
 
 
 

Certificate of Veterinary Nursing in Emergency & Critical Care 

Course Syllabus



Build on your existing nursing skills with an easily 
accessible, Level 4, industry recognised City & 
Guilds qualification to develop your interest in 
small animal emergency and critical care 
nursing. 

It’s a unique opportunity for any RCVS registered veterinary 
nurses or equivalent who would like to develop their interest in 
ECC nursing.  Easily accessible, delivered online with tutor 
support throughout, the Cert VN ECC offers you flexible 
learning all from the comfort of your own home.   

Annual intakes in April & October 

Apply now at www.vets-now.com/certvnecc 

https://www.vets-now.com/professionals/vet-cpd-events-courses/cert-vn-ecc/


Find out more at www.vets-now.com/certvnecc 
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highlighted how
important the
role of the
veterinary nurse
is during an
emergency and
the knowledge
gained has
directly improved
my practical skills
and the treatment
of patients in
practice"
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I'm still really 
enjoying the course 
and the tutors 
comments really 
help you to think... 
outside the box as 
well as researching 
more in depth... I 
also feel that my 
ability and 
confidence to help 
the Vet and the 
patients have really 
grown thanks to this 
course. So five stars 
from me! ***** :-)
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C  “Just go for it! 
You can easily 
use the 
knowledge 
practically in any 
type of 
practice… it 
allows you to 
truly use your 
skills and 
knowledge and 
appreciate how 
rewarding these 
cases can be.” 

“Learning never exhausts the mind” 
As veterinary professionals you know this better than most and your 
development and learning is invariably hugely important to you.  But any 
course you consider also needs to provide great value, both in monetary 
and educational worth.  It also needs to be flexible, easily accessible and so 
many other things besides. 

The Certificate of Veterinary Nursing in Emergency & Critical Care ticks all these 
boxes.  It’s an easily accessible further education qualification, delivered 
online with tutor support throughout.  Completion of the Certificate 
will provide an industry recognised City & Guilds Level 4 qualification in 
small animal emergency & critical care nursing. 

It offers a unique opportunity to build on your existing nursing skills and 
knowledge to develop your interest in emergency and critical care nursing 
as well as the potential to enhance patient care in ECC cases.   

Coursework takes 18 months to complete and consists of 6 core units and 
accompanying end of unit assignments. Final award of the Certificate is 
dependent on successful completion of three final assessment papers. 

Of course, don’t just take our word for it. Here’s what some of our students 
think…  

 
   “The course really
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Want to know more? 
Unit and outcome content is listed in the table below.  

Full course detail is available in later pages

Unit Unit Title Outcome 1 Outcome 2 Outcome 3 

Unit 1 
Approach to the 

Emergency 
Patient 

Triage & 
cardiopulmonary 

resuscitation 

Shock, vascular 
access and fluid 

therapy 

Emergency 
diagnostics 

Unit 2 Supporting the 
Critical Patient 

Monitoring the 
critical patient 

Critical care 
nursing 

Anaesthesia and 
analgesia 

Unit 3 Emergency 
Medicine 1 

Cardiovascular 
emergencies 

Respiratory 
emergencies 

Haematological 
& haemostatic 
emergencies 

Unit 4 Emergency 
Medicine 2 

Gastro-intestinal 
Emergencies 

Endocrine 
Emergencies 

Urogenital 
Emergencies 

Unit 5 Emergency 
Medicine 3 

Neurological and 
ophthalmic 

emergencies 

Small mammal, 
bird and reptile 
emergencies 

Intoxications 

Unit 6 Surgical 
Emergencies 

Orthopaedic and 
soft tissue injuries 

ENT and 
thoracic surgical 

emergencies 

Abdominal 
surgical 

emergencies 



Unit 1  Approach to the Emergency Patient 
• Triage and cardiopulmonary resuscitation
• Shock, vascular access and fluid therapy
• Emergency diagnostics

This unit will focus on recognising clinical warning signs in the small animal 
patient, the response to a life-threatening event as well as nursing 
support of the patient after stabilisation.  The planning of care and 
the initial management of the patient in shock will be considered. This will 
include vascular access routes and fluid administration; radiography and 
ultrasound imaging modalities as well as laboratory diagnostics in the 
emergency patient. 

