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Abstract
Objective: To describe the current state of nursing education regarding the care of older adults in Brazilian public higher education institutions 
Method: Documentary, descriptive research with qualitative approach, with data from July 2017 collected in the platform of the Ministry of 
Education. Information on nursing undergraduate courses in public universities was collected following three phases of access and data collection: 
identifi cation, selection and eligibility. There was a descriptive analysis for characterization and qualitative Inductive Thematic Analysis using 
Interface de R pour les Analyses Multidimensionnelles de Textes et de Questionnaires (IRAMUTEQ). The project followed the ethical norms of 
Resolution 510/2016 of the National Health Council. 
Results: The 87 universities selected offered 154 undergraduate nursing courses, mostly in the Northeast Region. Out of the total number of 
courses, 69 (44.8%) had mixed disciplines (covering care of older adults) and 53 (34.4%) had specifi c disciplines on health of the older adult. 
In the content of the syllabi, the terms most used in the construction of the word cloud were: health (162), older adult (154), nursing (113), adult 
(81), assistance (72), process (69) and attention (52). In the similarity analysis, three main organizing topics of the disciplines related to this theme 
were observed: health, nursing and older adult. 
Conclusion: Nursing education needs to be aligned with current public policies and consistent with the health care model proposed. Therefore, 
the training offered must be consistent with the current demands of the labor market.

Resumo
Objetivo: Descrever o estado da arte da formação do enfermeiro em instituições públicas brasileiras de ensino superior no que se refere ao 
cuidado ao idoso 
Métodos: Pesquisa documental, descritiva e de abordagem qualitativa, com dados da plataforma do Ministério da Educação de julho de 2017. 
Foram levantadas informações dos cursos presenciais de graduação em enfermagem das universidades públicas, seguindo três fases de acesso 
e coleta dos dados: identifi cação, seleção e elegibilidade. Houve análise descritiva de caracterização e Análise Temática Indutiva qualitativa, 

utilizando o Interface de R pour les Analyses Multidimensionnelles de Textes et de Questionnaires (IRAMUTEQ). O projeto seguiu as normativas 
éticas vigentes da Resolução 510/2016 do Conselho Nacional de Saúde. 
Resultados: As 87 universidades selecionadas ofertavam 154 cursos de graduação em enfermagem, a maioria na Região Nordeste. Do total 
de cursos, 69 (44,8%) apresentavam disciplinas mistas (que abordavam o cuidado ao idoso) e 53 (34,4%) específi cas de saúde do idoso. Nos 
conteúdos das ementas, os termos mais utilizados na construção da nuvem de palavras foram: saúde (162), idoso (154), enfermagem (113), 
adulto (81), assistência (72), processo (69) e atenção (52). Na análise de similitude, verifi caram-se três principais eixos organizadores das 
disciplinas voltadas a essa temática: saúde, enfermagem e idoso. 
Conclusão: O ensino da enfermagem precisa estar alinhado às políticas públicas vigentes e ser coerente com o modelo de atenção à saúde 
proposto. Portanto, é fundamental que a formação ofertada seja condizente com as atuais demandas do mercado de trabalho.

Resumen
Objetivo: Describir el estado del arte de la formación del enfermero en instituciones públicas de enseñanza superior brasileñas en lo atinente al 
cuidado del anciano.
Métodos: Investigación documental, descriptiva, de abordaje cualitativo, con datos del Ministerio de Educación de julio de 2017. Fue relevada 
información de los cursos de grado presenciales en enfermería de las universidades públicas, continuando con tres fases de acceso y recolección 
de los datos: identifi cación, selección y elegibilidad. Se realizó análisis descriptivo de caracterización y Análisis Temático Inductivo cualitativo, 
utilizando la Interface de R pour les Analyses Multidimensionnelles de textes et de Questionnaires (IRAMUTEQ). Proyecto respetando normativas 
éticas vigentes, Resolución 510/2016 del Consejo Nacional de Salud.
Resultados: Las 87 universidades seleccionadas ofrecían 154 cursos de grado en enfermería, mayoritariamente en Región Noreste. Del total 
de cursos, 69 (44,8%) presentaban disciplinas mixtas (abordando cuidado del anciano) y 53 (34,4%) específi cas de salud del anciano. En los 
contenidos de los sumarios, los términos más utilizados en la construcción de la nube de palabras fueron: salud (162), anciano (154), enfermería 
(113), adulto (81), asistencia (72), proceso (69) y atención (52). El análisis de similitud verifi có tres ejes organizadores principales de las disciplinas 
orientadas a dicha temática: salud, enfermedad y anciano. 
Conclusión: La enseñanza de enfermería debe alinearse a las políticas públicas vigentes y ser coherente con el modelo de atención de salud 
propuesto. Consecuentemente, es fundamental que la formación ofrecida se condiga con las actuales demandas del mercado laboral. 
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Introduction

