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Trauma skill enhancement for residents: Clinical cadavers as training tools in the Advanced Trauma Life Support course

• Clinical cadavers offer an invaluable experience for learners by enabling

  the simulation of procedural trauma-related skills with high physical and 

  functional fidelity.

• Achieving competency with time-sensitive, high-acuitiy, and relatively rare 

  trauma procedures in a controlled setting is vital for both patient safety 

  and clinician safety.   

• Access and cost are limiting factors to using cadavers for simulation;

  however, sharing of resources can help overcome this hurdle.

• The Nova Scotia Health Trauma Program uses soft-preserved cadavers

  to train participants of the Advanced Trauma Life Support (ATLS) course

  developed by the American College of Surgeons. 

• Our objective was to evaluate the effect of using clinical cadavers on the

  comfort level of trainees with performing specific trauma-related skills.

Introduction

Methods

• In July 2021, paper-based surveys were administered to all participants

  of 2 ATLS courses at the QEII Health Sciences Centre (Halifax NS) prior

  to the start of each course and immediately following course completion.    

• In both the pre-course and post-course survey, participants used a 5-point

  Likert scale from 1 (“very uncomfortable”) to 5 (”very comfortable”) to 

  indicate their comfort level with 6 trauma-related skills. 

• Responses from pre- and post-surveys for each skill were compared 

  using the Wilcoxen signed-rank test.

• Participants were asked to assess

  their perceived impact of the use of 

  medical grade cadavers before and

  after course completion, as well 

  as their likelihood to recommend 

  all ATLS courses use cadavers.

• Data are presented as percentage,

  mode and interquartile range (IQR).  

Results

Discussion/Conclusion
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• Participant comfort levels with all 6 skills were significantly higher in the

  post-ATLS course survey (p < 0.001).

• Greatest improvement in comfort was observed with needle compression, 

  chest tube insertion and insertion of a surgical airway. 

• Our findings suggest the inclusion of clinical cadavers in ATLS courses

  can have a significant positive impact on the comfort level of trainees. 

• Further research is required to determine whether these skills are 

  retained and transferable into the trauma unit.  

Participants:

32PGY1
Residents

13 (41%)
19 (59%)

Male:
Female:

Specialty n = 32

Anesthesia 6 (18.8%)

Cardiac Surgery 1 (3.1%)

Emergency Medicine 3 (9.4%)

Ear Nose & Throat 1 (3.1%)

General Surgery 3 (9.4%)

Neurosurgery 2 (6.3%)

Obstetrics & Gynecology 5 (15.6%)

Oral Maxillary Facial Surgery

Otolarnygology & Head and Neck Surgery

Pediatrics

1 (3.1%)

1 (3.1%)

1 (3.1%)

Plastic Surgery 2 (6.3%)

Urology 2 (6.3%)

Orthopedic Surgery 3 (9.4%)

Unknown 1 (3.1%)

Resident specialty:

Comfort level performing or teaching the following trauma-related skills:

PRE-ATLS COURSE POST-ATLS COURSE PRE-ATLS COURSE POST-ATLS COURSE

56.3%
6.3%

3.1%

9.4%25.0%

43.8%

43.8%
12.5%

12.5%

3.1%

9.4%
21.9%

53.1%

12.5%

21.9%

65.6%

15.6%

3.1%

9.4%

43.8%

28.1%
46.9%

21.9%

9.4%

21.9%

1. Basic airway management (BVM)

2. Advanced airway management (intubation)

3. Insertion of surgical airway (cricothyroidotomy)

18.8%
3.1%

6.3%

43.8%

28.1%
28.1%

21.9%

6.3%43.8%

21.9%
3.1%

3.1%

37.5%

34.3%
25.0%

21.9%

3.1%50.0%

4. Chest tube insertion

5. Needle decompression

37.5%

28.1%

12.5%

3.1%

18.8%
46.9%

37.5%

15.6%

6. Intraosseous insertion

 NO
84.4%

YES

15.6%PRE-ATLS COURSE

Prior experience using a 
cadaver for trauma-related
skill development?

Anticipated impact of the
ATLS course on learning 
trauma-related 
interventions/skills

“4”
28.1%

High impact
      71.9%

Scale: 1 = No impact; 5 = High impact

“4” 28.1%

High impact
     71.9%

Impact of completing course
on learning ATLS-related 
interventions/skills

Likelihood of recommending 
that ATLS courses use medical
grade cadavers 

Scale: 1 = Would not recommend
5 = Would highly recommend

High impact
     87.5%

“4” 9.4%

“3” 3.1%

“3” 3.1%

Scale: 1 = No impact
5 = High impact

Feedback from course participants

“All ATLS courses should use cadavers (medical grade). 
 Invaluable learning opportunity.”

“Cadavers are 
 a must!”

“Cadavers really facilitated learning in chest tube and surgical airway”

“Definitely bring this pan-Canada!” “The best way to simulate”

“Fantastic for skills such as chest tube and intubation” “Great!”

“The cadaver portion was extremely 
 helpful, especially for IO and chest
 tubes/needle compression.”

“The cadavers were an incredible
 resource for practicing skills like
 surgical airways and chest tubes.
 They made a huge difference for
 my comfort level.”

“The cadavers were great to feel and see
 the real anatomy. The only thing I would
 have loved would be practice splinting,
 straightening breaks, or correcting 
 massive dislocations on a cadaver too.”

“The more hands on use with
 cadavers for procedures,
 the better!”

POST-ATLS COURSE

5. Very comfortable

1. Very uncomfortable

4.

3.

2.

LEGEND

Advanced airway management (intubation)

Comfort level with trauma skills before and after ATLS course (n = 32)

Insertion of surgical airway (cricothyroidotomy)

Needle decompression

Chest tube insertion

Basic airway management (BVM)

Intraosseous insertion

Pre-course,
mode [IQR]

Post-course,
mode [IQR] p-value

4 [3-4] 4 [4-5]

2 [3-3] 4 [4-4]

2 [1-3] 3 [4-4]

2 [1-3] 4 [3-5]

2 [1-3] 4 [3.25-4.75]

2 [2-3] 4 [4-5]

<0.001

<0.001

<0.001

<0.001

<0.001

<0.001

20 (62.5%)

2 (6.3%)

5 (15.6%)

4 (12.5%)

3 (9.4%)

5 (15.6%)

Skill Pre-course,
n (%)

Post-course,
n (%)

%
change

28 (87.5%)

24 (75.0%)

25 (78.1%)

22 (68.8%)

23 (71.9%)

27 (84.4%)

40%

1100%

400%

450%

667%

440%

Comfort level of 4 or 5


