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ABSTRACT

Background: The exploration of the non-traditional or self-sufficient financially independent student experiences in higher
education are considerably less researched, specifically addressing personal experience while pursuing higher education, when
compared to traditional, those who recently graduated from high school, college students. Therefore, the objective of this
study was to explore non-licensed hospital employees’ (paraprofessional) perceptions related to their motivation to obtain a
baccalaureate degree and overcome personal challenges to become a registered nurse.
Methods: A qualitative descriptive focus group research design was used to explore the perceptions of minority paraprofessional
employees had related to their motivations and challenges to become a registered nurse. All student- paraprofessionals, who were
funded through the Robert Wood Johnson grant program, were invited to participate in this study. A semi-structured interview
guide was used to explore the participants’ thoughts about obtaining a college degree and what their motivation is for obtaining a
college degree in nursing. Informal questions were used to involve the participants in the discussion. The study was approved by
the university’s institutional review board and participants completed an informed consent prior to any data collection.
Results: Five participants were engaged in this study. The major theme that these participants reported was the different
challenges and sacrifices (finances and life situations) that they had to deal with prior to starting courses and while they were
currently taking courses. The second theme was motivation; these participants were motivated to have a better life.
Conclusions: These participants had to deal with certain challenges and make sacrifices in order to pursue their dream; however,
the participants were able to find the needed motivation to achieve their dreams and become a registered nurse.
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1. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

The exploration of higher education for the non-traditional
student experience is considerably less researched than the
traditional student experience, specifically addressing per-
sonal experience while pursuing higher education. Accord-
ing to the United States Department of Education’s National

Center for Education Statistics,[1] a non-traditional student
is defined as having met one of the following seven features:
delayed enrollment into postsecondary education; part-time
college attendance, employed full time, is financially inde-
pendent, has dependents regardless of a spouse, is a single
parent, or does not have a high school diploma. Specific
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topics of interest include target motivators to enter higher
education, personal barriers, non-traditional modes of com-
munication and student characteristics that lead to academic
success despite personal challenges.

Many nontraditional students pursue higher education “for
its own sake”, wanting to increase their knowledge in hopes
of being able to use that knowledge for the greater good.[2]

These students were interested in making a difference in
people’s lives, and less interested in pursuing an education
as a means for a higher paying job.[2] It is apparent that
those returning to school may have different motivations
from the start of the higher education process than traditional
students, and could be important to consider these students
face upcoming challenges and barriers.

Intrinsic motivation is defined as ‘the doing of an activity for
its inherent satisfaction rather than for some separate conse-
quence,” whereas extrinsic motivation focuses more on exter-
nal reward.[3] In one study looking at nontraditional students
studying psychology, nursing, education, and “other”, the stu-
dents reported more intrinsic motivation towards their studies
than extrinsic motivation, overall. The nursing students, how-
ever, reported significantly more extrinsic motivation than
those studying psychology, namely for the benefit of career
advancement.[3] Looking further into intrinsic motivation, its
link to positive affect, and determining what might foretell
a student’s affinity for both, Bye, Pushkar, and Conway[4]

discovered that interest is a strong predictor. This interest
fuels lifelong learning due to the student’s tendency to seek
out knowledge.[4]

Another motivator that emerged through this study was the
students’ desire to set an example for their children. These
students hope to create a better future for their children, and
to also convey a positive attitude about obtaining a higher
education.[2] Although, the women particularly felt that pur-
suing higher education put a strain on their ability to fulfill
household duties. Student mothers reported feeling that time
spent doing school work was time spent away from family
responsibility, especially for single parent families.[2]

There are other crucial factors that emerged as contributors
to nontraditional students’ motivation to return to school.
Location and ease of commute were very important to this
population, some claiming it to be one of the most important
factors.[2] Campus location had to be convenient and real-
istically fit into their routine in order for these students to
believe that higher education is possible.[2] Various studies
indicate that commuters attempt to minimize their time spent
commuting as much as possible, with an average commute
time of about 30 minutes one way, and over 89% of students
in one study reporting a weekly commute time to and from

campus of 10 or less hours per week.[5]

