STUDENT WELL-BEING		2





Evaluation of Doctor of Nursing Practice Program Assignment Scheduling 
on Student Well-being

Heather Hill
College of Nursing, East Carolina University
Doctor of Nursing Practice










 



Abstract
Background: Doctor of Nursing Practice (DNP) student well-being is essential for workload manageability. There is limited literature that reviews DNP students' well-being and the implications for improving student well-being for success in a DNP program. This project aims to evaluate the impact of aligning DNP core course assignments on student well-being and managing workloads.

Method: The Model for Continuous Quality Improvement. The model steps include: 
· planning: the project problem
· creating: surveys and course templates
· intervention: schedules coordination
· reflections: future recommendations.

Results: Survey results were overall positive for students and faculty. Student survey common themes included: program manageability, school/professional/family balance difficulties, and increased stressors.

Conclusion: Study feedback indicated stressors can affect student workload manageability in a DNP program. However, student well-being was overall positive regarding the alignment of assignment schedules. Additionally, students appreciated faculty availability and support in their DNP studies. 
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Evaluation of Doctor of Nursing Practice Program Assignment Scheduling on Student Well-being
	Doctor of Nursing Practice (DNP) students' positive well-being is essential for workload manageability and success. Hlabse et al. (2016) noted that DNP students experience many stressors that contribute to well-being, including challenges with time management, financial constraints, family, professional and school workloads. Due to these stressors, interventions are required to support student success in DNP programs. This project evaluates the implications of aligning DNP core course assignments on student well-being and managing workloads. The core courses include Translational Science, Statistical Methods, Population Health, and Healthcare Finance and are considered foundational courses for the DNP program.  This project took place at this university in the Fall 2023 semester at a College of Nursing (CON) at a large university in the Southeast. The University and Medical Center IRB prescreened the project and did not require an IRB review.
Background
 The World Health Organization (WHO) defines “well-being” as a “positive state experienced by individuals and societies” (WHO, 2021, para. 1). Further, WHO reports that enhancing one’s well-being allows for sustained quality of life and the ability to face challenges. Many of these characteristics are also addressed in the DNP program, as the CON seeks to support students’ ability to adapt, overcome obstacles and stressors, and progress despite challenges.
Support for students’ capacity to persist and achieve positive well-being is also incorporated in the American Association of Colleges of Nursing (AACN) Essentials. The AACN, a national benchmark for nursing education standards, includes well-being in domain ten, "Personal, Professional, and Leadership Development” (2021, p. 11). Domain ten highlights promoting student self-care and well-being to avoid stressors and promote professional retention and leadership. The relevance of student well-being is indicated as a necessary consideration for student success, as stressed by the AACN.
For this project, the Theory of Caring by Jean Watson, provided a model for enhancement of student well-being and promotion of caring by faculty. The theory involves a philosophical and ethical approach to caring, encompassing humanitarian concepts including caring, love, spirit, and consciousness (Watson Caring Science, 2024). The core of the theory offers ten concepts of caring that incorporate ways of caring for the nursing discipline. These objectives can serve as foundations in support of faculty caring and student well-being. One concept exemplar describes problem solving practiced through caring relationships, while another encourages teaching and learning with a focus on overall wellness. Comprehensively, the theory is applicable to meeting student needs through problem solving and providing student-faculty engagement through teaching and learning while focused on health and wellness.
Literature Review
The current literature suggests that outside stressors and school demands can impact student well-being and progression in a DNP program of study. Bouchard and Rainbow (2021) found that time management, stress from a student's program, and attempts to balance family, work, and other influences induce profound barriers to DNP student progression. Furthermore, Taylor and Terhaar (2018) include time constraints for school and professional workloads, financial concerns, and balancing family life, as barriers to student progression and program success. According to Hunker and Robb (2022), many students experience a personal barrier that can affect attrition in a DNP program. As the above literature suggests, experience in a DNP program can be impacted by personal experiences that lend to concern for continuance in a program. Student well-being and workload manageability appear to be most affected through attempts to balance a professional career, family responsibilities, schoolwork, and finances. 
Comparatively, other non-nursing health science graduate students may experience more negative feelings of well-being than their counterparts (Stillwell et al., 2017). Exemplars of health science graduate influences that worsen well-being include clinical expectations, potentially longer working hours due to the nature of the role in healthcare and fulfilling school obligations. Furthermore, Dietz et al. (2023) indicated that graduate students of health sciences may be at a greater risk for depression, anxiety, and other mental health conditions related to classwork that includes demand for critical thinking, synthesis, and a high demand and role responsibility. Other research by Park et al. (2021) noted that students with high levels of academic stress are at increased risk of developing depression or anxiety which may result in poor academic performance. 
There is limited research on other graduate students’ well-being that discusses influences from peers and self-care. Dietz et al. (2023) noted that self-care is essential in thwarting the adverse effects of graduate school experiences while improving well-being. Furthermore, a United Kingdom study of doctoral research students indicated that student well-being was influenced by support from faculty, family, finances, career outlook, and their current living situation (Byrom et al., 2022). Peer mentorship, as noted by Paolucci et al. (2021), positively impacts graduate students' well-being. As the above literature suggests, personal experiences and stressors may impact students’ support systems and self-care.
Online programs are an option for supporting student well-being and success in graduate studies (Krause and Harris, 2019). Recommendations include using university online forums for support in addition to in-person counseling. Supplementary to university sponsored forums, online resources may be sought by DNP students to improve quality of life and well-being. Exemplars include the National Institute for Mental Health, the National Alliance on Mental Illness, and accessing a Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-9) to help gauge anxiety and depression symptoms.
Methodology
This project aimed to evaluate the effect of DNP program assignment scheduling on student well-being. The alignment of assignment schedules for the core DNP courses was utilized to highlight future implications for student well-being and student program success.
The methodology used for this project was The Model for Continuous Quality Improvement (MCQI). The model includes planning, creating, implementing and reacting to a specific quality improvement process (Agency for Healthcare Research & Quality (AHRQ), 2020). This model requires continual program evaluation as the program analyzes student well-being and progression. 
This coordinator met via Teams with the core DNP faculty twice to discuss Fall 2023 course assignment scheduling and template design. Three Excel templates were developed for the courses: Translational Science, Healthcare Finance, and Statistical Methods for assignment scheduling. Population Health adopted the same template as Healthcare Finance, as no students were enrolled in both Finance and Population Health simultaneously. These templates were modified multiple times as scheduling changes were warranted to reduce assignment due date overlap. The respective faculty approved a final version for each course before distribution.
Two surveys were developed to determine if the collaboration of assignment scheduling positively affected student well-being and workload. Participants included 86 DNP students enrolled in various specialties and six DNP core faculty. The surveys were distributed at the beginning of October and the end of November 2023. As illustrated in Figure 1, 51.17% of students participated in responding to the first survey. The second student survey response rate was 41.86% with a similar distribution.
Figure 1
Student Survey One Demographics

