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Welcome to this Nursing in General 
Practice edition of Dynamic Divisions 

Nurses in general practice are core members of general 
practice teams with close to 60% of practices across Australia 
currently employing a nurse. General practice nurses assist in 
relieving workforce pressures caused by falling GP numbers, 
and have important roles in improving chronic disease care and 
increasing patient access to primary care services. 

The divisions network is a focal point in coordinating support to 
meet the needs of general practice nurses and their practices 
to address the health care needs of the community. It is a 
pleasure to showcase in this edition some of the innovative 
and varied work of divisions including - support for the clinical 
placement of student nurses in general practice, targeted 
programs to improve health outcomes for refugees and 
aboriginal people, assisting nurses to undertake postgraduate 
studies in general practice nursing, establishing nurse-led 
clinics to deliver enhanced health services to people with 
chronic disease, supporting nurses to improve access to 
services such as cervical screening and cardiovascular risk 
management, and the provision of targeted programs to 
help general practices to recruit nurses and provide ongoing 
professional support.  

These stories are but a few examples of the innovative local 
programs being undertaken by divisions to assist general 
practice teams to improve health outcomes for the community. 

It is my pleasure to bring these stories to you and I hope that 
they will provide you with some insight into the valuable role 
of nurses supporting health care services through general 
practice. 

Kate Carnell AO,

CEO

Editorial
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“The nurse-led services include clinics 
for asthma & COPD, diabetes and 
care plans for patients with chronic 
and complex needs, as well as 
assisting with residential aged care 
arrangements and home-based health 
assessments.”

Practice nurses / Nurse Educators in the Whitehorse 

Division of General Practice are leading a range of 

programs and services designed to address specific 

health needs. The nurse-led services include clinics for 

asthma & COPD, diabetes and care plans for patients 

with chronic and complex needs, as well as assisting 

with residential aged care arrangements and home-

based health assessments.

Respiratory Health Clinics are held in 14 general 

practices within the division. They promote best practice 

guidelines as recommended by the National Asthma 

Council and the Australian Lung Foundation. The aim 

is to enhance quality of care for people with chronic 

respiratory diseases, and to increase the ability of 

patients to self manage their respiratory disease while 

being supported by a multi-disciplinary health care team, 

lead by the GP.

Evaluation has found that patient ownership of written 

action plans increased from just eight per cent at the first 

visit to 77 per cent by the third visit. Confidence in self 

management increased by five per cent and correct use 

of devices improved significantly. Satisfaction surveys 

indicated the majority (97 per cent) of patients rated the 

clinics very helpful, as illustrated by this survey response 

from one GP:

“My patients have been extremely 
forthcoming in their praise for the 
activity in regard to the standard 
of education they received, the 
empowerment it gave them in their 
asthma control, the high level of 
performance and professionalism 
they saw in my practice, and the 
convenience of the service being in-
house. I found that I was able to relate 
easily with the nurse educator in the 
asthma clinic, and a team approach to 
our patient’ asthma control was easily 
established. I also found that some of 
my more difficult asthma patients were 
being better controlled with fewer acute 
presentations.”

Diabetes Clinics in 13 general practices are using a 

multidisciplinary approach to patient care similar to 

the Respiratory Health Clinics. The whole-of-practice 

approach uses systematic, evidence-based, patient-

centred care, leading to improved health outcomes. 

Nurse-led services assisting 
patients with chronic and 
complex health needs

Asthma Nurse Educator in General Practice
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Initial evaluation indicates that over 12 months there 

has been a drop in patients’ HbA1c and improvements 

in blood pressure, lipid profile and weight. The trained 

nurse educator and necessary equipment is provided on 

a fee-for-service basis. This program is financially viable 

and sustainable, incorporating a team approach of care 

for people with chronic conditions.

Another nurse-led program is Aged Care Environment 

System Support (ACcESS), which addresses many 

practical challenges in aged residential care. Much of 

the information required for a Comprehensive Medical 

Assessment (CMA) in a Residential Aged Care Facility 

is recorded in the facility’s care plan, but in a different 

format to medical records used by GPs and finding and 

interpreting that information can consume extra time for 

the GP.  

The various charts and aged care home staff are 

sources of information and provide the basis for the 

GP’s medical assessment of the patient. The ACcESS 

nurse collates this information, and facilitates the RMMR 

(Residential Medication Management Review) and case 

conference for the resident, family and care providers. 

The input of the ACcESS nurse assists GPs to deliver 

a complete “cycle of care” to residents of aged care 

homes. The presence of a current CMA and RMMR also 

ensures access to accurate information for the treating 

doctor if out-of-hours medical attention is required.

Another initiative, the Whitehorse Home Assessment 

Team (WHAT), provides an experienced nurse to perform 

home-based health assessments to patients aged 75 

and over. WHAT nurses are trained and mentored by a 

central coordinator who also delegates patient referrals. 

