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DEFINITIONS 
 
Acute: A health situation which will not improve until treated, but does not need emergency 
treatment. A sudden or rapid onset of signs and symptoms. An acute condition will typically 
be treated by visiting the urgent care or making a same-day or next-day appointment with 
the PCP. 
Advance (Medical) Directive: Legal documents that allow one to give directions for his/her 
medical care. This could be a living will or a durable power of attorney for health care.  An 
advance directive is any written or oral statement in which a person expresses his or her 
wishes regarding medical care should he or she lose the ability to make such decisions. 
Aspiration: A foreign substance(s) entering into the person’s lungs rather than entering into 
the digestive system. 
Blood Levels: The amount of a chemical or drug in the bloodstream; blood level tests are 
done to measure whether drug or chemical levels are within therapeutic ranges, are too high 
(at toxic levels), or are too low (sub therapeutic levels). 
Cardiac Arrest:  Temporary or permanent stopping of the heartbeat. 
Confidentiality: Personal information is protected and held private unless the individual or 
legal guardian gives written authorization specifying to whom that information can be 
released and under what terms. 
Constipation: Abnormally delayed or infrequent passage of dry hardened stools, which is 
typically painful and a cause of generalized discomfort or malaise. 
CPR: Cardiopulmonary Resuscitation; manual or mechanical cardiac compressions and 
artificial respiration to circulate oxygenated blood to a person in cardiac arrest. Note:  you 
must be certified to perform this procedure. 

DNR: Refers to “Do Not Resuscitate” orders; CPR should not be performed on a person 
who has a valid DNR order written. Resuscitation involves cardiac compressions and 
artificial respiration with assisted ventilation to provide functions of breathing and circulation 
in the event of cessation of heartbeat and/or breathing. “DNR” refers to a decision to 
forego/withhold cardiopulmonary resuscitation. DNR orders do not apply to the withholding 
or withdrawal of other therapeutic or diagnostic measures to maintain the life of an individual 
(i.e. oxygen, antibiotics, fluids). 
Diarrhea:  Loose liquid stools; colored watery bowel movements due to virus or other physical 
illness. 
Dysphagia: Difficulty (or inability) in swallowing. Dysphagia is a disorder that may 
contribute to aspiration risk. 
Emergency: A health situation which presents an immediate risk to a person’s life or 
wellbeing and requires immediate attention.
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Epilepsy: A condition that briefly, from time to time, interrupts the brain’s normal electrical 
activity. This disturbance can result in mild to severe convulsions, falling, and/or clouding of 
consciousness, massive muscle spasms, staring, stiffening, twitching, and other 
manifestations. 

• Generalized Seizures: 
∞  involve both sides of the brain. 
∞  involve an alteration of consciousness. 
∞  do not have warning symptoms that a seizure is going to happen. 

• Partial Seizures: 
∞ localized in one part of the brain affecting whatever physical or mental activity that 

area controls. 
∞  do not necessarily involve an alteration of consciousness. 
∞ usually associated with a warning symptom (an aura) which may be sensory, visual, 

