
Preparing Future Nurse Leaders



Throughout history, patients and 
their families have looked to nurses 
to be their advocates. In the rapidly 
changing world of health care, the 
role of nurses is increasingly expand-
ing and constantly evolving. Today’s 
nurses are directing the efforts of 
entire teams of caregivers, delivering 
coordinated care that is centered on 
the patient in a variety of settings.

At Duke University School of 
Nursing, we educate the next 
generation of nurses to be well 
prepared for this transformational 
era in health and medicine. We 
are committed to continuing 

TOMORROW’S  
NURSE  
LEADERS

a long tradition of educating 
nurse leaders—men and women 
empowered to lead change in health 
and medicine.

It is our aim to ensure that tomor-
row’s nurses have what it takes to 
improve health and change lives here 
at home and around the world.

 

ABOUT US
Duke is consistently ranked among the country’s 
top graduate schools of nursing by U.S. News & 
World Report. In 2016, Duke University School of 
Nursing ranked 4th in National Institutes of Health 
funding for research. The school was named the 
“Best Nursing School for Men” by the American 
Assembly for Men in Nursing in 2017 and continues 
to create a welcoming culture based on inclusion 
and diversity—for students and faculty. 

OUR  
STUDENTS

Our students come to Duke 
University School of Nursing 
possessing stellar leadership 
qualities. They bring with them 
exciting ideas, and Duke gives 
them the tools they need to turn 
those ideas into initiatives that 
impact the health and well-being 
of communities near and far.
 The following students represent 
the high caliber of individuals 
we attract here at Duke. With 
their diverse backgrounds, varied 
interests, and unrelenting drive, 
they, along with their peers at 
the school, are well on their way 
to becoming tomorrow’s nurse 
leaders.



Nurse Anesthesia-DNP
The full-time, campus-based 
program takes 36 months to 

complete. The doctor of nursing practice 
(DNP) with specialization in nurse anesthesia 
prepares nurse anesthesia clinical scholars 
who are skilled in anesthetic administration to 
patients across the lifespan in a wide array of 
clinical settings. 

 
The PhD program in nursing 
prepares nurse scholars who 
will contribute significant new 

knowledge related to population health, 
chronic illness, and care systems. The cam-
pus-based program prepares students to 
become faculty at top universities across 
the country who will generate and translate 
knowledge and shape the next generation of 
nurses at all levels.
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ACADEMIC  
PROGRAMS

Duke University School of Nursing provides 
advanced and comprehensive education to 
prepare students for a lifetime of learning and 
for careers as leaders, practitioners,  
and researchers.

 
Accelerated Bachelor of 
Science in Nursing
The accelerated bachelor of 

science in nursing (ABSN) degree program is 
for adult learners who have completed at least 
one undergraduate degree. The students in 
this highly competitive program often hold 
additional graduate degrees in other fields 
and return for a bachelor of science in nursing 
degree to make a difference in the lives of 
others. The full-time, campus-based program 
lasts 16 months with board pass rates that 
well exceed state and national norms.
 

Master of Science  
in Nursing
The master of science in nursing 

(MSN) degree program prepares students to 
become nurse practitioners and offers eight 
advanced practice registered nurse majors 
and three non-clinical majors. Currently 
all majors in the MSN degree program are 
offered distance-based and online.

 
Doctor of  
Nursing Practice
The doctor of nursing practice 

(DNP) degree program prepares nurse leaders 
to lead interdisciplinary health care teams and 
to improve systems of care, patient outcomes, 
quality, and safety. It is a distance-based, 
executive-style program designed for full-time 
working nurses based anywhere in the world 
who want to extend their leadership skills. 
Duke was the first nursing school in North 
Carolina to offer a DNP program. 
 

MSN / 

DNP/ 



Witnessing her mother battle 
cancer while going through a divorce 
was tough for Gabrielle Lasanta. A 
high school student at the time, she 
wasn’t sure if her newly single moth-
er, burdened with the cost of cancer 
treatments, could afford to send 
her to college. But Lasanta’s mother 
wouldn’t hear of her forgoing a 
college education. They had come 
too far as a family.

