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Preface


Each of the authors teaches classes in death and dying. Two of us are psychologists and the third is a minister. We came to an understanding of the need for classes in death and dying from our educational backgrounds, our personal histories, and our interactions with others coping with death and dying in their lives.

As we reflect on our experiences, two sorts of impressions stand out in our minds. First, people were grieving about the loss of someone they loved and at the same time were worrying if they were "grieving in the right way." Next, those who in one way or another could be characterized as denying the pain of the loss they had suffered are the ones who might act callously or indifferently or respond intellectually about the death. Through these observations, we came to the conviction that classes in which people learned about death and dying could do much to help all of us live more effectively.

Any class in death and dying includes what might be called the academics of death. These include important information on the statistics of death, numbers of people who attempt suicide and complete suicide, the cultural influences which affect our attitudes toward death, and economics of death. We are more tolerant and more understanding when we know about stages of death and dying and tasks of mourning. Textbooks for death and dying classes are informative and helpful in our understanding of the topic of death and dying.

Why, then, write a book such as this in which the class, as a group and as individual class members, examines, in a more personal way, many of the topics of death and dying'? Quite simply, because as teachers of these courses, we have repeatedly seen how understandings from shared personal experience and from reported individual experience have equal importance with the academic information in death and dying classes. Again and again, in many different ways, we found our students telling us that the experiential exercises and personal sharing components of our classes were the ones that were most meaningful. These activities were often seen as "thought provoking," "moving," and "catalytic," and often seemed to increase motivation to read and understand the academic, fact-oriented parts of our courses. Some students made clear and direct statements of preference for such experiential activities while others gave more indirect indications of such preferences. Examples of such indirect communications included increased attendance and more active participation in class. Occasions when the students as a groups, or as individuals, have been able to interact with one another and tell each other their stories, to report their growth-enhancing and growth-diminishing experiences have been the classes that have had the greatest impact and most lasting effect on students.

For these reasons we have tried to put together many activities that involve the class members in a more personal and in-depth understanding of death and dying. We have tried to provide in-class activities that provoke class members to examine their personal and cultural attitudes and assumptions about death.

We invite students to examine their beliefs to see if their current "truths" result in the compassion, commitment, and caring they want to demonstrate to those they love. Do beliefs they presently hold represent a death denying orientation toward life, or do they result in practices that demonstrate the compassion and care they would want and expect from people who care about them? If after such an examination they find their values are one's that they wish to maintain, then they can hold them with conviction. They have been examined and found worthwhile.

The intent of this book is not to replace standard textbooks on death and dying. It is meant to be used as a supplement to the texts which provide the academic information necessary to any real understanding and examination of societal assumptions and attitudes toward death and dying. This book presents a number of stimulating and provocative activities that will help class members confront death and dying in a more personal and lasting manner.

One aspect of this book's usefulness is in its adaptability and flexibility. The activities may be used in part or in whole. They may be done sequentially or at random. They may be used in a variety of settings including programs for nurses, clergy, counselors, and other professionals as well as in general undergraduate collegiate courses in death and dying. While the reader may choose to use the activities in any order desired, they have been ordered in a particular sequence.Chapter 1, "Encountering Death in the Self," was chosen as the first chapter so as to build the foundation of increased self-awareness for the study of death and dying. In addition, a need to personally encounter death seemed to be a strong motive for many of the students who enrolled in our courses and our intention was to meet these needs by addressing the students' personal expectations, experiences, feelings, and knowledge early in the course.

Chapter 2, "Encountering Death in the Family," appeared to be a natural progression after Chapter 1 since, for most, the early and enduring relationships of the family are particularly relevant to death encounters. We recognize that in recent years American families have taken new and different forms including step families, blended families, and single parent families. We have, accordingly, provided activities which are appropriate for a wide variety of family circumstances. In these cases, the adaptability and flexibility of format may be particularly helpful.

Chapter 3, "Encountering Death in the Culture," is intended to help students become more perceptive about cultural influences upon their attitudes toward death. Our experience as teachers has convinced us of the strength, yet subtlety, of cultural influences upon us. The activities outlined in Chapter 3 deal with such topics as media, language, music, humor, and ethnic customs, and were chosen to give students insight into these cultural influences.

