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Abstract

Clinical education research (ClinEdR) utilises diverse terminology, which can lead to

confusion. A common language is essential for enhancing impact. An expert panel

drawn from various workstreams within the National Institute for Health and Care

Research (NIHR) Incubator for Clinical Education Research was tasked with review-

ing an initial list of terms for the development of a glossary of terms in the field of

ClinEdR. The glossary was populated with terms, definitions and foundational papers

by the authors and peer-reviewed for accuracy. The glossary of terms developed for

ClinEdR should enable researchers to use a common language, promoting consis-

tency and improving communication. We anticipate this will be useful for ClinEdR

students and early career researchers. The glossary could be integrated into educa-

tional research methods courses in ClinEdR, and through critical and reflective use,

enhance the quality and subsequent impact of ClinEdR.

1 | INTRODUCTION

Shakespeare famously asked, ‘What’s in a name?’, suggesting that a

name is arbitrary compared with its intrinsic qualities. However,

in health care, clinical education and clinical education research

(ClinEdR), the opposite is usually true. ClinEdR represents a broad

range of research activities, including the development and evaluation

of educational interventions, theoretical developments that shape our

understanding of education and research regarding the experiences of

learners, practitioners and partners within clinical education.1 This

broad range of research activity has led to a proliferation of diverse

terminology,2,3 and there is a pressing need for a contemporary

‘How to’ guide exploring how to define and use ClinEdR terms.

2 | THE IMPORTANCE OF COMMON
LANGUAGE

Having a common language within health care and research associ-

ated with the development of health care services or workforce, such

as ClinEdR, facilitates communication.4 Technical language can often

be perceived as jargon, which can be alienating for novices and those

external to the field5; and clarity of discussion plays an important role

in reducing communication errors.6 Within ClinEdR, clarity of method-

ological and theoretical approach can enhance the resonance and

impact of research beyond the settings in which it was conducted.7

Misinterpreting research methods and practices due to confusion in

appropriate terminology could lead to wasted effort, poor quality
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research and the diffusion of non-evidence-based recommendations.8

In addition, given the increase in global migration within ClinEdR,

developing a common language can facilitate communication between

team members with diverse experiences.9

The terminology used in ClinEdR is often rooted in fields such as

medicine, sociology, psychology, anthropology, philosophy and educa-

tion.10 There is an assumption that those in the field have the same

vernacular and interpret terminology in the same ways. However,

recent research projects within ClinEdR have shown the importance

of a common language and agreed-upon definitions. For example, Finn

and colleagues reported a lack of shared understanding with respect

to the definition and remit of a clinical academic.11 The same study

also observed that funding panellists often had assumed prior knowl-

edge of educational terminology despite coming from a clinical trials

background. Similarly, a study within dental education has shown how

overly technical or legalistic jargon, presented in the absence of clear

definitions, can create barriers to engagement with fitness to practice

processes.12 This real-world example highlights the need for clarity in

definitions and how—even within a specialist field—language is not

always universal.

3 | WHY HAS A COMMON LANGUAGE
PROVED CHALLENGING IN ClinEdR?

Utilising a common language in ClinEdR has proved challenging as the

interpretation, use and meaning of research terminology shifts

through time. Once accepted, conventions no longer hold the same

significance, or terms cease to be used. An example of this is the dis-

course surrounding the term ‘saturation’ within qualitative research

that has influenced thinking and practice within ClinEdR. For many

years within ClinEdR, data saturation was perceived as usual practice

for determining when qualitative data collection could cease.13

However, the term ‘saturation’ has been applied unquestioningly to a

variety of qualitative research approaches, not all of which it suits.14

Increasingly, the field has moved towards alternative practices to

determine when the sample size of a qualitative project is sufficient,

such as ‘informational power’ or ‘theoretical sufficiency’.14 This case

demonstrates how clarity of contemporary thinking within ClinEdR

terminology is important and demonstrates a need for this glossary,

given recent advances in methodological thinking. However, it also

highlights how this glossary represents a snapshot in time and

discourse—there must be an ongoing effort to update, add to and

remove terms from this collection.

4 | THE NEED FOR A ClinEdR
TERMINOLOGY GLOSSARY

Given the importance of clarity within ClinEdR discussions, and

such evolutions in practice since the formation of the field, we set

about creating a glossary of terms frequently used within ClinEdR

that is accessible, grounded within relevant interdisciplinary and

discipline-specific literature and has achieved expert consensus across

members of the NIHR Incubator for ClinEdR. We hope this will prove

a useful resource, particularly for novices and early career researchers

within ClinEdR, and move us towards greater conceptual clarity and

impact as a field.

F I G U R E 1 Innovation workflow.
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F I GU R E 2 Example flashcard of one glossary term, used to promote engagement on social media.

