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TEACHING 
GUIDELINES 

for a Death & Dying Class 



Welcome!	
After	more	than	a	century	of	avoiding	the	
subject	of	death,	people	are	beginning	to	wake	
up	to	the	fact	that	“dying	happens.”		YOU	can	
play	an	important	role	in	this	shift	in	attitude	by	
teaching	a	death	and	dying	class	in	your	
community	to	prepare	your	students	for	what	
lies	ahead.	
	

This	guide	will	help	you	create	your	class!	



CONTENTS 
In	the	following	pages	
you’ll	find	a	series	of	
tips	and	guiding	
principles	for	teaching	
a	death	and	dying	
class,	based	on	best	
practices	from	the	field	
of	community	
education	and	years	of	
teaching	experience.	
But	this	guide	is	just	a	
suggestion.	Create	
your	own	unique	class	
and	figure	out	what	
works	for	you!	
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Get  
Started 

•  Why	teach	a	death	and	dying	class	
•  Who	is	qualified	to	teach		
•  What	to	teach	
•  How	to	teach	
	

As	you	prepare	for	your	class	consider		
these	questions:	



Why teach a  
death and dying class? 

As	you	begin	to	create	
your	class	it’s	
important	that	you	
look	at	your	own	
reasons	for	wanting	to	
teach	about	death	and	
dying.		Do	you	have	a	
passion	for	a	particular	
subject?	Have	you	had	
a	personal	experience	
that	you	want	to	help	
others	avoid?	Do	you	
have	wisdom	and	
knowledge	that	you	
want	to	share?		
	
Knowing	your	
“why”	will	help	you	
design	a	course	
you’ll	love	teaching!	
	
	

If	you	have	a	specific	
interest,	such	as	green	
burial,	then	you	may	
want	to	focus	your	class	
on	that	subject	alone.	If	
you	are	passionate	about	
advance	care	planning	
then	you	may	want	to	
lead	a	series	of	
workshops	to	help	
people	complete	their	
living	wills.	If	you	love	
everything	about	death	
and	dying	you	might	
enjoy	a	multi-session	
course	that	takes	a	broad	
view	of	death	and	
includes	guest	speakers.		
	
Teach	what	you	love!	



Who is qualified to teach a  
death and dying class? 

If	you	plan	to	offer	your	
own	free-standing	course	
or	workshop	you	won’t	
need	teaching	credentials	
but	documentation	of	your	
expertise	in	the	subject	
matter	can	help	you	attract	
students	and	find	a	venue.	
Include	your	experience	in	
your	resume.	
					You	can	apply	to	teach	a	
community	education	class	
at	many	junior	colleges	
without	having	a	degree	or	
certificate	(and	you	may	get	
paid!)	You	will	simply	need	
to	verify	that	you	are	
qualified	to	teach	the	
subject	when	you	submit	
your	proposal.	So	again,	
update	your	resume	and	
write	a	compelling	bio!	
	

You	will	need	a	bachelor’s	
degree	to		teach	at	the	high	
school	level,	a	master’s	for	
community	college	and	a	
doctoral	degree	to	teach	a	
course	at	a	university.	
But	there	is	a	big	need	for	
community-based	
instructors	with	good	
communication	skills,	
patience,	flexibility,	a	sense	
of	humor,	resourcefulness,	
and	an	unbiased	attitude.	
	
	If	you	have	worked	in	
the	end-of-life	arena,	
been	a	volunteer,	taken	
some	courses	yourself,	
or	have	personal	
experience,	then	you	
can	qualify	to	be	a	
community	teacher.	



What  
should  

you  
teach?	

To	help	you	decide	what	to	offer,	assess	the	need	in	your	
community:		
•  What	classes	already	exist?			
•  Where	is	there	a	need	for	more	education?	
•  What	organizations	could	you	partner	with	(hospitals,	

hospices,	senior	centers,	funeral	homes,	churches)?	
•  How	open	is	your	community	to	the	subject?	



