The Parish-Based Health and Education Partnership for Children – Jamaica (2002)

St. Catherine is one of two pilot parishes selected for targeted interventions under the UNICEF-assisted Jamaica Country Programme for children in 2002-2006. The parish is Jamaica's largest, with over 480 000 inhabitants. Since January 2002, meetings involving a broad cross-section of organizations involved in early childhood development have been convened quarterly at the St. Catherine Early Childhood Resource Centre, a hub for activities in support of young children. The meetings have served as a forum for exchange of information and ideas and for the design and monitoring of new initiatives. 

At the first inter-agency meeting, the Medical Officer from the St. Catherine Health Department shared the challenges faced by her team in securing community involvement in measures aimed at reducing morbidity and mortality. These were often related to conflicting cultural beliefs and practices. It was agreed that health promotion efforts could be significantly strengthened if the cadre of early childhood officers and the early childhood institutions (ECIs) they supervise became channels for dissemination of specific health messages. With this general agreement, a funding proposal was prepared for a "Parish-Based Health & Education Partnership for Children", a five-year training programme aimed at improving the health status of young children in St. Catherine.

Issues to be addressed include immunization, nutrition (including breastfeeding), control of diarrhoeal diseases, prevention of child abuse, recognition of learning disabilities and HIV and occupational exposure. It was agreed that while all of these areas are priorities, they could not be addressed simultaneously. Therefore, the programme will identify one major topic and a secondary topic for specific focus in each year. In addition, 10% of the contact time is reserved for discussion of participants’ health concerns. 

Immunization was selected as the major topic and breastfeeding the sub-topic for 2002. As in the rest of Jamaica, levels of immunisation coverage in St. Catherine are fairly high. Despite these high rates, there has been slippage in coverage over the past few years. With respect to exclusive breastfeeding, high initiation (near 95%) is not maintained: only 57% of mothers breastfeed at 6 weeks.

The programme aims to involve 1,500 practitioners in ECIs, including public and private day care centres, infant and basic schools and other facilities providing care to children from 0 to 5 years. The training equips workers to provide information to and conduct health promotion activities for parents, guardians and other caregivers. The programme also focuses on the 14 Early Childhood Officers in the parish, who will monitor the application of training as part of their routine supervision of ECIs. Training for ECI personnel is provided through workshops conducted during scheduled zone meetings convened by the Early Childhood Officers. 

The training sessions include sensitisation to the need for a holistic approach to child development and introduction to the section of the Public Health Act related to immunization and breastfeeding. For many ECI operators, it is the first introduction to their legal responsibility for ensuring that children are immunized before admission. Part of the session offers training in reviewing immunisation cards to identify if a child is correctly immunized for his/her age and to detect forged cards. Through case studies, participants are helped to formulate responses to the challenges they may encounter. At each training session a pre- and post-test of trainee knowledge is conducted. Additionally, common myths and problems reported by the participants are documented. As part of their 2003 activities the Health Department will be working with a local drama group to create a dramatic production as a public education tool to counteract negative practices and misconceptions.


