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Program Profile

The Unique Value of Externships  
to Nursing Education and  
Health Care Organizations

 
Debra Shipman, PhD, RN; Jack Hooten, MHA, MSN, RN; and Linda Lea, MBA, PA-C

Nursing students who participated in the VALOR externship felt confident in their  
clinical skills when they were transitioning to the RN role.

N
ew nurse graduates often have 
difficulty transitioning to the 
role of registered nurse (RN).1 
Given the complexity of the 

health care environment, the need is 
growing to prepare nursing students 
for nursing practice. Although nurs-
ing education provides students with 
a basis for practice, school alone can-
not prepare them for actual practice 
in the hospital setting.2 Compared 
with nurse residency programs, 
which provide extended postlicen-
sure training, the national Veterans 
Affairs  Learning Opportunity Resi-
dency (VALOR) program provides 
externships independent of nursing 
school. Externships allow students 
to train in a hospital setting (gen-
erally during the summer months) 
before becoming a licensed RN. 
Nursing students who are entering 
their senior year of coursework in 
a bachelor of science nursing pro-
gram and who have a minimum  

3.0 grade point average can apply for 
this competitive national scholarship 
offered at VAMCs. The VALOR pro-
gram is a paid learning opportunity, 
and students gain hands-on clinical  
experience under the guidance of 
preceptors. 

Little externship research exists in 
the nursing literature.3,4 The authors 
conducted the present study to help 
fill the gaps in the literature and to 
add to the only other study findings 
on VALOR.3 This program, started in 
1990 to aid in nursing recruitment 
and retention, offers students early 
exposure to the complexities of nurs-
ing practice.

The authors investigated RNs’ ex-
perience in the VALOR prelicensure 
externship during the nurses’ senior 
year of coursework and the impact 
of this experience on their nurs-
ing practice. The program offers  
800 hours of hospital-based expe-
rience outside the classroom. New 
nurses who gained only limited 
clinical exposure in nursing school 
may feel insecure about their clini-
cal skills.5 Casey and colleagues 
found that students want more 

clinical experience than offered by 
nursing school practicums.6 The 
VALOR participants obtain addi-
tional clinical time, which contrib-
utes to their self-confidence when 
transitioning to the RN role.7

LITERATURE REVIEW
New graduate nurses work in com-
plex health care environments 
with unfamiliar technologies, shift 
hours, heavy patient loads, psy-
chological and professional stress-
ors, socialization problems, and 
patient safety issues.8 They often 
are unable to connect their edu-
cational experience with the reali-
ties of practice and find the work 
environment incongruent with 
their nursing school education.9 
Although new nurses’ difficulty in 
transitioning to their professional 
role has been addressed in the lit-
erature, transitional experience 
has not improved.10 Studies have 
found that new graduate nurses 
want more support than is given 
and have suggested that unfamiliar 
workplace dynamics create stress 
for new nurses.11
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Anxiety, insecurity, and fear of 
failure are associated with the tran-
sition from student to practicing 
nurse.10 Because of the additional 
clinical experience gained in an ex-
ternship, students likely are more 
self-confident when they assume 
the RN role.12 White suggested 
self-confident students see them-
selves as nurses and feel capable 
of caring for patients.13 Externship 
experience makes the transition 
to professional nursing less stress-

ful, because externship students 
obtain an inside view of nursing 
culture.14 Students increase their 
understanding of nurses’ multiple 
roles and responsibilities, because 
these programs focus on increasing 
clinical skills and competency.15 To 
perform successfully as RNs, new 
graduates need competencies and 
knowledge beyond those obtained 
in nursing school.16 

