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ABSTRACT

TITLE: The Assessment of Practical Skills in Student
Nurses. .

AUTHOR: Ella DAVENHALL.

RATIONALE: During the last decade assessment of clinical
skills in student nurses preparing for state registration
has undergone a number of developments. According to con-
temporary literature, written examinations, which represent
one feature of assessment for state registration, often
bear little relationship to the level of nursing skills
demonstrated by a student in the clinical setting. Having
observed contemporary methods of clinical assessment, the
researcher here explores the theoretical and practical
considerations underlying these methods; their reliability
and validity; and the related question of what could con-
stitute useful and appropriate instruments for assessment
of clinical nursing skills.

NATURE, SCOPE AND METHOD: Two methods of clinical assess-
ment in general use were explored, employing guided inter-
views with a sample of senior nursing staff regularly in-
volved in clinical assessment (N = 4/). This was a sample
of ward sisters located in four centres: Centre A, an est-
ablished teéaching hospital (N = 14); Centre B, a busy
district general hospital (N = 8); Centre C, a new post-
graduate medical school hospital (N = 12); and Centre D,

a small suburban general hospital (N = 10). Following a
review of the literature, a guided interview schedule was
developed by means of preliminary unstructured discussion
with assessors in order to establish general categories;
followed by a small pilot study. Interview data were
stored on audiotape and comparisons made between responses
from assessors in the four centres. The researcher wished
to collect accurate information in respect of specific
issues involved in the current procedures. Interviews

were wide-ranging, covering numerous aspects of assessment
as these affect student, assessor and patient; and the in-
struments currently used. Numerical data is supported by
~anecdotal material illustrative of typical responses. Add-
itionally to the interviews, a retrospective analysis of
specimen assessments carried out for a specific group of
‘third-year students was undertaken in order to. obtain data
on reliability and validity of such assessments.

FINDINGS: These illustrate a variety of strengths and
weaknesses in current assessment procedures as perceived
by senior clinical nurses: and serve to emphasise issues
requiring further study. Of greatest interest are implic-
ations for preparation, training and continued development
of clinical assessors. Respondents viewed both current '
assessment systems critically; and a specimen analysis
illustrated the shortcomings of progress assessments.
Inferences were drawn from the data regarding potential

future ways of imgroving organisational, assessmental and
educational aspects of clinical nurse assessment.

(v)



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I would like to express my appreciation and
thanks to my Director of Studies, Pat Ashworth, for
her most valuable help and guidance: to my internal
research supervisors, Val Reed and Cynthia Fox, and
to my many friends and colleagues for their keen
interest and support: and to Di Juniper, who offered
so much help in setting up the study, and who cont-
inued throughout to offer encouragement and to main-

tain interest in its progress.

Lastly and very importantly, I am indebted
to all my nursing informants at all levels of the
profession; without whose time, patience and in-
volvement the study could not have taken place.

Harrow Nurse Education Centre,
Northwick Park Hospital,
Harrow, Middlesex.

July, 1985.

(vi)



NOTE ON TERMS USED IN THE STUDY

Several terms and abbreviations which are used
occasionally in the following report are probably best
defined initially, for''reasons of clarity. These are:

Administrative nursing staff:

(occasionally 'administrative staff' or 'nurse managers').
These terms refer to nurse managers above the rank of
ward sister or charge nurse, whose main responsibilities
are in middle or higher nurse management; and who are
not normally ward-based.

Educational staff:

This term refers to nurses who are usually also qualified
nurse tutors or clinical teachers. Tutorial staff are
normally based in the nurse education centre or school
of nursing, with main responsibility for the academic
and theoretical education of student nurses; though
they may also participate sessionally in the ward-based
clinical education of student nurses. Clinical teachers
are also normally based in the nurse education centre or
school of nursing; but have a substantial input to the
ward-based clinical education of student nurses.

E.N.B.:

(occasionally 'the English National Board'). These abb-
reviations refer to the English National Board for Nur-
sing, Midwifery and Health Visiting; which is the current
statutory controlling body for the nursing and related
professions in England, deriving its powers and functions
from the United Kingdom Central Council for Nursing, Mid-
" wifery and Health Visiting (U.K.C.C.).

G.N.C.:

This abbreviation refers to the General Nursing Council
for England and Wales; the former statutory controlling
body for nursing in England and Wales.

Qualified nursing staff:

(occasionally 'senior qualified staff'! or 'qualified
members of the ward team'). These terms refer to qual-
ified nurses (e.g. R.G.N., S.E.N.) below the rank of
ward sister or charge nurse, who are established members
of the ward team; and who, though not formally recog-
nised as clinical assessors, may from time to time par-
ticipate in assessments by contributing information or
observations for the guidance of official assessors.

(vii)



DAL AN MINE- G NOVLOAVILINL UM UL LINIL UAL NNUKOLING ORLLLYD -

THE THEORETICAL AND PRACTICAL BACKGROUND

INTRODUCTION

1.1 During the last decade, the assessment of clinical
skills in student nurses in preparation for state regi-
stration has undergone a number of developments. The move
from practical examinations carried out in the controlled
surroundings of a school demonstration room to the staged
assessment of skills in the clinical setting has raised a
number of issues. One of the most important considerations
concerns the apparent lack of valid and reliable instru-

ments available for this purpose.

1.2 The researcher, having had the opportunity to
observe the effects of these developments over a number of
years at a practical level, became interested in exploring
the theoretical and practical considerations of assess-
ment in an effort to throw further light on this apparent-

ly resistant problem (85, 44, 3, 67).

(85) WOOLLEY, A.S. (1977):
The long and tortured history of elinical
evaluation.
Nursing Outlook, Vol 25, No 5, pp 308-315.

(44) KRUMME, U.S. (1975):
The case for criterion-referenced measure-

ment.
Nursing Outlook, Vol 23, No 12, pp 764-770.

(3) ANDERSON, D.M., and SAXON, J. (1968):
Performance evaluation of nursing students.
Nursing Outlook, Vol 1, No 5, pp 55-58.

(67) RINES, A.R. (1963):
Evaluating student progress in learning
the practice of nursing.
Columbia University: Bureau of Publications,
Teachers' College.

Page 1
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b. To identify strengths and weaknesses of
methods of assessment in use at the
present time, as described at interview
by trained nurses who are involved in
the process of assessment at a practical
level;

c. To identify and describe suggested areas
of improvement in present methods of
assessment, by analysis of the literature
and interviews with clinical nursing
assessors in (b), above;
d. To investigate the validity and reliability
of the completed progress assessment form,
by analysis of samples drawn from the
centres included in this study.
1.6 The overall aim of this study essentially irnvolved
an investigation into the assessment of clinical practice
in basic nurse education. Clearly, this was a broad aim
encompassing the whole spectrum of clinical skills and
attitudes involved in clinical practice. The dearth
of previous research in this area of nurse assessment

made it impossible at this stage to identify a narrower

field of investigation.

THEQORIES OF LEARNING AND ASSESSMENT

1.7 The assessment of practical or clinical competence
is a complex and difficult process in any educational
environment; and this was reflected in the available
literature on student nurse assessment. Whilst consider-
able research had been carried out into methods of assess-
ing intellectual aspects of learning, much less had been
attempted on the assessment of practical skills. Tech-
niques of assessment devised in this area would appear to

be relatively specific to the training context; and less

Page 3



generalisable than techniques for assessment of intell-

ectual attainment (36).

1.8

Woolley (85) identifies two areas of difficulty

encountered in attempting to assess nursing practice.

These include:

1.9

(1) The nature of nursing

The imprecise basis of much nursing knowledge and
practice make it difficult to define universally
applicable standards of clinical practice. Add-
itionally, the range and variety of nursing pract-
ice existing in training schools makes the problem
more complex still. The author speculates on the
feasibility of universal standards, suggesting
that possibly the dichotomy of ‘'general'!' versus
'specific' techniques is a fundamental issue in
clinical nursing assessment.

(2) Trends in recent educational development

During the last two decades, considerable advances
have occurred in curriculum development, design and
innovation in nurse education. Notably, the work of
Mager (53) and Gagné (20) provided the basis of the
educational objective-setting exercise which cont-
inues to develop. The move from teacher-centred to
student-centred learning and the increasing study of
androgogy have assisted growing developments in nurse
education. However, the majority of these develop-
ments have been concerned with the acquisition of the
cognitive knowledge base in nursing. By contrast,
the important issues of ward learning objectives and
the measurement or assessment of related clinical
skills in learners have not yet come into full focus
as critical areas of research.

An essential aspect of the study of the learning

process relates to the methods employed to establish the

degree of progress being made by learners. In nursing

(36)

(85)

(53)

(20)

KEHOE, D.M. and HANBER, T. (1979):
Principles of Assessing Nursing Skills.
London: Pitman Medical.

WOOLLEY, A.S. (1977):
The long and tortured history of clinical

evaluation.
Nursing Outlook, Vol 25, No 5, pp 308-315.

MAGER, R.F. (1975):
Preparing Instructional Objectives.
San Francisco: Fearon Publishing Inc.

GAGNE, R.M. (1970):
The Conditions of Learning.

New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston.
Page 4 ‘




education, techniques for measuring intellectual attain-
ment continue to be developed (cf e.g. S10, S16); but
with regard to assessment of progress in the acquisition
of clinical nursing skills, this has not so far been the
case in the experience of the researcher during many
‘years spent in theoretical and practical education of
learner nurses. Practical assessment is carried out to
provide evidence that a student nurse is mastering the

practice of nursing to a stated extent.

LEARNING THEORY:

1.10 The nature of learning has been extensively re-
searched: and the volume of published material illust-
rates its complexity and its importance to the scientific
community. Much of the available material is concerned
with classical theories established by scientific re-
search during the first half of the twentieth century.
These experimental studies form the basis of modern app-
roaches to explaining the phenomenon of learning. There
is no single theory which has gained general acceptance:
and educational psychologists tend to use thé word as an
introduction to a wide-ranging discussion of the various.

mechanisms by which learning is thought to take place (30).

(S10) DINCHER, J. and STIDGER, S. (1976):
Evaluation of a written simulation format for
clinical nursing judgement.

Nursing Research, Vol 25, No 4.

(516) HUCKABAY, L.M. (1978):
Cognitive and affective consequences of formative
evaluation in graduate nursing students.
Nursing Research, Vol 27, No 3, pp 190-194.

(30) HILL, W.F. (1980):
Learning: a survey of psychological interpretations.

London: Methuen.
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1.11 Some definitions of the word "learning" are:

A relatively permanent change in behavioural
tendency that has come about as a result of
reinforced practice (14).

A change in human disposition or capablllty
which can be retained (20).

A relatively permanent change in behaviour
that occurs as a result of prior experience
and is not due to maturation, disease or
physical damage (28).
1.12.1 The most influential theories currently in use
. to explain learning as defined are classified according
to the major differences in belief about the mechanisms
involved and how learning takes place. There are two
main approaches included in the classification which are
not mutually exclusive. The connectionists believe that
learning occurs as a result of links between stimuli and
responses. These connections can be identified by a
vagiety“of labels, such as habits, conditioned responses
and stimulus-response bonds. Psychologists such as
Thorndike, Pavlov, Guthrie and Skinner are the leaders ;.
of. this school; and dominate the development and explana-

tion of learning theory during the first half of this

century (29).