The worldwide increase in life expectancy along 
with the dramatic decrease in fertility rates have a 
direct impact on population ageing.(1,2) According 
to the World Health Organization (WHO),(3) by 
the year 2020, there will be approximately 200 mil-
lion older adults and, by 2050, this number will 
reach approximately 310 million.

Considering the demographic transition and 
the aging process, several adjustments are necessary 
to meet the needs of the elderly population and to 
favor their autonomy and citizenship. These mea-
sures must guarantee fundamental human rights, 
such as: security, education, work and health.(4,5)

The process to ensure the right to health is 
complex and broad. The principles and guidelines 
supporting the construction of a care model must 
ensure that collective and individual demands are 
met in every step of health care, since entrance 
in the health system until exit, with the objective 
of preventing and treating illness and promoting 
health.(6) Thus, these actions will contribute to pre-
serve the autonomy and maintain the functional 
capacity of older adults.(7) 

In this context, nursing professionals assume a 
leading role in the organization of health services, 
due to their high representation in health care set-
tings and to the functions they carry out in their 
daily work, since, besides acting directly in the care 
process, these professionals are also responsible for 
the management of processes and services.(8)

Given the above, the questions raised are: how is 
the nurse prepared by the Public Higher Education 
Institutions to care for older adults? Is the training 
aligned with the specific demands of the Brazilian 
demographic transition? Did these institutions con-
sider the regional and global epidemiological profile 
of older adults during the training of nurses?

The Public Higher Education Institutions have a 
fundamental role in the construction of the profile of 
the nurse, since in the academic environment the stu-
dents have the opportunity to develop and improve 
their competencies, abilities and attitudes for the exer-
cise of the profession. This profile is decisive for the ac-
tions of the nurse in situations involving global health 

care issues and other issues specific to older adults, giv-
en the epidemiological transition in Brazilian society.(9)

In this sense, in article 5 of Resolution no. 3 
of the National Council of Education/Higher 
Education Department of November 7, 2001, 
the National Curricular Guidelines for the 
Undergraduate Nursing Course establish the need 
to train nurses with specific abilities to “act profes-
sionally, understanding human nature in all its di-
mensions, expressions and evolutionary phases”.(9) 

The training of nurses must also be in line with 
the National Health Policy for Older Adults which, 
in its guidelines, values   the permanent qualification in 
the area of   health of older adults, in order to encour-
age teaching and research on the aging process.(7) The 
National Policy for the Older Adults reiterates these 
aspects and adds the need to include Gerontology 
and Geriatrics as curricular subjects in higher edu-
cation courses in all areas of health.(10) 

Despite the advances in public policies for the 
older adult, there are still many challenges in the 
academic education in the area of Gerontology and 
Geriatrics. The search for the theme in national and 
international literature revealed that there is still scarce 
research on the subject, which, given the demograph-
ic changes in the world and in Brazil, justifies the 
present research Given the expected increase of the 
older adult population, the life expectancy and the 
demands in health services, undergraduate courses in 
health, especially in nursing, must include disciplines 
related to Gerontology and Geriatrics, according to 
the policies established for this population. In this 
direction, the present study has as guiding question: 
What is the Brazilian panorama of nursing teaching 
in Public Higher Education Institutions regarding 
the care of older adults?

To answer this question, the following objective 
was defined: to describe the current state of nurs-
ing education regarding the care of older adults in 
Brazilian public higher education institutions. 

Methods

This is a documentary, descriptive research with 
qualitative approach. Data were collected on the 
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platform of the Brazilian Ministry of Education in 
July 2017.

The sample was composed of active and face-
to-face nursing undergraduate courses in the area 
of   Health Sciences, of the Public Higher Education 
Institutions of Brazil. Bachelor’s degree or Teaching 
License degree or both degrees were included.

