
 2019 May | Vol. 5 | Issue 1                     

Bhutan Health Journal

9

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Corresponding author: 
Karma Tenzin
karmatenzin9@gmail.com

INTRODUCTION 

Mastering of clinical skills is central to postgraduate medical 
education training. In the last decade, postgraduate training has 
adopted a paradigm shift by migrating from purely knowledge 
based to competency-based training where the anticipated 
outcomes are predefined1. 
 Assessment is an indispensable component of education 
for the improvement of quality of education including the clinical 
skills of the students. This is important in facilitating students 
to acquire clinical skills as postgraduate students2. This function 
of assessment is hardly used because of various reasons and 
practically 50% of students are not observed while performing 
clinical examination3. Other reports also suggest that during 
the training period less than one-third of clinical encounters are 
observed4. Moreover, even at postgraduate level, students do not 
receive any useful comments and feedback 80% of the time5. 
 Therefore, work place based assessment (WPBA) which 
is defined as ‘assessment of working practices based on what 
student is undertaking in workplace is getting more established6. 
WPBA also helps in gathering both quantitative and qualitative 
data about student’s performance. This collected information can 

be used for providing productive feedback to the student, thus 
enabling learning as well as assessing at the same time. 
 Direct observation of Procedural Skills (DOPS) is one 
of the WPBA tools, which permits direct observation of the 
student in a real-life setting while performing actual tasks and 
allows the assessor to provide the feedback immediately7 The 
main purpose of DOPS is to provide formative assessment and 
feedback about performance of the student. In spite of evidence 
in promoting learning with the use of feedback based on 
observation of performance, DOPS is often not well utilized in 
medical education8,9. 
 In Bhutan, there is no evidence available on the role of 
DOPS on student assessment. 
 Along similar lines, postgraduate students at the 
Department of Obstetrics and Gynaecology at the Faculty of 
Postgraduate Medicine, Khesar Gyalpo University of Medical 
Sciences (KGUMSB), did not get evaluated for their clinical 
skills in the existing system. Therefore, both the faculty and 
students of Department of Obstetrics and Gynaecology were 
introduced to DOPS. 
 The purpose of this study was to assess the effect of 
formative evaluation using DOPS on the learning of postgraduate 
students in the Department of Obstetrics and Gynaecology. 
It is also aimed at recording the perception of both the faculty 
members and students regarding DOPS. Reflections of the 
students on DOPS encounters were also recorded. 
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METHODS
 
Study design, site and period 
The study was a sequential mixed method study. The Research 
Ethics Board of Health provided ethical approval for the study 
(Ref. No. REBH/PO/2018/047, dated: 19th July 2018). The study 
was conducted at Gynaecology outpatient department (OPD) at 
Jigme Dorji Wangchuck National Referral Hospital in Thimphu 
from August 2018 to March 2019. Written informed consent was 
obtained from all participants of the study. 

Study population and sample size 
All five postgraduate students in the Department of Obstetrics and 
Gynaecology were enrolled for the study after getting informed 
written consent. All four faculty members of the Department 
were also enrolled as assessors of DOPS. 

Sensitization and selection of clinical skills for the study 
A half a day workshop was organized for both the faculty 
and postgraduate students of Department of Obstetrics and 
Gynaecology to introduce DOPS. All the participants (both 
faculty and students) agreed to utilize the existing standard 
operative procedure in the Department & DOPS checklist that 
was adopted by the faculty. The predetermined core areas as 
incorporated in our PG curriculum were included9. The areas of 
assessment included were; 
• Consent 
• Preparation 
• Infection control 
• Technical ability 
• Patient interaction 
This was followed by a brain storming session among the faculty 
members and principal investigator on how many skills and 
which ones to be used for this study. The two most commonly 
performed procedures in Gynaecology OPD were Pap smear 
and IUCD insertion, however postgraduate students were not 
performing them till date due to shortage of staffs in other 
sections. Therefore, it was agreed through consensus to adopt 
these two procedures for this study. 

Steps in data collection 
Firstly, the students were given lectures and demonstration on 
performing Pap smear and IUCD insertion by the Head of the 
Department which was followed by PG students’ performance 
with DOPS. 
 Secondly, it was mutually agreed among postgraduate  
students that they would prefer an alphabetical order on who 
should be assessed first. However, for the faculty members, Head 
of the Department, decided that first month faculty A will assess 
the postgraduate student, followed faculty B in the subsequent 
month, faculty C on third month and lastly by faculty D. 
 Each student performed the Pap smear and IUCD 
insertion at Gynaecology OPD with faculty A on first week of the 
month. The routine was strictly followed but day for performing 

the procedure was not fixed since it was practically not possible 
due to nature of clinics set up. Soon after completion of each 
DOPS, the student received feedback from the faculty (assessor). 
This was conducted in a conducive and friendly environment in a 
separate room away from patients and other health professionals. 
At the end, each student was given time to reflect on DOPS and 
make a note. The student performed both the procedures on same 
day with the same faculty. The total duration that was required 
for both DOPS was around 1 hour. The principal investigator sat 
through the session initially to assist with correct implementation 
of DOPS and feedback practices, but later was only an observer 
of the session. A questionnaire consisting of simple YES or NO 
questions were used to gather perception of faculties and students 
about DOPS. 

