Children’s nursing in the United Kingdom

Children’s nurses
Children’s nurses in the United Kingdom are qualified to provide care for children and young people aged 0-18 years. They work in a wide range of settings, including acute inpatient wards, emergency departments, neonatal units, the child’s home, hospices, residential and respite services and schools. Children’s nurses care for children with acute health problems, chronic illness, disability, mental health problems and also work to promote health and prevent impairment.
The philosophy of children’s nursing

Children’s nurses recognise the individuality of each child and their family, and promote and protect their rights. They understand the distinct needs of children and their families across health care settings and involve children and their families in decision making (Royal College of Nursing 2003). The primary focus of the children’s nurse is to assist the child and their family to manage the physiological, physical, social and spiritual effects of a health problem or condition and its treatment (Royal College of Nursing 2003). In addition to providing direct nursing care, depending on the context, the role of the nurse may involve a range of activities including: health promotion, investigations, diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions, child care, counselling and other interventions (Royal College of Nursing 2003). Children’s nurses recognise and value the knowledge and experience of families in caring for their children and work with them in a reciprocal manner to meet the child’s needs health needs (Royal College of Nursing 2003).

Regulation of nursing

The Nursing and Midwifery Council is the body which regulates nursing in the United Kingdom. It maintains a register of qualified nurses (RNs) and establishes the standards for educational programmes in nursing, monitors the quality and effectiveness of these programmes and also sets out the standards of professional behaviour expected of the registered nurse. Educational programmes for nurses specialising in the care of children have been available since the 19th century. The content and nature of these have changed over the years as the needs of children, young people and their families have changed. Qualifications in nursing children have been identified on the Nurses’ Register since 1919 (Glasper and Mitchell 2006).

In 2005, there were 672,897 nurses on the register, of whom 39,070 held a qualification in children’s nursing (Nursing and Midwifery Council 2005).
Education of children’s nurses
Students wishing to become nurses undertake a three year programme which is half theory and half practice, run by universities in conjunction with health care providers. Students are regarded as full-time university students. Eligible students receive a bursary from the National Health Service to support them during this programme. Programmes are available at diploma and degree level, leading to an academic award and professional qualification (Registered Nurse).
Since 1989, students choose, on entering a nurse education programme, which field of nursing they want to specialise in and become registered nurses in that field. Options available, known as branches, are: adult, child, mental health and learning disability, expressed for example as RN (child) or RN (adult). Thus, the notion of the “general nurse” does not exist in the United Kingdom, although it is possible to hold registration in more than one branch, provided the appropriate branch has been undertaken. Nurses working in branches other than the one on which they are registered do so under the supervision of a nurse with the appropriate registration. It is possible for registered nurses in one branch to obtain registered nurse status in another branch by undertaking a shortened programme. 
Career opportunities for children’s nurses

Initial registration in the field of children’s nursing is the first step in a nursing career, and should not be regarded as a specialist qualification, but a generalist one for people within a specified age range. Opportunities exist for further study to specialise in many fields such as children’s community nursing- providing health care for sick children at home, paediatric or neonatal intensive care or the emergency department. Alternatively a children’s nurse may develop specific knowledge and expertise in a condition, such as diabetes or cancer, and provide care, education and support for children with that condition and their families across care boundaries. They may also become managers or teachers of other children’s nurses.
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