They conduct the home-based component of the 

assessment and deliver all information to the practice 

for the GP to complete the assessment with the patient. 

A recall system ensures that patients are re-assessed 

annually. There is a high level of satisfaction between 

the practices, nurses and patients involved in this fee for 

service program. 

Care Plan Clinics are another fee for service program, 

providing practices with an experienced nurse to help 

GPs undertake GP Management Plans and Team 

Care Arrangements for patients with chronic and 

complex needs. A fortnightly session allows GPs to 

refer patients for a Care Plan or Care Plan Review. The 

nurse discusses all elements of the plan with the patient, 

drafts the plan, and makes arrangements for other team 

members if appropriate. The GP then reviews the patient 

to discuss and confirm the plan and arranges follow up 

if required.

These services, provided by nurses working as part of 

the general practice team, are having positive results 

and highlight the important role nurses play in improving 

health outcomes.

Asthma Nurse Educator in General Practice: A Team 
Approach

Lian J Wong – Diabetes Nurse Educator in General 
Practice
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The qualification goes National. Julie Porritt (third from the 
left) representing AGPN at the handover from Sunshine 
Coast Division of General Practice and signing the MOU 
with the University of Sunshine Coast 

“The program builds on the role of 
divisions as providers of professional 
development for GP nurses.”

An innovative program developed by the Sunshine Coast 

Division of General Practice (SCDGP) and the University 

of the Sunshine Coast (USC) is giving nurses around the 

country the chance to achieve national post graduate 

qualifications in general practice nursing. 

The program is delivered through divisions, with the 

Australian General Practice Network (AGPN) monitoring 

consistency and quality standards nationally. It has 

already attracted enrolments from more than 100 

general practice nurses across 12 divisions of general 

practice, with many more divisions set to start delivering 

the program from July 2007. Nurses completing the 

program receive a Graduate Certificate in Nursing 

(General Practice). 

The program was four years in development and takes 

into account the fact that:

n	 general practice nurses undertake extensive 

professional development throughout their career 

but this does not generally lead to a formal post 

graduate qualification

n	� many general practice nurses do not undertake 

post graduate study—the main barriers identified 

as accessibility, affordability and flexibility. 

Extensive consultation with the university, education 

consultants, GPs and general practice nurses resulted in 

the solution that addresses all these barriers and is now 

available throughout the country.  

Divisions are authorised by the USC to deliver three 

courses with the fourth and final course requiring 

an online registration as a student with USC (the 

only course attracting a university registration fee) to 

complete an elective from a menu of options. USC 

is Australia’s newest university and has a national 

reputation in the delivery of Health and Science courses. 

It received a five-star national rating for student learning 

experiences in 2006.

The program builds on the role of divisions as providers 

of professional development for general practice nurses. 

Its flexibility means that nurses can undertake the first 

three courses as personal professional development 

and delay the decision and any investment in the fourth 

course to finalise their qualification when it suits them. 

Other advantages associated with the program are 

increased scholarships/incentives for post graduate 

study, the opportunity for further modules, and the 

opportunities for divisions to be involved in post 

graduate education.

Participants also benefit from the established partnership 

with the USC and the increased scope of practice for 

nurses. The program provides access to a national 

network of general practice nurse tutors and educators 

which improves networking for general practice nurses, 

both locally and nationally.

This approach to providing national consistency in 

general practice nurse qualifications is further evidence 

of the ‘professionalisation’ of the GP workforce.

The example below from Adelaide Northern Division 

of General Practice, highlights the how successful this 

course has been.

Divisions deliver national  
Graduate Certificate in Nursing 
(General Practice) 
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The Graduate Certificate in Nursing (General 

Practice) program started in 2006 in the Adelaide 

Northern Division of General Practice (ANDGP). It 

is receiving positive reviews such as the following 

comment from one participating nurse: “Course One 

helped my understanding of the health care system 

and how general practice fits in.  It also broadened 

my understanding of:

n	 how our practices need to change and develop 

to meet new models of care and 

n	� how nursing skills need to develop to meet 

these new models of care and our local 

population health requirements”. 

A second group of practice nurses at ANDGP 

started the course in February this year, and practice 

nurses from the Adelaide North East, the Adelaide 

Central and Eastern Divisions of General Practice, 

and the Top End Division of General Practice have 

also enrolled. 

After the first workshop, the Top End nurses will 

link with the ANDGP group via video conferencing 

for tutorials and study groups. Study groups 

are held every three weeks, providing an 

opportunity for nurses to meet and discuss 

how their studies are progressing, and receiving 

support in completing assignments, developing 

academic writing and referencing skills, and 

understanding course materials. Feedback, such 

as the following comment, indicates that nurses 

value this opportunity: “I enrolled in this course 

because ongoing education is vital when working 

in the general practice environment. The course 

is accessible and flexible with excellent support 

from the tutor, it is great to study with peers and 

learn from them and understand how their different 

practices work”. 

