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Project Exemplars with Theoretical Frameworks

The following project exemplars are available in the eBook: 

Exemplar 1: Creating a PICU Culture Wherein Error Disclosure 
Communication is Appropriate and Effective

Exemplar 2: Assessing Feasibility of ECHO† FASD for Increasing Access 
to Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD) Diagnosis

Exemplar 3: Implementation of Multi-Modal Opt-Out Program to 
Improve Screening, Referrals, and Engagement to a Dedicated 
Oncology Tobacco

Exemplar 4: Passing Life On: An Organ Procurement Organization 
Medical Center Collaboration to Improve the Organ Donation Process

† Extension for Community Healthcare Outcomes 
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Cynthia McCurren, PhD, RN
A decade of collegial collaboration with the authors (Drs. Moran, Burson, and Con-
rad) has led to a high degree of professional respect for them, and thus it is an honor 
to write the Foreword for the fourth edition of their text, The Doctor of Nursing Prac-
tice Project: A Framework for Success. The first edition of this text was published in 
2014. At that time, the implementation and adoption of the Doctor of Nursing Prac-
tice (DNP) degree was in a period of rapid evolution. There was limited guidance for 
students and faculty to chart a path for a successful DNP practice project. How the 
project was operationalized across degree programs was inconsistent and variable. 
Thus, a “framework for success” for the practice project was a major contribution 
to fill a void. From the inception of the idea to develop this text, the authors have 
consistently applied to each edition (first through third) their own collective expe-
riences as DNP-prepared professionals and the evolving understanding of the issues 
impacting the desired goal of DNP graduates. In writing this foreword, a reflection 
of the past to the present is helpful, especially in highlighting significant revisions 
the authors have made in this fourth edition.

The launching of the Doctor of Nursing Practice degree began in 2004 when 
the member schools of The American Association of Colleges of Nursing (AACN) 
endorsed the Position Statement on the Practice Doctorate in Nursing (AACN, 2004). 
This decision called for moving the level of preparation necessary for advanced 
nursing practice from the master’s degree to the doctorate level. The position state-
ment was the culmination of research and consensus-building by an AACN Task 
force, responding to three key Institute of Medicine (IOM) reports: To Err Is Human: 
Building a Safer Health System (1999); Crossing the Quality Chasm: A New Health Sys-
tem for the 21st Century (2001); and Health Professions Education: A Bridge to Quality 
(2003). Collectively these publications brought to light serious concerns in the U.S. 
healthcare system related to safety, effectiveness, patient-centeredness, timeliness, 
efficiency, and equity; and called for realignment of expected competencies of all 
healthcare students to ensure intentional preparation of graduates for transforming 
health care in the United States.

With consideration of these significant factors in health care, and that nursing 
education must be reenvisioned to ensure graduates possess the knowledge and 
skills for 21st century health care, the AACN membership endorsed in 2006 the 
Essentials of Doctoral Education for Advanced Nursing Practice (AACN, 2006). Therein, 
the required curricular elements and competencies were defined for the DNP de-
gree. A DNP Tool Kit (AACN, 2022a) was developed to inform development and 
implementation of DNP degree programs within AACN member schools.

In order for the transformation of health care to occur in the United States, nursing 
would need to be a formidable contributor. This was made clear in the 2010 Institute 
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of Medicine/Robert Wood Johnson Foundation report, The Future of Nursing (FON): 
Leading Change, Advancing Health (IOM, 2010). This report reinforced the movement 
in nursing education to prepare nurses for the highest level of practice, recommend-
ing that the number of doctorally prepared nurses (practice and research-focused) 
be doubled by the year 2020. The FON Committee was charged to identify the roles 
nursing should assume to address the increasing demand for safe, high-quality, and 
effective health care, and bring about transformation. Four key messages were formu-
lated, to include, “Nurses should achieve higher levels of education and training through an 
improved education system that promotes seamless academic progression.”

