Making the disciplinary assessment literacy of pharmacology explicit
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Introduction. Assessment is essential for driving student learning. However, unless students understand what is being asked of them, learning may be steered in the wrong direction. While students readily address knowledge demands of assessment questions, they often handle processing demands either inappropriately or not at all. Our research is a continuation of an international assessment project initiated in University College Cork.
Aims. To identify the most frequent action words / phrases used in pharmacology assessments.  To determine the meaning pharmacology academics attribute to the most commonly used action words / phrases.  
Methods. Summative exam papers over a 5-year period were collated from four core pharmacology units that contribute to the Major in the Bachelor of Biomedical Science at The University of Western Australia.  A frequency analysis of action words was performed on short answer questions.  Pharmacology academics were invited to participate in a focus group to discuss the meaning they attribute to the most commonly used action words (UWA Approval No. 2024/ET000208).  
Results. Across all four core pharmacology units, the most frequently used action words in exams were: describe, explain, discuss, provide, highlight, and interpret.  Example meanings attributed to these words that arose from the  focus group were: “describe” – “implies a bit of depth” / “pretty peripheral” / ”a definition”; “explain” – “address … why and how” / “more depth”; “discuss – “implies … breadth … or depth” / “a lot more information”; “provide” – “provide your reasoning” / “justify”; “highlight” – “this is a concept, give examples that highlight it”; “interpret” – “demonstrating their ability to analyse” / “given them some data and you want them to interpret the findings”.  Participants ascribed similar meanings to “interpret” and “discuss” as well as to “highlight” and “provide”.  However, participants agreed on the following sequence of action words, arranged by increasing depth of information required: “describe”, “explain”, and “discuss”.  
Conclusion. Findings from this project could be used to guide the development of literacy guidelines aimed at supporting student learning and success in pharmacology. 
