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Professionalism in the teaching of the elderly health care during 
nursing graduation

Profissionalismo no ensino do cuidado à saúde do idoso na graduação em enfermagem

João Paulo Xavier Silva1, Nayara Santana Brito1, Thiáskara Ramile Caldas Leite1, Evanira Rodrigues Maia1, Maria 
de Fátima Antero Sousa Machado1, Maria do Socorro Vieira Lopes1

Objective: to understand the attributes formulation for the professionalism education in the teaching of the 
elderly health care during the nursing graduation. Methods: this is a qualitative study carried out in four 
educational institutions to evaluate educational planning documents of the elderly health subject. The lexical 
type content analysis was used through the Lexical Contextual Analysis software of a Set of Text Segments. 
Results: two discursive classes emerged: Perspective for theoretical-practical learning and Content-based 
teaching. The categories show an educational model anchored in the transmission of content with little emphasis 
on teaching by competence and training of skills essential for the development of the nurse professional identity 
in the elderly´s health. Conclusion: in the educational planning documents, it is not possible to observe the 
attributes for the professionalism education in the formation of an identity profile in a clear and structured way 
focused on the elderly´s health.
Descriptors: Nursing; Health of the Elderly; Professionalism.

Objetivo: compreender a formulação de atributos para a formação de profissionalismo no ensino do cuidado à 
saúde do idoso na graduação em enfermagem. Métodos: estudo qualitativo realizado em quatro instituições de 
ensino para avaliar documentos de planejamento educacional da disciplina saúde do idoso. Foi utilizada a análise 
de conteúdo, do tipo lexical, por meio do software Análise Lexical Contextual de um Conjunto de Segmentos de 
Texto. Resultados: emergiram duas classes discursivas: Perspectiva para aprendizagem teórico-prática e Ensino 
baseado em conteúdo. As categorias evidenciam um modelo educacional ancorado na transmissão de conteúdos 
com pouca ênfase no ensino por competências e formação de habilidades fundamentais para o desenvolvimento 
da identidade profissional do/a enfermeiro/a na saúde do idoso. Conclusão: nos documentos de planejamento 
educacional não é possível observar de maneira clara e estruturada os atributos para o desenvolvimento de 
profissionalismo na formação de um perfil identitário voltado à saúde do idoso.
Descritores: Enfermagem; Saúde do Idoso; Profissionalismo. 

1Universidade Regional do Cariri. Crato, CE, Brazil.

Corresponding author: Thiáskara Ramile Caldas Leite
Rua Todos os Santos, 1586, Bairro Santa Tereza, CEP: 63050-314, Juazeiro do Norte, CE, Brazil. E-mail: thiaskara@gmail.com



Silva JPX, Brito NS, Leite TRC, Maia ER, Machado MFAS, Lopes MSV  

Rev Rene. 2017 Sept-Oct; 18(5):623-30.624

Introduction

Reflecting on the process of teaching learning 
and pedagogical practices in the nursing education 
area of the Brazilian Higher Education Institutions is 
an imperative necessity. The current educational sce-
nario of health courses suggests the reproduction of 
the Flexnerian biomedical model, which makes it es-
sential to effectively change students and teachers in 
the area and, more specifically, in nursing(1).

Health education is moving towards a new 
horizon, in which two points are essential to provi-
de qualified training: the integrated curriculum and 
continuing education. In integrated curriculum, the 
articulation between work, teaching, practice, theory, 
and community is found. In the continuing education, 
the educational process is linked to daily work, which 
must be constantly analyzed(2).

In the academic context, discussions on the 
professionalism in the scope of renewal of teaching 
and practice in health have also gained considerable 
ground. The term refers to a set of interrelated skills 
for the benefit of the individual and the community. 
In nurses´ education, the perspective of the identity 
profile assumes a fundamental character based on the 
construction and consolidation of knowledge, skills, 
and attitudes that conform to an ideal profile oriented 
to professional identity(3-4).

The performance of the nursing professional 
at all levels of health care fosters a magnitude of care 
that must permeate several scenarios and consolidate 
in health promotion practices, including in the context 
of population aging, which should be conducive to the 
construction of an identity profile.

Considering the demographic and health tran-
sition of the population, the qualified attendance 
and the formation of human resources oriented to 
the health practices before the aging are demanded. 
However, the structured approach to care is absent 
in nursing curricula, formulated in a traditional way, 
without demonstrating advances in the area of profes-

sionalism and requiring the development of specific 
competencies of the nurse for this purpose(5-6).

It is essential to research on the development 
of professionalism in nursing in the context of the 
health of the elderly, recognizing that in health trai-
ning, aging must be seen in a broader perspective than 
strictly biological. The analysis and discussion of the 
curricula regarding the professionalism education in 
the undergraduate nursing courses are aspects of con-
siderable relevance in the contemporary educational 
process.