RESULTS
 
A total of five postgraduate students of the Department of 
Obstetrics and Gynecology were enrolled in this study with four 
faculty members as assessors. The average mean score for both 
Pap smear and IUCD insertion was around 4 on first session. 
Of the identified 5 areas of assessment, technical ability for Pap 
smear was 3.6 out of 9 and technical ability for IUCD insertion 

Figure 1. Training on giving and receiving feedback

Figure 2. Assessor giving feedback to student 
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was 3.0 out of 9. For both Pap smear and IUCD insertion, students 
average high for patient consent at nearly 4 of 9 in first attempt. 
In the fourth attempt, all the five identified areas of assessment 
had an average of nearly 8 out of 9 (Figure 3 and Figure 4). 

Figure 3. Comparison of student performance in first and 
fourth encounter of DOPS on Pap smear

Figure 4. Comparison of student performance in first and 
fourth encounter of DOPS on IUCD insertion 
The study clearly demonstrates that repeated encounters to DOPS 
produced an overall improvement of student’s scores. The average 
scores of fourth DOPS encounter shows a significant visible 
difference in comparison to first DOPS encounter in all five areas 
of assessment. This is indicative that repeated DOPS encounter 
results in improvement of skills and confidence of the students in 
performing all the five steps efficiently. This reflects that when 
students were made to perform the same task repeatedly under 
observation, their skills, knowledge and confidence improved. 
Every DOPS attempt was followed by a feedback session where 
the faculty shared “what went well to reinforce the good quality 
in a student and to keep what is good. Next was “what could be 
done differently”, here the faculty put up areas of improvement 
to be adopted during the in next attempt in an appropriate 
language. The mean pre-feedback score for both Pap smear and 
IUCD insertion was estimated at 3.9/9. However, the mean score 
improved by nearly 4 after final encounter as seen in Figure 1 and 
2. At the end of all fourth attempts, both faculty members and 

students shared their perception on DOPS as depicted in Table 
1 and 2. 
 This study also recorded the reflections of students on 
DOPS encounters. The reflections were categorized under two 
themes, DOPS as learning tool and as an assessment tool as 
shown in Box 01. 

Table 1. Perception of Obstetrics and Gynaecology students 
regarding DOPS 

Table 2. Perception of Obstetrics and Gynaecology faculty 
regarding DOPS 

Box 01. Themes generated by analysis of reflection by students 
on procedure and learning 

Sl. no Statements Agree or Disagree
1. Adequate amount of time was given for exercise 5/5 (100%) agreed
2. Constructive feedback was provided in a non-threatening 

way.
5/5 (100%) agreed

3. Being observed did not affect my performance. 5/5 (100%) agreed
4. It was good idea to be assessed by many assessors 5/5 (100%) agreed

5. There is improvement in clinical skills and confidence 
after undergoing subsequent assessments

5/5 (100%) agreed

6. It was good idea to incorporate DOPS in PG curriculum 5/5 (100%) agreed

Sl. no Statements Agree or Disagree
1.   Easy to carry out 4/4 (100%) agreed
2.   Does not require more time or 

commitment
4/4 (100%) agreed

3.   Can supplement but cannot replace 
traditional case presentation

4/4 (100%) agreed

4   It involves too much paper work for a 
busy clinician

0/4 (100%) disagreed

5 It was good idea to incorporate DOPS in 
PG curriculum

4/4 (100%) agreed

DOPS as method for learning
‘Useful because the small things were overlooked, especially when 

doing a procedure’
‘I’m benefited by doing DOPS; as I performed in front of an 

observer that gives me a sense of learning
appropriately’

‘I was very nervous; when doing first time’
‘I enjoyed the feedback, because I became aware of my 

shortcomings and how to correct them’

DOPS as method of assessment
‘Good method of assessment with immediate feedback and 

correction’
‘Must do DOPS for other procedures too’

Improves communication and interaction with patient’
‘I felt nervous while performing under observation’
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DOPS; as I performed in front of an observer that gives me a 
sense of learning appropriately”. DOPS as assessment tool: 
“good method of assessment with immediate feedback and 
correction”. 

Strengths of the study 
This is a first study of its kind in the country; a sequential mixed 
method study that is exploring the appropriateness of DOPS for 
learning as well as an assessment tool. 
 Not only does this study explored the perception of 
teachers and learners, it also looked into the reflections by 
postgraduate students on their experience with DOPS. 

Limitations of the study
The external validity and ability to generalize the findings of this 
study may not be possible due to small sample size. Perceptions 
of postgraduate students of Obstetrics and Gynaecology may not 
be generalizable to other categories of postgraduate students.

CONCLUSIONS 
It can be stated the DOPS is an appropriate tool for learning as 
well for assessment in postgraduate students of Obstetrics and 
Gynaecology at KGUMSB. DOPS promotes students’ procedural 
skills and improves independence during the procedure15. 
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