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ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Perception of medical students toward their learning
environment, field of study, and career prospects

Background: Providing a proper learning environment promotes
motivation, satisfaction, and an overall positive perception in
students; therefore it is essential for training skillful proficient
doctors. Hence, the present study aims to assess the viewpoints of
medical students on learning environment, field of study, career
prospects, and the correlation between them.

Methods: This study is a descriptive cross-sectional correlational
study with a sample size of 165. Data was collected through
standard questionnaires of DREEM to assess the learning
environment as well as the Hasanloo et al. questionnaire to assess
attitudes toward the field of study and career prospects. Data
normality was measured using Kolmogrov Smirnov test.
Correlation between attitude toward learning environment, field of
study, and career prospect was evaluated by Pearson test.

Results: The mean total score of 97.83 obtained in DREEM test,
indicated a semi-optimal environment and did not show a significant
difference in preclinical, and clinical students. Scores regarding the
perception of the field of study and career prospects were 31.60 and
21.20, respectively, which indicates the students' optimal perception
of the field of study and career prospects. Career prospect' score in
preclinical students was higher than clinical students (p <0.05).
Pearson test showed a positive correlation among attitude toward
learning environment, field of study, and career prospect.
Conclusions The results of this study showed that students'
perception of the learning environment is semi-desirable and needs
planning for improvement that can be effective in the development
of attitudes toward field of study and career prospects too.
Keywords: learning environment, career prospect, field of study,
Medical student, DREEM questionnaire
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Perception of medical students toward learning environment

INTRODUCTION

The medical education curriculum aims to train skillful
proficient graduates with the ability to perform complex
scientific tasks as well as to cultivate socio-emotional
competencies to interact with patients (1).

Physicians play a pivotal role in providing health care to the
community, and their proficiency is directly proportional to
their training program. The quality of the learning
environment correlates with academic success and
educational satisfaction and is a principal factor in the
progress, and motivation of students. Thus, achieving these
goals requires effort in enhancing the medical educational
environment (2, 3).

The learning environment encompasses everything that
happens in the place of education, including teaching, the
physical environment, and the cultural context in which
students learn. The quality of the learning process correlates
with providing an optimal training environment aligned with
global standards (4). Additionally, psychological, physical,
social, motivational, economic, and political components are
among the factors affecting the learning environment. These
components are influential in students' perception of the
learning environment with social, motivational, and
emotional factors affecting students' cognitive abilities,
critical, and diagnostic thinking, communication, and
research abilities, as well as physical factors such as sound,
ventilation, light, and safety affecting students' interactions,
performance, and satisfaction (5).

Perception of the learning environment and motivation leads
to student's involvement in the learning process, which is an
important factor affecting learning. So students' perception
of this environment affects education outcomes and can be
the basis for amending and improving the quality of
education(6).

Moreover, understanding the learning environment can
directly affect motivation and satisfaction toward education;
on the other hand, motivation and success are results of a
positive attitude towards the job and promote physical and
mental health in society, while a lack of motivation and
interest makes it difficult or even impossible to sustain
proper performance (6, 7).

Awareness of students' attitudes toward future careers and
fields of study can be used to make effective changes to
encourage learning. In other words, since students are the
main elements of a university and play fundamental roles in
the community in future, any problems affecting their
motivation, competence, and performance should be
discovered and resolved. Research on the learning
environment helps design a better teaching strategy and a
high-quality student-centered curriculum by carefully
reviewing everything that happens in a medical school (3, 8-
10).

Concerning the undeniable role of students' perception of
education in shaping their motivation and efforts, the
learning environment's influence on education efficiency,
and the need to discover and eliminate existing system
inefficiencies; this study was conducted to evaluate the
perception and attitude of preclinical and clinical medical

students toward learning environment, their field of study,
and career prospects and correlation between them and
identifies in Shahrekord University of Medical Sciences in the
academic year of 2018-2019. Results of the study can be used
in determining strengths and weakness of learning
environment improving student's motivation and training
proficient skillful doctors.

METHODS

Selection and Description of Participants:

The current study is a descriptive cross-sectional
correlational study. The study population consisted of 320
preclinical students and 452 clinical science students in
physiopathology, externship, and internship levels. The
sample random sampling was conducted based on the
sample size formula for finite population and consisted of 65
preclinical students and 100 clinical students. Including
criteria. were 1. Being a medical student in Shahrekord
University of Medical Sciences and 2. Satisfaction to
participate in the study; however, the excluding criteria were
1.Dissatisfaction to participate in study and 2. Inappropriate
completion of the questionnaire.