Chapter 4, "Encountering Death in Our Institutions," Recognizes that society has moved from one based upon agricultural to one more urbanized and with more centralized power in government or corporate structures, therefore institutions representing these structures have had greater and greater influence upon us. The image of death presented to us by institutions thus has an important influence upon us.

Chapter 5, "Encountering Unexpected Death," is designed to help students explore deaths which ordinarily lie outside their control. Death is, in many ways, always unexpected. The deaths caused by murder, accidents, and disasters are difficult to understand. They defy the control we have gained over so many other aspects of our lives. The activities in this chapter are aimed at a discussion of the fear, impact, and peculiar difficulties of coping with this form of death.

Chapter 6, "Encountering Death in Suicide," responds to a topic which has received an increasing amount of media attention in recent years, primarily due to the increase in youth suicide. Suicide is high on the list of causes of death yet often remains obscure and misunderstood because it is such a frightening and guilt-producing form of death. The activities included in this section are designed to counter the denial of suicidal death, increase our understanding of its prevalence, expose its myths, and provide strategies for prevention.

Chapter 7, "Encountering Death in AIDS," provides activities aimed at exploring this epidemic killer. Recently, AIDS has commanded our attention. It has affected a great many people both directly and indirectly. It has challenged the way we approach relationships. It has drawn some people closer while building barriers for others. Students need help so as to move beyond the knowledge and prevention mode into the arena of emotions and meanings. Activities in this chapter are designed to encourage the sharing of personal feelings, thoughts, and fears about the various issues with AIDS. In doing so the hope is that all can dare to take another step toward understanding and acceptance of AIDS—victims, families, and friends.

Chapter 8, "Encountering Death in Our Values," provides an arena in which students can experience the push and pull of various ethical dilemmas as they struggle to resolve many of the complicated issues which face us in this frontier of medical and technological knowledge. Likewise, explorations in spiritual and religious values are provided in this chapter.

Chapter 9, "Encountering Death as a Helper," provides an opportunity to explore a variety of topics which arise in the helping process. Issues are presented in ways that make these topics real, immediate, and practical. These activities are designed to help students understand that one need not be a professional in order to be of help to others.

Thus, all of these chapters will bring an immediacy and an experiential dimension to the understanding of death and dying which will stimulate students to a more meaningful encounter with death. Our sincere belief and hopefully that of students who use this book is that increased ability to cope effectively with death will help us to lead more effective lives.
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Pre-Test Encountering Death Scale

Purpose: To determine the degree to which one sees one's own ability to cope with death.

Time: 10 Minutes

Activity Procedure:


	Respond to each question on the 5 point scale from "strongly agree" to "strongly disagree."

	Respond to the "Encountering Death Scale"

	When all members of the group have completed the "Encountering Death Scale", sum the class response to each question and divide by the number of responses to each item so as to determine the class average for each item.





ENCOUNTERING DEATH SCALE

Directions: Please Indicate your response to each of the statements using the following scale: 






	
Strongly Disagree

	
Disagree

	
Neutral

	
Agree

	
Strongly Agree




	
1

	
2

	
3

	
4

	
5




	_______ 1. I am at ease in thinking about death.

	_______ 2. It is important to discuss death and death related topics.

	_______ 3. I am prepared to face my own death.

	_______ 4. I can be helpful in assisting others to face death.

	_______ 5. I can help someone who is feeling suicidal.

	_______ 6. I can talk about death with others.

	I understand the role of many of society's institutions (hospital, church, funeral home, nursing home, etc.) in dealing with death.

	Sudden death is very frightening to me.

	I understand my fears about death.

	I understand my culture's response to death.

	I can talk with a dying person.

	I can share my thoughts and feelings about death with family members.

	I understand how AIDS is transmitted

	I can assess the seriousness of a suicide threat.

	I can help others who have faced death in a natural disaster.

	I can help someone deal with the death of a pet.

	I can assist others who are grieving a death.

	I understand the ethical problems that accompany prolonged terminal illnesses.

	I can plan a funeral.

	I can help my family members deal with death.


