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      Abstract


      As the population continues to improve life expectancy rates, so too the numbers of elderly who require care outside the traditional family setting rises. This leads to an increased demand on the health care system and leads to more call for specialist geriatric and aged care nurses. However, there is an identifiable gap in nursing training in relation to geriatric and aged care in Saudi Arabia. Nursing students are limit provided clinical placement in nursing homes during their training and this has implications for retaining institutional learning and diffusion of power. This problem can be overcome with the addition within the curriculum of a clinical placement with nursing home setting.
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      Introduction


      Caring for the elderly and vulnerable has an important role in that nurses play in the well-being of society. The provision of care to the elderly and geriatric requires special knowledge and skills and is a discipline that is challenged to meet its work force requirements [1]. This specialised training may not always available, or provided inadequately, to nursing students at an undergraduate level [2,3]. While in the developed world, the nursing student could expect to have a practical placement and exposure within the geriatric setting [1], in Saudi Arabia this is not always the case. Little is known how effective not placements outside the hospital setting having has on the nurse's ability to meet the expected speciality competencies or level of type of clinical experience above physical assessment and communication skills [4].


      There is often a great divergence in expectation of skill ability between the instructional setting and a clinical placement, and this deficit often involves more than the practical skills need. The nurses lack emotional intelligence that can only come with semi supervised clinical experience and social connection [5,6]. Furthermore, clinical placement allows for experimental learning, which leads to development of deeper knowledge, reduce initial anxiety in post-education work settings, and situational awareness [5,7], as well as impart institutional learning to the nurse.


      This paper reflects, from a nursing student's perspective, on the content of the elderly and geriatric component of health care nursing curriculum in Saudi Arabia from the perspective of a nurse in training. I intend to examine the content of geriatric care in nursing education and relate it to the emerging need in the Saudi nursing education curricula. Significantly, at present there is no specific peer reviewed literature on geriatric training specific to Saudi Arabia.


      Geriatric Training in Undergraduate Education


      The last decades have seen an increase in global life expectancy, and consequently the number of ageing people increasing as a result [8]. This increase has resulted because of improved local health care services in many countries, in addition to the important role of the World Health organization in promoting better health services in less fortuned countries [9]. This increase in numbers of older adults 60+ from 1.2% to 1.8% of the population over the last decade, has created a demand for skilful nurses who could provide quality and individualised care for the elderly [10,11]. But with evidence from literature of the limited presence of this training, it has become very important that nurses have geriatric literacy to provide care for the elderly [3,8].


      Internationally, geriatric training at the undergraduate level fundamentally involves understanding an abridged Orem's self-care deficit nursing theory to enable assistance with daily needs conducted over one semester [3]. Added to this may be some general information on practice from general first year studies, and if selected, a third-year elective [3]. Students, therefore, in Saudi Arabia, can expect to gain between 8-12 weeks training in all aspects of geriatric care including placement training, which is delivered by academics and ward supervising nursing staff. In general, nursing program have students periodically immersed within a home clinical setting for training [12]; however, in Saudi Arabia this expose to real practice is lacking in most general nursing courses. At this level of exposure, is problematic for the student to gain insights into practice conditions without that expose; this lack of expose in the field limits the health literacy for the nurse.


      Geriatric health literacy indicates the knowledge and skills needed by nurses to provide holistic care to senior patients or clients [13]. This care considers the special needs of this age group, their characteristics, such age, medical condition, gender, educational and academic background, and their personal requirements, including their religious and cultural [14]. Geriatric care should also consider the current condition of the elderly, including health condition, mental and cognitive abilities, social requirements and spiritual needs. Although general nursing education provides some training opportunities to nursing students on special topic about caring for elderly, there is still an obvious need for more, and this can only be achieved in Saudi Arabia with addition in house nursing training within aged care facilities [15].


      The Impact of Specialised Education on Improving Geriatric Care


      There is a considerable amount of data about the general gerontology; however, the effect of undergraduate educational preparation to provide direct care for the elderly is not clearly presented [16], including providing an abuse-free care. Abuse here refers to nurses' lack of ability to assess, plan, implement and evaluate adequate quality care to the elderly [17].


      The development and application of models within nursing programs that deal with elderly as a minority may decrease incidence of unintentional abuse that occur due to lack of knowledge and skills about this age group [18,19]. Although the actual prevalence of elder abuse in many countries, including the USA and Australia, is not clearly identified, most reported cases of abuse take place at home [20]. The abusers are usually family members, most likely the victim's spouse or an adult child who serves as a care-giver [21]. One reason for the level of perved abuse was explored by Lin, et al. [22] who noted that while there was training in geriatric care in Taiwan, there was little in the way of preparing students for working with high end care needing clients, such as those with advanced dementia. A multidisciplinary approach and the provision of educational material to family members can be beneficial in modifying the professionals' as well as spouses' attitudes and practice [23]. So, nursing students can be trained on formulating teams and managing this role as educators (like in the case of the Saudi groups mentioned above).


      The issue of inadequate education about geriatric care is also a concern among other health care professionals, including physicians and physiotherapists [4,23]. As nurses are the key health care provider in geriatric care, they can be team leaders who coordinate health services to the elderly. Thus, the promotion of partnership among health professionals can improve significantly geriatric care.