Her mother, who left Puerto Rico 
for Florida for better opportunities, 
had been putting money in a college 
fund since Lasanta was born. She 
had even given up on her own col-
lege dream, dropping out of Florida 
State University (FSU) to take on a 
better-paying job when Lasanta was 
a child. “She said, ‘You’re going to 
college,’” Lasanta recalls. “That has 
always been our dream together.”

Her mother’s drive has been a 
source of inspiration for Lasanta, 
both as an undergraduate at FSU 

FULFILLING A 
FAMILY DREAM
Gabrielle Lasanta
/ ABSN Student 

and now as a student in the ABSN 
degree program at Duke. 

While enrolled in FSU’s highly 
competitive Honors Medical Scholars 
Program, which prepares students 
for medical school, Lasanta had 
planned to one day become a doc-
tor. But nursing became an unex-
pected option after a work-study job 
at the simulation lab at the College 
of Nursing, and later when she spent 
time shadowing her pediatrician in 
her hometown of Tallahassee.

“Shadowing a doctor was amaz-
ing,” she says. “I loved just being 
able to watch a doctor figure out 
what was wrong, but the nurse was 
always the one that got there early. 
They were the last ones to leave. 
I would always find excuses to go 
hang out with the nurses.” 

Lasanta quickly began applying to 
nursing schools. She says changing 
her focus so late in her college career 

was a risk, but it paid off. She and 
her mother—who eventually went 
back to FSU and earned a bachelor’s 
degree a semester before her daugh-
ter—were thrilled when they learned 
Lasanta had been accepted at Duke.

“My mom said, the money and 
everything, we’re going to make it 
work. You’re going.”

At Duke, Lasanta has been active 
in several School of Nursing student 
groups, including the student council 
and Duke Emergency Nursing Stu-
dents. She looks forward to traveling 
to the Philippines, where she will 
work in a hospital for two weeks as 
a part of the ABSN degree program’s 
global clinical immersion experience.  

Although she doesn’t yet 
know in which area she wants to 
specialize, she knows she will be 
more than ready once she decides, 
something she credits to her expe-
riences at Duke. 

“She said, 
‘You’re 
going to 
college,’” 
Lasanta 
recalls. 
“That has 
always been 
our dream 
together.”

GABRIELLE LASANTA



Much like his mother, who is a 
musician, Jason Dictson has always 
had a passion for the arts. It led him 
to earn a degree in vocal perfor-
mance and opera from Portland 
State University. However, a major 
life event put him on a much differ-
ent path, driving him to pursue a 
career as a nurse practitioner. 

At the age of 25, Dictson learned 
he was HIV positive. Some people 
might feel as though their life was 
over after receiving such news. But 
Dictson says the diagnosis drove him 
to work harder to reach his goals. He 
had just returned to college after a 
few years off and still had two years 
left to complete his vocal perfor-
mance degree. 

“It was easier for me at the time 
I found out because I had a lot 
of drive in my life, and I wasn’t 
going to let that diagnosis get in 
my way,” Dictson says. “I said to 
myself, ‘I’ve got all these goals and 

these plans, and I have to move 
forward with life.’”

Being an HIV patient gave Dictson 
a unique perspective on health care, 
and he decided he wanted to give 
back after having gained so much 
from those who cared for him, par-
ticularly the nurses. 

To prepare for nursing school, 
he took prerequisite classes at a 
community college and trained to 
become a certified nursing assis-
tant. He put his training to use 
sooner than expected when both 
of his grandfathers became ill, and 
he went back to his hometown of 
Portales, New Mexico, to help care 
for them. 

“I was able to take care of close 
relatives and see that dying process 
before I even became involved in the 
health care community,” he says.

While waiting to hear back from 
the seven nursing schools he applied 
to, Dictson worked as a float pool 
nursing assistant at Oregon Health 
and Science University Hospital.  

“My experience in a float pool in 
a large hospital, where I got to work 
on every floor, was scary. It was 
daunting,” Dictson admits. “There 
were many days where I probably 
should have tucked my tail and run, 
but there is something in you that 
tells you to keep going because you 
have a purpose.”

