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Nursing education is evolving rapidly to 
prepare nurses for mounting health-
care challenges, including the COVID-

19 pandemic, healthcare inequality, integra-
tion of electronic health records, and care 
across various settings. The World Health 
Organization (WHO), in its State of the World’s 
Nursing Report—2020, is calling for an ur-

gent investment to accelerate nursing educa-
tion. (Visit who.int/publications-detail/nursing- 
report-2020 to read the report.) WHO also 
advocates for strengthening leadership so 
nurses have an influential role in developing 
health policy and decision-making and can 
contribute to effective health and social care 
systems. 
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Partnerships and innovation:  
The future of nursing education  
Collaboration, design thinking, and competencies are critical 
to prepare nurses to work at the top of their practice.  
 
By Catherine Spader, RN
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Here’s a look at some of the innovative 
strategies associations and schools are us-
ing to ensure future nurses are well pre-
pared to meet evolving healthcare needs 
and work at the top of their licenses.   

 
Covering the essentials  
“Unprecedented changes in healthcare de-
livery needs are accelerating innovative ef-
forts in nursing education,” says Deborah 
Trautman, PhD, RN, FAAN, president and 
chief executive officer of the American As-
sociation of Colleges of Nursing (AACN).  

In addition, the 2019 Activating Nurs-
ing to Address Unmet Needs in the 21st 
Century report by the Robert Wood John-
son Foundation states that one of the core 
functions of nursing practice is to build 
partnerships within and outside the health 
sector to find solutions to today’s health-
care challenges. (Visit 
bit.ly/36wRQa6 to read 
the report.) 

AACN is taking a big 
step into the future by re-
envisioning its Essential 
Series, the elements and 
framework on which to 
develop nursing curricula. 
“We are moving from bac-
calaureate, master’s, and 
doctor of nursing practice 
curricula essentials toward 
competency-based education and assess-
ment,” Trautman says. The goal of this ap-
proach is to ensure equitable learning ex-
periences and achieve a consistent level of 
competency in domains such as primary 
care, coordination of care, public health, 
and population health management.  

Many of the changes schools of nurs-
ing have implemented because of the 
current public health crisis will likely 
continue and evolve, including online ed-
ucation and virtual simulation. “Our ex-
perience during COVID-19 has shown us 
high standards can be met with online 
education,” Trautman says. “Before this 
crisis, there was some concern about 
how well students would accept virtual 
simulation programs, but we have found 
it is not a problem, and some students 
even prefer them.”  

Creative collaborations solve 
problems 
Schools of nursing are responding to rap-
idly changing healthcare demands by de-
veloping creative new clinical collabora-
tions and strengthening existing ones. 
“There is an ingenuity happening that is 
providing benefits to patients and a great 
learning experience for nursing students,” 
Trautman says. “These academic-based 
teams are helping students learn and ad-
dressing care needs throughout the coun-
try. I believe these partnerships will con-
tinue to grow and strengthen in the 
future as a result of the pandemic.”  

Since 2013, the University of Connecti-
cut (UConn) School of Nursing in Storrs 
has strategically focused on educating 
nursing students in the science of innova-
tion. Initial efforts encouraged undergrad-
uate nursing students to 
work with teams of engi-
neering, business, and  
allied health students to 
take their ideas and solu-
tions from concept to 
successful prototype. 
Projects include new 
products, services, and 
processes that students 
develop and then con-
duct initial tests in clinical environments 
or in the simulation lab. 

“The more we can get students to 
work together and think about how to 
creatively problem solve, the stronger we 
will be in uncertain times,” says Tiffany 
Kelley, PhD, MBA, RN, DeLuca Founda-
tion Visiting Professor for Innovation and 
New Knowledge at the UConn School of 
Nursing.  

UConn integrates innovation education 
throughout its curriculum across all degree 
programs (bachelor of science through 
doctorate). For undergraduates, innova-
tion is introduced in their first semester. 
“We prepare undergraduates to be think-
ing early about care delivery in different 
ways,” Kelley says. 

The school also offers the newly 
launched Healthcare Innovation Online 
Graduate Certificate. The 12-credit pro-
gram integrates innovation theories from 
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business and social sciences and teaches 
medical and nonmedical professionals 
how to apply critical thinking skills to 
shift healthcare culture. The program, 
which stresses healthcare innovation the-
ory and application and workplace cul-
tures that foster innovation, encourages 
students to be divergent thinkers and 
teaches them how to assess potential 
benefits and risks associated with launch-
ing their ideas to determine viability. The 
program’s capstone project is designed 
to advance students’ ideas as far as pos-
sible with guided mentorship over 14 
weeks.  

“One of the most dangerous state-
ments we hear in healthcare is, ‘That’s 
the way we’ve always done it.’” Kelley 
says. “We evolve when we become per-
sonally invested in addressing what is not 
working for the betterment of all.” 

 
 
Solving real-world problems in  
real time   
Students at Duke University School of 
Nursing in Durham, NC, are learning to 
solve real-world problems in real time in 
the Duke Health Innovation Lab. The lab 
is a physical space where practicing nurs-
es, nursing students, fac-
ulty, physicians, physical 
therapists, engineers, and 
other professionals collab-
orate to develop, build, 
and test protypes of new 
healthcare products and 
delivery processes. Proj-
ects include much-needed 
3D-printed face shields, 
now in clinical use at the 
Duke University Health 
System, and telepresence robots in the in-
tensive care unit to increase patient com-
munication and reduce personal protective 
equipment use. (Visit youtube.com/watch 
?v=KOLcTKhPEhE to see a telepresence 
robot in action.) 

“The lab and the team played a critical 
role in the journey of the robots and face 
shields from concept to use,” says Ryan J. 
Shaw, PhD, RN, associate professor and 
director of the Health Innovation Lab.  

Thinking by design    
Schools of nursing also are adapting the 
design thinking approach to foster innova-
tion. Design thinking teaches students how 
to challenge their own assumptions to bet-
ter understand patients and their needs to 
create quicker, more effective solutions.   

“The end goal of design thinking is to 
make the user experience the best it can 
be. It’s about creatively thinking forward, 
rapid prototyping, and testing ideas and 
products,” says Daniel Pesut, PhD, RN, 
FAAN, professor of nursing at the Univer-
sity of Minnesota School of Nursing, and 
director of the Katharine J. Densford Inter-
national Center for Nursing Leadership. 

The five phases of design thinking are 
discovery, interpretation, ideation, experi-
mentation, and evolution. The University of 
Minnesota School of Nursing has adapted 
design thinking into its Health Care Design 
and Innovation Post-Bac-
calaureate Certificate pro-
gram. Courses teach the 
knowledge, skills, and abil-
ities to bring design think-
ing to nursing leadership 
and innovation.  

In one student project,  
a nurse observed and lis-
tened to patrons at the lo-
cal library and discovered 
they frequently discussed 
unmet health issues. She used design 
thinking to activate ideas about how li-
braries can become portals to promote 
health and health literacy. Possible library 
services could include health counseling, a 
nurse practitioner clinic, and a health and 
human services professional to help pa-
trons access health-related resources. 

“We are seeing many dysfunctional sys-
tems in healthcare colliding and breaking 
down as a result of the pandemic,” Pesut 
says. “Teaching design thinking is an oppor-
tunity to reboot and think differently about 
the future, as opposed to returning to old 
ways of thinking and old process models.” 
 
 
Uncovering the real problems to find 
the best outcomes    
The University of Pennsylvania’s School of 
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Nursing in Philadelphia also has incorporated 
design thinking into its Innovation in Health 
course, which is open to all university under-
graduate and graduate students.  

“We need more rapid solutions to prob-
lems, especially now with the COVID-19 
pandemic,” says Marion Leary, MSN, MPH, 
RN, director of innovation at the University of 
Pennsylvania’s School of Nursing. “Design 
thinking allows nurses to rapidly create and 
test solutions to problems in months instead 
of years.” Leary also is a founding member of 
the Society of Nurse Scientists, Innovators, 
Entrepreneurs & Leaders. 

Students begin by learning about the foun -
dation of empathy, which refers to seeking 
out the true cause of a problem, rather than 
relying on preconceived ideas. For example, 
in one project, students performed interviews 
and observations in Philadelphia public 
schools with a goal of improving food insecu-
rity. What they discovered 
after working through the 
design thinking activities 
was that the problem wasn’t 
what they thought it was. 
The real issue was asthma 
attacks in the classroom—
and a shortage of school 
nurses trained to respond. 
Nursing students tackled the 
problem by creating a mock 
inhaler and a scan code. 
The code links online to each child’s individ-
ualized asthma action plan, so teachers can 
quickly look up how to treat the child.  

“We can’t tell people what we think they 
need. Design thinking begins with allowing 
patients to tell and show us what they know 
they need,” Leary says. 

 
 

Primary care competency    
To address the healthcare needs of the fu-
ture, WHO is recommending that nurses are 
educated and trained in the scientific, tech-
nological, and sociological skills needed to 
drive progress in primary healthcare and that 
they work to their full potential.   

“Due to the shortage of physicians, physi-
cian assistants, and nurse practitioners, pri-
mary care is moving toward team care, and 
RNs are a vital part of the team,” says Mary A. 

Dolansky, PhD, RN, FAAN, Sarah C. Hirsh 
Professor at the Frances Payne Bolton School 
of Nursing, Case Western Reserve University 
in Cleveland, OH.  

Nurses’ role in primary care is partnering 
with patients to foster optimal patient self-
management. This includes monitoring 
health, managing medications, teaching and 
coaching health improvement strategies, sup-
porting success, and providing motivation 
for healthy activities, such as exercise and 
healthy eating. To achieve this, primary care 
RNs must be able to work to the top of their 
licenses—which they haven’t be able to in 
the past, according to Dolansky.  

Times are changing, and educational 
partnerships and better training are support-
ing nurses to practice at the highest level 
possible. Frances Payne Bolton School of 
Nursing has teamed up with Louis Stokes 
Cleveland VA Medical Center in a feder-
ally funded program to 
strengthen primary care 
training for nurses while en-
hancing veteran healthcare. 
Program competencies in-
clude care coordination, 
population health manage-
ment, behavioral health  
integration, and chronic 
disease management. 
Other skills include rela-
tionship building, team-
work and collaboration, and leadership.  

“Nurses need to know how to step up 
and influence others and be the role model 
for the professional delivery of care,” Dolan-
sky says. “This requires a transformation of 
curricula from a narrow focus on acute, in-
patient care to a wider education and train-
ing in primary care and health manage-
ment.”  

The faculty is developing an observa-
tional assessment of primary care compe-
tence. The goal is to establish that baccalau-
reate nurses are competent in primary care 
nursing as new grads.  

“It’s an exciting moment for nursing,” 
Dolansky says. “Primary care is a specialty in 
which we can shine and show the world the 
full extent of what a nurse does.”  

 
Catherine Spader is an author and healthcare writer based in Lit-
tleton, Colorado.
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Are you looking for a new career opportu-
nity? Consider these specialties, which 
experts say will be in demand for the 

near future: forensic nursing, health coaching, le-
gal nurse consulting, nephrology nursing (acute 
and chronic), nursing and healthcare innovation, 
nursing informatics, primary care nursing (nurs-
ing in settings outside the hospital), and school 
nursing. Many employers also will be seeking 
nurse practitioners and nurse scientists. 

Here’s an overview of some of these roles 
from nurses working in them. You can access 
profiles for the others online at myamerican-
nurse.com/?p=67427. 

 

 
School nurse  
Robin Cogan, MEd, RN, NCSN 
School nursing is an independent specialty prac-
tice that combines the best of public health and 
pediatric nursing. School nurses are responsible 
for the health and safety of their students, staff, 
and school community. The National Association 
of School Nurses says, “School nursing, a spe-
cialized practice of nursing, protects and pro-
motes student health, facilitates optimal develop-
ment, and advances academic success. School 
nurses, grounded in ethical and evidence-based 
practice, are the leaders who bridge healthcare 
and education, provide care coordination, advo-
cate for quality student-centered care, and col-
laborate to design systems that allow individuals 
and communities to develop their full potential.” 

Characteristics needed. Successful school 
nurses are flexible and can practice inde-
pendently.  

Rewards. Watching children grow and 

flourish throughout their most formative years 
and connecting with families are just a few of 
the rewards of school nursing. 

Challenges. Working in isolation with limited 
resources is one of the greatest challenges, along 
with nurse-to-student ratios that can be unsafe 
and untenable. One school nurse responsible 
for hundreds, if not thousands, of students, 
sometimes in multiple buildings, isn’t unusual. 

