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EDITOR'S PICK

Unsung Heroes of ACS: School nurses

By Katie Muraswki katie.murawski@averyjournal.com  Apr 19, 2017

Good health, both in children and adults, is an indispensable asset that adds to quality of life and learning.

Photo submitted
Avery County Schools’ trio of school nurses, Elizabeth Shook, Twila Ingwersen and Dawn Hicks, with ACS Superintendent David Burleson

during a recent Student Health Association Consortion meeting.
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Three women who work in Avery County Schools are responsible for the health concerns of approximately 750 students each. These concerns include those of

physical, mental and even dental health.

“When you add to that the families the students represent and the other needs that come to them from those families, their caseload is just unimaginable,”

David Burleson, superintendent of ACS, said.

Burleson added that ACS is extremely fortunate to have three nurses, primarily because of hard work from the community. He explained how recently ACS has

been able to expand from two to three nurses, with the new addition of Elizabeth Shook to the staff.

Shook is a certified school nurse who has worked as the lead nurse in Madison County Schools and at Swannanoa Women’s Correctional Center. “We are

extremely excited and thrilled to welcome Elizabeth to the Avery County Schools,” Burleson said, adding that he believes Shook was attracted to ACS because

school nurses are employed by the school system.

“The good thing about school nurses in the school is that their hours are the same as our school staff, which makes it a lot easier for them, plus they are not

going between the school and the other agencies like the health department,” Burleson explained.

Twila Ingwersen, Dawn Hicks and Shook are these unsung heroes. Each are nationally certified school nurses, and Shook explained that national certification is

rare among school nurses, noting that approximately one-half of all school nurses possess national certification. The certification includes a test that levels the

position with the equivalent of a master’s degree.

Each nurse is responsible for three schools, Ingwersen said, and many times they get called to different schools and are generally always on call.

The list of duties of a school nurse extends to approximately three pages in written form, detailing that they are required to train all staff involved in

administering medication and health procedures to students. The nurse must provide a written health and emergency plan signed by a registered nurse of care

for students who need medication. They are responsible for monitoring communicable disease outbreaks and assisting with obtaining paperwork for special

nutrition needs. They are also responsible for providing mass vision screenings for kindergarten through seventh-grade students, as well as puberty,

handwashing and safety education. Nurses must also provide assessments, evaluations, implement a plan and follow-up for students in need of medical

attention.

Burleson said he doesn’t know if students could make it without the nurses, considering their needs of being healthy, well-fed and well-rested to learn.
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“Our nurses have really been the liaison between our students, their families and the different health care providers,” Burleson said. “Our nurses just about do
everything possible for our students when it comes to health — either physical health, oral health, which has been a big issue in Avery County, along with
mental health. So, the nurses that we have basically do it all. They are tremendous professionals that work extremely hard everyday to meet the variety of
needs that come to them from our students.”

Ingwersen explained the most important thing the school nurses do is assist students and families on an individual basis to access medical, dental and vision
care. A school nurse may make house calls to decrease absenteeism.

“You do what you need to do to keep that kid healthy and learning and in school,” Shook said.

Ingwersen said sometimes parents need assistance to schedule their children’s doctor appointments.

“When we identify a student need, we contact parents and help them to meet that need. Sometimes it is just as simple as letting them know who is local that
they can get to,” Ingwersen said.

Ingwersen said their motto is “healthy children learn better,” and they take that mission seriously. Shook said the school nurses are also responsible for making
sure Avery County is meeting state requirements of student health needs.

The most common thing that the nurses help students with is reassurance, Ingwersen said. They come in and a lot of times all they need is reassurance that
they are going to be okay. She said an important area of her job is to teach children about healthy choices.

“We do a lot of things. We do mental, emotional and physical health identification and work with families to refer to appropriate care providers,” Ingwersen said.

According to Ingwerson, the job of her and her nurse colleagues is made easier by the collaboration of community partners that include Cannon Memorial
Hospital, The Williams YMCA, Avery County Health Department, ParPlus, Mountain Electric Cooperative’s Operation Pocket Change program, The Lions Club,
Wee Kirk and so many others, resources many counties do not have to depend on. These organizations help sponsor needs ranging from prescription
eyeglasses to uninsured students and medical needs not covered by insurance.

Shook said the most positive aspect of her job is working with children, which she loves to do, but also explained that there can be struggles at times.

“You never have enough money to do everything you want to do for kids,” Shook explained. “I saw them while working at the prison, where inmates didn’t even
have to ask for their needs to be met. Then you come to the school, and there are children who don’t even have enough to eat.”
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Jamie Shell

Shook added that children are so appreciative for anything she can do for them, which is something she said she did not see in working for the corrections
industry.

“I have seen both ends of substance abuse, and I know how important it is to address some of those needs at this level before it gets to prison level,” Shook
said.

Ingwersen said she could not think of any negative parts of the job, but recalled many positives of being the school nurse. She said it makes her “feel like a
million bucks” when she walks into a classroom and is welcomed by smiles, waves and hugs from students.

“They know who I am and what I do,” Ingwersen said. “Sometimes they wait until I am there to talk about health concerns. They are not afraid of the school
nurse; they love us. I feel happiness when I walk into classroom and see smiles and waves, knowing I have the opportunity to make a difference in health and
well being of ACS students.”


