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cindy L K Lam林露娟 

O n e h a s to go t h r o u g h n o l e s s t h a n 100 f o r m a t i v e o r s u m m a t i v e 

a s s e s smen t s f rom p r ima ry s choo l to un ive r s i ty g r adua t i on in o rde r to qua l i fy 

as a doctor. Added to these are the Conjo in t Fe l lowship Examina t i on and Exi t 

E x a m i n a t i o n in o rde r to b e c o m e a spec ia l i s t in f am i l y m e d i c i n e . A l t h o u g h 

w e are, as descr ibed by the Ch inese saying " I ' S . W S , (has expe r i enced 100 

w a r s ) " , e xpe r t s in a s s e s s m e n t s , w e sti l l f ind t h e m s t ress fu l a n d s o m e m a y even 

f ind t h e m d e m o r a l i z i n g . A s s e s s m e n t is o n e o f t h o s e t h i n g s in l i f e , l ike 

t a x a t i o n , t ha t w e don ' t l i k e b u t w e c a n n o t do w i t h o u t . 

A s s e s s m e n t p u r p o s e 

A s s e s s m e n t is an i nd i s p en s ab l e pa r t o f educa t i on a nd t r a i n i ng to en su r e 

t h a t a c a n d i d a t e h a s a c h i e v e d t h e r e q u i r e d s t a n d a r d f o r t h e a w a r d o f a 

qua l i f i c a t i on , p r o m o t i o n , p r o g r e s s to the n ex t s t age o f t r a i n i n g , p r o f e s s i on a l 

d e v e l o p m e n t o r q u a l i t y a s s u r a n c e . S u m m a t i v e a s s e s s m e n t t h a t d e t e r m i n e s a 

p a s s or f a i l a g a i n s t a p r e - s e t s t a n d a r d is t h e c o m m o n e s t m e t h o d u s e d in 

s t a t u to ry o r p ro f e s s i ona l qua l i f y ing exam ina t i on s . I t is t h e be s t ava i l ab le 

m e t h o d to a s su r e t ha t t he m i n i m u m r equ i r e d leve l o f c o m p e t e n c e h a s b e en 

r e a c h e d . F o r m a t i v e a s s e s s m e n t u s e s r e p e a t e d m e a s u r e m e n t s o v e r a p e r i o d o f 

t ime , wh ich is mo re su i tab le for mon i t o r i ng the p rog re s s o f t r a in ing and for 

a p p r a i s a l . 

I d ea l l y p ro f e s s i ona l a s s e s s m e n t s s hou l d a s se s s t h e p e r f o r m a n c e o f the 

cand ida te , which is the h ighes t level of compe tence , as de sc r i bed in M i l l e r ' s 

Pyramid of Competence.1 The foundation of the pyramid is knowledge (know 

what) , on which one builds skills (know how) and acquires the ability (show 

h o w ) , and the u l t ima t e o u t c o m e is p e r f o rmance (pu t to p r a c t i c e ) . Di f fe ren t 

me t hod s have to b e u sed to assess different levels of c o m p e t e n c e . T h e w ide ly 

u sed mul t ip le cho ice ques t ions ma in l y tests know l edge , wh i l e the ob jec t ive 

s t ructure clinical examinat ion (OSCE) is a popu la r me thod to test skil ls and 

ability.2 T h e a s s e s s m e n t o f p e r f o r m a n c e r e q u i r e s d i r e c t o b s e r v a t i o n o f p r a c t i c e 
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E d i t o r i a l 

is no t as c o m m o n l y done as it s hou l d be because it is ve ry 

c h a l l e n g i n g t o o r g a n i z e a n d s t a n d a r d i z e . R e c e n t 

d e v e l o p m e n t s in t he m e t h o d s o f p r a c t i c e - b a s e d a s s e s s m e n t 

h a v e e n a b l e d p e r f o r m a n c e a s s e s s m e n t to be d o n e va l id ly , 

o b j e c t i v e l y a n d r e l i a b l y . T h e L e i c e s t e r A s s e s s m e n t 

P a ckage of consul ta t ions3 u s ed in the Ex i t Exam ina t i o n o f 

the Hong Kong College of Family Physicians (HKCFP) is 

a n e x a m p l e o f s u c h a m e t h o d . 

