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Despite a shelf full of awards for outstanding service as a nurse, hospice administrator and community leader, Nancy Ritts is a failure at one thing - retirement. 

After retiring five times, Ritts now is in charge of continuing education, director of provider unit for the Texas and New Mexico Hospice Organization (TNMHO). She qualifies and prepares materials for hospice continuing education programs. Hospice care providers are required to attend a certain number of continuing education courses each year. 

While Ritts doesn't attend each course session, she does travel frequently, and because of her expertise and knowledge of hospice care, she is often asked to be a speaker. 

Ritts said she has wanted to be a nurse since age three. After graduating from Winchester (Va.) School of Nursing, she passed on a supervisory job in favor of direct patient care at Winchester Memorial Hospital. She stayed for nearly five years. 

Ritts married Jim Walters and 53 years ago moved to Fort Worth for his job. While staying home to raise their children, she earned bachelors and masters degrees in nursing from the University of Texas at Arlington in addition to doing volunteer work. 

Ritts' didn't plan to work after graduation, but the nursing dean insisted she apply for the head position at the Tarrant County Multiple Sclerosis Association. 

"Then the association did little more than loan wheelchairs. The UTA dean wanted to show that nursing was more than enemas and shots. 

"I got the job despite the fact that I had never seen anyone with MS. I started by interviewing MS families and developed programs that were educational and offered people with MS social opportunities and specific neurological programs," she recalls. 

One major achievement during her 15 years was an internationally recognized water therapy program. Besides water therapy, the association provided customized therapy programs that could be done at home. 

In 1992 she became a manager for a new hospice company. Hospice care, approved for Medicare in 1983, was not widely understood - and there is still much misunderstanding today. 

Hospice is a team approach to end-of-life care when treatment for a cure is no longer appropriate. Usually the patient has less than six months to live. It involves the whole family working with a doctor, nurse, social worker and chaplain. Hospice care may be in the home, hospital, hospice or skilled nursing facility. It is not just for cancer patients, explained Ritts. 

By the time she joined the hospice group, she had lost her father when she was 14; her mother died when Ritts was in her 30s; her first husband died of cancer in his 40s; and she lost her brother four years later. (She married William Ritts 15 years ago.) 

"I don't think all of that necessarily contributed to my interest in hospice care, but it enables me to talk with families because we share similar experiences. In my capacity as a nurse, I want to be compassionate and caring." 

While an administrator at three different hospice groups, Ritts used her nursing skills. "Often when there was a late-night emergency, I would go out instead of calling a nurse." 

Since part of her administrator duties included continuing education, it was natural to help a friend prepare continuing education course materials. That turned into a 10-year volunteer job with TNMHO which she did in addition to her full-time job. When she retired from hospice administration, she continued with TNMHO. Ritts was recognized in April by TNMHO and Texas Academy of Palliative Medicine with the first-ever Heart of Hospice award. 

Other volunteer activities included an appointment to a healthcare advisory committee by the Secretary of the Navy; seven years on the board of the American Red Cross' Chisholm Trail Chapter; past president of the Southwest Fort Worth Rotary Club and at the district level; and currently president-elect of the Coalition of Quality End of Life Care of Tarrant County. At her church, Ridglea Presbyterian, she is clerk of session - an ordained minister - and parish nurse. With all of her activities, her driving credo has been, "The measure of our worth on earth is the love we leave behind." 

As someone in her 70s who pays no attention to age or travel miles, Ritts said, "I have lots of energy. I have been blessed every day. No matter how hard or how long it was, I have never had a bad day at work." 

So she keeps on working. 
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