
Teaching Script  
Author: Dustin Williford MD, Maxwell Taylor MD 
Topic: Electrolyte Testing in Dehydration  

Identify the Trigger 
Based on patient 
situation/learner 

 
- A previously healthy 6 month old is admitted for mild-moderate dehydration secondary to acute 

gastroenteritis (AGE). 

- A learner reports a desire to order electrolyte testing. 

 

 
High Yield Teaching Point 
What do they need to know 
that will impact their care of 

patients? 

 

 

- Routine electrolyte testing often does not change medical management. 

- Potentially harmful effects include pain and trauma to patient & family, risk of anemia to patient, sleep 

disturbances of patient, and risk of injury for both patient and the staff obtaining labs. 

- Routine lab tests increase healthcare costs and can lead to further unnecessary lab testing. 

- A CDC developed, AAP approved, guideline discourages routine electrolyte testing unless the patient is 

unstable with severe dehydration and signs of shock, and/or multi-organ dysfunction. 

 

Identify EBM 
Find your sources and 

specific evidence 
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- Thavendiranathan P, Bagai A, Ebidia A, Detsky AS, Choudhry NK. Do blood tests cause anemia in 
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Intern Med. 2005; 20:520-524. 

- Bui AL, Dieleman JL, Hamavid H, et al. Spending on children’s personal health care in the United States, 

1996-2013. JAMA Pediatr. 2017; 171:181-189. 

- Chua K-P, Schwartz AL, Volerman A, Conti RM, Huang ES. Use of Low-Value Pediatric Services Among the 
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- Nabower AM, Hall M, Burrows J, Dave A, Deschamp A, Dike CR, Euteneuer JC, Mauch T, McCulloh R, 

Ortmann L, Simonsen K, Skar G, Snowden J, Taylor V, Markham JL. Trends and Variation in Care and 

Outcomes for Children Hospitalized With Acute Gastroenteritis. Hosp Pediatr. 2020 Jul;10(7):547-554. 

- King CK, Glass R, Bresee JS, Duggan C; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Managing acute 

gastroenteritis among children: oral rehydration, maintenance, and nutritional therapy. MMWR Recomm 

Rep. 2003 Nov 21;52(RR-16):1-16. 

- Teach SJ, Yates EW, Feld LG. Laboratory predictors of fluid deficit in acutely dehydrated children. Clin 

Pediatr (Phila). 1997 Jul;36(7):395-400. 

 



Describe Strategy 
Interactive, analogies, visuals 

 
One Minute Preceptor/Debate 

Keep Script Brief 
3-5 minutes; what are your 

key points 

Get Commitment: “So, you want to order routine electrolyte testing? 
Probe For Evidence: “Why do you want to? How will this change your medical management?” 
General Rule: Routine electrolyte testing does not often change the medical management of a patient. 
Previous studies have shown that it contributes to the rising cost of healthcare. Unnecessary lab testing 
increases pain and trauma to both the patient and the family. It disturbs their sleep, increases risk of 
anemia, and can lead to further additional testing/costs and harm for subclinical abnormalities that were 
both self-limiting and self-correcting. Concerning AGE, the CDC and AAP have developed guidelines 
specifically discouraging electrolyte testing in most cases, unless the patient is unstable (shock, 
multisystem dysfunction, etc.). 
Constructive Feedback: Depends on learner and their response. 
 
Debate: Ask the learner to defend their stance by stating which laboratory value will most likely be 
abnormal and will show extent of dehydration. Ask what they would do differently in the care of the 
child. In this instance, rehydration will remain the main goal. A past study showed that the sensitivities 
and specificities of electrolyte labs are poor for even the detection of mild dehydration. 
 

Adapted from Lang. et al. Collaborative development of teaching scripts: an efficient faculty development approach for a busy clinical teaching unit.  J Hosp Med. 2012; Oct 
7(8): 644-8. 
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