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What to expect in the 

Kids’ Doc is written by 
Pediatric Residents and sponsored by the 

Alberta Children’s Hospital Foundation.

Reducing
the Risk 
of Injury

A visit to the Emergency Department
with your child can be quite distressing.
This is often stressful for the child and
the parents; the system can seem hard to
understand. This article has been written
to explain what happens.

Understandably, every parent who brings
their child through an Emergency
Department feels their child is quite
unwell. Unfortunately, some children are
sicker than others, requiring more
immediate help. In Canada, standard
guidelines help the doctors and nurses
identify and see the sickest children first,
while still seeing all the children who
need help in a timely manner.

A national committee of both nurses 
and doctors regularly meet to review the
guidelines on how to best treat sick
children. How do doctors and nurses
decide who to treat and in what order to
treat them? They do this by:

1) getting their first impression of how 
serious the illness or condition is

2) talking to the child and parents about
why they came to the hospital

3) checking “vital signs” (for example, 
blood pressure, pulse rate) and a 
physical exam      

The initial assessment of a patient by any
staff member in the Emergency
Department is called “triage”. Triage in
its simplest terms means “to sort”; in a
hospital this refers to sorting which child
is the sickest, so a doctor can see him or
her more quickly. In the Alberta
Children's Hospital, this job is done by a
senior nurse. Triage nurses identify what
problem the child is having and decide
how serious the problem is. They are not
expected to provide a diagnosis, but with

Emergency Department
Dr. Gavin Burgess,
Pediatric Resident, Alberta Children's Hospital

Triage, Vitals & Residents, oh my!
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