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Inspiring
the Passion
for Great
Nursing

BY MARY ZAGAJESKI,
M.S., R.N.

After 37 years in nursing,
almost 20 of them in
home health, my pas-

sion for the profession has
never left me. I no longer care
for patients directly, but as a leader I can inspire others to do their
best and commit to both the science and the art of nursing. 

The science of good nursing lies in todayÕs improved technologies
and treatment options. The art lies in going beyond the clinical to
become compassionate caregivers who are also passionate about the
health of the profession. In leadership, we need to be mindful of
both.

Nursing has lost many good nurses and nurse leaders through
frustration and burn-out. I was able to retain my love of the profes-
sion by continuing my educational journey, but not every nurse
chooses, or is suited to, this path. We need to find multiple ways to
re-inspire our nurses. 

One of the major principles of humanistic management is to lead
with a voice of trust. This means not only talking about expectations,
but being a role model. ItÕs easy to talk about creating a caring and
competent organizational culture. But unless we as leaders are com-
petent and caring in how we interact with our employees, we cannot
expect them to follow suit. We need to model the desired behavior
every day. The outcomes of caring behavior are increased employee
retention and strong and successful recruitment, which in turn lead
to greater satisfaction among our nursing staff and better patient
care.

We need to give nurses a reason to stay Ð and stay committed Ð but
we cannot expect them to get there alone. As nursing leaders itÕs our
responsibility to mentor and support them. After studying good and
bad management practices in our field, I have come to the conclu-
sion that ineffective nursing leadership is a strong contributing fac-

Continued on page 32

Rural Hospitals 
Find Strength in
Numbers With

HomeTown Health
BY PAMELA A. KEENE

Rural hospitals often face challenges in being heard
because of a perceived disconnect. Typically independ-
ent, these smaller hospitals may find it difficult to net-

work, share information and develop new methods of problem
solving because they are busy with the business of delivering
health care. Because of the mission at hand, the business side
of health care may become a lower priority. 

However, in 1997 HomeTown Health LLC was founded to help bring these hospitals together to
share resources and interface as they continued to meet the needs of their communities. As an organ-
ization of rural and small hospitals throughout Georgia, members collectively pursue ways to help
survive in this environment of tremendous budget cuts from the state and federal level.

ÒSometimes these hospitals serve multiple counties and they face challenges of funding, reim-
bursement issues and the ability to provide the much-needed services to their communities,Ó said
Jimmy Lewis, founder of HomeTown Health. ÒWe started out to assist these hospitals with reim-
bursement improvements, but our mission has expanded to strategic planning and problem solving.Ó

Its mission includes advocating for rural hospital issues in government, business and sociological
arenas, including conveying the message of rural hospitalsÕ dilemma resulting from the reimburse-
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Advancing the
Profession
Dee Defoor, RN

Throughout her nursing
career, Dee has projected the
art of nursing. An advocate for
the patient, concerned for the
family and able to communi-
cate effectively with the physi-
cian are the cornerstones of her
nursing practice. As instructor
for the nursing assistant certifi-
cation program at Stephens
County Hospital, it has been
her influence and guidance that introduces the art of caring for the
patient and their family to her students. Dee has continually been
the inspiration that produces staff members who understand the
rationale behind the training. Combining education and instruc-
tion with mentoring and nurturing, she instills value to the nursing
assistants as the Òeyes and earsÓ of the nurses. Advocating the team
approach, her students are empowered by instruction to be knowl-
edgeable and compassionate advocates for their patients. Keeping
her perspective fresh and meaningful, Dee continues to work at the
bedside providing direct patient care in Outpatient Surgery of
Stephens County Hospital. We salute Dee for her service in advanc-
ing the profession of nursing.