F I GU R E 3 Example illustration of one glossary term, used to promote engagement on social media.
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5 | HOW WE DEVELOPED THE GLOSSARY
OF TERMS

The development of this glossary was a fundamental activity of the

Incubator for ClinEdR, a National Institute for Health Research (NIHR)

initiative in the United Kingdom to develop ClinEdR as an academic

field and enhance the impact of the work done within the field.1 The

Incubator has a critical mass of researchers who work in the field of

clinical education, basic sciences, clinical sciences and within

intersecting interdisciplinary fields such as sociology, psychology and

philosophy. The structure of the incubator comprises separate work-

streams overseen by an executive committee.

Expert panellists who reviewed the terms within the glossary

were drawn from across Incubator workstreams and the larger

Incubator advisory group. The expert panel who reviewed items was

drawn from a diverse range of health professions backgrounds,

academic disciplines and methodological expertise. The members

were from the United Kingdom and Republic of Ireland, and at the

time of submission included 72 members.

As the glossary was part of the NIHR ClinEdR activity, and the

imagery will be disseminated through that route, we have used the

term Clinical Education. The terms ‘health professions education’,
‘clinical education’ and ‘medical professions education’ are often

used interchangeably within our field, our glossary it fit for purpose

across all these disciplines. The glossary was developed within the

context of the United Kingdom, and thus, some terms may be

UK-centric.

Figure 1 presents a workflow of the development of the glossary

of terms. The authors created an initial list of terms, which were cate-

gorised by themes and domains, for example ‘qualitative research’.
This starting position list was then reviewed by the expert panel both

asynchronously by email communication and within live online work-

stream meetings of the Incubator. Through these discussions, terms

were added or removed based upon their relevance to the field of

ClinEdR. Following this first pass review, the authors populated the

glossary with terms, their definitions and foundational papers, work-

ing as a small team asynchronously. Once complete, the authors met

to discuss the glossary and peer reviewed the terms for accuracy.

The completed glossary of terms was presented to the expert panel

for final approval—both by email and within online incubator

workstream meetings. Finally, the terms were road-tested on social

media to our target audience of early career ClinEdR researchers,

including graphical representations of the term, and its definition

(Figures 2 and 3).

6 | DEFINING ClinEdR TERMINOLOGY:
THE GLOSSARY

Table 1 presents the Incubator for ClinEdR glossary; 172 terms are

provided, with a definition, a summary and a reference to a founda-

tional paper in the literature that either offers a description or critique

of the term or has used the relevant approach.

7 | HOW TO USE THIS Cl inEdR GLOSSARY

The glossary of terms we have constructed enables researchers, from

novices to those with mastery in the field, to use a common language

to discuss ClinEdR throughout the lifespan of a project (from research

design, through development, to publication and dissemination).

The development of a glossary has important implications for

ClinEdR. It provides a shared understanding of the terms and con-

cepts used in the field, promoting consistency and improving com-

munication. This clarity reduces confusion and misunderstandings,

enhancing transparency and the quality of research in ClinEdR. We

hope that the glossary can be used by authors to demonstrate the

quality of their approach and facilitate comparisons of studies.

Additionally, it serves as a valuable educational resource for Clin-

EdR students and early career practitioners, improving their under-

standing of the field and challenging common misconceptions

across professions and stages of training. We see opportunities to

integrate this glossary into educational research methods courses

in ClinEdR. We have outlined our recommendations to this end in

Table 2, below.

For ClinEdR to become a more impactful field, clarity and rigour

in research approaches are crucial. This glossary, which brings

together relevant literature and expert opinions on various methodol-

ogies, can support these efforts. Names are not arbitrary within a

glossary; they are informed by meaning—cultural, personal and

T AB L E 2 Suggestions for ways to incorporate this glossary into
educational research methods courses.

Recommendation Description

Introduce glossary in the course

syllabus

Include the glossary as a required

resource for the course and

outline the importance of

understanding key

terminology in Clinical

education research

Assign glossary terms as pre-

reading for live sessions in a

‘flipped classroom’ format

Assign students to select a certain

number of glossary terms to

research and present in class

Use glossary terms in

assignments

Incorporate glossary terms into

the language of assignments

and/or ask students to define

and explore key terms in

course assignments

Glossary quiz Create a quiz based on the

glossary to test knowledge of

the definitions supplied

Glossary-based discussion Hold a class discussion based on

key glossary terms and

(possibly) points of debate

identified in the glossary

Guest speaker question and

answer session based on

key terms in the glossary or

conflicts in term definition

and use

Invite a guest speaker (an expert

in Clinical education research)

who is familiar with the terms

in the glossary to speak about

their use or points of debate/

conflict in use
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historical meanings within our field. Diversion from this glossary and

the shifting of the labels we assign the concepts in this glossary is, of

course, acceptable—indeed, we expect diversion that leads to future

development in this space. Through critical and reflective use of this

glossary, we believe that we can enhance the quality and subsequent

impact of ClinEdR, which has important applications to the endeavour

of improving patient care.

‘What’s in a name?’—well, rather a lot.
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