Education requirements. No universal edu-
cation requirements exist for school nurses. 
Many states require state certification through 
the department of education, much like a 
teacher, while other school nurses work for 
the department of health. The Nationally Cer-
tified School Nurse credential involves taking 
a rigorous exam through the National Board 
of Certification of School Nurses. The creden-
tial reflects competence and professionalism. 

Professional associations. The National As-
sociation of School Nurses (NASN) supports 
school nurses across the country through on-
going, high-level, professional development 
that includes continuing nurse education via 
online courses, webinars, podcasts, and an 
annual conference. NASN has two peer-re-
viewed journals: The Journal of School Nurs-
ing and NASN School Nurse. 

Bottom line. “School nursing is an inde-
pendent specialty practice that ensures our 
nation’s 56 million students are safe, healthy, 
and ready to learn.” 

 
Robin Cogan, The Relentless School Nurse, blogs at 
relentlessschoolnurse.com and serves as a Nurse In-
fluencer for American Nurse Journal. She’s a Na-
tionally Certified School Nurse, currently in her 19th 
year as a New Jersey school nurse in the Camden 
City School District. 
 
Watch Robin talk about her role at  

myamericannurse.com/?p=67461 
 

Legal nurse consultant 
Laura Grossman Nissim, MS, RN, CNS, LNCC  
Legal nurse consultants (LNCs) review and ana-
lyze facts and information identified in legal cas-
es that involve an injury. They use their nursing 

Trending jobs 
Learn about specialties in demand from nurses in the roles.  
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and research skills, knowledge of nursing theo-
ry, and familiarity with medicine and healthcare 
systems to evaluate medical records in various 
types of litigation, including medical malprac-
tice, personal injury, and workers compensation. 

Characteristics needed. LNCs should have 
experience in theoretical and clinical nursing 
and possess a general knowledge of health-
care. Reviewing medical records, translating 
information for use in litigation, and writing 
and reporting on findings require strong re-
search and analysis skills.  

Rewards. Legal consulting offers a great deal 
of flexibility. LNCs can work independently, 
manage their own business, or work as a con-
sultant or an employee for law firms, insurance 
carriers, hospitals, or government agencies.  

Challenges. Educating attorneys about the 
difference in value and expertise between LNCs 
and paralegals can be challenging. LNCs go far 
beyond the paralegal role to provide more ana-
lytical thinking and theoretical knowledge.  

Educational requirements. No education or 
certification requirements specific to practicing 
as an LNC are required, but obtaining certifica-
tion as an LNCC® through the American Asso-
ciation of Legal Nurse Consultants (AALNC) 
demonstrates expertise. The LNCC is the only 
legal nurse consulting credential recognized 
by the Accreditation Board for Specialty Nurs-
ing Certification. 

Professional associations. AALNC is the only 
nonprofit organization for LNCs. It publishes 
the peer-reviewed Journal of Legal Nurse Con-
sultants and offers education via webinars, on-
line courses, and an annual conference.  

Bottom line. “Legal nurse consulting is a re-
markably interesting and exciting way to meld 
nursing knowledge with the law. My experi-
ence working as a legal nurse has afforded me 
the opportunity to use my nursing skills practi-
cally in a field that impacts a variety of popula-
tions, legal situations, and business practices.” 

 
Laura Grossman Nissim is a board-certified legal 
nurse consultant and president of AALNC.  
 

Watch Laura talk about her role at 
myamericannurse.com/?p=67467 

 
Dialysis nurse   
Barbara Odom, BSN, RN, CDN  
Dialysis nurses administer kidney replacement 
therapy treatments needed by patients who 
have either end-stage kidney disease or acute 

kidney injury. Therapy can be provided in 
outpatient settings (for example in-center or 
at-home hemodialysis or peritoneal dialysis) 
or acute-care settings where dialysis nurses 
may administer or coordinate hemodialysis, 
peritoneal dialysis, continuous renal replace-
ment therapy, or plasmapheresis therapies.  

Characteristics needed. Dialysis nurses 
must be self-directed (both with tasks and 
the pursuit of knowledge), compassionate, 
and passionate about improving patient  
outcomes and quality of life. In addition, 
they must be able to work well with indi-
viduals from a variety of backgrounds and 
function well as a vital team member or 
leader.  

Rewards. Providing holistic care to a pop-
ulation of patients dealing with a complex 
condition can be very rewarding. Dialysis 
nurses have the privilege of sharing both the 
joys and sorrows of the patients they work 
with on a regular basis, which allows for a 
strong, family-like bond. In acute-care set-
tings, dialysis nurses have the opportunity to 
comfort and encourage those struggling to 
understand and manage a complex illness 
and a sudden change in health status.  

Challenges. Compassion fatigue can be a 
challenge when working with the chronicity 
of end-stage renal disease. For dialysis nurs-
es working in acute-care settings, taking call 
is the greatest challenge.  

Education requirements. Nurses with vary-
ing levels of nursing education will find ex-
citing and challenging career options within 
the different dialysis settings (outpatient clin-
ics, hospital dialysis services, chronic kidney 
care clinics, nursing schools, or kidney-based 
medical equipment companies).  

Professional associations. Three associations 
are particularly helpful for dialysis nurses: 
American Nephrology Nursing Association 
(ANNA), National Kidney Foundation, and 
Hemodialysis International. ANNA publishes 
Nephrology Nursing Journal and offers edu-
cation programs, including online options 
and live events. 

Bottom line. “Dialysis nursing is exciting 
and rewarding, and has many different ca-
reer paths.” 

 
Barbara Odom is an acute dialysis nurse and a direc-
tor for the ANNA.  
 

Watch Barbara talk about her role at 
myamericannurse.com/?p=67465 
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Nurse practitioner 
Kelly Arashin Bouthillet, DNP, APRN, CC-
NS, ACNP-BC, ACNPC  
Nurse practitioners (NPs), one of the four ad-
vanced practice registered nurse roles, focus 
on the diagnosis and management of acute 
and chronic health conditions across a variety 
of care settings. NPs provide patient-centric 
care and emphasize strategies to prevent dis-
ease and promote health. 

Characteristics needed. Successful NPs 
have excellent critical thinking and problem-
solving abilities and a commitment to life-
long learning. 

Rewards. The rewards of being an NP are 
many and likely very personal to each NP. For 
me, making connections and building rela-
tionships with my patients is the most reward-
ing. NPs can become a part of patients’ lives.  

Challenges. Currently the biggest challenge 
is the lack of full practice authority and stan-
dard practice regulations across the nation. 
Variability exists among states, with some hav-
ing restrictions that limit NPs’ ability to prac-
tice to the full extent of their education; oth-
ers states are less restrictive and allow NPs to 
practice without physician oversight.  

Education requirements. NPs must com-
plete additional education beyond their initial 
pre-licensure and baccalaureate nurse educa-
tion. Entry into NP practice requires a master’s 
or doctorate degree and successful comple-
tion of a national board certification exam. 

Professional associations. Several profes-
sional nursing associations support NPs, in-
cluding the American Nurses Association, 
American Association of Nurse Practitioners, 
and American Association of Critical-Care 
Nurses. In addition, specialty organizations 
support NPs who work in pediatric and 
women’s health. Many of these associations 
offer journals and educational opportunities.  

Bottom line. “Being an NP is an amazing 
responsibility; it allows me to serve and be a 
partner in the health of individuals and the 
community in which I live.” 

 
Kelly Arashin Bouthillet is a nurse practitioner who 
works at Hilton Head Island Fire/Rescue and as a 
hospitalist NP at Hilton Head Regional Healthcare in 
South Carolina. She is also adjunct nursing faculty at 
the University of South Carolina, Beaufort. 
 

Watch Kelly talk about her role at 
myamericannurse.com/?p=67463 

 
Nurse scientist 
Susan B. Fowler, PhD, RN, CNRN, FAHA  
A nurse scientist is an advocate for the art and 
science of nursing, committed to creating a cul-
ture of clinical inquiry, advocating for the trans-
lation of knowledge into practice, and generat-
ing new knowledge. Nurse scientists facilitate 
others’ research, provide staff development 
opportunities related to research and evidence-
based practice, conduct their own research, and 
disseminate findings through publication and 
presentations. Some nurse scientists are univer-
sity faculty who commit a designated percent-
age of work time to a healthcare organization 
or serve in a per diem role.  

Characteristics needed. Nurse scientists 
must be able to think from A to Z (problem 
identification to dissemination) to generate 
new knowledge and incorporate research find-
ings into evidence-based practice. Patience is 
key to enduring the research process, includ-
ing ethical approval and dissemination. 

Rewards. Watching the learning and enthu-
siasm of colleagues throughout the research 
process, especially dissemination of their work, 
is gratifying. 

Challenges. Many nurse scientists have diffi-
culty finding time to conduct their own re-
search, are frustrated by colleagues’ limited 
knowledge and lack of time to engage in re-
search and/or evidence-based practice proj-
ects, and encounter insufficient financial sup-
port for nursing research. 

Education requirements. A terminal degree fo-
cusing on research, such as a PhD, provides the 
nurse scientist with the knowledge and skills of 
the research process, as well as evidence-based 
practice. Nurse scientists can become certified 
clinical research professionals through the Soci-
ety of Clinical Research Associates. 

Professional associations. Many nurse sci-
entists are members of nursing associations 
dedicated to research, such as the Southern, 
Western, Midwest, and Eastern Nursing Re-
search Societies. They also may be members 
of research or scientific committees of organ-
izations. 

Bottom line. “Nurse scientists promote, sup-
port, and facilitate clinical inquiry through re-
search and evidence-based practice, advancing 
the art and science of nursing.”                  

 
Susan B. Fowler is a nurse scientist in the center for 
nursing research at Orlando Health in Florida.
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Kelly Arashin 
Bouthillet

Susan B. Fowler

https://www.myamericannurse.com
https://www.myamericannurse.com/?p=67463
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Nurses have two options for pursuing 
 a terminal degree—doctor of philos-
ophy (PhD) and doctor of nursing 

practice (DNP). Use the table to compare the 
two so you can make an informed decision 

about which option is best for you.           
 
For detailed descriptions, visit myamericannurse.com/?p=67237 
 

Erik P. Southard is a professor and DNP program director at the School 
of Nursing, Indiana State University in Terre Haute. 

PhD vs DNP  
Find fulfillment by making the right choice. 
 
By Erik P. Southard, DNP, RN, FNP-BC

Category                      DNP                                                                                PhD 
 
 Program objective         Clinical practice doctorate that prepares the              Research doctorate that prepares nurse leaders to  
                                               highest level of nursing practice scholars for              generate new knowledge via rigorous research and  
                                               administration, clinical practice, and clinical               statistical analysis 
                                               education 
 
 Roles                                   •   Advanced practice registered nurse                           •   Grant-funded nurse researcher 
                                               •   Practice manager                                                               •   Nursing faculty member 
                                               •   Quality improvement coordinator                               •   Nurse scientist 
                                               •   Innovation specialist                                                         •   Director of clinical trials 
                                               •   Nurse informaticist                                                            •   Data analyst 
                                               •   Clinical nurse educator                                                    •   Public health nurse 
                                               •   Healthcare executive                                                        •   Nursing epidemiologist 
                                                                                                                                                    •   Healthcare executive 
 
 Student entry points      Postbaccalaureate or postmaster’s                                  Postbaccalaureate or postmaster’s  
 
 Applicant suitability       •   Prior evidence of strong scholastic achievement      •   Prior evidence of strong scholastic achievement  
                                                   with aspiration to excel in an advanced practice       with analysis and problem-solving skills 
                                                   nursing role                                                                          •   Aspiration to conduct and critique research with a 
                                               •   Leadership skills and experiences                                    focus on knowledge generation 
                                                    
 Program length               2-3 years of full-time study                                                4-5 years of full-time study 
 
 Program faculty               •   Academic/clinical instruction provided by               •   Academic instruction provided by faculty with  
                                                   faculty with research or practice doctorates                research doctorate in nursing or related field 
                                                   and strong history of clinical practice, quality          •  Faculty frequently conduct funded and nonfunded  
                                                   improvement, and/or project management                research projects with internal and external  
                                                   experience                                                                                partners 
                                               •   Instructors will have expertise in the program- 
                                                   focused practice role                                                         
                                                                                                                                                     
 Program resources         •   Clinical mentors                                                                  •   Research lab 
                                               •   Clinical lab                                                                            •   Computing and software applications for data  
                                               •   Diagnostic equipment                                                          storage and analysis 
                                               •   Simulation lab                                                                     •   Dissertation funding 
                                               •   Clinical practice sites relevant to the program-       •   Established programs of research 
                                                   focused practice role 
 
 Degree completion       •   Advanced coursework                                                      •   Advanced coursework 
 requirements                   •   1,000 postbaccalaureate clinical hours                       •   Development and defense of research proposal 
                                               •   DNP project that requires planning,                           •   Final defense of research dissertation 
                                                   implementation, and evaluation to  
                                                   demonstrate clinical scholarship 
 
 Preparation to                 •   Prepared to generate new knowledge via                •   Prepared to generate new knowledge via rigorous  
 conduct research                evidence translation, innovative practice                      research and statistical analysis 
                                                   change, or implementation of quality                       •   Findings may be generalizable  
                                                   improvement processes 
                                               •   New knowledge may be transferable but not  
                                                   generalizable 

https://www.myamericannurse.com
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ADVANCE YOUR SCOPE OF PRACTICE 
 
Earn Credentials in an Additional Scope of Practice  
as a Patient Health Educator, Advocate and Coach 

 
Provide your patients with the What, Why and How of  
their chronic health concerns and empower them with a 
demystified understanding of how they can reduce or 
prevent disease and increase longevity. 
 