(14) DeCECCO, J., and CRAWFORD, N. (1974):
The Psychology of Learning and Instruction.

(Second Edition). .
Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall.

(20) GAGNE, R.M. (1970): .
The Conditions of Learning.
New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston Inc.

(28) HILGARD, E.R., and ATKINSON, R. (1975):

Introduction to Psychology. ]
New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich.

(29) HILGARD, E.R., and BOWER, G.H. (1975):

Theories of Learning. ]
Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall.
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1.12.2 E.L. Thorndike was a pioneer in experimental
animal psychology. His monograph entitled 'Animal
Intelligence' is one of the most renowned classics in
the field (80a). It is to Thorndike that we owe the
term connectionism; though his study of the 'pure!’
psychology of learning,and his explanation in terms of
the mechanical 'stamping-in' of S-R (stimulus-response)
connections, have been both praised and condemned over

the succeeding years.

1.12.3 Pavlov's experiments on classical conditioning
in dogs established several principles used to explain
habit formation (59). E.R. Guthrie first published his
own definitive work on learning theory in 1935; the
basiq principles of which are similar to that of cond-
itioning described in the foregoing examples ('A comb-
ination of stimuli which has accompanied a movement will,

on its recurrence, tend to be followed by that movement!')
(24).

1.12.4 Skinner's’theory, like that of Thorndike, emph-
asised connectionism and reinforcement as basic factors

in learning (76) (see also pp 170-175, below).

(80a) THORNDIKE, E.L. (1911):

Animal Intelligence.

New York: The Macmillan Company.
(59)  PAVLOV, I.P. (1927):

Conditioned Reflexes.

"New York: Oxford University Press.

(24)  GUTHRIE, E.R. (1952):
The Psychology of Learning (Revised Edltlon)
New York: Harper and Row.

(76)  SKINNER, B.F. (1957):
The Behavior of Organisms.
New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts.

Page 7



%

) *

)

! - #

Y I/ 0 12

%
%

$ 4

7899(
&$
9 <

965:(
#
=2

$
# $ ”
+ $ , $
I :
1= $, 3,
+ $ ’
11
D g , A
$ %
% 1
& (
$ ! (
$ o
) *&
$ $
3 , $
& & & ) 1/ *<
% ( # .|
6 # &
&+&( )l * <
> # 5
3< 5 %

%

$ % &
( # $
) *&
% v
" &.& %
I # % #
$ %
$ % &
% $ .\
! %
¢ # % # %
& 5 # !
% !
$ % # 4
#

%

& 6# !
$ #
% $!

$ % $ 8
$ 6 &
, L&



the study of learning in children (62). The extensive
research in the formal school setting in primary and
secondary school children has influenced curriculum

development in nursing.

1.14 Unlike the extensive information available to
explain learning in the early developing years, the
subject of learning in the adult or older age range is
apparently lacking in comparison. According to Lovell,
the prodigious fundamental learning rapidly acquired in
childhood is followed by a further set of biological,
social and psychological adjustments at puberty, i.e.

11 - 16 years (50). From this stage, the juvenile moves
into the adult phase}of life and although adults are
likely to go on learning throughout the whole of their
lives, there is little learning that is as important and
fundamental as that which takes place 'in childhood. -- The
previous experience of the adult can have a great influence
on the éffectiveness of his learning and the higher his
formal educational level, the better he is likely to cope
with learning as an adult. Therefore, the adult comes to

training with an already defined intellectual framework

{62) PIAGET, J. (1951):
The Psychology of Early Childhood.
London: Routledge and Kegan Paul.

(50) LOVELL, K. (1980):
Educational Psychology and Children.
London: University of London Press.
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and an existing knowledge base. An adult who has had
successfﬁl educational experiences in childhood is likely
‘to approach a new learning experience positively (31).
Learning in the adult builds upon an established frame-
work and is concerned with acquiring knowledge and larger

repertoires of response (31, 71).

1.15 It is clear from the available literature related
to learning theory that the means by which student nurses
learn is complex. That learning takes place is
established ' = but the processes by which this
occurs are not yet fully understood. The process of
practical assessment which is used extensively in nurse
training is aimed at collecting accurate evidence to
demonstrate that the student is learning. The two methods
by which this evidence is collected at present specify to
some extent what is being assessed. The lack of specific
criteria for pass/fail performance using GNC staged
assessments and the apparent problems associated with
progress assessment forms have raised serious questions

about the validity of instruments at present in use (48, 16).

(31) HILL, W.F. (1981): _ _
Learning: a survey of psychological interpretations.

London: Methuen.

(71) SCHWIRIAN, P. (1981):
Towards an explanatory model of nurse performance.
Nursing Research, Vol 30, No 4, pp 247-253.

(48) 1LONG, P. (1976): .
Judging and reporting on student nurse clinical
performance: some problems for the ward sister.
International Journal of Nursing Studies, Vol 13,

pp 115-121.

(16) EXTON-SMITH, J. (1976):
Management of ward-based assessments.
Nursing Times, Vol 72, No 9, pp 349-350.

Page 10



1.16 Practical assessment is one part of the learning
process in that it is concerned with collecting and

. interpreting information after first defining a level of
performance. Mager (1961) and his work on behavioural
objective setting in general education greatly influenced
early attempts at deciding more scientifically what a
student had to achieve in order to demonstrate that
learning had taken place (52). Much of his work was
concerned with classroom education although this has been
applied to practical skill learning in nursing. DMore
recently, the work of Gagn&€ (1969), Glaser (1972) and
Littock (1977) has further developed the practical appli-
cation of learning theory with the "model of instruction"

approach to learning (20, 22).

1.17 Inherent in this approach is the proposition that
individual differences in ability produce different
patterns and speeds of learning. Although earlier in-
structional médels concentrated on curriculum design and
educational programming using specific objectives this
also resulted in the widespread use of programmed

| learning packages and teaching machines. The emphasis on

the learning of cognitive information was of particular

(52) MAGER, R.F._  (1961):
Preparing Objectives for Programmed Instruction.
San Francisco: Fearon Publishing Company.

(20) GAGNE, R._ (1970):
The Conditions of Learning.
New York: Rinehart & Winston Inc.

(22) GLASER, B.G., & STRAUSS, A.L.. (1979):
The Discovery of Grounded Theory.
New York: Aldine Publishing Company.
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use in the classroom, rather than in a practical

setting.

Y

1.18 Gagné's work was a development of the earlier
connectionist theories. He turned from the scientific
study of the psychology of learning to the practical
task of training fighter pilots in World War II. His
experience at observing directly the results of the
teaching of complex technical tasks stimulated his
interest in making traditional learning principles more
applicable to training tasks. From this came his theory
of instruction which describes what he saw as the
required steps involved in learning. The principle of
prégressing from simple to complex learning has wide

application for the purposes of instruction (20).

1.19 Further work describes the outcome of this in-
strucfional model when applied correctly. Five types

of learning outcome are described; the learning of motor
skills; verBal information; intellectual skills; atti-
tudes and cognitive strategies. Gagné (1962) reviewed
the successful use of practical simulation in training
for technical skills and performance assessment as a

prelude to mastery learning. Writers on nursing topics

( 20) GAGNE, R.. (1970):
The Conditions of Learning.
New York: Rinehart & Winston Inc.

Page 12



refer to the use of simulation techniques for the
purpose of teaching and assessing nursing skills (34,

70, 46).

1.20 Given that 1earnihg involves changes in behaviour
(see definition on page 6), then assessment procedures
should provide evidence that this is so. The use of
instructional models ensures that the student receives
the relevant information in order to learn (6). The
specification of what the student is expected to be

able to perform as a result of instruction is essential
if assessment procedures are to develop the validity and
reliability which is apparently lacking at the present

time.

DEFINITIONS

1.21 A number of words are used both generally and in
the literature which are not always defined and which.
are sometimes used interchangeably. Words such as
"assessment" and "evaluation" are commonly used in this

context, but the exact meanings are not always clearly

(34) INFANTE, M.S. _(1975):
The Clinical Laboratory in Nursing Education.
New York: John Wiley & Sons. '

7o) SCHNEIDER, H.L.. (1979):
Evaluation of Nursing Competence.
Boston: Little Brown & Co.

46 )  LENBURG, C.E. (1979):

The Clinical Performance Examination.
New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts.

(6) BENDALL, E.R. _(1976):
Learning “for Reality .. ’
Journal of Advanced Nursing, Vbl 1, pp 3-9.

Page 13



established by authors. This produces uncertainty and
influences the situation adversely. The words used in
this study are derived from the literature reviewed and

are given the following definitions:

ASSESSMENT

1.22 This word is given various meanings, both in
general and nursing terms. The dictionary definition
"to fix amount of" (Concise Oxford Dictionary, 1949)
implies that there is some kind of measure associated
with the word. In nursing, the word "assessment" has
been used since the early 'seventies to refer to the
practical tests undergone by students in the clinical

area during training.

1.23 Assessment used in this sense places more emphasis
on a step-by-step approach to practical tests during the

. course of training which are designed to indicate strengths
and weaknesses, and to provide remedial help where neces-
sary to a student who is practising nursing skills in the
clinical setting. This form of testing is referred to as
"formative", and is designed to indicate strengths and
weaknesses (32, 54). Generally, nurses associate assess-
ment with a kind of "weighing up" of information collected
in various ways in order to make judgements about perform-

ance.

(32) HUCKABAY, L.M. (1979):
Cognitive-affective consequences of grading versus
non-grading of formative evaluation.
Nursing Research, Vol 28, No 3, pp 173-178.

(54) MORGAN, B., LUKE, C., and HERBERT, J. (1979):
Evaluating clinical proficiency. :
Nursing Outlook, 27(8), pp 540-544.
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referring to the "nursing process" approach to care. Here
it has been defined as the collection and inspection of
information in order to identify and validate problems (42).
This two~stage aptivity is seen as the collection of sub-
Jjective and objective information in the form of observable
cues followed by analysis. Inferences are made from ob-
servable cues in order to identify care problems. A variety
of skills are involved in this complex procedure and the
same applies to the practical assessment of nursing skills.
The nature of the information collected and its interpre-
tation is the central issue with which this study is

concerned.

1.25 The term "evaluation" is used widely in respect of

clinical assessment (18, 17, 85, 32, 2). The dictionary

(42) KRATZ, C. (1979):
The Nursing Process.
London: Bailliere Tindall.

(18) FLANAGAN, J.C. (1954):
The critical incident technique.
Psychological Bulletin, 51, pp 327-358.

(17) FIVARS, G., and GOSNELL, D. (1966):
Fursing Evaluation: The Problems and the Process.
New York: Macmillan.

(85) WOOLLEY, A.S. (1977):
The long and tortured history of clinical evaluation.

Nursing Outlook, Vol 25, No 5, pp 308-315.

(32) HUCKABAY, L.M. (1979):
Cognitive-affective consequences of grading versus
non-grading of formative evaluation.
Nursing Research, Vol 28, No 3, pp 173-178.

(2) ADDERLEY, B.V., and *BROCK, A.M. (1977):
Evaluating clinical performance in nursing.
Journal of Advanced Nursing, Vol 2, pp 355-363.
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definition "to work out the value of", "to find numerical
expression for", "to ascertain amount of", (Concise Oxford
Dictionary, 1949, p.409), tends to overlap with the

definition of "assessment" as noted earlier.