auditory, or olfactory. 
Feeding Tube: An alternative method of providing nutrition, hydration and medication 
through a tube that enters the body through the nose (ng-tube), wall of the stomach (g-tube) 
or wall of the intestine (j- tube). 
Flu Symptoms: Aching, nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, runny or congested nose, chest 
congestion, and fever of varying degree. 
Guardianship:  The legal power to care for another person and manage his or her affairs; 
this is a legal, not medical, determination. Only the courts have the authority to remove the 
rights that people get when they become adults. A court makes this decision based on the 
person’s abilities to handle personal decisions.  The incapacity (or legal inability) to handle 
these matters is grounds for a guardianship. For developmental disabilities, see the Arc of 
New Mexico guardianship brochure “Guardianship for Persons with Developmental 
Disabilities - What it Means and How it Works”. 
Health Passport: A standardized document used to communicate vital medical information 
to healthcare providers, including emergency contact information, diagnoses, allergies, 
medications and any advanced directives. 
Health Maintenance: A medical need for which an appointment can be arranged in 
advance such as a routine intervention (for example:  a routine blood pressure check). 
Individual Service Plan (ISP): The individualized document or written plan developed by 
members of the IDT (Interdisciplinary Team) on an annual basis that identifies the 
individual’s visions, desired outcomes and action plans with associated services. 
Incontinence:  Inability to control bowel or bladder (urine and/or feces). 
Informed Choice: The person has the information needed, that matches his or her 
experience and capabilities, to choose one option over others (i.e. being informed in a 
manner the person can understand about the risks and benefits of a procedure or treatment). 
This choice may be based on the person’s belief system, experience, and other factors. 
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Interdisciplinary Team (IDT): Responsible for developing the Individual Service Plan and 
recommending agencies and/or individuals responsible for providing the services and 
supports identified. Core membership includes these people who come together to focus on 
developing an ISP to support an individual’s vision: the individual, parent and/or guardian, 
independent case manager, helper, key community provider direct service staff (residential, 
day services, behavioral services, public school personnel), ancillary service providers and 
others. 
Lethargic: Abnormal drowsiness, sluggish, great lack of energy or prolonged and unnatural 
sleep; may be difficult to wake-up. 
Neurons: Cells that carry electrical impulses and form a network which communicates 
information from the brain to the rest of the body. 
New Incontinence: Cannot control urination and/or bowels when the person had this 
control before. 
Nutrition: All the processes to take in and use food to support the growth and health of our 
bodies. 
Paraplegia:   Paralysis of both legs due to a brain or spinal disease or injury. 
People First Language: Puts the person first, disability second (if at all); emphasizes 
abilities and is appropriate to the person’s age. 
Pressure Sore (decubitus ulcer, bed sore): An injury to the skin and the underlying 
tissue usually caused by unrelieved pressure. Tiny blood vessels that normally supply 
tissue with oxygen and nutrients are squeezed shut and tissue begins to die. Pressure 
sores range from Stage 1 (change in skin color) to Stage 4 (deep, severe wounds). 
Primary Care Practitioner (PCP): Means the individual’s medical care provider. This is 
usually a medical doctor, physician’s assistant or certified nurse practitioner. 

Quadriplegia: Paralysis of both arms and legs due to a brain or spinal disease or injury. 
Respiratory Rate:  Number of breaths per minute (inspiration & exhalation). 
Reflux: The backing up of food from the stomach to the tube that connects the stomach 
with the mouth; symptoms may include heartburn, burping or vomiting. 
Requiring Rape Kit: Alleged rape occurring within the past 72 hours. Examination of the 
alleged rape victim requiring the use of a kit to collect evidence. 
Rumination: Means the purposeful movement of stomach contents up the esophagus into 
the mouth. This is a risk factor for aspiration. 
Sepsis: A serious medical condition characterized by a whole-body inflammatory state 
(called a systemic inflammatory response syndrome or SIRS) and the presence of a known 
or suspected infection. 
Severe Rash: An eruption on the skin which is red, appears inflamed, and is causing 
constant discomfort. 
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Seizures: Result from a brief electrical disturbance in the brain, which causes a change in 
sensation, awareness, or behavior. Depending on the part of the brain affected, seizures 
may manifest as convulsions, loss of control over movement, brief unconsciousness, and/or 
sensory distortion. There are more than 20 types of seizures.  Epilepsy is considered when 
there is recurrence of seizures. 
Severe Allergic Reaction: extreme reactions such as difficulty breathing, rapidly spreading 
rashes or swelling of lips or tongue.  Anaphylactic Shock is a type of severe allergic 
reaction. 

