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Abstract

Near-peer teaching (NPT) is as a valuable pedagogical approach in anatomical education, Keywords
enabling advanced students to facilitate the learning of junior peers. This qualitative exploratory near-peer
study investigates the experiences of postgraduate students as near-peer demonstrators within teaching (NPT),
the Division of Clinical Anatomy at Stellenbosch University. The aim was to explore how

. R - . anatom
engagement in NPT influences demonstrators’ understanding of human anatomy, teaching d t‘y
competencies and professional development. Using convenience sampling, ten current and educa 'Zn’
former demonstrators participated in focus group discussions. Data were transcribed and pos('jcgra uate

students,

thematically analysed to identify patterns in reflections and experiences. Four themes were
identified: (1) Improved understanding and retention of anatomical knowledge through €mployability,
repetitive teaching; (2) Enhanced professional development, particularly in communication skills ~ work-

and self-confidence; (3) Challenges associated with limited preparation, balancing academic integrated
responsibilities and managing student expectations; and (4) Influence of NPT on shaping learning,
professional identity and career direction. Participants reported that teaching experiences professional
deepened their anatomical insight and contributed to growth as future health professionalsand  development,
educators. By assuming teaching responsibilities, demonstrators develop core graduate g itative
attributes, including communication, leadership, adaptability and professional identity, which
constitute employability capital for various careers. This study highlights the reciprocal value of
NPT as a tool to enhance undergraduate learning, and as a catalyst for developing teaching
expertise and professional confidence. It recommends structured support frameworks,
including targeted pedagogical training for improved communication between faculty and
demonstrators. NPT can strengthen programme sustainability, support the alignment of training
with curricular goals, and help prepare demonstrators for diverse roles in clinical practice,
education and research.

research

Introduction

Peer-assisted learning (PAL) refers broadly to student-to-student educational interactions that
facilitate learning through collaboration and shared experiences (Topping, 1996). Near-peer teaching
(NPT), a specific form of PAL, involves more experienced students—typically postgraduate students—
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supporting undergraduate learners in mastering complex concepts (Evans & Cuffe, 2009; Sotgiu et al.,
2022). Unlike PAL, more generally, NPT is characterised by a deliberate difference in educational
experience between tutor and learner, with tutors usually being one or more years academically
senior (Khan et al.,, 2025). Within the Division of Clinical Anatomy at Stellenbosch University,
postgraduate anatomy demonstrators facilitate practical teaching sessions involving human
dissection, prosections and histology. Their role extends beyond delivering anatomical content to
providing hands-on guidance, simplifying complex concepts and fostering an interactive learning
environment that encourages discussion and collaboration (Evans & Cuffe, 2009; McGaghie et al.,
2009; Pintér et al., 2021). Throughout this paper, learners refer to undergraduate students, while near-
peer demonstrators refer to current and former postgraduate students who have served in this
teaching role.

NPT has become an increasingly valued educational strategy within health professions education
because it promotes active learning, peer engagement and collaborative knowledge construction
(Pintér et al., 2021). Previous research has consistently demonstrated benefits for undergraduate
learners, including improved knowledge acquisition, greater engagement, enhanced communication
and stronger critical thinking skills (McGaghie et al., 2009; Topping, 2005). In anatomy education
specifically, NPT creates a supportive learning environment in which learners often feel more
comfortable asking questions and discussing difficult concepts with near peers than with faculty
members (Orsini et al., 2022). Such environments reduce learner anxiety, encourage participation and
contribute to improved knowledge retention and academic performance while simultaneously
fostering interpersonal skills essential for future healthcare professionals (Orsini et al., 2022).

While the positive effects of NPT on undergraduate student outcomes, such as improved
understanding and retention of anatomical knowledge, are well documented, much less is known
about its impact on postgraduate demonstrators, with existing literature largely focusing on learners’
perspectives and leaving a clear gap in understanding the experiences and professional development
of near peer demonstrators themselves. (McGaghie et al., 2009). Orsini et al. (2022) examined the
benefits of NPT for demonstrators, including improved knowledge retention and the development of
transferable skills for future careers. However, their study primarily focused on the educational
environment and did not extensively explore how these experiences shape demonstrators’ academic
and professional trajectories across diverse educational systems.

Scholarship on graduate employability provides an important lens through which to interpret the
value of near-peer demonstrating. Yorke (2004) define employability as a set of achievements — skills,
understandings and personal attributes — that make graduates more likely to gain employment and
succeed thereafter. Within this framework, NPT roles offer postgraduate students structured
opportunities to develop precisely such attributes: communication, leadership, adaptability and an
emerging professional identity. Work-integrated learning (WIL) research similarly demonstrates that
students who engage in authentic, practice-based activities during their studies report higher levels
of career readiness and professional confidence (Jackson, 2015). Near-peer demonstrating constitutes
a form of WIL in which postgraduate students operate as practitioners-in-training, applying and
extending their disciplinary knowledge in professional-adjacent contexts. This perspective repositions
NPT not merely as a pedagogical support mechanism but as a vehicle for graduate employability
development within health professions education.

Building on Orsini et al.’s findings (2022), this study investigated the perceptions and experiences of
postgraduate students who have served as near-peer demonstrators in human anatomy at the
Division of Clinical Anatomy. It aimed to explore how NPT, as a form of WIL, impacts postgraduates’
understanding of anatomy, fosters their professional development and contributes to their
development of teaching skills and pedagogical knowledge. Through the development of these
disciplinary and transferable competencies, the study also examined how participation in NPT may
strengthen graduate employability. By addressing these dynamics, this research seeks to bridge the
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existing gap in literature on the impact of NPT on postgraduates while also providing insights that
could inform the design and optimisation of NPT programmes (Orsini et al., 2022).

