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Novel Pedagogical Training for Nursing Doctoral
Students in Support of Remote Learning

A Win-Win Situation

Candace W. Burton, PhD, RN, AFN-BC, AGN-BC; Sarah M. Rodrigues, BSN, RN;
Alexandria E. Jones-Patten, MSN, RN; Eunae Ju, MS, RN; Heather L. Abrahim, MSN, RN;
Babak Saatchi, MSN; Stephen P. Wilcox, PhD; and Miriam Bender, PhD, RN

ABSTRACT \
Background: The need for faculty to educate prospective nurses is urgent: without sufficient nursing faculty, schools regularly re-
ject qualified applicants, despite an increasing need for nurses. At the same time, many graduate-prepared nurses lack prepara-
tion in teaching and pedagogical frameworks.

Problem: Literature on how PhD programs in nursing prepare graduates for teaching indicates that there is typically more empha-
sis on research than pedagogical learning.

Approach: With the shift to remote learning under the COVID-19 pandemic, the University of California Irvine created a Grad-
uate Fellows program to provide support to faculty while offering graduate students education in pedagogy and remote learning.
Outcomes: Fellows were satisfied and reported increased understanding of challenges in teaching and increasing comfort with
nurse faculty roles.

Conclusions: The collaborative efforts of fellows and faculty provided important resources at a critical time, and insights gained

can inform similar projects in nursing faculty development.
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he need for qualified nursing faculty in academic

institutions is significant. Although there are more

RNs than any other professional group in the
United States, the US Bureau of Labor Statistics projects a
shortfall of more than 11 million nurses by 2026." The need
for qualified faculty to provide the education that prospec-
tive nurses require is thus even more urgent: without suffi-
cient numbers of faculty, schools of nursing regularly
reject qualified applicants despite the need for nurse person-
nel.” At the same time, many nurses who complete graduate
education lack preparation in teaching, pedagogical frame-
works, and other elements of teaching and learning that
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supporteffective education.® The transition to a faculty role
is itself complex enough to present a multitude of chal-
lenges, and lack of relevant teaching or academic planning
experience can further jeopardize faculty recruitment and
retention.* Providing opportunities for graduate level stu-
dents in nursing to engage in teaching, course development,
and other pedagogically oriented activities may help to im-
prove competence, confidence, and overall satisfaction with
the transition to a faculty role.

Problem
The American Association of Colleges of Nursing estimated
that,as of October 2018, there were more than 1700 faculty
vacancies in nursing education programs in the United
States, and more than 90% of these positions required or
preferred a doctoral degree.’ This is concerning given that
as few as 1% of US nurses hold a doctoral degree and that
many only obtain such a degree later in their careers, any-
where from 13 to 46 years later than those in other fields.®
The implications of these statistics are clear: too few nurses
obtain terminal level degrees, and of those who do, many
are likely to retire within a few years.

In addition, a lack of focus on pedagogical learning in
nursing doctoral programs means that many graduates
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are not adequately prepared for teaching responsibilities.
Reviewing the literature on how doctoral nursing pro-
grams, specifically PhD programs, function as preparatory
conduits for teaching, Bullin” notes the heavy emphasis on
research education necessary in these programs may pre-
clude such content—despite that early career faculty often
have the heaviest and most complex teaching assignments.
In addition, a study of content in nursing PhD programs
found that 64 % of respondents (n=826) indicated that con-
tent on teaching and learning, curriculum design, and
course developmentwas lacking in these programs.® Impor-
tantly, a study of nursing students' expectations of faculty
also found that “knowing and using the proper education
methods, techniques and strategies while teaching” was
among the top 3 conditions regarded as essential to student
success.” Taken together, these findings demonstrate the
importance of pedagogical preparation for prospective
nursing faculty to the success of both students and the pro-
fession more broadly.

