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She was 18, a high school graduate in her native Ghana, the first time Christina Antwi deferred her dream of becoming a nurse. Instead, she went to work as a secretary to help support her mother and seven siblings.

Getting married, moving to the United States and having a child were further impediments, though Antwi did get her certification as a nursing assistant in this country in 1989.

Now, Antwi, 42, is finally on her way to becoming a full-fledged registered nurse. Three times a week, she wedges herself into a chair with a desk-arm and stares up at a whiteboard in a nondescript office-turned classroom in Great Neck. 

"All my life, I wanted to be a nurse," she said. "It's just I didn't get a chance before."

The chance now comes via her employer, North Shore University Hospital. The hospital is offering a tuition-free on-site nursing degree to any of its nonprofessional staff interested in becoming a nurse. For staffers, the program presents an opportunity for career advancement and a hefty pay raise. But the pay-off for the hospital may be even greater. North Shore is hoping it will prove a way out of the biggest problem in nursing today: a nationwide shortage of nurses so severe that experts predict a 20 percent nurse shortfall by 2020.

With baby boomers heading into retirement and the middle- and upper-class women who traditionally filled the ranks of the nation's nurses abandoning the profession in droves, experts are starting to refer to the "nursing crisis."

While some hospitals recruit overseas to fill the gap, North Shore University Hospital sees a solution much closer to home. By recruiting within its own walls - giving secretaries, janitors, lab technicians, and cafeteria workers the education they need to become registered nurses - the hospital hopes to cultivate its own crop of new nurses.

People like Antwi, who is a nursing assistant, with little or no higher education, working in low-skilled hospital jobs but eager to improve their prospects, may present the best hope of beating the nurse shortage. At least that's what the hospital is betting on.

"That's smart," said Douglas Staiger, an associate professor of economics at Dartmouth College and the author of a much quoted national study that predicts the 20 percent nursing shortfall. Staiger had never heard of a program like North Shore's, but, he said, "I've got to guess this is what's coming. Every hospital should be thinking of this."

At North Shore, the program is still in its infancy. Sixty students completed the first class offered, in psychology, in June; another 90 will start classes next month, and 150 more have signed up. Students will get an an associates degree in nursing and the program will take four to five years to complete.

North Shore has contracted with Nassau Community College to offer the course to any employee interested in becoming a registered nurse, with a requirement that when participants qualify, in four or five years, they stay at the hospital for two years more.

Rubin Ortiz, 30, was one of the first to sign up. Though he had always wanted to go back to school, the time never seemed right for Ortiz, whose job entails transporting patients to and from the echocardiogram lab, which conducts heart tests, at the hospital. Even now, days off and weekends are just a vague concept for Ortiz, who works a 40-plus-hour week pushing wheelchairs around the hospital as well as tending the counter at his family's hardware store. Still, the program seemed too good to pass up, Ortiz said. He didn't hesitate to add nine to 12 hours of classes a week to his already hectic schedule.

"I'm what they call a workaholic," said Ortiz, as he helped an elderly woman out of a wheelchair. He hasn't been in a classroom since high school. "It's a wonderful feeling," he said. "It's like going back to my childhood."

Unlike the traditional tuition reimbursement that was already in place at North Shore, no up-front payment is required of students in the new program. Classes are held on hospital premises, making them more accessible for cash-strapped employees and those with family responsibilities. Through Nassau Community College, the hospital is also offering basic English and math classes for employees who need help before taking the college entrance exam, and help getting high school equivalency degrees.

Monkeva Banks, 30, hopes the program will improve her life and those of her children, ages 3 and 10.

"It pretty much fell right into my hands," said Banks, an operating room technician who hopes to double her salary of $37,500 within a few years of becoming a nurse. "I'll be able to spend more time with the kids. I'll be able to determine the hours I work."

The starting salary of a registered nurse at North Shore, $52,000, will be a large raise for workers such as Banks and Ortiz, who make $36,000 a year.

The reason for the national nurse shortage is simple, said Staiger, the Dartmouth College professor. The college-educated women who, until the early 1970s, were expected to become nurses or teachers, tend now to choose other careers.

"There used to be a pool of very skilled and educated women, who nursing was the only option for them," Staiger explained. "They are the women who are now going to be lawyers, doctors, or in management jobs."

Staiger said relatively low pay, mandatory overtime, and the less-than glamorous image of nursing have made attracting candidates difficult. The number of high school graduates interested in a career in nursing has dropped 40 percent since the early 1970s, he said.

"I think there are a lot of people [at North Shore] who would make excellent nurses," Staiger said. A lack of education is often the only thing holding them back, he said.

Barbara Garrett, the education director at the New York State Nurses' Association, a labor union for nurses, agreed. But, she cautioned, training programs alone won't solve the problem. Improving working conditions, including staffing increases, must also be part of the equation.

"No matter how many people we educate to become nurses," she said, "if the working conditions are just untenable, they're not going to stay."
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