The nurses on the course are enjoying the 

opportunity to participate in broader learnings about 

the Australian health care system and the role that 

general practice plays within the primary health care 

setting. As one nurse explained: “I have enjoyed 

gaining deeper insight into the health care system 

especially the funding system and how this affects 

the role of the practice nurse. It also provides insight 

into how our roles in general practice can develop in 

the future”.

Nurses hard at work in the Post Graduate Study Group

Post graduate program gains momentum in South Australia 
and the Northern Territory 
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“Initial evaluation shows that the 
service…is achieving both its aims of 
supporting nurses and increasing the 
number of cervical screenings.” 

An initiative by the Riverina Division of General Practice 

and Primary Health is delivering two important benefits: 

n	 supporting practice nurses specially trained to 

undertake Pap tests 

n	 increasing cervical screening rates in the region. 

The initiative was prompted by a growing awareness in 

the division that while an increasing number of nurses 

were being upskilled to take Pap tests, they needed 

continued support to maintain their competence and 

confidence at a level of excellence. 

A Cervical Screening Collaborative Committee was 

established comprising division staff, GPs, practice 

nurses, a Women’s Health Clinical Nurse Consultant 

employed by Greater Southern Area Health Service, and 

a female community representative. 

The committee recognised that it needed to come up 

with a way of providing ongoing support to the nurses. 

This resulted in the GP Supported Routine Cervical 

Screening Service—a fee paying clinic that operates 

from the Wagga GP After Hours Service facility on 

Thursday evenings (convenient for both nurses and 

patients in town for late night shopping). 

Evaluations from practice nurses who have participated 

in the project indicate they have increased confidence 

and competence to undertake Pap tests and that the 

support of the supervising GP was valuable.  All have 

indicated their intention to continue their involvement.  

Anecdotal reports suggest some of the nurses are 

undertaking more Pap tests back in their practice 

environment.

Patient evaluations indicate high levels of satisfaction 

with the service in 100% of cases.

Practice nurses who have successfully completed the 

Well Women’s Course conducted by Family Planning 

Australia are invited to participate. Each nurse is 

employed on a casual basis by the division and covered 

by the division’s indemnity policy. The division also 

contracts a female GP with a strong interest in women’s 

health to provide support to participating nurses. The GP 

and practice nurse work as a team following a flow chart 

developed to ensure each client receives optimal care. 

Women who access the service must have nominated a 

GP who retains responsibility for their ongoing care. As 

the name suggests, the service is for “routine” Pap tests 

only. A Patient Information Brochure is available through 

general practices, the Wagga GP After Hours Service 

and at the public Women’s Health Centre. 

GPs can refer women to the service, or women can 

simply phone for an appointment. An electronic template 

is available for Medical Director to simplify the referral 

process for GPs. 

Given the positive evaluation to date, more frequent 

clinics are expected to accommodate growing demand 

for the service. 

Nursing initiative supporting practice 
nurses and increasing Cervical 
screening rates in the Riverina 

Dr Jane Goddard on the left and practice nurse Jenny Wright 
on the right checking results.
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“Overall, the program is already well 
on the way to achieving its aim of 
increasing the number of practice 
nurses working in the region.”

A new program promoting the value and expanding 

role of nurses in general practice is helping address 

workforce shortages in the Adelaide Southern Division of 

General Practice (SDGP). 

Participating general practices have so far employed 

seven practice nurses as a result of taking part in this 

program.

The SDGP developed its practice nurse promotion, 

recruitment and orientation training program last year in 

response to the region’s GP workforce shortage and the 

fact that only around 57 per cent of practices employed 

a practice nurse. 

The division has had a positive experience promoting the 

expanding role of general practice nursing. It has found 

that nurses are interested in moving into general practice 

if they are supported with training and workplace 

conditions. General practices have been interested in 

incorporating practice nursing through the program’s 

pool of practice nurses and are following this up by 

employing nurses. Overall, the program is already well 

on the way to achieving its aim of increasing the number 

of practice nurses working in the region.

One of the most successful elements of the program 

has been the pool of practice nurses who work in 

the region’s general practices for three-month stints, 

promoting the role of practice nursing with an emphasis 

on chronic disease management. They are employed 

by the SDGP, in partnership with the Southern Adelaide 

Health Service (SAHS) as part of the Primary Health Care 

Network. Currently the SDGP employs six nurses (3.9 

full-time equivalent). 

Other elements of the program included the 

development of a comprehensive Practice Nurse 

Information Pack. The pack highlighted the benefits and 

rewards of working within the SDGP general practice 

setting—not only the personal rewards from a career 

perspective, but also the benefits to the practice. It 

included brochures and information such as a website 

list, education programs, and an invitation to an 

information session. Evaluation indicated that this pack 

was very favourably received with the majority (98 per 

cent) of respondents reporting that the pack and website 

provided them with a general understanding of the role 

of the practice nurse. Nine-four per cent of respondents 

said that after receiving the pack they were considering 

practice nursing as a career.