This investigation is essential for tailoring educational strategies that benefit both learners and
demonstrators. Understanding the dual impact of NPT can enhance the academic experience for all
participants and support the development of demonstrators into well-rounded professionals.
Moreover, insights from this study have broader implications, including improving teaching quality,
refining curriculum design and fostering a vibrant academic community within medical education.

The primary research question guiding this study was: What are the perceptions and experiences of
current and former postgraduate students who have served as near-peer demonstrators in human
anatomy programmes? More specifically, the study examined how participation in NPT influenced
demonstrators' understanding of anatomy, professional development, teaching experiences and
employability through the development of transferable skills, including communication, leadership,
adaptability and reflective practice. Ultimately, the findings aim to inform the development of NPT
programmes that better support postgraduate students in their dual roles as educators and
developing professionals while strengthening NPT as a structured WIL experience within health
professions education.

Educational Context

Within the Division of Clinical Anatomy, postgraduate anatomy students are appointed on fixed term,
part-time contracts and receive remuneration for assisting with practical anatomy teaching across
several undergraduate health professions programmes. Medical students attend two three-hour
practical sessions per week during the second semester, Bachelor of Science students attend one two-
hour practical session per week, and occupational therapy, nursing, dietetics and physiotherapy
students generally attend a three-hour practical session every second week.

Demonstrators are allocated to practical sessions on a rotational basis by the demonstrator
coordinator. At the beginning of the academic year, learners are introduced to the demonstrators and
informed of their role in the practical classes. Demonstrators have access to the relevant practical
timetables and guides, allowing them to prepare for the content and activities planned for each
session. During practical sessions, demonstrators work alongside lecturers as facilitators of learning.
They guide students in identifying anatomical structures, explain anatomical concepts and
relationships, answer questions, encourage discussion and support participation in the practical
activities.

Materials and Methods

Study design

A qualitative exploratory study within the interpretive/constructivist paradigm was conducted to
explore the perceptions and tutoring experiences of postgraduate anatomy students who have served
as near-peer demonstrators. This study design is ideal for understanding complex phenomena of
demonstrators’ perspectives as it allows for in-depth exploration of their experiences, providing rich
and detailed data that quantitative methods may overlook (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Its flexibility in
data collection methods, such as focus group interviews, enables adaptation to participant responses,
fostering authentic insights. Additionally, this design promotes the development of themes directly
from the data itself, ensuring that findings are grounded in participants lived experiences (Creswell &
Poth, 2018).

To ensure rigour and transparency throughout, the study was conducted and reported in accordance
with the Standards for Reporting Qualitative Research (SRQR) (O'Brien et al., 2014), with systematic
attention to study design, participant selection, data collection, analysis, and ethical considerations.
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This study was approved by the Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences, Health Research Ethics
Committee (Ethics reference number: U24/04/317).

This research took place at the Division of Clinical Anatomy, Department of Biomedical Sciences
(BMRI), Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences (FMHS), Stellenbosch University, during 2024 and
focused on both current and past postgraduate students involved in Anatomy Demonstrator roles.

Participant recruitment

The study’s participant inclusion criteria required participants to be either current or former
postgraduate students who had served as Anatomy Demonstrators, with current demonstrators
actively registered in the Division of Clinical Anatomy and past demonstrators having participated
within the last ten years. Exclusion criteria stated that undergraduate (including honours) students
from the Division of Clinical Anatomy or other divisions were ineligible. The study population consisted
of two groups: present demonstrators currently registered in the Division of Clinical Anatomy (2024)
and past demonstrators who have served in this capacity within the last ten years (2013-2024).
Importantly, participation in this study was entirely voluntary, and participants did not receive any
additional financial compensation for participating in the research.

Recruitment was coordinated by the principal investigator (Pl), who contacted current anatomy
demonstrators via student email and reached former demonstrators through an electronic flyer
distributed through the Division of Clinical Anatomy’s Facebook Page. Convenience sampling was used
to recruit participants willing to share their experiences. Although this approach facilitated efficient
recruitment, it may have introduced selection bias, as individuals who volunteered may have had
more positive or more negative experiences than those who chose not to participate. Consequently,
the findings may not be generalisable to all anatomy demonstrators. Information pamphlets were
distributed to potential volunteers to ensure that they understood the study’s goal and their role in
it. Each participant provided written consent prior to participation, ensuring that they were fully
informed about the study's objectives, procedures and potential risks. The consent forms provided
assurances to participants about confidentiality and data protection.

Focus Group Interviews

Data collection involved focus group style interview sessions designed to gather comprehensive and
measurable insights and allowed for comparative analysis across both sessions. Each focus group
session lasted between 60 to 90 minutes. For the current demonstrators, an in-person focus group
interview was conducted in a soundproof room and for the previous demonstrators, a virtual focus
group interview was held on Microsoft Teams™, with four to six participants present in each focus
group session. Participants were asked a series of standardised questions based on research by Orsini
et al. (2022). The questions from Orsini et al.’s study served as a foundational framework for
discussion; however, each question was adapted to suit the specific focus group — former or current
demonstrators. Additionally, follow-up questions emerged organically during the focus group
sessions, allowing for a deeper exploration of participants’ experiences.

