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Teaching palliative care in undergraduate nursing education

Ensino dos cuidados paliativos na graduacao de enfermagem

Rafaella Guilherme Gongalves!, Bruna Ruselly Dantas Silveira', Wanesca Caroline Pereira’, Lucas Batista
Ferreiral, Ana Angélica Rego de Queiroz!, Rejane Maria Paiva de Menezes!

Objective: to identify the teaching of palliative care in undergraduate nursing education. Methods: scoping
review in the following databases: Latin American and Caribbean Literature in Health Sciences, Nursing Database,
Spanish Bibliographical Index in Health Sciences, Cumulative Index to Nursing & Allied Health Literature, and
Medical Literature Analysis and Retrieval System Online. Results: seventeen articles were included. The content
on palliative care is present in education, mainly through elective courses, but also in compulsory subjects and
through outreach projects. In developed countries, simulation, clinical immersion/experience and problem-
based learning strategies are used. Conclusion: evidence of the presence of palliative care in education was
identified, especially in elective subjects, whose approach takes place more often in the theoretical context allied
to practical experiences.
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Objetivo: identificar o ensino dos cuidados paliativos na graduagio de enfermagem. Métodos: scoping review,
nas bases de dados Literatura Latino-Americana e do Caribe em Ciéncias da Saude, Banco de Dados em
Enfermagem, Indice Bibliografico Espariol en Ciencias de la Salud, Cumulative Index to Nursing & Allied Health
Literature e Medical Literature Analysis and Retrieval System Online. Resultados: foram incluidos 17 artigos. O
contetdo sobre os cuidados paliativos esta presente no ensino, principalmente através de disciplinas eletivas,
mas também em disciplinas obrigatérias e por meio de projetos de extensdo. Nos paises desenvolvidos sdo
utilizadas estratégias de simulacdo, imersdo/experiéncia clinica e da aprendizagem baseada em problemas.
Conclusao: foram identificadas evidéncias da presenca dos cuidados paliativos no ensino, sobretudo nas
disciplinas eletivas, cuja abordagem ocorre mais no ambito tedrico aliado as experiéncias praticas.

Descritores: Cuidados Paliativos; Ensino; Enfermagem; Formagao Profissional; Instituicdes de Ensino Superior.
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Introduction

Palliative care is defined by the World Health
Organization as an approach that improves the quality
of life of patients and their families when facing pro-
blems associated with life-threatening illnesses throu-
gh prevention and relief of suffering, early identifica-
tion, correct assessment and management of pain and
of physical, psychosocial or spiritual problems®.

Data published by the World Health Organiza-
tion in 2014 estimate that around 40 million people
in the world need palliative care, 78.0% of whom are
living in low- and middle-income countries, and only
14.0% of the people who need it receive such assis-
tance. This need will continue to grow in view of the
processes of epidemiological and demographic tran-
sition®.

The World Health Organization presents four
obstacles to improving access to palliative care, name-
ly: lack of competence and qualification of health pro-
fessionals; little knowledge of the population on the
subject; cultural and social obstacles (beliefs about
pain and death); and the excess of regulations that
restrict the use of opioid analgesics™.

This scenario highlights the need for nursing
academics and professionals to understand palliati-
ve care. It is known that professional development in
this area has become indispensable, since nurses are
professionals who care for people throughout their
life cycle, in health and disease situations®. Moreover,
assisting patients with serious and life-threatening ill-
nesses requires a humanistic view of their needs and
those of their families, self-control before challenges,
and commitment to reach the goal of palliative care
to promote quality of life and relief of symptoms in a
comprehensive perspective®.

Although it is a professional duty, recent natio-
nal studies show that nurses® and nursing students®
are poorly qualified to deal with patients in palliati-
ve care and coping with the dying and death process.
This situation is possibly related to the training pro-
cess, as the teaching of palliative care in Brazil is little

emphasized in undergraduate nursing curricula, as
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well as in other health professions, with few institu-
tions providing information on the subject®.

It is understood that it is important to intensify
the stimulus to the theoretical and practical teaching
of palliative care in higher education institutions,
taking into account that the lack of curricular com-
ponents generates emotional difficulties and feelings
of unpreparedness or lack of learning with respect to
palliative care™. Evidence shows that basic training in
palliative care is enough to cause a positive impact on
the understanding of the theme, on emotional proces-
sing, on the management of suffering, and on the care
of patients in palliative care and their relatives@?,

Thus, given the current relevance of the topic in
human health care and the need to expand this know-
ledge in the training of nursing professionals, whether
in national or international scopes, the present study
aims to identify the teaching of palliative care in nur-
sing graduation.

