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Why This is Important 

/ California faces shortages of health professions such as nurses, physicians, and behavioral health 

professionals. In addition, California’s health professional workforce is insufficiently diverse with regard 

to racial/ethnic and socio-economic backgrounds. 

/ Accelerated health professional training programs permit health professions students to complete their 

graduation requirements more quickly than traditional programs allowing them expedited entry into 

the workforce. 

Context 

/ Traditional medical and nursing degree programs are described in Table 1.   

/ Accelerated health professional degree programs vary in how they shorten the length of training. They 

can be single degree programs that shorten the length of time to receive one degree (e.g. 3-year MD); 

or dual degree programs that either combine a bachelor’s degree with a graduate degree (e.g. BA/MD) 

or confer two graduate-level degrees (e.g. MD/MPH). For example, 

– Students who receive a bachelor’s degree in any subject then decide to pursue nursing can enter 

accelerated BSN programs, often called second-degree BSN programs. 

– As of 2020, 35% of US medical schools have, or are developing, accelerated 3YMD pathways. i (In the 

1970s and 1980s, 3-year MD programs were more common in the United States, though many closed 

due to discontinuation of government funding and a predicted improvement of the physician 

shortage.ii) 

– At least 45 universities across the United States and Puerto Rico offer combined BA/MD degrees.iii 

Not all of these programs are accelerated, however. 

– Many accelerated medical school programs include admission to an affiliate residency program, 

referred to as a 3+3 (UME/GME) program. Some of these programs also include a focus, such as on 

primary care, a social mission, or an emphasis rural care. 

/ Positive impacts of accelerated health professional degree programs include: 

– The ability for graduates to enter the workforce sooner 

– The ability for graduates to enter the workforce at lower overall cost to the student (assumes 

accelerated programs are less expensive programs, which is not always the case) 

– The ability for graduates to enter the workforce with a lower educational debt(assumes accelerated 

programs are less expensive programs, which is not always the case).the possibility of a more flexible 

educational schedule than traditional programs, particularly if there is a significant online component 
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/ Negative impacts of accelerated health professional degree programs include: 

– The perception that graduates are not as well trainediv,v  

– Questions about medical students maturity to enter the workforce at younger agesvi  

– The potential loss of revenue at professional schools due to shortened training; (some have 

compensated by charging for the degree instead of tuition) 

– The increased cost of some accelerated nursing programs, which can be more expensive than 

traditional nursing programsvii  

– The possibility of increased stress on students, as workloads can be heavier due to a compacted 

schedule 

What the Evidence Says 

/ Few evaluation studies exist in the published literature. Those studies that do exist focus on accelerated 

training programs for nurses and physicians. Most information is available about dual degree BA/MD 

and accelerated 3-year MD programs. 

/ There is wide variability among nursing programs’ nomenclature, scope, clinical practice hours, and 

graduation requirements, making comparisons among accelerated programs difficult.viii One systematic 

review of the literature from 1994 through 2015 found strong evidence that college graduates entering 

BSN courses in the U.S. as accelerated students have similar or better outcomes in attrition and success 

rates compared to traditional students.ix 

/ A published case study of an accelerated associate degree nursing program at a mid-Atlantic 

community college also found retention rates and academic success equivalent to, or slightly higher 

than, the traditional program.x 

/ A more recent scoping review concluded that accelerated BSN and MSN students and graduates have 

higher program satisfaction, similar or better academic performance, and lower attrition rates than their 

counterparts in traditional programs; however, due to the accelerated nature of these programs, 

students seemed to lack sufficient time to learn clinical skills, causing them to feel less confident.xi  

/ Evaluations comparing the performance of nursing graduates from traditional and accelerated 

programs have largely not been done. In 2013 a cross-sectional survey of new graduate nurses with less 

than 3 years’ experience from across Canada determined there were few significant differences between 

nurses who graduated from accelerated vs. traditional programs in terms of how confident they were 

transitioning to practice, their career satisfaction, and job retention.xii 

/ Multiple studies have found that there is no difference in performance between students from 3-year 

medical school programs versus those from 4-year programs.xiii,xiv,xv  

– Tulane University concluded that there was no statistical difference between the academic 

performance of its accelerated students compared to its traditional students in the evaluation of its 

accelerated program, comprised of 2 years of undergraduate training, one year of public service, 

followed by 4 years of medical school.xvi 

– A study from Northwestern University from 1999 to 2013 compared students coming from their 

accelerated Honors Program in Medical Education (3yrBA/4yrMD) with the other students in their 

medical school. The evaluation suggested that dual degree BA/MD programs allowed students more 

freedom for academic exploration and a less stressful undergraduate experience without having the 
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pressure of maintaining a high grade point average and preparing for the Medical College Admission 

Test (MCAT). The academic performance of both groups was equivalent.xvii 

– In 2022, a comparison study of students from 9 medical schools having both accelerated (3yr MD) and 

traditional (4yr MD) programs in 2018 and 2019 demonstrated that students from 3-year MD 

programs were equally satisfied with the quality of their education, had a more positive student-

faculty interaction, graduated with less debt, and were more likely to pursue family medicine and care 

for medically underserved patients. The study also showed no difference in testing or academic 

performance.xviii 

For Discussion 

/ What are the greatest barriers to developing and sustaining accelerated programs in California?  

/ How can HCAI help expand access to accelerated programs in California? 

/ How can HCAI help make accelerated programs more affordable? 

/ How can HCAI help to ensure a diverse student population has equitable access to accelerated 

programs? 

/ How can HCAI help to spread accelerated programs across the state?    

Appendix 

Table 1. Nursing and physician degree types 

Degree name Abbreviation Typical time to complete Educational setting 

Licensed Vocational Nurse LVN 12–14 months Community college 

Associate Degree in Nursing ADN 2–3 years Community college 

Bachelor of Science in Nursing BSN 4 years Undergraduate college or 

university 

Master of Nursing Practice MNP 2 years (after bachelor’s degree) Graduate school 

Doctor of Nursing Practice DNP 4 years (after bachelor’s degree) Graduate school 

Doctor of Medicine MD 4 years (after bachelor’s degree) Graduate (medical) school 

Doctor of Osteopathic Medicine DO 4 years (after bachelor’s degree) Graduate (osteopathic) 

school 
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