American Journal of Pharmaceutical Education 2021; 85 (1) Article 8200.

RESEARCH

Downloaded from http://www.ajpe.org by guest on September 26, 2021. © 2021 American Association of Colleges of Pharmacy

Inclusion of Health Disparities, Cultural Competence, and Health Literacy
Content in US and Canadian Pharmacy Curriculums
Aleda M. H. Chen, PharmD, PhD,a Anastasia L. Armbruster, PharmD,b Beth Buckley, PharmD,c
Jennifer A. Campbell, PharmD,d Devra Khanh Dang, PharmD,e Radhika Devraj, PhD,f,g
Imbi Drame, PharmD,h Akesha Edwards, PharmD, PhD,i Sally L. Haack, PharmD,j
Qing Ma, PharmD, PhD,k Natasha Petry, PharmD,l Lourdes G. Planas, PhD,m
Cheryl A. Sadowski, PharmD,n Jennifer Santee, PharmD,o Latasha Wade, PharmD,p
Nancy Borja-Hart, PharmDq
a

Cedarville University, School of Pharmacy, Cedarville, Ohio
St. Louis College of Pharmacy, St. Louis, Missouri
c
Concordia University, Wisconsin School of Pharmacy, Mequon, Wisconsin
d
Manchester University, College of Pharmacy and Health Sciences, Fort Wayne, Indiana
e
University of Connecticut, School of Pharmacy, Storrs, Connecticut
f
Southern Illinois University Edwardsville, School of Pharmacy, Edwardsville, Illinois
g
Editorial Board Member, American Journal of Pharmaceutical Education, Arlington, Virginia
h
Howard University, College of Pharmacy, Washington, District of Columbia
i
University of Findlay, College of Pharmacy, Findlay, Ohio
j
Drake University, College of Pharmacy and Health Sciences, Des Moines, Iowa
k
University at Buffalo, School of Pharmacy and Pharmaceutical Sciences, Buffalo, New York
l
North Dakota State University, School of Pharmacy, Fargo, North Dakota
m
University of Oklahoma, College of Pharmacy, Oklahoma City, Oklahoma
n
University of Alberta, Faculty of Pharmacy & Pharmaceutical Sciences, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada
o
University of Missouri – Kansas City, School of Pharmacy, Kansas City, Missouri
p
University of Maryland Eastern Shore, School of Pharmacy, Princess Anne, Maryland
q
The University of Tennessee Health Science Center, College of Pharmacy, Nashville, Tennessee
b

Submitted May 29, 2020; accepted September 28, 2020; published January 2021.

Objective. To determine how US and Canadian pharmacy schools include content related to health
disparities and cultural competence and health literacy in curriculum as well as to review assessment
practices.
Methods. A cross-sectional survey was distributed to 143 accredited and candidate-status pharmacy
programs in the United States and 10 in Canada in three phases. Statistical analysis was performed to
assess inter-institutional variability and relationships between institutional characteristics and survey
results.
Results. After stratification by institutional characteristics, no significant differences were found between the 72 (50%) responding institutions in the United States and the eight (80%) in Canada. A core
group of faculty typically taught health disparities and cultural competence content and/or health
literacy. Health disparities and cultural competence was primarily taught in multiple courses across
multiple years in the pre-APPE curriculum. While health literacy was primarily taught in multiple
courses in one year in the pre-APPE curriculum in Canada (75.0%), delivery of health literacy was
more varied in the United States, including in a single course (20.0%), multiple courses in one year
(17.1%), and multiple courses in multiple years (48.6%). Health disparities and cultural competence
and health literacy was mostly taught at the introduction or reinforcement level. Active-learning approaches were mostly used in the United States, whereas in Canada active learning was more frequently used in teaching health literacy (62.5%) than health disparities and cultural competence
(37.5%). Few institutions reported providing professional preceptor development.
Conclusion. The majority of responding pharmacy schools in the United States and Canada include
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American Journal of Pharmaceutical Education 2021; 85 (1) Article 8200.
content on health disparities and cultural competence content and health literacy to varying degrees;
however, less is required and implemented within experiential programs and the co-curriculum. Opportunities remain to expand and apply information on health disparities and cultural competence
content and health literacy content, particularly outside the didactic curriculum, as well as to identify
barriers for integration.
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of patient backgrounds that can influence decisionmaking and care, such as religion, health beliefs, age,
gender identity, sexual orientation, income level, (dis)
ability status, and immigration status. Not only is this
important for providing patient-centered care, it is also
necessary for recognizing, addressing, and decreasing
health disparities. Various publications recommend integrating health disparities and cultural competence education and training into pharmacy curricula.9,10 The
Association of Faculties of Pharmacy of Canada (AFPC)
Education Outcomes specifically reference the TRC and
encourage a high priority on Call to Action 24 to be placed
in curricula.11 The Accreditation Council for Pharmacy
Education (ACPE) standards highlight the responsibility
of programs to prepare graduates who can recognize social determinants of health (Standard 3). The ACPE
standards also list cultural awareness as a required element of the didactic curriculum.12 The American Association of Colleges of Pharmacy (AACP) Center for the
Advancement of Pharmacy Education (CAPE) outcomes
note the importance of graduates’ ability to modify
communication strategies to meet patient needs and incorporate patient beliefs into care plans.13 Although
multiple entities recommend inclusion of these topics and
some accrediting bodies require them, there is little direction on how pharmacy schools should incorporate this
content or subsequently assess student learning.
A 2007 study by Onyoni and Ives examined the degree to which cultural competency concepts were incorporated into the organizational structure and curricula of
accredited colleges and schools of pharmacy in the United
States and Canada.14 Their study found that didactic and
case-based instruction were the prevailing pedagogical
approaches for cultural competency education and training. While more than half of the responding schools
affirmed revisions to their curricula in the past to include
topics related to cultural competency, 49% expressed
intent to add new courses and topics.14 Since then, more
than 30 new schools have been established in the United
States, yet no additional large-scale surveys of cultural
competency education and training in curricula have been
performed.
While health literacy education has been examined
in discrete courses taught in individual schools,15-17 there

