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Thinking

lmproving Speech and Language
Therapy Students' Clinical Skills

a

usrng
Visual Strategies (VTS)
All undergraduate students in the
College of Medicine and Health at
University College Cork are now
learning Visual Thinking Strategies or

VTS. VTS aims to develop students'
observation and critical thinking,
which will in turn enhance their
clinical skills. The approach is based

on the work of its cojounders Dr

Abigail Housen, a cognitive
psychologist, and Philip Yenawine, an

art curator and museum educator. To

implement the College-wide initiative
to introduce VTS to all healthcare
curricula, experts travelled from
Seattle, USA, to UCC to train 20

members of staff as VTS facilitators in

2012 and 2014.
Group viewing of art works as a
learning tool in healthcare courses

stems from the central role that
accurate observation plays in

diagnosis and clinical decision
making. Despite its importance in

clinical work, educators rarely teach
observation skills overtly or in a

structured way. With origins in the
learner-centred orientation of Piaget
and Vygotsky, VTS has been widely
used in primary and secondary
education, and more recently in
medical education and nursing
programmes in the US and UK.

However, as far as we know, UCC is the first to introduce
WS into a speech and language therapy curriculum.

During a typical VTS session students view art images,
such as the ones above, that have been carefully selected
by facilitators. The art works are chosen on the basis that
they are open to multiple interpretations and are
therefore likely to stimulate group discussion. Selected
works often contain eOrnptex and ambiguous components
for this reasoll. For,eaehrlmage, there is an initial period
of " s i tealr'ltioliing" l requiring students' f u I I co n ce ntrati o n

and attention.

A trained VTS facilitator asks structured questions during
sessions, highlighting particular elements observed by the
students. A qmall set of recurring questions are posed

througfi:ltfhe WS session to focus students'
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Examples of art work used in VTS sessions for speech and language

therapy students at UCC.

observations and thinking. Following the silent looking
period, the facilitator opens by asking "Whats going on

in this picture?" The facilitators role is to paraphrase, in

a non-judgmental way, the students'observations and
draw their attention to links and varying interpretations
across the group. Following each paraphrase, the
facilitator asks the group "What more can you f ind?" to
enc0urage other students to contribute further
observations. Discussion of one artwork might continue
for 15-20 minutes.
The students volunteer their own inierpretation of what
they see and the facilitator probes.their underlying
reasoning by asking "What do you see that makes you

say that?" The students Iisten toobservations from others
and consider the different peripectives presented. At this
stage individual biases as well as cultural differences,
attitudes, and assumptions are often revealed and
highlighted by the facilitator for discussion in the group.

{*
*'u



A YTS session (above) and selecting art works for

use in the curriculum (below).

sessions the facilitator aims to create an

where students feel safe in expressing their
ions of images. This security is necessary

m elicit the fullest possible range of observations
ions from the group. At the end of a

frc fucilitator encourages students to reflect on

clinical practice to draw Iinks between the

rciHe interpretations and ambiguities that
ne h real life situations. Students are

b note their own,traits as viewers, for
they.first go t0 the detail or take in the

Recent research studies have demonstrated the positive

effects that viewing art can have on students. lmproved
clinical skills, such as enhanced observation, more

sophisticated descriptions of clinical imagery, greater

tolerance of ambiguity, have all been reported. lt is
impliclt that the development of these clinically related
skills will have direct benefits for students' diagnostic
skills, client care and inter-professional team working.

VTS on the BSc Speech and Language Therapy
programme consists of five 1-hour sessions. lntroducing a

relatively small arts component to the course will create
a balance with the strong scientific evidence-based
orientation of the rest of the programme. ln clinical work
there is often no "right answer". Many possibilities exist
and open communication and interaction with others
enables fuller exploration of them. WS aims to provide

an enjoyable way for students to gain insight to this
process. The benefits of introducing VTS to healthcare
curricula are currently being evaluated in various research
projects conducted by staff and students in the College of
Medicine and Health at UCC.

Prof Fiona Gibbon and Dr Alice Lee

28th July 2014
Department of Speech and Hearing Sciences

University College Cork, Cork.

Further Beading
Housen, A., & Yenawine, P. (2000). Visual Thinking
Strategies Visual Understanding in Education, New York.

Klugman, C.M., Peel, J., & Beckmann-Mendez, D. (2011).

Art rounds: Teaching interprofessional students Visual
Thinking Strategies in one school . Art and Medical
Ed ucati o n, 86, 1266-127 1 .

Miller, A.R. (2012) Seven aesthetic habits that improve
clinical practice. Downloaded 25th July 2014 at
http ://www.a rts pra cti ca. co m/.

Naghshineh, S., Hafler J.P., Miller, A.R., Blanco, M.A.,
Lipsitz, S.R., Dubroff, R.P., Khoshbin, S., & Katz, J.T.
(2008). Formal art observation training improves medical
students'visual diagnostic skills. Journal of General
lnternal Medicine, 23, 991 -997.

Pellico, 1.H., Friedlaeder M.S., & Fennie, K.P (2009).

Looking ls not seeing: Uslng art to improve observational
skills. Journal of Nursing Education,48, 648-653.

'iits'fi'fijiyl.s1 et i
.*.r:. . ;tr' -....,..r.- .

_d
1

i:-
.

ttt::t:
..

===:1= $r -
"

and how such traits might play out in
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