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ACKNOWLEDGEMENT AND DISCLAIMER  

Welcome to the twelfth volume of the Indiana University 

Southeast Graduate Research Journal. This journal’s mission 

is to provide a public platform for the best and most original 

research papers produced in the Business, Education, and 

Interdisciplinary Studies graduate programs. The editors of 

the GRJ would like to thank everyone who submitted work 

for consideration for this edition, with a special thank you to 

those whose contributions were selected to appear in this 

edition. Additionally, we extend our gratitude to the IUS 

Design Center for the cover design and layout. We express 

our appreciation to our faculty advisors, Dr. Donna Albrecht, 

Dr. Kathleen Arano, Dr. Carla Hermann, and Dr. Sara 

Walsh. We would like to thank the University for its support 

of the work of graduate students and extend a special thank 

you to all university students whose activity fees help to 

make this journal possible. The viewpoints expressed in 

these research papers belong solely to their authors and 

should not be constructed to represent the viewpoints of the 

editors of the GRJ, its faculty advisors, or the University as 

a whole.  

CALL FOR SUBMISSIONS 

The IUS Graduate Research Journal is an interdisciplinary 

forum for the publication of original graduate work. We 

strongly encourage all IU Southeast graduate students to 

submit their work to the next volume, scheduled for 

publication in the spring of 2023. All types of papers will be 

considered, including research projects, literature reviews, 
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and case studies. In addition to building your resume or 

curriculum vitae, the journal offers an opportunity for 

reaching a broader audience with your message about 

problems that matter to you. The maximum length is 5,000 

words including references. Please send submissions as a 

Microsoft Word attachment, in an email, addressed to 

webmis@ius.edu. Be sure to include in the body of your 

email your contact information, the title of your paper, and 

the name of the relevant course and its instructor. The 

submission deadline will correspond with the beginning of 

winter recess 2022. 
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There exists in the United States a widely held belief that 

African Americans are prone to violence. This deeply rooted 

belief can be traced back to slavery, where discriminatory views 

were used to justify inhumane treatment of blacks – casting them 

as “ignorant and savage” (Bloom, 2014).  Generations later it was 

reinforced by media coverage of the Black Power Movement in 

general and the Black Panther Party specifically, who portrayed a 

powerful image of black men and woman as a means to defend 

themselves against lingering, impactful oppression (Joseph, 

2007). The belief that blacks are crime-prone is so broadly 

accepted it has infiltrated the U.S. criminal justice system making 

African Americans more likely to be pulled over, searched, beaten 

or killed by police and harshly sentenced by judges. Bloom (2014) 

summarized it succinctly in describing the public consensus as 

believing “criminals are black and blacks are criminals.”  The 

sentiment is loosely supported up by the disproportionate number 

of black arrests compared to population size. This is not, however, 

an appropriate measure of a race’s propensity to commit crime, 

and the stereotype is creating harmful consequences for African 

Americans.  

This paper explores statistical evidence on both sides of 

the Black=crime=Black equation in order to reveal a more 

complete, data-driven picture regarding race and crime.  As 

reported by the Federal Bureau of Investigation, arrests of whites 

account for nearly 70 percent of all arrests in the United States.  

Blacks account for less than 30 percent of all arrests.  When 

considering population size by race as estimated by the US Census 

Bureau in combination with the FBI’s arrest records, the arrest 

rates for both whites and blacks are small. Only 4% of the black 

population was arrested compared to 2% of the white population.  

While the arrest rate for blacks is slightly higher than whites, the 

statistics show that neither should be considered crime-prone.   
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Public Perception of Race and Crime 

 There appears to be general consensus today that slavery 

is a shameful stain on our nation and systematic oppression of 

African Americans is unconstitutional.  Yet, the idea that blacks 

are dangerous lingers despite evidence to the contrary. It is so 

deeply ingrained in the collective conscious of our country that 

any instance which supports the belief is taken in and highlighted 

while evidence that dismantles it is rejected or ignored.  According 

to Bloom (2014), if you consider serial killers, such as the Boston 

Strangler, the “son of Sam,” Ted Bundy, Jeffrey Dahmer and 

more, you would see several cases of white men committing 

despicable acts. Yet, these cases have never created pervasive fear 

of white men.  That idea is rejected because the acts of a few 

terrible men do not reflect the tendencies of the whole population.  

This logical reasoning, however, is not applied to black crime.  

Any criminal act by blacks tends to be applied to the African 

American population at large.  This type of public programming 

reinforcing blacks as dangerous has been going on for centuries 

within the U.S., and the stereotype appears to be accepted by 

whites as well as blacks and by racists as well as those striving for 

equal rights.  Ghandnoosh (2014, p.14) provides a quote made by 

Reverend Jesse Jackson in 1993 in addressing a Chicago audience, 

“There is nothing more painful to me at this stage in my life than 

to walk down the street and hear footsteps and start thinking about 

robbery—then look around and see somebody white and feel 

relieved.” 

There have been various techniques used to understand and 

measure generally accepted stereotypes about race and crime.  

Surveys are a good tool to measure the level of conscious bias and 

experiments are well suited to surface unconscious biases. The 

impacts of both infiltrate several social constructs, particularly the 

criminal justice system. 
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Conscious Biases  

Three surveys listed in this paper begin to measure the 

level of conscious bias around race and crime. The first was a 

survey conducted by Chiricos, Welch & Gertz (2010) of white 

participants across the country.  It asked respondents to estimate 

the amount of crimes committed by African Americans.  The 

specific categories of crime under question were illegal drug sales 

and burglaries as well as crime committed by juveniles. The 

results showed that whites overestimated black participation in 

these crimes by 20 to 30 percent. 

The second survey, the General Social Survey 

administered by the National Opinion Research Center (as cited 

by Ghandnoosh, 2014), asked respondents to rank different racial 

groups on their tendency to be violent on a scale of 1 to 7 (1=no 

tendency, 7=prone). This survey invited various racial groups to 

participate. The results showed that whites ranked whites as fairly 

neutral at 3.7 but ranked blacks as more prone at 4.48.  Blacks 

ranked both races essentially the same scoring blacks at 4.39 and 

whites at 4.45. 

A survey conducted by Hurwitz & Peffley (1997) sought to 

understand if there is a difference in race/crime stereotypes 

regarding violent versus non-violent crimes. A key question was 

crafted with two variables dealing with race (white or black) and 

type of crime (assault or embezzlement). The question asked 

participates to rate the likelihood of guilt of a “[black/white] man 

arrested for [beating a motorist before stealing his car/embezzling 

thousands of dollars from the telephone company where he 

worked]” (Hurwitz & Peffley, 1997, p. 384). The variables were 

altered evenly so one-quarter of the participants responded to a 

specific race/crime combination. Results showed the stereotype of 
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blacks being crime-prone is pronounced but only specific to 

violent crime. 

Unconscious Biases  

Various experiments attempt to surface unconscious biases 

regarding race and crime. Bloom (2014) describes one experiment 

where participants viewed a crime story that did not include a 

picture of the criminal. When questioned later about the 

perpetrator, 60 percent of the viewers recalled seeing an image, 

and the vast majority of those, roughly 70 percent, believed the 

suspect to be African American.  

Other experiments introduce speed measurements of assessments 

and associations as a means to uncover predispositions. One such 

experiment conducted by Payne (2001) was administered to white 

college students.  It primed participants with pictures of either a 

white or black person then asked them to identify the next image 

as either a weapon or a tool. When priming the participant with a 

black person, they could more quickly identify a gun but they also 

incorrectly classified tools as weapons. Another experiment 

conducted by Correll, Park, Judd & Wittenbrink (2002) involved 

video simulated shooter studies. Participants were asked to 

quickly assess a situation and shoot when presented with an armed 

suspect but not to shoot when the when the image displayed an 

unarmed character. The results showed that white participants 

were most accurate and timely when presented with armed blacks 

and unarmed whites.  

The final time-based test considered in this paper, conducted by 

Greenwald, McGhee & Schwartz (1998), measured the speed at 

which names and experiences could be categorized as black/white 

and pleasant/unpleasant. Example white names included Adam, 

Chip and John; example black names included Darnell, Lerone 

and Tyrone. Example pleasantries included freedom, health and 
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love; unpleasant examples included abuse, bomb and poverty. A 

list containing names and experiences was presented and the 

participant was asked to mark to the left or right depending on 1) 

if the name was a white or black name or 2) if the experience was 

pleasant or unpleasant. They found the speed at which names and 

experiences could be categorized improved when white/pleasant 

and black/unpleasant were paired by instructions to mark both to 

one side.  The experiment showed these associations are 

hardwired in the brain making processing time faster when we can 

consider them in combination. 

The collection of experiments surfaced an underlying notion 

within the United States. When dealing with racial ambiguity 

around crime, whether no descriptors are provided or quick 

determination is needed to assess danger, modern day 

unconscious biases tend to quickly fill in the blank with “black 

criminal.”  

Consequences of Biases 

Generally accepted biases permeate many social structures.  This 

is true of how the perceptions regarding race and crime have 

infiltrated the U.S. criminal justice system.  There have been 

several recent headlines that illustrate just how dangerous it can 

be to be black in America.  In 2018, police officer Amber Guyger 

shot and killed an unarmed black man, Botham Jean, in his 

apartment when she mistakenly took his apartment to be hers. In 

2019, a Dallas police officer shot and killed a young black woman 

in her home, Atatiana Jefferson, while approaching to conduct a 

wellness check.  There are many well-known examples that 

stretch across the country: Freddie Gray, a 25 year old black man, 

died one week after his brutal arrest in Baltimore in 2015; Oscar 

Grant, a 22 year old black man, was shot in the back and killed 

while cooperating with police in Oakland in 2009; Michael Brown 
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was an unarmed 18 year old teenager who was shot and killed in 

Ferguson in 2014; and Tamir Rice, a 12 year old boy with an 

airsoft pellet gun, was shot and killed in a park in Cleveland in 

2014. 

This type of quick judgment against African Americans happens 

in all phases of the justice pipeline.  Baumgartner, Epp and Shoub 

(2018) reviewed 20 million traffic stops to analyze race and police 

practices.  They found that blacks are twice as likely to be pulled 

over as whites and roughly four times as likely to be searched.  

This is despite arrest records showing that whites on average 

account for 70% of all drug related arrests and 82% of DUI arrests 

(Federal Bureau of Investigations, 2014-2018). Steffensmeier, 

Ulmer and Kramer (1998) researched the correlation between 

race, age and gender to the harshness of sentences passed by 

judges.  They evaluated judicial sentencing in Pennsylvania from 

1989 through 1992. The study revealed that biases, conscious or 

not, weigh into the decision making by judges who assume blacks 

are dangerous and unlikely to be reformed.  This results in 

disproportionately harsh penalties particularly to young black 

men. 

Statistical Evidence of Race and Crime 

Considering the level of institutional racism within the criminal 

justice system coupled with the widely held belief that blacks are 

crime-prone, it would not be surprising to find that African 

Americans are indeed arrested for more criminal activity than any 

other race. The sentiment that “criminals are black and blacks are 

criminals” is strong in America. Statistical evidence is examined 

to determine if the data supports or detracts from the stereotype.   

To examine the claim that most criminals are black, a five-year 

average was calculated over the years 2014 through 2018 on the 

number of arrests of whites versus blacks. This was done for crime 
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in total; it was also broken into 29 categories of crime as reported 

by the Federal Bureau of Investigation.  Note there is no need to 

consider crime to population ratios when strictly assessing racial 

demographics of the pool of criminals. 

Crime to population ratios come into play when assessing the 

other side of the equation, specifically that most blacks are 

criminals. A five-year average of the arrest rate for whites and 

blacks was calculated over the same years, 2014 through 2018. 

This was computed by dividing the number of arrests by the 

population size.  The population size was estimated for each race 

as reported by the US Census Bureau (2019).  

Are Most Criminals Black? 

The generalizing statement claiming “criminals are black” 

insinuates the majority of crime is committed by African 

Americans.  The average 

yearly arrest records showed, 

in terms of absolute number 

of arrests, whites far outpace 

every other race in  the 

number of formal criminal 

accusations. Whites account 

for 69 percent of arrests in 

total while blacks make up 27 

percent.  Many compare the 

percentage split of arrests by 

race to the population size by 

race, which happens to be 77 

percent white and 13 percent 

black (US Census Bureau, 2019).  This is where gross 

generalizations are introduced into the public consciousness 

regarding race and crime. Comparing crime statistics to 
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population size across all races is not an accurate racial measure 

of proclivity to commit crime. To determine if a race is crime-

prone, the population size and crime rate should be considered for 

each race independent of the others. To illustrate the point, 

consider one crime, in total, occurred throughout the year which 

happened to be by a white man.  While it would be correct to say 

100 percent of crime was committed by whites, it would be a gross 

overstatement to assume all white men commit crime.  For this 

reason, only arrest statistics and their racial makeup are 

considered in this paper when assessing the sentiment “criminals 

are black.”  

Of the 29 categories of crime reported by the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation (2014-2018), only one, gambling, showed 

significantly more (greater than 10 percent) arrests of blacks than 

whites.  Two other categories, murder and robbery, showed 

slightly more arrests of blacks than whites.  The 26 other 

categories of crime show significantly more arrests of whites than 

blacks, including the subtotal of Violent Crime which combines 

murder, rape, robbery and aggravated assault, see Table 1. 

Statistically speaking, it is more than twice as likely the next crime 

is committed by someone who is white than someone who is 

black. 
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Table 1. Data taken from Federal Bureau of Investigation website 

and averaged. 

Are Most Blacks Criminals? 

The other side of the equation claiming “blacks are criminals” 

insinuates the majority of African Americans commit crime.  The 

average arrest rate calculation used in this paper considers every 

arrest to be of a unique individual. Thus, the percentages derived 

represent the maximum possible value of the percentage of a race 

committing crime.  Over the 5-year period, the average population 

of whites was approximately 248 million while the average 

population of blacks was roughly 43 million.  As seen in Table 1, 

the average number of total arrests of whites was 4.97 million 
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while the average number of total arrests of blacks was 1.92 

million.  

 While it is true to say that more African Americans, proportionate 

to their population size, are arrested than whites, it is incorrect to 

infer that most blacks 

are criminals.  In fact, 

the percentage of 

population arrested is 

quite small for both 

blacks and whites.  

Over the five-year 

period, only 4% of 

the black population 

was arrested 

compared to 2% of 

the white population.  

The chart is a visual illustration of the arrest rates for whites and 

blacks.  When viewing all aspects of the data concerning race and 

crime, it is clear that asserting “blacks are criminals” is a gross 

overstatement of African Americans’ propensity to be unlawful. 

Statistically speaking, it is much more likely the next African 

American you meet has never been accused of a crime. 

Conclusion 

When considering the data on crime, it is difficult to understand 

how the racial bias of Black = Crime = Black remains so firmly 

planted in the minds of the general public. Whites are arrested 

more than twice as often as blacks, and the percentage of blacks 

arrested is no more than four percent. The lens on the issue has 

narrowed in on one statistic: proportionate to population size, 

blacks are arrested more than whites. As a society, we have placed 

an inordinate amount of weight to this statistic and applied it to 
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the whole of the African American population.  This message is 

reinforced – by media, police, the public and researchers – without 

acknowledging the arrest rate is low for both races. This sentiment 

seeps into many social constructs perpetuating discriminatory 

practices against African Americans in the United States. 

When assessing propensity to commit crime, it is inaccurate to 

compare the racial demographics of arrests to the racial 

demographics of the population across races.  It can be an 

important statistic when taken in its proper context, but suggesting 

it highlights whether or not a race is crime-prone is misleading, 

harmful and can be dangerous. The question of race and crime 

needs to be reframed.  It is important to have a wholly accurate 

picture so real issues can be identified and addressed, and 

inaccurate perceptions can be corrected. 
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Consciousness may be found at the center of that puzzle that 

has for decades been labeled “the Mind-Body Problem,” the 

puzzle of how thought and our awareness of it emerge from the 

physical tangle of neurons, axons and synapses that comprise the 

brain. It is by no means a new puzzle; it was first taken up by 

Socrates (Moore, 2019), and has been bandied about by such 

intellects as Leibniz, Alexander of Aphrodisias, Scottish 

philosopher Dugald Stewart (Stewart, 2000), modern philosopher 

David Chalmers (Chalmers, 1997), and of course Descartes 

(Veitch, 2014). More recently, its intractability has seemed to 

wane as the methods and means of science have served up the 

human brain to more granular scrutiny, and so many other 

intellectual intimidations have yielded to the slow chisel of 

reduction. 

This progress has been divisive, cleaving philosophers, 

psychologists and interested spectators into polarized camps – 

those who see no meaningful distinction between the activity of a 

brain and the experiences of its owner, and those who see no 

means by which the one can ever render accessible the other. The 

protracted debate has been vociferous, as those in the former camp 

have been busily mapping the neural footprints of mental events 

in Apple laptops for years, as the latter camp calls foul after foul, 

asserting that those data-driven accounts that have so far emerged 

are implausible, for all their compelling graphics. 

Over the past quarter-century, the term “hard problem” has 

come to characterize the position of those eschewing reductive 

approaches; it is fashionable to claim that improvements in brain 

data collection have done nothing to clarify what it is like to 

experience our own mental states, or to fully understand the 

mental states of others. It is this what it is like factor that has come 

to define mental states that can be described as “conscious” - 

consciousness, characterized as experiencing one’s mental states, 

is construed as a subjective phenomenon with no natural portal for 
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scrutiny, impervious to the most determined and innovative 

exertions of empirical inspection (Nagel, 1974). 

The day has long since passed when one could safely claim 

that conscious mental states could not be entirely documented via 

physical data; it is now a simple thing to capture the conscious 

experiences of an individual in exhaustive detail, by way of fMRI. 

It is even possible – nay, commonplace – to perform such 

measurements on more than one individual, triggering the same 

mental states via identical stimuli for each, and comparing the 

variations in the resulting data – measuring how different their 

conscious experiences are from one another. The claim, then, that 

reductive materialism cannot translate statements about mental 

states into states about physical events in the brain, without loss – 

is obsolete. 

Still, this new status quo does little to answer the what it is like 

objection; there currently exists no mapping of fMRI data into 

colloquial expression that can adequately capture and transmit the 

conscious sensation of experience itself. Our growing knowledge 

of what it is has shed little light on what it is like. This deficit will 

not impede the flow of new understanding; it is suffered to 

continue for its deepening usefulness. We can even claim that our 

new windows into the brain provide unshakeable (and detail-rich) 

evidence of consciousness – we can watch a person experiencing 

what it is like from within. Even so, this takes us no closer to 

knowing what it is like to be that person. 

Those arguing against reductive materialism put forth what it 

is like as the manifestation – indeed, the very definition – of 

subjectivity, an insurmountable barrier in articulating the nature 

of consciousness. If consciousness is tantamount to experience 

and therefore incontrovertibly subjective, how is any objective 

account even possible? 

The subjectivists further argue that analysis of functionalism 

and intentional states will bring us no closer to an answer, as an 
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android may exhibit behaviors indistinguishable from those of a 

human being, yet experience nothing at all (Nagel, 1974). Such 

claims include no assertion that conscious states do not contribute 

to behavior; of course they do. The claim is that any such analysis 

cannot be limited to behavior; outward behavior can provide only 

a truncated view of an individual’s inner mental state, as any 

conscious being can attest. 

The key may lie in the wording itself – what is it like? This 

evokes echoes of This is like That, Douglas Hofstadter’s analogia, 
his proposed engine of biological intelligence (Hofstadter, 2007). 

The work like is the moving part in this engine, by which 

knowledge from one domain is accessed by another. If we are told 

that X is like Y, we are being prompted to apply known facts about 

Y to the unknown X - and are thereby very efficiently informed 

about X, without the burden of direct experience. That this 

mechanism, itself derived of and even driven by our conscious 

experience, works so splendidly is a strong indicator that the “hard 

problem” is not inscrutable. 