Discussion and Reflection:


	
When you looked at the class summary, how did you compare? _______________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________


	
In what areas did you more strongly agree? _______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________


	
Write what you believe may account for your strong agreements. ___________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________


	
In what areas did you more strongly disagree? ____________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________


	
Write what you believe may account for your strong disagreements. ________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________


	
Review your responses and identify those areas where you feel you need to have better stalls in coping with death. Those areas are

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________





Chapter 1 Encountering Death in the Self
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1. Self

Any understanding of death and dying must begin with ourselves. Whatever actions we take begin with our own understandings. For the authors, the self represents a construct, a way of understanding human action. For us the Self is an understanding of who we are. It is what we mean when we say "I" or "Me." Because of that understanding we see all experience as filtered through the self. For that reason, the reader can understand why encountering death in the self is such an important aspect of any class in death and dying. Beyond the academics, of course, is the personal concern of every person with living a life which is meaningful and effective for him/her. Our belief is that one way life becomes more meaningful and effective is by coming to an understanding of death and, to one degree or another, making peace with it. Therefore a rational, sensible, and right way to begin the search for peace with death is to begin with the self.

Each of us holds fears, doubts, and questions about death. This is not an uncomfortable assertion to make. What is more difficult for many of us is that the fears and doubts, left unchallenged, end up directing our behavior. The fears come to rule our behavior. Perhaps, this is nowhere more important than in our relationships. The peculiar relationships that surround death and dying can be profoundly affected by the fears, doubts, and questions each of us has about death. If we are so fearful of our own death, then reaching out to others when they are dying can be extremely difficult. Many of us fear death and, yet, overcome that fear by an act of courage to talk and comfort someone who is facing death. Others of us do not. For those of us who do not, the people we love might die alone and without the companionship and comfort because of fearful family or friends. Thus, what becomes clear is that encountering one's own fears can have a direct effect on relationships. The difference may be between being or not being physically present and emotionally available for one's parents, one's siblings, one's spouse, one's children. Overcoming our fear of death may mean being the kind of friend who can be of comfort rather than a representative of a death denying culture which retreats into silence and absence. That is the importance of encountering death in the self as it relates to others.

Another reason for encountering death in the self is to live a more effective life. Some may see the desire to live a more effective life as a selfish desire. And, we suppose that could occur and would be a negative aspect. Still, we need to recognize that we cannot be of much service to others if we do not take care of ourselves. We believe many people in this world will strive to make peace with themselves who need not be construed as selfishness. We recommend an attitude of wholesome concern with the self in which one aspect of that concern is encountering death in the self. The outcome of a successful encounter with an understanding of one's own death is the ability

to plan the future;

to make a will;

to make decisions about the disposition of one's body;

to make decision about organ donation;

to provide for the future of one's spouse and children;

to reflect upon the values by which one actually wishes to live one's life; and

other concerns of life that come to mind only after one faces the fears, doubts, and questions of death.


The challenge of this chapter is to encounter death in the self. In spite of what some have said, one can look death in the eye and gain from the experience. You can encounter your fears and doubts and by doing so live a more effective life. That is the invitation of this chapter.


Activity 1.1 EXPECTATIONS

Purpose: To explore goals and objectives of this class.

Time: 30 minutes

Activity Procedure:

	
Answer the following questions individually. Write your responses in the space provided. 

	
Why did you take this class? _____________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________


	
What do you hope to learn from this course? ______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________


	
What fears or expectations do you have? __________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________


	
How willing are you to be involved in this class on a personal level? ____________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________




	In small groups, share your answers.

	Have someone summarize the discussion of your small group for the entire class.


Discussion and Reflection:

	After meeting in the small groups and hearing others expectations, reflect upon your answers, and note on answers to Items l.a. through l.d. any changes you might make.

	
How were your responses similar to others in the class? __________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________


	
How were your responses different from others in the class? ______________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________


	
What goals and objectives came as a surprise to you? _____________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________




Activity 1.2 PERSONAL DEFINITIONS

Purpose: To realize that definitions of death may affect our behavior.

Time: 20 minutes

Activity Procedure:

	Complete the following chart by writing a definition for each of the three terms.

	Write when you believe each of the states occur.


	
State
	
Definition
	
When

	
Death:
		
	
Dying:
		
	
Dead:
		



Discussion and Reflection:

	
What differences do you see in your definitions? _________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________


	
Which infer life; which infer no life?

life: _______________________________________________________________________________________________

no life: ____________________________________________________________________________________________


	
In what order do these events occur? _____________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________


	
How is it that our definitions determine how we respond to people who are dying or grieving?

