
specifically, at least two-thirds of the participants discussed 
content associated with each theme.

Establishing Trustworthiness

With any qualitative research, it is essential to establish 
trustworthiness to provide credibility of the research and decrease 
researcher bias.23-25 As such, the following three procedures to 
reduce error were used in this study: triangulation, peer review, 
and member checks.23-25  Triangulation was established by using 
multiple data sources which included interviews with athletic 
training students and ACIs.  A peer review of the interview 
transcripts and themes was completed by a colleague with 
experience in the areas of qualitative research and athletic training 
to ensure they were sensible and accurate. The peer reviewer 
acknowledged that the themes represented the overall findings 
of the interviews. Finally, member checks allowed participants 
the opportunity to check data, interpretations, and conclusions to 
aid in establishing credibility. Member checks were accomplished 
by emailing the transcripts and themes to the participants to 

Athletic Training Education Journal  |  Volume 5  |  Issue 1 |  January-March 2010 15

 � What do you call the educational exchanges that occur between peers in the clinical athletic training education setting?

 � What term or terms are most often used in describing educational exchanges that occur between you and your peers?

 � How do peer teaching/learning activities most often occur in the athletic training clinical education setting? 

 � Describe a positive experience that you have had (or observed) with athletic training students during peer educational 
experiences.

 � Describe a negative experience that you have had (or observed) with athletic training students during peer educational 
experiences.

 � What makes learning with your peers effective and/or ineffective in the clinical education setting?

 � What is peer learning? What is peer teaching?

 � In what ways do you think learning with your peers is valuable?

 � What do you think are the benefits of PAL for the student serving in the role of a peer teacher?

 � What do you think are the benefits of PAL for the student serving in the role of a peer learner?

 � What do you perceive are the essential qualities that are important in fulfilling a role as a peer involved in helping others 
peers learn?

 � How do peer teaching/learning activities most often occur in the athletic training clinical education setting? 

 � Tell me how your learning activities have changed in the clinical setting during your time in the athletic training program. 

 � In what way does the learning environment influence the ways in which you work together with your peers?

 � What would you change about the current state of peer assisted learning in your current athletic training education 
program?

 � In what way has working with peers helped you gain professional behaviors, skills and knowledge?

Table 2. Semi-structured Interview Guide Questions



review for accuracy. The participants were given the opportunity 
to respond with corrections and comments. Eleven of the 
participants responded with an acknowledgement of receiving the 
email.  None of the participants provided any corrections or had 
any comments regarding the transcripts.  Quotes, or a selection 
of the interviews, are provided below to exemplify the themes.

Results

Six main themes emerged from the interview data: 1) Defining 
PAL; 2) Role recognition; 3) Preference for active informal learning; 
4) Value of PAL; 5) Peer Limitations; and 6) Recommendations 
related to PAL.  

Defining PAL

An aim of this study was to identify and define peer assisted 
learning based on the perceptions of the participants. All of 
the participants described a peer as someone having similar 
knowledge, training and experiences. For example, Angie, a 
sophomore student, stated, “A peer is someone around the same 
age and having a similar level of knowledge as another individual.” 
When asked what they call the educational exchanges between 
peers, 12 of 15 participants indicated that there was no formal 
term used to describe these exchanges, whereas 3 participants 
indicated phrases such as “studied together,” “study groups,” or 
“peer teaching.” For example, Dina, a senior student, commented, 
“I don’t really have a term for [it], if I had to tell someone what I 
was doing, I would say that we studied together.” After describing 
the concept of PAL to each participant1 so they had a common 
understanding of PAL during the remainder of the interview, all 
but one of the participants had heard of the general concept 
previously. For example, after being introduced to PAL, Brian 
commented that he thought, “Peer assisted learning occurs when 
students of similar age or education help each other work through 
the material to understand it better.” 

