Assessment in Health Professions
Education
The health professions, i.e., persons engaged in teaching, research, administration,
and/or testing of students and professionals in medicine, dentistry, nursing, pharmacy,
and other allied health fields, have never had a comprehensive text devoted
specifically to their assessment needs.
Assessment in Health Professions Education is the first comprehensive text written
specifically for this audience. It presents assessment fundamentals and their theoretical
underpinnings, and covers specific assessment methods. Although scholarly and
evidence-based, the book is accessible to non-specialists.
This is the first text to provide comprehensive coverage of assessment in the
health professions. It can serve as a basic textbook in introductory and
intermediate assessment and testing courses, and as a reference book for graduate
students and professionals.
Although evidence-based, the writing is keyed to consumers of measurement
topics and data rather than to specialists. Principles are presented at the intuitive
level without statistical derivations.
Validity evidence is used as an organizing theme. It is presented early (Chapter
2) and referred to throughout.
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Preface
The purpose of this book is to present a basic yet comprehensive treatment of
assessment methods for use by health professions educators. While there are many
excellent textbooks in psychometric theory and its application to large-scale
standardized testing programs and many educational measurement and assessment
books designed for elementary and secondary teachers and graduate students in
education and psychology, none of these books is entirely appropriate for the
specialized educational and assessment requirements of the health professions. Such
books lack essential topics of critical interest to health professions educators and may
contain many chapters that are of little or no interest to those engaged in education in
the health professions.
Assessment in Health Professions Education presents chapters on the fundamentals
of testing and assessment together with some of their theoretical and research
underpinnings plus chapters devoted to specific assessment methods used widely in
health professions education. Although scholarly, evidence-based and current, this
book is intended to be readable, understandable, and practically useful for the nonmeasurement specialist. Validity evidence is an organizing theme and is the conceptual
framework used throughout the chapters of this book, because the editors and authors
think that all assessment data require some amount of scientific evidence to support or
refute the intended interpretations of the assessment data and that validity is the single
most important attribute of all assessment data.
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The Fundamentals
Chapters 1 to 6 present some of the theoretical fundamentals of assessment, from
the special perspective of the health professions educator. These chapters are basic and
fairly non-technical but are intended to provide health professions instructors some of
the essential background needed to understand, interpret, develop, and successfully
apply many of the specialized assessment methods or techniques discussed in Chapters
7 to 12.
In Chapter 1, Downing and Yudkowsky present a broad overview of assessment in
the health professions. This chapter provides the basic concepts and language of
assessment and orients the reader to the conceptual framework for this book. The
reader who is unfamiliar with the jargon of assessment or is new to health professions
education will find this chapter a solid introduction and orientation to the basics of this
specialized discipline.
Chapter 2 (Downing & Haladyna) discusses validity and the classic threats to
validity for assessment data. Validity encompasses all other topics in assessment and
thus this chapter is placed early in the book to emphasize its importance. Validity is the
organizing principle of this book, so the intention of this chapter is to provide readers
with the interpretive tools needed to apply this concept to all other topics and concepts
discussed in later chapters.
Chapters 3 and 4 both concern reliability of assessment data, with Chapter 3
(Axelson & Kreiter) discussing the general principles and common applications of
reliability. In Chapter 4, Kreiter presents the fundamentals of an important special type
of reliability analysis, Generalizability Theory, and applies this methodology to health
professions education.
In Chapter 5, Downing presents some basic information on the statistics of testing,
discussing the fundamental score unit, standard scores, item analysis, and some
information and examples of practical hand-calculator formulas used to evaluate test
and assessment data in typical health professions education settings.
Standard setting or the establishment of passing scores is the topic presented by
Yudkowsky, Downing, and Tekian in Chapter 6. Defensibility of absolute passing
scores—as opposed to relative or normative passing score methods—is the focus of
this chapter, together with many examples provided for some of the most common
methods utilized for standard setting and some of the statistics used to evaluate those
standards.
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The Methods
The second half of the book—Chapters 7 to 12—cover all the basic methods
commonly used in health professions education settings, starting with written tests of
cognitive knowledge and achievement and proceeding through chapters on
observational assessment, performance examinations, simulations, oral exams and
portfolio assessment. Each of these topics represents an important method or technique
used to measure knowledge and skills acquisition of students and other learners in the
health professions.
In Chapter 7, Downing presents an overview of written tests of cognitive
knowledge. Both constructed-response and selected-response formats are discussed,
with practical examples and guidance summarized from the research literature. Written
tests of all types are prevalent, especially in classroom assessment settings in health
professions education. This chapter aims to provide the instructor with the basic
knowledge and skills needed to effectively test student learning.
Chapter 8, written by McGaghie and colleagues, overviews observational
assessment methods, which may be the most prevalent assessment method utilized,
especially in clinical education settings. The fundamentals of sound observational
assessment methods are presented and recommendations are made for ways to
improve these methods.
Yudkowsky discusses performance examinations in Chapter 9. This chapter
provides the reader with guidelines for performance assessment using techniques such
as standardized patients and Objective Structured Clinical Exams (OSCEs). These
methods are extremely useful in skills testing, which is generally a major objective of
clinical education and training at all levels of health professions education.
High-tech simulations used in assessment are the focus of Chapter 10, by McGaghie
and Issenberg. Simulation technology is becoming ever more important and useful for
teaching and assessment, especially in procedural disciplines such as surgery. This
chapter presents the state-of-the art for simulations and will provide the reader with
the tools needed to begin to understand and use these methods effectively.
Chapters 11 and 12, written by Tekian and Yudkowsky, provide basic information
on the use of oral examinations and portfolios. Oral exams in various forms are used
widely in health professions education worldwide. This chapter provides information
on the fundamental strengths and limitations of the oral exam, plus some suggestions
for improving oral exam methods. Portfolio assessment, discussed in Chapter 12, is
both old and new. This method is currently enjoying a resurgence in popularity and is
widely applied in all levels of health professions education. This chapter presents basic
information that is useful to those who employ this methodology.
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