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Instructions for Serious Illness Conversation Boards

Instructions

1. Prior to engaging in a serious illness conversation, review these publicly available materials

a. https://www.ariadnelabs.org/areas-of-work/serious-illness-care/

b. https://www.ariadnelabs.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2017/05/SI-CG-2017-04-21_FINAL.pdf

c. https://www.massgeneral.org/assets/MGH/pdf/news/coronavirus/covid-19-basic-guide-serious-

illness-conversation.pdf

d. https://www.massgeneral.org/assets/MGH/pdf/news/coronavirus/covid-19-talking-about-CPR.PDF

2. Print and bind resources together as a booklet (e.g. hole punch and place into binder or staple together) 

a. As able, print in color, double sided to ensure partner-assisted scanning instructions are on opposite 

side of each board

3. Consider delirium
a. Complete delirium assessment to gauge appropriateness of patient participation 

4. Orient all communication partners to topic/communication board

a. Page turn icon indicates an expanded board for this topic. If selected, turn to listed page 

b. Bottom row of choices will be consistent across all boards

5. Identify access/method of communication (e.g. is the patient able to point? Does the patient rely on 

partner-assisted scanning?)

6. Read selected messages aloud to ensure selection accuracy

7. Ask follow up questions
8. Explore emotion
9. Allow extra time for communication/expression and processing

i

https://www.ariadnelabs.org/areas-of-work/serious-illness-care/
https://www.ariadnelabs.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2017/05/SI-CG-2017-04-21_FINAL.pdf
https://www.massgeneral.org/assets/MGH/pdf/news/coronavirus/covid-19-basic-guide-serious-illness-conversation.pdf
https://www.massgeneral.org/assets/MGH/pdf/news/coronavirus/covid-19-talking-about-CPR.PDF
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Suggested Provider Questions/Comments

Suggested Provider Questions/Comments

● “I’m hoping we can talk about where things are with your illness and where they might be 

going. Is this okay?”

● “I’m hoping we can talk about board title so we can learn more about what’s important to 

you.  Is this okay?” 

● “What would you like to discuss/tell me/like me to know?” 

● “On this page we highlight ____.  Do you have anything you’d like to ask or say about ____ ?”

● “Do you have a request?”

● “What is your preference?”

● “Have you thought about whether you would want ____ ?”

● “Do you have a question about ____?”

● “How do you feel about ____?”

● “What makes you feel that way?”

ii
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Partner-Assisted Scanning Instructions – message board

If it’s hard for patient to point, please use “partner-assisted scanning”
This is how:

Ask patient to focus on the communication board and find the message they want to communicate.
Establish patient’s “yes” (i.e. nodding, blinking, thumbs up, etc.)

1. Proceed row by row. Point to each row and ask if the desired message is in that row
(e.g. point to 1st row and ask, “Is it in this row?” followed by 2nd row, and so on)

2. Patient will select a row using the established YES response. Verify the choice out loud.
3. Point to each message within the selected row (“Is it suction?” “Trouble breathing,” etc.).
4. Patient will signal that you are pointing to  the desired message using established YES response.
5. Confirm the selection & repeat.

Additional Considerations:
• Hold this tool ~12 inches (~30 cm) from the patient’s face.
• Ensure good lighting, head positioning, and vision.
• Speak loudly and clearly using simple language.
• Wearing masks and other PPE may make it difficult to understand speech. Consider using 

communication tools when speaking to the patient as well.
• If the patient can’t use this tool effectively now, that does not mean the patient won’t be able to use it 

later today, tomorrow, or this week. Continue to provide opportunities to support communication.
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Partner-Assisted Scanning Instructions – message board

If it’s hard for patient to point, please use “partner-assisted scanning”
This is how:

Ask patient to focus on the communication board and find the message they want to communicate.
Establish patient’s “yes” (i.e. nodding, blinking, thumbs up, etc.)

1. Proceed row by row. Point to each row and ask if the desired message is in that row
(e.g. point to 1st row and ask, “Is it in this row?” followed by 2nd row, and so on)

2. Patient will select a row using the established YES response. Verify the choice out loud.
3. Point to each message within the selected row (“Is it suction?” “Trouble breathing,” etc.).
4. Patient will signal that you are pointing to  the desired message using established YES response.
5. Confirm the selection & repeat.