To ensure confidentiality and anonymity, all data collected was handled in accordance with the
Protection of Personal Information Act (POPIA) and institutional ethical guidelines. Participants were
assigned unique identifiers to protect their identities, and any identifying information was removed
from transcripts and reports. Furthermore, data were stored securely with restricted access to
maintain privacy.

The focus group schedule is provided in the Additional Information section. Each focus group session
consisted of four to six participants, with the PI acting as the interviewer. To ensure unbiased
facilitation, a research team member served as the moderator during each session. The moderator
was trained to foster equal participation and maintain the flow of the discussion. This training included
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techniques for creating an inclusive environment, managing group dynamics, and employing active
listening to validate participants’ contributions.

To minimise bias, the Pl used neutral language and avoided leading questions that could influence
participants’ responses. The Pl was also trained to recognise and manage personal biases, ensuring a
neutral stance throughout the discussions. This approach helped create a safe space where
participants felt comfortable sharing their thoughts and experiences. During the sessions, the
moderator worked closely with the Pl to encourage quieter participants to share their opinions,
ensuring all voices were heard. The moderator also used strategies like paraphrasing participants’
comments to clarify understanding and prompt further discussion without steering the conversation.
Focus group data were recorded using voice memos on Microsoft Teams™ and transcribed with
Turboscribe™ transcription software.

Data Analysis

Upon completion of both focus groups, thematic analysis was conducted following Creswell’s (2014)
six-step qualitative data analysis process, which provided a structured and systematic framework
appropriate for our qualitative exploratory design. The process began with organising and preparing
the data by transcribing the recorded interviews. The Pl then read the transcripts thoroughly to
become familiar with the content and context of the discussions. The transcripts were then
systematically coded using an inductive approach, allowing themes to be identified directly from the
data (Creswell, 2014). For example, when multiple participants mentioned challenges related to
communication, a code labelled ‘communication barriers’ was created. Each segment of text was
assigned one or more codes that captured its essence. More specifically, coding proceeded in two
phases. In the first (open coding) phase, the Pl assigned descriptive labels to discrete units of meaning:
for example, passages in which participants described explaining concepts repeatedly were coded
‘repetitive teaching’, while passages describing nervousness before sessions were coded ‘initial
anxiety’. In the second (focused coding) phase, codes with shared conceptual properties were grouped
into provisional categories; for instance, codes such as ‘repetitive teaching’, ‘active revision’ and
‘knowledge refreshment’ were aggregated under the broader category ‘knowledge deepening
through teaching’. Provisional categories were then compared axially to identify overarching themes
and their internal relationships. As a validity check, the full research team independently reviewed a
random 20% sample of coded extracts against the identified themes to confirm consistency before
the thematic structure was finalised.

After coding, the Pl categorised related codes into broader themes. These identified themes were
presented in a coherent narrative format, supported by direct participant quotations to highlight key
points. The outcomes were analysed, with the Pl reflecting on their implications for medical education
practices, aiming to provide actionable insights to enhance NPT programmes in anatomy education.

To minimise bias, the entire research team participated in the coding process, ensuring multiple
perspectives in theme identification. Regular meetings and electronic communication were used to
resolve disagreements and ensure consensus. The research team recognised that their diverse
backgrounds and professional roles may have shaped their interpretations of the findings. The PI, an
Honours student in anatomy, conducted most of the data collection and initial analysis, providing a
unique perspective as a near-peer demonstrator. The other two authors, lecturers in the Division of
Clinical Anatomy, contributed their expertise in anatomy education and NPT, which may have
influenced their interpretations. Additionally, an external research team member from the University
of Namibia provided an outside perspective, enriching the analysis. This collaborative approach
balanced perspectives and enhanced the credibility of the findings.

To ensure reliability, an intercoder agreement was established, with the authors independently coding
a subset of the data. Discrepancies were discussed, improving consistency and reliability in theme
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identification. Regular team discussions also helped clarify coding criteria and ensured diverse
perspectives were considered.

The influence of the researchers’ positionality was critically reflected upon during data interpretation
through two complementary practices. The PI maintained a reflective journal throughout the research
process, documenting personal background, experiences, and potential biases to promote self-
awareness and transparency. In addition, all four researchers engaged in regular group debrief
discussions, during which interpretations were collectively examined and positionality openly
interrogated to minimise undue influence on the findings.

Results

Ten participants volunteered to take part in the study. Seven of the participants were current
postgraduate students and the remaining three were graduates. Importantly, all seven current
demonstrators in the Division of Clinical Anatomy participated in the study, resulting in a 100%
response rate for this group. This full inclusion ensured a comprehensive representation of the
experiences and perspectives of active demonstrators. However, only three past demonstrators were
successfully recruited, limiting the breadth of insights from this subgroup. Despite this, the data
provided by the past demonstrators offered valuable reflections on the longer-term impacts and
graduate employability of their NPT experiences. These combined contributions strengthened the
study’s findings, providing a well-rounded exploration of NPT within the division.

Participants were identified by their participant number and type of focus group they participated in
(e.g., P1FG1 for participant one, focus group one). Table 1 categorises the participants based on their
focus group, providing information about their occupation and roles in the context of the study.

