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Nursing and medical students at Case Western Reserve University are learning a new way to assess 

patients and then talk to each other about it, with the goal of improved patient safety and treatment 

outcomes.  

Recently, the students attended a simulation to practice a communication tool called Situation, Background, 

Assessment and Response, or SBAR, a strategy used extensively in medicine (University Hospitals Case 

Medical Center and Kaiser Permanente have adopted it) that originated in the military.  

The exercise involved actors posing as patients. The students assessed the actor-patient's pretend medical 

condition, then practiced communicating the situation and developing a plan using SBAR.  

CWRU medical and nursing schools received a grant from the Institute for Healthcare Improvement/Macy 

to teach SBAR as a way to improve patient safety through better teamwork and collaboration among health 

care professionals. CWRU was one of six schools in the nation to receive the grant.  

"We graduate and we become nurses and doctors and we don't have an appreciation for the other's 

perspective," said Mary Dolansky, an assistant professor of nursing who coordinated the simulation event. 

"We're trying to learn the best way to teach this."  

Dolansky said that studies show patients frequently don't feel that doctors and nurses work as a team. She 

acknowledges that often professionals haven't taken the proper time to do it.  

Reliable, flawless communication has taken on even more importance now that the Joint Commission, the 

hospital accrediting association, recently began to require that facilities must standardize their approach to 

handoff communications -- what one health care-giver tells another as the patient moves across the 

continuum of care, such as during a shift change or a transfer between units.  

Because clinical teamwork often involves hurried interactions between human beings with varying styles 

of communication, medical errors occur most frequently at this point, studies show. Each transition is a 

vulnerable point when incorrect information could be conveyed or crucial information omitted.  
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