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Executive Summary 

The nursing workforce should ideally reflect the community it serves. Diverse nurses are able to provide culturally 

competent care that promotes better communication, more trust, and practices that are aligned with cultural 

preferences, which in turn is associated with improved health outcomes. This is particularly relevant in an urban center 

such as New Bedford, where 33 percent of residents are part of a minority group. The racial and ethnic landscape has 

also changed considerably over the last two decades, particularly in terms of the number of Latinos, Brazilians, and 

Central Americans who call New Bedford home. This change requires the region’s healthcare providers to refocus on 

a different cultural population who have specific needs and cultural attitudes toward health.  

The current demographic profile of students in the UMass Dartmouth (UMD) College of Nursing (CON) does not reflect 

the demographics of local residents. For example, in 2014, 15 percent of the CON’s incoming class of undergraduate 

students and 11 percent of their incoming class of graduate students were an ethnic or racial minority. In comparison, 

25 percent of Massachusetts residents and 33 percent of New Bedford residents were an ethnic or racial minority 

during the same time period. Likewise, the CON has lower rates of first generation college students and low-income 

students in comparison to UMD as a whole and New Bedford’s high schools. 

In an effort to increase the diversity of the local nursing workforce, the CON applied for and received funding under 

the “Diversity Nursing Scholars Program” (DNS) that provides scholarships and additional services to students from 

disadvantaged groups.1 As part of this effort, the CON asked the Public Policy Center (PPC) at UMass Dartmouth to 

design and complete a community needs assessment that identifies opportunities and challenges among local middle 

and high school students who are interested in a nursing career. This report focuses specifically on obstacles that 

prevent students from choosing a nursing career, gaining admission to the CON, and choosing to enroll at UMD.  

To that end, PPC pulled together information from key informant interviews, previous scholarly research, and 

secondary data in order to understand the complex system of individual decisions, policies, organizations, and 

institutional arrangements involved in the path from high school to entrance in a nursing program. The research 

concludes that there are several barriers to be addressed and solutions that can be implemented by various entities 

to increase diversity among UMD’s nursing students. 

One overarching conclusion is that minority students do not get accepted into the CON at the same rate as their peers. 

If they did, these students would make up between a quarter and a third of all incoming students, and thereby, the 

demographics of the CON’s incoming class would match those of the community and that component CON’s diversity 

goals would be achieved. Instead, from 2011 to 2014, the proportion of minority students among students accepted 

into the CON was consistently 14 percentage points lower than the proportion of minority students in the applicant 

pool. For instance, in 2014, minority students made up 33 percent of applicants, but they made up only 19 percent of 

students who are accepted into the program. Conversely, white students make up 67 percent of applicants, but 81 

percent of those who are accepted. Holding all else equal, this evidence points to the high school academic 

performance of the minority applicant pool as a driving factor affecting the level of diversity in the program. 

  

                                                                 
1 The Nursing Diversity Scholars program defines disadvantaged groups as being a racial or ethnic minority, a 1st generation 
college student, from an under-performing high school, or from a low-income family (determined based on Pell-Grant eligibility). 
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Barriers to Enrolling in the College of Nursing Experienced Among New Bedford Students 

Recognizing that disadvantaged students are just as likely as other students to have an interest in a nursing career, 

this analysis identifies barriers that often apply to the entire New Bedford student population and not just the subset 

of disadvantaged students. They do not include the barriers to performing at a high standard in high school, which is 

a necessary precondition to enrollment, but this is well beyond the purview of the CON. Instead, the analysis focuses 

in on barriers that are directly related to CON enrollment, but sometimes includes challenges that the CON cannot 

work on alone in addressing. 

Information about the Nursing Career 

Barrier: A lack of information about the career in general was identified as a key barrier to interest in a 

nursing career. Aside from a desire to care for others, prior research indicates that preconceived notions of 

nursing and exposure to nurses have the greatest influence on the decision to pursue nursing. Students 

need information demonstrating that nursing is a positive career choice for high-performing students and 

information depicting the multiple pathways to a nursing career.  

Solutions: There is a need for accurate information about the nursing career and more opportunities to 

interact with real nurses working in the field. There are multiple forms these solutions could take, such as 

information packets for high school guidance offices, comprehensive information on the CON website, 

seminars through community partners such as Upward Bound and Gear Up, and internships. Community 

partnerships were identified in the academic literature as a key feature of successful recruitment efforts. 

These relationships “give students community support and experienced advisors” (Dapremont, 2013, p. 

118). One possibility is to bring nurses into the high schools, which an administrator at New Bedford High 

School expressed interest in facilitating. 

Information about UMD and the CON 

Barrier: Conversations with staff at the UMD Admissions Office and New Bedford High School (NBHS) 

indicate that New Bedford’s high-achieving students aren’t interested in attending UMass Dartmouth. Top 

students usually do not want to enroll in the “college in their backyard” or they might only apply to UMD as 

a “safety school.” An administrator at New Bedford High School noted that the high performing students 

may not realize that the CON is a nationally respected program and therefore do not think to apply to the 

program.2  

Solutions: The CON could go a long way to bridge this information gap simply by posting more information 

on the CON website. This could include information about the reputation of the CON such as percent of 

students who get a job one year after graduating, CON rankings and comparisons to other nursing schools 

in the region, and biographies of distinguished alumni. The CON might also consider adding information 

about the DNS program to its website. Greater access to information about the DNS program could 

encourage disadvantaged students to apply to the CON and give them a sense that they would be welcomed 

and well cared for at the CON. Furthermore, the CON might want to explore the possibility of providing 

information at high school college fairs, either independently or through the UMD Admissions Office. 

                                                                 
2 In fact, the CON graduate program ranks in the top 100 of the 503 accredited nursing schools with master’s or doctoral 
programs the United States, according to U.S. News and World Report. This places the CON in the top 20% of nursing schools 
nationally, although this fact is not well-publicized on the CON website. 
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Misalignment between High School Coursework and Admissions Criteria 

Barrier: UMD Admissions notes that the most common shortcomings among CON applicants, aside from 

GPA and SAT scores, are not meeting Massachusetts Department of Higher Education course requirements, 

not taking a senior year math that is “beyond the basic graduation requirements,” and not taking anatomy 

and physiology. New Bedford High School has increased their graduation requirements to align with state-

wide standards, but the nursing program has an added layer of preferred qualifications of which aspiring 

nurses need to be aware. This problem is aggravated by gaps in the flow of information in high school 

guidance departments. For example, the UMD Admissions Office reported that students in the “nursing 

shop” at Greater New Bedford Vocational Technical High School have the misconception that they are 

automatically qualified for the nursing program at the CON and are not taking the advanced math and 

science classes to be competitive in the admissions process. 

Solutions: Increased outreach by the CON has the potential to have a sizable impact. Community partnership 

was identified as a best practice in getting students through the admissions process (Dapremont, 2013). 

The CON has recently expanded their efforts in this regard, such as by partnership with Upward Bound. 

However, it should still be noted that in many of our interviews, key stakeholders cited the desire for 

increased communication and cooperation between relevant groups, such as between UMD, community 

colleges, the high schools, and TRiO programs. This would allow all the groups along the talent pipeline to 

coordinate their efforts, correct misalignments, and discover best practices. 

Social and Financial Support 

Barrier: One of the most significant barriers to New Bedford high school students enrolling at UMD is often 

financial difficulty. For example, students in the LifeWork Project of the Women’s Fund who transferred to 

the CON found it impossible to pay for the last minute expenses involved with enrolling in the nursing 

program, such as the medical tests and supplies. Additionally, many students find it difficult to pay for living 

expenses and must work while attending school. Financial barriers are particularly salient for the 

disadvantaged population targeted by the DNS program. Furthermore, disadvantaged students interested 

in the CON might also be discouraged by the prospect of trying to balance life obligations and educational 

obligation. 

