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A question that continuosly challenges nursing 
program admission decision-making processes is  

who will be successful?

Research Questions

• To address the problem of attrition following acceptance into an ADN program, four re-
search questions guide this study.  The early findings presented in this poster partially ad-
dress research questions three and four.

     1) How effective are grit scores at predicting successful completion of an ADN program?
     2) Do grit scores correlate with assessment scores from pre-admission tests specific to   
  nursing  such as the ATI TEAS, HESI A2, and NLN PAX?
     3) How do unsuccessful and successful students describe their experience in an   
  ADN program?
     4) Can the themes present in those descriptions be associated with aspects of grit?

• Nursing programs across the United States continue to struggle to expand capacity to 
meet the projected needs for registered nurses, with one challenge being admitting stu-
dents who will suceed and enter the nursing profression (AACN, 2017).
• A question that continues to challenge nursing program admission decisions is predicting 
who will succeed.  This is particularly relevant in associate degree nursing programs (ADN) 
which often have diverse student populations and high attrition rates.
• Despite efforts to select qualified applicants, the attrition rate for ADN programs remains 
arduous, ranging between 20-50% (Harris, Rosenberg, & O’Rourke, 2014).
• A study by Young-Brice and Driefuerst (2019) suggests the concept of grit may contrib-
ute to academic success and persistence in nursing programs.
• Could grit be the differentiating factor that could help predict who will be successful in 
ADN nursing programs?
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 Purpose

• The purpose of this study is to quantify and explore the use of a grit assessment as a 
predictor of future success in ADN programs to identify characteristics in those students 
who pass pre-admission tests and sustain their efforts over time by successfully completing 
their nursing program.  
• This poster presents early qualitative findings from a longitudinal, multi-site, mixed-meth-
ods study.

Overall Study N= 451

AGE RACE & ETHNICITYGENDER

• 57.6% reported be-
ing single (N=260)
• 52% reported no 
children (N=234), with 
27.2% reporting 1-2 
children (N=123), and 
12.4% reporting 3-5 
children (N=56).

• All participants full-
time student status at 
study onset.
• 64.7% reported part-
time employment status 
(N=292), with 19.1% re-
porting full-time employ-
ment status.  

Longitudinal
• Two-year study 
• Onset Fall 2018

Multi-Site
• 9 sites 
• Statewide curriculum 
 

Mixed-Methods
• Quantitative
• Qualitative

Early Findings Methods
• Phase two of study: Qualitative Data 
• In addition to completing the Grit Short Scale to obtain the participant’s Grit Assessment 
Score at the time of admission to their nursing program, some of the participants who were 
unsuccessful in completing coursework in their ADN program volunteered to be interviewed 
over the phone
• Interviews were conducted by the PI, audio recorded, and transcribed
• A semi-structured interview guide was used during each interview with follow-up probing 
questions to understand their experience

• Research questions partially answered by early qualitative findings:
   How do unsuccessful and successful students describe their experience in an ADN program?
       Can the themes present in those descriptions be associated with aspects of grit?

• Early qualitative data analyzed via thematic analysis
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Next Steps

• Phase two of study: Qualitative data collection and analysis will continue.  Participants 
who will graduate spring 2020 will be asked to volunteer to conduct interviews about their 
experiences
• Grit assessment score analysis in relation to participant status at end of year two of 
study

• Early qualitative findings tell the story of struggle, some of which was completely out of 
the control of the participant, but yet affected academic success.
• It was evident in the stories the participants told that they knew nursing was their “call-
ing” and purpose.  Despite the set-backs each participant faced, it is unknown if they con-
tinued in their program after the failure to reach their goals, (Grit)
• Duckworth (2016) suggests we can “grow grit from the inside”, through interest, purpose, 
practice, and hope.  These strategies may or may not have assisted the participants inter-
viewed for this study due to the nature of their struggles.

Grit is defined as the “passion 
and perseverance for long-term 

goals” (Duckworth, 2016)

INTEREST

PRACTICE HOPE

PURPOSE

Early Qualitative Findings N= 12

“Our potential is one thing, what we do with it is quite another”

(Duckworth, 2016, p. 14)

Theme 1: Unrealistic Expectations of Workload
• Common phrases uttered by participants included, “I knew it was going to be hard, but not his hard!”; “It’s a lot of studying.  I can’t even explain.  It’s just nerve’wracking.  I didn’t expect it 
at all.” 
• Although many participants entered the nursing program with prior training as a certified nursing assistant or medical assistant, they were still caught off guard by the immediate workload 
of the program.  For some, this early struggle proved to be insurmountable. 
• “I knew it was going to be intense, but until you’re living it, you don’t really know what that intensity is.”
• Additionally, many participants realized their employment conflicted with the workload demands of the nursing program, “I was pretty much told I need to get a different job, I was working 
40 hours one week and 30 hours the next.  I realized I just can’t do this.”
• Another factor was the impact of varying orientations participants recieved for their program, with one participant stating, “We didn’t have an orientation.  It was on [LMS] so I didn’t know 
what to expect”

Theme 2: The Burden of Unanticipated Personal Issues
• A majority of participants interviewed dealt with personal circumstances that were outside of their control and adversely impacted their academic performance.  Some participants did not 
actually fail, but opted to withdraw prior to obtaining the failing grade on their transcript.
• Many participants alluded to a sense of drowning and not being able to catch their breath, “One thing on top of another.  There were so many thing that were popping up that were not 
controllable.”
• “So many things have been going on in my life, the semester didn’t go how I expected it to.  I let myself down.”

Theme 3: Fundamentals and Thinking Like a Nurse as a Barrier to Success
• The Fundamentals course was mentioned by participants as the reason for their failure.  “It’s a completely different thought process than what I’m used to.” 
• Many participants described the challenge of thinking like a nurse early their program.  “Therapeutic communication...it kind of threw me off with deciding on what to say at certain times.  
that was different to me.”
• Answering NCLEX style questions was also a challenge.  One participant stated, “All these oranges are orange, pick the best orange.” when describing her frustration with NCLEX style 
questions in her Fundamentals course.
• “By the time I caught on and understood how to study for those types of questions, it was too late.”

INTEREST
*Follow passion
*Consistent interest 
over time
*Not in it for the 
short-term

PURPOSE
*Job vs Career vs 
Calling
*Knowing your role 
is bigger than you 
*Why are you doing 
what you do?

PRACTICE
*Defined goal
*Effort
*Feedback
*Repetition and re-
flection

HOPE
*Efforts can improve 
future
*Growth mindset
*Optimism
*Don’t give up


