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bstract

bjectives  Physiotherapy lacks the significant body of evidence that underpins performance-based assessments in disciplines such as medicine
nd nursing. In particular, very few studies have examined stakeholder perspectives of the process. This study set out to explore the perceptions
f clinicians who undertake student assessment in the workplace in order to inform further development of performance-based assessment in
hysiotherapy.
esign  A qualitative, descriptive design was employed where focus group interviews were utilised for data collection. Inductive thematic

nalysis was used to analyse the data.
articipants  Clinical educator and practice tutor volunteers affiliated with three Irish universities participated in one of seven focus groups

n  = 46).
esults  Two themes were identified; 1) Tensions in the clinical learning environment, 2) An optimal PBA process. The first theme describes

linical educators’ struggle with juggling multiple roles and highlights the challenges of sustaining a balance between student mentoring and
atient care. The second theme outlines factors perceived to contribute to an optimal performance-based assessment process; these include
aintaining aspects of the current process and expanding the employment of dedicated educational roles in the workplace.
onclusion  Our findings illustrate a complex working environment for clinicians involved in student supervision and assessment. A dedicated

ducational role was perceived to provide a more standardised and rigorous approach to performance-based assessment. These findings provide
ritical stakeholder-centred insights, which may inform development of this process by addressing critical aspects deemed to facilitate and

hallenge clinical educator’s roles as assessors.

 2018 Chartered Society of Physiotherapy. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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ntroduction
The goodwill of clinical educators cannot be underesti-
ated in the professional education of physiotherapy students
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1–4]. Clinical educators are qualified physiotherapists pri-
arily involved in service provision in the clinical workplace,
ho undertake student supervision and assessment periodi-

ally and on a voluntary basis. Not only is there a critical
eliance by universities on these clinicians for providing stu-
ent education but also on their role in assessing students’
eadiness for independent practice. This assessment pro-

ess, known as performance-based assessment (PBA), has
everal similarities within the discipline of physiotherapy
lobally [5,6], and has far-reaching implications includ-
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ng student progression, patient safety, service delivery as
ell as the integrity of professional and accrediting bod-

es. Recent evidence recommends more extensive exploration
f practice-based learning and assessment, in particular the
ngagement of stakeholder opinion [1,3–5,7]. This will pro-
ide valuable insight into factors that challenge and facilitate
he PBA process thus guiding further development. Addition-
lly, in light of increasing student numbers required to sustain
nd grow the physiotherapy workforce globally, it is timely
o consider key stakeholders’ perceptions of this process in
rder to support those who support learning in practice-based
ettings.

Physiotherapy practice, like other health professional
isciplines, involves a “hands-on” approach to patient man-
gement. This presents a real potential for harm, making the
rocess of training and assessment of students in the work-
lace a crucial exercise.

Thus, the clinical educator is vital to the PBA process,
articularly as these professionals act as gatekeepers to
heir profession and as protectors of public health in the
rocess. While PBA tools are used globally in physiother-
py education, many are undermined by issues related to
eliability and validity [6,8]. Additionally clinical educa-
ors can undertake student supervision and assessment with
ariable levels of clinical and educational knowledge and stu-
ent mentoring experience [4,9]. Other health professions
ave addressed similar challenges in PBA by employing
ultiple modes of assessment, multiple assessors [10–13].
ntrustable Professional Activities (EPAs) (frameworks of
ollective competencies, which define minimum require-
ents of students at particular points during their professional

rogramme) [14,15] and programmatic assessment [16,17].
owever, while it is acknowledged that a greater bank of

vidence exists regarding PBA among professions such as
edicine and nursing, it is difficult to directly transfer this

nowledge to physiotherapy when readiness for independent
linical practice is a mandatory requirement on graduation.
hus, further research within physiotherapy is needed to
etermine stakeholders’ perceptions of factors such as the
outine involvement of one clinical educator in student assess-
ent, and the significant weighting placed on PBA tools in

etermining readiness for independent practice. These issues
ere highlighted following a recent systematic review by the

uthors which identified several similarities across PBA pro-
esses used in physiotherapy globally [6]. Knowledge in this
rea is vital particularly when clinical educators are relied
pon to deliver approximately one third of the academic con-
ent of physiotherapy programmes through practice-based

