emt patient assessment cheat sheet

Introduction

Becoming a proficient Emergency Medical Technician (EMT) requires a solid
understanding of patient assessment, a cornerstone of effective emergency care. This
comprehensive guide, designed as an EMT patient assessment cheat sheet, aims to equip
both new and experienced EMTs with a structured and efficient approach to evaluating
patients in diverse pre-hospital settings. We will delve into the critical components of a
thorough patient assessment, from initial scene safety and primary survey to secondary
survey and ongoing monitoring, ensuring no vital detail is overlooked. This resource will
cover everything from identifying and managing life threats in the primary survey to
gathering detailed history and performing targeted physical exams during the secondary
survey. Mastering these steps is crucial for delivering timely and appropriate medical
interventions, ultimately improving patient outcomes. Whether you're preparing for an
exam or seeking to refine your clinical skills, this EMT patient assessment cheat sheet
serves as an invaluable tool for consistent and effective patient evaluation.
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Understanding the Importance of EMT Patient
Assessment

The EMT patient assessment is the bedrock of effective emergency medical care. It's a
systematic process designed to identify and manage immediate life threats and gather
critical information to guide treatment decisions. A well-executed patient assessment
ensures that EMTs can accurately prioritize interventions, administer appropriate
medications, and provide the best possible care to a wide range of patients. In the fast-
paced world of pre-hospital medicine, having a structured approach like an EMT patient
assessment cheat sheet is invaluable for maintaining focus and efficiency. This process not
only identifies immediate dangers but also builds a foundation for the ongoing care
provided throughout the patient's journey from the scene to the hospital.

Without a standardized assessment, critical signs and symptoms can be missed, leading to
delayed or incorrect treatment. The EMT patient assessment cheat sheet serves as a
mental checklist and a practical guide, ensuring that all essential steps are followed. It
empowers EMTs to gather objective and subjective data, interpret findings, and formulate
a sound treatment plan. The ability to perform a thorough and rapid patient assessment is
a hallmark of a competent EMT, directly impacting patient outcomes and overall public
safety. This guide will break down each phase, providing clear actionable steps for a
comprehensive EMT patient assessment.

Scene Size-Up: The First Critical Step

The scene size-up is the initial phase of any patient assessment and is paramount for the
safety of the EMT, the patient, and any bystanders. It begins the moment you arrive at the
scene and involves a quick, overall assessment of the environment. This step helps you
understand the situation, identify potential hazards, and determine the resources needed
before you even approach the patient. A thorough scene size-up is the foundation upon



which all subsequent patient assessment steps are built, ensuring a safe and effective
response. Failure to properly assess the scene can lead to injury or death for the
responding personnel.

Ensuring Scene Safety for EMTs

The primary concern during scene size-up is personal safety. EMTs must always ensure
the scene is safe to enter before initiating patient care. This involves looking for potential
hazards such as traffic, downed power lines, hazardous materials (hazmat), unsafe
structures, aggressive individuals, or any other environmental dangers. If the scene is not
safe, EMTs should not enter until the hazards are mitigated or controlled by appropriate
authorities, such as law enforcement or fire departments. Maintaining situational
awareness throughout the call is crucial for ongoing safety.

Identifying Mechanism of Injury (MOI) or Nature of
Illness (NOI)

Understanding the MOI or NOI is critical for anticipating the patient's potential injuries or
medical conditions. The mechanism of injury refers to the forces that acted upon the
patient's body, such as those involved in a car crash, fall, or assault. The nature of illness
relates to the underlying medical problem, like chest pain, difficulty breathing, or altered
mental status. This information helps the EMT form an initial impression of the patient's
condition and guides the direction of the patient assessment. For example, a high-speed
motor vehicle collision suggests a higher likelihood of severe internal injuries than a low-
speed impact.

Determining the Number of Patients

Quickly assessing the number of patients present is essential for resource allocation. If
there is only one patient, the focus can be on that individual. However, if multiple patients
are present, especially in a mass casualty incident (MCI), triage protocols must be
implemented immediately to prioritize care for those with the most critical injuries. An
EMT patient assessment cheat sheet often includes prompts for this critical step in an MCI
scenario.

