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“Alienation and 
engagement in 

postgraduate training 
at a South African 

medical school”



Mann (2001)
• Alienated and engaged experiences of 

learning - takes account of social and cultural 
context 

• May provide a more contextualised view of 
the learning experience 

Case (2007)
3 domains of student learning experiences

It does not separate “being” a student from 
learning.   



AIM:

To determine the factors that 

impact upon student perceptions 

of engagement and alienation in a 

postgraduate programme at 

Stellenbosch University, South 

Africa. 



Method
Study population
individual postgraduate students in Pathology 

Research strategy
A cross-sectional case study investigating 
multiple individuals. Purposive sampling

Data collection
Semi-structured interviews 

Analysis
Thematic analysis



Research questions:

1. What degree of engagement or 
alienation do students in the 
postgraduate Pathology environment 
experience and 

2. What factors generate these 
perceptions?

3. Is the degree of alienation 
experienced by students related to 
their academic performance?
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Conclusions
It is crucial that experiences of alienation and 
engagement of postgraduate students working in 
a service environment be actively addressed. 

poor learning experiences 
poorer than expected performance 

We identified specific factors that need to be 
considered when planning support systems that 
aim to enhance learning and improve 
throughput. 



Implications for lecturers

 Awareness 

 Communication skills

 Teaching and supervision skills

 Role modeling 

 Leadership
 Management skills

 Leadership skills

 Conflict management

 Change management

How can we do this?
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Positive leadership

 Affirmative orientation
 Focus on strengths and capabilities

 Affirm human potential

 Enabling, thriving, flourishing

 Facilitate the best of the human condition

 Positively deviant performance

Kim Cameron. Positive Leadership: Strategies for Extraordinary Performance. BK Publishers, 
San Francisco, 2008



Positive 
meaning

Positive 
climate

Positive 
relationships

Positive 
communication

Kim Cameron. Positive Leadership: Strategies for Extraordinary Performance. BK Publishers, 
San Francisco, 2008

Rule of four: positive
leadership



Positive Communication 
(Reframing)

ortho just 
dumped 
another 
train wreck 
onto my 
service” 

orthopaedics 
has given 
another vote 
of confidence 
in our clinical 
skills . . . 

Appreciative Leadership Approach 



Strengths based Leadership

Trust
 Honesty
 Integrity
 Respect

Compassion
 Friendship 
 Happiness 
 Love

Stability
 Security
 Strength
 Support
 Peace

Hope 
 Direction

 Faith

 Guidance

Tom Rath and Barry Conchie. Strengths based Leadership: Great leaders, teams and why people follow. GALLUP Press, NY, 2008.

Rule 
of 

four
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