Doctor of Nursing Practice degree programs began to proliferate and numbered 
274 by 2014. The AACN was astutely following the successes and challenges that 
arose with the rapid growth, ever mindful of monitoring metrics to assess if DNP 
programs were achieving expected outcomes. It was in 2014 that the AACN Board 
of Directors commissioned the RAND Corporation to conduct a national study to 
examine progress made by nursing schools in transitioning to the practice doctor-
ate. In 2015, the report, titled The DNP by 2015: A Study of the Institutional, Political, 
and Professional Issues that Facilitate or Impede Establishing a Post-Baccalaureate Doctor 
of Nursing Practice Program (Auerbach et al., 2015) was released, supporting agree-
ment among the majority of nurse educators about the value of the DNP for pre-
paring for advanced nursing practice. This report informed ongoing dialogue about 
the DNP and accentuated the need to clarify curricular and practice expectations, 
scholarship, and academic/practice partnerships. The AACN Board of Directors 
charged a task force with the development of a white paper that would clarify the 
purpose of the DNP final scholarly product and the clinical learning practice hour 
requirements; and identify innovations to promote successful collaborative practice 
strategies. The outcome of this task force was the 2015 White Paper: The Doctor 
of Nursing Practice: Current Issues and Clarifying Recommendations (AACN, 2015). 
Also in 2015, AACN commissioned Manatt Health to complete a national study on 
optimizing nursing’s role to enhance clinical practice and strengthen practice and 
research partnerships. A report of this study, Advancing Healthcare Transformation: A 
New Era for Academic Nursing (AACN, 2016) was released in March 2016, providing 
a strategic framework for engaging health systems leadership with university presi-
dents and chancellors in the collaborative work needed to advance innovation, align 
resources, and enhance public health.

An additional key AACN document that has served to influence the evolving 
understanding of the DNP degree requirements and practice project is the 2018 
position statement, Defining Scholarship for Academic Nursing (AACN, 2018). The 
traditional definition of research was broadened and stated as follows:

Nursing scholarship is the generation, synthesis, translation, applica-
tion, and dissemination of knowledge that aims to improve health and 
transform health care. Scholarship is the communication of knowledge 
generated through multiple forms of inquiry that inform clinical practice, 
nursing education, policy, and healthcare delivery. Scholarship is inclu-
sive of discovery, integration, application, and teaching (Boyer, 1999). The 
hallmark attribute of scholarship is the cumulative impact of the scholar’s 
work on the field of nursing and health care.

The authors incorporated in their first three editions of the text the evolving 
context and lessons learned to frame their thinking related to the DNP practice 
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project, and used the collective insight that had been brought forth. Most recently 
in 2021 and 2022, there were four other major releases that now inform their 
fourth edition.

The Essentials: Core Competencies for Professional Nursing Education (AACN, 
2021) were approved by the AACN membership in April 2021. The journey had 
begun in 2017 when AACN charged a task force to clarify preferred educational 
pathways and preparation necessary to be successful in evolving expectations of 
nursing professionals. In 2019, AACN’s Vision for Academic Nursing (AACN, 2019) 
was released and served to inform the charge of the next task force appointed to 
reenvision the Essentials (the Essentials are published by AACN to provide the edu-
cational expectations for college/university degrees in nursing). This task force was 
comprised of 36 nurse leaders representing education and practice, committed to 
“listening to understand” and deep reflection that eventually revealed the realities 
within the profession that must be addressed so that we may be united as transfor-
mational leaders in health care. The new Essentials are grounded in an emphasis on 
nursing as a discipline, clarity of our professional identity, the benefits of a liberal 
education, and the principles of competency-based education. The Essentials frame-
work is composed of 10 domains, with expected competencies for each domain 
that represent professional nursing practice, applicable across practice settings. 
Subcompetencies are made explicit for each domain and competency statement, 
with Level 1 subcompetencies for entry into practice and Level 2 subcompetencies 
for advanced nursing practice. The new Essentials represent a landmark time for 
nursing, a shared vision for the profession, clarity for the expectations of graduates, 
and a disciplined approach to nursing education informed by the demands and 
needs of practice/society. They look to the future, informed by the rapid changes 
needed in clinical care, nursing education, nursing leadership, population health, 
and nursing-community partnerships.

As the new Essentials were being developed, there was also a significant under-
taking taking place, building on the 2010 Future of Nursing report. Distinguished 
members of an interdisciplinary expert committee conducted a consensus study, 
identifying nursing’s role in the next decade amidst rapid change occurring across 
all sectors of society affected by health and well-being. The National Academy of 
Medicine released The Future of Nursing 2020–2030: Charting a Path to Achieve Health 
Equity in 2021 (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2021). 
Under development prior to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, and completed 
in 2021, the charge to nurses is heavily influenced by the impact of this global 
event. The emphasis is on the critical importance of health to all aspects of life, with 
attention to the social determinants of health, health equity, and health outcomes. 
Key messages focus on addressing systemic inequities and persistent health dis-
parities, built on a strengthened nursing capacity and expertise. Nurses are called 
to have a major influence on aligning public health, social services, and public 
policies. Among many salient recommendations, are themes also consistent with 
the Essentials: (a) shared agenda for education, practice and policy; (b) lifting barri-
ers to expand the contributions of nursing; (c) strengthening nursing education so 
graduates can identify and act on the complex social, economic, and environmental 
factors, using experiential learning that ensures competency achievement that can 
affect change.

