
Assessing Students 
Assessment of students is offered in two forms: formative feedback that should 

occur frequently throughout the rotation or course; and summative assessment 

at the end of the rotation. 

Assessment of learners comes in two basic forms: 

2. Formative, often called "feedback," should occur frequently throughout the rotation or 
course; and 

3. Summative, which happens at the end of the rotation. The distinctions are summarized 
on this table: 

Giving Successful Feedback 

Feedback must be useful information, delivered appropriately to a receptive learner in a 
supportive environment that encourages the learner to change. 

Feedback Pearls 

Establish a "coaching" environment from the start so the learner is expecting and looking 
forward to your insights as to how to improve on nearly every patient. 

• Give feedback as soon as possible after observing the event. 

1.  Formative assessment "Feedback" Formative assessment "Final 
Evaluation" 

Timing During a course of study, ideally 
frequent, immediate or nearly so 

At the end of a course study 

Purpose Check learner's understanding/skill in 
order to plan subsequent instruction 

Inform learner and instructor 
whether knowledge/skill has 
been attained 

Grading Ungraded or low stakes Graded, high stakes 

Feedback to 
learner 

Learner-centered; responsive to learner 
need 

Standard/benchmark-centered; 
not responsive to specific 
learner need 



• Always ask the learner's assessment first. This allows you to build on strengths and 
immediately address the learner's greatest concerns. 

• Use concepts, language and tone that make sense to the learner so they can incorporate 
the feedback it into future performance. 

• Base feedback on first-hand information (things you have personally observed). 

• Focus on behaviors, not personality traits, and provide information, not judgments. 

• Provide specific information about things that can be changed, not general "good", 
"bad" comments. 

• Don't forget to give feedback on things done well to reinforce the behavior or improve it 
further. 

• Feedback on something done poorly must enable the learner to improve his/her 
performance. Follow-up to reinforce positive changes and continue "quality 
enhancement" cycle. 

• Practice "praise in public, critique in private" to encourage the patients and staff to be 
part of the learner's development. 

Application 
Get learner's assessment first 
Reinforce what was done well 
Address specific areas for improvement 
Follow-up 
Performing Successful Summative Assessment 
Summative assessment (formerly called "evaluation") is a formal process that takes place at a 
predetermined time, usually at the end of the course, and aims to determine: 

• What did the student achieve during the experience? 

• Where did they end up according to a predetermined standard? 

Summative assessment by preceptors involves completion of forms that record: 

• your assessment of the learner's performance in specific areas (e.g. history-taking, 
physical examination skills, communication with patients) according to some scale plus 

• your subjective comments about the learner 

Call the course director if you have ANY uncertainties about scoring, especially what is the 
"normal" range or you have a student who you think may not meet the director's expectations. 
 
The subjective comments section allows you to elaborate on the numerical score by explaining 
specific strengths or weaknesses that influenced the score. It also allows you to describe how the 
student functioned in the practice environment. 



Although by the end of the course, you may have developed a strong personal relationship with 
the student, your comments should focus on specific professional behaviors and 
attributes. "Great student!" is less helpful than "takes a thorough history but needs to work on 
being more efficient." 

Pearls for Preceptor Summative Assessments 
Don't delay. 
Avoid surprises for you and your student. 
Call the course director for clarifications. 
Keep notes. 
Watch out for the "halo effect." 
Also consider the "reverse halo." 
Remember your evaluation is part of the overall grade. 
Share your final assessment with your learner on their last day with you. 
Bottom Line 
In summary, here is a mnemonic to remember the key features of summative assessment: 

Get ready. Review objectives and forms. Ask for help if unsure of the process. 

Review expectations and timing of evaluations with the learner ("no surprises"). 

Assess the learner regularly and keep notes. Give regular feedback. 

Discuss progress and be sure to collect data during the rotation. 

Evaluation paperwork completed promptly and accurately. 

The bottom line on summative assessment: A good evaluation summarizes the learner's status at 
the end of the course. It enables the learner and their advisors to continue their development as a 
physician. 

Be honest and objective in your evaluations. Deficiencies will show up sooner or later. The 
earlier they are detected and addressed in medical education the better. Your third-year student 
will be the admitting intern in less than 24 months! 

Finally, do not hesitate to discuss concerns about students or how you do evaluations with the 
course director. 

 
 


