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Abstract *Corresponding Author: Sana

: Effective communication with patients is a core skill for medical Jafarlou
students. Traditional teaching offers limited experiential learning opportunities.

This study aimed to design and implement the “Teddy Bear Hospital” program to Address:  Iran, Khorasan Razavi,

strengthen students’ communication skills.

: This action research was conducted at Sabzevar
University of Medical Sciences in Iran. The program was developed and
implemented based on the ADDIE model. During the analysis phase, a needs
assessment was conducted through semi-structured interviews. In the design and
development phase, educational content was created encompassing seven core
competencies for effective doctor—patient communication. Learning materials
included simulated clinical scenarios, multimedia resources, educational
pamphlets, and stakeholder guides. The program involved 30 medical students
(including six trained facilitators) and approximately 400 elementary school
children. Data were analyzed using SPSS 21 and Atlas.ti v9.

More than 60% of students reported limited prior experience
communicating with children in clinical settings. Participants indicated
improvements in their communication skills and increased willingness to work in
pediatric care after the program. Additionally, children’s fear of physicians and
hospitals decreased following the intervention. Approximately 94% of students and
98% of children rated their satisfaction with the program as “good” or “very
good”.

: The “Teddy Bear Hospital” program can enhance medical students’
communication skills with pediatric patients and their parents while reducing
children’s fear of hospitals and physicians. Implementing experiential and
interactive educational approaches may contribute to the development of students’
professional and communicative competencies.
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Introduction

Effective communication between physicians
and patients is a fundamental pillar of
healthcare provision, playing a decisive role in
patient  satisfaction, improving treatment
outcomes, and reducing medical errors and
complaints. This significance is amplified when
it comes to interactions with pediatric patients
and their families, owing to the unique
characteristics of this group. Children possess
different emotional states, attitudes, and needs
compared to adults, and parents tend to be
highly sensitive about their children’s health.
Despite its importance, training communication
skills in pediatric clinical settings faces
challenges such as limited practical
opportunities, parental anxiety, and educators’
minimum focus on soft skills development.
Theoretical training alone tends to be less
effective due to disconnection from real-world
environments. In this context, simulated
methods like the Teddy Bear Hospital (TBH)
program have attracted attention as a
complementary approach alongside traditional
education. The present study aimed to design,
implement, and evaluate the TBH program to
strengthen medical students’ communication
skills with children and their parents.

METHODOLOGY

This study was conducted using an action
research approach at Sabzevar University of
Medical Sciences, Iran during the second half
of 2024. Action research is a systematic and
participatory process that involves data
collection, reflection, and collaboration with
stakeholders to improve real-world practices. It
emphasizes problem-solving and professional
empowerment and has been widely applied in
educational contexts to integrate teaching and
learning processes. The intervention was
designed and implemented following the
ADDIE instructional design model, consisting
of five sequential phases: Analysis, Design,
Development, Implementation, and Evaluation.
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During the analysis phase, a needs assessment
was conducted through  semi-structured
interviews with 23 medical students and faculty
members selected via purposive and random
sampling. Thematic analysis was used to
identify key educational needs, which were

categorized into three domains: general
communication skills, communication with
children, and communication with their
parents.

In the design and development phases, the
program’s objectives were defined
collaboratively ~ with  faculty experts in

pediatrics, psychiatry, and medical education.
Educational content was developed based on
the Kalamazoo Consensus Statement, covering
seven essential competencies for effective
doctor—patient communication. A variety of
learning materials were produced, including
simulated clinical scenarios, multimedia
resources (e.g., videos, podcasts, and visual
guides), educational pamphlets, and
stakeholder manuals. The "Teddy Bear
Hospital™ program was implemented with the
participation of 30 medical students (including
six trained facilitators) and approximately 400
elementary school children from six local
schools.

The program was delivered in three stages: (1)
theoretical instruction through webinars and
multimedia materials; (2) small-group practice
sessions using structured case scenarios; and
(3) real-world implementation at a simulated
“Teddy Bear Hospital” event involving
interactive stations designed to mimic hospital
departments.  Program  evaluation  was
conducted through pre- and post-intervention
surveys. Students completed questionnaires
assessing satisfaction, prior experience with
children, willingness to work in pediatrics, and
self-perceived communication skills.
Children’s anxiety toward hospitals and
physicians was assessed using the validated
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RMS Pictorial Scale. Data were analyzed using
descriptive statistics and Wilcoxon’s test to
evaluate pre—post differences.

RESULTS
According to the survey results, approximately
70% of students reported that their

communication skills with children and parents
had improved after participating in the
program. Before the intervention, only about
16% of students rated their communication
skills as “high” or “very high”; this proportion
increased to nearly 70% following the program.
Furthermore, the findings indicated an increase
in students’ interest in pursuing pediatrics as a
future medical specialty. Prior to the program,
69% of participants expressed a high or very
high desire to work in this field, which rose to
approximately 94% afterward. In addition,
around 94% of students rated their overall
satisfaction with the program as ‘“good” or
“very good”, while 98% expressed similar
satisfaction with specific aspects of the
program. About 69% of students also reported
having had no prior experience communicating
with children before their participation.

As for the child participants, the results showed
that, based on Wilcoxon’s test, children’s fear
of the hospital environment and doctors
significantly decreased after the program.
Specifically, before implementation, about 42%
of children reported being afraid of the hospital
environment, a rate that dropped to
approximately 15% following the program’s
completion.

DISCUSSION

The findings indicated that the TBH program
not only reduces anxiety and fear among
children in clinical environments but also can
enhance the communication skills of medical
students when interacting with children and
their parents. These results are consistent with
international studies that confirm the role of
TBH in improving children’s health literacy
and empowering students. The interactive and
play-based nature of the program provides a
safe space for practical exercises, feedback
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reception, and correction of communication
errors. However, successful implementation of
such programs requires stakeholder
participation, resource allocation, training of
facilitators, and thorough documentation of
experiences. Moreover, limitations such as
small sample size and reliance on self-reported
evaluations may reduce the generalizability of
the results. Future studies may dwell on
objective assessments of students’ performance
before and after the intervention, with larger
sample sizes.

CONCLUSIONS

The TBH program, as a simulated and
interactive approach, is an effective strategy for
developing medical students’ communication
skills. It increases students’ willingness to work
in pediatric health, improves communication
skills, and decreases children's anxiety in
clinical settings. The development and cultural
adaptation of such programs, along with their
integration into medical curricula, can
contribute to improving the quality of pediatric
education and healthcare services.
Policymakers and educational managers should
support this initiative by organizational backing
and infrastructure development, creating more
opportunities for practical communication
training in simulated and real environments.
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