How should you teach?	
What	is	your	style?	
	
•  Lecturing	with	slides	and	handouts	
•  Facilitating	group	discussions	
•  Creating	hands-on	experiences	
•  Hosting	guest	speakers	
•  Taking	field	trips	to	interesting	places	
•  Showing	films	and	leading	small-group	interactions	
•  Assisting	with	completion	of	paperwork	
	
or	All	of	the	Above!	



Students 

•  Which	age	group	do	you	relate	to	best?	
•  Do	gender,	education,	socio-economic	

status	or	culture	make	a	difference?	
•  Who	is	looking	for	what	you	have	to	offer?	
	

Who	are	your	ideal	students?	



Research shows:	
Adults	over	age	50	are	more	likely	to	enroll	in	community	
education	classes	and	successfully	complete	them.	They	
are	motivated	to	keep	learning,	they	have	time	available,	
and	they	can	usually	afford	to	pay	for	classes.	

Are	these	your	ideal	students?	
Know	your	students	so	that	you	can	create	a	class	that	
will	best	meet	their	interests	and	needs.	



Venue 

•  What	size	room	do	you	need?	
•  Will	you	need	special	equipment	like	a	slide	

or	video	projector,	whiteboard	or	easel?	
•  Will	you	serve	refreshments?	
•  Can	you	pay	or	will	you	need	a	free	space?	
	

Where	will	you	teach?	



Find the right space: 
Possibly	FREE	(if	you	are	not	charging	for	the	event):	
•  Library	
•  Senior	center	
•  Community	or	recreation	center	
•  Hospital	or	nursing	home	conference	room	
•  Church	meeting	room	

Usually	PAID	venues:	
•  Hotel	conference	room	
•  Restaurant	private	dining	room	
•  Community	college	classroom	



Additional Tips: 
•  For	a	smaller	group	consider	meeting	in	a	private	home	

(especially	for	your	first	class)	
•  Some	housing	developments	have	community	rooms	

that	are	available	at	no	charge	for	residents	
•  Restaurants	may	let	you	have	a	private	room	if	you	

agree	to	order	food	
•  Stores	like	Natural	Grocers	and	Whole	Foods	may	have	

community	rooms	available	for	a	nominal	charge	
•  Meet	outdoors	if	the	weather	is	nice!		



Course 
Structure 

•  How	many	sessions	will	it	include?	
•  How	long	will	each	session	last?	
•  What	day	and	time	will	you	choose?	
•  How	many	students	can	you		accommodate?	
•  What	will	you	charge?	
	

How	do	you	want	to	schedule	your	class?	



Choose the structure of the 
class based on the material 

you want to teach	
Course	Material	

Examples	
Possible	Structure	

	

Advance	Directive	workshop	
	

1-2	sessions	for	1-3	hours	
(include	a	break	if	3	hours)	

Introductory	class	on	one	
subject	

1-2	sessions	for	1-2	hours	
	

Comprehensive	class	on	
multiple	subjects	

Weekly	classes	for	2	hours	
each;	4-6	sessions	

Film	Series	with	discussion	
group	

Weekly	or	monthly	sessions	
from	2-3	hours	each	

Book	Group	 Monthly	sessions	of	2	hours	

A	Year	to	Live	Study	Group	 Monthly	2	hour	sessions	X	1	
year	

Transformational	Retreat	 One	weekend:	Friday	night	
through	Saturday	afternoon	
with	breaks	and	free	time	



Tips from community 
education research: 

•  Shorter	sessions	are	better	(1.5	to	2	hours	is	
ideal)	

•  Divide	course	into	specific	modules	with	
themes	

•  Limit	weekly	sessions	to	4-6	total	
(attendance	drops	off	drastically	after	6	
weeks)	

•  Vary	activities	and	make	the	course	
interactive	to	maintain	interest	

•  Optimal	number	of	students	is	between	5	
and	20	

•  Less	is	more!	Don’t	overwhelm	the	students	
with	content	

•  Weeknights	after	6	pm	are	best	but	
Saturdays	are	good	for	longer	workshops	

•  Average	class	charge:	from	$35	(single	
session)	to	$250	(multiple	sessions)	



Tips for teaching a high 
school or college class: 

•  Start	early	to	get	your	class	approved	by	
administration	(up	to	a	year	in	advance)	

•  Consider	offering	your	class	as	a	unit	within	
another	subject	(e.g.	sociology,	psychology,	
health,	philosophy,	anthropology,	etc.)	