Role Recognition

Two primary roles within PAL emerged from the findings: peer 
learning and peer teaching. The way the participants described 
both peer learning and peer teaching varied depending upon 
the participants’ number of semesters in the athletic training 
program. Specifically, 10 of the 15 participants stated that the 
roles evolved from a peer learner to a peer teacher as the student 
progressed through the program. All of the students (n = 9) 
indicated that at some point they all participated as peer learners 
during educational exchanges with other peers. Likewise, many 
(n=8 of 9) of the student participants perceived peer learning to 
involve a student who is less advanced or knowledgeable working 
with another peer who is more advanced or knowledgeable. For 
example, Erika, a junior student, said, “Every semester I feel I 
have more of a role as a peer teacher because each semester 
I learn more and progress through the program.  I feel it is my 
responsibility to help others as I have been helped.”  Whereas, 
Julie, a sophomore student, suggested she was “definitely” a 
peer learner because she was “new in the program and didn’t 
know a whole lot yet.” This same participant thought that her role 

would involve more peer teaching as she progressed through 
the program. She stated, “As I progress through the program, I 
expect to be more involved in peer teaching.” Furthermore, all of 
the student participants (n=9) agreed that peer teaching occurred 
when a peer takes the lead role by demonstrating a skill to help 
other peers gain knowledge or to aid in the reinforcement of their 
learning.  

Preference for Active, Informal Learning

All of the participants (N=15) indicated during the interviews that 
most of the educational exchanges among peers involved active 
and/or collaborative learning that was informal in nature. For 
example, Chad, a sophomore student, described the importance 
of the active, informal learning that occurred as: “It’s just nice to do 
something that just happens… It is less stressful to the students 
and gets them actively involved with each other. Sometimes it is 
less intimidating asking another student for help instead of your 
ACI and since I am a newer student, I seem to ask questions all 
of the time.”  Kathy, a junior student, suggested the value of PAL 
is the active learning that occurs as a result of participating in it:  

It allows for hands-on, active learning in real life situations 
which really helps me learn the skills.  It also really encourages 
me to teach others because the more times I do something or 
demonstrate something, the better I remember it.  This is one 
of the most unique aspects of the athletic training education 
program as it allows us to gain lots of hands-on experience.  
You have real injuries, real problems, and real issues to deal 
with that you don’t get in the classroom.

Regarding the informal nature of PAL, Brian, a senior student, 
described most of his PAL experiences as “spur of the moment” 
activities that typically occurred when activity slowed down in the 
clinical setting and students had time to work together without 
frequent interruptions. Other situations that the participants 
described in which PAL occurred include: when an athlete came 
in unexpectedly with an injury that could be evaluated by an 
athletic training student, when an ACI assigned a task or activity 
to be completed, or when an upper-level student was working on 
a skill that could be demonstrated to another student.  

Value of PAL

All of the participants (N=15) expressed in some way that they 
believed PAL to be useful and beneficial.  PAL was viewed by 
the participants as a way to help foster better relationships with 
other peers by working together toward the common goal of 
improving their skills. The participants suggested some of the 
benefits of PAL for the peer teacher and the peer learner included: 
increased knowledge (n=14), improved confidence (n=11), better 
communication skills (n=10), improved comfort level (n=8), 
stronger relationships with peers (n=6), decreased intimidation 
(n=5) and anxiety (n=6) as well as increased transfer of learning 
from classroom and textbook information to real life practice 
(n=5). For example, Chad, a sophomore student, indicated he felt 
that PAL was valuable because it was a more comfortable setting 
to learn where he felt more relaxed. He stated:  
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It is a lot easier for me because I can work with somebody 
that is close to my level and is a lot less intimidating than 
having to go ask somebody that is a certified athletic trainer.  
Because I am not as intimidated I feel like I can focus on 
learning and retain the information better.  Sometimes when I 
work with an ACI, I am really nervous about what I am doing 
and I often forget what I am trying to learn.  I am so worried 
about whether I am doing the right or wrong thing and what 
the ACI is going to think of me if I mess up.  However, with a 
peer, I am not as worried and much more relaxed. 

