
Innovations in Education and Teaching International

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/riie20

Student success strategies: Approaches to navigating and
understanding the determinants of health outside the
classroom

Daniel Terry, Blake Peck, Andrew Smith & Swapnali Gazula

To cite this article: Daniel Terry, Blake Peck, Andrew Smith & Swapnali Gazula (2025) Student
success strategies: Approaches to navigating and understanding the determinants of health
outside the classroom, Innovations in Education and Teaching International, 62:1, 266-279,
DOI: 10.1080/14703297.2023.2283127

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2023.2283127

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group.

View supplementary material 

Published online: 16 Nov 2023.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 769

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=riie20

https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/riie20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/14703297.2023.2283127
https://doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2023.2283127
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/14703297.2023.2283127
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/14703297.2023.2283127
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=riie20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=riie20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14703297.2023.2283127?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14703297.2023.2283127?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14703297.2023.2283127&domain=pdf&date_stamp=16%20Nov%202023
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14703297.2023.2283127&domain=pdf&date_stamp=16%20Nov%202023
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=riie20


Student success strategies: Approaches to navigating and 
understanding the determinants of health outside the 
classroom
Daniel Terry a,b, Blake Peck a,b, Andrew Smithc and Swapnali Gazula b

aSchool of Nursing and Midwifery, University of Southern Queensland, Ipswich, Australia; bInstitute of Health 
and Wellbeing, Federation University, Ballarat, Australia; cMercy Health Home Care Services, Mercy Health, 
Ballarat, Australia

ABSTRACT
Research approaches to better engage student learning regarding 
the determinants of health are somewhat limited. The present 
study highlights the evolution of an authentic fieldwork assessment 
and the strategies nursing students used as they navigated the 
assessment for learning activity outside the classroom, and how 
these impacted student’s performance. A cross-sectional study 
examined learning strategies, assessment challenges and concept 
understanding according to academic performance among stu
dents over a 2-year period. Among the 282 (19.7% response rate) 
students, success encapsulated making time, planning, good orga
nisation, checking in and making time. Being less successful centred 
on being busy with other courses or employment. Poorer perform
ing students were less likely to understand the assessment require
ments or just ran out of time. Performance-based assessments 
remain relevant to nursing student learning. However, students 
must explicitly understand their benefits, be motivated to engage, 
have the capacity to persevere and seek clarification if understand
ing is not achieved.
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Introduction

A 3-year baccalaureate programme is to be completed to become a Registered Nurse in 
Australia, which may be similar to or considered shorter compared to other 
programmes globally. Nevertheless, students are to develop a comprehensive under
standing of nursing for entry level practice in a multitude of clinical settings (Lee et al.,  
2023). In genuinely meeting this mandate of comprehensively preparing students, it 
follows that an understanding of the broad determinants of health needs to be com
pleted, which include more specific social determinants are addressed within nursing 
curriculum (Mackey et al., 2018; Stupans et al., 2019). The determinants of health include 
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social, economic, physical environment, as well the persons individual characteristics and 
behaviours (Garcia, 2022; WHO, 2017).

Through ever more focused research, students need to develop a greater understand
ing that the determinants of health have a significant role to play in the experience of 
health and illness for every individual (Garcia, 2022). Despite the clarity of the links 
between the determinants of health and nursing practice, Mackey et al. (2018) suggest 
that substantial work is still required to effectively integrate the study of public health and 
health determinants into Australian nursing and healthcare education. Perhaps not 
surprisingly, there is limited literature that provides robust evaluation of approaches 
that have been employed within higher education settings to better engage students 
in the learning of the concepts regarding the determinants of health (Dundas et al., 2017; 
Stupans et al., 2019).

In addition to engaging students with broader thinking regarding health and its 
contributing factors, academics have attempted to implement a number of teaching 
methods that include: Blended online Learning, Team-Based Learning, The Flipped 
Classroom and Just-In-Time Learning as part of Bachelor or Nursing 
programmes (Alberti et al., 2021; Jowsey et al., 2020; Williams-Ware et al., 2021). Despite 
these enhanced and evidence-based approaches to learning and teaching, there has been 
some resistance among students who have indicated a strong preference for didactic 
learning (Peck et al., 2021). Despite this, research highlights that didactic approaches tend 
to focus on more surface learning geared towards passing an essay or exam rather than 
developing deep learning that impacts clinical reasoning, reflective practice, good patient 
care or an understanding the health needs of the wider community (Biggs et al., 2022).

