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changed to the STP by the IPEM Trainee Network.  

IPEM Trainee Network, February 2016  

traineenetwork@ipem.ac.uk  

In writing this article, the aim was to pass on useful and helpful information we  learned during our 

time as trainees. Obviously your training is a very personal affair and experiences differ from person 

to person and from centre to centre, which is why we asked our fellow trainees for some advice too.  

Thanks to everyone who gave me suggestions.      

  
I. The Rough Guide is intended for guidance only. You don’t have to read the notes, or carry out 

any of the suggestions. But, you may find some of the hints and tips helpful. They have been 

composed from comments given by a number of previous trainees, as well as ourselves on the 

ITN, but we would like to take full responsibility for the views expressed as they are not, 

officially speaking, those of the IPEM. Except for Appendix A, where we have asked IPEM to 

say something about the Institute, and the benefits to trainees of belonging to a professional 

body. We have split up the tips into seven areas:  

1. Abbreviations and Definitions 

2. Practical Training 

3. Assessments 

4. Write-ups for OLAT competencies 

5. People 

6. OSFAs  

7. Problems 

  

So, the first thing to do when you start is read over the most up to date Curricula and Learning Guides, 

available on the National School website http:/nshcs.org.uk/for-trainees/curricula-andlearning-

guides). Also make sure you have a copy of the ‘Trainee Handbook’ also available on the National 

School website (http://www.nshcs.org.uk/publications), which gives you lots of advice and 

information on what you are required to produce.   
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1. Abbreviations and Definitions 

 

  

First things first – there are a lot of terms and acronyms to get to grips with!   

 

  

STP 

Scientist Training Programme  

• The Modernising Scientific Careers (MSC) training scheme for Healthcare 

Scientists  

OLAT 

Online Learning & Assessment Tool  

• The online assessment system through which trainees submit work for 

assessment and trainers assess the work  

DOPS 

Direct Observation of Practical Skills  

• A practical assessment in which an assessor observes a trainee carrying out 
a task   

• Pre-approved DOPS are listed on the OLAT and include tasks like measuring 
output for a radiotherapy treatment, carrying out an initial postural 
assessment etc.   

• The purpose is to test a trainee’s ability to complete the practical work they 
will be undertaking later in their career   

• At the end of the assessment, the assessor completes a short questionnaire 

on the trainee’s performance and finally marks it either satisfactory or 

unsatisfactory   

CBD 

Case Based Discussion  

• A discussion (~30 minutes long) between the trainee and an assessor about 
a piece of work which the trainee is either responsible for or was involved in   

• The purpose is to test the trainee’s understanding of the work they have 
undertaken   

• Can be thought of as being like a ‘mini-viva’ but is not quite the same as a 
viva - a CBD should not focus on the placement as a whole, but on a 
particular piece of work that the trainee has completed and how it links to a 
departmental activities  

• When preparing for a CBD, the trainee submits two pieces of work which 
they are prepared to discuss and the assessor chooses one of these options 
to discuss  

• At the end of the assessment, the assessor completes a short questionnaire 

on the trainee’s performance and finally marks it either satisfactory or 

unsatisfactory.    
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OSFA 

Objective Structured Final Assessments  

• The OSFA is held in the final year of the STP and is the exit assessment of 
the programme.  

• It consists of multiple stations which can be different practical tasks, clinical 
scenarios, scientific and patient interactions.  

• You undertake both generic and specialism OSFAs and must past both to 

complete the STP.   

MSF 

Multi-Source Feedback  

• An assessment of the trainee’s professional abilities such as interpersonal 

and communication skills. 

• Answers to the questionnaires remain anonymous. 

• Trainee completes the same questionnaire assessing what they think of 

their own performance  

• OLAT generates a report comparing the trainee’s and their colleague’s 

answers to the questionnaire  

• MSF assessments are completed at designated points through the STP – the 

first takes place ~18months into the training  

• MSF assessments must be completed but do not formally contribute to the 

trainee’s progress on the STP  

 

  

  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

2. Practical Training  

 

The training scheme is designed to give you practical training in your chosen areas; make sure 

that is what you get! Involve yourself with the day-to-day work of the department and try not 

to ‘hole-up’ with a textbook  

  

• Have a Training Plan for each of your placements  

  

The training plan is important and may be written by you, your supervisor, or both. It is a 

guide for you and your supervisor to show what you will be doing and when. There are 

numerous competencies to complete and therefore a plan will hopefully prevent a rush at the 

end of each placement.   