In the nursing profession, an as-
sociation between job satisfaction 
and turnover exists.17,18 Of new 
graduate nurses, 35% to 69% leave 
their position within the first year 
of employment.19 Replacing nurses 
reduces hospital productivity and 
efficiency and increases cost.20 
New graduate nurses leave because 
they are dissatisfied with and over-
whelmed by the complexity of the 
work environment.21 Prelicensure 
nurse externships can aid in re-
cruiting and retaining new grad-
uate nurses for the hospitals that 
host these programs.22 For host fa-
cilities, recruitment rates of 50% to 
79% have been reported.23,24

In a quantitative study, Nuttall 
surveyed 133 RNs about job satis-
faction, role socialization, profes-
sionalism, and sense of belonging.3 
Of these RNs, 34 had participated 
in VALOR and 99 had not. There 
was no evidence that the RNs with 
VALOR experience had a higher 
degree of professionalism, job sat-
isfaction, or role socialization; only 
sense of belonging (age-adjusted) 
was higher for the VALOR group. 
The conflicting data on prelicen-
sure externship outcomes call for 
further analysis of these programs.3 
Nuttall noted that her study “was 
the first... to evaluate the VALOR 
program and future research [using 
a qualitative approach] is needed 
to identify additional outcomes re-
lated to this program.”3 

METHODS
This study using hermeneutic phe-
nomenology was approved by the 
Salem VAMC in Virginia and by the 
institutional review board at Nova 
Southeastern University.24 Study par-
ticipants provided written informed 
consent before being interviewed.

Interviewees
Nurses in the VALOR externship in 
2011 and 2012 were contacted. Study 
inclusion criteria were participation 
in the summer portion of VALOR, 
current full-time or part-time RN 
employment, and licensed nursing 
experience of at least 3 months but 
not more than 2 years. Researchers 
suggest that a new graduate nurse has 
less than 2 years’ experience.25 Inter-
viewees were from California, Florida, 
North Carolina, Virginia, and West 
Virginia. Employment at a VAMC was 
not a study requirement (Table). 

Data Collection and Analysis 
Data collection began in March 2013 
with a pilot test of the interview 
questions for appropriateness. Open-
ended, semistructured questions 
were used to elicit nurses’ descrip-
tions of their experience. Field notes 
were written, and all interviews 
were tape-recorded and profession-
ally transcribed verbatim. Data sat-
uration was reached after 12 nurses 
were interviewed. Transcripts were 
analyzed and interpreted using van 
Manen’s line-by-line approach.26 All 
12 interviewees were invited to re-
view the findings of the data analysis. 
Eleven of the 12 interviewees verified 
and validated the study findings. 

Rigor using Lincoln and Guba’s 
criteria of credibility, dependability, 
transferability, and confirmability 
added trustworthiness to the study 
findings. Bracketing helped elimi-
nate potential bias.27 Credibil-
ity was achieved with prolonged  

Table. Demographics (N = 12)

Characteristics n

Sex
    Female
    Male

11
  1

Age range, y
    20-30
    31-40

  9
  3

Externship hours completed
    400 (minimum)
    401-600
    601-800

  
2

  3
  7

Race/Ethnicity
    African American
    Asian American
    Hispanic
    White non-Hispanic

  
3

  2
  1
  6

Experience
    Registered nurse
       > 3 mo - < 6 mo
       > 6 mo -1 y
       > 1 y -2 y
    In terprofessional experience in 

VALOR programa

    R otated to different hospital 
units while in VALOR programa

    Previous health care experience

3
  4
  5
10
  
9
 

 6

Abbreviation: VALOR, Veterans Affairs 
Learning Opportunity Residency.
aPer national program requirements, all VALOR 
participants must be enrolled in a bachelor of 
science in nursing program and have a  
> 3.0 grade point average.
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engagement and triangulation. To 
further enhance credibility, the au-
thors invited qualitative research ex-
perts to validate the emerging themes 
and create an audit trail. For depend-
ability, a flow chart was created for 
use by researchers who might want 
to replicate the study. Rich, lengthy 
descriptions and interviewees’ quo-
tations were provided so researchers 
could judge the study’s transferabil-
ity to other settings. Maintaining 
an audit trail and having a doctor 
of nursing practice independently 
code the data aided with confirm-
ability. This study used findings 
from the literature, audio record-
ings, member checking, and field 
notes to assess data accuracy.