Methods

This is a Scoping Review with the aim to search
and map evidence from the literature on a given area
in an extended perspective®?, precisely the teaching
of palliative care in nursing training.

The reference used for the review was The Jo-
anna Briggs Institute for Scoping Reviews and follo-
wed the steps: elaboration of the guiding question;
identification of relevant studies; selection of studies;
data tabulation; and synthesis of results®. To guide
these methodological steps and extract the data from
the selected studies, a research protocol was prepared
consisting of a guiding question, the objective, eligibi-
lity criteria, type of studies to be selected, search stra-
tegy, extraction, and presentation of results.

The guiding question established was: What
is the scientific production on the training of nurses
in palliative care during undergraduate courses? The
elaboration of the question followed the acronym PCC,
which consists of the identification of the P = Popula-
tion (population to be sought in the studies): under-
graduate nursing students; C = Concept (basic concept



to be examined in the review): training in palliative
care; and C = Context (cultural factors, geographic
location, aspects on a certain theme): during gradu-
ation®.

The bibliographic survey was carried out
through the portal of the Virtual Health Library (VHL)
and the Portal of Periodicals of the Coordenacio de
Aperfeicoamento de Pessoal de Nivel Superior (CA-
PES) in August and September of 2018. It included
the following sources of information: Latin American
and Caribbean Literature in Health Sciences (LILACS),
Nursing Database (BDENF), Spanish Bibliographical
Index in Health Sciences (IBECS); Cumulative Index to
Nursing & Allied Health Literature (CINAHL); Medical
Literature Analysis and Retrieval System Online (ME-
DLINE). Materials considered gray literature, such as
theses, dissertations, books and ordinances, were not
included in the research.

The descriptors selected to perform the sear-
ch were the terms of the Medical Subject Headings
(MESH), also included in the Descriptors in Health
Sciences (DeCS), were: Ensino/Teaching/Educacién;
Cuidados Paliativos/PalliativeCare/Cuidados Paliati-
vos; Enfermagem/Nursing/Enfermeria. The descrip-
tors were crossed in an uncontrolled way: “Teaching
AND Palliative Care AND Nursing”, in LILACS, BDENF
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and IBECS, in the VHL portal, and “Teaching and
Palliative Care AND Nursing” in MEDLINE/PubMed
and CINAHL, in the portal of CAPES. In the selected
databases, the filters we used were texts available in
full length and in Portuguese, English and/or Spanish.

The articles of the sample were research pa-
pers that had as objective to bring evidences about
the teaching of palliative care in undergraduate nur-
sing courses. Repeated publications, those in the form
of abstract, letters to the editor, experience reports,
literature reviews, articles of reflection, monographs,
dissertations, theses and studies whose results on the
theme were irrelevant to the purpose of the review
were excluded. No time restriction was adopted for
the research in order to gather the largest number of
studies on the subject.

Initially, titles and abstracts were independen-
tly analyzed by two researchers, authors of the study.
The decision on the inclusion or not of articles with
controversial evaluation was made by consensus be-
tween the two authors. Articles that answered the
guiding question were selected and read in full length.
A descriptive analysis of the data based on Scoping Re-
view was carried out. Figure 1 shows this flow based
on the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Re-

views and Meta-Analysis(?,

Articles identified in databases: 2,891

LILLACS: 25: IBRECS: 18: CINAHI.: 266: MEDLINE: 2.582

|

Duplicate articles removed: 6

A

Selected articles: 2,885

> Articles excluded after reading the
abstract and title: 2,853

eligibility: 32

Full text articles evaluated for

Articles excluded because they did not
answer the guiding question: 15

A

Included articles: 17

[Inclusion ] [Eligibility ] [Selection ][Identification ]

Figure 1 - Flowchart of the process of identification, selection and inclusion of studies
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Results

The theoretical exploration in the literature
resulted in 17 publications?711-2), The studies were
published between the years 2003 and 2017, with the
largest volume of publications found in 2017112,
2016713149 gnd 20130829 with three studies in each
year, which denotes the contemporaneity of the the-
me. Regarding the place of origin of the studies, it was
observed that they were from several countries, with
predominance of six articles from the United States of
America (USA)131517.2025) three from Brazil®712, two
from the United Kingdom®*!), two from India®*'??,

two from Canada®*2%, one from Argentina® and one

publications, three were published in Portuguese®7”1?
and 14, in English®3-25),

Regarding the participants of these studies,
there were undergraduate students from other
professions besides nursing students in eight stu-
dies(71113-141721-23); ajght studies were conducted only
with undergraduate nursing students(21516.18-2024-25),
and, finally, one was conducted with graduate nurses
and teachers®. All the researches were carried out in
the context of nursing undergraduate training.

