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A Call for Nurse Leaders 

“Strong leadership is critical if the vision of 

a transformed health care system is to be 

realized. To play an active role in 

achieving this vision, the nursing 

profession must produce leaders 

throughout the system, from the bedside 

to the boardroom.” 

    Institute of Medicine, 2011 



How Do We Develop Nurse 

Leaders? 

• Recommendations for radical 

transformation of nursing education 

• Preparation to lead begins with 

undergraduate education 

• Need for innovative academic-service 

partnerships models for leadership 

competency development 



The Dedicated Education Unit 

• What is it? 

– academic service partnership 

– full immersion experience 

– “community of practice”  

– a “village” collaborating and committed 

to “raise” the nursing students (Moscato 

et al., 2007, p. 32).  



The Dedicated Education Unit 

• Evolution of the model: 

– Australia to the U.S. 

• Positive outcomes 

– Environment conducive to learning 

– Student, faculty and staff satisfaction 

– Improved competence and confidence: 

• Critical thinking, prioritization, decision-

making, accountability 

• Teamwork, caring theory integration 

• Quality and safety competencies 



The Connecticut Story 

• Partnership between the University of 

Connecticut School of Nursing and 

St. Francis Hospital and Medical 

Center 

• Structure: 

– Unit dedicated to UCONN students 

– Staff nurses as clinical instructors 

– UCONN SON Clinical Faculty 

Instructors 

– Commitment to studying outcomes 



Research Questions about 

Leadership Development in a DEU 

• Will students in a dedicated education 
unit (DEU) demonstrate greater 
leadership competency? 

• Do direct care nurses who act as 
clinical instructors exhibit increased 
leadership behaviors? 

• What are the perceptions of the 
students and the nurses about the 
experience? 

• How do the experiences explain the 
leadership development outcomes? 

 



Studying Leadership Development 

in a DEU 

• Design: convergent parallel QUAN + 

QUAL mixed methods design  

• Quantitative strand: 

– quasi-experimental, non-equivalent 

pretest-posttest, multi-site design with 

control groups 

• Qualitative strand: focus group  

 

 



Studying Leadership Development 

in a DEU 

• Setting: Two hospitals in central 

Connecticut, control unit and DEU in 

each 

• Sample: 32 students, 12 direct care 

nurse clinical instructors 



Studying Leadership Development 

in a DEU 

• Instruments:  

– Student Leadership Practices Inventory 

• Self assessed and observed 

– Leadership Practices Inventory 

• Data Collection: 

– Prior to the start of the semester  

– At the end of the semester 

– Focus groups for each type of 

participant 



Studying Leadership Development 

in a DEU 

• Data Analysis: 

– Frequencies, means, standard deviations 

– Paired t-test for mean change in LPI 

overall and subscale scores for each group 

– Paired t-test for mean differences and 

correlations between self-assessed and 

observer scores.  

– Focus group data analyzed thematically 

using Krueger and Casey’s analytic 

framework (2009) 

 



Quantitative Results 

  All 

students 

DEU Control 

t(df) t(df) t(df) 

Overall Mean 

Score 

-6.38(17)* -3.33(16)** -2.80(14) 

*p=.000, **p<.01 



Subscale Results 

 

 

  All students DEU Control 

Leadership Practice t(df) t(df) t(df) 

• Model the Way -4.17(31)* -3.31(16)** -2.53(14) 

• Inspire a Vision -3.60(31)** -4.13(16)** -1.30(14) 

• Challenge the Process -5.08(31)* -3.40(16)** -3.72(14)** 

• Enable Others to Act -2.51(31) -1.01(16) -2.49(14) 

• Encourage the Heart -3.21(31)** -2.50(16) -1.95(14) 

*p=.000, **p<.008(based on Bonferroni correction for multiple t-tests) 



Focus Group Results 

Student Themes: 

1. The DEU: a supportive, nurturing, 

empowering learning environment 

2. Learning to inhabit the role 

• Subtheme 1: “I’m the nurse.” 

• Subtheme 2: Becoming a respected, 

confident member of the patient-centered 

team 

 



Focus Group Results 

Clinical Instructor Themes: 

1. Contributing to the student 

“growing as a nurse”. 

2. Helping the student cultivate team 

relationships 

3. Reaping the rewards  

 



Mixed Methods Results 

  Qualitative Themes 

 

 

Student LPI  Scores 

DEU: Supportive, 

Nurturing Learning 

Environment  

Learning to Inhabit the Role: 

“I’m the nurse” 

Learning to Inhabit the Role: 

Becoming a Respected, Contributing 

Member of the Patient-Centered Team 

Overall Mean Score 

Post mean: 4.00 

t(df)=-3.33(16), p<.01 

“individualized student 

care, customized to 

what I needed 

“I feel better about both 

leadership and communication—

it’s because we lived it in the real 

world.” 

“I felt very much a part of the team.” 

Model the Way 

Post mean:3.97 

t(df)=-3.82(16), p<.01 

“ownership of the 

patient”, “advocate for 

patient”  needs 

Working with assistants-“they 

know I was doing my part” 

“I took it upon myself to get 

things done.” 

Rounds-valuing team contributions, 

seeing “the whole patient” 



Student Leadership Development 

• DEU clinical experience contributed to 
the leadership development of 
undergraduate students 
– Modeling the way-accountability, initiative, 

team behaviors 

– Inspiring a vision- planning for the “whole 
patient” and seeing the “big picture” 

– Challenging the process- developing and 
challenging individual skills and abilities, 
becoming a “real nurse” 

– Biggest challenge remains enabling others 
to act 



Clinical Instructor Leadership 

Development 

• Post-DEU mean scores all increased 

• Satisfaction and learning from their 

experiences with the students in the 

DEU 

• Mutual respect and benefit as a result 

of their relationships with the students 

• Recommended developmental activities 

to enhance their ability to grow as 

leaders and teachers in this role 



Implications 
• Education: 

– Continue to partner to build on success of 

academic-service innovations such as the 

DEU 

• Research: 

– Study outcomes related to innovative models 

– Compare to outcomes of other programs such 

as residency 

• Practice: 

– Partner in preparation of nurses of the future 

– Create healthy “communities of practice” and 

learning 

 



Conclusion 

“So the need for new leadership is urgent.  It 
is needed in communities everywhere. We 
need leaders who know how to nourish and 
rely on the innate creativity, freedom, 
generosity and caring of people.  We need 
leaders who are life affirming rather than life 
destroying.  Unless we quickly figure out 
how to nurture and support this new 
leadership, we can’t hope for peaceful 
change…Thus, new leadership becomes a 
central and pressing challenge of our time.” 
   (Wheatley, 2007, p.164) 

 


