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Fostering a Learning Culture that Supports a Trainee’s Wellness
by Lynn Reede, DNP, MBA, CRNA, FNAP
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Personal and professional wellness are the 
foundation of vigilant and safe perioperative 
practice and patient care. The pandemic’s 
impact on health care providers' overall health 
and well-being are evidenced by increased 
rates of burnout, depression, substance use, 
and suicide that threaten the providers’ ability 
to  provide safe and optimal patient care.1 It 
requires a comprehensive strategy to imple-
ment and sustain a positive organizational and 
learning culture to foster clinician and trainee or 
learner well-being. 

Imagine for a moment that you are a trainee, 
student, or learner from one of the many peri-
operative professions entering some phase of 
care to begin your clinical experience. As a 
trainee now or when you were a trainee, you 
are entering a place where your only experi-
ence, other than reading about your chosen 
profession and perhaps shadowing for a few 
hours, might be a place where you or your 
family or friends have had a procedure that was 
filled with many unknowns. Now you are enter-
ing a very complex system grounded in science 
and policy with many professional languages, 
traditions, and standards of care. As a trainee, 
you may be concerned about how you will be 
perceived. You hope to be perfect and realize 
that in the end perfection and “looking good” is 
just not possible. You may internalize the follow-
ing questions: Will your faculty have time or 
interest to connect what you have learned in 
the classroom and simulation lab with actual 
practice? Who will partner with you and how will 
you be supported for your personal safety and 
wellness so that you can learn without harming 
your patient or yourself? Additionally, many first 
days occur across a health care education pro-
gram with changing faculty, teams, specialty rota-
tions, and new facilities each with their own 
learning culture or environment making self-effi-
cacy and confidence even more challenging. 

The perioperative period has a culture of its 
own that is influenced by the organizational cul-
ture and subcultures of the professions that 
have unique languages and customs.2,3 The 
trainee, student, or learner is seeking a physical 
and psychological environment with an educa-
tional tone that welcomes them and supports 
their learning, when in fact they may be faced 
with some preceptors or clinical faculty who will 
make the learning process very difficult and 
uncomfortable.4  Medical students who experi-
enced negative faculty role modeling during 
their training were at higher risk of developing 
burnout.5 In addition, medical students were at 

higher risk of depression and burnout if faculty 
members were perceived to have high demands 
with little support, did not support student auton-
omy, and were hostile or harassing. Students 
who experienced faculty who made education 
their priority were at lower risk of developing 
burnout.5 In a recent study,  student registered 
nurse anesthetists (SRNAs) shared that balanc-
ing the demands of the rigorous anesthesia and 
DNP curriculum and their well-being was not 
appreciated by some clinical faculty, increasing 
stress and anxiety. The students suggested that 
a supportive and genuine relationship with certi-
fied registered nurse anesthetist clinical site 
coordinator(s) improved well-being.6 

The learning environment or culture has four 
interactive and overlapping components which 
are the personal, social, organizational, and 
physical/ virtual as described in Figure 1.7 When 
considering these four overlapping and interac-
tive components of the learning environment, it 
becomes evident that the trainee’s experience 
and perception of themselves in the learning 
environment and culture can impact their well-
ness. The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted the 

learning environment and interrupted required 
clinical experiences, as well as how all care is 
delivered. The pandemic turned the health 
system on its head, placing clinicians and train-
ees in the position of changed roles with little 
clarity of what success looked like and no sign 
of normalcy returning with surge after surge 
that increased burnout characterized by high 
emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and 
low sense of personal accomplishment.8 In the 
2019 National Academies of Sciences, Engi-
neering and Medicine (NASEM) Taking Action 
Against Clinician Burnout Consensus Study 
Report, the Committee found that clinicians 
who are experiencing burnout, defined as emo-
tional exhaustion, depersonalization, and loss 
of professional efficacy, are poor teachers and 
role models who can disrupt the learning envi-
ronment.8