Data collection included the phases of iden-
tification, selection and eligibility. In the first 
one, the Public Higher Education Institutions 
that offered the courses included were identified 
through the portal of higher education institu-
tions and courses of the Ministry of Education 
(e-MEC).(11) Access to the official webpages of the 
Higher Education Public Institutions allowed to 
carry out the second phase and select the courses 
eligible for this study. In the third phase, the on-
line access to nursing courses allowed identifying 
the curricular components related to the care of 
the older adult and those who addressed topics 
related to this topic, such as gerontology, geri-
atrics, gerontology and care/nursing care of the 
older adult were selected. 

For the organization of the data, an analy-
sis matrix was created using Excel software with 
the following information: “State”; “Higher 
Education Public Institutions”; “Courses”; “Type 
of curriculum”, “In activity”, “Online data avail-
ability”, “Mixed discipline”, “Specific discipline 
on care for the older adult” and “Discipline 
syllabus”. 

The numerical data were arranged in tables, 
according to simple and relative frequency, and 
grouped by region. The qualitative data were an-
alyzed with the technique of Inductive Thematic 
Analysis(12) using the software IRAMUTEQ 
(Interface de R pour les Analyses Multidimensionnelles 
de Textes et de Questionnaires) 0.6 alpha 3, Brazilian 
version, which provides statistical analysis of text 
excerpts and tables composed by individuals and 
words.(13,14) 

For the construction of the figures, similarity 
analysis based on the graph theory was used. This is 
an ideal mathematical model capable of identifying 
co-occurrences between words and its outcomes. 
This model indicates the connectivity between 

words, helping to identify the structure of a textual 
corpus and pointing out common parts and speci-
ficities in function of the descriptive variables iden-
tified in the analysis. In this phase, the word cloud 
was also used. The word clouds is a simpler lexi-
cal analysis that graphically groups and organizes 
words according to the frequency with which they 
are used.(14) In both analyzes, a frequency greater or 
equal to five was chosen in order to generate more 
understandable figures. 

Since this study used free and public data avail-
able in the portal of the Ministry of Education, there 
was no need to submit the project to the Research 
Ethics Committee according to CNS Resolution 
no. 510/2016.

Results

In the e-MEC system, in 2017, 87 public higher 
education institutions which provided 154 nursing 
undergraduate courses were identified. The courses 
were distributed as follows: 144 (93.5%) Bachelor’s 
degree and 10 (6.5%) Bachelor’s and teaching li-
cense degree. The courses were offered predomi-
nantly in the Northeast and Southeast Regions. 
Fewer institutions were found in the Center-west 
and North regions (Table 1). 

Of the total number of courses, 90 (58.4%) 
69 (44.8%) disciplines were considered mixed (ad-
dressing care of older adults) and 53 (34.4%) cours-
es had specific health disciplines on health of older 
adults (Table 1). 

On the syllabi analyzed, the terms most cited 
and therefore most used in the construction of the 
word cloud were: health (162), older adult (154), 
nursing (113), adult (81), assistance (72), process 
(69) and attention (52). Figure 1 also shows the pre-
dominance of words such as care (50), aging (45), 
disease (40), surgery (40), aspect (37), practical (31) 
and political (33). 

The similarity analysis allowed portraying the 
relationship between the words. At this stage, a to-
tal of 259 words were analyzed, those with frequen-
cy greater than or equal to five were selected: 147. 
With this analysis, it was possible to observe how 
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the syllabi related the various words to describe sub-
jects related to the care of the older adult. 

Figure 2 allows to identify the structure, the cen-
tral nucleus and the peripheral system of the con-
tent of the syllabi analyzed. Th e fi gure also shows 
the three main organizing topics of the subjects re-
lated to care of the older adult: health, nursing and 
older adult.

Table 1. Distribution of nursing courses and disciplines related 
to care for the older adult. Regions North, Northeast, Center-
West, Southeast and South, Brazil 

Variables
North Northeast

Center-
west

Southeast South Total

n(%) n(%) n(%) n(%) n(%) n(%)

Nursing Course 18(11.7) 62(40.3) 20(13.0) 33(21.4) 21(13.6) 154(100.0)

Disciplines 
that address 
the care of the 
older adult

4(5.0) 22(27.2) 9(11.1) 33(40.7) 13(16.0) 81(100.0)

Specifi c 
Discipline on 
Health of Older 
Adults

6(11.3) 23(43.4) 5(9.4) 14(25.5) 5(9.4) 53(100.0)

Note: It is a fi gure with clouds of words generated from the analysis of the software Iramuteq, in the 
Portuguese version.