RESULTS
The overarching theme discovered 
in this study was confidence. Sub-
themes were transitioning to the RN 
role, making decisions, and interact-
ing with interprofessional staff.

Confidence 
Interviewees felt confident in tran-
sitioning to the RN role, making 
decisions, and interacting with inter-
professional staff. They shared that 
they had applied to the externship 
to gain additional clinical experi-
ence and that the program increased 
their self-confidence with respect to 
transitioning to the new role as RN. 
However, it is possible that these in-
terviewees were highly motivated and 
would not have had difficulty tran-
sitioning to the RN role—this is ad-
dressed in the Limitations section of 
this article.

Interviewees said they initially 
approached VALOR with fear and 
apprehension but completed it feel-
ing confident about becoming an 
RN. One interviewee stated, “The 
VALOR program gave me the confi-
dence in my own abilities, so I was 

not scared and had confidence that, 
yes, I could do this job.” Another 
said, “Honestly, the entire externship 
program, regardless of which ques-
tion you ask, my answer is going to 
always fall back on confidence. I be-
came prepared for the RN job, I feel, 
before I graduated because of the 
[externship] experiences.”

Transitioning to RN Role
Transitioning involved understand-
ing the RN’s scope of practice and 
feeling clinically competent. Stu-
dents worked 40 hours a week over 
the summer and gained firsthand 
insight into working as an RN daily. 
Interviewees believed completing the 
externship made it easy to transition 
to the RN role because they knew 
what to expect.

Working side-by-side with nurses, 
students gained insight into RNs’ re-
sponsibilities and scope of practice. 
Interviewees reported that, after the 
externship, they had a better under-
standing of their patient care and li-
censure legal responsibilities. 

Students began to feel clinically 
competent during the externship. 
Interviewees shared that they had 
had several opportunities to practice 
basic skills, such as giving injections. 
One interviewee said, “I don’t think I 
tried to stick a single IV when I was 
in school or in clinical [training].” 
Interviewees also commented that re-
peatedly practicing skills increased 
their self-confidence.

Students also gained firsthand in-
sight into working with veterans and 
their families. During the externship, 
they learned about communicating 
therapeutically, providing education 
for caregivers, and advocating for pa-
tients and their families. Before the 
externship, they felt apprehensive 
about communicating with patients. 
One interviewee said that after the 
program, “Eventually you had to talk 

to patients, and eventually figured it 
out that it wasn’t so scary.” 

Students found that patients were 
not always happy with their care, 
and procedures did not always go 
as planned. They also discovered 
that education did not end with the 
patient; family members needed 
education as well. The externship 
experience heightened students’ 
awareness of the RN’s role as patient 
advocate. One interviewee explained 
it is the RN’s responsibility to inter-
vene on the patient’s behalf. Inter-
viewees were surprised that patients 
would not tell their health care pro-
vider that they did not understand 
what was said or that they wanted 
another course of treatment.

The externship helped decrease 
learning-related stress. Interviewees 
indicated they had learned without 
fear of reprisal. One described feeling 
free to learn: “Uninhibited learning...
you can ask what you need to with-
out fear of not graduating.” Extern-
ship students were able to focus on 
learning the RN role without worry-
ing about the next test or grade. They 
felt free to ask questions without fear 
of failing their clinical rotation.

The supportive and nurturing 
relationships that students devel-
oped in VALOR also increased their 
confidence when transitioning to 
the RN role. One interviewee said, 
“There was never the sense of, no, 
you learn my way, or I don’t want 
you here.” Interviewees shared that 
they felt comfortable and supported. 
 
