Assessment of Clinical Reasoning throughout the
Physical Therapy Curriculum and Beyond
Abstract 
Background/Purpose: The purpose of this study is to assess the critical thinking skill development of physical therapy students and recent graduates. With a challenging healthcare environment comes the need for physical therapists to make clinical judgments in uncertain conditions; as a profession there is an urgency to take a critical look at the development of critical thinking and decision making abilities of students across educational environments. 

Methods: Students will reflect upon their performance via a qualitative survey; the survey questions are designed to uncover their critical thinking process in conjunction with the semester end comprehensive clinical performance exams at the conclusion of the 2nd and 3rd years. Twelve students at the conclusion of their 4th year and the 2 recent graduates/residents will also complete the survey. These individual’s critical thinking will be assessed in conjunction with a standardized patient experience similar to the comprehensive clinical performance exams.
Results: Pilot data for this project has been collected and will be presented at the APTA’s Combined Sections Meeting, February 2010.  Information collected in this study will be used to modify curriculum and to better prepare practioners with excellent crictical thinking ability. 
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Proposal 
Background and Purpose: Now more than ever, with the challenging health care environment and the need for physical therapists to employ clinical judgments in uncertain conditions there is urgency for the profession to take a critical look at the developmental trajectory of the thinking and decision making abilities of students across educational environments, from entry-level education through residency programs. As educators in this dynamic process, it is important to deliberately plan the progression of experiences that facilitate metacognitive thinking skills that are central for learning and the professional formation of students. These thinking skills are part of the clinical reasoning and judgment process and are essential tenets of competent physical therapy practice and education. 

Research on learning demonstrates that students learn, develop, and retain knowledge structures best through learning experiences that are engaging and make specific connections to clinical practice.1 In order to provide a meaningful learning environment, a strong bridge between the academic and clinical community as a community of practice is essential. The deliberate integration of experiences across the curriculum from entry level to residency education has been central to the physical therapy curriculum since its inception. The practical exam process has been used to provide practical opportunities for students to think on their feet and demonstrate evaluation and intervention skills; over time this process for student assessment has been modified however, deliberate review of the students critical thinking has not been done.
The purpose of this study is to continue exploration of the critical thinking development of Creighton physical therapy students and recent graduates to inform curriculum and ultimately improve student learning.
Project Design: Students from Creighton’s physical therapy program will answer qualitative open-ended survey questions designed to uncover their critical thinking and decision making progress in conjunction with their semester end comprehensive clinical performance exams at the conclusion of their 4th and 6th semesters (2nd and 3rd years).  The examinations have been an integral component of Creighton’s PT program. These simulated patient experiences provide case based patient scenarios that require the student to think on their feet during the evaluation and/or intervention component of the patient interaction.  The student is required to critically think and at times modify the anticipated course of evaluation or treatment based upon patient presentation.  These formative points in the curriculum provide insights into the student’s reasoning and thinking as they progress through the curriculum.   By surveying students at these times, insight into the students thinking will be uncovered and improvements into teaching can be implemented. 
Creighton PT students just prior to graduation and those recently graduated and participating in our orthopedic residency program, will also be surveyed in order to capture the critical thinking progression throughout the curriculum and beyond.  A standardized patient experience, comparable to the comprehensive exam will be administered for the graduating students and residents. 
Data from the survey will be coded and themed by the investigators.  Describing the critical thinking progression of our students throughout the curriculum will allow this subset of faculty to define strengths and weaknesses in the current curriculum and make recommendations for modification.  
Application to School and Department Goals: This project directly ties to the School’s first strategic goal “Prepare our students to provide comprehensive patient-centered care” and our Department goal “Understand, correlate and apply theoretical foundations of knowledge to the practice of PT; evaluate and clarify new or evolving theory relevant to PT.” Studying our students’ critical thinking development has direct application to these goals. By making curricular improvements and being explicit about the goal of fostering critical thinking skills, our students will provide excellent patient care and a be outstanding practioners. 
Proposed Timeline: 
	May 2010
	12 PT4 students and 2 residents’ complete critical thinking query in relation to standardized patient experience.

	July 2010
	PT3 students complete survey with practical exam

	Fall 2010
	Investigators theme survey data

	December 2010
	PT2 students complete survey with practical exam

	Spring 2011
	Investigators compile and theme data, write manuscript, provide written recommendations to curriculum committee

	May 2011
	Continue to collect survey data to provide longitudinal data base


Expected Products:  Findings from this study will be used to inform curricular improvement. The intention is to continue to collect longitudinal data on students for greater depth and breadth of understanding student’s critical thinking development. The investigators will complete a publishable manuscript from this project. 
Discussion of sustainability: Pilot data has already been collected for this project. This grant will allow us to probe deeper into student clinical reasoning across the curriculum with standardized patients.  As curricular changes are made we plan to continue assessment of student development; this will be accomplished through this study as well as the Department’s annual curriculum mapping process which is a regular part of curricular assessment.  Results from this study can potentially help other Departments within SPAHP and across the University. Other departments can incorporate the findings and recommendations from this study in their curriculum. 

Budget:  $2000
	14 Standardized patients (1.5 hours each @ $60/hour) 
	$1260

	Data Entry (Student worker)
	$500

	Materials and Supplies (eval tools, linens, water for standardized patients, etc.)
	$240

	Total
	$2000
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