  

Save it in a place where any changes can be easily added by either yourself or your supervisor 

(for example, changing the date of a tutorial etc.). Updating your training plan when tasks 

have been completed or competencies uploaded to OLAT will help you to keep track of your 

progress.   

  

• It is your responsibility to carry out the tasks  

  

It is still your responsibility to implement your training plan. This may involve pressing very 

busy medical physicists and engineers more than you would like the training centre has been 

accredited to provide you with training, and it is part of every clinical scientist’s role to be 

involved with the training..  

  

• Keep a notebook handy at all times  

  

A notebook will help you keep track of important points, questions (to ask later if patients are 

involved), interesting case studies (which you might wish to include in your write-ups), 

derivations of equations, explanations of systems or legislation references and any practical 

involvement which might address a particular competency.  
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3. Assessments during Rotation and Specialism  
 

  

  

• Trainees rotate through four placements (rotations), each lasting approximately 

three months, and choose one to pursue as a specialism.   

  

• Competencies  

 Each placement/rotation has an associated competency list.  

 For each competency, trainee uploads evidence to the OLAT and nominates a 

reviewer to decide if the evidence is satisfactory.   

 Reviewer cannot give a grade (a trainee either passes or fails the competency) 

but can leave comments for the trainee to consider.  

 What classes as acceptable evidence is highly variable – examples include 

project reports and completed forms.   

  

• DOPS   

 Trainee must complete one DOPS per placement during rotational training.  

 Trainee must complete approximately 8-12 DOPS during the specialist 

training (distributed through the specialist modules).  

 Pre-approved DOPS for each placement/module are listed on the OLAT.  

 Trainee selects the DOPS from the OLAT and nominates an assessor.  

  

• CBD  

 Trainee must complete one CBD per placement during the rotational training.  

 Trainee must complete approximately 8-12 CBDs during the specialist training 

(distributed through the specialist modules).  

 No pre-approved CBD topics – any piece of work the trainee has completed for 

the placement may be considered.  

 Trainee submits two options on the OLAT and nominates an assessor  

Assessor chooses one of the options to discuss.  

 Trainee should not know in advance which option will be discussed - they must 

prepare for both.  

  

  

  

 

  

 

  

 



 

 4. Write-ups for OLAT competencies  

 
  

The competencies on OLAT are the main form of on-going assessment. These are 

complemented by formal assessments in the form of ‘CBD’s, ‘DOPS’s and ‘OCE’s. The content 

which you upload to OLAT will vary depending upon the competency and the required work. 

Different supervisors will also have different expectations or preferences.   

  

• Write up as you go along!  

Do not leave all your write-ups to the end of a placement. There is never enough time at the 

end to chase pictures of scans, take photographs, set-up equipment and to gather more 

results. Tick off competencies as you go along.  

  

• Show your supervisor unpolished drafts  

Either email drafts to supervisors to check, or upload them to OLAT for feedback.   

  

• Don’t write a novel  

Try to be concise and selective in your write-ups, or even use photocopies of forms and photos 

to minimise the volume of text. Some competencies will require more written information 

than others, but you shouldn’t need to write vast volumes for each competency, particularly 

if it is practical-based.  

  

• Identify the competencies you have achieved  

Keeping track of competencies covered using a basic excel spread sheet is ideal.  

  

• Keep a list of the references that you have used, and list them on write-ups  

  

• Double-check your facts and figures, especially your statistics!  

  

• Proof read your write-ups  
  

• Ensure all patient data is anonymised  
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5. People
 

 

One of the main aspects of the training scheme is just getting to know what it’s like working 

in a hospital environment as a Clinical Scientist. This means making friends and being polite 

and courteous to staff, and to patients, being able to talk with your supervisor and with others 

who are involved with your training. It also includes networking with other trainees and 

colleagues at other hospitals. There are various people who will play a part in your training. 

They include:   

  

Trainee: You!  

Training Officer: The person who has overall responsibility for supporting trainees over the 

term of their training.  

Training Coordinator: This person will have oversight over a group of trainees across a 

number of organisations for a particular specialism or specialisms.  

Rotation Supervisor: Supervisors who oversee individual rotational modules.  

Reviewers: Review and sign off trainee’s competencies. They must have an appropriate level 

of experience in the area  that the competency is based, and are deemed appropriate by your 

training officer.  

Assessors: Those responsible for assessing the performance of trainees during DOPS, CBDs, 

OCEs and the OSFA.   

Raters: People who complete MSFs for the trainee.   