Additional Considerations:
• Hold this tool ~12 inches (~30 cm) from the patient’s face.
• Ensure good lighting, head positioning, and vision.
• Speak loudly and clearly using simple language.
• Wearing masks and other PPE may make it difficult to understand speech. Consider using 

communication tools when speaking to the patient as well.
• If the patient can’t use this tool effectively now, that does not mean the patient won’t be able to use it 

later today, tomorrow, or this week. Continue to provide opportunities to support communication.
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Partner-Assisted Scanning Instructions – message board

If it’s hard for patient to point, please use “partner-assisted scanning”
This is how:

Ask patient to focus on the communication board and find the message they want to communicate.
Establish patient’s “yes” (i.e. nodding, blinking, thumbs up, etc.)

1. Proceed row by row. Point to each row and ask if the desired message is in that row
(e.g. point to 1st row and ask, “Is it in this row?” followed by 2nd row, and so on)

2. Patient will select a row using the established YES response. Verify the choice out loud.
3. Point to each message within the selected row (“Is it suction?” “Trouble breathing,” etc.).
4. Patient will signal that you are pointing to  the desired message using established YES response.
5. Confirm the selection & repeat.

Additional Considerations:
• Hold this tool ~12 inches (~30 cm) from the patient’s face.
• Ensure good lighting, head positioning, and vision.
• Speak loudly and clearly using simple language.
• Wearing masks and other PPE may make it difficult to understand speech. Consider using 

communication tools when speaking to the patient as well.
• If the patient can’t use this tool effectively now, that does not mean the patient won’t be able to use it 

later today, tomorrow, or this week. Continue to provide opportunities to support communication.
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Partner-Assisted Scanning Instructions – message board

If it’s hard for patient to point, please use “partner-assisted scanning”
This is how:

Ask patient to focus on the communication board and find the message they want to communicate.
Establish patient’s “yes” (i.e. nodding, blinking, thumbs up, etc.)

1. Proceed row by row. Point to each row and ask if the desired message is in that row
(e.g. point to 1st row and ask, “Is it in this row?” followed by 2nd row, and so on)

2. Patient will select a row using the established YES response. Verify the choice out loud.
3. Point to each message within the selected row (“Is it suction?” “Trouble breathing,” etc.).
4. Patient will signal that you are pointing to  the desired message using established YES response.
5. Confirm the selection & repeat.

Additional Considerations:
• Hold this tool ~12 inches (~30 cm) from the patient’s face.
• Ensure good lighting, head positioning, and vision.
• Speak loudly and clearly using simple language.
• Wearing masks and other PPE may make it difficult to understand speech. Consider using 

communication tools when speaking to the patient as well.
• If the patient can’t use this tool effectively now, that does not mean the patient won’t be able to use it 

later today, tomorrow, or this week. Continue to provide opportunities to support communication.
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Partner-Assisted Scanning Instructions – message board

If it’s hard for patient to point, please use “partner-assisted scanning”
This is how:

Ask patient to focus on the communication board and find the message they want to communicate.
Establish patient’s “yes” (i.e. nodding, blinking, thumbs up, etc.)

1. Proceed row by row. Point to each row and ask if the desired message is in that row
(e.g. point to 1st row and ask, “Is it in this row?” followed by 2nd row, and so on)

2. Patient will select a row using the established YES response. Verify the choice out loud.
3. Point to each message within the selected row (“Is it suction?” “Trouble breathing,” etc.).
4. Patient will signal that you are pointing to  the desired message using established YES response.
5. Confirm the selection & repeat.

Additional Considerations:
• Hold this tool ~12 inches (~30 cm) from the patient’s face.
• Ensure good lighting, head positioning, and vision.
• Speak loudly and clearly using simple language.
• Wearing masks and other PPE may make it difficult to understand speech. Consider using 

communication tools when speaking to the patient as well.
• If the patient can’t use this tool effectively now, that does not mean the patient won’t be able to use it 

later today, tomorrow, or this week. Continue to provide opportunities to support communication.
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Partner-Assisted Scanning Instructions – message board

If it’s hard for patient to point, please use “partner-assisted scanning”
This is how:

Ask patient to focus on the communication board and find the message they want to communicate.
Establish patient’s “yes” (i.e. nodding, blinking, thumbs up, etc.)

1. Proceed row by row. Point to each row and ask if the desired message is in that row
(e.g. point to 1st row and ask, “Is it in this row?” followed by 2nd row, and so on)

2. Patient will select a row using the established YES response. Verify the choice out loud.
3. Point to each message within the selected row (“Is it suction?” “Trouble breathing,” etc.).
4. Patient will signal that you are pointing to  the desired message using established YES response.
5. Confirm the selection & repeat.

