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Abstract
The combined, final year module of the Radiotherapy and Oncology and the Diagnostic Radiography and Imaging degrees is specific to management issues within healthcare.  Students have generally been vociferous in their objection to this module, questioning its relevance and application.  Attendance at lectures has been poor, often with less than 50% of the group present. 

In an attempt to address this issue, creative methods of delivering the subject area were introduced, applying real life and profession specific examples to underpin and assimilate relevant management theory.  A similar ethos for creativity was applied to methods of assessment.  
The resultant outcome has been encouraging and rewarding for both students and lecturers involved in delivery of the module.  Attendance improved to near 100% with enthusiastic student participation in activities and discussion.  The outcome of the assessment was also positive with students demonstrating an unequivocal understanding and synthesis of real life issues and theoretical concepts.  

Introducing innovation and creativity into established practices and cultures takes commitment and courage but students are generally receptive to change when they are informed and involved in the processes that affect them.  
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A case study in using creativity to develop assessment methods

Background

At the School of Healthcare Studies, Cardiff University, the final year of the undergraduate degrees in Radiotherapy and Oncology and Diagnostic Radiography and Imaging, included a common module specific to management issues within healthcare.  The so-called Applied Management in Healthcare module was intended to introduce this group of healthcare students to contemporary issues relating to employment within the health and public service sector.  However, despite the fact that this module offered these future professionals an insight into current legislation and working practices, the students have generally been vociferous in their objection to this module, questioning its relevance and application.  This objection manifested itself in poor attendance at lectures, often with less than 50% of the group being present.

Historically, the assessment method for this module has been through standard assignments, the titles of which are presented at the start of the academic year.  Even before the relevant subject areas are delivered, students have submitted draft essays to the module team for comment and guidance.  As a consequence, folklore has become established that the management module is nothing more than a ‘paper exercise’ with no requirement from the students for effort or attendance.  In spite of this, however, there have been casualties in terms of degree classification for some students and even failure for others who are coerced into complacency by these myths and legends.  

In an attempt to address this issue, and to reinforce to students the academic and clinical significance of such a module, creative methods of delivering the subject area were introduced, applying real life and profession specific examples to underpin and assimilate relevant management issues.  It was decided that a similar ethos should be applied to the methods of assessment.  

Assessment

Nicholls (2002) suggests that assessment methods should reflect the information, knowledge and skills emphasised within a particular module; ‘was the memorisation of facts or the application of principles more important?’ (p126)  Within the Applied Management module, as the title suggests, it was the application of management theory and principles relevant to personal and professional issues that needed to be assessed; a simple recall of facts and information was not appropriate.  

In addition, Biggs (2003) reminds us that assessment should require students to do more than just tell us what they know; as teachers, we need an active demonstration of the knowledge acquired – a ‘performance of understanding’ (p.156).  For this, the most appropriate method would be via assignment, since these allow for deeper learning and are not distorted by the need to rely on memory (Biggs, 2003, p.176).  In relation to Applied Management, a performance of understanding in terms of applying theory to clinical practice was exactly what was required to meet the learning outcomes of this module.

Thus having justified the assignment as the most appropriate method of assessment, the task was to use this method innovatively, engaging the students in the learning of, as well as the assessment of, the module content.  

Breaking with tradition – international collaboration

Throughout this period of deliberation on the future direction of the module, an assessment method used by the School of Health Sciences at the University of South Australia was explored to determine whether or not the principles of such a model could be adapted for use with the management module.  This Australian model was described as an open book examination which required the students to submit a written piece of work, in assignment format, relating to given clinical scenarios.  Students were given 24 hours to research, write and submit the set assessment.  This method was utilised within the first and final years of the undergraduate Medical Radiation and Diagnostic Imaging degree courses.  

After studying examples of such assessments, it appeared that this would be an appropriate assessment tool for the management module, however, concerns were raised that this would be seen more as an examination than an assignment.  Another concern was the 24 hour time limit.  Would students have enough time and equitable access to relevant resources for such a specialised subject area?  The other obvious concern was for students with specific learning needs, such as dyslexia, who might be disadvantaged.  The Australian policy was such that for assignment writing, learning needs were addressed through initial academic support mechanisms and no additional allowances were employed. 