Clinical Care
Brenda Shook, RN

In her tenure at Stephens
County Hospital, Brenda
Shook has unintentionally
made a name for herself. While
other staff members were
enjoying the latest edition of a
hot novel during their break,
Brenda was reading the latest
medical journal. Never one to
be stumped by a difficult diag-
nosis, critical thinking is just
one of her many talents. She
possesses quick recognition, appropriate intervention and an
extremely compassionate bedside manner. SheÕs clinically compe-
tent and has tremendous communication skills with the medical
staff - all the right ingredients to make an Emergency Room nurse
invaluable. Young or old, BrendaÕs patients take comfort from her
confidence as a nurse. Never one to self-promote, BrendaÕs
approachable demeanor automatically puts her patients and their
families at ease with getting honest answers to their sometimes-dif-
ficult questions. With a background in various clinical settings -
mostly in small hospitals - her passion is nursing and caring for her
patient is always the top priority. As a well-respected member of the
ER crew, medical staff and her coworkers value her opinion, respect
her judgment and most of all, and enjoy her delightful personality.
We salute Brenda for her excellence in clinical care of her patients. 

Teaching
Sherry Shea Gragg,
RN

Sherry Shea Gragg, R.N.,
has a world of nursing experi-
ence already despite her
youth. Beginning her health-
care career as a ward clerk,
then a nursing assistant,
Sherry was well on her way to
becoming a nurse before she
graduated high school.
Excelling in both the academ-
ic and clinical settings, Sherry

obtained her bachelors degree in nursing and has been educating
patients, staff members and the general public ever since. As
Education Coordinator at Stephens County Hospital, Sherry is
responsible for coordinating, tracking, and assessing the
training/education needs for all clinical staff. That is her job Ð her
passion is teaching. SherryÕs down to earth approach makes any sub-
ject interesting and the topic unforgettable. The style she employs is
uniquely hers and has proven to be just the trick for helping patients
and their families understand unfamiliar medical terms, disease
processes and the necessary lifestyle changes. Sherry served as a
part-time adjunct clinical instructor at Piedmont College in
Demorest as part of their BSN nursing program for two years and
continues to provide preceptor training for new graduates. We
salute Sherry for her dedication to education and her enthusiastic
training of our staff and community. 

Community
Service
Elizabeth Hughes,
RN

ÒFree timeÓ is not a term
Elizabeth Hughes knows
much about. Advancing her
education, serving in the mil-
itary reserves, providing hos-
pice care, delving into emer-

gency preparedness training all
while raising children and
keeping a home in order tells
you she is a woman on the
move. Described as reliable to a high degree, Elizabeth serves as a
part-time instructor of the Certified Nursing Assistant program at
Stephens County Hospital in addition to her night shift charge
nurse/house supervisor responsibilities. As a nurse, she intercedes
for the patient and places the needs of the family at the forefront of
her planning. A humorous soul, Elizabeth has the respect of her
peers, medical staff and those she mentors. Physicians listen to her,
staff respect her and the patients appreciate and benefit from her
Òbeyond the callÓ attitude. Often described as the Òultimate nurseÓ,
Elizabeth is just one of those outstanding people who chose nursing
as the best way to demonstrate their giving nature. We salute
Elizabeth for her service to our country, our community and
Stephens County Hospital.
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tor to the nursing shortage we are experiencing today.
One way to change this is to better define and articulate the

quality of nursesÕ work life and help them find quality of life
overall. Being cognizant of these two pieces will help us build a
sustained working relationship with our nursing staff. 

More than ever before, we need to offer a mentoring continu-
um that encompasses the needs of new nurses and those with
decades of experience. This means inspiring the men and women
who are joining the profession, leading those who are in mid-
career, and continuing to offer support and education to the sen-
iors. This is extremely important now, as we see our nursing
work force age. 

In home health, we need to give our nurses fair compensation
and realistic work loads so they can focus on managing a com-
prehensive plan of care for patients. We need to continually
revise and refine technology to help them do their jobs, and we
need to keep raising the bar for quality care.

Technology has made our cliniciansÕ jobs easier in many ways

and has become part of their professional lives. It is therefore our
responsibility to help them connect the clinical with technology
to increase the quality of their work life and to better care for our
patients. We teach our clinicians to take ownership of this piece,
inspiring them to be good caretakers of their patients and the
health of the organization.