Thus, there are questions that surround the 
nurse’s training process in the health care provided 
to the elderly population. The question is: How is the 
nursing student’s teaching process formulated on the 
identity profile? Do the educational planning docu-
ments of the undergraduate courses contain the ne-
cessary attributes for the professionalism education 
in nursing care for the elderly people? In this study, 
the objective was to understand the formulation of 
attributes for the education of professionalism in the 
teaching of health care of the elderly in nursing gra-
duation.

	
Methods

This is a qualitative study for the evaluation of 
the educational planning documents of the elderly he-
alth subject during the nursing undergraduate cour-
ses. It was carried out in April and May of 2016 in four 
Higher Education Institutions located in the metropo-
litan region of Cariri, Ceará, Brazil.

The following items were analyzed to identi-
fy the formulation of contributory attributes for the 
education of professionalism in nursing documents; 
menus; general and specific objectives; content; skills; 
teaching methodologies; resources available at the 
university; and evaluation strategies and criteria.

The content analysis of the lexical type was 
carried out using the Lexical Contextual Analysis sof-
tware of a Set of Text Segments (ALCESTE - Version 



Rev Rene. 2017 Sept-Oct; 18(5):623-30.

Professionalism in the teaching of the elderly health care during nursing graduation

625

2012), which investigates the distribution of vocabu-
laries of the text, performing a lexical analysis of wor-
ds automatically, by quantitative techniques, and the 
chi-square test (khi²) stands out. The program works 
through the domain of the Descending Hierarchical 
Classification, which calculates the co-occurrences of 
words in text segments, grouping the semantic roots 
and defining them into classes(7).

The texts of the educational planning docu-
ments were organized, typed in the Microsoft Word® 
program and saved in the rich text format, constitu-
ting a unique database emerging the corpus entitled 
“Elderly”. For analysis, the variables were as follows: 
Teaching institution (TI); competence (CP), which 
correspond to the general and specific objectives; 
contents (CT); strategies (ST), related to teaching and 
evaluation methodologies; and resources (RC). Each 
command line presented the variables of the institu-
tions surveyed, which corresponds to the Initial Con-
text Units for a total of four.

The study complied with the formal require-
ments contained in the national and international 
regulatory standards for research involving human 
beings.

Results

Documents from all institutions with undergra-
duate nursing courses in the study region were collec-
ted, one from the state public network and three from 
private education.

The software processed the analysis set that re-
sulted in a 65.0% use of the material and pointed to 
two discursive classes. Each one covered specific se-
mantic contexts and they were named with the follo-
wing titles: Class 1 - Perspective for theoretical-prac-
tical learning and Class 2 - Content-based teaching. 
The denomination was based on the interpretation of 
the words corresponding to the class, as well as their 
meaning and the element of the educational planning 
document was found.

Class 1 - Perspective for theoretical-practical 
learning

Class 1 represents 66.0% of the classified wor-
ds, consisting of 28 units and the relationship be-
tween “practice”, “client”, “subject”, “evaluation” and 
“need”. The contents of the educational planning do-
cuments that contributed to the formation of the class 
were the menu, the general and specific objectives and 
the evaluation process. The following clippings were 
selected by the software as the most representative of 
this class: The general objectives are to enable the student to effec-

tively exercise activities aimed at clinical practice in nursing, perform 

theoretical nursing practice activities from the affected needs of the 

client applying theoretical knowledge about the basic nursing instru-

ments that support the practice and base the exercise of the profes-

sion (Institution of Higher Education 1). This study aims to study the 

aging process by focusing on the biopsychosocial aspects aimed at the 

nursing care to the client in the elderly, the role of nursing in the care 

of the elderly (Institution of Higher Education 2).
Although Class 1 announces the conformity of 

the subjects analyzed with theoretical-practical tea-
ching, which presupposes one of the elements of com-
petency education, the documents do not provide tex-
tual evidence of the competences formulated for care 
in aging. The teaching strategies are traditional and 
the evaluation process is based, purely, on the sum-
mative type.

Class 2 - Content-based teaching

Class 2, consisting of 14 units, represents 
34.0% of the words of classified text and presents 
its semantic sense around the words “aging”, “main”, 
“medicines”, “second unit”, “first unit”, “Nursing” and 
“gerontology”. The information that contributed to 
the formation of the class was the methodologies, the 
teaching strategies and the contents of the discipline. 
The following text represented the meaning of Class 2: 
Fourth unit: Health promotion and disease prevention in the elderly; 

continued care of the elderly; self-responsibility; morbidity and mor-
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tality; health promotion and disease prevention programs; strategies, 

recommendations and prevention of falls. Fifth unit: National policy 

of the elderly; health promotion policy for the elderly; home care; 

formal and informal social support networks (Institution of Higher 

Education 3).
The Class 2 training presents the contents of 

the subjects that are divided into a large number of 
units that must be addressed during the classes and 
ranged from five to 11 units, demonstrating strongly 
theoretical and content-based teaching.