The cost associated with both time and finances was a barrier
reported by nontraditional students. Financial costs to the
students encompassed tuition, travel, and course materials,
lack of paid work, and childcare. Other costs related to time
included time needed for other responsibilities, as mentioned
above, and also time for socializing and self-care.[2] Students
reported associated feelings of guilt, anxiety and inadequacy
related to being unable to uphold certain responsibilities to
themselves and others.[2] Biddix[5] affirms these challenges,
declaring the ultimate consequence of these costs; “the reality
of moving through for many commuter students is that, re-
gardless of their desire and dedication to graduate, they may
need to stop out as a result of family or financial priorities.”

A few students in the study discussed how race and ethnicity
were important in determining where they felt comfortable
going to school. They reported that they did not want to go to
a school that was all White, and that a good fit would have an
ethnic mix.[2] Research has found that students of color may
prefer to commute to predominantly White college campuses,
due to the continued social, cultural and spiritual support that
their home communities provide.[5] One factor that appears
to contribute to nontraditional students’ motivation in higher
education was “a sense of community”,[2] which is known
to improve academic performance among students in higher
education.[5]

Evans[6] found that there was a strong cultural obligation to
family that is common among these students. In addition,
Young, Johnson, Arthur and Hawthrone[7] suggested that
students’ culture influenced their ability to be successful in
higher education. Young et al.[7] looked at three different
cultural groups, European Americans, African Americans
and Hispanic Americans, exclusively, evaluating socio eco-
nomic status, family generation with college experience and
perceived social support as predictors for both intrinsic and
extrinsic motivation for academics. They were able to iden-
tify that each cultural group is unique, stating that this finding
“could be the basis to better understand and motivate individ-
uals within each group to best encourage and inspire them.[7]

A common theme found by Evans[6] in the barriers to educa-
tional success among minority students were the sacrifices
that minority students had to make in order to meet their
requirements for school and work. Minority students ex-
pressed that sacrificing time with family in order to meet
the demands of school was a great concern for them. They
also reported sacrificing study time in order to meet family
obligations.[6]

After getting a glimpse at what might be some of the moti-
vating factors for nontraditional students to enter, and subse-
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quently remain in higher education, it is relevant to note that
there may also be underlying personal qualities and character-
istics that are consistent with nontraditional students who are
successful in pursuing a higher education. Duckworth and
Gross[8] explore the concepts of self-control and grit, noting
that these concepts, while different, are both associated with
increased academic success. Between the two, grit alone has
been shown to predict success more so than self-control.[8]

Grit differs from self-control in that someone demonstrating
grit will tolerate setbacks and continue working towards the
long-term goal, even if it takes years or decades. The time
frame for both concepts is different. Self-control involves
an immediate response to a stimulus, whereas grit refers to a
persistent pursuit over a long period of time.

Duckworth and Gross[8] argue that grit can be a better de-
terminant of success than self-control. While grit and self-
control are often both exhibited in a successful person, when
controlled for each concept, grit appeared to be a higher de-
terminant of success. This finding can be interpreted to mean
that those who have grit, but demonstrate less self-control,
will tend to be more successful than those who exhibit self-
control without grit. Those who demonstrate grit also tend
to delineate a subset of goals that work toward achieving the
ultimate goal, and are able to pursue these goals with tenac-
ity.[8] Therefore, the purpose of this study was to explore
non-licensed hospital employees’ perceptions related to their
motivation to obtain a baccalaureate degree and overcome
personal challenges to become a registered nurse.

2. METHOD
2.1 Design and sample
A qualitative descriptive focus group research design was
used to explore perceptions minority non-licensed hospital
employees (paraprofessional) had related to their motivation
to initiate and pursue a baccalaureate degree in nursing. The
use of the focus group design provided the opportunity for
these participants to openly elaborate on their perceptions
and expand the discussion on their pursuit of a degree in nurs-
ing.[9] Eleven minority paraprofessionals, who were funded
through the Unites States based, Robert Wood Johnson Foun-
dation “New Paths to Professional Nursing” (NPPN) grant
program, were invited to participate in this study.

