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Learning Outcomes
At the end of this module the learner will be able to:
1. Appy best practices in prebriefing.
2. Apply best practices in debriefing within the 

virtual and in person contexts.
3. Develop strategies for managing difficult 

debriefings. 
4. Develop a plan for ongoing development of 

debriefing expertise.
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Required Readings (cont'd)
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Prebriefing (Briefing)



Prebriefing: Preparation and Briefing 
(overview)

Universal Criteria to Meet this Standard
• Simulationist should be knowledgeable about the scenario
• Prebriefing is developed according to the purpose and 

learning objectives
• Consider the knowledge level and experience of the learner

(INACSL Standards Committee, 2021)



Prebriefing: Preparation and Briefing 
(overview)

Preparation Criteria
• Develop preparation materials to help learner meet 

objectives
• Help learners succeed with a variety of activities
• Deliver prior to the day of the SBE

(INACSL Standards Committee, 2021)



Prebriefing: Preparation and Briefing 
(overview)

Briefing Criteria
• Set the tone with expectations, logistics and roles
• Conduct a structured orientation to the SBE environment 

and modality
• Create a psychologically safe learning environment during 

the prebrief.

(INACSL Standards Committee, 2021)



Why Prebrief?

• Sets the stage for the simulation and the 
debriefing

• Creates the ‘safe container’ for learning
• Makes expectations clear for learners and
faculty

Virtual Simulation: An educator's toolkit: Freely Available
https://ecampusontario.pressbooks.pub/vlsvstoolkit/

https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fecampusontario.pressbooks.pub%2Fvlsvstoolkit%2F&data=05%7C01%7Csandrag%40nipissingu.ca%7C9cf89ccf71df46474fe008db1bd825a8%7Cb13086d8996b40658b63786a925860b5%7C0%7C0%7C638134387536318326%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Is%2FDE7M1XrH%2FsOTemdiSKa3uKJuWqsi5nzzQwDoa5oA%3D&reserved=0


• Standardized so everyone receives the 
same instructions

• Establishes the safe environment
• Engages students before the simulation
• Fosters psychological safety

Why Prebrief?

Virtual Simulation: An educator's toolkit: Freely Available
https://ecampusontario.pressbooks.pub/vlsvstoolkit/

https://ecampusontario.pressbooks.pub/vlsvstoolkit/


Risks of Not Doing a Prebrief

For learners:

• Decreased confidence
• Increased anxiety 
• Feeling unprepared
• Does not set the debriefing up successfully

Virtual Simulation: An educator's toolkit: Freely Available
https://ecampusontario.pressbooks.pub/vlsvstoolkit/

https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fecampusontario.pressbooks.pub%2Fvlsvstoolkit%2F&data=05%7C01%7Csandrag%40nipissingu.ca%7C9cf89ccf71df46474fe008db1bd825a8%7Cb13086d8996b40658b63786a925860b5%7C0%7C0%7C638134387536318326%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Is%2FDE7M1XrH%2FsOTemdiSKa3uKJuWqsi5nzzQwDoa5oA%3D&reserved=0


Where to conduct the prebrief?

The prebrief can be conducted: 

• Online (i.e. Zoom, Blackboard, 
Teams)

• Recorded in advance
• In person in advance of the 

completion of the virtual simulation.



Question for Discussion

What do you include in your prebrief?
Bring an example to the live session for discussion.



Advanced Concepts in Debriefing



Debriefing: the basics

https://www.inacsl.org/simfographics



Different Contexts for Debriefing
• In person debrief
• Facilitated virtual synchronous debrief
• Facilitated virtual asynchronous debrief
• Self-debrief

Virtual Simulation: An educator's toolkit: Freely Available
https://ecampusontario.pressbooks.pub/vlsvstoolkit/

https://ecampusontario.pressbooks.pub/vlsvstoolkit/


Facilitated Synchronous Virtual Debriefing

Considerations:
• Psychological safety- give learners options (i.e. mic vs 

chat/video vs. no video)
• Facilitator considerations
– Arrive early
– Encouraging
– Good lighting 

(Goldsworthy & Verkuyl, 2021, Cheng et al, 2020)



Self Debrief

A form of debriefing that individual learners 
use. It may be done on its own or used in 
conjunction with another form of debrief.

(McKenna, 2021)



Self Debrief (SD)

• Educators planning to use SD should consult the Healthcare 
Simulation Standards of Best Practice™ (inacsl.org)

• Self-debrief questions should be developed by a competent 
facilitator, be based on a theoretical framework and link 
directly to the learning objectives.