Nationally accredited by the Institute for Credentialing 
Excellence – this 400 hour program provides 200 ANCC 
approved contact hours and leads to Health Care Provider 
status and an NPI number as a patient health educator,  
to be used in today’s medical environments or your own 
private practice. 
 

Disease Prevention and Patient Education are 
two of the most urgent needs in medicine.  
Train today to enhance your nursing career  

with an additional scope of practice! 
 

Call us at 1-888-354-HEAL (4325) or 
visit us at www.niwh.org

 

Nurses 
Save  

$650 
Find out  

how

EXCLUSIVELY  
for NURSES  

Educate, Advocate, Coach™

https://www.myamericannurse.com
https://www.wholehealtheducation.com
https://go.rowan.edu/health
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That the cost of college is a common 
concern for nurses who want to ad-
vance their education isn’t surprising. 

But everyone has a different financial picture, 
so you want to estimate the actual costs and 
gather as much information about available 
funding before you take the plunge and en-
roll. This article provides plenty of resources 

and examples, but you also may want to seek 
financial advice from another reputable source 
such as the financial aid office at the college 
you plan to attend, a credit union, or a bank. 
One word of caution if you do seek financial 
aid advice: Beware of scams. (See Spotting 
scams.) 
 

1 Start here 
If it has been some time since you 
were last in school, you may be a bit 

rusty on what resources are available to help 
direct your choices and provide information. 
Start with these two resources:    
• U.S. Department of Education: Federal Stu-

dent Aid (studentaid.gov)—You’ll find 
much of the financial aid information you 
need here.  

• American Association of Colleges of Nurs-
ing (aacnnursing.org)—This is a great re-
source for scholarship and nursing pro-
gram information.  
 

2Gather information 
Pull together all of the personal finan-
cial information you’ll need to com-

plete college applications, scholarship and 
grant forms, and, most important, the Free 
Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA®, 
fafsa.ed.gov). (To view an information check-
list, visit myamericannurse.com/?p=67381.) 

To receive any financial aid from federal 
or state grants, loans, or work-study pro-
grams, you must complete a FAFSA applica-
tion. Many scholarship programs also want 
that information. You can complete the FAF-
SA starting January 1 of each year. On the 
website, create a Federal Student Aid ID and 
complete all the information; if you can’t fin-
ish it at one time, you can save your work 
and come back later. 

After you submit the FAFSA application, 
you’ll receive a student aid report (SAR), 
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Money matters:  
How to fund your nursing education 
Don’t miss out on the many available resources.  
 
By Debra A. Wolff, DNS, RN, PCNP

Spotting scams   
As you investigate sources of financial aid to fund your nursing 
education, be on the lookout for scams. These sites can help. 

• FinAid: The SmartStudent Guide to Financial Aid—This group’s 
scholarship page about scams (finaid.org/scholarships/scams.phtml)  
offers advice and resources for more information. 

• U.S. Department of Education: Federal Student Aid—You’ll find 
tips for avoiding financial aid fraud and additional resources at 
studentaid.gov/sites/default/files/dont-get-scammed.pdf. 

https://www.myamericannurse.com
https://studentaid.gov
https://www.aacnnursing.org
https://studentaid.gov/h/apply-for-aid/fafsa
https://www.myamericannurse.com/?p=67381
https://finaid.org/scholarships/scams.phtml
https://studentaid.gov/sites/default/files/dont-get-scammed.pdf
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which will be sent to all the schools you list 
on the application. The SAR has a section 
called the estimated family contribution where 
you can request two estimates—one with loan 
amounts and one without—to help you deter-
mine how much scholarship, grant, tuition re-
imbursement, or personal finances you need 
to aim for to cover your education costs. Re-
member, you must complete a new FAFSA 
each year you’re enrolled in school. 

 

3 Figure out the costs 
Estimating how much money you’ll 
need to pay for college will help you 

compare different school and program costs. 
Don’t get sticker shock the first time you look 
at the cost of tuition—that number will come 
down when you subtract available funding or 
eliminate unnecessary expenses. 

So how do you estimate college costs? One 
way is to use a net price calculator. The fed-
eral government, through the Higher Educa-
tion Opportunity Act of 2008, mandates that 
each school post a net price calculator on its 
website. The calculator provides information 
on direct costs such as tuition and fees as 
well as indirect costs such as parking and 
books for specific programs. To find the net 
price calculator on a school’s website, simply 
type in the phrase “net price calculator” in 
the site’s search box. Another option is to use 
one of the net price calculators located on the 
U.S. Department of Education website or the 
College Board website (collegeboard.org).  

Most net price calculators ask you to pro-
vide some basic demographic information, 
such as number of dependents, to help with 
the calculation. Remember, the net price will 
be a rough estimate. Review it carefully for 
any costs you can quickly exclude. For exam-
ple, if you own your own home and plan to 
commute to school, you can eliminate hous-
ing costs. (See Calculate the cost.) 

Some college costs—such as tuition—are 
fixed, but many are optional or negotiable. 
For example, many colleges offer student 
health insurance. If you already have insur-
ance through your employer, you may be 
able to opt out of the student insurance. 
Other costs that may be optional or negotiable 
are activity fees, meal plans, and orientation 
fees. You also might be able to save money 
on transportation if the school offers a bus 
pass at a student rate, which will save you 
parking fees. After you eliminate the optional 

or negotiable costs, you’ll see how much the 
total cost drops. (See Common costs.)  

 

4Discover the money 
Now that you’ve done your homework 
and decided where you want to go to 

school and have a rough estimate of costs, it’s 
time to locate and secure some funding to 
make your dream come true. Your potential 
sources of funding include employers, schol-
arships, grants, loans, veteran’s benefits, and 
personal assets.  

 
Employers 
The first place to explore is your current em-
ployer. Many organizations offer some type 
of tuition assistance, but ask these questions: 
• How is the tuition assistance distributed? 

Some employers pay the school directly, 
while others reimburse you after you’ve 
completed a course and received a pass-
ing grade.  

• Are there any postgraduation obligations? 
Some employers will want you to sign an 
agreement to continue working for them for 
a certain number of years in exchange for 
assistance; if you don’t, you’ll have to pay 

Calculate the cost  
Using a net price calculator can help you estimate education costs. 
Access the calculators below or visit the websites of the schools 
you’re interested in and search for their online calculator. 

• U.S. Department of Education: Net Price Calculator Center—Vis-
it collegecost.ed.gov/net-price to learn more about net price and 
how to use the calculators. You also can search for specific schools’ 
calculators.   

• College Board: Tools and calculators—Visit bigfuture.college 
board.org/pay-for-college/tools-calculators for access to tools to 
aid your scholarship search, calculate college costs, and apply for 
nonfederal financial aid.

https://www.myamericannurse.com
https://collegecost.ed.gov/net-price
https://bigfuture.collegeboard.org/pay-for-college/tools-calculators
https://bigfuture.collegeboard.org/pay-for-college/tools-calculators
https://bigfuture.collegeboard.org/pay-for-college/tools-calculators
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back their investment in your education.  
• Is there a cap on the amount available? 

Some employers will pay for only one 
course per semester or may limit the total 
amount you’re eligible for, even if you 
haven’t finished. You don’t want to be 
halfway through a program and learn 
you’re maxed out. 
Instead of tuition reimbursement, some em-

ployers offer loans, which may be forgivable 
if you agree to continue working for them for 
a specified amount of time after graduation. 
Another option is an employer loan that you 
pay back through payroll deductions, some-
times with little or no interest.  

Another employer benefit might be paid 

time off. If you work in academia, ask about 
taking a paid sabbatical to complete graduate 
education. Or ask your employer about work-
ing 4 days per week but still maintaining full-
time benefits. It doesn’t hurt to ask. 

One last benefit to check out is whether 
your employer offers discounts. Some schools 
have a contract with an employer and give 
students discounts if they sign up for more 
than the one course covered by tuition reim-
bursement. Other discounts may be with dif-
ferent vendors. If you need to purchase a 
computer, other electronic equipment, or soft-
ware for school, ask your work information 
technology and human resources departments 
if they offer employee discounts.  

 
Scholarships 
Scholarships can be need-based and require fi-
nancial information, merit-based and require a 
transcript or other supporting documentation 
about your professional goals, or membership-
based and require you or someone in your 
family to be a member of an organization, 
union, alumni association, or other group. A 
major advantage of scholarships is that most 
don’t require repayment, but make sure before 
you apply. If possible, apply to all scholar-
ships where you meet the eligibility criteria.  

Before you start your search, grab paper 
and pencil or create an Excel spreadsheet to 
organize what you find. Search for both na-
tional and local scholarship opportunities, 
and apply for nursing-specific and adult stu-
dent scholarships. Then look for other eligi-
bility requirements—graduate student, under-
graduate, minority, specific programs (for 
example nurse educator)—to narrow down 
your search. Once you establish your eligibil-
ity, bookmark the website and record the 
scholarship name, where and how to apply, 
application deadline, specific requirements, 
contact information, scholarship amount, and 
any specific expectations of award winners 
(for example, attending an award dinner or 
presentation, sharing your first-year tran-
script, or providing academic progress up-
dates). To download a sample spreadsheet, 
visit myamericannurse.com/?p=67381.  

Finding scholarships where you meet the 
eligibility requirements takes time and detec-
tive work. In addition to professional nursing 
organizations (for example, American Nurses 
Association, National League for Nursing, 
American Organization for Nursing Leader-
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Common costs  
You’ll need to consider several common costs—some fixed (such as 
tuition) and some optional or negotiable (such as transportation 
and student health insurance)—when calculating how much mon-
ey you’ll need to return to school. They include: 

• tuition           •   computer/technology       •   student health insurance 

• fees                •   parking                                   •   clinic costs 

• books            •   transportation                      •   dissertation costs. 

    Tuition typically is the largest chunk of your costs. Some schools bill 
tuition by credit hour, and others by semester. If the school you 
choose bills by semester, you may pay the same amount for 12 credits 
as you would for 18, so think about that when you’re deciding how 
many credits to take.  
    Dissertation costs can quickly add up and, depending on your topic 
and research methodology, may include costs for surveys, printing, 
statistical software, travel for data collection, transcription or editing 
fees, incentives for study participants, and publication expenses. The 
good news is that special scholarships are available to help defray dis-
sertation costs. For example, Sigma Theta Tau International offers the 
Mary Anne Rizzolo Doctoral Research Award (bit.ly/2Y49Epc), which 
provides $2,500 to support a doctor of philosophy dissertation and 
doctor of nursing practice final project research related to nursing ed-
ucation. And the Sigma Foundation for Nursing/National League for 
Nursing Research Award (bit.ly/374WAEu) offers $5,000 each year to 
one nurse researcher or doctoral dissertation student.

https://www.myamericannurse.com
https://www.myamericannurse.com/?p=67381
http://www.nln.org/professional-development-programs/grants-and-scholarships/nursing-education-research-grants/dr-mary-anne-rizzolo-nln-doctoral-dissertation-dnp-project-award
http://www.nln.org/professional-development-programs/grants-and-scholarships/nursing-education-research-grants/the-sigma-theta-tau-international-national-league-for-nursing-grant
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ship, and Sigma Theta Tau International), check 
with local nursing organizations and civic clubs 
(for example, Rotary Club, Kiwanis, and Lions 
Club), and large corporations or their nonprofit 
foundations (for example, Pepsi, CVS, and Uni-
form Advantage). Ask around about local busi-
nesses (for example, banks, credit unions, hos-
pitals, and—believe it or not—funeral homes) 
that might have scholarships that aren’t well ad-
vertised. Think about where a grateful patient 
might set up a scholarship fund or family and 
friends might want to honor a deceased nurse 
by establishing a scholarship in the nurse’s 
name. Don’t forget to check your college for 
possible scholarships. Ask the financial aid of-
fice, alumni association, and student organiza-
tions and clubs about any scholarships estab-
lished by former students or faculty. (See Know 
your scholarship options.)  