The NPPN program provided financial resources, including
reimbursement for classes, supplies, and text books, coun-
seling services, and an academic tutor to qualified minority
non-licenses hospital employees. This program was solely
focused on providing support to students in order to com-
plete their pre-requisites for entrance as junior year students
into a baccalaureate nursing program. The tutor facilitated
monthly meetings to prepare students to meet the challenges

of academics. Topics discussed during those meetings, in-
cluded balancing responsibilities and test taking strategies.
In addition to the monthly peer meetings, the tutor facili-
tated individual meeting with each paraprofessional monthly.
These individual meetings focused on developing a trust re-
lationship and provided an opportunity to explore methods
in overcoming personal barriers to success. The Institutional
Review Board granted approval to conduct the study.

After informed consent was obtained, a member of the re-
search team acted as the facilitator for the focus group. In
addition, an observer was present to maintain field notes and
manage the audio recording equipment. Each subject was
issued a number and referred to that number throughout the
focus group. The focus group meeting lasted approximately
one to two hours and light refreshments were served during
the meeting.

2.2 Data collection
A semi-structured interview guide was used to explore the
participants’ thoughts about obtaining a college degree and
what their motivation is for obtaining a college degree in nurs-
ing. Informal questions were used to involve the participants
in the discussion. Sample questions from the semi-structure
interview guide included: What led you to decide that you
needed to pursue further education? What are some of the
challenges (at home and work) have you encountered as you
pursue your educational goal? How has your attitude to-
wards accomplishing your educational goal changed since
you began the process?

The focus group was conducted in a private room at the
university where students were currently enrolled in classes.
The use of a private room decreased possible interruptions
and allowed for good sound quality for the audio recording.
Prior to the data collection, ground rules were established so
all participants would have a chance to participate. The inter-
views lasted approximately 60-90 minutes and were audio
recorded. Two members of the research team conducted the
focus group, with one member taking field notes. The focus
group interviews were conducted until repetitive information
was obtained or data saturation occurred. The data were
analyzed using content analysis.

2.3 Data analysis
After the focus group was complete, the audio recording
was transcribed verbatim, into written text. The transcripts
were checked against the audio recording for accuracy by the
primary investigator (PI). Field notes were incorporated into
the written narrative. Data were analyzed by four members
of the research team, using Krueger and Casey’s[10] method
including frequency, specificity, emotion, and extensiveness.
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After four members of the research team analyzed the tran-
scriptions, the PI reviewed their findings. Multiple methods
were used to establish data trustworthiness: peer debriefing
and member checks (verification) were conducted after the
analysis was completed. Each subject was assigned a number
to maintain anonymity.

3. FINDINGS
3.1 Characteristics of participants
Five female participants (N = 5) were engaged in this study.
From the data, two themes emerged: 1) challenges and sac-
rifices and 2) motivation. Each theme consisted of several
codes. The codes for Challenges and sacrifices were: fi-
nances and life situations; whereas the codes for motivation
were: better life, support from family and co-workers, and
caring for others.

All of the participants were minority females, either African
American or Hispanic, with an average age of 41, and had
completed year one of the two year program. All of the
subjects had completed some college credit in a university or
community college setting. Several participants were single
mothers and worked full-time at an urban academic medical
center. Their positions within the medical center included
clinical care technician, secretary and an outreach coordina-
tor.

3.2 Challenges and sacrifices
The major theme that these participants reported was the
different challenges and sacrifices that they had to deal with
prior to starting courses and while they were currently taking
courses.

3.3 Finances
All of the participants (N = 5) identified the financial barriers
they were constantly dealing with as a challenge to being
able to go back to school and making ends meet while in
school. Participant #1

identified that it is very expensive place to live
and I have to do everything by myself even
though I have my parents supporting me. But
it’s really hard for them to help me economi-
cally, so I have to do everything by myself and
to go to school now I have to cut a lot of things
that you know I can’t afford.