Discussion

This study had limitations regarding profes-
sionalism because it is a multifaceted concept, with 
difficult evaluation and recently introduced in the 
theoretical discussions and research in nursing edu-
cation. Also, the data were collected in a single metro-
politan region of the State.

It was evidenced the difficulty of the education-
al institutions in determining the professional profile 
of the nurses who will work in the care of the elder-
ly, which affects the approach of professionalism in 
the course of the subjects. Besides to content-centric 
teaching, the lack of definition of skills and abilities 
that determine a professional identity is detected.

The professional competences defined by 
the National Curricular Guidelines are fundamental 
guidelines for the construction of pedagogical proj-
ects and curricular matrices, as they guide the training 
of professionals to support the formulation of educa-
tional curricula to accompany work processes that are 
constantly changing(6).

In the last decade, undergraduate nursing cour-
ses were stimulated to rethink the training models 
that (re) produce. The teaching standards adopted 
value the technical characteristics, to the detriment 
of the didactic-pedagogical aspects of individual and 
collective care, management/administration, decision 
making, leadership, permanent education, communi-
cation and relational issues, necessary for the profes-
sional profile of the nurse(8).

The identity of a profession evolves according 
to its history, by the choices and meanings attributed 
to its insertion in social contexts(8). The identity profile 
comes from a dynamic construction in which the re-
lational and biographical processes of the subject are 
included(9).

It is essential to incorporate innovative actions 
that influence the identity of the nurse to follow the 
conceptual redefinitions of health and professional 
practice, so the knowledge and skills meet the health 
needs of the population. Besides to these characteris-
tics, the nurse must be autonomous, independent and 
able to solve possible problems(10).

The formation of Class 1 - Perspective for theo-
retical and practical learning, evidenced that the sub-
jects of the health of the elderly in the Institutions of 
Higher Education studied are directed to the theore-
tical-practical teaching and directed to the basic hu-
man needs of the elderly patient, occurring privilege 
of content to the detriment of practical activities. The 
theoretical-practical subjects have great relevance in 
the academic education since they have the potential 
to develop skills and critical sense in the individual, 
inserting him closer to the professional reality(11).

Regarding the use of Nursing Care Systematiza-
tion, the analyzed documents show that only one ins-
titution points out its use during the activities of the 
subject. In the others, there is no explicit mention of 
the use of this instrument, evidencing gaps regarding 
the teaching of Nursing care. Despite the proposal and 
legal determination, the application of the Nursing 
Process in the daily practice of Brazilian health ins-
titutions does not materialize, which makes nursing 
assistance fragile(12).

The Systematization of Nursing Care must oc-
cur through the adoption of some Nursing theory that 
scientifically bases the practices. In Brazil, there is a 
trend towards the applicability of the Nursing Process 
based on Wanda Aguiar Horta’s Theory of Basic Hu-
man Needs to be based on self-care, recovery, main-
tenance, and promotion of the individual’s health(13).

Regarding the evaluation processes applied by 



Rev Rene. 2017 Sept-Oct; 18(5):623-30.

Professionalism in the teaching of the elderly health care during nursing graduation

627

the institutions, the summative predominates. Writ-
ten tests and practical activities are used to verify stu-
dent performance at specific times in the subjects. It 
should be noted that for the adequate accompaniment 
of the teaching-learning process of the students, they 
should be evaluated through the diagnostic, formative 
and summative modalities throughout the educatio-
nal pathway(14).

On the evaluative process, teachers should be 
trained to propose learning scenarios and appropriate 
assessment modalities to associate evaluation strate-
gies and instruments that give meaning to their pro-
fessional practice(15).

The documents analyzed showed the interest 
of the institutions in discussing the actions of the nur-
se in the aging process. However, no specific learning 
objectives were found that directed the competency to 
be achieved, the teaching methodology and the eva-
luation modality to be implemented, distancing them 
from the established by the National Curricular Gui-
delines.

The discussion of nurses’ professional compe-
tences for elderly health is already underway in the 
country. Researchers from the South region have de-
veloped a set of professional competencies to care for 
the elderly, leaving evident domains such as ethics, cri-
tical thinking, communication, health promotion, he-
althcare technologies and health information, among 
others. These competences are comprehensive and 
specific for decision-making, very relevant to the prac-
tical action and they are in line with the assumptions 
established in the National Curricular Guidelines(16).