 
Grants 
Typically, federal and state grants are need-
based and don’t require repayment. Federal 
Pell grants, which don’t have to be repaid and 
go to any eligible student, are for undergradu-
ates who don’t have a bachelor’s degree. Your 
FAFSA application will determine your eligibil-
ity for this grant. The Federal Supplemental 
Educational Opportunity Grant (FSEOG) is for 
undergraduate students with exceptional fi-
nancial need. Unlike a Pell grant, the FSEOG 
is given out on a first-come, first-served basis. 

The U.S. Health Resources & Services Ad-
ministration (HRSA) wants to increase the 
healthcare workforce, so it offers grants for 
nurses in programs that prepare them as 
nurse educators, nurse practitioners, nurse 
midwives, nurse anesthetists, nurse adminis-
trators, and other specialties requiring ad-
vanced education. States also provide grants 
for residents. Eligibility, amounts, and dead-
lines vary, so investigate what your state has 
to offer. (See Look into grants.) 

 
Loans 
Most loans must be repaid. However, if you 
plan to work in a health professional shortage 
area or critical shortage facility after gradua-
tion or for the government or other nonprofit 
organization, the loan may not have to be re-
paid. Research the repayment requirements 
before applying and get written confirmation. 

The William D. Ford Federal Direct Loan 
Program offers four types of federal loans, but 
the criteria change frequently. Ensure you have 

the most recent information before you apply.  
Personal or private loans are available 

through your bank or credit union and can be 
in the form of a home equity loan. You might 
be eligible to loan yourself money via with-
drawal from certain retirement accounts. If 
you’re considering a personal or private loan, 
sit down with a financial advisor to go over 
your options. (See Loan options.)  

 
Veteran’s benefits 
If you’re in the military or have a spouse or a 
parent who’s served, review some of the ben-
efits available to veterans and their depend-
ents. If you’re a veteran, find out if your 
school participates in the Post-9/11 GI Bill 
Yellow Ribbon Program. You also may be 
eligible for this funding through a direct or 
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Know your scholarship options  
Your scholarship options include national and local nursing organi-
zations, corporations, and local businesses. Each will have different 
eligibility requirements, so do your homework.  
 
National scholarships 
Many national nursing and specialty organizations offer scholar-
ships, and their state and regional chapters do as well. Some scholar-
ships are set up so you can apply in consecutive years. Many of them 
don’t receive any applicants, so you can be the one who applies. 
    If you plan to go to graduate school, check out the Nurses Educa-
tional Funds (n-e-f.org/about/nef-scholarships.html). This nonprofit’s 
mission is to “promote leadership through scholarship support for 
professional nurses seeking master’s and doctoral degrees in nursing 
education, practice, service, and research.”  
    If you’re flexible and willing to relocate after graduation, consider 
the Nurse Corps Scholarship Program administered by the U.S. Health 
Resources & Services Administration (hrsa.gov/loansscholarships/ 
nursecorps/scholarship). Scholarship recipients agree to work in a criti-
cal shortage facility or health professional shortage area in exchange 
for a full scholarship and monthly stipend.  
    If you’re a minority student, several scholarship opportunities are 
available. Here are some resources: 
• Accredited Schools Online offers scholarships for minority stu-

dents: accreditedschoolsonline.org/resources 
• American Assembly for Men in Nursing offers scholarships to 

male nursing students: aamn.org/scholarships 
• Minority Nurse posts new scholarships throughout the year:  

minoritynurse.com/nursing-scholarships 
    To find more national scholarship opportunities, visit the National 
Scholarship Providers Association website at scholarshipproviders.org. 
 
Local scholarships 
To learn if any local service organizations (such as Rotary Clubs and 
Lions Clubs) offer scholarships, visit their websites. Check local busi-
nesses (such as banks and hospitals) where community members 
may have established scholarships to honor loved ones. 

https://www.myamericannurse.com
http://n-e-f.org/about/nef-scholarships.html
https://www.hrsa.gov/loansscholarships/nursecorps/scholarship
https://www.hrsa.gov/loansscholarships/nursecorps/scholarship
https://www.hrsa.gov/loansscholarships/nursecorps/scholarship
https://www.accreditedschoolsonline.org/resources/
https://www.aamn.org/scholarships
https://minoritynurse.com/?s=scholarships
https://www.scholarshipproviders.org/?
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transferred benefit if you’re a spouse or child 
of a veteran or active-duty military personnel.  

If you’re a reservist, look into the Mont-
gomery GI Bill Selected Reserve to assess your 
eligibility. And if you’re a survivor or depend-
ent, check out the two funding sources that are 
available: the Survivors’ and Dependents’ Edu-
cational Assistance program and the Marine 
Gunnery Sergeant John David Fry Scholarship. 
(To learn more about veteran’s education ben-
efits, visit myamericannurse.com/?p=67381.) 

 
Personal assets 
Most nurses don’t have several thousand dol-
lars sitting in their bank accounts, so how can 
you come up with some ready cash? One op-
tion is to sell unused items—such as a motor-
cycle, snowmobile, jet ski, camper, boat, an-
tiques, or jewelry—that are taking up space 
at home. Renting space—in your garage or 
home—is another creative idea. However, re-
member that rental payments are considered 
taxable income.  

Other possibilities include using inheritance 
money or asking if a family member wants to 
support your educational goals. For tax pur-
poses, investigate the limitations on gifts to an 
individual.  

If you dread the thought of being in debt, 
you may want to consider saving up for col-
lege before applying. Many people don’t have 
the patience or self-control to do this, but it 
might be the right move for you. 

 

5On your way 
Tackling the cost of college can be a 
challenge, but with some time and ef-

fort, you’ll find many resources to help you 
reach your goals. Spend some time research-
ing the options and soon you’ll be on your 
way to your next degree.                         
 

For additional resources, visit myamericanurse.com/?p=67381. 
 

Debra A. Wolff is president/chief executive officer of Nurses – Ready 
for the Next Step, author of Advancing Your Nursing Degree: The 
Experienced Nurse’s Guide to Returning to School, and an adjunct 
professor of nursing at SUNY Empire State College in Saratoga 
Springs, New York. 
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Loan options  
A loan is another option for paying school costs. Here are some  
resources to help you determine what’s best for you: 

• The U.S. Department of Education Federal Student Aid Office 
(studentaid.gov/sites/default/files/federal-loan-programs.pdf ) 
offers a handout on all federal loan programs. 

• The U.S. Health Resources & Services Administration 
(bhw.hrsa.gov/loansscholarships/flrp) administers a Faculty Loan 
Repayment program. 

• The William D. Ford Federal Direct Loan Program (ed.gov/programs/ 
wdffdl/eligibility.html) offers four types of federal loans:  
• Direct subsidized  
• Direct unsubsidized  
• Direct PLUS loan 
• Direct consolidation  

• If you’re thinking about a personal or private loan, talk with your 
financial advisor. 

Look into grants  
Grants, which typically don’t have to be paid back, are available 
from a number of sources. Eligibility criteria vary, so review the  
requirements carefully. 

• Health Resources & Services Administration offers nursing grants 
for students who are preparing to be educators, advanced practice 
nurses, or administrators. bhw.hrsa.gov/grants/nursing 

• U.S. Department of Education Federal Pell Grants are awarded to 
all eligible undergraduate students who don’t have a bachelor’s 
degree. ed.gov/programs/fpg/index.html 

• Federal Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grant is for under-
graduate students with exceptional financial need. These grants are 
given out on a first-come, first-served basis. 
studentaid.ed.gov/sa/types/grants-scholarships/fseog 

• State grants are available to residents. Eligibility varies by state. 
collegescholarships.org/grants/state.htm 

https://www.myamericannurse.com
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The new normal: Nurses as innovators  
Nurses are leading the way to healthcare’s future.  
 
By Catherine Spader, RN

Did you know that the crash cart, feed-
ing tube, pediatric pain scale, and 
neonatal phototherapy were all invent-

ed by nurses? Nurses always have been inno-
vators, and now is the time for them to for-
malize and systematize their ideas to help 
transform healthcare.   

“The COVID-19 pandemic is accelerating 
innovation, and we will see the empower-
ment of nurses as innovators in this new 
era,” says Ryan J. Shaw, PhD, RN, associate 
professor and director of the Health Innova-
tion Lab at Duke University School of Nurs-
ing in Durham, NC. 

Doors are opening for nurses with inno-
vation expertise who can develop, test, and 
implement new and improved products and 
processes to promote health and deliver opti-
mal care. This includes spearheading effective 
new solutions for health inequity, streamlining 
work processes, and improving the patient 
experience.   

 
Nurse innovators step up to COVID-19  
At Duke University, RNs, nurse practitioners 
(NPs), and student nurses are making a timely 
impact in the fight against COVID-19 through 
the use of the Duke Health Innovation Lab. 

https://www.myamericannurse.com


When the pandemic accelerated in North Car-
olina, a group of nurses, nursing students, 
physicians, and engineers formed the COVID-
19 Design Engineering Team. The team iden-
tified some of the most pressing pandemic 
challenges, such as the shortage of personal 
protective equipment (PPE), and brainstormed 
solutions. Then they collaborated to develop 
and build prototypes of new healthcare prod-
ucts and delivery processes.  

In one project, the engineers used a 3D 
printer to create face shields for healthcare 
workers. Then 24 RNs, NPs, and physicians 
with intensive care unit (ICU) training tested 
them in the lab to produce data that the engi-
neers used to improve the design. “We need-
ed to evaluate the prototype quickly, so we 
could develop the next version as soon as 
possible,” Shaw says. “The lab allowed us to 
accelerate testing and helped to promote a 
better product.” 

The face shields were put into clinical use in 
April 2020 at Duke University Health System. 
The team also launched telepresence robots in 
one of the ICUs at Duke’s hospitals. The ro-
bots allow staff to have a virtual audio and 

video presence with patients from outside their 
rooms. Robots consist of iPads on wheels that 
are operated by staff remotely from a computer.  

“It’s a supplement to physically going into a 
patient’s room and fosters more communication 
without having to don PPE,” Shaw says. “It also 
reduces exposure to healthcare workers and 
minimizes use of critically needed supplies.” 

Shaw believes the COVID-19 pandemic has 
been a big impetus to develop telepresence 
robots, which have potential in many other 
settings, such as in primary care practices and 
home care. “We are moving into a new nor-
mal with innovative ways to deliver health-
care, including a new era of providing tele-
health, and nursing will be a big part of that 
innovation,” Shaw says. 

 
Nursing innovation opportunities abound   
Doors are opening for innovative nurses to 
lead as entrepreneurs who want to start their 
own businesses and as intrapreneurs who want 
to pioneer change in their workplaces and 
throughout healthcare, according to Tiffany 
Kelley, PhD, MBA, RN, DeLuca Foundation 
Visiting Professor for Innovation and New 
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Knowledge at the University of Connecticut 
School of Nursing in Storrs. “If there was ever 
a time that we need to think innovatively and 
share those ideas, that time is now,” she says.  

Roles are emerging in healthcare systems 
and private industry for nursing innovation 
specialists and officers. Innovation skills are 
essential for nurses in healthcare leadership 
roles, and private industry also is looking 
for nurses with innovation expertise. For ex-
ample, pharmacies can benefit from adding 
healthcare innovators to their strategic vi-
sion. This includes reimagining how con-
sumers can receive their medications, such 
as innovative ways to address transportation 
barriers. 

Public and private companies and govern-
ment agencies also need nurses with innova-
tion and information technology expertise. 
These include the Centers for Medicare & 
Medicaid Services and the Office of the Na-
tional Coordinator for Health Information 
Technology (ONC). ONC employs innovative 
nurses and healthcare professionals to work 
on key issues related to electronic health in-
formation exchange and interoperability in the 

evolving nationwide system. Large technology 
companies also are engaged in healthcare chal-
lenges, from cloud-based architecture, such as 
Amazon Web Services and Microsoft Azure, to 
Uber Health, which provides rides to health-
care appointments. 