Much has been said about the trainee 
taking care of themselves. Indeed, regular 
exercise with proper diet and sleep are foun-
dational to everyone’s wellness, but is it 
enough? When you are engaged in rigorous 

Figure 1: Learning environment interactive components.7  Used with permission by MedEdPublish.
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Trainee Wellness: Vital For Our Profession's Future

didactic learning that must be linked to skills, 
techniques, complex communication, and 
critical thinking of an autonomous health care 
provider, you may need a bit more to be well.  
A trainee’s early perception of themselves and 
their learning environment are often fixed in 
their mindset and can be very black and white—
be perfect and look good to others or you are a 
failure.9 The fixed mindset does not support 
learning or resilience necessary for successful 
and safe health care practice. Over and over 
again, throughout an education or training pro-
gram, the faculty and health care team have 
opportunities to foster the learning culture that 
is safe for the learner to move from the fixed to 
growth mindset.9-11 The growth mindset pro-
vides the trainee with a frame of reference; per-
mission if you will, to learn from challenges, 
feedback, and mistakes.9-11 In an effective learn-
ing culture, faculty and students are able to plan 
for a successful learning day by creating clear, 
measurable goals to create a timely feedback 
loop during the clinical day to assess under-
standing and at the end of the time together. 
This feedback can identify successes, ques-
tions to be answered from the literature and 
text, and what learning goals are next.5 The stu-
dent who is resilient and possesses grit is well 
and confident to seek difficult, challenging 
learning experiences when the faculty and cul-
ture are aligned in a positive learning culture. 
These students will also know when to ask for 
help for personal and patient safety.    

Fostering a learning culture for trainee or 
learner wellness uses strategies that promote 
well-being, empathy, and the learning experi-
ence linking the learner, faculty, and culture to 
create community, eliminate mistreatment, 
address misperceptions with conversation, 
continuously improve the learning experience, 
foster a growth mindset in learners and faculty, 
and finally mitigate stigma of seeking help 
(Table 1).5,7,11 Our trainees, no matter their profes-
sion, are our future. Investing across our organi-
zations to foster an interprofessional learning 

culture and environment will pay dividends in 
attracting and retaining engaged professionals, 
and will also improve the wellness of our train-
ees to be vigilant, engaged health care provid-
ers focused on patient and provider safety.12  
The health care organization has the opportu-
nity to include learners and staff in anonymous 
surveys to assess organizational culture and 
learning culture effectiveness, as well as impact 
on wellness, burnout, and learning.7,12 Beyond 
the clinical site, social activities arranged out-
side of didactic and clinical time allow students 
to connect with each other to improve the edu-
cation experience.6 Wellness days during the 
education program promote work-life balance.6 
Clinical faculty and perioperative team mem-
bers have an opportunity to connect with stu-
dents to foster them into their professional role 
through inclusion in team conversations and 
communications, education and quality 
improvement activities, birthday and other cel-
ebrations, and social gatherings outside of the 
clinical site. Being part of a community which 
genuinely connects with the student as a 
person will provide the students with a safe 
place to learn and grow to be well. 

Educating and mentoring our trainees, stu-
dents, and learners in a healthy and well learn-
ing environment is a complex and critical issue.8 
It demands our attention and commitment to 
monitor our students, culture, metrics, and our-
selves for wellness linked with safety and, most 
of all, to ask our trainees, are you OK? Then we 
should continue to support the future of health 
care, our learners, for continued wellness or 
guide the learner to resources to gain wellness 
for their own and patient’s safety.13 
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Table 1: Learning Culture8

Learning Culture Connects Everyone for Learner Wellness & Safety

Learner •	 Create community for & between students
•	 Eliminate mistreatment
•	 Address misperceptions with conversation
•	 Continuously improve the learning experience
•	 Foster growth mindset in learners and faculty
•	 Mitigate stigma of seeking help
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