The subjectivist will point out that some facts about X are often 

“very peculiar,” (Nagel, 1974) - that is, “unrelatable” - to the point 

that they may seem to defy our subjective reality, placing the 

consciousness of X beyond our ability to engage with it. They go 

on to point out that this divergence in point of view – a necessary 

consequence of subjectivity – is important to understand, claiming 

it clarifies a boundary between subjective and objective 

conceptualizations. In scrutinizing this claim, it is useful to 

examine a divergent example, one not too removed from our own 

place on the phylogenetic tree, a mammal like ourselves, yet one 

whose sensory perception of the environment and core 

motivations are far removed from our own. 

We may assume that Batman, as a specimen of homo Sapiens, 

has consciousness, derived from neural apparatus more or less 

identical to our own and experiences likewise in common. Put in 

subjectivist terms, there must be something it is like to be Batman 
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- but to some degree, we can imagine what that something is, 

because we can safely assume that at least some of his conscious 

experiences are in common with our own. As billionaire 

industrialist/philanthropist Bruce Wayne, he speaks English, eats 

with a knife and fork, puts his pants on one leg at a time, has coffee 

in the morning, goes to his office at Wayne Enterprises, shakes the 

hand of this person or that, and attends parties. In varying 

measures, we all engage in very similar activities day to day; thus, 

our imagination has something to work with, in grasping what it 

is like to be Batman. 

And yet our range is limited in this imagining, as Bruce Wayne 

(when he is being Batman) engages in conscious experiences far 

removed from our own. Batman can leap from a ledge a thousand 

feet above the streets, gliding on his cape into Gotham’s concrete 

canyons, swooping down on evildoers like the avenging dark 

wraith that he is; he has at his disposal a sonar system that joins 

all the cell phones in Gotham into a single imaging system, by 

which he can locate anyone and see anything. These are, of course, 

conscious experiences that none of the rest of us have ever shared 

(nor are we ever likely to), awash in mental states to which we can 

never relate.  

We have in Batman, then, an example of subjectivity that 

informs and advances the stalemate of the subjectivist: we can 

imagine some of what it is like to be Batman, but not all of what 

it is like. This, of course, is how it is between ourselves and all 

other humans – some but not all – and the example of Batman 

simply draws this out in high relief. 

The example of Batman, however, can take us a step further. 

With his augmented abilities and difficult-to-relate-to behaviors, 

the Caped Crusader may be said to lean away from what we would 

characterize as human consciousness, and toward the 

consciousness of his namesake. Put another way, Batman knows 

– to some degree, at least – what it is like to be a bat.  



   
 

26 
 

Batman knows what it is like to scream through the night sky, 

diving on his prey; he knows what it is like to live nocturnally; he 

knows what it is like to navigate by echolocation. In short, his 

subjective conscious experience is a hybrid of the human-like and 

the bat-like. To be sure, he is unlikely to ever drink blood, or to 

swarm from high ledges with thousands of other Batmen (which 

would surely not end well); but nevertheless, Batman’s subjective 

experience is, to some degree, bat-like. 

And it is here that we advance beyond the tussle between the 

subjectivist and the reductive materialist, for the remaining 

ground to be gained is to do with tissue not found in the brains of 

winged mammals. 

Batman’s bat-like subjective experience flows, after all, from 

his cognitions. He imagined the ability to fly, to navigate by 

echolocation, and developed the means to do so via the products 

of reason (and his considerable fortune). His use of these skills in 

his quest against the criminal element of Gotham likewise 

emerges from his cognitions. Bats, however, lack Bruce Wayne’s 

cortical facilities; they are creatures of instinct, incapable of 

reason, acting from a deeper (albeit fully mammalian) decision-

making system. 

What is it like to be a bat? is not the correct question for the 

subjectivist to be asking, for like is a key to analogy, and analogy 

is a tool of induction and inference. The correct question is: How 

does it feel to be a bat? 

This new question brings the objective/subjective dichotomy 

into an entirely different focus, for it takes us closer to the 

experience of being something. If the goal is to clarify subjective 

consciousness in terms that can be shared, and experience is the 

underlying driver, then to find what it is like – that is, what is it 

similar to that another individual could imagine from their own 

experience – must necessarily remain a fragmented 

representation. 
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How does it feel to be something, on the other hand, takes us 

much closer to an unambiguous – and often sharable – 

interpretation of another’s experience. Where our brains may 

work for or against us in pursuit of fully functional analogia, they 

are conversely equipped in full for the sharing of emotional 

experience. Mirror neurons, those brain cells dedicated to firing 

when we observe the experience of another, draw us closer to 

common subjective experience. 

Here again, Bruce Wayne provides an ideal theater. When we 

consider a conscious mind that chooses to jump off buildings and 

pound felonious psychopaths into submission with his fists alone, 

asking ourselves, How does it feel...?, we have yet another piece 

of our puzzle: for the young Bruce Wayne became the person he 

is in the shadow of a gunman who murdered his parents before his 

eyes, when he was just a child. This subjective experience sent his 

consciousness in a direction that would be alien to most other 

human beings, only the barest fraction of whom are ever subjected 

to such trauma. When we ask ourselves, What is it like to be eight-

year-old Bruce Wayne?, we have no answer, for there is nothing 

in our own subjective experience to which we might compare it; 

when we ask, How does it feel to be eight-year-old Bruce Wayne?, 

we are able to find an answer in our mirror neurons, for while we 

may find the context elusive, we know what it is to love our 

parents, and most of us have dealt with crushing loss at some point 

in our lives. 

And, once again, these sympathetic connections manifest in 

degrees; it is scarcely conceivable that they could be absolute. 

While we can imagine a coalescence of conscious experience 

between two or more individuals moving into increasingly similar 

resonant mental states - that is to say, increasingly objective states 

– we must concede that identical mental states between any two 

individuals, let alone many, is implausible, given the neural 

diversity of individual brains and the even more diverse nature of 

experience itself. Objective conscious experience is at best 
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asymptotic, approachable but unreachable. Likewise, absolute 

subjectivity must also be asymptotic, as no human being lives out 

a full life in utter isolation, and any interactions with others, even 

the most banal, must have at least tentative resonances: to be 

human is to know, at the very least, what it is like to feel hungry 

or tired or cold, and the theory of mind assures us that our mirror 

neurons are at work, knitting these subjective experiences to those 

of others. 

What is it like...? must be subsumed by How does it feel...?, for 

consciousness cannot be the province of reason and understanding 

alone; objectivity/subjectivity is not a dichotomy but a continuum; 

and its polar extremes are unreachable in practice. These 

adjustments, applied to the mind-body problem, redefine “mind-

body” in terms more suitable to our current understanding of the 

physical continuity that is a human being. It is no longer a question 

of how thoughts and feelings arise from the activity of neurons 

(we have satisfactory evidence that they do), but how we, as 

conscious beings, interpret our subjective experience and reach 

toward the objective viewpoint that shared consciousness with 

others can provide. This is the work of decades, and unachievable 

via the technologies of emotionally disturbed billionaires alone; 

but it is neither an insoluble nor even a “hard” problem - it is 

simply many experiences yet removed. If the mind and body are 

indistinct, and if objective/subjective experience is a continuum – 

and if individual consciousness itself is thereby externally 

accessible, to some degree – then what remains is to 

systematically explore this new terrain, understanding that it is a 

journey with no final destination.  
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Who Did Fred Flintstone Cook For?  
Katrine Marçal’s Feminist Economic 

Frame as the Restoration of Paleolithic  

Human Gender Norms  
 
Scott Robinson 

 

MEET THE AUTHOR (pg. 21) 

Who Cooked Adam Smith’s Dinner? A Story of Women and 

Economics (2016) introduced Katrine Marçal’s intriguing claims 

regarding the role of women in the evolution of Western 

economics into ongoing academic discussion of both. 

Serendipitously, it also lent support to recent advances in 

evolutionary psychology and current understanding of Paleolithic 

social development. 

Her arguments in explication of contemporary capitalist 

economics, which frame human beings as the sum of their 

production potential and women as extensions of the productivity 

of men, are couched in terms that push against productivity as a 

measure of human value, in favor of a human economics that is 

more lifestyle than valuation (Marçal, 2016). Extending 

Foucault’s criticisms of Adam Smith’s economics, wherein 

“economic man stopped being a person who buys and sells on a 

market... instead he became an entrepreneur of himself. He 

became, critics said, a machine” (Foucault, 2010), she crafts a 

human economic frame within which “economics became 

something other than one form of logic among many... It became 

a way of life. A person wanders around, lives her life, educates 

herself or neglects to educate herself and the effects of this are 

accumulated in her human capital” (Marçal, 2016).  
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This frame serves as a great equalizer between the genders, as 

it is deeply empowering for the individual in a manner that focuses 

on personal agency without any discernable gender distinction. 

“It’s a viewpoint that has made us all equal,” Marçal  writes. “The 

woman at the unemployment agency and the man who waits for 

his fake documents outside the airport in Dhaka. Each is equally 

a self-entrepreneur. Just like the CEO who stretches his legs out 

in his aeroplane seat to catch a few hours’ sleep before his next 

meeting on the other side of eight hours in business class. No 

difference between them, just better or worse investments in the 

capital that is you. And in the amount of start-up capital that you 

were born with. But what else can be applied to growth? My breast 

enhancement was an investment, the soap opera star says 

smoothly. Peel away layer after layer and it’s economics all the 

way. Your life translated into a series of investments you make in 

your own value” (Marçal, 2016). More starkly, “Neoliberalism 

resolves conflicts between work and capital by simply turning a 

person into capital – and her life into a series of investments she 

makes in her market value.” 

It is hard to imagine a more cynical presentation of 

Smith’s  self-interest-driven framing of economics, which 

inevitably alters the definition of “human,” but on the other hand 

Marcal is correct in pointing out that this redefinition of “human” 

in Smith’s economic explication  is a great equalizer of masculine 

and feminine. This is a starting point that can be very productive, 

as it sets aside the conventional reassignment of feminine labor as 

a male support system and sets both genders within the same 

frame. That is, if human value is realized as self-investment in a 

capital accumulation game, all investments are individual and 

self-owned, the distinction between male and female collapses. 

It is here that Marçal has advanced the broader argument 

regarding the role of women in human economics, but also opened 

the door to a more insightful (and accurate) take on human nature 

in general. That is to say, in calling out the capitalist reduction of 

the full spectrum of human nature to mere economic terms and 
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demonstrating that this reduction refutes male/female inequality, 

she refocuses the discussion on the nature of the investment, rather 

than the value of the individual. 

Every individual in a group makes deep self-investments, 

per Marçal; the genders are equal in this enterprise, yes; the 

investment is intended to accrue, certainly. But what is the 

individual investing in? Where does the accrual reside? 
 

An ancient economic frame 

 

Intentionally or not, Marçal is invoking a new view of 

individual human self-investment that not only validates the often 

overlooked inherent gender equality of the capitalist paradigm, 

but also restores a more long-standing framework: the natural 

human is not defined by her labor, but is fully integrated with it, 

and that integration into the group sustains her (Tomasello, 2019).  

Marçal is teasing at the truth that human females have not 

always been subordinate and chained to the economic 

management of males as a matter of natural inclination, but have 

been rendered subordinate by the idea of capitalism itself. Further, 

that “value” exists apart from the human vessel, in the form of 

commodity or coin. Before those concepts existed, of course, it 

would not have been possible to reduce woman to fit within them. 

Following that thought, it is an easy step to look beyond 

capitalism, to a time when human economics truly amounted to 

the investment in self for the sake of greater productivity, but not 

for the valuation of self, but the valuation of the human family. 

This sounds like socialism; but five hundred centuries ago, 

socialism was all there was. 

 

We’re all in this together 

 

The survival of any human tribe in the paleolithic era was 

based on a number of factors, all of which run afoul with the tenets 

of modern capitalism. First, every member of the tribe was a 
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generalist, not a specialist – women included. “Division of labor”, 

a cornerstone of economic expansion, was not necessary in tribes 

of 150 members or less since every man and woman in the tribe 

could do many different jobs. 

Archaeologist Randall Haas underscored this with his 

2018 discovery of a burial site in Peru, that of a warrior lain to rest 

with weapons and stone tools appropriate for the hunting and 

hiding of big game – a warrior, upon examination, found to be a 

woman (Haas, 2018). A review of similar burial sites followed this 

discovery, revealing that between 30 and 50 percent of big game 

hunters in the region were probably female. 

Anthropologist Mark Dyble of University College, 

London, concurs: “There is still this wider perception that hunter-

gatherers are more macho or male-dominated. We’d argue it was 

only with the emergence of agriculture, when people could start 

to accumulate resources, that inequality emerged” (Dyble et al., 

2015). 

“Sexual equality is one of the important changes that 

distinguishes humans,” Dyble wrote. “It hasn’t really been 

highlighted before.” Dyble and his team argued that sexual 

equality may have been a distinct evolutionary advantage for early 

human societies, encouraging closer cooperation and wider social 

networking. There would have been a broader and more expansive 

social network, greater mate selection, and a deeper pool of 

survival innovations, they proposed. This prosperous and socially 

progressive era of human history would have run aground, they 

argued, with the advent of agriculture, which introduced the 

concepts of property and ownership and social stratification. 

“Men can start to have several wives and they can have more 

children than women,” he wrote. “It pays more for men to start 

accumulating resources and becomes favorable for them to form 

alliances with male kin” (Dyble et al., 2015). 

. “Men can start to have several wives and they can have more 

children than women,” he wrote. “It pays more for men to start 
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accumulating resources and  becomes favorable to form alliances 

with male kin” (Dyble et al, 2015). 

That disruption, Dyble and his team argue, was a major 

stumbling block in the progress of human society and brought 

about the capitalist frame that has defined the modern era and, by 

extension, its precursor societies and economies. The lesson: 

humankind was better off when male and female were equal, 

division of labor was less prevalent, and a more egalitarian 

sensibility prevailed. 

Particularly damning is the work of Alison Macintosh and her 

research team, who demonstrated that Central European women 

in the first 5,000 years of human agriculture were more fit and 

capable than modern female athletes (Macinstosh, 2017). 

 

Past is prolog 

 

Ultimately, Marçal has disassembled Smith’s pervasive 

frame of human value and self-investment and recapitulated the 

more ancient and ethological frame of humanity as it was for three 

thousand centuries: a persistent family of equals, facing constantly 

shifting ecological pressures and thriving via the mechanism of  

economics that was, indeed, Smithian in its deep self-investment, 

but to purposes far higher (and nobler) than Smith could imagine.  

The ancient woman, alongside her mates, brothers, and 

sons, multitasked daily and cultivated skills and muscles equal to 

theirs, in pursuit of the tribal good. She could hunt, skin, forage, 

defend, scout, cook, build, repair, heal, ponder, negotiate, 

entertain, and dream. She did not need male authentication to 

exercise these skills; women were  a tribal necessity, expectation, 

and status quo. 

Marçal hints at a return to this reality, which is built into 

the human genome. Her exegesis of the sublimation of human 

nature into the murk of economic artifice a la Smithian capitalism 

is almost canny in her writing, not quite exposing the full audacity 

of its premise. Her exaltation of female competence and 
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awareness gives the lie to Smithian assumptions about human 

nature, and recalls the reality of human origins, where such 

pretensions and arrogance cannot take root. 
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  What ancient art form is a valuable form of human 

expression? The answer to this question would be storytelling. 

Storytelling is defined as being the interactive art of using words 

and actions to reveal the elements and images of a story while 

encouraging the listener’s imagination (National Storytelling 

Network, 2021). While storytelling is not new, people have 

recently started seeing some of the other benefits of telling stories, 

such as improving mood, learning abilities, and overall health. 

Because of the amount of evidence, stories and storytelling can 

have a significant and positive effect on your wellbeing.  

An interdisciplinary approach is appropriate and 

necessary when supporting this claim. Storytelling can be viewed 

through the lens of established disciplines such as social sciences, 

natural sciences, and humanities, and help us in defining the 

importance of storytelling. An approach involving multiple 

perspectives is most influential to this discussion and will help us 

engage in a full review of storytelling’s benefits from the three 

different disciplines listed above.  

Social Sciences 

When considering the social sciences perspective within 

storytelling, the focus should be on the power that telling stories 

can hold from a sociological standpoint. Distinguished sociologist 

C. Wright Mills was the creator of the term “the sociological 

imagination,” which he describes as a way of thinking from a 

different perspective and asking questions. Its task and promise is 

to help us to grasp history and biography and the relations between 

the two in society. He goes on to say that “to be aware of the idea 

of social structure and to use it with sensibilities is to be capable 

of tracing such linkages among a great variety of milieux. To be 

able to do that is to possess the sociological imagination” (Mills, 

2000).  

We will first examine how this affects storytelling with 

children. According to Combs and Beach (1994), stories and 
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storytelling hold power over the learning ability for children. 

Stories can provide a familiar situation and understanding to 

students as well as encourage them to work through the story 

themselves. Social studies help students to form and develop a 

rich, deep understanding network. Since children are more 

receptive to being told things in the form of a story, engaging with 

them with historical and contemporary fiction as well as 

biography is a good way of providing the vital social studies 

curriculum that is completely necessary (Combs and Beach, 

1994). 

They say as children engage with social studies, it is 

important to present contextualized situations or events they can 

relate to in stories. Like adults, children have also experienced 

struggles for basic needs, security, and acceptance, so stories can 

provide the connection and relationship to what is similar between 

people of various times and places. Plus, a lot of learning 

processes associated with social studies are supported overall by 

storytelling, such as speaking, listening, sharing ideas, and 

creating stories and ideas that can be addressed to a certain 

problem or topic. The formation of sharing ideas is extremely 

important since this shared experience makes the form of the story 

stronger by creating bonds and friendships and helping with 

cooperation among other children that goes beyond culture, class, 

and gender (Combs and Beach, 1994).  

Moving the focus away from children, we will also 

examine the effects storytelling has on adult undergraduate 

students. Evaluations of student’s learning experiences 

increasingly hold in deciding how to improve learning and 

teaching. Sherwood (2020) proposes that students who use 

storytelling for evaluation helps to promote this. The discussion 

explains how the method of gaining student feedback via 

storytelling can contribute new knowledge and understanding 

about undergraduates’ experiences and, therefore, has the 

capability to improve teaching practices. Storylines can provide 
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good structure and form creative opportunities to explain 

information in inventive and inquisitive ways (Sherwood, 2020). 

There are two main goals within storytelling, with the first 

allowing the writer to report what happened by referring to the 

experience and the second as a method of evaluation that gives 

meaning to their narrative. The process of storytelling provides 

the chance to choose a personal circumstance to communicate 

information. The stories written by students reveal an important 

connection between increments in knowledge and managing 

emotions. Successful practices in teaching therefore need to 

mirror this dynamic (Sherwood, 2020). 

Natural Sciences 

The mathematician Jacob Bronowski believes the next 

perspective, natural sciences, ultimately focuses on the study, 

discovery, and relaying of facts that have been scientifically 

proven. He says that “the scientist looks for order in the 

appearances of nature. . .” (Bronowski, 1956). Through fact-

finding procedures and techniques, scientists aim to recognize the 

cause and effect of society’s differing scientific affairs and 

concerns. 

First, we will examine the influence and place of stories 

in biology class. The overall appeal and instructional power of 

stories are well established, yet they are underutilized in biology 

classrooms. Despite this, people still document, report, and recall 

life experiences in the form of stories and narratives. Stories help 

us to understand cause and effect and to relate events and affairs. 

Because narratives are formed of causal links and temporal order 

between events, stories transmit the powers of both instruction and 

persuasion to their audiences. People are able to learn from stories 

because they present a comprehensible argument in favor of a 

conclusion (Carroll, 2018). 



   
 

43 
 

Quoted inside Carroll’s argument is interesting 

information provided by The New Yorker writer Adam Gopnik 

from 2012. Gopnik argues that both good science stories and good 

scientific theories are surprising since they astonish us with their 

claims. He continues to note that good science stories “startle us 

with their strangeness, but they intrigue us by their originality, and 

end up rewarding us with the truth after an effort” (Carroll, 2018). 