Dictson was accepted to all 
seven schools. He says he chose 
Duke because of its reputation as 
the nation’s top nursing school, 
generous scholarships, and loan 
repayment programs. After earn-
ing his ABSN degree, he hopes to 
eventually serve HIV patients and 
the LGBTQ community. 

PURPOSE  
DRIVEN
Jason Dictson
/ ABSN Student “I was able to 

take care of 
close relatives 
and see that 
dying process 
before I 
even became 
involved in the 
health care 
community.”

JASON DICTSON



Kitty Hawk, located on North 
Carolina’s Outer Banks, is known to 
many tourists as a great spot for a 
carefree beach getaway. Julia Martin 
gained a different perspective of the 
town while growing up there, par-
ticularly when it comes to accessing 
health care. 

“Eastern North Carolina is ex-
tremely vulnerable,” Martin says. 
“There’s a disparity out there. And 
although the Outer Banks is a more 
affluent community, it’s still a health 
care desert. We go to Virginia for 
health care. And that’s really what 
drove me to want to make a differ-
ence for people like my family and 
my community.”

Martin felt the best way to have 
an impact on health care was 
through nursing. After earning a hu-
man biology degree from N.C. State 
University, she enrolled in the ABSN 
degree program at Duke, where she 
quickly realized an advanced practice 
nursing degree would better allow 

her to improve systems of care and 
change lives. That’s why she chose 
the school’s BSN to DNP track, 
which allows students to earn three 
degrees—ABSN, MSN, and DNP 
degrees—in succession. Martin has 
already completed her ABSN and 
MSN degrees and is now working to 
complete her DNP degree.

Through her DNP project, Martin 
aims to help reduce substance abuse 
in adolescents. She is working to 
implement a digital tool that will 
be used to screen adolescents for 
substance abuse. A standardized 
screening tool already exists, but 
providers have to administer it face 
to face. Martin hopes this new 
self-administered, digital tool will be 
both more efficient and effective at 
identifying adolescents in need. 

“The face-to-face screening really 
doesn’t show the truest responses,” 
Martin says. “I think if adolescents 
feel more comfortable and are able 

to disclose substance use, we can 
better get them into harm-reduc-
tion/risk-reduction treatment. Or if 
they aren’t at risk and maybe just 
have questions, it provides opportu-
nities for education.”

In addition to pursuing her 
studies full time at the School of 
Nursing, Martin has also managed 
to work in nursing jobs throughout 
her time at Duke, gaining tangible, 
real-world experience. 

She first worked as a registered 
nurse in the Cardiothoracic Intensive 
Care Unit at Duke and later at UNC 
Health Care in an ambulatory float 
pool. Most recently, she accepted 
her first nurse practitioner position at 
UNC, providing primary and urgent 
care services for patients at the Jason 
Ray Transplant Clinic. It’s a newly 
created position, and she is confi-
dent her DNP degree will make her a 
better provider. 

“I will be better equipped for my 
clinic to oversee and run the quality 
improvement projects we’ll want 
to do as an interdisciplinary team,” 
she says.

“I will be better 
equipped for 
my clinic to 
oversee and 
run the quality 
improvement 
projects we’ll 
want to do as an 
interdisciplinary 
team.”

JULIA MARTIN

IMPROVING 
SYSTEMS, 
CHANGING  
LIVES
Julia Martin
/ ABSN to  
  DNP Track



Tedrick L. Vernon III first became 
a Duke nurse anesthesia student in 
2015, but he says Duke helped him 
grow into his nursing career well be-
fore that. He previously spent a few 
years working as a nurse in Duke’s 
emergency department, where he 
thrived on the challenge and gained 
confidence in his skills as a provider. 

Even though he is no stranger 
to Duke, coming back as a student 
has been particularly meaningful. 
“Duke was my dream school,” says 
Vernon, who was born in Washing-
ton, D.C., but grew up in Greenville, 
North Carolina. “Being able to 
come back as a nurse anesthesia 
student has been nothing short of 
living a dream.”

Though he loves where his career 
has taken him so far, Vernon says 
earning a degree from the DNP 
degree program with specialization 
in nurse anesthesia will give him 

the chance to have an even greater 
impact on patients. 

