
By Hiawatha Bray

T
he man in the hospital bed is 
named Morgan Therin. He’s 
obese, sixtyish, and Black, with 
symptoms of Alzheimer’s disease. 

The student assigned to care for him has 
hardly any real-world experience. Yet the 
student was expected to record the man’s 
vital signs, give him an injection, and ex-
plain what’s happening to a patient who 
can barely understand him.

It’s the kind of challenge faced by 
countless nursing students. But it’s a little 
easier when the patient doesn’t exist.

Morgan Therin only lives inside UbiSim, 
a system that lets nursing students improve 
their diagnostic and people skills by 
practicing on virtual patients. With UbiSim, 

students wearing Meta Quest VR headsets 
enter an immersive 3-D simulation of a 
hospital. There, the students learn to treat 
a diverse array of simulated patients facing 
a multitude of medical crises.

For Shawn Boom, chief executive 
of UbiSim’s parent company, Labster, 
it’s all about finding a solution to one of 
the nation’s most daunting workforce 
challenges — a shortage of nurses that’s 
only getting worse as the baby boomer 
generation ages.

“We need to make sure that we get more 
nurses into the field,” said Boom, “and 
that when they get there, they’ve got the 
competence, but also the confidence to 
show up and be able to treat and practice.”

Labster, a Danish-owned company 
headquartered in Boston, is tackling a 

double-edged problem. First, the United 
States isn’t training nurses anywhere 
near fast enough. The US Census Bureau 
predicts that eight years from now, a total 
of 177,400 new nurses will have entered the 
labor force. But the same agency says the 
United States will need more nurses than 
that every year, largely because so many 
are retiring.

In addition, there’s evidence that too 
few nursing school graduates are ready for 
work. A 2021 study by the American Nurses 
Association found that the competency 
of new nursing graduates “is declining at 
an alarming rate,” with only 9 percent of 
recent graduates fully prepared to safely 
treat patients.

UbiSim is designed to ease the burden 
of human instructors, allowing nursing 
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Computer-generated images from UbiSim show what nursing students are likely to see when they use an immersive 3-D 
simulation program. As the number of trained nurses falls dangerously behind, Labster, a Danish-owned company head-
quartered in Boston, seeks to solve the problem by aiding students in getting ready for patient care.

state officials have been talking
about offering farmore frequent com-
muter rail service, powered by electrici-
ty, for years.

now, with thembta’s current com-
muter rail contract approaching an

end, it’s time to solve this riddle — to go
from talk to action.

mikemuller, the t’s commuter rail
chief, made a presentation thursday to
thembta board about what it will take
to revamp the entire system, and how
the transportation industry has re-
sponded so far to requests for feedback
thatmuller’s team sent out earlier this
year. the big question: to bundle or not
to bundle? in other words, should the t
hand over a long-term contract to one
lead contractor, in charge of both run-
ning the trains and rebuilding the sys-
tem, or break the contracts up?

until this crossroads, the t has al-
ways relied on one private contractor —
currently french transportation com-
pany keolis — to handle operations and
maintenance, while it holds onto re-
sponsibility for train and track owner-

ship andmajor capital improvements.
that system seems to be working

fine under the keolis contract, which is
due to expire inmid-2027, after anoth-
er extension.muller boasted tomem-
bers of business group a better city on
tuesday that our commuter rail system
has seen the strongest post-pandemic
rebound (driven in part by a popular
$10 weekend pass) of any of its peers in
the united states, and that on-time per-
formance rates have never been better.

butmuller knowsmost leaders in
state government, fromgovernormau-
ra Healey on down, aren’t fine with
“fine.” neither is the broader business
community, where improving transit
connections betweenmajor employers
and outlying, less-expensive communi-
ties is seen as one key solution to the
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T
heman in the hospital bed is namedmorgan ther-
in. He’s obese, sixtyish, and black, with symptoms
of alzheimer’s disease. the student assigned to
care for him has hardly any real-world experience.
yet the student was expected to record theman’s
vital signs, give him an injection, and explain
what’s happening to a patient who can barely un-

derstand him.
it’s the kind of challenge faced by countless nursing stu-

dents. but it’s a little easier when the patient doesn’t exist.
morgan therin only lives inside ubisim, a system that lets

nursing students improve their diagnostic and people skills by
practicing on virtual patients. With ubisim, students wearing
meta Quest Vr headsets enter an immersive 3-d simulation
of a hospital. there, the students learn to treat a diverse array
of simulated patients facing amultitude of medical crises.

for shawn boom, chief executive of ubisim’s parent com-

pany, Labster, it’s all about finding a solution to one of the na-
tion’s most daunting workforce challenges — a shortage of
nurses that’s only getting worse as the baby boomer genera-
tion ages.

