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ABSTRACT Limit of 500 words

Effective written communication is an important, but often neglected part of the CanMEDS communicator role. In a 1996
survey, only 25% of specialists in Eastern Ontario had received formal education and only 8% had received feedback on
consultation letters during their training. In 1993, a Canadian Task Force on the relationship between family physicians and
specialists highlighted the role of written communication in the consultation process but did not provide any guidelines on how
to teach or evaluate this skill. In response to this need, we have developed and implemented a structured program for residents
focusing on the role of the letter in enhancing the consultation-referral process, and specific content and style issues that
improve the readability of the letter. This program has been used with internal medicine, obstetrics/gynecology, neonatology,
surgery, palliative care and physical medicine trainees. We have received excellent feedback from these sessions.

To evaluate letters, a 34-item rating scale including items on content and style was developed and evaluated for reliability
and validity. It has been used in clinic-generated and OSCE generated letters. It has helped provide structured, detailed
feedback on individual letters.

For practicing physicians, we have presented an abbreviated program at workshops and rounds with excellent feedback. A
peer assessment program for continuing education, using a revised 9 item rating scale, has been piloted. Nine internists
received feedback on 10 letters from 2 family physicians and 2 specialists. There was evidence of sustained changes in the
participants’ letters by follow-up email survey 6 months later.

In summary, consultation letter writing is a core clinical skill for specialists which should be included formally in all training
programs. Structured teaching sessions can supplement clinical training. Evaluation and feedback is essential and feasible for
trainees and practicing physicians.
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