At Visiting Nurse | Hospice Atlanta, our mission is to give inno-
vative, cost effective, and compassionate care to the patients we
serve. Staying true to our mission means giving quality care to our
nurses as well. Only then can we be assured of keeping the pro-
fession, and our organization, healthy so that we can serve the
community for many decades to come. 

Mary Zagajeski, MS, RN, Director, Home Health Operations,
Visiting Nurse | Hospice Atlanta, can be reached at (770) 936-1041

or mary_zagajeski@vnhs.org.
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Jill Baldwin Named 
Volunteer Coordinator of 

Heyman HospiceCare
Floyd announces Jill Baldwin has been named volunteer

coordinator for Heyman HospiceCare.
Baldwin received her bachelor of arts degree in sociology,

anthropology and government from Berry College.
Prior to joining the Floyd team, Baldwin served as a fos-

ter care case manager with the Polk County Department of
Family and Children Services.

Deborah Cook Joins 
Visiting Nurse

Hospice Atlanta as 
Bereavement Counselor 

Deborah Cook, LCSW, has joined Visiting Nurse Hospice
Atlanta as bereavement counselor. She will be working
alongside Sharon ÒScottieÓ Scott, who has coordinated the
organizationÕs well-respected bereavement services for many
years. Cook has a MasterÕs degree in clinical social work and
a MasterÕs in education. She has worked in individual, fami-
ly and group therapy in the US and abroad, and for the last
several years has specialized in bereavement counseling. 

ARMC Names New 
Emergency Services Director

Athens Regional Medical Center is pleased to announce
the hiring of Kimberly Tyler, R.N., B.S.N., as the new
Emergency Services Director. 

A native of Georgia, Tyler comes to Athens Regional from
St. Vincent Hospital in Indianapolis, IN. 

Tyler received her Bachelor of Science degree in Nursing
from Towson State University in Towson, MD. Prior to her
entry into the field of Emergency Medicine, she worked as
a staff and charge nurse on a medical-surgical unit and in
the pediatric intensive care unit at Johns Hopkins Hospital.

Murphy Named Director at 
MCG Health, Inc.

Randy Murphy, RN, BSN, has been promoted to Director
of Ambulatory Patient Care Services at MCG Health, Inc. 

Since joining MCG Health, Inc. in 1994, Murphy has held
progressively responsible positions, serving most recently as
Neuroscience Practice Site Coordinator. 

Previously, Murphy was in sales at Murphy and Son
Medical Equipment and Supplies and was a
Manager/Computer Programmer at Med-Assurance Plus,
both in Evans, Georgia.

Cherry, Bekaert & Holland
Welcomes Pat Rice as Senior

Consultant with CB&H 
Business Services

Cherry, Bekaert & Holland, L.L.P. (CB&H) is pleased to
announce the addition of Patrick J. Rice, Jr. as a Senior
Consultant with CB&H Business Services, LLC, the finan-
cial advisory arm of the Firm.

Rice brings over 15 years of financial services industry
experience to the Firm. Prior to joining CB&H, Rice
served in a dual role as executive director of the Dewberry
Foundation and senior vice president for business relations
with DCH, LLC, the private equity arm of Dewberry Capital in Atlanta. He also previously
worked with Synovus Securities as an investment advisor to high net worth families and
individuals, and with First Union Securities as a vice president and personal investment
consultant.

Sharon Massey Named FloydÕs
New Clinical Supervisor

Floyd announces Sharon Massey has been named clinical
supervisor for Floyd Medical CenterÕs Medical and
Pulmonary Nursing unit.

Prior to joining Floyd, Massey worked as a nurse at
Marshall Medical Center, taught classes at her alma mater
Gadsden State Community College and wrote education
curriculum for Teen Awareness of Marshall County.

Tucker Joins MCGHI Board
Richard L. Tucker has been appointed to serve a three-

year term on the Board of Directors of MCG Health, Inc.
Tucker replaces Tim Shelnut, President of Four Seasons
Securities, who served since 2000.

