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ASPE 2016 Plenary Address: Navigating the Sea of Simulated Patient Research 

By Jim Bills, Vanderbilt Center for Experiential Learning and Assessment 
 
Long-time ASPE leader Karen Szauter, MD, FACP, addressed the ASPE 2016 
opening plenary session on June 26, 2016. The objectives of her presentation were to 
provide an overview of published research that incorporates SP methodology, identify 
SP-related trends in research, and to suggest future directions for SP research. 
 
Karen gave a brief overview of her project at UTMB cataloguing all SP-related articles 
and research that begin in 2000. The database (which can be accessed at 
www.utmb.edu/ocs , select “Bibliography”) now contains over 4000 citations, of which 
there are more than 2200 research articles that are relevant for her presentation. Each 
article is coded by first author, institution, primary discipline, and key content to allow 
straightforward searchability. The oldest entry is Howard Barrows’ first paper in 1964 
introducing the concept of “programmed patients” through the present day with 
additional papers added regularly. It was noted that Karen (and her loyal husband) had 
read each of the papers, a huge task in itself but one that must have resulted in an 
unparalleled fund of knowledge. 
 
The largest percentage of papers in the database are from the United States (54%), 
Canada and United Kingdom (each 11%), with 49 other countries being represented. 
Papers have been published in more 460 peer-reviewed journals, including Academic 
Medicine, Medical Education, Teaching and Learning in Medicine, and Medical 
Teacher.   
 
As you might expect, disciplines, themes, and SP roles in research run the gamut of 
what each of us would consider…and more, particularly communicating with others and 
developing a variety of communication skills. Additional areas of research that have 
become more common in recent years has been the use of unannounced SPs, 
telephone encounters using SPs, and increasing use of “real” patients using their own 
history and illnesses as training tools.  
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Future directions suggested by Karen included additional longitudinal and more 
qualitative studies, evidence-based research about recruiting, training, monitoring, and 
caring for SPs, and studies that focus on follow-up care and the balance between 
learning and the learner’s well-being. SP-specific studies such as developing special 
populations and roles (disabled, recovering alcoholic, adolescents) were also 
addressed. 
 
When discussing the subject matter, Karen used an icon of an open treasure chest. 
That icon is significant because that is exactly what the database: a treasure chest of 
information for all of us that is searchable, definable, and highly useable.  
 
Karen provided a thorough, professional talk that contained a lot of useful information 
for you and your institutional colleagues. Now the ball is in our court as to what to do 
with the treasure that the database contains. We have Karen to thank for the trove of 
information available to us now. 
 
About Dr. Szauter: Dr. Karen Szauter is Professor, Division of Gastroenterology and 
Hepatology, Unversity of Texas Medical Branch, Galveston, TX. Dr. Szauter received 
her medical degree from Case Western Reserve University School of Medicine, and 
completed residency training in internal medicine at Baltimore City Hospital. After 
completing fellowship training in gastroenterology (MetroHealth Medical Center, 
Cleveland, Ohio) and nutrition (St. Vincent Charity Hospital, Cleveland, Ohio), she 
joined the UTMB faculty in 1990. She serves as the Co-Director for the Internal 
Medicine Year-3 clerkship. The focus of her research has been in the area of medical 
education, specifically in assessment and in human simulation. Dr. Szauter has a joint 
appointment in the Office of Educational Development and serves as the medical 
director for UTMB's Standardized Patient Program. She is an active member of several 
national organizations, including ASPE and AAMC. 
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