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Visualising the invisible narrative of "Differential
Attainment’. By Dr. Nagina Khan, Prof. Partha Kar
and Prof. Subodh Dave

Posted on May 3,2024 by mthompson
Differential Attainment

Many medical educators ‘have been’ and ‘remain’ challenged by the concept
of Differential Attainment (DA). The term DA describes a variation in levels of
educational achievement that occurs between different demographic groups
undertaking the same assessments. But this is not limited to medical
education, Regan De Bere et al, have shown that DA is a common
characteristic of ‘professional education’.

Widely reported definitions for DA include increased feelings of segregation
owing to representing a ‘minority culture” or ‘religion’; unsatisfied with the
higher education experience compared to White colleagues; Typecast risk, for
instance negatively stereotyped groups can experience increased anxiety at
the prospect of compliance to a stereotype, leads to an underperformance in

assessments.

There is some consensus that the explicit prejudice of examiner bias is unlikely
to be the ‘sole’ cause, as anonymously marked ‘multiple choice” exam findings
have also demonstrated inconsistencies amongst White and Black, Asian, and
Minority Ethnic (BAME) students. Yeates et al. also explored whether there was
evidence of ‘examiner bias’s against BAME students in an experimental study,’
the occurrence of bias was not substantiated.? However, employing a “lexical
assessment assignment”, Yeates et al., confirmed the existence of ‘Asian
typecasts’ in examiners’ way of thinking.! This was the exact opposite to the
studies anticipations, this finding transpired irrespective of whether assessors

detected ‘stereotype-consistent or -inconsistent in performances.”’

However, clinical grades are understood to play a part in choice for ‘residency
training’, furthermore Woolf et al., propose poorer clinical results for BAME
students may contribute to their ‘underrepresentation’ in ‘residency training’
and more crucially in the healthcare labour force. A visible and consistent
picture is also now emerging from research which adopted a cross disciplinary
approach.? The unease around DA has been substantiated by numerous
studies that provide evidence, that ethnic minorities medical students have
underperformed compared with those from the ethnic majority in clinical
(rater-based) evaluations, despite controlling for prior attainment.* BAME
medical students are around ‘2.5 times’ likely to not pass an examination when
matched to the White majority.>®
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DA appears prevalent amongst ‘international medical school graduates’
(IMGs).” This may be a linked to the difference between inequality and
inequity, which has been seen to subsequently play a partin DA. This is
especially noticeable when it comes to IMGs who actually need more support
in their training for exams ‘not the same’ as their starting position is different.
This can be due to cultural issues, understanding of language, nuances- as
well as simple yet important things such as relevant textbooks, tips from
colleagues, question banks etc DA is also seen throughout various assessment
processes, plus ‘practical examinations’ (for instance Objective Structured
Clinical Examinations — OSCE), ‘multiple-choice questions’ (MCQ) as well as
pass-fail assessments.2 Comparable findings have been detected amongst
medical students in the United States, the Netherlands and Australia.? Yet,
doctors from BAME backgrounds make up a third of the National Health
Service (NHS) workforce in the United Kingdom (UK). Indian doctors (11%) are
a noticeable minority group, followed by doctors from Pakistan (5%).°

Preventative future interventions

To fully understand the effects and tackle DA, we need to stop tinkering at the
sides and direct our struggles to change the core focus a on the issue that is,
of the educational assessment itself and perhaps consider the very definition
of what an examination sets out to achieve and for whom. We must honestly
allow a ‘visualised’ picture with the proven factors that account for DA to
emerge and understand that confronting DA is not only important from a
‘social justice’” standpoint, but also from a ‘service delivery’ perspective. In the
UK, the NHS honours diversity and serves a diverse population. Moreover, the
RCGP and BAPIO have identified, that failing to focus on inequalities can be
costly and have legal and moral challenges.

Accordingly, underperformance can be attributed to a mismatch between the
student and the educational environments that they become a part of, and
justifications can be seen equally from both viewpoints, that is in terms of
‘them’ or ‘us?’ Stegers-Jager offers some crucial guidance on this, that when
placed in an alternative way, “Do ethnic minority students perform worse or do
their assessors think they do so?”. This is highly relevant, to indicate “what”
leads to racial and cultural disparities in performance and is a precondition for
constructing interventions directed at safeguarding decent “clinical grades’ for
BAME students. The reasons underlying DA in undergraduate medical
students is uncertain and ‘examiner bias, prior educational attainment (e.g., A-
Level grades), socioeconomic status and psychological factors have all not
been able to fully explain the differences seen between White and non-White
students”?? Still, tackling the factors impacting DA requires appropriate
considerations and posing proper questions of the institutions within which
DA occurs. ‘How should assessment programs be constructed and regulated
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to encourage the right type of institutionalization, one that is based on
fairness? This can occur by reviewing the objectives of examinations, the
conditions of medical institutions, and the characteristics of colleges that
favour or weaken calls to set the record straight on DA and explore the
contextual causes.

The foundation and basic goal of assessment is to guarantee educational
excellence and more importantly the outcome of ‘quality’. The approach taken

In

by the “professional model” depends on several contributing factors; the
significance of detailed specifications of the ‘providers of services’, and the
assumption that the “professional’ s knowledge and code of ethics, supported
by the vigilance of the profession, are the best guarantees of quality.”
Conventional descriptions of professional excellence have been focused more
on “input” and “process” measures rather than on “outcomes” such as
‘quality’ however (...) the intricacy of professional assessment requires that the
‘professional community’ itself to be the decisive authority of ‘quality.’
Assessment now needs to promote a fair and equitable educational ‘quality’ by
fostering a revamped professional code of conduct, one that acknowledges
the importance of learning outcomes and accepts the principle and practice
of accountability to BAME audiences, and the collective faculty must assume
responsibility for the overall learning of BAME students. Institutional culture
also has a powerful role as contextual causes of DA may indicate gaps in the
institutional system. Given the culture and organizational environment of
higher education, gaining acceptance for this revamped definition of
professional responsibility is no small task and will require the will of other key
performers and leaders in healthcare education.
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