Table 1: Participant Identifier Codes

Participant Focus Group Student or Occupation Participant
identifier

P1 FG1 Postgraduate Anatomy Student P1FG1

P2 FG1 Postgraduate Anatomy Student P2FG1

P3 FG1 Postgraduate Anatomy Student P3FG1

P4 FG1 Postgraduate Anatomy Student P4FG1

P5 FG1 Postgraduate Anatomy Student P5FG1

P6 FG1 Postgraduate Anatomy Student P6FG1

P1 FG2 Involved in marketing, journal editing and | P1FG2
business owner

P2 FG2 Medical Education Specialist P2FG2

P3 FG2 Postgraduate Anatomy Student P3FG2

P4 FG2 1st year medical student (Former postgraduate | P4FG2
student)

The thematic analysis of the transcribed material developed four major themes and nine sub- themes.
The data generated across both focus group discussions was considered sufficient to construct a rich
and meaningful thematic analysis, with the findings reflecting the depth and complexity of
participants’ experiences rather than an exhaustive account of all possible perspectives (Braun &
Clarke, 2021; Morse, 2015). Table 2 displays the four themes and sub-themes derived from
participants’ responses. Italicised responses from the participants are included in the results as well.
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Table 2: Main themes and subthemes

Themes Subthemes

1. Enhanced understanding in human anatomy | e Learning through repetition
e Knowledge refreshment
2. Professional development and confidence | ¢ Communication and public speaking

building e Confidence through responsibility
3. Challenges in NPT e Preparation and support issues

e Balancing responsibilities
4. Impact on professional trajectory e Impact on career development

e Skills transferability
e Building professional networks

Theme 1: Enhanced understanding in human anatomy

This theme highlights the impact of serving as a demonstrator on postgraduate students’ anatomical
knowledge and understanding and is divided into two subthemes: Learning through repetition and
Knowledge refreshment. These subthemes are used to illustrate how the repetitive and active nature
of anatomy instruction enhanced the demonstrators’ grasp and retention of complex anatomical
concepts, enabling them to effectively teach these concepts to their peers.

Learning through repetition

Participants described repeated teaching as a key mechanism for strengthening their anatomical
knowledge. Revisiting concepts through teaching reinforced learning, highlighted gaps in
understanding and improved confidence in explaining anatomical content. As P2FG2 explained,
repeatedly teaching anatomical concepts strengthened their own learning, while P1FG2 reflected on
how teaching highlighted forgotten knowledge and reinforced understanding over time. P5FG1
similarly emphasised that repeatedly explaining the same concept to different students further
consolidated their own learning.

I think the repetition was really helpful for my own learning. | saw the value in doing that. (P2FG2)

When | became a demonstrator myself, | realised there is so much to still know. And also,
knowledge leaves. Knowledge comes back. Repetition helps. Teaching, it helps. (P1FG2)

You have to explain the same thing in three different ways to ten different people. (P5FG1)

These findings suggest that repeated teaching reinforced anatomical knowledge by encouraging
continual revision, reflection and deeper understanding.

Knowledge refreshment

Participants described demonstrating as an ongoing process of knowledge revision. Regular
preparation for teaching sessions encouraged continual engagement with anatomical content and
helped maintain confidence in explaining complex concepts. For example, P3FG1 explained that
teaching required regular revision to maintain anatomical knowledge, while P1FG2 described how
initial uncertainty gradually gave way to greater confidence as repeated teaching reinforced their
understanding.

If I don’t demonstrate then | don’t remember anything. So, it does force you to actually revise all
of your anatomy knowledge. (P3FG1)

So, on the first day of the dissection, you find that you are rusty with the knowledge. But then over
time, you become more confident (P1FG2)

Loganathan, M. et al. (2026). Near-Peer Teaching in Human Anatomy: Perspectives from Anatomy Demonstrators. Journal of Teaching
and Learning for Graduate Employability, 17(1), 138-155. 144



These findings suggest that demonstrating promoted continual knowledge revision, reinforcing both
participants' anatomical understanding and confidence in teaching the subject.

Theme 2: Professional development and confidence building

This theme highlights the impact of NPT on postgraduate students’ professional skills and confidence
and is divided into two subthemes: Communication and public speaking and Confidence through
responsibility. These subthemes illustrate how teaching their peers enhanced demonstrators’
communication skills, public speaking abilities and overall professional confidence.

Communication and public speaking

Participants reported that demonstrating strengthened their communication and public speaking
skills. Teaching peers required them to adapt explanations to different learning needs while increasing
their confidence in presenting complex anatomical concepts. P1FG2 highlighted the value of
communicating with learners from different backgrounds, P3FG2 explained how teaching anatomy
strengthened communication within an academic setting, and P1FG2 further reflected on how these
experiences improved overall confidence when speaking in front of others.

You learn how to communicate with people of all levels, and that definitely manifests even in daily
life. (P1FG2)

I learned how to communicate better, especially in anatomy. It helped me accelerate that process
as an aspiring lecturer. (P3FG2)

It helped with your confidence, and | saw how that was beneficial to me overall in terms of public
speaking. (P1FG2)

These findings demonstrate that demonstrating fostered communication and public speaking skills
that participants perceived as valuable for their future professional practice and graduate
employability.

Confidence through responsibility

Participants associated the responsibility of demonstrating with increased professional confidence.
Managing teaching sessions and responding to students' questions encouraged greater self-
confidence and preparedness for future professional roles. P3FG1l reflected on becoming
progressively more comfortable speaking in front of groups, while P1FG2 explained that confidence
developed naturally through repeated teaching and growing familiarity with the anatomical content.