Solutions: The DNS is instrumental in addressing some of these financial concerns. DNS participants are 

eligible for need-based partial scholarships to close the gap between financial aid awards and tuition costs 

and receive need-based scholarships or stipends with a goal of reducing the number of hours they need to 

work during college. Emergency funds are also available. One area that needs more attention is the 

addressing the needs of nontraditional students. Generally, an NTS is defined as a student who delayed 

admission after high school, does not attend college full-time, works full-time, is financially independent, or 

has children or other dependents.3 Improving access to education for disadvantaged populations often 

means serving these “non-traditional” populations. Strategies include offering evening and online courses 

and office hours, building more robust collaborations with existing University services such as the 

Counseling Center and the New Bedford shuttle, and working with UMD to establish an on-site childcare 

center. 

                                                                 
3 National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). Retrieved from http://www.aascu.org/uploadedFiles/AASCU/ 
Content/Root/MediaAndPublications/PublicPurposeMagazines/Issue/10fall_adultstudents.pdf. 
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Opportunities 

New Bedford High School has recently created a National Academy Foundation (NAF) Academy of Health Sciences. 

NAF academies provide students the opportunity to take industry-specific courses in Science, Technology, 

Engineering, and Math (STEM) fields and take part in work-based learning experiences, including internships. The CON 

might consider working with New Bedford High School (NBHS) in the development of their Health Sciences Academy, 

since these students have already decided that they are interested in a health sciences career. By partnering with 

NBHS, the CON has the potential to align the curriculum with admissions expectations, correct misconceptions about 

the nursing career, and market themselves to area students as an exciting and respectable place to pursue their 

degree. 

Another possible community partner is the Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for Undergraduate Programs 

(GEAR UP) program. This nation-wide program provides professional development to teachers as well as tutoring, 

mentoring, and diagnostic assessments of college readiness for students. Analysis of data from the 2005 to 2011 grant 

cycle revealed that GEAR UP participants were more likely than their peers to take the SAT and enroll in college. GEAR 

UP operates in New Bedford High School, so it may be possible for the CON to make connections with teachers and 

students in this program. 

One way the university as a whole could help is by providing data on the specific reasons why students are not 

accepted, which a NBHS administrator requested. This kind of transparency would allow high schools to adjust their 

strategy for getting their students into college without the need for UMD or CON to get directly involved. NBHS is 

specifically interested in trend data, so that they can determine which interventions are useful for addressing the 

shortcomings highlighted by the admissions data. 

Finally, the UMD Admissions Office seemed to be very interested in helping to expand student diversity at UMD. One 

way Admissions can promote diversity is through their “Customer Relations Management” (CRM) software, which 

track people who express interest in UMD for recruitment purposes. Using this software, CON could hold recruitment 

events for these prospects.  
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1.0 Background 

1.1 The Need for a More Diverse Nursing Talent Pipeline 

The motivation behind this study is the understanding that the nursing workforce should ideally reflect the 

community that it serves. It is well-supported by the literature that the availability of healthcare providers of a similar 

background to the patients they serve results in better communication, more trust, and practices that are more in 

line with cultural preferences (William et al., 2014; Pacquiao, 2007; and Betancourt et al., 2003). This, in turn, is 

associated with improved health outcomes (Weech-Maldonado et al., 2012 and Zeh et al., 2012). In this context, 

“Diversity includes those historically underrepresented groups in nursing—racial/ethnic minority groups, men, 

people with disabilities, and the educationally and economically disadvantaged—as key social groups requiring 

targeted efforts and dedicated resources to close the achievement gap and increase their proportional 

representation in nursing” (Williams et al, 2014, p. 34).  

Figure 1 

Conceptual framework linking health professions diversity to health outcomes4 

 

 

1.2 The Diversity Nursing Scholars Program 

The University of Massachusetts Dartmouth (UMD), one of five campuses in the UMass system, is located along 

Buzzard’s Bay in Southeastern Massachusetts, also referred to as the Southcoast region. Situated in a rural 

environment on 710 acres in Dartmouth mid-way between the industrial cities of New Bedford and Fall River, UMD 

has a presence in both cities with satellite campuses that are linked by public bus routes. The UMD College of Nursing 

(CON) is the only baccalaureate and higher degree nursing program in southeastern Massachusetts and is accredited 

by the American Association of Colleges of Nursing (CCNE). The CON offers two undergraduate program nursing 

options: a full-time, four-year track admitting approximately 110 freshman students each academic year and a 

                                                                 
4 Department of Health and Human Services (US), Health Resources and Services Administration, Bureau of Health Professions. 
The rationale for diversity in the health professions: a review of the evidence. Rockville (MD): HHS; 2006. 
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registered nurse to bachelor’s degree (RN-BS) program. The latter transitioned to a totally online degree option two 

years ago followed by a rapidly increasing enrollment from students outside the area. Additionally, the CON offers 

a master’s program, a Doctorate in Nursing Practice (DNP), and a PhD program. 

In order to increase the diversity of the local nursing workforce, the CON initiated the Diversity Nursing Scholars 

Program (DNS) to increase the diversity of students who enroll in and successfully complete their traditional 

bachelor’s program. This program recruits students who identify as being from a racial or ethnic minority, are 1st 

generation college students, are from an under-performing high school, or who are low-income (determined based 

on Pell-Grant eligibility). The program supports DNS scholars with scholarships and additional services through to 

graduation and links them with opportunities for employment in the Greater New Bedford area. 

The goals of the DNS program are as follows: 

1. Increase the pipeline of nursing students from the New Bedford area entering nursing thus increasing 

both the number of area students entering nursing and reflecting the diversity of the city. 

2. Increase the pipeline of diverse nurses in the local community by working with middle and high school 

students interested in a nursing career to be college ready, apply to, and enroll in college. 

3. Increase academic success, retention, and educational attainment of diverse students enrolled in the 

baccalaureate nursing program at UMD through an emerging scholars program. 

4. Utilize innovative, evidence based, and culturally competent teaching methods to engage diverse learners 

to achieve academic success 

This needs assessment was commissioned by the CON to support the second goal: increase the pipeline of diverse 

nurses in our local community by working with middle and high school students interested in  nursing to be college 

ready, apply to, and enroll in college. The CON proposes to achieve this goal primarily by working with Upward 

Bound, a year-round, multi-year program designed for disadvantaged high school students who have the potential 

to succeed in college and could benefit from tutoring, academic enrichment, pre-college skills development, career 

counseling, college visits, cultural enrichment and year-round academic and social support. The goal of Upward 

Bound is to increase the number of scholars that enroll in and graduate from college. The CON is working with 

Upward Bound to increase the availability of information about nursing as a career by providing nurse mentors to 

students, participating in Saturday seminars and summer intensive experiences, and developing health-related 

internships for students interested in nursing and health careers. 

Beyond working with Upward Bound, CON asked the PPC to assist in identifying barriers to recruitment and 

enrollment in terms of getting diverse local students to apply and be accepted to into the nursing program. The CON 

is targeting New Bedford as their population of interest since it is the region’s most ethnically diverse area and 

students from the city are underrepresented in CON enrollment.  

1.3 Racial and Ethnic Diversity in Healthcare 

In Bristol County, Massachusetts—the county in which UMass Dartmouth is located—the nursing profession is 

disproportionately white. Among all people working in Bristol County, 12.8 percent are non-white. For nursing, just 

6.5 percent of employees are—or roughly half that of the general workforce5. This disparity is even greater if you 

compare the nursing population to all Bristol County residents, working or not-working: 13.6 percent of people living 

                                                                 
5 Due to the small sample size, we were unable to report this statistic for New Bedford alone. However, residents of New 

Bedford are served by healthcare providers across Bristol County. 
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in Bristol County are an ethnic or racial minority.6 And in New Bedford, which accounts for 17 percent of the county’s 

population, 33 percent of people are a racial or ethnic minority.7  

In addition, health disparities persist in the area, as black non-Hispanic residents of New Bedford are more likely to 

die of cancer, heart disease, stroke, pneumonia/influenza, diabetes, and chronic obstructive pulmonary disease than 

other racial and ethnic groups when adjusting for age. In New Bedford, black non-Hispanic residents are 179 percent 

more likely to die from these causes than white residents and 203 percent more likely than black residents of 

Massachusetts on average (see Table 1).  