INTRODUCTION
Racial and ethnic diversity continue to increase in the
United States and Canada. According to recent projections by the US Census Bureau, 56.4% of Americans will
belong to a racial or ethnic minority group by 2044 and
almost 20% will be foreign born by 2060.1 Similar trends
exist in Canada, where an estimated 30% of Canada’s
population will be immigrants by 2036.2-4 Recognizing
that racial and ethnic minority populations experience
high rates of health disparities, the US Department of
Health and Human Services created an action plan to
provide guidance in this area.2 One of the goals is to
“increase the diversity and cultural competency of clinicians” so they are prepared to appropriately incorporate
cultural factors into the patient encounter. Along with
culture, low health literacy can also negatively impact
health outcomes.3 Approximately 90 million people in the
United States and 9 million people in Canada experience
limited literacy.4,5 Low health literacy disproportionately
affects racial and ethnic minorities.6
In Canada, the Minister of Health’s 2019 mandate
letter provides direction to support improved research and
care regarding diversity, specifically racial diversity.7
Indigenous healthcare has received an increased focus
since 2015 when the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) of Canada published 94 Calls to Action. Call
to Action 24 requires that students in the health sciences
take a course “dealing with Aboriginal health issues, including the history and legacy of residential schools, the
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples, Treaties and Aboriginal rights, and Indigenous
teachings and practices. This will require skills-based
training in intercultural competency, conflict resolution,
human rights, and anti-racism.”8
As the United States and Canadian populations become more diverse, student pharmacists must be prepared
to deliver culturally responsive healthcare. Preparation
must extend beyond understanding the impact of race and
ethnicity on health disparities and provider-patient relationships to a broader conceptualization of the diverse set
Corresponding Author: Aleda M. H. Chen, Cedarville
University, School of Pharmacy, 251 N. Main St., Cedarville,
OH 45314. Tel: 937-766-7454. Email: amchen@
cedarville.edu
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has never been a comprehensive national assessment of
scope of health literacy content delivery in the United
States or Canada. The purpose of this study was to determine how schools and colleges of pharmacy in the
United States and Canada include content related to
health disparities and cultural competence and health
literacy in both their curriculum and assessment practices.