Nursing science remains at the core of the profession to inform practice, and 
in 2020, AACN convened a task force to revise the AACN’s 2010 position statement 
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related to the research-focused doctorate, to articulate a preferred vision of PhD 
education in nursing. The Research-Focused Doctoral Program in Nursing: Pathways 
to Excellence position statement was released in 2022 (AACN, 2022b). While this 
document is focused on the PhD in nursing, there is relevant content that informs 
thinking about the learner in the DNP degree program and the practice project. It 
is noted that the academic preparation leading to the PhD and the DNP are distinct 
yet share similarities. Concepts identified in the updated 2021 Essentials are rele-
vant to PhD and DNP educational preparation, for example ethics, health policy, 
and social determinants of health. Both groups of doctorally prepared nurses have 
unique competencies, that when brought together in collaboration can foster the 
integration of research into practice, yielding higher impact and better outcomes. 
This perception adds further insight for the DNP project.

Dialogue has continued in the profession about the DNP, and despite ef-
forts to standardize educational endeavors, concerns continued to emerge. These 
were made explicit from intentional conversations conducted by the task force 
for reenvisioning the Essentials. Many current realities related to the DNP were 
made evident: There is great variability in DNP educational programs, including 
variability in program length, scope, expectations, and quality; and that students, 
graduates, faculty, and employers often struggle to articulate that which differ-
entiates MSN and DNP graduates. Ever mindful of the need to ensure systematic 
inquiry, the Board of Directors for AACN agreed in July 2020 to launch a national 
study to assess the current state of graduates from Doctor of Nursing Practice 
(DNP) programs. Focusing on nurses in practice and academia, the study exam-
ined the current utilization of DNP-prepared nurses, including employer, faculty, 
and student perceptions of DNP preparation, and the impact of DNPs on patient 
and system outcomes, quality of care, leadership, education, and policy develop-
ment. The study was conducted by IMPAQ, with the final report released in June 
2022, The State of Doctor of Nursing Practice Education in 2022 (AACN, 2022c). 
As a context, the challenges noted in the 2015 report by the RAND Corporation 
were reviewed, to include market demand, institutional barriers, state policy and 
regulatory constraints, and resource and financial factors. Even though seven 
years have passed, these challenges persist; the perceptions identified by the task 
force for reenvisioning the Essentials were confirmed, with expanded validation 
and insight. DNP curricula and skill sets of graduates continue to vary. Some 
relevant findings: (a) there is significant variability in how the DNP project is 
implemented among programs; (b) challenges among graduates included limited 
time to devote to the DNP project; (c) improvements suggested by graduates 
included the need to focus on large-scale systems changes in the curricula, add 
business-related classes in areas of finance, project management, and process 
improvement; (d) employers want to hire graduates who understand how to 
translate science to practice, implement quality improvement policies, and un-
derstand systems change on a larger scale; (e) employers reflected on the value 
of the DNP degree, suggesting rigor of the DNP project and clearly differentiate 
between the MSN and DNP skill sets; (f) employers suggested increasing the 
practicum hour requirements, limit the online programs, increase the focus on 
business education (finance and statistics), and increase emphasis on policy and 
legislation. Overall, the variation in programs was reported to lead to confusion 
regarding what skills and value DNP graduates bring, the inability to distinguish 
DNP graduates from other nurses with advanced degrees, and finally that DNP 
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graduates themselves struggle with explaining their unique skill set and how to 
capitalize in practice. Seven recommendations were made:

• Clarify the goals and identity of the DNP degree.

• Examine curriculum and rigor of DNP programs and DNP projects.

• Engage with APRN certification organizations.

• Educate employers about the unique skill sets and value of DNP graduates.

• Develop processes for measuring DNP process and system-level outcome data.

• Conduct research to isolate the impact of DNP graduates on patient and 
system-level outcomes.

• Encourage academic-practice partnerships.

