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Background: The “Diagnostic Challenge” (DC) is a multidisciplinary, case based program designed to
improve clinical reasoning skills. The program builds on a student’s foundational knowledge by inspiring
them to apply what they have learned to relevant clinical scenarios that they may face during their fourth
year rotations and eventually in practice. The DC relies on the situated learning theory, where learning
occurs in a social context to solve a case through collaborating with peers, experts that serve as facilitators,
and simulated clients. These interactions and learning environments all influence the learning outcomes.
Purpose: To qualitatively explore the students’ perceptions of how a social learning process (DC) has
influenced their learning and professional development.
Method: Washington State University College of Veterinary Medicine (CVM) students in Fall, Year 2
(~130 per year) are required to participate in a DC twice during the Fall semester. The program began in
1991 and has grown significantly since then. Participants are invited to complete an evaluation of the
program at the conclusion of each DC to gather their perceptions on the value, learning experience,
communication, feedback process, and social learning aspects. Program evaluation data from 2012-2018
were analyzed using thematic analysis.
Results: The key positive themes identified included: clinical reason and decision-making (problem
solving), communication, collaboration, guided learning, and professional identity. After participating in the
DCs, students self-reported that the most influential skills gained were their clinical reasoning and
interpersonal skills.
Conclusion: The DC served as a social learning strategy, with the potential to further develop the learning
processes through social interactions between the students, facilitators, and simulated clients. By
incorporating an active learning environment for the students, knowledge can developed at a higher level of
thinking, and provide an increased experience in critical reasoning and interpersonal skills. Importantly the
DC occurs early in the DVM curriculum (Fall, Y2), instead of a capstone experience.
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