Table 1 
Age-adjusted Mortality Rate from  

Common Natural Causes8 in New Bedford 

Racial/Ethnic Group Mortality Rate 

White, non-Hispanic 463.7 

Black, non-Hispanic 1295.1 

Hispanic 371.3 

Asian/Pacific Islander 375.1 

Source: Massachusetts Department of Public Health,  
2008-2010 Mortality (Vital Records) ICD-10 based9 

The link between health outcomes and socioeconomic background is well documented. A person’s race, income, 

educational attainment, and other social determinants are among the best predictors of health status (Center for 

Disease Control 2012). On average, individuals who are poor, less educated, and a racial or ethnic minority have 

lower levels of health in comparison to their counterparts with higher incomes, higher levels of education, or who 

are white. Individuals at the lower levels of the socioeconomic spectrum are also less likely to have health insurance. 

These factors place unique stresses on health systems, particularly those operating in urban areas (Fox 2004). 

 

However, these social determinants of health do not tell the entire story. A 2002 study by the Institute of Medicine 

of the National Academies titled Unequal Treatment: Confronting Racial/Ethnic Disparities in Health Care identified 

over 175 studies documenting racial/ethnic disparities in the diagnosis and treatment of various condition, even 

after accounting for socioeconomic status, insurance status, site of care, stage of disease, comorbidity, age, and 

other factors external to healthcare delivery. For example, minorities are less likely to be given appropriate cardiac 

medications, to undergo bypass surgery, or to receive kidney dialysis or transplants. Consequently, the Institute of 

Medicine recommends that “More minority health care providers are needed, especially since they are more likely 

to serve in minority and medically underserved communities…and more interpreters should be available in clinics 

and hospitals to overcome language barriers that may affect the quality of care.” In addition, a “movement toward 

cultural competence in health care has gained national attention and is now recognized by health policy makers, 

managed care administrators, academicians, providers, and consumers as a strategy to eliminate racial/ethnic 

disparities in health and health care” (Betancourt et al, 2003, p. 294). 

                                                                 
6 2006-2010 5-year American Community Survey. 
7 2010 Census data. 
8 Includes deaths from cancer, heart disease, stroke, pneumonia/influenza, diabetes mellitus, and chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease. 
9 Data obtained through the Massachusetts Community Health Information Profile (MassCHIP). Cells in some tables in 
MassCHIP reports, and particularly those specific to individual cities and towns, contain small numbers, and so the results 
should be interpreted cautiously. 
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Cultural competency practices are already being implemented in a number of hospitals. According to a study by 

Weech-Maldonado et al. (2012), hospitals with greater cultural competency tend to have higher scores for doctor 

communication, hospital rating, and hospital recommendation. In addition, patient satisfaction among minorities is 

greater for hospitals that incorporate cultural competency into nurse communication, staff responsiveness, quiet 

room, and pain control. Likewise, a meta-analysis of cultural competency studies conducted by Zeh et al. (2012), 

found a consistent result in ten of eleven studies that “any structured intervention, tailored to ethnic minority groups 

by integrating elements of culture, language, religion and health literacy skills, produced a positive impact on a range 

of patient-important outcomes” (p. 1237). 

1.4 Increasing the Number of Minority Students in the College of Nursing 

Currently, the demographics of students enrolled in the CON do not match the demographics of local residents. In 

2014, 15 percent of the CON’s incoming class of undergraduate students and 11 percent of their incoming class of 

graduate students were an ethnic or racial minority. In comparison, 25 percent of Massachusetts residents and 33 

percent of New Bedford residents were an ethnic or racial minority during the same time period (see Figure 2). 

Figure 2 

 

Source: UMD Institutional Research Office and 2010-2014 American Community  
Survey 5-yr estimates 
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In addition, minority students do not get accepted into the CON at the same rate as their peers. If they did, they 

would make up between a quarter and a third of all incoming students, and thereby, the demographics of the CON’s 

incoming class would match those of the community and the CON’s diversity goals would be achieved. Instead, from 

2011 to 2014, the proportion of minority students among students accepted into the CON was consistently 14 

percentage points lower than the proportion of minority students in the applicant pool (see Figure 3). For instance, 

in 2014, minority students made up 33 percent of applicants, but they made up only 19 percent of students who are 

accepted into the program. Conversely, white students make up 67 percent of applicants, but 81 percent of those 

who are accepted (see Figure 4). Holding all else equal, this evidence points to the high school academic performance 

of the minority applicant pool as a driving factor affecting the level of diversity in the program. 

Figure 3 

 

 
Figure 4 

 

 Source: UMD Institutional Research Office  

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

2011 2012 2013 2014

Application and Admission Rates of Non-White Students Who Specified a Race

% of  all applicants % of all accepted applicants

AcceptedApplied

Share of Applicants and Accepted 
Students By Race/Ethnicity, 2014

White

Non-white



Opening the Pipeline: Increasing Student Diversity in the UMass Dartmouth College of Nursing 

  

 

   6 

 

1.5 Socioeconomic Diversity 

In addition to students who identify with ethnic or racial minority, the CON is including students from other 

disadvantaged groups as defined by the DNS program. These include first generation college students, students from 

under-performing high schools, and students from families with limited income, which is defined based on Pell Grant 

eligibility. Combining all of the socioeconomic variables, for 2012 graduates, 13 (12%) out of 111 CON graduates 

were disadvantaged. For 2013, 14 (12%) out of 116 were disadvantaged. 

Socioeconomic diversity, like racial diversity, has been identified as an important aspect of nursing workforce 

diversity, so that a broader range of cultural perspectives are brought to bear on nursing practice (Williams et al., 

2014). In general, people of lower socioeconomic status (SES) tend to have worse health outcomes. In the 

Southcoast, people who earn less than $50,000 per year or who have a high school degree or less are four times 

more likely to report having fair or poor health as compared to those who earn above that threshold.10 It is hoped 

that a more socioeconomically diverse healthcare workforce will improve the healthcare service in disadvantaged 

and underserved communities by increasing the number of people who choose to work in and advocate for those 

communities and by helping to address to social determinants of health.11 

New Bedford has a high percentage of students who are low-income or come from families with low educational 

attainment. During the 2015-2016 school year, 56 percent of students enrolled in New Bedford public schools were 

identified as being economically disadvantaged.12 We were unable to obtain reliable data on the number of college 

students from New Bedford who are 1st generation college students. However, we were able to determine that 

during 2010-2014, 84 percent of New Bedford residents have less than a bachelor’s degree. 

At UMD, a fairly high proportion of students are from a low SES background. In 2015, 25 percent of undergraduates 

were low-income and 27 percent of student were 1st generation college student13. In the CON, the proportion of 1st 

generation college students was roughly equal to UMD as a whole, with 28 percent of students meeting this 

description. However, there is room for improvement in serving more low-income students. In 2015, only 14 percent 

of CON undergraduates were low-income, which is 11 percentage points lower than UMD as a whole (see Figure 5). 

