
4  |  Iowa Nurse Reporter     Volume 10, Number 1 iowanurses.org

From Streets to Systems: A Community Health Profile 
Through the Nursing Lens
Contributing Authors: Carlie Bailey; Logan Brown; Sarah Dailey; Dru Dom; Shannon Gardner; Daylen Glaze; 
Nathaniel Hendrix; Alayna Karpowicz; Brooke Kelly; Mateja Raymond; Anna Spitzer; Kayla Trogu — BSN stu-
dents; Jill Byrne, PhD, RN

The state of health in America is shaped not 
just by clinical care, but by the conditions 
in which people live, learn, and work. These 
conditions, known as the Social Determi-
nants of Health (SDOH), include economic 
stability, education access, the built environ-
ment, healthcare access, and social and com-
munity factors, and they greatly influence 
health inequities. Currently, over 41 million 
Americans live in poverty, a widespread eco-
nomic instability that is responsible for in-
creasing stress, limiting access to necessary 
resources, and contributing to poor health 
outcomes, including an estimated 295,000 
poverty-related deaths each year (Poor Peo-
ple’s Campaign: A National Call for Moral Re-
vival, 2023). Furthermore, education is linked 
to this stability, as educational achievement 
shapes employment, income, and overall 
opportunities, whereas inadequate educa-
tion is associated with higher rates of chronic 
health problems like heart disease and dia-
betes (The Lancet Public Health, 2020).

The reality of these determinants is vis-
ible in the physical spaces we live in. The 
difference between well-resourced neigh-
borhoods—with safe parks, fresh food, and 

quality schools—and those just miles away, 
which lack essential infrastructure, public 
safety, and reliable services, directly shows 
how the SDOH dictate well-being and quality 
of life (U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, 2024). The neglect of these SDOH 
domains widens inequality gaps and creates 
unnecessary, avoidable health disparities. 
Public health nursing is grounded in com-
munity assessment, employing “shoe leather 
epidemiology” and windshield surveys to 
systematically gather essential data and di-
agnose a community’s unique strengths and 
weaknesses before moving forward with in-
tervention (Nies & McEwen, 2024). 

An example of researching the neighbors 
in which we live to identify SDOH can be 
seen through a comprehensive community 
profile created by Senior nursing students at 
John Carroll, located near University Heights, 
Ohio. This research effectively addresses 
gaps related to SDOH and contributes to eq-
uitable, culturally competent care for those 
within the neighborhood. This example will 
demonstrate why understanding a com-
munity’s unique environmental and social 
community is the foundational step toward 

improving health equity for all residents. 
In Cuyahoga County, Ohio, education 

quality and public-school funding rely on 
property taxes, creating deep inequities. 
Wealthier districts, such as Shaker Heights 
and Beachwood, generate more revenue 
per student than lower-income neighbors 
like Cleveland Heights, often spending 
thousands more per student nationally. 
This results in underfunded districts facing 
disadvantages in classroom resources and 
teacher experience. For example, the Cleve-
land Heights-University Heights (CH-UH) 
School District is projected to see a 4% de-
crease in state funding, while wealthier dis-
tricts anticipate substantial increases (Stein, 
2025). Access challenges complicate this 
financial disparity. In University Heights, 
immigrant communities, including Arabic, 
Spanish, and East African populations, face 
many barriers. English Language Learners 
(ELLs) lack culturally responsive curricula 
and bilingual-trained teachers, leading to 
isolation and low engagement. Furthermore, 
schools that limit diversity, equity, and inclu-
sion (DEI) initiatives negatively impact the 
school climate for marginalized students. 
Addressing the gaps requires expanding 
community partnerships, such as successful 
school-based health centers that improve 
attendance and mental health by providing 
on-site vision screening, counseling, and pri-
mary care (Boose, 2025).

