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BACKGROUND: Clinical preceptors in respiratory therapy (RT) are expected to possess effective
teaching skills and qualities that signify their knowledge, expertise, and professionalism. Thus, it is
important to determine which teaching characteristics are effective among RT clinical preceptors
from the administrators’ perspective as well as the predictors for the administrators’ decisions.
METHODS: A cross-sectional survey study of RT administrators was conducted in hospitals in a
major southeastern metropolitan area in the United States. We used the modified version of the
Effective Clinical Instructor Characteristics Inventory, which consists of 35 questions that cover
3 main domains: professional competence (15 questions), relationship with the students (8 ques-
tions), and personal attributes (12 questions); questions were answered according to a 5-point
Likert scale (ranging from 1 to 5). Multiple linear regression analysis was used to identify predictors
of clinical preceptors’ selection, reflected in their final scores. RESULTS: A total of 34 RT admin-
istrators participated in this study, representing 18 health care institutions. The response rate was
54.8%. Participants showed the most interest in the professional competence of clinical preceptors,
with a total mean score of 68.6 � 4.4. This characteristic was followed by personal attributes and
relationship with students, with mean scores of 53.8 �4.8 and 35.8 � 3.4, respectively. The per-
ception of managers from different managerial positions toward preceptors’ professional compe-
tence showed a statistically significant difference (P � .042). The variable defined as years in clinical
practice as a respiratory therapist was negatively associated with participants’ final scores.
CONCLUSIONS: This study indicates that the professional competence of clinical preceptors is
believed by RT administrators to be the most important behavioral characteristic. The results also
indicate that role modeling and showing genuine interest in patients and their care are the most
effective teaching characteristics of clinical preceptors. Key words: administrators; behavior; clinical
preceptor; instructor; perceptions; respiratory therapy. [Respir Care 2020;65(2):191–197. © 2020 Daeda-
lus Enterprises]

Introduction

The majority of undergraduate health care education
programs have changed markedly during the past decade

and are now focusing more on the importance of student
learning in clinical settings.1-3 Students in respiratory ther-
apy (RT) programs are required to go through clinical
rotations that differ from other allied health care programs.
In these rotations, RT students acquire essential skills such
as attitudes, knowledge, clinical experience, and clinical
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skills, which prepare them for the modern clinical envi-
ronment.4,5 Students need clinical experience because it
enables them to accurately practice patient care and im-
plement theory and knowledge from the classroom.5 How-
ever, there has been a noticeable lack of clinical instructors
due to staffing shortages in different health care education
programs.4,6,7 It has been reported that the ratio of precep-
tors to students is inadequate because of a shortage in
faculty staff members in most respiratory care departments.8

As a result, hospital-based staff teach students in clinical
rotations.9 These hospital-based preceptors can link the
theoretical education with clinical experience for students
who are seeking to work in hospitals.10 The benefits of
using the preceptorship method include providing a larger
pool of instructors and increasing the number of clinical
sites.9

The process of preceptorship involves pairing an expe-
rienced clinician with a novice learner. Clinical skills are
transferred under close supervision to prepare the learner
to become a qualified clinician in the future.5,11 Although
preceptorship exposes students to the pressures of patient
interaction and the daily practice of other health care pro-
viders, it ensures that they deliver safe, effective, and ef-
ficient patient care.12 Using a qualified respiratory thera-
pist as a preceptor is essential for this process to be
successful.5 The selection of preceptors in the health care
environment is often based on the therapists’ free time or
willingness to work with students.11 A previous study con-
ducted in Oman investigated students’ perception of ef-
fective clinical instructors.12 Furthermore, a recent inte-
grative literature review highlighted the main perceived
characteristics of an effective nursing clinical instructor.
However, there are no studies that have investigated the
perception of effective teaching characteristics of clinical
preceptors from RT administrators’ perspective. There-
fore, there is a genuine need to set standard criteria for
selecting respiratory therapists as preceptors.

Methods

Study Design

This cross-sectional study was conducted using an on-
line survey between June and September 2015 in a major
southeastern metropolitan area of the United States to de-
termine which teaching characteristics of clinical precep-
tors are deemed to be effective from the perspective of RT
administrators. This study was approved by the institu-
tional review board of Georgia State University in Atlanta,
Georgia.

Sampling Strategy

A convenience-sampling technique was used to recruit
RT administrators from the participating health care cen-

ters. All RT administrators, including directors, managers,
supervisors, educational coordinators, assistant directors,
and assistant managers, based in a large southeastern met-
ropolitan area of the United States were invited to partic-
ipate in this study.

