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Abstract

Recruitment, admission and retention of diverse nursing students are needed to ensure success, positively impact
healthcare outcomes and relieve the nursing shortage. To ensure success in accelerated nursing programs, minority
students need a variety of financial and academic support services. Nursing students are faced with multiple challenges,
compiled with social determinants of health. Conditions arise that interfere with the person's ability to be successful
beyond the personal, familial, academic, and social environments. Schools of nursing have the obligation and
opportunity to provide competent nurses to care for the community. The challenge for nursing students on the border
during a pandemic came in the offering of clinical encounters. Multiple opportunities were discovered and implemented
for students during the pandemic including town hall meetings and “in progress” enrollment. A new approach in the
delivery of course content and clinical experiences were developed. Recognizing and highlighting student needs during
the current healthcare environment led to innovative ways in addressing the challenges nursing students faced during a
pandemic on the border of the Southwest United States.
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1. Introduction

The year 2020 has been a challenge for the world, nation, and city of El Paso, Texas. El Paso is a border city along the
state of Texas. The population in 2017 was approximately 840,410 and has since increased. While 79% of persons
graduate from high school, only twenty four percent of persons hold a bachelor’s degree or higher (U.S. Census Bureau,
2019). El Paso schools of nursing have the obligation and opportunity to provide competent nurses to care for the
borderland community. There are five schools of nursing in this region, three offering a Bachelor of nursing for
undergraduate students (Nursing Schools Almanac, 2019). Nursing students and nursing faculty have encountered
multiple obstacles in their programs due to COVID-19.

COVID-19 is a predator that has been relentless in a multitude of lives in its alterations and consumption. According to
the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) (2020) and World Health Organization (WHO) (2020), COVID-19 has spread in
the millions globally and nationally. Locally, COVID-19 has spread into the thousands for the border of El Paso, Texas
(CDC, 2020).

On March 24, 2020, nursing faculty were asked to prepare the transition of face-to-face nursing course education for an
online environment. Considering a large majority of the El Paso, Texas population is minority, social determinants of
health played a role in our nursing student ability to remain successful in the online environment.

Health care needs for many are unreachable if the population has social determinants of health preventing them from
comprehending the available resources because of diverse backgrounds. Social determinants of health include factors in
which persons are born, grow, live, work and age, these factors could affect health. Many persons are challenged in
changing the social determinants of health that guide their destiny. A predisposition in an unhealthy environment can
lead to exposure to toxins, poor habits, and conditions which can lead to disease and disease processes. Because
minorities can have a predisposition to poverty, lack of education, and poor working conditions, these factors can affect
access to and quality of care received (Thornton, & Persaud, 2018).

Social determinants of health are the conditions that interfere with the person’s ability to be successful beyond the
personal, familial, academic, and social environments. Minority students are at risk. Historically as economic
opportunities have hindered many from the advantages known to other societal races, minorities of any geographic
region face obstacles when attempting to obtain a higher education. Some persons do not have the academic preparation
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beyond elementary school (Metcalfe & Neubrander, 2016).

Increased resources are necessary for educational attainment. Nursing will greatly impact healthcare outcomes through
the diversification of healthcare. Recruitment, retention, and support of nursing students who mirror the changing
demographics of the nation will be needed to care for future patients. Minority nursing student recruitment is a
necessary step in addressing the nursing shortage (American Association of Colleges of Nursing, 2019).

Snavely (2016) suggests the nursing shortage will impact not only El Paso, Texas, but the entire United States affecting
the quality-of-care diverse populations receive. Since nurses are retiring and the population is aging at an alarming rate,
the supply and demand are at odds. Nurses at the bedside are critical in preventing nosocomial infections which can
lead to increased lengths of stay for patients. Shortages among faculty in schools of nursing create a spiraling effect in
admission rates and student preparation for a nursing career.

Admission to schools of nursing is not about ethnicity, but about the ability to develop well prepared practitioners.
Schools that graduate minorities enhance patient environments and outcomes of diverse populations. To make the
nursing workforce applicable to populations being served, standard eight was put forth by the American Nurses
Association (ANA). Admission of diverse populations of nursing students is needed to impact healthcare outcomes.
Nurses are expected to become culturally competent role models and cognizant consumers of care (Glazer, et al., 2015,
p- 2; Institute of Medicine, 2010; Marion, et al., 2016).

