Authentic Assessment in Action - OSPE-culating Learning in pharmacology laboratories
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Introduction: Inclusive assessment strategies are critical in integrative pharmacology curricula, particularly as student populations in STEM become increasingly diverse. Objective Structured Practical Examinations (OSPEs) offer a structured and equitable approach to assess both practical and conceptual understanding, providing nuanced insights into student competence beyond traditional pass/fail metrics.

Aim: To develop and evaluate a co-designed, inclusive OSPE for second-year undergraduate pharmacology students, translating inclusive pedagogical principles into practice while identifying knowledge gaps and supporting student confidence and learning.
Methods: A five-stage OSPE was co-designed with teaching, technical, and peer-reviewed for clarity by postgraduate researchers. Each student (n=140–180 per year) remained stationary with an individual tray of materials. A ‘circle if unsure’ option allowed students to indicate uncertainty and reduce assessment anxiety. Mixed methods were employed: quantitative performance data were analysed using chi-square testing, and qualitative insights were analysed using Braun & Clarke’s inductive thematic analysis to identify patterns of misunderstanding, confidence, and competence.
Results: Practical skills were strongest at early stages, with 98% competence in pipetting. Performance declined in complexity: 66.5% passed drug calculations, 67.5% passed serial dilutions, 47.2% passed conceptual drug potency tasks, and 42.2% succeeded in integrated data interpretation. Student-reported uncertainty increased across stages, highlighting areas for targeted support.
Discussion: The OSPE effectively identified gaps in practical and conceptual pharmacology understanding while accommodating diverse learning needs. Mixed-methods analysis translates performance data into actionable insights for curriculum refinement. This approach offered a practical blueprint for enhancing student engagement and supporting equitable learning outcomes in pharmacology laboratories.