He says DNP graduates “see 
where there is a need within a 
clinical setting, and we use evi-
dence-based research to implement 
new protocols, implement new 
strategies to fix these problems so 
that it benefits the patient as well as 
the health care providers.”

Through his own DNP research 
project, Vernon hopes to improve 
the patient experience after surgery. 
He’s currently conducting research at 
Nash General Hospital, a rural hospi-
tal in Rocky Mount, North Carolina. 

Vernon is working to incorpo-
rate a tool called Vulnerable Elders 
Survey Tool, or the VES13 Tool, 
into the pre-operative assessment 

that is already in place at Nash. 
Aimed at geriatric patients, VES13 
is a questionnaire that assesses the 
patients’ functional ability and how 
it correlates to post-operative mor-
bidity, mortality, and complications. 
The tool will help nurse anesthetists 
determine whether it’s necessary to 
alter the patient’s anesthesia plan 
before surgery, and allow for better 
planning for what is needed after, 
from physical therapy to adjustments 
in medication. 

“That’s really when life starts—
when surgery is over,” Vernon says. 
“We do the best we can for patients 
in the hospital, but they have to keep 
on living afterwards. And hopefully 
the survey can help us cater to their 
needs after surgery.”

Once he graduates, Vernon looks 
forward to eventually splitting his 
time between clinical work and ed-
ucation, possibly teaching at North 
Carolina A&T State University, where 
he earned his undergraduate degree. 

“Being able 
to come back 
as a nurse 
anesthesia 
student has 
been nothing 
short of living 
a dream.”

TEDRICK L. VERNON III

MAKING A 
DIFFERENCE 
THROUGH 
EVIDENCE-BASED 
SOLUTIONS
Tedrick L. Vernon III
/ Nurse Anesthesia- 
DNP Student



Liane Lau spent several years 
working in publishing in New York 
and Philadelphia and was quite 
successful at it. However, deep down 
she knew she wanted to do some-
thing more meaningful. 

She decided to take a break to 
figure out her next move. Over the 
next year and a half, Lau—who has 
traveled to more than 50 coun-
tries—biked across the U.S. twice 
and climbed mountains for char-
ity. She also backpacked through 
Southeast Asia and competed in 
an Ironman race. At the end of her 
travels, her heart finally landed in 
one place: nursing. 

“I thought about my goals and 
priorities of being independent, 
working in any country, and having 
skills that are meaningful,” Lau says. 

“I chose nursing for the flexibility 
in traveling and working, as well as 
because it is a lifelong career, one 
where I can continually grow and 
never reach a glass ceiling.”

The choice to come to Duke for 
an ABSN degree was an easy one 
for Lau, despite having been offered 
free tuition at another school. “All 
things considered, Duke had so 
much more to give in terms of sup-
port and resources,” Lau says. 

Since enrolling in the ABSN 
program in fall 2017, Lau hasn’t 
been disappointed. She says she has 
enjoyed learning from supportive 
faculty and joined a student-led 
program, the Duke Navigators 
Program. As a part of the program, 
she is paired with a Duke oncologist 
and has the chance to learn about 
end-of-life care. 

Despite all of her travels, Lau has 
yet to make it to Africa, but the 
School of Nursing is giving her the 

chance to add an African nation to 
her list. ABSN students have the op-
portunity to participate in a global 
clinical immersion experience, and 
Lau will travel to Tanzania, where 
she and a group of Duke nursing 
students will give health assess-
ments to orphaned children. She will 
also take an alternative spring break 
to a rural area of Guatemala to work 
with midwives. 

Lau is considering working in 
an emergency department after 
graduation. But eventually she hopes 
to find a way to combine her love 
of adventure with helping others. 
“I think it would be really fun if I 
could be a flight nurse, maybe in the 
mountains, for a search and rescue 
team. The sky’s the limit.”

“I chose nursing 
for the flexibility 
in traveling and 
working, as well 
as because it is a 
lifelong career, 
one where I can 
continually grow 
and never reach  
a glass ceiling.”

LIANE LAU

UNLIMITED  
POSSIBILITIES
Liane Lau
/ ABSN Student 
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