1.26 Bower (1974) defines evaluation as the act or
result of making a judgement, appraisal or interpretation
and describes two types, both of which, she suggests,
should be used. One type measures performance against
specified criteria (i.e. criterion-referenced evaluation);
whilst the other type compares performance with that of
established normative groups (i.e. norm-referenced
evaluation). One clear difference between assessment and
evaluation is that evaluation is concerned with the
precise statement of programme, course or unit objectives
on a prescriptive basis (2). The close relationship
between objective settings, learning experiences and
evaluation procedures underlines the concern with
information of a specific hature. Although both assess-

ment and evaluation procedures are concerned with the

(10) BOWER, F.L. (1974): .
Normative or criterion-referenced evaluation?

Nursing Outlook, Vol 22, No 8, pp 499-502.

(2) ADDERLEY, B.V., and BROCK, A.M. (1977):.
Evaluating clinical performance in nursing.
Journal of Advanced Nursing, Vol 2, pp 355-363.
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collection of information, assessment seeks information

of a general descriptive nature (42, 51, 33, 66).

Evaluation is seen as an on-going process concerned with
gathering and analysing information to aid in decision
making. Assessment is part of evaluation but is seen as
a general systematic procedure for collecting data to
describe behaviour. One aspect of importance to both
éctivities is the concept of measurement which involves
the use of numbers or grades to describe an activity (44).
Rines (1963) sees evaluationvas an intellectual exercise
and assessment as a practical activity aimed at collecting
evidence for the purpose of evaluation (67). She sees

the techniques involved in evaluation as possessing
greater dimensionality and that the process is concerned

with the broader aspects of training, such as syllabuses,

(42) KRATZ, C. (1979):
The Nursing Process.
London: Bailliere Tindall

(51) LYNCH, E.A. (1978):
Evaluation: principles and processes.
New York: National League for Nursing, 23, pp 17-21

(33) HUCKABAY, L.M. (1980):
Conditions of Lsarning and Instruction in Nursing.
St. Louis: C.V. Mosby Company.

(66) REZLER, A.G., and STEVENS, P.J. (1978):
The Nurse Evaluation in Education and Service
New York: McGraw-Hill

(44) XRUMME, U.S. (1975):
The case for criterion-referenced measurement.
Nursing Outlook, Vol 23, No 12, pp 764-770

(67) RINES, A.R. (1963):

: Evaluating Student Progress in Learning the Practice
of Nursing.
Columbia University: Bureau of Publications, Teachers'
College.
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curricula, clinical allocations and/or modules of

experience.

1.27 Educational psychologists use the words in a more
scientifically precise manner. In this sense, evaluation
refers to the systematic process of determining the extent

to which educational objectives have been met (23).

SKILLS

1.28 The word "skill" in this study refers to the three
main elements generally regarded as components of skilled
»activity for the purposes of assessment. These components

are cognitive, affective and psychomotor skills.

1.29 Human abilities have been classified for the
purposes of educational measurement as indicated in the

following table (8, 41, 74):

(23) GRONLUND, N.E. (1971):
Measurement and Evaluation in Teaching (Second Edition)
New York: Macmillan.

(8)  BLOOM, B.S. (1956):
Taxonomy of Educational Objectives: Handbook I,
Cognitive Domain, and Handbook II, Affective Domain.

London: Longmans Green.

(41) KRATHWOHL, D.R., and BLOOM, B.S. (1964):
Taxonomy of Educational Objectives: Affective Domain.

New York: David McKay.

(74) SIMPSON, E.J. (1977):
The classification of educational objectives:

psychomotor domain.
Illinois Teacher of Home Economics, Vol 10,

pp 110-114. ‘
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Table 1.1

COGNITIVE, AFFECTIVE AND PSYCHOMOTOR DOMAINS {after

Bloom, 1956).

Cognitive Affective Psychomotor Higher
|Domain Domain Domain Skills
Weighing A
Testing
Reassuring
Preparing
Measuring
Lifting
Explaining
Dressing
Evaluation Connecting
Synthesis Organisation Comforting
Analysis Conceptualisation| Assisting
Application Valuing Assembling
Comprehension Responding Admitting
Knowledge Receiving Administering Basic Skillsg
1.30 Abilities at the lower end of the cognitive

domain can be measured, in particular the retention of

knowledge.

The components of the affective domain lend

themselves to assessment rather than measurement but the

elements in the psychomotor domain can be measured.

ASSESSORS
1,31

categories:

For purposes of this study assessors fall into two

1) Ward sisters in charge of wards where learners
are allocated in order to gain experience leading

to qualification.

The type of assessment carried

out is called "progress assessment" and involves
a confidential written report which is completed
at the end of a period of eight to twelve weeks

on average.

With few exceptions, this method is

used widely throughout England and Wales, but the

forms in use vary.

in this activity.

Page 19
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2) In order to ensure that training would be
provided for those carrying out staged assess-
ments, the GNC established an official panel
of those suitably trained and experienced.
Entrance to the panel is encouraged but not
mandatory for all trained nurses who are in-
volved in learner areas. Minimum qualifica-
tions for the panel are now laid down by
individual training schools as advised by the
ENB. The abbreviation 'ENB' refers to the
English National Board for Nursing, Midwifery
and Health Visiting which has now superceded
the GNC through the 1979 Act. Training is
provided and potential assessors are inter-
viewed by directors of nurse education acting
with appropriate members of service nursing
staffs. Successful applicants are then asked
to participate in staged assessments in their
ward area within the relevant health authority.
Assessors suitable for this activity are ward
sisters who have usually had a minimum of two
years experience in post and anyone above this
grade actively involved in the practical
training of students.

CONTINUOUS ASSESSMENT

1.32 To date,twelve schemes only have been approved for
the use of continuous assessment in England and Wales.
Although it is still in the developmental stage, it has
been under consideration since the first experimental
modular training schemes were established ten years ago
(43). Generally, this system phases out the two methods
in use at present in favour of a continuous monitoring

system.

1.33 This system is based on assessing nursing skills

against a set of previously developed objectives. An

(43) KRATZ, C. (1981):
Continuing assessment.
Nursing Times, Vol 1, No'3, Educational Supplement.
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reduce some error. However, in the first of threé
papers describing a pilot study of one method of cont-
inuous assessment, Young and Morgan identify the main

problems associated with GNC/ENB assessments as:
1) lack of feedback to student nurses;

2 the inaccuracy of a system in which
only a very small part of total per-
formance in the overall training
programme is considered for assess-
ment purposes  (87).
These issues were further explored by the present re-
searcher in formulating the questionnaires for the

current study.

LITERATURE REVIEW: ENGLAND AND WALES

1.35 Though extensive, the topic has so far produced
little published research. Thus the literature review
produced numerous papers related to clinical assessment;
but few could be of direct -use due_ to’lack of a research
base for the work described. However, issues raised in
the research-based literature were helpful to the present
researcher in developing the questionnaires employed in

the current study.

DEVELOPMENT OF ASSESSMENT METHODS IN ENGLAND AND WALES

1.36 The development of the two commonly-used methods
of practical assessment in nursing in England and Wales

has stemmed:from two sources. The GNC/ENB 'staged' method

(87) YOUNG, A.P. and MORGAN, W. (1978):
Continuous assessment for nurses in the Thomas
Guy School of Nursing (1).
Nursing Times, Occasional Paper, Vol 74, No 51.
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has arisen from the requirements for state registration
inherent in the Registration of Nurses Act 1919 (1).
Progress assessment of nurses has developed out of a
parochial need to provide a useful interim assessment
of the day-to-day practical activities and abilities of
students undergoing the process of training for state

registration.

1.37 Organised training for students began in 1860 (4)
but the struggle fof standardisation through state
registration took another fifty years and an Act of
‘Parliament (1919). This Act brought about the establish-
ment of the General Nursing Council for England and Wales
(hereafter referred to as the GNC) and its powerful
Training and Examination Committee. The statutory
responsibilities of the GNC were passed to the English
National Board by the 1979 Nurses, Midwives and Health

Visitors Act.

1.38 Early practical examinations consisted of a short
two~-staged system, i.e. Preliminary and Final State
Examinations conducted mainly by doctors and experienced
nurses appointed by the GNC (First Draft Syllabus, 1924).
The Nightingale School at St Thomas' Hospital had developed

and used this approach for a number of years prior to its

|

(1) ABEL-SMITH, B. (1960):
A History of the Nursing Profession.
London: Heinemann.

(4) BENDALL, E.R. and RAYBOULD, E. (1969):
The History of the General Nursing Council for
England and Wales.
London: H.K. Lewis.
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introduction nationally by the GNC. Doctors at that

time also carried out oral question and answer tests

for nurses (4).

1.39 This system was used until 1950 when oral examina-
tions were disocontinued and the duration of the practical
examination was extended slightly. The first moves
towards the transferring of overall responsibility for
the assessment of students from the GNC to individual
training schools came ih 1960. The Preliminary State
Examination which candidates had to pass was discontinued.
The Hospital.Intermediate Examination was introduced.
This examination came later in training and had to be
passed at the first attempt by the candidate. The State
Final Practical Examination was also changed slightly in
that the numbers of candidates per hourly examination was
reduced from four to two. Also at this time the 1962
Syllabus of Training was introduced with its emphasis on
integration of subjects for the purpose of examination

and training (4).

1.40 The practical examinations were carried out in
practical rooms in schools of nursing. 7Two candidates
were tested by two examiners who tended to be matrons

appointed by the GNC. The examinations were structured

(4) BENDALL, E.R., & RAYBOULD, E., (1969):
The History of the General Nursing Council for

England and Wales.
Loéﬁon: H.X. Lewis.
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and strict timing was adhered to. During the first half
hour, the sfudents would be examined individually using
a practical task approach. A particular tray or trolley
setting would be prepared by the student and then a period
of questions and answers ensued. During the second half
of the examination, the students would work together on
a patient-centred assignment. This might involve a
volunteer patient in an effort to create authenticity.
This type of examination demonstrated knowledge rather
than ciinical expertise (9), and the system was greatly
criticised for its lack of relevance to the realities of
practical performance (4). As a direct result of this

" growing concern, this form of examination was gradually
phased out and replaced by a four-part practical staged
assessment carried out in the clinical situation leading

to state registration.

PROGRESS ASSESSMENT FORMS

1.41 At the same time, but independently, the question
of regular ward reports on nurses' progress was becoming
of increasing concern amongst senior nurses. As a direct
result of a national project (Kings Fund Interim Report,
1965) which was designed to illustrate the types of

reporting procedures and methods in use at that time and

(9) BOREHAM, N.C. (1977):
The use of case histories to assess nurses' ability
to solve problems.
Journal of Advanced Nursing, Vol 2, pp 57-66

(4) BENDALL, E.R. and RAYBOULD, E. (1969):
The History of the General Nursing Council for
England and Wales.
London: H.K. Lewis.
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revealed a confused situation, a national form was
produced which is still widely used though not standard-

ised. (See Appendix C for full report).