Following wide-ranging discussion, it was decided that the framework for the assessment would be adopted within the department, but with some fundamental differences to the Australian model.  The time allowance for submission of the assignment would be extended to two and a half days and students would be actively encouraged to work in groups to facilitate maximum access to available resources.  In order to appreciate the additional learning needs of some students, no percentage of the overall mark would be allocated for presentation.  

To encourage students to attend and participate in appropriate lectures, the assignment title would not be issued at the beginning of the academic year, as was usual practice, but would instead be issued at a specific, predetermined time.  The so named Time Structured Assignment (TSA) was set (Appendix A).
Implementing change

For those involved in the analysis and decision making process that led up to this new assessment, the change was intended to move the learning process forward, providing new opportunities for learning and teaching.  For some students, however, this change was perceived as dramatic and imposed.  One student was indignant and expressed outrage at being ‘used as guinea pigs at a critical stage in the course’.  Kotter and Schlesinger (1979, cited Hayes, 2002, p.131) suggest that resistance to change often results from a misinterpretation of the reasons for change, where change appears to bring more costs than benefits.   In the words of one unhappy student, this was ‘a punishment for the transgressions of past students’.  Reassurances were given that this was based on an established method of assessment and that all quality assurance criteria had been met.  It was not intended to be punitive and was not designed to disadvantage students in any way.  Good practice dictates that in order to overcome resistance, change must be explained in terms that are seen as relevant and acceptable to those affected by that change (Carnall, 2003).  As this module was intended to teach management principles, the students’ concerns were taken as the subject of the ‘first theory into practice’ session, engaging them in the process and informing them of the reasons for the change.  Students were asked to identify their interpretation of the learning outcomes and rationale behind the module.  If their opinions were that the module was irrelevant, they were invited to say so, but asked to justify their reasons in order to allow others to address them.  As expected, concerns were voiced regarding examination versus assignment, and students with specific learning needs asked about the feasibility of extra time to complete the assessment.  In accordance with departmental policy relating to assignments, extensions to the submission date are granted where special circumstances are presented, however, with the time structured assignment, any extension to submission would give students an unfair advantage and would not be allowed.  Students really did not like this condition but, in order to be fair to all students groups, this decision would be non-negotiable.  

Throughout the academic teaching block that preceded the assessment, students were given example TSAs to work through.  This served to dispel fear of the unknown and allowed students to receive constructive feedback on their interpretation of the task (Appendix B).
Unforeseen events

Approximately 5 minutes before the submission deadline, one student contacted the department asking for more time as she was unwell.  This caused a dilemma as this student would have an obvious advantage, having already received the task.  It was decided that a new assignment, with a new issue and submission date, would have to be set.  For the staff involved, this was the greatest deviation from standard assignments as resubmission or extended deadlines do not usually require a whole new task to be set.  
After submission, one student formally complained about this new method of assessment.  His objection was that although presentation issues had been taken into account for students with dyslexia, his problem was more with the assimilation of information and he believed that, with the time constraint, he had been disadvantaged.  His complaint was addressed at the relevant exam board.
Conclusion
The resultant outcome has been encouraging and rewarding for both students and lecturers involved in delivery of the module.  Attendance was almost always near 100% with enthusiastic student participation in activities and discussion.  The outcome of the assessment was also positive with students demonstrating an unequivocal understanding and synthesis of real life issues and theoretical concepts.  

Introducing innovation and creativity into established practices and cultures takes commitment and courage on the part of lecturers, particularly for those who are relatively inexperienced.  It is encouraging to note that despite the initial ‘knee jerk’ resistance to new, and sometimes unproven, teaching and assessment methods, students are generally receptive to change when they are informed and involved in the processes that affect them.  
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Appendix A (see under Williamson Appendix A)
Time Structured Assignment: Introduction and Guidance for Students.
A1-A2
Example Time Structured Assignment.
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Appendix B (see under Williamson Appendix B)
Practice Time Structured Assignment.
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