odules [1,18].
The importance of communication and support structures

etween the clinical learning environment and university is
lso critical to practice-based learning [7], particularly as

ractice-based education occurs remotely from the student’s
niversity. Communication deficits between universities and
linical educators have been shown to influence student
ssessment [19–21] with some evidence suggesting that clin-
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cal educators may not be best placed to identify and report
nderperforming students for reasons including insufficient
raining and poor support structures between them and their
cademic colleagues [19,20]. In the Republic of Ireland,
ractice tutor roles were introduced around 2005 to sup-
ort clinical educators and students in workplaces facilitating
arge numbers of students. Practice tutors do not carry a
aseload, but instead provide dedicated educational support
o students and clinical educators during practice-based mod-
les. These roles are affiliated with universities, and thus
ay enhance communication between clinical and academic

olleagues. However, within physiotherapy, communication
ssues have not been widely investigated [1,3,21] thus war-
anting further exploration particularly when the outcome of
linical educators’ decision-making in PBA impacts signifi-
antly on student progression and patient safety. Further, the
mployment of dedicated educational roles to support clin-
cal educators and physiotherapy students in the Republic
f Ireland provides an ideal landscape to explore stakehold-
rs’ perceptions of their value in the process. Thus, while
cknowledging evidence-based challenges with PBA tools,
nd the underrepresentation of stakeholder perspectives in
hysiotherapy literature regarding PBA, the aim of our study
as to explore clinical educators’ and practice tutors’ percep-

ions of the PBA process in physiotherapy, in order to identify
ts challenges and facilitators, with a view towards informing
ts development.

ethods

tudy  context

Physiotherapy students in the Republic of Ireland must
omplete several practice-based modules where clinical per-
ormance is assessed by a clinical educator using a nationally
greed PBA tool [22]. Practice-based education is supported
n approximately 70% of all sites by a practice tutor [23].
tudents attending unsupported sites (no practice tutor) are
ssessed by a clinical educator only, who has access to support
rom university staff during the module.

tudy  design

A qualitative descriptive design was employed as it pro-
ides the opportunity to answer questions related to people’s
erceptions of a particular health environment – in this case
he clinical learning environment – and to explore what hin-
ers or facilitates use of a service—in this case the PBA
rocess [24]. Focus group interviews were employed for data
ollection due to the exploratory nature of the study, their
bility to encourage peer discussion, and elicit a number of

erspectives on a defined topic in order to reach data satura-
ion [25,26]. Furthermore, in order to gain sufficiently rich
ata with minimum impact on clinical educators’ and prac-
ice tutors’ work schedules, focus groups were deemed more
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Table 1
Question route for participants.

Introduction Welcome participants and acknowledge
appreciation for attendance

Opening questions • Briefly describe how many physiotherapy
students you supervise per year and how
many years you have been involved in student
supervision and assessment.

• What comes to mind when you think about
the student assessment process on clinical
placements and your role as supervisor and
assessor? Any examples positive or negative.

Key questions • What are your thoughts on observation-based
assessment and the assessment form currently
used on placement?

• What guides you when making your decision
on grading a student on placement?

• Have you ever experienced a
borderline/failing student on placement? How
did you approach the grading of this student?
How did you decide whether they passed or
failed?

• In our student interviews, issues were raised
around . . ..  . . What do you feel about these
issues?

• What do you think is working well regarding
practice education at present?

• What areas require more work? How could
this be done?

Closing questions • In summary, this is what we have discussed,
these are the key points that have been
made. . .

• Is that an accurate reflection?
• Anything else?
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Table 2
Work experience and supervision.

Years as
PT/CE

Students per
placement

Students per
year

Practice tutor (PT) 5.1 (3.6) 4.6 (1.7) 27.2 (8.1)
Clinical educator (CE) 7.4 (5.5) 1.6 (0.9) 3.1 (3.6)

Data expressed as Mean (SD). Due to their dedicated educational role, Prac-
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• Many thanks for your contribution.

ppropriate than one-to-one interviews. A question schedule
as designed and agreed by the team (Table 1) which also

ntegrated issues from physiotherapy student stakeholders
5]. The first author (AOC) conducted all interviews.

articipants  and  recruitment

The Heads of Department of four physiotherapy pro-
rammes in the Republic of Ireland were provided with study
etails; three expressed interest in participating. Research
thics approval was obtained from each university, with
onsideration given to issues of confidentiality, anonymity,
nformed consent, access to participants and provision of
tudy information.