In absolute terms, fairly large numbers of students at the CON come from underperforming high schools, which the 

CON defines as being from New Bedford High School or BMC Durfee High School in Fall River. In 2015, 16 percent of 

the total undergraduate population at the CON was from New Bedford or Fall River, though it’s not clear whether 

they attended those specific schools.14  

 

  

                                                                 
10 The Public Policy Center. 2015. Cancer Disparities Capacity Building Project: Phase 1 Needs Assessment. University of 
Massachusetts-Dartmouth. 
11 Department of Health and Human Services (US), Health Resources and Services Administration, Bureau of Health Professions. 
The rationale for diversity in the health professions: a review of the evidence. Rockville (MD): HHS; 2006. 
12 Data from the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education. Calculated based on a student's 
participation in one or more of the following state-administered programs: the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP); the Transitional Assistance for Families with Dependent Children (TAFDC); the Department of Children and Families' 
(DCF) foster care program; and MassHealth (Medicaid). 
13 Data on the numbers of low-income and 1st generation college students at UMD and the CON are only available for students 

who file the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). 
14 For example, many students from Fall River and New Bedford attend Bishop Stang and Bishop Connolly, both Catholic high 
schools.  
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Figure 5 

 

Source: UMD and CON data from the UMD Institutional Research Office. New Bedford data from the MA 

Department of Elementary and Secondary Education and the American Community Survey.15 

 

Despite the large numbers of students enrolling from New Bedford and Fall River, New Bedford is underrepresented 

in CON enrollment. Residents in New Bedford rank 20th among Massachusetts municipalities in the likelihood of CON 

enrollment, after adjusting for population size. Figure 6 and Figure 7 show the total number of CON undergraduate 

students by city and town of residence and the likelihood index of coming from one of those towns and enrolling in 

the CON, which adjusts for population size. 

Students from New Bedford are also admitted at a lower rate than the CON average. In 2015, only 35 percent of 

applicants attending New Bedford public schools were admitted compared to a CON average of around 60 percent. 

Just as in the case of minority students, this points to academic preparation as a major boundary. Of the 23 students 

from New Bedford who applied to the CON in 2015, eleven were denied because they did not meet UMD 

requirements and four were denied because they did not meet CON’s additional requirements. 

  

                                                                 
15 Data were not available on the educational attainment of parents of New Bedford school children. 2010-2014 American 

Community Survey data on the educational attainment of all New Bedford residents over 25 was used as a proxy. 
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Figure 6 

UMD CON Total Undergraduate  

Enrollment by City or Town of Primary Residence, Fall 2015 

 

 

Figure 7 

Normalized Likelihood of UMD CON Undergraduate  

Enrollment by City or Town of Primary Residence, Fall 201516 

                                                                 
16 The percent of total undergraduate enrollment in the UMD CON attributed to that city or town adjusted for local population. 
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2.0 Methods 

At the most basic level, this study takes the form of a needs assessment. “Needs assessment is the process whereby 

needs are identified and priorities among them established” (Robson, 2011, p. 185). In this context, needs are 

understood as “arising when there is a discrepancy between the observed state of affairs and a desirable or 

acceptable state of affairs” (Robson, 2011, p. 185). The CON approached the PPC with a clear objective: to increase 

the diversity of the students enrolling in their nursing programs, with the ultimate aim of increasing the diversity of 

the local nursing workforce. The needs assessment is thus an attempt to determine why their study body is not more 

diverse and what can be done to increase this diversity. 

This study is also, to some extent, an example of action research. This approach to research allows the researcher to 

become involved the process that is the focus of research. “Collaboration between researchers and those who are 

the focus of the research, and their participation in the process, are typically seen as central to action research” 

(Robson, 2011, p. 188). Through this research effort, the PPC helped to facilitate the flow of information by making 

connections between various organizations. In addition, in many of the interviews, the flow of informational was bi-

directional and helped many of the stakeholders to understand the mission of the CON and their role in helping to 

achieve that mission. 

The PPC pulled together information from various sources to complete the needs assessment, blending quantitative 

and qualitative data, in order to understand the complex system of individual decisions, policies, organizations, and 

institutional arrangements involved in the path from high school to entrance in a nursing. Sources included key 

informant interviews, previous scholarly research, and secondary data. The information obtained from seven 

interviews with key informants at UMD, Bristol Community College (BCC), and the New Bedford Public Schools 

provided the bulk of insights. Interviews were conducted in person with two PPC Researchers leading the interview 

and taking notes. Interviews followed a semi-structured format, which allows for follow-up questions based on the 

responses that were given. Thematic analysis began immediately after each interview, with a researcher debriefing 

session reflecting on the key themes that emerged during the interview, followed by transcription of the data. To 

the extent that was possible, information gleaned from these interviews was fact checked against information 

provided on websites, in the news, and in formal documents.  

Secondary data was obtained from the UMass Dartmouth Office of Institutional Research and Assessment, Bristol 

Community College Institutional Research, College Now, the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and 

Secondary Education, New Bedford High School, the Massachusetts Department of Public Health, the National 

Center for Education Statistics, the Diversity Nursing Program First Semester report, and the LifeWork Project. These 

data provide an objective look into key indicators such as student preparation, applications to the College of Nursing, 

and enrollment. The secondary data was used as a way to assess whether the interview data align with measurable 

outcomes.  

The literature review allowed the PPC to compare its findings to the findings of other researchers. Since the PPC was 

unable to survey students for practical reasons, the literature review was also used to supplement our understanding 

of the factors that influence the decision to choose nursing as a career. While information on what stimulates 

interest in a nursing career leans heavily on evidence from the scholarly literature, efforts to identify needs and 

generate recommendations relied on a combination of interview data, secondary data, and information from the 

literature and other sources. 
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3.0 Interest in a Nursing Career: Evidence from the Literature 

3.1 Are Minority Students Less Interested in Nursing than the General New Bedford 

Population? 

Answer: Overall, minority students are no less interested in nursing than other students, but parents and 

other role models can be particularly important for this group. 

It is necessary to first question the premise that minority students are less interested in nursing than students from 

New Bedford in general. (Although, it should be noted that in New Bedford, students of color are actually the 

majority.17) The intuitive answer is yes; however, the evidence is somewhat mixed. The rationale behind the case for 

the affirmative is well described by Lent & Brown (1996), who hypothesized that  

“the effects of gender and ethnicity on career interest, choice, and performance are seen as 

operating largely through self-efficacy or outcome expectations, or, more precisely, the differential 

learning experiences that give rise to these beliefs. Gender and cultural factors are additionally 

linked to the opportunity structure within which career goals are framed and pursued” (p. 315-

316).  

There are two parts to this equation: (1) are minority students more or less ready to make career-related decisions 

and (2) and are they more or less likely to choose nursing as a career? Career maturity has been defined by Powell 

& Luzzo (1998) as “the readiness of an individual to make informed, age-appropriate career decisions and cope with 

appropriate career development tasks” (p. 145) Powell & Luzzo (1998) conducted an evaluation of the career 

maturity and career decision-making attributional style of high school students in an ethnically diverse, southeastern 

urban school system, found no ethnic differences in career maturity after accounting for other variables. This result 

is corroborated by Fouad (2005), who performed a meta-analysis of relevant literature and found that race is not 

related to career decision-making ability unless influenced by the availability of opportunities to build related skills. 

So it appears that minority students are no less ready to make career-related decisions than their peers.  

However, this does not mean that race and ethnicity cannot affect career preferences. For example, a meta-analysis 

of nursing career preferences conducted by Price (2009) identified several qualitative studies that “highlighted the 

recognition by participants that nursing was predominantly a career for white, middle-class women” (Price, 2009, p. 

16). Indeed, this perception is supported by empirical investigations of the ethnic composition of the health trades 

(e.g., Byars-Winston, Fouad, & Wen, 2015). Consequently, gender and race were often identified as having an 

influence on an individual’s self-identification as a potential nurse. In addition, ethnic group membership has been 

associated with differences in predictors of high school students’ career expectations and career commitments (E. 

