
Although support for aca-
demic progression was once
considered divisive in some

nursing circles, times have
changed. The need to advance
the educational level of the nurs-
ing workforce—a key recommen-
dation in the Institute of Medi-
cine (IOM)’s 2010 report The Fu-
ture of Nursing: Leading Change,
Advancing Health—is now widely
embraced by most national
nursing organizations and pa-
tient advocates seeking to move
the profession forward.   

Why is this important? As ac-
ademic nursing leaders, we un-
derstand that education matters
and directly affects a nurse’s
ability to provide high-quality
care. The evidence-based find-
ings in the IOM report and relat-
ed studies have sent a clear mes-
sage to employers, practicing
nurses, students, and other
stakeholders:
Preparing 

a more highly educated nursing
workforce is in the best interest
of the patients and communities
we serve. 

Across the nation, many hos-
pitals and other practice settings
are providing funding for nurses
to continue their education and
are offering more flexibility for
nurses who must juggle work
and school demands. Employers
are recognizing education makes
a difference and are moving to
hire more baccalaureate-pre-
pared nurses into entry-level 
registered nurse (RN) positions. 

Data collected by the
American 

Associ-

ation of Colleges of Nursing
(AACN) show that 79% of em-
ployers now require or express a
strong preference for nurses with
bachelor’s degrees.

Growth in BSN and
graduate programs 
Nursing schools have made
achieving the IOM’s nursing ed-
ucation goals a top priority and
are working to expand capacity
in their undergraduate and grad-
uate programs to meet growing
demand. Since 2010, 63 new en-
try-level bachelor of science in
nursing (BSN) programs have
opened nationwide, in addition
to 46 new BSN degree-comple-
tion programs for RNs seeking
baccalaureate degrees. Growth
in graduate nursing programs
also has been impressive, with
28 new master’s programs, 10
new PhD programs, and 116 new
doctor of nursing practice (DNP)
programs opening in the last 5
years. 

Our progress in achieving
higher levels of education is be-
ginning to show. For more than
a decade, enrollment in BSN
programs has increased
steadily each year. After
the IOM recommended an
80% increase in bac-
calaureate-prepared
nurses in the workforce
by 2020, the number of
students entering those
programs accelerated
rapidly. Over the last 5
years, enrollment in RN-to-

BSN programs increased
69%, and enrollment in entry-

level BSN programs rose 17%.
But despite these gains, only
about 55% of RNs currently are
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prepared at the baccalaureate
level or higher, according to the
latest statistics from the Nation-
al Council of State Boards of
Nursing. 

In master’s programs, students
also are returning to school in
ever-increasing numbers. Since
2010, enrollment in master of
science in nursing (MSN) pro-
grams has increased by 31%,
with more than 113,000 students
now in the MSN pipeline. Much
of this growth can be attributed
to nurses interested in pursuing
advanced roles, such as nurse
administrator and clinical nurse
leader.

Further along the educational
continuum, nursing schools are
making great progress in their
efforts to double the number 
of nurses with doctorates, as 
the IOM recommended. Much 
of this new growth has been
achieved through widespread
adoption of and interest in the
DNP. (See Gains in DNP and 
PhD preparation.)

Expanding educational
options  
Fortunately for nurses consider-
ing a return to nursing school,
options for completing a pro-
gram have expanded. Many de-
gree-completion programs, in-
cluding those for RNs seeking to
complete a master’s degree (RN-
to-MSN), are offered completely
online or in a hybrid format (a
combination of classroom and
online sessions). Typically, stu-
dents have the option of com-
pleting programs on a full- or
part-time basis, though many
schools encourage applicants to
enroll full-time when possible.
Also, some schools are moving to
offer evening and weekend
classes to accommodate working
nurses’ needs.   

Sending the right message  
For nurses to meet today’s em-
ployer expectations, climb
higher on the career ladder, and
assume leadership roles within

health care and the profession,
education is the key. Research
highlighted in the IOM report in-
dicates nurses with more educa-
tion are better equipped to pro-
vide higher-quality patient care. 

Achieving the IOM’s recom-
mendations for education ad-
vancement will require innova-
tive solutions and collective ac-
tion by all parties engaged in
developing future generations
of nurses. Successfully reaching
these goals requires strong aca-
demic-practice partnerships and
a solid commitment among
practice colleagues to encourag-
ing and rewarding educational
advancement of their nursing
staff.

Now is the time for nurse edu-
cators, higher-education admin-
istrators, employers, legislators,
and other stakeholders to com-
mit to marshalling resources
and providing opportunities to
enable all nurses to move ahead

with their education. Together
we can send a message that edu-
cation is an essential element of
nursing practice, while instilling
a passion for lifelong learning
among new and experienced
nursing professionals. Our pa-
tients deserve nothing less. �

Deborah E. Trautman is chief executive officer of the
American Association of Colleges of Nursing. 
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Gains in DNP and PhD preparation     
In 2004, the American Association of Colleges of Nursing (AACN) endorsed the
doctor of nursing (DNP) degree as the appropriate level of educational prepara-
tion for advanced nursing practice roles. Since then, the number of schools offer-
ing this degree has risen from 7 to 264, with enrollees now surpassing 18,000.
Since 2010, 111 new DNP programs have opened and the student population has
more than doubled.   

The authors of a national study released in 2014 by the RAND Corporation
found near universal agreement among nursing’s academic leaders regarding the
value of DNP education in preparing nurses to serve in one of the four advanced
practice registered nurse roles—clinical nurse specialists, certified registered
nurse anesthetists, certified nurse-midwives, and nurse practitioners. Students
and nurses in the workforce have embraced this message and are enrolling in
both post-baccalaureate and post-master’s DNP programs to better meet evolv-
ing practice expectations.

Growth in nursing doctoral programs also has been impressive since AACN’s
endorsement of the DNP position statement in 2004, with enrollments growing
54% over the past decade. Since 2010, 10 new PhD programs in nursing have
opened, and enrollment has increased 15%.

Many hospitals and 
other practice settings 
are providing funding 
for nurses to continue 

their education.