Tucker is the principal and managing partner of
Arlington Capital LLC as well as the principal in other busi-
ness ventures involving investments, real estate develop-
ment and retail. He was appointed to the University System
of GeorgiaÕs Board of Regents in 2005. He serves on the
Board of Directors of the Gwinnett Convention & Visitors
Bureau, The 1818 Club and the Brand Banking Company. 

Angie Mayhall Named Redmond
Occupational Health Nurse for

KelloggÕs Corporation
Angie Mayhall, LPN, has been named the Redmond

Occupational Health Nurse for KelloggÕs Corporation.
Mayhall has worked in healthcare for fifteen years and
comes to Redmond from working for Fruit of the Loom and
Goodyear in Alabama where she gained extensive experi-
ence in occupational health nursing.

She earned her Licensed Practical Nursing Degree from
Gadsden State Community College
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Sally Ferguson, RN

ÒPatient advocacy is about putting the patient first,Ó
says Sally Ferguson, R.N., one of 62 clinicians with
Visiting Nurse | Hospice AtlantaÕs Care Management
Services. 

Part of this community-based service operates
under contract with the DeKalb County Office of
Senior Affairs and provides similar service in Fulton
County. Both programs help older adults stay inde-
pendent Ð as much as their chronic conditions allow Ð
and out of nursing homes for as long as possible. 

When Ferguson visits seniors in their homes, her
advocacy takes many forms. She may assess a patientÕs
food intake, bring in a nutritionist or recommend a
change in diet; and she makes sure they are medica-
tion compliant. Most importantly, Ferguson and the Visiting Nurse | Hospice Atlanta social
worker look at the patientÕs lifestyle. Are there family members who are willing to check on
him regularly? Does he have transportation to the doctorÕs office? Does she have a strong
network of friends? What is her feeling about being in the hospital?

ÒYouÕd be surprised,Ó says Ferguson, Òbut some older people like going to the hospital.
ItÕs a form of support. We need to know if the client wants to stay home badly enough that
they are willing to change.Ó

If a patient does have to be hospitalized, Ferguson is there to help them once they are dis-
charged. ÒWhen patients get back home, they are responsible for their own health. ThatÕs
where we come in as patient advocates. Our role is to make sure they understand their dis-
eases and conditions and make wise health decisions going forward.Ó Thanks to nurses like
Ferguson, Visiting Nurse | Hospice AtlantaÕs readmission rates are now among the lowest in
the state. 

Another vital component of patient advocacy is community education. Ferguson teach-
es regularly at five DeKalb County senior centers, including the DeKalb/Atlanta Center in
Kirkwood, the Scottdale Center in Avondale Estates, and the South DeKalb Center. She
imparts simple but important lessons about stress management and the heart, or diet and
diabetes. ÒWe teach the older population how to honor their diminishments and appreci-
ate what they have,Ó she says. 

Ferguson has always been fascinated by how the body works. She inherited her love of
nursing from her mother, who was also a RN. Before landing in home health she worked in
nursing homes, hospitals, and in public health for Fulton County. ÒBut Visiting Nurse |
Hospice Atlanta is the best game in town,Ó she says. ÒI love this side of nursing because I
feel I can truly make a difference.Ó Her patients would agree.

Sandra Pugh, RN

On any given day, Visiting Nurse | Hospice AtlantaÕs
Sandra Pugh, R.N., might care for patients in a mil-
lion-dollar Buckhead condo, a comfortable assisted
living facility, or a trailer home in rural Georgia. The
26-county area served by Visiting Nurse | Hospice
Atlanta encompasses enormous diversity, from urban
to rural and everything in between. 

ÒWeÕve been in homes with no running water,
where the patient is on a bare mattress and the dirt is
visible between the floor boards,Ó says Pugh who is
passionate about home health and highly-respected by
her co-workers. ÒIÕve also cared for people in exclusive
Atlanta condos full of beautiful furniture and
antiques.Ó

Whether they see patients in a suburban subdivision or the projects, Pugh and the other
200+ home health clinicians at Visiting Nurse | Hospice Atlanta know the ground rules Ð
be respectful of peopleÕs environment and their way of life. 