Note. Demographic representation for survey one student participation. Percentages are noted for each class participation out of n=44 students.
Faculty participation in the surveys was also voluntary. The first faculty distribution had 50% participation. The second survey included 88% faculty participation. 
Both students and faculty were asked a series of multiple choice, Likert scale, and open feedback questions. Responses were recorded in Qualtrics and analyzed using Excel. Students’ questions focused on assignment scheduling, workload manageability and well-being. Faculty questions included current workload and opinion on the effectiveness of assignment scheduling alignment. 
Results
Student survey one inquired if students observed course assignments had been scheduled with little overlap of assignment due dates. Results included 43.18% responding “definitely yes”, 34.09% “probably yes”, 9.09% “neutral”, 11.36% “probably not”, and 2.27% “definitely not”. An additional survey question inquired how well students felt they could manage their time effectively when completing assignments and balancing other obligations. Respondents indicated they could manage "extremely well" 13.64%, "very well" 22.73%, "moderately well" 40.91%, "slightly well" 13.64%, and "not at all" 9.09%. Students also provided feedback regarding the balance of school, work, home, and other life responsibilities and indicated if the semester had been manageable thus far. One student stated, "I have struggled with balance". Other students offered, "Most of the assignments are spaced out well, only a few overlap," "No concerns," and "I feel the due dates are staggered enough to make it comfortable to get them done with other obligations." Common themes emerged in the student comments. As shown in Table 1, students demonstrated an overall positive workload manageability but noted increased stressors and some difficulty with school, work, and life balances. 
Table 1
Student Common Themes from Survey One
	
