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Principles of Assessment in Medical Education. Tejinder Singh,
Anshu (eds). Jaypee Brothers Medical Publishers, New Delhi,
2012. 252 pp, `295. ISBN 978–93–5025–885–9.

Assessment is an essential
element of education. Of all the
different components of a
medical education programme,
it is assessment strategies that
influence the way students learn.
When properly designed and
used appropriately, assessment
procedures can make instruction
more effective and improve
learning. All around the world,
changing societal needs and
expectations of medical
graduates are leading to changes

in curricula and the methods of assessment. However, in India, the
curricula and methods of assessment in most medical colleges
remain traditional and have failed to keep pace with the
requirements of society or those of a medical student.

According to a report of the National Knowledge Commission
(2006) on the status of higher education in India, ‘The nature of
annual examinations at universities in India often stifles the
teaching–learning process because they reward selective and
uncritical learning. There is an acute need to reform this
examination system so that it tests understanding rather than
memory. Learning by rote should be discouraged. Assessment
cannot and should not be based on examinations alone. There is
a clear need for continuous internal assessment which empowers
teachers and students alike, just as it breathes life back into the
teaching–learning process. Such internal assessment would also
foster the analytical and creative abilities of students which are
often a casualty in university-administered annual examinations.’

This book fills an important gap by addressing how medical
teachers can use assessments effectively to promote improved
learning behaviour among students. The first few chapters refer to
the basics of assessment. Mention is made of the valuable attributes
of a good assessment, such as reliability, validity, acceptability
and positive educational impact. The concepts of reliability and
validity have been explained succinctly, using simple examples.
Over the years, in the pursuit of objectivity, medical examinations
have been reduced to testing what is easy to test (factual knowledge)
rather than what ought to be tested (professional competence).
These chapters effectively convey how the assessment process
can combine the two and how subjective assessments by experts
can provide reliable information.

Modern developments in assessment in medical education
are founded on integrative concepts, in which the prominent
features are not traits but roles or competences. According to
this approach, different aspects of medical competence have to
be brought together and integrated for the successful completion
of a certain task or role. Miller’s pyramid (1990) marked the
beginning of this line of thinking. These chapters clearly
emphasize the need for an authentic assessment using Miller’s
model of clinical competence and the value of internal

assessments to improve learning. The strength of these chapters
lies in the use of simple, conversational language, as well as the
use of day-to-day, real-life examples to explain concepts which
may be difficult to absorb otherwise.

The subsequent chapters deal with more specific areas of
assessment, such as testing theoretical knowledge, clinical
competence, and professional and ethical behaviour, as well as
assessment in a community-based setting. There is a detailed
description of attributes of specific assessment tools, with their
strengths and weaknesses, and their individual place in the whole
process of assessment has been discussed. The chapter on ‘written
assessment’ rightly and adequately emphasizes the need to ‘know’
before one can ‘show’ and ‘perform’. The portion on how to
improve upon the tool commonly used for written assessment
(essays) is useful, illustrated by examples. The chapters on multiple-
choice questions (MCQs) are rather detailed and informative,
with a ‘How to do’ section dealing with the practical aspects of
their use. Though essential, the statistics dealing with these make
for rather heavy reading.

The portion on the assessment of clinical competence, using
objective structured clinical examination (OSCE) and through
long case, makes for easy reading and suggests practical steps for
the use of these tools to test different attributes of clinical
competence effectively. Emphasis has been laid on workplace-
based assessments, particularly in the context of postgraduate
assessments, as well as the use of tools such as the mini clinical
evaluation exercise (mini-CEX) and portfolios, and their utility in
continuous assessments to promote learning has been highlighted.
This subject has been dealt with remarkably well.

The conceptual framework of Miller’s pyramid for the
assessment of medical competence has been reinforced multiple
times in various chapters.

The book also deals with the very important issues of
blueprinting and setting of standards—areas that need to be
strengthened in Indian examination settings. Faculty training,
which is a key factor in improving the assessment of medical
students, has been rightly emphasized in a chapter on this issue.

The chapter on student feedback deals with feedback from
students to teachers, though in the context of assessments, the
reader might think the opposite, i.e. feedback from teachers to
students, which plays an important role in the formative function
of assessments and development of competence among students.

The chapter on web resources on ‘assessment in medical
education’ completely ignores earlier attempts in this area by
Indian authors. For example, a reference to the free e-book
Assessment in medical education—trends and tools, edited by this
reviewer and colleagues in 1995 (available at www.scribd.com/
doc/17899326/Assessment-in-Medical-Education-India), is
conspicuously missing.

As the editors themselves say, the book does suffer from some
of the disadvantages of a multi-author book. There are quite a few
avoidable repetitions. Some chapters are longer than necessary
and it becomes a drag reading them.

Overall, the book successfully serves the purpose of sensitizing
medical teachers, and improving their knowledge and skills in
designing student assessments in a manner that will not only
produce quality graduates, but also lifelong learners. It fulfils the
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editors’ main aim, which is to help medical teachers in the
effective use of assessment for learning.