By offering students a glimpse into the hearts and lives of 

scientists, including their passions, devotions, ambitions, 

struggles, hindrances, and the price scientists willingly pay to do 

what they enjoy, stories offer one of the most precious and rare 

gifts any student may receive, which is inspiration and enthusiasm 

for science (Carroll, 2018). 

Continuing within the realm of natural sciences moves us 

to focus on storytelling with scientists. It is known that every field 

of science tells stories that follow prescribed methods. Each field 

has its own stories about how scientists formed their research 

projects and came to their discoveries. Stories and narratives are 

not only natural but are necessary, too. However, it is argued that 

professional scientific training un-teaches scientists how to tell 

stories (Padian, 2018).  

An “anti-narrative” is what happens when scientists 

translate their work into peer-reviewed articles and grant 

proposals. This usually becomes a copy of scientific work in the 

classic formula of the “scientific method” that is still circulated in 

schools: state the problem, provide your methods and materials, 

lay out your experiment, list your results, and discuss the 

conclusions of your work. This basic approach works for some 

experimental studies, although it still masks the real story of the 

work. Such a bare-bones format for scientific publication has 

impartiality, and it forces authors to be short and concise (Padian, 

2018).  

It is crucial that scientists do not forget how to 

communicate their findings and research in story form to make it 
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understandable to scientists and non-scientists alike. This is why 

storytelling in science is so important because it offers general 

audiences a look into sciences without the jargon typically 

associated with reports that make it difficult to comprehend. It 

makes the material coherent and logical to the general public, and 

story form makes it memorable as well. 

Humanities 

The last perspective to go over is the humanities. 

Northrop Frye was a literary scholar who presented the essay 

called “The Educated Imagination.” Inside this piece as well as in 

his work in the humanities, he tries to identify the purpose of 

literature and does so by saying literature requires awareness, 

social participation, and imagination (Frye, 1964). All three of 

these present themselves when taking a humanities perspective 

with storytelling. We will first examine and analyze storytelling 

and its effect on oneself. 

Reading another person’s story is one of the ways the self 

discovers itself. In finding traces and pieces of another within 

oneself, as someone does when reading the story of another, the 

self is able to appreciate its own meaning. The stories also mirror 

the role of human relationships and social organizations in 

defining our own personal identities and sense of authority and 

justice (Cottle, 2002). 

Narratives represent more than just capturing or grasping 

another person’s story. In hearing the story of another person, one 

not only takes responsibility for the other person, but one begins 

to assume responsibility for oneself. The encounter that comes 

with reading a story forms the devotion of one person to another. 

This is what makes it possible to discover what someone defines 

as being human (Cottle, 2002). 

Another way to examine the humanities within 

storytelling is by applying it to empathy and compassion. 
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Profound suffering is something humans try to avoid and bypass 

rather than seek or investigate, but if people do not try to listen to 

the kinds of stories that involve this and try to be a sensitive 

audience to the people who have lived through sufferings as well, 

then we will struggle to be ethical in our thinking, our 

understandings, our policies, our politics, and our practices 

(Schimmel, 2020). 

People and audiences need to listen to these painful and 

difficult narratives because they are true and ethically urgent, and 

this is how compassion and empathy develops. There is both 

volume and silence in these people’s voices and their stories. 

There is exhaustion as well as infinite strength, and there is hope 

and healing but also hopelessness. All of this is understandable 

and real, and, in many cases, these stories are always changing, 

influential, and powerful (Schimmel, 2020). 

Overview 

We have reviewed examples of how social sciences, 

natural sciences, and the humanities acknowledge storytelling and 

narratives. Each perspective does well to address storytelling and 

its affirmative attributes, but none of these alone can hold up 

sufficiently well what it means for storytelling to affect our whole 

wellbeing in a positive manner. However, when these three 

different perspectives mesh together and integrate, an 

interdisciplinary approach materializes and comes to fruition. An 

excellent quote from the famous William H. Newell, a professor 

of interdisciplinary studies, says the following: 

The strategy of the interdisciplinarian is to bring the 

relevant disciplines (perspectives) to bear upon the 

question, one at a time, letting each illuminate that aspect 

of the question which is amenable to treatment by the 

characteristic concepts, theories, and methods of the 

respective disciplines. Out of the resulting disciplinary 

insight, the interdisciplinarian fashions a response to the 
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question that would ideally be a complete answer but 

which at the least leads to a greater appreciation of the 

nature and complexity of the question (Newell, 1998). 

The social sciences addressed storytelling with both 

children and undergraduate students and how stories need to be 

utilized more in classrooms due to the great and understated 

benefits stories hold in education. The natural sciences 

investigated stories involved with biology classes and scientists 

and how stories affect the material being presented to become 

more comprehensible and easier to learn for general audiences. 

The humanities explored storytelling within our self and listening 

to difficult stories, both leading one to become more 

understanding and compassionate of different stories and people’s 

situations. Blending these perspectives together paints a more 

complete picture of how storytelling overall affects a person’s 

wellbeing rather than just keeping the focus on one perspective. 

Each of the three perspectives gives a good view of how 

storytelling provides an invaluable experience to a person’s 

wellbeing. 

In conclusion, there are many factors that influence 

storytelling and make it greatly affect our overall self in a positive 

way. Stories have great learning potential in classrooms, make 

difficult things easier to understand, and help us become more 

empathetic and sympathetic. There is not a singular way to 

approach the topic of storytelling and its benefits. An 

interdisciplinary approach is absolutely necessary when 

composing how storytelling affects us and also when engaging in 

general discussions of the powerful effects of narratives and 

storytelling. 
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The Separation Among the  

Academic Divisions 

 

Shelton, Andrea 

MEET THE AUTHOR (pg. 39) 

“The two cultures” refers to a deficiency of scientists and 

humanists to understand the essence, character, and significance 

of each other's pursuits on an intellectual level. C. P. Snow was a 

research scientist and a successful novelist who had reached the 

status of a public figure by the late 1950s (Snow & Collini, 2014). 

He was the first one to coin the term “the two cultures,” and he 

presented a lecture by the same name. He was trying to condemn 

the widening gulf of mutual incomprehension between literary 

intellectuals and natural scientists. The divide between the 

cultures represented a predicament regarding the role of 

technology and science in human affairs. He claimed this divide 

led to the failure to address the three big problems of 

overpopulation, nuclear weapons, and the gap between the rich 

and the poor. Although he did recommend increasing education 

for both cultures, Snow eventually concluded that solving these 

problems just required more technology and science (Fisher, 

2019).  

There are clear academic divisions between the 

disciplines. As Snow described above, the sciences and the arts 

have always clashed. They are not alike in the slightest bit and will 

continue to remain separated until a broader and more integral 

understanding is found over specialized education. I hold the 

belief that there are real differences in how academic cultures 
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frame reality and define knowledge. I will discuss how these 

differences impact interdisciplinarity, which is the combination of 

two or more academic disciplines into one work (Klein, 1990), as 

well as why interdisciplinarity is both important and attainable in 

today’s world among the academic divisions. 

Review of Literature 

Snow had a clear bias for the natural sciences in his 

lecture, but he does well distinguishing between science and 

literature (Snow & Collini, 2014). Favoring scientists, he said 

scientists are less religious, more on the left side of politics, and a 

great number of them have come from poor families. Scientists 

are more optimistic and willing to help people in need. They are 

more impatient if they see something can be done that has not been 

accomplished (Snow & Collini, 2014). He refers to literary 

intellectuals as natural Luddites, which means they oppose new 

technology or ways of working. In other words, he called literary 

intellectuals anti-scientific (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). Snow claims 

literary intellectuals never, under any circumstance, tried to equip 

themselves for the scientific revolution or tried to understand it in 

his view. He alleges that this intellectual divide is caused by the 

fanatical belief in specialized education and the tendency to let 

social norms become definite and clear (Snow & Collini, 2014).  

Jacob Bronowski was both a man of letters and a 

mathematician who was able to find the human aspects within 

science (Britannica, 2021). In his essays “The Creative Mind” and 

“The Habit of Truth,” he was able to skillfully explain how the 

sciences and the arts are both similar and different. He explained 

that they go together since science can be an imaginative and 

creative process. In their differences, Bronowski argued that the 

arts have more freedom in the process of creating, rather than the 

sciences because science is fact-driven. An artist is able to do 

things that are not necessarily based on facts without subtracting 

from the actual creation or creating act. To Bronowski, sciences 
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stick to the facts while the arts stick to the imagination 

(Bronowski, 1956). 

Northrop Frye (1964) was a literary scholar who 

presented the essay entitled “The Educated Imagination.” Within 

this work, he identified the purpose of literature to require 

awareness, social participation, and imagination. He claims that 

the sciences and the arts both operate on hunch and common 

sense. They are very similar when they are both highly developed 

since science begins with the external world and will add 

imagination to it, while literature begins in the imaginative world 

and becomes involved later in civilization. To put it another way, 

science evolves and improves over time, and literature begins with 

experience from the start (Frye, 1964). 

C. Wright Mills (2000) was the creator of the term “the 

sociological imagination” which he described as a way of thinking 

from a different perspective and asking questions. Its task and 

promise is to help people grasp history and biography, as well as 

the relationship between the two in society. Within this work, he 

takes on the stance of a sociologist, analyzing literature and 

science. He goes on to describe differences he sees between the 

sciences and literature, saying that science is footloose, aimless, 

and in need of reprisal. He said physical science was coming to be 

thought of as inadequate, and literature is becoming a minor art. 

Within science, people search for meaning, understanding, and 

facts in which they can believe and help them come to learn more 

about themselves. To Mills, literature was not an adequate 

solution for learning or knowing this information (Mills, 2000). 

William H. Newell (1998) approached the field by taking 

an interdisciplinary approach. He says interdisciplinary studies is 

the most fruitful of problem-solving concepts. All disciplines need 

these studies to come alive, and interdisciplinary studies students 

are in high demand from employers since they have knowledge in 

multiple areas due to their type of studies (Newell, 1998). It is 

suited to address the relevant problems of the day needing 
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analysis, such as the environment, pandemic, and war, and Newell 

(1998) says interdisciplinary studies have some plausible points 

on why it can be more costly than other traditional classes because 

of this. Holding a true comprehension of the academic disciplines, 

and also being capable of acknowledging the various views is 

more challenging than an education just focused on one 

specialization. This comprehension will contribute to an acute 

knowledge of the whole idea instead of just pieces making up an 

idea (Newell, 1998). 

Julie Thompson Klein continues on with 

interdisciplinarity and defines multidisciplinarity and 

transdisciplinarity with it (Klein, 1990). Multidisciplinarity 

signifies the juxtaposition of disciplines. It is additive and not 

integrative. Multidisciplinary research is often a spontaneous 

answer in carrying out problem-focused projects. 

Transdisciplinary approaches are far more comprehensive in 

scope and vision. Transdisciplinary approaches are conceptual 

frameworks that transcend the narrow scope of disciplinary world 

views, metaphorically encompassing the several parts of material 

handled separately by specialized disciplines. It is rare since it 

implies a true totality approach. Interdisciplinarity or 

interdisciplinary studies involves the combination of two or more 

academic disciplines into one activity. Interdisciplinarity’s nature 

and benefits truly show only by deliberately putting the disciplines 

together into an individual discipline (Klein, 1990). 

Analysis 

By putting together all the information provided in the 

review of literature, one can begin to address the questions 

presented, including how the differences in the disciplines impact 

interdisciplinarity as well as why interdisciplinarity is important 

and attainable in today’s world among the academic divisions.  

As stated previously, interdisciplinarity or 

interdisciplinary studies involves the combination of two or more 
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academic disciplines into one activity (Klein, 1990). Snow, 

Bronowski, Frye, and Mills  defined the differences between at 

least two different disciplines in each of their essays or lectures. 

All of this data helps to support the idea that the 

differences in the disciplines impact interdisciplinarity. Each 

author or scholar addresses at least two different disciplines in 

their writings and lectures, and these disciplines come to uphold 

how the combination of two or more disciplines can create 

interdisciplinarity. I feel like although the writers point out a lot 

of the differences, the similarities are what bring 

interdisciplinarity to life. 

Interdisciplinarity is inevitable and imperative to have, 

and bridging the similarities helps to create interdisciplinarity in 

academics. Since interdisciplinarity involves the synthesis of two 

or more academic disciplines into one activity, it can be seen in 

people’s lives at the university level (Klein, 1990). For example, 

at Indiana University-Purdue University Indianapolis, 

interdisciplinarity can be found within the applied 

communications department, where the tracks of health 

communication and corporate communication exist. Furthermore, 

at Indiana University Southeast, other specializations could also 

be the school’s speech communication, strategic communication, 

and organizational communication fields. One can see 

interdisciplinarity at work once they realize that these programs 

all have a specialization of another program combined with the 

program of communication to create these new and specially 

designed studies, which also shows how the study of 

communication itself can be further broken down into academic 

divisions. Students within these separate studies may see the word 

“communication” as meaning something different depending on 

the track they are situated inside, and that is because of the 

specialized education they would be receiving depending on their 

field of study. Interdisciplinarity is at work showing how these 

specialized educational tracks both frame reality and define 
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education differently, while they all can still be called types of 

communication studies. 

Conclusion 

Interdisciplinarity is an important part of academics. It is 

vital that interdisciplinarity is continually supported in academia. 

Interdisciplinarity is necessary and unavoidable since it continues 

to happen all around us in the academic world, with the combining 

of different disciplines. At the same time, this causes the 

separation within academics since education becomes more and 

more specialized. For example, these specialized branches were 

seen earlier with the cases of the study of communications 

branching out with health communication and corporate 

communication. Other specializations could also be Indiana 

University Southeast’s speech communication, strategic 

communication, and organization communication. These are all 

more specific and distinct branches of communications studies. 

The writers and scholars mentioned in this paper help to 

uphold this idea through their thoughts on how different divisions 

compare and contrast with each other. Klein (1990) indicated that 

interdisciplinarity’s nature and benefits truly show only by 

deliberately putting the disciplines together into a single 

discipline. Additionally, Newell (1998) added that the disciplines 

need interdisciplinary studies to come alive, and that having a true 

understanding of the academic disciplines, while also being 

capable of acknowledging the various views, is more challenging 

and demanding than an education just focused on one 

specialization. Academic divisions are real, and interdisciplinary 

studies is affected by this in that interdisciplinarity is both 

imperative and inevitable to occur. 
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Use of Evidence in Nursing Education  

 

The use of evidence in nursing dates to the 1800’s by Florence 

Nightingale and is foundational to nursing practice (Mackey & 

Bassendowski, 2017). Just as nursing practice should be guided 

by evidence, the use of evidence should also guide nursing 

education to ensure high quality teaching and effective learning 

within programs of nursing. It is not only critical to use evidence 

to guide teaching, but to promote the idea of evidence-based 

practice to nursing students so that they are able to continue to 

improve their practice as changes in medicine and nursing are 

constant.   

The National League for Nursing (NLN) outlines eight 

core competencies that are crucial for nurse educators to possess 

(NLN, 2019). A handful of the competencies require nurse 

educators to utilize evidence in their practice. The use of evidence 

is necessary for the nurse educator to meet the following 

competencies: facilitating learning, using assessment and 

evaluation strategies, and engaging in scholarship.   

To best facilitate student learning, the nurse educator 

should utilize evidence-based teaching strategies (Caputi, 2020). 

Nurse educators must utilize a variety of teaching strategies to 

meet the needs of different learners and assist them in meeting 

outlined course and program learning outcomes. Teaching 

strategies should be learner-centered and there are a variety of 

strategies that promote different types of learning and thinking, as 

well as increases student engagement. Nurse educators should 

select teaching strategies that will best help students meet the 

learning outcomes.   

The nurse educator also utilizes evidence in selecting 

assessment and evaluation strategies (Caputi, 2020). The use of 

assessment and evaluation are necessary to ensure that the nurse 

educator’s teaching is effective. There are a variety of ways to 

assess and evaluate students and use of several strategies is 

necessary to fairly assess and evaluate them. Just as teaching 
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strategies should be selected based on the learning outcomes, so 

should assessment and evaluation strategies.  

Lastly, nurse educators should engage in scholarship, which 

entails continued professional development as an educator 

(Caputi, 2020). This means that the nurse educator should work to 

stay current on best practices in nursing education, as well as 

participating in research and promoting further growth of the 

nurse education role and practice.   

 

Levels of Evidence  
 

Evidence takes many forms and can be broken down into 

levels, and within those levels there are different categories that 

reflect the quality of the evidence. A popular evidence-based 

practice model is the John Hopkins Evidence-Based Practice for 

Nurses and Healthcare Professionals Model. To successfully 

utilize evidence, it is important for the nurse educator to 

understand the types of evidence that can be used and the quality 

of that evidence.   

There are five levels of evidence and within each level, 

evidence can be assigned a grading of A, B, or C to indicate the 

quality of that evidence (The John Hopkins Hospital/John 

Hopkins University, (n.d.). The letter A indicates evidence that is 

of high quality, B indicates evidence that is of good quality, and 

C indicates evidence that is of low quality. The highest level of 

evidence is level I, which reflects experimental studies. Level II 

includes quasi-experimental studies and level III includes non-

experimental studies, which is where qualitative studies fall. The 

first three levels can be with or without a meta-analysis.   

The other two levels of evidence do not include studies. 

Level IV consists of clinical practice guidelines and consensus 

panels, and therefore reflect expert opinions (The John Hopkins 

Hospital/John Hopkins University, (n.d.). Lastly, the lowest level 

of evidence is level V, which is not research based and reflects 

empirical evidence. Examples of level V evidence include 

literature reviews and quality improvement evaluations.   
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Evidence on Standardized Testing in Nursing Education  

Many nursing programs utilize standardized testing as 

part of their curriculum and some programs utilize test results to 

determine whether a student can progress through the program or 

graduate (Young, 2017). Use of standardized testing in this 

fashion is considered high-stakes and controversial.   

Implementation of standardized high-stakes testing is 

often utilized by nursing programs to promote NCLEX pass rates 

(Young, 2017). Many nursing program accreditors and state 

boards of nursing require minimum NCLEX pass rates (Spector et 

al., 2018). There are consequences for those nursing programs that 

do not meet outlined requirements, such as loss of accreditation, 

and therefore, possible decreased enrollment and financial loss. 

Two major nursing accreditors, the Commission on Collegiate 

Nursing Education and Accreditation Commission for Education 

in Nursing, require accredited nursing programs to achieve an 

80% NCLEX pass rate, while state boards of nursing require pass 

rates that range between 75% and 90% (Spector et al., 2018).   

There are studies that are geared towards the use of 

standardized testing and its relation to NCLEX pass rates, but 

unfortunately there are limited studies that measure competency 

of new graduate nurses (Young, 2017). Therefore, passing the 

NCLEX may not necessarily equate to competency and readiness 

to practice. Nurse educators need to assess the literature to make 

evidence-based decisions on whether they utilize standardized 

testing in their curriculum, as well as the way it is utilized.     

 

Review of the Literature  
 

The issue of standardized testing, particularly high-stakes 

testing, in nursing education is such a controversial one that the 

NLN created a document in 2012 titled The National League for 

Nursing Fair Testing Guidelines for Nursing Education, which 

was recently revised and updated in 2020. The NLN (2020) 

outline recommendations and considerations to guide nursing 

programs and educators in their decisions on whether to utilize 
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standardized testing or not. The guidelines do not specifically take 

a stance for or against the use of standardized testing, but instead 

encourages those involved in the decision-making to thoroughly 

consider the pros and cons. It also provides specific 

recommendations on the topics of selecting a standardized test, 

ensuring students are informed on the use of standardized testing, 

and administrating, scoring, and reporting of tests. The NLN 

(2020) encourages nursing programs to include faculty, students, 

and administrators in the decision, as well as seeking feedback 

from those with experience in using standardized testing as part of 

the nursing curriculum, and those programs that have successful 

NCLEX pass rates without the use of standardized testing.   