Recently, the COVID-19 pandemic has brought to light
other issues related to teaching in nursing—perhaps most
importantly, faculty discomfort or lack of facility in remote
learning environments. In a qualitative study of the transi-
tion from traditional to online classroom environments,
nursing faculty described challenges including the need to
acquire new pedagogical skills, desire for mentorship, and
need for education and professional development around
online education.'® Because faculty members must often
juggle research and service obligations in addition to teach-
ing, taking the time to learn and develop skills with online
and remote educational pedagogy as well as the associated
technology may be challenging or even overwhelming.
Likewise, nursing students may struggle with online or re-
mote learning when faculty are not facile in these environ-
ments. One study indicated that students perceived a lack
of communication as well as feedback in an online learning
environment and that they felt less confident in their learn-
ing as a result.'’ Clearly, both faculty and students stand
to benefit from increased attention to teaching and learning
within terminal nursing degree programs.

Approach

In the early months of 2020, it became apparent that the
global COVID-19 pandemic would necessitate changes in
the traditional delivery structures of nursing education. As
campuses suspended in-person classes, faculty were forced
to rapidly shift to remote learning platforms and to adapt
—many for the first time—to teaching via technology. As
the pandemic persisted, it became apparent not only that
courses would continue to be taught remotely for more than
the few months originally anticipated but also that health
care education was more vital than ever.'* Given these de-
mands, the need for support of faculty in making the shift
to remote learning became a priority; however, resources
were notalways readily available. In addition, many gradu-
ate students were facing financial hardship due to cancella-
tion of research assistantships and other positions due to the
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pandemic. To address the needs of faculty and graduate stu-
dents, the University of California Irvine (UCI) Division of
Teaching Excellence and Innovation (DTEI) collaborated
with the Graduate Division to establish the DTEI Graduate
Fellows program during the summer of 2020. This article
reports our pragmatic-participatory evaluation'? of the ex-
periences of UCI's School of Nursing fellows using a quali-
tative case study approach as described by Harrison et al.'*

DTEI Graduate Fellows Program

The DTEI Graduate Fellows program offered graduate stu-
dents an opportunity to receive education in fundamentals
of pedagogy and remote learning while providing support
to faculty. The program was sponsored by the UCI DTEI
and Graduate Division. Each university department con-
ducted a needs assessment for shifting to primarily remote
teaching, and fellows were assigned where needed. Five
fellows, all current PhD students in nursing, were each
assigned to work with 2 nursing faculty for 20 total hours
each week. The 10 assigned faculty received an hour-long
orientation from the faculty overseeing the fellows pro-
gram in the School of Nursing, including goal setting, ex-
pectations of fellows, and information on remote
instruction options. The fellows also received a weeklong
course on remote instruction pedagogy from the DTEI
and a 2-hour orientation to School of Nursing resources
facilitated by the school's instructional design faculty
member and Associate Dean for Academic and Student
Affairs. Conceptually, this orientation emphasized the
importance of leveraging fellows' experiences and in-
stincts as nurses and nursing students, suggesting that
their most significant asset was acting as an informed
sounding board in the discussion of strategies previously
created for face-to-face content. Fellows were provided
with nursing templates for UCI's learning management
system, digital course content from previous iterations,
and “sandbox” spaces to support collaborative course
construction by faculty and fellows. Fellows were also in-
troduced to School of Nursing curriculum planning doc-
uments to support pedagogically sound online learning
modules and assignments, and trained in the use of soft-
ware for online synchronous classes and UCI's video
streaming service. All fellows received a $5000 stipend
and a certificate in remote instruction for their work.

Program Evaluation

Once fellows were oriented and matched with collaborating
faculty, we began to track participants' individual experi-
ences and learning. This is in keeping with Dahler-
Larsen's'? description of a pragmatic-participatory evalua-
tion framework, which enlists a variety of stakeholders in
conducting an evaluation, such that participants in the pro-
cess being evaluated are also involved in conducting the
evaluation. The framework was well suited to this particu-
lar project, because the fellows and overseeing faculty were
collectively and collaboratively involved in both carrying
out and evaluating the program.
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To guide the evaluation, the faculty overseeing the
program within the School of Nursing created a reflective
evaluation form to guide fellows' tracking. The form de-
velopment was informed by Meleis'"® writing on the pur-
pose of reflection in theoretical development for nursing,
which emphasizes the importance of reflection as both a
way of being and a means of focusing intuition as “an es-
sential and...credible tool for developing theoretical con-
nections.” The form had a total of 6 items, which asked
fellows to indicate—since the last time they had com-
pleted the form—how much time they had spent on
fellowship-related tasks, what tasks they had completed,
what they had learned, and what discoveries or “aha!”
moments they had. An additional item asked fellows to
rate their confidence in completing tasks assigned, appro-
priateness of workload, communication with assigned
faculty, and assessment of their own abilities to teach
and create educational content on a 10-point Likert scale
(1, unacceptable; 10, excellent). Finally, the form contained
a free response field where fellows reflected on their experi-
ences since the last completion. Before using the form, fel-
lows and overseeing faculty reviewed the form together to
ensure its clarity and comprehensiveness.