When physicians assign patients to Visiting Nurse | Hospice Atlanta, the RN is usually
the first clinician on site, handling admission and assessment. ÒWe are the eyes of the clin-
ical team,Ó Pugh explains. ÒEvery home is different, every patient is different. If necessary
we bring in other disciplines such as physical, occupational, and speech therapists, home
health aides and medical social workers. ItÕs frequently a team effort.Ó 

Pugh enjoys what is possibly the most important component of home health, teaching
patients and their families how to manage their own care, from prevention and diet to the
disease process itself. ÒItÕs a totally different level of nursing,Ó she says. ÒYou touch people
in their every day lives, hour by hour, minute by minute, and you get to know the whole
family unit. In the hospital environment, you have lot of technology to work with but you
are more detached from the patientÕs daily home life.Ó

Pugh spent 20 years in hospital settings before joining Visiting Nurse | Hospice Atlanta
in 1991. In the field, she has benefited enormously from one piece of technology Ð the lap-
top computer. She can access directions to the patientÕs home, their medication history,
notes from the referring hospital and more. The flow of information and the coordination
of care are now quick and easy, she explains. Clinicians can download notes from the
Visiting Nurse team within 24 hours of their most recent visit. 

Pugh points to two other nursing tools that have dramatically improved home health Ð
patient-friendly IV therapies and Wound Vac Therapy, an innovative treatment estimated to
improve wound healing by 50%. 

New home health techniques and technology have helped Pugh and her co-workers
improve patient outcomes. Visiting Nurse | Hospice AtlantaÕs readmission rates are now
among the lowest in the state Ð 24% compared with the average of 29%. 

ÒI believe God placed me in this job to make a difference,Ó Pugh says. ÒMy patients touch
me deeply. They become almost like family. I wouldnÕt want to practice anywhere else.Ó 

Nina Leonard, RN

Nina Leonard, R.N., M.S.N., never dreamed she
would be a pediatric hospice nurse. But for 16 years
sheÕs done just that with Visiting Nurse|Hospice
AtlantaÕs ChildrenÕs Program Ð and she loves it. She
joined the nonprofit provider in 1987 when the com-
pany launched its first pediatric home health pro-
gram. One of their first pediatric nurses, Leonard
drew on experience that included three years in
Northside HospitalÕs neo-natal ICU. 

When Visiting Nurse | Hospice Atlanta started its
pediatric hospice program in 1991, her supervisor
asked her to join the team. ÒI resisted at first because
I didnÕt know if I could handle it,Ó Leonard recalls,
Òbut once I started in the program I knew that this
was my mission in life. I loved it.Ó 

Leonard is part of an interdisciplinary team of pro-
fessionals that includes a pediatric hospice medical director, Paul M. Fernhoff, M.D.; social
workers; chaplains and specially-trained volunteers. Visiting Nurse | Hospice Atlanta is one
of the few hospice providers in Atlanta with a medical director dedicated to pediatric
patients. The team teaches families how to care for their children and what to expect as the
disease or condition progresses. 

The program accepts children from newborns to 21 years of age. LeonardÕs first task with
a new referral is to meet the childÕs family at the hospital or home to explain the hospice
program. During the admission visit, she does a full assessment of the childÕs palliative care
needs. She leads the team in developing an individualized plan of care which includes the
frequency of visits for each discipline, palliative medications and durable medical equip-
ment if needed. 

Leonard visits 10 to 15 patients a week, both at home and at Visiting Nurse | Hospice
AtlantaÕs 36-bed, residential Center. During each visit she assesses vital signs and talks with
the parents. She also plays with the children, which helps her to see changes in their symp-
toms.

Highly-respected for her work, Leonard recently presented at the United Mitochondrial
Disease Foundation, about childrenÕs hospice, and in April spoke at ÒBrain Tumor
Survivorship: What are the Issues?Ó a day-long conference for clinicians at ChildrenÕs
Healthcare of Atlanta. 

ÒI do this because I love the babies and the children so much, and I live in the moment
with them,Ó says Leonard, who has two grown children and a 16-month-old grandson. ÒOf
course itÕs sad when a child dies, but my faith put me here and the children keep me here
with their love and their stories.Ó
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