Targeted media coverage was also designed to catch 

the attention of registered nurses interested in the 

prospect of a career change. Advertisements titled 

“Is this Adelaide’s best nursing job?” and editorials 

were placed in The Adelaide Advertiser, several local 

newspapers, a rural and a remote newspaper. Interested 

nurses telephoned the division to request an information 

pack and were also assisted with their general enquires. 

The SDGP website displayed the contents of the pack 

with web links for further information. 

At the end of the recruitment phase, 350 Practice 

Nurse Information Packs had been sent out and there 

were 461 hits to the practice nurse page on the SDGP 

website.

The information night was popular, with 183 nurses 

coming to session at the local tertiary hospital, Flinders 

Medical Centre. Information was presented about 

practice nursing, SDGP and SAHS, and nurses had the 

opportunity to ask questions.

An Orientation to Practice Nursing training workshop 

to assist registered nurses upskill to general practice 

was also developed, and has trained 26 nurses so far 

including the pool nurses.

Practice nurse promotion helps 
address workforce shortage

Australian General Practice Network� 



70 per cent of undergraduate nurses 
undertaking a clinical placement 
in general practice indicated that 
they would consider a future career 
in nursing in general practice now 
that they had been ‘exposed’ to the 
environment 

A snapshot of four years’ achievements by the Otway 

Division of General Practice Nurse in General Practice 

Program reveals how it is contributing in many ways to 

the wellbeing of local communities. 

The Otway Division in rural Victoria has a resident 

population of 121,000, served by 110 GPs and 60 

nurses working in 36 general practices as well as four 

Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Services.

Reflecting on the past four years as the division’s Nurse 

in General Practice Program Coordinator,

“There have been many transitional development stages 

of the program as it transformed into a mature program 

with a solid framework and professional progress 

record.” (Julieanne Crow). 

Practice nurse support 
strategy
In 2002, only around half (54 per cent) of eligible 

practices participated in the practice nurses incentive 

(according to GPDV Commonwealth Statistics on 

Population and Integration Initiatives November 2002). 

There were only 10 identified nurses working across the 

division at this time. Today there are 60 nurses working 

in 24 practices, including Aboriginal Health Workers. 

Indicators of the success of the strong focus on 

recruitment and retention is reflected in the latest 

statistics which show 81 per cent of eligible practices 

are now participating in the practice nurses incentive 

(GPDV Commonwealth Statistics on Population and 

Integration Initiatives November 2006). 

Following an initial needs survey to gauge priorities and 

actions, educational and network meetings are now held 

approximately every six weeks and boasts continually 

high participation rates.  The annual professional needs 

survey attracts a high 80 to 90 per cent return. 

A practice nurse/Aboriginal health worker committee has 

also been established in response to identified needs.

”The network has been further 
extended due to demand from nurses 
working in physician’s practices as 
well as school nurses to include them 
and they welcome the professional 
and educational support. Educational 
meeting minutes are distributed 
electronically and supported with 
resources or information requests to 
streamline communication.”  
(Julieanne Crow)

Otway Division Nurses at an educational network meeting. 

The Otway Division Nurse in  
General Practice Program —  
Four Year Reflection
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Orientation strategy to 
support practice nurses
The orientation strategy has worked especially well with 

practice nurses beginning to expand their role now into 

chronic disease management.

“It has supported the emergence 
of collaborative GP/nurse models 
of diabetic care within the division.” 
(Julieanne Crow)

All new nurses participate in a formal orientation program 

that is individually tailored to the nurse’s professional and 

practice employment needs. The program is conducted 

over a period of time at the practice and is targeted 

to the new practice nurse’s/Aboriginal health worker 

learning needs. These identified needs guide liaison with 

the experienced nurses in the division.

“These nurses have either identified 
expertise in clinical specialties, have 
participated in integrated models of 
patient care and/or have expressed an 
interest in mentoring.” (Julieanne Crow)

This support may also include a division-organised visit 

with the new nurse to the nurse mentor’s practice who 

are only too willing to support their colleagues within the 

division.

There is also a one-hour formal orientation program for 

undergraduate nurse students who undertake clinical 

placement in general practices. The students attend the 

division and are briefed on numerous topics such as:

n	 Divisions of General Practice – what are they and 

how they fit in Australia’s health system

n	 the roles of nurses in general practice 

n	 nurses in general practice competencies

n	� support organisations such as Australian Practice 

Nurse Association. 

The nurse is then introduced to the practice staff before 

starting their formal clinical placement duties. 

