Patient Simulation: Language Difficulties & Breast Lump

Ania Kowalska

Ania Kowalska

Information for patient

Background - social

· You are a Polish woman aged 48

· You came to live in the UK about 6 months ago when your daughter, Maria (age 25) and son in law, Marek (age 29) decided to move here in the hope of ‘a better life’.  

· You and your family come from a rural area in the South of Poland near Krakow where you all lived together.  

· You used to work as a domestic help and in farm work but since moving to the UK you have been unable to find work and are dependent on Maria and Marek, which upsets you.  

· Marek is qualified as an engineer and can speak reasonable English.  He has managed to find work in the UK.  Maria has more basic English and has found work as a cleaner.  Marek’s job is official but Maria is working illegally.  Both of them are ‘working all hours’ to get by.

· Since arriving in Bradford you and your family have made contact with the well-established Polish community here and you have made friends she can relate to.  But you have had little experience or contact with people outside this circle.   

· You have a strong Catholic faith and believe, at least in part, that health is a reflection of ‘God’s will’.  Prayer is important to you, and you are likely to pray to God when ill, or approach the priest for a special mass or candles to be lit for you.  Neither Maria or Marek are so religious – they were brought up as Catholics and follow some of the traditions but don’t have a strong faith. 

· You usually rely on Maria and Marek to translate for you, but in the past 6 months have learned a little English, mostly from daytime television and from the established Polish community.  

Background – medical

· You have had a fairly tough life with much physical work, but on the whole you have been well and not engaged much with the medical profession – partly because you haven’t been able to afford to see doctors in Poland.

· Your husband died from a sudden heart attack 3 years ago.  Your own mother had breast cancer from which she died after having a mastectomy some years ago.  Your maternal aunt, who was much older than her mother, also had breast cancer but you don’t know much about that.

· You haven’t actually seen a doctor for years.  If you are feeling ill you usually buy over the counter pain killers or traditional Polish remedies.

· You know nothing about the NHS especially 

· You don’t realise that treatment in the UK is free, so you worry about being able to pay for this consultation with the doctor and any treatment he/she might recommend.

· You know nothing about the role of the GP 
· You’re used to doctors behaving more formally than they usually do here
Background to the consultation

· About a month or so before moving to the UK you noticed a small lump in your right breast.  It was painless and as you were busy planning the move you ignored it.

· Since then the lump has become harder and has grown in size.  It isn’t tender but there is now a dull deep ache for which you are taking increasing amounts of painkillers.

· The skin over the lump is smooth, but you think it’s slightly red.  On 2 occasions the right nipple has leaked a small amount of clear fluid.  There has been no blood and you are not sure when this leakage occurred in relation to your menstrual cycle, especially as your periods are quite irregular.

· You are increasingly worried that this lump could be cancer.  You already find it difficult being so dependent on Maria and Marek and fear that if you are really ill you would become even more of a burden.  

· About a week ago you finally mentioned the lump to Maria – who was very upset:  worried and frustrated that you had kept it to yourself for so long.  She immediately phoned the surgery and made an appointment for you at a time she thought she could come with you to translate - but at the last minute was told by her boss that she must work and would lose her job if she didn’t turn up.  She suggested you could ask another Polish lady to come and help but you were too embarrassed – you told her she mustn’t tell anyone about it, even Marek.  

· Although you understand why Maria can’t be with you, having to come alone has left you feeling very vulnerable and even more frightened 

· You are very embarrassed by having to talk about the lump in her breast – more so if the doctor turns out to be male.  

· You are worried

· that you and the doctor will not understand each other
· that you have breast cancer and that this means she will die as her aunt did
· that you will have to pay for yourt treatment
· You’ll find the consultation easier if the doctor 
· Gives you plenty of time to try to gather yourself and express your thoughts
· Shows a combination of kindness and ‘professionalism’ 
· Acknowledges your anxiety
· Doesn’t assume that because you can’t speak English properly, you’re stupid and don’t understand anything
· You’ll find it much harder, and your ability to express yourself in English will get a lot worse, if the doctor
· Uses long or difficult words, or medical terms
· Talks too fast
· Talks in long sentences and doesn’t give you time to understand one bit before going on to the next
For facilitator - some key learning points

· See all points at end of patient instructions
· Her embarrassment, lack of knowledge of the NHS and lack of medical knowledge compound what would be a difficult consultation even with no language issues

· Ideally doc needs to see her again with Maria – how to do this?  Perhaps make as good a rapport with Ania as possible, get her to understand that doc is truly going to try to help her, write a note for her to take to Maria, so Maria can make another appt for the 2 of them together, or ring you etc.  Would need to get ‘informed’ consent for this!

Information available to doctor before consultation

Ania Kowalska
· D o b 18 3 1961
· This is a routine appointment in an ordinary surgery

· Registered with the practice 6 months ago, never had a new patient check, no recorded consultations. 
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