  

• Make yourself known in the department  

Explain what training you are doing. Spend time with your colleagues to learn what it is really 

like to work in the department! You will also be able to learn the systems easier this way (e.g. 

out-of-hours procedures, leave cards, what email facilities are available etc.). Integrate into 

the department by explaining what training you are doing but be careful to ensure that you 

maintain your supernumerary status (i.e. you are supposed to be training not doing someone 

else’s job)!   

  

• Be helpful and polite to staff; they will be more willing to help   

Remember that if you are helpful and polite to staff they may be more willing to spend time 

with you and help you to complete some of those competencies! A card (or biscuits!) on the 

last day of your placement goes a long way to showing your appreciation.  

  



 

  

  

• Try to contact other trainees, in your year and the year above  

Keep in contact with other trainees you may have met through the MSc, you will appreciate 

having someone to share your experiences and stresses with. Trainees in the year above will 

be able to offer you advice and tell you about their own experiences. If you really feel alone 

contact the IPEM Trainee Network who will be able to put you in touch with other likeminded 

individuals.   

  

• Take part in conferences or study events  

This will not only broaden your knowledge but enable you to meet other trainees. Eventually 

you will notice that similar faces pop-up all over the place and it is nice to take the opportunity 

to catch-up and share experiences and useful pieces of information.  

  

Conferences also provide a valuable opportunity to gain experience at presenting. MPEC 

always has 1 day of trainee sessions which give trainees the chance to present in a friendly 

environment.  

  

  

.6. OSFAs  

 
  

At the end of your training, you will have an OSFA assessment. This involves a series of 12 

minute stations. Here are some handy hints so you know what to expect.  

  

• Arrange mock assessments during your specialist year  

Mock assessments will enable you to identify gaps in your knowledge and experience at 

having to think on your feet. Hopefully they will also make the OSFA seem less daunting.  

  

• Prepare for the mock (February) and real (July) OSFA  

Try to anticipate the questions you may get asked. Look through your competencies and 

write-ups and identify areas that you are unsure of. Be prepared to justify what you say or do, 

and explain the science behind it.   

  

Aim to have completed draft versions of all your competencies before the OSFA.  

  

• Listen to questions and read instructions carefully in the OSFA  

If you don’t understand a question, ask for it to be repeated. Take  time to think about your 

answers or actions before you give or do them, and answer as clearly as you can.  

  

• Read the information and guidance prior to the OSFAs  

Make sure you are aware of the dress code, location, timings, and key information. These 

documents can be found on the NSHCS website.  
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7. Problems  

 
  

Everyone finds things difficult from time to time so don’t worry about seeking advice but 

remember to solve problems as early as possible to reduce impact on your attachment.  

  

• Don’t be afraid to ask questions  

You are not expected to know everything and your MSc work may have been done a long time 

ago! If a person can’t help, ask if they can suggest books or references. Don’t get bogged down 

with details, and don’t panic about not knowing everything.  

  

• Arrange progress meeting with your placement supervisors  

Meetings are a good way to demonstrate what you have achieved and to highlight areas that 

require further work. If you have any problems with your attachment supervisor, talk to your 

main supervisor or training co-ordinator. Don’t leave it too late!  

  

  

P.S Hints and Tips  
 

  

Here are some other pointers that may be helpful:  

  

• Work out your holidays carefully  

You need and are entitled to holidays but arrange them with your supervisor to ensure the 

timing is convenient. Consider when your OSFAs and MSc deadlines are scheduled.. Also make 

sure you know when your supervisor has scheduled their own holiday to avoid last minute 

panics.  

  

• Take time to revise and read  

Reading around unfamiliar areas is important during you training and before OSFAs, as is 

reading your write-ups. If it is a long time since you last revised try writing a revision timetable 

and consider areas you may want to focus on such as anatomy.  

  

• Don’t panic!  

There are people who have been through the scheme and emerged at the other end, 

unscathed! … Mostly!  

  

• 3 years is ages! No, it’s not.   

Embarking on the STP is new and exciting and the OSFAs are a mere twinkle to worry about 

in 3 years’ time. Trust me it will come around incredibly fast. Set yourself deadlines and stick 

to them. The advised length of the rotation period is 1 year – keep it that way. The longer it 



 

drags on into year 2, the less time you have to complete your specialism and the harder it is 

going to be at the end.   

  

  

• Elective placement: Make the most of it.   

How many times in your life will you be told you have 4 to 6 weeks (paid!) to explore a 

different area of science and healthcare entirely of your choosing? Answer: not very many!  

  

• Competencies: Mix and match.   

Some competencies were just born to be together, don’t keep them apart.  

  

• Project: Make it useful.   