“We need tomake sure that we get more nurses into the
field,” said boom, “and that when they get there, they’ve got
the competence, but also the confidence to show up and be
able to treat and practice.”

Labster, a danish-owned company headquartered in bos-
ton, is tackling a double-edged problem. first, the united
states isn’t training nurses anywhere near fast enough. the
us census bureau predicts that eight years from now, a total
of 177,400 new nurses will have entered the labor force. but
the same agency says the united states will needmore nurses
than that every year, largely because somany are retiring.

in addition, there’s evidence that too few nursing school
graduates are ready for work. a 2021 study by the american
nurses association found that the competency of new nursing
graduates “is declining at an alarming rate,” with only 9 per-

cent of recent graduates fully prepared to safely treat patients.
ubisim is designed to ease the burden of human instruc-

tors, allowing nursing schools to serve more students. the
company says nursing schools that have adopted the technol-
ogy have been able to increase enrollment between 5 and 25
percent. in addition, ubisim can simulate a great variety of
medical scenarios, enabling students to hone their skills with-
out putting patients at risk.

doctors and nurses have long been trained on simulated
patients. Often it’s an anatomically-correct plastic manikin;
sometimes it’s a living humanwho acts out the symptoms like
a stage performer. but living simulators aren’t always avail-
able andmedical manikins are costly, with prices that can run
to the hundreds of thousands of dollars. for instance, the
school of nursing at simmons university in boston just re-
placed amanikin that can simulate childbirth and is used to
train obstetrics nurses. cost: about $130,000.

by contrast, a meta Quest headset costs as little as $300.
nuRsinG, Page D2

Dear friends and family of the Boston business
community:

season’s greetings!
as 2024 winds down, let’s reflect on a year

brimming with big moments: 225 new liquor
licenses for boston, no more slow zones on the t,
and the celtics clinching banner 18 — only to
shock fans with the news that the team is for
sale.

yet, as i sat down to pen this, i realized one
headline i’d hoped to share is still missing: big
news about Josh kraft.

alas, that will have to wait until 2025. appar-
ently, Josh kraft, scion of billionaire robert

kraft, is still weighing whether to run against
boston mayor michelle Wu.

if you ask me, i think Josh kraft has already
made up his mind — and he’s all but in. i could
be wrong, but i think the longtime boston non-
profit leader has just been waiting for the right
moment to make it official. a lot of us thought
the 57-year-old democrat would announce after
Labor day, then after Election day, and then af-
ter thanksgiving.

but Wu’s recent rough stretch — from the sen-
ate’s rejection of her proposal to raise commer-
cial tax rates to the ballooning cost of the White
stadium renovation — allowed him to bide his

time. sometimes, the best campaign strategy is
simply to let bad headlines make the case for
change at city Hall.

conventional wisdom would have it that any
challenger to a sitting mayor would jump in the
year before the election, so they can maximize
their fund-raising over two calendar years. kraft
is no ordinary candidate. thanks to his family —
which built a fortune making cardboard boxes
and then owning the new England Patriots —
kraft doesn’t have to worry about money. He’s
got plenty and lots of wealthy friends should he
need access to more.
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Is Josh Kraft mulling a mayoral bid?
Longtime nonprofit leader still weighing whether to run againstWu—maybe he’s just been waiting for the right time
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PATIENT PORTAL
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Computer-generated images from UbiSim show what nursing students are likely to see when they use an immersive 3-D simulation program. As the number of trained
nurses falls dangerously behind, Labster, a Danish-owned company headquartered in Boston, seeks to solve the problem by aiding students in getting ready for patient care.
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For MBTA, a commuter rail revamp isn’t if. It’s how.
With Keolis pact set to expire inmid-2027, new approach is mulled
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Keolis handles rail operations and maintenance, as well as train and track
ownership and capital improvements. The T may unbundle those tasks.
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A Shortage of nurses has educators turning to virtual reality for training
schools to serve more students. The 
company says nursing schools that have 
adopted the technology have been able 
to increase enrollment between 5 and 25 
percent. In addition, UbiSim can simulate a 
great variety of medical scenarios, enabling 
students to hone their skills without 
putting patients at risk.

