PREFACE
This thesis addresses the topic of student assessment as it pertains to the training of medical
practitioners in South Africa. The specific aspects of assessment that constitute the main focus
of attention of this dissertation are: (1) the purpose of assessment, and (2) the utility of
assessment. As will become clear from the literature overview, these two aspects of assessment
are closely related, indeed intertwined.
Assessment serves three fundamental purposes: (1) to measure student achievement in
order to make decisions regarding selection, placement, promotion to the next year of study,
graduation and certification, (2) to facilitate student learning and (3) to improve the quality of
training programmes by initiating and sustaining curriculum change. While the measurement of
student achievement is a widely recognised and extensively used function of assessment, the
other important role, which is to improve the quality of education, is often neglected. This is not
due to a lack of recognition of the educational impact of assessment on both student learning
and curriculum development and change, but rather an overemphasis of one purpose at the
expense of the others.
In this thesis, the term “utility” is understood to mean the “perceived usefulness or
fitness for purpose” of assessment processes. The key parameters that determine the utility of
assessment tools can be clustered into two groups: (1) parameters indicating the rigour of
assessment practices – more commonly referred to as the validity and reliability of assessment,
and (2) parameters determining the practicality of assessment processes – usually thought of in
terms of feasibility, acceptability and cost; i.e. financial, human and other resources required
Advances in our understanding of both the purpose and utility of assessment have
significantly improved medical education assessment practices over the past 30 years. The
opening chapter of this thesis provides a broad overview of assessment practice advances
specifically relevant to the work described in this dissertation. Four key assessment themes in
the literature are reviewed: (1) the use of assessment to measure professional competence, (2)
the use of assessment to facilitate student learning, (3) the use of assessment to initiate and
sustain curriculum change, and (4) the selection of assessment tools on the basis of their utility
(fitness for purpose).
Most of the reviewed assessment practice advances have been implemented in, and have
impacted upon, medical training programmes in developed regions of the world. Very little is
known about assessment practices in resource-constrained settings typical of developing world
regions. This thesis specifically focuses on advances in medical education practices, assessment
in particular, implemented in medical training programmes in South Africa. One of the most
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significant challenges faced by medical educators practicing in developing countries is the need
to adapt educational practices so as to make them feasible and sustainable in resource-limited
settings. To this end, the words of Schuwirth and van der Vleuten articulate the underlying
principle reflected in all the work presented in this thesis:
“Rather than adopting a method that has been successful in a certain
situation, one should adopt its underlying concepts and translate them to
fit the unique demands of the local situation.”
Schuwirth and van der Vleuten, 20041
Chapter 2 of this thesis provides a contextual framework for the work discussed. This
includes a brief description of the history and basic structure of undergraduate and postgraduate
medical training programmes in South Africa, as well as a broad overview of the current sociopolitical and economic milieu within which these programmes are located. The main body of the
thesis focuses on six questions outlined in Chapter 3. Each question, addressing one of the key
assessment themes, is presented as a paper in Chapters 4-9, respectively. The papers
demonstrate the implementation of international assessment practice advances, adapted to meet
local needs, in a resource-appropriate manner. The overall purpose of the work described is to
improve the quality of both undergraduate and postgraduate medical training programmes in
South Africa. Chapter 10, the closing chapter of the thesis, summarises the key findings of the
papers presented and highlights the relevance of the work to the broader medical education
community, both nationally and internationally. Specific areas of interest that require further
research are also identified.
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