The studies were selected and classified accor-
ding to the level of evidence®@®. Thus, it was identified
that of the 17 publications, five were classified in level
III, moderate evidence, and 12, in level VI, weak evi-

from the Republic of Cyprus®. As for language of the ~ dence.
Author/Country /Year DeSlgsl:l/l '(Ii‘zpe of Objective of the research
Descriptive/ | To know from graduate nurses and teachers the contributions of the educational

Carvalho KK et al/Brasil/2017®

Fabro K et al/USA/201409)

qualitative process in palliative care at undergraduate training.
Sujatha R, Jayagowri K/| Descriptive/ | To evaluate the awareness about palliative care among undergraduates in nursing,
India/20170V cross-sectional | medicine, pharmacy and physical therapy.
Guimaraes TM et al/Brazil /20170 Explolrat?ry/ To i(.:len‘tify and describe the view of nursing undergraduates on palliative care in
qualitative pediatric oncology.
Costa AP et al/Brazil /20167 Desc.riti\./o/ To know Fhe experignce qf undt.erg.raduate medicine and nursing students during
qualitativo consultations to patients in palliative care.
Head BA et al/EUA 201609 Qu'a51— To re]:.>0r.t t.he effort . of a university to teach palliative care in a mandatory
experimental | interdisciplinary curriculum.
Lewis C et al/United King- Quasi- To evaluate the impact of a simulated intervention on the attitudes of nursing and
dom/2016(9 experimental | medicine students in relation to the end of life.
Hold JLL et al/USA/201509 Explo.ratgry/ To e.axamine the percepti.on.s and experiences of nursing students enrolled in an
qualitative optional coursed on palliative care.
Descriptive/ | To describe the development, implementation, and evaluation of an end-of-life

mixed method

care simulation experience.

Sadhu S et al/India/2010??

Head BA et al/USA /201407 Qu.a51- To design, }mplemf}nF and evaluate an interdisciplinary and obligatory curriculum
experimental |in oncological palliative care.
Charalambou A, Kaite C/Cyprus| Descriptive/ |To interpret the experiences of nursing students when they had to deal with
Republic/ 201318 qualitative oncological care during their clinical traineeship.
Price ] et al/United King-| Descriptive/ |To examine a significant learning technique applied to nursing students on
dom/201309 qualitative palliative care for children.
Pullis BC/USA/20132% DeSCI'.lptl.VE}/ To report nursing experiences in palliative care.
qualitative
Mutto EM et al/Argentina /201269 Descrl.ptl\./e/ To analyzel experlences, attitudes and training of nursing and medicine students
quantitative in end-of-life issues.
Descriptive/

cross-sectional

To evaluate the knowledge of health students about palliative care.

Quasi- To describe the assessment of a module for undergraduate health sciences
(23)
Mckee N et al/Canada/2009 experimental | students of learning based on palliative care problems.
Brajtman S et al/Canada /20079 Descriptive/ | To examine the curriculum content and learning needs of nursing students about
) cross-sectional | end-of-life care.
allor o o evaluate the impact of a component in palliative care.
Mallory JL/ USA/20035) Quasi To evaluate the impact of p pall
experimental

Figura 2 - Caracterizacdo dos artigos pesquisados
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The Figure 2 was constructed according to re-
commendations of the framework used®?, presenting
a synthesis of the main characteristics and objectives
of the studies, and the Figure 3, with the main results
and conclusions of the articles found in this scoping

review.

Main findings and conclusions

The optional course on palliative care in undergraduate nursing
training has contributed to patient care®.

There are gaps in the knowledge about palliative care among students,
but nursing students presented a better result because the curriculum
had a module on the subject, and the students received training on
communication and effective assistance in palliative care®?.

There is insecurity and unpreparedness among nursing students
with respect to provision of care for children with a potentially fatal
cancer(?,

The development of skills in palliative care and the perception of
the importance of interdisciplinarity only occurred during practical
activities.

The compulsory course in palliative care has resulted in significant
improvements related to knowledge and skills, and readiness for
interprofessional education®?.

The end-of-life simulation has helped to improve the attitudes of the
students in this context®¥.