1.42 A follow=-up survey three years later involving the
same hospitals revealed that some progress had been made
since 1965. The results did not produce any great
changes but it was evident that there was increasing
awareness of the importance of the issue. A joint
working party was set up by fhe Kings Fund and the GNC
to explore the possibility of producing a standard form

(39).

1.43 Eventually, a form which had been developed over
some years at the United Liverpool Hospitals was modified
and adopted for use (37). The twenty-five-item report is
a modification of the Likert scale system (47). Five
categories under the headings Application to Work; Quality
of Work; Attitude to Pdtients; Attitude to Co-workers;

and Professional Behaviour are included, with sections for
comments in each. The five-point scale has 'average' at

the mid-point with two tendency scores to x or to y. The

(39) KINGS FUND (1968): _
A Study of Student Nurses' Progress: Final Report.
London: Kings Fund Foundation

(37) KING, H.M. (1968):
Ward reports: an effort to be fair.
Nursing Times, Occasional paper, pp 21-24

(47) LIKERT, R.A. (1932):
A technique for the measurement of attitudes.
Archives of Psychology, No 140.
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'x! scores indicate excellence and the 'y' scores are
unacceptable. The items are general statements which
the ward sister ticks. An overall grading on the front
of the form also has five possible scores. The two
scales do not correspond exactly - for example, the
overall mid-point is 'good - satisfactory' whereas
elsewhere it is ‘'average'. The terms used in the scale
are not defined. The form is meant to be used to assess
progress made by learners during a clinical allocation
which on average is eight to twelve weeks. It is used

at all stages of training (see Appendix D ).

1.44 Likert scales are widely used in attitude and
opinion surveys. Scales of this nature, to be valid,
should consist of declarative statements expressing a
viewpoint on a topic. Respondents are asked to agree or
disagree with opinions expressed in each item. The '
construction of such scales is subje;t to piloting of
items focussing on one concept (63). Five-point scales
are traditionally used, but they can be extended. Careful
preparation in the development phase is essential for the
scale to be reliable and to possess validity. There is
no evidence available to the researcher in respect of

how the aforementioned student assessment instrument was

constructed.

1.45 Extra sections are available on the 'progress

assessment' form for preliminary interviews: and sections

(63) POLIT, D., & HUNGLER, H. (1978):
Nursing Research Principles and Methods
(Second Edition). '

New York: Lippincott.
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for comment by student, nursing officer and tutor. The
reports are confidential and completion is the responsi-
bility of the ward sister. Over a standard general train-
ing programme, some twelve progress reports are completed
for each student. These reports are considered, together
with the results of staged assessments, as evidence of

the student's overall level of competence in nursing prac-
tice, and of her eligibility for state registration, given

that she passes the written examination.

1.46 In 1973, the GNC Research Unit conducted an eval-
uative study of the use of the 'progress assessment!' form,
the respondents being 829 ward sisters. Six hundred and
thirty-three respondents completed a questionnaire and 196
were interviewed. Three main areas of concern were re-
vealed: i.e. organisational variables (e.g. length of the
clinical allocation and staffing levels); ability of the
rater to make an assessment; and the overall purpose‘of
the assessment. .Other areas of cdncern involved the use
of undefined terms such as 'average' and 'satisfactory';
the ambiguity of some statements; and the use of extreme
measures (48). These factors are further considered in
the present study. Rines (1963) has expressed the view
that the only justifiable descriptors for student behav-
iour whilst learning the practice of nursing are the terms
'satisfactory' and 'unsatisfactory'. She recommends that
anecdotal records, checklists, rating scales, student

self-evaluations and patients' observations all be used to

(48) LONG, P. (1976):
Judging and reporting on student nurse clinical
performance: some problems for the ward sister.
International Journal of Nursing Studies, Vol 13,
pp 115-121.
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give a complete picture of the student's behaviour, as
long as they are not used to compare the student's

performance to that expected of a qualified nurse (67).

1.47 In the GNC study just cited, there did not
appear to be any consensus amongst respondents as to
what was being assessed. In view of this, Long (1975)
posits that the preparation and education of raters is
an important factor in the success of any method used
(47a). Foilowing her analysis of completed forms, this
author expresses doubts regarding the reliabiliﬁy of
this method of assessment, which had previously been
under discussion by the GNC for some years in a series

of related circulars (21).

1.48 ~"Long's categorisation of variables is given here,
since it proved helpful in designing the present research

instrument. It includes:

i) Organisational Variables:

(i.e. those influencing satisfaction/dissatis-
faction with the assessment)

- length of allocation to the ward
- use of internal rotation and its effect
upon observation of students
- number of learners, with seniority indicated
- ratio of trained staff to student nurses
- design and layout of the ward

(67) RINES, A.R. (1963):
Evaluating Student Progress in Learning the
Practice of Nursing.
Columbia University: Bureau of Publications.

(47a) LONG, P. (1975):
The Assessment of Student Nurses' Clinical
Performance. (Unpublished report of a survey
undertaken for the General Nursing Council).

(21) GENERAL NURSING COUNCIL (1969,1972,1974,1975):
Circulars Nos. 69/4/3; 72/3/6; 74787165 75/43/A.
London: GNC for England and Wales.
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- opinions of the form )
- administration and involvement of others

iii) Purpose of Assessment:

- .what is being assessed, and why?

GNC STAGED ASSESSMENT

1.49 The lack of clear-cut criteria for judging general
and specific skills was a known problem which was begin-
ning to receive an increasing amount of attention in the
late 'sixties. Another concern expressed referred to
the screening process which is an important aépect of
examination. The earlier system did not discriminate
sufficiently between standards of practical performance

in cahdidates at pass/fail levels (11).

1.50 Thé effort by the GNC to develop a more effective
method of practical assessment of student nurées Wwas based
on the findings of a small pilot scheme. The scheme.-
tééted the feasibility of ward-based examinations, which
would have transferred the existing system to the ward
from the demonstration room. The concept of the sum-

mative examination was to be retained (11).

1.51 Some experience had alréeady been gained following
the introduction of the 1962 Syllabus for Pupil Nurses
which involved ward practical examinations. The GNC

for Scotland had introduced a final practical examination
in 1963. The ensuing pilot scheme involved four
hospitals in England and Wales, using the experience

gained in these two previous implementations. The

(11) BRIGGS, M.R. and MAGUIRE, J.M. (1968):
Towards a ward-based final practical examination.
Nursing Times, Vol 64, No 29, pp 109-111.
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gradual transfer of responsibility for practical examina-
tion from the GNC to training schools was recognised as
desirable and inevitable (11). Following this pilot
scheme, though the new scheme would have its problems,
the clinical setting was more realistic in that the
student would be examined where she nursed her patients.
Also at this time, the patient-centred approach to care
was beginning to develop. The work being carried out in
the United States on nursing models may have influenced

the timing of this development (65).

1,52 Acting upon the findings of the pilot scheme and
'trends in examining procedures in other fields of
education' (21), the current system began to develop.

The concept of the examination was to go, making way for
practical assessment. The tests are based on direct
observation of the student working in the clinical area.
Four aspects are Assessed in separate stages, during the
second part of training. The aspects mentioned represent
'proficiency which is particularly relevant to registra-
tion (21)°'. Four tasks, including . a patient-centred

assignment and one a ward management assignment, are the

<

(11) BRIGGS, M.R. and MAGUIRE, J.M. (1968):
Towards a ward-based final practical examination.
Nursing Times, Vol 64, No 29, pp 109-111.

(65) RANDELL, B., TEDROW, M.P., and VAN LANDINGHAM, J.
(1982): o
Adaptation Nursing: The Roy Conceptual Model
Applied.

St. Lonis: C.V. Mosby.

(21) GENERAL NURSING COUNCIL (1969, 1972, 1974, 1975):
Circulars Nos. 69/4/3; 72/3/6; 74/8/16; and 75/43/A.
London: The General Nursing Council for England
and Wales.
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areas of nursing currently sampled. Assignments include
demonstration of aseptic techniquej carrying out a
medicine round; planning and giving care to a patient
during a span of duty; and a communication and organisa-
tion assessment, involving a group of from ten to twelve

patients during a span of duty.

1.53 This system began to be implemented in 1973. The
principle of delegation of responsibility for this
process is a major consideration. The feasibility of
national control of assessments is a key issue, and

remains so.

1.54 Initially the control was kept by the GNC who at
that time ruléd that trained nurses involved in the new
assessment procedures had to undergo a course of prepara-
tion for the role. Following this, potential assessors
were then interviewed by members of the GNC and suita-
bility assessed. If the candidate satisfied admission
criteria, then her name was included on the Panel of
Assessors, for which édditional duty members were

initially paid a small sum of money (21).

1.55 Potential assessors were judged on clinical
experience and involvement with the practical training
of nurses. Admission to the panel is not a compulsory

requirement for ward sisters; an anomaly which is a key

(21)  GENERAL NURSING UNCIL (1969, 1972, 1974, 1975):
Circulars Nos. 69/4/3; 72/3/6; 74/8/16;5 and 75/43/A.
London: The General Nursing Council for England and
Wales.
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1.57 . Exton-Smith‘Hgscribéé the implementation of
staged assessments in one 'school of nursing. Six critical
areas are mentioned as a result of an exercise comple ted
by some senior students (16).

1. The artificiality of these assessments.

2. Possible anxiety felt by patients.

3. Poor response to Ward Sister involvement in
this activity, and involvement of tutorial
staff which is not seen as "meaningful",

4. Poor teaching at ward level particularly for
Communication and Organisation section of
ward-based assessments.

5. Lack of clinical teaching facilities.

6. Too much reliance on taskecentred nursing.

1.58 Out of this work came a further study carried out
in response to the uncertainty felt by assessors as to
what was actually being assessed (75)s This was an
attempt to introduce the critical incident technique
pioneered by Flanagan in World War IT (18, 17). Ward

sisters were invited to specify nursing activities in

terms of desirable and describable categories. As in

(16) EXTON-SMITH, J. (1976):
Management of ward-based assessments.
Nursing Times, Vol 72, No 9, pp 349-350.

(75) SIMS, A.J. (1976): o .
The critical incident technique in evaluating

student nurse performance. )
International Journal of Nursing Studies, Vol 13,

pp 123-130.

(18) FLANAGAN, J.C. (1954):
The critical incident technique.
Psychological Bulletin, 51, pp 327-358.

(17) FIVARS, G. and GOSNELL, D. (1966):
' Nursing Evaluation: The Problems and the Process.

New York: Macmillan.
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Olilell Stuul€es; wnlicn were exploratory, ne Iilnaings 4aia
not produce a strong case for the use of this technique
(67). The main criticism here is the lack of specified
criteria and the comparison of activity of a student

nurse with that based on the performance éxpeéted of a
trained nurse. Degpite similar inKerent weaknesses, étaged
and progress assessment complement each other in providing

different types of information about clinical performance.

REVIEW OF NORTH AMERICAN LITERATURE

1.59 The search for reliable and valid assessment
methods in North America has been pursued extensively
(85, 27, 67, 44, 57). Support can be found in the
literature for a variety of methods used for the task of
practical assessment. Concern about the inadequacies of
earlier methods resulted in the gradual development of
instruments in much the same way, though on a larger

scale, as in England and Wales. Similarly, the ever-

(67) RINES, A.R. (1963):
Evaluating Student Progress in Learning the
Practice of Nursing.
Columbia University: Bureau of Publlcatlons,
Teachers! College.