respond to all items. The survey contained the following
four sections: Content and Delivery: timing and type of
content delivered in didactic, pre-advanced pharmacy
practice experience (APPE) curricula (four items); Active
Learning, Topics and Populations: use and type of activelearning strategies, as well as populations covered (seven
items); Faculty: level of faculty involvement in content
delivery (one item); Experiential: type of content incorporated into introductory and advances pharmacy practice experiences, as well as preceptor development (four
items).
The survey was distributed using a modified Dillman
approach20 across three phases in the United States and
Canada using Qualtrics (Provo, UT). Phase 1 took place in
May and June 2019. The survey was distributed to 143
accredited and candidate status pharmacy programs in the
United States and 10 Canadian pharmacy programs.
Phase 2 began in June 2019 and continued until August. In
this study phase, a member of the research team telephoned or e-mailed each school that had not responded to
the survey during phase 1. Emails contained a personal
greeting, survey invitation language, a study reminder,
and the electronic survey link. In August 2019, phase 3 of
data collection was completed, with a final reminder
distributed only to non-responders.
Individuals were identified as being predominantly
responsible for the management and/or delivery of health
disparities and cultural competence and health literacy
content within the curriculum for each respective pharmacy program using a Google form sent via AACP listservs or the institutional website. These individuals
received the survey for their institution. If a key person
was not identified, the survey was sent to an assessment
and/or academic affairs administrator, who was asked to
identify the appropriate person to complete the survey.
Institutional Review Board approval was received from
all 16 institutions collaborating on this investigation.
Data were analyzed using SPSS, version 26.0 (IBM,
Armonk, NY). Descriptive statistics were performed for
institutional demographics and characteristics related to
student population, geographical location, and private vs
public status. Chi-square tests were used for nominal or
ordinal data to assess inter-institutional variability and
relationships between institutional characteristics and
survey results.

METHODS
This cross-sectional study was conducted using an
electronic survey. Faculty investigators from 16 schools
and colleges of pharmacy convened to develop the survey
through consensus. They initially met in four subgroups to
identify didactic curriculum questions, experiential curriculum questions, patient populations that should be
covered within health disparities and cultural competence
and health literacy curricula, and institutional characteristics to request in the survey. The subgroups met as a
large group four additional times in spring 2019 to collate
and edit survey questions. Survey questions were then
piloted at each investigator’s institution to ensure clarity
and easy navigation and to inform final edits.
The workgroup used the domains listed in the Tool
for Assessing Cultural Competence Training (TACCT) to
develop questions regarding what cultural competency
content schools cover.18,19 The TACCT serves as a validated resource of health disparities and cultural competence content inclusion18,19 and is recommended for
use.9,10 Questions related to health literacy content covered by schools were based on overall reviews of published literature on HL and literature highlighting
techniques and tools for patient-centered communication
and health literacy assessment, such as the Pharmacy
Health Literacy Center within the Agency for Healthcare
Research and Quality (AHRQ).30 A specific process for
searching pre-specified terms and databases was not used.
Additionally, the study team, which included faculty
members from 16 schools, offered input based on topics
covered within their respective programs. These questions were designed to parallel items in the cultural
competence portion of the survey.
The finalized survey (available upon request) included all identifiable areas of pharmacy curricula; it
sought to identify the breadth and depth, ie, introduction,
reinforcement, and mastery of health disparities and
cultural competence and health literacy teaching that
exists in accredited pharmacy programs across the United
States and Canada. At the outset, common terms and
abbreviations, such as health literacy, didactic curriculum, interprofessional education, and introduction/reinforcement/mastery were defined for respondents to refer
to as needed. Survey respondents were not required to

RESULTS
Seventy-two of the 143 (50.3%) US schools and
colleges and eight of the 10 (80%) Canadian schools and
colleges participated in the survey, for an overall response
rate of 52.3%. However, not all respondents answered all
questions, as noted in the tables. Over half of participating
78
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US schools were private (n541, 56.9%), four were historically Black colleges and universities (HBCU, 5.6%),
and four were Hispanic-serving institutions (HSI, 5.6%).
All Canadian schools were public, not faith-based, and
had no designations (Table 1).
Health disparities and cultural competence (HDCC)
and health literacy (HL) were typically taught across institutions by less than 25% of the faculty members at that
school or college (Table 1). Primarily, HDCC was taught
in multiple courses across multiple years in the pre-APPE
curriculum. Health literacy was primarily taught in multiple courses in one year in the pre-APPE curriculum in
Canada. In the United States, approaches to delivery of
HL content were more varied and included providing a
single course, multiple courses in one year, and multiple
courses in multiple years (Table 2).
Concerning the breadth of HDCC content, more than
50% of US institutions taught six of the seven TACCT
domains, with the least frequently taught domain being
the use of interpreters (Table 3). Regarding depth, most