Participant #5 stated

when I tried and started school I had to stop
because of money and then I started again and
then I had to stop again because of money. So
I had always let the need for money, because, I

have to survive, and I have to feed my family
and I am the main provider that is what would
stop me from being able to continue and finally
be successful.

The participant then proceeded to report that she “has a sec-
ond job because. . . with two kids in college, [she] cannot live
on the [her current] job [salary].” Participant #3 supported
the idea that her financial situation was the primary reason
she was “putting it [enrolling in classes] off for the past three
years, just because of the financial part and where to get the
funds.” This statement was further echoed by participant #2,

“you know, financially there was a little bit of a hindrance
there, you know. The money I was making was going towards
my living expenses and there wasn’t a whole lot left over, you
know to pursue education.” She further reported that “I was
a single parent. . . as a parent, your priority. . . you know is
your children...”

However, even after participation in this grant, which supple-
mented the healthcare organizations tuition reimbursement
program with funding for classes, participants had trouble
meeting their financial obligations. Participant #5 elaborated
by saying

it was difficult on most weeks. . . I had my lights
shut off this past winter. I was grateful, I went to
family members’ house to do my work to have
Wi-Fi, my children ended up staying at their
friend’s house in order to do homework and not
be in the dark.

In addition, participant #3 stated that

Before being part of this grant I was working 96
hours biweekly and then having to drop to 48 [to
attend classes], I had to cut a lot of my meetings.
I tried to make ends meet so it was like I really
have to keep a tight budget, a tight schedule of
what I can do, what I cannot do. Also what
another person stated about the financial strain
where it comes out of our pocket [they had to
pay the tuition first and get reimbursed], that I
was a big challenge for me.

Participant #2 and #4 concurred with the above sentiment.
Participant #4 reported that “for the 2nd summer class I had
to ask for a letter from the grant saying that the money would
be paid and that allowed me to go ahead and do the class. . . ”
Finances were a common concern for all participants; how-
ever, it was not the only challenge they were dealing with.
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3.4 Life situations
Another issue facing a few of these participants was the de-
sire to attend school, but the inability to do so because of
life circumstances. Participant #5 shared that “once I knew
that I was going to be a mom I still wanted to continue my
education, but once baby #2 came along, then that was a no
go for me.” She had to prioritize and at the time, as young,
new mother, she had to make sacrifices and school was not
the priority at the time. Another example was participant
#4’s desire to go to school, yet unable to obtain that goal
due to her life situation. Having been raised on a British
Island, “. . . when I came here [US]. . . that [nursing school]
was the first thing I was headed for... so then husband, kids,
life, all of that put it [nursing school] on the back burner.”
The desire to go to school was an important component to
these participants’ability to be successful.

Although the desire to go to school was important, it’s only
part of the process, being able to effectively manage their
work/life/school balance was a continuing challenge for
many.

Participant #4 noted that

I finished work at 11 at night, I am dead tire[d],
I cannot study or [do] anything because my job
entails a lot of walking I am walking maybe 7
hours out of the 8 hours that I am here [at work].
Its only when I sit to actually make [time to
study] I am sitting for dinner or whatever. And
again I am tired when I go home.

She was not the only person who suggested that studying and
getting sleep was a concern. Participant #5 acknowledged
that “. . . I would lose sleep because [I] had to study. . . I was
very anxious and had a lot of anxiety...so you have to adapt
you know. . . ”

These participants realized what their end goal was and in
order to achieve that goal, sacrifices had to be made. For
example, participant #5 stated

so, [my] social life had to go, family life had
to go except for my immediate family [daugh-
ter, son, and dog]. . . mom and dad got a phone
call every now and then, or you know my ex-
tended family. . . I come from a collective cul-
ture and with that being said its no one calls to
tell you that they are coming over. People just
show up, and that is my culture. So, that had to
stop unfortunately. . . I did not go into any family
gatherings, [I did] nothing.