(85) WOOLLEY, A.S. (1977):
The long and tortured history of clinical evaluation.
Nursing Outlook, Vol 25, No 5, pp 308-315.

(27) HAYTER, J. (1973):
An approach to laboratory evaluation.
Journal of Nursing Education, pp 17-22

(44) KRUMME, U.S. (1975):
The case for criterion-referenced measurement.

Nursing Outlook, Vol 23, No 1, pp 764-770.

(57) PALMER, M.E. (1959): .
A method of determining grades for clinical performance.

Nursing Outlook, Vol'7, No 8, pp 468-470
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changing nature of the theory/practice mix has also

influenced the development of assessment instruments.

1.60 Overall, the development of methods of assessment
falls into two broad categories: i.e. the search for
norm-referenced instruments on the one hand; and for
criterion-referenced instruments on the other. Norm-
referencing is based on the comparison of an individual's
performance wifh an established or 'standard' group nomm;
and its main purpose is to establish an individual's
performance in relation to others. It tells little of

the individual's degrée of competence or capability, or
the amount of learning that has taken place (33).
According to Krﬁmme, norm-referenced instruments fail to
provide adequate measurement of the quality of nursing
care (45). This approach has been adopted in the 'progress
assessment form' used in the United Kingdom. It is
intended to give aﬁ overall assessment of the nurse's
performance in a clinical allocation. One of the problems
so far encountered is the problem of deciding on what the

norm is in this case (49)., A strong reason for using this

(33) HUCKABAY, L.M. (1980):
Conditions of Learning and Instruction in Nursing.

St.Louis: C.V. Mosby Company.

(45) KRUMME, U.S. (1976):
"~ .The case for criterion-referenced measurement.

Nursing Outlook, Vol 24, No 1, pp 26-31.

(49) LONG, P. (1976):
Student nurse assessment.
Nursing Times, Vol 72, No 14, pp 552-555.
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technique 1s for predictive purposes regarding pass oOr
failure. Disadvantages for the learner are the strong
competitive aspects of this system which blocks peer
group learning (10). Examples of instruments based on
this approach are the Jamison Rating Scale (35); the
Slater Nursing Competencies Scale (77); and the Wandelt
Patient Care Scale (84). All these instruments are
based on direct observation which is time consuming and
a critical factor against its general use. Failure to
describe desired behaviours for rating scales has also

led to problems of doubtful validity of these methods.

1;61 Criterion-referenced methods on the other hand
refer to those testing situations where an individual's
performance is compared against a set target or behavi-
oural objective. It tends to give the student a sense

of achievement and tends to decrease competitiveness and

(10) BOWER, F.L. (1974):
Normative or criterion-referenced evaluation?

Nursing Outlook, Vol 22, No 8, pp 499-502.

(35) JAMISON, L.M. (1950):
- Rating student achievements in clinical experience.
American Journal of Nursing, 50, pp 17-22.

(77) SLATER, D. (1967):
The Slater Nursing Competence Scale.
Detroit, Wayne State University.

(84) WANDELT, M.A. and STEWART, D. (1975):
The Slater Competencies Rating Scale.
New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts.
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increases co~operation (33, 7). Critical incident tech-
niques referred to previously, developed by Flanagan
during World War II, and built upon by Fivars and Gosnell
(1963) were the forerunners of this approach to assess-
mente. Its popularity was shortlived because it was
considered to be time-consuming and laborious, and the
problem of how or whether to grade the data was never
discussed (85). Some years later Sims conducted a study
in eight hospitals in which ward sisters were asked to
participate‘in a project testing the feasibility of
critical incident methods, based on Flanagan's work (75).
This exploratory study concluded also that preoccupation
with the detail of incident analysis undermines the

feasibility of this approach.

1.62 The basis of criterion-referenced instruments is
a rating scale completed by observers. The instrument is
used as a standard against which to judge whether the

nurse has met the performance criterion specified before-

(33) HUCKABAY, L.M. (1980):
Conditions of Learning and Instruction in Nursing.
St. Louis: C.V. Mosby Company.

(7) BEVIS, E.0. (1978):
Curriculum Building in Nursing: A Process.
St. Louis: C.V. Mosby Company.

(85) WOOLLEY, A.S. (1977):
The long and tortured history of clinical evaluation.
Nursing Outlook, Vol 25, No 5, pp 308-315.

(75) SIMS, A.J. (1976):
The critical incident technique in evaluating
student nurse performance.
International Journal of Nursing Studies, Vol 13,

pp 123-130.
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hand. Performance criteria for tasks are described and
achievement by each student is measured against themn.

An example of such a criterion measure is the Professional
Practioners' Performance Rating , which describes optimal
performance of trachéal suctioning; the administration

of tube feeds; and of oral and intramuscular medication.
Criteria for developing this particular task anaiysis were
derived from the literature (15). Later development of
such instruments,in terms of stipulated standards of
patient care rather than in terms of task construction,
has resulted in increased consideration of both cognitive
and interpersonal aspects of nursing activities: and
Phaneuf's 'nursing audit' serves to exemplify this latter

approach (61).

1.63 The instruments discussed so far are all concerned
with nurse assessment in the clinical setting. The ad-
vantages of assessing clinical activities in this way
have been the focus of considerable discussion in nursing

journals (cf,e.g., 11). In North America, the use of

(15) DUNN, M.A. (1970):
Development of an instrument to measure nursing
performance.
Nursing Research, Vol 19, pp 502-510.

(61) PHANEUF, M.C. (1972):
The Nursing Audit: Profile for Excellence.
New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts.

(11) BRIGGS, M.R. and MAGUIRE, J.M. (1968):
Towards a ward-based final practical examination.
Nursing Times, Vol 64, No 29, pp 109-111.
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other settings for this purpose has support in the litera-
ture., One of the chief criticisms of present methods
concerns the time-consuming elements associated with
observation in the clinical setting. Since one of the
principles of assessment should be to gather as much

valid information as possible in order to obtain a reliable
measure of competence, many‘complementary instruments may

need to be employed.

1.64 Students need an opportunity to try, to practiee,

to fumble and to fail sometimes as part of the learning
process, without being judged while doing so. The 'when'!
of clinical assessment is debatable; but any method must
take account of learning time which is an essential
component of the learning process (20). For this reason,
strong cases for assessing skills in the simulated clinical
setting are expressed (46, 70), in an attempt to provide
useful information about practical skill development in

students. An essential aspect of this approach is the

(20) GAGNE, R.M. (1970):
The Conditions of Learning.
New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston Inc.

(46) LENBURG, C.E. (1979):
The GClinical Performance Examination.
New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts.

(70) SCHNEIDER, H.L. (1979):
Evaluation of Nursing Competence.
Boston: Little Brown and Company.
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provision of useful information to ward staff about the
student's abilities, a factor which is lacking in the
present system (88). Thevuse of videotapes in developing
simulated practical situations for the purposes of assess-
ment and other approaches to this problem are well docu-
mented: and there is evidence that, whilst such

activities are likely to contribute to an overall assess-
ment of student skills, they may not adequately reflect

actual performance in the practical situation (60).

SUMMARY

1.65 The literature search revealed many references to
the topic under review. There are many papers expressing
opinions about practical assessment methods in England
and Wales. Tﬁis underlines the concern felt by many
regarding the importance of this aspect of nursing. The
fact that research—based.papers are less common reflects

the complexity of the subject.

1.66 The search for valid and reliable assessment instru-
ments has been pursued vigorously in North Americaj but
there is apparently no Written evidence to support general
acceptance and use of any one particular approach. Much
of the reported activity is centred around the design of

assessment instruments, rather than describing the weak-

(88) YOUNG, A.P. and MORGAN, W. (1978):
Continuous assessment for nurses in the Thomas Guy

School of Nursing.
Nursing Times, Occasional Paper, Vol 75, No 1.

(60) PEARSON, B.D. (1978): .
Evaluation of the nursing process through visual

motion media v .
International Nursing Review, Vol 25, No 4, pp 119-120.
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nesses ana strengths or existing methods. This study
is concerned primarily with investigating the existing
situation in England and Wales regarding the use of

assessment methods, in order to reveal their strengths

and weaknesses.
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SECTION TwO: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHOD

2.1 As indicated in the previous section, the nature
of the variables involved in practical nursing assess-
ment are still not clearly understood. It is for this
reason that otherwise competent and experienced trained
nurses haVe difficulty in reaching agreement on specify-
ing nursing competence for purposes of assessment. The
present study concentrates mainly on collection of
infoxrmation from the group of nurse assessois most
immediately concerned in this exercise. ~The lack of
research information aQailable meant that careful develop-
ment of an appropriate research instrument, which would
enable the researcher to collect reliable information of
a descriptive and ekploratory nature, was an essential

precursor to the main study.

METHOD:

2.2 Personal interview was chosen as the most suitable
approach available in order to generate the types of data
necessary to answer the main research questions. The lack
of sufficient information on which to base an appropriate
interview schedule required extensive preparation, pre-
piloting and piloting. The approach used was a systematic
personal interview to provide both structured and relative-
ly unstructured information. Both closed- and open-ended
questions were used with verbal probes in order to produce
both general and more focussed information. It was anti-
cipated that the unstructured data would lend itself to
further analysis in areas of interest considered poten-

tially useful sources of further relevant data.
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2.3 The known disadvantages of the method chosen were
considered during the development of the interview sched-
ule. Problems of erroneous interpretation in terms of
(e.ges) the Hawthorne effect (68), together with the time-
consuming nature of this approach, were encountered during
the pre-pilot and pilot phases. However, it is considered
that no alternative method would have been more effective,

bearing in mind the descriptive nature of the study.

2.4 An important issue related to the question of
practical assessment concerns the value of the completed
progress assessment form. This raises serious concern
because of its extensive use in nurse training schools in
the United Kingdom. This prompted the researcher to carry
out a subsidiary investigation within the framework of the
present study, the objective of which was to establish the
extent to which the widespread dissatisfaction felt by
assessors, both with the discfiminative capabilities of
progress assessment forms, and with their seeming lack of
developmental or practical implications for the student,

is justified.

2.5 This subsidiary investigation took the form of an
initial item frequency analysis, based upon 623 completed
progress assessment reports available for newly-qualified

.student nurses in Centres A and C of the study (cf Section

(68) ROETHLISBERGER, FeJ., & DICKSON, W.J., (1939):
Management and the Worker. An gzcount of a research
Program conducted by the Western Electric Company.
Hawthorne Works, Chicago.

Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press.
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Three, Paras. 3.87-3.101). Data obtained from the

two centres were subsequently compared.

CONSTRUCTION AND DEVELOPMENT OF INTERVIEW SCHEDULE:

2.6 There are two methods of practical assessment

in general use in the United Kingdom: progress
assessment, which is the responsibility of individual
schools of nursing, and concerns itself ostensibly

with the progress of individual student nurses through-
out their training: and statutory (ENB) assessment,
which is a fourfold functional assessment of learners’
work carried out for purposes of statutory registration

(cf Section One, pp 22-35, for further details of the

development and operation of these types of assessment).
Information was collected about both types; and for
this reason the interview schedule was developed in

two separate sections. Although all respondents were
eligible to participate in Section One of the schedule
(that for progress assessors), they did not necessarily
qualify to participate in Section Two (that for ENB
assessors). It would have been desirable to interview
a total sample of respondents who met the requirements
for both sections. This proved not completely possible:
thus three respondents in the main sample of forty-four

were not ENB assessors.