Approaches to learning, such as case studies, hands on activities, problem or inquiry 
based-learning or experiential learning opportunities, where learning is achieved by 
working through real life situations, are particularly relevant in health and nursing 
(Jager et al., 2020). Despite this, there are other models being incorporated into nursing 
education both at the undergraduate and postgraduate level (Lockey et al., 2022; Özbay & 
Çınar, 2021). Disruptive innovations such as the assessment for learning rather than 
assessment of learning have been suggested, which encompass activity or competency- 
based learning and even gamification within learning (Biggs et al., 2022; Bryan & Clegg,  
2019; Chisholm, 2019).

These assessments for learning models are where students undertake what is referred 
to as ‘authentic’ or ‘performance-based assessments’ which enable students to develop 
critical thinking through challenges that elicit the use of complex and holistic skills 
(Kleemola et al., 2022). These assessments require students to do more than passively 
learn in a sedentary learning environment, but assessments for learning tasks are focused 
on the evidence of achievement rather than the ability to do more than measure the recall 
of facts, systems and processes. These assessments measure a student’s capacity to use 
the material they have learned in real-life situations to apply learning (Biggs et al., 2022; 
Chisholm, 2019; Kleemola et al., 2022).

As such, in an endeavour to evolve from the contemporary higher education 
model, there are opportunities for the inclusion of different, and arguably more, 
innovative teaching and learning approaches, such as performance-based assess
ments. These could form both formative and summative assessments that enable 
greater and wider use within current nursing and healthcare education practice that 
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facilitate a much deep learning experience among students (Dundas et al., 2017; 
Stupans et al., 2019). Many of these approaches offer a more dynamic approach for 
teaching and learning, where there is greater emphasis on performance outcomes, 
higher levels of satisfaction among students, with more impactful learning and 
reflection among student cohorts (Bryan & Clegg, 2019; Kleemola et al., 2022). 
These authentic performance-based approaches to learning are particularly in the 
era of academic integrity, plagiarism and using artificial intelligence to complete 
assessments (Biggs et al., 2022).

Population health as a discipline of knowledge has been demonstrated to 
represent, at times, a troublesome series of conceptualisations to address through 
a Bachelor of Nursing curriculum and other applied health disciplines (Godfrey & 
Martin, 2016; Jager et al., 2020). However, it is necessary to have a broader focus of 
health among nursing and healthcare students, extending beyond the acute care 
setting, which was recently highlighted from the recent global pandemic (Badowski 
et al., 2021). There needs to be a fundamental shift towards public and primary 
healthcare in addition to acute care (Badowski et al., 2021). Collectively, the 
authors have been centrally involved in the conceptualisation, development and 
implementation of population health ideas into health-related Bachelor level 
programmes of study for some time and have identified and evaluated several 
different strategies, which led to the development of an 8-week case study field
work workbook assessment (Supplementary file 1).

In addition to the ongoing development and various iterations of the assessment and 
anecdotal feedback from students, it was noted that student engagement and academic 
performance associated with the assessment were mixed. To ensure clarity, blended 
online course content, team- and problem-based learning materials and class time were 
used to ensure each element of the assessment was scaffolded. This scaffolding also 
encompassed both the location and how to review data, the number of anticipated 
community visits, instructions on engaging with the community using the five senses, 
exploring experiences using Gibbs (1988) reflective cycle, note taking, as well as outlining 
photographic composition and requirements. Supporting students to undertake and 
report back on the fieldwork workbook assessment was interwoven throughout the 
course and was central to ensure equity among those unfamiliar with performance- 
based assessments.

As such, within the context of the innovative development of the fieldwork workbook 
assessment, the purpose and aim of this study were to identify the strategies used by 
students to learn as they navigated an assessment for learning activity and consider how 
this may have impacted student performance. The objective was to review the innovative 
assessment that had undergone several iterations within the course to inform its future 
development while allowing the intricacies of assessments to be critiqued. The process 
also provided further insight into student study practices to better inform how to improve 
the assessment to meet the needs of future students, while guiding other education 
providers who may encounter issues engaging students to learn population health 
concepts.
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Methods

A cross-sectional design was used to examine academic performance and use of an 
assessment for learning among first year nursing students undertaking a primary health 
unit within a Bachelor of Nursing programme. The study was conducted between 2018 
and 2019 through an Australian university, which has campuses in rural, regional and peri- 
urban centres, to provide a wide range of perspectives and views.