	Sum of Theme 1: 
Program Manageable
	Sum of Theme 2:
School/Work/Life Balance Difficulty
	Sum of Theme 3: Increased Stressors

	Survey One Responses
	21
	11
	3

	Survey Two Responses
	5
	1
	3



Note. This table indicates the number of students who reported that the program has been manageable, school/professional/life-balance difficulties that have been experienced, and the number of students who noted to having endured specific increased stressors.
The second survey had 41.86% of students responding. Students indicated a smooth semester, scoring between zero and ten, with ten meaning the semester went smoothly. The results showed a minimum score of 5.0, maximum score of 10.0, mean of 8.61, standard deviation of 1.30, and a variance of 1.68, n=36. Predominant feedback provided by the participants reported the collaboration of assignment scheduling was helpful. Other notable student feedback included additional stressors related to a perceived heavier assignment workload during the midterm to end of the semester. One student stated they “Felt a lot of pressure with heavy assignment due dates in September-October”; another student noted “the second and third week of November were assignment/exam heavy”. Despite this valuable insight, overall student responses were wholly positive concerning the reduction of assignment overlap and helpfulness for program manageability.
	Faculty were distributed two surveys in correspondence with the student surveys. In the first survey, faculty reported a 67.00% “about the same” and 33.00% “decrease” in students seeking assistance for assignment date changes. One faculty member was neutral when asked how assignment 
scheduling benefited (or not) their course(s) this semester (Fall 2023). The others were positive, with one responding, "At this point in the semester, I have not had any requests for assignment extensions due to other assignments in other courses. This has not been the case in the past". All faculty respondents agreed that future assignment coordination before the start of each semester would benefit their respective courses. 
Discussion
This project focused on course assignment alignment and the impact on student well-being for the DNP program. The results from this project indicated that most students experienced a positive impact from reducing assignment overlap. Additionally, students described the program as manageable in respect of the balance of course study, professional work, family, and other outside influences. These results are significant as student well-being is affected by these responsibilities, as provided in the survey feedback. Furthermore, faculty unanimously agreed that future assignment scheduling collaboration would benefit DNP courses. One faculty member indicated, "I think we do need alignment. I think we could prep prior to the meeting by placing all assignments on a spreadsheet”. Faculty and student endorsement of course alignment encourages continued student well-being while allowing for workload manageability.
Although this project offered the intervention in course alignment for student well-being, the literature notes that coursework is not the only potential stressor affecting student progression. Therefore, other necessary interventions should be considered when supporting DNP students’ well-being and success. 
Faculty mentoring is a helpful implication that affects student well-being. Prol (2020) notes that student progression significantly improves with faculty accessibility and mentoring. Collaborative learning between faculty and students was another effective method for improving student performance. As noted in survey one, 79.55% of students indicated that faculty were available when needed for support. Additional literature supports this finding. Marquez et al. (2022) indicate that faculty working in concert with students renders greater consistency among courses in a more dynamic learning environment. Through mentorship and scheduling alignment, the CON can continue to support student-centric needs by enhancing the student's confidence in their graduate studies.
Conclusion	
	As indicated in this project, assignment scheduling coordination positively affects DNP students' well-being. Students reported an overall manageable workload concerning assignment scheduling collaboration. Furthermore, students noted that faculty availability had a constructive impact on their experience in the DNP program. 
Incorporating assignment scheduling alignment before each semester will remain beneficial for both students and faculty. Additionally, faculty should continue to include self-care as a content topic in assignments, which has been incorporated in the Spring 2024 semester at this university. Student well-being and workload management monitoring throughout the semester could also be productive for student succession. 
Many stressors, in addition to coursework assignments, affect DNP students. As the limited literature suggests, peer mentoring, online resources, and self-care are all noted to influence graduate students' well-being positively. The impact on student workload manageability and well-being should continue to be researched for future students and programs, including beyond this university.
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Survey One Participation	[CATEGORY NAME], [VALUE]
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