Additional Considerations:
• Hold this tool ~12 inches (~30 cm) from the patient’s face.
• Ensure good lighting, head positioning, and vision.
• Speak loudly and clearly using simple language.
• Wearing masks and other PPE may make it difficult to understand speech. Consider using 

communication tools when speaking to the patient as well.
• If the patient can’t use this tool effectively now, that does not mean the patient won’t be able to use it 

later today, tomorrow, or this week. Continue to provide opportunities to support communication.
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Partner-Assisted Scanning Instructions – message board

If it’s hard for patient to point, please use “partner-assisted scanning”
This is how:

Ask patient to focus on the communication board and find the message they want to communicate.
Establish patient’s “yes” (i.e. nodding, blinking, thumbs up, etc.)

1. Proceed row by row. Point to each row and ask if the desired message is in that row
(e.g. point to 1st row and ask, “Is it in this row?” followed by 2nd row, and so on)

2. Patient will select a row using the established YES response. Verify the choice out loud.
3. Point to each message within the selected row (“Is it suction?” “Trouble breathing,” etc.).
4. Patient will signal that you are pointing to  the desired message using established YES response.
5. Confirm the selection & repeat.

Additional Considerations:
• Hold this tool ~12 inches (~30 cm) from the patient’s face.
• Ensure good lighting, head positioning, and vision.
• Speak loudly and clearly using simple language.
• Wearing masks and other PPE may make it difficult to understand speech. Consider using 

communication tools when speaking to the patient as well.
• If the patient can’t use this tool effectively now, that does not mean the patient won’t be able to use it 

later today, tomorrow, or this week. Continue to provide opportunities to support communication.
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Partner-Assisted Scanning Instructions – message board

If it’s hard for patient to point, please use “partner-assisted scanning”
This is how:

Ask patient to focus on the communication board and find the message they want to communicate.
Establish patient’s “yes” (i.e. nodding, blinking, thumbs up, etc.)

1. Proceed row by row. Point to each row and ask if the desired message is in that row
(e.g. point to 1st row and ask, “Is it in this row?” followed by 2nd row, and so on)

2. Patient will select a row using the established YES response. Verify the choice out loud.
3. Point to each message within the selected row (“Is it suction?” “Trouble breathing,” etc.).
4. Patient will signal that you are pointing to  the desired message using established YES response.
5. Confirm the selection & repeat.

Additional Considerations:
• Hold this tool ~12 inches (~30 cm) from the patient’s face.
• Ensure good lighting, head positioning, and vision.
• Speak loudly and clearly using simple language.
• Wearing masks and other PPE may make it difficult to understand speech. Consider using 

communication tools when speaking to the patient as well.
• If the patient can’t use this tool effectively now, that does not mean the patient won’t be able to use it 

later today, tomorrow, or this week. Continue to provide opportunities to support communication.
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Partner-Assisted Scanning Instructions – message board

If it’s hard for patient to point, please use “partner-assisted scanning”
This is how:

Ask patient to focus on the communication board and find the message they want to communicate.
Establish patient’s “yes” (i.e. nodding, blinking, thumbs up, etc.)

1. Proceed row by row. Point to each row and ask if the desired message is in that row
(e.g. point to 1st row and ask, “Is it in this row?” followed by 2nd row, and so on)

2. Patient will select a row using the established YES response. Verify the choice out loud.
3. Point to each message within the selected row (“Is it suction?” “Trouble breathing,” etc.).
4. Patient will signal that you are pointing to  the desired message using established YES response.
5. Confirm the selection & repeat.

Additional Considerations:
• Hold this tool ~12 inches (~30 cm) from the patient’s face.
• Ensure good lighting, head positioning, and vision.
• Speak loudly and clearly using simple language.
• Wearing masks and other PPE may make it difficult to understand speech. Consider using 

communication tools when speaking to the patient as well.
• If the patient can’t use this tool effectively now, that does not mean the patient won’t be able to use it 

later today, tomorrow, or this week. Continue to provide opportunities to support communication.
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Partner-Assisted Scanning Instructions – message board

If it’s hard for patient to point, please use “partner-assisted scanning”
This is how:

Ask patient to focus on the communication board and find the message they want to communicate.
Establish patient’s “yes” (i.e. nodding, blinking, thumbs up, etc.)

1. Proceed row by row. Point to each row and ask if the desired message is in that row
(e.g. point to 1st row and ask, “Is it in this row?” followed by 2nd row, and so on)

2. Patient will select a row using the established YES response. Verify the choice out loud.
3. Point to each message within the selected row (“Is it suction?” “Trouble breathing,” etc.).
4. Patient will signal that you are pointing to  the desired message using established YES response.
5. Confirm the selection & repeat.