H. McWhirter et al, 1998).  

Yet, despite this, studies show that minority students are actually more likely than whites to consider a career in 

nursing. In a survey of 641 college-bound high school seniors in the Washington, D.C. metro area conducted by 

Stevens & Walker (1993), students choosing nursing were more likely to be black than white. Likewise, Donelan et 

al. (2008), who combined several surveys conducted in 2006 and 2007, including one that oversampled African 

American and Hispanic/Latino respondents, found that racial/ethnic minorities were more likely than whites to 

seriously consider a career in nursing. In addition, black respondents were more likely than whites (94% versus 89%) 

                                                                 
17 According to the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, the New Bedford school 
district is just 44.8% white. 
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to have recommended a career in nursing to other people (Donelan et al., 2008). These studies are consistent with 

the demographics of people who show interest in the CON. The number of minority students applying to the CON is 

proportional to the ethnic and racial makeup of the target community of New Bedford. Therefore, it seems that 

overall, minority students are no less interested in nursing than other students. 

This discrepancy between the qualitative evidence about nursing self-identification and the actual numbers of 

minority students interested in nursing could be explained by the fact that race and ethnicity operate through both 

individual and environmental factors. For example, according to Whiston & Keller (2004) “a number of recent 

qualitative studies (Fisher & Griggs, 1995; Fisher & Padmawidjaja, 1999; Gomez et al., 2001; Juntunen et al., 2001) 

indicate that family influences are especially potent for African American, Latino/Latina, and Native American 

individuals. In particular, individuals from these groups are more likely to enter professional occupations if they have 

parental encouragement and support (p. 558).” The positive influence of family support was also found to be 

statistically significant predictor of career development outcomes in a quantitative model conducted by Metheny & 

McWhirter (2013).  

Though it appears that the effect of a dominantly white workforce on the career aspirations of minority students is 

counterbalanced by other factors that also influence career decision making. In particular, the negative social cues 

of a white nursing workforce can be canceled out by positive social cues from family members and other role models, 

and therefore, minority students should not be treated as having less interest in a nursing career. Indeed, minorities 

make up the same percentage of the CON applicant as of the New Bedford population. This does not mean, however, 

that minority status cannot affect nursing program readiness, the admissions process, or other processes leading up 

to college enrollment. For example, Samson (2004) found that minority students are more likely to have their nursing 

applications rejected by admissions. Also, parents and other role models have been identified as being particularly 

important for this group. 

3.2 Are Students from Lower Socio-Economic Statuses (SES) Less Interested in Nursing 

than their More Affluent Peers? 

Answer: Some evidence exists to suggest that students from low SES backgrounds are no less interested in 

nursing than other students. Consistent with evidence on race/ethnicity, parents and other role 

models have an important influence on this group. 

Since the CON’s definition of diversity includes socioeconomic status (SES), it is also necessary to question whether 

SES is predictive of interest in a nursing career. Evidence on the relationship between SES and career maturity is 

mixed and suggests that this relationship may be mediated by one’s time perspective (Kim & Oh, 2013). That is, 

higher SES has been associated with being more future-oriented. This relationship may be further affected by 

experiential factors. For instance, in a survey of 500 college seniors, higher SES was associated with enhanced 

engagement with career-related and academic research activities (Pittaoulis, 2012). This suggests that incorporating 

experiential learning and career counseling into school curricula can help enhance career maturity (e.g., Allen & 

Bradley, 2015). Therefore, while it is not entirely clear whether or not SES affects career maturity or if students with 

low SES have fewer career development opportunities, but there appear to be viable interventions for students who 

need assistance with career readiness.  

With regard to actual career choices, it appears that SES mediates relationships between gender, race, and career 

and educational aspirations and expectations (Akos, Konold, & Niles, 2004). This is reflected in outcomes, as SES 

status in adolescence predicts educational attainment, although this relationship is influenced by family expectations 

of success (Faas, Benson, & Kaestle, 2013). This suggests that, as in the case of race/ethnicity, family support can 



Opening the Pipeline: Increasing Student Diversity in the UMass Dartmouth College of Nursing 

  

 

   12 

 

moderate some of the negative effects of low SES. In contrast with research on occupations in general, there is 

insufficient evidence to come to a conclusion on the link between SES and choice of nursing as a career (Wu et al., 

2015). However, at least one study (Dal et al., 2009) found that lower SES is associated with nursing as a first 

preference. Therefore, consistent with evidence for race, students with low SES backgrounds are likely no less 

interested in nursing than students from higher SES backgrounds. 

 3.3 What Factors Influence the Decision to Become a Nurse? 

Answer: Future nursing students express an interest in helping others. Students are encouraged to pursue 

nursing by interactions with other nurses, but can be discouraged by other adults in their lives if 

they are high-performing academically. 

In the literature examining the decision to pursue a nursing career, two themes are consistently apparent: (1) people 

who choose nursing cite a desire to help others and (2) people are more likely to choose nursing if they know a 

nurse. In 2009, Price conducted a meta-study on the early professional socialization and career choice in nursing. 

Among the studies examined, the most common reason cited for wanting to pursue a nursing career was the desire 

to “care for others,” “help people,” or “make a difference.” These considerations “often dominated discussion of 

what encourages individuals to choose Nursing” (p. 15-16).  

Aside from the desire to help others, the factors that were most predictive of a decision to enter nursing were a 

person’s preconceived notions and expectations of nursing (Price, 2009) and the influence of other nurses on those 

ideas (Mooney et al., 2008; Stevens & Walker 1993; Price, 2009). “Most impressions of nurses and nursing were 

informed by knowing other nurses, having experience with nurses in a health or illness perspective, or through 

representations of nurses in the media” (Price, 2009, p. 16). Likewise, a survey conducted by Stevens & Walker (1993) 

found that students had a more favorable opinion of nursing if they knew a nurse personally or had a nurse in their 

family. Moreover, a large number of the participants in a study by Mooney et al. (2008) had some family member or 

friend associated with nursing or a health profession. 

In addition to other nurses, people close to the student, called “significant others” by Neilson & McNally (2013), 

exert a strong influence over the decision to study nursing. While often helpful, these significant others can also 

become barriers to a career in nursing. In some cases, 

“Young people reported being directed away from subjects and careers that they were interested 

in by seemingly uninformed or unsupportive teachers due to their degree of academic 

achievement…Young people also identified the significance of negative influences – such as 

uninspiring teachers – that could turn them away from a career choice even when they might have 

been able to achieve this academically.” (Pool, 2012, p. 36) 

Unfortunately, these “significant others” tend to dissuade the high-performing students from studying nursing. In a 

study conducted by Neilson & McNally (2013), the data revealed that significant others like parents and guidance 

counselors had negative views regarding nursing as a career for high performing students. One student stated: “The 

advice that I got from my guidance teacher is that I should only consider nursing as an option if I can't be something 

better in the medical field” (Neilson & McNally, 2013, p. 207). Exacerbating this problem is a perception that nursing 

doesn’t require good grades. “Other high achieving school pupils appeared to be being groomed towards other 

careers compounding an image of nursing as a low-status career choice on a par with hairdressing and office work” 

(Neilson & McNally, 2013, p. 207). Participants of this study also expressed guilt because they felt that choosing a 

career in nursing would entail disappointing their parents. Furthermore, Pool (2012) found that nursing “…may be 
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seen as a career choice for young women who are not considered capable of other, more challenging, careers” (p. 

36). 

Both the positive influences of practicing nurses and the negative influences of significant others point to information 

about nursing as another factor bearing on students’ career decisions. For instance, Pool (2012) noted that 

“Participants identified lack of information at school about nursing as a career as one of the main reasons for apathy 

towards the profession. This was linked to lack of nursing-related subject choices at school” (p. 34). In addition, 

studies conducted by Gilchrict & Rector (2007) and Fletcher et al. (2003) recommend providing information about 

the requirements for entering a nursing program and the benefits of a nursing career as ways to increase recruitment 

into nursing programs. 
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4.0 Barriers to Enrolling in the UMass Dartmouth College of Nursing 

This section takes a broad look at the barriers to choosing a nursing career, gaining admission to the CON, and 

choosing to enroll at UMD. Recognizing that disadvantaged students are just as likely as other students to have an 

interest in a nursing career, these barriers often apply to the entire New Bedford student population and not just 

the subset of disadvantaged students. They do not include the barriers to performing at a high standard in high 

school, which is a necessary precondition to enrollment, but this is well beyond the purview of the CON. Instead, 

this section focuses on the barriers that are directly related to CON enrollment, but sometimes includes challenges 

that the CON cannot work on alone in addressing. These barriers were identified through a mix of scholarly literature, 

secondary data analysis, and key informant interviews. 

