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any nurses are ill-prepared 
by their education to think 
creatively and make deci-
sions, in spite of the fac t 
that the need for these 
abi lities have increased 
as a result of new trends 
in both nursing and the 
healthcare system. 

The recent nurs-
ing shortage, the dis-
charge of patients from 
the hospital "q uicker 
and sicker," the rising 

number of ethical issues, and the increase in expanded practice 
nursing roles - all impose greater obligations on nurses. But, 
unfortunately, too few registered nurses have the knowledge, the 
skills, and the confidence which are necessary to succeed, and 
many nurses graduate unwilling or unable to act as autonomous 
professionals. 

These deficits can be traced to the history of nursing educa-
tion which typically treated its students like military recruits, 
promoting conformity and encouraging the acceptance of a 
patriarchal world view. 

Nursing education has stressed following directions: com-
pliance, blind obedience, and loyalty. If students didn't conform 
to these expectations, they were often punished, abused, ridi-
culed, or expelled from school. Nursing schools gave little or no 
prioritytoinstillinJvision, enhancing information with depth, or 

;,romotiog lnlSt; they stifled independent thought and 

mqte the empowerment 
n referred to as 

. and 

" ... nursing education typically treated 
its students like military recruits, 

promoting conformity and 
encouraging the acceptance of 

a patriarchal world view." 

Empowerment of nursing students - in undergraduate, 
graduate programs, and continuing education courses - wi ll 
prepare nurses more adequately for their ever-expanding roles 
and responsibilities. The goals must include positive changes in 
the workplace and the advancement of the nursing profession 
through political participation. 

For this to happen, educators must move away from the old 
style of teaching where the teachers held all the power and 
students were required to submit to it. The new student-teacher 
relationship requires mutual participation where both student 
and teacher share power and responsibility. Empowerment is 
learned experientially, not didactically. Power comes from the 
positive self-esteem that is developed through clear expecta-
tions, appropriate responsibility, inspiring role models, opportu-
nities for choice, and perceived meaning and hope. 

Self-esteem is gained through education when nurse-educa-
tors clearly communicate their expectations, increase students' 
responsibilities, serve as positive role models, and give students 
examples of working together harmoniously. Educators pro-
mote empowerment by treating their students with respect. 

Student nurses who are offered flexible classroom assign-
ments (i.e., options such as submitting a written paper or doing 
an oral presentation) and encouraged to make decisions in the 
clinical area perceive their roles to have meaning. It is equally 
important to support students in reflecting on their past experi-
ences and in focusing on the knowledge gained through those 
experiences. In addition, education about ethical behavior better 
prepares nurses to act decisively and responsibly in both routine 
and difficult situations. 

Shared governance is an innovative educational strategy 
which can be utilized to empower nursing students. Here, 
mutuality replaces teacher domination in the stages of assess ing 
needs, planning, and evaluation. This strategy is based on the 
belief that teacher-dominated education is incompatible with 
nursing's move toward professionalism. 

Faculty's shift from an allegiance to content to an alliance 
with their students allows students to take responsibility for their 
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ing education and be better prepared 
nurs t· I . . . 

I are in the governance o t 1eir 111st1tu-to S 1< . s Tomorrow's nurses wi ll be less uon-• . 
likely to comply_ with an employe~ who 
ernphasizes efficiency over the meet mg of 
1iuman needs. 

Typical I y, a shared-governance class-
room includes both teachers and students 
seeking knowledge, a collaborative cli -
rnate, inquiry as the major educational 
process-a teacher who acts as a faci lita-
tor, and students who act as equally re-
sponsible agents. Evaluations are con-
ducted through peer-, self-, and teacher-
review. Students participate in making 
decisions about the topics studied , the 
content that is emphasized, course assign-
ments (including due dates), and the eval-
uation process. 

In helping to formulate these plans, 
critical thinking is promoted and students 
gain feelings of empowerment. However, 
effective teaching must be maintained or 
the teacher and students may go off in 
separate directions. Although this educa-
tional technique requires additional work 
for both faculty members and students, 
the rewards of "learning by doing" -
rather than by telling-are well worth the 
extra efforts. 

The graduate level is also an appro-
priate setting for promoting empower-
ment. Feminist theory promotes the stu-
dent's understanding of nursing history 
and patriarchal influences on nursing. It is 
important to note that feminist theory and 
the model of empowerment are appropri-
ate for men as well as women, since male 
nurses are affected by society 's attitudes 
about this traditionally female profession . 
Encouraging students to reflect on their 
experiences, both professionally and per-
sonally, heightens self-awareness and pre-
pares students to become nursing leaders 
and activists who will promote enthusi-
asm and commitment to political action 
and policy reform. 

In addition, continuing education pro-
grams often serve to educate and empow-
er nurses, particularly when they help 
participants to develop knowledge and 
11\ills • become comfortable with the 

of power. Topics may include: 

getting alld u~i ng power; creating an im-
age or P?Wcr; planning for change 1111d 
?vercom111g resistance to change; market-
mg chang~; assessing and extending net-
work~; doing a political assessment ; dc-
~eloping a support base; building coali-
tions; and managing conllict. 

Change constitutes no small chal-
lenge for nurse-educators, and some in-
struc~~rs wi ll have difficulty making the 
transit ion to shared governance. Institu-
tional difficulties can be anticipated, pri-
marily by nurse-educators in diploma pro-
grams and lo a slightly lesser degree in 
associate degree programs; both are tech-
nically focused, creating a great challenge 
for innovative teaching initiatives. Diplo-
ma programs often have philosophies that 
are counter to the empowerment of nurs-
es, and the instructor who teaches empow-
erment strategies may not be supported by 

" .. . education 
is a 

fundamental 
prerequisite for 
empowerment." 

the hospi tal or her or his colleagues. 
Educational strategies that go be-

yond the "technical" can only be taught if 
nurse-educators, themselves, are empow-
ered. They must gain control over the 
ed ucational process by exercis ing author-
ity over the curriculum and teaching their 
students to be "leader rebels" who can 
bring about a revolution in nursing and 
take claim to nursing's long overdue 
professional status. 

Recent changes in practice settings 
and increased demands require nurses to 
function at higher levels and make criti-
cal, independent decisions. Nurse-educa-
tors need to prepare student nurses to 
perform independently, make difficult 
dec isions with greater ease, influence 
changes in their employing institutions, 
promote the professionalization of nurs-
ing, and initiate and support political ac-

lion to inl'JL11.: 11ct hen lthl'nre rdnr111 . 
Tn practice us prolbsionals, regis-

lcred nurses must he empowered - first 
by theireducution und luter in their work-
place. 

/SUSAN .I . 1.0/:/J, N.N .. M.S .. /.1 i11stmrt11r 0 / 
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Synopsis - A nursing instructor says that old-style nursing education must be replaced by 
student- teacher equality, workplace enhancements, and political action. 