Clinical educators and practice tutors affiliated with these
niversities and having experience of student assessment in
he previous two years were eligible to participate. Con-
enience sampling was employed initially and snowballing

echnique later to ensure a mix of clinical educators from sup-
orted and unsupported sites. Participants were contacted by
mail via  gatekeepers. Interested participants contacted the t
ice Tutors supervise more students than clinical educators, who have a
rimary service role.

rst author whereupon focus group interviews were arranged.
ritten consent was obtained from all participants. Practice

utor interviews were held separately from clinical educator
nterviews, as it was felt that discussion regarding perceived
oles would flow better in individual groups.

ata  analysis

Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim
nd anonymised. Transcripts were checked by (AOC) for
ccuracy, and returned to participants with a summary of dis-
ussion points. Those who responded (n  = 14) agreed that the
ummary reflected discussions. Inductive thematic analysis
as used to explore the data and an audit trail maintained

27]. Initial coding was completed by (AOC) using specialist
oftware to systematically sort the data (NVivo qualitative
ata analysis Software; QSR International Pty., Ltd. Version
1, 2015). Data saturation was reached by the third inter-
iew for both groups, identified at the point when no new
odes or information were found [25,26]. (AMcC) read four
f the seven transcripts (chosen randomly) and through dis-
ussion, verified and agreed initial coding with (AOC). Over
he course of two meetings the codes were collapsed into
hemes, which were cross-checked against the original tran-
cripts. A process of reflexive discussion occurred with (PC)
nd consensus was reached on the final themes, thus ensuring
igour of the analytical phase [28].

esults

Seven focus groups were conducted (n  = 46; 7 hours
udio-recorded data). Three included practice tutors (n  = 19)
nd four involved clinical educators (n = 27) (Table 2).
articipants are noted as CE (number–number) and PT
number–number) in this section referring to clinical educa-
or and practice tutor focus groups respectively; for example,
T2-4 refers to the fourth participant from the second PT
ocus group.

Two themes were identified: tensions in the clinical learn-
ng environment and an optimal PBA process.

ensions  in  the  clinical  learning  environment
This theme depicts a tug of war struggle between par-
icipants’ dual roles of preparing students for independent
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ractice and their primary role of providing health services.
iscussions highlighted differences between expectations of

dequate student performance on supported and unsupported
ites. Two subthemes illustrate these concepts.

uggling  roles

All participants articulated the perceived struggle in per-
orming their roles as service provider and student assessor.
ompeting agendas included prioritising patient safety, the

tudent learning experience, and their gatekeeping role for
heir profession.

My role  as  an  assessor  is  that  I  have  to  protect  the  service,  I
ave to  protect  the  public,  I  have  to  protect  the  profession. . .

hat’s really  challenging.”  PT1-1.

High expectations to deliver in one area were perceived
o detract from the other, thus challenging clinical educators
o consistently provide a fair assessment experience for stu-
ents. For example, large caseloads were perceived to limit
linical educators’ opportunities to observe students as much
s they would have liked;

So  we’d  fall  into  the  category  of  larger  caseloads.  . .  I  sup-
ose you’re  limited  then  in  what  you  can  see  the  student  do
nd is  that  unfair?”  CE2-1

Most clinical educators perceived that their primary role
as not to the student, but to the patient and that the practice

utor was better placed to deal with students in difficulty:

We don’t  often  have  the  time  to  take  them  (students)  sepa-
ately . .  .but  I  think  the  practice  tutor  bridges  that  gap.  . . .”
E3-5

eady  or  not?