Technical Information

Dundee Ready Educational Environment Measure (DREEM)
questionnaire was first developed and certified by involving
a range of approximately 100 medical and health education
professionals worldwide and was first implemented at the
Dundee Center in Scotland (4). This questionnaire consists
of 50 items reviewing the five areas of perception of learning
(12 questions, highest score of 48), perception of teachers
(11 questions, highest score of 44), academic self-
perceptions (8 questions, highest score of 32), perceptions
of the atmosphere (12 questions, highest score of 48) and
social self-perceptions (7 questions, highest score of 28) in
students. Each question is scored on a 5 point Likert scale
ranging from 0 to 4 (4: strongly agree, 3: agree, 2: disagree,
1: disagree, 0: strongly disagree). The subscale scores are
then summed to obtain the mean score (maximum of 200).
The mean score of 0-50 indicates a very poor learning
environment, 50-100, an environment with issues, 150-200,
a more positive perception towards the environment, and
200-150, an optimal environment(4). In this study, a
standard validated and reliable Persian version of this
questionnaire with Cronbach's alpha of 0.88 was used (11).
Hasanloo et al. questionnaire (12) consisting of 15 questions
(9 questions regarding the field of study and 6 regarding
career prospects) was used to evaluate the perception of the
field of study and career prospects. The scoring scale of Likert
was applied with five options of I strongly agree: 5 points, I
agree: 4 points, I have no opinion: 3 points, I disagree: 2
points, I strongly disagree: 1 point. The minimum and
maximum scores were 9 and 45 regarding the perception of
the field of study, which indicates undesirable (9-21), semi-
desirable (21-33), and desirable perception (33-45). With the
minimum and maximum scores of 6 and 30 regarding the
perception of career prospects, the range of 6-14 was
interpreted as unfavorable, 14-22 as semi-desirable, and 22-
30 as desirable. The face validity and content validity of this
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questionnaire were ratified, and the reliability was confirmed
with Cronbach's alpha coefficient of o = 0.73. Specific
numbers of different educational levels were randomly
selected after providing an explanation about the purpose of
the study and ensuring the confidentiality of information to
individuals, the Persian version of already validated and
reliable DREEM and Hasanloo et al. questionnaire was
provided to the students, and data were collected to assess
students demographic information like gender, place of
residence, marital status, educational level, the presence of
other medical students or medical doctors in the family and
their attitude toward learning environment, the field of
study, and career prospects. Pearson test was used to
evaluate the correlation between attitude toward learning
environment, the field of study, and career prospects as well.
Data normality was measured using Kolmogrov Smirnov test
with P-value>0.05(p=0.97), so normal statistical tests were
used to analyze the data. Data were analyzed by applying
descriptive statistics, ANOVA, independent t-test, Pearson
correlation coefficient, and calculating frequency, range,
mean, variance, and standard deviation with a p-value of

Table 1. Distribution of demographic information
. Frequency
Variable Subgroup (Percentage%,)

preclinical 61(40.1)
. Physiopathology 19(12.5)

Level of education
Externs 47(30.9)
Interns 24(15.8)
Male 54(35.5)

Gender
Female 95(62.5)
. Single 126(82.9)
Marital status .

Married 21(13.8)
) Dormitory 85(55.9)

Place of residence
Off-campus 56(36.8)
Is there any other medical Yes 65(42.8)
student/doctor in the family? No 83(54.6)

P<0.5 using SPSS18.
RESULTS

The sample size was 165 including 65 preclinical and 100
clinical students, with the majority being single and living in
dormitories. The details of demographic information sorted
by gender, place of residence, marital status, educational
level, and the presence of other medical students and
medical doctors in the family are reported in Table 1 in terms
of frequency and percentage.

The overall average score obtained in the DREEM
questionnaire was 97.83 that was in the range of 50-100
which indicates an undesirable estimate of the learning
environment(4). The lowest and highest scores obtained in
this test were 50 and 162 respectively. Among the five topics
of DREEM, the lowest score belonged to concerning social
self-perceptions with an average of 13.62, and the highest
score dealt with concerning perceptions of the atmosphere
with a score of 23.19. Topics of perceptions of teachers and
academic self-perceptions scored an average of more than
half, and the other three scored less than half (Table 2).
Perception of the field of study and career prospects:

The average score obtained in the perception of the field of
study was 31.60, which indicates a semi-desirable perception
being in the range of 21-33. The minimum and maximum
scores were 11 and 45, respectively.

An average score of 21.20 regarding the perception of career
prospects proved to be semi-desirable, being in the range of
14-22. The perception of career prospects scored the
minimum and maximum of 12 and 30 (Table 2).

According to the result of T-test gender, marital status, place
of residence, and presence of a doctor or medical student in
the family did not have a significant effect on the perception
of the learning environment, the field of study, and career
prospects (p> 0.05).