 
Swollen Glands: Enlarged lymph glands in the neck, arm pits or groin; swollen glands are a 
sign of infection or other illnesses. 
Tetanus: Acute infectious disease causing tonic spasm of muscles, especially of the jaw, 
which is caused by tetanus bacteria introduced through a wound. 
Videofluoroscopy or Modified Barium Swallow: An in-depth medical procedure that can 
be used to study a person’s eating and swallowing mechanism usually done with a 
radiologist and a speech- language pathologist. The videofluoroscopy provides a video tape-
type x-ray which shows how the eating and breathing structures work together during eating 
and drinking.  This procedure can be used to determine if a person is aspirating. As a result 
of this study, recommendations are made about how the person can most safely receive 
nutrition. 
Unconscious: A state of unresponsiveness to verbal or physical stimuli; appears to be 
asleep and cannot be awakened. 

 
Universal Precautions: Work practices that prevent diseases like AIDS, Hepatitis B, and 
other infectious diseases through using techniques that prevent people coming into contact 
with blood and other body fluids.  (this is also called Standard Precautions or Blood Borne 
Pathogens Training) 

 
Wound Requiring Stitches: A bleeding wound which does not stop bleeding after applying 
pressure to the wound for 10 minutes; also a large, deep or jagged wound in which surgical 
closure will allow for wound closure or will significantly reduce the chance for infection. 
Sources for all pages include: Channing L. Bete Co., Inc. (1990). Conkling, P., Farber, H., Hogan, C., Moralez, A., Stevens, J., and Thorne-
Lehman, J. (1998).  Epilepsy Foundation Home Page (1998). Epilepsy Foundation of Central Florida Home Page (1998). Hinze, S. (1997).  
Ibañez, B., Stevens, J., and Sweeney-Reyes, M. (1998). New Mexico Department of Health Long Term Services and Health Improvement 
Divisions; Continuum of Care Project 
– Health Sciences Center (1998). Public Health Service (1994), Smith, L. (1995). Thorne-Lehman, J. (1994), Continuum of Care 
(2009), Smith- Pohl, L. (2009), Aspiration Risk Management Protocol (8/3/09). 
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Insert a copy of a redacted Health Passport  
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Insert a copy of a redacted Health Passport 
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Insert a copy of a redacted agency-specific Medical Emergency Response Plan 
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Insert a copy of a redacted agency-specific Medical Emergency Response Plan 
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Insert a copy of a redacted CARMP 
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Insert a copy of a redacted CARMP 
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BOWEL OBSTRUCTION ALERT!!!!!! 
Signs and Symptoms of 
Small Bowel Obstruction 
• Abdominal pain 

(waves of cramping pain around the 
naval; rapid breathing and rapid pulse 
during cramping) 

• Bloating 
(gurgling sounds may be heard from the 
stomach) 

• Vomiting 
(vomit can be green if the obstruction is 
in the upper small intestine or brown if 
the obstruction is in the lower small 
intestine) 

• Elimination Problems 
(constipation and the inability to pass gas 
or diarrhea and some passing of gas) 

 
 

Signs and Symptoms of 
Large  Bowel Obstruction 
• Abdominal pain 

(usually pain below the naval; can be 
either vague or mild or sharp and severe) 

• Bloating 
(usually occurs around the naval and in 
the pelvic area) 

• Vomiting 
(this is not common, it usually occurs late 
in the illness) 

• Constipation or Diarrhea 
(either may occur depending on how 
complete the obstruction is) 

 
 

The symptoms of constipation 
and bowel obstruction can look 

like the “flu”. 

What is considered normal bowel function? 
Normal frequency of bowel movements can range from 3 times a day to 3 times a 
week. A person’s pattern of bowel movement is considered normal if it does not 
represent a change in the usual frequency or character of the stool and if passing stool 
is not associated with straining or pain. 

 
What is constipation? 

Constipation is bowel movements that occur less than 3 times a week (less than every 
other day or every third day) OR stools that are small, hard and difficult to pass. 

