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In less than two years, the U.S. 
could face a shortage of  up to 
450,000 nurses. The health-care 
system won’t be able to fi ll this 
gap with half  the potential 
workforce on the sidelines: More 
must be done to recruit men into 
nursing.

Men currently comprise 
about 12 percent of  nurses, up 
from less than 3 percent in 1970. 
Boosting their number would 
not only ease shortages, but 
offer a pathway to good jobs for 
a demographic that has been 
exiting the workforce in alarm-
ing numbers in recent years. 
Employment growth in some 
traditionally male sectors, such 
as manufacturing, has all but 
vanished.

Yet men traditionally haven’t 
entered nursing because, much 
like teaching, it’s stigmatized as 
a female profession — the term 
“male nurse” is a case in point. 
Men in nursing tend to be ca-
reer-switchers, and often include 
former members of  the military, 
police offi cers and fi refi ghters. 
In short: civic-minded workers 
drawn to the six-fi gure salaries, 
career progression and fl exible 
schedules, with the added bonus 
of  not having to sit behind a 
desk.

Recruiting more of  them could 
have pronounced benefi ts. Am-
ple research suggests that diver-
sity in the health-care workforce 
improves care. Studies have 
shown that visits are longer and 
patients are more satisfi ed when 
they share the same race or eth-
nicity as their provider, which 
can have a cascade of  positive 
effects including improved com-
munication, deeper trust and 
stricter adherence to medical 
advice. 

Evidence that patients prefer 
same-gender providers is also 
starting to emerge.

The needs among the patient 
population can’t be overstated. 
Native American, Black and 
Hispanic men experienced the 
biggest declines in life expec-
tancy during the pandemic and 
remain among the least rep-
resented demographics in the 
nursing workforce. 

Male school nurses (and teach-
ers) are also at the front lines of  
a burgeoning teen mental health 
crisis: Adolescent boys are both 

less likely to seek treatment and 
more likely to die by suicide. 
The American Psychological 
Association has long identifi ed 
the need for gender-specifi c care 
for teen boys, who might have a 
harder time confi ding in women.

Although addressing the nurs-
ing shortage has strong bipar-
tisan support, increasing male 
representation has been largely 
absent from discussions. That’s 
a mistake. To start, lawmakers 
should follow the tested model 
of  encouraging women in STEM. 
Recent legislation, for example, 
directed the National Science 
Foundation to channel more 
of  its K-12 funding to elemen-
tary and pre-K-age students to 
encourage STEM careers earlier 
in the pipeline. Similar efforts 
should be made for nursing, 
not least because a recent NSF 
report on diversity expanded the 
defi nition of  STEM to include 
health-care workers. Some 
nursing schools engage mid-
dle- and high-schoolers in their 
communities to reduce stigma 
and highlight nursing as a viable 
career path; they should make 
every effort to include male 
faculty and nursing students as 
role models. Although it might 
prove politically unpalatable, 
targeting scholarship funding 
and loan-forgiveness programs 
to male nursing students would 
also make sense.

Of  course, men aren’t im-
mune to the broader forces 
driving the nursing shortage. 
In particular, nursing schools 
are so resource-strapped that 
they turn thousands of  qualifi ed 
applicants away each year. State 
and federal efforts to boost the 
number of  nursing instructors, 
increase stipends (and forgive 
loans) for doctoral students, and 
broaden access to training facili-
ties (in person or online) need to 
be accelerated.

Yet a renewed focus on recruit-
ing men can only help. Bringing 
men to parity in the fi eld would 
add some 3.5 million nurses 
today. 

Hitting even a fraction of  that 
fi gure would be a signifi cant 
milestone and improve the lives 
of  millions of  Americans. It’s a 
long-term investment the indus-
try can justify.

— Bloomberg Opinion
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CARTOONIST’S TAKE

BY LAIBA EAGER

Until this year, I’d never spent 
even a month away from my 
mother. Now I had fl own across the 
seven seas to an adventure I could 
never have imagined.

It would have been suffi cient to 
experience a new family, a new 
school, and new friends. But I 
never imagined that I would have 
an experience of  Ramadan here 
in Brattleboro that would be so 
memorable.

Ramadan is a month of  blessings 
for Muslims and a time during 
which we try as best we can to 
help those in need. In that spirit, a 
friend and I decided that we wanted 
to reach out and help prepare a 
special meal on the fi rst night of  
Ramadan, an Iftar meal, particu-
larly for the refugees from Afghan-
istan who have settled here in the 
Brattleboro area.

One thing quickly led to another: 
interactions with interested teen-
agers from Putney, meetings at The 
Works ... and it happened!

I have to admit that when Rama-
dan actually began, I found myself  
with mixed feelings. It was my fi rst 
suhoor — the meal eaten before 
dawn and before the fast — without 
my family. With the help of  tech-
nology, however, I made some short 
clips of  the food I was cooking and 

sent them to my mother — and now 
we were connected again. Then off  
to school to share the blessings of  
Ramadan with teachers and friends 
and to wish them all “Happy Rama-
dan.”