Items that scored the lowest and the highest in different
topics were the key points of weakness and strength from the
students' viewpoint and are presented in Table 3 (Table 3).
The results of ANOVA test showed no difference regarding
different educational levels in the perception of the learning
environment and perception of the field of study subscales,
but the perception of career prospects presented to be

Table 2. DREEM total& subscale, field of study, and career prospects score

Variable Minimum Maximum
score DREEM 50 162
Students’ perception of learning 0 40
Students’ perceptions of teachers 11 34
Students’ academic self-perceptions 4 28
Students’ perceptions of atmosphere 7 40
Students’ social self-perceptions 5 24
Perception of the field of study 11 45
Perception of career prospects 12 30

Mean (Standard deviation) P-Value Status

97.83(20.165) 0.513 Undesirable
21.81(7.242) 0.498 Undesirable
22.71(4.406) 0.609 Desirable
16.23(4.026) 0.188 Desirable
23.19(6.150) 0.253 Undesirable
13.62(3.419) 0.532 Undesirable
31.60(4.907) 0.979 Semi-desirable

21.20(3.581) 0.173 Semi-desirable
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Table 3. Maximum and Minimum (SD) DREEM total& subscales, field of study, and career prospects items.

Minimum Maximum

SD Item SD Item
score score

Perception of the learning - | have good friends at the
environment (DREEM) 1.21 1.147 | rarely get bored in class. 2.83 1.118 university.
Stude_nts perception of 139 1039 Teaching is often student- 236 1.015 Teaching is often teacher-
learning centered. centered.
Students’ perceptions of 1.60 1017 Tga_chers make constructive 239 0924 My teachers have good
teachers criticisms. knowledge.
Student_s academic self- 179 1037 | feel 1 am well prepared for my 249 0919 | am sure of my acceptance
perceptions future career. this year.
Students’ perceptions of 138 1036 This university is on a good 243 1.037 | feel socially comfortable in
atmosphere ' ' schedule. ' ' class.
Students’ social self- There is a good support system | have good friends at this
perceptions 115 1.035 for students who are stressed. 2.83 1118 university.

- n A (T In my opinion, my field is
Perception of the field of 266 2323 I chose th|§ field because others 497 1106 more valuable at higher
study suggested it to me.

degrees.

In my opinion, the employment
2.67 1.106 situation for a GP degree is 4.27 0.854
better than specialized degrees.

Perception of career
prospects

I like working in my field of
study.

Table 4. Correlation between perceptions of the learning environment, the field of study, and career prospects (Pearson
test)

Perception of the Perception of the Perception of

learning environment field of study career prospects
Perception of the Pearson Correlation 1 0.398** 0.218*
learning environment Sig. 0.000 0.008
Perception of the field Pearson correlation 0.398** 1 0.511**
of study Sig. 0.000 0.000

*: correlation is significant at the 0.05 level
**: correlation is significant at the 0.01 level

significantly more positive in preclinical students than in
externs and interns (p=0.001 and p = 0.048, F=5.094,
df=3), and significantly greater in physiopathology students
than in externs (P=0.021, F=5.094 df=3). It seems that the
preclinical students perceive their career prospects to be
more desirable than the clinical group. In terms of the
perception of the field of study, questions (I chose this field
because others suggested it to me) and (I think my academic
field is of more value in higher degrees) scored the lowest
and highest, respectively. In terms of career prospects, the
highest scores belonged to the questions (I like my career
path to match my academic field) and (increasing student
admission in this field jeopardizes career prospects),
respectively. Perception of the learning environment had a
modest significant positive correlation with the perception of
the field of study with a coefficient of 0.398. A coefficient of
0.218 showed a weak positive correlation concerning the
perception of the learning environment with the perception
of career prospects. Perception of the field of study
correlated positively with all subscales regarding the learning
environment. This correlation was mainly with the
perception of learning with a correlation coefficient of 0.405.

A coefficient of 0.511 indicated moderate positive
correlations between the perception of the field of study and
the perception of career prospects. Accordingly, all three
variables positively influenced each other. The topics of
perception of learning, perception of teachers, and social
self-perceptions also showed a positive correlation with the
perception of career prospects.

DISCUSSION

The aim of this study was to determine how medical students
at Shahrekord University of Medical Sciences perceive their
learning environment, academic field, and career prospects
in the academic year of 2018-2019.