Requesting Additional Resources

Based on the initial scene size-up, including the number of patients, MOI/NOI, and
potential hazards, EMTs must determine if additional resources are required. This might
include requesting more ambulances, advanced life support (ALS) personnel, fire
suppression units, specialized rescue teams, or law enforcement. Proper resource requests



ensure that the patient receives the appropriate level of care and that the scene is
managed effectively.

Establishing Spinal Precautions

For trauma patients, especially those with suspected head, neck, or spinal injuries,
initiating spinal motion restriction (SMR) is a critical part of the scene size-up. This
involves stabilizing the head and spine to prevent further damage. The decision to apply
SMR should be based on the mechanism of injury and the patient's presentation. This
early intervention can significantly impact the patient's long-term prognosis.

Primary Survey: Addressing Life Threats
Immediately

The primary survey is a rapid, systematic assessment designed to identify and immediately
manage life-threatening conditions. It follows the ABCDE mnemonic, focusing on airway,
breathing, circulation, disability, and exposure. The goal is to quickly recognize and treat
any immediate threats to the patient's life. This part of the EMT patient assessment cheat
sheet is crucial for prioritizing interventions and ensuring the patient is stabilized before
moving to a more detailed examination.

General Impression: The Initial Visual Assessment

The general impression is formed the moment you see the patient. It's a quick overview of
the patient's overall appearance, including their level of distress, body position, hygiene,
and any obvious signs of trauma or illness. The general impression provides an initial clue
to the patient's condition and helps guide the subsequent assessment. Factors like
whether the patient is alert and oriented, appears ill or in pain, or is breathing with
difficulty offer immediate insights.

Airway: Ensuring a Patent and Protected Airway

The airway must be patent (open) and protected to allow for adequate air exchange. For
an unconscious or unresponsive patient, the airway can become obstructed by the tongue.
Techniques like the head-tilt/chin-lift maneuver (unless spinal injury is suspected, then use
the jaw-thrust maneuver) are used to open the airway. Suctioning may be necessary to
clear secretions, blood, or vomitus. For patients with difficulty maintaining an open
airway, adjuncts like an oropharyngeal airway (OPA) or nasopharyngeal airway (NPA) may
be used. Assessing for choking sounds or signs of airway compromise is vital.



Breathing: Assessing Rate, Depth, and Quality

Once the airway is patent, breathing is assessed. This involves looking for chest rise and
fall, listening for breath sounds, and feeling for air movement. Key parameters to evaluate
include the respiratory rate (how many breaths per minute), the depth of each breath
(shallow or deep), and the quality of breathing (effortless or labored). Signs of inadequate
breathing include accessory muscle use, nasal flaring, grunting, or cyanosis. If breathing
is inadequate, artificial ventilation (rescue breaths or bag-valve-mask ventilation) is
initiated. Oxygen therapy may also be administered based on the patient's condition.

Circulation: Evaluating Pulse, Skin, and Major Bleeding

Circulation assessment focuses on pulse rate and quality, skin condition, and the presence
of any significant external bleeding. A rapid pulse may indicate shock or other distress,
while a slow pulse can also be a serious sign. Skin color, temperature, and moisture (e.g.,
pale, cool, clammy skin) are indicators of perfusion. Central pulses (carotid or femoral) are
typically checked in patients with altered mental status or shock, while peripheral pulses
(radial or pedal) are checked in conscious patients. Major external bleeding must be
controlled immediately with direct pressure and appropriate bandaging. The EMT patient
assessment cheat sheet often emphasizes the check for severe, life-threatening
hemorrhage.

Disability: Assessing Neurological Status (AVPU)

The disability assessment evaluates the patient's level of consciousness and neurological
status. The AVPU scale is commonly used:

e Alert: The patient is awake and oriented.
e Verbal stimuli: The patient responds to verbal commands.
e Painful stimuli: The patient responds to painful stimuli.

e Unresponsive: The patient does not respond to any stimuli.