Standardized testing refers to exams that are 

commercially prepared, while high-stakes testing entails use of a 

standardized test and carries serious consequences, such as 

whether a student can progress in their program or graduate and 

go on to take the NCLEX (Glasgow et al., 2019; Hunsicker et al., 

2018; Randolph, 2017). Standardized testing can be used in a 

multitude of ways by nursing programs. Randolph (2017) 

conducted a study of nursing programs in the state of Arizona to 

determine the ways in which standardized testing was utilized. 

Surveys of nursing programs indicated that 97% of nursing 

programs used standardized testing in some way, but that only 

32.5% implemented what the study referred to as a minimum cut 

score, meaning that there were consequences associated with 

scores below an indicated result. The consequence was commonly 

some form of remediation.   

Glasgow et al. (2019) indicated that it is not common 

practice for a nursing program to allow only a single attempt at a 

standardized test, and therefore argues that the term “high-stakes” 

or “exit test” should be replaced with a term like “license test 

preparation exam.” Some nursing programs choose to include 

standardized testing results in the course grade, which can also be 

argued to be high-stakes depending on whether the percentage of 

the grade it comprises is high enough to cause the student to fail 
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the course (Randolph, 2017). Additionally, it is argued that 

students are not forced to participate in standardized testing since 

they have the opportunity to select the school and program they 

attend based on the use, or lack of use, of standardized testing 

(Glasgow et al., 2019).  

One reason many schools opt to utilize standardized 

testing is to improve NCLEX pass rates, but there are mixed 

results within the literature on whether the use of standardized 

testing, in fact, helps students to pass the NCLEX (Randolph, 

2017). Randolph (2017) determined that the use of a cut score did 

not lead to improved NCLEX pass rates, but that oppositely, 

schools that did not have a minimum cut score had better 

outcomes regarding NCLEX pass rates and on time graduation.  

A student’s ability to perform well on a standardized test 

may also not be a reliable evaluation of their knowledge or 

competency (Hunsicker & Chitwood, 2018). Focusing on student 

standardized test results may cause nurse educators to concentrate 

on test content and test taking strategies, rather than on use of 

effective teaching strategies and creating engaging content. 

Additionally, it might just identify students that are not good test 

takers.    

There are many factors besides the use of standardized 

testing that can impact whether a student is successful in passing 

the NCLEX (Dreher et al., 2019; Richards, 2020). Potential 

barriers to student NCLEX success include whether or not a 

student’s primary language is English, if a student works and how 

much they work, student attitudes on studying, responsibilities 

outside of school, and timing of testing, such as how long after 

graduation the student waits to take the NCLEX (Dreher et al., 

2019). Therefore, standardized testing cannot be the only factor 

that nursing programs consider when determining best practices 

to improve NCLEX pass rates, and nursing programs should 

review overall curriculum, standards for admission to the 

program, and policies for progression.   
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Richards (2020) indicates that one practice of nursing 

programs that have been found to improve NCLEX pass rates is 

use of low stakes strategies such as adaptive quizzing, which 

increases student engagement, which in turn promotes student 

learning. Standardized testing can be a useful assessment tool for 

the nurse educator and nursing program, though (Glasgow et al., 

2019; Hunsicker & Chitwood; Randolph, 2017). Student 

performance on standardized testing can help nurse educators 

evaluate the course and program curriculum and also direct 

remediation for students in order to help them meet learning 

outcomes (Hunsicker & Chitwood, 2018).  

Nurse educators have an ethical responsibility to the 

students to ensure they are prepared to practice safely and 

competently after graduation (Dreher et al., 2019). Use of 

standardized tests allows for nurse educators to provide higher 

quality test items and promotes retrieval learning and critical 

thinking, as standardized test items are focused on higher levels 

of thinking (Glasgow et al., 2019). Often the providers of 

standardized testing programs offer remediation tools to help 

students in enhancing their knowledge and performance. Another 

benefit found in using standardized testing is that it may provide 

greater student motivation and improve study skills (Hunsicker & 

Chitwood, 2018). Lastly, when utilized throughout the program, 

standardized testing may decrease student anxiety related to 

taking the NCLEX exam since they will have had a number of 

NCLEX like exams prior.   

Although standardized testing may decrease stress when 

taking the actual NCLEX, it may induce stress while in nursing 

school (Hunsicker & Chitwood, 2018; Richards, 2020). 

Additionally, student stress has been found to decrease a student’s 

ability to learn (Hunsicker & Chitwood, 2018; Richards, 2020). 

Another negative effect on the student is financial loss (Hunsicker 

& Chitwood; 2018). The student may have to retake a course or 

may have to delay graduation and obtainment of a nursing job. A 

delay in graduation could also cause a student to experience a 
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deterioration of their nursing knowledge and skills (Randolph, 

2016).  

  

Implications for Practice 

  

Nurse educators should maintain their focus on promoting 

competence among their nursing students using evidence-based 

teaching strategies that promote critical thinking, as this should 

equip nursing students to successfully pass the NCLEX and 

practice nursing safely. Based on the review of the literature, there 

are many benefits to using standardized testing, but nursing 

programs should utilize it with the focus being on student success 

and competence, rather than on NCLEX passing rates alone. Use 

of standardized testing is just one way of assessing a student’s 

knowledge, and multiple strategies of assessment should be 

utilized by the nurse educator (Richards, 2020).   

Nursing faculty should discuss the use of standardized testing 

thoroughly and weigh the consequences versus the benefits prior 

to implementation. Additionally, nursing programs and faculty 

should ensure that students are aware of the use of standardized 

testing and any policies related to its use by incorporating items 

into their program handbooks, syllabi, and discuss in class. 

Decisions to utilize standardized testing should be based on 

evidence, therefore nurse educators should base their decision to 

use it after review of current literature. Nurse educators should 

also utilize results to update and improve their course and program 

curriculums to ensure that students are prepared for practice. 

Nurse educators should also assess other factors that may 

contribute to poor student performance. 

   

Implications and Nurse Educator Competence  
 

Facilitating learning is the first competency of the nurse 

educator (NLN, 2019). Using standardized testing in a manner that 

is not high-stakes would promote this competency by creating an 

environment that is not high stress and it would offer remediation 
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that will help students to meet learning outcomes. Additionally, 

nurse educators can utilize test results as a way to assess and 

evaluate their performance and the course and program 

curriculum, which meets competency III and IV (NLN, 2019). 

Use of standardized testing will also help to motivate students and 

promote student self-reflection on areas they can improve on and 

focus their studying, which promotes learner development and 

socialization, which is nurse educator competency II (NLN, 

2019). Lastly, the nurse educator should engage in scholarship and 

pursue quality improvement in their role, which would entail the 

nurse educator to review evidence in discussions of and decisions 

to utilize standardized testing with other faculty (NLN, 2019).   

Overall, there are many benefits, and also some 

consequences, in using standardized testing in nursing education. 

Utilizing the NLN nurse educator core competencies can help 

guide nursing programs and their faculty in making decisions with 

the best interest of the student and their learning in mind.   
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Oncology Nurses   
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MEET THE AUTHOR (pg. 57) 

Compassion fatigue and burnout can be experienced by healthcare 

workers of any kind, but this literature review serves to focus on 

these concepts and their effects on oncology nurses specifically. 

Compassion fatigue and burnout are not synonymous, but they are 

commonly studied together due to both having negative effects on 

the healthcare professional’s personal wellness, the organization, 

and patient safety and outcome. Figley (2002), defines 

compassion fatigue as the cost of caring. Compassion fatigue can 

manifest as symptoms that include increased alcohol and food 

consumption, fatigue, lack of pleasure away from work, 

irritability, and not wanting to go to work (Blackburn et al., 2020). 

Burnout is stress that builds up cumulatively and is caused by a 

lack of ability to cope with stressors of the work environment 

(Maslach, 1982). Burnout can also lead to exhibition of symptoms 

such as difficulty sleeping, irritability, skepticism, and anxiety 

and/or depression (Jarrad & Hammad, 2020). “Definitions of 

burnout more often point to environment stressors, whereas 

definitions of compassion fatigue address the relations nature of 

the condition” (Potter et al., 2010, p. E57).   

Many studies have shown that oncology nurses are at high risk for 

experiencing compassion fatigue and burnout. Cancer patients are 

terminally ill and so oncology nurses deal with and witness death 
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often, as well as see patients and families struggle physically, 

emotionally, and financially from cancer diagnoses and treatments 

(Blackburn et al., 2020). Cancer patients also endure long-term 

treatments and experience many symptoms and side effects from 

their treatments, which may include chemotherapy, radiation, 

and/or surgery (Blackburn et al., 2020). Ethical dilemmas, clinical 

trial issues, and the grief of losing a patient are other common 

stressors that oncology nurses experience that can lend to 

compassion fatigue and burnout (Blackburn et al., 2020).   

The purpose of this literature review is to discuss levels of 

compassion fatigue and burnout and how they are measured. 

Additionally, the purpose is to determine potential stressors or 

causes that lead to higher levels of compassion fatigue and 

burnout in order to create an intervention-based program to 

prevent and decrease those levels among oncology nurses. 

Measurements of Burnout and Compassion Fatigue 

Many studies in the literature review measured compassion 

fatigue and burnout experienced by oncology nurses within their 

hospital or health systems. The instruments commonly used to 

assess for compassion fatigue and burnout are the Professional 

Quality of Life (ProQOL) and the Maslach Burnout Inventory 

(MBI), respectively, although different studies utilized different 

versions or revisions of the instruments. The ProQOL measures 

levels of compassion satisfaction, burnout, and compassion 

fatigue/compassion fatigue, while the MBI measures three 

subscales of burnout to include emotional exhaustion, 

depersonalization, and personal achievement (Stamm, 2005; 

Maslach & Jackson, 1981). According the Figley (2002), 

compassion fatigue is the user-friendly term to use over 

compassion fatigue and different studies use one term or the other. 

For the purpose of consistency, compassion fatigue will be the 

term used throughout this literature review.  
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Studies utilizing the MBI all yielded results of moderate levels of 

emotional exhaustion (Davis et al., 2013; Gallagher & Gormley, 

2009; Jarrad & Hammad, 2020; Russel, 2016; Tuna & Baykal, 

2014). A range of moderate to low levels of depersonalization and 

a range of low to high levels of personal accomplishment were 

also exhibited among the studies utilizing the MBI (Davis et al., 

2013; Gallagher & Gormley, 2009; Jarrad & Hammad, 2020; 

Russel, 2016; Tuna & Baykal, 2014). 

Utilizing the ProQOL, Wells-English et al. (2019) and Giarelli et 

al. (2016) determined that oncology nurses experienced moderate 

levels of burnout and compassion satisfaction, as well as moderate 

to low levels of compassion fatigue. Jarrad & Hammad (2015), 

similarly found that oncology nurses experienced moderate levels 

of burnout, but very high levels of compassion fatigue and low 

levels of compassion satisfaction. Giarelli et al. (2016) reports that 

in comparison to other like studies, the average levels were 

slightly lower, and was likely due to the fact that one of the 

researchers for the study was the manager of the unit where the 

study took place. Having a pre-existing relationship with one of 

the researchers, especially a professional one where that person is 

an authority figure, could very likely lead to an inaccurate report 

of levels.   

Correlations were run among the different measurements of 

compassion fatigue and burnout and there was a positive 

correlation between compassion fatigue and burnout (Jarrad & 

Hammad, 2020; Wells-English et al., 2019). Compassion fatigue 

was also negatively correlated with compassion satisfaction 

(Jarrad & Hammad, 2020). These would seem to be the expected 

results, since both burnout and compassion fatigue are so closely 

related, are often measured together, and both have negative 

effects on the nurse, while compassion satisfaction has positive 

effects on the nurse and gives the nurse’s job meaning (Sullivan 

et al., 2020).  
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In measuring compassion fatigue, only one study utilized a 

different scale, the Compassion Fatigue Short Scale (CFSS), 

which measures burnout and compassion fatigue, but does not 

account for levels of compassion satisfaction (Blackburn et al., 

2020). This study also reported moderate levels of burnout, but 

low levels of compassion fatigue, and these differing results could 

potentially be due to the sample including oncology nurses that 

did not have direct patient contact (Blackburn et al., 2020). 

Demographics and Correlations 

Among the studies, there was consistency among the results in 

relation to emotional exhaustion and burnout, while the other 

measures relating to burnout and compassion fatigue were 

variable. This variability might be explained by demographic 

differences among the different samples. Many of the studies 

correlated measured levels of compassion fatigue and burnout 

with different demographics. The correlations often helped to 

determine if compassion fatigue or burnout was more common for 

certain groups, or if they were at higher risk.  

Potter et al. (2010) compared ProQOL results between oncology 

nurses that worked inpatient to those that worked outpatient. 

Inpatient oncology nurses had lower levels of compassion 

satisfaction in comparison to outpatient nurses (Potter et al., 

2010), which was surprising to the researchers. They hypothesized 

that the lower levels of compassion satisfaction among inpatient 

oncology nurses was likely due to the following inpatient nursing 

characteristics such as working nights and/or weekend shifts, 

caring for patients with higher acuities, and increased exposure to 

patient deaths (Potter et al., 2010). Additionally, levels of burnout 

and compassion fatigue were about the same among inpatient and 

outpatient oncology nurses (Potter et al., 2020).  Davis et al. 

(2013) similarly compared results between inpatient and 

outpatient oncology nurses, as well as between adult and pediatric 

oncology nurses. In the study, outpatient oncology nurses 

experienced higher levels of emotional exhaustion compared to 
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inpatient oncology nurses, while adult oncology nurses 

experienced higher levels of personal accomplishment compared 

to pediatric oncology nurses. (Davis et al., 2013).  

Although the focus of all the studies was oncology nurses, there 

was some variability of roles included within the samples of 

certain studies. Potter et al. (2010) included a small percentage of 

participants that were not nurses in her sample (Potter et al., 2010). 

The non-nurse roles consisted of medical assistants, patient care 

technicians, and radiology technicians that still worked in 

oncology care areas (Potter et al., 2010). Only study included 

nurses that were not direct patient care nurses and the roles 

included managers, nurse educators, nurse practitioners, and those 

nurses that served as facilitators for the self-care intervention 

program implemented in the study (Blackburn et al., 2020). 

Managers reported a higher baseline burnout levels than any other 

oncology nurse role (Blackburn et al, 2020), which indicates a 

need for increased attention on prevention for managers that work 

in oncology. Burnout levels among the different oncology nurse 

roles were quite variable in the study by Blackburn et al. (2020), 

which possibly indicates that one’s role has an effect on levels of 

burnout, but no correlations were run that compared levels of 

burnout among the different nursing roles or with those oncology 

healthcare provider roles other than nursing. 

Age and years of experience also affected levels of burnout and 

compassion fatigue. Burnout was more common in younger 

nurses (Blackburn et al., 2020; Jarrad & Hammad, 2020). Jarrad 

and Hammad (2020) further found that younger nurses 

experienced high levels of compassion fatigue and low levels of 

compassion satisfaction. Conversely, Davis et al. (2013) found 

that younger nurses experienced lower levels of emotional 

exhaustion, which is a subscale of burnout, than older nurses and 

that older nurses exhibited higher levels of emotional exhaustion. 

The reason for emotional exhaustion being higher among older 

nurses was hypothesized by Davis et al. (2013) to be related to the 
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thought that older nurses commonly transferred from inpatient 

areas to outpatient areas because they think it will be less stressful 

and  because outpatient nurses also see their patients more 

frequently, which allows for more meaningful and long-term 

relationships that can cause increased grief with the loss of their 

patients. Potter et al. (2020) found that nurses with more years of 

experience had high levels of burnout and compassion fatigue, 

while Gallagher and Gormley (2009) indicated that nurses with 

more experience have lower levels of emotional exhaustion and 

depersonalization, and higher levels of personal achievement.  

Lastly, level of education was another demographic characteristic 

that affected how nurses experienced burnout and compassion 

fatigue. Potter et al. (2020) indicated that levels of compassion 

fatigue were highest among BSN nurses, levels of burnout were 

highest among advanced practice nurses, and levels of 

compassion satisfaction were lowest among ADN nurses.    

Potential Contributors to Burnout and Compassion Fatigue 

Gallagher and Gormley (2009) identified that nurses working on 

a pediatric bone marrow transplant unit ranked their top three 

stressors as inadequate staffing, rotating shifts and irregular 

schedules, and caring for high acuity patients. Stressors identified 

by Russel (2016) using the Inpatient Oncology Nursing 

Questionnaire (IONQ) included inadequate breaks for lunch and 

interactions with patients and families, and a majority of nurses 

either agreed or strongly agreed that improved nurse-patient 

ratios, better teamwork, provision of proper supplies and 

resources, and adequate sleep would decrease burnout.    

Giarelli et al. (2016) was the only researcher to collect qualitative 

data and utilized it to determine categories of work-related 

stressors that contribute to compassion fatigue and burnout, which 

fell into three categories: communication breakdown, work 

environment/institution, and care-driven factors. Additionally, the 

study obtained qualitative data on nurse perceptions of how to best 
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minimize work stress and fell into two categories, which involves 

personal strategies and organizational change (Giarelli et al., 

2016). Personal strategies identified by the nurses included 

internal dialogue, defusing stress, and maintaining perspective 

(Giarelli et al, 2016). Giarelli et al. (2016) also assessed for 

personal life stress, and found no significant correlations between 

personal life stress and stress at work. Rest and leisure activities 

were measured by Jarrad and Hammad (2020) and found that 

nurses that got less sleep were more likely to have lower levels of 

compassion satisfaction.   

Nurse perceptions of what contributes to compassion fatigue and 

burnout are important data to gather. Not only does this contribute 

to a knowledge base of potential stressors, but it also gives nurses 

a voice. Obtaining data on perceived stressors and collected 

qualitative data allows for input from the nurse that may allow 

them to feel empowered. The nurses may also feel supported when 

they are able to give feedback.  Gallagher and Gormley (2009) 

assessed for perceptions of support, and although nurses 

experienced moderate to high levels of emotional exhaustion, they 

still reported moderate to high levels of personal accomplishment. 

A majority of nurses reported that they felt supported and that 

support systems were in place, which may have contributed to 

their higher levels of personal accomplishment (Gallagher & 

Gormley, 2009).   

Self-Care Programs 

Blackburn et al. (2020) states, “Frequently, nurses are taught that 

self-care and stress reduction can help to ease the burden of 

compassion fatigue, but specific measure and self-care strategies 

are not taught.” Sullivan et al. (2019) and Blackburn et al. (2020) 

implemented self-care intervention programs to equip oncology 

nurses with self-care strategies and techniques, in hopes to 

decrease overall levels of compassion fatigue and burnout. Levels 

were assessed before and after the intervention program to 

determine their effectiveness (Blackburn et al., 2020; Sullivan et 
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al., 2019). Additionally, the Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale 

(CD-RISC) was utilized in both studies to measure resilience, 

which is the ability one has to overcome stressful situations and 

utilize effective coping skills, and it has been linked to increased 

compassion satisfaction (Blackburn et al., 2020; Sullivan et al., 

2019) 

The self-care program created by Sullivan et al. (2020) was 

implemented on an inpatient pediatric oncology unit. After the 

self-care program was initiated and baseline results were obtained, 

measurements with the ProQOL were obtained every 2 months up 

until 6 months, while resilience scores were only obtained at 

baseline and at 6 months (Sullivan et al., 2020). The self-care 

program included a variety of intervention categories, the first of 

which was education (Sullivan et al., 2020). Education included 

awareness on the issue of compassion fatigue and satisfaction and 

provided resources on self-care that staff could incorporate into 

their life and work (Sullivan et al., 2020). Additionally, rounding 

initiatives by clinical experts on health and wellness were 

implemented and included providing healthy recipes and snacks 

and information on resources for physical health (Sullivan et al., 

2020). All of the study participants were provided with a fitness 

tracker, as well (Sullivan et al., 2020). Grief and bereavement 

support and resources were offered regularly on rotating schedules 

and nurses had access to a respire room that was located on the 

unit (Sullivan et al., 2020). 