Sample

All first-year nursing students studying a 3-year bachelor’s degree at an Australian 
university and completing the specific health determinants course were invited to parti
cipate in a questionnaire in 2018 (n = 695) and 2019 (n = 735) that examined the ‘fieldwork 
assessment task’.

Data collection tool

Data were collected using a questionnaire that included demographic questions asso
ciated with participant characteristics such as study mode, campus, international student 
status, while also asking academic performance questions related to the grade received 
for the specific assessment task. Additional quantitative questions pertained to the 
strategies which the students undertook to achieve their assessment grade, including 
what processes they used and how effective these proved to be. Lastly, students were 
asked to respond to five qualitative open-ended questions and to reflect on when during 
the 8-week fieldwork assessment task they felt their knowledge and skill of using this type 
of learning started to develop. Other qualitative questions focused on when the student 
began to ‘see their community differently’ beyond the requirements of the assessment 
task. The questionnaire took between 5 and 10 minutes to complete.

Data collection

Data collection occurred between November and December of each year, prior to the 
global pandemic, as an additional evaluation of the course and to support the further 
development of the assessment for learning task. Administration staff were provided with 
an invitation letter from the researchers to be forwarded to all nursing students via email. 
The invitation included a web link to the Plain Language Information statement regarding 
student participation, where students gave informed consent, and could then undertake 
the survey online. A follow-up recruitment email was sent from administration staff to 
nursing students in weeks 2 and 4 post initial invitation until an adequate sample size (n =  
282) was obtained to meet 95% CI (MOE ±7%).

Data analysis

Quantitative data were cleaned, checked and analysed using Statistical Package for the 
Social Sciences (SPSS, Version 24.0) (IBM Corp, 2016). Descriptive and interferential 
statistics were used to analyse data and included Chi-square tests and Pearson’s 
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correlation (r). Correlation sample size required to adequately conclude whether 
a correlation coefficient differs from zero is: n = 196 (alpha [2 tailed] = 0.05, beta = 0.2, 
rho [expected correlation] = 0.2). The strength of correlation was defined as large (r  
= 0.50–1.0), medium (r = 0.30–0.49) and small (r = 0.10–0.29). Significance was determined 
at two-tailed p ≤ 0.05.

Qualitative data analysis was undertaken from the open-ended responses within the 
questionnaire, in which individual students provided short responses (10–20 words) 
through to lengthy comments (more than 100–150 words) associated with their experi
ences. Deductive thematic approach was selected to be used in the study to allow 
a simple method to systematically identify recurring themes. The approach provides an 
analysis of particular aspects of the dataset which are determined by pre-specified code
book and interpreted through a particular theoretical lens (Byrne, 2022). Overall, the data 
analysis was conducted by three researchers (A1, A2 and A3). Several quotations are 
included to illustrate and support the findings that emerged from the textual responses. 
The important points and issues emerging from the qualitative data were identified and 
are discussed in detail.

Ethical considerations

Ethical approval was provided by the Federation University’s Human Research Ethics 
Committee (HREC 18-129A). The invitation to participate in the anonymous survey was 
sent at the end of the semester to reduce bias or impact on students’ studies and reduce 
the risk of coercion. No incentives were offered to participants.

Results

A total of n = 282 students (response rate 19.7%) participated in this study. The character
istics of participants indicated that they were predominantly on-campus face-to-face 
(standard) students (65.1%), and the majority were permanent residents or citizens. 
When examining student performance on the fieldwork workbook assessment task, 

Table 1. Participant characteristics.

Demographic information 2018 2019 Total

n = 159 (%) n = 123 (%) n = 282%

Study mode

● Flexible (on-line) 53 33.3% 44 35.7% 97 34.4
● Standard (on-campus) 106 66.7% 79 64.3% 185 65.1

Campus where student was enrolled
● Campus 1 (Regional) 62 39.0% 43 35.5% 105 37.5
● Campus 2 (Regional) 49 30.8% 21 17.4% 70 25.0
● Campus 3 (Metropolitan) 48 30.2% 57 47.1% 105 37.5

International student 9 5.7% 17 14.1% 26 9.3
Assessment task
● High distinction (80.0–100.0%) 42 26.4% 44 37.7% 86 31.2
● Distinction (70.0–79.9%) 27 17.0% 35 29.9% 62 22.5
● Credit (60.0–69.9%) 28 17.6% 23 19.6% 51 18.5
● Pass (50.0–59.9%) 36 22.6% 13 11.1% 49 17.7
● Fail (less than 50.0%) 26 16.4% 2 1.7% 28 10.1
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over half (53.7%) of students received grades of 70.0% and above, while more than one- 
third (36.2%) of students had received grades of 50.0% to 69.9%, as outlined in Table 1.