HDCC content was taught at the introductory level
(24.6%-54.7%) or reinforcement level (20.3%-67.7%)
rather than the mastery level (1.6%-21.5%). Less than
30% of schools incorporated the use of interpreters, and
when incorporated, it was most often at the introductory
level (54.7%). In Canada, six of the seven HDCC domains
were taught by 50% or fewer of schools at the introductory
level (12.5%-50%) or reinforcement level (12.5%62.5%). The most commonly taught domain (62.5%) was
self-reflection/culture of pharmacy (eg, addressing the
power imbalance between provider and patient and
addressing personal bias) (Table 3).
Regarding health literacy content breadth, most US
institutions taught all health literacy topics. The highest
level at which most content was taught was introductory
or reinforcement (Table 3). Plain language/clear communication of oral/verbal strategies and written strategies
was taught consistently at the higher levels (reinforcement 42.2%-48.4% and mastery 15.6%-20.3%). In Canada, more than 50% of schools taught most of the health

Table 1. Characteristics of Schools and Colleges of Pharmacy Represented in a Survey on Inclusion of Health Disparities, Cultural
Competence, and Health Literacy Content in Their Curriculumsa

Variable

US Colleges and Schools
(n=72)
No. (%)

Canadian Colleges and
Schools (n=8)
No. (%)

41 (56.9)
31 (43.1)

0
8 (100.0)

67 (93.1)
5 (6.9)

8 (100.0)
0

52 (72.2)
10 (13.9)
4 (5.6)
4 (5.6)
3 (4.2)

8 (100.0)
0
0
0
0

13 (18.1)
59 (81.9)

0
8 (100.0)

4 (6.3)
27 (42.9)
21 (33.3)
7 (11.1)
4 (6.4)

0
6 (75.0)
1 (12.5)
1 (12.5)
0

Type of Institution
Private
Public
Accreditation Status
Accredited
Candidate Status
Designation
None
Land-Trust
HBCU
Hispanic-Serving Institution
Otherb
Faith-Based
Yes
No
Faculty Involvement in Teaching HDCC and
Health Literacy Topicsc
One faculty member
A few key faculty (,5%)
A core group of faculty (5-25%)
A moderate amount of faculty (26-50%)
More than half of faculty (.50%)

Abbreviations: HBCU5historically black colleges and universities, HDCC5health disparities and cultural competency
a
Survey responses were not forced, allowing institutions to skip questions as desired. The percentage has been adjusted for the percentage of
schools who responded to the question
b
Land-grant, sea-grant, or space-grant; HBCU and land-grant; land-grant/sea-grant
c
Differences between non-faith-based and faith-based institutions, respectively: one faculty member: 8%, 0%; a few key faculty: 45%, 33%; a
core group of faculty: 31%, 42%; moderate amount of faculty: 14%, 0%; more than half of faculty: 2%, 17%; most faculty: 0%, 9%; p5.04
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U.S.
Colleges/Schools
(n=72) No. (%)
HDCC in the Pre-APPE Curriculum
Not Addressed
Single Course
Multiple Courses in One Year
Multiple Courses Across Multiple Years
Full Integration Across the Pre-APPE
Curriculum
Health Literacy in the Pre-APPE Curriculum
Not Addressed
Single Course
Multiple Courses in One Year
Multiple Courses Across Multiple Years
Full Integration Across the Pre-APPE
Curriculum
HDCC in Experiential Student Evaluation
Rubric
IPPE
APPE
HL in Experiential Student Evaluation Rubric
IPPE
APPE
Required Experience with HDCC
IPPE
APPE
Co-curricular
Elective Experience with HDCC
IPPE
APPE
Co-curricular
Required Experience with HL
IPPE
APPE
Co-curricular
Elective Experience with HL
IPPE
APPE
Co-curricular

Canadian Colleges/
Schools (n=8) No. (%)

8
8
43
10

2 (2.8)
(11.3)
(11.3)
(60.6)
(14.1)

2 (25.0)
0
0
6 (75.0)
0

14
12
34
7

3 (4.3)
(20.0)
(17.1)
(48.6)
(10.0)

0
2 (25.0)
6 (75.0)
0
0

25 (34.7)
34 (47.2)

0
1 (12.5)

23 (31.9)
31 (43.1)

1 (12.5)
1 (12.5)

16 (22.2)
12 (16.7)
16 (22.2)

1 (12.5)
1 (12.5)
1 (12.5)

14 (19.4)
28 (38.9)
27 (37.5)

2 (25.0)
2 (25.0)
1 (12.5)