1.1 Triage and cardiopulmonary resuscitation 
• Principles of patient assessment and triage, including gathering of

patient information and history
• Principles of initial primary assessment of cardiovascular, respiratory and

neurological systems
• Initial stabilisation of specific injuries, including head and spinal injuries
• Principles of a secondary survey
• Recognition of cardiac arrest and principles of cardiopulmonary

resuscitation



1.2 Shock, vascular access and fluid therapy (crystalloids and 
colloids)  
• Aetiology, pathogenesis and pathophysiology and clinical signs of

shock.
• The main types of shock seen
• How best to manage the different types of shock
• Aetiology, pathogenesis, pathophysiology and management of

anaphylaxis, sepsis, MODS and SIRS
• Techniques for intravenous and intraosseous access and the equipment

used
• Principles of fluid therapy its application and its importance for the

shocked animal
• Different types of fluids used and in what situation to use them
• Different types of fluid additive and when best to use them

1.3 Emergency diagnostics 
• Haematological, biochemical and urine assessment, including primary

and secondary assessment of haemostasis
• Principles of restraint and positioning of the patient to obtain diagnostic

images
• Principles of radiography and ultrasound modalities
• Significant findings, rationale and means of imaging the thorax,

including the heart using all the above modalities
• Significant findings, rationale and means of imaging the abdomen using

all the above modalities
• Significant findings, rationale and means of imaging the skeletal system

using all the above modalities
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Unit 2 Supporting the Critical Patient 

• Monitoring the critical patient
• Critical care nursing
• Anaesthesia and analgesia

Focussing on essential nursing skills to support the critical patient, this 
unit will reflect on patient monitoring, management and nursing 
care. This includes nutritional support, recognition, prevention and 
care of nosocomial infections and the principles and 
techniques of physiotherapy.  Later outcomes will consider the 
importance of anaesthetic monitoring and maintenance in an 
emergency.  

2.1 Monitoring the critical patient 
• Monitoring the cardiovascular, respiratory and neurological systems for

signs of improvement or deterioration including use of ECG, Doppler,
blood pressure and laboratory parameters.

• Monitoring the respiratory system with pulse oximetry, capnography,
blood gas analysis

• Monitoring neurological system including laboratory parameters

2.2 Critical care nursing 
• Basic models used to create nursing plans and the differences between

them. Ability to create nursing plans for specific procedures/ conditions
• Principles of nutritional support including rationale behind such support,

patient selection, calculation of nutritional requirements, types of diet
available and possible problems encountered.

• Methods for providing assisted feeding including appetite stimulation,
orogastric feeding, naso-oesophageal feeding, gastric feeding and PEG
tubes, jejunostomy feeding and the techniques for insertion.

• Recognition, prevention and nursing care of nosocomial infections
• Principles of physiotherapy and relevant techniques in critical care

2.3 Anaesthesia and analgesia 
• General principles of anaesthesia including the different risk categories

of patients and the differences between dog and cat anaesthetics.
• Principles of premedication, the different types available and their uses

and risks.

https://www.vets-now.com/professionals/vet-cpd-events-courses/cert-vn-ecc/


• How to maintain anaesthesia.  The gases/drugs/circuits available and 
when to use them

• How to monitor the depth of anaesthesia, including the use of capillary 
refill time, heart/pulse rates, respiration rates, ECG, blood pressure 
(invasive and non-invasive techniques), capnography, blood gas 
monitoring, pulse oximetry, body temperature assessment and their 
relevance.

• Principles and techniques for performing intermittent positive pressure 
ventilation (IPPV) and when to use it.  The different techniques available 
and their effects on the patient.

• Effects on anaesthetic safety and techniques of underlying medical and 
surgical conditions.

• Stabilisation procedures prior to anaesthesia to increase the safety of the 
anaesthetic

• Techniques for, and importance of post-operative monitoring.
• Principles, techniques and sites for local anaesthesia
• How to assess/score pain levels in dogs and cats
• Rationale for analgesic selection and route of administration, benefits of 

multi-modal therapy and continuous intravenous infusion
• Side-effects of analgesics and situations/conditions when certain 

analgesics should not be used. 
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Unit 3 Emergency Medicine 1 

• Cardiovascular emergencies
• Respiratory emergencies
• Haematological and haemostatic emergencies

This unit will deal with; cardiac and vascular emergencies, respiratory 
disease resulting in acute emergencies and haematological and 
haemostatic emergencies including blood transfusion of cats and dogs.   