Cleveland residents frequently delay 
essential medical care due to critical gaps 
in affordable health care access. The 2025 
Cleveland Healthy Survey, conducted by 
Case Western Reserve University and the 
Cleveland Department of Public Health 
(2025), found that only 65.4% of residents 
aged 18–34 received a routine check-up, 
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missing crucial preventive opportunities. 
Our windshield survey in University Heights 
confirmed the structural barriers: limited 
walk-in clinics, poorly maintained facilities, 
and inadequate public transportation. For 
families in this community, the reality is 
often choosing between missing work or 
delaying a child’s needed medical appoint-
ment due to high co-pays or a total lack of 
insurance. Delaying care leads to worse 
health outcomes, demonstrating that these 
inequities are not incidental but are rooted 
in deep structural issues. As public health ex-
perts, Nies and McEwen (2024) emphasize, 
quality healthcare is a fundamental social 
determinant of health. Achieving popula-
tion health requires an “upstream preventive 
focus” combined with a social justice lens. 
Simply having a clinic nearby is not enough; 
accessibility must include affordability, 
timeliness, and culturally competent care 
that respects patient values. Underserved 
populations deserve equitable attention in 
all health policy and community planning 
efforts (Nies & McEwen, 2024).

Economic stability is crucial for individ-
ual security and maintaining a safe living 
environment. Insecurity related to low in-
come or job instability increases the risk of 
housing instability and frequent relocation. 
This upheaval disrupts access to employ-
ment and healthcare, leading to increased 
exposure, inadequate sanitation, and poor 
nutrition, which, in turn, raises the likeli-
hood of chronic illness. Economic stability 
is also essential for food security, allowing 
individuals to afford the nutritious options 
necessary for a healthy lifestyle. Individuals 
in low-income communities often struggle 
with consistent access to valuable food op-
tions (Birk, 2023). Furthermore, the chronic 
stress from financial struggle severely im-
pacts physical and psychological health. Psy-
chologically, the uncertainty of basic needs 
like food and shelter can cause or worsen 
anxiety and depression. While the Afford-
able Care Act (ACA) expanded Medicaid and 
essential services (2010), challenges remain, 
as comprehensive plans sometimes increase 
overall costs, hindering the very access peo-
ple need.

Well-maintained green spaces and qual-
ity infrastructure in neighborhoods and 
built environments are crucial for commu-
nity health. Parks, like the eight identified 
in our survey, promote physical activities 
such as walking and biking—which help 
prevent chronic diseases while reducing 
stress and anxiety through peaceful envi-
ronments. Conversely, poor infrastructure, 
including broken sidewalks and low-quality 
street maintenance, discourages activity 
and increases injury risk, despite its high 
importance to residents (Western Reserve 
Land Conservancy, 2024). To address these 
structural deficiencies, Cleveland Heights 
uses programs like the “Grow” Community 
Reinvestment Area and Job Creation Grants 
to incentivize renovation and development, 
aiming to stabilize the tax base and improve 
the quality of the local housing stock. 

In addition to poor infrastructure, criti-
cally, unsafe neighborhoods and exposure 
to violence dramatically limit opportunities 
for physical exercise and social interaction. 
Children exposed to violence face signifi-
cantly higher risks for developing both phys-
ical and mental health conditions, including 
anxiety, PTSD, asthma, and chronic diseases 
(Hinckley, 2024). Therefore, improving and 
maintaining the built environment—from 
parks to public safety—is essential for pro-
moting physical activity, mental well-being, 
and overall public health equity.

The health landscape in communities like 
University Heights is shaped by inequities 
across the Social Determinants of Health 
(SDOH). Systemic barriers, including prop-
erty-tax- dependent school funding, struc-
tural housing instability, and critical gaps in 
affordability, quality healthcare, fuel unnec-
essary health disparities. These factors, from 
economic stress to environmental risks, per-
petuate cycles of poor outcomes. Addressing 
this complex reality requires more than just 
clinical intervention; it demands a compre-
hensive, “upstream preventive focus.” Public 
health nursing must utilize community as-
sessment as the foundational step to diag-
nose these structural issues and implement 
targeted, culturally competent solutions that 
lead to true health equity for all residents. n
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