The second subtheme reflected further tensions, illus-
rating how decisions regarding students’ readiness for
ndependent practice were reached. Clinical educators, par-
icularly on unsupported sites, identified safety awareness as
he key indicator towards deciding the outcome of a bor-
erline student. Clinical educators and practice tutors on
upported sites tended to cite broader practice-based evidence
hen judging borderline students including professionalism,

linical reasoning ability and clinical effectiveness, quoting
uidelines from the national PBA tool [22] to ground their
ecisions, for example:

I  think  the  basic  standard  is;  assess  properly.  . .pick  out  the
ain problems,  and  then  be  able  to  rationalise  some  basic

reatments. . .  that’s  how  I  would  rationalise  ‘adequate’.  It’s
ot pretty,  it’s  not  perfect  but  it’ll  do.”  PT1-3

All participants referred to personal signposts and instinct

hen probed on how they would quantify achievement of

ndependent practice. References including entrusting a fam-
ly member to the students’ care;

“
o
C
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Would  you  want  them.  .  .looking  after  someone  belonging
o you”.  CE3-1

And working with students as graduates in a healthcare
eam;

So you’re  kind  of  conscious  of  the  fact  that  if  you  pass  them
 .  . they  could  be  working  with  you  . . .” CE1-7

n  optimal  PBA  process

A clear picture of an optimal PBA process emerged
hrough discussion, illustrated by two subthemes which
ncorporated perceived benefits of the practice tutor role, and
eatures of the current PBA process perceived to work well.

aintaining  current  facilitators

When asked about the current method of PBA, all par-
icipants emphasised that observation-based practice should
emain central to the process. Most were ambivalent towards
dditional assessment methods and were critical of the per-
eived tick-box nature of assessment models undertaken by
edical students, for example:

They  come  and  say  to  us,  will  you  tick  that  we’ve  spent  time
ith the  physio  or  SLT·  · · They  may  not  have  spent  time  with

he SLT  . .  . you  don’t  want  that.  .  . They  need  maximum  expo-
ure to  patients  and  if  that  means  100%  or  90%  observation
odel, I  think  that’s  good.  CE3-1

Participants further defended observation-based assess-
ent, augmenting it with other assessment adjuncts,

erceiving this increased the trustworthiness of their
ecisions. These included self-assessment, questioning tech-
iques, feedback tools, and evidence of clinical reasoning in
tudent documentation.

I would  say  it’s  not  all  just  visual  observation,  you’ve
bserved, you’ve  gone  through  their  notes  and  you’ve  signed
hem off  as  well”  CE4-6

The concept of pass/fail grading was discussed as an
ntidote to grade-focused students, which all participants per-
eived as a deterrent to learning. However, participants agreed
hat graded assessment was necessary for two reasons; firstly,
t motivated student learning:

I think  a  pass/fail  they  just  kind  of  scrape  by,  .  .  .  we  want  to
ind of  get  people  to  be  the  best  that  they  possibly  can  be,  so
rading. .  .  it’s  always  worked”  CE1-4

Secondly, it was perceived that the practice of grading
tudents added credibility to the PBA process and provided
vidence of quality assurance to universities and accrediting
odies;
So for  quality  assurance  as  well  .  . .  we  can  actually  stand
ver our  students  and  the  level  of  education  that  they’re  at”
E1-4
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mproving  standardisation

Differences were perceived by all participants between
rganisational and support structures on supported and
nsupported sites. Clinical educators and practice tutors per-
eived a more standardised, rigorous approach to PBA on
upported sites. Several factors were perceived to contribute
o this including greater training opportunities, sharing of
esponsibilities and greater educational expertise available to
tudents and clinical educators. Furthermore, the throughput
f students on supported sites was perceived to foster excel-
ence in student education and assessment, for example PT3-2
aid:

Similar  to  sites  of  excellence  . .  . the  more  students  you
ave, the  more  exposure  you’ll  have  to  different  levels  of
erformance and  that  should  lead  to  consistency  in  terms
f grading.  .  .  ”  PT3-2

Concern expressed by all participants regarding the grade-
ocussed nature of students was mitigated by the extra time
nd resources perceived to be available on supported sites
hich could be invested in the professional development of

he student.

Whereas  with  the  supported  sites  it’s  all  about  learning  and
t’s about  kind  of  nourishing  the  student”  CE1-2

iscussion

This study, which explored clinical educators’ and prac-
ice tutors’ perceptions of the PBA process employed in
hysiotherapy education, highlights the diversity and com-
lexity of roles and responsibilities undertaken by clinicians
nvolved in this process. Furthermore, clinicians’ desire
o provide a transparent and fair assessment experience
s often challenged by the nature of the clinical work-
ng environment where time restraints, caseload complexity
nd duty to the public and one’s profession could lead to
ersonal conflicts. Nonetheless, a belief pervaded that the
rocess could be improved for the benefit of all stakeholders
nvolved.

