
Background 
•  A clinical doctorate degree is an entry level degree designed to prepare 

the health professional with competencies required to enter clinical 
practice  

•  1999-AACN BOD appointed a task force charged to revise quality 
indicators for doctoral education as well as address differences among 
the various types of nursing doctoral degrees offered. A second task 
force was developed and was asked to assess the current status of the 
practice doctoral education and what future practice doctoral education 
should reflect.  

•  Concerns threaded in the literature are reflective of university personnel 
criticizing the clinical doctorates, arguing that practice degrees like the 
doctor of physical therapy represent degree creep and are not equivalent 
to the PhD (Siler & Randolph, 2006). 

•  Although the profession has experienced several forms of doctoral 
education, the selection of the most applicable degree is complex and 
required decision making for the nurses in terms of what program of 
study would allow the nurse to attain his/her professional goal 
(Dreifuest et al., 2016). 

	
	

Methods 

1.  What is the lived experience of a practicing DNP returning to school  
      in pursuit of a PhD degree in Nursing? 
2.  How do DNPs who have returned to school in pursuit of a PhD in   
      nursing describe their motivation? 
3.  What factors do participants perceive have influenced 
      their decision to pursue a PhD in Nursing? 
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•  The findings of this study will add to the general body of nursing 
knowledge regarding the lived experience of practicing DNP-
prepared nurses in pursuit of a PhD in nursing potentially promoting 
academic progression. 

•  The	nursing	community	and	the	healthcare	arena	as	a	whole	
do	not	understand	the	unique	experience	of	a	DNP	returning	
to	school	in	pursuit	of	a	PhD	in	nursing.	Since	one	of	the	goals	
of	this	study	is	to	build	on	nursing	science,	the	data	obtained	
from	this	study	will	contribute	to	the	body	of	nursing	
knowledge	with	respect	to	nursing	education,	nursing	practice,	
nursing	research,	and	health/social	policy.	 

•  Three themes were uncovered and represented the participants 
lived experience as they navigated through a PhD in nursing 
curriculum. 

 

•  Nurses who have earned an AACN accredited DNP degree and 
are pursuing a PhD in nursing were offered an opportunity to 
participate in the study. 

•  Philosophical underpinnings was guided by the interpertivist 
paradigm 

•  A qualitative methodology was employed using descriptive 
phenomenology as its basis. 

•  Permission was obtained from Barry University’s IRB 
followed by participants consenting to the study.  

•  Purposive and snowball sampling was used to select 12 DNP 
participants (n=12) for taped semi-structured interviews  
describing their lived experience  of returning to school in 
pursuit of a PhD in nursing. Recordings were transcribed 
verbatim.  

•  Data saturation occurred after 10 volunteer participates were 
interviewed. 

•  Inductive data analysis was guided by Moustakas’ (1994) 
transcendental phenomenology. 
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Significance 

This study has meaning to nursing practice because unless we 
understand the essence of a DNP-prepared clinician actively 
pursuing the research-focused PhD degree, nurse will remain in 
the unknowing of the nurse perspective of having a clinical nurse 
practicing in the role as nurse scientists.  With the findings of this 
study, it was evident that this group of DNPs had a desire to not 
only utilize transitional research but sought out the skillset to 
conduct original research.  This may help bring about change not 
only to hospitals but also to schools and colleges of nursing 
regarding the value of having clinicians with formal training in 
nursing research  

The participants described how the PhD process has been 
rigorous, and they are gaining the knowledge they quested, 

leading to success in achieving their professional goals.  
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