
What is the Doctor of Nursing Practice Capstone                            
Scholarly Inquiry Project?

Doctor of Nursing Practice (DNP) education culminates in a 
Capstone Scholarly Inquiry Project (CSIP), which is 
analogous to the dissertation for PhD candidates. 

Unlike PhD doctoral dissertations, CSIPs are not intended to 
be in depth research studies.  Instead, they are intended to 
translate research into applied practice.

Requirements for DNP CSIP projects differ based on 
individual institution curricula and faculty emphasis. 

Doctorateness and scholarship in nursing is not easily 
defined, difficult for many nurses to understand and a paucity 
of information exists to guide doctoral candidates and faculty 
through the scholarly project process.

DNP candidates face unnecessary barriers in their scholarly 
journey and CSIP projects may be inadequate to prepare the 
candidates for success in research, scholarship and practice 
in the clinical arena.
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   Diagram Developed based on Boyers (1990) Domains, the concept of Doctorateness as described by Trafford, V., & Leshem, S (2009).
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AACN DNP Educational Essentials & Practice Attributes

The purpose of this project was to explore the DNP Capstone 
and identify the current “state of the art”. 

This investigation identifies current practices and final 
products, thereby providing a common understanding of the 
CSIP and guidance for both faculty and doctoral candidates.

DNP Educational Essentials DNP Practice Attributes
 Scientific underpinnings for practice  Integrates and utilizes knowledge and scientific theories from 

 multi-disciplinary sources to determine best practice and 
 develop new practice approaches

 Organizational & systems leadership for 
 quality improvement & systems thinking

 Evaluates current practices and approaches in the context of 
 current and future needs to ensure applicability, accountability,  
 and effectiveness

 Clinical scholarship & analytical methods for 
 evidence-based practice

 Espouses the Four Domains of Scholarship 
 to promote improved healthcare outcomes

 Information systems/ technology & patient 
 care technology for the improvement & 
 transformation of Health Care

 Utilizes and Employs technology to monitor 
 and outcomes, improve communication and 
 consumer health

 Health care policy for advocacy in health care  Leads in the design, influence, and implementation of healthcare 
 policies at local, regional, and national levels 
 
 Advocates and educates policy makers, providers, and public 
 consumers ensuring social justice, equity and ethics are 
 maintained

 Inter-professional collaboration for improving 
 patient & population health outcomes

 Espouses effective communication and collaboration at all levels 
 of the healthcare team, both administrative and clinical

 Clinical prevention & population health for 
 improving the nation’s health

 Analyzes and synthesizes all relevant data 
 and knowledge to address gaps in care

 Advanced nursing practice  Achieves foundational practice competencies 
 to drive clinical decision making and guide 
 and mentor at all levels

Note. Table Developed based on The Essentials of Doctoral Education for Advanced Nursing Practice. (AACN, 2006).

Achieving Doctorateness:  

DNP education espouses Boyer’s “Four Domains of 
Scholarship” which guide the student along the journey to 
develop scholarly attributes and achieve “Doctorateness”.

Population:  All 105 CCNE accredited DNP programs were  
included

Data collection: Systematic survey of internet based 
documents accessed through accredited DNP websites and 
public domain DNP informational websites.  

Documents reviewed: graduate nursing education curricula 
course descriptions; program requirements; DNP/student 
handbooks; requirements for DNP CSIP projects; and DNP 
CSIP project examples available via public domain on the 
World Wide Web.     

Protection of human subjects: Human subject participation 
was not part of the study design.  This study met HSR 
exemption Criterion 4.

Financing:  No funding resources were pursued or received.

* Less than 70 programs referenced any requirements
**Percentages calculated based on total population (n = 105)

Guiding Framework

A total of 105 DNP programs & 735 projects were identified.

Sixty-one projects had ambiguous titles and could not be 
categorized.    

Six-hundred and seventy-four CSIP examples were 
separated into nineteen identified categories.

Forty-nine projects were collaborative (two or more students).  

Thirteen CSIP process steps or phases were identified. 

In spite of numerous programs and ambiguous guidelines, 
the projects were very similar.

The DNP CSIP:

- Evidences program objective achievement 

- Demonstrates scholarship through investigation, integration 
& synthesis, application to practice, & dissemination of 
findings

- Is directed by a mentor or committee & undergoes peer-
review 

- Is presented in written format (abstract, executive summary, 
manuscript, or dissertation) for final review 
 
- Is disseminated through public presentation or publishing

- May fall into one of the 7 most frequent DNP CSIP 
categories

Potential data gaps since data collection was confined to 
existing and publicly accessible documents.    

Recommendations For Future Study
Future studies should include: 

Topic selection process

Student and faculty experiences and lessons learned 

Dissemination method selection

Comparison of BSN to DNP & MSN to DNP CSIP products

As DNP programs mature and more investigation occurs, a 
greater understanding of the DNP CSIP will develop, 
resulting in a robust set of resources for the DNP student 
and faculty to reference.  

Until then, this project provides a conceptual understanding 
of the DNP CSIP and will contribute to the evolving 
foundation for both DNP Faculty and Student.
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