The Questionnaire Tool

We used a previously validated questionnaire, the mod-
ified version of the Effective Clinical Instructor Charac-
teristics Inventory (ECICI),13 in this study to determine
which teaching characteristics of clinical preceptors are
seen as effective from the RT administrators’ perspective
and the predictors of their decisions. The ECICI question-
naire was originally developed and validated by Madha-
vanpraphakaran et al.14 The questionnaire was modified
using the Q-sort method to identify the effective teaching
characteristics of clinical instructors according to under-
graduate RT students and integrated graduate RT students.13

The modified ECICI questionnaire is composed of 35 items
covering 3 domains: professional competence, educator–
student relationship, and personal attributes. In addition,
the questionnaire was used to gather demographic infor-
mation about respiratory therapists including position, num-
ber of years in current position, number of years practicing
as a respiratory therapist, gender, education level, and
whether the participant had selected a clinical preceptor
before (see the supplementary materials at http://www.
rcjournal.com). The modified instrument was tested in
terms of reliability and validity by an expert panel in RT
education and through a pilot study.13 A preexisting ques-
tionnaire has the advantage of being a validated and tested

QUICK LOOK

Current knowledge

Clinical preceptors in respiratory therapy have the cru-
cial role of providing students with clinical experience
that enables them to accurately practice patient care and
implement their knowledge. It is important to deter-
mine which teaching characteristics of clinical precep-
tors are effective from the perspective of respiratory
therapy administrators.

What this paper contributes to our knowledge

We found that respiratory therapy administrators judged
professional competence to be the most important be-
havioral characteristic for respiratory therapy precep-
tors. In addition, the most effective teaching character-
istics were role modeling and showing genuine interest
in patients and their care.
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instrument, which increases the reliability of the results.14

In addition, the adaptation and use of previously created
questionnaires allows for comparison with different pop-
ulations.15 The questionnaire was sent to 62 RT adminis-
trators via the Survey Monkey application (San Mateo,
CA). Respiratory therapists who participated in the study
were asked to indicate the degree of applicability of each
item using a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 to 5,
where 1 means least important behavioral characteristics
and 5 means most important behavioral characteristics.
The total possible score for the ECICI questionnaire ranged
between 5 and 175. The higher the score, the more likely
that RT preceptors would be chosen according to his/her
behavioral characteristics. The mean � SD score for each
behavioral characteristic was calculated; a higher score
indicated that the characteristic was deemed important,
whereas a lower score indicated that participants did not
believe that behavioral characteristic to be important.

Reliability of the Questionnaire

The Cronbach alpha measures for the 3 domains of the
ECICI questionnaire ranged between 0.84 and 0.88. The
overall Cronbach alpha measure for the ECICI was 0.94,
which is deemed satisfactory.

Statistical Analysis

Data were analyzed using SPSS 22 (SPSS, Chicago,
Illinois). The descriptive analysis was reported as
mean � SD for quantitative variables. Descriptive statis-
tics were used to describe participants’ demographic in-
formation. Categorical data were reported as percentages
and frequencies. The mean � SD score for each item was
calculated based on participants’ response using the 5-point
Likert scale. In addition, the total mean score for each
factor was calculated to allow for comparisons between
different factors. Participants’ scores were interpreted as a
continuous scale, using the scale midpoint. Scores above
the midpoint identified that the given behavioral charac-
teristic of the clinical preceptors was important for that
factor. The mean scores of the participants were compared
to explore variations in the acceptability score (ie, the
overall score of the questionnaire) between different de-
mographic groups. Kolmogorov-Simonov and Shapiro-
Wilk tests were used to check the normality of the data.
Neither test was statistically significant (P � .05), indi-
cating that the data were normally distributed.

The Student t test/one-way analysis of variance and the
Pearson correlation coefficient were used to compare the
mean scores of different demographic groups and to ana-
lyze the correlation between continuous independent vari-
ables and participants’ scores. In addition, significant pre-
dictors of the scores were determined using multiple linear

regression analysis, with parameter estimates and their 95%
confidence intervals presented.

Results

Participants’ Characteristics

Of the 62 RT administrators included in the e-mail blast,
34 participated in the study. The response rate was 54.8%,
representing 18 health care institutions in a major south-
eastern metropolitan area. Many of the participants were
managers and directors, representing 44.1% (n � 15);
55.9% (n � 19) of the participants were female. Table 1
provides further details on the demographic characteristics
of the participants.