4.1 Information About the Nursing Career 

Need 1: Students need information demonstrating that nursing is a positive career choice for high-performing 

students. 

A review of the literature revealed that aside from a desire to care for others, the decision to pursue nursing as a 

career is most influenced by “a person’s preconceived notions and expectations of nursing” and exposure to nurses 

and the nursing profession (Price, 2009, p. 12). This finding also appeared in an interview with a minority student 

and first generation college student in the CON who had worked in nursing homes and had completed a Health 

Science Magnet program in her high school. These experiences fostered her interest in nursing and promoted 

enrollment in the advanced science and math classes needed by college admissions. 

A consistent theme in the literature is that some high-performing students may be dissuaded from choosing a 

nursing career by a sense that nursing does not take full advantage of their good grades (e.g. Neilson & Lauder, 2008 

and Neilson & McNally, 2013). This perception is particularly problematic considering that nursing programs have 

high entrance requirements and take only the highest performing students. To counteract this problem, students 

and their adult influencers need more exposure to accurate information about the benefits of a nursing career and 

more opportunities to interact with real nurses working in the field.  

Some progress is already being made on this front. For example, New Bedford High School has recently created a 

National Academy Foundation (NAF) Academy of Health Sciences. NAF academies give students the opportunity to 

take industry-specific courses in Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math (STEM) fields and take part in work-

based learning experiences, including internships. Also, the CON has partnered with Upward Bound to provide career 

exploration opportunities for local, disadvantaged high school students. 

Need 2: Students need information depicting the multiple pathways to a nursing career. 

Some students could be misinformed about the benefits of a nursing career because they may not realize the 

difference between different nursing types, such as between a Licensed Practicing Nursing (LPN), a Registered 

Nursed (RN), and a Nurse Practitioner (NP). There is a significant difference between each of these categories in 

terms of earning potential. According to the Occupational Outlook Handbook, in 2014 LPNs had a median salary of 

$42,490, while NPs had a median salary of $104,670. Research has shown that the public is generally ill informed 

about the potential for career advancement in nursing and the existence of leadership roles within the profession 

(Campbell-Heider et al., 2008; Donelan et al., 2008). Students need information about all the varied nursing 
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professions, and the educational requirements for each profession, if they are going to make informed career 

decisions. 

In addition, once a student has decided to pursue nursing, additional barriers can arise from confusion about the 

multiple pathways to a nursing career. An interview with the UMD Admissions Office revealed that some students 

at local vocational schools did not realize that the nurse/health assisting program was geared almost exclusively 

towards preparing students to become Certified Nursing Assistants (CNAs) and did not automatically qualify them 

for entering a bachelor’s program. These students would have been better served if they were told early on what 

the program was preparing them for and additional steps they need to take in order to move up the career ladder. 

Likewise, students who were not high achieving in high school, or decide late in life that nursing interests them, may 

not realize that there are alternative paths to a nursing career besides direct entry into the bachelor’s program. 

These pathways involve College Now or the RN-to-BS program, for example. While information about these 

programs is available on the UMD website, they need to be contextualized as part of a broader strategy to reach 

career goals. Students who are attempting to chart a course for their life would benefit greatly from information 

that walks through all of the possible starting points, ending points, and steps in-between. 

4.2 Information About UMass Dartmouth and the College of Nursing 

Need 3: Information about the college experience at UMD 

Conversations with staff at the UMD Admissions Office and New Bedford High School (NBHS) indicate that New 

Bedford’s high-achieving students are not interested in attending UMass Dartmouth. Top students usually do not 

want to go to the “college in their backyard” or they might only apply to UMD as a “safety school” that people might 

end up choosing for financial reasons. According to representatives at Admissions, students from a little further 

away seem to be more interested in applying to UMD. Data from Institutional Research indicates that during the fall 

of 2015, only 29 percent of the CON’s undergraduate enrollment was from the Southcoast of Massachusetts. 

Residents in New Bedford rank 20th among Massachusetts municipalities in the likelihood of CON enrollment, after 

adjusting for population (Dighton is the town with the highest population-adjusted likelihood in enrolling in the 

CON.) Likewise, from 2011 to 2014, the percent of completed applications to CON coming from New Bedford has 

been in the range of just 2 percent to 5 percent (see Figure 8). UMD has been working on marketing to students that 

they can get the real college experience here, even while living close to home, but the Admissions representatives 

feel that more can be done in this regard. 

Figure 8 

 

0%

1%

2%

3%

4%

5%

6%

2011 2012 2013 2014

Percent of Completed Applications from New Bedford Residents

UMD Total CON



Opening the Pipeline: Increasing Student Diversity in the UMass Dartmouth College of Nursing 

  

 

   16 

 

Need 4: A better understanding that the CON is truly “world class” and “within reach” 

A representative at New Bedford High School noted that the high performing students may not realize that the CON 

is a nationally respected program and therefore do not think to choose to apply in the program. In fact, the CON 

graduate program ranks in the top 100 of the 503 accredited nursing schools with master’s or doctoral programs the 

United States, according to U.S. News and World Report. This places the CON in the top 20 percent of nursing schools 

nationally, although this fact is not well-publicized on the CON website.  

Additionally, research (e.g. Oliverez and Tierney 2005) has shown that students from poor families may also not 

realize that they are able to afford a university education. Most of the students that are targeted by the DNS program 

would qualify for need-based aid and would pay little to nothing out of pocket. In addition, for those students who 

would have some obligation to pay, the CON represents an excellent value as one of the 64 public universities on 

the top 100 list. 

4.3 Influence of High School Guidance Counselors 

Need 5: Well-informed, supportive high school guidance counselors 

The majority of interviews included an indication that there is some room for improvement in high school guidance 

departments. We were unable to verify this by surveying students and guidance counselors, however, we did note 

some outcomes that could be tied to the guidance process. For example, the Admissions Office noted that some 

students are applying too late when the seats are already full, which could be especially problematic for first 

generation college students whose parents may not understand the admissions process. This suggests a need for 

more guidance through the admissions process to make sure that all deadlines are met. Similarly, Admissions officers 

have interacted with students who are in the health sciences career track at local vocational schools who are 

surprised when they find out they have not met the course requirements. This suggests a need for straightforward 

information about what the minimum graduation requirements prepare them for and additional steps that are 

needed to be competitive in college admissions. 

Administrators at New Bedford High School (NBHS) are in a difficult position considering that approximately 50 

percent of their students are either English Language Learners (ELL) or needing special needs education. 

Traditionally, much of the focus of guidance has been to bring the graduation rate up, which was 60 percent in 2014 

compared to 86 percent for the state as a whole. That said, New Bedford Public Schools have worked to reform the 

guidance model to be more proactive instead of reactive and to better serve college-bound students. This includes 

specialization by grade, which is meant to allow some guidance counselors to primarily focus on the admissions 

process. However, according to UMD Admissions, college planning should begin as early as eighth grade, since course 

selections have ripple effects that can make or break a student’s ability to meet college course requirements. For 

example, according to a NBHS representative, 10th graders at NBHS go to school college fairs, but do not necessarily 

understand what classes they should be taking and the early steps. 

4.4 Misalignment Between High School Coursework and Admissions Criteria 

Need 6: Encouragement to enroll in advanced math and science classes, including anatomy and physiology. 