“Innovation is about problem solving to 
address unmet needs and make a positive im-
pact for a large volume of people,” says Kel-
ley, who also is founder/chief executive offi-
cer of Nightingale Apps (which is working to 
provide mobile apps to hospital nurses) and 
iCare Nursing Solutions (which provides health -
care informatics consulting). “Innovation is 
fundamental to nurses’ everyday practice, and 
there is demand for nurses who can expand 
that fundamental skill from one nurse’s ‘work -
around’ idea to large-scale solutions that can 
effectively address local, national, and even 
global challenges.”  

For information about getting the education 
you need for a career in nursing innovation, 
read the education article on page 4.         
 
Catherine Spader is an author and healthcare writer based in Little-
ton, Colorado. 

STRICTLY CLINICAL 2020-2021 Education and Career Guide

MASTER’S AND DOCTORAL 
DEGREES 

•  World-class education in one of the most 
culturally diverse states in the nation.

•  U.S. News and World Reports ranked graduate 
and online programs.

• State-of-the-art simulation learning center.

•  World-renowned faculty experts in nursing 
serving local, national and international 
communities.

Programs
• Master’s in Advanced Population Health Nursing

•  Doctor of Nursing Practice (DNP) in Adult-Gerontology Primary Care Nurse Practitioner, 
Family Nurse Practitioner and Organizational Leadership specialties 

• PhD in Nursing
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Many career advancement tools and 
techniques are available, but they 
need to be used with conscious inten-

tion, curiosity, and diligent effort. If you’ve 
been a nurse who essentially coasts on the 
winds of happenstance—or if you’ve focused 
on a path suggested by others who think they 
know what’s best for you—now is the time to 
seize the day (carpe diem).  

When you take your career reins, you use 
your powers of critical thinking to dive deep -
ly into your strengths, weaknesses, desires, 
and opportunities. You may need to rule out 
career paths that have no appeal (knowing 
what you don’t want is as important as identi-
fying what you do want) and think beyond 
limitations imposed by others.  

As a midcareer nurse, the world is ostensibly 
your oyster if you have the temerity and ambi-
tion to seek your chosen path. And if “carpe 
diem” becomes your rallying cry, the pearl in 
the oyster will likely reveal itself in time. 

 

1 Reflect on your journey so far  
Some people enter nursing with an ink -
ling of what they might want but have 
doubts about what the best choice is. 

Many new grads find that what lit their fire 
during school no longer provides inspiration. 
Instead, new interests may emerge that super-
sede what previously seemed a promising 
path. Take the time to reflect on where you 
started, the career you’ve pursued so far, and 
what you envision for your future. (See Ques-
tion yourself.)  

 

2 Perform a SWOT analysis   
Knowing your strengths and weak-
nesses is crucial to making the most 
of your career. A SWOT (strengths, 

weaknesses, opportunities, threats) analysis is 
a simple but useful self-reflection technique. 
SWOT is most commonly used in business, 
but it can be applied to any situation requir-
ing critical thinking and a bird’s-eye view. The 
following questions can help you formulate 
your own SWOT analysis.  
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Midcareer nursing advancement  
Reflect, be objective, and tap into your network.  
 
By Keith Carlson, BSN, RN, NC-BC

https://www.myamericannurse.com
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Strengths 
• What activities do you excel at and enjoy? 
• What relevant knowledge, experience, or 

capability do you bring to your current role 
or to a role you wish to pursue? 

• What are your main strengths, passions, 
and interests?  

• What would trusted colleagues identify as 
your strengths? 

• Which strengths are required for success in 
the roles you may pursue?  

 
Weaknesses 
• In what areas could you improve?  
• What are your perceived limitations? 
• Which tasks or activities are in apparent 

conflict with your natural style? 
• What would others say are your weaknesses? 
• What tasks or responsibilities do you gen-

erally dread or avoid, and why?  
 
Opportunities  
• How can you turn your strengths into op-

portunities? 
• What new knowledge or experiences could 

address your weaknesses? 
• What resources could increase your capaci-

ty to take inspired action? 
• How can you leverage your personal and 

professional networks?  
• Who makes up your “brain trust” of friends, 

colleagues, family members, peers, and 
mentors?  

• Who do you most admire, respect, and 
hope to emulate?  

• What data can you access about projected 
job growth and opportunities in your areas 
of interest? 

 
Threats 
• What perceived or known trends might 

hinder you? 
• To what threats do your weaknesses ex-

pose you? 
• Are forces at play that you may not be able 

to control or overcome? 
• What risks might you be taking in the pur-

suit of your interests, passions, and goals? 
• Are the biggest threats external or internal? 

You can learn a lot by periodically engaging 
in this process and tracking the experience. 
Keep copies of your SWOT analyses so you 
can compare and contrast them over time. You 
can down load the SWOT analysis online at 
myamericannurse.com/?p=67514. 

 

3 Access your personal brain trust  
Your professional and personal net-
works are your very own brain trust. 
Focusing on creating and nurturing 

valuable collegial relationships throughout 
your career is a smart use of your time and 
energy. Use some of these strategies to ensure 
networking success. 
• Attend local, regional, and state nursing or-

ganization meetings. 
• Become an active member of several or-

ganizations or associations. 
• Attend national and international confer-

ences related to your interests.  
• Volunteer and participate in community 

service. 
• Leverage networking tools, especially Linked -

In, to meet like-minded professionals.  
• Use social media (Instagram, Twitter, Face-

book, etc.) to connect with thought leaders 
in your areas of interest.  

• Nurture relationships with nurse colleagues 
in your specialty and other areas that interest 
you, as well as specialists and thought lead-
ers in the wider nursing community. (See 
Building a network.)  
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Question yourself    
Reflecting on what prompted your entry into nursing and how 
you’ve changed and grown personally and professionally can help 
you develop plans for the future you want.  

• What initially drew me to nursing?  

• Have I fulfilled my initial desires and goals? 

• What obstacles have I overcome, and what have I learned about 
myself?  

• Is there something I previously wanted that no longer seems alluring?  

• Do I have new areas of interest?  

• Am I satisfied with what I’ve accomplished?  

• What do I really want from my career?  

• Have I had an opportunity to discover what my personal mission 
in life might be? 

• How does my workstyle mesh with my desired lifestyle?  

• How does this career impact my family or my plans for a family? 

• How can I have more of what I want in my life and career?  

• How do I proactively make my career happen rather than just let-
ting it happen to me?  

• What are key strategies to propel me forward and measure my 
success?

https://www.myamericannurse.com
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• Be a giver in your professional relationships. People respond more pos-
itively to peers and colleagues who are generous with their time, ener-
gy, and attention. 

• Be authentic and transparent (to your comfort level) in your profession-
al relationships to build rapport and feel connected. For example, an 
emergency department nurse who feels burned out reaches out to a 
colleague who works in an ambulatory care center and shares how her 
current situation is affecting her personal happiness, making it clear that 
she’s looking for an opportunity to rediscover her joy of nursing. This 
small amount of transparency can elicit empathy from the listener and 
lead to a more authentic connection.  

 
Tying it all together  
Your career is a moving target. Resting on your laurels and ignoring the po-
tential for growth is a recipe for boredom or burnout, so dedicate yourself 
to learning and development.  

A satisfying career is fed by work-life balance. A nurse who knows 
how to work hard, play hard, and rest hard understands that a satisfying 
personal life is crucial to true professional success. To paraphrase John 
Lennon, life essentially is what happens when you’re busy making other 
plans. Allowing for serendipity and personal and professional evolution 
is central to your ultimate success.  

If you’re a midcareer nurse in search of your next chapter, a deep 
look within is a powerful place to begin, whether or not you use a 
SWOT analysis or other tool. Socrates is thought to be the first philoso-
pher to have advised his fellow humans to “know thyself.” If you’re will-
ing to boldly look in the mirror and assess what you see using critical 
thinking, relative objectivity, and self-compassion, you’re already on your 
way. 

You can indeed make bold choices to create an exciting future as a 
nurse. Evolution can’t happen without some risk (and a little trial and er-
ror). If you’re willing to dive deep, your courage will be rewarded with an 
abundance of personal and professional treasures.                                  

 
Keith Carlson is a holistic career coach for nurses, award-winning nurse blogger, writer, podcaster, speaker, and 
author (nursekeith.com). He also is a Nurse Influencer for American Nurse Journal.  
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Gain the skills and experience  
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Learn more:  
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Building a network   
You network should be deep, well rounded, and include nurses, physicians, edu-
cators, allied health professionals, healthcare executives and leaders, researchers, 
and those outside of healthcare (such as lawyers, writers, journalists, and scien-
tists). A deep network provides you with the wherewithal to dig into it when you 
need it most in a variety of personal and professional circumstances. Use phone, 
video chats, email, and in-person meetings when possible. Connections through-
out the country and around the world can lead to surprising and satisfying sit-
uations (for example, traveling to Europe on vacation and having lunch with a 
Swiss nurse researcher you met on LinkedIn or seeking a job in another state 
and tapping your network for introductions, which leads to making a new friend 
who connects you with her hiring manager). 

https://www.myamericannurse.com
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The places you can go with a BSN  
Answering why, what, and where can enhance your chances 
for success.  
 
By Mary E. Fortier, EdD, RN, CNL
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Congratulations, you’ve passed the 
NCLEX-RN exam and can proudly in-
clude RN after your name. The edu -

cation you received to earn your associate 
degree in nursing (ADN) prepared you to 
practice bedside nursing, but now you want 
to continue your education and get a bache-
lor’s of science in nursing (BSN). First you 
need to answer some important questions: 
Why do you want to obtain a BSN and what 
will you gain? Where will you go to school?  

 
Why and what 
Nurses pursue a BSN for many reasons. What’s 
yours? Do you want to broaden your horizons 
and opportunities? Are you hoping to seek other 
employment options?  

Whatever your initial motivation, a BSN edu-
cation will provide you with competencies—
critical thinking, communication, and leader-
ship—that will enhance your knowledge base, 
assessment skills, interdisciplinary perspective, 
and writing and research skills. It will build on 
your ADN foundation to broaden your scope of 
practice, deepen your understanding of issues 
that affect patient care and the healthcare sys-
tem, and enrich your professional development.   

A BSN also may open doors that currently 
are closed to you. Nursing administrators prefer 
nurses with BSNs because research shows that 
the care these nurses provide leads to better 
patient outcomes. Employers see a BSN as a 
stepping stone to leadership positions. Health-
care’s focus on primary and preventive care 
means nurses with a BSN are well prepared to 
practice in settings outside the hospital (in 
schools and clinics, case management, and in 
community, occupational, and public health). 
These settings require skills—including provid-
ing evidence-based patient education and lead-
ing interdisciplinary teams—that can be ac-
quired only with at least a BSN education. And 
as you look to the future, you’ll need a BSN to 
pursue graduate nursing education.  

Where 
Understanding the benefits of a BSN is only 
one part of the equation. The other is choos-
ing the right program for you. What do you 
need to consider before selecting an RN-to-
BSN program? Start by finding out the entry 
requirements for the programs you’re inter-
ested in. Many require students to have an 
active, unencumbered RN license, although 
some programs allow new graduates to take 
a few courses (usually health assessment or 
professional development) before they pass 
the NCLEX-RN. 

You’ll also want to consider whether you 
want to be a full-time or part-time student and 
how you’ll balance family, career, and school-
ing. Depending on your previous academic 
record and program requirements, the length 
of study can be anywhere from 1 to 2 years. 
Many ADN programs have articulation agree-
ments with 4-year nursing schools that provide 
a seamless transfer into the BSN program.  

  
Online, in-person, or hybrid 
RN-to-BSN programs can be offered in an online-
only, in-person only, or a combination (hybrid) 
format. Some online and hybrid program classes 
are synchronized (they’re at the same time each 
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Employer assistance   
Does your employer have a tuition-reimburse-
ment plan? If so, get more details and ask 
these questions: 

• Is reimbursement full or partial? 

• Does it include books and fees? 

• Will reimbursement be contingent on my 
grades or grade point average? 

