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Nurses and healthcare workers have undoubtedly been our strongest force against COVID-19, having spent nine months of the last year working tirelessly to care for COVID-19-positive patients, while putting their own health and the health of their families at risk.

Despite these efforts, COVID-19 has continued to rage across the state, clocking in positivity rates that are consistently above 10 percent and earning Tennessee a “red zone” designation from the White House Coronavirus Task Force. 

Since the pandemic began almost one year ago, Tennessee nurses have been battling more than 700,000 cases across the state. 

With our state’s hospitals and health systems already stressed by the unprecedented number of COVID-related hospitalizations, it is vital that Tennessee’s advanced practice registered nurses (APRNs) be able to use the full extent of their education and training to provide direct treatment to patients and bring Tennessee’s infection rate down to a manageable level. 

The Tennessee Nurses Association will be introducing state legislation to update the Nurse Practice Act to give nurses the ability to provide direct patient care without the need for costly oversight of their practice by a physician.

APRNs are highly trained registered nurses who have completed either a master’s or doctoral degree program and received credentials from national boards including the American Nurses Credentialing Center (ANCC) and the American Association of Nurse Practitioners (AANP). These are trained individuals whose expertise is essential in assessing, diagnosing, and managing patients.

As one of 11 states with the highest level of restrictions for APRNs, Tennessee has subjected our state’s healthcare professionals to antiquated laws that place an administrative and financial hold through a collaborative practice agreement.

These agreements require monthly payment of thousands of dollars for a doctor to validate an APRN’s patient care, making it financially difficult for them to establish their own practices in areas that would greatly benefit from the added access to care. 

Legislation that allows APRNs to independently serve patients will provide relief for Tennessee’s rural communities, which make up 82 percent of the state and whose options are becoming more limited as Tennessee maintains the second highest rate of rural hospital closures in the nation. 

 This aligns with the economic objectives of the Tennessee General Assembly’s Rural Caucus. APRNs can also provide care in urban areas of the state designated as practitioner shortage areas.

The Increased Access to Care legislation through Full Practice Authority for APRNs would also yield major economic benefits and employment opportunities. A 2019 study on the macroeconomic benefits of granting APRNs Full Practice Authority in Tennessee projected an increase of 69,263 additional jobs and $8.63 billion in economic growth over the next eight years – proving that freedom from collaborative practice agreements would have significant economic impact. 

The relief from collaborative practice agreements that was briefly granted from March to May 2020 in Executive Orders 15 (provision 5) and 28 (provision 5.1) proved to be an effective and necessary part of Tennessee’s COVID-19 relief efforts. Under these provisions, APRNs were able to build temporary assessment sites for COVID-19 patients and treat patients at primary care clinics, in private offices and through telemedicine - all measures that kept hospitalizations down and freed up beds for patients with severe complications.

Since the relief granted in these provisions expired on May 18, Tennessee has suffered a significant increase in infections and daily hospitalizations. 

If the COVID-19 pandemic has taught us anything, it is that nurses are the backbone of our healthcare system and any laws limiting their ability to provide direct and focused patient care is a detriment to Tennesseans everywhere. 

On behalf of Tennessee’s nurses, who are undeniably our strongest resource in the fight against this pandemic, I urge you to contact your state legislators and ask them to support the Tennessee Nurses Association’s update to the Nurse Practice Act. 
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