Fellows provided their feedback in this format 1 or
more times each week. In addition, fellows and overseeing
faculty including the instructional designer met for
check-in discussions at several points during the 10-week
fellowship period. These discussions allowed the fellows
to ask questions, seek clarification on expectations, and ob-
tain support from faculty and staff other than those with
whom they were working. Faculty notes from these discus-
sions were added to prompt form feedback in evaluating the
program. All information was de-identified by one of the
overseeing faculty before it was shared with the group.
The fellows and overseeing faculty then reviewed the infor-
mation collectively to develop this publication. This pro-
vided fellows an opportunity to practice professional
writing and manuscript development skills in addition to
the pedagogical and educational learning process of the
DTEI program. Before initiating any information collec-
tion, we determined that the activities reported here met
criteria for exempt status under the UCI Institutional Re-
view Board (categories 1 and 2) using the standard UCI Of-
fice of Research Exempt Self-Determination Tool.

Standard descriptive statistics were calculated on the
ratings questions, whereas reflection text was analyzed by
an overseeing faculty member with expertise in qualitative
and textual analysis. This analysis was carried out consis-
tent with the case study and pragmatic-participatory evalu-
ation frameworks and involved reviewing all responses to
the open-ended questions and faculty notes from the
check-in meetings, identifying patterns among these, and
then determining what elements of the program experience
were most manifest or crucial in these commonalities,
which in turn became categories of data. Fellows were in-
vited to review and provide feedback on the results of the
analysis, propose changes, or offer additional details.

Nurse Educator ® Vol. 46 ® No. 4.

Outcomes

Overall, the program gave student participants important
new insights and provided very satisfactory experiences in
regard to teaching and learning. Responses to the questions
ranged from 5 to 10 out of a possible 10, with an overall av-
erage of 9.08 (SD, 0.34). For feelings of confidence in their
work, the mean was 8.48; workload reasonableness had
an average of 8.97, knowledge gain averaged 9.33, compe-
tenceasan instructor had a mean of 9.03, improved abilities
in teaching and learning averaged 9.45, and communica-
tion with faculty averaged 9.21. All scores increased during
the course of the fellowship.

Responses to the open-ended questions were quite re-
vealing, particularly in terms of specific skills fellows re-
ported learning and how their thinking about teaching
and learning evolved. The patterns identified in these data
yielded broad categories of “Pedagogy” and “Work of an
Instructor.” In the former, fellows reported discovering
how their own learning preferences influenced their ability
to support course material development as well as discover-
ing what kinds of content were prioritized and why. Nota-
bly, they found this experience different from working as a
teaching assistant (TA). One fellow commented: “This is
an experience which is so different from my TA-ships.
While the TA-ships have been very grading- and lab-
oriented, with this Fellowship I have a higher ‘vantage
point’ with regard to teaching. I can see the bigger picture,
and I now feel the full weight of my future...responsibili-
ties.” Another, who was asked to develop rubrics for some
assignments, noted that they had never had instruction in
this and, because it was a difficult task to create good ru-
brics, were grateful for the experience. Others commented
on discovering resources and learning management system
tools that could support TA as well as faculty work.