Compassion fatigue and burnout scores decreased after 

implementing the self-care program, but not significantly 

(Sullivan et al., 2020). The interventions implemented by Sullivan 

et al. (2020) were offered, but there is no measure of which nurses 

participated in which interventions and at what point. Nurses may 

not have participated in all of the interventions and at different 

intervals due to nurses working variable shifts/schedules. These 

factors potentially could have affected the results. For example, if 

a nurse participated in an intervention closer to a reassessment 
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survey, they may have been more likely to report lower levels of 

compassion fatigue and burnout. Additionally, it would be 

difficult to determine if the decreased levels of compassion fatigue 

and burnout after implementation of the program were related to 

the actual interventions or the perception of being supported and 

having opportunities for self-care.  

Increased use of maladaptive coping was found to increase with 

burnout and compassion fatigue (Sullivan et al, 2020). A few 

examples of maladaptive coping mechanisms utilized during 

times of increased burnout and compassion fatigue include denial, 

substance use, venting, humor, and self-blame (Sullivan et al., 

2020). Awareness of the link between maladaptive coping and 

increased likelihood of experiencing compassion fatigue or 

burnout can be an indicator to peers and/or leadership that a nurse 

requires intervention (Sullivan et al., 2020). Unlike other studies, 

there were no significant correlations between levels of 

compassion fatigue and burnout with any demographic 

characteristics (Sullivan et al., 2020). The study was also 

conducted partially during the holiday season, which may have 

also affected the results due increased stress during the holidays 

with inadequate staffing (Sullivan et al., 2020).  

Blackburn et al. (2020) implemented a self-care program called 

the THRIVE program, which also offered a variety of 

interventions. The program differed in that it consisted of a retreat 

as the initial intervention, followed by independent practice of 

self-care strategies learned during the retreat with an 

accountability group managed on a social media platform, and 

ended with a final session of review and a final journaling exercise 

(Blackburn et al., 2020). The topics and strategies discussed in the 

retreat session included spirituality, mindfulness, art therapy, and 

guided imagery (Blackburn et al., 2020).  The program was run 

multiple times to small groups who participated in all aspects of 

the program (Blackburn et al., 2020). 
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Like Sullivan et al., (2020), Blackburn et al. (2020) re-assessed 

measurements at 2 months, 4 months, and 6 months. Resilience 

scores increased after intervention and were sustained for the 6 

months after, while both burnout and compassion fatigue levels 

decreased significantly after intervention.  

Conclusions 

The studies in this literature review indicate that oncology nurses 

are at risk for developing compassion fatigue and burnout and 

emphasizes the importance of prevention. Due to a great number 

of variables that can affect burnout and compassion fatigue, 

particularly among different demographics, it is recommended 

that plans for prevention and intervention start with assessment at 

the unit level, and include nurses in all the areas in which they will 

be implemented (Giarelli et al., 2016; Potter et al., 2010). This 

allows for programs to be tailored to those specific nurses and 

units. Offering multi-intervention programs, rather than a single 

intervention, increases the potential for effectiveness. Not all 

interventions will prove effective  for all nurses, so by offering a 

number of different interventions, there is greater likelihood that 

each nurse will find at least one strategy or technique that will 

contribute to decreased burnout and compassion fatigue.   

Both the programs implemented by Blackburn et al. (2020) and 

Sullivan et al. (2020) were successful in decreasing measured 

levels of compassion fatigue and burnout, therefore, similar 

programs, or at least interventions included, should be considered 

in creating future programs for prevention. Additional ways to 

decrease compassion fatigue and burnout, as well as improve 

levels of compassion satisfaction and personal achievement, 

should include addressing the nurse feedback obtained in the 

studies on what they considered to be stressors that contributed 

and recommendations on how to improve.  

Giarelli et al. (2016) identified that work-related stressors were 

either personal or institutional, and nurses reported three different 
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tactics they use personally to cope with stress, which included 

internal conversations that served to clarify their intentions, 

defusing stress, and keeping in mind perspective of why they 

became a nurse. Providing education on these personal strategies 

to other nurses could also be considered as an intervention. Some 

institutional stressors included poor staffing, lack of resources, 

and work role ambiguity (Giarelli et al., 2016; Tuna & Baykal, 

2014). Leadership and management should investigate ways to 

address these types of institutional stressors, by working to ensure 

adequate supplies and clarify role expectations. Additionally, 

identifying maladaptive coping skills and teaching healthier 

coping skills would be another possible intervention (Sullivan et 

al., 2020).  

Since it was noted that younger nurses are at increased risk, 

compassion fatigue awareness and prevention should be started 

upon hire, or as early as possible (Jarrad & Hammad, 2020). Self-

care education and strategies can be emphasized during the 

orientation of new hires. Hospitals that have nurse residency 

programs for new graduate nurses should also consider 

highlighting and providing education on the importance of self-

care. Nursing schools could also include increased education on 

compassion fatigue and burnout to lay a foundation to build on 

once they enter professional nursing and they will have had the 

opportunity to practice self-care in school, which can be stressful, 

as well.  

Aside from demographics, there are a couple of other variables 

that need to be considered as potentially affecting results and 

contributing to variations among the different studies. Hospitals 

that have attained or are working to attain Magnet status, may be 

more likely to have lower levels of burnout and compassion 

fatigue (Davis et al., 2013). Also, the studies by Tuna and Baykal 

(2014) and Jarrad and Hammad (2020) were done in countries 

outside of the United States. There may be cultural differences that 

could potentially change the ways that burnout and compassion 
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fatigue are experienced by oncology nurses. Overall, due to so 

many differing variables and the small sample sizes among all the 

studies, results are not generalizable. Also, all studies took place 

either within a single site, or included a handful of sites, but within 

the same hospital system.  

Burnout and compassion fatigue impact more than just the nurse. 

Nurses that experience higher levels of compassion fatigue or 

burnout can experience emotional and physical symptoms, and are 

more likely to leave their jobs, or the profession altogether (Wells-

English et al., 2019). Patients can suffer due to nurse burnout and 

compassion fatigue, as most nurses either agreed or strongly 

agreed that burnout negatively impacts patient care and that 

increased nurse-patient ratios negatively affect patient care 

(Russel, 2016). Finally, higher levels of compassion fatigue and 

burnout can lead to higher turnover (Blackburn et al., 2020; Wells-

English et al., 2019). Blackburn et al. (2020) did not initially plan 

to look at turnover rates, but noted during the study that nurses 

that were on the waiting list to participate in the compassion 

fatigue program had since left the organization, and found that 

retention rates were higher among those that attended the 

program. 

Hospital administration and leadership should work to lower 

levels of compassion fatigue and burnout experienced by nurses, 

not only for the well-being of the nurses, but for the well-being of 

the patients and the organization. The negative effects of nurse 

compassion fatigue and burnout on patient care and turnover have 

financial implications for the organization. If patient care suffers, 

it can lead to lower patient satisfaction scores, increased sentinel 

events and mortality, as well as increased re-admissions, which 

can lead to decreased reimbursement for the hospital. Nurse 

turnover comes at a high cost, with the average cost of turnover 

per bedside nurse being $44,375 (NSI Nursing Solutions, Inc., 

2020). Coming full circle, a decrease in turnover will further help 

to alleviate and prevent compassion fatigue and burnout, as it will 
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provide more adequate staffing and allow for safer nurse-patient 

ratios.  
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MEET THE AUTHOR (pg. 57) 

Owsley County, Kentucky is a rural county located in eastern 

Kentucky with a population of 4,472 (County Health Rankings, 

2021). Owsley County has very poor health outcomes. It ranks 

119 out of the state’s 120 counties in health factors and 117 in 

health outcomes (County Health Rankings, 2021).  

Population Health Concerns 

The Institute of Health Metrics and Evaluation (IHME) (2016) 

reported data for Owsley County and the state of Kentucky in 

2014 on the following chronic diseases: ischemic heart disease, 

stroke, breast cancer, malignant melanoma of the skin, and 

tracheal, bronchus, and lung cancer. In all disease groups Owsley 

County had higher rates of disease, with rates for ischemic heart 

disease almost doubling that of the state’s, and the state’s rates 

were already higher than the national rates (IHME, 2016). 

According to County Health Rankings (2021), Owsley County has 

a high prevalence of diabetes compared to the state, 11% and 7%, 

respectively. Mortality rates for diabetes, urogenital, blood and 

endocrine diseases are also higher in Owsley County in 

comparison to the state (IHME, 2016). Owsley County’s obesity 

rate is 46% compared to 34% for the state and has a higher rate of 

smoking with a rate of 31% compared to the state’s 24% (County 
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Health Rankings, 2021).  This is important to note due to many 

chronic diseases being linked to obesity and smoking.  

The life expectancy in Owsley County is 69 years of age compared 

to 81.1 years of age for the state of Kentucky (County Health 

Rankings, 2021). Mortality rates in Owsley County are higher 

than the state of Kentucky in relation to transport injuries, self-

harm and interpersonal violence, mental and substance use 

disorders, and liver diseases (IHME, 2016). In all these categories 

men have significantly higher rates of mortality than women 

(IHME, 2016).   

Although Owsley County has many opportunities for improved 

health outcomes, there are some areas to highlight where the 

county performs better than the state. Owsley County has lower 

rates of sexually transmitted infections and excessive drinking, 

greater access to exercise opportunities, and a 6% rate of 

uninsured, which is equivalent to the state rate (County Health 

Rankings, 2021). 

In reviewing the data for the county, the local health department 

has identified a need to address the county’s rates of ischemic 

heart disease. The health department will plan and implement a 

health promotion activity that addresses all levels of prevention. 

Additional considerations related to ischemic heart disease and the 

population will be explored and utilized in planning the health 

promotion activity.   

Genetics/Genomics 

Genetics and genomics can play a role in certain health conditions, 

and this is true for ischemic heart disease. According to 

McPherson and Tybjaerg-Hansen (2016), it is estimated that 

between 40 and 60 percent of ischemic heart disease diagnoses are 

inheritable. In 2007, multiple studies determined that a mutation 
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on chromosome 9p21 was linked to ischemic heart disease and 

incidence of heart attack (Samani & Schunkert, 2008). The 9p21 

mutation effects processes that occur within the vessel walls and 

additionally may increase one’s risk of stroke, peripheral artery 

disease, atherosclerosis of the carotid artery, and different types 

of aneurysms (McPherson & Tybjaerg-Hansen, 2016; Samani & 

Schunkert, 2008).  

Further studies found other genetic mutations associated with 

ischemic heart disease, but many only accounted for a small 

percentage of cases (McPherson & Tybjaerg-Hansen, 2016). 

These studies determined that inheritability was more commonly 

due to the combined effects of many small associated mutations, 

rather than from a rare single mutation with larger effects 

(McPherson & Tybjaerg-Hansen, 2016).  

Many of the early studies that identified these mutations were 

conducted on people of European ancestry, so further studies 

needed to be conducted to determine if the results were the same 

among other racial and ethnic groups (McPherson & Tybjaerg-

Hansen, 2016). Similar results were found among people of Asian 

descent. In contrast, blacks displayed decreased genetic 

associations linked to ischemic heart disease, despite their 

increased incidence of heart disease (McPherson & Tybjaerg-

Hansen, 2016).  

Human Diversity Issues  

In comparison to the state of Kentucky, Owsley County lacks 

diversity, with 96.6% of its population consisting of non-Hispanic 

Whites (County Health Rankings, 2021). Hispanics are the second 

most represented ethnic group in the county, representing 1.7% of 

the population. Owsley County also has a higher population of 

elderly people, with 19.6% of its population being 65 years of age 
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or older compared to the state’s 16.4% (County Health Rankings, 

2021).  

When it comes to social and economic factors, the median income 

is about half that of the state of Kentucky, and the population has 

a lower level of education and a higher level of unemployment 

(County Health Rankings, 2021). The median income is $28,700 

and the unemployment rate is 7%. The high school completion 

rates for Owsley County are 69% compared to Kentucky’s 86%, 

and 44% of residents in Owsley County have some college 

education (County Health Rankings, 2021).  

A positive characteristic of the population of Owsley County is 

that they have increased access to physical activity compared to 

the state (County Health Rankings, 2021). Utilizing this 

information, as well as the other human diversity information will 

allow the health department to create a health promotion activity 

that better serves the population it is being aimed at.   

 Physical Assessment/Documentation 

Screening for ischemic heart disease and assessing for risk factors 

will play a major role in the health promotion activity since it often 

goes undetected until a major coronary event (National Heart, 

Lung, and Blood Institute, n.d.). Risk factors include high blood 

pressure, diabetes, smoking, elevated cholesterol, obesity, 

unhealthy diet, physical inactivity, and stress (Hajar, 2017). 

Additional non-modifiable risk factors include family history, 

race, and age (Hajar, 2017).  

Based on the risk factors, physical assessment will include 

obtaining vital signs, an accurate height and weight to calculate 

the person’s BMI and obtaining blood samples to test for 

cholesterol and blood sugar levels. Additional information that 

should be obtained from the patient will include information on 
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smoking status, level of activity, current eating habits, family 

history of heart disease, and reviewing health history and current 

medications. A subjective assessment will also be completed to 

determine if the patient has any symptoms associated with heart 

disease to include chest pain, shortness of breath, fatigue, 

weakness, or any other new symptoms.  

 If the patient has been diagnosed with coronary artery disease, or 

with hypertension, diabetes or high cholesterol, patient 

compliance with medications would be reviewed as well. 

Compliance with recommended lifestyle changes related to the 

diagnosis would also be discussed with the patient. All the 

information would be documented in the electronic medical 

record within a screening form that would allow for results to be 

compared from visit to visit. The patient would also be provided 

with the screening results to include blood pressure, BMI, 

cholesterol, and blood glucose level in a brochure that has space 

to track future results so the patient can track and compare their 

results.  

Pathophysiology 

Ischemic heart disease arises when plaque buildup occurs in the 

arteries (CDC, 2019). It is the most common of all heart diseases 

and is also referred to as coronary artery disease or coronary heart 

disease (CDC, 2019). Plaque buildup is known as atherosclerosis 

(American Heart Association, 2020).  The plaques, which consist 

of cholesterol, calcium, fibrin, waste products from cells, and 

other fatty substances can create either a partial or full blockage 

of the artery, which decreases blood flow to the area beyond the 

plaque buildup, causing ischemia (American Heart Association, 

2020). Plaques can become dislodged or break off, causing a clot 

(AHA, 2020).  
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Atherosclerosis can start in childhood and worsen as people age 

(AHA, 2020). Contributing factors to atherosclerosis include high 

levels of cholesterol and triglycerides, hypertension, smoking and 

diabetes (AHA, 2020). When atherosclerosis occurs in the arteries 

leading to or near the heart, it can lead to a heart attack, which 

may be the presenting symptom of coronary artery disease since 

people often experience “silent” coronary artery disease, where 

they do not have any symptoms until they have a coronary event 

(National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute, n.d.). Additionally, 

coronary artery disease can lead to heart failure due to weakened 

muscles in the heart (CDC, 2019).  

Symptoms of a heart attack may differ among men and women, as 

women are not as likely to experience chest pain or may 

experience no symptoms at all (National Heart, Lung, and Blood 

Institute, n.d.). Some potential symptoms of a heart attack include 

chest pain, or angina, dizziness, nausea, feelings of indigestion, 

shortness of breath, lightheadedness, and fatigue (National Heart, 

Lung, and Blood Institute, n.d.).  

Pharmacology 

For those diagnosed with coronary artery disease, there are several 

medications that can be prescribed. One commonly prescribed 

medication is aspirin, which can be taken to prevent coronary 

artery disease and treat those with the disease (Peters & 

Mutharasan, 2020). Taking aspirin for primary prevention is 

recommended for those between the ages of 40 and 70 who have 

an increased risk of coronary artery disease and are not at 

increased risk of bleeding but should only be started after 

discussing with a physician (Peters & Mutharasan, 2020).  

Dosing differs slightly depending on whether it is being taken for 

primary or secondary prevention. 75-100mg daily is 

recommended for those taking aspirin for primary prevention, 
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while 75-162mg daily is recommended for those taking it for 

secondary prevention (O’Gara, 2016). Aspirin helps to thin the 

blood in order to prevent clots, which can lead to a heart attack 

(AHA, 2019). Aspirin is an oral medication that is cost-effective 

and easy to obtain, as it is a medication that can be purchased over 

the counter for as low as a $1. It is recommended to be taken with 

food and a full glass of water since it can cause an upset stomach 

(UpToDate, 2021).  

Since aspirin thins the blood, it should not be taken with other 

NSAIDs that would increase the blood thinning effect and should 

not be taken with alcohol (UpToDate, 2021). Those taking aspirin 

should monitor for signs of bleeding, such as blood in the stool or 

urine, coughing up blood, increased bruising, and having 

difficulty stopping bleeding (UpToDate, 2021). Utilizing an 

electric razor and a soft toothbrush is recommended to prevent 

bleeding (UpToDate, 2021). Additional side effects include 

heartburn, nausea, vomiting, kidney or liver problems, dizziness, 

hearing changes, increased levels of potassium and acid in the 

blood (UpToDate, 2021).  

Statins are a drug class that are commonly prescribed for 

prevention and those with ischemic heart disease. Statins work by 

decreasing lipid levels in the blood that contribute to 

atherosclerosis (Rosenson, 2019). Statins also decrease 

inflammation, clotting and vasoconstriction, stabilize existing 

plaques, and reverse atherosclerosis (Rosenson, 2019). Crestor, or 

rosuvastatin, is a commonly prescribed statin.  

Crestor typically is prescribed as either 10mg or 20mg oral doses 

taken daily, but can be increased to 40mg daily if the lower dose 

is not effectively managing cholesterol levels (GoodRx, 2020). 

People of Asian descent likely will be started on a lower dose of 

5mg daily due to elevated levels of the drug in their bodies when 

taking (GoodRx, 2020). Crestor is contraindicated for those who 
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are pregnant or breastfeeding or have liver disease (GoodRx, 

2020). When taking, patients should limit alcohol to prevent liver 

damage and not take it with antacids due to potential drug 

interactions (GoodRx, 2020).  

The cost of rosuvastatin for a 30-day supply of 20mg tablets would 

cost about $10 (GoodRx, 2020). Serious side effects include liver 

disease and rhabdomyolysis, while other more common and less 

serious side effects include nausea, constipation, diabetes, and 

joint and muscle pain (GoodRx, 2020).  

Nursing Education 

Nursing staff at the local health department will be provided 

education on the health promotion activity. The activity will be 

outlined and reviewed, to include all levels of prevention. To have 

a better understanding of the impact of coronary artery disease in 

Owsley County, current statistics of incidence, prevalence, and 

mortality for the disease will be reviewed, as well as statistics 

related to contributing factors, such as obesity, smoking, and 

diabetes rates.  

An overview of coronary artery disease will be provided and its 

associated risk factors. Additionally, common medications 

prescribed for prevention and treatment and other conditions that 

are commonly associated with coronary artery disease, such as 

hypertension and hypercholesteremia, will be discussed. Current 

recommendations by the American Heart Association for a heart-

healthy diet and recommended levels of activity will included in 

the education plan. Tobacco cessation resources will also be 

discussed, including different methods that may be helpful in 

quitting and information on the equally as harmful effects of 

vaping.  
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Nursing staff will also be completing heart health screenings, so 

education with demonstrations on use of the screening equipment 

and tests will be completed. Nursing staff will be interpreting 

screening results, so they will be counseled on appropriate 

lifestyle modification recommendations to decrease participants’ 

risk. Additionally, nursing staff will be provided with result 

parameters that indicate a recommendation of follow-up with a 

provider or emergency intervention, such as extremely high blood 

glucose levels or blood pressure readings.  

