Focus on...Education

PhD or DNP? Defining the
path to your career destination

Learn how to choose the degree that's right for you.

By Deborah Lindell, DNP, RN, CNE, ANEF; Debra Hagler, PhD, RN, ACNS-BC, CNE, CHSE, ANEF, FAAN;

and Kathleen Poindexter, PhD, RN, CNE

ave you been toying with the
H idea of earning a doctoral

degree in nursing? Maybe
you want to pursue a career in re-
search, teaching, or advanced prac-
tice and you know that another de-
gree can help you achieve those
goals. You may, however, not
know whether you should go for a
doctor of philosophy (PhD) in
nursing or a doctor of nursing prac-
tice (DNP). A little research into
both may help point you in the
right direction. This article provides
a brief history of doctoral education
in nursing and compares key as-
pects of PhD and DNP degrees.

Looking back

Over the past 70 years, nursing has
made impressive progress as a disci-
pline as well as a profession. Nurses
began to earn research-focused PhD
degrees in the 1960s, typically in
fields like education or sociology,
which led to the early development
of nursing theory and research. In
the 1970s, the growing demand by
nurses for a nursing-specific PhD
led many universities to develop
PhD in nursing programs.

Later in that decade, nurse
scholars identified the need for a
second nursing doctoral degree
similar to practice-focused degrees
in other disciplines. This led to the
development of degrees such as
the doctor of nursing science
(DNS) and doctor of nursing (ND)
degrees. In 2004, the members of
the American Association of Col-
leges of Nursing (AACN) recom-
mended that to clarify degree op-
tions, the DNP should be the
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degree associated with practice
(“practice doctorate”). They also
recommended transitioning to doc-
torate-level preparation for ad-
vanced nursing practice by 2015.

Doctoral education today

In the United States, the nursing
profession generally recognizes two
doctoral degrees: PhD in nursing
and DNP. In 2010, the Institute of
Medicine called for “a greater pool
of nurses prepared to assume facul-
ty and research positions” and rec-
ommended “doubling the number
of nurses with a doctorate by 2020.”
However, the proportion of nurses
with doctoral degrees remains less
than 0.5%. As of 2015, the AACN
reported that 322 institutions of-
fered nursing doctoral programs in
the United States. Some institutions
offer both PhD and DNP programs,
while a few offer a dual PhD/DNP.
(See Nursing doctoral degrees: how
do they compare?)

PhD in nursing

If you choose the research-focused
PhD degree, you’'ll graduate pre-
pared to build nursing knowledge
by generating new evidence
through research and helping to
meet the growing demand for
nurse scientists and faculty. Contin-
ued evolution of the nursing pro-
fession depends on nurses who de-
velop the science, steward the
profession, and educate new nurse
researchers.

In the past, most PhD in nurs-
ing programs required full-time
study, but now many offer part-
time options. In 2016, nursing pro-
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gram ad-

ministrators reported that 43% of
the 3,108 students in PhD programs
attended part-time. The various
PhD programs offer multiple entry
points and formats, with all gradu-
ates completing research for a dis-
sertation.

The DNP

If your goal is to achieve the highest
level of education for nursing prac-
tice, then a DNP program may be
the way to go. According to the
AACN (2000), the DNP degree pre-
pares “experts in specialized ad-
vanced nursing practice...that is in-
novative and evidence-based,
reflecting the application of credible
research findings.” With a DNP, you
can lead system-level change to im-
prove health outcomes.

Although the AACN'’s initial 2015
goal of doctoral-level entry to ad-
vanced practice has been delayed,
the DNP initiative has stimulated
discussion and action within nurs-
ing practice and education. Support
of the DNP by professional organi-
zations varies. For example, three
organizations (American Nurses As-
sociation, American Association of
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Nursing doctoral degrees: How do they compare?

The table below provides an overview of doctoral degree options.

PhD with nursing focus

DNP

Dual doctorate PhD/DNP

Program purpose

Focus on research

Preparation as a leader and scholar
to generate external evidence
through rigorous research

Focus on clinical practice

Preparation as a leader and
clinician to generate internal
evidence through quality
improvement and evidence-
based practice

Combines leadership in advanced
clinical practice with research to
develop nursing science

Program entry

BSN to PhD
Post-MSN PhD

BSN-DNP (or pre-RN MN/
MSN-DNP)
Post-MSN (APN)

Post-MSN

Typical program length

4-5 years post-master’s
(full-time study)

2-3 years post-master’s
(full-time study)

5+ years post-master’s
(full-time study)

Accreditation

PhD programs with a nursing focus
are not accredited by a nursing
organization. The institution may
be regionally accredited by a
higher education organization

Accredited by a nursing
organization, such as CCNE,
ACEN, or CNEA

Accreditation according to PhD
and DNP standards

Roles for the graduate

Researcher, faculty member,
administrator in academic settings

Researcher, executive in health

Direct-care provider in
primary care or specialty
practice (with advance
practice certification)

Combines the role options of
both degrees

care organization

Faculty member, administrator

in academic settings

Executive in healthcare

organization

ACEN = Accreditation Commission for Education in Nursing, APN = advanced practice nurse, BSN = bachelor of science in nursing,
CCNE = Commission on Collegiate Nursing Education, CNEA = Commission for Nursing Education Accreditation
MN = master of nursing, MSN = master of science in nursing, PhD = doctor of philosophy, DNP = doctor of nursing practice

Nurse Executives, and American
College of Nurse Midwives) view it
as one education option for ad-
vanced practice. Others (National
Organization of Nurse Practitioner
Faculties, National Association of
Clinical Nurse Specialists [NACNS],
Council on Accreditation of Nurse
Anesthesia Educational Programs
[COAD require a doctoral degree
for advanced practice. The NACNS
and COA have established target
dates for requiring new clinicians in
their specialty to have a doctoral
degree.