Students who performed ‘well’ in the assessment (grade of 70.0% and above) were 
asked to indicate what they felt were the main reasons for their success. They indicated 
that success was due to at least five main factors, which included making time to do the 
assessment task (84.3%), making a plan when to undertake the assessment (76.1%), 
having good organisation (64.2%), ensuring they read through information provided by 
the lecturer and any regular updates regarding the assessment (57.7%) and setting 
a specific time to undertake the assessment task (56.9%).

Qualitative responses gave further insight into successful achievement of the assess
ment task among these students. For example, students stated ‘I learned to pace myself 
and do a little of the assignment at a time’, ‘I need to stay focused and make time to do big 
assignment tasks’, ‘time management and dedication is required to finish the task’, 
‘setting specific timeframes to work on the task’, ‘doing the fieldwork at a certain time 
every week helped my routine to ensure I completed the task’, while another student 
stated, ‘the assessment allowed me to establish better studying and working habits, 
allowing me to work better within other subjects’.

In addition, those students who had fair performance (grades of 50.0% to 69.9%, n =  
100) and those who demonstrated poorer performance (grades less than 50.0%, n = 28) 
were asked to indicate the main reasons they were challenged by the assessment. These 
two student groups indicated that the principal reason for being challenged by the 
assessment was due to being busy with other courses, they did not understand the 
assessment requirements or ran out of time. Specifically, a significant difference occurred 
between fairer and poorer performing students. In this case, a higher proportion of poorer 
performing students did not understand the assessment question and ran out of time as 
outlined in Table 2. It must be noted that there was no correlation among poor and fair 
students regarding not understanding the assessment and running out of time, r(122)  
= .002, p = .986.

Within the qualitative responses, the principal reason students felt they were not 
successful in the assessment were related to extrinsic factors, such as family and work 
commitments, and intrinsic factors such as not understanding what was needed to be 
done, being unmotivated and the assessment being very different to other assessments in 
their undergraduate nursing degree (essays, tests and exams). However, the fair and 
poorer performing cohort also indicated that there were several strategies they could 
have used better to improve their performance. Key statements included ‘I need to 
communicate with my lecturer when things are not clear’, ‘ask more questions to gain 

Table 2. Top five reasons participants were challenged by the assessment.
Fair performance,  

n, %
Poor performance,  

n, %
Chi-square  

p-value

Busy with other courses 36 36.0% 14 50.0% .071

Did not understand assessment requirements 36 36.0% 15 53.5% .016*
Busy with employment 29 29.0% 9 32.1% .779
Ran out of time 20 20.0% 11 39.2% .020*
Did not plan properly 25 25.0% 11 39.2% .090
Did not ask the lecturer questions 14 14.0% 6 21.4% .213

*p ≤ 0.05.
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clarity’, ‘to plan ahead’, ‘I need to plan better’ and ‘I need to manage my time better and 
be more organised’. One key statement highlighted some of the issues were centred on 
embarrassment when a student stated, ‘I didn’t understand and was concerned about 
looking stupid by asking for help when everyone else seemed to understand’.

Beyond the factors that support or challenge student performance, participants were 
asked to indicate at what point over the 8-week assessment period did they feel they had 
a grasp on the assessment. As outlined in Table 3, higher performing students were more 
likely to have an overall grasp on the assessment task, with a third of the cohort having 
a grasp by week 4, while almost two-thirds achieved this outcome by week 6. However, 
several students provided further insights. For example, two students stated, ‘the penny 
dropped only after completing the assessment task by week eight’, and ‘I felt confused 
with this assessment until close to completion, when I could finally see the bigger picture’, 
while another stated ‘I’d say week four [was] . . . when I started [to] realised the benefits of 
the project and to actually enjoy the work I was doing’. Lastly, one student stated, ‘despite 
a lot of the complaining going on [social media], I actually thought it was fairly straight 
forward, I’m not really sure how some people were so confused?’