•  Include	learning	activities	to	keep	students	
engaged	(films,	field	trips,	guest	speakers)	

•  Utilize	games	(like	Hello	or	GoWish	to	stimulate	
class	discussions)	

•  Get	creative	with	homework	assignments	(e.g.	
plan	your	own	funeral,	write	your	obituary)	

•  Read	books	with	appeal	to	younger	readers	like	
Smoke	Gets	in	Your	Eyes,	Tuesdays	With	Morrie	

•  Be	prepared	to	handle	questions	and	challenges	
from	other	faculty,	parents,	community	members	
(have	a	strong	proposal	with	solid	objectives	and	
goals	of	learning)	



Syllabus 

•  What	do	you	want	your	students	to	learn?	
•  How	can	you	best	teach	them	the	subject?	
•  What	activities	will	you	include?	
•  Who	would	be	a	great	guest	speaker?	
	

What	are	you	going	to	teach	your	class?	



3 First Steps to  
Create Your Syllabus: 

1.   Identify	3-4	LEARNING	OBJECTIVES	for	the	
class;	make	them	clear	and	concise	with	
specific	goals	(e.g.	complete	a	living	will)	

2.   Decide	what	LESSONS	to	teach	in	order	to	
accomplish	those	objectives	(e.g.	why	a	
living	will	is	important,	how	to	complete	it,	
what	to	do	with	it,	etc.)	

3.   Brainstorm	ideas	for	ACTIVITIES	to	achieve	
each	objective	(e.g.	educational	lecture,	
film,	reading,	field	trip,	journaling,	class	
discussion,	role	playing,	writing	an	obituary,	
planning	a	funeral,	etc.)		



1.  The	natural	dying	process	
2.  Preparing	for	the	end	of	life	
3.  Legal	and	financial	planning	for	end	of	life	
4.  Guide	to	hospice	and	palliative	care	
5.  Funeral	and	burial	options	
6.  Cultural	perspectives	on	death	
7.  Religious/spiritual	perspectives	on	death	
8.  Afterlife	and	near-death	experiences	
9.  Death	in	art/media/film/literature	
10. Medical	aid	in	dying	movement	
11. Grief	and	bereavement	

Suggested 
Topics  
For 
Lessons 



3 Qualities of a Learning Activity 
1.   Surprising	–	show	your	students	something	

new,	even	when	you	lecture	to	them	
2.   Fun	–	have	a	light-hearted	attitude	and	choose	

activities	that	encourage	students	to	laugh	
3.   Boundary-stretching	–	take	students	a	bit	

beyond	their	comfort	zone	to	help	them	grow	

V	Great 



Top Field Trip Ideas 
1.   Local	cemetery	
2.   Coroner’s	office	
3.   Hospital	morgue	
4.  Mortuary	or	crematorium	
5.   Hospice	facility	
6.   Nursing	home	
7.   Death	Café	meeting	



When to use a guest speaker 
1. When	your	knowledge	of	an	important	subject	

is	limited	
2. When	someone	else	can	teach	the	subject	

much	better	than	you	can	
3. When	you	need	to	break	up	the	monotony	of	

too	many	lectures	from	you	
4. When	you	have	access	to	a	charismatic	and	fun	

speaker	with	the	right	expertise	



Potential guest speakers 
1.  Funeral	home	director	
2.  Hospice	physician	
3.  Hospice	chaplain	or	social	worker	
4.  Estate	planning	attorney	
5.  Death	doula	or	home	funeral	guide	
6. Member	of	Threshold	Choir	or	pet	therapy	group	
7.  Volunteer	from	organization	like	No	One	Dies	

