Assessment in
vocational training

Introduction

‘Most teachers are attracted into education not because they fantasized in childhood about
assessing educational outcomes and processes, but because they want to teach. Assessment
tends to be accepted as a necessary part of the educational package.” (Anonymous course
organizer)

It could be said that assessment is to education as management is to clinical practice.
Why do we not remember Dr Finlay doing any practice administration, or Miss Jean
Brodie doing any assessments? The simple answer is that they are fictional (not that
they are both Scots!). Assessment is high on the agenda of vocational training for a
variety of reasons, some of them educational:

educators wish to refine their educational activities

learners wish to be validated at the end of the educational process

society demands an assurance of competence as a product of professional training
politicians and administrators demand evidence of value for money in a shrinking
economy

e the fashion has shifted to focus on assessment as the key to movement in the
educational triangle so that it becomes an educational cycle that actually revolves.

These differing concerns would be relatively easy to reconcile if there were a clear
consensus on the aims and content of training. Unfortunately, the nature of general
practice makes it difficult to achieve such a consensus.

Assessment is therefore a challenging concept. As the educational overseer of voca-
tional training you have an essential role in co-ordinating and advising on educational
assessment. You should be familiar with the methods used in the training practice
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and hospital posts, in addition to those appropriate to the day-release course setting.
All of these have much in common.

Like many aspects of professional practice, assessment will not flourish if it is ap-
proached reluctantly or with resentment. Actively managed, it can motivate learners
and aid learning. ‘The assessment system is the most potent factor influencing student
learning behaviour’ (Newble and Entwhistle, 1986).

Assessment of competence

‘Assessment is an integral part of the educational process’ (Merrison, 1975)

Professional competence implies more than a body of knowledge and skills. There is
a poor correlation between what people know and what they do. There is an inverse
relationship between the things we most value in professional practice and the ease
of measuring them, as illustrated by Einstein’s statement: ‘Not everything that counts
can be counted and not everything that can be counted counts.” This might be described
as the ‘inverse core law’ — matters central to our discipline are less accessible and less
easily assessed than those which are peripheral.

In assessing professional practice, therefore, we encounter a conflict between relev-
ance and rigour, as enshrined in the concepts of validity and reliability. Validity is
the extent to which the method of assessment really tests what it is designed to test
(JCPTGP, 1995). Reliability is the consistency with which it does so. For example,
examinations are reliable but are not a very valid way to test the attainment of aims
such as competence. Observation, on the other hand, is a most valid way of assessing
competence, but there are technical difficulties in doing this comprehensively and
objectively enough to be reliable (RCGP, 1988).

Much education has what sociologists call ‘face validity”: it is deemed to be so ob-
viously right that there is no need to think about it any more (Tait, 1987). This is the
basis of the apprenticeship style of training — the candidate serves his time and is
accredited accordingly. General practice vocational training was established in this
mould as an extension of the idea of the pre-registration year.

Until recently the Joint Committee on Postgraduate Training for General Practice
(JCPTGP) issued a certificate of completion of vocational training to any candidate
who submitted evidence of satisfactory completion of each of the stages of training
(forms VTR1 by the practice trainer and VTR2 for each hospital post). The criteria of
satisfaction constituted a problem of legal definition. This gave rise to the need for a
standardized national framework for assessing trainees in the UK, in line with EU
directives.

There appear to be three main issues:

1 educational values demand that an educational process has some worth or validity.
In the absence of criteria, what does validity mean?



