
Meningitis is the inflammation of the meninges – the protective
linings of the brain. It is a serious illness, caused by an infection
from a virus, or by bacteria associated with other illnesses,
including pneumonia and tuberculosis.

The central nervous system (brain and spinal cord) is surrounded
by fluid. This fluid is like a cushion which protects the central
nervous system when you move around. Even more protection is
given by the meninges, the membranes that cover the brain and
spinal cord.

PATHWAY TO HEALTH
1 Understanding Meningitis

This lesson plan is part of the PATHWAY TO HEALTH health promotion curriculum designed to equip non-medically trained
community leaders to deliver interesting and informative health lessons to members of the community in simple,
understandable language. The objective of the curriculum is to help improve the health of children, and the families in which
they live, through increased awareness and information. This community based health education programme is NOT
intended to replace timely interaction with the local primary health service or other qualified health practitioners. Any
person participating in this health education programme, who believes that they may be affected by any of the medical issues
described within, should seek professional medical help immediately.

Meningitis: what is it?

What are the symptoms of Meningitis?
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The symptoms of meningitis include intense head-
ache, stiff neck, fever, loss of appetite, a reddish rash,
rapid breathing, sensitivity to light and sound, gener-
ally feeling unwell. If a rash appears, you can try
pressing the side of a clear glass against the skin to
test whether it is Meningitis. If the rash doesn’t fade
it’s a sign of meningitis. A fever with a rash that
doesn't fade under pressure is a medical emergency,
and you should seek immediate medical help.

Severe cases can lead to convulsions and vomiting. At
this severity, meningitis can result in death. If the
symptoms appear and persist it is important to seek
medical advice urgently, by visiting the nearest doc-
tor or health centre or clinic.

Meningitis can be caused by infection by a virus or
bacteria. It is most usual in babies or children under
the age of five.

Bacterial meningitis can be transmitted through close
contact. Viral meningitis is caused by viruses that can
be spread through coughing, sneezing and poor
hygiene.

How do I get Meningitis?
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Myths can kill, but the truth will set you
free and empower you with options.

Myth: Meningitis is easy to diagnose
Fact: Meningitis is often misdiagnosed as something less serious be-
cause early symptoms are similar to influenza and other common viral
illnesses. Symptoms may include some combination of high fever,
headache, stiff neck, confusion, nausea, vomiting, exhaustion, and a
purplish rash. If any of these symptoms are present and are unusually
sudden, progressive or severe, go to a clinic immediately.

Myth: You can get very sick from the vaccine
Fact: The vaccine does not contain any live bacteria so it is impossible
to get Meningitis from the vaccination. Side effects, which are mild and
infrequent, are redness or swelling at the site of injection that could
last for up to two days. The vaccine protects against a disease that kills
10 percent of adolescents who get it and leaves another 11 to 20
percent with severe, long-term health problems.

Myth: You can only get meningitis by kissing someone who has it.
Fact: Although kissing is one way to spread the disease and kissing
multiple partners will greatly increase your risk of contracting menin-
gitis, it can be spread in other ways, such as by drinking out of the same
glass, coughing, or sharing items like lipstick or cigarettes.

Myth: Meningitis cannot be cured
Fact: Antibiotic treatment for bacterial meningitis is about 90 percent
effective. The sooner treatment can begin, the better the chances for
recovery. There is no specific treatment for viral meningitis, other than
bed rest and drinking plenty of fluids, although a doctor may prescribe
medication to relieve pain.

Group Leader’s Notes
“Its a sin to bore people with a message

that can save their life”.
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Thoughtful

It’s your job to make this session interesting and memorable.
Remember, people remember more when they laugh a lot, even
when you are talking about difficult things.

When you do this training in your community, follow this simple
plan:
1. 3 x P: Preparation, preparation, preparation! (Or: Prepare,

prepare, prepare!)

2. Keep it short – 20 – 25 minutes at most – and lively

3. Don’t do all the talking – ask lots of questions to
encourage discussion.

4. Ask the group you are working with what they know or
think they know about the illness or condition you are
discussing. This helps to clarify the need for accurate
information and also to see if there are any myths or
misconceptions which need to be responded to.

5. Get people to talk about things and answer questions in
groups of 2 or 3 – for example, to tell each other how they
think

6. Don’t try to pretend that you know all the answers – if you
are asked a question and don’t know the answer, say so –
and ask everybody how the whole group could find the
answer to that question for the next time they meet. This
builds trust.

7. Send them away with a take-home sheet, and very simple
messages – for example, the importance of getting
children vaccinated and getting medical help urgently if
anyone shows symptoms

What can I do about it?

MYTHBUSTERS

An effective vaccine has been
developed to protect against
bacterial meningintis. It is widely
available through private clinics in
South Africa but not always through
the public clinics. Please check
availability with a local health
professional.

Bacterial meningitis is treated with
antibiotics or other medicines. Health
professionals will take blood samples and do other tests if
someone is thought to have bacterial meningitis.

Viral meningitis does not respond to medicines. The treatment in
these cases is prolonged bed rest, darkness and quiet. It usually
gets better within a couple of weeks. Pain killers can be taken for
the headache; and other medication can be taken to reduce or
prevent vomiting. Health centres, clinics or doctors can advise on
these medications.
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