A new trial, watchful waiting for Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander children with
acute otitis media (WATCH), is having
positive effects on both Indigenous
children and health workers.

officer with WATCH, is touched by the

impact she is having on lives of young
Aboriginal parents and children in the
Brisbane suburb of Inala.

“One of our patients’ mothers rang me
recently to say her daughter’s ears were sore,”
she said.

“She asked to see me before any doctor
looked in her ears, so | could make sure all
was OK. | reassured the child that her ears
were fine with no ear infection and then she
saw the doctor.”

The WATCH trial is a research project
looking at ear disease in urban Indigenous
communities.

Kira Schubert is another research officer
working with WATCH at Awabakal Ltd, in
Newcastle.

“Ear disease is very common in our
children who have higher rates of ear disease
and hearing loss than non-Indigenous
children,” she said.

“The problem is our community is not
aware of the effects that ear disease can have
on your hearing long term. Some people just
think that it is behaviour issues.

Two main treatments

“A common middle-ear infection is acute
otitis media (AOM). There are two main
treatment options for AOM: Antibiotics or
‘watchful waiting’.

Current Australian guidelines say for
children over the age of two years who are not
at high risk of complications, ‘watchful waiting’
is the best treatment.

Previous guidelines recommended
antibiotic treatment for all Indigenous children.

Using too many antibiotics can cause
antibiotic resistance and side effects such as
diarrhoea.

Children with AOM are usually better within
a week, whether they have antibiotics or not.

Ms Schubert said the WATCH trial was
studying which treatment was best for urban
Indigenous children.

“We hope that our community will become
more aware of ear disease so we can help
prevent AOM and hearing loss that may cause
learning problems, social problems and
problems with getting a job later in life,” she
said.

“We are making ear disease known in the
community so our people recognise the
symptoms. We provide pamphlets with
information about AOM, and use posters and

C LAUDETTE (Sissy) Tyson, a research

social media to encourage screening for ear
problems.”

In addition to Awabakal and Inala
Indigenous Health Service, WATCH is working
with Tharawal Aboriginal Corporation, and
Sydney West Aboriginal Health Service, in
Sydney, as well as the Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Community Health Services in
Brisbane and Winnunga Nimmityjah Aboriginal
Health Service in Canberra.

Ms Tyson said part of her role was to train
doctors.

“I had a patient and mother come for a day-
seven follow-up and | asked a new registrar to
see them,” she said.

“I guided her through the forms and using
the equipment and when | could see the
mother was getting impatient and giving me
funny looks, | politely let the registrar know
that the patient needed to go soon.

“Later, the mother said to me that if | wasn’t
in the room with them, she would have left.

“When the registrar asked for feedback, |
explained how she could do it better next time.
She was happy with my feedback.”

Ms Schubert said that until recently, she
had no idea that ear disease was such a
problem in Indigenous communities.

WATCH research officer Sissy Tyson works with William Egert, from Inala, and his mum, Sonya Egert.

“This has been a big eye-opener for me. To
be able to learn about such a life-changing
problem in the communities and be able to
help identify these issues is such a rewarding
job,” she said.

Ms Tyson and Ms Schubert said they had
been inspired by Associate Professor Kelvin
Kong, one of the research team and
Australia’s first Aboriginal ear, nose and throat
surgeon.

“He has made me open my eyes in the

bigger world in so many ways,” Ms Tyson said.

“l want to better myself in my employment
and am doing my Diploma in Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Primary Health Care. |
want to do further studies. | don’t know exactly
what path | will take, but | do know | want to
stay in health to help my people.”

Ms Schubert said moving from her home
town of Coopernook had been a big change.

“This is the first time | have worked in a
clinical role. | am really enjoying it,” she said.

“I never thought | would be in this industry
but | am loving it.

“l am grateful to be able to be a part of
such important work in our community. This
has definitely been a life-changing opportunity
for me that | will be forever grateful for.”

Trial shows promise
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Kira Schubert, WATCH research
officer at Awabakal, in Newcastle.
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