Discovering the components of teaching and learning,
as well as how to improve these, was also frequently refer-
enced. One fellow reflected, “I am gradually learning the
position of the teaching person. Last week, as I handled a
lot of materials, I reconsidered how to help students learn
without missing important content and how to apply my
skill to make effective slides.” Others similarly noted the sig-
nificance of making the shift from traditional face-to-face
instruction to remote methodology and the need to un-
derstand and be fluent in the necessary technology. Sim-
ilarly, some fellows remarked on their developing
understanding of what it meant to shift to remote learning
longer-term and the importance of realizing that it was just
as hard for students as for faculty. One commented: “I'm
getting a glimpse at what the expectations will be of me.
I'm also less concerned about my ability to be able to teach
a course than I was when this...fellowship started. I'm real-
izing you need more than just a passion to teach.” Another
noted that, in considering the use of a flipped classroom
strategy, they began to “think hard about teaching and
learning, why we do the things we do, and—particularly
for traditional large undergrad STEM-type courses—is this
the ‘best’ way to teach? This ‘disruption’ to our ‘normal way
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of doing things’ presents an opportunity to re-evaluate ped-
agogical approaches.”

The category “Work of an Instructor” included impor-
tant insights about taking on the teaching role and what in-
fluences faculty have on course success. This category was
especially interesting as fellows commented on this being
their first experience taking on the role of instructor. They
described considering “what kind of teacher I want to
be,” “the [effort] that goes into preparing a course,” and
“my ability to solve [teaching] problems.” One fellow
noted, “It has been fascinating to determine what my
professors do in each quarter. It was more difficult than
I thought!” Others reflected changes in perspective on
the mission of teaching: “I have to work to teach future
nurse leaders that they have a voice, and it is their re-
sponsibility to use it to advocate for their patients,”
and “Now while I recognize the use of certain technol-
ogies to help me teach, I realize that 95% of my focus/
prep work/time needs to be on ‘how do I best teach this
subject to this group of students.’”

Fellows also considered the value of the DTEI program
and suggested ways to build on the experience, some of
which are included as Supplemental Digital Content,
Table, http:/links.lww.com/NE/A888. One fellow noted
the benefit of being able to “see course design from both
the instructional and student point of view. I can put my-
self in both shoes, and go back and forth about what will
work best from both perspectives.” Suggestions for addi-
tional content and continuation included having fellows
transition into TA-ship with the same faculty to follow
the implementation of the courses they had worked on,
matching fellows with courses they might be likely to teach
in the future based on their areas of expertise, and provid-
ing more clarity about expectations at the outset. All fellows
also commented on the importance for future faculty in
nursing to have the opportunity to learn about teaching.
Comments included “This experience has been a gift”; “I
continue to learn how much work really goes into teaching
a course”; “By now, I can say every moment of this summer
could be considered as an opportunity to learn new things”;
and “This fellowship is an excellent opportunity for every
student to be a good instructor because there are many
things....to gain knowledge about...when it comes to online
teaching.” Additional insights, tips, and learning that fel-
lows felt important are included in Supplemental Digital
Content, Table, http:/links.lww.com/NE/A888.

For the overseeing faculty, a surprising insight from
fellows' feedback was how disconnected the PhD stu-
dents felt from faculty within the School of Nursing.
One fellow described feeling nervous that faculty would
not trust them if they did not complete an assigned task
despite having technological problems, whereas others
noted feeling grateful for the extended contact with
faculty and increased comfort interacting with faculty.
Another remarked that “the hands-on experience in
working with faculty is the factor that changed my way
of thinking.”
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Implications and Recommendations

The overall experience of participating in the DTEI Fellows
program was positive for both fellows and faculty, and im-
portant insights emerged. Perhaps most significant was fel-
lows' increased understanding of how teaching is woven
into the faculty role. Doctoral curricula in nursing typically
lack pedagogical content, and no consensus on appropriate
preparation for nurse educatorsis yet established.'® In addi-
tion, early career faculty in nursing are often overwhelmed
by the transition from graduate student to faculty and
may not know what tools or resources can support their
teaching. As 1 report of a program designed to recruit and
retain nursing faculty noted, this transition is complex and
new faculty may struggle to acclimate to the multiple de-
mands of the tripartite faculty responsibilities in teaching,
scholarship, and service.'” Feedback from the fellows in this
program suggests that the opportunity to discover the scope
of teaching and complexities of course development was
enlightening. This may be a critical activity, as a study
of nursing doctoral students' interest in academic careers
demonstrated that interest in teaching greatly increased
the odds of pursuing an academic versus nonacademic ca-
reer path (odds ratio, 4.424; P < .0001).'® Experiences in
teaching and learning during doctoral education in nurs-
ing may thus be an effective recruitment and retention
strategy for nursing faculty. As effective teaching is, in
and of itself, an area of specialization,'® preparation in
pedagogical approaches during doctoral education may
also help early career faculty more quickly and effectively
establish teaching practices.