The Robert Wood foundation and the American Association of Colleges of Nursing started a campaign to relieve the
nursing shortage in 2008, thus creating a new career opportunity (Millett & Kevelson, 2015, p. 1). Minorities and many
others were beneficiaries of this program. The inclusion of students with minority or low economic status in nursing
schools was needed and multiple support services were offered to assist students attending accelerated nursing tracks
(Millett & Kevelson, 2015).

1.1 Literature Review

A synthesis of the literature was conducted to determine the available information on the topic. Several search engines
were used to determine the available information on the topic including CINAHL Complete, ERIC, PubMed, Ovid,
Nursing Reference Center Plus, Ojin.nursingworld.org, Census.gov, CDC, and the WHO.

Sutherland et al. (2007) made efforts in recruitment and retention to ensure success of minority populations. Test
anxiety and study skills were barriers to success along with mentoring opportunities, so mentorship, tutoring, and
professional development were offered at the recommendation of ethnic community leaders to ensure student success.
There were efforts to improve memory with educational support with the use of the internet and web programs.
Recommendations for faculty sensitivity training were necessary for teaching minority students. The study found
financial resources and problem-solving approaches as barriers for student success. Student needs were inclusive of
socialization and mentoring within other social groups in the academic community.

Tinto (1975) proposed that students stay or leave higher education for different reasons. His model proposes students
acclimate to college either socially and/or academically. When both commitments are accomplished, the student was
more likely to remain in their prospective program of study. The student who committed to the academic component
was able to graduate. However, the students who committed to the social component may not graduate since there were
academic commitments that had be maintained to remain in a college program. Research showed students who were
committed to the college program socially remained until they were invited to leave academically due to failure.

Ferrell, et al. (2016) posit the reasons minority students leave nursing school needed further research so preventive
measures could be implemented. Minorities make up only 16.8% of the Registered Nurse (RN) population within the
United States (2008), this underrepresentation of the workforce would not prepare the healthcare community by 2030
(Ferrell & Decrane, 2016; Snavely, 2016).

The reasons minorities leave undergraduate programs have been studied in one accelerated program, however the study
included only two undergraduate programs, one being a state community college and the other a baccalaureate program.
Findings in the study concluded minority students who entered nursing school for multiple personal reasons. To ensure
minority success in the program, the students were given tutoring sessions. It was found that many of the minority
students required financial assistance in terms of grants, loans, and scholarships in addition to tutoring sessions. Many
minority students continued to work despite their involvement in an accelerated nursing degree program. Limitations in
the study included a minimal population which did not allow for multi-variate analysis of the variables (Ferrell, et al.,
2016).

In a study geared toward understanding minority retention and graduation, faculty were surveyed in 16 southeastern
states including the District of Columbia. Faculty with at least five years’ experience in Bachelor of Nursing (BSN) and
Associates Degree in Nursing (ADN) programs were asked to participate in the study. The strategies used to assist
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minority students in their prospective nursing programs were of primary interest which included timely feedback on
exams, instructor availability, and feedback on clinical performance. A limitation of the study was that only 14.5 percent
of the student body were minority (Baker, 2010, p. 218).

Betts et al. (2017) identified both academic and social risk factors that indicate the reasons why undergraduate students
end nursing programs in attrition. The risk factors studied pertained to burn-out, relationship to faculty, lack of
preparedness for clinical, poor images of nursing, time constraints, conflicts in the demands, and differences in nursing
perceptions with actual experience as a student. Creating an increased burden were the issues of finance, medical and
health related issues, poor familial support, lack of social integration, and the realism of the nursing profession.
Limitations in the study were the use of a perfect model for remediation and coaching. Pre-screening of students were
considered helpful, but not predictive of attrition.

Populations are at risk for social determinants of health when they are closely interwoven within their own communities
and the only goal is survival. Knowledge deficits related to health literacy will prevent willingness to access health
services if trust of the healthcare community is not locally grown. Neubrander & Metcalfe (2016) studied bringing
healthcare to a diverse population in the Appalachian region. This was an opportunity for rural and ethnic students who
were interested in nursing, however lacked the financial resources to go beyond their community for education. The
experience also enabled instructors to teach in a unique environment. Community mentors tutored the participants in
preparation for college entrance exams. Funding was provided for tuition and living expenses to promote success in
nursing school. The limitations were project related. The project was not considered researchable, thus creating a limit
on the traditional approaches of information acquisition.