After school, I was picked up by 
the woman who had taken respon-
sibility for the event. It was held 
at St. Michael’s Catholic School. I 
jumped right in, helping set up the 
tables, welcoming the guests and 
bringing out the food from Bridget’s 
Kitchen for the Iftar meal.

Once again, there was a moment 
of  melancholy — an Iftar meal 
without my family. And yet there I 
was, surrounded by friends, hear-
ing the Adhan, the call to prayer, by 
one of  our new Afghan neighbors, 
the heavenly taste of  the fi rst date I 

put in my mouth.
It all brought me home.
Before we knew it, the event 

was over, and it was time to 
clean up. That was also fun. We 
put the chairs and tables back, 
returned the food to the kitchen 
and then used trash bags to clear 
up the area. After everyone left, 
I stayed behind with a group of  
new friends and we dried dishes 
together.

I smile now when I think about 
the effort made by so many, and 
the genuine expressions of  appre-
ciation offered by those partaking. 
It was Ramadan at its very best. I 
returned with a full stomach and 
a big smile to share the experience 
with my wonderful second family. 
Who could have imagined?

COMPASSION STORIES

Celebrating Ramadan in Brattleboro

Afghan refugee 
families and other 
community members 
gather at the St. 
Michael’s Catholic 
School cafeteria in 
Brattleboro to break 
the fast on the fi rst 
day of Ramadan on 
March 23.
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March and April are de-
voted to award distribution: 
the Oscars, the Emmys, the 
Grammys and the Tonys. 
In addition to Hollywood 
and Broadway types, much 
attention is showered on 
sports fi gures and TV 
personalities. When have we 
ever witnessed an awards 
celebration for electric line 
workers?

If it were up to me, awards would 
be given to the hundreds of line 
workers who demonstrated their 
commitment, dedication and cour-
age during the recent record-setting 
snowstorm that closed Southern 
Vermont. In terms of outages, it 
ranked as the fi fth worst storm in 
Green Mountain Power’s history.

The Albany National Weather 
Service notifi ed Southern Vermont 
and its surrounding area that a 
severe coastal storm might dump 
wet snow on the region beginning 
on March 13 and ending on March 
15. Many of us believed the warning 
to be another overreaction. How 
wrong we were.

Bennington and the towns close 
by were the storm’s bull’s-eye. What 
was thought to be a storm of a foot 
of snow turned out to be a storm 
that, in some places, deposited over 
three and a half feet of wet cement-
like stuff.

Countless trees and branches 
were no longer in their natural 

environment but resting 
on electric and cable power 
lines or the roads. Over 2,800 
incidents of damage were 
recorded, and over 102,000 
customers were without 
electric power.

The area’s major electrici-
ty supplier, Green Mountain 
Power, had the foresight to 
realize that Vermont would 
encounter a signifi cant 

natural disaster, and they needed 
to be ready. They brought over 500 
line workers to Vermont from as far 
away as Kentucky, New York, Mas-
sachusetts, Rhode Island, Connecti-
cut and even Canada.

There were many things to ob-
serve from this mustering of forces, 
and one was how well multistate 
utilities and contractors can work 
together for the common good.

During the mid-March storm, 
uncommon perseverance to restore 
power was evident from the elec-
tric line workers. First, to essential 
areas, hospitals and government 
installations. Then, to all of us 
without power, which for some was 
hours and others days.

These were not Hollywood stunt 
workers up in those buckets, 30 feet 
above the ground, bracing against 
35 to 45 miles per hour winds, snow 
falling at 2 inches per hour, and tree 
branches snapping around them. 
This was not theater; it was real.

In-state and out-of-state line crews 

were required to be out in the most 
undesirable weather and, for many, 
16 continuous hours.

Amid all, many line workers and 
crews remembered the recent tragic 
death of one of their own. In early 
December 2022, 41-year-old Lucas 
Donahue, working to restore elec-
tricity in Halifax, lost his life when 
a tree came down upon him during 
a storm. 

We have become so dependent on 
electricity that even being without 
it for an hour or so can be a great 

inconvenience, a problem if not 
available for days. It can be phys-
ically and fi nancially dangerous 
if the outdoor temperature falls 
below 32 degrees. I would be remiss 
if  I did not recognize how our area 
restaurants and hotels stepped up 
to feed and house the line workers 
and crews, providing their services 
around the clock.

Last month, Vermont needed help 
from outside of the state, and it was 
there for us. During other natural 
disasters elsewhere, Vermont’s line 

workers gear up and move out. We 
have a saying for it: gung ho (work-
ing together).

Our elected leaders in Mont-
pelier and Washington, D.C., can 
learn from the cooperation we have 
recently experienced to get the job 
done in record time. Who knew so 
many heroes surrounded us?

Don Keelan writes a regular column for 
Vermont News & Media. The opinions 
expressed by columnists do not 
necessarily refl ect the views of Vermont 
News & Media.

COMMENTARY

Lest we forget — the electric line workers deserve some awards
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Power crews work to repair a downed electric line in Pownal in mid-March.

Don Keelan
The Truth 

of  the Matter

The experience of a high school exchange student from Pakistan