Doctors and nurses have long been 
trained on simulated patients. Often it’s 
an anatomically-correct plastic manikin; 
sometimes it’s a living human who acts out 
the symptoms like a stage performer. But 
living simulators aren’t always available 
and medical manikins are costly, with 
prices that can run to the hundreds of 
thousands of dollars. For instance, the 
school of nursing at Simmons University 
in Boston just replaced a manikin that can 
simulate childbirth and is used to train 
obstetrics nurses. Cost: about $130,000.

By contrast, a Meta Quest headset costs 
as little as $300. And nursing schools can 
provide the UbiSim software at a cost of 
less than $200 per student per year.

Putting on the Quest headset transports 
the user to a virtual hospital room, featuring 
standard monitoring equipment, and a bed 
occupied by a simulated patient. A pair of 
handheld controllers, normally used for 
zapping aliens, can now be used to apply a 
blood pressure cuff or insert a hypodermic 
needle. You can listen to a patient’s 
heart through a virtual stethoscope; the 
throbbing sound emerges from the Quest 
goggles’ stereo speakers.

During a recent demonstration, 
UbiSim nurse educator Christine Vogel 
kept everything within normal ranges. 
But with a few keystrokes she could have 
set the virtual patient’s pulse racing or 
dropped his blood pressure, leaving it to 
the student to make the right moves. It’s 
like an airline pilot practicing in a flight 
simulator, so she’ll instantly do the right 
thing if an engine fails.

UbiSim offers 54 treatment scenarios, 
enabling students to practice on a host 
of virtual patients. And this year, the 
company has begun offering scenarios 
to prepare students for more diverse 
patient populations. For instance, there’s 
the overweight Black Alzheimer’s patient 
Morgan Therin. Nursing students can ask 
Morgan how he’s feeling or how he slept; 
the instructor running the simulation 

responds with pre-recorded dialog in which 
Morgan sounds confused and disoriented, 
good practice for working with Alzheimer’s 
patients. “You may need to repeat yourself, 
you may need to explain a little further to 
him,” Vogel said.

There’s also the challenge of obtaining 
vital information from a transgender 
patient. “Asking someone who identifies as 
a male about their last menstrual period, 
asking about their history of ovarian cysts 
... addressing this patient by their preferred 
name,” said Vogel. “That’s the question 
that the nurses would have.” With UbiSim, 
the students can practice on a virtual 
transgender patient named Skylar Holmes 
who’s controlled by an instructor who 
verbally answers the student’s questions 
and corrects any accidental misgendering 
mistakes.

“We really want to highlight those 
opportunities to develop cultural humility 
and be able to talk to patients of different 
populations,” Vogel said.

The UbiSim system has been deployed at 
about 200 hospitals and nursing schools, 
including Boston Children’s Hospital and 
the Simmons University School of Nursing 
in Boston.

“This is a really fabulous way for us to 
supplement and augment our clinical 
experiences for our students,” said Heather 
Shlosser, dean of the nursing school. “It 
really helps to bridge the gap between 
theoretical knowledge and application.”

Jeffrey Jacobson, the virtual reality lead 
in the Immersive Design Systems group 
at Boston Children’s Hospital, said the 
hospital isn’t allowed to endorse products. 
“However,” he added, “I can tell you that we 
are using UbiSim to great and good effect.”

The hospital has developed six 
customized training scenarios, including 
four devoted to blood transfusion. In one 
harrowing example, trainees work with a 
virtual 10-year-old who’s having an adverse 
reaction to a transfusion. “The nurses have 
to step up and save the kid’s life,” Jacobson 
said.

The hospital uses six different simulation 
technologies, said Jacobson, and UbiSim is 
one of the most valuable. “We use it all the 
time,” he said.

Boom said there’s still plenty of room 
for expansion. UbiSim could be tailored 
for training physicians, for instance, or 
home health care workers. But for now, the 
company is all in on nursing. “We want to 
own and dominate that space,” said Boom.

Hiawatha Bray can be reached at 
hiawatha.bray@globe.com. 
Follow him @GlobeTechLab.
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PHOTOS BY LABSTER 

Computer-generated images from UbiSim, a system that uses virtual reality 
goggles to train nursing students by displaying virtual patients. Students can 
virtually apply a blood pressure cuff, insert a hypodermic needle, or listen to a 
patient’s heart through a virtual stethoscope.