It definitely increases your confidence. Just looking at when | first started versus now, if a lecturer
would have given me the mic to make an announcement, I'd be like, oh, no, thank you. But now
you get used to it and you do build the confidence. (P3FG1)

Teaching it helps. So, on the first day of the dissection, you find that you are rusty with knowledge.
But then over time you become more confident. (P1FG2)

Overall, participants perceived the responsibility of demonstrating as an important contributor to
their professional confidence and development.

Theme 3: Challenges in NPT

This theme explores the problems and obstacles encountered by postgraduate students working as
demonstrators and is separated into two subthemes: Preparation and support issues and Balancing
responsibilities. These subthemes emphasise the difficulties associated with insufficient preparation,
a lack of support and juggling academic and teaching commitments.
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Preparation and support issues

Participants identified insufficient preparation and communication from lecturers as important
challenges. They described feeling underprepared for teaching sessions and emphasised the need for
clearer expectations and greater support. For example, P5FG1 explained that inadequate
communication often left demonstrators feeling unprepared, while P3FG2 contrasted this experience
with demonstrators who had clearer guidance and consequently found preparation easier.

Sometimes lecturers wouldn’t communicate with us, and that led to feeling unprepared. (P5FG1)

...I think in terms of preparation, in that regard, maybe it became easier for them to prepare
because they knew exactly what they were going to do. Whereas for us coming in, it was a bit
more like you're not sure what’s going to happen. So, because of that reason, then it made it a
little bit more complicated to prepare. (P3FG2)

These findings indicate that participants associated clearer preparation, communication and support
with feeling better prepared for their teaching responsibilities.

Balancing responsibilities

Participants described balancing academic responsibilities with demonstrating as challenging. They
highlighted the importance of adaptability, teamwork and effective time management to manage
competing demands. P6FG1 described the need to continually adapt to changing circumstances during
teaching sessions, while P1FG2 highlighted the importance of flexibility when unexpectedly covering
additional teaching responsibilities.

Sometimes you must chop and change every two seconds. | think teamwork also comes in with
that. (P6FG1)

You have to be adaptable. Sometimes you step into a session not even scheduled for you. (P1FG2)

Together, these findings show that participants relied on adaptability, teamwork and flexibility to
manage competing teaching and academic responsibilities.

These subthemes highlight the considerable challenges for near-peer demonstrators. Rather than
representing purely logistical barriers, these challenges highlight structural gaps in the design of NPT
as a WIL experience. The absence of formal preparation and support may limit the extent to which
students can fully benefit from the employability-enhancing potential of the role.

Theme 4: Impact on professional trajectory

This theme explores how serving as near-peer demonstrators played a crucial role in shaping the
professional development and graduate employability of the past demonstrators. It opened career
opportunities and enhanced essential skills that directly contributed to their career paths, particularly
in academia, teaching and healthcare-related fields.

Impact on career development

Former demonstrators described the NPT experience as influential in shaping their career choices by
providing teaching experience and opening professional opportunities. P3FG2 explained that the skills
developed through teaching contributed directly to subsequent employment opportunities, while
P2FG2 reflected that the demonstrator role helped reveal an interest in teaching that ultimately
became a central component of their career.

Teaching anatomy gave me relevant skills. It helped me get jobs, and | now focus on teaching as
part of my career. (P3FG2)

The Demi (demonstrator) experience really helped me find a teaching role. | didn’t realise I liked

teaching until | was a demi. Now it’s a significant part of my career. (P2FG2)
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These findings indicate that participants viewed demonstrating as an important influence on their
career development and professional aspirations.

Skills transferability

Participants reported that communication, teaching and leadership skills developed through
demonstrating transferred readily to subsequent professional roles and enhanced their employability.
Participants further emphasised that the skills acquired through demonstrating extended well beyond
anatomy education. P2FG2 explained how prior teaching experience strengthened later job
applications, while P3FG2 described how clear communication and teaching skills continued to
support their current professional role.

The skills | learned as a demonstrator were invaluable when | applied for a teaching role. | could
showcase my experience and confidence in working with students, which really set me apart.
(P2FG2)

The ability to teach and explain things clearly has definitely helped me in my current job. I've
moved more into a role where teaching is central to my work. (P3FG2)

Participants perceived the skills developed through demonstrating as transferable to a range of
professional contexts beyond anatomy education.

Building professional networks

Participants also highlighted the value of the professional networks established through
demonstrating, which supported future career opportunities and professional development. P2FG2
described how these networks created opportunities for future employment, while P1FG2 similarly
reflected on the importance of building professional contacts that continued to benefit their career
development.

I realised that all of the jobs that | got after a postgrad student and while | was a postgrad student
was through that network, which was very fortunate. There's a lot of opportunities that comes
from building those colleagues and those relationships. And | think that that shouldn't be
undervalued. (P2FG2)

| think it definitely helped me as an individual build my contacts and my network. (P1FG2)

Overall, participants viewed the professional relationships established through demonstrating as
valuable contributors to their ongoing career development and graduate employability.

Discussion

This study explored postgraduate anatomy demonstrators' experiences of NPT within a WIL context.
Four interrelated themes were developed, demonstrating that NPT supported disciplinary knowledge,
professional development and graduate employability while also highlighting organisational
challenges that may limit these benefits. Collectively, the findings suggest that NPT extends beyond a
teaching strategy, functioning as an authentic learning experience through which postgraduate
students develop transferable skills and professional identity.