Lastly, nurses at the local health department will be educated on 

the Community Preventive Services Task Force recommendations 

for tailored pharmacy-based medication adherence interventions. 

In addition to the recommended interventions, nurses will also be 

educated on common reasons for medication non-adherence. 

Nurses will refer screening patients to participating pharmacies to 

obtain additional medication adherence counseling. Lastly, the 

American Heart Association’s Council on Cardiovascular Disease 

in the Young (CVDY) has recommendations on school-based 

heart health programs that will also be outlined to assist the nurses 

working with the schools in developing a curriculum for the 

program.  

Health Promotion 

To address the high rates of ischemic heart disease in Owsley 

County, a health promotion activity will be implemented that is 

focused on modifiable risk factors that increase a person’s 

likelihood of developing ischemic heart disease and experiencing 

a coronary event caused by ischemic heart disease. Additionally, 

the health promotion activity will also focus on medication 

adherence for those that are at increased risk or have been 

diagnosed with ischemic heart disease. Risk factors that will be 

addressed in the health promotion activity will include unhealthy 

eating habits, lack of activity, obesity, and tobacco use. The health 



   
 

94 
 

promotion activity will include primary, secondary, and tertiary 

intervention.  

Primary prevention will include a school-based heart health 

program. The program will be aimed at elementary level schools. 

There is much evidence that atherosclerosis begins in childhood 

and children with associated risk factors have developed more 

advanced levels of atherosclerosis (Hayman et al., 2004). 

Additionally, there are many studies that show that school-based 

heart health programs are safe and efficient in reducing risk 

factors that can lead to heart disease (Hayman et al., 2004). Due 

to decreased levels of education in Owsley County, with only 69% 

of the population completing high school, the intervention will 

likely reach the most school aged children by being delivered to 

elementary aged children (County Health Rankings, 2021).  

The school-based program will include educational curriculum on 

heart health, its risk factors, and how to decrease the risk, 

including a heart healthy diet, recommended levels of activity, and 

education on the harmful effects of tobacco use, delivered by 

teachers. Teachers will receive training and a curriculum based on 

recommendations by the American Heart Association.  

Prior to the program, the local health department will work with 

the schools to increase activity within the physical education 

classes and improve food offerings at the school that align with 

current heart health recommendations. Studies have shown that 

student attendance of daily physical education classes has 

decreased over time and that a majority of students report 

completing less than 20 minutes of exercise during class (Hayman 

et al., 2004). School food services will also receive education and 

recommendations on heart healthy meals that can be served to 

students, and recommendations for heart healthy snacks offered in 

after school programs and vending machines (Hayman et al., 

2004).  
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Another benefit to implementing health promotion activities in 

schools is that it may also have an impact on teachers and the 

parents of students (Hayman et al., 2004). Handouts with tips on 

decreasing risk of heart disease can be sent home with students to 

share with their parents. The secondary prevention will include 

community-based screenings and a schedule of the screenings will 

be included in information sent home with students. Screenings 

will be scheduled at a couple of different locations in the 

community, including at schools and local grocery stores. The 

community screenings will be offered throughout the year to allow 

for participants to follow up and see if their results have improved. 

Screening will include weight, blood pressure, cholesterol levels, 

waist circumference, and blood glucose (American Heart 

Association, 2019).  

Screening results will be provided to participants and nurses will 

educate them on their results and what they mean, as well as 

counsel them on recommended lifestyle modifications that could 

decrease their risk. Tobacco cessation will be discussed with those 

that report smoking and they will be offered resources to help quit. 

All education and materials provided to participants will be at a 

6th grade reading level. For those that are at increased risk, nurses 

will recommend that they see a primary care provider to determine 

if additional intervention is necessary. Lastly, nurses will counsel 

participants and provide them with a list of future screening dates, 

as well as an educational handout that outlines the recommended 

frequency of heart health screening tests and recommended 

lifestyle modifications to decrease risk (see Appendix).  

The tertiary level of prevention for the health promotion activity 

will include medication adherence counseling for those that are 

being treated for coronary artery disease. Thirty to 50% of 

treatment failures are due to patients not adhering to their 

prescribed medications (American Heart Association, n.d.). 

Implementation of tailored, pharmacy-based intervention 
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programs have been shown to be cost-effective and help address 

patient barriers to adherence (CDC, 2021). When patients come to 

pick up their prescriptions at the local pharmacy, the pharmacist 

will assess the patient to identify potential barriers and provide 

education and resources to help minimize barriers. Examples of 

potential interventions include recommendations of using a 

labeled pill container, medication calendars, and medication 

synchronization (CDC, 2021). 

Model or Nursing Theory 

The health promotion activity is guided by the Social Cognitive 

Theory. Many of the school-based heart health programs are based 

on this theory (Hayman et al., 2004). By implementing a program 

in schools that not only provides education, but also creates 

change to dietary offerings and physical education curriculums, 

the school environment has been modified to influence health 

behaviors, which promotes influence (Rural Health Information 

Hub, 2021).  

Within the social cognitive theory, there are a couple of concepts 

that are evident within the health promotion activity, which 

include self-efficacy, behavioral capability, and expectations 

(Rural Health Information Hub, 2021). By teaching students about 

the modifiable risk factors for coronary artery disease at a young 

age, they are empowered in knowing they can have a positive 

effect on their own health. Additionally, the education and 

resources provided will promote additional confidence in 

participants’ ability to make positive change. Lastly, participants 

will learn how these changes can positively impact their lives by 

understanding that they can contribute to a decreased chance of 

experiencing a heart attack or cardiac arrest and an increased 

likelihood of living longer, and with a better quality of life.  
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Ethical Issues 

The health promotion activity addresses The Code of Ethics for 

Nurses with Interpretive Statements by way of Provision 8, which 

states, “The nurse collaborates with other health professionals and 

the public to protect human rights, promote health diplomacy, and 

reduce health disparities” (American Nurses Association (ANA), 

2015, p. 47). The population of Owsley County, Kentucky has a 

high incidence of ischemic heart disease in the state of Kentucky 

and the health promotion activity is aimed at reducing this health 

disparity.   

Interpretive statement 8.1 indicates that all people have a right to 

health (ANA, 2015). The health promotion activity will help to 

address certain barriers that have contributed to the community’s 

incidence of coronary artery disease. Implementing health 

promotion at all levels of prevention will have a greater impact 

and contribute to reducing the health disparity. The provision calls 

for education regarding prevention, health promotion, and 

maintenance, which the health promotion activity aims to do 

(ANA, 2015).  

The health promotion activity also is represented by provision 8.3, 

which indicates that nurses should work to promote health and 

decrease health disparities (ANA, 2015). The interventions 

utilized will require collaboration with other groups in the 

community, such as schools and pharmacies to increase awareness 

within the community about the prevalence of ischemic heart 

disease and decrease the incidence. Using the most up-to-date 

local statistics helped to identify the area of need for the county, 

and that many risk factors for ischemic heart disease, such as 

obesity and incidence of diabetes were also elevated. Lifestyle 

modification recommendations of increased physical activity and 

healthy eating habits will likely impact the rates of obesity and 
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diabetes as well, improving the overall health of the community 

greatly.  
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Abstract  
 

Background: The focus on medication administration and 

medication calculation ability begins early in nursing education 

programs. The purpose of this study is to explore the impact of 

providing optional supplemental instruction (SI) support to 

learners utilizing active learning strategies.   

Objectives: Measure the improvement of medication calculation 

abilities in sophomore undergraduate nursing students after 

providing six weeks of supplemental instruction utilizing active 

learning strategies.   

Design: An interventional study was performed to compare 

baseline and post-intervention drug calculation scores and assess 

for improvement.  

Setting: An undergraduate nursing program at a state supported 

Midwestern University.   

Participants: A convenience sample of undergraduate first year 

nursing students (n=56).  

Methods: An assessment was given to all undergraduate students 

at the beginning of the course to establish a baseline. Optional, 

once weekly SI sessions were provided to learners over six weeks. 

The medication calculation scores from five weekly quizzes that 

occurred during the six weeks of SI were assessed and compared 

to the baseline score. A bubble graph and weighted averages were 

utilized to assess learner improvement.   

Results: The comparison of the baseline score to the weighted 

average of the five quiz scores found twenty-eight learners had a 

positive improvement and twenty-eight learners had a negative 

trend.     

Conclusions: The utilization of optional SI instruction on drug 

calculation scores among first year nursing students had a neutral 

impact. However, it was incidentally found that there may be a 

correlation between the baseline score and overall course/program 

success.   

Keywords: Medication Calculations, Students, Undergraduate 

nursing, Supplemental Instruction, Medication, Gaming  
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In the United States, there are approximately 6,800 

prescription medications. This is exclusive of the numerous over-

the-counter drugs, herbs, and supplements available (Tarig et al., 

2021). It is approximated that hundreds of thousands of patients 

have an adverse reaction or medication complication but do not 

report these experiences. This is in addition to the 7,000-9,000 

people who die annually from a medication error in the United 

States (Tarig et al., 2021). Historically, medication errors were 

often directly attributed to the person who administered the 

medication, but it has been found that 50% of medication errors 

occur at the ordering, or prescribing phase. Other common factors 

attributing to medication errors include, but are not limited to, 

wrong medication selection from a drop-down menu, 

communication errors, illegible handwriting, and errors related to 

dosing units or wright. Additionally, nurses and pharmacists 

identify between 30-70% of medication-ordering errors (Tarig et 

al., 2021).    

In an effort to combat medication errors, hospitals have 

developed several strategies. Some of these strategies include 

speaking to the pharmacist if unsure about the medication or dose, 

rechecking calculations to be certain the patient is getting the 

correct therapeutic dose, and verifying calculations with another 

clinician (Tarig et al., 2021). As demonstrated in these safety 

strategies, it is essential for future nurses to be proficient and 

confident in their medication calculation abilities to promote 

patient safety as it relates to limiting medication errors.   

 

Background/Literature Review 

  

It is imperative for student learners to develop and 

demonstrate competence in medication calculation skills for the 

safety of patients. This assertion is supported by both The 

Essentials for Baccalaureate Education for Prelicensure Nursing 

Practice and The Joint Commission’s Hospital Patient Safety 

Goals (Wodwaski & Sinutko, 2020). To achieve these necessary 
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requirements, nursing education has implemented medication and 

dosage calculations into the curriculum (Allen, 2021). To evaluate 

this aspect of the curriculum, there have been an array of studies 

performed. For example, there has been research conducted to 

assess the perceptions and confidence levels of nursing students 

regarding their numeracy skills and the impact it has on overall 

program success (O’Reilly et al., 2020; Wodwaski & Sinutko, 

2020). One interventional study found that the implementation of 

step-driven, logical reasoning skills, and the incorporation of 

personal reflection, increased learner confidence and supported 

competence in drug administration (Shelton, 2016).   

When considering the impact of confidence and anxiety 

levels of learners, it is imperative to assess the factors that may be 

impacting those salient beliefs. More specifically, assessing the 

mathematical skills needed by learners to perform medication 

calculation abilities is one possibility.  A literature review 

conducted by Stolic (2014) looked at factors impacting the lack of 

proficiency in medication calculations and found that they 

stemmed from weaknesses in various mathematical skills. These 

included mediocre mathematical skills pertaining to areas of 

fractions, percentages, interpreting data, standard international 

units, and formulae.   

The competence and proficiency of medication 

calculation skills for student nurses is imperative to patient safety. 

For example, one prior study, revealed the prevalence of 

medication administration errors made by student nurses in the 

United States was 17% (Stolic, 2014).  Nursing education has 

utilized educational strategies such as traditional pedagogy, 

technology, psychomotor skills, and blended learning to teach 

medication calculation. The research has found some benefits 

from these strategies, but additional improvements and research is 

needed (Stolic, 2014). While the research has been broad 

regarding the most effective implementation strategies, there has 

been progression over the past decade in nursing education. For 

example, a study conducted by Wright (2006) found that learners’ 



   
 

107 
 

medication calculation skills improved when strategies that 

implemented both a conceptual and mathematical approach was 

taken.   

 

Methods 

The purpose of this interventional, quantitative study is to 

examine the percentage of improvement in medication calculation 

scores following voluntary supplemental instruction in 

baccalaureate sophomore nursing students in a Bachelor of 

Science Nursing program at a midwestern state university. 

Participants included a convenience sample of 56 sophomore 

nursing students enrolled in the Science and Technology course. 

The learners voluntarily attended zero to six supplemental 

instruction (SI) sessions centered on medication calculation 

review. The number of participants ranged from one to ten each 

week with participants attending a varying number of SI 

sessions.   

To begin, a baseline assessment of 18 questions was 

administered to learners to complete prior to the implementation 

of the SI sessions.  This was a program-specific assessment 

developed by nursing faculty. The assessment included various 

forms of medication calculation questions with the exception of 

intravenous fluid rate and input/output volume calculations. Next, 

the learners had five practice medication calculation questions 

within each weekly module to complete most weeks in preparation 

for course content and the skills lab as part of their planned course 

content. For example, one weekly module included five questions 

centered on dispensing medication amounts based on the patient’s 

weight. A conversion from pounds to kilograms was required 

followed by a dosage calculation and measurement in milliliters 

based on the practitioner’s order and the medication available. The 

medication practice questions increased in complexity as the 

semester progressed.   

Once weekly, voluntary, twenty minute SI sessions were 

then implemented for six weeks. These occurred immediately 
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before the weekly Science and Technology didactic course class 

time. The first two SI sessions included problem review and open-

ended questioning as teaching strategies (Billings & Halstead, 

2020). The problems utilized for each review included a random 

selection of the medication calculation questions from that week, 

or the prior week’s, course learning module. SI sessions two 

through six included the incorporation of the active learning 

strategy of gaming (Billings & Halstead, 2020). More specifically, 

Kahoot! games were implemented as a means to increase 

participation and learner engagement (Billings & Halstead, 2020). 

The weekly game included five questions and the highest scorer 

was awarded with a small prize, such as an item of candy. There 

were five quizzes given within the didactic course over the six 

week SI implementation period. The quizzes included both lecture 

content and medication calculations. For the purpose of this study, 

the medication calculation questions were independently assessed 

and the learner performance related to other content was excluded 

from the analysis.   

 

Data/Results 

Out of 56 learners, 28 had a positive improvement in their 

medication calculation scores and 28 had a negative trend. 

Analyzing the percentage of improvement was performed by 

taking the baseline assessment score and comparing the rate of 

change to the weighted average, or total score, of the five quizzes. 

A weighted average was utilized due to the quizzes included both 

content review and medication calculations. Thus, the 

performance on the medication calculation questions only were 

extracted from each quiz and used to compare to the score of the 

baseline 18 question assessment score that was completed prior to 

SI implementation.   

 The data was then inputted into a bubble graph (Figure 

1) to further evaluate the improvement. For example, each learner 

is depicted with their own bubble. A learner with a positive 

percentage improvement is displayed in green and one with a 
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negative trend is displayed in red. In addition, larger bubbles seen 

in Figure 1 are representative of learners who displayed a larger 

improvement.   

An incidental observation found when analyzing the data 

is centered on the baseline score. For example, it is noted that 

learners who earned the lowest scores on the baseline assessment, 

at the time of analysis, were also not being successful within the 

course. This analysis was completed approximately six weeks 

prior to the end of the semester and these particular learners would 

be at risk for not passing the course. In comparison, the highest 

performers on the baseline assessment had the highest course 

grades at the time of analysis.  It is also important to note, that 

some learners achieved a 100% on the initial baseline assessment. 

Therefore, any subsequent misses to calculation problems reflects 

a negative trend. The five quizzes also began to include material 

that was not on the baseline assessment, such as the intravenous 

fluid rates and input/output volume calculations due to 

progression of course content. Although instruction was provided 

in both the didactic and SI aspects, the baseline assessment was 

not reflective of baseline abilities in these regards.   

 

Discussion and Limitations 

The study collected data from one undergraduate 

sophomore nursing cohort in a classroom setting. The classroom 

setting for this particular group was in a concert hall due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic with social distancing requirements in place 

at that time. One learner verbally reported that the earlier sessions, 

the ones that utilized problem review on a white board, were 

difficult to engage in because the learner was unable to see the 

board from the back of the concert hall.   

Another essential observation noted was that the recorded 

participation in SI sessions decreased when the Kahoot! game was 

implemented. This is an important finding to note because gaming 

is considered an active learning strategy and correlated with 

higher participation and engagement (Billings & Halstead, 2020). 
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However, it was observed that learners who had not logged into 

the gaming platform were participating in the review session. A 

limitation of this study is that learner names and their associated 

progress and success was openly displayed amongst participants. 

Perhaps, by having learners utilize an alias, participation and 

engagement could have been higher as this would have created a 

more psychologically safe environment (Bonnel et al., 2019).   

While the recorded participation was lower with gaming 

implementation, the overall engagement was observably 

increased by the number of learners who were actively viewing 

the questions and answers from the game. After the gaming 

sessions, learners were also encouraged to ask questions and 

receive one-to-one review and feedback regarding any missed 

questions. There were two students who had specific questions 

related to questions missed in the game. Individual instruction and 

review was provided to these learners.   

 

Conclusion   

Medication errors are a multi-faceted, systemic result 

within the healthcare system. An essential component to their 

prevention is nursing proficiency in medication calculations. This 

ability is essential not only for the administration of medications, 

but for the identification of medication errors earlier in the 

process. The utilization of supplemental instruction that 

incorporates active learning strategies can offer a supportive 

approach to student nurses for success. This study supports that 

learner engagement can be impacted by their ability to remain 

anonymous in the learning process when student performance 

results are publically available. In addition, the baseline 

medication calculation assessment score and correlation with 

course, and program, success is needed. This study implies there 

may be a correlation between these two factors which warrants 

further research.   
 

 
 



   
 

111 
 

References  

 
Allen, M. (2021). Skills and dosage calculation pilot study: maybe not in 

another dimension? Teaching and Learning in Nursing, 16 (1), 32-35. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.teln.2020.07.003  

 
Billings, D.M. & Halstead, J.A. (2020). Teaching in nursing: a guide for 

faculty (6th ed.). Elsevier. 

    
Bonnel, W.E., Smith, K.V., & Hober, C.L. (2019). Teaching with technologies 

in nursing and the health professions (2nd ed.). Springer Publishing 

Company.  

 

 O’Reilly, R., Ramjan, L.M., Fatayer, M., Stunden, A., & Gregory, L.R. (2020). 

First year undergraduate nursing students’ perceptions of the 

effectiveness of blended learning approaches for nursing numeracy, 

Nurse Education in Practice, 45, 1-5. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nepr.2020.102800  

 
Shelton, C. (2016). Students who developed logical reasoning skills reported 

improved confidence in drug dose calculation: feedback from 

remedial maths classes, Nurse Education Today, 41, 6-11. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/jnedt.2016.03.007  

 
Stolic, S. (2014). Educational strategies aimed at improving student nurse’s 

medication calculation skills: A review of the research literature, 

Nurse Education in Practice, 14 (5), 491-503. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nepr.2014.05.010  

 
Tariq, R.A., Vashisht, R., Sinha, A., & Scherbak, Y. (2021). Medication 

dispensing errors and prevention. Retrieved April 1, 2021 from 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK519065/  
Wodwaski, N. & Sinutko, J. (2020). Medication mathematics 

competency and confidence in nursing students, Michigan 

Academician, 47(1), 48-59. DOI: 10.7245/0026-2005-47.1.48  

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 



   
 

112 
 

Appendix A 

 

  
Figure 1: Percentage of Improvement   
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PROBLEM STATEMENT  
I am the assistant band director of both middle and high 

school bands. The school system for the 2021-2022 school year 

serves over 3,000 students in a private school setting for 

preschool-12th grade between three campuses. For the 2021-2022 

school year, there is an estimated 450 middle school and 650 high 

school students enrolled where I teach, making it the largest out 

of the three campuses. 

