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Creating an optimal learning environ-
ment for medical students studying 
psychiatry is essential for their growth 

and development. Over the last 25 years, I 
have worked with hundreds of medical stu-
dents in a busy urban emergency department 
(ED), and I have developed a style that has 
worked well for them and for me. A support-
ive, engaging atmosphere can significantly 
enhance students’ understanding of psy-
chiatric conditions, therapeutic approaches, 
and patient care. To ensure a productive 
and inspiring learning experience, educators 
should consider several key factors.

The educators
Faculty physicians should invest themselves 
in the students’ individual growth and aspi-
rations by providing personalized guid-
ance that caters to each student’s goals and 
challenges.1 Educators must also embody 
a passion for psychiatry. I’ve found that 
integrating a lighthearted and humorous 
approach to my teaching style can relieve 
stress and enhance learning. I’ve also found 
it crucial to demonstrate empathy and effec-
tive communication skills that students can 
emulate in their professional development.2 
Encourage students to take an active role in 
their learning process by engaging in clinical 

discussions and decision-making. Lastly, 
providing regular assessments and construc-
tive feedback in a supportive manner allows 
students to better understand their strengths 
and weaknesses, and to continually improve 
their knowledge and skills.3

The students
Encourage students to fully express their 
unique personalities, perspectives, and learn-
ing styles. This diversity can fuel creativity 
and promote an atmosphere of inclusivity 
and enhanced learning. Teach students to 
recognize the value in each patient encoun-
ter, because each offers a unique opportunity 
to deepen their understanding of psychiatric 
conditions.4 Instead of being mere observ-
ers, students should actively participate in 
their education by involving themselves in 
clinical discussions, treatment planning, and 
decision-making.

The environment
A supportive, inclusive learning environ-
ment should foster diversity, inclusivity, 
and collaborative learning by creating an 
engaging atmosphere in which students 
can express themselves. In my experience, 
a sense of relaxed focus can help alleviate 
stress and enhance creativity. Emphasize a 
patient-centered approach to instill empathy 
and compassion in students and enrich their 
understanding of psychiatric conditions.4

The peers
Encourage students to engage in peer feed-
back, which will provide their fellow trainees 
additional perspective on their performance 
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and offer an avenue for constructive criticism 
and improvement.3 Promoting collaborative 
learning will foster a sense of camaraderie, 
help students share their diverse perspec-
tives, and enhance the learning experience. 
Peers also play a crucial role in reinforcing 
positive behaviors and attitudes.

My extensive experience educating med-
ical students studying psychiatry in a busy 
ED has taught me that creating an excep-
tional learning environment requires under-
standing the role of educators, students, the 
environment, and peers. By implementing 
these principles, educators can contrib-
ute to their students’ professional growth, 

equipping them with the skills and mindset 
necessary to become a compassionate, com-
petent, effective physician.
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