Pupil assessment (size, reactivity, equality) is also a critical component of the disability
assessment, as it can indicate neurological injury or certain drug effects. A rapid
assessment of motor and sensory function can also be performed if time and the patient's
condition allow.

Exposure/Environment: Preventing Hypothermia and



Further Injury

Exposure involves exposing the patient as necessary to assess for injuries but also
protecting them from the environment to prevent hypothermia or hyperthermia. This
means removing clothing to visualize the entire body for signs of trauma, bleeding, or
rashes, but then covering the patient with blankets or other warming devices to maintain
body temperature. Inadequate exposure can lead to missed injuries, while excessive
exposure can cause hypothermia, especially in trauma patients.

Secondary Survey: A More Detailed Examination

The secondary survey is a more systematic and detailed head-to-toe examination
performed after the primary survey has identified and managed any immediate life
threats. This phase involves gathering more in-depth information about the patient's
condition, including vital signs, medical history, and a physical assessment of specific body
systems. This is where the EMT patient assessment cheat sheet becomes instrumental in
organizing the wealth of data to be collected.

Vital Signs: The Objective Data Collection

Vital signs are objective measurements that provide crucial information about the
patient's physiological status. They are essential for monitoring changes in the patient's
condition and evaluating the effectiveness of interventions. Collecting a complete set of
vital signs is a key component of the secondary survey.

Pulse Rate and Quality

Measuring the pulse at the radial or carotid artery provides information on the heart rate
(number of beats per minute) and the quality of the pulse (e.g., strong, weak, thready,
bounding). An abnormal pulse rate or quality can indicate various medical conditions, such
as shock, cardiac problems, or electrolyte imbalances.

Respiratory Rate and Quality

This involves counting the number of breaths per minute and assessing the effort required
to breathe. Observing chest rise, listening to breath sounds, and noting any signs of
respiratory distress are important. An abnormal respiratory rate or pattern can signal
respiratory failure, airway obstruction, or other serious conditions.

Blood Pressure (BP)

Blood pressure measurement reflects the pressure of blood against the artery walls. It's
typically measured using a sphygmomanometer and stethoscope. Hypotension (low blood
pressure) can indicate shock, while hypertension (high blood pressure) can be a sign of



stroke or other cardiovascular issues. The EMT patient assessment cheat sheet will often
have normal ranges for different age groups.

Skin Temperature, Color, and Condition

Assessing the skin for temperature (e.g., warm, hot, cool), color (e.g., pink, pale, cyanotic,
flushed), and condition (e.g., dry, diaphoretic, clammy) provides valuable clues about
circulation and oxygenation. Pale, cool, clammy skin is a classic sign of shock.

Pupils (PERRLA)

Pupil assessment involves checking for size, equality, and reactivity to light. The acronym
PERRLA stands for Pupils Equal, Round, and Reactive to Light and Accommodation.
Abnormal pupil findings can indicate head injuries, strokes, drug use, or certain medical
conditions. Even a simple check for reactivity can be critical.

Oxygen Saturation (Sp0O2)

Using a pulse oximeter, SpO2 measures the percentage of hemoglobin in the blood that is
saturated with oxygen. A normal SpO2 reading is typically 94-100%. Readings below this
can indicate hypoxemia, requiring oxygen therapy or other respiratory support.

Blood Glucose Level (if indicated)

For patients with altered mental status, suspected diabetes, or weakness, checking a
blood glucose level using a glucometer can be crucial. Hypoglycemia (low blood sugar) or
hyperglycemia (high blood sugar) can cause significant neurological symptoms.

History Taking: The SAMPLE History

Gathering a detailed patient history is vital for understanding the events leading up to the
current situation and for identifying pre-existing medical conditions. The SAMPLE history
mnemonic is a standard tool for collecting this information.

Signs and Symptoms

This involves asking the patient or bystanders about what they are experiencing. "What is
bothering you?" "What symptoms are you having?" are key questions. This includes pain,
nausea, dizziness, shortness of breath, and any other complaints.