The clear establishment of competencies allo-
ws delineating the teaching on the health of the elder-
ly, to the point of allowing the revision of curricula and 
the mobilization of students in the development of 
situations according to the demands pointed out and 
also contribute to the creation of strategies of educa-
tion through general education(6).

Class 2 - Content-based teaching strongly at-

tributes for the development of competences related 
to the aging process, addressing anatomy, physiolo-
gy and pathology contents, as well as public policies 
directed to the elderly from the health promotion to 
healing/rehabilitation.

The importance given to the content can be re-
lated to the current demographic and epidemiological 
profile that present an increasing number of elderly 
patients in health services. Therefore, it is necessary 
to train professionals who have the skills and compe-
tencies to develop health promotion, prevention and 
rehabilitation actions with quality. Class 2 consists 
exclusively of content units that reinforce the discus-
sion in Class 1 about teaching being strongly based on 
theoretical content.

An integrative review study on the training of 
nursing students in elderly care shows that teaching 
and learning activities are predominantly practical in 
scenarios such as hospitals, health units, long-term 
institutions, and homes. These areas of practice are 
opportune for students to have an early approach to 
the life and health reality of the elderly population 
and to delineate care for a more effective and integral 
care(6).

For the training of health professionals, the 
relevance of the acquired knowledge and the timely 
accomplishment of practical activities during the le-
arning process are undeniable. The introduction of 
constructs related to professionalism can contribute 
to the quality of care and relationship in customer ser-
vice(17). Since it is a set of obligations, attitudes, and 
behaviors of professionals should be applied in rela-
tionships with patients and the community as a who-
le(18).

Professionalism involves fundamental attri-
butes in the cognitive, attitudinal and psychomotor 
dimensions. Each of these dimensions has qualities 
and/or expectations that must be demonstrated. In 
the cognitive aspects, the basic understanding of the 
principles of the profession must be manifested. At-
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titudinal items are related to autonomy, competence, 
cooperation and social participation. And the psycho-
motor perspective presents the involvement of the 
professional in the therapeutic assistance from their 
personal qualifications(3).

The findings of the study allowed verifying the 
need for the studied institutions to review nurses’ 
training in elderly care to acquire the identity profi-
le, so the curricula allow health teaching practices 
that relate individuals/communities to students and 
should be sensitized to the humanistic and technical 
attitudes that permeate the development of professio-
nalism and social responsibility(17).

In the analyzed documents, professionalism 
is tangential in the teaching-learning process, but a 
profile is not proposed that identifies the nursing stu-
dent with his/her role with the elderly person in the 
training offered. The professional identity worked is a 
generalist, characterized by changeable character and 
restructuring according to established socialization 
processes and still finds negative aspects such as the 
non-recognition and visibility of the profession.

The lack of definition of the identity profile may 
be associated with the fact that Nursing is a science 
under construction that despite having a well-esta-
blished theoretical foundation, it still needs to better 
define its object of study, Nursing care, through the re-
sults of its investigations(19).

The analysis of publications in international 
databases identified, predominantly in Asian coun-
tries, negative factors that impede the adoption of a 
professional identity in Nursing, emphasized in the 
differences between the levels of education of nursing 
professionals, the hierarchical structure of hospitals, 
the burden of intense work, lack of equipment and 
equipment, insufficient job security, fragility of pro-
fessional organizations, among others. Professionals 
must have good communication, achieve shared goals 
and provide care that guarantees patient safety and 

quality of care to achieve high levels of professiona-
lism(10).

In the same study, the authors concluded that 
professionalism should be evaluated as a competence 
of future professionals and pointed out that research 
to determine the level of professionalism should be 
developed in regions without such data, such as Latin 
America(10).

For the teaching to meet the demands of an ex-
ponentially aging population and the development of 
attributes compatible with competence-based educa-
tion, it is necessary to permanently review the curri-
cula adopted by Higher Education Institutions. There 
is also an urgent need for the construction of an iden-
tity profile for qualified attention to the elderly, some-
thing incipient both in the formulation of the curricula 
and in the current scientific production.

It is suggested that the educational planning 
documents of the Higher Education Institutions be 
reformulated so they comply with the recommenda-
tions of the National Curricular Guidelines and favor 
the nurses’ training process, using learning-teaching 
strategies that provide the development of skills ba-
sed on professionalism.

	
Conclusion

In the educational planning documents 
analyzed in this study, it was not possible to observe 
in a clear and structured way the attributes for the de-
velopment of professionalism in the formation of an 
identity profile of the nurse directed to the health of 
the elderly, since they have models of content subjects, 
with important quantity of theoretical classes and ex-
clusively summative evaluations.

Curricula with a traditional structure that do 
not contemplate the guidelines of the National Cur-
ricular Guidelines and the particularities in the biop-
sychosocial contexts presented by the National Health 
Policy of the Elderly are highlighted.
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