Another participant recognized that she needed to remove

herself from her current situation in order to be successful in
school. So, participant #4 put her plan into action

I decided to do a lifestyle change. I decided to
move from where I was. I am [cutting] down
to just living in a room and so I can have more
finances at my disposal and whenever the grant
kicks in it kicks in. But I [now] have extra
money to pay my school fees upfront. . . and [I]
just keep my head down stay focused, more fo-
cused. . . I don’t have to worry about. . . other dis-
tractions, or little kids, no boyfriends, no noth-
ing. . .

These participants had many challenges to overcome and
sacrifices to make in order to pursue their goal to become a
nurse. Their ability to successfully navigate through these
experiences, demonstrates the motivation they had to achieve
their dream.

3.5 Motivation

The second overarching theme was motivation; who or what
motivated the students to obtain a higher educational degree.
These participants were motivated to have a better life. The
influence to have a better life came from family, co-workers,
or the desire to help others overcome a health problem.

3.6 Better life

Several participants were motivated by the fact that they
wanted a better life and being a nurse could facilitate a ful-
filling, rewarding career. Participant #5 stated that “as a
nurse. . . you have opportunities, the connections. I mean
nursing is so well founded, so well founded like is has such
an amazing . . . solidarity to it. It’s almost like you want to
conquer the work and save everybody.” Participate #3 wants
a better life—“better future, better me, just a better future
overall, a better version of me.” One participant described
that it is “time for me”. She put her dreams on hold to care
for her family and it’s her time now. She wants to” go back
to school to further [her] education. One stated that she was
going back to school at this time in her life because “it could
be about her, and she wanted to accomplish this goal before
she was eligible for retirement”. Although this fulfilled her
own desire, another motivating factor was, that when she was
engaged in higher education, it may have an influence on her
own children and grandchildren, so that “they can get you
know good jobs”. Wanting to accomplish personal goals and
promoting a positive image for others can motivate a person
to continue when the experiences get hard.
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3.7 Support from family and co-workers
Another motivating factor for the participants was the fam-
ily support to start school and continue taking classes, even
when they were overwhelmed by the circumstances. Four of
the participants identified that in different ways their family
motivated them to reach for their goal of becoming a nurse.
Participant #3 wanted to provide a better future for her family.
She suggested that watching her mother work as a nurse to
provide a better lifestyle, encouraged her “to give my kids
[a better future] as well. So family has always been my
motivation.” The support one has from their family is also a
motivating factor to continue. A participant acknowledged
that without her family, she would not be able to do this. She
described that “when I am always down they always say you
can do it. . . my mom always says, you know, even if I say I
can’t, she is like you can push for it, do better. . . ” Participant
#1 agreed that her mother motivated her to continue in school.
She identified that

[my mom] went through a lot in her life and
she is, even though, she went through cancer,
she finished her school. . . she has always been
my motivation. . . and sometimes I call her all
frustrated, I say I cannot do this. . . she said, you
know you can do it, if I did it you can. She has
always been there for me to support me and help
me.

One of the participant’s children is a registered nurse and
according to the participant, encouraged her to go back to
school. According to the participant her daughter stated

“mom you can do this, you got me through this, you can
definitely do this for yourself”. Participant #1 believes that
both her family and co-workers motivate her to continue
in school. She informed the focus group that she tried to
quit school a few times, but her support system (family and
co-workers) said “no you can do it, and they motivated me
to continue to this nursing program.” Family support and
encouragement have helped these participants to stay on their
educational journey, but they are not the only source of sup-
port, as co-workers and peers have also played an integral
part in motivating them along their educational pathway.

Many participants acknowledged that support came from co-
workers. Participate #1 acknowledged that her co-workers

“gave me [her] a push to do it [apply for the grant]” and are
also a huge source of support;

I am not doing this alone, that if I really need
help, I can call someone and they will get back
to me, and will help me wherever I am student.
So having that motivation was a huge boost. . . it

boosted my confidence and told me that yeah
you can do this. . .

