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Simulation as a Teaching Strategy for Nursing Education and
Orientation in Cardiac Surgery

Carol A. Rauen, RN, MS, CCNS, CCRN, Critical Care Nurse

Why Use Simulation in Critical Care Education?

Simulation is an excellent teaching strategy for many skills but especially for critical care
nursing. Learning in adults is most effective when the environment is both participative
and interactive. Another important feature is that learners receive immediate feedback. An
old Chinese proverb states, “I hear, I forget; I see, I remember, I do, [ understand.” As far
back as Socrates, it was known that teaching methods that require a learner to think though
data or information and come to a conclusion or predict an outcome are more effective
than is reading or lecture. The minute-to-minute care and monitoring of critically ill
patients requires nurses to collect, analyze, and react to data and information .Simulation
is an excellent way to both teach and practice these skills. Traditional teaching methods
emphasize linear thinking; a single concept is taught at a time. In physiology and critical
care courses, the body is divided into organ systems and studied. Although this method is
appropriate to help learners dissect complex information, organ systems do not function
in isolation from one another. For example, in a critical care course, new cardiac surgery
nurses learn about ventilator mechanics, hemodynamics, and renal pathophysiology in
separate lectures. Thus, novice nurses may have difficulty understanding why chest wall
bleeding in a postoperative patient who is receiving mechanical ventilation is treated by
increasing positive end-expiratory pressure, resulting in decreases in the patient’s cardiac
and renal outputs as well as a decrease in blood pressure. Grasping the nursing care
priorities for such a patient requires an integrative or circular type of thinking about
physiology, patho-physiology, and treatment because the priorities are interrelated.
Simulation is a method of teaching that allows or requires learners to apply theory to
practice in an integrated manner. If the simulation demonstrates more than a single event
or parameter at a time, nurses learn to identify relationships essential and common to

clinical practice.
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