Pick a project that is both useful to the hospital and to you. If the results of your project can 

be used for the benefit of the hospital, staff will be keener to help and support you. Can you 

use your project to sign off a handful of competencies as well?   

  

• OSFA preparation: CBDs are your friend.   

A few months before your OSFAs, introduce a weekly ‘CBD day’. Book your supervisors well 

in advance. Write your own CBDs and pick the subjects that you are not sure on. Is there a 

topic which, if it came up in an OSFA station, you heart would sink and panic would set in? 

Get that panic out of the way and plan a CBD based around that topic. My first OSFA station 

was identical to one of the CBDs that I wrote – honestly! For double benefit, discuss both of 

your CBD scenarios.  

  

• You are good enough, you can do it and you will do it.   

As Tony Fisher said on our first day of the Liverpool MSc – there are thirty people that wanted 

to be sat where you are sat today. Of course it’s going to be tough! It’s not surprising when 

you think of the level of responsibility involved in the career you are aiming for. Yes, there will 

be times when you want to pack it all in (what’s wrong with working in Tesco’s anyway? Or 

run away to the circus? Ed.) but keep your end goal in mind.  

  

• ENJOY IT.   

Take on challenges, take pride in your work and, as our new IPEM President says so 

passionately, be innovative. This is your chance to make a difference and improve the service 

our NHS offers to our patients. Just because ‘we’ve always done it this way’ and ‘you’re just a 

trainee’ doesn’t mean you can’t make a difference.  
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Appendix A: Joining the IPEM  
  

IPEM is the only professional body specifically for medical physicists and clinical / biological 

engineers working in healthcare – so the natural home for all STP trainees in these 

specialisms. Hopefully, if you’re reading this, you’re already an Associate Member, and 

benefiting from the support of the IPEM Trainee Network. But there’s more to IPEM 

membership than that … here are some other ways that being an IPEM member can help you 

through your STP course years:   

  

• Contacts – who doesn’t need them? The IPEM searchable online electronic member 

directory can find you members by specialism, geography, department, membership 

level, gender, special interests, and many other characteristics. Or you can simply ask the 

National Office and we’ll connect you. Or attend a meeting, and walk up to the President 

… contacts can take you a long way in your career, and ‘networking’ is always one of the 

top three reasons members give for joining IPEM (and how movers and shakers get on in 

the world). Make the most of your membership.   

  

• Funding – who doesn’t need that either? IPEM has awarded more than £250,000 to 

members in innovation funding in the last three years, as well as bursaries, prizes and 

travel awards. And we sponsored awards run by other organisations. Unbelievably, in 

many years, we can’t give out all the awards for lack of applicants! Look on the website 

for details, and apply. It could be you.   

  

• Skills development – there are many elements of the STP curriculum that involve 

professional skills (management, communication, leadership) which are not taught 

directly. You can get these through IPEM. We give all members unlimited free access to 

the Chartered Management Institute’s online resources (courses, e-books, tailored 

learning journeys). And we have places on three free communication workshops with 

Sense about Science each year. Or you can join an IPEM panel or committee, and learn 

some essential; ‘real world’ skills – influencing, public speaking, meeting skills – in no time 

at all. (Don’t believe the myth that Associate Members can’t join committees – Associate 

Members can be Trustees!)   

  

• CV building – showing your commitment and versatility, we can give you opportunities to 

talk about science careers to school children through our outreach network; demonstrate 

technical equipment to the public at science fairs as part of our public engagement 

programme; or attend Parliamentary events around the UK when we are working on 

policy matters.   

  

• Professional development – you’ve probably already been to the Trainee Network’s 

Induction and Specialism day. After that, you’ll find there is a programme every year of 

one day scientific meetings on specialist topics where you can learn more about your area 



 

of interest, and see how scientific papers are presented. At our annual Medical Physics 

and Engineering Conference – fondly known as MPEC – there is always a trainees’ day, at 

which you can present your own papers and posters, getting vital experience and building 

your confidence – and your CV. You might even win a (monetary) paper or poster prize.   

  

So, IPEM membership is more than just an annual subscription and a number. It is a vital part 

of becoming a professional, and should contribute a lot to your professional life and your 

career. If it doesn’t – well, you’re just not doing it right!  

  

And, as our President would say – you should also be asking not just what IPEM can do for 

you, but what you can do for IPEM. That is also part of becoming a professional physicist or 

engineer – part of what you are training for.   

  

I wish you all the very best in your career.    

  

Rosemary Cook   

IPEM Chief Executive Officer  

February 2016  

  

  


