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SUMMARY of the Submission from the Australian Federation of University Women to the Senate Inquiry into Nursing Education 

Australia’s health services require nurses whose training involves a constant balancing of up-to-date theoretical knowledge, practical experience, and social skills.  This cannot be achieved without good nursing education.  To ensure its achievement the Australian Federation of University Women recommends:

(a) That there must be improved funding from Federal and State sources in order 

to sustain high quality education programs both in Schools of Nursing and in those hospitals and other institutions in which nursing is practised; 

(b) That nurse education must prepare nurses to be socially aware of the difference cultural backgrounds of those for whom they provide health services.  In particular, in view of the deplorable state of Indigenous health, AFUW recommends that the education of Indigenous nurses to serve their local communities should be a matter of high priority;

(c) that a system of an internship year, such as was once practised in the teaching profession, be instituted as a means of bridging the theoretical and practical aspects of nursing, and developing the experience of social diversity necessary for nurses in contemporary society.  Such internships should be undertaken in constructive partnership with health industry agencies.

Submission from the Australian Federation of University Women to the Senate Inquiry into Nursing Education 

The maintenance of the good health of its members is crucial to the social and economic well-being of any society. Within all of Australia’s health services, whether preventive or remedial or caring, nurses constitute a crucial element.  Apart from their obvious role in hospitals, they are the mainstay of maternal and child care services and of home nursing services for the aged, the infirm and the terminally ill.  Their particular importance in rural, remote and other areas where there is a shortage of doctors has been recognised in recent proposals for the recognition of nurse practitioners, qualified to carry out certain medical procedures more commonly practised by doctors.

Nursing education adequate to Australia’s needs requires both theory and practical experience.  It requires:

(a) that nurses be kept fully informed of developments in the expanding fields of medical knowledge and medical technology so that they can work as skilled professionals;

(b) that nurses retain the practical experience of caring for patients in such a way that the basic comfort and the emotional needs of patients, who are often distressed and fearful, are met.  This aspect is important because it is widely recognised that emotional well-being has a definite role to play in physical recuperative powers as well as in the ability to benefit from educational programs in the maintenance of health.

AFUW submits that this means that there must be adequate funding from Federal and State sources to sustain both Schools of Nursing and the hospitals and other institutions in which nursing is practised:

(a) Schools of Nursing must be recognised and appropriately funded as academic institutions in which the professional expertise of nurses is ensured through state of the art instruction in the theoretical knowledge of medicine, its treatment methods, and its technological resources;

(b) Hospitals and other health services currently recognise the need for the development of a flexible and continuing system of nurse education but their willingness, or their capacity, to allow time for maximising nurse training is severely restricted by current funding factors which have resulted in cuts to staff in hospitals and aged care institutions. 

It is only when staffing levels are adequate that these organisations will be able to give more than lip service to the continuing need for nurses to undertake refresher courses and for nurse educators to have enough time to train potential nurses in the full range of practical roles they will need to fulfil in their careers.

AFUW further submits that, apart from the increasing complexity of medical knowledge and procedures, there are increased demands on the social skills of nurses, demands which must be met if they are to fulfil their roles, especially in public health education, which is increasingly taking on global dimensions (e.g. the world campaign against AIDS, health care in East Timor).  As a body affiliated to the International Federation of University Women, with members in 71 nations, AFUW is concerned that nurses should play their part in Australia’s role in helping other nations, in culturally appropriate ways, to improve their health practices.  Within Australia itself, nurses need to have culturally appropriate levels of understanding in order to work effectively with the circumstances of different ethnic groups: what is culturally appropriate for Australians of Islamic backgrounds may not be appropriate for Indigenous Australians, the group of communities that must be of major concern for their current poor health status.  

AFUW recommends that the education of Indigenous nurses to serve their local communities should be a matter of high priority.

AFUW recommends that a system of an internship year, such as was once practised in the teaching profession, be instituted as a means of bridging the theoretical and practical aspects of nursing, and developing the experience of social diversity necessary for nurses in contemporary society.  Such internships should be undertaken in constructive partnership with health industry agencies.
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Appendix 1: The Organization making the Submission:

The Australian Federation of University Women is a voluntary, non-partisan, self-funded Federation of six State and two Territory Associations.  It is administered by a Federal Council and affiliated with the International Federation of University Women. 

AFUW was founded in 1922 to promote the advancement of women in both personal  and public life through initiatives in education and to further peace and international co-operation through the promotion of understanding and friendship between women of the world irrespective of race, nationality, religion or political opinion.  

Membership is open to any woman resident in Australia who holds a degree from a recognised university or college worldwide.  Members of AFUW are graduates from a wide range of disciplines and pursue a diverse range of careers, although a substantial portion of its current members are employed in, or retired from, the university sector.

Education is a key issue for AFUW, with particular emphasis on tertiary education and on the education of girls and women. This is not, however, exclusive, as recent attention has been given to general problems of Indigenous education.

AFUW is concerned, through its Council and its Standing Committees, which include committees on Education and on Health, to formulate educational policy and to act as an advocate for these policies and on educational issues generally.  It pursues the latter aim through co-operation with other non-government organizations, participation in consultative bodies, and the lobbying of State and Federal governments.

At the practical level AFUW provides some $200,000 worth of scholarships and fellowships to support the participation of women in tertiary education.  The range of disciplines supported is wide: in the State of Victoria for instance, recent awards have gone to students in Dentistry, Biomedical Science, Gender Studies, International Law, History and Computer Science.