3.1 Cardiovascular emergencies 
• Aetiology, pathogenesis and pathophysiology of heart failure
• Forward and backward heart failure, the differences, the clinical signs

and their management
• Recognise and manage refractory heart failure
• Different types of cardiac arrhythmias. Recognising these on an ECG

trace and the therapy needed to manage them
• Clinical signs and management of:

• Cardiac tamponade including pericardiocentesis
• Pericardial effusion, saddle thrombus, systemic and pulmonary

hypertension

3.2 Respiratory emergencies 
• Recognising the respiratory emergency case and provision of

immediate first aid
• Differences between upper and lower respiratory diseases and how to

recognise and manage them
• Different causes of upper and lower respiratory tract disease
• Recognition and management of pleural space diseases; pleural

effusions and pneumothorax
• Recognition and management of pleural space disease;

diaphragmatic hernia/ rupture and flail chest
• Placement of nasal oxygen catheters and their uses
• How to perform a tracheostomy/place a tracheotomy tube and their

uses
• Indications for thoracocentesis and thoracostomy tube placement and

placement techniques

https://www.vets-now.com/professionals/vet-cpd-events-courses/cert-vn-ecc/
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3.3 Haematological and haemostatic emergencies 
• Aetiology, pathogenesis, pathophysiology, clinical signs and

management of thromboembolic disease
• Aetiology, pathogenesis and pathophysiology of regenerative and non-

regenerative anaemia; the clinical signs and differences between them.
• How to manage different types of anaemia
• When to transfuse a patient, the equipment required and the technique
• Different blood types and how to determine them in different species
• How to select and care for the donor
• Different types of blood products and when to use them
• How to calculate the required blood transfusion volume
• How to collect and store blood- including blood typing and matching
• How to perform a transfusion and patient monitoring
• Types of transfusion reaction that might arise
• Monitoring the patient for signs of a transfusion reaction
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Unit 4 Emergency Medicine 2 

• Gastro-intestinal (GIT) emergencies
• Endocrine emergencies
• Urogenital emergencies

Dealing with emergencies, their diagnosis and management, this unit 
focuses on gastro-intestinal, endocrine and urogenital emergencies, their 
aetiology, pathogenesis and pathophysiology. 

4.1 Gastro-intestinal (GIT) emergencies 
This outcome will review the aetiology, pathogenesis, pathophysiology, 
clinical signs and diagnostics of the following GIT emergencies, as well as 
their treatment, complications, monitoring and nursing care.  

 Regurgitation
 Vomiting
 Diarrhoea
 Melaena
 Oesophageal disease (foreign body, megaoesophagus)
 Pancreatitis
 Canine parvovirus enteritis

4.2 Endocrine emergencies 
This outcome will review the aetiology, pathogenesis, pathophysiology, 
clinical signs, diagnosis and management of the following endocrine 
emergencies. 

 Addisonian crisis (hypoadrenocorticism)
 Ketoacidosis associated with diabetes mellitus
 Hypoglycaemia
 Hyperglycaemia
 Calcium disturbances (hypocalcaemia/hypercalcaemia)

https://www.vets-now.com/professionals/vet-cpd-events-courses/cert-vn-ecc/


4.3 Urogenital emergencies 
This outcome will review the aetiology, pathogenesis, pathophysiology, 
clinical signs, diagnosis and management of the following urogenital 
emergencies. 

 Acute renal failure
 Chronic renal failure
 Urethral obstruction in the dog
 Urethral obstruction in the cat
 Urinary bladder rupture
 Dystocia
 Pyometra
 Uterine conditions; prolapse, torsion and haemorrhage
 Metritis, mastitis and septic shock
 Eclampsia and lactation tetany
 Prostatitis and abscessation
 Paraphimosis, orchitis and testicular torsion



Unit 5 Emergency Medicine 3 

• Neurological and ophthalmic emergencies
• Small mammal, bird and reptile emergencies
• Intoxications

This unit covers emergency problems associated with the nervous system 
and eyes, exotic species and toxicology of dogs and cats 