Participants’ Acceptability Score

The overall average score of the questionnaire was
158.2 � 11.7. When the total score for each domain of the
questionnaire was calculated, the professional competence
domain was the most important behavioral characteristic
of the clinical preceptor as chosen by the participants, with
a total score of 68.6 � 4.4. This characteristic was fol-
lowed by personal attributes and relationship with stu-
dents, with 53.8 � 4.8 and 35.8 � 3.4, respectively.

All of the participants ranked the behavioral teaching
characteristics denoted as “demonstrates skills, attitudes,
and values that are developed by students in clinical area
(role modeling)” and “shows genuine interest in patients
and their care” as the most important behavioral charac-

Table 1. Demographic Information of the Sample

Gender
Females 19 (55.9)
Males 15 (44.1)

Position
Director 7 (20.6)
Manager 8 (23.5)
Supervisor 5 (14.7)
Educational coordinator 6 (17.6)
Assistant manager 6 (17.6)
Other 2 (5.9)

Educational degree
Associate’s 5 (14.7)
Bachelor’s 22 (64.7)
Master’s 6 (17.6)
Doctorate 1 (2.9)

Years in RT practice 24.4 � 10.1
Years in current position 7.4 � 5.5
Chose clinical preceptor before 32 (94.1)

Data are presented as n (%) or mean � SD.
RT � respiratory therapy
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teristics of the clinical preceptors. Table 2 shows the mean
scores of the top 10 most effective clinical teaching be-
havioral characteristics ranked by all participants. Further
details on the most important and effective clinical teach-
ing behavioral characteristics as categorized by the RT
administrators are available online (see the supplementary
materials at http://www.rcjournal.com).

Participants’ Demographics and Acceptability Score

The variable defined as years in clinical practice as a
respiratory therapist was negatively correlated with the
participants’ score. Pearson’s correlation coefficients be-
tween participants’ years in practice and the combined
score for relationship with students, personal attributes,
and total acceptability score were �0.417, �0.369, and
�0.385, respectively, which indicate a weak negative cor-
relation. There was no statistically significant difference in
participants’ total acceptability score (P values were 0.84,
0.10, and 0.72 for gender, position, and educational degree
respectively) (Table 3).

The score of the professional competence domain showed
statistically significant differences based on the position of
the participants (P � .042). However, the scores of the
“relationship with students” and the “personal attributes”
domains did not differ significantly between participants
(P � .042). Tables 4, 5, and 6 provide further details on
correlations between participants’ demographics and their
scores for each domain.

Predictors of Score

Multiple linear regression was used to investigate factors
that had a significant association with the participants’ total
score regarding the behavioral characteristics of clinical pre-

ceptors. Two multiple regression analysis models were con-
ducted. The first model included 3 variables: gender, years in
current position, and years in practice as a respiratory thera-
pist. The second model included all of the participant demo-
graphics. The first model showed that years in practice as a
respiratory therapist was negatively associated with the par-
ticipants’ total scores (�0.486, P � .05). The second model
did not find a statistically significant association between
participants’ scores and demographic factors.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to determine the most impor-
tant behavioral characteristics of RT preceptors according
to the RT administrators who are responsible for assigning
the RT preceptors, ensuring professionalism and ethics,
and maintaining proper conduct at all times.

Table 2. Most Effective Clinical Teaching Characteristics Ranked by All Participants

Item No. Behavior Description Category Mean � SD

PC10 Role modeling Professional competence 4.83 � 0.37
PC2 Shows genuine interest in patients and their care Professional competence 4.83 � 0.37
PC4 Shows clinical skill competence Professional competence 4.80 � 0.40
PA1 Demonstrates good communication skills Personal attributes 4.75 � 0.43
PC11 Facilitates critical thinking in clinical practice Professional competence 4.72 � 0.45
PA11 Exhibits responsibility Personal attributes 4.72 � 0.45
RS8 Be approachable Relationship with students 4.72 � 0.45
PC6 Able to communicate knowledge and skills to the students for safe practice Professional competence 4.72 � 0.45
PC3 Demonstrates knowledge of respiratory therapy in the area of instruction Professional competence 4.69 � 0.46
PA10 Responds confidently Personal attributes 4.66 � 0.47

Item No, represent the item number in each category (For eg: PC10, professional competence item number 10 in the ECICI).
PC � professional competence
PA � personal attributes
RS � relationship with student