• Will I have to sign an employment commit-
ment agreement after graduation in ex-
change for tuition? 

https://www.myamericannurse.com
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week) and some are asynchronized (you work 
at your own pace and according to your own 
schedule). Before choosing a program, consider:   
• Are you a self-directed student? 
• Do you work well independently? 
• Can you navigate a web-based learning 

platform? 
• Are you comfortable with a virtual learning 

experience?  
If you answered yes to these questions, then 

you should be comfortable with an online or a 
hybrid program. However, if you answered no 
to any of them, a fully online program proba-
bly isn’t for you, and a hybrid program will re-
quire additional support in your first semester. 

Hybrid programs typically alternate 1 week 
in on-campus classes and 1 week in online 
classes. This format allows students to take up 
to three courses in a semester, so you’ll need 
to commit to approximately 15 hours per week 
for a three-credit course or 45 hours of study 
per week for three classes. 

Many RN-to-BSN programs use a hybrid 
format because it provides students with face-
to-face interactions with faculty and mentors 
while allowing the convenience of attending 
some classes online. In the end, your educa-
tional format choice depends on your individ-
ual learning needs.  
 
Be methodical 
Take a methodical approach to making your 
education choice. Is the RN-to-BSN program 
you’re interested in accredited? How long has 
it been in existence? What’s its reputation? (Ask 
your colleagues if they’d recommend the pro-
gram they attended.) How many of any previ-
ous credits you have earned will transfer to 
the program? What’s the tuition? Create a bud -
get that includes the cost of books, student 
and parking fees, laptop, computer programs, 
travel, and childcare, as needed. Speak to your 
employer about any financial help the organi-
zation can offer. (See Employer assistance.)    
 
The places you’ll go 
So many questions can leave you feeling 
overwhelmed and insecure. Creating a pro-
and-con list for each program you research 
can help, but you’ll also need to create a sup-
port list of family, friends, and colleagues who 
will understand and encourage your academic 
adventure. (See Decision worksheet.) Through-
out it all, keep in mind the places you’ll go 
and the doors you’ll open with your BSN.   

 

Mary E. Fortier is an assistant professor and the MSN program 
coordinator in the School of Nursing at Kean University in Union, 
New Jersey. 
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Decision worksheet   
Use this worksheet to compare RN-to-BSN programs and help you 
find one that meets your learning goals and preferred learning style. 
You can complete this online at myamericannurse.com/?p=67430. 
 
Affirmation/goal: I’m going to earn my bachelor of science in nurs-
ing (BSN). 
 
My preferred learning style: 
_____ Traditional classroom/face-to-face 
_____ Virtual/online 
_____ Hybrid (mix of classroom and virtual) 
 
Universities options: 
#1 university name:___________ Contact information:___________ 
Prerequisites: 
____ RN license (unencumbered) 
____ Prerequisite courses: ______, _______, ________, ________ 
____ Number of transferable credits 
____ Number of credits needed to complete the BSN 
____ Cost per credit 
____ Financial aid available  
 
Program format: 
_____ Traditional classroom 
_____ Online 
_____ Hybrid 
 
#2 university name*:___________ Contact information:___________ 
Prerequisites: 
____RN license (unencumbered) 
____Prerequisite courses: ______, _______, ________, ________ 
____Number of transferable credits 
____Number of credits needed to complete the BSN 
____Cost per credit 
____Financial aid available 
 
Program format: 
_____Traditional classroom 
_____Online 
_____Hybrid 
 
Support resources willing to assist while I pursue my BSN: 
________________________________________________________. 

*Repeat with any additional program options you're considering.

https://www.myamericannurse.com
http://myamericannurse.com/?p=67430
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Have you decided you’re ready to pursue 
becoming a nurse practitioner (NP)? If 
so, take some time to discuss your ca-

reer goals and pursuit of graduate education 
with family members who will be most affect-
ed by this decision. You’ll want (and need) 
their support. Next, identify the patient popu-
lation you’re most passionate about and the 
settings in which you prefer to practice. After 
that, choose the educational track that will 
help you meet your goals, find a program that 
accommodates your individual learning needs, 
and select the appropriate certification and 
licensure. Use this article as a guide to help 
you carve your NP educational path.  
 
What’s your preferred patient population 
and setting?  
NP patient population options include family 

(across the life span), adult-gerontology (acute 
or primary care), pediatric (acute or primary 
care), neonatal, women’s health, and psychi-
atric/mental health. One of the most impor-
tant decisions you’ll make as a prospective NP 
student is deciding which patient population 
you’ll pursue and what setting you prefer. Do 
you want to care for adults with chronic but 
stable conditions in a clinic or home setting? 
Or do you see yourself caring for patients 
with acute or critical conditions in a hospital 
setting?   

Commonalities and overlap of NP education 
exist. For example, all NPs receive graduate-
level education (either a master’s or doctoral 
degree) and licensure is attained in the state 
where you’ll practice. Scope of practice, which 
is regulated by state boards of nursing, varies 
between states and continues to evolve, and 

Choosing the right NP education  
Prepare to meet your education and career goals.  
 
By Kathleen Ballman, DNP, APRN, ACNP-BC, CEN; Dawn Carpenter, DNP, ACNP-BC, CCRN; Christine Colella, DNP, APRN-CNP, 
FAANP; Donna Lynch-Smith, DNP, APRN, ACNP-BC, NE-BC, CNL; Helen Miley, PhD, APRN, AG-ACNP, CCRN; and Marcia 
Johansson, DNP, APRN, ACNP-BC
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hospitals govern institutional privileging related 
to practice parameters. (To view details about 
patient populations, scope of practice, practice 
settings, and links to websites for more infor-
mation, visit myamericannurse.com/?p=67269.) 
 
What are your educational options?  
Choosing the appropriate NP program requires 
education and guidance. Speak with a faculty 
member who practices and teaches in the NP 
track you’ve selected or with someone from 
the state board of nursing in the state where 
you plan to practice. Program options include: 
• bachelor of science in nursing (BSN)-to-

master of science in nursing 
• BSN-to-doctorate of nursing practice (DNP) 
• postmaster’s certificate or postgraduate 

certificate (PMC). 
It’s important to note that some programs 

will soon require a DNP as entry into practice. 
For instance, the Council on Accreditation (COA) 
for certified registered nurse anesthetist (CRNA) 
programs will require a DNP beginning in 2025, 
and the National Association of Clinical Nurse 

Specialists (NACNS) will require a DNP in 2030. 
Currently, the American Association of Colleges 
of Nursing (AACN) and National Organization 
of Nurse Practitioner Faculties (NONPF) are in 
discussions about mandating a DNP as entry 
level for all NPs.  

You also might consider a dual program, 
such as adult-gerontology acute care NP (AG-
ACNP)/family NP (FNP), AG-ACNP/pediatric 
acute care, or psych-mental health/FNP. These 
programs typically include additional didactic 
and clinical courses. 

PMCs are designed to allow nurses with a 
graduate degree in nursing to either continue 
their education to become an NP or for practic-
ing NPs to add to their scope of practice. PMCs 
vary in length depending on the individual’s 
prior education and focus. A gap analysis will 
help customize educational plans, including 
clinical experiences and coursework needed to 
care for new patient populations. After com-
pleting the PMC, you’ll then need to apply for 
additional certification to be licensed for that 
patient population. 
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What’s in the APRN Consensus Model? 
The Consensus Model standardizes licensure, accreditation, certification, and education and defines advanced practice RN (APRN) 
roles based on population foci. You can learn more about the model by reviewing the frequently asked questions page developed 
by the National Organization of Nurse Practitioner Faculties (goo.gl/dupTdD).

APRN Consensus Work Group, National Council of State Boards of Nursing APRN Advisory Committee. The Consensus Model for APRN Regulation: Licensure, 
Accreditation, Certification & Education. July 7, 2008. ncsbn.org/Consensus_Model_for_APRN_Regulation_July_2008.pdf

 Advanced practice registered nurse specialties 
Focus of practice beyond role and population focus linked to heatlhcare needs. 

Examples include but are not limited to: oncology, older adults, orthopedics, nephrology, palliative  care
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How and where do you want to learn?  
Education platforms include traditional (face-
to-face), fully online, or hybrid (combination 
of both) and vary by state. What works best 
for you may depend on your need for regular 
interaction with faculty and other students 
(traditional is probably best) or flexibility be-
cause of personal and work obligations (on-
line or hybrid may be better). Other factors 
to consider include program quality and ac-
creditation, fit with your interests and career 
goals, cost, time (including program length, 
time to complete assignments and clinical re-
quirements, and class and travel time), loca-
tion, and ultimate degree goal.  

 
Clinical placement  
Clinical placement is an important considera-
tion when looking at programs. Placements 
are a collaborative effort between the college 
and the clinical setting and are based on the 
clinical program objectives. Clinical placement 
depends on your scope of practice and popu-
lation focus. For example, an FNP program 
may require clinical time in pediatric, women’s 
health, and adult settings. For an AG-ACNP 

program, your clinical experiences may be 
with a hospitalist or intensivist.  

 
Application process  
When applying to an NP program, carefully fol-
low all application instructions and timelines. 
Clearly answer questions and provide requested 
information. Choose references who can speak 
to your abilities as a learner (such as previous 
instructors or an NP with whom you currently 
work) and your work ethic and skills as an RN 
(such as your current nurse manager). (To view 
a list of questions you might be asked and those 
you may want to ask in a program interview, 
visit myamericannurse.com/?p=67269.) 

 
What do you know about licensure, 
accreditation, certification, and education? 
The AACN and the NONPF collaborated to 
design NP curriculum content and standards 
in the United States. Three documents out-
line the standards: The Essentials of Master’s 
Education in Nursing, The Essentials of Doc-
toral Education for Advanced Nursing Prac-
tice, and Nurse Practitioner Core Competen-
cies Content.  
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MAKE A LIFE-SAVING DIFFERENCE
With skill, knowledge and compassion, UCLA Health nurses take 
on and overcome the most complex clinical challenges around, 
including global pandemics like COVID-19. As California’s #1 
health system with multiple Magnet® hospitals and an unwavering 
commitment to the highest standards of nursing excellence, UCLA 
Health is the place where dedicated nurses can make the most of 
their abilities and unwavering commitment.

We invite you to join us as we elevate the practice and enhance 
the impact of nursing in our community and throughout the world. 
As a valued and respected clinician, you will work with state-of-
the-art technology and collaborate with some of the top medical 
professionals in the country. If you want to practice at the highest 
level of your profession while delivering hope and healing to a 
diverse and dynamic community, UCan at UCLA Health.

UCLAHealthCareers.org
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The Advanced Practice Nursing Consensus 
Work Group developed the “Consensus model 
for APRN regulation: Licensure, accreditation, 
certification and education” (Consensus Model) 
for all NPs. Following the model ensures role 
standardization, educational preparation, and 
licensure. (See What’s in the APRN Consensus 
Model?) 

After graduating from an accredited NP pro-
gram, you’ll be eligible to take a certification 
exam. Several national organizations—includ-
ing the ANCC, the American Association of 
Critical-Care Nurses, and the American Acad-
emy of Nurse Practitioners—provide NP certi-
fication. When you pass the national exam, 
you’ll want to obtain a state license.  

The consensus model explains that specializa-
tion in a particular clinical practice area (such as 
cardiology, oncology, or orthopedic medicine) is 
outside of the parameters of national certifica-
tion. Instead, specialty certifications are provided 
by specialty professional organizations.  

 
Professional success  
Despite national support for the consensus 
model, NPs and employers struggle to match 

education with the correct patient population, 
so you’ll need to clearly understand the role 
and scope of practice you want to pursue.  
If you do your research, consult trusted col-
leagues, and map out a plan to meet your 
goals, you’ll be well on your way to profes-
sional success.                                        
 
View a list of references at americannursetoday.com/?p=67269. 
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fessor and executive director of graduate programs at the University 
of Cincinnati College of Nursing. Donna Lynch-Smith is an associate 
professor, concentration coordinator of the Adult-Gerontology Acute 
Care Nurse Practitioner program at the University of Tennessee 
Health Science Center College of Nursing/Department of Acute and 
Tertiary Care in Memphis. Helen Miley is an NP in the MICU at Robert 
Wood Johnson University Medical Center and professor emeritus at 
Rutgers University in New Brunswick, New Jersey. Marcia Johansson 
is an assistant professor and coordinator of the Adult-Gerontology 
Acute Care Nurse Practitioner program at the University of South 
Florida College of Nursing in Tampa.
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Your future starts now  

You can never start networking and 
building relationships too early. Every  

day on the clinical unit is a job interview. 
Use these strategies to propel your career 
forward:   
• Journal your clinical rotation activities so 

you have a personal record of your skills. 
Reflective journaling can help you learn 
from past experiences and promote a richer 
understanding of your thought processes.  