 
What cause constipation? 
Constipation can be caused by poor or irregular bowel habits, not drinking enough 
fluids, eating a diet low in fiber, physical inactivity, intestine or rectal surgery, many 
prescription and non-prescription medications, medical conditions such as stroke,  
cancer or hemorrhoids and increased emotional or physical stress. 

 
What is bowel obstruction? 
A bowel obstruction is a partial or complete blockage in the intestines that prevents gas, 
fluids, or solids from moving through the intestines normally. Blockage can occur in  
the small intestine (a small bowel obstruction) or in the large intestine (a large bowel 
obstruction). In very severe cases the blood supply to the bowel can be cut off (bowel 
strangulation). This requires immediate emergency medical treatment. A bowel 
obstruction can be fatal if not recognized and treated in time. 

 
What causes a bowel obstruction? 
A bowel obstruction can be caused by adhesions (bands of scar tissue from previous 
surgeries), tumors (growths) that block the bowel, bowel stricture (changes in the 
shape of the bowel), certain diseases, and certain medications. 

 
How can constipation be prevented? 
• Develop regular bowel habits (schedule toileting after meals, allow 15 minutes of 

undisturbed time on the toilet and do not ignore the urge to have a bowel movement as this 
can lead to constipation) 

• Eat a well‐balanced, fiber rich diet on a regular schedule 
• Drink enough non‐caffeinated, non‐alcoholic fluids (6‐8, 8 ounce glasses per day) 
• Exercise, such as walking, running, swimming or other passive exercises for those 

who have limited mobility or are restricted to bed rest 
• Take all laxatives, stool softeners, lubricants and/or enemas that are prescribed by 

the physician (drinking enough fluids is very important when taking bulk laxatives [fiber 
supplement] and stool softeners) 

 

MAY 
2009 

 
DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH/ DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITIES SUPPORTS 

DIVISION 

HEALTH ALERT 

REMEMBER: 
• Symptoms of constipation that last longer than 2 weeks, symptoms of constipation that are severe (regardless of 

duration), changes in normal bowel habits and complications of constipation should be evaluated by a physician. 
• Bowel Obstruction is ALWAYS fatal if not recognized and treated within 36 to 48 hours. (In addition, other fatal 

complications can develop from bowel obstruction such as sepsis, which is an infection throughout the body.) 
• It is possible to have diarrhea (loose stools) and still have constipation or a bowel obstruction. 
• Closely monitor an individual’s bowel function if he/she has had recent abdominal surgery, injuries, medication 

changes, diet changes or changes in activity level. 
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Information to Take to Appointments 

  
 

A. Take the following documentation: 
1. Health Passport 

2. List of current medications, including dosages, times administered and prescribing physician. 

3. Known drug allergies 

4. Emergency contacts (i.e. guardian, program supervisor, case manager, nurse) 

5. Health record, including at least the following: 

• Diagnosis/chronic conditions 

• Medical history including hospitalizations, surgeries, major illnesses 

• Baseline vital signs (especially if unusual) 

• Immunization record 

• Advance Directives (if applicable) 

• Special care instructions (i.e. language barriers, unusual fears, need for sedation) 
6. Health Status Data (as applicable to individual’s gender and health issues) 

• Weights (current and last year’s) 

• Bowel/bladder function and/or menstrual chart 

• Seizure frequency 

• Fluid and nutritional intake/output 

• Sleep patterns 

• Behavioral incidents/mood 
B. Be prepared to tell the physician: 

1. Purpose of the appointment (checkup, acute health concern, follow up- for what?, progress?) 

• Symptoms observed 

• Temperature 

• Respiratory rate 

• When symptoms began (happened before?) 

• What makes worse or better 
2. Changes in the individual’s life/routine 

3. Other concerns of the patient 

4. Names of person(s) authorized to call in for test results (if relevant) 

Always make sure that someone who knows the individual well 
attends the appointment! 


