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When is debriefing used in WIL?

• Debriefing critical to WIL (Ferns, Russell, & Smith, 2015; Shinnick, 
Woo, Horwich, & Steadman; 2011).

• Experience is not enough – debriefing is “most valuable in producing 
gains in knowledge” (Shinnick et al., 2011, p. 109)

• Examples: particularly medicine/health sciences, business & 
management, engineering, teacher education, social work (e.g. 
Dufrene & Young 2013; Tannenbaum  & Cerasoli,  2013)
• Simulation exercises in medical  and  nursing training  (Levett-Jones & Lapkin, 

2014) 

• Debriefing sessions can be group / individual, occur during or after  
simulation, placement, or classroom based experiential learning 
activity



Benefits of debriefing in WIL

• Develop knowledge and skills incl. employability (Chronister & 
Brown, 2012; Ferns et al., 2015; Shinnick et al., 2011)

• Better learning , e.g. knowledge acquisition and retention (Chronister 
& Brown, 2012; Shinnick et al., 2011)

• Heightened perceptions of self-competence (Dufrene & Young, 2013)

• Attitudinal changes (Merryman, 2010);

• Transforming of tacit into explicit knowledge (Maynes et al., 2013);

• Process emotions (McKenzie, 2002; Regev et al., 2009).



Methods

▪ Qualitative research design

▪ Research questions:

▪ How do WIL practitioners conceptualise debriefing?

▪ What implications does this have for practice in WIL?

▪ Interviews with 35 WIL practitioners: university staff (n=30) and host 
supervisors (n=5)

▪ Diverse range of disciplines and professions, e.g. business, health 
sciences, community development, engineering and the humanities

▪ International sample: Australia (n=28), New Zealand (n=5), Canada 
(n=2)



What do you understand
by the term debriefing?

“to intentionally reflect upon something that happens in a guided, 
intentional structure with students” (Participant 5)

“you digest the experiences that you've had, and you ponder or reflect on 
it…..and then you think about the strengths, the opportunities that that 
experience gave you……it really directs your learning for the future” 
(Participant 18)

“they'll write …about their reflections…and they'll get some feedback….. 
that's where the questioning comes; to try and tease the depth out of it, 
rather than just keeping it at that surface level” (Participant 33





Role of Debriefer
Primary role: to guide, question, structure, coach and provide feedback.

Spectrum of concepts and behaviours: 

• open, guided debrief – intention is to help students delve deeper and reflect, 
but with no particular agenda or intended outcome, i.e., the facilitator is 
neutral; 

• specific guided debrief – intention is to help students delve deeper and 
reflect, but with particular learning outcomes or areas for discussion pre-
determined or chosen by the facilitator;

• feedback debrief – intention is to provide feedback, usually related to the 
student’s performance, as well as helping students delve deeper and reflect. 





So what does this mean?
• how much should be instructor-led versus 

student-led is a matter of contention (Kolbe et 
al., 2013) 

• these yield different outcomes (Kolbe et al. 
(2013)

• Instructor-led is more common (Stuhr & 
Sutherland, 2013)

• more instructor control might be appropriate 
for some purposes 

• lower-level involvement by debriefer might be 
appropriate to allow clients and students to 
draw their own conclusions, creating their 
own prescription for change (Fanning & Gaba 
2017)

Approach taken 
depends on

• context & purpose 

• debriefer’s view of 
their role in the 
process

• role of feedback



Conclusions

• No single agreed definition of debriefing, but there are many common 
elements – it is the ultimate shape-shifter

• Represents different approaches and philosophies

• Expand repertoire: learn new approaches and intentionally employ for 
particular outcomes

• How can we use debriefing to help students become autonomous 
learners? 
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Interactive: 
Differences between Debriefing and Reflection 

1. Reflection can become very introspective.  People can get actually stuck in 
themselves, whereas to me the debriefing promotes an outward focus.

2. Debriefing is to clarify information, clarify understanding, have information 
reinforced to you. The reflection is just a development of your own engagement 
when you reflect back on it…- I suppose reflection is more how did that make you 
feel?

3. Reflection tends to be a broader thinking and articulating the general learning of 
the process involved in the placement.  So often debriefing with us comes by way 
of something that is an issue or troubles them.

4. Debriefing would be more acute and reflection would be more - it allows some 
time to pass and then you would unpack

5. I think that the reflection is them reflecting on themselves, and then the 
debriefing is … going through the contents of their reflection with another person 
to get their opinion or to get a bit more information or something like that. Giving 
them feedback, yeah.


