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Abstract

Introduction  The clinical internship is a critical phase for translating theoretical knowledge into practical

Methods

Results

Conclusion

competence and developing professional identity in the medical sciences. This study aimed to
explore the lived experiences of Surgical Technology graduates regarding their internship at
Maragheh University of Medical Sciences.

This qualitative study employed a descriptive phenomenological approach in 2025. Using
purposive criterion sampling, 14 graduates who had completed their internship units were
selected. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using Colaizzi’s
seven-step method. The trustworthiness of the findings was ensured based on Lincoln and
Guba’s four criteria.

Data analysis revealed five main themes: 1) Educational Quality and Curriculum Planning
(theory-practice gap), 2) Learning Environment and Human Factors (the role of instructors and
interaction with medical staff), 3) Infrastructure and Environmental Standards (lack of welfare
facilities and heterogeneity of training settings), 4) Personal Experience and Professional
Development (transition from anxiety to confidence), and 5) Ideal Visions of Internship
(structured program, dedicated trainers, and standardized environment). The findings indicated
that while the internship is highly valued for skill acquisition, structural and environmental
challenges significantly affect the learning experience.

Optimizing the internship program requires revising the alignment between theoretical content
and clinical practice, providing dedicated clinical educators, standardizing facilities, and
implementing a structured, objective-driven plan.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In medical education, the clinical internship
serves as a pivotal experiential phase—designed not
only to bridge theoretical knowledge and practical
competence but also to shape professional identity.
For applied, high-stakes disciplines such as Surgical
Technology, this transition is  especially
consequential: performance during the internship
directly influences patient safety and operational
efficiency in critical settings such as the operating
room. Despite its centrality, the implementation of
internship programs frequently encounters systemic
and logistical constraints that perpetuate the theory—
practice gap, ultimately compromising educational
efficacy and graduate readiness.

This study undertakes a nuanced investigation
into the operational realities of the Surgical
Technology internship curriculum at Maragheh
University of Medical Sciences. Moving beyond
top-down or prescriptive evaluations, the research
centers on the authentic, first-person accounts of
program  graduates, illuminating both the
pedagogical gains and the structural tensions
inherent in this formative transition from student to
practitioner.

Methods

Guided by a qualitative paradigm, this study
employed a descriptive phenomenological design to
explore the lived experiences of Surgical
Technology graduates. Conducted in 2025, the
research drew on a purposive, criterion-based
sample of 14 individuals who had successfully
completed all required internship rotations at
Maragheh University of Medical Sciences, ensuring
depth and relevance of experiential insight.

Data were collected through semi-structured, in-
depth interviews, continuing iteratively until
theoretical saturation was achieved (confirmed after
the 14th interview, at which point no new thematic
insights emerged). Transcripts were analyzed using
Colaizzi’s rigorous seven-step method: (1) repeated
reading for immersion, (2) extraction of significant
statements, (3) formulation of meaning, (4) thematic
clustering, (5) development of exhaustive
descriptions, (6) synthesis of fundamental structures,
and (7) validation through participant feedback.

To ensure methodological rigor and
trustworthiness, a multi-pronged strategy was
implemented:
¢ Credibility: Member checking was conducted

iteratively; emergent themes and interpretations

were shared with participants for validation
against their lived experiences.

e Dependability: An audit trail was maintained,
including detailed field notes, coding decisions,
and analytic memos.

¢ Confirmability: Initial findings and thematic
frameworks underwent critical review by three
independent experts in medical education and
qualitative methodology to mitigate researcher
bias.

Results

Phenomenological analysis yielded a rich,
hierarchical thematic structure: 148 initial codes —
57 refined concepts — 15 subcategories — 5
overarching themes:

1. Educational Quality and Curriculum
Planning
Characterized by misalignment between

academic instruction and clinical demands, ad
hoc scheduling, and a scarcity of skill-specific,
context-relevant learning resources—
exemplifying a persistent theory—practice gap.

2. Learning Environment and Human Factors
Marked by inconsistent access to dedicated
instructors, complex interpersonal dynamics with
surgical teams (e.g., surgeons and nurses), and a
psychologically demanding emotional climate in
the operating room—including fear of error,
hierarchical intimidation, and emotional
exhaustion.

3. Infrastructure and Environmental Standards
Revealed critical shortcomings in basic welfare
provisions (e.g., secure lockers and rest areas),
non-standardized clinical protocols (often
improvised in response to resource limitations),
and significant variability in learning quality
across affiliated hospitals.

4. Personal Experience and
Development
Traced a developmental trajectory—from initial
anxiety and cognitive overload, through phases
of active engagement and incremental skill
acquisition, toward emerging professional
confidence—albeit tempered by physical fatigue
and emotional strain.

5. Ideal Visions of Internship
Represented participants’ empirically grounded
proposals for an optimized model: structured
daily schedules, full-time clinical educators
(distinct ~ from  service-providing  staff),
standardized procedural protocols, and a
psychologically safe, supportive learning
ecosystem.
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These findings resonate with—and extend—
international literature. The theory—practice gap
mirrors challenges reported across diverse contexts
(e.g., Turkey and Japan), suggesting a systemic
rather than local failure in curricular integration. The
reliance on overburdened clinical staff as de facto
trainers—a practice observed globally—undermines
feedback quality and mentorship continuity,
corroborating studies on unsustainable clinical
teaching workloads. Critically, infrastructural
deficits (e.g., lack of rest space) are not peripheral
concerns; they function as learning impediments,
impairing cognitive bandwidth and emotional
regulation—consistent with environmental stress
models in clinical education research.

Notably, the Ideal Visions theme offers an
original  contribution:  graduates  articulated
sophisticated, pragmatic reform proposals grounded
in direct experience—proposals that align closely
with global best practices, including competency-
based frameworks (e.g., the UK’s Shape of Training
initiative). This underscores students not as passive
recipients but as co-constructors of educational
quality.

Conclusion

The Surgical Technology internship embodies a
dual reality: it is simultaneously the most
transformative and the most fraught component of
professional preparation. Graduates’ accounts reveal

a paradox—deep appreciation for hands-on learning

coexists with frustration over structural inequities in

curriculum design, instructional support, and
learning conditions.

Their experience-based visions for improvement
are not aspirational rhetoric but a concrete, evidence-
informed roadmap for reform. To uphold the
internship’s promise, institutions must prioritize:

e Curricular integration: Systematically aligning
classroom content with clinical workflows
through longitudinal case-based modules;

e Dedicated educator roles: Appointing and
adequately  supporting  full-time  clinical
instructors, decoupled from service demands;

e Standardization: Enforcing minimum standards
for equipment, protocols, and welfare
infrastructure across all training sites;

e Structured experiential planning:
Implementing daily, objective-driven schedules
co-developed by educators and learners.

By addressing these pillars, educational
programs can better cultivate surgical technologists
who are not only technically proficient but also
resilient, reflective, and ethically grounded—
essential attributes for meeting the evolving
demands of contemporary healthcare systems.

Keywords: Internship,  Curriculum,
Technology, Phenomenology.
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