Figure 1. Word cloud built extracted from the syllabi of the 
disciplines that address the care of older adults and of specifi c 
disciplines on the health of the older adult

Note: It is a fi gure with clouds of words generated from the analysis of the software Iramuteq, in the Portuguese version.

Figure 2. Similarity of words extracted from the syllabi of the disciplines that address the care of older adults and of specifi c 
disciplines on the health of the older adult
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Discussion

The increase in the number of nursing courses in 
several Brazilian regions is a result of incentives and 
programs of the federal government. The Support 
Program for Restructuring and Expansion Plans of 
Federal Universities (REUni), for example, favored 
the approval of new universities and the expansion 
of existing ones through the opening of new cam-
puses and courses.(15,16) 

One of the proposals of this expansion was the 
interiorization of educational institutions, so that 
regions with few university places would be con-
templated with new courses capable of improving 
social deficiencies and labor market issues. This 
way, new universities, campuses and courses have 
become part of a strategic for political, social and 
economic governance.(16)

This increase in places offering nursing under-
graduate courses has also been identified in other 
countries, which implement development policies 
in the area of education. Besides the quantitative 
aspect, the quality of teaching in the area of nurs-
ing has also been undergoing modifications, aimed 
at meeting the technological advances in the health 
area and the changes in the population epidemio-
logical profile resulting from the globalization pro-
cess.(17,18) 

This movement has the support of the World 
Health Organization, which seeks global strategies 
for valuing the nursing profession and proposes lo-
cal guidelines for Latin America and the Caribbean, 
aiming to improve nursing study programs and 
qualify the professionals.(19,20) 

Table 1 shows the distribution of nursing cours-
es of public universities in each of the Brazilian re-
gions after the expansion policies. The expansion 
process balanced the offer of courses throughout 
the country, except in the Northeast region, which 
still has a high number of courses compared to oth-
er regions. However, if private institutions are also 
considered, the increase in places in nursing courses 
is directly related to the degree of economic and so-
cial development of the region.(21) 

This balance in the distributions of places in 
public nursing courses was possible because, in ad-

dition to the expansion and interiorization process, 
there was also an increase in investments to guaran-
tee access and permanence of the students through-
out the course.  Thus, in addition to the creation of 
mechanisms that ensured access to low-income stu-
dents, there was also assistance for the conclusion of 
the course. The resources allocated to the National 
Student Assistance Program have served this pur-
pose, since they have guaranteed student housing, 
food, transport, health, digital inclusion, culture, 
sports, day care and pedagogical support.(22,23) 

Regarding the disciplines, the topic of care of 
the older adult was present in all nursing courses 
analyzed, either by a description in topics, when it 
was an integrated curriculum, associated with an-
other area, such as adult health, or specifically, as 
the discipline health of the older adult. These find-
ings point to a transition period, also evidenced by 
changes in teaching methodologies, adoption of ac-
tive methodologies or changes in approach to the 
topic. These changes are indicative of the need for 
a careful and comprehensive look at the specificities 
of the aging process and the consequent care need-
ed.(24,25) 

Active methodologies, such as aging simulation 
games, are able to favor empathy and good attitudes 
with the older adult and, therefore, may be essen-
tial in the student’s preparation for the first contact 
with gerontology. In the future, this may improve 
the quality of the care provided.(26) 

In addition to the simulation, the “Facilitated 
Learning to Advance Geriatrics” (FLAG) program 
aims to expand geriatric knowledge among profes-
sor Nurses, so that they can teach students the spec-
ificities of each phase of the aging process. After the 
implementation of this program, geriatrics studies 
were no longer limited or absent in the curriculum, 
and this motivated learning about the process of se-
nescence and senility and the processes that are part 
of this trajectory.(27) 

The frequency with which certain words were 
used in the syllabus of the disciplines demonstrates 
concern and zeal, considering the older adult as the 
center of care, and their health as a consequence of 
caring, with the nurse as the protagonist of this pro-
cess. Thus, the central nuclei identified allow estab-
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lishing guidelines for the disciplines that address the 
aging process and inferring values that will be in-
corporated into the professional identity of nursing 
students. This finding corroborates the curricular 
guidelines of nursing undergraduate courses, since 
it demonstrated that the older adult is regarded as 
essential in the training of nurses.(9) 

The word “adult” was also prominent, perhaps 
because, historically, the health of the older adults 
has often been addressed in the discipline Adult 
Health. This way, this word appears quite frequently.

