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What is a virtual patient?

• A virtual patient is a narrative scenario with interactivity 
allowing the learner to act as a health care professional.

• Two components
– Patient case: patient data in multimedia format
– Educational case: select content and interactivity for a specific 

educational goal (applying medical procedures or basic science 
knowledge, clinical reasoning)



An example of a VP



Why do we need virtual patients?
• To meet requirements of certifying agencies:

– Liaison Committee on Medical Education (USA), Medical Council of
Canada: formal lists of clinical pictures to be covered.

– Association of Universities in the Netherlands (VSNU): list of 
clinical pictures as addendum to ‘blueprint’ as an exemplary 
overview.



Why virtual patients?
• Shortage of real patients
• Clinical reasoning is a complex cognitive activity in 

an ill structured knowledge domain. Need to:
– combine different strategies reflecting the mental 

representation of medical knowledge: causal, formal, 
experiential knowledge.

– to apply knowledge in a flexible way (cognitive flexibility 
theory).

• Workup of numerous cases with 
multiple connections.

• Selection of very specific cases.
• Deliberate sequencing of cases. 
• Revisiting cases from different 

perspectives.

Good luck!

Deliberate practice with:



Why are VPs not omnipresent? 

• Costly and time consuming to develop.
• Content and teaching method are not peer 

reviewed.
• Developed for specific context on isolated topics, 

no comprehensive coverage of curriculum.
• No structural funding for maintenance and 

update of VP collection. 
• Teacher and student concerns: replacement of 

teachers and real patients, added to overloaded 
programme.

• No support for teachers in dealing with technical, 
pedagogical or strategic problems related to VPs. 

• No empirical data on implementation and 
integration of VPs.



How to cope with these barriers? 
• Collaborative and distributed development of VPs.
• Sharing VP collections: complementing, exchanging 

and re-using materials.



Sharing and re-using VPs
• Content: exported, transported, imported.
• Educational approaches, cultures, VP-systems: adapted to 

local needs.
• Re-usable learning objects.
• Common technical standard and data specification.
• MedBiquitous Consortium: MVP.



How to make a VP for the basic sciences?

• A VP is a narrative scenario with interactivity allowing the 
learner to act as a health care professional.

• Knowledge base contextualisation: VP vehicle to present 
knowledge.

Small assignment in pairs (10 minutes):

1. Choose a basic science topic that can be 
embedded in a VP.

2. How would you design the patient case and 
educational case with the focus on basic 
sciences and not patient management?
Write this down in a few sentences.



How to apply a VP in education?

2) Integrate1) ImplementVirtual patient



• Wrap-up week after a 4 week paediatric work placement. 
• VP presentation by a paediatrician complementing students’  

presentations of real patient encounters.

An example in a paediatric clerkship



Face-to-face discussion

• Audience response system: response to anonymous 
polling as a trigger for f-2-f discussion.



Online discussions
• Discussion forum as an extension to the f-2-f session



Take home message

• Stop building virtual patients alone, join 
a VP commons.

• Don’t think in terms of isolated VPs, 
think of learning activities with a VP.

• Integrate VPs in blended scenario’s in 
your curriculum.

Suggestions for further reading
– Homepage e-ViP project: www.virtualpatients.eu
– Berman, N., Fall, L., Maloney, C., & Levine, D. (2006). Computer-Assisted Instruction in Clinical 

Education: a Roadmap to Increasing CAI Implementation. Advances in Health Sciences Education.
– Ellaway, R., Poulton, T., Fors, U., McGee, J. B., & Albright, S. (2008). Building a virtual patient 

commons. Medical Teacher, 30(2), 170-174.
– Huang, G. M. D., Reynolds, R. M. P. A., & Candler, C. M. D. (2007). Virtual Patient Simulation at U.S. 

and Canadian Medical Schools. Academic Medicine, 82(5), 446-451.
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