
Overview

Feedback from the initial surveys led to additional 

supports to clinical teams regarding clinical extern 

scope of practice. Preliminary analysis of the exit 

surveys provided additional insights on how well 

the clinical extern role integrated into the units, 

their contributions to patient care, and willingness 

for both staff and externs to participate in this 

program in the future. 

Current recommendations are to continue to  

recruit nursing students in one or both of two ways:

1. Continuation of the extern program, or

2. Recruitment into existing unregulated roles 

Both are strategies to develop career paths at  

CAMH and will help meet recruitment needs of the 

organization. 

Clinical externs include nursing students in the 2nd

to 4th year of study in an RN or RPN program. 

They are employed as unregulated care providers 

to part in a paid learning experience and prepare 

for roles as nurses (Brent, 2010) and in the current 

context, offset COVID-19 related human resource 

pressures (Ministry of Health, 2020). Externships  

provide nursing students with professional 

socialization, help bolster their clinical decision 

making abilities, and ease the transition from 

student to nurse (Durrant et al, 2009; White, 2018;Rugs et 

al., 2020; Ruth-Sahd et al., 2010; Stinson & Wilkinson, 2004). 

At the organizational level, externships serve as a 

strategy to assist in meeting recruitment and 

retention goals, offering reduced recruitment costs 

and addressing the shortage of nurses. 

An evaluation was conducted to understand whether the clinical extern program has been successful as 

perceived by the clinical externs themselves, clinical staff on the units as well as clinical leadership. The 

objectives of the evaluation were to 1) describe the characteristics of the 2021 clinical externs at CAMH, 2) 

identify how the role of the clinical extern was perceived by clinical externs and CAMH staff, 3) identify 

areas for improvement to the onboarding process, integration onto the units and scope of practice, and to

4) examine the intention to continue to work at CAMH, retention in the clinical extern role as well as actual 

transition to RN and RPN roles at CAMH. After CAMH Quality Project Ethics Review, data was collected 

through de-identified human resources data as well as two surveys (initial and exit survey) completed 

through SurveyMonkey and sent to externs and key stakeholders.

Key Findings: 

By the end of August, 28 of the Externs had transitioned into other roles in the organization: 11 into RN, 1 

into RPN and 16 into program assistant roles. The initial extern survey had a response rate of nearly 45% 

and there were 58 responses for the initial stakeholder survey.

Figure 2 includes the results of program type and year, with most externs coming from RN programs in 

their 3rd year of study. The stakeholder group included mostly nursing staff and allied health professionals. 

Themes identified through analysis of the open response questions included role expansion, role 

ambiguity, challenges with integration, readiness, and resources. These concerns were consistent 

with existing literature on the topic (Kilpatrick & Frunchak, 2006;Stinson & Wilkinson, 2004).  

A total of 88% of externs indicated that they were seeking continued experience in a mental health setting.

80% of stakeholders felt that the extern role contributed to care and that they would be willing to work with 

externs again in the future. 
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60 externs were hired in two different cohorts through 

the central Nursing Resource Unit and had a defined 

scope of practice
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Figure 1. Scope of Practice 

Externs were assigned to inpatient units and the 

Emergency Observation Unit from April- August 

2021. They were excluded from Psychiatric Intensive 

Care Units (PICUs).  Half way through the contracts, 

all externs were rotated to a different unit to expand 

their exposure to another clinical setting.

Figure 2. Clinical Extern Demographics

Clinical Externs at CAMH

Program Evaluation Moving Forward

References

“I improved my 
patient care 
and became 

more 
comfortable 

working with all 
clients”

“I found I was 
able to develop 

a greater 
understanding 
of the role as a 
nurse at CAMH” 

“I had an overall 
amazing 

experience and 
would 

recommend 
this job to other 

nursing 
students”

“My ability to 
communicate 
with patients 

effectively have 
increased”

“I enjoyed the 
unique 

experience at 
CAMH”