Coming full circle, it was the serious concerns in the U.S. healthcare system 
related to safety, effectiveness, patient-centeredness, timeliness, efficiency, and eq-
uity noted in the 2001 Institute of Medicine report that ignited the profession of 
nursing to take action. Based on the transformation needed in health care, nursing 
was called to prepare graduates at a higher level, hard wiring into their approach 
to practice a systems perspective, quality improvement, and patient-centered care. 
The need to keep persisting in the refinement of the DNP degree with intentionality, 
to ensure the intended outcomes, is made evident in a recent publication: Mirror, 
Mirror 2021—Reflecting Poorly: Health Care in the U.S. Compared to Other High-Income 
Countries (Commonwealth Fund, 2021). This is but one report among many that 
summarizes harsh realities that have persisted over 20 years after the call to action 
to transform U.S. health care. An analysis of 71 performance measures across five 
domains (access to care, care processes, administrative efficiency, equity, and health-
care outcomes) was conducted, comparing 11 high-income countries. The United 
States ranked last overall, despite spending far more of its gross domestic product 
on health care. To note, the United States was last on access to care, administrative 
efficiency, equity, and healthcare outcomes. The COVID-19 pandemic made these 
realities ever more painful.

It can be seen with clarity now the influence of the fourth edition of The Doctor 
of Nursing Practice Project: A Framework for Success. It reflects the deep understand-
ing possessed by the authors related to the Doctor of Nursing Practice (DNP) de-
gree, and the significance of the DNP project as a degree requirement. The authors’ 
understanding and revisions in this latest edition are influenced by the evolving 
context of health and health care in the United States and globally, the expectation 
of contributions from the discipline of nursing to bring about transformation, and 
the responses from nursing education. The fourth edition of The Doctor of Nursing 
Practice Project is now front and center as a “north star” to guide the relevancy of 
the project that is the culminating experience in the DNP degree education. Recom-
mendations from The State of Doctor of Nursing Practice Education in 2022 (AACN, 
2022c) are addressed to include ensuring rigor of the DNP project; leveraging 
academic/practice partnerships to ensure the unique skill set and value of DNP 
graduates is understood; and using systematic strategies to measure and dissemi-
nate the impact of DNP projects on patient and system-level outcomes.

The Doctor of Nursing Practice project emerges as a critical link to ensuring the 
achievement of competencies that distinguish the DNP graduate, but more impor-
tantly that can serve as a powerful learning experience to impact the “harsh realities” 
in health care that MUST be addressed. In 2021, there were 394 DNP degree pro-
grams in the United States and 40,834 students (AACN, 2022c). One project can 
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make a difference—imagine the impact of 40,834 projects to bring about change, 
and continue to multiply by the number of DNP graduates that have entered the 
workforce and will continue to do so. In Chapter 5 of the updated text, the authors 
drive home the importance of pursuing relevancy of the project by “strengthening 
the systems thinker perspective to understand the phenomenon of interest; and 
connecting ‘problem identification’ as it relates to the balance/interconnection of 
organizational, policy, professional, and population need.”

Throughout this updated fourth edition of the text, revised chapters reveal ad-
ditional examples of how the evolving context of health care and nursing education 
is incorporated. Highlights are as follows that substantiate strengths:

• The importance of the DNP project and practice scholarship is explained as a 
driving force to foster achievement of the goals of the Future of Nursing 2020–
2030, the IOM Aims, the new AACN 2021 Essentials, and the connection to 
Healthy People 2030 (Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion, n.d.).

• A connection is made to health systems science (Skochelak et al., 2021).

• The Level 2 sub-competencies for advanced level nursing from the new AACN 
Essentials are introduced and practice scholarship is stressed in the context of 
the research/theory/practice continuum. Scholarship in practice is emphasized 
as important to impact health outcomes and health delivery.

• With policy and advocacy as concepts in the new AACN Essentials, the authors 
emphasize how policy influences all levels of health care, expanding on popu-
lation health and the social determinants of health.

• The need for business acumen, financial analysis, and engagement with stake-
holders is stressed to validate the identified problem of interest.

• Skills for project development, implementation, and evaluation are provided, 
to include insight for effective strategies for group projects.

• The importance of collaboration and practice partnerships is stressed, along 
with attention to sustainability and sequential projects.

• A new chapter focuses on evaluation methods and plans for analysis, all to 
reinforce the importance of rigor and validity of the project.

Overall, there is clear emphasis on the value and impact of practice doctorate 
scholarship—the resounding strength of this text that will be invaluable for stu-
dents, faculty, and DNP graduates as they continue to make a difference in health 
care throughout their careers. This text ensures that nurses are not just told to con-
tribute to healthcare transformation, but they are guided to know how. My respect 
for the authors is reinforced by the significance of their work.

