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The purpose of this study was to describe the factors influencing the pursuit and completion of
doctoral education by nurses intending to seek or retain faculty roles. Traditionally, doctoral
education evolved to focus on the preparation of nurses to conduct scientific research, primarily
through the doctor of philosophy programs. Most recently, the doctor of nursing practice
degree emerged and was designed for advanced practice nurses to be clinical leaders who
translate research into practice and policy. Nurses who pursue doctoral education in order to
assume or maintain faculty roles must choose between these degrees if they desire a doctorate
within the discipline; however, factors influencing their decisions and the intended outcomes of
their choice are not clear. During this study, 548 nurses (current students or recent graduates of
doctoral programs) completed a comprehensive survey to generate critical evidence about the
factors influencing the choices made. Principal findings are related to the issues of time, money,
and program selection. These findings can be used to develop strategies to increase enrollment
and, therefore, the number of doctorally prepared faculty who are specifically prepared to excel
as nursing faculty. (Index words: PhD in nursing; DNP; Doctoral education; Faculty shortage) J
Prof Nurs 32:202–212, 2016. © 2016 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

THE DECISION TO pursue doctoral study is complex
and requires potential students to consider multiple

factors when making choices. Factors impacting choices
include type of program (PhD or Doctor of Nursing,
[DNP]), delivery method (on-line, face-to-face, hybrid),
structure (rigid or flexible scheduling and progression),
faculty expertise and research interests, and the cost and
length of program. In addition, personal (family, health,
finances) and professional (job security and advance-

ment) factors must also be considered when making the
decision to attend a doctoral program. Once admitted and
matriculated, doctoral students and recent graduates face
significant challenges to their success because of numerous
programmatic, personal, and professional stressors. Given
the high vacancy rates of doctorally prepared faculty in
schools of nursing across the country (American Associ-
ation of Colleges ofNursing [AACN], 2015), it is important
to understand decisions made about initiating and
completing doctoral study, including intentions around
beginning or staying in faculty roles (IOM, 2011). The
purpose of this article is to report the quantitative findings
from a mixed-methods, multiphase, multisite study that
explored factors influencing the pursuit and completion of
doctoral education by nurses intending to seek or retain
faculty roles.

Review of the Literature
According to the AACN (2015), recent survey data
demonstrated a national nurse faculty vacancy rate of
6.9%, with 56.4% of schools reporting full-time vacan-
cies. Almost 58% of these vacancies were for positions
requiring or preferring a doctoral degree. The AACN's
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report on 2013–2014 enrollment estimated that 78,089
potential students could have been admitted to under-
graduate and graduate nursing programs had there been
enough nursing faculty available to teach them (AACN,
2014). Many options for addressing the faculty shortage
have been discussed in the literature over the past four
decades (Allan & Aldebron, 2008; Anderson, Roth, &
Palmer, 1985; Carole, 2002; Danzey, Ea, Fitzpatrick,
Garbutt, & Rafferty, 2011; Halcomb, Gregg, & Roberts,
2007; McAllister, Oprescu, & Jones, 2014; Nehls & Rice,
2014; Princeton, 1992), yet faculty prepared for the role
remain in short supply.

PhD and DNP Degrees
Despite many degree options, the overall number of
doctorally prepared nurses remains low within the
discipline. While numbers of DNP students and gradu-
ates continue to rise steeply, with a 176% increase in DNP
enrollments between 2007 and 2009, PhD graduates have
remained fairly constant during that same time, with a
mere 5% increase from 2008 to 2009 (Fang, Tracy, &
Bednash, 2010). Recent trends, however, indicate that
this may be changing. Almost 15,000 nurses were
enrolled in DNP programs and over 5,000 in PhD
programs in the United States in 2013–14, more than in
any of the prior 5 years (Kirschling, 2014).