   
Something that is unique to where I teach is our 

Providence School which is designed specifically for students 

with Down syndrome. This program was created in 2013 to 

develop a full inclusion program that starts in preschool and 

continues until graduation from high school. Students are 

encouraged to stay in their assigned classes throughout the whole 

day and are only pulled out for scheduled one on one speech or 

occupational therapy sessions that happen once a week. Each 

Providence student also gets a full 90-minute block two to three 

days a week with their Providence teacher to go over material 

covered in class and work on completing homework on time. 

While the teachers are here to guide and help the students when 

needed, a huge part of this program is to develop independence 

among the individual students to become the primary talkers, 

thinkers, and doers in and out of the classroom. When this 

program first started in 2013, there were only two students. Fast 

forward to 2021 and there are now 20 students enrolled this 

year!     
A challenge that we faced at the start of the 2019 school 

year is that our first class of Providence students were finally 

starting middle school and as a part of the 6th grade curriculum, all 

students need to take a music class for the whole year. Students 

are allowed to choose either band, choir, or orchestra, and at the 

end of their 6th grade year they can decide if they would like to 

continue in the musical ensemble selected. The three band 

directors had no idea what to expect when it came to having a child 
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with special needs like Down syndrome enter the music 

department. This was uncharted territory for all three of us and we 

had our concerns, so when this student chose to be in band as a 6th 

grader, our lives were forever changed. This student had been 

taking private percussion lessons before joining a middle school 

band and wanted to play percussion. He showed up to band class 

on the first day of school his 6th grade year, sat in his assigned seat 

with the rest of the percussion section, and was eager to learn a 

new instrument like the rest of the students that filled the 

classroom. A whole class of beginners. This made me think that if 

the previous students that have been through the music department 

could find their love for music, develop and improve on new skills 

each year, and grow as mature musicians, I’m sure I could find a 

way to do the same with our Providence student.    
As a percussionist, there are many opportunities to play in 

a variety of ensembles and I was determined for him to have the 

same experience as his classmates. Although he is still young and 

in middle school, he is a big 8th grader this year and will be in high 

school soon, so I needed to find a way to help him be successful 

in knowing how to read and count rhythms independently. After 

speaking to this student’s mother, she informed me of a color-

coding system called Equipping Minds that many students with 

Down syndrome use (Equipping Minds, 2021).  She mentioned 

that it is used by their Providence teachers in most of their core 

classes as a way to help reinforce memorizing and make 

meaningful connections on the content being taught in those 

specific classes and that we should try it in music. This made me 

wonder, can using this color-coding system in music classes lead 

to reading music independently?  
 

RESEARCH LITERATURE  
This unique color-coding system called Equipping Minds 

(Equipping Minds, 2021) was created in 2009 by Dr. Carol Brown 

who has a son that has special needs. She wanted to help him excel 

in school and prove that independent learning is possible. The 
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research study through Equipping Minds Cognitive Development 

Curriculum has proven to show an increase in verbal abilities, 

nonverbal abilities, IQ composite, and academic abilities in 

learners with multiple learning disorders (Brown, 2021). In the 

program, there are designated colors that match numbers and 

letters to help program memorization and help with retaining 

information in the future. The color green is always associated 

with the number 1 and the letter A. Blue is always number 2 and 

associated with the letter B. Red is number 3 and the letter C. 

Yellow is number 4 and the letter D. Black is always the number 

5 and the letter E. Orange is number 6 and the letter F. Brown is 

the number 7 and the letter G. White is number 8 and the letter H. 

Purple is number 9 and the letter I and the last color is dark green 

and that number is 10 and the letter is J.   
 

How Equipping Minds works is based on 45-60-minute 

daily lessons of cognitive therapy to strengthen the working 

memory and auditory deficits, and it helps with processing speed 

and visualizations. The beauty of this program is that it has been 

tested on students with diagnosed learning issues and has had 

positive outcomes on students with dyslexia, attention deficit 

hyperactivity disorder, anxiety, Autism, Down syndrome, fetal 

alcohol syndrome, reactive attachment disorder, post-concussion 

syndrome, language and sensory processing disorders, 

neurodevelopmental and intellectual disabilities, dysgraphia, 

dyscalculia, and memory struggles (Brown, 2021).   
 

Another music program that does something like helping 

students memorize and be successful is called Boomwhackers. 

Boomwhackers are different-sized cylindrical plastic tubes that 

are color-coded to match the pitch of the notes to the musical 

alphabet. Red is A, Orange is B, Yellow is C, Green is D, Blue is 

E, Indigo is F, Violet is G. These colorful instruments are great 

for beginner musicians in elementary classes because the bright 

colors are fun, and the instrument makes a unique sound when 
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struck. What also makes Boomwhackers easy to use is the music 

is easy to follow because the sheet music is color-coded to help 

students visually know when it is their turn to play.    

 

Boomwhackers is also appropriate for all students. The 

cylindrical tubes are easy to hold and allow for the use of fine 

motor skills by holding and using the instrument in either one hand 

or using both. This is great for students with special needs because 

they can participate in class with little to no modifications. 

Boomwhackers offers a wide range of music written in different 

styles like the classical music piece Eine Kleine Nachtmusik by 

Mozart (Rowloff, 2015), or a childhood folk song like Twinkle 

Twinkle Little Star (Greenlands, 2021), and even pop music, such 

as Africa by Toto (HarvardTHUD, 2018).    
 

Another color-coded music program that has been found 

successful is Prodigies. This is a streaming music program that is 

geared towards kids to teach them how to read notes via the color-

coded system, learn solfege hand signs, and match pitch all from 

an early age (Prodigies, 2021). A huge selling point that works 

with this program is that they have adapted the color-coded system 

to work with seven different learning styles to work on seven 

different instruments. They offer colored desk bells, colored 

stickers to put on your piano, colored hand signs for solfege, 

mallet instruments, the recorder, Boomwhackers, and the ukulele. 

Prodigies have a link on their website showing how to use this 

program with special needs learners, along with many other 

classroom resources (Person, Young, Rob and Owner, 2017).   
 

Having so many color-coded instrument options such as 

Boomwhackers and Prodigies, it is truly possible for all students 

to be included in music. “Developmentally appropriate musical 

instrument activities can stimulate development in areas such as 

fine and gross motor skills, eye-hand coordination, interaction, 

listening skills, and can provide tactile, auditory, and visual 
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stimulation and opportunities for self-expression” (Ott,2011). 

Playing a musical instrument stimulates the left and the right side 

of the brain and gives students a strong sense of self-esteem. The 

benefits of music education can transfer over in subjects like math 

and language while helping with memory, focus, and coordination 

(Person, Young, Rob & Owner, 2019).   
 

RESEARCH DESIGN  
In this research, we will be using my student with Down 

syndrome during percussion ensemble class as the primary focus. 

There will be three pieces that I want to play for our concert. He 

is playing three different instruments that require three different 

skills. The plan on using the combined ideas from Boomwhackers, 

Prodigies, and Equipping Minds in band is by using the already 

learned colors, letters, and numbers from the Equipping Minds 

Program. For this research, I will only use the first seven letters of 

the alphabet to match the musical alphabet. The musical alphabet 

consists of seven letters A, B, C, D, E, F, and G (Learning the 

Musical Alphabet, n.d). Once you have made it to the letter G, you 

start the musical alphabet all over again starting back on the letter 

A.  For example, below in Figure 1 (Turner, 2021) there is a piano 

with the notes written in with their appropriate colors to match the 

Equipping Minds method that has been adapted for band.   
 

The piano in Figure 1 is great for beginner percussionists 

to learn how to read music because it only deals with seven notes 

with seven different colors. This is visually helpful, especially 

when you must see moving notes on sheet music. For the black 

keys, accidentals, a different set of colors will be assigned, which 

can be seen in Figure 1.  The colors that were selected for the 

accidentals are not associated with the Equipping Minds program 

but were added out of a need to be able to read a standard keyboard 

instrument like the ones provided in the pictures. All of these 

colors are found in a 24 pack of Crayola colored pencils. Pink is 

for C sharp/D flat, purple is for D sharp/E flat, grey is for F 
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sharp/G flat, aqua green is for G sharp/A flat, and light blue is for 

A sharp/B flat.  

 

Figure 1. Piano/Keyboard (Turner, 2021).  

 

Since the keyboard is fully color-coded, the next step was 

to color-code the staff so he could practice memorizing the note 

names that are associated with each line and space on the musical 

staff. Figure 2 (Wikimedia, 2021) is an example of a music staff 

that is made up of five lines and four spaces (Randel, 2003 p. 839). 

Figure 3 (Bojaršinov, Turner, 2021) it shows the colors that go 

with each line and space.   

  

 

 
Figure 2. Musical Staff (Wikimedia, 2021)  
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Figure 3. Color Coded Musical Staff (Bojaršinov, Turner, 2021)  

 
 

The study will be done in percussion ensemble as the 

main class to determine if using color-coding instruments and 

sheet music will lead to independent reading of music from a 

student with special needs. The observation and assessments will 

be based on how well this student can follow along while reading 

his music and the accuracy of correct notes and rhythms played in 

time per piece. The timeline for this study is based on the school 

concert schedule for the semester. The student will need to have 

the music learned before the percussion ensemble concert. He will 

need to know how to play his music without the help of someone 

standing next to him during the concert. The goal is to be 

completely independent for concerts.   

 

At the concert, the class will be performing three different 

pieces and this specific student will be playing three different 

instruments. The first piece is a traditional hymn called This Is the 

Day (Garrett, 1989, p. 657) and it will be played on the bells. The 

whole percussion ensemble class will be playing this piece on 

bells. This will make the learning process a lot easier since 

everyone is playing the same part in unison. Before passing out 
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the sheet music to my student, I will have already color coded his 

sheet music (see Figure 4) and match them accordingly with the 

Equipping Minds colored letters. By doing this, he will be able to 

find the colored notes from his sheet music and match them to the 

colors on his colored bells instrument like in Figure 5 (Turner, 

Yamaha, 2021) independently. 

Figure 4. This Is The Day Color Coded Sheet Music (Garrett, Turner, 

2021)  
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Figure 5. Color Coded Bell Kit (Turner, Yamaha, 2021) 

 

 

The second piece is called Victory Parade (Pekas, 2008) 

and he will be playing the crash cymbal part on a suspended 

cymbal. This piece is a lot harder because not everyone is playing 

the same instrument and everyone’s part is different. There are six 

different parts to be played in this piece and each part is playing 

something different per each measure. In this piece, there are two 

different snare drum parts, a tom part, crash cymbals, bass drum, 

and bells. The good news is that this piece will be combined with 

one of the high school percussion ensemble classes so each part 

will be doubled. The point of doubling on this piece is to give the 

8th graders a chance to play a piece with the big high school 

students. In this piece, he will be doubling the crash cymbal part. 

Instead of holding heavy crash cymbals, we have adjusted his part, 

so he plays the same music but on a suspended cymbal.    

 

Like the picture below shows in Figure 6, (Pekas, Turner, 

2021) this piece does not have moving notes on a staff like the last 

piece did on bells. Since it is a crash cymbal part, the part is written 

only on one line and uses different rhythms throughout the piece. 

I do not need to use multiple colors to show what notes are needed 

to play. What I decided to do was write each count on the sheet 
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music in pencil and then highlight the part to be played in yellow. 

By doing this it will visually make it easier to follow along to 

count the cymbal part correctly.   

 
 

  

    

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Victory Parade Color Coded Sheet Music (Pekas, 2021) 

 

How I had to teach this piece was a lot different than the 

last piece where everyone was on bells. We had to focus more on 

individual parts, learn harder rhythms, and make sure all the 
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percussionists adhere to the musical markings in their music. This 

is the longest piece with two pages of sheet music and 100 

measures. This will be the hardest piece to learn simply because 

there is so much going on between all the different parts playing 

different rhythms simultaneously.    
 

The last piece is called Not Your Grandfather’s Clock 

(Brooks, n.d). This piece is written for five players, and we have 

exactly five percussionists in 8th grade. There will be one person 

per part which means for the first time ever, my student will not 

be doubling a part. He will be responsible for playing a part all by 

himself! This piece is written for bells, chimes, drum set, temple 

blocks, and timpani. He will be playing timpani. Playing timpani 

has its own challenges because he will have to learn how to tune 

the two drums to the correct pitches, know how to play the correct 

rhythms between both drums, and play it in time with the rest of 

the ensemble.   
 

Since this is the first time my student has played timpani, 

I must explain to him how to tune the timpani and what notes go 

on what drums. In Figure 7 (Brooks, Turner, 2021) and Figure 8, 

(Turner, 2021) I have color-coded these two drums and sheet 

music to help him see and be able to match the Equipping Minds 

program where red is C and orange is F. Also, he will be using his 

left hand to hit all orange-colored notes and his right hand to hit 

all red-colored notes to match his sheet music. I also wrote in the 

counts above each measure to help him follow along easier. By 

color-coding his notes, he will be able to see which drum to hit 

and what hand is used to hit each drum.    
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Figure 7. Not Your Grandfather’s Clock Color Coded Sheet Music  

(Brooks, Turner, 2021)  
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Figure 8. (Turner, 2021)  
  

DATA ANALYSIS  
The data collected from this research shows how he was 

assessed on the three pieces that will be played at the percussion 

ensemble concert. Each piece requires different percussion 

instruments to be played, which means different skills will need 

to be used to be successful at mastering these pieces. Since 

different instruments are being played between the three pieces, I 

had to assess each instrument accordingly. Throughout the 

semester, I have split up the playing assignments into small 

sections so I can really focus on making sure he understands the 

notes and rhythms being asked out of each piece.    
 

The first piece that had a playing assignment was the 

mallet piece, This is the Day! Since this piece was the shortest, I 

asked that he play the whole piece to be assessed for a total of ten 

points. Figure 9 is an example of what a rubric looks like. There 
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are three categories to earn points and they are labeled in Figure 9 

(Canvas, Turner, 2021) below.  

Figure 9. This is the Day Rubric (Canvas, Turner, 2021)   
 

On this playing assignment, he earned 10/10 points. He 

learned this piece fast with the help of the colors on his bell kit 

and the help from his peers in class. By practicing this piece 

regularly in class, he ended up memorizing it and being able to 

play it perfectly on his own. I think it was helpful that everyone 

was playing bells on this piece which made it easier to learn faster 

which led to memorization.    
 

The second piece to be assessed was Not Your 

Grandfather’s Clock. This piece required the most skills to be able 

to play it correctly. On this piece, he plays two timpani drums 

which need to be tuned before playing. So, before playing, he must 

tune the left drum to an F and the right drum to a C. He has been 

taught to use the timpani pedals to match the colored letters that 

have been taped on each timpani to match the letters on the pedal 

gage. After learning how to tune the timpani, and playing this 

piece multiple times in class, it was time for playing assignments. 

This piece has been broken into four sections throughout the 

semester to be assessed. Tuning the timpani and playing measures 

5-17, tuning the timpani and playing measures 17-24, tuning the 

timpani and playing measures 25-33, and tuning the timpani and 

playing measures 33-end. Figure 10 (Canvas, Turner, 2021) 

shows the rubric for each playing assignment on this piece.   
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Figure 10. Not Your Grandfather’s Clock with Tuning (Canvas, 

Turner, 2021)  
  

For this piece being as difficult as it was, he did a great 

job of following along in his music and playing his part 

independently. He worked hard to play all the correct notes and 

rhythms on timpani where he earned a 10/10 on three out of four 

playing assignments. The only spot in the music that was difficult 

for him was in the third playing assignment from measures 25-33. 

This is the only playing assignment that he got an 8/10 on because 

he would either play too many eighth notes or he would not keep 

a steady beat between each hand while playing. Color coding the 

timpani and his music seemed to really help him be successful at 

learning this piece.   
 

The last percussion ensemble piece to be assessed is 

Victory Parade. On this piece, he is doubling the crash cymbal 

part with another student in that class. Instead of him holding the 

heavy crash cymbals, we have modified his part to still play the 

same part, but he will be hitting a suspended cymbal with a mallet 

instead of using the crash cymbals. Both pages of music have been 

highlighted and have the counts written in to know when he is 
supposed to play his part. Like the last playing assignment, this 

piece has been broken down into four sections to be assessed. 

Beginning to measure 29, measure 29 to measure 53, measure 53 

to measure 73, and measure 73 to the end. Figure 11 (Canvas, 

Turner, 2021) is the rubric for each playing assignment on this 

piece.     
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Figure 11. Victory Parade (Canvas, Turner, 2021)  

  
Out of the three percussion ensemble pieces to be 

assessed, this one proved to be the most challenging. The first two 

assignments were great, and he earned a 10/10 on both of those 

assignments. Assignments three and four were a lot harder to keep 

a steady beat while playing at the correct time, resulting in the 

grade of 8/10 for both assignments. He struggled to play on the 

off beats and would get lost when taking the repeats. When 

practicing this piece in class, I noticed that he relies on his friend 

who plays the same part as him to watch for visual cues instead of 

reading his color-coded music.    
 

 DISCUSSION  
After spending 15 weeks of researching and practicing 

percussion ensemble music, I would like to finally say that color 

coding music for my student with special needs has proven to be 

extremely helpful in learning music. There was a long build-up 

this semester of learning new notes, rhythms, and new instruments 

along with practicing the specific color-coding system to match 

the Equipping Minds program. With lots of practice at home and 

at school, he was able to be successful in the classroom and on his 

playing assignments. The real reward was when he was able to 

show off his hard work at the Percussion Ensemble concert in 

front of all his peers and family members. At the concert, he did 

everything completely on his own!    
This whole semester was a learning curve for my student 

and myself. Along the way we found out what was working and 

what was not and would adjust accordingly. The best part about 

this research project was that I was not alone. I was able to share 
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this experience with the 8th grade percussion section as we were 

all learning together. Not only did I gain valuable information on 

how to teach music to future students with special needs, so did 

the rest of the percussionists in that class. That class of 8th graders 

understood the importance of we are all in this together, and no 

one gets left behind. Time, patience, and a lot of practice were key 

elements to make this research possible.   
 

Upon completing this research project, I am excited to see 

what the future holds for our music program. I feel more confident 

teaching students with special needs, and I am glad that I have the 

Equipping Minds color-coding system to assist me in helping 

students become musicians. I truly believe in doing whatever it 

takes to give a student a positive learning experience and I feel 

like that was achieved this semester. I am forever grateful to have 

had this student in my life as he continues to teach me just as much 

as I am able to teach him. He continues to break barriers and he 

has proven that color-coding music for students with special needs 

does work!  
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Abstract 

Leonard Bernstein was one of the most iconic composer-

conductors of the twentieth century. Although he had a wife and 

children, he struggled with his sexuality. Bernstein’s friends and 

even his own wife thought he was homosexual, as evidenced by 

their letters and personal conversations, but his sexual orientation 

is more complex than they would have us believe. While 

biographers Joan Peyser and Meryle Secrest label him as bisexual, 

and Humphrey Burton hints that he is homosexual, they do not 

fully depict Bernstein’s sexual orientation. My research explores 

the validity of Peyser, Secrest and Burton’s claims but it also 

considers other labels for Bernstein. Musicologist and gender-

sexuality theorist Nadine Hubbs even uses both homosexual and 

bisexual labels on Bernstein, but she does not decide on a certain 

one. I examined several aspects of Bernstein’s life including 

sexual, romantic, platonic, and familial relationships to see how 

his sexual preferences evolved. Additionally, an extensive look 

into some of Bernstein’s compositions allowed me to examine the 

impact sexuality had on his music. The compositions I examined, 

Songfest, Candide, and A Quiet Place, all have revolving themes 

of identity integrated into their plots. It is very possible that 

Bernstein included sexuality in his compositions as a way of truly 

expressing himself. Finally, I conclude by providing evidence on 

why I believe Bernstein does not perfectly fit into a homosexual 

or bisexual label. There is no simple explanation of Bernstein’s 

sexual identity. One thing is for sure, nothing is straight about 

Bernstein. 

