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Abstract 
This thesis explores students’ journey towards understanding throughout a nine-
week course in their second year of an undergraduate medical programme. 
Although the investigation was undertaken in the context of a medical curriculum, 
the overall aim, to investigate the development of students’ experiences of learning 
and understanding, relates to issues in higher education in general. An exploratory, 
qualitative research approach was adopted, and data were collected through student 
interviews and written accounts from medical students taking a compulsory course 
in pathology. Of all the teaching and learning activities that this course offered the 
students, three in particular were selected for in-depth analysis with a focus on 
students’ experiences of learning and understanding in relation to these activities: a 
case seminar (Study I), formative assessments (Study II) and autopsies (Study III). 
Study IV broadened the scope of the previous studies and investigated the students’ 
experiences throughout the course. 
 
Previous research has showed that students are sensitive to their learning 
environment and tend to adopt either a surface, deep or strategic approach to 
learning. The findings presented in this thesis suggest a more complex picture of 
how medical students approach their learning and develop understanding in the 
course of pathology, and suggest potential pathways students might take towards 
developing a deep understanding. Initially, students seemed to focus on 
understanding the basic terminology and getting a brief overview of the course 
content. Subsequently, the students focused on how to manage the vast amount of 
information they were supposed to learn. Some students developed a form of 
catalogue-like understanding of the content, while others developed a more 
integrated understanding. Furthermore, the design of the course as a whole with its 
varying teaching and learning activities strongly influenced the ways in which 
students set about understanding the course content. Activities that explicitly related 
theoretical knowledge to real life examples, focused on problem-solving and 
application, and allowed time for reflection and discussion were activities that 
seemed to facilitate the development of a deeper understanding. Collaborative 
learning in small groups was also important for students’ learning. When students 
perceived the activities as being meaningful, relevant and interesting, they seemed 
more likely to engage in them.  
 
This thesis offers a fine-grained analysis of medical students’ approaches to 
learning within a particular course, suggesting potential pathways to achieving an 
academic understanding of course content within a medical curriculum. This 
research also points up important aspects of the complex relationship between 
teaching and learning in higher education that have more general implications for 
the design of courses and individual teaching and learning activities..   
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