Alone,	Compassion	and	Choices,	Twilight	Brigade	



Now put it together: 
•  Create	a	grid	of	the	Structure	you	have	

planned,	with	a	box	for	each	session		
•  Organize	the	Lessons	you	have	chosen	to	

fit	into	the	structure	grid,	ideally	one	lesson	
per	session,	in	a	logical	order	

•  Choose	the	Activities	that	work	best	for	
each	lesson,	making	sure	you	have	a	variety	
of	lectures	and	hands-on	experiences	

•  Check	for	flow	from	session	to	session,	
continuity	of	your	message,	adherence	to	
your	Objectives,	and	balance	between	fun	
and	tedious,	sitting	and	action,	left-brain	
and	right-brain	

•  Make	sure	you	leave	spaces	for	
conversation	and		relaxation;	don’t	
overwhelm	your	students	with	too	much	
content!		

Congratulations!	Your	syllabus	is	complete!	



Other things to think about 
•  How	will	you	attract	students?	Do	you	have	access	to	

any	free	publicity?	
•  What	materials	will	your	students	need?	Will	they	

bring	their	own	supplies	or	will	you	provide	them?	
•  Will	you	serve	refreshments	if	the	class	is	longer	than	

two	hours?	
•  How	will	you	communicate	with	students	before	and	

after	classes?	How	will	they	sign	up	for	the	class?	
•  How	much	will	you	charge?	Have	you	budgeted	for	all	

of	your	expenses	and	your	time?	
•  How	will	you	measure	whether	or	not	your	Learning	

Objectives	have	been	met?	
•  Will	you	need	students	to	sign	a	Release	of	Liability	

before	field	trips?	
•  How	will	you	gather	feedback	after	the	course?	



TEACHING CHECKLIST 
PLANNING	YOUR	CLASS:	
!  Choose	dates	and	times	
!  Find	a	venue	
!  Organize	syllabus	
!  Create	marketing	materials	
!  Book	guest	speakers	
!  Make	reservations	for	field	trips	
!  Prepare	lectures	
!  Gather	handouts	and	materials	
	
DURING	CLASS:	
!  Set	up	space	to	maximize	student	

involvement	
!  Get	acquainted	with	students	
!  Give	an	overview	and	discuss	any	

“rules”	or	policies	
!  Set	expectations	for	class	
!  Gather	ongoing	feedback	from	

students	
!  Adjust	curriculum	if	necessary	

AFTER	CLASS:	
!  Collect	evaluations	from	students	
!  Send	thank	you	notes	to	speakers	
!  Make	notes	for	future	classes:	

what	worked	or	didn’t	work	
!  Request	testimonials	and	

recommendations	from	students	



From Dr. Karen Wyatt: 

I	hope	these	Guidelines	help	
you	create	a	successful	course	
that	you	love	teaching!	
	
I	am	passionate	about	
supporting	end-of-life	
education	in	every	community	
and	that’s	why	I’m	
encouraging	anyone	with	an	
interest	in	these	issues	to	
consider	teaching	a	class.	You	
will	benefit	your	community	
and	enrich	your	own	life	by	
becoming	an	EOL	instructor!	
	
If	you’d	like	more	support	in	
creating	your	class	I	will	be	
hosting	a		4	week	Work	
Group	for	Death	&	Dying	
Class	Instructors	that	will	help	
you	write	your	learning	
objectives,	create	a	syllabus,	
promote	and	market	your	
class,	and	gather	feedback	
from	your	students.	

During	the	work	group	I’ll	
give	you	slides,	handouts,	
and	forms	you	can	use	in	
your	class.	I’ll	also	be	
available	to	answer	your	
questions	and	give	you	
encouragement	as	you	get	
started.	
	
Go	to	this	link	to	learn	more	
and	sign	up:	
	
eoluniversity.com/workgroup	