2.7 Initially, general categories of possible questions
were sought using two approaches. First, the literature
was searched in order to find research papers related
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to both types of assessment. Having drawn up the list
of broad general categories from this source, further
information was sought from nurses involved in assess-
ments at ward level. Respondents who worked in a variety
of clinical settings were contacted in order to produce
a range of opinions based on differing experience. At
this stage a student nurse, three ward sisters, a
clinical teacher, a nurse tutor and a nursing officer
-agreed to give their views, which were recorded on
audiotape. Two of the resultant interviews involved
groups of three respondents. As a general guide, the
progress assessment form itself and the main issues
found in the literature were discussed. The interviews
were unstructured, encouraging respondents to comment
widely and to speak freely in the assurance that all

discussions were confidential.

2.8 These audiotaped diséussions were subsequently
analysed to identify general themes and points'of
interest and controversy. This resulted in a list of
possible categories for inclusion in the pilot instrument.
The lack of previous research-based material influenced
the design of the instrument and meant that general cate-
gories only could be used. The scope of possible cate-
gories was extensive; and therefore the instrument was
restricted to collecting information of a general rather
than of a specific nature. The length of the instrument
was of concern in that the two types of assessment were
both included; and this could without care have resulted

in a long and unrealistic interview schedule. The instru-
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ment was finally shortened to allow an interview time of

approximately forty minutes.

2.9 The sample of content areas to be included in the
pilot instrument was first considered by employing a
'table of specifications'. This procedure is a guide to
the construction of interview schedules and question-
naires, which is designed to ensure that the overall aims
of a survey can be achieved by selection of appropriate

content areas (63). The first estimate was as follows:

Table 2.1: Table of Specifications (after Polit and

Hungler, 1978): First Estimate.

CONTENT CATEGORY : Estimated numbex
of questions:

1 Background infommation 5

2 Facts about assessment 5

3 Belief about what the facts are 5

4 Attitudes, feelings, opinions 10
about assessment

5 Reason for attitudes 10

6 Level of knowledge of assessment 5

7 Suggestions/ideas about possible 5
improvements
TOTAL: 45

2.10 The instrument needed to be constructed in such a
way that accurate descriptive data related to the research
questions could be collected. Thus the purpose of the

'table of specifications' was to reduce imbalance in the

-(63) POLIT, D., & HUNGLER, H., (1978):
Nursing Research Principles and Methods.
"(Second Edition).

New York: Lippincott.
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areas covered by the instrument. The main areas of con-
cern indicated by the literature and by pre-pilot dis-
cussions appeared to be related to assessment skills and
assessment attitudes. For this reason, it was decided
that these categories would be allocated more items in an

attempt to explore them in some depth.

2.11 Employing this estimate and the list of possible
content categories, the first draft interview schedule was
constructed. As far as was possible, structured questioné
were used, with 'probe' questions in content categories 4
and 5 (cf Table 2.1). Questions requiring alternative
category ('ves'/'no') responses were written; and depend-
ing on the nature of the response, further information was

sought by asking the respondent to expand on her answer.

2.12 When the first questions were drafted, and before
the first pilot was undertaken, the wording of items was
reconsidered in order to clarify questions and to reduce
émbiguity and bias. For this purpose the questions were
read out to a number of trained nurses not involved in

the study; and their interpretations noted. This proved
to be a helpful process, and resulted in changes in spec-
ific questions. Some questions were omitied because their

content was being covered elsewhere in the schedule.

2.13 When completed the first draft-did not correspond
to the estimated number of items in the initial estimate
using the 'table of specifications'. Differences were as

illustrated in the following comparative table:
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Table 2.2: Table of Specifications: Comparison of

First and Final Draft Interview Schedules.

CONTENT CATEGORY PH FIRST DRAFT: FINAL DRAFT:
PAC: ENB: PAC: ENB:
1 gackgrougd 5 5 5 5 0
information
2 Facts about 5 19 14 53 13
assessment
3 Belief about
the facts > 2 7 3 9
4 5tt1tude§,‘feel- 10 12 5 12 5
ings, opinions
5 Reasons for
attitudes 10 3 3 3 5
6 Level of know-
ledge 5 5 7 6 6
7 §uggestlons for 5 2 5 5 5
improvements
TOTAL: 45 48 40 H 51 37

(CODING: PH = first estimate of items based on Polit

and Hungler; PAC = progress assessment; ENB = ENB
assessment).

2.14 The main initial estimate/first draft differences
concerned categories 2, 4 and 5; and stemmed from the
order and presentation of questions. During pre-piloting
of questions it became clear that the question order was
impértant, in that the flow of responses could be inter-
rupted by the need to explain to a respondent that mofe
discussion of a particular item would be raised later in
the interview; and this necessitated the rearrangement

and conflating of certain items.
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THE PILOT STUDY:

2,15 This was a small-scale study conducted as far as
possible under similar conditions to those anticipated
in the main study, undertaken with a view to revealing
ahd correcting any problems before the main study; and
in particular to permit final revision of the interview
_schedule. According to various authorities, the size

of such a pilot sample should be not less than one-tenth
of that proposed for the study proper (cf e.g. 82). 1In
the present case, ten pilot interviews were conducted,
comprising a sub-sample one-quarter the size of the

proposed total sample.

2.16 The pilot work was carriéd.out in a small health
district separate from the main study area. Letters
explaining the purposes of the pilot study were written
to the District Nursing Officer and to the Director of
Nurse Education, who both gave their fofmal sﬁpport to
the study. Lists of ward sisters working in three sel-
ected-clinical areas, and of ENB assessors working in

the areas, were compiled. Potential respondents (largely
a convenience sample due to lack of wider choice) were
approached informally as a preliminary to formal inter-

view arrangements.

2.17 After explanation of the study to each ward sister
selected, the arrangements for interview were made. Al-

though no problems were encountered in finding possible

(82) IREECE, E.W., & TREECE, J.W., (1973):
Elements of Research in Nursing.

‘St Louis: C.V. Mosby.
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participants for Section One of the interview (that for
progress assessors), potential participants for Section
Two (that for ENB assessors) were relatively few. Ini-
tially it appeared that this might be a problem in the
main study and tend to reduce the possibility of obtain-
ing comparative data for these groups. However, in the
main study only two members of the sample interviewed were
not ENB assessors: and one of these was in the process of

preparation to become an ENB assessor.

2.18 The procedure for arranging interviews was time-
consuming and not helped by heavy snow falls in a semi-
rural area, which resulted in several postponementse.
However, respondents were generally interested in the
study and keen to participate. Finding suitable rooms

for the interviews was difficult; and at times inter-
ruptions occurred which tended to disrupt the proceedings.
Noise was a problem, especially éue to the tape recorder's
‘ propensity for amplifying distant noise. Trying to.arrange
the furniture appropriately in a room with one electric
socket hidden in a corner can also cause difficulties in
respect of the final quality of tape-recorded interviews.
Respondents in the pilot study showed no undue concern
regarding the presence of the tape recorder after being
assured regarding the confidentiality of the interview.
The quality of the recording in one interview was very
poor and can only be attributed to the type of audiotape

used on that occasion.

Page 51



2.19 The time taken for each interview in the pilot
study ranged from approximately forty to approximately
sixty minutes; with the exception of one interview which
took much longer due to the uncertainty felt by the
respondent concerning assessments in general. During

the interviews, blank progress assessment forms were
available for reference purposes. On completion of each
interview, coded responses were checked and unstructured
answers analysed, with extracts written in checklist form
with tape counts available for retrieval purposes. This
information was then further analysed, and emergent
categories were incorporated into structured checklists
under the content category headings (cf Table 2.1). Sub-
sequently the taped extracts were played béck to three
experienced nurses not connected with other aspects of
the study, who were asked to check their interpretation
of the meaning of specific responses on the structured
checklist. This resulted in a number of completed check-
lists which were then used to estimate equivalencé of
responses; an important aspect of reliability in studies

of this type.

2.20 From these data it became evident that some pre-
viously unstructured questions could be structured with
advantage: e.g. Questions 5, 9 and 12 of Section One.
Similarly, some structured questions could be revised to
be simpler, in that a more direct question would give

the required information: thus the structured Question 5
could be reduced to: 'How many weeks are students alloca-

ted to your ward? Does this period vary?'!'. - Some struc-
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tured questions asking for alternative ('yes'/'no')
responseé needed a third category added for the benefit
of the small proportion of respondents who could not be
sure of their answer: as in (e;g.) Section One, Question
22. Some questions needed to be rephrased because the
responses revealed that there was bias in the way in
which they were being asked: e.g. Section One, Question
36 needed to be rephrased as 'Do you complete the
(assessment) form with the learner present?' (All of the
respondents filled in the form before seeing the learner;
and the wording of the original question had tended to
suggest that this was not ideal practice!) Section One,
Question 14 was taken out because it was not understood;
and the data implicit in this question was covered else-

where (cf amended interview schedule, Appendix B.).

FURTHER NOTE ON ANALYSIS OF INTERVIEWS:

2.21 The demands of data analysis were considered at
every stage in the evolution of the interview schedule,
from early discussions through the pilot stage to its
final form in the main study. The process of content
analysis is defined as a procedure for the categorisation
of verbal or behavioural data for purposes of classifi-
cation, summarisation and tabulation (19). In this study,
the interviews included two types of question: (A) struc-

tured questions with coded responses (coding is the process

(19) FOX, D.J., (1976):
Fundamentals of Research in Nursing (Third Edition).

New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts. = -
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by which basic information is transformed into symbols
suitable for analysis); and (B) 'probe' questions which
could not be pre-coded. Structured questions are
generally speaking more efficient than open-ended ones,
where efficiency is defined in terms of the number of
interview items needed to measure or describe particular
characteristics, attributes or factors (63). This is an
important aspect of a study such as the present one, in
that there must obviously be a balance between the effi-
ciency of the instrument (which influences the time which
it takes to administer) and the completeness and relevance
of the information obtained. The purpose of the non-coded
'probe!'! questions was to produce more information than was
volunteered during the first reply: andinatural 'probes'
only were used so that minimal bias was introduced into
the administration of the schedule. The additional data
collected as a result of such 'probe' questions was cate-
gorised where possible after collection during the forma-

tive (pre-pilot and pilot) stages of the investigation.

2.22 As a result of the pilot investigation, it became
possible to determine the final procedures for interview-
ing during the main study. During this phase, responses
to questions were recorded in their entirety on to audio-
tape; as in the pilot study. Among the main advantages of

this method is that, during the interview, time is saved;

(63)  EOLIT, D., & HUNGLER, H., (1078):
Nursing Research Principles and Methods

{Second Edition).
New York: Lippincott.
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spontaneity is preserved; and the researcher is free to
observe non-verbal concomitants of the interview situa-
tion. Among disadvantages are fhe need for selectivity

in choosing a machine capable of good quality repro-
duction of voices and with a revolution counter so that
specific locations in the tape may be readily found: and
that a considerable amount of time and skill are necessary
to analyse responses after the interview has taken place:
a fact which became evident during subsequent reliability
checks carried out with other Analysers. The interview
itself was designed to be administered in some forty to
sixty minutes: and on average this was the case in the

practical context of the main study.

