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Join a Community of
Dedicated Nurses

The Hahn School of Nursing and Health Science was founded more than 40 
years ago on the beautiful campus of the University of San Diego. Our school 
consistently ranks among the best graduate nursing schools locally and 
nationally, but that’s not the only reason future students walk through our doors 
to pursue one of our graduate degrees.

The personal connections between faculty and students fuel our collective 
success and impact. Compassion isn’t just woven into our coursework — it’s 
embodied in our commitment to you. As scholars and clinicians, we value your 
talents and experiences. We’re here to mentor, nurture, and uplift you as you 
become all you’re meant to be. 
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The Adult-Gerontology 
Clinical Nurse Specialist

The Adult-Gerontology Clinical Nurse Specialist (CNS) is an advanced practice 
registered nurse (APRN) who is an expert in the care of adults and older adults 
across a variety of health care settings such as hospitals, clinics, and private 
practices. CNSs have a unique combination of skills and expertise to help assess, 
design, implement, and evaluate health care practices to improve overall health 
care delivery and outcomes. For that reason, a CNSs role may entail direct 
patient care, consultation, collaboration, education, and the implementation of 
evidence-based practice to ensure safe and quality patient care. 

Advanced practice as a CNS involves practicing nursing within the three spheres 
of impact (patient, nurse, and system) to ensure the provision of safe, effective, 
patient-centered, timely, efficient, and equitable care.

As expert practitioners, CNSs provide direct and indirect care to specialized 
populations. CNS students at USD specialize in the continuing care of adults 
across the lifespan and may focus in different settings such as critical care, 
emergency, medical-surgical, and palliative care.
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According to the National Association of Clinical Nurse Specialists, CNSs hold 
graduate nursing degrees and are experts in a particular specialty, such as 
population (e.g. adult-gerontology), type of problem (e.g. wound care), setting 
(e.g. Intensive Care Unit), type of care (e.g. rehabilitation), or disease (e.g. 
diabetes). They can work in any number of settings, such as a hospital, private 
practice, or a clinic.  Regardless of specialty or setting, CNSs provide leadership 
in clinical expertise, nursing practice, and systems innovation. 

Clinical Nurse Specialists have a range of duties, from providing direct patient 
care, to managing care, to leading research, to nurse, patient and family 
education.  Here’s a look at some additional roles you are qualified to 
pursue as an Adult-Gerontology Clinical Nurse Specialist:

• Patient Safety Specialist

• Patient Education Specialist

• Quality Improvement Specialist

• Academic Educator

• Clinical Educator

• Transitional Care Coordinator

• Complex Case Manager Consultant

• Nursing Entrepreneur

Career Opportunities

https://nacns.org/
https://sonresources.sandiego.edu/a-guide-to-the-adult-gerontology-clinical-nurse-specialist-program#video
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Advantages of Choosing USD

Several features of USD’s Adult-Gerontology CNS program make it especially 
attractive to nurses interested in becoming a CNS.

1. A leader in graduate nursing education for over 40 years — That’s 40 
years of excellence, 40 years of building an alumni community and network, and 
40 years of helping nurses reach their full potential.

2. Faculty who are expert practitioners in the field — The faculty who teach 
in the Adult-Gerontology Clinical Nurse Specialist are more than nurse scientists 
and advanced clinicians; they are mentors, advocates, and friends. 

3. Clinical placements — No need to worry about how and where to find a 
preceptor. USD employs a placement coordinator who meets and collaborates 
with you and your faculty to find the best fit for you and your future goals. 
Adult-Gerontology CNS students are placed with expert CNSs in a variety of 
health care settings.

4. Global health programs — The Hahn School of Nursing and Health Science 
is committed to providing opportunities for nursing students to gain awareness 
and knowledge of geographic, economic, socio-political, and cultural factors 
that influence health issues and health care all over the world. Through 
international clinical research missions, students expand their awareness of 
culturally sensitive care and experience the needs of vulnerable populations.

5. School-wide commitment to social justice — The USD community as 
a whole embraces values of compassionate service and social justice. This 
commitment to multiculturalism, equity, and community is at the heart of our 
graduate programs, including our top-ranked nursing programs.
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Program Information

Format and Timeline

The Adult-Gerontology Clinical Nurse Specialist program is campus-based and 
can be completed on a full-time or part-time basis. Most students complete the 
45 unit program over the course of two years.

