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The 2020-2030 Future of Nursing Report (National Academies of Sciences, 
Engineering, and Medicine, 2021) made it clear that professional nurses will 
play a central role in reducing health care outcome disparities. Despite this 
assertion, best practices in teaching and evaluating nursing students’ 
knowledge of issues related to social justice remained unclear. 

The purpose of the literature review was to identify educational practices in 
undergraduate nursing education in relation to teaching social justice concepts 
and evaluating student ability to apply those concepts.

Problem & Purpose

Introduction & Research Question

An integrative review of literature was used to analyze literature describing 
coursework, teaching methods, sites for the application of learning, and 
methods to evaluate student learning in relation to social justice (Whittemore 
& Knafl, 2005). A search of the literature was completed in June of 2020. 
CINAHL Complete®, ERIC™, and MEDLINE® were searched for journals, 
dissertations, and reports published in English between 2010 and 2020 for the 
subject terms "social justice" and "nursing education“ (see Figure 1)

The evaluation of the literature found in the search resulted in the 
identification of: 
• 24 articles identifying courses, 
• 23 describing teaching methods, 
• 20 identifying sites for the application of learning, and 
• 19 describing methods used to evaluate student learning related to 

concepts of social justice. 
A process of constant comparison was used as each publication was entered 
into a table to determine the existence of patterns. Commonalities and 
differences within the table contributed to the determination of conclusions. 
including

Methodology & Implementation

EVALUATION OF STUDENT KNOWLEDGE: Fell into three categories:
• Assessing the ability to determine an empathetic understanding. Assessed 

with:
• exam questions
• Verbal presentations
• poster presentations
• written reflection

• Analyzing social determinants of health. Assessed with:
• completion of community assessments
• interviews and surveys of community stakeholders

• Becoming an agent of change. Assessed with projects requiring students to:
• teach in the community
• collaborate with members of the community
• engage in political action.

Results (cont.)

• Professional nurses should be introduced to concepts of social justice at the 
outset of nursing education in order to learn how to address healthcare 
inequities upon entering practice. 

• A mixture of traditional and non-traditional teaching methods can be used 
to teach concepts 

• Application of learning can occur in a variety of community settings in which 
students can learn from and interact with vulnerable populations. 

• An empathetic understanding can underpin students’ ability to thoroughly 
assess the needs and resources in a community and to recognize how a 
professional nurse can take action to reduce disparities in social 
determinants of health.

Conclusions/Recommendations

The Code of Ethics (ANA, 2015) indicated a nurses’ role in promoting social 
justice in practice and health policy. In addition, the AACN (2021) described the 
need for nurses to advocate for social justice and the NLN (2020) asserted 
nurses should move beyond recognizing issues of fairness to advocating for 
vulnerable populations. In accordance with the assertions of these 
organizations, the importance of preparing undergraduate students to not only 
recognize the effects of social determinants of health but to also take action to 
advocate for affordable and accessible healthcare, is clear.

The research question was: which courses, teaching methods, community 
sites, and evaluation methods have been used to teach social justice in 
undergraduate nursing education?

COURSEWORK FOCUSED ON SOCIAL JUSTICE:
• Coursework in junior years of study

• health assessment
• family nursing
• populations-based healthcare

• Coursework in senior year of study
• community/public health & community health and health policy
• family nursing
• nursing research

• Optional coursework
• study abroad
• elective coursework
• leadership development program

Results

Figure 1:. PRISMA (preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analysis) for 
Integrative Review

TEACHING METHODS:
• Traditional approaches

• lecture, discussion, case studies
• Nontraditional approaches 

• theater presentations
• role playing
• board games
• documentary films 
• literature from outside disciplines
• guest speakers
• formal mentorship programs with university representatives

Search strategy: subjects (social justice) AND (nursing). 

Databases searched: CINAHL Complete®, ERIC™, and MEDLINE®

Limits Published between 2010 and 2020. Journals, dissertations, and  reports. English language                

165 publications when duplicates removed

Inclusion based on review of title and abstract and publication dates (publication had to include description 
of course and/or methods used for teaching social justice in undergraduate education in the US): (n=28)

Closer reading and comparison to inclusion criteria let to exclusion of 13 articles: (n=15)

Articles identified through ancestry searching of references and citation search: (n=10)

Articles which contribute to answering the question: Which courses, teaching methods, community sites, 
and evaluation methods have been used to teach social justice in undergraduate nursing education?

25 resources

COMMUNITY SITES FOR APPLICATION OF LEARNING:
• Community healthcare sites

• clinics & vaccination clinics, mental health clinic
• schools & an inner city school-based health clinic
• home health

• Sites where vulnerable populations were served
• homeless shelters, street outreach to homeless
• soup kitchen and churches 
• battered women’s and children’s shelters
• recovery and addiction agencies
• military support agencies
• local health fairs
• senior center

• Simulated environments
• poverty simulation & online poverty activities

The results of this integrative review were published in a major article in the 
Journal of Nursing Education in October of 2021. The article includes additional 
references related to publications referred to in the integrative review:

Elliott, A., & Sandberg, M. (2021). Teaching social justice in undergraduate 
nursing education: An integrative review. Journal of Nursing Education, 60(10), 
545-551. https://doi: 10.3928/01484834-20210729-04.
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