Also in the interest of retaining nursing PhD graduates
in academic settings, more interactions with faculty as col-
leagues may allow graduate students to develop communi-
cation skillsand confidence in navigating the academic unit.
Mentorship by other faculty members has been shown to be
important for early career faculty integration into new aca-
demic environments,'” yet some new nursing faculty expe-
rience rejection by more senior personnel'” and feel that
they do not know how to interact with their new col-
leagues.?® The feedback from fellows suggested that doc-
toral students in nursing can benefit from closer and more
inclusive interactions with a variety of faculty during their
education. In this case, we further capitalized on the oppor-
tunity to engage PhD students in professional academic ac-
tivities through the development of this article. The
collaboration between students and faculty thus extended
beyond the fellows program and provided an opportunity
to experience writing as part of a teamand to compare expe-
riences across different collaborations.

Finally, both fellows and faculty members had impor-
tant recommendations for future iterations of this or similar
programs. Some were topical, such as including guidance
on writing NCLEX-style test questions, developing “boiler-
plate” course objectives to incorporate focus on social jus-
tice issues, and considering which courses might have the
heaviest or lightest workloads for fellows. Other sugges-
tions were more overarching. Fellows who were assigned
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to support faculty teaching courses that they themselves
were interested in teaching or were in line with their own ex-
pertise found they were better able to assimilate content and
focus on teaching methodology. This is an important in-
sight and has implications both for this program and for
early career faculty teaching assignments more generally.
Early career faculty may bear significant teaching work-
loads either because they lack other sources of salary sup-
port or because they must do considerable preparatory
work for their first courses,'”*! and having comfort with
course topics as well as with appropriate delivery may re-
duce this burden.

Onthe whole, fellows' comments reflected that the pro-
gram offered important professional development oppor-
tunities. Fellows gained skills in pedagogical thinking,
course development, and educational technology. Other
relevant concerns for replication include fiscal logistics
and the availability of appropriately prepared faculty to
carry out necessary orientation and support for partici-
pants. In our case, resources that would have been allocated
to other types of campus student employment were
reallocated to the fellows program; however, the innovative
nature of this project could be attractive to external funders
as well. Another critical aspect was the close collaboration
with a faculty member specializing in instructional design,
and we encourage any institution seeking to implement
such a program to identify a source of similar expertise. Fi-
nally, capturing impressions and feedback from fellows in
near-real time, as well as involving them directly in the de-
velopment of this article, provided an unusual and valu-
able experience in evaluation and scholarly writing
practices. Although it might not always be feasible to de-
velop a publication, faculty should actively seek opportuni-
ties to engage PhD students in professional development
activities related to similar programming. These could in-
clude assignment development, creation of conceptual
models, or recording of lectures for asynchronous learning.

Conclusion

Remedying the shortage of nursing faculty in the United
States and beyond is an immense task, and without atten-
tion to the ways in which graduate students are prepared
for or acclimated to the faculty role, the nursing profession
cannot progress. Lack of preparation for teaching in doc-
toral nursing curricula means that many early career faculty
members have little to no experience or facility in teaching
and can be overwhelmed with the demands of their new
role. The goal of this program was to allow students and fac-
ulty to collaborate on educational efforts during the
COVID-19-related transition to remote learning: students
had an opportunity to explore pedagogical and educational
avenues, and faculty received support in the transition to re-
mote instruction. The collaborative efforts of the UCI DTEI
fellows and faculty in the UCI School of Nursing provided
both groups with important support and resources ata crit-
ical time, and yielded insights that can inform similar or re-
lated efforts in nursing faculty development.
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