Allergies

It's crucial to ask about any allergies, particularly to medications, food, and the
environment. Allergic reactions can range from mild rashes to severe anaphylaxis, so this
information is critical for safe medication administration.



Medications

Inquire about all medications the patient is currently taking, including prescription drugs,
over-the-counter medications, herbal supplements, and recreational drugs. Knowing the
patient's medication regimen can help identify potential causes of their symptoms or
contraindications for treatment.

Past Medical History

This includes any significant past illnesses, surgeries, hospitalizations, or chronic
conditions. Conditions like diabetes, heart disease, asthma, and epilepsy are particularly
important to note, as they can influence the current presentation.

Last Oral Intake

Determining when the patient last ate or drank anything is important, especially for
patients who may require surgery or sedation, as it relates to the risk of aspiration. It also
provides clues about potential causes of nausea or vomiting.

Events Leading Up to the Incident

Understanding what happened immediately before the patient became ill or sustained an
injury can provide valuable diagnostic information. This helps correlate the patient's
symptoms with the mechanism of injury or the onset of the illness.

Focused Physical Exam: Targeted Assessment

The focused physical exam involves a more detailed examination of specific body systems
or areas that are relevant to the patient's chief complaint and the mechanism of injury or
nature of illness. While a full head-to-toe is ideal, in critical situations, the EMT may need
to prioritize based on the most likely problems.

Head-to-Toe Approach

A systematic head-to-toe assessment allows for a thorough evaluation of the entire body.
This typically includes examining the head, neck, chest, abdomen, pelvis, extremities, and
back for signs of injury, deformity, swelling, or tenderness. This systematic approach
ensures that no area is overlooked.

Medical Patient Assessment

For medical patients, the focus might be on assessing the respiratory system (listening to
breath sounds, checking for accessory muscle use), cardiovascular system (checking
pulses, skin color), neurological system (mental status, pupillary response), and abdominal
assessment (tenderness, rigidity). The EMT patient assessment cheat sheet often includes
specific questions and exam points for common medical emergencies like chest pain or
difficulty breathing.



Trauma Patient Assessment

In trauma cases, the physical exam is directed at identifying injuries. This includes looking
for signs of external bleeding, deformities, contusions, abrasions, punctures, burns,
lacerations, and swelling. Palpation is used to assess for tenderness or instability of bones
and joints. In conscious patients, specific orthopedic and neurological assessments are
performed. For unconscious trauma patients, the head-to-toe approach is critical.

Ongoing Assessment: Continuous Patient
Monitoring

Patient assessment is not a one-time event; it's an ongoing process throughout the EMS
call. Continuous reassessment is vital for monitoring the patient's response to treatment
and for detecting any changes in their condition. The EMT patient assessment cheat sheet
should remind responders to frequently re-evaluate critical aspects of patient care.

Reassessing Primary Survey Components

After initiating treatment, it's crucial to reassess the primary survey components (Airway,
Breathing, Circulation, Disability, Exposure) to ensure they remain stable or to identify
any deterioration. For example, has the airway remained open? Is breathing still
adequate? Has circulation improved?

Monitoring Vital Signs

Vital signs should be rechecked at regular intervals, typically every 5 minutes for critically
ill or injured patients and every 15 minutes for stable patients. Any significant changes in
vital signs should prompt an evaluation of the patient's condition and potential
adjustments to treatment. Consistent monitoring is a key part of the EMT patient
assessment.

Evaluating Response to Treatment

Observe how the patient responds to any interventions that have been administered. For
instance, if oxygen was given for hypoxia, reassess SpO2 and the patient's work of
breathing. If an AED was used, assess the patient's pulse and responsiveness. This
feedback loop is essential for effective patient management.



Documenting Changes

Accurate documentation of all assessment findings, interventions, and patient responses is
critical. This record provides a chronological account of the patient's condition and is
essential for continuity of care and for legal purposes. Any changes noted during ongoing
assessment must be clearly documented.