A number of factors emerged related to the effectiveness of PAL 
including: the ACI(s) (n=11), the sport (n=9), a comfortable learning 
environment (n=8), other peers and their willingness to participate 
in PAL (n=8), as well as the more experienced peer’s knowledge 
(n=2), understanding of the material (n=9), and confidence (n=6). 
For example, Angie, a sophomore student, stated that the ACI 
plays a role in the effectiveness of PAL. She stated:

There are ACIs who are better at encouraging PAL and 
help provide opportunities for us to work with our peers.  
My ACI often encourages us to work with our peers during 
slower times in the clinical setting.  This encouragement 
was especially helpful when I first got into the program as 
this created an environment where newer students could be 
actively engaged. 

Peer Limitations

When asked, all of the participants (N=15) described some of the 
peer limitations of PAL, although it is important to note that the 
students stressed these limitations do not occur often.  These 
limitations included peers’ lack of knowledge, over confidence in 
their knowledge, a lack of maturity, inability to teach the material, 
and unwillingness to participate in the PAL process. Twelve of 
the 15 participants suggested a main problem with PAL occurred 
when peers tried to teach a concept they were not sure about 
or when they taught a skill incorrectly. A few students had 
concerns about the accuracy of the information presented by 
their peer regardless of the academic level (i.e., senior).  Jen, a 
senior student, described this as the major reason PAL can be 
ineffective: 

It can cause students to have negative learning experiences 
and lose trust in each other.  Sometimes it is not so much a 
lack of knowledge but maybe a lack of confidence which leads 
to the peer teacher being too vague with their explanation. 

Several participants also suggested PAL tends to be ineffective 
when peer teachers act like they know more than they really do 
(n=8), or when the peer teacher is unable to explain the information 
in a way that helps the peer learner understand (n=6). In addition, 
PAL activities were also perceived to be ineffective when peer 
teachers lack confidence (n=7) and maturity (n=5), or when peer 
learners are not willing to participate in the learning activities 
(n=4).  Julie, a sophomore student, commented on a negative 
learning experience that she had in one of her clinical rotations:  

I was completing a task as instructed by my ACI when 
an upper level peer indicated I was completing the task 
incorrectly.  The peer student then proceeded to demonstrate 
the task for me so I could perform it correctly.  A few minutes 
later the ACI finished with a patient and came over to ask 
how I was doing. He noticed how I was performing the task 
and provided feedback to me regarding how to properly 
complete the task. I told him I had been doing it the way he 
instructed but the senior student indicated I was performing 
it wrong [and therefore I changed how I was doing the skill]. 
The situation left me a little irritated and confused because I 
don’t want to learn things incorrectly, so it tends to decrease 
my trust in my peers.

Recommendations Related to PAL

All of the participants (N=15) suggested their peer learning 
interactions while in the clinical setting were good and they had 
some trouble initially suggesting improvements that could be 
implemented related to PAL. However, all participants eventually 
offered suggestions for improvement including incorporating 
informal PAL activities more often in the clinical experience 
(n=6) and encouraging ACIs to promote PAL more frequently 
(n=9). For example, Brian, a senior student, recommended that 
PAL be promoted more among pre-athletic training students so 
that they understand what it is and engage in PAL sooner. He 
added, “It might be beneficial to actually have someone from the 
athletic training education faculty introduce it in class and then 
have the ACIs promote it in the clinical setting by encouraging 
their assigned students to engage in it informally.”  Jason, a 
junior student, stated, “I would recommend to all ACIs to try and 
remember to encourage their students to work with their peers 
on evaluations and scenarios as much as possible until they are 
comfortable and relaxed enough to perform various skills without 
much help.”