Table 3. Total Acceptability Score by Participant Characteristics

Variable n
Score,

mean � SD
t / F P

Gender
Male 15 154.8 � 11.1 �1.54 .84
Female 19 160.9 � 11.7

Position
Director 7 154.4 � 15.1 2.07 .10
Manager 8 165.8 � 9.8
Supervisor 5 160.2 � 8.9
Educational coordinator 6 148.2 � 9.5
Assistant manager 6 160.7 � 9.9
Other 2 159.0 � 1.4

Educational degree
Associate’s 5 153.4 � 2.9 0.455 .72
Bachelor’s 22 158.4 � 13.0
Master’s 6 161.8 � 12.1
Doctorate 1 157.0
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Important Characteristics of Effective Clinical
Preceptor

The findings of this study highlighted that professional
competencies and relationship with students were noted by
the participants as the most important behavioral char-
acteristics of the clinical preceptor, which aligns with
findings of a previous study conducted in Oman.14 This
similarity indicates that these behavioral teaching char-
acteristics are important, regardless of the study loca-
tion or settings.

In addition, our study found that there was a statistically
significant difference between males and females regard-

ing the most important behavioral characteristics among
preceptors. This finding aligns with previous literature that
highlights that males and females differ in their learning
style preferences and health education needs.16,17 More-
over, we found that the importance of professional com-
petence differed based on the position of the RT admin-
istrator. This variation could be because senior RT
administrators have different viewpoints and teaching pref-
erences from their junior colleagues due to their greater
experience in clinical practice.

Overall, RT department directors ranked “shows genu-
ine interest in patients and their care” as the most impor-
tant behavioral characteristic among RT preceptors. This
finding is similar to results reported by Madhavanprapha-
karan et al,18 who argued that a lack of time, heavy work
load, poor correlation between theory and practice, and
lack of interest in direct patient care by the students are
some factors that interfere with preceptorship. In the same
way, behavior such as the preceptors’ commitment to as-
sist directly with patient care and being consistent during
a shift are also seen as very important behavioral charac-
teristics in teaching.18 RT department managers ranked
“responds confidently,” “demonstrates good communica-
tion skills,” and “facilitates critical thinking in clinical
practice” as equally important teaching qualities among
RT clinical preceptors. These 3 characteristics were closely
followed by the qualities defined as “exhibits responsibil-
ity” and “responds confidently,” which is consistent with
a Mountain Area Health Education Center training recom-
mendation (MAHEC), in which communication is seen an
important skill that efficient clinical preceptors should pos-
sess.19

Similarly, a comprehensive understanding of concepts
and fundamental skills are required to allow students to

Table 4. Professional Competence Score by Participant
Characteristics

Variable n
Score,

mean � SD
t / F P

Gender
Male 15 67.3 � 4.0 �1.64 .47
Female 19 69.7 � 4.5

Position
Director 7 67.4 � 5.4 2.69 .042
Manager 8 71.4 � 3.9
Supervisor 5 69.4 � 2.3
Educational coordinator 6 64.2 � 3.1
Assistant manager 6 70.0 � 3.8
Other 2 69.0 � 0.0

Educational degree
Associate’s 5 66.8 � 1.9 0.388 .76
Bachelor’s 22 68.7 � 4.8
Master’s 6 69.7 � 4.5
Doctorate 1 69.0

Table 5. Relationship With Preceptors Score by Participant
Characteristics

Variable n
Score,

mean � SD
t / F P

Gender
Male 15 35.2 � 3.2 �0.95 .74
Female 19 36.3 � 3.6

Position
Director 7 34.9 � 4.4 0.935 .47
Manager 8 37.6 � 3.3
Supervisor 5 36.4 � 3.0
Educational coordinator 6 34.0 � 3.5
Assistant manager 6 36.0 � 2.6
Other 2 35.5 � 0.7

Educational degree
Associate’s 5 33.6 � 0.9 1.04 .39
Bachelor’s 22 36.0 � 3.7
Master’s 6 37.2 � 3.2
Doctorate 1 36.0

Table 6. Personal Attributes Score by Participant Characteristics

Variable n
Score,

mean � SD
t / F P

Gender
Male 15 52.3 � 4.9 �1.60 .55
Female 19 54.9 � 4.4

Position
Director 7 52.1 � 5.7 1.82 .14
Manager 8 56.8 � 3.7
Supervisor 5 54.4 � 4.2
Educational coordinator 6 50.0 � 4.6
Assistant manager 6 54.7 � 4.4
Other 2 54.5 � 0.7