These findings were significantly different between good, fair and poorer performers 
(χ2 = 42.657, df = 14, p = .001), where 29.9% fair performing students and 10.7% of poor 
performing students felt they had a grasp by week 4 of the assessment. This was further 
clarified by some students who stated, ‘at no time did I feel like I understood the topics or 
requirements’, ‘I did not understand the purpose of the assignment and how it relates to 
nursing’, ‘I just didn’t see the relevance of the assignment’, while another stated ‘I was 
confused at first, probably because I read comments on [social medial] that people wrote, 
all saying different ways you were supposed to do it [the assessment task]. In the end, 
I simply ignored the comments and looked into it myself’.

It was anticipated that the number of visits into the community may have an impact on 
student performance; however, it was found that there was no significant difference 
between each cohort (χ2 = 31.927, df = 22, p = .081). Higher and poorer performing stu
dents undertook a number of visits out in the field, with fair performing students being in 
the field less than their counterparts. Overall, at least a third of all students, regardless of 
their performance, had visited their chosen community more than eight times throughout 
the assessment period, equating to at least one visit a week over the assessment period 
(Table 4).

However, higher performing students purposefully went into the community and then 
returned to take photographs and undertake incidental observations to confirm the 

Table 3. When participants had grasp on the assessment task.

When had grasp on the assessment

Good performance,  
n, %

Fair performance,  
n, %

Poor performance,  
n, %

Week 1 10 8.1% 10 11.5% 2 7.1%

Week 2 3 2.4% 2 2.3% 0 0.0%
Week 3 19 15.4% 8 9.2% 0 0.0%
Week 4 15 12.2% 6 6.9% 1 3.6%
Week 5 10 8.1% 5 5.7% 1 3.6%
Week 6 21 17.1% 5 5.7% 3 10.7%
Week 7 8 6.5% 5 5.7% 1 3.6%
Week 8 15 12.2% 8 9.2% 3 10.7%
Don’t know 22 17.9% 38 43.7% 17 60.7%
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information they had discovered. One student succinctly stated ‘half of the time was for 
observation and research; the other half was for taking photographs. I also observed my 
community many more times while out doing other things like shopping’.

Conversely, fair and poorer performing students also planned, but did not always 
spend a lot of time in the field. Their experience was often achieved using vehicles to 
take photographs and lacked the immersive experience of being ‘in’ the community, 
walking on the streets, observing sights, experiencing smells and examining the intricate 
details of the community. Several students confirmed this when stating ‘I drove around 
town taking photos’, ‘got all my assessment work done at home and went out with a list 
and took photos’, ‘I never purposefully went to do the assessment, but did it while I was 
already in town’ and ‘I went to many places in one day to minimise my driving around’. 
Thus, rather than the number of times being important, it was the immersive, purpose and 
potentially the time processes that was involved with the assessment exercise that 
remained vital to the overall performance of the student.

When high-performing students were asked at what point over the 8-week assessment 
period did they feel they were reflecting more on what was being observed when 
undertaking the fieldwork, only 29.5% stated that they were looking and understanding 
at their community differently by week 4. However, by week 6, 59.1% had indicated that 
they were seeing their community with a newfound understanding that was couched 
within the determinants of health. Students’ individual comments followed this same 
pattern when stating, ‘about week 4–5 I learned more, I started to interpret and identify 
with my observations and research more’, ‘halfway through the community fieldwork 
I started looking for causes to health and observing more of health risks in the commu
nity’, while another student stated ‘the further I got into the assignment I learned more 
about the reason why determinants of health issues were present. Previously I would have 
looked at the health issue, but not really understood why this health issue existed’.

Students were also asked if the assessment made them look and understand what 
nurses do beyond the acute care sector. It was indicated that all students had a variety of 
perspectives which was often based on individual performance. As such, several higher 
performing students indicated ‘the role of a nurse is far reaching and can be very 
community focused and involved’, ‘I understand more now that a big part of a nurse’s 
role is to look at a patient’s situation in depth not just their illness’ and ‘the assessment 

Table 4. Number of times purposefully undertaking fieldwork in the community.

