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Guide for Integrating Standardized/Simulated Patients with 

Intellectual and Developmental Disability in Nursing Curriculum 
 

Many people with an intellectual and developmental disability (IDD) can participate in 

simulations for the education of nursing students and other health care professionals. Although 

several terms have been used to describe this role (standardized patients, simulated patients, 

standardized patient educators, standardized patient consultants, standardized participants, 

and expert patients), this discussion uses “standardized patients” as it is the most commonly 

used term. 

 

Identifying individuals with an IDD and other disabilities as standardized patients or expert 

patients conveys an important message to students in health care professions, as individuals 

with a disability are the experts on how they live on a daily basis with their disability 

(VanPuymbrouck et al., 2017). Simulations conducted with standardized patients promotes 

diversity, equity, and inclusion (Derya et al., 2022) efforts; inclusion of individuals with IDD and 

other disabilities also promotes accessibility. 

 

The purposes of inclusion of individuals with IDD in the education of nursing and other health 

care professions students include:  

• Giving students the opportunity to meet individuals with IDD so that they become 

comfortable interacting with and being around them 

• Providing students the opportunity to learn and use effective communication skills with 

those with IDD 

• Enabling students to identify modifications needed in conducting health assessments of 

persons with IDD 

• Allowing students to experience authentic responses from persons with IDD during their 

interaction 

 

Although not all individuals with an IDD, similar to people without disability, are able to 

comfortably interact with even a small group of students, many are able and willing to do so 

with training. Individuals with actual disability, IDD or other types of disability, should be 

included in patient simulations rather than individuals pretending to have these disabilities. 

 

Only individuals with an actual disability can provide authentic lived experiences and responses. 

Including them acknowledges their expertise and autonomy, and their contributions to the 
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education of tomorrow’s health care professionals. Individuals with an IDD and other 

disabilities who have been professionally trained as actors are ideal candidates for the role but 

are not always available. Establishing contacts and collaboration with disability-related 

organizations and agencies can be helpful in identifying and recruiting individuals with an IDD 

who would be interested in improving health care by being part of a simulation with health care 

students. 

 

All individuals who will participate as standardized patients, including those with an IDD, should 

receive training to prepare them to participate in the role (Lewis et al., 2017). Identifying a 

common health condition (e.g., appendicitis; earache; respiratory infection) and training the 

persons with an IDD in the role as standardized patient to report symptoms is one option. 

Another option is to have individuals with an IDD respond to nursing students’ questions about 

their preferences for communication method, what makes them feel comforted and safe during 

a hospital stay, what they want nurses and other health care providers to know about them, 

and how they exhibit pain and discomfort. 

 

If a family member or other caregiver typically accompanies the person with an IDD to health 

care visits, it would be appropriate to include them in the simulation, but with the person with 

an IDD rather than the accompanying person as the focus of the interview and questions. 

Persons who are nonverbal have been successful in simulations following training about the 

simulation sessions in which they participated (Eddey et al., 1998). 

 

Providing opportunities for persons with an IDD to practice the case and receive feedback 

about their performance is important. If a previous recording of a scenario is available, viewing 

of this recording may be helpful for persons with an IDD or other disabilities to gain perspective 

on what is expected of them (Smeltzer, Mariani, & Meakim, 2017). 

 

Individuals with an IDD should be provided an opportunity to give feedback to students 

following the simulation and interaction. How to provide effective feedback should be part of 

the training they receive, using a checklist or rubric. An opportunity for them to practice giving 

feedback along with encouragement and support is essential.  Although many individuals with 

an IDD may be reluctant to provide negative feedback, they should nevertheless be given the 

opportunity to do so. 

 

The following checklist can serve as a guideline to assist individuals with IDD to provide 

feedback on whether the nurse/health care provider: 

• Spoke to me directly rather than to my family member or support person 
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• Sat at eye level or in a position that was comfortable for me to interact 

• Asked me about my communication preference 

• Used active listening techniques 

• Made eye contact with me 

• Treated me respectfully and as an adult rather than as a child 

• Asked about my disability and how it affects my current life situation 

• Did not assume that my disability is the reason for my health care visit 

• Asked me first if I need assistance, rather than just taking action 

 

Inclusion of individuals with an IDD in simulations provides them with an opportunity to 

contribute to improving the health care that they and others with an IDD and other disabilities 

often experience. Like others SPs serving in simulations, individuals with an IDD should receive 

compensation for their participation. Thoughtful planning is needed, though, to ensure that the 

experience is a positive one for all involved. 
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