Introduction 

 When Leonard Bernstein (1918-1990) was brought into 

the world, no one knew that he would become a musical superstar. 

During his seventy-two years of life, he achieved many 

accomplishments. Despite achieving so many accomplishments, 

Bernstein had his own struggles, on and offstage. One of these 

struggles was with his sexuality. While Bernstein claimed that he 
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was a homosexual, his sexuality was much more complex. An 

extensive look into Bernstein’s relationships, struggle with 

homosexuality, and music will be given to show how Bernstein’s 

sexuality affected his life and music.  

Relationships 

Leonard Bernstein had a plethora of emotional and sexual 

relationships throughout his life. These relationships included 

both men and women. Some of the men Bernstein had 

relationships with included: Ned Rorem1, Azaria Rapaport2, 

Farley Granger3, Tom Cothran4, Justus Frantz5, and Kunihiko 

Hashimoto6. Among the women were Elaine Newman7, Rhoda 

Saltan8, Lana Turner9, Felicia Montealegre10, and Kazuko 

 
1 Meryle Secrest, Leonard Bernstein: A Life (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1994), 104.  

2 Humphrey Burton, Leonard Bernstein (New York: Doubleday, 1994), 184.  

3 Ibid., 108 

4 Joan Peyser, Bernstein: A Biography (New York: Beech Tree Books, 1987), 449.  

5 Humphrey Burton, Leonard Bernstein (New York: Doubleday, 1994), 418.  

6 Dalya Alberge, “Passionate, Tender, Heartbreaking ... Letters Reveal Leonard 

Bernstein's 

10-Year Secret Affair,” The Guardian (Guardian News and Media, August 17, 2019),  

https://www.theguardian.com/music/2019/aug/17/leonard-bernstein-japanese-love-

letters-hashimoto.  

7 Meryle Secrest, Leonard Bernstein: A Life (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1994), 104. 

8 Humphrey Burton, Leonard Bernstein (New York: Doubleday, 1994), 108. 

9 Joan Peyser, Bernstein: A Biography (New York: Beech Tree Books, 1987), 146. 

10 Humphrey Burton, Leonard Bernstein (New York: Doubleday, 1994), 212.  
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Amano.11 Since Bernstein had emotional and sexual relationships 

with both men and women, most people would argue that he was 

bisexual. Two Bernstein biographers, Humphrey Burton and 

Meryle Secrest put him in the bisexual category and even Jamie 

Bernstein labeled him as such.12 

Sexual Orientation  

 While the argument that Bernstein was bisexual is 

supported with examples of relationships with both men and 

women, the situation is far more complex. In 1984, Bernstein 

himself announced that “although he had been homosexual and 

heterosexual, he had never been both during the same period.”13 

However, Bernstein might have been homosexual and 

heterosexual at the same time. There is a simple explanation to 

this: Bernstein was heterosexual emotionally and homosexual 

sexually. 

 For the case of being heterosexual emotionally, there is 

his marriage to Felicia Montealegre Cohn. While married, the two 

had three kids together: Jamie, Alexander, and Nina. There is no 

doubt that Bernstein loved his wife. In Jamie Bernstein’s memoir, 

Famous Father Girl, she reminisces about the lovely summers she 

spent with her parents and how happy they seemed together. Part 

 
11 Dalya Alberge, “Passionate, Tender, Heartbreaking ... Letters Reveal Leonard 

Bernstein's 

10-Year Secret Affair,” The Guardian (Guardian News and Media, August 17, 2019),  

https://www.theguardian.com/music/2019/aug/17/leonard-bernstein-japanese-love-

letters-hashimoto. There are many more emotional and sexual relationships Bernstein had 

other than the ones mentioned. This is just a brief look into some of the relationships he 

had with people.  

12 Tom Huizenga, “Life With Leonard Bernstein,” Deceptive Cadence (NPR, August 25, 

2018), https://www.npr.org/sections/deceptivecadence/2018/08/25/638625561/life-with-

leonard-bernstein.  

13 Joan Peyser, Bernstein: A Biography (New York: Beech Tree Books, 1987), 326.  
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of one letter to Felicia while Bernstein was away working on West 

Side Story reads:  

I miss you all terribly - especially you who have come to 

mean something miraculous to me. You reside at the very 

core of my life, my darling. I hope your kepepelt [cold] is 

better, & that the fun goes on.14 

For the case of being homosexual sexually, his marriage 

to Felicia supports this claim as well. When the two got married 

in 1951, there was a clear understanding that Bernstein would be 

able to pursue homosexual affairs as long as it was kept private15. 

Right after their wedding, Felicia wrote in a letter to her husband:  

First: we are not committed to a life sentence—nothing is 

really irrevocable, not even marriage (though I used to 

think so). Second: you are a homosexual and may never 

change—you don’t admit to the possibility of a double life, 

but if your peace of mind, your health, your whole nervous 

system depends on a certain sexual pattern what can you 

do? Third: I am willing to accept you as you are, without 

being a martyr or sacrificing myself on the L.B. altar. (I 

happen to love you very much—this may be a disease and 

if it is what better cure?) Let’s try and see what happens if 

you are free to do as you like, but without guilt and 

confession, please!16 

 
14 Nigel Simeone, ed, The Leonard Bernstein Letters, (New Haven, CT: Yale University 

Press, 2013), 364.  

15 Greg Predota, “Leonard Bernstein and Felicia Montealegre A Divided Life,” Live The 
Music (Interlude, June 28, 2015), https://interlude.hk/leonard-bernstein-felicia-

montealegrea-divided-lif 

e/.  

16 Nigel Simeone, ed, The Leonard Bernstein Letters, (New Haven, CT: Yale University 

Press, 2013), 294.  
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Extramarital Affairs  

 Bernstein also had many homosexual encounters in his 

marriage with Felicia. During a trip to Europe with Felicia, 

Bernstein stopped in Rome without her. During his two week stay 

in Rome, Bernstein participated in a homosexual orgy arranged by 

Gore Vidal.17 A longer encounter was with Tommy Cothran. 

Bernstein fell in love with Cothran when he was his assistant for 

the Norton Lectures in 1973.18 Jamie Bernstein had heard rumors 

about Cothran and her father when she was a student at Radcliffe 

College.19 During one point during their marriage, Felicia found 

Cothran and Bernstein in bed together.20 At Alexander’s twenty-

first birthday party, Felicia and Bernstein got into an argument and 

split up. That was when Jamie, Alexander, and Felicia found out 

that Bernstein had made plans to move in with Tommy.21 Both 

Alexander and Felicia made comments on the situation. 

Alexander told Jaime that “He’s coming out of the closet ass-

first.”22 Felicia’s comment to Bernstein was much harsher. She 

told him, “You’re going to die a bitter and lonely old man.”23  

 Bernstein’s marriage to Felicia and an affair with Tommy 

Cothran make it seem likely that Bernstein was in fact bisexual. 

However, Bernstein identified as a homosexual. Felicia’s letter 

 
17 Joan Peyser, Bernstein: A Biography (New York: Beech Tree Books, 1987), 396. 

18 Jamie Bernstein, Famous Father Girl: A Memoir of Growing up Bernstein, (New York: 

Harper, 2018), 144. 

19 Ibid., 145. Note that Radcliffe College was the all-female coordinate institution for 

Harvard at the time Jamie was enrolled as a student.  

20 Meryle Secrest, Leonard Bernstein: A Life (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1994), 339. 

21 Jamie Bernstein, Famous Father Girl: A Memoir of Growing up Bernstein, (New York: 

Harper, 2018), 186.  

22 Ibid.  

23 Humphrey Burton, Leonard Bernstein (New York: Doubleday, 1994), 447.  
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made this seem clear as well as this quote from Bernstein when he 

was working on West Side Story: “To be a success as a Broadway 

composer, you must be Jewish or gay. I’m both.”24 While 

Bernstein was sure that he was a homosexual, there was an 

obstacle in the way: homophobia. 

Homophobia  

 Despite being open about his homosexuality, Bernstein 

also tried to hide it. One of his lifelong goals was to become the 

music director of an orchestra25. However, during the early to mid-

1900s, being homosexual would have risked him his career. 

During this time, medical professionals viewed homosexuality as 

a mental illness, law enforcement deemed homosexual acts as a 

criminal offense, and the military used homosexuality as 

legitimate grounds for dismissal.26 With these stigmas around, 

Bernstein had good reasons to keep his homosexuality out of the 

spotlight.  

 Homophobia was evident in the twentieth century. In the 

1970s and 80s there were a number of celebrities who initially 

came out as bisexual but later declared that they were 

homosexual.27 Perhaps during this time it was easier to understand 

bisexuality compared to its homosexual counterpart. However, 

 
24 John M. Clum, Something for the Boys: Musical Theater and Gay Culture, (New York: 

St. Martin’s Press, 1999), 215.  

25 Nadine Hubbs, “Bernstein, Homophobia, Historiography” Women and Music: A 

Journal of Gender and Culture, 13, no. 1 (2009): 35.  

26 Nathan Stith, “Creating West Side Story: An Investigation of the Sociopolitical 
Backgrounds and Collaborative Relationships of Jerome Robbins, Arthur Laurents, 

Leonard Bernstein, And Stephen Sondheim in the Creation of the Original Broadway 

Production of West Side Story,” M.A. thesis, University of Colorado, 2011. 

27 Nadine Hubbs, “Bernstein, Homophobia, Historiography” Women and Music: A 

Journal of Gender and Culture, 13, no. 1 (2009): 27.  
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Bernstein identified as gay, he never once used the bisexual label 

on himself like others had done previously. 

 Meryle Secret, one of the biographers who fit Bernstein 

into the bisexual category has some homophobic undertones in her 

biography. For instance, when talking about exploitation in the 

classical music business, Secrest discusses the "role homosexuals 

have played in the [U.S.] arts,” which she alleges is “too obvious 

to need emphasis.”28 When her book was published in 1994, there 

had been almost no public discussion of homosexuals in arts, 

especially in classical music.29 Furthermore, Secrest also claims 

with no evidence that the “cult” of homosexuality made it “a 

disadvantage not to be a homosexual in the music world,” that 

“careers of many heterosexuals had suffered discrimination” and 

that one “‘well-known composer” had “changed his sexual 

orientation [to homosexual] to improve his career prospects.”30 

Sexuality in His Music  

 Candide (1956) is an operetta with several homosexual 

themes throughout its plot. It is based on the 1759 novella by 

Voltaire, which also focuses on homosexuality. In the novella and 

operetta, Cunegonde’s brother Maximilian had several 

homosexual encounters. At one point in the novella, Maximilian 

details an encounter with a young servant:  

Je trouvai sur le soir un jeune icoglan très bien fait. Il 

faisait fort chaud: le jeune homme voulut se baigner; je 

pris cette occasion de me baigner aussi. Je ne savais pas 

 
28 Ibid., 28.  

29 Ibid.  

30 Meryle Secrest, Leonard Bernstein: A Life (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1994), 256-

57.  
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que ce fût un crime capital pour un chrétien d’être trouvé 

tout nu avec un jeune musulman.31 

Another allusion to homosexuality can be found in 

Cunégonde’s coloratura aria, “Glitter and Be Gay,” discusses said 

themes. Bernstein composed the aria during the middle of the 

facade of postwar U.S. optimism, the atomic age, McCarthyism, 

growing unrest among black Americans, and the gay rights 

movement.32 Cunégonde was sold as a sex slave, and in her aria 

she reflects about her lavish lifestyle has fallen through:33  

Pearls and ruby rings. Ah, how can worldly things take 

the place of honor lost? Can they compensate for my 

fallen state, purchased as they were at such an awfulcost? 

Bracelets, lavaliers, can they dry my tears? Can they blind 

my eyes to shame? Can the brightest brooch shield me 

from reproach? Can the purest diamond purify my 

name?34 

 
31 Patrick Henry, “On the Theme of Homosexuality in ‘Candide.’” Romance Notes 19, 

no. 1   

(1978), 46. English translation by Brandon Visetchaisri: “In the evening I found a well-

made young [servant] boy. It was very hot: the young man wanted to bathe; I took this 

occasion to bathe as well. I did not know that it was a capital crime for a Christian to be 

found all naked with a young Muslim.”  

32 Matthew Jones, “‘Enough of Being Basely Tearful’: ‘Glitter and Be Gay’ and the 

Camp 

Politics of Queer Resistance.” Journal of the Society for American Music 10, no. 4 

(2016): 442. 

33 Karen Olsen Ganz, “The Metamorphosis of Leonard Bernstein’s Candide.” D.M.A.  

diss., New England Conservatory of Music, 2004: 36 

34 Matthew Jones, “‘Enough of Being Basely Tearful’: ‘Glitter and Be Gay’ and the 

Camp 

Politics of Queer Resistance.” Journal of the Society for American Music 10, no. 4 

(2016): 431. 
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 Cunégonde’s words emphasize lost honor, shame, and a 

desire for purification: feelings too familiar to LGBTQ+ 

individuals experiencing homophobia.35 Sexuality is also seen 

with other characters in the operetta, especially in Hugh Wheeler’s 

1973 libretto.36 The plot of Wheeler’s Candide is centered on sex. 

Dr. Pangloss happily loses his nose to syphilis; Paquette has sex 

with almost every single man she meets; and the Old Lady takes 

a man to bed in Cadiz.37 Candide, the traditional musical comedy 

hero, innocently thinks that he is propelled by true love. However, 

it is sex that brings the story together.38 

 West Side Story (1957) has an allusion to Bernstein’s 

homosexuality as well. The possible homoerotic staging, music, 

and the lyrics are most likely influenced by the sexuality of the 

main creators, all of whom are homosexual.39 The members of the 

rival gangs of West Side Story all have Romeo and Juliet 

counterparts, but there is one character that does not fit this mold: 

Anybodys. Anybodys is a tom-boyish member of the Jets, and she 

is seen as an outsider, even among the Jets. She wears long pants 

rather than the dresses worn by the girls and seems to enjoy 

spending time with the boys at the drugstore, desperately wanting 

to be accepted by the Jets.40 Anybodys defies traditional gender 

 
35 Ibid.  

36 The original libretto was written by Lillian Hellman, but since 1974, Candide is 

typically performed with Wheeler’s libretto.  

37 Karen Olsen Ganz, “The Metamorphosis of Leonard Bernstein’s Candide.” D.M.A.  

diss., New England Conservatory of Music, 2004: 36 

38 Ibid.  

39 Nathan Stith, “Creating West Side Story: An Investigation of the Sociopolitical 

Backgrounds and Collaborative Relationships of Jerome Robbins, Arthur Laurents, 

Leonard Bernstein, And Stephen Sondheim in the Creation of the Original Broadway 

Production of West Side Story,” M.A. thesis, University of Colorado, 2011, 55.  

40 Ibid.  
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norms, she just wants to be like “one of the boys.” Despite saving 

Tony from arrest and warning the Jets that Chino was out to get 

Tony, she is typically overlooked by those studying West Side 

Story.41  

Perhaps Anybodys has a real-life counterpart: maybe 

Anybodys is a reference to Bernstein. At the time of West Side 

Story’s creation in the 1950s, Bernstein was conflicted about his 

sexuality. He had recently gotten married to Felicia with her 

knowing that he was a homosexual. While he later came out 

publicly as a homosexual by dating Tommy Cothran in the 1970s, 

Anybodys could in fact be Bernstein. Anybodys defies gender 

norms by wearing pants and spending time with the Jets and 

Bernstein defies sexuality norms by being a homosexual man who 

married and had children. It is possible that Bernstein helped 

create this role to represent the oppression he felt being trapped in 

a heterosexual marriage.  

 Songfest: A Cycle of American Poems for Six Singers and 
Orchestra (1977) is another example of how Bernstein uses 

sexuality in his music. Songfest is a song-cycle of music set to all-

American poetry. The movement, “To What You Said” is set to 

an unpublished poem of the same name by Walt Whitman. 

Bernstein boldly uses the line: “I am who he kisses his comrade 

lightly on the lips at parting, and I am one who is kissed in 

return.”42 This could be seen as Bernstein’s homage to 

 
41 Nathan Stith, “Creating West Side Story: An Investigation of the Sociopolitical 

Backgrounds and Collaborative Relationships of Jerome Robbins, Arthur Laurents, 
Leonard Bernstein, And Stephen Sondheim in the Creation of the Original Broadway 

Production of West Side Story,” M.A. thesis, University of Colorado, 2011, 55.  

42 Anthony Zoeller, “‘Song of Myself’: Themes of Identity and Context in Selected Early 

Twentieth-century Settings of Walt Whitman.” D.M.A. project, University of Cincinnati, 

2010: 91.   
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homosexual love. Bernstein did not work alone on Songfest; his 

collaborator was none other than Tommy Cothran.43 

 A Quiet Place (1983) is one of Bernstein's most complex 

operas to understand. It is the sequel to Trouble in Tahiti (1951) 

and it revolves around the death of Trouble in Tahiti’s main 

character Dinah. One of the main characters in A Quiet Place is 

Junior, Dinah and Sam’s son. Junior is a homosexual man who 

arrives to his mother’s funeral with François, his former lover.44 

To make matters worse, François has just married Dede, Junior’s 

younger sister.45 When Bernstein composed A Quiet Place, 

wanted homosexuality at the center of it.46 In this opera, Bernstein 

questions family, gender, and sexual roles. Junior and Dede are 

both estranged from their father, Sam. There are even hints that 

Sam is homophobic. 

 At the time A Quiet Place was written, the United States 

was in the turmoil of the of the gay rights movement, which 

threatened the authority of white, middle-class men like Sam.47  

While Sam never directly expresses feelings towards his son’s 

homosexuality, it is safe to assume that Sam was not keen on the 

idea of it. In the “Dear Daddy” trio, Junior, Dede, and François 

sing of their childhood pains and how they yearned for their 

 
43 Humphrey Burton, Leonard Bernstein (New York: Doubleday, 1994), 443.  

44 Humphrey Burton, Leonard Bernstein (New York: Doubleday, 1994), 461.  

45 Kaylee Lackman, “Leonard Bernstein’s Trouble in Tahiti: Family Structure and 

Gender Roles in the 1950s.” M.M. project, California State University, Long Beach, 

2018: 12.  

46 Daniel Abraham, Alicia Kopfstein-Penk, and Andrew H. Weaver, eds. Leonard 

Bernstein and 

Washington, DC: Works, Politics, and Performances. (Rochester, NY: University of 

Rochester Press, 2020), 275.    

47 Ibid., 279.  
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father’s attention.48 It is possible that while Junior was yearning 

for his father’s attention, he was also yearning for his father’s 

acceptance.  

It is likely that the character Sam in A Quiet Place is much 

like Bernstein’s father Sam. Sam and his son did not always have 

the best relationship. When Bernstein had been taking piano 

lessons from Susan Williams, his father initially did not want to 

pay the three dollars per week for each lesson.49 Also, when 

Bernstein had expressed interest in music as a career, his father 

feared that his son would end up a klezmer, which is a little better 

than a beggar.50 It is likely that Sam, a middle-class Jewish man 

living in the 1900s might not have fully understood his son’s 

homosexuality. 

Conclusion  

 Despite living in a society where being homosexual was 

understood by few people, Leonard Bernstein made a name for 

himself. He remained in the spotlight up until his death and was 

known as a classical music superstar. Bernstein’s sexuality 

seemed to be one of his biggest challenges, affecting his life and 

music. However, Bernstein embraced his homosexuality in every 

aspect of his life. While his sexuality caused him to struggle along 

the way, utilizing sexuality in his music was a way for him to 

express himself. Leonard Bernstein’s music sparkled with glitter 

and was truly gay. 

 
48 Daniel Abraham, Alicia Kopfstein-Penk, and Andrew H. Weaver, eds. Leonard 

Bernstein and 

Washington, DC: Works, Politics, and Performances. (Rochester, NY: University of 

Rochester Press, 2020), 279. 

49 Humphrey Burton, Leonard Bernstein (New York: Doubleday, 1994), 17.  

50 Ibid.  
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