Decision Making
Interviewees reported that after 
VALOR, it was easy to make de-
cisions regarding nursing prac-
tice, delegation, care prioritization, 
and career choice. As students, 
they found the school clinical set-
ting did not provide the decision-
making opportunities VALOR did, 
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and they quickly realized nursing 
practice involved more than mak-
ing patient-care decisions. One 
interviewee said, “In a classroom, 
a picture is painted of an idealis-
tic environment that may not truly 
mimic the hospital unit.”

Students became familiar with the 
practice of delegating care to the ap-
propriate staff and the next shift. One 
interviewee said VALOR “provided 
me with a better understanding of 
delegation in my RN role.” VALOR 
participants discovered that, as new 
nurses, they were less anxious when 
delegating to others.

Before RN licensure, VALOR par-
ticipants learned about prioritizing 
patient care. One interviewee said, 
“It’s like everybody has to be charted 
on, and all the medications have to 
be passed out, but it’s a matter of get-
ting everything done while doing 
the more important and more dire 
things first.” Students learned that all 
aspects of nursing are important, but 
they had to make rational decisions.

Interacting With Professionals
Interviewees who had been in 
VALOR said interacting with inter-
professional (different disciplines) 
staff contributed to their working 
comfortably in teams and collaborat-
ing with others. Their collaborative 
relationships with physicians would 
help them later, when as new gradu-
ate nurses they again needed to work 
together with doctors. Typical com-
ments were, “When I started as an 
RN, I felt I was not new at it because 
I had communicated with doctors in 
the externship program.”

DISCUSSION
The present study found that nurs-
ing students who had been in the 
VALOR externship felt confident in 
their clinical skills when they were 
transitioning to the RN role. Other 

studies similarly have found that ex-
ternship students were self-confident 
assuming the RN role, owing to their 
additional clinical experience.12,28 The 
VALOR program allows students to 
work alongside nurses and receive 
hands-on experience while interact-
ing with interprofessional health care 
teams. Findings of Nuttall’s quanti-
tative study contradict those of the 
present, qualitative study. Nuttall 
used surveys and a control group, 
whereas this phenomenologic 
study captured the essence of study 
participants’ experiences through  
interviews. 

The RNs interviewed in the pres-
ent study discovered that, unlike 
nursing school, VALOR provided a 
realistic view of full-time work as an 
RN. This finding aligns with Starr 
and Conley’s finding that, before 
participating in an externship, most 
students were unaware of the extent 
of RNs’ roles and responsibilities, 
whereas after the program they un-
derstood these roles and responsibili-
ties better.28

The interviewees in this study 
thought VALOR improved their skills 
in communicating with patients, 
families, and interprofessional team 
members. Interviewees shared that 
they learned patient advocacy skills 
and that, through firsthand experi-
ence, realized nurses provide patients 
with a voice. Externships can help 
new graduate nurses become better 
communicators and can teach stu-
dents the importance of patient com-
munication and advocacy.12

This study also found that stu-
dents wanted more exposure to 
realistic nursing environments, ad-
ditional nursing skills practice, and 
more interaction with interprofes-
sional team members. VALOR helped 
bridge the theory–practice gap by 
providing real-world nursing expe-
rience outside the academic envi-

ronment and extra time for nursing 
skills development. In a study by 
Casey and colleagues, students indi-
cated that the time allowed for nurs-
ing skills practice during school was  
inadequate.6

The VALOR program helped stu-
dents learn about delegating work, 
whereas nursing school did not 
provide the opportunity to practice 
delegation. Other studies have cor-
roborated that students do not prac-
tice delegation during nursing school 
clinical time.29,30

Study respondents noted they 
could focus on learning without the 
fear of passing their clinical rotation. 
They felt supported by staff and were 
comfortable asking questions. White 
suggested that externship students 
who feel supported by nursing staff 
are able to focus on patients instead 
of on their discomfort.13 Rush and 
colleagues found that constraints on 
the student experience in traditional 
academic clinical rotations were re-
placed with “freedom and fearless-
ness in learning” in externships.31