15 (20.8)
12 (16.7)
9 (12.5)

2 (25.0)
1 (12.5)
1 (12.5)

11 (15.3)
20 (27.8)
21 (29.2)

2 (25.0)
2 (25.0)
1 (12.5)

Abbreviations: HDCC5health disparities and cultural competency, APPE5advanced pharmacy practice experiential
a
Survey responses were not forced, allowing institutions to skip questions as desired. The percentage has been adjusted for the percentage of
schools who responded to the question

literacy concepts (with the exception of tools to measure
health literacy); however, there was variation in the level
taught. The scope of the problem of health literacy was
taught at the reinforcement or mastery level, tools to
measure patient health literacy only was taught at the
introductory level, and assessing the suitability of written
materials was taught at the introductory or reinforcement
level. The plain language and clear communication items
covered all levels. (Table 3).

Active-learning approaches were used in most US
pharmacy schools to teach HDCC and HL topics (Table
4). In Canada, active learning was more frequently used in
teaching HL than HDCC (50% HL vs 25% HDCC).
Frequently (40% or more of programs) used activelearning approaches for HDCC included case studies/
video case studies, reflective writing/surveys, objective
structured clinical examinations (OSCEs), role-plays, and
cultural simulation games and activities. For HL, nearly
80

81
32 (50.0)

(24.6)
(50.8)
(44.6)
(32.3)
(54.7)
(35.4)

32 (55.2) 26 (44.8)

16
33
29
21
35
23

24 (37.5)

(12.7)
(41.7)
(31.7)
(19.0)
(73.8)
(11.3)

50 (83.3) 10 (16.7)

8
25
20
12
45
7

36 (57.1)
32 (50.0)
16 (25.0)

(87.3)
(58.3)
(68.3)
(81.0)
(26.2)
(88.7)

50 (79.4) 13 (20.6)
50 (69.4) 13 (18.1)
57 (93.4) 4 (6.6)

55
35
43
51
16
55

(67.7)
(26.2)
(44.6)
(46.2)
(20.3)
(41.5)

19 (29.7)

27 (42.2)

21 (33.3)
24 (37.5)
31 (48.4)

44
17
29
30
13
27

4
3
3
3
1
5

(50.0)
(37.5)
(37.5)
(37.5)
(16.7)
(62.5)

4
5
5
5
5
3

(50.0)
(62.5)
(62.5)
(62.5)
(83.3)
(37.5)

5 (7.8)

5 (62.5) 3 (37.5)

10 (15.6) 5 (62.5) 3 (37.5)

6 (9.5) 5 (62.5) 3 (37.5)
1 (1.6) 2 (28.6) 5 (71.4)
13 (20.3) 6 (75.0) 2 (25.0)

5 (7.7)
5 (7.7)
4 (6.2)
12 (18.5)
1 (1.6)
14 (21.5)

Mastery
n (%)

5 (62.5)

3 (37.5)

0
5 (62.5)
2 (25.0)

3 (37.5)
2 (25.0)
4 (50.0)
3 (37.5)
1 (12.5)
1 (12.5)

0

(62.5)
(25.0)
(50.0)
(62.5)
(12.5)
(62.5)

3 (37.5)

3 (37.5)

3 (37.5)

3 (37.5)

5
2
4
5
1
5

0

1 (12.5)

1 (12.5)
0
3 (37.5)

0
1 (12.5)
0
0
0
1 (12.5)

Canadian Colleges/Schools (N=8)
Taught
Level
Yes
No
Introduced Reinforced Mastery
n (%) n (%)
n (%)
n (%)
n (%)

Abbreviations: APPE5advanced pharmacy practice experience, TAACT5Tool for Assessing Cultural Competency Training
a
Survey responses were not forced, allowing institutions to skip questions as desired. The percentage has been adjusted for the percentage of schools who responded to the question. Level
totals may not add up to the number in the “Taught” category for each row because respondents were permitted to choose more than one level

Health Literacy Content
Scope of the Problem of Health Literacy
Tools to Measure Patient Health Literacy
Plain Language/Clear Communication:
Oral/Verbal Strategies
Plain Language/Clear Communication:
Written Strategies
Assessing Suitability of Written Materials

TACCT Domain
Health Disparities
Community Strategies
Bias/Stereotyping
Cross-Cultural Communication
Use of Interpreters
Self-Reflection, Culture of Medicine/
Healthcare/Pharmacy