Johnson (2019) proposed student classroom success was based on acquisition of basic needs. Academia which focused
on technology alone would not meet the needs of today’s students. While academic information on technology was not
the topic, the authors linked the focus to a 2017 study conducted in Wisconsin which found “homelessness” interferes
with student success (Johnson, 2019, p. 2). The conference concluded there was no federal data to support these issues.

Limitations of the literature review are that no studies have been conducted in social determinants of health as it relates
to COVID-19. The contents of the literature review primarily focused on social determinants of health and academic
success.

2. Pandemic Experience

The school of nursing has offered minority students the opportunity to become educated within an accelerated degree
program. The year of 2020 set into motion an experience that would compare to no other when attempting to provide
the same experience prior to the pandemic.

The challenge of nursing students on the border during a pandemic came in offering a clinical experience. As faculty,
the ethical options and the best approach for the health and welfare of our students was discussed. The traditional
opportunity to offer a clinical experience to our students was decided.

2.1 Methods

Masks were provided by the school to the faculty and students going to the clinical environment. Several town hall
meetings were conducted between the students and administration. Students were given opportunities to ask questions
during the town hall meetings. Students were also given the option to take a “in progress” for the clinical course
enrolled if they voiced concerns about how COVID-19 could affect them or their families.

An opportunity to discover new approaches to the delivery of nursing courses was presented. Face to face teaching
became an online experience throughout the remainder of the Spring and Summer of 2020. The most innovative
experience was offering simulation experiences in an online format. Online simulation was carefully coordinated with
the help of simulation staff and faculty. The experience, while not the same, was the best option in the current
circumstances.

Challenges to the online format of teaching were encountered. Learning was stressful because students and some of the
faculty were at home with their children or extended families. Nursing administration listened to feedback from students
stating the face-to-face method of instruction was missed. Some issues included attending online classes, studying, and
learning at home amidst distractions. A measure to improve the situation was offered by providing study rooms by
appointment at the school of nursing with special attention to masking and social distancing. Tutoring sessions became
necessary and opportunities to reduce course load was undertaken by some students. The Summer session produced its
own challenges with time constraints and an unforgiving increase in COVID-19 in the El Paso community.

As the Fall of 2020 academic session approached, the COVID-19 exposures in the community increased with the need
for curfews and strict social precautions. Student participation in clinical experiences became more crucial. Hospital
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community leaders of El Paso were in dire need of help as staff were becoming exhausted. The students were given
options to attend clinical environments that were COVID-19 units. The resilience of our students proved to be beneficial
to the community. New personal protective equipment was distributed to students and they were retrained on
COVID-19 protective measures.

3. Result

The nursing faculty were successful in helping the students achieve required clinical hours to meet course requirements
without any student infections. The 2020 Academic session had come to an end, and our students had given the most
selfless contribution to society. Clinical experiences concluded without exposures to COVID-19 in the clinical setting.

4. Discussion

COVID-19 has made academic approaches to teaching challenging. In El Paso, Texas, our school of nursing used the
social determinants of health and the interests of our student population to provide the best experience possible.
Learning in an online environment can be challenging. We found the need to provide support to those who are visual
learners. Clinical experiences were met without exposures. Nursing students on the border during a pandemic triumphed
beyond the situation to achieve their goals. Our students are better prepared to handle the nursing career they chose.
Many students have entered the healthcare environment knowing the times healthcare is experiencing today. While fear
of the unknown can be a barrier, our students are prepared for the challenges that await them. We learned new
approaches to teaching in a 100% online format and learned innovative ways to prepare tomorrow's nurses for a clinical
experience despite COVID-19. Our students captured a clinical training unlike no other during a pandemic, inclusive of
caring for the critically ill. Students cared for those who recovered and died. Many have been enlightened about what it
takes to be in nursing.

Throughout the year of 2020, we have not seen a mass exudes of student enrollment in our nursing program, to the
contrary, Spring enrollment is as high as any other year or semester. While the local and national media have focused on
current registered nurses in the community and nation, we focused our attention on our nursing students who are today’s
hero’s and tomorrows lifeline to shortage of nurses in our community.
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