 ▸ References
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Healthcare reform has been on the minds of many individuals across the United 
States since the introduction of the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act in 
2010. As decisions are made about implementing reform, it is important to thought-
fully consider how we as a nation will meet the healthcare needs of the people. Re-
gardless of the outcome, it is clear that the availability of highly educated nurses to 
care for individuals is imperative to the health of our nation.

The Institute of Medicine (IOM) and the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 
(RWJF) have recognized the need to strengthen the largest component of the health-
care workforce—nurses—to become partners and leaders in improving the delivery 
of care and the healthcare system as a whole (IOM, 2010, p. ix). Both the IOM 
and RWJF agree that accessible, high-quality care cannot be achieved without ex-
ceptional nursing care and leadership and, as such, have partnered in creating the 
RWJF Initiative on the Future of Nursing to explore challenges central to the future 
of the nursing profession (IOM, 2010, p. ix). Two specific recommendations com-
ing from this report that are relevant involve (1) ensuring nurses achieve higher 
levels of education and training and (2) ensuring nurses become full partners with 
physicians and other healthcare professionals in redesigning health care. In 2021, 
the renamed IOM, the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medi-
cine (2021) released The Future of Nursing 2020–2030 report that reinforced and 
expanded on prior recommendations with an emphasis on achieving health equity 
for all, as well as the central role that nurses play in addressing the healthcare needs 
of the population.

In 2004, the American Association of Colleges of Nursing (AACN) recognized the 
need to develop nurses as healthcare leaders and subsequently released a position state-
ment advocating that by 2015, a doctor of nursing practice (DNP) degree be required 
for advanced practice nurses. Since that time, schools of nursing across the nation have 
introduced this terminal degree into their respective programs (AACN, 2011).

One universal requirement for any DNP candidate, regardless of the institution 
attended, is the successful completion of a DNP project that uses evidence-based 
practice (EBP) for improved delivery of care, patient outcomes, and clinical systems 
management (AACN, 2004). The requirements for the DNP project are similar to 
the dissertation requirement for the PhD candidate insofar as both require rigorous 
scholarly work. The difference is in the focus; for the PhD candidate, the focus is 
generally on knowledge generation and discovery, whereas the focus for the DNP stu-
dent is to apply this knowledge in some meaningful way to ultimately serve the needs 
of society. As mentioned in Chapter 3, Scholarship in Practice, both types of scholars 
contribute to knowledge generation and are interdependent to fully impact health.

Unfortunately, there are limited comprehensive resources available to guide 
students in completing the DNP project. Therefore, there is a need for a book that 
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not only explores the journey the student embarks on when completing scholarly 
work, but also a book that provides a framework for success. For these reasons, this 
book was designed and written by advanced practice nurses who have earned a 
DNP degree especially for nurses working toward that end.

Some of the unique features of this book include clearly identified learning ob-
jectives at the beginning of each chapter, multiple examples to help illustrate key 
points, and significant features that are highlighted for easy reference. Where appli-
cable, chapters conclude with impact statements, key messages, and an action plan to 
help the student through the DNP project development and implementation process.

The authors are proud to include work from DNP scholars across the country 
that are highlighted in various chapters throughout the book, such as in Chapter 5 
where the student will find wonderful examples of theoretical frameworks that were 
used to guide their projects. There are also project tools incorporated in each chapter 
where applicable, and a dedicated DNP Project Toolkit is available online that in-
cludes tools and templates that the DNP student may find useful when embarking on 
the project process. These downloadable tools and templates are available within the 
Navigate course. The authors encourage students to disseminate their work for the 
good of nursing and the health of our nation. Ultimately, this book is a demonstra-
tion of intraprofessional collaboration of DNP-prepared nurses with PhD colleagues 
as contributing authors, to produce a resource for enhancing the nursing profession.

 ▸ References
American Association of Colleges of Nursing (AACN). (2004). Position statement on the practice doc-
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 ▸ Purpose
The purpose of this book is to provide a road map for DNP students to use on 
their journey from project conception through completion and dissemination. The 
goal is to introduce a process that will enable DNP students to work through their 
projects in a more effective, efficient manner and will assist in resolving the current 
variability of DNP projects within DNP programs around the country. This book is 
not intended to be prescriptive. Rather, it was developed from a broad, inclusive 
perspective to address the varying needs of DNP students across the country. The 
authors hope that it will be useful for practical application and that it gives a frame-
work for the scholarly work process.

This book will also serve as an aid to assist faculty who are mentoring, coun-
seling, or coaching students on the process of completing DNP scholarly work. 
Finally, this resource will assist preceptors and mentors of DNP students in health 
organizations as many DNP projects are completed within these systems.
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