The Role of Public Health Nurses

What is Public Health ?

The modern concept of health
is not the mere absence of disease
or ailments. At its best it implies
a complete adjustment of man to
his total environment, and is con-
cerned with his physical well-being,
his mental well-being, and his social
well-being. This concept is one of
comprehensive service and implies
a positive approach in every direc-
tion. With emphasis on arevention,
effective Public Health work neces-
sitates a wide degree of technical
knowledge and skill, and the appli-
cation of this knowledge to the
home eavironment.

The Development of Public
Health in Different Fields

Progress in Public Health has
beenn slow and haltting for wmany
centuries. Organised Public Health
work in a positive sense is little
more than a hundred years old.
Since the end of the First World
War, progress in the field of pre-
ventive medicine has been particu-
farly rapid. There have been a
definite increase of interest by the
Governments and populace of
many countries in favour of better
health, which has resulted in organ-
ised commuaity effort. This work
covers a wide field and includes
maternal and child care, school
health, tuberculosis control, com-
municable disease control, venercal
diseascs control, industrial heaith,
environmental sanitation, bed-side
care of the sick and health educa-
tion,

What is Public
Nursing ?

Health and

1t is often said that “*prevention
is better than cure’”. Moreover
prevention is cheaper than curc.
The Public Health Nurse has an
important role to play in preveat-
ing disease and preserving and
promoting health. Today, in many
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countries the Public Health Nurse
is the member of the Public Health
team that renders personal service
to the individual and the family,
whercver people are found in
homes, in schools, in factories.

Public Health Nurses are vital
for any national health programme,
for it 1s necessary to educate the
people because a large measure of
sickness and impairment of health
results from ignorance of simple
health rules. Health begins in the
home and the Public Health Nurse
has the greatest opportunity of
contacting the individual and his
family to teach personal and envi-
ronmental hygiene.  Considering
tuberculosis specifically, its infecti-
vity is a suflicient [actor to make
us rcalize thaf its prevention and
cure require public health measuores,
rather than merely individual care
and treatment of the patient.

The mortality and morbidity of
{uberculosis are very high in lndia.
Appreciating that we are deplorably
short of sanatoria and tuberculosis
hospitals, it is clear that our major
means of coping with our tubercu-
losis probiem is by the care and
treatment of patients at home, and
this is where the Public Health
Nurse has an especially important
role. She is primarily concerned
with the treatment and education of
tuberculous patients and their
families, teaching and supervising
other health workers such as health
visitors and mid-wives ; and in the
organization and administration of
tubercuiosis clinics.

Much of her work must be
carried on through Health Visitors
and olher trained health workers
but, unless such other workers are
well trained and suitably supervised,
they-cannot be expected to carry
out the necessary work required in
any domicilinry programme for the
(reatment  of tuberculosis. The

“treatment regimen.

Health Visitor's duties must be
carricd ouat under the careful super-
vision of a Public Health Nursc.
For example, among the most
difficult problems in the treatment
of tuberculosis at home is that of
cosuring that patients take their
medications regularly. The new
treatments Tor the discase may
require drug taking for a period of
a year or even longer. Patients are
not natural medicine takers and
they must be constantly supervised
to cnsure that they observe the
The Health
Visitor, under the supervision of the
Public Health Nurse, must visit the
homes of patients frequently, parts-
cularly during the early months of
freatment, and by constant persua-
sion and explanation make paticnts
understand  the importance of
taking drugs regularly. When
patients begin to fecl better they
tend to neglect or forget the regumen
of treatment; and many of the
complications of irreguiar drug
taking, such as the development of
drug resistance, must be well under-
stood by the Health Visitors if they
are to be able to convinec patients
of the importance of regularity in
drug taking. The Public Health
Nurse who s the link between the
Doctor and the Health Visitors,
can best explain this kind of semi-
technical information.

The importance of other factors
in a patient’s recovery such as rest
and diet, which before the arrival of
chemotherapy were often the only
treatment patieats received, must be
understood by the paticnts. This
can only be done if a Public
ITcaith Nursc can supervise fhe
teaching and discussion of the
probiems with the patients.