Discussion

Overall, this study provided an in-depth understanding of athletic 
training students’ and ACIs’ perceptions of PAL. Although 
previous research indicated that PAL was occurring in the clinical 
education setting, this study provides a richer and more detailed 
account of student and ACI’s experiences with PAL.1,16 This study 
supports and extends previous research on the effectiveness of 
PAL in the clinical education setting within athletic training. 

How do athletic training students and approved clinical 
instructors describe and define peer education?

The results indicated that all but one of the participants (n=14) in 
this study view peers in athletic training education as individuals 
having similar knowledge, training, or experiences, which is similar 
to the definitions of a peer available in the literature.2,3 Although 
the majority (n=12) of participants in this study indicated that no 
specific term was used to describe the educational exchanges 
among peers, it is still important that clinical instructors and faculty 
use the term PAL when promoting peer educational exchanges 
in the clinical setting. A main finding of this study suggests that 
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students perceive several benefits of PAL, and that using a term 
such as PAL, would allow consistent language between the 
students, clinical instructors, and ATEP faculty members. When 
the participants were asked to describe educational exchanges 
with their peers, each in their own way described it as a learning 
tool where students of similar backgrounds or levels help each 
other work through course materials to understand concepts 
better. As a result, students also learn to become more confident 
in their own abilities, supporting Bandura’s social learning theory. 
These findings are consistent with the descriptions of PAL 
found in the literature which details the basic idea behind peer 
education as one where individuals help each other gain a better 
understanding of the specific athletic training content.1,2,16,19 

How do peers experience educational exchanges amongst 
each other in the athletic training education setting?

Many participants (n=10 of 15) believed that the roles evolve from 
a peer learner to a peer teacher as the student progresses through 
the athletic training education program. The upper level students 
each described participating in PAL activities most often as a peer 
teacher while the newer students in the athletic training education 
program described participating in most PAL activities as a peer 
learner. This finding seems to be consistent with the descriptions 
of peer learning found in the literature. For example, Knight14 
describes a peer learner as a less advanced student receiving 
some sort of instruction in clinical skills from a more advanced 
student who has additional experience. The perceptions of peer 
teaching also seemed to be similar to descriptions found in the 
literature which identified a more advanced or more experienced 
student being involved in the instruction of a less advanced 
student by demonstrating, practicing, correcting skills, and 
providing feedback.14,16  

What perceptions do current and former athletic training 
students and approved clinical instructors have about peer 
assisted learning?  

This study demonstrates that peer assisted learning created 
meaningful learning experiences. Many of the peer teacher 
benefits described by Kuhl28 were described by the participants in 
this study, including increased confidence, increased knowledge, 
overall reinforcement of knowledge, improved relationships with 
peers, and opportunity to review and reinforce athletic training 
competencies and proficiencies. In addition, our study also 
identified the benefits of PAL for the individuals serving in the 
role of a peer learner. Some of the perceived benefits for the 
peer learner found in our study included: decreased intimidation 
and anxiety, improved comfort level, increased confidence, 
increased knowledge, improved communication skills, increased 
trust in peers, improved relationships reinforced learning as well 
as increased transfer of learning from classroom and textbook 
information to real life practice, and application in the clinical 
education setting. Previous studies of PAL have demonstrated 
similar benefits.10,12,16,17,29,30

Our results are similar to PAL studies conducted by Henning1,16 
and Popp31  who reported that students gain a more thorough 

understanding of clinical knowledge and skills as a result of 
participating in PAL and were less anxious and more confident 
when practicing skills with other students.  Students engage in PAL 
activities because there are many benefits in doing so, primarily 
that of participating in active, informal learning activities that 
will eventually lead to enhanced learning and better educational 
experiences.

More specifically, this study as well as the few other studies 
that have been conducted regarding PAL in athletic training 
education1,16,31 supports Bandura’s social learning theory4 by 
demonstrating an increase in students’ confidence and self-
efficacy.5 These findings support the use of PAL and suggest that 
peers can act as a powerful force in student learning, positively 
impacting students’ future performance. 