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


	
What difference is there, if any, in the definitions of "living" and "dying"?

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________




Activity 1.3 FACING DEATH

Purpose: To identify one's own fears about death.

Time: 15 minutes

Activity Procedure:

Using the scale below, rate each of the following areas regarding the degree of fear for you.


	 1= minimal

	 2= slight

	 3= mild

	 4= moderate

	 5= severe


	_____ death in general

	_____ your own death

	_____ parent(s)

	_____ grandparent(s)

	_____ spouse

	_____ child(ren)

	_____ pet

	murder

	suicide

	disasters

	cancer

	heart attack

	accidents

	friends


Discussion and Reflection:

	
How did this activity heighten, if it did, the awareness of your fears? __________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________


	
Does
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		AIDS Percentage of Total, Graphically Shown by Groups of People


		(No. 1) If I had an illness and there was little or no hope of cure, I would want to know the truth.


		(No. 2) If I become permanently unconscious and couldn't eat normally, I would want my life maintained with artificial feedings.


		(No. 3) My physician has the duly to follow my wishes as a patient, even if he or she disagrees with me.


		(No. 4) If a serious disease, known to be terminal, has caused my heart to stop beating, I would want my doctor to try to revive me.


		(No. 5) I would want my life maintained by a breathing machine (respirator) even if there was little hope of my ever breathing on my own again.


		(No. 6) Major organ transplants are a worthwhile investment of health care dollars.


		(No. 7) There is a critical shortage of donor organs. I would support a law that assumes all suitable bodies are donors, unless the next of kin refuses or the deceased left written instructions to the contrary.


		(No. 8) If a dying member of my family had left no instructions, 1 would want to be approached before their death for permission to use their organs for transplantation.


		(No. 9) Age is an important consideration in determining who should receive an organ transplant.


		(No. 10) If I had a newborn infant in intensive care, I would want the doctor to do everything they could to treat it, even if the child might survive with severe handicaps.


		(No. 11) As a parent, I would want the right to refuse treatment for my newborn infant if he or she is likely to survive with severe handicaps.


		(No. 12) As a parent, i would want the right to refuse treatment for my newborn infant if he or she would be a serious burden on my family.


		(No. 13} Expensive life saving technology should be denied when a person lacks the ability to pay.


		(No. 14) I would be willing to have taxes raised to the point where no person would be refused critical care because of inability to pay.


		(No. 15) Expected quality of life should be a consideration when deciding whether someone is to be treated with critical care technology.


		(No. 16) Have you heard of the "Living Will?"


		(No. 17) Do you have a "Living Will?"


		(No. 18) Have you heard of a "Durable Power of Attorney?"


		(No. 19) Do you have a "Durable Power of Attorney?"


		(No. 20) A hospital that provides critical care should not be allowed to refuse treatment to a patient on the basis of inability to pay.


		(No. 21) If a hospital becomes overwhelmed with patients who cannot pay, public funds from taxes should be made available to cover the cost of care.


		(No. 22) All employers should be required to provide a minimum level of health insurance for their employees.


		(No. 23) In a shortage, an individual who has money should be given priority over someone who does not.


		(No. 24) I would support the decision to withdraw or withhold food and fluids from a member of my family if he or she refused them.


		(No. 25) There are some lifesaving medical treatments so ordinary, usual and basic that they should be provided by tax support to everyone, regardless of ability to pay.


		(No. 26) There are lifesaving treatments so costly, unusual and extraordinary that they should be restricted to those who can afford to pay.


		(No. 27) If a family planned to institutionalize a newborn because of permanent handicaps, the financial burden on society should be considered in deciding whether to undertake lifesaving treatment.


		(No. 28) A "Living Will" should include the patient's wishes either to be an organ donor or to refuse to be an organ donor.


		(No. 29) A "Living Will" should allow a person to decide whether to be fed artificially or to be permitted to die, if he or she would ever become permanently unconscious.


		(No. 30) A living will should include the patient's wishes to permit or prohibit an autopsy.


		(No. 31) I would not want members of my family to be allowed to change my instructions concerning organ donation, withholding foods or fluids, and autopsy instructions.
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