A patient’s home is the most
obvious place to teach preventive
measures. Each member ol the
family is aware of the diseasc and
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the burden it presents, and is there-
fore  particularly  receptive Lo
guidance and instructions.  The
prodvlem of isolation of the patien,

separated  maintenance of  tailet
arficles and eating  utensils, the

disposal of sputum, and the impor-
tance of careful coughing to protect
Contacts, are all basic,

The Public Health Nurse is also
responsible for  tcaching Health
Visitors the importance of contact
examination and follow.up.
of the
Health
and  supervise
Health Visitors in connection with
the treatment of patients at home.
Perhaps even more importa
responsibility of the Public Health
Nurse in organizing and supervising
a Tuberculosis Clinic. Every tuber-
culosis clinic must include medical
stall, nursing staff, home visiting
staff and, some large clinics, will also
include social workers or oceupa-
tional therapists, in addition (o the
usual cierical and cleaning staff.
Each of these sections can only
do  their work well if the clinic
routines arc well planned. The
highest standard of service to the
patients can only be maintained if
a Public Health Nurse concerns
Lerself personalty with the co-ordi-
nation of the work of the varicus
people in the clinic. None of the
other clinic staff has been trained
Or can be expected fo undertake
this co-prdination, aond many a
clinic fails to fulfit its function
efficiently because of the neglect of
the day-to-day supervision which a
competent Public Health Murse can
give.

I have mentioned some
aspects i which the Public

I ST RE Famo oo
Marse st train

1t ote the

The first concern of the clipic
is obviously the patient, and every
effort must be made to see that the
patient’s needs ave met in the best
possible way., This means that case

papers must be maintained in a
satisfactory and easily aeccessible
manner, so that the doctor can

depend on a patient’s past history
being available whenever he needs
to see the patient. The findings of
the Health Visitors must be pro-
perly recorded, and Tealth Visitors
records need regular scrutiny to
sce that visits have been carried
out, and that the dector and other
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staft, such as the social worker, are
kept informed of the Heslth Visi-
tors’ Andings, tThe cleanliness of
the clinie cannot be left to the
unsupervised attention of janior
cleaning staff or even to the casual
supervision of a nurse or other staff
member. it is the Public Healih
Nurse who must ensurs that the
standard of cleanliness and hygiene
in a tuberculosis clinic sets an
example for all the workers in Lhe
ut,

Procedures  for ensuring the
smooth flow of patients attending.

the maintananes
the  mas C

atenance  of medical and
other clinic supplies, the atlocation
of work to avoid bottlenecks, and
an unevan distribution of dulies,
must all be under the constant
observation and supervision of the
Public Hlealth Nurse,

It it understandable that the
role of the Pablic Health Nurses is
ot yet fully appreciated in our
country. Their training is still in
its infancy and they are not given
fall opportunity in their appoint-
ments to use their experience and
training. Unfortunately not many
nurses are attracted to this aspect
of nursing.

Public Health MNurse Training

Centres in India

There are two institutions in
India offering post-graduate Courses
in Public Health. The All-India
Institute of Hygiene and Public
Health, Calcutta, and the Lady
Reading Health School, Dethi. The
course is for ten months following
the completion of four years train-

ing in Ceneral Nursing and Mid.
wifery.
Two institutions, the Health

Centre under the Directorate of
Health, Madras, and the College of
Nursing, New Delhi, offer an orien-
tation course in Public Health.
This course is for three months
after the compiction of the four
years nurses’ training.

Five Institutions offer a B.Se.
degree course in Nursing, in India.

This training

is for four vears with
greater emphasis on Public Health
thap in General  Training
Course, The B.Sc course includes
tuition in Public Health Nursing

and  administzation,  sanitation,

the
ing

communicable discases and controf,
maternal and child heatth, pedia-
trics,  microbiology, psychology,
sociology, mental hygiene, personal
hygicne, school hygiene and indus.
health.

At the present moment the
integration of Public Health in the
basic nursing curticulum is being
tried almost in  every Nursing
School  from  the first year of
General Nursing but this will not
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fundamentally o i position.

In all there are about 300 Public
Health Nuses in ladia today and
about 75 Public Health Nursing stu-
dents under training. Of these only
30 Public Mealth Nurses are working
iti the Tuberculosis field [t is in-
strictive to estimate what a Publjc
Health Nurse can perform in the
Tuberculosis field. The National
survey of the prevaience of Tuber
culosis has shown a provalence of
approximately two per 100 popu-
fatton in the cities. Thus, & city
with a population of 50,008 would
have 1,000  patients requiring
trcatment.  One Public Health
Nurse could effectively  supervise

such a had under

her ton Health Visitors which is g
reasonable number  of  Health
Visitors for a Public Health Nurse
to supcrvise. Thus, one can say
one Public Health Nurse will be
able to look after the tubercuious
families in a population of 50,000,

It would be very desirable to
have Public Health Nursing courses
in each Statc and to sclect for
them expericnced and good candi-
dates, and to provide the facilities
that are needed for complete and
thorough training.

I wounld suggest that tuber-
culosis workers should discuss not
oaly the treatment and manage-
ment of the tuberculous patients,
but the role of Public Health
Nurses in tuberculosis, their cxact
duties and the difficultics in carry-
Ing out those duties, and, perhaps,
most important, the ways and
means of making the best use of
Public fealth Nurses,
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