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Operationalizing Anti-Racism Accountability
with Equitable Admissions in Nursing
Education Accreditation
Alicia Swartz,1,* Denise Dawkins,2 Claire Valderama-Wallace,1 and Michelle DeCoux Hampton3

Abstract
For decades, health professional organizations have recommended increased diversity in the workforce and ed-
ucation. To address persistent inequities in health care, the racial composition of the nursing workforce needs be
congruent with the U.S. population. Without first addressing structural inequity in nursing education programs,
the nursing profession cannot begin to address structural racism in health care. The lack of nursing student di-
versity is reflective of barriers in program admissions. This article is a call to nursing accreditation bodies to oper-
ationalize anti-racism to improve U.S. nursing workforce diversity by introducing accountability structures that
require evidence-based holistic admission review and analysis of admission data to ensure that student cohorts
are diverse across nursing programs, thereby ensuring a future workforce that reflects the diversity of the U.S.
population.
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The COVID pandemic resulted in a 34% nursing short-
age in January 2022.1 The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statis-
tics estimates that more than 275,000 additional nurses
will be needed nationwide between 2020 and 2030.2

Despite the shortage, nursing schools rejected 80,521
qualified applicants in 2020.3 With the rising demand
for nurses, selecting the most suitable candidates to
deal with the challenging health care landscape is
imperative.

It is well understood that increasing underrepre-
sented racial and ethnic groups in health care training
programs improves health care workforce diversity,
thus improving health outcomes among underserved
populations.4,5 Yet, a continued lack of diversity in
nursing education programs perpetuates the lack of di-
versity in the U.S. nursing workforce. In 2017, 80.8% of
Registered Nurses (RN) in the United States identified
as white, with a modest increase to 80.6% in 2020.6 This
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disparity is a result of the historical and ongoing sys-
tematic exclusion of underrepresented racial and ethnic
groups in nursing,7,8 and reflects a structural problem
that contributes to the production and perpetuation
of inequities and injustices seen in nursing, particularly
the enduring systemic impact of whiteness and white
supremacy.

As a strategy to improve health equity, several na-
tional organizations called for increased diversity in
the nursing workforce. The American Association of
Colleges of Nursing (AACN) launched the Building a
Culture of Belonging in Academic Nursing program
in January 2022 with Johnson & Johnson funding.9

The American Nurses Association similarly endorsed
the AACN’s position10 and the National Academy of
Medicine published the ‘‘Future of Nursing 2020–
2030: Charting a Path to Achieve Health Equity’’11

that emphasized the importance of creating a diverse,
equitable, and antiracist nursing workforce. Finally,
the Institute of Medicine released the ‘‘The Future of
Nursing’’ report in 201012 with recommendations for
an action-oriented blueprint to address diversity and
structural inequities in nursing.

Despite multiple calls to advance health equity by
improving racial diversity within the nursing work-
force,9–14 little progress has been made.15 It is increas-
ingly clear that, although advancing social justice,
health equity, and addressing structural racism are de-
scribed as expectations for nursing practice,16 the
structural changes needed to operationalize anti-racism
to bring about equitable change are not clearly defined.
As a result, nurses lack the clear directive and account-
ability structures needed to advance health equity in
patient care settings. The first critical step to reduce
health inequities is addressing the structural impact
of inequity and the lack of racial diversity among nurs-
ing faculty, staff, and students.

One of the key ways that nursing professional organi-
zations standardize education across nursing programs
is through accreditation. In general, accreditation sys-
tems provide regulatory oversight and guidance to stan-
dardize the quality of training needed to produce
competent providers who are prepared to meet the cur-
rent health care needs of the public.17 Nursing programs
are subject to strict review by both university-wide and
nursing-specific accrediting bodies. A number of orga-
nizations include diversity and equity education require-
ments in their accreditation standards, including the
Accreditation Commission for Education in Nursing18

(an accrediting body for undergraduate and graduate

nursing education) and the Commission on Collegiate
Nursing Education (CCNE;19 an accrediting body for
baccalaureate and graduate nursing education).