Participant #3 similarly stated that “the nurses [were] also
pushing me, and they told me to just do it. What do you have
to lose?” Participate #1 uses her co-workers as her motiva-
tion, “I have been using them to motivate myself to continue
to become a nurse.” One participant had an exchange with
the assistant vice-president (VP) of the healthcare organiza-
tion and according to the participant, the assistant VP stated

“come on. . . I believe in you, I believe in you, you can do this,
you can do this...” These participants look for motivation
from their family and co-workers.

3.8 Caring for others
These participants identified the ability to improve the health
of others was a motivating factor for pursuing the nurs-
ing field. Participant #1, #2, and #4 described the emo-
tional connection they have for wanting to care for those
in-need and improve their health. According to participant
#2, “. . . nursing. . . if you don’t have a heart for other people,
then it’s probably not a profession that you should consider.”
She expanded and stated “I get a lot of enjoyment out of
being able to be there to help people through some of the
most fearful and most vulnerable times of their lives.” Inter-
estingly, Participant #4 suggested that “you want to be there,
talking them through, helping them be strong for the family
members”. Witnessing the changes patients experience dur-
ing their health crisis and the integral part that nurses play
during a health recovery is an influential experience for those
who want to help others.

3.9 Discussion
This study explored five paraprofessional employees’ per-
ceptions of their reentry into the educational system and
their ability to obtain a baccalaureate degree in nursing.
These participants are focused on achieving their lifelong
goal—becoming a nurse. During this study two themes
emerged that influenced the participants’ ability to be suc-
cessful. They had to deal with certain challenges and make
sacrifices in order to pursue their dream; however, the par-
ticipants were able to find the needed motivation to achieve
their dreams.

The first theme, challenges and sacrifices focused on the
different circumstances that have influenced participants’
ability to enroll in higher education and maintain a balance
among their school and work schedule and their family life
obligations. This idea supported findings from Vaccaro and
Lovell’s[11] study. Adult students who desire to return to
school are under a unique challenge to balance the demands
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of family and work with school.[11] The demand that women
experience as they attempt to fulfill their goals can put an
undue stress on them—thus, influencing their ability to be
successful.

Burrow, Mairs, Pusey, Bradshaw, and Keady[12] identified
that a consistent challenge among adults who decided to ob-
tain a higher educational degree, was the ability to balance
work, school, and family effectively. Adult students, who
have a family, work, and attend school, have to walk a fine
line so that they don’t alienate any part of their life. These
participants were in a similar position and had to carefully
navigate and juggle expectations and experiences.

One of the main benefits for these participants, which differ
from other studies—was the use of an academic tutor. The
tutor met with each participant during the year to provide
encouragement, provide time management advice, and study
habits. Specifically, the tutor’s role provided an outlet for the
participants to share their concerns and issues—individually
or in a group setting.

Another challenging aspect for many of these participants
was their financial situation. These participants were able
to receive financial assistance to enroll in courses and while
attending classes; however, all of the participants were from
a lower socioeconomic status and many were the primary
care providers for their family. It is not uncommon for stu-
dents to have financial concerns while going back to school.
Financial stressors have affected many from fulfilling their
goals. In a recent Australian study exploring stressors among
1,000 undergraduate students, financial hardships was one of
four stressors identified.[13]

In a study of 363 American undergraduate students, Young
et al.[7] suggested that a student’s socioeconomic status and
cultural background had a combined effect on their success
and motivation. The researchers reported that culture, specifi-
cally, African American and Hispanic cultures, had an impact
on enrolling in college, staying in college, and graduating
from college. Many of our participants had prior college
credit, but for various reasons, were unable to complete their
degree on time. In addition to the differences in college com-
pletion among the different cultures, Young et al.[7] found
that minority students with a lower socioeconomic status
affected their ability to be successful in school. In the NPPN
program the students were all minorities, were of a lower
socioeconomic status, and required financial assistance in
order to enroll in classes.

Although there were many challenges and sacrifices that
these participants had to deal with, they were able to find the
motivation that influenced their ability to achieve their goals.