U.S. Colleges/Schools (N=72)
Taught
Level
Yes
No
Introduced Reinforced
n (%)
n (%)
n (%)
n (%)

Table 3. Cultural Competency Domains and Health Literacy Content Included in the Pre-APPE Curriculuma
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U.S. Colleges/Schools
(N=72) n (%)
Use Active Learning to Teach HDCC and Health
Literacy
Yes, both HDCC and Health Literacy
Yes, HDCC
Yes, Health Literacy
No
HDCC Active Learning Approaches
Case studies or video case studies
Reflective writing or surveys
OSCE or virtual/standardized patients
Role-play or role-reversal exercise
Cultural simulation game or activity
Seminar series, forum, or panel discussion
Global experience
Research paper or presentation
Community interview of a different cultural
group or member
Book clubs
UCSF Toolbox
Group (large and small) discussion, Team-Based
Learning
Community service or outreach
Other, specifiedb
Health Literacy Active Learning Approaches
Case studies or video case studies
Simplifying or creating a simplified patient
material
Reflective writing or self-evaluation of literacy
Role-play or role-reversal exercise
OSCE or virtual/standardized patients
Simulation game or activity
Seminar series, forum, or panel discussion
Other, specifiedc

Canadian Colleges/Schools
(N=8) n (%)

50 (78.1)
8 (12.5)
3 (4.7)
3 (4.7)

1
2
4
1

54
42
31
29
29
23
18
17
16

4
3
3
3
1
2

(75.0)
(58.3)
(43.1)
(40.3)
(40.3)
(31.9)
(25.0)
(23.6)
(22.2)

(12.5)
(25.0)
(50.0)
(12.5)

(50.0)
(37.5)
(37.5)
(37.5)
(12.5)
(25.0)
0
1 (12.5)
2 (25.0)

7 (9.7)
6 (8.3)
4 (5.6)

0
0
0

2 (2.8)
7 (9.7)

0
2 (25.0)

37 (51.4)
34 (47.2)

1 (12.5)
6 (75.0)

27 (37.5)
26 (36.1)
24 (33.3)
21 (29.2)
9 (12.5)
5 (6.9)

2
3
3
2
1

(25.0)
(37.5)
(37.5)
(25.0)
(12.5)
0

Abbreviations: APPE5advanced pharmacy practice experience, HDCC5health disparities and cultural competency,
OSCE5observed structured clinical examination, UCSF5University of California San Francisco
a
Survey responses were not forced, allowing institutions to skip questions as desired. The percentage has been adjusted for the percentage of
schools who responded to the question
b
Other responses included: health communication campaign development, interprofessional education group activities (eg, experiencing diversity
in the classroom), educational material development, health equity team project, integration of HDCC concepts into drug information questions,
cultural showcase, hip hop, Indigenous blanket exercise (Canadian program for all citizens)
c
Other responses included: participation in outreach health fairs, presentation of materials to public in a health fair, team-based learning, health
literacy assessment of a pharmacy using the Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality tool, evaluate a medication information piece written in
another language

half of the US programs indicated that they used case
studies along with simplifying or creating educational
materials (51.4% and 47.2%, respectively). Common
patient populations included in the curricula of .60% of
US and Canadian schools were: racial/ethnic groups,
poverty/low-income, sexuality and gender issues, religion/spirituality, mental illness, disabilities, uninsured/
underinsured, and older adults (Table 5).

In the United States, HDCC and HL concepts were
included in approximately one-third of IPPE and APPE
evaluations (Table 2). Although mostly taught in elective
APPE and elective co-curricular experiences, some
schools (,23%) included HDCC and HL in required
IPPE, APPE, or co-curricular experiences. In Canada,
,25% of schools included HDCC or HL as required or
elective IPPE or APPE experiences. Only one institution
82
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Table 5. HDCC and Health Literacy Populations Covered in the Pre-APPE Curriculuma
U.S. Colleges/Schools
(n=72)
No. (%)

Canadian Colleges/Schools
(n=8)
No. (%)

57 (79.2)
55 (76.4)
49 (68.1)

6 (75.0)
6 (75.0)
6 (75.0)

49 (68.1)

5 (62.5)

49
48
48
45
43

(68.1)
(66.7)
(66.7)
(62.5)
(59.7)

8 (100.0)
7 (87.5)
6 (75.0)
6 (75.0)
4 (50.0)

39
37
26
25
4

(54.2)
(51.4)
(36.1)
(34.7)
(5.6)