Previous studies have demonstrated that NPT promotes active learning, peer collaboration and
academic achievement while fostering communication, teamwork and leadership skills (Glynn et al.,
2006; Hall et al., 2018; Orsini et al., 2022). The present findings build on this evidence by illustrating
how these educational benefits translate into broader graduate employability outcomes within an
anatomy WIL programme. At the same time, participants identified organisational challenges related
to preparation, support and workload, suggesting that the employability benefits of NPT depend not
only on participation but also on effective programme design.
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Although NPT falls within the broader PAL literature, the demonstrators in this study occupied a
distinct educational role. They were postgraduate students teaching academically junior learners
within a formal, remunerated anatomy programme and worked alongside faculty during practical
teaching. The findings therefore extend NPT scholarship by showing how the near peer teacher role
may contribute not only to reciprocal learning, but also to the professional development,
employability and career direction of the demonstrators themselves.

Enhanced understanding of human anatomy

The results gathered after the completion of both focus group interview sessions show that the subject
of improved comprehension of human anatomy arose strongly from participants’ experiences.
Participants noted that repeated teaching sessions enhanced their understanding of anatomical
topics. This finding is consistent with previous research done by Roediger and Butler (2011) that
emphasises the impact of repetition in solidifying learning. Furthermore, research conducted by
Carpenter et al. (2022) has demonstrated that well-established cognitive theories, such as retrieval
practice and spaced repetition, emphasises the recalling of information that strengthens memory
retention and comprehension. Teaching others has been found to strengthen one’s own
comprehension, a phenomenon supported by constructivist learning theory, which promotes active
participation in the learning process (Glynn et al., 2006). Participants reported that this repeated
involvement helped them find inadequacies in their knowledge, motivating more research and study.
This ongoing cycle of learning is essential in a complex discipline such as anatomy, where a thorough
understanding is essential for future clinical care (Widyahening et al., 2019).

Furthermore, the necessity to retain a current understanding of anatomical structures kept
participants interested in the material. The necessity to adequately explain concepts to peers
minimises learning stagnation. This active involvement not only strengthened their devotion to the
subject, but it also improved their general academic performance (Pintér et al., 2021). According to
research done by Glynn et al. (2006), peer-assisted learning environments promote deeper
engagement and critical thinking skills, both of which are required to master complicated disciplines
such as anatomy. The findings indicate that NPT generates an environment in which demonstrators
are not only educators, but also lifelong learners who are constantly upgrading their knowledge base.

Together, these findings suggest that repeated teaching encouraged demonstrators to engage in
continual retrieval and revision of anatomical knowledge, reinforcing both conceptual understanding
and long-term retention. This supports the view that NPT benefits not only learners but also
demonstrators through active engagement with disciplinary knowledge.

Professional development and confidence building

The second theme demonstrated that participants’ communication and public speaking skills
improved after serving as demonstrators. Participants reported significant gains in their ability to
effectively communicate difficult topics and alter their teaching techniques to fit varied learning
requirements. This adaptability is especially crucial in medical education, as students frequently come
from diverse backgrounds and with varying degrees of understanding (Hall et al., 2018). Additionally,
Ramani and Leinster (2008) demonstrated that effective communication is a vital competency for
healthcare practitioners; consequently, strengthening these abilities throughout NPT can have long-
term benefits beyond academics (Ramani & Leinster, 2008). Interestingly, the experience of adjusting
to diverse learners also mirrors clinical settings where healthcare professionals need to adapt their
explanations based on the patient’s background or condition (Zheng & Wang, 2022).

Moreover, the responsibility that comes with handling instructional tasks helped participants gain
confidence in their professional abilities. Participants recounted situations in which they had to take
on unexpected roles or face unexpected obstacles during sessions, which helped them gain
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Orsini et al. (2022) emphasising the relevance of experience learning in increasing student confidence.
In addition to this, Orsini et al. (2022) discovered that demonstrators reported higher self- efficacy
and preparation for future responsibilities because of their teaching experiences. By adopting these
responsibilities, participants not only improved their public speaking skills, but also gained a sense of
control over their learning and teaching processes.

Although participants generally reported increased confidence, these benefits are unlikely to be
experienced uniformly. Self-efficacy theory suggests that individuals with lower baseline confidence
may require additional support and constructive feedback to fully benefit from challenging teaching
experiences (Bandura, 1997). This reinforces the importance of structured supervision within NPT
programmes to ensure that demonstrating remains a positive developmental experience.

Challenges in NPT

Despite the benefits of NPT, participants encountered hurdles. A common criticism was a lack of
appropriate preparation and assistance from faculty members. This gap further reflects the
instructional issues faced with the NPT model design. Participants indicated emotions of
unpreparedness because of inadequate communication about teaching materials, which frequently
led to concern about delivering the subject properly. This conclusion underscores a significant gap in
the execution of NPT programmes and emphasises the fact that effective communication between
faculty and demonstrators is required to ensure that demonstrators feel prepared to teach (Durdn et
al., 2012).

Participants continuously pointed out the need for more specific expectations and resources to
properly prepare them for their duties as educators. In addition, Zheng and Wang (2022) underscores
that without adequate guidance, even initiative-taking demonstrators may struggle to manage the
dual responsibilities of teaching and their own studies, which can lead to decreased teaching quality
and an increase in stress levels.

