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VITAL SIGNS

afterward about their experience.
So O’Donnell and Ceppetel-

li set up Shadowing a Nurse.
Wanda Handel, a nurse in the
neuroscience special care unit,
has participated in the elective
for several years. “My goals are
for the students to observe col-
laborative communication be-
tween nurses and physicians and
to learn to see the patient
through a nurse’s holistic view,”
she says. “I also want them to see
just how smart
nurses are.”
Holland was

i n d e e d  s u r -
prised by how much nurses know
and by the amount of record-
keeping they oversee. “I was ab-
solutely amazed by how many
different tasks the nurses could
juggle and still have a smile on
their face,” she says. 
Clinton Orloski, DMS ’13,

who took the elective to better
understand how a medical team
functions, was impressed that Pe-

S tarting when they meet theirfirst patient at a doctor’s side,
medical students see physicians
as their teachers. Typically, they
don’t see nurses in that role. But
times are changing. In 2004,
DMS first- and second-year stu-
dents responded in impressive
numbers to a new elective—one
that offered them a chance to
learn from nurses about their role
in health care. Other schools are
now inquiring about the popular
Shadowing a Nurse course.

Dynamic: Before she took the
course, “my thoughts of the nurs-
ing profession were incredibly
naive,” says Erica Holland, DMS
’13. “I had never really talked
with a nurse or taken the time to
notice them in the hospital.”
She learned that a physician’s at-
titude toward nurses makes all
the difference in their working
dynamic.
That’s the kind of lesson that

Dr. Joseph O’Donnell, senior ad-
vising dean, and Ellen Ceppetel-
li, director of nursing education,
had in mind seven years ago. At
the time, both were teaching in
a fourth-year case-based course
and found that students couldn’t
solve a problem for which the
best solution was to seek infor-
mation from a nurse.
This concerned Ceppetelli, as

well as O’Donnell, whose daugh-
ter, Jenny, was a nursing student
in Pennsylvania at the time. She
had gone on rounds with med-
ical and pharmacy students and
suggested to her dad that DMS
offer an elective with nurses in a
teaching role and give students a
chance to talk with each other

Elective is valuable, beyond a shadow of a doubt

Jessica Ash, left, is one of the nurses
who’s taught in the shadowing elective.

ter Nolette, a specialist in wound
care, was able to ease a patient’s
anxiety by explaining and apply-
ing a different bandage.

Reflection: After two shadow-
ing stints, students in the elec-
tive meet in three 90-minute
classes to share their experiences
and lessons learned. A reflection
paper is also a requirement of the
elective. In a 2009 article that
Ceppetelli and O’Donnell wrote
for Academic Physician and Scien-
tist, they identified two themes
that emerged from these papers:

nurses ’  inti-
mate knowl-
e d g e  o f  p a -
tients and their

families and how they cultivate
those relationships, and nurses’
oral and written communication
to maintain quality and safety for
patients.
O’Donnell calls the elective

“very successful” in preparing
students to work in an interdis-
ciplinary way with nurses. He’d
like to see the subject brought
into the mainstream for all med-
ical students. 

Profession: Handel says teach-
ing the elective made her “very
proud,” as she saw students walk
away with a better understand-
ing of nursing as a profession. 
From the student perspective,

Holland says she’ll “definitely re-
member” her shadowing experi-
ence. “I now understand how
much of a resource the nurses
can be,” she says, “and, if you
treat them with the respect they
deserve, how productive and ef-
fective a healthy relationship
[can] be for the nurse, the doc-
tor, and especially the patient.”    

Rosemary Lunardini

Other schools are inquiring about

the popular shadowing course.
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A reminder of the pace of change,
and of timeless truths, from the
Spring 1984 issue of this magazine:

“In an effort to broaden its

range of services and

strengthen the clinical

 faculty in maternal and

child health, [DHMC] has

 instituted a program of

 certified nurse midwifery. . . .

A team of four midwives 

. . . [is] offering a wide range

of services to interested

 individuals and families.” 

1931
Year the first U.S. school 

for nurse midwives 

was established

1983
Year the nurse midwifery

service opened at DHMC

9
Number of certified nurse

midwives now 

practicing at DHMC
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REALLY BIG GREEN: Dartmouth-Hitchcock was admitted to the 
Environmental Leadership Circle, the highest recognition awarded 
by Practice Greenhealth, a national organization of health-care 
facilities committed to environmentally responsible operations.