Evaluation of clinical placements has indicated that none 

of the undergraduate nurses knew what nurses really 

did in general practice. As one nurse cited, “Don’t they 

put a band aid on a wound or give injections?” (Deakin 

University undergraduate nursing student- Warrnambool 

campus) 

“They were amazed at the breadth and 
scope of the role and the knowledge 
and skills that these nurses must have 
to function effectively.”  
(Julieanne Crow)

Deakin student nurse Ms. Kate Chapman being facilitated 
by Ms Denise Toke, general practice nurse at Jamieson 
Street Medical Clinic in Warrnambool

The orientation strategy has worked 
especially well with practice nurses 
beginning to expand their role now 
into chronic disease management.

Australian General Practice Network10 



From left – Ms Marlene Collins, Dr Natalie Ryan and Practice Nurse Gwen Horwill from The Healthspot Clinic in 
Warrnambool with Moya Mahoney, (Refugee Health Nurse)

100 per cent of nurses changed their perceptions of 

the nurse in general practice role by the end of their 

clinical placement. 70 per cent indicated that they would 

consider a future career in nursing in general practice 

now that they had been ‘exposed’ to the environment.

Community Refugee Health 
Project
The Otway Division of General Practice, Southwest 

Primary Care Partnership and South West Healthcare 

are collaboratively working together on a funded project 

aimed at improving general practice integration and 

service coordination for newly arrived refugee clients 

within Warrnambool. There are currently around 100 

Sudanese Refugees living in the Warrnambool district.

Guidelines have been developed for all healthcare 

providers to ensure streamlined refugee patient care 

and access to general practice services. The guidelines 

identify the general practice nurse as having a pivotal 

role in refugee patient care. The pathway identifies the 

integrated patient care responsibilities and roles involving 

the Refugee Health Nurse and GPs who are also 

included in the community health provider team in an 

attempt to deliver better health outcomes for refugees. 

Looking ahead
Quality improvement is now embedded in the program 

with an annual work plan and ongoing program 

evaluation and monitoring. 

The program is continuously expanding to include 

the division’s Aboriginal Controlled Health Services, 

and energy is being directed toward integrating and 

implementing models of patient care. These models of 

patient care include the practice nurse and Aboriginal 

Health Worker working alongside GPs and Allied Health 

as integral members of the health team. 

“We are very excited about the future and the continuing 

role nurses in general practice across our division 

will play in the health and wellbeing of their local 

communities.” (Julieanne Crow)

For further information, please contact ODGP Practice 

Nurse Program Coordinator, Julieanne Crow (M.Nurs, 

M.Ed, Div1 Nurse) on (03) 5562 6877
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“The program began in 2003 with 
enthusiasm and vision, and has gone 
from strength to strength.” 

Now more than ever practice nurses, together with 

GPs, face challenges in the responsible delivery of 

preventative care and in the promotion of wellness. The 

Northern Rivers Division of General Practice (NRDGP) 

is helping practice nurses meet these challenges 

by providing education, information and networking 

opportunities through its practice nurse program. 

The program began in 2003 with enthusiasm and 

vision, and has gone from strength to strength. The 

introduction of the Practice Incentives Program (PIP) has 

encouraged more practices to employ nurses and the 

nurses themselves, keen for ongoing education, have 

fully embraced the program. The evolution of Medicare 

Plus (such as the anticipated introduction of the chronic 

disease management item number for practice nurses 

later this year) further underscores the important role of 

practice nurses in delivering primary health care. 

The NRDGP practice nurse program includes: 

n	 professional development through an educational 

program to upskill practice nurses 

n	 a Comprehensive Orientation Course, including four 

days mentorship, for generalist nurses looking to 

be employed as practice nurses

n	 the monthly In Practice Times newsletter

n	 practice nurse network meetings

n	 practice visits and telephone support

n	 practice nurse email list server.

Professional development 
For nurses in the NRDGP, regular professional 

development events have now become enjoyable get 

togethers as well as opportunities to upskill. 

Each November, key NRDGP project officers together 

with key stakeholders (pharmaceutical representatives, 

continuing professional development (CPD) committee 

and Area Health project officers) meet to plan the 

practice nurse education program for the next 12 

months. The program is developed to reflect the results 

of the annual practice nurse needs assessment, taking 

into account the future direction of nursing in general 

practice, and the government-funded practice nurse 

initiatives. 

On average the NRDGP offers 12 educational events 

a year, including network meetings, run as evening 

or one-day workshops. While most of the events are 

aimed solely at practice nurses, a whole-of-practice 

weekend workshop in 2006 aimed to educate GPs 

and their staff on a range of professional issues. This 

event, along with the Hunter Urban Division of General 

Practice, Triage Guide, medical software and infection 

control workshops, is increasing demand for whole-of-

practice activities. A calendar of events is featured on 

the NRDGP website, with updates regularly distributed 

via fax or email.