These participants wanted a better life but also realized that
they needed a push to achieve that life. Improving one’s
economic situation and thereby improving their life situation,
is a common thread found in the literature.[14, 15]

Merrill’s[14] study tells the story of two adult learners from
the United Kingdom who choose to return to school in order
to obtain a higher educational degree. Both women shared
their stories of why they left school but also their reasons
for returning to school. As seen in our current study, these
two women had personal challenges and expectations that
influenced their education; however, given the opportunity,
each were determined to obtain that degree. They wanted a
better life and economic stability. Swain and Hammond[15]

identified 13 different reasons why students are motivated
during college. The 18 adults in their study described many
motivating factors that coincided with each other. However,
an overriding theme among seven of the motivating factors
was geared towards improving their life—identified as ex-
trinsic motivations.[15] Although our study consisted of 5
participants, the findings support the idea that an important
motivating factor to go back to school and obtain a higher
degree, is the desire to improve one’s life—through a better
career.

There are economical, personal, and social motivations that
influence students desire to go back to school.[15] All of those
motivations apply to our participants. For many in our study,
obtaining a Bachelor of Science (BS) degree was a personal
goal—a fulfillment of a dream. However, it also promoted a
positive image for others; they became role models for their
children and grandchildren.

This study supported the notion that motivation comes from
various sources. Our participants found the motivation form
their families and co-workers. Burrows et al.[12] provided
evidence indicating that support can come from families and
co-workers. The ability to successfully meet their goals and
the needs of others, puts adult learners in a challenging posi-
tion—something that these participants had to deal with on
a daily basis. As Williams and Seary[16] found, resiliency is
the key to adult learners being successful and reaching their
goals.

4. CONCLUSION AND NURSING IMPLICA-
TIONS

Minority students have added challenges in completing bac-
calaureate programs due to language barriers and increased
cultural and family demands. The overarching themes identi-
fied in the study were congruent with what is in the literature.
Students enrolled in the NPPN program had various support-
ive components, including a dedicated academic tutor, the
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nursing education department, medical librarian, and guaran-
teed employment. This level of support provided facilitated
academic success for these participants. The removal of the
stress and fear was important for these participants so that
they could focus on career development and advancement.
The hospital’s commitment for career development was pro-
jected as genuine intention to improve paraprofessionals’life
situation. Programs like this have a strong potential to im-
prove employee engagement.

The Institute of Medicine [IOM] report[17] on The Future
of Nursing: Leading Change, Advancing Health, provides a
map to transform the nursing profession to enhance quality to
meet the needs of diverse populations. The report addresses
the need to diversify the health care workforce. According to
Reinhart and Hassmiller[18] approximately 33% of the United
States (US) population is part of a racial or ethnic minority
group, yet only 18% of our nursing students are minorities.
By 2050, African Americans, Asians, Latinos, and American
Indians/Alaskan Natives will comprise a majority of ourpop-
ulation. We need to make sure the nursing profession reflects
the patients it serves, and that all nurses deliver culturally
competent care.

There are many benefits in creating a program to assist para-
professional employees to enter the nursing profession. The
benefits are not just for the student but medical center and
academia as well. Benefits for the medical center include
growing employees from within the company, provide op-
portunities for career advancement, hire nursing staff that
meets the cultural needs of the patients, improve patient sat-

isfaction scores, improve employee engagement scores and
lastly create a pipeline of nurses for the future. Academia
benefits by enrolling engaged, motivated students who want
to help others. Lastly the student benefits through career
development, advancement, and the ability to fulfill lifelong
dreams.

5. LIMITATIONS
There were several limitations to this study. The use of
participants currently involved with the pathways to profes-
sional nursing program that enabled financial assistance for
college classes could have biased the finding of this study.
In addition, the use of a focus group could have influenced
participants’ ability to provide true perceptions of their expe-
riences. Some of the participants may have been influenced
by others statements and less likely to share their true per-
ceptions. The small sample size and the use of a qualitative
method also limits the ability to generalize the results to other
populations. Cultural differences between the researchers
and students could have also influenced their responses to
certain questions; however, this was accounted for by having
multiple members participate in the data collection with a
similar cultural background.
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