I r r e s p e c t i v e o f t h e m e t h o d , a n a s s e s s m e n t m u s t b e 

va l id , re l iab le , fa i r and d i s c r im ina to ry in o rde r to serve its 

p u r p o s e . 

Asses smen t va l id i ty a n d re l i ab i l i t y 

Val id i ty m e a n s t h e tes t m e a s u r e s wha t it i n t e n d s to 

m e a s u r e . C o m p e t e n c e , l ike beau ty , i s a la ten t va r i ab l e tha t 

c a n n o t b e d i r e c t l y m e a s u r e d . I t c a n o n l y b e a s s e s s e d 

indi rec t ly th rough the use o f cor re la ted indica tors that are 

o b s e r v a b l e . T h e s e i n d i c a t o r s b e c o m e t h e c o n t e n t 

( que s t i on s ) o f an a s s e s smen t . In o r d e r to se rve the p u r p o s e , 

t he i nd i ca to r s s hou l d b e impo r t a n t , r e l evan t , r ep r e s en t a t i v e 

a n d a d e q u a t e o f the t a rge t c o m p e t e n c e b e i n g t e s t e d for . 

Reliabi l i ty is a measure of cons i s tency and reproducibi l i ty , 

wh i ch is a func t ion of s amp l e s ize in that the l a rge r t he 

s a m p l e of d o m a i n s , q u e s t i o n s , e x a m i n e r s , and m e t h o d s , t h e 

m o r e r e l i ab l e a re the resul ts .4 I t i s i m p o r t a n t to no t e tha t 

rel iabi l i ty is an essent ia l but insuff ic ient r equ i rement of a 

tes t . A very r e l i ab l e tes t t ha t i s no t va l id is c omp l e t e l y 

u s e l e s s . F o r e x a m p l e , m u l t i p l e c h o i c e q u e s t i o n s a r e v e r y 

re l iab le because they inc lude a l a rge sample bu t they have 

low va l id i ty as tests of ski l ls and p e r f o rmance . 

A s s e s s m e n t c r i t e r i a a n d s t a n d a r d s 

An as ses smen t n eed s to be fa i r in that all c and ida t e s 

w i t h s im i l a r c o m p e t e n c e s h o u l d a c h i e v e s im i l a r o u t c o m e s . 

Th i s is easy wi th mu l t i p l e cho i c e que s t i on s for wh i ch 

m o d e l an swe r s can b e set , b u t it i s no t as s t r a igh t f o rwa rd 

f o r o t h e r a s s e s s m e n t m e t h o d s . C r i t e r i a t h a t d e f i n e t h e 

des i rab le at tr ibutes or behav iour are requ i red for O S C E and 

o the r tes ts on sk i l l s and a t t i t udes . Gene r i c c r i t e r i a t ha t a re 

i n d e p e n d e n t o f t h e c a s e c o n t e n t a r e n e e d e d f o r p r a c t i c e -

b a s e d a s s e s s m e n t . 

T h e u l t i m a t e g o a l o f a p r o f e s s i o n a l q u a l i f y i n g 

a s s e s s m e n t is to d i s c r im ina t e c a n d i d a t e s w h o h av e p a s s e d 

the s tandard (required level of compe tence ) f rom those who 

h a v e n o t . T h e s t a n d a r d f o r a p r o f e s s i o n a l a s s e s s m e n t 

s h o u l d b e a b so l u t e a n d b a s e d on p r e - d e t e r m i n e d c r i t e r i a , 

such as those used in the H K C F P Conjoint Fellowship and 

Ex i t Examina t ions . Fo r examp l e , t he pass ing threshold for 

the HKCFP Exit Examinat ion is 6 5 % that is defined as 

" c o n s i s t e n t l y d e m o n s t r a t e s c a p a b i l i t y i n a l m o s t a l l 

c o m p o n e n t s to a h i gh s t anda rd and a sa t i s fac tory s t anda rd 

in a l l " . S o m e a s s e s s m e n t s , e . g . F fong K o n g Ce r t i f i c a t e o f 