The CCNE Standards for Accreditation of Bacca-
laureate and Graduate Nursing Programs (2018)20

includes demonstration of an ‘‘institutional commit-
ment to programming infrastructure, faculty qualifica-
tions, and workforce capacity’’ as a requirement for
accreditation. While nursing programs provide admis-
sion policies as supporting documentation for their ac-
creditation, we argue that accrediting organizations can
take a more active role in holding institutions account-
able for implementation and evaluation of evidence-
based holistic admission practices and policies that
are aligned with increasing student and workforce di-
versity.

In 2020, the AACN published recommendations for
Holistic Admissions Review (HAR)21 that detailed in-
clusive recruitment and HAR strategies designed to
broaden the criteria currently used to select applicants
for nursing schools beyond traditional academic met-
rics (predominantly grade point average and standard-
ized test scores) to include skills and competencies such
as health-related work experience, language profi-
ciency, and communication effectiveness. These skills
are highly valuable in professional nurses; however, de-
spite evidence that underrepresented racial and ethnic
groups are disadvantaged by this approach to admis-
sions, nursing schools continue to prioritize grade
point average and standardized test scores as the deter-
minant metrics for admission.22 Despite the Supreme
Court’s ruling that ended affirmative action in U.S.
higher education,23 HAR processes can still be effective
for increasing student diversity in colleges and univer-
sities without the use of racial quotas.24

In 2021, the AACN published The Essentials: Core
Competencies for Professional Nursing Education,16

which defined HAR and cited their previous article rec-
ommending HAR, but did not suggest any specific
guidance or expectation for nursing programs to
adopt an evidence-based holistic admission process.
Given that the AACN’s recommendations for HAR
are presented as optional, a standardized approach to
implementing evidence-based holistic admissions prac-
tices nationally has not been established.22,25

The Essentials include subcompetencies related to
inequities, systems-level thinking, diverse sources of
evidence, inclusive team dynamics, and leadership to
advance social justice and diversity. These, however,
are intended to guide curricular development alone.
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The Essentials fall short of recommending structural
change at the program level, which could influence
the creation of diverse and inclusive student cohorts
that not only reflect the composition of the local and
national population but also have the potential to ad-
dress health inequities.

Nursing has an imperative to address the lack of di-
versity in its education programs. However, the most
powerful governing organizations have failed to imple-
ment accountability structures that require the use of
evidence-based holistic admission practices and dem-
onstration of success or failure in admitting diverse stu-
dent cohorts. As a result, individual nursing educators
are relied upon to resolve this systemic issue. Nursing
program faculty and administration continue to use
processes that are known to simply perpetuate the sta-
tus quo and rely on the motivation and goodwill of pre-
dominantly white nursing educators with varying levels
of understanding, expertise, or buy-in, to indepen-
dently deconstruct systems of inequity.

Short-term initiatives designed to train current nurse
educators to engage nursing students to reflect and rec-
ognize structural racism are insufficient. As a profes-
sion, nursing needs to emerge from under the veil of
assumptions that those in positions of leadership and
the prevailing structures they influence have the capac-
ity to usher meaningful change without accountability.
Instead, leaders must reimagine nursing as innovators
and drivers of health equity across all health care sys-
tems.26 This must start with addressing the structures
within admission policy and practices that lead to the
lack of opportunities for underrepresented racial and
ethnic groups to enter the nursing workforce.

Furthermore, these efforts must be paired with ac-
countability systems that require measurement and
reporting of structural inequities, such as the racial
and ethnic composition of admitted cohorts. Program
administrators must be transparent about the achieve-
ment of inclusion goals and explain efforts to adapt ad-
mission policies when they fail. Quantifying structural
racism is one powerful way to operationalize anti-
racism and address inequities by documenting the
problem, increasing awareness, and using the data
obtained to design interventions to address them.26,27

All governing nursing organizations, including State
Boards of Nursing and accreditation organizations,
must take an active role in restructuring recommenda-
tions for evidence-based holistic admission practices,
equity outcome measurement, and reporting as re-
quirements for accreditation, as a necessary and effec-

tive approach to improve racial and ethnic diversity in
nursing education. These proposed accountability
structures for admissions policies and practices will
in turn strengthen efforts toward health equity and im-
prove diversity in nursing to meet the current work-
force needs of the U.S. health care system.
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