The students improved their understanding and application in
nursing knowledge®.

The end-of-life simulation served as an effective learning experience(!®).

Teachers created a interdisciplinary, efficient, sustainable and viable
curriculum on the theme®?,

The students emphasized the need for adequate preparation at a
theoretical and clinical level to better cope with situations involving
death and dying®®.

The students felt that the educational visit to the unit of palliative
care for children, combined with a subsequent discussion, evoked
significant learning experiences*?.

The clinical experience allowed the students to demonstrate the
principles and philosophy of palliative care to relatives and patients
in terminality®®.

The students presented a positive attitude toward terminal patients®?.

There are generalized deficiencies in the understanding of palliative
care and its philosophy, pain management, communication and
interdisciplinary care®?.

The approach and thinking of the students about palliative care
changed throughout the module; there was a mobilization of
knowledge on the theme and on interprofessionality®?.

The students maintained positive attitudes towards terminal patients,
had modest levels of knowledge, and reported that more emphasis
should be placed on teaching this subject?.

Nursing students who participated in the six-week didactic and
experiential component in palliative care had a positive increase in

their attitudes towards end-of-life care®®,

Figure 3 - Main results and conclusions of the articles
searched

Teaching palliative care in undergraduate nursing education

Regarding the training of nurses in palliative
care, the sampled studies revealed differences in the
teaching of this content related to nationality. Rese-
arch in the United States'®1¢-17) Canada®®, and the
United Kingdom®*'? showed greater advances, for
example, when evaluating compulsory palliative care
curricula in undergraduate nursing education with
an interdisciplinary approach, besides studies on te-
aching and learning strategies with the use of simula-
tions(*19), clinical immersion/experience318202% and
problem-based learning®.

In Brazil, some advances were observed, howe-
ver in a punctual way, through elective courses during
undergraduate training for nursing students® and
participation of nursing and medical students in ou-
treach projects?”.

As for the approach of the course about pallia-
tive care in teaching, the use of the theoretical appro-
ach®@ and of the practical approach”!® was observed,
but most frequently experiences in theoretical lear-
ning coupled with practical experiences(131517:19-20.25),

It is confirmed that content on palliative care
is present in education, mainly through elective
courses®151625) compulsory courses®1?), and outre-
ach projects®™. In some studies, this was not identi-
fied(11,14,23-24].

All the studies that reflected on initiatives to
the teaching of palliative care unanimously broughtin
their results contributions on this approach in several
domains of nurse training, with benefits for students,
patients and relatives(?7.17:19-20.23.25),

Among the main contributions, there were
significant improvements related to knowledge and
understanding of the subject(!*1519-2025 ryptures, and
the conception of new ways of thinking and caring in
harmony with the principles of palliative care®*51%-
2023 development of skills and attitudes inherent to
palliative care”152%2%), perception of the importance of
interdisciplinarity”!323), emotional balance”!* 23, hu-
manization of care(”?3, reflections on life and death®3,
and personal values®>®), creation of professional
identity®®, self-confidence to care for patients in the

Rev Rene. 2019;20:e39554.
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end of life®®, and the scope of self-accomplishment®®,

Some of these studies also reported on difficul-
ties experienced by students due to the insufficient
approach of this content in the professional curricu-
lum, such as feelings of insecurity, lack of preparation,
fear, sadness and disappointment®21821), Qthers sho-
wed emotional difficulties®®?), as well as some defi-
ciencies in understanding palliative care(**?%, Thus,
the participants’ recognition of the need for the theme
to be more addressed and better targeted during trai-
ning"12182129 tgod out in the studies.

Discussion

The present research presents limitations re-
lated to the absence of studies with the premise of
evaluating the national or regional reality on the trai-
ning of nurses in palliative care. Another restriction
was the fact that the study was carried out in selected
databases, which, possibly, does not allow the genera-
lization of the data.

This study contributes to fostering the neces-
sary transformations in the nursing training process
with respect to the focus theme. In addition, it directs
further investments in research, discussions, and su-
ggestions for nursing education about palliative care
capable of training professionals with the abilities ne-
cessary to provide care to patients experiencing life-
-threatening illnesses and their families.

Studies from several countries reporting on
deficiencies in the training of health professionals,
especially nursing professionals, were found regar-
ding knowledge and attitudes towards palliative
care(121822) hut also about the positive evidence of
their application in teaching and care®.

