Proposal to Establish a COM-FSM Nursing Program and Division of Community Health Sciences for the FSM

The Federated States of Micronesia has tremendous needs in the health care industry both at present and for the foreseeable future. At present, hospitals in all four states face critical shortages of nurses, and often, those nurses who are working in the hospitals are not fully competent. The endemic health care workforce shortage among the Pacific island nations has long frustrated the best efforts of local health administrators and regional international health organizations. In the FSM, those interested in pursuing health care training must travel abroad to foreign institutions. Unfortunately, the numbers of applicants originating from the islands and willing to undertake physician and nursing training have been dwindling, and the failure rates at metropolitan schools of medicine have been discouraging.

In response to these difficulties in getting health care providers trained for the region, the efforts of the University of Hawaii’s Pacific Basin Medical Officers Training Program (PBMOTP), which was established in Pohnpei for a number of years, certainly met some success in its mission to train and place medical officers in the US Associated islands. However, the PBMOTP admitted its last incoming class in 1992 and was closed. Additionally, although a cadre of appropriately trained indigenous physicians is central to the improvement of health care in the region, there is still a tremendous unmet need for an increase in the number and level of skills among non-physician providers, namely Nurses, Health Assistants and Assistant Medical Officers.

There has been and continues to be an urgent and escalating need to rapidly develop a health care workforce which is professionally and culturally suited to the special health needs of the FSM. Many of the primary care workers in the FSM who were trained several years ago will be aging out of the system in the next few years. According to the FSM Health Workforce Development Plan 2000-2019, 

“Over the next twenty years something like 50 per cent of the 300 strong nursing workforce will have reached the age of 60 years and presumably retire. So about 150 new nurses will be required to replace the losses due to retirement. Some additional loses will occur for other reasons.”

 In the face of rapidly expanding populations, the availability of adequate numbers of appropriately trained non-physician, community-based and mid-level primary care providers will be insufficient for the needs of the region for many years to come. This fact was also recognized in the First FSM Economic Summit in which it was suggested that the resources of COM-FSM be used “to develop and train health care providers within the FSM”.

Compared to other island nations, the FSM has a sufficient population base to warrant its own nursing school. Several other Pacific island countries of comparable population numbers with the FSM – Kiribati (70,000 population), Samoa (170,000), Tonga (100,000) and Vanuatu (150,000) have national schools of nursing. In fact, COM-FSM used to run a nursing program, but when the trust territory broke up in the 1980s, the nursing program was sent to the Marshalls. The idea was that the FSM would send their students to the Marshalls; however, over the years, fewer and fewer students make the trip, thereby depleting local hospitals and clinics of qualified nurses.

In light of the fore mentioned problems, COM-FSM created a committee to explore the needs of the community and the viability of creating a nursing program in the FSM. Over the period of one year, members of the committee met with local health care leaders, including the director and staff of FSM Health, Education, and Social Affairs; the FSM Nursing Board; representatives from the World Health Organization; the director and key staff members of  Pohnpei State Hospital; former nursing professionals; and other interested parties. The overwhelming consensus was to recommend that COM-FSM develop and implement a nursing program and continue to develop health workforce training.

Description of Problem

There is currently no formal professional nurse training at either a basic or advanced level conducted within the FSM. A number of FSM students receive some financial support (e.g. FSM National scholarships, State scholarships) to enroll in nurse training program elsewhere, including the College of the Marshall Islands and University of Guam. There are, however, problems with this arrangement. Over the past ten years, the numbers of Micronesians who are willing and/or have the financial backing to travel abroad for nursing training has been dwindling, and those who do attend school abroad, often do not return to the FSM, where the nursing pay scale is extremely low compared to salaries that can be earned abroad. 

Health Assistants are being trained in limited capacity at the College of Micronesia-FSM. A small program at Pohnpei Campus has produced around twenty Health Assistants over the last six years. Although the program has been viewed positively by the local Department of Public Health, the program needs more support to become a truly successful program. One of the main problems is that the program is very small and lacks a full-time faculty member to upgrade course curriculum and oversee the day-to-day workings of the program. Currently, the instructors are full-time physicians from the local state hospital, who have little extra time to devote to program development. There is also a need to go beyond Health Assistant Training and produce Assistant Medical Officers. However, without a full-time faculty member or administrator to plan and implement the program, the goal is unrealistic. 

Proposed Solution

It is proposed that a Nursing Program be established at the College of Micronesia – FSM (COM-FSM). This effort would be consistent with COM-FSM’s mission to provide quality higher education and assist with the job training needs of the nation. 

To establish a Division of Community Health Sciences, the following tasks need to be accomplished:

· The administrative decision on the part of COM-FSM to pursue this opportunity

· The employment of the needed expertise to accelerate Program Development. This expert would be tasked with the following:

· The development/submission of a self-study report to be used for grant applications and possible accreditation processes.

· The application for pertinent public and private sector grants,

· The completion of the development and integration of new and existing curriculum, including:

· The development of supporting resource materials

· The development of clinical and other institutional MOAs

· The recruitment/training of tutors and resource faculty

· The development and implementation of program policies and materials for the admission, matriculation, and graduation of students.

· The development of the mechanisms to provide a viable fiscal infrastructure for the COM-FSM Division of Community Health Sciences, and

· The development of an adequate timetable, and development and assessment plans to guide the above activities.

Although there is flexibility with regard to the terminal degree and/or credential awarded for the nursing programs, the model most consistent with the objectives of the proposed program would be the establishment of the 

· Nursing Assistant Training Program

· Practical Nursing Certificate Program, and

· Graduate (RN) Nursing Degree Program

These programs would be structured within a new Division of Community Health Sciences (DCHS), which would be the focus for all health manpower training at COM-FSM. This Division would also oversee the ongoing Health Assistants Training Program and the possible development of an Assistant Medical Officers Training Program. 

The proposed goal of the Division would be to serve as an educational resource for the state, the region, and the nation by providing an integrated curriculum for clinical and community health studies that will prepare its graduates as health care providers with a strong public health perspective. The Programs’ curriculum and administrative policies will result in a significant increase in the numbers of public health professionals and primary health care providers prepared to serve in the communities of need.

Conclusion

Establishing a Nursing Program and a Division of Community Health Sciences would further serve the nation’s need for qualified health professionals. The proposed program is consistant with COM-FSM’s mandate to provide quality higher education and assist with the job training needs of the nation. By establishing a program within the FSM, new and practicing health care professionals will be able to upgrade their skills locally, thereby helping improve health care services, which will have a direct impact on the quality of life for the people of the nation.
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