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Abstract
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Objective: The learning process for pharmacists must
enable the skillful harnessing of metacognition, critical
thinking, and effective application of specialized skills.
This study assessed the impact of self-developed academic
goals and study plans on pharmacy students’ academic
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performance and perception of learning experience in a
developing setting.

Methods: A prospective cohort study was conducted at
the College of Clinical Pharmacy, King Faisal University,
KSA, in a compulsory 4th year course (Pharmacy man-
agement). The study group was exposed to goal setting
and study planning while the control group had only
routine teaching and learning activities planned for the
course. Academic performance was determined with
quizzes, midterm, and final exams, and the percentage
achievement for the course objectives. An end-of-course
evaluation, with a pre-tested questionnaire, was used to
assess the perception of learning experience.
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Results: The study group constituted 41.4% (29), while
58.6% (41) were in the control group, with a mean + SD
age of 22.9 (SD = 3.2) and 21.6 (SD = 6.1) years,
respectively. The mean + SD scores for quizzes (8.4 (SD
= 2.2), mid-term (21.9 (SD = 3.7), and final exams (42.8
(SD = 5.3), and the percentage achievement for the
course objectives A (77%) and B (78%) were significantly
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higher in the study group (P < 0.001). The end-of-course
feedbacks showed key differences in the perception of
learning experience between the study and control
groups.

Conclusion: Personalized goal setting and study planning
appeared to significantly improve continuous engagement
with learning, focus on academic goals, and academic
performance.
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Introduction

The momentous shift of practice focus from products to
patients necessitated the adoption of the doctor of pharmacy
(PharmD) curriculum as the training paradigm for phar-
macists in the United States. PharmD graduates must be
highly skilled, effective, and efficient at the provision of
direct patient care services in active collaboration with other
healthcare professionals.! The continuously evolving clinical
roles of pharmacists demand application of the specialized
knowledge and skills targeted to ensure the rational use of
medicines and the achievement of optimal outcomes.”
Hence, the learning process for pharmacy students must be
constructive and deep, and enable the skillful harnessing of
metacognitive capabilities and critical thinking.4‘5 Several
studies have reported the positive impact of the use of wide
varieties of active pedagogical strategies on academic
achievements and the overall learning experience among
pharmacy students, particularly in developed settings.(’fm
However, such intervention studies are rare in developing
settings, including the Middle East. We found only one
such study, which assessed the impact of the use of self-
reflection and peer assessment on metacognitive skills and
academic performance among pharmacy students in the
eastern part of KSA.'! This is unsurprising as the historical
disposition to learning in the Middle East is generally
rooted in rote memorization and factual recall.'> '
However, the wholesale adoption of the PharmD
curriculum in the region as the model for the training of
contemporary pharmacists warrants the use of active
pedagogical strategies in the Colleges of Clinical Pharmacy.
This is more likely to help students develop a culture of
learning that is constructive and to sharpen the self-
regulated higher order competencies needed to function
effectively in the real world of practice.'""'> Hence, the
current study will provide perspectives from the Middle
East, which may significantly add to global knowledge in
the research area.

Goal setting and study planning are intellectually driven
activities that are focused on specific valued outcomes. This
is because a goal is a cognitive imagination of an intended

futuristic valued outcome.'® ' This valued outcome
becomes a major driver of physical and mental activities
geared towards its achievement.'” ' On the other hand, a
plan is a mission-accomplishing tool that is purposely
designed for the achievement of a goal.zz'23 Therefore, ab
initio, goal setting and study planning are activities that
demand the intensive use of the higher realms of cognition
and may thus facilitate constructive learning, and better
academic achievement among students.”*” It was
hypothesized that the use of personalized goal setting and
study planning by students may help them to focus
mentally and direct their learning activities towards the
academic goals they set for themselves. Furthermore, the
self-development of an appropriate study plan that is tar-
geted to the set academic goals, and public commitment
among peers to its implementation, may drive regular
engagement with learning. The literature search did not
reveal any study that was specifically focused on assessing the
impact of goal setting and study planning on students’ aca-
demic performance and learning experience, particularly
among pharmacy students. The objective of the study was to
assess the impact of personalized goal setting and study
planning on academic performance and the perception of
learning experience among pharmacy students in a devel-
oping setting such as KSA.

Materials and Methods

A prospective cohort study was conducted among 4th
year students at the College of Clinical Pharmacy (COCP),
King Faisal University, KSA, between January 25 and May
14, 2015. COCP pioneered the six-year PharmD training
paradigm in the KSA, and this program is currently
accredited by the Canadian Council for Accreditation of
Pharmacy Programs (CCAPP) and the Accreditation
Council for Pharmacy Education (ACPE) of the United
States.'! The study was exempted from Institutional Board
review by the Quality Management Unit (QMU) within the
COCP, as this was considered part of the mandatory
process for continuous reflection on teaching and
assessment practice for all academic staff. This was
confirmed in writing: Reference # QMU/COCP/KFU 13/
02/1436.

Male students constituted the study group, while females
students were the controls. The samples were engaged
separately by the facilitator of the index course (Pharmacy
management). This is because separation by gender is a key
organizational policy at the study site, and this was the key
consideration in the group allocation of students. Further-
more, translucent glass barriers exist in the classrooms in the
female section, which separate female students from male
teachers. The females can clearly see and hear the teachers
but the teachers can only hear but not see the female stu-
dents. Hence, concerns about the potential interference of
the translucent barrier with the intervention processes (goal
setting and study planning) in the female section constrained
the choice of male students (who had no such barrier) as the
study group. However, all the teaching, learning, and
assessment activities planned for the pharmacy management
course, apart from the interventions (personalized goal
setting and self-development of the study plan), were applied
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