In order to overcome the existing gaps in the
training process, incentives to implement the teaching
of palliative care in undergraduate curricula have oc-
curred. In this regard, it is noteworthy that, in the year
2000, the End-of-Life Nursing Education Consortium
was created in the USA. This is a national education

nursing project to improve the training in palliative
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care, making it readily available and accessible throu-
ghout the country®”,

It is noteworthy that in the United Kingdom,
studies on palliative care began in the 1960s. Today,
this theme is an integral part of university curricula
and has become an irreplaceable practice for the lo-
cal population, and it is an international reference for
access and quality of death®®?®, In turn, this is a still
distant reality in Brazil, since the development of this
area is recent, becoming more evident only in the last
ten years®®,

It is observed that the programs in palliative
care vary across countries. Each country has different
models due to differences in their socioeconomic si-
tuation, health policies, and patient and family needs.
In developing countries, there is little investment and
recognition on the part of the government concerning
this area. Furthermore, the cultural question can di-
rectly influence the greater investment in curative me-
dicine, when compared to the palliative, and the little
training of human resources®®.

It is understood that the educational process
in palliative care contributes not only to the construc-
tion of spaces for reflection on the issues of providing
care for people with life-threatening illnesses, but also
enables changes in the way of thinking about care in
terminality, recognizing its relevance and the need to
consider biopsychosocial aspects®.

A research conducted in 2014 at two univer-
sities in USA agrees in the exploration of the contri-
butions of teaching of palliative care for nursing stu-
dents showed that elective subjects on palliative care
provided students with a comprehensive view of the
profession, helped in the interaction, communication
and better understanding of patients, and also contri-
buted to personal growth, as it promoted reflections
on death, thus increasing self-awareness. In addition,
the students considered the teaching of palliative care
as of great importance in the nursing curriculum®,

For these reasons, it is important to create in-
terdisciplinary educational opportunities for students
in different health areas, as a way to motivate them in



this learning, to acquire skills for team practice and to
provide quality patient-centered care(!*17),

A research conducted in 2014 in the USA re-
ported on the planning, conduction, and evaluation of
an Interdisciplinary Curriculum for Oncology Pallia-
tive Care Education by an interdisciplinary team of
teachers. This curriculum aims to enable students to
apply general principles of interdisciplinary palliative
care to cancer patients, with a focus on contents such
as collaborative practice, physical, psychosocial, spiri-
tual and cultural care, ethics, legislation and commu-
nication®?,

Regarding the contents associated to palliative
care at the national level, they are still insufficient®712,
Thus, a greater theoretical approach is necessary, but
without leaving aside the practice in the various cur-
ricular components to be carried out during under-
graduate training, and the development of palliative
philosophy in this context.

It is important to emphasize that the principles
that underlie the palliative care philosophy must exist
transversally in undergraduate curricula and during
the entire nursing education”. These are principles
that involve skills and areas such as sensitivity to dea-
ling with humans, understanding the different aspects
that involve the dying process, such as respect for pa-
tient autonomy, skills for dialogue and dealing with
feelings, and the emotions that may arise. In addition,
feelings of solidarity, social commitment, ethics, in-
terdisciplinary work, acceptance of death as a natural
process, and knowledge for symptom management
and pain management need to be addressed throu-
ghout this ongoing process of learning®.

In the teaching of this theme, the strategies
used should provide meaningful connections between
the student, the content, the practical experience and
the patient. By unifying theoretical learning, practi-
cal experience and palliative care ethics to guide ac-
tions, the students improve their understanding and
application of knowledge and advance in the creation
of professional identity, in order to provide quality
palliative care and to promote a good death®>.

The practical approach of palliative care pro-

Teaching palliative care in undergraduate nursing education

motes the development of skills necessary to imple-
ment this philosophy of caring, validating classroom
learning*%. In addition, it provides students with the
creation of their own mechanisms to bring comfort to
patients and their families. They lose inhibition, fear,
learn to deal with the patient as a person, not as a di-
sease, learn to listen, to guide and teach whatever is
necessary and, above all, to support the patients and
their families, characterizing true learning of humani-
zation.

Given the challenge of finding suitable clinical
experiences for this learning, simulations offer an al-
ternative strategy for nursing students to apply the
principles of palliative care in an interactive and safe
learning environment, causing a positive impact on
student attitudes towards the end of life*+1639),

Conclusion

It was identified the presence of palliative care
in education, especially in elective courses whose ap-
proach takes place more in the theoretical scope as-
sociated with practical experiences. In addition, ini-
tiatives for teaching palliative care result in essential
benefits in nurse training.
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