5.1 Neurological and ophthalmic emergencies 
• Different types of seizure seen in cats and dogs (clonic, tonic,

generalised or partial seizures)
• Emergency management including drugs and access routes for

administration to seizuring patients
• Aetiology, pathogenesis and pathophysiology, clinical signs,

diagnostics and assessment of
 The level/ degree of spinal injuries and their management
 The level/ degree of brain injuries and their management
 Vestibular disease
 Exophthalmos/glaucoma
 Corneal ulceration
 Anterior uveitis
 Corneal foreign bodies
 Proptosis of the globe
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5.2 Small mammal, bird and reptile emergencies 
• Significant biological differences regarding anatomy, nutrition and

husbandry of small mammals, birds and reptiles
• How to examine different, commonly kept small mammals, birds and

reptiles and when it is safe to do so
• How to recognise a significantly ill small mammal, bird and reptile.
• How to assess the ABC and perform CPR for small mammals, birds and

reptiles
• What analgesics and anaesthetics may be safely used in small

mammals, birds and reptiles and their indications
• How to carry out assisted feeding, calculate energy requirements and

what foods to use in debilitated small mammals, birds and reptiles.
• Fluid choice, route, volume and rate of administration in small

mammals, birds and reptiles

5.3 Intoxications 
• Importance of the telephone history taking and when to see the 

patient
• General principles behind poison therapy
• Aetiology, pathogenesis, pathophysiology, clinical signs, 

diagnostics and management of the different types of
 Rodenticide poisoning (warfarin, coumerol, bromethalin, 

cholecalciferol)
 Insecticide/pesticide poisoning (metaldehyde, paraquat, 

pyrethrins, organophosphates/carbamates)
 Different types of heavy metal poisoning (lead, zinc)
 Drug poisoning (paracetamol, class A drugs, NSAIDs)
 Food poisoning (theobromine, grapes, macademia nuts, 

mushrooms/toadstools, onions/garlic, xylitol)
 Blue-green algae poisoning
 Plant poisoning (house and garden plants)
 Insect/animal toxins (snake bites, bee/wasp stings)
 Chemical poisons (antifreeze, acids/alkalis, phenols) 
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Unit 6 Surgical Emergencies 

• Orthopaedic and soft tissue injuries
• Ear nose throat (ENT) and thoracic surgical emergencies
• Abdominal surgical emergencies

This unit focuses on surgical emergencies, primarily the emergency 
surgical management of wounds, ear nose and throat, chest and 
abdominal injuries. 

6.1 Orthopaedic and soft tissue injuries 
• Aetiology, pathogenesis, pathophysiology, clinical signs, diagnostics

and management of
 fractures and their prognosis (including dressings)
 flesh wounds and haemostasis

• Cleaning and appropriate use of wound cleaning products and
techniques used

• Aetiology, pathogenesis, pathophysiology, clinical signs, diagnostics
and management (including surgery and dressings) of:
 head wounds
 superficial and deep chest wounds
 superficial and deep abdominal wounds
 degloving injuries
 penetrative wounds (impalement, stick injuries, bullet wounds)
 ocular wounds

6.2 ENT and thoracic surgical emergencies 
• Aetiology, pathogenesis, pathophysiology, clinical signs, diagnostics

and management of:
 Ear injuries (including dressings) (aural haematomas, pinna tears,

otitis externa)
 Nasopharyngeal injuries
 Laryngeal conditions/injuries
 Tracheal injuries/ conditions (collapsing, tracheal foreign bodies)

• Creation of tracheostomy and tube placement

https://www.vets-now.com/professionals/vet-cpd-events-courses/cert-vn-ecc/


• Aetiology, pathogenesis, pathophysiology, clinical signs, diagnostics 
and management of:
 Avulsion of the trachea

• Indications and procedure for thoracotomy and post-procedure
• Indications and procedure for chest drain placement and post-

operative management
• Aetiology, pathogenesis, pathophysiology, clinical signs, diagnostics 

and management of
 Diaphragmatic hernia/rupture 

6.3 Abdominal surgical emergencies 
• Aetiology, pathogenesis, pathophysiology, clinical signs and 

diagnostics, as well as treatment, complications, monitoring and 
nursing of the following:
 gastric dilatation and/or volvulus
 Foreign bodies (gastric/ intestinal) and intussusception
 Peritonitis
 Intestinal torsion/volvulus
 Ruptured bladder
 Splenic disease (rupture/ neoplasia)
 Rectal prolapse
 Dystocia
 Ruptured uterus
 Uterine torsion 
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