Furthermore, participants struggled to balance academic obligations with teaching responsibilities.
This problem was exacerbated by a lack of formal training and assistance, which made it difficult for
them to manage both tasks effectively. Many participants reported feeling overwhelmed by the
responsibilities of their studies while still teaching. These problems highlight the importance of
established support systems within NPT programmes to assist demonstrators in efficiently managing
their dual roles. Previous research done by Spies et al. (2021) concurs with the findings of this study
and have found that without proper support mechanisms, demonstrators may endure significant
levels of stress and perform poorly.

These findings suggest that structured preparation, mentorship and regular feedback are essential to
maximise the educational value of NPT. Similar recommendations have been reported in previous NPT
studies (Orsini et al., 2022; Pintér et al., 2021).

The difficulties faced by demonstrators in managing multiple roles, dealing with insufficient
preparation, or facing lack of support can undermine their self-efficacy, especially if they perceive
these challenges as overwhelming. According to Self-Efficacy Theory (Bandura, 1997), individuals who
encounter challenges without proper support may feel their capabilities are limited, which can result
in lower motivation or increased stress. However, providing structured support and mentorship can
improve their confidence in their ability to overcome these challenges, leading to higher self-efficacy
(Bandura, 1997).

Impact on professional trajectory

This theme emphasises the role that NPT played in shaping participants' career prospects for the
former demonstrators enrolled in the study. The NPT experience not only opened doors to new career
opportunities but also allowed participants to develop skills that were crucial in their professional
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development and graduate employability. Whether by enhancing communication abilities, fostering
professional relationships or guiding participants toward new career directions, the NPT role played a
part in helping them secure positions and navigate their career paths (Evans & Cuffe, 2009). The ability
to convey complex information to diverse audiences is consistently identified as a priority graduate
attribute by health professions employers (Yorke, 2004). The demonstrator role, by placing
postgraduate students in a position of instructional responsibility, creates an authentic context in
which this attribute is developed through practice rather than simulation. This is consistent with
Jackson’s (2015) finding that students in work-integrated roles report stronger growth in
communication self-efficacy than peers in lecture-based programmes alone.

Two participants found that teaching anatomy refined their career aspirations, particularly in
academia and medical education, with some finding jobs directly because of their demonstrator
experience. The current findings align with Orsini et al. (2022), who highlighted that peer-assisted
teaching enhances both content mastery and an affinity for educational roles. Beyond career
direction, NPT strengthened essential skills such as communication, leadership and adaptability, which
are vital in diverse professional settings. Bandura’s self-efficacy theory further supports this,
emphasising that teaching roles boost confidence, making individuals more prepared for professional
responsibilities. Additionally, research by Glynn et al. (2006) and McGaghie et al. (2009) underscores
that peer-assisted learning enhances problem-solving and critical thinking, competencies essential in
healthcare and research careers. Consistent with previous peer assisted teaching research,
participants reported improved anatomical knowledge, communication skills and confidence (Glynn
et al., 2006; Hall et al., 2018; Orsini et al., 2022). However, the present study also identified longer
term outcomes, including professional networking, clearer career direction and employment
opportunities, which were less prominent in the studies cited above.

Moreover, NPT provided demonstrators with networking opportunities that facilitated job placements
and collaborations, facilitating career progression. This supports findings by Duran et al. (2012), who
noted that NPT fosters mentorship and professional engagement, creating pathways for career
advancement. However, challenges such as inadequate preparation and institutional support were
identified, highlighting the need for structured mentorship programmes and formalised teaching
certifications to maximise NPT’s benefits (Kruskie et al., 2023; Pintér et al., 2021). Even though these
experiences contributed to professional growth and identity, further research, particularly
longitudinal studies, could improve knowledge of the long-term career effects of NPT. By integrating
career development initiatives and improving faculty engagement, institutions can ensure that NPT
not only enhances student learning but also serves as a valuable steppingstone in professional
advancement (Khapre et al., 2021).

Taken together, the four themes suggest a developmental cycle that is consistent with both self-
efficacy theory and graduate employability frameworks. As demonstrators gain repeated mastery
experiences through teaching (Theme 1), their self-efficacy increases (Bandura, 1997), which in turn
supports the development of communication competence and professional confidence (Theme 2).
These transferable attributes constitute employability capital in the sense described by Yorke (2004):
achievements that make graduates more likely to succeed in competitive professional environments.
Theme 4 extends this further by showing that the NPT role also provides networking opportunities
and professional identity formation experiences that are characteristic of high-quality WIL (Jackson,
2015).

The challenges identified in Theme 3 — insufficient preparation, competing academic demands and
limited faculty support — are therefore not merely logistical concerns; they represent structural gaps
in the WIL design that, if unaddressed, may diminish the employability-enhancing potential of NPT.
Institutions seeking to maximise this potential should treat near-peer demonstrating not as an
informal support mechanism but as a formally recognised WIL component, with corresponding
support structures, training frameworks and acknowledgement in graduate profiles.
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The organisational challenges identified in this study also have implications for programme
sustainability. Previous work has shown that NPT programmes frequently rely on the intrinsic
motivation of demonstrators while offering limited formal institutional support (van de Mortel et al.,
2016; Zhu & Brennan, 2024). Although financial remuneration may contribute to programme
sustainability, evidence suggests that remuneration alone is insufficient. Clearly defined roles,
structured preparation, academic oversight and ongoing mentorship appear to be more important
determinants of successful NPT implementation (Leong et al., 2012).

