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Learning Objectives

• To provide the background educational 
theories that support debriefing

• To discuss common structures for debriefing

• To introduce current models for debriefing 
particularly ‘Debriefing with Good Judgement’

• To be aware of assessment tools for debriefing



Definition

de·brief
To question someone, typically a soldier or spy

Details about a completed mission or 

undertaking

Synonyms: cross-examine, interview, interrogate, 

question, probe, examine, grill or pump



Definition: Simulation Debrief

• Discussion after a simulated event to improve 
understanding & enhance future performance

• Facilitated or guided reflection in the cycle of 
experiential learning 

• Fanning 2007

• Discussion and analysis of an experience, 
evaluating and integrating lessons learned into 
ones cognition and conciousness

• Gardner, R  2013



Educational Theories

• Adult Learning theory (Knowles)

• Experiential Learning (Kolb)

• Transformative Learning (Mezirow)

• Reflection/Reflective Practice (Schon & Boud)



Adult Learning Theory (Knowles)

• Adults in practice learn in different ways 

– Self directed

– Have accumulated experience

– Internal motivation to learn

– Need to know why something should be learned

– Learning tied to application and problem solving

• Learn through experience (processing and 
assimilating information into pre-existing 
structure)



Experiential Learning (Kolb)

• Kolb learning cycle

• a continuous 
process grounded in 
the experience with 
knowledge being 
continuously 
derived and tested 
out by the learner



Reflective Practice (Boud)

• Experience is simulated rather than authentic
• Usually a surprise with a complex problem that disrupts normal practice
• Collective experience with peers
• Incorporating new knowledge into existing frameworks
• Outcomes!



Transformative Learning (Mezirow)

• Constructivist approach to learning

– Experience or trigger

– Self-examination

– Development of new ways of thinking

– Trying on the new role or assimilation

• Learning occurs when learners change their 
frames of reference to match this new way of 
thinking which occurs through reflection



Medical Teacher Roles of 
Simulation Instructor

P. Dieckmann et al.2009



Value of Debriefing

• Debriefing is fundamental to simulation

• Research questions for Best Practice

– Video vs non

– Self vs Facilitator vs Peers

– Group vs Individual

– Timing & Duration



Structure of Debriefing



Pre-brief the Debrief!

• Must establish a psychological ‘Zone of Safety’

– Learners must feel comfortable expressing 
themselves, trust the facilitator and group 
members

– Attempt to defuse stress level

– Must be clear that the debriefing is confidential

– Separate ASSESSMENT sessions from FORMATIVE 
sessions



Establishing a Safe Learning
Environment

• Welcome, Orientation & Goals

• Confidentiality agreement

• Fiction contract – ‘buy in’

• Value learners participation

• Set up as ‘Facilitator’ not ‘Sage on Stage’

• Assumption:

– “believe that all of you are smart, highly 
motivated people that are trying to provide the 
best care possible to your patient”



Structure of Debriefing



Models of the Debriefing Process



Process of Debriefing



Current Strategies for Debriefing

• Rudolph “Debriefing with Good Judgment”

• AHA GAS Model

• 4E Model

• Minus / Delta Model



Debriefing with Good Judgment

Jenny W. Rudolph et al. 2006

Analyze performances within a context of both 
participant and instructor “frameworks.”  

…”people make sense of external
stimuli through internal cognitive
“frames,” internal images of 

external stimuli.”

These frames then shape  Actions
people take



Frames Theory

Assumptions
Feelings
Goals
Knowledge
Situation
Awareness

All drive individual behavior but sometimes are not 
obvious to others.



Suggested Approach:  Paired 
Advocacy - Inquiry

Advocacy:  Observation, statement

Inquiry:  Question

“I noticed when the nurse asked if we 

needed to intubate, you responded 

by asking for lab results.  What were 

you thinking?”

Rudolph et al



Good Judgement

• Assume there is a reason for everything, even 
if it is not apparent to you

• Be genuinely curious about why someone else 
did what he/she did

• Assume everyone wants to do the “right” 
thing             

• Rudolph     



Goal of Debriefing with Good 
Judgement

• To improve or sustain performance by sharing 
observations, opinions and judgements based 
on the debriefer’s expertise while valuing the 
unique perspective of the learner



Examples

• Resident observed to delay airway plan until 
desat…..

– Why?  Didn’t hear it?  Interpretation of 85%?

– Unrecognized airway obstruction

– Too busy getting equipment ready

– Relying on sat as sign to start

– Belief that they can BMV anyone



Examples

• Blame the simulator..

• “ In a real patient I would have detected the 
pneumothorax and treated it…I couldn’t really 
decide if the breath sounds were absent so I 
didn’t do anything…..”

• What to do?



3D Model of Debriefing (Zigmont)

• (Prebriefing), Defusing, Discovering, Deepening, 
(Summary)



GAS Method

Ten minute approach designed to gather

information about how learners think and feel 

about the session, analyze their actions and 

summarize lessons learned.

O’Donnell 2009



GAS AHA Method

“Structured and Supported Debriefing”  American Heart Association  
http://www.onlineaha.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=info.trainingeducation

http://www.onlineaha.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=info.trainingeducation


4E’s

Debriefer encourages conversation about 

patterns of behavior by asking learners to 

describe the events that happened, the 

emotions around these events, potential 

alternative viewpoints to empathize and 

explanations for actions and emotions.

Mayville 2011



Plus – Delta Model

• Used for rapid after action review

• More focused on actions and system related 
issues rather than frames



Assessment of Debriefing



Assessment of Debriefing

Debriefing Assessment for Simulation in Healthcare (DASH) Simon R, Rudolph JW, 
Raemer DB. Debriefing Assessment for Simulation in Healthcare. Cambridge, MA Center 
for Medical Simulation, 2009. 

DASH is an assessment instrument 
intended to rate the quality of healthcare 
simulation debriefings regardless of what 
style or forum or learner or instructor.



DASH Tool – CMS Harvard



Objective Structured Assessment 
of Debriefing Tool

• Approach was developed by Arora et al for 
application in surgical & team-based 
simulations. 

• Designed to support the development of 
debriefing skills in simulation educators



OSAD Tool



OSAD Tool



OSAD



Critical Elements of Debriefing

• Safe

• Respectful

• Goal to understand,  improve functioning, 
facilitate participant learning

• Remain flexible



Take Home Points

• Acknowledge the emotions first

• Then work toward a shared 
understanding of what actually 
happened

• Assume the best intentions, be 
curious!

• Keep it personal & professional-
observations and assessment

• Summarize & elicit an action plan



For Later

• Difficult debriefing

– Off topic Confrontational

– Silent Fidelity issues

– Emotional

• Go to Royal College Website!  

– Simulation education videos by Canadian experts