The layout of the book is good and the cover page attractive.
The ample use of examples makes the book quite readable. It is
reasonably priced and is a must-read for all medical teachers. The
book is targeted mainly at medical teachers, though most of the
principles put forward in it would be equally applicable for the
assessment of other health professionals as well.
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Essentials of Head and Neck Cancer. Alberto Staffieri, Paul
Sebastian, Madan Kapre, Bipin T. Varghese, Rehan Kazi (eds).
Byword Books, New Delhi, 2012. 280 pp, ̀ 2695. ISBN 978–81–
8193–071–2.

This monograph is one of the few
textbooks in the important field of
head and neck cancer and the fact
that it contains contributions from
many Indian authors is heartening.
The book is intended to provide a
comprehensive review on the subject
for residents and young consultants
in the field of head and neck
oncology. However, it is not intended
to be exhaustive or a reference
textbook. Its objective is to give
residents in otolaryngology, head and
neck surgery and general surgery a

grounding in the basic concepts, an objective which it fulfils.
The book has 25 chapters that describe different aspects of

head and neck cancer, ranging from epidemiology, pathology and
radiology, to clinical assessment and outcomes. The topics dealing
with specific sites, such as cancers involving the oral cavity,
oropharynx, larynx, hypopharynx, nasopharynx, paranasal sinuses,
thyroid gland and salivary glands, have been covered well, though
oral cancer could have been covered in greater detail. Topics such
as speech and swallowing rehabilitation are well written.

Allied specialties, such as radiotherapy and chemotherapy,
have been covered well. The author has done a good job of
describing surgical techniques while dealing with site-specific
cancers, though there is a separate chapter on reconstruction in
head and neck cancer. This chapter is well-written and, as expected,
lays emphasis on the use of free vascular flaps.

Overall, the book is easy to read and informative for young
doctors who wish to take up head and neck surgery as a subspecialty.
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I Hear a Song in My Head. A memoir in stories of love, fear,
doctoring, and flight. Nergesh Tejani. SCARITH–New Academia
Publishing, Washington, D.C.,  2012. 285 pp, price not mentioned.
ISBN 978–0–9845832–7–0.

By a happy coincidence I was able
to read this book soon after that by
Dr Ratan Naik, the present author’s
colleague and friend during
undergraduate education at the
Grant Medical College (see review
in Natl Med J India 2012;25:308).
Dr Naik’s descriptions of Dr Tejani
whetted my appetite when I beheld
this volume.

As the subtitle suggests, it is her
memoir, including accounts of the
love of her life, Dr Amir Tejani;
their children; their flight to USA
from Uganda before 4 August 1972,

when Idi Amin had a dream in which God told him to order the
expulsion of Indian and Pakistani residents; and her experiences
as an obstetrician and gynaecologist in Africa and in America.

The horrors following the voice of God heard by the ruthless
Ugandan dictator are referred to in Dr Tejani’s book, but her
accounts are muted. The first-person narratives passed on to us by
her are from those who were well to do. The most shocking of her
accounts is that at the beginning of the book. It occurred in 1969
soon after unidentified assassins (perhaps under the command of
Idi Amin) shot Dr Milton Obote in the jaw. Dr Tejani saw an army
officer––‘an oversized human in polished boots and starched
khakhis’––crack the head of a woman half his size for daring to
question his order (pp. 1–3).

Dr Tejani refers briefly to another episode: ‘…we heard that
Shirish Clerk’s brother, Anil Clerk, a lawyer and friend of Milton
Obote, was taken from his home by Idi Amin’s special forces, never
to be seen again.’ A British reporter provided more details: ‘I
recounted this [an incident related to Idi Amin] over lunch that day
… with Anil Clerk, QC, the acknowledged leader of the Ugandan
bar. He discreetly pointed out a plainclothes police officer. “Patrick,”
Clerk said, “the time to leave Uganda is now, this afternoon.” I took
his advice. I never saw my distinguished lawyer friend again. His
body was found a fortnight later, doubled up in the boot of a partly
burned car, his throat cruelly bound with razor wire.’ Idi Amin,
thought by some to have suffered the cerebral consequences of
syphilis, died in regal comfort in Saudi Arabia in 2003, aged 78
(Patrick Keatley, The Guardian 18 August 2003).

A clue to the origin of the title of her book is to be found on
pages 41–43. A patient was brought into Mulago Hospital, attached
to the Makerere Medical School. His attendant said, ‘He is
wazimu—crazy.’ Dr Tejani’s examination yielded no findings.
When she conveyed this to the patient, he said, ‘You did not listen
to my head.’ He pulled the chest piece of the stethoscope to his
head. ‘Feeling foolish, I donned the ear-pieces. A wailing desert
sound like the hamsin desert winds… ebbed and blew, ebbed and
blew. He saw that I saw. He lives with a song in his head. Others
live with fear, anxiety, ambition. He lived with a song.’ (That song
originated from an arteriovenous malformation in the brain.)