Nearly all PhD and as many as 60% of recent DNP
graduates assume academic roles upon degree comple-
tion, yet their numbers fail to adequately meet the need
for nurse educators to replace those expected to leave
academe for other roles or to expand student capacity and
generate knowledge for the discipline (Altuntaş, 2014;
Lewallen & Kohlenberg, 2011; Potempa, Redman, &
Anderson, 2008; Zungolo, 2009). This may be explained
by recent research findings from Bednash and Fang
(2015) who found that 72% of current PhD students
planned to pursue academic careers after graduating from
their programs; however, half of these students were
already faculty at the time, so they would not add
significantly to the number of total faculty available upon
graduation. Moreover, half of the currently active faculty
are expected to retire by 2016 (Fang & Bednash, 2014;
RWJ, 2007), adding to the urgency of increasing the
number of doctorally prepared faculty for the professo-
riate. Coupled with inconsistent approaches to prepara-
tion for faculty role across doctoral programs, the
profession is faced with issues of both quantity and
quality of nurse faculty educators as the faculty shortage
persists (Ramsburg & Childress, 2012; Sebastian &
White, 2013). In fact, almost 70% of schools of nursing
reported that a limited pool of doctorally prepared faculty
from which to recruit was a critical problem in the 2014–
2015 academic year (AACN, 2015).

Understanding why and how nurses pursue doctoral
education when they are seeking or intending to stay in
academic roles and their degree choice (PhD or DNP) is
important as we prepare the next generation of faculty.
The focus of the PhD is on research methods and
knowledge generation (AACN, 2005), with a curriculum

designed to prepare nurses to be independent researchers
able to foster a program of research based on scientific
inquiry for contribution to the discipline. Coursework
and preparation for teaching (i.e., education pedagogy,
curriculum, and evaluation) are not part of the essential
elements or recommended infrastructure (AACN, 2010)
and are inconsistently evident in the PhD programs
available in the United States. Despite this, the position of
the AACN and the National League for Nursing (NLN) is
that educators teaching nursing students should possess a
terminal degree (AACN, 2005; NLN, 2013). The AACN
does not, however, specify requirements for coursework
in educational pedagogy, curriculum, and evaluation for
either the PhD or the DNP, whereas the NLN does
(AACN, 2005; NLN, 2013).

Furthermore, despite a strong clinical emphasis on the
practice of nursing, PhD programs rarely have this as a
major focus but instead emphasize the development of
nurse–scientists. In response, the focus of the DNP is on an
advanced clinical degree with an emphasis on clinical
practice and research utilization to prepare graduates to
assume advanced practice and administrator roles (AACN,
2006). Although DNP graduates could be instrumental in
keeping rigorous practice a focal point of education,
teaching is not currently an intended trajectory or outcome
of completing the DNP program (AACN, 2004). Specifi-
cally, pedagogical curriculum and teaching practica are not
required and are inconsistently offered as coursework
(Sebastian & White, 2013; Zungolo, 2009). Nonetheless,
DNP graduates are actively seeking academic positions
(AACN, 2004, 2006; Minnick, Norman, & Donaghey,
2013; Zungolo, 2009). Further, many schools of nursing
with master's-prepared faculty are encouraging or de-
manding that these faculty seek a doctorate in nursing
without specifying a preference for a PhD or DNP nor
clearly articulating the intended outcomes associated with
attaining the degree; therefore, both are being sought to
meet this employment requirement.

The curriculum essentials for both PhD and DNP
programs have minimal requirements for education
courses to prepare graduates in learning theory, pedagogy,
innovative teaching, or nursing education research
(AACN, 2004, 2006; Allan & Aldebron, 2008). One
unintended consequence of this is that junior faculty
report high dissatisfaction with and lack of preparation for
the teaching role because of lack of exposure to best
practices in teaching, curriculum development, and
evaluation (Altuntaş, 2014; Boud & Tennant, 2006;
Roughton, 2013). Concomitantly, both junior and senior
faculty seek opportunities to expand their research and
service responsibilities while decreasing teaching obliga-
tions, particularly in institutions where tenure is depen-
dent upon research productivity (Ann-Sherrod et al., 2012;
Carole, 2002), further reducing the teaching pool. In
addition, experienced nurse educators often seek employ-
ment at large, research-focused institutions upon attaining
their doctorate because they desire different roles,
expectations, and status that are not consistently forth-
coming; thus, community colleges and smaller colleges and
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