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Honors programs in nursing provide a qualitatively different 

educational experience for high-achieving students, aimed at 

maximizing potential and fostering life-long learning. Although nursing 

honors programs have been anecdotally recognized for contributing to 

the development of future nurse leaders, there is a lack of evidence 

supporting nursing honors program curricula and outcomes. Due to 

the lack of evidence, development of new honors programs, such as 

the LEAD Honors Program at the New York University College of 

Nursing, require rigorous examination of theoretical frameworks, 

determination of student and faculty needs, appraisal of factors that 

contribute to sustainability, and operationalization of student, faculty, 

and program outcomes. The purpose of this study was to add to the 

body of knowledge on the impact of nursing honors programs in 

developing future nursing leaders.
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The aims of this study were to:

1.Describe the history and current state of nursing honors programs in 

the United States.

2.Assess the perceptions and needs of full-time faculty and 

undergraduate nursing students regarding the development and 

implementation of an interprofessional honors program.

3.Examine faculty and student perceptions of the mentoring 

relationship.

4.Propose key strategies for the development, implementation, 

evaluation, and sustainability of new nursing honors programs.

A total of 30 articles were reviewed that were published between 1961 

and 2014, most of which were descriptive articles of existing honors 

programs or curricula. Common threads emerged for expected 

requirements of successful honors programs, including student 

selection and admissions, curriculum design, program logistics, 

administrative support, and funding. Most program descriptions, 

however, lacked clear operationalization and evaluation of outcomes 

and no theoretical framework for program development. Only two 

articles addressed outcomes, showing that honors students had higher 

rates of graduate school matriculation than non-honors graduates.

Lim et al. (2016)

Student/Faculty Assessment (Aim 2)

Student and faculty surveys were developed using an interprofessional 

education framework as well as an existing, unpublished measure on 

honors education in nursing. The survey tools were tested for face and 

content validity (panel of national experts) and modified accordingly. 

The surveys were distributed via university email to 630 undergraduate 

nursing students and 64 full-time faculty during the summer semester 

of 2015. Response rates were 23% (n=142) among students and 38% 

(n=24) among faculty. Results demonstrated that students and faculty 

shared many beliefs. Both groups valued the development of an 

honors program and 67% of students stated the would definitely enroll

if given the chance. Both groups also identified increased 

interprofessional education opportunities and formal mentoring 

relationships as important for the success of an honors program. 

Students placed more importance than faculty on financial support and 

a dedicated honors adviser as keys to success.

Mentoring (Aim 3)
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Mentoring across diverse settings has been associated with favorable 

behavioral, attitudinal, relational, motivational , and career outcomes. 

As such, it is an expected and valuable component of a successful 

honors program. The student and faculty surveys provided additional 

data related to mentoring and the mentoring relationship. Specifically, 

both faculty and students highly valued a formal mentoring relationship 

as a key to honors success. For students, accelerated students 

(previous non-nursing degree) placed significantly more value on 

having such a relationship than traditional baccalaureate students; 

however, significantly more traditional students than accelerated 

students stated that such a relationship would facilitate success in the 

program. Content analysis was performed to determine student and 

faculty themes (3 each) of mentorship from the perspective of the 

mentor and mentee.

Themes Related to MENTEE

Expectations

Themes Related to MENTOR

Expectations

Faculty – Accountability, Engagement, 

Collaboration

Faculty – Facilitation, Engagement,

Collaboration

Student – Accountability, Engagement, 

Authenticity

Student – Facilitation, Engagement, 

Personalization

Making nurses full partners in healthcare necessitates building a 

nursing workforce that is engaged in advancing their education to 

support the growing complexity of health care delivery across settings. 

Through the integration of student, faculty, institution, and professional 

factors to expand research, clinical leadership, and education, nursing 

honors programs can be an excellent avenue to encourage and 

sustain the transformation recommended by the Institute of Medicine’s 

Future of Nursing report.

A comprehensive review of the literature, an extensive student and 

faculty needs assessment, and input from key stakeholders within the 

school of nursing, the university, the community, and the profession 

are essential strategies in planning the development of a new honors 

program in nursing. These strategies can also be used to enhance 

existing honors programs, improving outcomes and sustainability. By 

implementing these key strategies, the following can be developed and 

incorporated into a robust nursing honors program:

• Mission and vision

• Program model

• Program outcomes

• Comprehensive evaluation 

plan

• Curricular requirements

• Co-curricular opportunities

• Mentoring

• Leadership development

• Administrative oversight

• Safeguards for student 

success