In this study, the average overall score obtained regarding
the perception of the learning environment was 97.83,
indicating an undesirable environment. These obtained
scores were less compared to the results of similar foreign
studies, including Dunne's at the School of Medicine in the
United Kingdom(125), Demiroren's in Ankara(117.63),
Sharifi's in Shahid Beheshti University (143.08), Vatankhah's
study in Kerman(159.18), and some others(1, 13-18) and
more compared to the result of Al Ayed's study at a college in
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Saudi  Arabia(89.9)
Rafsanjan(89.01) (4, 19).
This difference is due to the traditional teacher-centered
educational policies, lack of a support system for students,
and unappealing classrooms as opposed to more advanced
universities with better facilities and an up-to-date
educational system.

There was no significant difference in terms of gender in the
perception of the learning environment in this study like
studies in Rafsanjan and Hormozgan(18, 19) despite some
other studies(1, 20). Results from the DREEM exhibited no
significant difference regarding the general attitude students
hold towards the learning environment in terms of the level
of education in both genders despite other studies (1, 13,
20). This may be due to the same conditions that male and
female students have caused similar opinions and demands.
In this study, the place of residence did not significantly
influence the perception of the learning environment,
unlike Hassanabadi's study at Rafsanjan University (19), in
which individuals living off-campus scored higher. High-
scoring positive items such as (I have good friends at the
university) and (My social life is good) are likely to
counterbalance the impact of negative factors such as
distance from family, feeling homesick, and problems with
living in a dormitory.

The results revealed the main problem facing the learning
environment to be the out of date, teacher-centered methods
that make for tedious and dull classes since students are
reluctant to participate and rather solely listen than engage
in discussions. In contrast, the enticing social atmosphere of
the school made one of the main strengths of the learning
environment.

The results regarding the perception of learning indicated
dissatisfaction with the teaching method among students.
The lowest score in learning perception was related to items
"the teaching is often stimulating" and "the teaching helps to
develop my confidence" and the highest score was related to
"the teaching is too teacher-centered. On this basis, the main
problem is an unattractive teaching method that prevents the
participation of students in teaching and leads to passivity in
the classroom, and reduces student's self-confidence. No
factors of educational level, gender, presence of other
doctors in the family, and place of residence influenced the
perception of learning in the current study.

The results of this study regarding the perception of teachers
indicated that students believe there is no constructive
student-teacher relationship to improve and resolve
problems despite the extensive knowledge of teachers. The
score in this area was lower than of the studies conducted in
two foreign colleges in India (16, 20) and higher than the
study of Al Ayed in Saudi Arabia and Hormozgan University
(4, 18).

The results of academic self-perceptions indicated that
students do not consider their education to be adequate in
preparing them for their future profession despite not being
worried about passing courses and proceeding to higher
levels. This result, while showing the lack of proper
education, also shows the incompetence of exams in
assessing students. Shahrekord students scored lower in this

and Hassanabadi's study in

area compared to the score obtained at the University of
Malaysia (20) and the University of Navi in India (16), but
higher than the study at the University of Saudi Arabia (4).
The score of perception of the educational atmosphere was
less than those of similar foreign studies in universities of
India (25.54) (20), and Malaysia (28.1) (21), and more than
the study in Saudi Arabia (21.3) (4). Being dissatistied with
the university schedule leading to academic failure and
stress, students were satisfied with the social atmosphere and
they were comfortable in the classroom.

The results regarding social self-perceptions indicated the
university to be insufficient in providing adequate support to
reduce stress. Nevertheless, the area of establishing friendly
and practical communication in the university has yielded
satisfactory results. The score on this topic proved to be less
than those of the studies conducted at Hormozgan university
(14.4) (18), two schools in India (14.32 and 14.32) (16, 20),
and in Malaysia (15.8) (21) and it was not affected by
analyzed variables.

Perception of the field of study with a score of 31.6/45
indicated semi-desirable perception which is relatively in line
with the studies in Isfahan and Neishabour(7, 9), them
choosing this academic field was not brought on by others,
and they were most likely to continue their education in
higher degrees. In this study the level of education and
marital status did not significantly influence perceptions
despite Qazvin University study (22).

While students at the universities of Qazvin (22) and Isfahan
(9) and clinical students at Jahrom University (23) perceived
their career prospects to fall short, these perceptions were
more optimistic among students in Neishabour (7). The
results regarding this area showed interest in the medical
field to be parallel with stress towards the future job market
in students.

This study showed a more positive perception of career
prospects in preclinical students compared to externs and
interns and in physiopathology students compared to interns
such as the study conducted at Neishabour University (7).
The less positive perception in clinical students was probably
due to more experience in the clinical setting and further
interactions with clinical professors and therefore obtaining
a more reliable estimate of the future and challenges of a
physician's career.

The positive correlation among the three variables of
learning environment, field of study and career prospects
indicated that enhancing the learning environment and
resolving the existing problems improves the perception of
the field of study, and career prospects. Positive perceptions
towards the field of study and the future career further
promoted positive viewpoints toward the learning
environment.
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