NRDGP attended the Authorised Provider of Endorsed 

Courses (APEC) Royal College of Nursing, Australia 

(RCNA) workshop in late 2005, so all its practice nurse 

events are evaluated and attract continuing nurse 

education (CNE) points for practice nurses. 

Northern Rivers practice nurse 
program proves a major success

Australian General Practice Network12 



Orientation and mentorship 
Each year since 2003, the NRDGP organises a practice 

nurse orientation course to upskill general nurses 

to become practice nurses. Immunisation, infection 

control, triage and wound care are some of the clinical 

components, as well as the use of medical software and 

enhanced Primary Care (EPC) item numbers. 

In 2006, nine nurses completed the orientation course 

and mentorship with six gaining employment in general 

practice. The 2007 course is in April with 12 nurses 

registering expressions of interest as well as four 

practices expressing an interest in employing more 

nurses.

The NRDGP and the Alliance of NSW Divisions 

recognises the need to consolidate skills acquired during 

the orientation program through practical experience and 

practice nurse mentoring. Practices within the Northern 

Rivers, recognised as innovative and dedicated to quality 

patient care, are approached to assist by providing 

hands-on experience to nurses who have completed 

the orientation course. The NRDGP also recognises the 

nurse/s employed in these practices as excellent general 

practice nurse mentors.

In Practice Times
The In Practice Times is a monthly newsletter that keeps 

practice nurses informed of changes to general practice. 

It includes educational articles relevant to general 

practice nursing, other stories of interest and details of 

outside events. The Times is faxed to all practice nurses 

working in general practice in the division. Responding 

to demand, in early 2006 a second page was added to 

the newsletter for practice staff.

Network meetings
Bi-monthly network meetings are an opportunity 

for practice nurses to network with peers, and are 

particularly beneficial for those working in isolation. 

Guest speakers are invited to present on topical 

subjects, such as taking and interpreting ECGs, 

incontinence, child protection issues, diabetic foot care, 

and care planning from a practical perspective.

Practice visits
It is important that the practice nurse and practice 

support project officers maintain face-to-face contact. 

These visits strengthen communication and trust. They 

are also a valuable research tool, providing face-to-

face feedback on education programs and grassroots 

suggestions and ideas.

Practice nurse email list
The practice nurse list server boasts 83 per cent of 

practice nurses, representing 32 practices and 60 

subscribers employed in the region. A second list server 

provides a communication link between the growing 

number of nurses interested in general practice nursing 

but not yet employed as such. The list server facilitates 

communication between nurses from all areas within the 

division and is of particular benefit to those working in 

isolation.

Overall, the practice nurse program continues to 

receive strong support from GPs and practice nurses 

alike. It would not be as successful without the 

financial, professional, and personal support of the 

Alliance Nursing in General Practice team, funded by 

the Australian Government Department of Health and 

Ageing. Practice nursing is an interesting and challenging 

career, and the NRDGP looks forward to supporting its 

nurses every step of the way. 

Dynamic Divisions  /  Issue 6  /  June 2007 13



“Overall, the student nurses 
reported that the general practice 
placements significantly increased 
their understanding of the roles and 
responsibilities of the general practice 
nurse.”

A Western Australian study shows student nurses value 
clinical placements in general practice settings, with many 
inspired to consider careers as practice nurses.  

The study is a successful collaboration between the 
Nurses Board of Western Australia, the WA General 
Practice Network, Osborne Division of General Practice 
and Fremantle Regional GP Network, three Perth 
metropolitan universities, and the Primary Health Care, 
Research, Evaluation and Development Unit at the 
University of Western Australia. 

It is evaluating the effectiveness of using the general 
practice setting as a learning environment for nursing 
students and exploring the benefits and challenges 
of general practices providing clinical placements for 
students. 

While the study is due to finish in July 2007, results from 
the first phase are positive: 

n	 the majority of student nurses (74 per cent) rated the 
general practice placement as “excellent” or “very 
good” in terms of providing educational value 

n	 students said they gained increased confidence, 
learnt new clinical skills and developed and improved 
communication skills during their placements

n	 overall, the student nurses reported that the general 
practice placements significantly increased their 
understanding of the roles and responsibilities of the 
general practice nurse 

n	 fifty-four per cent of students indicated they would 
consider a career in general practice nursing in the 
future

n	 general practice nurses felt there were a number of 
benefits to training student nurses, including keeping 
their own clinical skills current and promoting 

practice nursing as a 
possible career path

n	� the majority of nurses (83 
per cent) and GPs (100 
per cent) indicated they 
were willing to accept 
more nursing student 
placements in the future.

The project dates back to 2005 when the Nursing Board 
invited the divisions of general practice to take part in 
a Steering Committee to guide the study. Funding was 
secured through the Australian Department of Health and 
Ageing Nursing in General Practice Program and Phase 
One began in July 2006.