2.23 The final coding frame consisted of a simple
numerical sequence for the structured questions which
form the greater proportion of the interview schedules.
The problem of coding the unstructured questions was
approached as described in Para. 2.19 above. The tapes
were played over several times and possible category
headings were sought for and listed. Particular themes
were noted by working systematically through each record-
ing. The reliability of the emergent categories was
examined by preparing category checklists, which were
checked by three independent raters not involved otherwise
in the study. For this purpose, checklists employing
alternative (agree/disagree) responses were used; and an
index of agreement between the raters was calculated,

employing the equation:
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Number of agreements

Agreement Index =
Number of Number of
agreements disagreements

following concurrent ratings carried out in response to
identical sections of tape-recorded interview. Initial
indices obtained for the three independent raters were
17/17+2 =A0.89; 4/4+1 = 0.80; and 10/10+1 = 0.9 resp-
ectively. Since interview bias and error are partic-
ular hazards in this type of study, similar checking
procedures were included at intervals throughout the
main phase, yielding consistently high indices of inter-

-rater reliability.

VALIDITY OF INTERVIEW SCHEDULE:

2.24 Three types of validity well-described in the
literature are content validity; criterion-related
validity; and construct validity (cf,e.g.,63). The
present study is exploratory in nature and intended to
establish a basis for further work: therefore the
establishment of content validity was considered to be
an important first step. Content validity is an
important characteristic of questioning techniques;
and refers to the extent to which the instrument con-
cerned genuinely measures the factors under study.
Thus the content of the instrument must be closely
related to that which is being measured. An opinion
from a group of experts as to whether the content of
the instrument is appropriate must be sought. This
was the épproach to content validity used in the present

study. Following its design, a group of research nurses

(63) POLIT, D. and HUNGLER, H. (1978):
Nursing Research Principles and Methods.
New York: Lippincott.

Page 56




schedule. Their comments sﬁpported the validity of
its content in terms of current issues in nursing

assessment.

2.25 Criterion-related validity refers to an attempt
by the researcher to establish a relationship between
the instrument and some other criterion. The instrument
is said to be valid if scores correlate highly with this
criterion. In the present instance, such a criterion
would have to involve reliable and valid assessment
methods which are not at present available. There are
indications from the subsidiary item-analytic study
carried out in conjunction with this survey that the
establishment of effective criterion-related assessment
is a priority area for research pursuant to the present

study (cf Section Three, Paras. 3.87-3.101).

THZ MAIN STUDY :

2.26 For purposes of the main study three metropolitan
health authorities, two of which are teaching districts (%},
agreed to allow the researcher access to nursing staff.

The catchments were selected partially for convenience

and partially for their representativeness, in that both
progress assessments and ENB assessments are regularly
carried out in all three districts. Because in practice

the 'key' figure in Aassessment procedures is the ward

sister, it was decided to concentrate the study on this

(*) The term 'teaching district' is apnlied to health
authorities within whose remit falls the resronsi-
bility for one or more medical teaching hospitals.
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group. Arrangements were made for the research plan to
be considered and approved by the District Ethical

Committee in each participating authority.

2.27 . Four representative learning centres (including a
well-established teaching hospital; two well-established
general hospitals; and a new district general hospital)
were approached, and agreed to participate in the main
study, following thorough discussion of its nature with
members of the‘nurse management structure in each case.
The original intention was to limit the study sample to
three specified clinical areas in each centre; but this
proved not to be possible since such a restriction would
have reduced considerably the number of ENB assessors
available to participate in the study. Approximately
one-quarter of the total sample of assessors was selected
from each centre, thus allowing for some locational

comparisons to occure.

SELECTION OF SAMPLE:

2.28 The final sample of nurse assessors (N=44) con-
sisted of qualified and experienced ward sisters who met
the criteria for participation in the study, in that all
of them were regularly involved in progress assessment of
student nurses; and all except three were also recognised
ENB assessors. For sampling purposes, a list of all
eligible assessors working in the four centres was com-
piled. A simple quasi-random sampling was used, in which
the names of eligible assessors who were on duty during a

particular shift were written on separate slips of paper.
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Following random withdrawal of one slip from the total
number of slips, the assessor concerned was approached
personally by the researcher and asked if she would be
willing to participate in the interview scheduled for
that day. The main aims of the interview were explained
to each potential respondent and the option to refuse
participation was made clear. The assessor was also
assured of the confidentiality of the interview; and told
that all pérticipants would be informed of the findings
on completion of the study. The researcher had no prior
knowledge of any member of the sample thus selected,

further details of which are given in Section Three,

Paras. 3.3-3.6, below.

CONSTRAINTS ON SAMPLING AND ON INTERVIEWS:

2.29 The sampling process was inevitably affected to
some degree by constraints related (A) to the interview
method; (B) to accessibility of respondents; and (C) to
the timing of interviews. Thus the method of individual
interviews followed by subsequent analysis of audiotaped
data is highly time-consumingj énd itself placed practical
limits on the amount of interviews which could realistic-
ally be undertaken. Access to the various groups of
respondents was not always easy since the collaborating
establishments, though situated in the metropolitan area,
were not particularly accessible in terms of travelling.
Although unit managers were aware of the study and co-
operated fully in allowing access to prospective parti-

cipants, and duty rotas were generally available two to
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three weeks in advance of the date, there were problems
in that last-minute changes due to a variety of reasons
could alter the rotas. This, together with occasional
ward activities or other meetings, meant that duty rotas
did not necessarily correspond to what was actually
happening on the ward; and sometimes meant that no
interviewing could take place on a particular occasion.
This limitation affected the duration of the data
collection phase considerably. The amount of time spent
in travelling to and from the centres was considerable:
and when there were difficulties of this nature then

whole afternoons could be wasted.

2.30 Optimal timing of interviews for the convenience

of busy wards inevitably led to a certain periodicity of
sampling. Thus all interviews were necessarily scheduled
to take place between 2pm and 4pm each day, since this was
acceptable to the ward sisters, taking into account work-
load and staffing levels. However, this effect was com-
pensated to a degree by the impact of variable shift-

working in the four centres under study.

2.31 The environment in which the interviews were
carried out required a great deal of organisation in an
attempt to achieve as much consistency as possible.
Arrangements for the availability of suitable rooms with
electric points were made in advance. However, these
arrangements sometimes had to be changed at the last
minute - a state of affairs which could have influenced
adversely the outcome of the interviews concerned.

Interruptions were minimised; but were disruptive when

Page 60



they occurred, which was usually during particularly busy

periods on the ward.

METHOD:
" 2632 The method of preparation for, implementation and-
subsequent analysis of, interviews has already been dis-

cussed at length (cf Paras. 2.19-2.23 above). There was

no significant departure from this procedure during the

main study.

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY:

2.33 The study is preliminary and can only result in
relatively general indications on which to base more
sophisticated designs for further research. The effect
of the small sample size must influence the validity of
the findings overall: and therefore this represents a
limitation which should be borne in mind when considering

the findings presented in Section Three.
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SECTION THREE: FINDINGS OF THE STUDY.

LOCATION AND SIZE OF SUB=~SAMPLES:

3.1 The interviews were conducted in four centres as
previously discussed. The original idea was to choose
centres that could be compared. For this reason, a
well-established teaching hospital, two well-established
general hospitals, and a ﬁewly-founded district general

hospital with a strong medical research bias were included

as follows:

Table 3.1: Size of Sub-samples in the Four Study

Locations (total N=44).

CENTRE: A: B: Cs D:
TYPE: Teaching General New General
Hospital Hospital D.G.H. Hospital
N = 14 8 12 10
3.2 Centres A and B shared the same district school

of nursing and so used identical assessment procedures
which varied somewhat from the ‘'standard' five-point

progress assessment as used in Centres C and D (cf Paras.

3.87 et seq, below). The instrument used consisted of two
separate but complementary interview schedules which were

developed concurrently (cf Paras. 2.19-2.23, above). The"

number of each itembrefers to its number in the relevant

interview schedule (cf Appendix B). Unless otherwise

stated, the resultant frequency data was analyéed by means

of a chi-squared two-cell contingency test (cf Appendix .F).
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CHARACTERISTICS OF THE STUDY SAMPLE:

GE GROUPS:

3.3 Forty-five point five per cent of assessors were
in the age-group 21-30 years; with a further 34.1 per
cent in the age-group 31-40 years. The remaining 20.4
per cent were in the age-group 41-50 years (cf Figure

3.1):

Figure 3.1: Percentage of Sample by Age-group.

50 -~

40

30 4

20 4

10

21-30 | 31-40 41-50

Age in Years:

In Centre A, ten assessors were in the age-group 21-30

years and the remaining four in the age-group 31-40 years.

In Centres B and C the distribution was more equable
between these two age-groups, with one and two assessors

respectively in the age-group 41-50 years. In Centre D

this tendency for assessors to be in the two younger age-

groups did not hold good, with five of ten assessors in

the age-group 41-50 years and three of the remaining five

in the age~-group 31-40 years (cf Figure 3.2):
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Number of Assessors:

Number of Assessors:

rigure 3.2:

Distraibution or Age of Assessors by Centre.

CENTRE A

10

8 -

21-30

- 31-40

Age in Years:

CENTRE C:

10 —

8

| 41-50 |

Number of Assessors:

Number of Assessors:

21-30

31-40

41-50

Age in Years:
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CENTRE D:
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Number of Assessors:

ASSESSMENT EXPERIENCE:

3.6 All members of the total sample (N=44) had written

progress assessment forms for student nurses at some time.
Niﬁety-five point five per cent had also carried out GNC/

ENB assessments; with only three members (at Centres A

and B) not having done so. The distribution of assessment
experience was tri-modal in each case, peaking at 1, 3 and

7 years in respect of progress assessment (cf Figure 3.3);

and at 1, 3 and.5 years in respect of GNC/ENB assessment

(cf Figure 3.4):

Figure 3.3: Progress Assessment Experience in Years

(total sample N=44),

10

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Experience in Years:
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Question Two: Did yvou receive any preparation for the

task?
3.8 Sixty-eight point two per ceﬁt of the total sample
stated that they had received 'no preparation' for the
task of completing assessment forms. The number who had
received no preparation was significantly greater than
the number who stated that they had received preparation
(chi-squared = 5.114, df 1, p < 0.05). Of those who had
received some preparation, twelve felt that it had been

helpful; and five felt that it had not been helpful.

INTERVIEW:

A10: 'Yes I did. We had a training afternoon,
I think, because I was quite new to the
role of ward sister. Very often you're
first sort of thrown in. It made you sit
back and take stocke I think they're very
difficult things to do'.

C5: '(I was given a) King's Fund booklet. Not

before I started. We had had a refresher.
It was not helpful because the difficulties
were not solved. It just told you how to
fill them in, not where your difficulties
were and how to solve those, in that lots
of things didn't fit in'.
Preparation for the task of assessing student nurses'
progress over a period of time in the sample was scant.
This preparation characteristically consisted of short
study periods concerned primarily with administrative
aspects of the assessment form itself. There appeared
to be a general lack of discussion on the processes
underlying this type of assessment. There was no indi-
cation of any form of ongoing review or coﬁtinuous
training programme for assessors. Although both: staff

nurses and enrolled nurses were often included in the

activity of assessment, neither of these grades appeared
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frequency of 'about right! responses than of any other
types of response (chi-squared = 9.302, df 1, p <€ 0.01).

