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Purpose: The novel coronavirus disease (COVID-19) is an unprecedented health crisis 
that changes how health professionals respond in work environments (American Nurses 
Association (ANA), 2020). The pandemic calls for innovative approaches to nursing 
curriculum design to elevate the knowledge, skills, and attitudes (KSA) of nursing 
students by emphasizing the American Association of Critical-Care Nurses (AACN) six 
(6) Standards for Establishing and Sustaining Healthy Work Environments (AACN, 
2016). This crisis births the impetus for nurses to be imbued with skilled communication, 
true collaboration, effective decision making, appropriate staffing, meaningful 
recognition, and authentic leadership while continuing to adhere to professional and 
academic standards. 
Methods: The eleven nursing courses in the curriculum are distributed from 
foundational to advanced courses to encompass all six standards of healthy work 
environments (HWE). The foundational courses focus on four HWE standards of 
communication, collaboration, decision making, and staffing. While beginning students 
were oriented to HWE, continuing students revisited the standards through exploration 
and delivery of care related to emergent modifications in practices. The advanced 
courses engage students in learning activities designed to sharpen their decision-
making skills, operationalize meaningful recognition, and facilitate authentic leadership 
(Dewart, Thirsk & Petrovic, 2020). Patient-centered and culturally competent care 
requires patient, family, and health team involvement in decision-making through real 
and virtual communication (Billings & Halstead, 2020). Students propose innovative 
staffing models for optimum quality care and use leadership principles to advocate for 
patients at the senior level. The learning experiences were designed for online delivery. 
However, the faculty determined that the critical elements of communication and 
decision-making could better be explored through synchronous exchanges such as 
debates and student presentations with live questions and answers from classmates 
and faculty. 
Results: Faculty witnesses how minority populations have increased prevalence of 
COVID-19 and disproportionate high mortality that impacts students of this HBCU. 
Since the inception of the nursing program, faculty responded to stakeholders by 
modifying curriculum components to better equips students with competencies to 
address changes in various environments (Billings & Halstead, 2020). The faculty fulfills 
their nurse educator competencies to facilitate learning, facilitate learner development 
and socialization, and participate in curriculum design and of program outcomes 
(Halstead, 2018).Faculty initiates measures to reduce stress by decreasing uncertainty, 



thereby fostering a sense of control among students (Savitsky et al., 2020). Other topics 
addressed included inadequate personal protective equipment, assignments on 
unfamiliar units, end-of-life care, and collaboration with health team members. Stress 
reduction and mindfulness techniques are incorporated into experiential activities. The 
overall learning experiences afforded students opportunities to demonstrate mutual 
respect while resolving conflicts, discussing stressful circumstances, and providing 
meaningful recognition to each other. 
Conclusion: The American Association of Critical-Care Nurses Standards for 
Establishing and Sustaining Healthy Work Environments was instrumental in revamping 
the curriculum components. Minorities are impacted at higher rates by COVID-19. 
Faculty has assumed the responsibility of preparing HBCU nursing students to confront 
the pandemic in multidimensional environments. Faculty proactively redesigned 
curriculum foci to ensure that students lower their stress levels and function efficiently in 
academic and clinical work environments. 
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Abstract Summary: 
The journey of an HBCU nursing program to revamp curriculum components to focus on 
the AACN’s Standards for Establishing and Sustaining Healthy Work Environments will 
be described. Strategies to engage nursing students in collaborative learning activities 
to minimize stress in clinical and academic settings will be discussed. 
 
Late Breaking Reason: 
Nursing faculty responded to underestimated stress experienced by students during the 
summer by redesigning curriculum foci to address student responses to pandemic 
circumstances in health care and academic environments. Evidence-based stress 
reduction techniques used in a Historically Black College or University (HBCU) is 
newsworthy and deserving of dissemination consideration. 
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