The minimum entrance requirements for UMass Dartmouth are set by the Massachusetts Department of Higher 

Education (DHE). In addition to SAT and GPA requirements, the DHE requires specific high school coursework. This 

includes three units of algebra-based mathematics and three units of science, of which two must be laboratory-
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based science. The math requirement is set to increase to four units for the entering class of Fall 2016 and three 

units of laboratory-based science for the entering class of Fall 2017. Since the CON has many more applicants than 

slots in its bachelor’s program, it can afford to be much more selective than these minimum requirements. For 

example, in 2014, freshman entering the program had an average high school GPA of 3.62 as opposed to the 3.23 

for all UMD freshman. They also have higher high school course standards. In an interview with admissions, we found 

that the most common shortcomings among CON applicants, aside from GPA and SAT scores, are not meeting DHE 

course requirements, not taking a senior year math that is “beyond the basic graduation requirements,” and not 

taking anatomy and physiology. 

Historically, NBHS has had lower graduation requirements than state norms. For example, in 2013 the school 

required just two math courses and two science courses for graduation. This is evident in MassCore statistics, which 

is a state recommended, rigorous program of study that aligns high school coursework with college and workforce 

expectations. MassCore matches closely with the DHE course requirements, and thus can be used a proxy for the 

percent of students meeting entrance requirements. In 2014, just 24.9 percent of NBHS graduates completed the 

MassCore curriculum. This compares to 72.4 percent for the state on average. 

However, many changes are underway that will make NBHS students much more competitive. NBHS adopted the 

MassCore last year and they have created several National Academy Foundation (NAF) academies, including a Health 

Sciences Academy. This year (2016), 127 students will graduate from the Health Sciences Academy. Next year (2017), 

NBHS graduates will be required to have completed the MassCore curriculum. However, this curriculum does not 

guarantee admission into CON. To be competitive, students need to take the more advanced math classes and take 

anatomy and physiology. 

Greater New Bedford Vocational Technical High School (GNB Voc/Tech) has a high MassCore completion rate, which 

was 98.4 percent in 2014. Despite this, the UMD Admissions Office reported that there is a discrepancy between the 

“nursing shop” at GNB Voc/Tech and the admissions requirements for the B.S. nursing program at UMD. Some 

students have the misconception that they have a better chance of getting into the program than other students or 

that they will be immediately eligible to become a CNA. Representatives at the UMD Admissions Office claim that 

nursing students at Voc/Tech are taking basic math and science classes and not the more advanced classes. They 

believe that schools need to talk to freshman about what the minimum requirements of the program will prepare 

them for and what more they should do if they have higher ambitions. However, Voc/Tech school superintendent 

Jim O’Brien was recently quoted in The Started Times as saying that they have strengthened their academic programs 

in recent years to better prepare the students who choose to go to college.18 

Need 7: Awareness that not all English as a Second Language (ESL) courses are college-prep level. 

To accommodate students for whom English is not a first language, many schools offer English as a Second Language 

(ESL) version of some of their courses, such as ESL mathematics. However, UMD Admissions cannot count courses 

that are not college-prep level towards the DHE course requirements. Thus, students need to be aware of which ESL 

courses are college-prep level and whether they need to take additional courses in order to meet the DHE entrance 

requirements. Nursing admissions also expects a B- or higher in all courses, including English, which could be a barrier 

for English Language Learners.  

                                                                 
18 Guha, Auditi, “Break through: Across SouthCoast, the quest for education is anyone’s game.” SouthCoast Today. January 9, 
2016 
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4.5 Social and Financial Support 

Need 8: Financial support, particularly for the costs particular to the nursing program and living expenses. 

One of the greatest barriers to enrolling at UMD is often financial difficulties. According to NBHS Principal Bernadette 

Coelho, most of the barriers faced by her students are financial. “Some people think, ‘There’s no way I can afford 

college’ and we say, ‘You absolutely can and we are going to show you how.’”19 Students often don’t understand the 

financial aid system or the availability of need-based grants. There is also sometimes a gap between what the 

students receive in aid and their ability to pay. For example, students at BCC in the LifeWork Project of the Women’s 

Fund who wished to transfer to UMD found it impossible to pay for the last minute expenses involved with enrolling 

in the nursing program, such as the medical tests and supplies. Additionally, many students find it difficult to pay for 

living expenses and must work while attending school.  

The DNS is instrumental in addressing some of these financial concerns. DNS participants will be eligible for need 

based partial scholarships to close the gap between financial aid awards and tuition costs and will receive need based 

scholarships or stipends with a goal of reducing the number of hours they need to work during college. Up to 20 

need-based scholarships will be awarded in each year of the project. Emergency scholarship funds will also be 

available based on student need and program coordinator approval. 

Need 9: The ability to balance educational demands with life’s other demands 

According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) “The “traditional” undergraduate—characterized 

here as one who earns a high school diploma, enrolls full time immediately after finishing high school, depends on 

parents for financial support, and either does not work during the school year or works part time—is the exception 

rather than the rule. During 1999 to 2000, just 27 percent of undergraduates met all of these criteria. Thus, 73 

percent of all undergraduates were in some way ‘nontraditional’” (National Center for Education Statistics, 2002, p. 

1).  

Notably, there is a significant amount of overlap between the categories of disadvantaged students and 

nontraditional students. For example, there is a higher proportion of racial/ethnic minorities among students that 

are financially independent than among those who are not.20 The same goes for first generation college students. 

Nontraditional college students are often described as being “adults” in that they have delayed college, are returning 

to college to retrain, or have taken on adult responsibilities. “One problem for adults is the constant, competing 

tension between life obligations and educational obligations,” says Jamie Merisotis, president of the Lumina 

Foundation for Education.21 This tension was apparent in our interviews, particularly with the LifeWork 

representative. The following factors were identified in our interviews as being barriers to enrolling in the CON: 

 Family factors such as the need to support and care for children or other family members 

 Access to childcare: financial assistance is difficult to obtain 

 Transportation: bus access is limited and schedules may not work with class or personal schedules 

 The ability to schedule around work hours  

                                                                 
19 Guha, Auditi, “Break through: Across SouthCoast, the quest for education is anyone’s game.” SouthCoast Today. January 9, 
2016 
20 U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2011-12 National Postsecondary Student Aid Study. 
21 Pelletier, S. G. 2010. “Success for adult students.” Public Purpose, 2-6. 
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5.0 Opportunities for UMass-Dartmouth and the College of Nursing 

While the previous section looked at the broad needs of area students, this section looks at specific actions that the 

CON and UMD could take to increase enrollment of disadvantaged students. The CON is already addressing some of 

the broad needs of disadvantaged students. For instance, the DNS program, which provides financial assistance, is 

just getting started. However, there are still gaps that need to be addressed, and these recommendations follow 

directly from the needs that were identified in the needs assessment. 

5.1 Provide More Information on the CON Website 

Among New Bedford highs school students, many of the barriers to enrollment in the CON are informational. Thus, 

the CON might consider bridging this information gap simply by posting more information on the CON website. One 

solution is for the CON to list the minimum requirements for entry in the nursing program, statistics about the 

average GPA and SAT scores of accepted applicants, and what courses students should take in high school in order 

to be competitive. This material would be useful for both students and guidance counselors.  

Also, communicating the reputation of the CON and information about a nursing career could impact student 

application decisions and raise guidance counselor awareness about the benefits of enrolling at the CON. 

Information about the CON’s reputation could include the percent of students who get a job one year after 

graduating, CON rankings and comparisons to other nursing schools in the region, and biographies of distinguished 

alumni. Information about the nursing career could include the multiple different careers that are possible with a 

nursing degree and the multiple pathways to becoming a nurse. 

CON might also consider adding information about the DNS program to its website. It appears that currently the only 

web presence for the DNS program is a Facebook page. Greater access to information about the DNS program could 

encourage disadvantaged students to apply to the CON and give them a sense that they would be welcomed and 

well cared for at the CON. 