• Hone your networking skills. For example, 
when you meet new professional contacts, 
request their business card to demonstrate 
your interest in what they do and create a 
conduit for future connection and outreach.  

• Research and reach out to organizations 
you might want to work for.  

• Consider internship or volunteer opportuni-
ties. They can help advance your clinical 
learning experience and competency.  

• Prepare a draft of your résumé and cover 
letter, and ask your career services special-
ist or a faculty member to provide feed-
back. 

• Before you graduate, join your school’s 
alumni association so you can connect with 
other alumni. Connecting with alumni and 
taking advantage of career support the as-
sociation may offer can help you 
• learn strategies for getting your foot in 

the door 

• find out what hiring managers look for 
in candidates 

• get tips on the job application process. 
 

 
Choosing a specialty  
Start your specialty search by visiting the asso-
ciation websites of specialties that interest you. 
Talk to nurses already in the specialty to learn 
more about training and education, career op-
portunities, and the work itself. In addition, 
ask yourself these questions:  
1. What work setting do I feel most comfort-

able in? For example, do you 
prefer outpatient or inpatient 
settings?  

2. What brings me joy and 
keeps me motivated 
at work? For exam-
ple, do you like 
to work with 
chronically ill 
patients or do you 
prefer a fast-paced 
environment such as an 
ambulatory surgery center? 

3. How important are salary and 
benefits? For example, are you 
willing to take a slightly lower salary in ex-
change for greater opportunity for advance-
ment? Are you looking for “must-have” 
benefits such as tuition reimbursement? 

4. Am I willing to relocate? Being willing to 
relocate will open up greater opportunities, 
but that may mean being more geographi-
cally distant from friends and family. 

 
 
Job interview: Before, during, and after  
Your first nursing job interview is scheduled. 
Now what?  
 
Before the interview  
• Identify your personal and professional 
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Forging your career from the start   
Begin to map out your future on the first day of nursing school.   
 
By Susan Rux, PhD, MSN, RN, PHN, ACNS-BC, CHEP, CNE, CPRW, NEA-BC

In nursing school, grades and test scores 
measure accomplishment. Students are 
keenly aware of the program’s academic 
expectations, but they also must consider 

their careers from the very first nurs-
ing class by mapping out a career 

plan with guidance from instruc-
tors, mentors, and clinical 

staff. 

https://www.myamericannurse.com


goals. Be able to tell the interviewer why 
you’re a good fit for the organization. 

• Research the organization. Be familiar 
with its mission, vision, and values.  

• Schedule a mock interview with your  
career services specialist, faculty mem-
ber, and a trusted peer. Include behav-
ioral-based questions in your practice, 
such as 
• Describe a situation when you were up-

set while assisting a patient or customer. 
How did you handle this situation? 

• Give an example of a time you had to 
make a quick decision. What were the 
results? 

• Prepare questions to demonstrate that 
you’re serious and invested in the process.  

• Verify the name of the interviewer(s) and 
the location and time of the interview. To 
avoid being late, do a timed test run to 
the location, factoring in traffic patterns.  

• Review your résumé and take extra copies 
to the interview.  
To view an interview tool that can help 

you prepare, visit bit.ly/3fpmc2s. And the 
American Association of Colleges of Nursing 
offers advice at bit.ly/36B3osW.  
 
Interview day  
• Arrive at least 10 to 15 minutes early.  
• Be confident and display your profession-

alism via your attire and demeanor. 
• Answer interview questions honestly. If 

you don’t know the answer, it’s okay to 
say so. When necessary, ask the inter-
viewer to repeat the question.  

• Focus on your unique patient care experi-
ences and educational preparation. For 
example, be prepared to respond to a 
question such as, “How has your educa-
tion prepared you for a nursing career?”  

• Highlight special training that might give 
you an advantage over other applicants. 
The interview is an important time to 
showcase your accomplishments and how 
your skill set positions you more favor-
ably compared to others.   

 
After the interview  
• Send a thank-you email to each of your 

interviewers within 24 hours.  
• If a week goes by and you don’t hear 

about next steps, follow up with the orga-
nization’s human resources department. 
You don’t want to be a pest, but you do 

want to advocate for yourself and make 
your interest in the position clear. 

 
 
Positioned to make a difference  
Your education has primed you to make 
a difference, but how do you want to 
shape your career? These tried-and-
true methods can help position 
you on your journey.  
• Lead others to improve 

healthcare delivery and treat-
ments. You can start building 
your leadership skills by serving on 
unit-based committees.  

• Work collaboratively with clinicians in 
other professions.  

• Exercise resilience and model teamwork 
and collaboration to ensure a healthy 
work environment.  

• Persevere—turn setbacks into catalysts 
and inspiration for achieving your goals.  

• Strive for a healthy work-life balance that 
incorporates self-care. Consider the re-
sources available through Healthy 
Nurse Healthy Nation™ (healthy 
nursehealthynation.org).  

• Practice lifelong learning and 
leverage data to inform 
healthcare policy and prac-
tice. For example, consider 
joining a quality improvement 
taskforce to become a practice 
change agent.  

• Be sure you understand the organiza-
tion’s values and how you impact them. 
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Prepared to participate  
Healthcare will continue to present challenges. 
As you transition from student to a profes-
sional practicing nurse, take steps to ensure 
you’re ready to actively participate in facing 
those challenges and moving the profession 
forward.                                                   
 
Dr. Susan Rux is the dean of academic affairs at Chamberlain Univer-
sity in North Brunswick Township, New Jersey.   
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You’ve decided to return to school to get your bachelor of science in nursing (BSN) 
degree, but you’re nervous about how you’ll manage. Here are a few strategies to 
help you not just survive but also thrive in school.  

 
Manage your time  
Time-management skills are essential for the RN returning to school. Setting priorities, 
planning, and organizing your daily activities are key to your successful academic journey. 
Here are a few suggestions. 

Balance family needs. As an RN-BSN student, you’re probably employed full-time and 
you may have a family to care for. Childrearing and childcare can be challenging for adults 
returning to school; you want to carve out time for studies in your busy routine, while not 
ignoring your children or family. Ideally, another adult caretaker can help with childcare 
and schedule adjustments, but if that’s not possible, a babysitter or other assistant is your 
next best option. You might also want to have a backup for last-minute sitter cancellations 
so you don’t have to miss class. You may have to study after your children go to bed or 
during work breaks. Remember, you can’t add more hours to the day, but you can find 
your own rhythm—learn to work with what you have. 

Organize study time. You’ll have minimal study time, so use it wisely. As soon as you 
get your course schedule, highlight the important dates for each assignment, quiz, exam, 
and project on your syllabus. Then develop a system that lets you see dates at a glance so 
you don’t miss any deadlines. 

Many RN-BSN students miss due dates, fall behind in reading and assignments, procras-
tinate, or let life get in the way of their education goals. Best practice is to make school 
and studying part of your daily routine. You may experience some trial and error as you 
work to find a time and place that best fit into your schedule and family life, but be per-
sistent. Good study habits include a quiet place with no distractions, a flat surface for writ-
ing, good lighting, being rested and well-fed, and a positive attitude.  

This is an important journey you’re on. With your family’s support, plan for your study 
time, schedule it, and stick with it. You’ll be surprised how much it will become a part of 
your daily routine. 

 
Hone your note-taking and questioning skills  
Don’t fall behind in your assigned readings. They will help you know what’s important to 
take note of during lectures, presentations, or webinars.  

Be an active learner. Make sure you understand everything that’s bolded or italicized 
in the text, as well as anything that’s further explained with a picture, diagram, or chart. If 
the authors have displayed information in a different color or size print, it’s important to 
know. If questions are presented at the end of the chapter, make sure you can verbally ex-
plain the answers. Talking through the answers to these questions is a great way to test 
your knowledge.   

Use note cards. Taking notes using index cards (writing questions or terms on one side 
and the answers or definitions of the other) can be helpful. These cards can easily be car-
ried in your pockets or purse and pulled out whenever you have a few minutes to review; 
they’re an excellent use of time while waiting in line or during a work break.   

Ask questions. If you’re attending a face-to-face class, read class material before at-
tending, write down any questions you have, and ask them in class so the instructor can 
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School survival skills  
How to find success while working full-time and getting your BSN.  
 
By Debra A. Hrelic, PhD, RNC
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provide answers. If you’re an online student, keep up with your readings and don’t hesi-
tate to email faculty with your questions.  

 
Leverage your strengths  
If you’re a student with plenty of real-life nursing practice under your belt, you may find it 
helpful to put learning in terms of actual patient experiences. For example, when learning 
about hypercalcemia in a pathophysiology class, a nurse who’s cared for a patient with this 
condition might find it easier to relate that patient’s clinical presentation to what’s being 
taught. For example:  
• The patient had muscle weakness, decreased muscle tone, and lethargy. 
• He had GI upset, was nauseated, had little appetite, and suffered from constipation. 
• He had polyuria and cardiac arrhythmias with ECG changes. 
• He showed classic signs and symptoms of hypercalcemia. 

Reviewing a disease process in terms of a real-life patient can help solidify the information 
in your mind.  
 
Tap into resources  
Your school likely offers a variety of free resources to assist you in achieving your academic 
goals. 

Technology assistance center. The technology assistance center (help desk or computer 
help desk) can help you with computer issues related to your classes, required programs, and 
learning management systems needed for taking online classes. 

Advisors. Your advisor, who will be assigned to you by the school, can help you plan 
your schedule and register for classes. Meet with your advisor regularly (in person, on the 
phone, or via a remote meeting app) to gain invaluable advice and guidance.  

Tutoring and study groups. Schools usually have tutoring services available for most if 
not all liberal arts courses, as well as for many nursing courses. Take advantage of this help 
if you need it. Frequently, study groups form within individual classes. Studying in a group 
brings different perspectives and provides support. 

Writing assistance. You’ll have to complete many writing assignments in nursing school. 
If writing isn’t your strong suit, see if your school has a writing center, where you can take 
advantage of one-on-one help with your writing skills and learn American Psychological As-
sociation writing style, which is preferred in most nursing programs. 

Counseling. All colleges offer free counseling and support for students. If you need emo-
tional help, encouragement, or support, seek out these resources.  

Faculty and teaching assistants. Don’t hesitate to contact faculty with any questions or 
concerns. Your course syllabus is a “contract” with your instructor. Dates and times, expecta-
tions, and assignments typically are non-negotiable. You’re responsible for meeting deadlines. 
If for some reason you can’t meet an assignment date or need to miss a class, contact the in-
structor before the due date, not after. The instructor will appreciate that effort and will be 
more likely to accommodate a request for extension, if possible. 

Faculty post their contact information and office hours and location on the course syllabus. 
Keep that information in your phone or other easily accessed location. If your class has a 
teaching assistant, have that person’s contact information readily available also. Your instruc-
tor and teaching assistant want you to be successful and to help you in any way possible. 
 

Be realistic  
Be realistic in your expectations of yourself, your school, your job, and your family. But if you 
find the right school for you and follow this advice, you’ll enjoy a successful experience that 
helps you grow in your career.                                                                                     
 
Debra A. Hrelic is the RN-BSN program coordinator at the University of North Carolina Wilmington. 
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tionGuide18-19/#p=22
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Carson-Newman Online Nursing 
 

A Christian university recognized for nurs-
ing excellence, Carson-Newman believes in 
providing a life-changing education where 
students come first. That’s why our online 
nursing students receive clinical place-
ments for MSN and post-master’s level clin-
ical rotations and unrivaled student sup-
port. Our CCNE-accredited programs are 
designed for busy nurses with no manda-
tory class login times. Learn more today.  

888-293-9444  
admissions@onlinenursing.cn.edu 

onlinenursing.cn.edu/

Arkansas State University 
 

Arkansas State University (A-State) Online 
is one of the oldest online degree pro-
grams in Arkansas. Designed around work-
ing nurses, the RN to BSN program in the 
College of Nursing & Health Professions is 
ACEN accredited with multiple starts per 
year. Students can finish in as few as 12 
months. 

866-621-8096 
astatenurses.com

Eastern Michigan University 
   

The CCNE-accredited RN to BSN online pro-
gram from Eastern Michigan University is 
designed for the working nurse with 30 
credit hours that can be completed in as 
few as 12 months, 6 start dates, and pay as 
you go courses that are the same price for 
all students. 