      Although adequate training in clinical setting can modify practices, nurses must also have educational component provided in the theoretical courses so that they can build their attitudes based on a wider scope of understanding of the special needs and requirement this age group often requires [24]. The Saudi nursing programs have not been structured to prepare nurses to care for the elderly. Even the currently provided material is still based on limited didactic and clinical experience, which is often caring for the elderly in hospital setting. Once geriatric care theoretical material has been modified, there is a need for more emphasis on applying theory to practice in areas where elderly are present, including community and nursing homes [25]. Nurses are primarily the health care professionals who provide direct care to the elderly; nurses are the gatekeeper toward the elderly in hospitals and nursing home [2].


      Undergraduate versus Continuing Education and Training


      The need to include geriatric care training in the formal education has been the issue of concern for many researchers [8,14,22]. There are also many reports on the need for training of nurse already working in nursing homes and community centres and provide care to the elderly [26]. This can be best achieved through a well-structured, rewarding career path for nurses trained to be gerontological nurse specialists and care assistants [9].


      When examining nursing students' attitudes toward caring for the elderly and the impact of curriculum changes, many studies reported positive knowledge, skill and attitudes [10]. It is, therefore, very beneficial integrate this knowledge and training within the formal education and then continue this emphasis after graduation through providing a specialized continuous education while working [2,27].


      The importance of education about the elderly extends to the clinical settings. While there is limited research into training and aged care globally, researchers reported that continuing education in the clinical settings that involved aged care had improved practice, attitudes and care outcome [10,28]. A study by Shah, et al. [28] evaluated the effect of the Geriatrics Education for Emergency Medical Services training program on emergency medical service providers in a rural community in New York. A total of 88 emergency care providers in Livingston County participated in the 1.5-day continuing education program that covered topics like changes with age, communicating with older adults and their caregivers, elder abuse and neglect, end-of-life care issues, assessment, falls, and altered mental status. The participants completed the Geriatric Attitude Scale, a class satisfaction survey, and a survey evaluating comfort in caring for older adults [29]. The median comfort scores were significantly increased for the domains of communications, medical care, abuse evaluation, and falls evaluation [28]. This study signifies the importance of education, undergraduate and in the clinical settings, in modifying the knowledge, practices and attitude of health professionals towards the elderly. Both undergraduate formal education and on-job continuous training can improve nurses' knowledge and attitudes toward the provision of quality geriatric care.


      Building Partnerships between Academics and Clinicians: A Student's Perspective


      In Saudi Arabia, a committee has been formed recently by ministerial mandate responsible for formulating a strategic plan to promote community-based health care for the elderly. The aim was to provide care to elderly patients in the home setting, and was expected that a consequence hospital admissions for the elderly will decrease. These community groups, which are composed of physicians, nurses and health educators, should be trained to meet the required needs of those senior citizens. However, the content of geriatric care during my undergraduate training was very limited; it was based on a module in one or two courses. The training also was focused on caring for only hospitalised elderly. I believe that this content is inadequate and requires an increase and an expansion of its scope in the undergraduate Saudi nursing programs.


      Learning process for nurses is an everlasting experience necessary to provide quality, including geriatric care [18]. In order to achieve the objective of quality teaching about geriatric care, it is essential to build a partnership between educators of the university and geriatric clinical specialists [9]. Successful partnerships need to involve effort, time and commitment to develop prompt blueprints and plans of action. Academic- clinician didactic partnership requires many planning meetings to allow participants to identify needs and requirements for each party, share ideas, build relationships, discuss plans, and other resources. In order to ensure this partnership, each partner needs to derive benefit and weigh risks and returns involved with this partnership [16].


      Positive outcomes that may result from such partnerships include the enhanced relationship between the clinicians at one end and the academic partner; increased the provision of potential registered nurse applicants to that health care facility, whether it was a hospital or a nursing home; increased availability of master's-prepared clinical faculty for use by the academic partner to bridge the faculty gap; increased availability of clinical sites for the education partner, which is an issue in many nursing faculties; improved collaboration for research; and increased presence of service partner in the academic environment [30]. The purpose of the partnership can also expand the educational scope of nursing program by introducing preceptor ship and mentorship models to their clinical courses [16]. This can be done by allowing hospital-based nurses, who have a well-established geriatric care training, to teach part of the clinical component of nursing courses. Hence, students may experience an improved attitudes as well as skills in geriatric care [10].


      Summary


      There is a need to include an additional clinical placement component on geriatric care in undergraduate nursing curriculum. Although improvements in geriatric care have been achieved, there is still room for improvements in the training and in the preparedness of nurses entering geriatric care. The current components in Saudi Arabian nursing curricula is demonstrably inadequate in both providing training outside the lecture and ward setting, and in the preparedness of nurses to enter practice. It would be appropriate for more clinical setting training for nurses to be given, particularly clinical placement in age care facilities which is lacking in the current training programme. In addition, within the practice setting, clinical experts who provide care to the elderly can benefit nursing students by mentoring or precenting them or by acting as role models. Given the aging population, and the increased reliance on out of home intuitional care, the nursing curriculum must reflect the growing demands on nursing practice of age care.
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