Educational degree
Associate’s 5 53.0 � 2.2 0.21 .89
Bachelor’s 22 53.7 � 5.3
Master’s 6 55.0 � 5.0
Doctorate 1 52.0
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acquire knowledge from a skillful clinical preceptor.19 The
RT supervisors claimed that being approachable, support-
ive, and helpful were among the most significant behav-
ioral teaching characteristics in terms of establishing and
maintaining a relationship with the students. Likewise,
when it came to professional competence, the supervisors
ranked the behavioral characteristics of facilitating critical
thinking during clinical practice and showing clinical skill
competence as the most important qualities for RT pre-
ceptors, which have also been highlighted in the litera-
ture.20 This finding can be associated with the principles
that motivate students to learn. As MAHEC recommends,
teaching should build on the foundation of role modeling.
Clinical preceptors, as role models, become a source of
motivation and inspiration for the students, particularly
where practical application of clinical skills and knowl-
edge are concerned. As a result, students are provided with
the opportunity to appreciate their craft and clinical train-
ing to a greater extent because of the increased responsi-
bility expected from them.19 The RT department’s educa-
tional coordinators ranked the most important behavioral
characteristics of preceptors under professional competence
as role modeling, or the ability to demonstrate skills, atti-
tudes, and values that are developed by the students in the
clinical area, and showing clinical skills competence. These
requirements are supported by Smedley’s21 revelation that
role modeling helps students develop the necessary knowl-
edge, clinical skills, and professional attitudes that are
achieved through guidance, supervision, and personal de-
velopment.22 Moreover, this finding supports previous lit-
erature and emphasizes the importance of these behavioral
teaching characteristics.23,24 Likewise, the findings coin-
cide with the belief that careful analysis further enhances
learning, especially when the preceptor makes learning fun
for the students. The key is the ability of the preceptor to
be open to the students and to answer any questions they
may have related to various clinical situations. This ap-
proach ensures motivation and adoption of effective learn-
ing styles.

The RT assistant managers indicated that the qualities
that represent professional competence are the most im-
portant behavioral teaching characteristics. These charac-
teristics include role modeling, the ability to communicate
knowledge and skills to the students for safe practice, and
the facilitation of students’ awareness of their professional
responsibility. Our findings are consistent with numerous
studies that point out the impact of effective role modeling
and collaboration and their effectiveness as teaching char-
acteristics of RT clinical preceptors.19,22,25

It was notable that all participants ranked role modeling
(ie, “demonstrates skills, attitudes, and values that are de-
veloped by the students in the clinical area”) as the most
important and effective clinical behavioral characteristics
that RT preceptors should exhibit. The variable defined as

years in practice was negatively associated with partici-
pants’ total score. This finding could be because junior
RTs have not yet developed an idea or impression about
the behavioral characteristics that are required in an effec-
tive clinical preceptor, given that they are in the early stage
of their career.

Implications and Recommendations for Future
Research

The results of this study are advantageous for RT clin-
ical preceptors because they offer valuable insight regard-
ing effective behavioral characteristics of clinical precep-
tors that they may adopt and improve. The findings also
encourage RT clinical preceptors to evaluate the teaching
characteristics they currently possess and to decide upon
which areas they may need to improve. From the perspec-
tive of RT administrators, there is a common understand-
ing of the underlying teaching characteristics required. In
the same manner, the study encourages colleagues and
other members of the RT faculty to aid RT clinical pre-
ceptors in recognizing and improving their weaknesses
and reinforcing their strengths. Moreover, this study con-
tributes to the existing literature, particularly in determin-
ing the commonly perceived important teaching charac-
teristics that RT clinical preceptors should exhibit. It may
also help RT department administrators today and in the
future establish specific criteria when selecting a clinical
preceptor and standardize their requirements regarding ef-
fective teaching characteristics. Furthermore, this study
recommends that RT clinical preceptors should work to
improve attitudes, behaviors, and teaching qualities in the
eyes of their students to attain their goals and objectives
related to general clinical training and education. Further
research is suggested due to the limitations of the existing
study. The small sample size of our study might affect the
generalizability of our findings; we suggest replicating our
study with a larger sample size, including hospitals in a
different area to validate the results we have presented.
Our study is also limited by the fact that convenience
sampling was used to exclusively select participants from
among administrators in hospitals in a single metropolitan
area.

Conclusions

Respiratory therapy administrators in hospitals of a ma-
jor southeastern metropolitan area in the United States
reported that the demonstration of clinical skills, proper
attitudes, and ethical values, as well as role modeling and
showing genuine interest in patients and their care, are the
most important and effective teaching characteristics
among RT clinical preceptors. Clinical preceptors are ad-
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vised to focus on strengthening their attitudes and behav-
iors with the help of the findings highlighted in this study.
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