5.2 Improve Collaboration with Community Partners 

Increased outreach by the CON has the potential to have a sizable impact. CON has recently expanded their efforts 

in this regard. For example, the CON is partnering with Upward Bound to do career exploration activities and 

connecting students in their Bridge Program to internships and the program manager has met with community 

partners such as representatives of College Now and NBHS. However, it should still be noted that in many of our 

interviews, key stakeholders cited the desire for increased communication and cooperation between relevant 

groups. This would allow all the groups along the talent pipeline to coordinate their efforts, correct misalignments, 

and discover best practices. The interview process itself facilitated some of these connections, such as between 

NBHS and the UMD Admissions Office. However, it is apparent from the interviews that the community partners 

want to hear directly from UMD and the CON. 

A 2013 literature review of minority recruitment models implemented in undergraduate nursing programs revealed 

that community partnerships are a key feature of successful recruitment efforts. “Community partnerships were 

cited by six articles as necessary for minority success. Relationships with community partners we’re established to 

give students community support and experienced advisors. In addition, relationships were similarly developed with 

high schools and middle schools to facilitate admission into nursing school” (Dapremont, 2013, p. 118). 
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One potential source for inspiration is Bristol Community College, which has been developing an extensive outreach 

effort. “BCC has a strong partnership with high schools in the area and encourages families to attend open houses 

to learn about these programs, financial aid and career options. In recent years, there have been more high school 

sophomores and juniors coming in early on,” said Jenna DeBortoli, admissions counselor at BCC. ‘Students are being 

exposed to college early so they are not making last-minute decisions and are better informed,’ she said. ‘We talk a 

lot about the value of college education and not just in regard to jobs.’”22 

It may be important to reach out to students even earlier than in this description of BCC’s efforts. According to the 

UMD Admissions Office, teachers and administrators need to pay more attention to 8th grade because that is when 

course decisions are made that can affect students’ college prospects. There are multiple ways the CON could 

approach reaching out to 8th graders; it could be something as simple as pamphlet on display in guidance counselor 

offices or as sophisticated as a university-wide summer career exploration fair for local eighth graders who are 

transitioning to high school. 

The CON might consider working with NBHS in the development of their NAF Health Sciences Academy. Students in 

the Academy have already decided that they are interested in a health sciences career. As a result, working with this 

group is a highly efficient use of the CON’s time and resources. By partnering with NBHS, the CON has the potential 

to align the curriculum with admissions expectations, correct misconceptions about the nursing career, and market 

themselves to area students as an exciting and respectable place to pursue their degree. 

Another possible community partner is the Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for Undergraduate Programs 

(GEAR UP) program. This nation-wide program provides professional development to teachers as well as tutoring, 

mentoring, and diagnostic assessments of college readiness for students. Analysis of data from the 2005 to 2011 

grant cycle revealed that GEAR UP participants were more likely than their peers to take the SAT and enroll in college. 

GEAR UP operates in New Bedford High School, so it may be possible for the CON to make connections with teachers 

and students in this program. 

5.3 Make Use of the Information and Resources Contained Within the Admissions Office 

A senior official at NBHS requested more data from admissions so they can understand the reasons why students do 

not get accepted. This kind of transparency would allow high schools to adjust their strategy for getting their 

students into college without the need for UMD or CON to get directly involved. NBHS is specifically interested in 

trend data, so that they can determine which interventions are useful for addressing the shortcomings highlighted 

by the admissions data. 

In addition, the Admissions Office expressed an interest in assisting with efforts to increase the diversity of the 

students who are admitted. One ways Admissions can promote diversity is through their “Customer Relations 

Management” (CRM) software, which keeps track of people who express interest in UMD for recruitment purposes. 

This strategy could be employed if CON wants to hold recruitment events for the prospects that are tracked using 

this software. 

                                                                 
22 Guha, Auditi, “Break through: Across SouthCoast, the quest for education is anyone’s game.” SouthCoast Today. January 9, 
2016 
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5.4 Consider Implementing Strategies Designed to Help Nontraditional Students 

The definition of nontraditional students (NTS) is broad and could fit many contemporary college students. 

Generally, a NTS is defined as a student that delayed admission after high school, does not attend college full-time, 

works full-time, is financially independent, or has children or other dependents.23 Improving access to education 

often means serving these “nontraditional” populations, and this requires adaptation on the part of educational 

institutions. 

The CON is increasingly likely to interact with NTS populations moving forward as research suggests that the NTS 

population in higher education is rising.24 Moreover, an interview with the DNS staff revealed that more than half of 

DNS scholars from NBHS have to work while they are in school, which is an NTS indicator.  

These students can have unique needs. For instance, research suggests that nontraditional students experience 

greater life stress and depression than their counterparts.25 Moreover, an interview with LifeWork Project staff 

revealed that financial support is key, especially with regard to costs particular to the nursing program, like medical 

tests and supplies, which are difficult for nontraditional students to bear. The interview also revealed that scheduling 

and access to childcare and transportation are all barriers to enrolling in the CON. These issues affect enrollment 

and the long-term performance of matriculating students. While the DNS program will help to address the financial 

concerns of students, UMD and the CON should consider strategies to address the other barriers to enrollment faced 

by NTS. Strategies include offering evening and online courses and office hours, building more robust collaborations 

with existing university services like the Counseling Center and the New Bedford shuttle, and working with UMD to 

establish an on-site childcare center. 

5.5 Consider Admitting More College Now Students 

The CON desires to make its student body more representative of the local population while maintaining its rigorous 

admission standards, but not all students get the high school coursework that is needed to be competitive in 

admissions. The College Now program helps to bridge this gap for local, underrepresented students by providing an 

alternative admissions program for students who would not be accepted through the traditional process. Transfer 

from College Now to the CON involves a day of interviews and placement tests, but acceptance into the nursing 

program is ultimately decided by the Dean of Nursing. An advantage to this program is that the CON can have direct 

input into the processes and quality of the College Now program. Moreover, the institutional infrastructure 

supporting College Now is already in place and can likely be scaled up if needed. Interviews with College Now staff 

revealed that there is significant interest in nursing among its students.  

In addition, many of the College Now students come from a cultural context in which nursing is a highly respected 

career choice, especially for women. In the 2015-2016 school year, 22 College Now students were interested in 

pursuing nursing. The CON accepts five to eight College Now students each fall after students have completed their 

first year experience with a 3.5 GPA and a contract to continue their academic performance at a 3.25 GPA. Recent 

                                                                 
23 National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). Retrieved from 
http://www.aascu.org/uploadedFiles/AASCU/Content/Root/MediaAndPublications/PublicPurposeMagazines/Issue/10fall_adult
students.pdf 
24 Allan, O’Driscoll, Simpson, & Shawe. (2013). Teacher Teachers' views of using e-learning for non-traditional students in higher 
education across three disciplines [nursing, chemistry, and management] at a time of massification and increased diversity in 
higher education. Nurse Education Today, 33, 1068-1073. 
25 Trenz, Ecklund-Flores, & Repoza. (2015). A comparison of mental health and alcohol use between traditional and 
nontraditional students. Journal of American College Health, 63(8), 584-588. 
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history suggests that the College Now students can do well in the nursing program and that their success rate has 

been improving over time.26  

While the College Now program seems well-suited to the task of making the CON student body more representative 

of the local population, the program currently has a limited impact in terms of increasing the enrollment of students 

from New Bedford into the nursing program. Each year from 2010 to 2014, between two and four College Now 

students were both from New Bedford and interested in nursing. Of this small number, just one or two went on to 

enroll in the CON. This highlights the small scale of College Now’s current contribution towards meeting the CONs 

diversity goals. However, the additional resources provided through the DNS program may result in an increase in 

these numbers going forward.  

  

                                                                 

26 In 2009, of the six students initially admitted, four finished the program, and of these only one maintained a GPA above 3.25. 

In 2010, of the six students admitted, five graduated, and two kept their GPA above a 3.25. In 2011, of the five students admitted, 

three graduated, yet all students kept their GPA above a 3.25.  
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