Special Considerations in EMT Patient
Assessment

Certain patient populations require specialized approaches to assessment due to their
unique physiological characteristics and potential vulnerabilities. An EMT patient
assessment cheat sheet should ideally include notes on these special considerations to
ensure comprehensive care.

Pediatric Patient Assessment

Assessing pediatric patients requires age-specific considerations. Their anatomy and
physiology differ significantly from adults. Vital signs, medication dosages, and
communication techniques must be adapted for infants, children, and adolescents. Using
the correct size equipment, involving parents or guardians, and assessing development are
important aspects. The "pediatric assessment triangle" (appearance, breathing,
circulation) is a rapid initial assessment tool.

Geriatric Patient Assessment

Older adults often present with multiple medical conditions, polypharmacy, and age-
related physiological changes that can mask or alter typical signs and symptoms. EMTs
must be aware that a seemingly minor complaint could be indicative of a serious
underlying problem. Assessing for dehydration, falls, confusion, and medication side
effects is crucial. A thorough history and a careful physical exam are paramount.

Patients with Communication Barriers

Patients who are unable to communicate effectively due to language barriers, hearing or
visual impairments, cognitive disabilities, or intubation require alternative assessment
strategies. Using a communication board, relying on bystanders or family members for
information, and employing non-verbal cues are essential. The EMT patient assessment
cheat sheet may suggest methods for gathering information in these situations.



Conclusion: Mastering Your EMT Patient
Assessment SKkills

A proficient EMT patient assessment is a dynamic and critical skill that directly influences
the quality of emergency medical care delivered. By systematically following a structured
approach, from the initial scene size-up through the primary and secondary surveys, and
continuing with ongoing assessment, EMTs can effectively identify and manage life-
threatening conditions. This comprehensive EMT patient assessment cheat sheet has
outlined the essential steps, including ensuring scene safety, addressing ABCs, performing
detailed physical examinations, and gathering vital patient history. Mastering these
elements empowers EMTs to make informed decisions, provide appropriate interventions,
and ultimately improve patient outcomes.

Remember that practice, continuous learning, and adapting to the specific needs of each
patient are key to becoming an expert in patient assessment. By diligently applying the
principles discussed in this guide and utilizing resources like an EMT patient assessment
cheat sheet, you can enhance your confidence and competence in providing life-saving
care. Your ability to perform a thorough and efficient patient assessment is your most
powerful tool in the pre-hospital environment, ensuring that every patient receives the
best possible care.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the key components of a rapid EMT patient
assessment cheat sheet?

A rapid EMT patient assessment cheat sheet typically includes sections for Scene Safety,
Primary Survey (ABCs - Airway, Breathing, Circulation), Secondary Survey (vital signs,
SAMPLE history, PQRST pain assessment), and any relevant adjuncts or interventions.

How can an EMT patient assessment cheat sheet
improve patient care?

A cheat sheet ensures a systematic and thorough approach to assessment, reducing the
chance of overlooking critical information, leading to more accurate diagnoses,
appropriate treatment, and ultimately better patient outcomes.

What information is essential for the 'SAMPLE' history
on an EMT cheat sheet?

SAMPLE stands for Signs & Symptoms, Allergies, Medications, Past medical history, Last
oral intake, and Events leading up to the incident. This mnemonic is crucial for gathering
a patient's history efficiently.



Should an EMT patient assessment cheat sheet include
pediatric-specific considerations?

Yes, especially for EMTs who may frequently encounter pediatric patients. A good cheat
sheet would highlight differences in vital signs, common pediatric emergencies, and age-
appropriate assessment techniques.

How can EMTs effectively use a cheat sheet in a high-
stress environment?

The cheat sheet should be concise, clearly organized, and easily accessible. Practicing
with the cheat sheet regularly during simulations helps build muscle memory and
familiarity, allowing for quicker and more confident use under pressure.

What are the common pitfalls EMTs should avoid when
using a cheat sheet?

Pitfalls include relying too heavily on the sheet without critical thinking, simply 'checking
boxes' without engaging with the patient, and using outdated or incomplete information.
The cheat sheet is a tool, not a replacement for clinical judgment.