Overall, the findings demonstrate that NPT represents considerably more than a teaching strategy
within anatomy education. When intentionally designed as a structured WIL experience, it provides
postgraduate students with opportunities to consolidate disciplinary knowledge, develop transferable
professional competencies and establish professional identities that extend beyond graduation.
Institutions wishing to maximise these benefits should therefore recognise NPT as an educational
strategy that simultaneously enhances student learning and graduate employability through
appropriate preparation, mentorship and institutional support.

Future implications

The findings of this study have important implications for the design and implementation of NPT
programmes in anatomy education. Institutions should establish clear communication channels
between faculty members and demonstrators, ensuring that expectations, responsibilities and
teaching materials are communicated well in advance to promote preparedness and confidence
(O’Shaughnessy, 2018). In addition, structured training in pedagogical principles, communication and
classroom management should be incorporated into demonstrator preparation to equip students with
the skills required for effective teaching (Frearson & Gale, 2017). In response to these findings,
compulsory peer training has since been introduced for all new and current demonstrators within the
Division. This self-paced online course requires approximately 16 notional hours and focuses on
general facilitation skills and techniques. The course complements discipline specific guidance,
practical teaching resources and regular consultation with lecturers.

The findings further support the implementation of formal mentorship programmes in which
experienced educators or senior demonstrators guide novice demonstrators throughout their
teaching experience. Such programmes could include mentorship in teaching practice, development
of teaching portfolios, maintenance of disciplinary knowledge and opportunities for professional
networking. Regular feedback, ongoing support and clearly defined learning objectives would further
strengthen demonstrators' teaching effectiveness, professional development and graduate
employability. Collectively, these initiatives have the potential to strengthen NPT as a structured WIL
experience that benefits both student learning and postgraduate professional development.
Institutions should therefore consider recognising near-peer demonstrating as a formal WIL
opportunity within postgraduate programmes, with clearly defined learning outcomes, structured
supervision and appropriate recognition of the professional competencies developed through the
role.

Limitations

This study was conducted within the Division of Clinical Anatomy at Stellenbosch University, which
may limit the transferability of the findings to other institutions, educational settings or disciplines. In
addition, the use of focus group interviews may have influenced participants' responses through group
dynamics, with some individuals potentially feeling reluctant to express views that differed from those
of their peers. Another limitation was the relatively small sample size of 10 participants. Although all
current near-peer demonstrators participated, only three former demonstrators were recruited,
limiting the diversity of perspectives regarding the longer-term influence of NPT on graduate
employability and career development. As with all qualitative research, the findings are subject to
potential researcher bias. To enhance trustworthiness, multiple members of the research team with
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qualitative research experience participated in the coding and thematic analysis, promoting critical
discussion and ensuring that interpretations remained grounded in the participants' accounts.
Researcher reflexivity was also maintained throughout the analytical process. One researcher (JMDW)
had previously participated in the WIL programme (2022-2024), providing valuable contextual
understanding while also requiring ongoing reflection on potential assumptions and preconceptions
during data analysis. Finally, the findings are based on participants' self-reported experiences and
perceptions and therefore do not provide an objective measure of the impact of NPT on postgraduate
students. Future research should include larger and more diverse samples and consider mixed
methods approaches incorporating objective outcome measures, such as teaching performance,
academic achievement and graduate employment outcomes, alongside participants' experiences.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that NPT extends beyond supporting undergraduate anatomy learning by
providing postgraduate demonstrators with an authentic WIL experience that fosters disciplinary
knowledge, communication, confidence and professional development. The findings suggest that
participation in NPT contributes to the development of transferable attributes associated with
graduate employability, while also shaping professional identity and career aspirations. To maximise
these benefits, NPT programmes should incorporate structured preparation, ongoing mentorship and
clear faculty support. Further research should explore the long-term impact of near-peer teaching on
graduate employability across different health professions education contexts.
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Appendix 1: Data collection tools - facilitated focus groups interview schedule

The focus group questions were adapted from Orsini et al. (2022):
. Welcome and thanks for participating.
. An overview of the topic.
e  Statement of the ground rules of the focus group, and assurance of confidentiality. Start recorder and

transcription.

Interview Schedule: Current Anatomy Demonstrators:

e Why did you decide to become a near-peer demonstrator?

e Can you elaborate on the differences in attitudes and preparation you observed among colleagues
who were not enrolled as near-peer demonstrators?

e What aspects of the near-peer teaching model in human anatomy education did you appreciate/enjoy
as a demonstrator before becoming one yourself?

. How do you view the near-peer teaching experience in the preclinical education pathway for early
years medical and undergraduate students?

e What strengths did you identify in the near-peer teaching model?
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. How did the near-peer teaching experience contribute (positive or negative) to the development of
your team- working, organizational, communication, problem-solving, planning, and technical skills?

. In what ways did the opportunity to constantly revise anatomy through near-peer teaching help
improve your academic performance?

. How did the near-peer teaching experience contribute to your self-confidence?
. How did the near-peer teaching experience shape your approach to your degree course?

. How do you perceive cadaver dissection as a learning tool in both undergraduate and postgraduate
medical education?

. In what ways does cadaver dissection serve as a tool in shaping professional and ethical values?
. Can you share how near-peer teaching experience influenced your perception towards body donation

for medical education and scientific purposes?

Former Anatomy Demonstrators, extra questions:

. All former anatomy demonstrators will be asked the same questions as the current anatomy
demonstrators, with the addition of the following questions:

. What is your current occupation?

. Could you describe the role that the near-peer tutoring experience (positive or negative) has played in
your professional career?
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