• Written responses to debriefing questions promotes 
engagement that leads to increased reflection



Self Debrief (SD)

• Instructions should include who will 
review the self-debrief and if it will 
be graded

• Need to specify the time it should take 
to complete debrief questions and 
how many questions need to be 
completed



Developing Expertise in Debriefing

• Debriefing literature focuses on frameworks and methods 
with little or no discussion of how debriefing skills develop 
over time (Cheng et al., 2020)

• Novice to expert performance
• Skills develop over time with repetition in different contexts, 

with different learners
• Discovery, Growth, Maturity model – goal of developing 

adaptive expertise (Cheng et al., 2020)



Developing Expertise in Debriefing and 
Prebriefing

• Courses
• Workshops
• In house training
• Peer coaching
• Deliberate practice
• Repetition in different contexts



Evaluation Tools

• OSAD
• DASH
• PADI

Others (learner evaluates facilitator)
• SDS
• SET-M
• Debriefing Experience Tool



The Observational Structured Assessment of Debriefing tool (OSAD)

https://www.imperial.ac.uk/media/imperial-college/medicine/surgery-cancer/pstrc/debriefingosadtool.pdf



Debriefing Assessment for Simulation in Healthcare 
(DASH) Instructor Version

Element Item

1 I set the stage for an engaging learning experience

2 I maintained an engaging context for learning

3 I structured the debriefing in an organized way

4 I provoked in-depth discussions that led them to reflect on their 
performance

5 I identified what they did well or poorly – and why

6 helped them see how to improve or how to sustain good 
performance

https://harvardmedsim.org/debriefing-assessment-for-simulation-in-healthcare-dash/]



PADI: Peer Assessment Debriefing Instrument

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5504520



Simulation Effectiveness Tool Modified SET-M

https://sites.google.com/view/evaluatinghealthcaresimulation/set-m



Troubleshooting Difficult Debriefings

Why?
• Debriefing has the potential of 

becoming a difficult conversation
• Debriefing is a difficult skill to obtain 

mastery
• Can threaten the learning experience 

and be a threat to psychological safety
• Specific nuances with virtual simulation



How?

• Learner specific factors 
(i.e. personal biases)

• Situation specific factors 
(i.e. design of the 
simulation)



How do handle difficulty situations in 
debriefing where the learner:

• Is quiet/reticent
• Disengaged/disinterested
• Dominates with poor insight and knowledge
• Dominates with good insight and knowledge
• Who reacts emotionally
• Who reacts defensively



Communication Tools for Difficult 
Debriefing Situations

• Normalization
• Validation
• Generalization
• Paraphrasing
• Broadening 
• (also body language and eye contact)

V. J. Grant, T. Robinson, H. Catena, W. Eppich & A. Cheng (2018) Difficult debriefing situations: A toolbox for 
simulation educators, Medical Teacher, 40:7, 703-712, DOI: 10.1080/0142159X.2018.1468558

https://doi.org/10.1080/0142159X.2018.1468558


V. J. Grant, T. Robinson, H. Catena, W. Eppich & A. Cheng (2018) Difficult debriefing situations: A toolbox for 
simulation educators, Medical Teacher, 40:7, 703-712, DOI: 10.1080/0142159X.2018.1468558

Difficult 
Debriefing 
Tool

https://doi.org/10.1080/0142159X.2018.1468558


Cognitive Load



Cognitive Load and Debriefing

What is 
Cognitive 
Load?



How to optimize cognitive load in 
simulation

• Past experience
• Prebriefing
• Repeated Scenarios
• Simulation Design



Optimizing Cognitive Load



Repeated Simulations

Benefits of repeated simulation:
• Optimizes intrinsic load 
• Decreases need to use on-the-spot knowledge
• Enhances knowledge synthesis and improves clinical 

judgment as a result of decreased mental demand
• Builds confidence and clinical competence in nursing 

students

(Abe et al., 2013)



Other factors to consider

• Too much fidelity overwhelms novice nurses’ cognitive load 
(Fraser et al., 2015; Say et al., 2019) 

• Fidelity can distract from learning if not at the right level
• Time pressure increases learners’ cognitive load and can 

impact performance and confidence (Al-Moteri et al., 2019)

• Too many interruptions increase cognitive load causing 
performance errors (Fraser et al., 2015)

• Novices vs. experts' experience complexity differently



Co-debriefing



Co-debriefing (Co-facilitation)
• Co-debriefing is a process in which two or more individuals 

facilitate a simulation debriefing.
• Prepare debriefers in advance with co-debriefing checklist

Advantages
• Mentorship/development of expertise
• Provide a larger pool of expertise
• Time to troubleshoot with challenges in debrief
• Role modeling

(Cheng et al., 2015. Goldsworthy et al. 2022)



S. Goldsworthy et al., (2021) Co-debriefing Virtual Simulations: An International 
Perspective, DOI: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecns.2021.10.007



(Cheng et al, 2015)



Looking ahead to the live session…

Preparation for the live session on zoom:
1. Bring a sample of one of your prebriefs to the session 

and be prepared to discuss the content and strategies 
you use within your own context.

2. Review the co-debriefing checklist (see previous slide) 
and come prepared to co-debrief and practice debriefing 
a scenario. 



Summary
• Many opportunities to continually develop your expertise in 

prebriefing and debriefing

• Choose an evaluation tool to evaluate your debriefing 
performance (self, peer or students)

• Optimize cognitive load in prebrief and debrief
• Practice with tools for difficult debriefing
• Consider co-debriefing (use checklist)

• The world of simulation is constantly evolving so ongoing 
professional development is essential