Her comment on Laennec’s revolutionary instrument is also of
interest: ‘I never understood how normally fastidious people seem
to share stethoscopes without a problem. Think of the innards of
wax and dirt-encrusted ears one has encountered. And yet, even
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today, “Can I borrow your stethoscope?” is a request that cannot
be turned down’ (p. 44).

Dr Tejani enfolds the reader into her family, introducing each
member with affection and detailed portrayals. Dr Amir, her
colleague in the Grant Medical College and later her husband,
occupies pride of place. (Alumni of the Grant Medical College
will proclaim disappointment at the very brief coverage of life in
its campus on pp. 8–18.) She is transparently honest and seems to
hold back nothing from her reader.

In turn we meet her parents and his, her relatives and his, their
friends, their children and her patients. Personal accounts abound.
We grieve at the deaths of each of the four parents, her ill-fated
first pregnancy, Amir’s death and the tragedies that befall her
African patients. We rejoice at her wedding, the birth and
subsequent careers of her daughters and her own rise in her chosen
field of obstetrics and gynaecology. She is currently Emeritus
Professor at the New York Medical College and Professor of
Clinical Obstetrics and Gynaecology at the Albert Einstein College
of Medicine in New York.

Let me stimulate your appetite with some gleanings from her
book.

She describes a unique technique for self-diagnosis: ‘I seemed
to have an internal alert when I was pregnant that would cause
nausea with the slightest drop of alcohol … I could use it as a
pregnancy test, it was so reliable’ (p. 115). This experience was
repeated in 1965 when she ‘developed my violent aversion for
alcohol, which confirmed I was pregnant’ (p. 145) and again in
1968 when ‘a contraceptive failure … soon gave me the familiar
can’t stand alcohol sign’ (p. 155).

Her ‘rendezvous in Cairo’ (pp. 202–4) drives home the need to
refrain from making hasty judgements of persons. The experience
with the taxi driver who ‘had a look that solidified my uneasiness’
is especially chastening. Her verbal exchange with the woman
selling home-grown vegetables in the Nakaseri market truly
illustrates ‘the dignity and generosity of the poor’ (pp. 158–9).
The adage, ‘Ignorance is bliss’ is exemplified in the anecdote of
the group of orthodox Ismaili ladies who exclaimed how delicious
the bhajias were, little knowing that they contained sweet and
sour pork (p. 146).

Her descriptions of thalidomide (pp. 38, 40); ‘thorazine’ (pp.
217–19); wasp-bites (pp. 39–41); guinea-worm infestation (pp.
32, 36); eclampsia (p. 76); ectopic pregnancy (pp. 75, 78); foetal
destruction (pp. 84–5, 89, 107–8); deliberate cracking of the
pubic symphysis (p. 59); ‘cold in the urethra’ (pp. 61–8); the

exertion of negative pressure over the pregnant abdomen (pp. 82–
4) and her sad accounts of the ‘fistula sisters’ (pp. 166–71) are
noteworthy. They provide much food for thought while reminding
us of the lost art of clinical examination (pp. 74–5) and the
treatment of major emergencies under difficult circumstances.

Her portrayal of Irene, the wise and observant staff nurse, and
their management of the abdominal pregnancy in a poor, rural
woman commands our admiration for nurse and obstetrician (pp.
115–18). When this patient learnt of the efforts made on her
behalf, ‘She rewarded us and burdened the baby by calling her
Irene Tejani  Nsubuga.’

The tale of the young Indian salesman and the Mugandan
woman clerk (pp. 72–3) brings to mind Osler’s mischievous letter
to the editor on Penis captivus published under the nom-de-plume
Egerton Y. Davis (The Philadelphia Medical News 1884). Some
have doubted the existence of this condition. They can rest
assured that it does after they have read Dr Tejani’s first-person
account.

Dr Tejani was once summoned to attend to the Queen of
Buganda. At the consultation, the Queen described her symptoms
as though they were those of another and Dr Tejani played along.
The Queen refused an examination and insisted on a prescription
based purely on the verbal exchange. Dr Tejani’s consequent
misgivings make interesting reading (pp. 147–9). Dr Tejani also
educates us on the differences between Buganda, Baganda,
Muganda, Luganda and Uganda on pages 32 and 49. The last part
of the book deals with her experiences after settling in America.

In her own summary of the contents of her book (p. 3), she
points out to us that these are stories worth telling. I confirm this
with enthusiasm. They are narrated with warmth, affection and a
generous dollop of humour. The humour is especially in evidence
in the sweet-sorrowful epilogue (pp. 281–5). In it she describes
the first night she spent together with Amir, ‘Nothing in the
biblical sense happened.’ Their knowledge of each other (to
continue with the biblical metaphor) occurred in the hotel where
they honeymooned, two years later. The epilogue ends with a
daughter’s remembrance of her mother. I have yet to read an
epilogue structured thus.

I do hope you will be able to study this memoir. There is much
to learn, marvel at and admire in it. I missed the index, which
would have made it easier for those, like me, who may wish to
return to specific segments again.

SUNIL PANDYA