844-351-9389 
online.emich.edu/americannurse

National Institute of Whole Health     
NIWH is a content provider of evidence 
based, Whole Health Education® curriculums, 
a research organization in the field of Whole 
Health Education® and Behavioral Engage-
ment with Pure Presence™ and an educational 
organization which conducts professional de-
velopment  and accredited continuing educa-
tion programs in Whole Health Education® for 
credentialed health professionals. Since its 
inception in January 1977, NIWH has held a 
compelling vision for American healthcare to 
include demystified health information to pro-
mote self-care and disease prevention. 

888-354-4325

Excelsior College 
    

Excelsior College provides nursing degree 
programs working nurses can pursue on-
line, on their own time, while maintaining 
personal and professional obligations. Our 
bachelor’s completion program prepares 
you for career advancement and the pursuit 
of lifelong learning. Our three master’s pro-
grams offer you a first-rate graduate educa-
tion to prepare you to assume leadership 
roles. 

844-843-9296 
excelsior.edu/programs/nursing/

Case Management Institute 
 

The Case Management Institute offers on-
line, on-demand courses for busy nurses 
and nurse case managers in the following 
areas: 
• Foundations of Case Management 
• Case Management Certification  

Preparation 
• Utilization Management  
• MCG  

978-272-2968  
CaseManagementInstitute.com

Central Michigan University 
Bachelor of Science in Nursing: RN-to-BSN 

 
CMU’s online RN-to-BSN program builds on 
your nursing foundation and broadens 
your expertise in nursing leadership, ad-
vanced health assessment, culture and di-
versity in patient care, and the overarching 
concepts of global and population health. 

877-268-4636  
global.cmich.edu/rn-bsn

Frontier Nursing University  
Versailles, KY 

Frontier Nursing University offers commu-
nity-based distance education programs  
to registered nurses who wish to become 
nurse-midwives and nurse practitioners. 
FNU offers Doctor of Nursing Practice and 
Master of Science in Nursing degrees as well 
as post-graduate certificates in advanced 
practice nursing specialties, including nurse-
midwifery, family nursing, women’s health, 
and psychiatric-mental health.  

859-251-4700 
admissions@frontier.edu   

frontier.edu

Northern Kentucky University 
    

Northern Kentucky University emphasizes 
lifelong learning, offering undergraduate, 
graduate and doctoral accredited pro-
grams built with the working nurse in 
mind. Our evidence-based programs en-
hance your leadership abilities and pre-
pare you for professional nursing roles 
across a broad spectrum of healthcare 
settings. Light your path to a rewarding 
future. 

800-985-7215 
onlinedegrees.nku.edu/americannurse
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Whether you’re a new or an experi-
enced nurse, you may not know 
where you’ll end your career or 

even what your next step will be. But with a 
little guidance, you can find a supportive or-
ganization and the opportunities you need to 
drive your career. 
 
Confirm the culture before you say “yes” 
The single most important decision you make in 
your nursing career is choosing an organization 
you can trust with your future. Nursing is an in-
credible career because it meets you where you 
are in life—as long as you partner with the right 
organization. Use these three steps to help 
you make the right choice for your future.   
 
Step 1: Evaluate up-front offerings 
In today’s competitive nurse recruitment at-
mosphere, many distractions may lure you 
into taking a position with an organization 
that’s not right for you. For example, an or-
ganization might offer you: 
• Sign-on bonuses. Large sign-on bonuses 

may be offered for positions that are con-
sidered hard to fill; however, they also can 

be used in organizations or units with high 
turnover and less-than-appealing working 
conditions. Seek to understand the driving 
force behind the sign-on bonus.  

• Absence of commitment contracts. Many or-
ganizations require a commitment in return 
for their investment in your education and 
onboarding, particularly for new graduates 
completing a residency. An organization 
that doesn’t require a commitment may not 
offer much support. Evaluate the value the 
organization is offering compared to the 
commitment required.  

• Scheduling promises. In acute- and subacute-
care settings, off-shifts and weekends must 
be covered. Don’t get hung up on landing 
the perfect schedule; positioning yourself for 
a growth opportunity may require that you 
work a less desirable shift for a while. 

 
Step 2: Evaluate leadership 
Your growth and support within an organiza-
tion will depend on its leaders. Take the time 
to research the organization’s leadership be-
fore you commit.  
• Research the top leaders (chief executive of-

ficer, chief nurse executive, chief nursing of-
ficer). Find out what these leaders are pas-
sionate about. Do their priorities align with 
yours? 

• Identify the organization’s mission statement 
and core values. How do the organization’s 
mission and values directly impact its culture? 

• Shadow in the department (if possible). 
Shadowing is a great way to show you’re 
seriously interested in a position, network 
with future colleagues, and gain insight into 
the department’s environment. 

• Speak with nurses. Seek out nurses who 
work in the department you’re interested 
in. Shadowing will make this easy. 

• Read reviews. When reading reviews, look for 
general themes. For example, one employee’s 
complaint of leadership on the organization’s 
social media or an employer review website 
such as Glassdoor shouldn’t dissuade you if 
most of the reviews are positive. 

Should you say “yes” to the job?  
Three steps to finding your dream job.  
 
By Jessica Rhoades, MSN, MBA, RN, PCCN
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Rowan University  
  

Rowan University Department of Nursing 
Rowan University offers nursing programs 
in a manner that accommodates the busy 
schedules of working nurses. We accom-
plish this by combining online coursework 
with hybrid classes (combination of face-
to-face and online meetings) and clinical 
experiences to provide a great balance of 
convenient scheduling and access to our 
expert nursing faculty.   

856-256-4747  
RowanU.com/Health

Texas Christian University 
Harris College  

of Nursing and Health Sciences      
Whether you are starting or advancing 
your career, TCU Nursing offers a program 
to help meet your educational needs.  Our 
innovative BSN, MSN, DNP, and PhD pro-
grams prepare you to make a difference 
for others. TCU nurses are well respected 
leaders and in high demand by healthcare 
systems across the nation.    

817-257-6726  
harriscollege.tcu.edu/nursing

Teachers College, Columbia University 
Department of Organization and Leadership  

Executive Program for Nurses    
The Executive Program for Nurses with special-
izations in Administration and Professorial Stud-
ies prepares leaders for roles in healthcare or-
ganizations—both in service and education. 
Graduates of this program will have a major im-
pact on nursing and healthcare by influencing 
other interdisciplinary healthcare providers and 
learners. Our approach to learning is through 
open inquiry, scholarly pursuit, and the ability to 
synthesize knowledge from diverse disciplines.   

212-678-3812 
kgd2122@tc.columbia.edu  

tc.columbia.edu/O&L/NurseExec     

The University of Texas at Arlington 
    

The University of Texas at Arlington Col-
lege of Nursing and Health Innovation, 
whose high-quality nursing curriculum has 
one of the state's highest graduation and 
licensure rates, offers innovative online 
education options. Our undergraduate, 
graduate, and doctoral degree programs 
are CCNE accredited and designed to meet 
the needs of working nurses. 

866-489-2810 
utanurses.com

O N L I N E

UCLA Health 
UCAN Elevate Your Career And Our Care   

Serving in a world of complex clinical issues, 
such as COVID-19, our nurses rise to every 
challenge to deliver exceptional, compas-
sionate care. As California’s #1 health system 
with multiple Magnet®-designated hospitals 
and an unwavering commitment to the 
highest standards of nursing excellence, 
UCLA Health is the place where dedicated 
nurses can make the most of their skill, 
knowledge and compassion. We invite you 
to discover how UCan advance the practice 
and enhance the impact of nursing in our 
community and throughout the world. 

uclahealthcareers.org

VCU Health Systems  
    

VCU Health is a comprehensive system of 
care and pioneer of health. Our VCU Med-
ical Center is a Magnet®-designated hos-
pital and the only comprehensive Level I 
trauma center in the state, verified in 
adult, pediatric, and burn trauma care. We 
have more than 830 providers in 200 spe-
cialties, the area’s only NCI-designated 
cancer center, and a full-service children’s 
hospital.  

804-628-4748 
beth.hubbard@vcuhealth.org 

vcuhealth.org/careers

San Jose State University School of 
Information 

  
Advance your career with a MS in Informatics 
degree from San Jose State University. The 30-
unit accelerated program starts with a founda-
tion focused on human/computer interaction 
and then builds upon those skills with special-
ized health data courses. All classes are con-
ducted exclusively online in an interactive and 
supportive learning environment.  

Jason Kaltenbacher,  
jason.kaltenbacher@sjsu.edu  

ischool.sjsu.edu/ms-informatics

University of Maryland School of Nursing 
Whether you’re starting or advancing 
your career, UMSON will prepare you to 
make a positive impact and to become a 
leader in the field. Offering BSN, RN-to-
BSN, RN-to-MSN, CNL, MSN, DNP, and PhD 
options, we develop professionals who 
are in high demand by health systems, 
universities, government agencies, and 
more. 

410-706-0501 (option 2) 
nursing.umaryland.edu       

University of Hawaii at Manoa School of 
Nursing and Dental Hygiene  

We are the premier nursing and dental 
hygiene school in Hawaii and the only 
doctoral/research university-intensive in-
stitution dedicated to improving health 
through education, research, and service. 
We provide instructional, clinical, and re-
search activities to enhance the health-
care of diverse populations in Hawaii and 
the Asia-Pacific region. 

808-956-8939 
nursing.hawaii.edu
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• During your interview, ask questions that fo-
cus on growth opportunities. Ask about 
nursing councils, preceptor opportunities, 
educational conferences, tuition reimburse-
ment, and details of structured clinical ad-
vancement. For example, many organiza-
tions have a defined clinical ladder. 

• Seek to understand the benefits package. Be-
come knowledgeable about essential bene-
fits such as health insurance, and check for 
benefits that fit with your needs, such as fer-
tility benefits if you’re planning a family. 

• Learn about educational support options. 
Find out if the organization supports further 
education, certification, conferences, and 
other professional opportunities. 

 
Step 3: Evaluate workplace environment 
Take a deep dive into the clinical components 
of the organization, unit, and position that will 
shape your day-to-day work experience.   
• Nurse-to-patient ratios. How many patients 

are assigned to a nurse during each shift? 
• Patient acuity. Does the nurse-to-patient ra-

tio match the standard based on patient 
population acuity? For example, an inten-
sive care unit’s ratio may be 2:1 while a 
medical unit’s may be closer to 5:1.  

• Clinical resources. Does the organization 
have nurse support services? For example, 
does it have vascular access nurses, patient 
transportation assistance, and 24-hour envi-
ronmental services support? 

• Employee satisfaction scores. How do nurses 
in the organization rank their engagement 
and satisfaction? Many organizations publish 
a nursing annual report you can find online. 
You also may want to ask a few questions 
about nursing engagement and satisfaction 
during the interview process.  

• Nurse engagement. Do frontline nurses sit 
on systemwide councils? Are they involved 

in a peer-review process? How are nurses 
involved in unit performance improvement? 
 

After you say “yes” 
You may have found an organization you 
trust with your future and started your new 
job, but your work isn’t done. You must now 
invest time and energy to develop a relation-
ship with your leadership team. Just as care 
for your patients should be a partnership, 
forming a partnership with your leaders also 
is important. Here are a few ways to develop 
good leadership relationships.  
• Get involved. Join councils and committees, 

and find other opportunities to support 
your unit. 

• Be a role model. Model good behavior at all 
times; be reliable, offer support whenever 
possible, and become known for your posi-
tive attitude. 

• Be open to change. Embrace innovation, in-
cluding new processes, equipment, and col-
leagues.  

• Discuss your goals and priorities. Speak with 
your manager regularly about your profes-
sional goals. 

• Ask for feedback. Seek feedback from man-
agers and colleagues and make positive ad-
justments in response to what you learn.  

 
Continued success and satisfaction 
The last (and possibly the most important) 
piece of the puzzle is listening to your own 
needs. As a nurse, your work options include 
everything from per diem arrangements to 
full-time, salaried positions. When you choose 
the option that best fits your needs, you’re 
more likely to bring your best to work each 
day, which ensures future opportunities will 
be open to you.  

Take the time to research what’s important 
to you and what an organization has to offer 
before you say “yes.” Your future self will 
thank you.                                             

 
Editor’s note: Learn about Rhoades’ professional 
journey at myamericannurse.com/?p=67433.  
 
Jessica Rhoades is the director of nursing and advanced practice 
clinician recruitment at ChristianaCare in Wilmington, Delaware. 
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