There is much information on the benefits and value of PAL, 
but a lack of research and information addressing how PAL can 
be effective or ineffective. All of the participants in this study 
described the limitations of PAL, although they were clear to point 
out these limitations do not occur frequently. The majority of the 
participants suggested a main problem with PAL occurred when 
peers tried to teach a concept they were not sure about or when 
they taught a skill incorrectly. 

Implications for Practice

Based upon our PAL study and previous research findings, 
it is apparent that encouraging opportunities for students to 
engage in PAL may be a useful educational tool that educators 
can encourage with students.1,16,31 Athletic training educators, 
including faculty, ACIs, and even athletic training students, should 
be aware of the perceived benefits of peer assisted learning to 
learners within athletic training education programs. The findings 
from our study indicated that the participants believed the PAL 
activities occurring in the athletic training clinical education setting 
were beneficial and worthwhile. Although not investigated in this 
study, the use of this type of active, informal learning strategy may 
significantly impact the success of students involved in athletic 
training education.  

From our experience in athletic training as well as research within 
the field, we suggest that athletic training educators implement 
the following guidelines when implementing PAL.1,16,31 First, we 
recommend formally introducing and discussing PAL in the 
didactic setting with students in the athletic training education 
program. Discussion should include a description of the concept, 
benefits, teaching and learning styles. Strategies for incorporating 
peer learning in the clinical environment should also be shared 
with the students, and they should be encouraged to engage in 
PAL. By introducing PAL in the classroom, the instructor will be 
present to ensure peers are learning and teaching skills correctly. 
In addition, simple PAL activities can be introduced to the class to 
get students actively involved in understanding the concept. For 
example, ACIs can encourage students to work together on their 
proficiencies/competencies such as taking blood pressure or 
reviewing palpations and special tests. Ideally, the introduction of 
PAL should occur at the beginning of an athletic training student’s 
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educational process, such as during the pre-athletic training 
observational process. Secondly, we recommend that PAL be 
briefly reviewed by ACIs and their assigned athletic training 
students during their orientation to the specific clinical site.  This 
will help to encourage the use of PAL during the clinical rotations 
and prevent peers from teaching skills incorrectly. Furthermore, 
the ACIs should encourage PAL informally and not force PAL 
with the athletic training students, thus making the environment 
awkward, unnatural, and a deterrent from learning.  

Limitations of the Study and Recommendations for Future 
Research

The findings from this study support the perceived benefits of PAL 
and the use of PAL in athletic training clinical education settings. 
There are at least two limitations of this study, however, that are 
important to acknowledge. Although methods of trustworthiness 
(i.e., peer review and member checks) were employed in this 
study to reduce error the first author’s experiences and biases 
could have impacted the results of this study. In addition, only one 
athletic training education program was involved in this study and 
the experiences of the athletic training students at this university 
may be different from other students at other universities. 
Therefore, future research should confirm and extend the current 
study. 

Future studies should evaluate the use of peer education over a 
longer time frame, such as over the course of formal admittance 
into the athletic training education program until the completion of 
the program. Furthermore, it would be beneficial to examine the 
effects of implementing formal classroom instruction concerning 
PAL, including teaching methods, teaching and learning styles, 
effective PAL activities, and various ways to informally implement 
those activities in the athletic training clinical education setting 
because this information could further enhance educational 
exchanges amongst peers. It would also be important to more 
closely examine self-efficacy and how it is related to the PAL 
experience in athletic training. For example, research outside 
of athletic training suggests that students who observed peer 
models had higher self-efficacy than those who observed teacher 
models. 8 A similar study could be designed within athletic training 
and could provide insight into the importance of PAL. Lastly, it 
would also be valuable to qualitatively examine the perceptions 
of individuals regarding PAL in other athletic training education 
programs to determine if the findings of this study are similar 
within other programs. 
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