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Interview with Carol Pfeiffer, PhD, Professor of Medicine, University of 

Connecticut Health Center 

By Val Fulmer, University of Pittsburgh 

Dr. Carol Pfeiffer is a pioneer in the field of standardized patient 

use and methodology and was a founding member of ASPE. 

She received her BA degree in Psychology from Carleton 

College and MA and PHD degrees in Sociology from 

Washington University in St. Louis. She has been appointed to 

the Academy of Distinguished Educators at UConn Health and 

was a past recipient of ASPE’s Outstanding Educator Award. 

She is author of almost two dozen publications in peer-reviewed 

journals. Her faculty home page may be accessed at 

http://facultydirectory.uchc.edu/profile?profileId=Pfeiffer-Carol 

How did you first land in the world of SPs? 

Carol: It was through the back door. As a sociologist in 1978, I was hired to evaluate a 

preceptorship program. Other faculty there had already done some SP design work and 

began teaching a North East regional collaboration – five schools were involved with 

Paula Stillman at the helm in 1987. I was hired to learn how to work with SPs in this 

capacity and started a program here at Connecticut. I then went to Wooster and worked 

with Mary Silban and Paula Stillman, who taught me a lot about how to start a program.  

Those were the good old days where you had a few weeks between events and plenty 

of time to manage the work load. We gradually grew into a larger center in 1998 with 12 

rooms and video (VHS of course), with one room for observation, and then grew again 

to 16 exam rooms. Like most, we were vagabonds for quite a while, no running water 

and just a few rooms to use. But in 2006 we were able to purchase software to handle 

video and data. Even though we are large and well supported, there were always new 

challenges with growth and digital equipment.  
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How long have you been in the industry?   

30 years! I was among the founding ASPE members, long ago.  

What changes have you seen in the industry and personally?  

There used to be only a few schools with SP programs that were mature and solid. 

Many, many more programs have matured, over the years, and new programs have 

consistently cropped up. NBME of course, has had a big impact on this. 

While growth is a good thing, I still hear the unfortunate idea that one administrative 

person can run the whole program. Without a formal structure, planning and design, 

programs quickly become uneven and SPs cannot be trained or monitored as needed 

because of the lack of staffing. Some programs have too many students to 

accommodate effectively.  Many administrators become educated themselves and learn 

to run programs, but the imbalance is concerning.   

What pleases you most about how you’ve seen the industry grow? 

I am pleased with the way that ASPE has grown -- the quality of programing, diversity of 

people who present, the energy, and proliferation of a viable organization through 

rugged times. Overall ASPE is on very solid footing and has some nice traditions and a 

strong conference. I find it harder to speak more broadly as I haven’t visited schools for 

about 20 years, so I’m not sure of the work of others. Prototype taskforce of trainers 

with Anne king at NMBE worked on case development and implemented prototype 

exams case development to help them open theory programs.  

What concerns do you have for the industry? 

Somehow dollars of investment money for human simulators (SPs) is not seen as the 

same quality of investment as mechanical human simulators. There has been a shift in 

resources to the mechanical tools while SP programs are underfunded. These two 

modalities need to be complimentary.  
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Investment is an issue for the whole simulation industry and the human element needs 

to be balanced and factored in. We need to guard against allowing the next best fancy 

gadget to take the focus. The mechanical piece of what we do is being given the space 

and equipment that SP programs also sorely need. Maintenance is needed for human 

programming and is uniquely important.  

The challenge continues to be proving the value of SP education. Not enough work has 

been done to establish the “how and why” of our value. This is a problem in the 

research being done. Lots of articles have been done on checklists and accuracy, but 

more research has yet to be done on the educational value of SPs and this 

methodology. We have a lot of beliefs about what we do that have not been 

substantiated. Effect and impact of feedback is an area ripe for research. The data is 

there but it takes time and devotion to develop it into a tool that can benefit our industry.  

What would you like to say to the ASPE membership? 

I admire the work of ASPE; it is rare to find a field in which the work really matters. My 

excitement is evaluating the system and the doctor in the system. This is an important 

part of medical care. Having health care workers evaluated by an SP with strong design 

and true, interrater reliability is an exciting piece of this. The support of clinicians to write 

good cases is essential too, but the idea that the SP is doing the evaluation is truly 

innovative.  

I would say to ASPE members: “keep at the research.” Speak up for the resources you 

need to provide excellence. This is hard to do. I am fortunate that we had medical 

director involvement which is an important part of making programs work effectively. Be 

excited about opportunity that SP programs provide for students to perceive the patient 

as having a say in the quality of their work.  

What advice would you give to those new to the field?  

Read about the work of others and the history of the field. There are many sources for 

you to tap: the SP Trainer list-serve and Karen Szauter’s wonderful searchable 

bibliography. Read about educational planning, building solid goals and objectives.  
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Reading more can make you more effective and will give you more gravitas when 

working with faculty members who want to do strange and wonderful things. Use the 

methodology given in a realistic and successful way. The more informed you are the 

more influence you can have regarding decisions. You can then impact how many 

learners you are asked to manage in a day while still doing a good and effective job.  

Be concerned about quality over quantity. Be steadfast in knowing your limits and the 

limits of what the program can do. Be clear about realistic limits of your SP staff. What 

do they have to have? There are usually ways to get at what is needed even if you can’t 

have everything.  

Enjoy….love coming up with a backstory and building and creating a human. To walk in 

another person’s shoes fleshes out the internal logic that makes a human a human, and 

creates effective and realistic SP training materials.   
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