You can pursue a DNP through
a variety of formats. All DNP gradu-
ates complete a specified amount
of practicum as well as a practice-
based project.
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Selecting the right program
Choosing between the PhD and
DNP can be challenging. In fact,
some graduates of nursing doctoral
programs are unable to distinguish
the roles of nurses with different
degrees. In a study by Dreifuerst et
al (20106), 22% of nursing PhD
graduates reported they began
doctoral study intending to be-
come clinicians, while 13% of DNP
graduates said they began their
programs intending to become re-
searchers.

Consider these three factors when
choosing your doctoral program
e fit with your career goals
e format of the academic program
e balance between costs and avail-

able funding support.
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Bednash suggests that “the fun-
damental question is whether the
nurse wants to develop the knowl-
edge and skills to generate new sci-
ence in an area of interest or
whether the nurse wants to take
existing knowledge and use it to
shape nursing practice and health-
care.” (See The right questions lead
to the right degree.)

While studying for a doctoral
degree can be a rewarding experi-
ence, be prepared for the chal-
lenges you’re likely to encounter.
A study of DNP students and
graduates found that success de-
pends on support from family,
peer students, friends, and em-
ployers; lifestyle changes, such as
making work or school part-time
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SJSU

Full position
announcements and
instructions for applying
are available at
http://www.sjsu.edu/facul-
tyaffairs/unit3/tenure-
track/Employ-
ment/index.html

The Valley Foundation School
of Nursing:

Assistant Professor or
Associate Professor
(Tenure-track), 2 positions

1. MENTAL HEALTH/
PSYCHIATRIC NURSING
(JOID# 23914)

2. MEDICAL-SURGICAL
NURSING (JOID# 23913)

REQUIRED: A Doctorate in nurs-
ing (PhD, DNSc, DNP) or a related
field (e.g., EdD, etc.) is required
by start of appointment. A Bacca-
laureate or higher degree in nurs-
ing with a Master’s degree which
includes coursework in nursing,
nursing education, or administra-
tion with a (1) Mental Health/Psy-
chiatric Nursing or (2) Medi-
cal-Surgical Nursing focus. Cur-
rent physical and psychosocial as-
sessment skills. Possession of, or
eligibility for, RN licensure in
California. Both positions require
a minimum of 1 year recent experi-
ence (within 5 years) in (1) Mental
Health/Psychiatric Nursing or (2)
Medical-Surgical Nursing provid-
ing direct patient care. Clinical
teaching applies toward direct pa-
tient care. One year of teaching
experience in a registered nurse
education program. Excellent
written and oral communication
skills, as well as the ability to
work well with teams. Applicants
should demonstrate awareness of
and sensitivity to educational
goals of a multicultural population
as might have been gained in
cross-cultural study, training,
teaching, and other comparable
experience.

SJSU is an Equal Opportunity/Affirmative
Action employer committed to the core values
of inclusion, civility, and respect for each in-
dividual.

A background check (including a criminal re-
cords check) must be completed satisfactorily
before any candidate can be offered a position
with the CSU. Failure to satisfactorily com-
plete the background check may affect the ap-
plication status of applicants or continued em-
ployment of current CSU employees who apply
for the position.
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The right questions lead to the right degree

To ensure you choose the right program to meet your professional goals, ask your-

self the following questions.

»  What specializations or areas of study are available?

»  What areas of expertise do the program faculty represent?

»  What academic resources support student success?

»  What types of financial support and scholarships are available?
« What's the typical program length for full- or part-time study?

»  What's the program completion rate?

» Where are previous graduates employed?
= What's the program format (traditional on-site, executive course, web-based)?

» Is the program full-time or part-time?

If you are considering becoming an advanced practice registered nurse (APRN),

also ask:

» Are graduates eligible to apply for certification?

» Does the specialty require a master of science in nursing (MSN) degree or doctor
of nursing practice (DNP)? If DNP, by what date?

»  What'’s the degree requirement of the state in which you plan to practice?

»  What are potential employers’ degree requirements?

If your career goal is to be a nurse educator, also ask:
«  What are your potential academic employers’ degree requirements?

rather than both full-time; and
perseverance.

Making the investment
Regardless of which path you
choose for your doctoral degree,
PhD and DNP graduates must work
together. The nursing profession
needs more doctoral-prepared lead-
ers to collaborate on improving
health outcomes and strengthening
healthcare systems, so this is a per-
fect time for you to invest in your
future with a PhD or DNP. *

Visit www.americannursetoday.com/?p=24994
for a full list of references.
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By the numbers: Your path
to an advanced degree

of nursing practice (DNP), or doctor of philosophy (PhD) in nursing—can open new

Q graduate degree in nursing—whether it's a master of science in nursing (MSN), doctor

horizons for your career. And, with the trend towards more education, having that
advanced degree will help make you more marketable and may boost your earnings.

6 tips to graduate school
success:

1 Find a mentor.

Tap into your support system at
home.

3 Don't overbook yourself.
4 Participate in class.
5 Pay attention to your health:

eat well, get enough sleep, and
exercise.

6 Find friends to cheer you on.

*Source: American Association of Colleges of Nursing. 2015 data.
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You have many options for
graduate degree programs
in the United States*.

289

DNP programs

50

states (plus District of Columbia,
Guam, Puerto Rico, and the Virgin
Islands) with DNP programs

PhD programs

214

RN-to-MSN programs
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