First and third year nursing students, general practice 
nurses and GPs involved in general practice clinical 
placements in the metropolitan area were invited to take 
part.

Participating groups were surveyed both before and after 
the student nurse clinical placement. Focus groups for 
student nurses and general practice nurses were also 
conducted after the student placements. 

As well as the encouraging response from student nurses, 
results confirmed that general practice nurses and GPs 
were also very positive about accepting nursing students 
in general practice. Findings also indicate that practice 
nurses are keen to attend workshops to learn how to train 
student nurses, and the participating GPs indicated they 
would be supportive of nurses attending the workshops. 

One of the most valuable outcomes so far has been 
the teamwork between the Nurses Board of Western 
Australia, the universities and the Divisions of General 
Practice throughout the study. The stakeholders 
are currently working in partnership to act on 
recommendations arising from Phase One data. New 
resources are being drafted to assist both nurses and 
nursing students during the general practice placement 
and ensure it is a positive experience for all groups 
involved. Phase Two of the study is due for completion 
in July 2007. When completed, the final report of the 
Evaluation of the Clinical Education of Nursing Students 
within the General Practice Setting study will be available 
from the Nurses Board of Western Australia.

Western Australian student nurses gain 
valuable general practice experience

Australian General Practice Network14 



Practice nurse leader provides 

vital support 

Del Lovett, Practice Nurse Leader Liaison visits

Personal encouragement and support 
from the division practice nurse leader 
was invaluable when learning to 
become a practice nurse

When visiting medical clinics to promote the new 
Chronic Disease Management item numbers, the 
Greater South Eastern Division of General Practice 
Chronic Disease Management Program Coordinator, 
recognised that many practices needed hands on 
assistance implementing the new item numbers. 

‘Although many general practice nurses knew how the 
item numbers worked, implementing them into a busy 
general practice workload was often relegated to the 
‘too hard’ basket.’ 

General practice nurses commonly find that their days 
are so busy with the day to day running of the practice 
and providing services to patients such as immunisation 
and wound care, there is little time to establish the 
protocols that are needed to effectively implement new 
MBS initiatives.

The division needed an experienced practice nurse, 
who could visit the practices and provide hands 
on assistance. With funding from the Australian 
Government Department of Health and Ageing, Nursing 
in General Practice program, the division employed a 
Practice Nurse Leader, a Division 1 (Registered Nurse) 
with extensive experience in working in general practice. 

Working on a model developed by neighbouring 
divisions and modified to suit the Greater South Eastern 
Division, the new Practice Nurse Leader, provided a 
service that included assistance with all aspects of 
general practice nursing. The model assisted with 
general practice nurse recruitment and induction, 
systems management and procedures performed by 
practice nurses. The Practice Nurse Leader through 
her role assisted the development of a Chronic Disease 
Management Clinic and provided peer review. 

Since commencement of the program, the Practice 
Nurse Leader has made 11 practice visits to six clinics. 
Each visit lasts around 2.5 hours, providing one-on-
one support and training for practice nurses, peer 
review, assisting practice managers with practice nurse 
induction and introducing more streamlined processes in 
chronic disease management. The program has resulted 
in 2 new general practice nurses being inducted and 1 
new additional practice nurse being employed.

One of the practice nurses who has benefited from this 
initiative, began working at an eight-doctor clinic late last 
year, coming from a background in aged care with no 
past experience in general practice. 

‘It was like entering a new world of nursing that I never 
knew even existed!,’ The Practice Nurse Leader ‘has 
been an excellent support person to me, visiting me 
twice on site and also making herself available by 
phone and email. She has coached me in such areas 
as chronic disease management, preparation of GP 
Management Plans, Medicare items, infection control, 
wound management and best practice in various 
areas of clinic work and is a reservoir helpful resource 
material. I have benefited from her vast knowledge and 
experience in general practice.

The program has also assisted in newly employed 
practice nurses to develop networking with other 
practice nurses.

Practice nurse leader provides 

vital support 
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“Practice Nurse Leaders are enhancing 
the division’s Nursing in General 
Practice Program and providing 
valuable mentoring and support.”

Eastern Ranges GP Association (ERGPA) is committed 

to enhancing patient care through a whole-of-practice 

team approach.  Practice Nurses are a core part of the 

team and their role is evolving quite quickly.  To enhance 

the Division’s Nursing in General Practice Program 

and provide support and mentoring to Practice Nurses 

across the Division, ERGPA have employed two highly 

skilled Practice Nurse Leaders.

The criteria for selection for these positions was very 

specific.  The applicants needed:

n	 high level of qualifications; 

n	 extensive experience working in general practice; 

and 

n	 an ability to mentor and share their knowledge.

The Practice Nurse Leaders are employed for a set 

numbers of hours each month and are always in 

demand, not only from other Practice Nurses but also 

from GPs and other practice staff.