The other words that were frequently cited ex-
press the scope of the disciplines and the contextu-
alization of the different environments in which the 
care of the older adult takes place. Thus, this care has 
been discussed from primary care to health institu-
tions. Different actors were also identified in this 
care, which includes self-care, family or non-family 
caregivers and multi-professionals approaches.(25) 

The word cloud also revealed that specific nurs-
ing subjects were included in the teaching-learning 
process, such as the elaboration of care protocols, sys-
tematization, organization of health services, and for-
mulation of public policies for the older adult. The 
cloud suggests a proactive construction of the knowl-
edge produced in undergraduate nursing courses in 
public institutions in Brazil, indicating an strength-
ening of the performance of the nurse and a possi-
bility of interdisciplinary actions, in addition to the 
formation of political consciousness.(21)  

The maximum tree confirms this possibility, 
since the analysis of similarity provides a hierarchi-
cal classification that puts the words older adult, 
health and nursing at the highest level. These three 
elements also establish a correlation with each oth-
er, forming the central structure of the tree. This 
perception is confirmed through the co-occurrence 
index in the maximum similarity tree,(28) where the 
elements health, older adult and nursing, for their 
symbolic value, are represented as the center of a 
star formation, which provides an understanding 
of the relationships between the elements and, con-
sequently, gives meaning to the formulation of the 
syllabi of the disciplines. 

The discussion about the data, based on these three 
basic elements of the syllabi, contributes to correlate 

teaching with nursing practice. The teaching-learning 
process suggests the composition of the work process 
in older adult care presents a structure in which nurs-
ing is the agent of care, health is the purpose of care 
and the older adult is the object of care. This relation-
ship between teaching and work, in an objective or 
subjective way, is extremely important in the academic 
formation, as it contributes to the construction of an 
adequate professional identity and the development of 
essential skills for future professionals.(29) 

A study carried out in Saudi Arabia confirmed 
the importance of curricula for the formation of 
attitudes and knowledge fundamental for nurs-
ing practice. However, the authors added the need 
to arouse in students the desire to care for and to 
dedicate themselves to the older adult, so that they 
become examples to follow. Thus, besides the inser-
tion of curricular contents on the theme, the ded-
ication and enthusiasm of the faculty are essential 
for education in gerontology.(30)

However, this study found that specific disciplines 
on geriatrics and gerontology, active methodologies 
and content guided by the current policies for older 
adults and aligned with the current model of care are 
present only sporadically and randomly in different 
institutions. Therefore, there is an evident need for a 
curricular guideline for nursing courses, establishing 
a solid articulation between academic education and 
policies addressing the care of the older adult.

This study found barriers during the course of 
this analysis that represented limitations. For exam-
ple, the analysis was limited to data available online 
and some undergraduate courses did not provide 
their pedagogical projects in the university websites. 
Another limitation was the non-standardization of 
the data found, which led the researchers to a de-
tailed search for information in additional links of 
Public Higher Education Institutions, such as Dean 
of Undergraduate Studies, Dean of Education, 
Resolutions of University Councils and other.

Conclusion

Considering that the aging process is contex-
tualized in a demographic and epidemiological 
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transition, the teaching of gerontology and geri-
atrics in undergraduate nursing courses becomes 
a great challenge for coordinators and profes-
sors. In this study, the teaching of this subject 
was identified in models associated with active 
methodologies in integrated curricula, as well as 
in traditional models, without a specific learning 
space, including the subject as topics in mixed 
disciplines. Despite the presence of important 
theoretical contents, it is still necessary to broad-
en the knowledge on nursing interventions and 
to provide practical activities related to direct 
care for the older adult. Nursing courses in differ-
ent regions of Brazil present different professors’ 
profiles. These differences do not reflect regional 
demographic and epidemiological characteris-
tics. However, they demonstrate differences in 
learning methodologies and the complexity with 
which the subject is treated. 
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