Curriculum

APNC 520
ACNS 619
MSNC 511
ACNS 631
ACNS 632P
ACNS 521
ACNS 634
ACNS 634P
HCIN 540
ACNS 636
ACNS 636P
ACNS 524
ACNS 600
ACNS 638
ACNS 638P
MSNC 512

Advanced Pathophysiology
CNS Specialty Role and Practice Foundations
Evidence Based Practice: Role of Theory and Research
Adult-Gerontology I: CNS Practice in Individual Patient Sphere
Adult-Gerontology I: CNS Practice in Individual Patient Sphere Practicum
Advanced Physical Assessment
Adult-Gerontology II: CNS Practice in the Nurse Sphere
Adult-Gerontology II: CNS Practice in the Nurse Sphere Practicum
Introduction to Health Care Information Management
Adult-Gerontology III: CNS Practice in the Nurse Sphere
Adult-Gerontology III: CNS Practice in the Nurse Sphere Practicum
Advanced Pharmacology
Transition to CNS Practice
Adult-Gerontology IV: Advanced CNS Practice
Adult-Gerontology IV: Advanced CNS Practicum
Influencing the Health Care Environment: Policy and Systems

The master’s degree program in nursing at the University of San Diego Hahn 
School of Nursing and Health Science is accredited by the Commission on 
Collegiate Nursing Education, 655 K Street NW, Suite 750, Washington, DC 
20001, 202-887-6791
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• BSN degree from an approved, 
accredited college or university

• Unencumbered, active California RN 
license

• One year of clinical experience as a 
registered nurse

• Basic statistics course

• A minimum GPA of 3.0 on a 4.0 scale

• Completion of the University 
Application for the Master of 
Science in Nursing (MSN) program

• One official transcript from each 
college or university you’ve 
attended; international transcripts 
need to be officially evaluated by 
World Education Services (www.
wes.org)

• Three professional 
recommendations

• Resume/CV

• An interview (qualified applicants 
will be contacted to interview based 
on initial review of their application)

• Evidence of specified 
immunizations and screening 
tests, a report of recent physical 
examination, and BLS certification if 
admitted into the program

• International applicants must 
meet additional requirements for 
admission

Admissions Criteria

Admissions Deadlines

Fall Priority Deadline: March 1

Spring Priority Deadline: November 1

Certification 

Graduates are certified as Clinical Nurse Specialists in the State of California and 
eligible for national certification as Adult-Gerontology Clinical Nurse Specialists 
by the American Nurses Credentialing Center (ANCC) and the American 
Association of Critical-Care Nurses (AACN).

http://www.wes.org/
http://www.wes.org/
https://www.sandiego.edu/admission-and-aid/graduate/apply/graduate-application/international-applicants/application-checklist.php
https://www.nursingworld.org/ancc/
https://www.aacn.org/
https://www.aacn.org/
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Program Outcomes

• Use a holistic perspective in the advanced nursing management of health, 
illness, and disease states to promote health or well-being and improve the 
quality of life of patients, families, and groups of patients.

• Consult with patient, staff, or other professionals to assist with complex 
problem solving.

• Work jointly with others to optimize clinical outcomes using authentic 
engagement and constructive patient, family, system, and population 
focused problem-solving.

• Employ skillful guidance and education to advance the care of patients, 
families, groups of patients, and the profession of nursing.

• Apply an evidence-based approach in clinical practice and quality 
improvement.

• Act on ethical concerns at the patient, family, health care provider, system, 
community, and public policy levels.



USD’s Adult-Gerontology Clinical Nurse Specialist 
program will provide you with the education 
and skills needed to transition into this valuable 
advanced practice role and master the CNSs three 
spheres of impact. You will learn how to manage 
complex patients, provide expertise and support 
to nurses at the bedside, and implement practice 
changes throughout an organization. The program 
is unique because students design and implement 
an Evidence-Based Practice Project in the clinical 
setting. This experience is invaluable in developing 
the organizational leadership attitudes and skills 
needed to implement successful change in a 
complex environment.

Our CNS graduates work in a wide variety of roles focusing on optimizing care, 
achieving outstanding clinical outcomes, and ensuring the use of best practices and 
evidence-based care.

USD provides an ideal learning environment. Our outstanding faculty are CNSs who 
will share their time and experiences with you and provide you with an exceptional 
education. As the program coordinator for the CNS program, I look forward to 
meeting you and assisting you on your journey. A new dimension of nursing awaits 
you!

Dr. Kathleen M. Stacy
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Meet Dr. Kathleen M. Stacy
Clinical Professor and Program Coordinator  

Dr. Kathleen M. Stacy

PhD, RN, APRN-CNS, CCNS, FCNS



Tell us a little about yourself.