Are there specific cheat sheets for different types of
medical emergencies (e.g., cardiac vs. respiratory)?

While a general assessment cheat sheet is foundational, specialized cheat sheets or
checklists for specific conditions like stroke, cardiac arrest, or anaphylaxis can be very
beneficial for focused management.

What is the 'PQRST' mnemonic for pain assessment, and
why is it on a cheat sheet?

PQRST helps assess pain comprehensively: Provocation/Palliation (what makes it
worse/better), Quality (what does it feel like), Radiation (does it move), Severity (pain
scale 1-10), and Timing (onset, duration, frequency). It's vital for understanding the
patient's chief complaint.

How can an EMT patient assessment cheat sheet be
updated to remain relevant?

Regular review and updates are essential. This should align with current EMS protocols,
best practices, and feedback from field experience and continuing education.
Incorporating new guidelines or research findings is key.

What is the purpose of the 'GCS' (Glasgow Coma Scale)



on an EMT assessment cheat sheet?

The GCS is a standardized tool for assessing a patient's level of consciousness. It's critical
for patients with suspected head injuries or altered mental status, and documenting the
GCS score provides objective data for tracking changes.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to EMT patient assessment, with descriptions:

1. The Essential EMT: A Skills-Based Approach

This comprehensive textbook is designed to provide foundational knowledge and practical
skills for aspiring EMTs. It meticulously covers patient assessment techniques, from initial
scene safety to detailed systemic evaluations. The book emphasizes a systematic
approach, ensuring students can confidently gather crucial patient information in various
emergency scenarios.

2. Patient Assessment: The EMS Approach

This resource offers a detailed, step-by-step guide to performing thorough patient
assessments in the pre-hospital setting. It breaks down the assessment process into
manageable components, including history taking, physical examination, and diagnostic
reasoning. The text is packed with practical tips and mnemonics to aid memorization and
application.

3. Field Guide to Patient Assessment for the EMT

This pocket-sized guide serves as a quick reference for EMTs in the field, offering
condensed information on patient assessment protocols. It provides clear checklists and
flowcharts for evaluating different types of patients and their presenting complaints. Its
portability makes it an invaluable tool for on-the-go learning and review.

4. EMS Medical Review: Mastering Patient Assessment

This review book is specifically geared towards helping EMTs solidify their understanding
of patient assessment principles. It features practice questions, case studies, and detailed
explanations to reinforce key concepts. The content is aligned with current EMS training
standards, making it ideal for exam preparation.

5. Critical Steps in EMS Patient Assessment

This book delves into the critical decision-making points and essential actions required
during an EMS patient assessment. It highlights common pitfalls and provides strategies
for overcoming them, emphasizing efficiency and accuracy. The focus is on developing
critical thinking skills necessary for effective patient care.

6. Trauma Patient Assessment: A Practical Manual

Specializing in the assessment of trauma patients, this manual guides EMTs through the
specific procedures and considerations for injured individuals. It covers rapid trauma
assessments, detailed physical exams, and injury management. The book offers practical
advice for dealing with multi-system trauma.

7. Medical Patient Assessment: A Systematic Approach
This text focuses on the methodical assessment of medical emergencies, outlining



approaches for various conditions. It emphasizes gathering a comprehensive medical
history and performing systematic physical examinations to identify underlying medical
problems. The book helps EMTs develop a strong differential diagnosis.

8. The EMT Pocket Cheat Sheet: Patient Assessment Edition

This highly condensed resource provides quick access to key patient assessment
mnemonics, vital signs, and common assessment findings. It's designed for rapid recall
during stressful situations, acting as a valuable on-the-job reference. The format is
optimized for quick scanning and information retrieval.

9. Advanced EMT: Patient Assessment and Management

Building upon foundational EMT knowledge, this book explores more complex patient
assessment techniques relevant to advanced EMT practice. It covers a broader range of
diagnostic considerations and emphasizes the integration of assessment findings into
treatment plans. The text aims to enhance the critical thinking skills of more experienced
providers.
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