Ten of the 12 study participants 
applied for a new graduate nurse po-
sition at the VAMC where they had 
their externship. A potential benefit 
to organizations that sponsor a nurs-
ing externship is the recruitment of 
new graduate nurses.14 Before apply-
ing for a full-time position, VALOR 
students had the opportunity to 
become familiar with the work en-
vironment and assess their fit with 
the employer. One student found 
staff nurse work “scary” and “stress-
ful” and decided against it. She said 
the VALOR externship helped her 
realize exactly what nursing en-
tailed: “Until this experience, I did 
not realize I would not like the hos-
pital environment. This was a real-
ity check for me.” Another student 
decided that working different shifts 
and working holidays would be  
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difficult for her. These 2 students’ ex-
ternship experience convinced them 
to seek other nursing positions.

  
Limitations
All participants in this study were 
nurses with excellent academic 
grades. It is possible they were highly 
motivated and might not have had 
any difficulty transitioning to the 
RN role. The principal investigator 
in this study was a VALOR program 
coordinator who knew 3 of the study 
participants—a potential source of 
bias. It is possible participants did not 
want to speak negatively about the 
program for several reasons: the in-
terviewer was their coordinator, they 
received a salary during the extern-
ship, and several worked for the VA 
at the time of the survey. 

Researchers have acknowledged 
the likelihood that not all VALOR 
students have positive experiences. 
It is possible that students with nega-
tive experiences did not discuss them 
or did not participate in the study. In-
creasing the size of the study sample 
may have brought in students with 
negative experiences. There is also 
the possibility of researcher misinter-
pretation and bias. Although bracket-
ing was used, it was not possible to 
eliminate all potential sources of bias 
from this qualitative study.

Future Research
This is 1 of only 2 studies on the 
VALOR externship. Given the con-
tradictory findings of these stud-
ies—Nuttall  reported VALOR 
experience did not affect students’ 
transition to the RN role,3 whereas 
in the present study VALOR stu-
dents thought the program posi-
tively affected their successful 
transition—additional quantitative 
and qualitative research is needed.

In addition, the low recruitment 
rate of VALOR students should be 

compared with other studies’ recruit-
ment rates. The 38% VALOR extern 
recruitment rate for the period 2007 
to 2012 is lower than the rate for 
other programs (G. Fuller, August 
27, 2014, e-mail communication). 
The VALOR program does not track 
retention of participants after em-
ployment. Longitudinal studies 
should compare VALOR partici-
pants’ length of employment with 
that of nonparticipants’.

CONCLUSION
Externships provide clinical experi-
ence outside the classroom, expose 
students to the realities of nursing 
practice before graduation, and serve 
as a recruitment tool for hospitals. 
These programs, in conjunction with 
school-based practicums, increase ex-
posure to the clinical environment. 
Before graduation, students have the 
opportunity to practice skills, inter-
act with interprofessional staff, and 
experience different hospital units, 
all of which contribute to career deci-
sions. The present study found that the 
VALOR externship helped new gradu-
ate nurses with their transition to the 
workplace. However, it is important to 
recognize the limitations of this study.

Interviewees indicated they were 
confident when they were transition-
ing to their new nurse role and caring 
for patients before receiving their RN 
licensure. New graduate nurses dis-
covered they acclimated to the hospi-
tal environment quicker. The reality 
of working day-to-day in a hospital 
setting allowed students to select a 
compatible work environment and 
understand the daily challenges 
health care professionals encounter. 
Interviewees shared that they felt 
“like the RN” during the externship, 
which lessened the shock of actually 
assuming the RN role.

Van Manen asserted there is no 
conclusion or ending to a phe-

nomenological study.26 Continued 
research on hospital-based extern-
ships will demonstrate how these 
programs can assist in the develop-
ment of new graduate nurses, ease 
their transition to practice, and ben-
efit nursing education, practice, re-
search, and public policy.   ●
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