S e c o n d a r y E d u c a t i o n E x a m i n a t i o n , u s e r e l a t i v e s t a n d a r d s 

w i t h a f ixed pass ing ra te and the o u t c o m e o f a cand ida t e 

d ep end s on the s t anda rd of o t h e r s . Th i s is no t app rop r i a t e 

fo r p r o f e s s i o n a l q u a l i f y i n g e x a m i n a t i o n s b e c a u s e t h e 

c o m p e t e n c e leve l r e q u i r e d o f a p r o f e s s i o n a l s h o u l d be 

a b s o l u t e r a t h e r t h a n n o r m a t i v e . 

O n e cha l l enge w i t h a b s o l u t e s t anda rd se t t ing i s t h e 

effect o f the level o f cha l lenge o f the examina t ion ques t ions 

o n t h e s c o r e s t h a t c a n d i d a t e s c a n a c h i e v e . D i f f e r e n t 

m e t h o d s h ave been d eve l oped to ad jus t for this.6 One of 

t h e m is t h e C o n t r a s t i n g G r o u p s m e t h o d in w h i c h t h e 

e x a m i n e r g ives a g loba l r a t i ng on the pa s s level fo r t h e 

c a n d i d a t e i n a dd i t i o n t o t h e s c o r e a g a i n s t t h e a s s e s s m e n t 

cr i ter ia for the question.6 T h e cu t -o f f score o f each ques t ion 

is then determined statist ically f rom the distribution of the 

scores o f border l ine cand ida tes . Th i s me thod is used in the 

OSCE of the HKCFP Conjoint Fellowship Examination to 

e n s u r e f a i r n e s s o f t h e a s s e s s m e n t . 

C o n c l u s i o n s 

Profess iona l compe t ence is mul t i -d imens iona l ; it is no t 

poss ib le to have one single test that can validly and rel iably 

m e a s u r e all the r equ i r ed ind ica to r s . Mul t i p l e me thods have 

to b e u s e d to d e t e r m i n e w h e t h e r a c a n d i d a t e ha s a ch i e v ed 

t h e r e q u i r e d level o f c o m p e t e n c e . A n a d e q u a t e n u m b e r o f 

q u e s t i o n s a n d e x a m i n e r s s h o u l d b e u s e d to i m p r o v e t h e 

re l iabi l i ty . Clear ly def ined a s s e s smen t cr i ter ia are essent ia l 

t o e n s u r e f a i r n e s s . S t a n d a r d s s h o u l d b e se t a t an a b s o l u t e 

leve l to a s su re the qua l i ty o f the p ro f e s s i on . 

A s s e s s m e n t is a c o m p l e x f o r m o f m e a s u r e m e n t . A l l 

m e a s u r e m e n t s r e f l e c t n o t o n l y t h e t r u e r e s u l t ( t h e 

c a n d i d a t e ' s c o m p e t e n c e ) bu t a l so va r i a t ions tha t are r e l a t ed 

t o t h e a s s e s s m e n t c o n t e n t a n d c o n t e x t , e x a m i n e r s a n d o t h e r 

u n k n o w n f a c t o r s . R e s e a r c h h a s s h o w n t h a t c a n d i d a t e 

f a c t o r s e xp l a i n no m o r e t h a n 5 0 % o f t h e v a r i ance in t h e 

resul ts .7 N o a s s e s smen t is pe r f ec t ; w e can on ly try to m a k e 

it as good as possible th rough a ra t ional choice of me thods 

a n d q u e s t i o n s , fa i r s e t t i ng o f c r i t e r i a and s t a nda r d s , a nd 

a d e q u a t e e x a m i n e r t r a i n i n g . ? 
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