NN2 Position Paper

The National Network of Health Career Programs in Two-Year Colleges (NN2) is concerned about recent initiatives to elevate educational requirements for entry into practice for some allied health fields.  NN2 supports the career pathways concept, including multiple entry and exit points, and opposes arbitrary “degree creep” leading to ever-increasing entry-level requirements in health careers.

"Career Pathways" basically refers to a system of interrelated career development educational options that may be taken as sequential building blocks, either continuously or intermittently, along with the support necessary to help students achieve success.  For example, a nursing career pathway might consist of nurse aide training, followed by medication aide training, followed by a practical nursing diploma, an associate degree program preparing graduates to become RNs, a "2+2" baccalaureate program, ADN to BSN or masters, nurse practitioners, and doctoral programs.  Each level along the pathway aligns with increasingly responsible skills and generally economically rewarding career opportunities.  Multiple entry and exit points permit students to enter and advance within the pathway as their circumstances permit.  At a time when meeting workforce needs is increasingly challenging, this type of flexibility enhances opportunities for recruitment and retention of diverse students to meet the healthcare needs of an aging population.  Growth in native-born workers has now ended in this country and as the baby-boomers age and require more health care, career pathways offer an effective mechanism for recruiting and retaining non-traditional health care providers.  Elimination of associate degree entry-levels, with a resulting extended path to entry-level career paths, creates the possibility of exacerbating the existing and additional projected growth in healthcare workforce shortages.
Recently, educational requirements have been raised for entry into practice in some health careers. For example, the physical therapy profession has now moved to a doctoral entry level.  Other groups, such as respiratory care and nursing, appear to also be exploring the feasibility of elevating their entry-levels to the baccalaureate level.  Elevating the educational requirements for an entry-level credential could result from a legitimate performance-based need, but might also simply be the "degree creep" phenomenon.  One example of degree creep might be seen when an associate degree entry level health profession, in the absence of any established performance-based workplace need, advocates a change to baccalaureate degree entry level for no other reason than in response to similar moves by other professions and/or to promote practitioner eligibility for federal reimbursement. Not only can "degree creep" unnecessarily raise the cost of education, making it less accessible or even inaccessible for some students, but it can also raise the already spiraling costs of health care.

Several reasons have been cited to support the move toward minimum baccalaureate entry-level in various disciplines. Increasing professionalism has been suggested as a natural and necessary result of increasing entry-levels to baccalaureate degrees, and a reason that the associate degree may be viewed as inadequate. However, no data exist to support this contention, and in fact, associate-degree graduates are serving as leaders in their respective professions everywhere in the U.S. Associate degree curricula both support and promote professionalism, especially because graduates must work closely with baccalaureate, master's and doctoral practitioners in the workplace. Associate degree graduates are exquisitely aware of their perceived educational inadequacies, yet they manage to perform effectively at the same levels, including performance on credentialing exams, as baccalaureate entry-level practitioners. 

While NN2 is strongly supportive of postsecondary education, including baccalaureate and graduate education for those who choose, can afford, and/or need this level to prepare for work and/or graduate study, NN2 opposes arbitrary degree creep as a barrier to student access and recruitment. Additionally, NN2 advocates transparency and inclusivity for any process to evaluate the needed education level for a given health profession, and considers appropriate program length to be directly related to the time required for achievement of specified learning outcomes to meet evidence-based professional standards.