When had grasp on the assessment (n = 122)

Good performance,  
n, %

Fair performance,  
n, %

Poor  
performance,  

n, %

0 times 0 0.0% 1 1.4% 0 0.0%

1 time 7 5.7% 2 2.9% 0 0.0%
2 times 5 4.1% 4 5.7% 0 0.0%
3 times 13 10.7% 5 7.1% 3 13.6%
4 times 26 21.3% 4 5.7% 4 18.2%
5 times 15 12.3% 8 11.4% 2 9.1%
6 times 17 13.9% 10 14.3% 4 18.2%
7 times 3 2.5% 5 7.1% 1 4.5%
8 times 8 6.6% 4 5.7% 1 4.5%
More than 8 times 21 17.2% 27 38.6% 7 31.8%
I don’t know 7 5.7% 0 0.0% 0 0.0%

INNOVATIONS IN EDUCATION AND TEACHING INTERNATIONAL 273



really brought home the importance of patient-centred care’. Conversely, both fair and 
poorer performing students had indicated ‘It doesn’t change my mind that much’, ‘I didn’t 
get how it was to do with nurses’, ‘No, I see no correlation’, ‘I don’t understand the link 
between the assignment and nurses’, while one student stated ‘Nurses don’t really need 
to know the [determinants of health], they just need to be able to adapt and act quickly 
in situations of healthcare’.

Finally, students were asked if the assessment made them consider community or 
primary health nursing as a career pathway. It was indicated that 53.4% (n = 79) of higher 
performing students would consider non-acute care nursing employment, while only 
36.0% (n = 36) of low and 32.1% (n = 28) of poorer performing student felt they would 
consider community or primary health nursing career in the future. At times, written 
responses were mixed between the three cohorts and were often centred on not wanting 
to consider primary health due to previous experiences and having set goals around acute 
and paediatric nursing. Other responses from various students were that they had really 
gained an understanding and appreciation for primary health through the assessment 
task, which was something they wanted to explore further into the future.

Discussion

The engagement of students in the learning of concepts related to the determinants of 
health within a Bachelor of Nursing programme has proved troublesome for some time 
(Mackey et al., 2018). Several iterations of a major assessment have been undertaken as 
a mechanism to improve not only the learning outcomes but the overall engagement of 
students in the learning of these concepts to inform their future practice in every setting. 
This study suggests that an innovative approach using the assessment ‘for’ learning 
pedagogy where students physically engage with a specific location to undertake an 
assessment ‘on foot’, that engages the senses through immersive experiences, was over
whelmingly considered positive. Interestingly, the use of ‘photo-elicitation’ as a means of 
engaging students in learning the role of the determinants of health has been found 
elsewhere as a valuable strategy (Andina-Díaz, 2020; Haffejee, 2021; Stupans et al., 2019).

A key finding in this study is that students who had a sound grasp of the material by 
week 4 tended to perform better in this course as observed amongst other nursing 
students (Denham et al., 2018). Interestingly a small number of students identified they 
perceived they had a grasp of the course materials, but in fact performed poorly, which 
may suggest perhaps a staggered release of the assessment be provided so as to ensure 
that key elements are being given time for consolidation of understanding, akin to 
scaffolding the assessment (Biggs et al., 2022). These findings also provide an opportunity 
for future research to investigate the links between perceived and actual comprehension 
in an assessment task and overall performance.

Students who performed better in the assessment task highlighted that they engaged 
in practices of what would be considered being a ‘good’ student – planning, organisation, 
engage with the learning materials and academic staff which is reflected throughout the 
literature (Ghasemi et al., 2018). In contrast, those students who had poorer performance 
identified issues related to the prioritisation of time for learning and assessment activities 
in that they ran out of time due to poor time management, or they were unsure of the 
learning expectations in that they did not understand the assessment itself. These factors 
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are echoed across other research which has examined the mechanisms for poorer 
performance among students (Ghasemi et al., 2018; McNally et al., 2019). However, it is 
noted that there was correlation regarding not understanding the assessment and this 
impacting the student’s capacity to gauge the time required or needed to complete the 
8-week assessment task, suggesting other factors may have an impact. Within this con
text, the finding may also be moderated in the context of academic literacy which has 
been shown to be associated with difficulties engaging in the learning content (McNally 
et al., 2019). Interestingly, students indicated there was a tendency to prioritise learning in 
other courses not associated with health determinants. Previous research has demon
strated that students in nursing programmes have a propensity to prioritise what they 
consider to be the more acute care focused subject areas (Calma et al., 2019). It is arguably 
this cohort of students that we are seeking to engage to create opportunities for future 
research in understanding this phenomenon.

