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Abstract

Background 

A proportion of medical students each year fail their final assessments. While processes for 
resitting vary between medical schools, some are required to resit their entire final year. 
However, little is known about their experience of this (Patel, 2011). 

The work aimed to explore the experience of failing the medical degree final examination in 
the context of relevant theoretical models and to derive a theory that described the experience 
and could be used to understand and support students who fail in the future.

Summary of work

A modified grounded theory approach explored how failing medical finals affected students 
and graduates from one medical school in the UK (Charmez, 2006)  The project drew on 
theories of self-esteem and professional identity to examine the phenomena. 

Eighteen interviews at three time points were completed to explore the experience of resitting 
and the data analysed using a thematic data analysis strategy.

Results

It was clear from the data that the students went through a series of stages of adverse affective 
response, moving from shock and frustration to anger and then sadness. 

As the students re-started the year they experienced feelings of stupidity, a sense of 
boredom  and then significant anxiety as they approached finals for the second time knowing 
if they failed they would not become doctors. 

However, many participants were able to process through these and tried to see the positive in 
the re-sitting year. This had positive effects on identity and self-esteem and led to a better sense 
of preparedness to be a doctor.   

This work postulates the experience as an ‘academic adjustment disorder’ (APA 2013). 



Discussion 

Viewing the experience as an adjustment disorder, from which students can nevertheless 
emerge with benefits for their ongoing education and professional development, provides new 
ways of approaching the processes for supporting students who fail.
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