
University of Glasgow, charity number SC004401

Year 3 medical students at the University of Glasgow participate in an advanced communication skills workshop exploring communication with patients who have learning 

disabilities, to enhance GP placement learning. Patients with learning disabilities represent a small but significant proportion of a GP’s caseload. Managing these patients, who 

have increased morbidity and mortality rates and reduced life expectancy, requires advanced communication and consultation skills. This workshop enabled students to reflect 

on the challenges to communicating where there is diversity between the patient and doctor and was consciously designed to address identified gaps in our curriculum.  
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Newly qualified doctors in the UK need to achieve competencies detailed in the General Medical Council (GMC) Outcomes for graduates1.  Outcomes specifically covered by 

this workshop include:

➢Being able to communicate clearly, sensitively and effectively with patients … for example for people who communicate differently due to a disability.

➢Recognise the potential impact of their attitudes and personal biases on individuals and groups.

➢Provide information about options in a way that enables patients to make decisions about their care.

The workshop was delivered during the students first placement in general practice to scaffold and augment learning experiences with real patients as early as possible in the 

course, thus maximising the opportunity for students to hone and practise these skills during their studies.

Curriculum Alignment

Session Introduction

Short plenary lecture to scaffold 

session in context of student's prior 

knowledge and session intended 

learning outcomes. 

Initial role play

Observation of role play scenario 

covering a new Type 2 diabetes 

diagnosis in a GP setting.  This is 

deliberately done poorly by the 

consulting doctor.

Second role play

Students use ‘STOP’ cards to 

pause the role play when they see 

a problem with communication or 

care provision. Facilitator explores 

this with the student.

Student participation

Students explain the problem and 

are invited to take part in role 

play, achieving change in the 

scenario outcomes for the better.

Feedback

Instant, facilitated supported 

feedback delivered by workshop 

facilitators, the actors and 

audience peers. 

Summary

All students have an opportunity to 

consider, and to practise, if they 

wish, communicating with patients 

who have learning difficulties in a 

‘safe’ teaching space.

Student feedback comments

Take home message

This innovative workshop provides a safe learning environment for students to practise communication strategies to use when consulting with diverse patient groups, 

including people with learning disabilities.  Student feedback illustrates how this workshop enhanced the learning experience of Year 3 medical students.
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Students enjoyed having the opportunity to consider and practise how to communicate with people who have learning difficulties.  The following themes emerged from student 

feedback:

➢Learning from people with lived experience: students enjoyed the opportunity to be trained by people with learning disabilities and to consider the importance of 

communicating well with this vulnerable and often marginalised group of people. 

➢ Importance of communication skills: This workshop provided a new perspective, and greater understanding, that effective communication skills lead to better outcomes 

through improved patient safety, symptom recognition, and improvements in functional and psychological status.

➢Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion: students could reflect on the challenges in a consultation where there is diversity between the patient and practitioner; and could consider 

their own personal bias or worries when caring and communicating with someone with a learning disability.

Advanced communication skills workshop 

using actors with learning disabilities

“Great to have people actively involved in learning disability awareness, and to 

interact with those who have learning disabilities.”

“Gave me a new perspective to learning disabilities and liked how it was run by people 
with learning disabilities who had real stories and experiences to impart with us.  This 
actually made me think about how my actions could affect my patients in the future.”

“The [GLG] were so enthusiastic and looked like they were also enjoying 
the session which created a lovely atmosphere to learn in.”

“Learning disability session was great, this should be a regular feature on the curriculum. 
As a person who has a relative with communication difficulties, I think it is imperative 

students get exposure to communicating with this group of people. The session was very 
interactive which made it enjoyable and easier to get involved.”

“Learnt new things that I hadn’t even considered could be 
a problem during my medical practice.”

“It was a really stimulating session and gave a lot of students experience that they would 
never otherwise have gotten. It was clear that some students had never interacted with 

someone with a learning difficulty before. Thank you, thank you.”

“Covered topics which aren't often explored in medical school.”

”I absolutely loved that the learning disabilities teaching 
was run by people with learning difficulties.”

“This session was excellent. Involving patients and a support 

group is a brilliant idea and adds so much more to the session.”

Student feedback

Teaching session format with The Good Life Group

Conclusions

The Good life group are a team of learning-disabled actors who provide training for various stakeholders, including medical students.  The communication skills workshop is 

delivered using forum theatre. Students engage and intervene in the action, making this an immersive, engaging and enjoyable learning experience. 

Delivering patient centred care; advanced 

communication skills teaching. 
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