Further, it was found that time, number of visits and the students who purposively and 
physically visited key community settings experienced greater understanding and 
improved outcome associated with their assessment task. As such, students who 
attended the community setting with a distinct purpose to photograph specific, and 
often pre-determined, aspects of the town showed improved performance.

Ultimately, the motivation for, the time and how students engaged with the commu
nity that had the greatest impact were identified. It must be noted that there may be 
additional external factors, such as work, schedules and other courses, that may have 
impacted student capacity to engage with the community in less-than-ideal ways that 
may have impacted learning. Although not explored in detail within this study, this 
finding highlights the need to explore this further through future research.

In addition, while reflective thinking was not a specific measure within this study, the 
planned approach identified by the higher performing students would signal something 
analogous to the critical reflection, as highlighted by Stupans et al. (2019), who also used 
photography as a vehicle for engaging students in learning about health determinants. 
This highlights student engaged in a form of reflective practice and suggests the fieldwork 
workbook assessment provides evidence regarding the value of this form of learning 
approach compared to the more traditional tasks that are centred on assessment ‘of’ 
learning approaches.

Limitations

A cross-sectional design indicates relationships between variables; thus, the findings 
should be considered carefully. The university where they study was undertaken has 
campuses in rural, regional and peri-urban locations with a high proportion of local on- 
campus students. In addition, the percentage of participating students may not be 
representative of the total student cohort, which may make it difficult to generalise the 
findings to other higher education settings that use fieldwork within a community setting 
as an approach to learn about the determinants of health. Future research may benefit 
from undertaking additional interviews with students regarding their experience; how
ever, research must consider any biases that may occur if students self-nominate inter
view participation.
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Implications

The performance-based assessment, although being developed and evolving within 
an Australian context, has wider application as an assessment for learning approach 
internationally. The nature of the assessment is to enable student to have an 
immersive experience to understand the complexity of the determinants of health 
and their interconnection to health, healthcare and population outcomes, particu
larly among vulnerable groups. As such, there is capacity for this fieldwork learning 
approach, centred around primary health care, to be used in most nursing and 
healthcare teaching and learning settings. Given the economic, sociocultural and 
political characteristics of each country, the framework of the assessment will be 
meaningful to the individual students and the overall context in which they will 
learn and work. The assessment approach enables key determinants of health con
cepts to be observed, while understanding how they may look, act or feel in the 
wider community. The approach enables students to make more nuanced connec
tion between the determinants of health and the health of a population, while 
supporting their own reflection.

Given the low-fidelity nature of the assessment, which occurs as close as possible to 
where people live and work, the assessment has the capacity to adapt and evolved based 
on the understanding of the students and place in which the assessment may be 
implemented. For example, key determinants of health within a Western developed 
context may be considered vastly different to key determinants that students may need 
to understand and appreciate within non-western developing context. The principles of 
the assessment remain the same; however, the key elements that student are then to 
focus their energies are determined by the context in which the assessment occurs. 
However, the assessment could be slightly modified to meet the learning objectives 
and requirements of the overall nursing or health programme. The benefit of such local 
adaptability enables learning to have clear relevance for future nurses who will care for 
patients or clients that are influenced by the local variations or socio-ecological factors 
that are critical to determinants of health (Kim et al., 2023).

Conclusion

Overall, the use of fieldwork, inclusive of photography and research, has and continues to 
be used as a vehicle for student exploration of the determinants of health within 
a community. Performance-based assessments such as fieldwork enable student under
standing regarding how determinants relate back to or impact health outcomes, while 
also enabling insights into how understanding the determinants of health is relevant to 
the nursing practice. Moving beyond essays, tests and exams that focus on assessment of 
learning, students must explicitly understand what is being required when challenged by 
fieldwork assessments that focuses on assessment for learning. In addition, students must 
be motivated to engage with these unique assessments, have the capacity to persevere 
and be patient with the process, while also seeking clarification from key sources if an 
understanding is not being achieved. Although the responsibility befalls the student to 
engage with the fieldwork assessment, it remains incumbent upon nursing 
programmes to enable learning through explicit instruction, guidelines, while also 
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supporting student to trust the assessment process in the pursuit of knowledge regarding 
the determinants of health.
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