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The purpose of this exercise is to begin a conversation about death and dying. People come into
an EMS class expecting to fight against death with all their power and skills. Yet death is
inevitable and sometimes expected. 
 
It is often a much more difficult "skill" to talk frankly and compassionately about death with
family members than it is to do CPR. This exercise will allow you as an educator to present
another side of death and dying, and stress the importance of communication in difficult
situations.   A blank student copy of this exercise is included.

You are called for an unresponsive person. You arrive to find a man in a hospital bed in the living
room of the house. His skin is a grey color and he has wasted to mostly skin and bones. Cancer has
metastasized to several locations in his body and he was given a "short time" to live when he came
home yesterday. The family has called hospice, but their caseworker is delayed. They are scared and
want help. The patient has a DNR. 

You notice labored, irregular breathing at about 8-10/minute. The breathing deteriorates to a more
shallow, agonal pattern as you talk with the family. 

They ask you how much time their father has left. The hospice nurse is at least 30 minutes away.

How do you answer the family's question about how much time their father has left?

ALS - The Dying Patient
INSTRUCTOR KEY

Honesty is the key. Speak compassionately but factually. Use plain English. Say something like, "It
is difficult to say, but his breathing indicates that his body is shutting down. It doesn't appear it
will be long." In truth, it varies from person to person, but this presentation is one of a person
with minutes, rather than hours to live.
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INSTRUCTOR KEY

What do you do in the 30 minutes before hospice arrives?

Support the family. Ask what you can do for them. While the DNR means the patient won't
receive your care, in most cases it is best to stand by until hospice arrives.

What do you think the family wants/needs from you?

The family may want to ask you questions, talk to you about their dying loved one, or have a
professional there to reassure them and tell them what to expect. 
 
Hospice tells people to talk to the dying person. Tell him anything they want to say while he is
alive. Others may wish to tell the person it is OK to go. They understand that the person can't
stay in the disease-riddled body and want them to be at peace. There are no scripts for this, but
it may help both the dying person and those left behind to have this exchange. Many believe
that even unresponsive people can hear the words said by family members at the bedside. 
 
Of course some may be in denial and not ready to let the dying person go. Encourage them to
do what they feel comfortable doing. 
 
Ask the students what they think the family wants and needs.

What does the patient want/need from you?

Although the patient appears unresponsive, dignity is very important. Always be respectful and
talk as if the patient can hear you. Assist the family in making the patient comfortable. 
 
Ask students what they believe the patient would want in this situation. You can ask the
students to consider themselves in this position (dying) with the caution that some students
might become upset or emotional.
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Relate the components of the stages of death and dying to a behavior or attitude you may
see in the family members of this patient. 

Denial

Anger

Bargaining

Depression

Acceptance

These answers may vary widely. Use the conventional descriptions of each stage and match
student behaviors. Discussion is a wonderful way to highlight the variability of family responses.
Ask if any students have had a personal or EMS experience in a situation like this that they
would like to share.
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Exam Prep Classroom Tools Remediation CE

Help students succeed on the
NREMT and other exams.  Our
apps focus on critical thinking,
pattern recognition and
pathophysiology. 

Our LC-Ready learning
platform gives you access
to student tracking and
reports, bulk discounts
and outstanding
personalized service. 

This 24-Hour NREMT
Remediation program
helps test-takers pass...
and gives them relevant,
deep understanding.

The 7 Things EMS podcast
provides fluff-free, boredom-
free CE for a variety of topics,
from education to toxicology. 

The Best Education Tools for EMS
LimmerEducation.com
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You are called for an unresponsive person. You arrive to find a man in a hospital bed in the
living room of the house. His skin is a grey color and he has wasted to mostly skin and bones.
Cancer has metastasized to several locations in his body and he was given a "short time" to
live when he came home yesterday. The family has called hospice, but their caseworker is
delayed. They are scared and want help. The patient has a DNR. 

You notice labored, irregular breathing at about 8-10/minute. The breathing deteriorates to a
more shallow, agonal pattern as you talk with the family. 

They ask you how much time their father has left. The hospice nurse is at least 30 minutes
away.

How do you answer the family's question about how much time their father has left?

What do you do in the 30 minutes before hospice arrives?
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What do you think the family wants/needs from you?

What does the patient want/need from you?

Relate the components of the stages of death and dying to a behavior or attitude you may
see in the family members of this patient. 

Denial

Anger

Bargaining

Depression

Acceptance


