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, ABSTRACT

Each year, educational programs, with the responsibility of

graduating health professionals, face the dilemma of selecting the most

suitable candidaEes from numerous applican~s. Since the number of posi-

tions in these classes is limited, the goal underlying the admission

procedure is to identify those most likely to succeed.

Nursing programs, in particular, have had difficulty in

realizing this goal. Despite the use of a variety of selection devices

by different scho~~attritionrate of nursing students consistently ./

remains between 30' and 40 :;tcent.

( The reduction of this attrition rate, by careful exami?ation of

various admission methods, will be addressed in thisQthesis. First, the

scientific literature examining attrition and admission procedures in

nursing, as well as other disciplines, will be reviewed. Following this,

the extent of the attrition problem, specifically in the baccalaureate

nursing program at McMaster University, will be explored by means of a

retrospective analysis of four years of data. Finally, the design of two

randomized controlled trials, each addressing one of two categories of.

applicants, will be described.

The McMaster baccalaureate nursing program presently assesses

candidates applying for a positi?n directly upon completion of secondary

school on the basis of Grade 13 marks. A second group, 'special'

applicants, a~e considered on the basis of interview scores. The

designs will examine two selection devices--the a~tobiographical letter
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and the team :i4lterview.

An additional feature of the propos~d study is that all appli-

cants will participate in each admission procedure, but ~ilrbe blind to

the device used to determine their admission. Data about the alternate

selection tools will be available for analysis at tne ena of the ~tudy.

The validity' of the selection devices will be assessed by the

examination of four outcome measures. First, success of students in

terms of remaining in the program, failing, and withdrawing will be
~

monitored. Second' and third, grades in nursing courses for the first

two years of the program will be recorded, as well as grades in nursing

science courses. Lastly, first and second year tutors will be asked to
\

evaluate the students in terms of their abilities in self-directed

learning, problem-solving, interpersonal relations, and self-evaluation.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Programs charged with educating and graduating health pro-

fessionals share the l~ury of attractin~~~ces~ivenumber of

applicants from whom the most approp~iate can be selected. Enrollment

in the~e programs' is usually limited and, therefore, admission

committees bear the heavy respons~~ity of identifying the most suitable

candidat~r.

delection methods vary considerably among institutions. Some

program_ choose to employ one admission procedure only and base their

decision on the re~ults of that particular device, for example, academic

gra~s, personality tests, personal interviews; and others elect to make
~' . .

use of a combination of selection tools. The decision of which tool or

tools to use is usually not made on the qasis of systematic evaluation

of their ability to predict ~uccess in the program, but rather o~ the

basis of traaition and theoretical value. Some of these selection,
/

devices are often costly in terms of ~ime and effort.

Despite the heavy emphqsis that is frequently placed on

admission procedures, many of these programs continue to experience a

high attrition rate. In specialized areas such as the health

professions. attrition creates a serious problem because positions

vacated by the students wi~hdrawlng cannot be filled by others.

Therefore, the class continues to diminish in size as it progresses

through the program. A number of 'groups are affected by this
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attrition~-the student who has withdrawn or failed has lost both time

and money, 'and sometimes self-esteem; the program has lost its ability

to substantiate the need for faculty and various other resources; and

society has lost a health professional with the potential of contributing

his services to meet the needs of the community. A last group, peers and

faculty of th~e who withdraw. may begin to fault the program and ques-

tion their own decision about remaining.

• This thesis will address the problem of identifying valid and

reliable admission procedures to select and retain suitable nursing

students. Despite a variety of selection devices. attrition rates in

nursing remain consistently at 30 to 40 percent.

need to rigorously evaluate admission procedures

if anyone or combination of various devices can

There is an urgent

in order to determ1fe

select nursing can -

dates who will both remain and succeed in the program.

The thesis will develop in the following fashion. First, the

scientific literature will be critically reviewed. Following this. data

collected to facilitate the identification of admission strategies will

be analyzed. Lastly, research designs of two randomized controlled

trials to test the admission strategies will beyresented.
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CHAPTER II

A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
I

2.1/Introduction

A cursory perusal of the literature addressing the issue of

student sel~ction, particularly into health professional programs, would

soon reyeal a diversity of admission practices and a continued 8ear~h

for valid predictors of achievement. Most of these programs find them-

selves with an enormous number of applicants and the frustrating problem

of identifying a few select candidates [20]. The overall goal of the

admissions committee is to choose the students most likely to succeed in

a program and ultimately in their careers. Two groups of individuals \

must be kept in mind when evaluating admission procedures--first, the

failures and withdrawals who represent a tremendous wastage of human

resources in monetary terms, as well as in terms of opportunity loss to

the unsuccessful students [105] and, second, the rejected applicants who

\

may not only profit from university instruction, but who, by their

exposure to university teaching, may offer a great deal to the community

[70] .

This review of the literature will focus on four related topics.

First, the extent of the problem concerning admissions will be explored,

followed by a summary of current literature on each of three selllction

devices. These three admission devices--grades, personal interview, and

autobiographical letter are included in the research design to follow.
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