4 (50.0)
4 (50.0)
4 (50.0)
3 (37.5)
0 (0.0)

Racial/ethnic groups
Poverty/low-income
Issues of sexuality, sexual orientation, gender
identity, gender expression
Religious background/faith/spirituality (specific
religious groups)
Mental illness
Patients with disabilities
Uninsured/underinsured
Older adults
Rural populations in medically underserved
areas
Homeless
Immigrants
Obese
Refugees
Other, specifiedb

Abbreviations: HDCC5health disparities and cultural competency, APPE5advanced pharmacy practice experience
a
Survey responses were not forced, allowing institutions to skip questions as desired. The percentage has been adjusted for the percentage of
schools who responded to the question
b
Substance use/dependence/recovering populations, maternal/child health, patients with specific diseases (eg, HIV/AIDS)

included HDCC or HL in IPPE/APPE evaluations, cocurriculum experiences (required or elective), or required
APPE experiences (Table 2).
Institutions in the United States most commonly
collected data regarding patient populations and health
beliefs encountered (IPPEs, n517, 33.3%; APPEs,
n521, 40.4%), but rarely collected other information,
such as the percentage of patients from a certain ethnic or
patient group (n52, 2.8%) or whether students had experienced working with any diverse populations (n51,
1.4%). One program in Canada gathered information
about patient populations or health beliefs encountered
during APPEs.
In total, approximately one-fourth of US institutions
reported providing faculty professional development related to HDCC (n54, 7.1%) and HDCC and HL (n511,
19.6%). Institutional interests in pursuing advanced credentialing in HDCC were positive (yes, n522, 34.9%;
maybe, n537, 58.7%). No Canadian institutions provided
professional development on HDCC or HL concepts;
however, almost two-thirds of the responding institutions
(n55, 62.5%) were interested in pursuing advanced credentialing options.
Differences between C/SOP characteristics were
examined. No significant differences were found among
the responding institutions after stratification by type of
institution (public vs private) in the use of active-learning

(p5.38) and level of faculty involvement (p5.18). There
also were no differences in the level of faculty involvement by designation (p5.45). No significant differences
were found in the use of active learning by level of
faculty involvement (p5.92), designation (p5.99), or
faith-based/not faith-based (p5.247). Faith-based institutions in the United States had significantly higher
percentages of faculty involvement (p5.04; see footnote
in Table 1).

DISCUSSION
This is the first and largest evaluation of the inclusion
of health disparities and cultural competence and health
literacy concepts since the assessment by Onyoni and
Ives, which focused on the inclusion of cultural competency in the mission, curriculum, and experiential programs of schools and colleges of pharmacy.14 In that
study, most respondents included cultural competency in
some form, primarily in didactic and case-based education, but perceived a need to expand education in the
curriculum.14 Since 2007, health disparities and cultural
competence content and health literacy content has been
included in multiple courses and includes many key
topics. While there is still much ground to cover and
training to enhance student learning, significant progress
has occurred.
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More than half of US schools participated, and the
survey responses were fairly representative of the US
Academy, with both private (57%) and public (43%) institutions responding. According to AACP’s Vital Statistics, 52% of schools are private and 48% are public.21
There also was a high response rate among Canadian
schools (80%). Therefore, the selection bias at the school
level was minimized in our study, which improves generalizability. This study revealed that most schools
addressed health disparities and cultural competence
content (United States, 97.2%, Canada, 75.0%,) and
health literacy (United States, 95.7%; Canada, 100%), but
few schools included these concepts throughout the entire
curriculum, particularly when including experiential education, and training rarely achieved mastery level.
Health disparities and cultural competence received more
reinforcement than health literacy. Further, results
revealed limited integration within the experiential curriculum with few faculty members responsible for delivering the content. Except for plain language/clear
communication topics (verbal or written), other health
literacy topics were taught at introductory or reinforcement levels. Given the value and significance of
clear communication, a greater number of schools
should strive for higher levels of achievement (mastery)
by offering opportunities to incorporate health literacytailored communication principles in IPPE, APPE, and
co-curricular areas. Also, given the health disparities
and cultural competence issues and health literacy issues faced by some population groups, such as the elderly and those who are obese, it was surprising that US
schools covered these population groups to a lesser
extent in the pre-APPE curriculum. However, this was
not the case in Canadian schools. One explanation may
be that population groups, such as those who are elderly
or obese, may have been accounted for in other categories (eg, elderly patient who is a racial or ethnic
minority).
One area of focus for schools should be the inclusion
of how to work with interpreters. A small portion of
schools (26.2%, US; 16.7%, Canada) included such
content in their curricula, yet student pharmacists and
pharmacists frequently engage with patients whose preferred language is different from their own. In Canada,
14.5% of residents speak an unofficial language (ie, not
English or French) at home, and 22.9% have a nonofficial language as their mother tongue.22 With 23% of
US residents speaking English not well or not very well23
and 20.7% speaking a language other than English at
home,24 pharmacists should be skilled in working with
medical interpreters to communicate effectively with
their patients. The 2013 American College of Clinical