INTERVIEW:

A5: 'Two to four third-year students for
seventeen weeks would be okay!'.

Al10: 'On average we have four to five students.
For this type of ward it's just about
right'.

Bl13: 'To do it as well as I'd want ... it's
very taxing to do so! Given an average
week, I could do four'.

C5: 'This is an easy part of looking after
the learners - not a difficulty'.

The ratio of trained staff to learners is a key issue
for purposes of assessment. The common criticism,

which concerns the lack of opportunity for trained staff
to supervise, and therefore to observe, students directly,
clearly relates to the eventual quality of the assessment
being made. This aspect deserves further research. The
frequently far-from-optimal ratio of trained to untrained
staff in the ward situation must also exert an important
influence on the quality of assessment. A further
important aspect of such ratios concerns the stages in
training at which a student is assessed. Thus the all-
important performance expectations for each group of
students are not specified in the forms currently used.
In wards where the students to be assessed were at
differing stages in their training, assessors expressed

concern about the methods used.
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Question Five: What stage(s) in training do the students

tend to be at?

3.12 A significantly higher frequency of assessors
stated that they assessed either first-year or third-
year students rather than second-year students (chi-
squareé = 23,674, df 1, p € 0.001); or a 'mixture' of
students (chi-squared = 12.756, df 1, p< 0.001) more
frequently than second-year students. For the assessors
in the present study, the term 'mixture' also tended to
refer predominantly to first- and third-year students.

No appreciable difference in this pattern was discernable

in any of the centres (cf Figure 3.5).

Question Six: Are vour students allocated for a set

number of weeks?

3.13 Ninety-three per cent of the total sample of
assessors stated that students were allocated to wards
for a set number of weeks. Allocations ranged from gix
weeks to 'twelve weeks or more'; with a modal figure of
six to seven weeks and a sub-modal of eight to ten
weeks. Only 6.8 per cent of assessors (located in
Centres A and B) stated that students were allocated
for more than twelve weeks. No allocation was for less

than six weeks.

Question Seven: Is there enough time reallv to get to

know the students! work in order to assess them in this

way?
3.14 A significantly higher frequency of assessors

stated that there was adequate time to 'get to know' a
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C5: 'No - I can't do them by myself. (I)
have to have discussions, in that their
behaviour to me is often different from
their behaviour with the rest (of the
Staff) ',
D5: 'I think you do (have time)'.
The time available for student assessment is an important
area of enquiry. In the sample, opinions varied con-
cerning the adequacy of actual contact with students in
a day-to-day work situation; though most respondents were
satisfied with the overall length of time of student
allocations. There was a strong tendency for assessors
to rely upon the support of other trained staff in obtain-
ing information concerning a student's progress. There

was, however, no indication that other learners were

involved in this process.

Question Eight: Does a system of internal rotation

operate for students on vyour ward?

3.15 Sixty-one point four per cent confirmed that a
system of internal rotation for students existed on their
wards. Thirty~eight point six per cent stated that this
was not the case in their wards. The question on internal
rotation of students was included in an attempt to estimate
the time actually available for the assessor to observe
students. The amount of time available for this activity
was seen as a source of dissatisfaction among assessors;
and hence as a factor in the need for support from other
trained members of the nursing team in this activity.
However, the assessors generally felt that it was their
job to fill in the progress assessment form and to carry

out the related interview with the student alone. In this
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situation, the assessor's limited contact with the learners
tends to beg the question of the eventual value of the
completed assessment form as an effective assessment by

the individual concerned.

MDuestion Nine: How many trained staff (including part-

time staff) are usually on yvour ward for the periods

listed?

3.16 The modal figure of trained staff reported as

on the wards during the morning shift was three; and
during the evening shift two. The range for the morning
shift was from one to five; and for the evening shift
from one to four. The figure for Centre D morning shift
was the lowest, with never more than two trained staff
reported as being on either the morning or the evening

shift.

Question Ten: How satisfied are you with the amount of

contact vou have with yvour learners?

3.17 Only 9 per cent of assessors (in Centres B and
C only) reported themselves as 'very satisfied! with
the contact achieved. Fifty-two point three per cent
said they 'would prefer more contact'; and the remaining
38.6 per cent were frankly dissatisfied, stating they
had 'limited contact only'.
INTERVIEW:

AS5: 'Yes, (I'm) satisfied’'.

Al0: '(I'm) satisfied, but would prefer
more (contact)'.

B13: '(There's) not enough time to devote
to teaching and supervision!'.
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C5: 'T have less contact now that I have
a second sister?.

(cf also comments in Para. 3.15 above regarding the issue

of contact with learners).

Question Eleven: What types of illness do vour patients

suffer from?

3.18 The various centres were reasonably balanced
regarding assessors on medical wards (32 per cent) and
surgical wards (29.5 per cent). There were three
assessors on gériatric wards in Centres A and B, but

none in the sub-samples from Centres C and D.

Question Twelve: What sort of layout do vou have on

your ward?

3.19 Significantly more assessors were located either
on Nightingale-type or bay-type wards than were located
on any other type (chi-squared = 14.204, df 1, p < 0.001).
This amounted to 79.5 per ceht of the total sample.
There were no assessors located on 'race-track' type
wards. Five assessors were located on 'L'-shaped wards;
but there was no such ward in Centre C. Four assessors
were located in cubicalised wards - two in Centre A and

two in Centre C.

Question Thirteen: Do yvou feel that this layout gives

enough opportunity for observing the student?

3.20 In Centres A and B significantly more assessors
were satisfied with the suitability of the layout for
assessing students than were dissatisfied (chi-squared

= 7.682, df 1, p € 0.01). However, in Centres C and D
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the situation was reversed, with significantly more
assessors expressing ambivalence or dissatisfaction with
the layout than was the case in Centres A and B (chi-
squared = 4.5, df 1, p < 0.05).

INTERVIEW:

A5: '(I) can't imagine any other layout that
would do'. (Nightingale-type waxd).

A10: 'It does, certainly'. (Nightingale-type
ward).

B13: '(There is) not so much opportunity as
there could be'. (L-shaped layout).

C5: '(It is) very difficult. It has to be
active observation, not passive. You
have to go and find out'. (L-shaped
layout). '
Though Nightingale-type wards were strongly favoured for
observational purposes, some assessors based in these

wards expressed dissatisfaction at the (to them) lack of

opportunities to observe students for purposes of assess—

- ment in these wards.

Question Fourteen: What average stay do vou expect of

your patients?

3.21 Eight assessors were located on 'short-stay' wards;
seven on 'medium-stay!' wards; and two on 'long-stay'
wards. A significantly greater frequency of assessors
were located on wards which they described as 'mixed! in
terms of length of stay than on any other type of ward
(chi-squared = 6.257, df 1, p <€0.01). 'Medium-stay'
wards were not represented in Centre C; and 'long-stay!

wards were not represented in Centres B and C.
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Question Fifteen: In vour opinion, how would you des-

cribe the workload on vour ward?

3.22 Ninety-three point two per cent of assessors des-
cribed their workload as either ‘'heavy' (41 per cent) or
as 'mixed' (53.2 per cent). This was significantly more
than described their workload as 'medium' (chi-squared =
9.333, df 1, p <'O'01)f The changing pattern of clinical
practice has reduced average leﬂgth of in-patient stay.
'Here the researcher was concerned to find out if this
had affected learning o?portunities in terms of con-
tinuity. Responses to the questions concerning workload
and patient throughput did not, however, produce any
evidential opinions to support the view that learning
and performance improve when the nurse can follow the
progress of an individual patient throughout the course
of a specific illness or operative regime; though this
indicates nothing regarding the less tangible

aspects of attitude and professional adjustmenf occurr-

ing under these different conditions.

Question Sixteen: Does the pace of work affect student

assessments in any way?

3.23 Significantly more assessors felt that the pace
of work on their wards affected student assessments than
felt that this was not the case (chi-squared = 12.023,
df 1, p < 0.001).
INTERVIEW:
A5: 'Not really. Students are very con-
fused to begin with (but) in the seven-

teen weeks (of the allocation) they
change a lot'.
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A10: ‘'Yes it does. They (the students) find
it difficult to adjust. They come into
a situation where there are a lot of
trained staff. They lose their feet
for a bit. I know that some of them
have been quite unhappy here'.

B13: 'Not usually - there's always enough
work to watchl?t.

Question Seventeen: Do vou aim to have the (progress

assessment) forms completed by a certain time?

3.23 Ninety-three point two per cent of assessors
stated that they aimed to have the progress assessment
form completed by 'a certain time' in the allocation.
INTERVIEW:
A5 'TI complete it on the last day'.
A10: 'I do an interim report in pencil. I
try to complete it about a week before
(the student leaves the ward)'.
C5: '(The) first preliminary interview (is
done after) one to two weeks. (The)
final (report is) done in (the) last
week (of the student's allocation) if
things are as they should be'.
Almost all of the respondents completed the assessment
forms and saw the students by the end of each allocation.
However, not all preliminary interviews were completed.
It is therefore a largely retrospective, summative report
which is given to the student. Therefore the amount of
guidance and help which it is possible to offer during her
stay on the ward is open to question. Here again, the
issue is that of interpretation of the nature and purposes

of nurse assessment by those involved; and of its value to

the student as a means of learning on a progressive basis.

The progress assessment forms were apparently never com-
pleted with the learner concerned present.
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Question Eighteen: How long on average do you spend

filling in the (progress assessment) form?

3.25 The modal period spent filling in the progress
assessment form was 'ten to twenty minutes' (38.6 per
cent of sample); with a sub-modal of 'twenty to thirty
minutes' (25 per cent of sample). A further 23 per
cent of the sample spent 'between five and ten minutes'
filling in the form. Only three assessors spent less
than five minutes filling it inj; with a further three
taking between half-an-hour and a full hour to do so.

The range was from less than five minutes to one hour

(cf Figure 3.6).
INTERVIEW:

A5

'(I spend about) ten minutes. (I)
never do an interim report'.

A10: '(I spend) . about half-an-hour!'.
Whereas according to the literature this has been a
majoi problem, respondents in the present sample saw
no difficulty with time in respect of filling in the
progress assessment form, or in discussing the report

with the student concerned.

Question Nineteen: How lonag do vou usually spend

discussing the report with the student?

3.26 Forty-one per cent of assessors spent a few
minutes only discussing the report with the student;
With a further 41 per cent allocating 'up to half-an-
hour' for this task. Only 18 per cent of assessors
spent between half-an-hour and a full hour discussing
the report - significantly less than either of the other

categories (chi-squared = 16.568, df 1, p <€ 0.001).
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Figure 3.6: Time Spent by Assessors in Completing the

Progress Assessment Form.
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Question Twenty: Do vou always manage (to conduct) an

initial and a final interview?

3.27 Significantly more assessors stated that they
always managed to complete both an initial and a final
interview with the student than stated otherwise (chi-

squared = 7.605, df 1, p € 0.01); including all assessors
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