
When California state Sen. Marty Block was working on a bill to allow community
colleges to offer some bachelor’s degrees, a B.S. in nursing seemed like a sure bet.

Most of the four-year California State University campuses that offer a bachelor’s in
nursing have to turn students away, at a time when the state’s hospitals increasingly
demand that new nurses hold such degrees. But Mr. Block, a Democrat, soon got the
message from four-year schools and their lobbyists: Stay off our turf.
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Colleges Lock Horns Over Nursing Programs
Four-year institutions try to prevent community colleges from offering advanced programs

Kristina Spaete, a surgical nurse in San Diego who has an associate’s degree, is hoping she can get her bachelor of
science in nursing at a community college. PHOTO: SANDY HUFFAKER FOR THE WALL STREET JOURNAL
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So the final bill that passed in 2014 allowed community colleges to offer bachelor’s
programs in such subjects as mortuary sciences and ranch management but not
nursing.

“I didn’t want to forfeit a very good bill because I wanted it to be perfect,” Mr. Block said.

The scene in Sacramento is being replayed across the U.S. as community colleges and
four-year schools spar over who should be responsible for educating today’s nurses.

Leaders at community colleges, which now train nurses to the associate-degree level,
argue they can help fill a hole in the nursing labor market at a low price. Administrators
at four-year colleges counter that community colleges aren’t equipped to teach upper-
level nursing courses and say there aren’t enough qualified faculty to go around.

“We have to be responsible in terms of how many students realistically can complete
these programs, and how many can get jobs,” said Christine Mallon, assistant vice
chancellor of academic programs and faculty development at the California State
University System.

Bachelor’s degrees in nursing from community colleges would consist of the same
number of credits as those at a four-year university, but they would likely appeal most to
students who want to attend part time because they are already working in the field.

The debate comes amid long-term predictions of a shortage in nurses, as the U.S.
population ages. Montana State University nursing economist Peter Buerhaus estimates
a shortage of about 130,000 nurses nationwide by 2025, not as acute as once feared but
still a significant staffing challenge.

The Institute of Medicine, now part of the nonprofit National Academy of Sciences, in
2010 recommended that 80% of nurses hold bachelor’s degrees by 2020, up from about
50% at the time.

Spurred by the report, as well as incentives in the Affordable Care Act to use more highly
credentialed nurses, hospitals are scrambling to bring on new staff with bachelor of
science degrees in nursing, or push nurses with associate degrees to upgrade to a BSN.
That means additional coursework emphasizing community health, critical thinking
and evaluating research, in addition to liberal-arts or general-education classes. BSNs
overtook other credentials for new nursing graduates in 2011, and by 2014, the number
of BSN graduates exceeded associate-degree holders by one-third.



That means nurses like
Kristina Spaete, who landed a
job as a surgical nurse at
Scripps Mercy Hospital in San
Diego after completing her
associate degree in nursing at
a community college last May,
could soon find herself back in
school.

“I feel selfish if I were to go
back and pay a ton of money
for school,” said the 35-year-
old mother of three, who is
hoping she can get a BSN at a
community college.

For now, getting into any
program is tough. U.S. schools
turned away 68,938 qualified
applicants from bachelor’s

and graduate nursing programs in 2014, according to the American Association of
Colleges of Nursing, citing a dearth of faculty, clinical sites and classroom space.

Yet starting upper-level nursing classes at community colleges remains a battle. While
17 states have or soon will allow bachelor’s degrees at community colleges, only nine
authorize such programs in nursing.

Lobbyists for Michigan’s 28 community colleges are drumming up legislative support
for a bill that would allow their institutions to award BSN degrees, after nursing was
struck from a related bill in the 2012 legislative session.

They say the need for new nurses is so acute that for more than a decade the state has
allowed Canadian nurses to practice temporarily for as long as a year while they get local
licenses.

Dan Phelan, president of Jackson College, a community college in Michigan, said
hospitals and health systems around the state back the bill. Lining up against it are the
state’s four-year universities. “BSN programs generate significant revenues, with little



cost for the universities, and it’s a turf they want to protect,” he said. Upper-level
courses generally focus on public health, leadership and other classroom-based work,
rather than pricey clinical instruction.

Four-year schools say that more BSN programs would translate into more demand for
already-scarce nursing instructors, raising costs for everyone.

“The only thing that’s going to happen is it’s going to raise the cost of faculty, and that’s
going to raise the cost of tuition,” said Greg Rosine, vice president for government
affairs and university relations at Western Michigan University.

Meanwhile, New Jersey’s secretary of education is weighing a proposal by two
community colleges to offer BSN degrees, amid opposition from four-year schools.
Passaic County Community College President Steven Rose said his associate degree
program is in danger of becoming obsolete, as the hospital where students do their
clinical rotations has started giving preference to bachelor’s degree candidates.

“If we can’t get clinical placements in our hospitals, then I don’t know how we can do
nursing anymore,” he said. “We really feel threatened.”

Write to Anna Louie Sussman at anna.sussman@wsj.com and Melissa Korn at
melissa.korn@wsj.com

Copyright 2014 Dow Jones & Company, Inc. All Rights Reserved

This copy is for your personal, non-commercial use only. Distribution and use of this material are governed by our Subscriber Agreement and by copyright law.
For non-personal use or to order multiple copies, please contact Dow Jones Reprints at 1-800-843-0008 or visit www.djreprints.com.

MORE FROM POLITICS

The Contradictions of
Donald Trump and Why He
Moves Past Them