edicated  educational  role

Much of the conflict portrayed by clinical educators
elated to the perceived challenge of providing a good ser-
ice to both the student and the patient. These anxieties
ere alleviated on sites where practice tutors were employed

or reasons including the sharing of responsibilities related
o mentoring and assessment and the perception that train-
ng in student facilitation and assessment procedures was

ore standardised. These factors indicate a common thread

elated to support structures desired by clinicians who under-
ake clinical educator roles. The Republic of Ireland adopted
ractice tutor roles in the mid-2000’s, to provide dedicated

i
o
s
s
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ducational support to students and clinical educators in the
orkplace following a sharp rise in student intake across
ealth professional programmes. These roles do not involve
ervice provision, concerned only with supporting clinical
ducators and students during practice-based modules. The
eed for this support has been highlighted previously as a
trategy towards enhancing links between clinical learning
nvironments and universities [7,29]. Our findings, further
orroborated by physiotherapy students [5], suggest that the
resence of a dedicated educational role in the workplace
ay improve perceptions of fairness and transparency of

he PBA process among stakeholders as well as the relia-
ility of the process and therefore should be more widely
onsidered.

mproving  rigour

Clinical educators’ and practice tutors’ perceptions of fac-
ors which determined readiness for independent practice
aried between supported and unsupported sites. Clinical
ducators, particularly those on unsupported sites, regarded
afety awareness as the main indicator for deciding the fate
f borderline students. Practice tutors and their clinical edu-
ator colleagues on supported sites held a broader view
f requirements for independent practice which included
rofessionalism, clinical reasoning and effective patient man-
gement. While good safety awareness may be a valid
ndicator of impending performance in early professional
ducation, it is not exclusively linked with effective prac-
ice; nor is it sufficient for independent practice [30–33].
he focus on adequate safety awareness articulated by clin-

cal educators on unsupported sites, whether subconsciously
r due to the complexity of their role, may reflect prioriti-
ation strategies, where patient safety came first, ahead of
ll other desirable student learning outcomes. It may also
e linked with greater expectations of students on supported
ites due to the presence of a practice tutor. Thus, our find-
ngs raise questions regarding the availability of sufficient
pportunities for clinical educators to identify and report
nderperforming students. By virtue of the multiple roles
eported by clinical educators, particularly on unsupported
ites, this may be unavoidable, although not ideal. The prac-
ice tutor may help to provide greater standardisation of
upport structures for students and clinical educators. This is
ital, considering the high stakes nature of decision-making
nvolved and the ongoing need for greater physiotherapy stu-
ent numbers to address global workforce needs into the
uture.

Further tensions were apparent when participants dis-
ussed current grading methods; with clinical educators
isapproving of grade-focussed students but conversely,
pproving graded performance assessments. Notwithstand-

ng, the ethos of practice-based learning is to provide the
pportunity to develop critical expertise as a health profes-
ional and is not necessarily concerned with grades. Other
trategies worthy of consideration in physiotherapy which
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otivate student learning over academic achievement include
PA’s [14,15], programmatic assessment [16,17] or com-
inations of graded and ungraded placements [34], all of
hichcould help to alleviate the focus on grades.

onclusion

Our findings add new knowledge in the area of PBA par-
icularly highlighting the complexity of roles undertaken by
linical educators. While this study was confined to Ireland,
ur recent systematic review [9] determined that physiother-
py PBA tools and procedures internationally have several
imilarities; thus, our findings may resonate with interna-
ional physiotherapy education providers. The presence of a
edicated educational role in the workplace, was perceived to
ave a positive impact on standardisation of the PBA process
hrough support structures provided for clinical educators
nd students. Thus, wider implementation of these roles may
mprove the quality of the PBA process among stakeholders
nd deserves further consideration.

Key  messages

1. This study utilises a stakeholder-centred approach
to provide new insights into the performance-based
assessment process used in physiotherapy practice
education.

2. Findings from this study highlight the diversity and
complexity of roles and responsibilities undertaken
by clinical educators and identifies strategies towards
optimisation of this assessment process.

3. The employment of a dedicated educational role in
the workplace demands consideration within phys-
iotherapy and health professional education, in light
of perceived benefits identified in this study related
to standardisation of the performance-based assess-
ment process and educational support for the clinical
educator and student.
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