Additional Considerations:
• Hold this tool ~12 inches (~30 cm) from the patient’s face.
• Ensure good lighting, head positioning, and vision.
• Speak loudly and clearly using simple language.
• Wearing masks and other PPE may make it difficult to understand speech. Consider using 

communication tools when speaking to the patient as well.
• If the patient can’t use this tool effectively now, that does not mean the patient won’t be able to use it 

later today, tomorrow, or this week. Continue to provide opportunities to support communication.
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Partner-Assisted Scanning Instructions – Letter board

If it’s hard for patient to point, please use partner-assisted scanning

This is how:

Ask patient to think of a message to spell (simple, single word messages are often best).
Establish the patient’s “yes” (i.e. nodding, blinking, thumbs up, etc.).

1. Cue the patient to focus on the 1st letter of the word.

2. Proceed row by row. Point to each row and ask if the letter is in that row.
(e.g. point to 1st row and ask, “Is it in this row?” followed by 2nd row, and so on)

3. Patient will select a row using the established YES response. Verify the choice out loud.

4. Point to each letter within the selected row (“Is it A, B, C, D?”).

5. Patient will signal the desired letter using the established YES response.

6. Confirm the selection & repeat.

Additional Considerations:

• Hold this tool ~12 inches (~30 cm) from the patient’s face.
• Ensure good lighting, head positioning, and vision.
• Speak loudly and clearly using simple language.
• Wearing masks and other PPE may make it difficult to understand speech. Consider using 

communication tools when speaking to the patient as well.
• If the patient can’t use this tool effectively now, that does not mean the patient won’t be able to use it 

later today, tomorrow, or this week. Continue to provide opportunities to support communication.
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Partner-Assisted Scanning Instructions – Letter board

If it’s hard for patient to point, please use partner-assisted scanning

This is how:

Ask patient to think of a message to spell (simple, single word messages are often best).
Establish the patient’s “yes” (i.e. nodding, blinking, thumbs up, etc.).

1. Cue the patient to focus on the 1st letter of the word.

2. Proceed row by row. Point to each row and ask if the letter is in that row.
(e.g. point to 1st row and ask, “Is it in this row?” followed by 2nd row, and so on)

3. Patient will select a row using the established YES response. Verify the choice out loud.

4. Point to each letter within the selected row (“Is it A, B, C, D?”).

5. Patient will signal the desired letter using the established YES response.

6. Confirm the selection & repeat.

Additional Considerations:

• Hold this tool ~12 inches (~30 cm) from the patient’s face.
• Ensure good lighting, head positioning, and vision.
• Speak loudly and clearly using simple language.
• Wearing masks and other PPE may make it difficult to understand speech. Consider using 

communication tools when speaking to the patient as well.
• If the patient can’t use this tool effectively now, that does not mean the patient won’t be able to use it 

later today, tomorrow, or this week. Continue to provide opportunities to support communication.
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Partner-Assisted Scanning Instructions – Pain Scale

If it’s hard for patient to point, please use “partner-assisted scanning”
This is how:

Ask patient to focus on the communication board
Establish patient’s “yes” (i.e. nodding, blinking, thumbs up, etc.)

1. Proceed cell by cell across the pain scale . Point to each item and ask if that is the patient’s pain level.
2. Patient will signal that you are pointing to  the desired pain scale value using established YES response
3. Confirm the selection & repeat if necessary

Additional Considerations:
• Hold this tool ~12 inches (~30 cm) from the patient’s face
• Ensure good lighting, head positioning, and vision
• Speak loudly and clearly using simple language
• Wearing masks and other PPE may make it difficult to understand your speech. Consider using 

communication tools when speaking to me as well.
• If the patient can’t use this tool effectively now, that does not mean the patient won’t be able to use it 

later today, tomorrow, or this week. Continue to provide opportunities to support communication.
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Partner-Assisted Scanning Instructions – message board

If it’s hard for patient to point, please use “partner-assisted scanning”

Ask patient to focus on the communication board
Establish patient’s “yes” (i.e. nodding, blinking, thumbs up, etc.)

1. Proceed cell by cell across the yes/no board. Point to each item and ask if that is the patient’s response.
2.  Patient will signal that you are pointing to the desired response using established YES response
3. Confirm the selection & repeat if necessary

Additional Considerations:
• Hold this tool ~12 inches (~30 cm) from the patient’s face.
• Ensure good lighting, head positioning, and vision.
• Speak loudly and clearly using simple language.
• Wearing masks and other PPE may make it difficult to understand speech. Consider using 

communication tools when speaking to the patient as well.
• If the patient can’t use this tool effectively now, that does not mean the patient won’t be able to use it 

later today, tomorrow, or this week. Continue to provide opportunities to support communication.
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