Nursing Education Research Conference 2018 (NERC18)
Weathering the Perfect Storm: A Multifaceted Strategy to Improve Nursing Student Retention

Catherine McGeehin Heilferty, PhD, RN, CNE
School of Nursing and Allied Health Professions, Holy Family University, Philadelphia, PA, USA

The purpose of the presentation is to share an experience in one BSN program during a time of
significant challenge and change. Implications for program improvement, increased nursing student
retention and ameliorating the nursing shortage are discussed.

The relentless nursing shortage seems to resist every effort toward relief. The most recent information
from the U. S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2015) listed 2.8 million vacant nursing positions, with a 16%
increase in that number expected by 2024, or 450,000 more vacancies. Twenty-one percent of U.S.
hospitals have a nurse vacancy rate above 10% (ANA, 2017), with an estimated 550,000 nurses retiring
by 2022.

Factors related to nursing workplaces; the physical and psychosocial stress of the work; and limited
nursing school placements due to faculty shortages are placing increasing pressure on healthcare
agencies and educators to manage more complex care with less experienced nurses than ever before.

Given the current vacancies and the impending retirement of a large percentage of the workforce,
colleges and universities are examining nursing student retention more intensely. In the U.S., almost 50%
of students do not progress in nursing programs (Mooring, 2016). Problems related to nursing student
retention and the shortage of nurses are not limited to the U.S. In Canada, the percentage of students lost
to nursing school progression is 25%; in Australia, 10-40%; in the U.K., 27-40% (Mooring, 2016).

Strategies to improve retention include identifying student-candidates capable of the rigorous work;
identifying at-risk students who are already enrolled; establishment of
mentoring/tutoring/coaching/advising relationships; standardized instruction and testing; and remediation
efforts such as supplemental courses aimed at enhancing student critical thinking (Freeman & All, 2017;
Hopkins, 2008)

The author describes one instructive experience faced by the leaders of one BSN program during a time
of significant challenge and change. The perfect storm included (1) the introduction of both a revised
traditional BSN curriculum and a new second-degree BSN curriculum; (2) a decreasing NCLEX-RN pass
rate; and (3) increasingly tense student-faculty relationships. Administrators, faculty, and a few influential
students rallied to respond to these nursing academic challenges. Scientific theory holds that knowledge
is achieved by altering one element at a time, so that results can be measured and assessed. In the case
presented, urgency for improvement did not allow for individual changes. What is postulated here,
interestingly, is that it was the layering of strategies that had the intended effect. The program was
layered with remediation plans (Keller, 1968); with academic coaching (Brown-O’Hara, 2013); with
standardized instruction and testing; and with faculty development.

After the first year of the improvement plan, the greatest changes were in faculty-student relationships.
From the outset, administrators were transparent about the seriousness of the issues, and solicited
student feedback and cooperation. As faculty members and students engaged in improvement activities,
trust between faculty and students improved. By the second year, results of the interventions continued
as NCLEX-RN scores improved and curricular adjustments began to show steady improvement in
satisfaction.

Attendees will leave the session with ideas, tools, and motivation that can be applied in programs of all
sizes to improve nursing student retention.
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Abstract Summary:

The experience of the leaders of one Bachelor of Science in Nursing (BSN) program during a time of
significant challenge and change is described. Attendees will leave the session with ideas, tools and
motivation that can be applied in programs of all sizes to improve nursing student retention.

Content Outline:

The roman numeral outline format did not transfer when | copy/pasted.

1. Phase I: Assessing the problem and isolating the elements
1. Two new curricula: Traditional and second-degree accelerated BSN
2. NCLEX-RN pass rate
3. Faculty-student relationships
4. Significant loss of institutional memory and leadership
2. Phase llI: Building the shelter in the middle of the storm
1. Resources at hand
1. Academic Success Coordinator
2. HESI
3. Academic Enhancement Center
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4. Faculty advising
2. New initiatives
1. NURS 234: The Nursing Pathway to Progress
2. Academic Coaching
3. Faculty Development
4. ATI
3. Phase lll: Recovery
1. Curriculum
2. NCLEX-RN
3. Faculty-student relationships
4. Conclusion: The case for multilayered retention efforts
1. Expect chaos
2. Remain vigilant when all is well
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Professional Experience: | have been a nurse 32 years. For nineteen years, | was a staff nurse at the
Children's Hospital of Philadelphia. | received a Master of Science in Nursing (Education) in 2006 and a
Doctor of Philosophy (Nursing education) in 2011 from Villanova University. | have been a faculty
member at Holy Family University for 10 years, For the last three of those years, | have served as
Associate Dean, responsible for the management of the BSN programs and assessment activities.
Author Summary: Catherine has been a nurse educator for 10 years at Holy Family University. She is a
skilled clinician, a curious researcher, and an enthusiastic teacher. Her skills in program assessment were
learned from strong, wise, and kind mentors, for which she is very grateful.



