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Education is an integral element in the development of human
beings and should also play an essential role in their experience
as patients. Etymologically speaking, the word educate is a com-
bination of 2 words with different roots. Firstly, there is educere,
understood as drawing out the potential of the person being edu-
cated. Then there is educare, which means to bring up or feed,
addressing the role of outside influences in forming an individual.
The implication is that education should be conceived as a synthesis
of these two actions and their interactions.

Asthma is a chronic disease that affects all ages and involves
exacerbations which impact significantly on the lives of patients
and their families. Exacerbations necessitate frequent visits to the
doctor or the emergency department, hospital admissions, and
work or school absenteeism, and intensification of the usual treat-
ment with the added burden of greater financial costs and more
side effects.!2

The basic goal of correct diagnosis and treatment is good disease
control, allowing patients to lead a normal life. Many guidelines are
of great help in achieving this. But the real world lies beyond the
application of guidelines, and in the real world, outcomes are less
satisfactory, as evidenced in recent papers reporting consistently
high levels of hospital admissions, mortality or work absenteeism
in our setting.

Various educational programs have been implemented in Spain;
interventional methodologies, target populations or follow-up
times vary widely, but all of them show some beneficial effect on
the progress of the disease.>™* The first such program was devel-
oped in a general hospital in Andalusia at the end of the last century,
aimed at patients aged 14-65 years. It included a complete asthma
educational program, with refresher sessions at 3, 6 and 12 months,
and then annually every 3 years. The results showed a reduction in
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the number of absences from school or work, unscheduled medical
visits, night-time symptoms, and in the use of oral corticosteroids,
as well as improvements in lung function. Compliance was high,
with only 3% of patients lost to follow-up.?

Between 2005 and 2006, a prospective multicenter study was
performed in the referral areas of 5 hospitals, in a population of
patients aged 15-70 years who were enrolled during primary care
visits. Patients received a brief, 5-min educational intervention at
the start of the study, and at 3 and 6 months. The intervention
group saw a reduction in medical visits, whether scheduled or for
exacerbations, and in work absenteeism. In this study, the dropout
rate was higher, at around 30%.*

More recently, the SEPAR asthma group performed a multicen-
ter study in patients aged 18-70 years that consisted of a brief
educational intervention repeated at 3-monthly intervals over 1
year. Patients were enrolled both in primary care and in respiratory
medicine departments. Very few, less than 3%, were lost to follow-
up. The intervention showed benefits in asthma control and quality
of life, and a reduction in the rate of exacerbations.?

Other studies appear to support the benefit of educational inter-
ventions in different healthcare settings. Boulet et al. showed
benefits in primary care centers in Quebec, obviating the need
to travel to specialized centers, thus overcoming one of the main
barriers to the development of these programs.! In this study, an
in-depth educational intervention was made at the beginning of the
program, followed by refresher sessions at 4-6 weeks, 4-6 months,
and 1 year. The main outcomes included a reduction in unsched-
uled medical visits, use of antibiotics and oral corticosteroids, and
improved inhalation techniques. A downside was the low rate of
compliance, since only 124 patients completed the study (28% of
the total).

Other studies demonstrate the utility of educational programs
in elderly subjects, and the benefit of using an audiovisual reminder
system.®7 In older patients, it is particularly important to adapt the
educational program to the characteristics of the patients, taking
into account the cognitive and functional deficits inherent to their
age.8

Asthma management guidelines recommend the use of ongo-
ing educational programs, and some consensus documents have
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listed the topics that should be addressed in these sessions.? Thus,
the programs studied in the reviews focus on asthma control and
treatment compliance, and include programs based on general
knowledge of the disease, action plans and control of environmen-
tal risk factors,'* and other more specific training on the use of
inhalers.”% Nevertheless, some authors challenge the majority con-
sensus by pointing out inconsistencies in the benefits obtained.'?
The main problems appear to be related with the diversity of the
programs, which are also complex due to the multiple interactions
to be taken into consideration.

In conclusion, educational programs in asthma are useful for
improving patient management. They have demonstrated their
efficacy to date in several clinical and social settings, and with
different types of intervention; the better the quality of the
intervention, the more significant the improvements in disease
prognosis.!~* However, despite the favorable outcomes reported in
most of the studies, less than one third of patients receive scheduled
asthma education.® More in-depth research into the application
of these programs is called for, and studies are needed to obtain
more information on the content of the programs, the patients and
settings in which they are most effective, the best educational and
psychological approaches (oral explanation given to an individual
or a group, demonstrations, guided practice, discussion techniques
and/or written information), the most effective duration, and how
to minimize costs.
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