I’ve been a nurse since 2011. From 2011-2017, I was 
a US Navy Nurse Corps Officer working primarily in 
Psychiatric Nursing. I’m a Board Certified Psychiatric-
Mental Health RN and I currently work in Acute and 
Intensive Mental Health Services at the VA Medical 
Center in San Diego. 

I decided to pursue nursing after spending several 
years as a Certified Nurse’s Assistant. I felt I had 
found my calling and a renewed sense of purpose. 
As a nurse, I felt it was my duty to recognize the 
greatest need and run toward it; this intuition is 
what led me to serve in the US Navy, mental health, 
and now the VA. 

What interested you in pursuing a career as a Clinical Nurse Specialist?

I worked closely with a Clinical Nurse Specialist while in the Navy and the more I learned 
about the role, the more I felt it was made for me. I wanted to further my career, obtain 
an MSN and become an Advanced Practice RN, but didn’t feel that being a Nurse 
Practitioner was my exact calling. My passion for serving vulnerable populations, 
ensuring evidence based practice, and process improvement made the decision to 
pursue the CNS program an easy one.

What attracted you to the Master of Science in Nursing (MSN) Adult-Gerontology 
Clinical Nurse Specialist program at the University of San Diego?

I was drawn to USD for several reasons. First, it is very highly rated for its MSN programs 
(in the top 10% nationwide) and recognized far and wide as a prestigious school. I liked 
that all the core APRN classes were in-person. The campus is beautiful and took my 
breath away everyday, from day one until graduation day!
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Meet Danielle Baldino
Adult-Gerontology Clinical Nurse Specialist Alumna

Danielle Baldino

MSN, RN, AGCNS-BC
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Why did you decide to enroll?

Once I attended the open house, I fell in love with the program, the people, and the 
campus. I couldn’t believe how state-of-the-art the lab was! USD also offered the 
opportunity to transfer in many of those previously earned credits, which, especially as 
a busy adult learner, was very important in deciding which school to choose. They also 
offered a robust Military and Veterans program which made using my GI Bill effortless. 
Whenever I had questions about my transferred credits or schedule, the staff and faculty 
at USD responded quickly and made the transition seamless.

Are you happy with your decision to pursue the MSN Adult-Gerontology Clinical 
Nurse Specialist program at USD?

Yes! The faculty worked closely with me to align my clinical experiences with my own 
goals and all my preceptors appreciated my passion and experience in mental health. If 
I ever needed to take an elective, the staff and faculty always worked with me to make 
sure my course schedule worked for me and my education goals. 

The faculty were CNSs who brought real, rich experience to the classroom which made 
all the difference to me. Class sizes were small and each of us felt seen and heard. Our 
professors were actively engaged with us, always asking for feedback and never missing 
a beat if a situation called for flexibility. 

How is the program advancing your skills and career?

The knowledge I gained in the Adult-Gerontology CNS program has proved 
invaluable. As a CNS at the VA, I played a vital role in opening the new Therapeutic 
Neuromodulation clinic and relied on my education from the CNS program to guide me 
through everything from staff education to writing policy and procedures. I was also 
recently asked to return to USD as an Adjunct Clinical Faculty, further supporting my 
passion for education and advancing nursing knowledge. 

If you could give one piece of advice to someone considering pursuing an MSN 
degree at USD, what would it be?

If you know you want to be an APRN, research all the roles available to you! NP is 
not the only advanced practice route. If you have a passion for nursing mentorship 
and education, patient care, and organizational policy and procedure - look into the 
CNS role. The AGCNS role is very flexible and prepares you to work with virtually any 
vulnerable adult population; you can truly make it your own. If you are considering USD 
- especially if you are a Veteran and/or transferring student - you will not regret it!
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Connect with the University of San Diego 
Nursing Community

With a rich heritage of excellence in nursing education, our school blends 
rigorous academics, state-of-the-art technology, and innovative teaching. 
While these elements are key to achieving your goals, we also believe in a 
culture of compassion. Our faculty — internationally recognized scholars 
and clinicians — nurture and support each student, instilling the confidence 
needed to make a real difference.

The result: our graduates are leaders in their fields, be it informatics, clinical, 
education, or research. Because here, a degree earns you more than mere 
letters after your name. Your degree comes with a reputation and a network 
that opens doors so you can become a leader in your community and beyond. 
If you’re ready to join the USD nursing community, we invite you to request 
more information or start your application today.

University of San Diego
Hahn School of Nursing and Health Science

(619) 260-4548
www.sandiego.edu/nursing

Request More Info Explore USD’s AGCNS Program Apply Now

Return to Table of ContentsReturn to Table of Contents
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