Their tasks are varied and include:

n	 providing orientation for new Practice Nurses

n	 setting up recall and reminder systems

n	 developing the role of the Practice Nurse

n	 presenting at continuing professional development 

events

n	 speaking at practice staff meetings

n	 interviewing for new Practice Nurses

n	� developing business case models for Practice 

Nurses.

One of their most significant challenges was presenting 

at an inter-divisional GP conference.  Following the 

conference, it was agreed by GPs, that practice nurses 

can, and do make a valuable contribution to a general 

practice.  

The focus of the conference was best practice and 

business improvement and the Practice Nurse Leaders 

took the opportunity to demonstrate how GPs can make 

the most of their Practice Nurses.  The presentation 

titled Maximising Your Practice Income: Turning Your 

Practice Nurse into Dollars illustrated practical and 

proven ways of significantly increasing practice income 

by better use of existing resources. They provided 

practical examples of how practice nurses have been 

used to do more to improve patient care. 

The key message was that with a philosophy of 

team-based care, utilising the skills, knowledge and 

experience of all team members, practice income can be 

increased and patient outcomes can be improved.

The benefits of having Practice Nurse Leaders will 

continue for ERGPA well into the future.

Practice Nurse Leaders – a 
valuable addition to the Nursing 
in General Practice Program

Australian General Practice Network16 



“The nurse-led Cardiovascular Risk 
Management clinics are an excellent 
example of a local health solution 
through general practice and have 
also led to the development of a 
post graduate university course in 
cardiovascular nursing.” 

An initiative of the Murray Mallee General Practice 

Network is helping local patients manage high blood 

pressure, a key cardiovascular risk. The nurse-led 

Cardiovascular Risk Management clinics are an excellent 

example of a local health solution through general 

practice and have also led to the development of a post 

graduate university course in cardiovascular nursing. 

Nurse-led clinics in general practice were first established 

in Murray Mallee with More Allied Health Services funding 

in 2000. Asthma nurse educators were employed in each 

practice to provide asthma clinics for patients referred 

by their GP. Data from the clinics was collected by the 

nurse educators and evaluated by the Adelaide University 

Department of General Practice. The model showed that 

this type of care provided improved patient outcomes in 

a number of areas such as blood pressure control and 

modifiable risk factors e.g. diet and lifestyle and was well 

received by both patients and their referring GPs.

In 2002 the division was approached by one of its 

member practices to consider how cardiovascular risk 

might be better managed in the general practice setting. 

Based on the success of the asthma clinics it was 

decided to adapt the model and develop Cardiovascular 

Risk Management Clinics. In the first instance it was 

agreed to focus on one cardiovascular risk area: high 

blood pressure.

A search could not find a similar clinic in general practice 

in Australia. Initially links were made with local tertiary 

hospitals and the National Heart Foundation. The division 

researched best practice from local and international 

journal articles to establish a patient data form suitable 

for a trial clinic. Contact with the Bankstown Hospital in 

Sydney provided valuable information about patient 

data collection and equipment, such as 24-hour blood 

pressure monitors. 

Unlike asthma (where a Certificate in Asthma Education 

is available) tertiary training in cardiovascular risk 

management was not available for nurse educators. The 

division developed a local training program in conjunction 

with local health professionals and the National Heart 

Foundation. Education for the nurse educators was 

conducted as a full day, four times a year. From this, 

a four-module post graduate university course in 

cardiovascular nursing has since been developed by the 

University of South Australia. 

The local community health service was also closely 

involved in the process, as measures had to be put 

in place to prevent overloading of the allied health 

professionals. A flow chart was developed to facilitate 

appropriate referral. The trial of the clinics was very 

successful and other practices were invited to participate.

Clinic patients must be referred by a general practitioner. 

The initial one hour visit with the nurse covers medical 

history, current medications, family history, diet, exercise 

and lifestyle, physical assessment and the development 

of an action plan. Follow up at three month intervals is for 

half an hour to monitor progress and to determine referral 

to allied health.

Overall, the clinics have been well received. Participating 

GP Dr Suzann Seals said, “Referral to a cardiovascular 

nurse educator eases my time and really benefits the 

patients. The patients determine their own goals and 

see results. The practice nurses enjoy increased job 

satisfaction in seeing their patients’ achievements, and 

ultimately the community benefits with better health 

outcomes.”

The decision to focus on cardiovascular risk (blood 

pressure in the first instance) has been validated by initial 

data from the Practice Health Atlas process (GP data 

extracted from electronic patient practice records) which 

shows cardiovascular risk in the Murray Mallee to be 

significantly higher than the national average. 

The Murray Mallee General Practice Network is based 

in the Rural City of Murray Bridge and covers an area of 

23,000 square kilometres from the Adelaide Hills through 

to the Victorian border. 

GP nurses help manage 
cardiovascular risk 
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