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When patients need end-of-life care, how can compassionate pharmacists aid their treatment? 

The College of Pharmacy (CoP) and Hospice of Hilo are helping the newest class of pharmacy students answer these questions.  “Hospice and the Hokamas,” a play written by former Hospice educator and volunteer Kathy Choi, dramatizes in part the stages of end-of-life care.  In late January, half the Class of 2014 attended a three-hour seminar at Hospice of Hilo, which involved a performance of the play.

Dr. Lara Gomez, Director of Clinical Education for CoP, had previously become concerned when several of her students lost a patient during a rotation.  “They were caught off guard,” she said.  “Having been a pharmacist for ten years, I’ve personally experienced the loss of patients.  We thought that if we introduced end-of-life care in the beginning of their pharmacy practice experiences, then students would be better prepared for the final stage of life.” 

In May 2010 an affiliation agreement with Hospice became final, and last August half 

of the Class of 2014 participated in the first interaction.  Brenda Ho, Executive Director of Hospice of Hilo, embraced the idea from its inception. “When I thought about the opportunity to bring pharmacy students into the hospice environment and remind them that there is a person behind every illness and a family behind ever patient, I was very excited.”  Ms. Ho wants pharmacy students to think “beyond the cure.”  “We aim to provide patients with the least invasive treatments to manage their symptoms. The treatments for the symptoms are measured on ease of use for the patient and caregiver, least side effects, and least painful route of taking medications with the best outcomes to improve quality of life for the patient,” she said. 

Pearl Lyman, Events, Education and Volunteer Manager of Hospice of Hilo, points out that even more than compassion, “a ray of hope is needed for a person at the end of life.  That can come from any number of individuals – family members, nurses, pharmacists and others.”  Though Hospice volunteer actors have performed this play for Hospice volunteers since 2006, some scenes were revised to shift the focus toward pharmacists.  “The end-of-life character was rewritten to require more pain management,” Ms. Lyman said. “The Hokamas (the family featured in the play) called the nurse, and the nurse called the family pharmacist.” 

“Hospice and the Hokamas” illustrates key scenes leading to the end of life – from seeking hospice care when family members are in denial about the illness, to accepting and relying on such care, and finally to facing the moment when the patient succumbs to the illness.  For Dr. Gomez, the performance left quite an impression. “At the end of the play when the actors come out to take a bow, the actor who played the patient doesn’t return.  You never see him again, reinforcing the finality of death. That is quite memorable.”  “I hope this play helps to reinforce why the students chose pharmacy,” she added, “to help their patients and offer empathy.”

Jed Sana, Class of 2014, attended the Hospice of Hilo seminar in January.  Before this introduction he had no hospice experience.  “Now that I am more knowledgeable about hospice,” he said, “I am better able to talk about it and possibly recommend it as a medical treatment option.” In fact, Mr. Sana acknowledges that this experience has taught him that “as a health care provider, I am part of an entire medical support team working to help patients.”  “While knowing drug information is very important, it is just as important to realize that behind every drug order is a person and a family,” he added. 

That insight is just what both sides of this affiliation agreement wish for: that students gain a deeper understanding of the end-of-life phase. 