Pharmacy White Paper recommended that two student
learning objectives be included in pharmacy curricula:
“Identify patients who would benefit from an interpreter
and work efficiently with an interpreter.”10 Some schools
have included interpreters during APPE experiences,25
but limited literature is available regarding inclusion of
these concepts. Given the availability of various interpreter services, such training could be an asset in educating student pharmacists.
Curricular integration may be of three types: horizontal integration where multiple disciplines teach and
reinforce concepts; vertical integration where concepts
are repeated throughout the curriculum and in the experiential setting; and spiral integration where concepts are
not only readdressed throughout the curriculum, but each
time the concepts have greater complexity.26 We would
argue that curricular integration of health disparities and
cultural competence content and health literacy content
should include both horizontal and vertical, wherein these
concepts are taught in multiple courses over multiple
years. While increasing complexity should be an ideal
aim for programs, it would require substantial coordination and would entail faculty development to match
teaching skills to the desired level of complexity. Many
schools indicated interest in options for advanced credentialing in this area; thus, there could be an opportunity
for the Academy to provide resources to support faculty
members in teaching this content.
Given that cultural sensitivity and patient communication are included in ACPE Standard 3,12 the inclusion
of health disparities and cultural competence concepts
and health literacy concepts in the co-curriculum would
serve to further augment student learning of these concepts in the didactic and experiential curriculum as well as
be an ideal location to further vertical integration efforts.
Integration efforts in the academic pharmacy literature
highlight examples within an academic year across
courses and include both didactic and lab-based coursework27 or didactic, laboratory, and experiential coursework.17 Some institutions have intentionally expanded
content throughout the curriculum by integrating across
multiple didactic courses in each academic year with
skills laboratory integration28 or with skills laboratory
and IPPE integration.29
There are limitations to this work that must be considered. Although the “pre-APPE” definition was provided at the beginning of the instrument, some
respondents may have interpreted the term to include
IPPE. Items that specifically included the term IPPE may
have helped to minimize variability in interpretation.
Despite the survey containing only 16 items, survey fatigue may have occurred as many items required retrieval
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of information to provide an adequate response. When
distributing the survey, investigators identified key faculty members. However, in cases where no key faculty
member was identified, the survey was sent to the school’s
assessment leaders. Assessment leads may not have
known as much information about health disparities and
cultural competence content and health literacy integration as key faculty members who teach this content. The
process by which respondents completed this instrument
is unknown, eg, whether they organized faculty members
for a more complete response or made assumptions independently. Credentials or areas of expertise of faculty
members teaching health disparities and cultural competence content and health literacy were not requested.
In some of the Canadian schools, there was a transition to
the PharmD program, which was mandated as the entryto-practice degree for 2020. At the time of the survey,
some participants may have been referencing their
completed Bachelor of Science degree, while others had
transitioned completely to the PharmD curriculum. Finally, there were no restrictions placed on the survey to
ensure consistency in answers. For example, respondents could have indicated that their school did not teach
an area but later indicated that the area was taught at the
reinforcement level.
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CONCLUSION
Pharmacy programs in Canada and the United States
appear to have varying levels of content coverage related
to health disparities and cultural competence and health
literacy. Less content is required and implemented within
experiential programs and co-curriculum, despite the
AFPC Outcomes emphasizing the TRC and ACPE
Standards 2016 requiring inclusion of cultural sensitivity.
Barriers exist for institutions to substantially integrate
these topics, which are likely multi-factorial and go beyond the scope of this survey. Depth of content remains
primarily at the introductory or reinforcement level rather
than mastery. Opportunities remain to expand and apply
information on health disparities and cultural competence
content and health literacy content, particularly outside
the didactic curriculum, as well as identify barriers to
integration of this content across universities.
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