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Introduction
The practice of Standardized Patients was first used by Dr. Howard S. 
Barrows, MD, a neurologist and educator, in 1963. While teaching at the 
University of Southern California, Barrows realized while observing the 
students that a number of skills were being incorrectly performed due to an 
absence of inaccuracy. Barrows found it difficult to find patients with specific 
findings; this is where he realized that these findings could be simulated, 
thus inspiring him to create the first simulated patient. Dr. Paula Stillman of 
the University of Arizona is another individual who early on used 
standardized patients; she trained actors in the 1970’s specifically to 
“portray mothers of child patients to assist students with acquiring 
appropriate histories” (Moss et al., 2023). She is one of the first to use 
standardized actors to direct students on how to perform the aspects of a 
physical correctly.

 A Standardized Patient (SP) is an “individual who has been trained to 
portray the role of either a patient, family member, or others” (Standardized 
Patient: Healthcare Simulation 2019). These individuals ”act” in a consistent, 
standardized manner for the educational benefits of healthcare learners and 
professionals.
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Development of Curriculum
In simulation-based education (SBE) programs, applicants must be carefully 
screened within the program with background checks and contracts. This is used for 
the confidentiality of learners, peers, and the performance of individuals. A 
particular first step for an SP program is to recruit individuals  as well as develop 
and maintain a diverse population of SPs. Standardized patients should represent 
individuals from “different age groups, racial and ethnic backgrounds, professional, 
and educational experiences” (Hillier et al., 2023). SPs that are bilingual tend to be 
most desirable by these programs due to the level of learning competency they add 
when confronted by non-English-speaking patients. SBE programs may decide to 
recruit individuals from theater programs and troupes, former or current healthcare 
workers, students, retirees, and those referred to the program by word-of-mouth. 
SPs included the program should be able to provide clinical encounters for the 
students that include verbal, written and video feedback in a constructive and 
meaningful manner (Standardized Patient Program Overview).

Role of a Standardized Patient
Standardized patients are trained to best represent another individual’s 
actual patient case to base the simulated experience on. The learners will 
then interview and/or examine the simulated patient as if they were in a 
clinical setting such as a doctor’s office or hospital. The SP is required to 
provide an entire patient history and simulate the physical signs an 
individual may have, which can include pain, difficulty walking, body 
movements, and crying or distress. SPs are not permitted to allow blood or 
any other samples to be taken from them, though they perform various 
other general tasks for the learners. Common exercises to be performed by 
the learners include listening to the heart and lungs with a stethoscope, 
pressing on the abdomen to search for tenderness or swelling, checking 
reflexes and pulses, and many more. Certain SPs are comfortable with more 
invasive medical exams, including pelvic or chest exams (Standardized 
patient: Healthcare simulation 2019).

Training of a Standardized Patient
The Association of Standardized Patient Educators (ASPE) has a published 
document outlining the best practices and key values to guarantee the 
physical and psychological safety of SPs and the learners while the best 
practices for learning are provided (Felix & Simon, 2022). When in training 
for the role, opportunities should be made for the SP to interact with faculty 
so that nothing is left for interpretation when they are left to interact with 
the learners. Facilities provide script templates for the SPs to utilize, 
elements of that discuss emotional states, phrases intended to be used, 
crucial actions to be performed are all included. Certain programs train the 
SPs to provide feedback to the learners, written and or verbal.

Clinical Significance 
Standardized patients have become an important aspect of healthcare 
education and aim to create real and authentic learning experiences for all 
practitioners. SPs have a positive impact on the education of current and 
future healthcare providers, no matter their area of specialty. It was found 
that by incorporating the use of SPs in simulation, “primary care providers 
were more likely to remember to incorporate various screening tools into a 
visit based on a simulated patient encounter experience” (Felix & Simon, 
2022), even months or years after the training experience. When SPs are 
used for scenarios that are based upon clinical-decision-making skills, it was 
found that the learners rated the scenarios to be more realistic, and these 
individuals also scored higher in evaluations following their participation in 
the scenario compared to those with the use of mannequins. Learners 
benefit from one of the most essential opportunities afforded by SPs which 
is the improvement of patient communication. SPs identify the deficits in 
how the learners acknowledge and take responsibility for medical errors.

Personal Experience
I had the opportunity to volunteer along EFSC’s Radiology Program to be a 
Standardized Patient myself. Working along these students I was able to not 
only broaden their experiences but my own at the same time. Every 
Wednesday I spent lab time with the students and was able to provide 
conversation and fake medical concerns/situations to the students, 
communicate with the students when the requests are not understood or 
are vague, completing requests for movements, and much more.
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