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The purpose of the VA Student Trainee Experience Program (VA-STEP) is to serve as 
a recruitment/retention tool.  The program provides opportunities for outstanding 

students to develop competencies in clinical areas while at an approved VA health care 
facility.  Opportunities for learning include didactic or classroom experiences, 
competency-based clinical practice with a qualified preceptor, and participation in 
clinical conferences.  VA-STEP is an honors program and students must have a 

minimum cumulative grade point average (CGPA) of 3.0 on a 4.0 scale, be able to 
complete a minimum of 400 hours as a VA-STEP student in a VA facility, be a United 
States citizen and meet physical examination standards at the time of entry in the VA-
STEP program.  
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FY 2024 PROGRAM OVERVIEW  

FY2024 Cohort 

During FY 2024, the Scholarships & Clinical Education (S&CE) office provided support 

to 109 facilities (9 Rural Facilities) and 207 new participants.  These students started 

the VA-STEP from January 2024 through September 2024 and will graduate during 

FY2025.      

Table 1. FY 2024 Cohort 

VA-STEP Program Participants (All) Participants (Rural) 

Nurse 195 6 

Med Lab 12 0 

Total 207 6 

FY2023 Cohort 

 

The FY2023 VA-STEP had 255 students that participated.  Of those students, 126 were 

hired into permanent positions, pending placement, or entered VA residences.  There 

were 119 Nurses and 9 Medical Laboratory Scientist hired. Withdrawals 6-months prior 

to graduation because of duty fitness were removed from the placement calculation 

below in the column “Rate Minus Withdrawals”. Overall Placement rate minus 

Withdrawal is 50.81%. 

 

Table 2.  FY 2023 Cohort   

V-STEP Program Participants Retained Placement 
Rate 

Rate Minus 
Withdrawals 

Nurse 242 117 48% 49% 

Med Lab 13 9 60% 82% 

 

Barriers to hiring. In FY 2024 there were three primary barriers to achieving a higher 

retain rate for VA-STEP Nurses/Med Lab. (1) VA Level position leveling and hiring 

pause caused positions to be deleted and in some cases delayed onboarding due to 

increased facility/VISN approval requirements to place STEP students post-graduation, 

(2) significant delays in the HR hiring/onboarding processes, and (3) student 

unexpectantly moving out of state after graduation.  

Budget  

During FY 2024, VA-STEP administered an annual budget of $5.119 million and an 

additional $5.2 million. Table 3 shows funding expenditures by program and participants 

for FY 2024. 

Table 3. FY 2024 VA-STEP Budget Execution 

Program 
Total 

Budget 
2023 

Participants  
2024 

Participants  
Funding 
Executed 

Execution 
Rate 

VA-STEP $10.319M 255 207 $10,307M 99.9% 



Total Awards  

Since 2007 through September 30, 2024, VA has awarded 6972 awards to VA-STEP 

participants.  

 

Table 4. Total Awards Since 2007 

Program Participants Funding 

VA-STEP 7179 $98,655,357.86 

 

Customer Service  

At the end of FY 2024, S&CE conducted its annual customer satisfaction survey of 

scholarship coordinators and participants.  The purpose of the survey was to solicit 

feedback from stakeholders on satisfaction with program administration and areas 

requiring improvement. 
 

Participant Response: VA-STEP Participant Respondents – 138 

 

Successes 

Positive Impact on Goals  97.83% Positive Feedback 

Recommend the VA   98.56% Positive Feedback 

Positive Impact on VA Career 97.81% Positive Feedback 

Comments:  

➢ “My direct supervisors are very accommodating and listen to my needs.  They 

ensure I am getting the experience I need to be successful in my rotations.” 

➢ “The VA does a great job staffing their units and ensuring there is an active 

support system to support nurses and VA-STEP participants alike.” 

➢ “The nurses are supportive preceptors and advocate for learning 

opportunities/chances to practice skills.” 

➢ “It’s an amazing opportunity to gain experience with everything they don’t teach 

you in nursing school and I felt really supported during my time in the program.” 

➢ “I have learned so much this summer and feel way more confident and 

comfortable giving patient care. I have been able to apply the material that I have 

learned in school. I completely feel that I now have a step ahead of fellow nursing 

students.” 

➢ “Hands-on education during nursing school through the STEP program is 

unparalleled compared to other hospitals.” 

➢ “The staff at the VA made me feel very encouraged and supported during my 

time as a VA-STEP student!” 

➢ “This program has been a great opportunity to grow and learn as an upcoming 

nurse. I was able to get real life experience as a nurse, and it is this experience 

that will give me the comfort to pursue this career path in the future.” 

➢ “Every person/employee/preceptor involved in the VA-STEP program was 

encouraging and supportive of my education and growth. They took the time to 



provide constructive feedback, and help me towards my goal of being an RN 

employed at the VA.” 

➢ “The VA STEP program is an amazing opportunity for growth and it gives nursing 

students a real life picture of what caring for veterans is like. The program was 

extremely rewarding.” 

➢ “The variety of learning opportunities across units was highly beneficial for 

improvement on nursing related skills and processes. This alone tailored with the 

unique veteran patient population base not only improved upon established skills 

in curriculum from education but allowed for refinement that put me leaps and 

bounds above my peers and launched me into my career!” 

 

Improvements 

Support During Participation 91.30% Positive Feedback 

Remain with VA   91.31% Positive Feedback 

Comments:  

➢ 15 Comments on faster on-boarding 

➢ 12 Comments on Broader Experiences: 

 More Flexibility 

 More Shadowing Experiences 

 More Floor Opportunities 

➢ 13 Comments about communications to students and to prepare sections on 

expectations for STEPs that are assigned to the floors.  

➢ 2 Comments on earlier notifications of transition type programs.  

➢ 11 Comments either increasing or decreasing training requirements in both the 

classroom and on the floor.  

➢ 2 Comments on making sure that staffing shortages don’t negatively impact the 

STEP student and increased encouragement to get through the training. 

➢ 3 Comments on delayed scheduling and handing out schedules.  

➢ 3 Comments on increasing advertising on the campuses and increasing the 

number of slots available at the facility.  

➢ 2 Comments on VA Wide Facility Level networking to offer opportunities at VAs 

not in the area.  

➢ 3 Comments on more flexible work schedules and timekeeper tracking 

requirements.  

➢ 1 Comment for the National Level Office: Move VA-STEP to a stipend program. 

➢ 1 Comment for the National Level Office: Offer more positions.   

 

This year’s survey asked students what would be their primary deciding factor on 

staying with the VA or not. While responses were varied, the two primary reasons a 

student would not stay with the VA are delayed HR onboarding and specialty availability 

post-graduation.  

 

Coordinator Responses: VALOR Coordinator Respondents – 110 



 

Successes: 

Overall Satisfaction   96.36% Positive Feedback 

Marketing & Advertising Material 93.64% Positive Feedback 

Comments: None  

 

Improvements: 

Training    90% Positive Feedback 

Information & Tools   90% Positive Feedback 

Comments: Below are areas addressed by facility coordinators and the action plan in 

FY2025 to address these issues: 

➢ More flexibility in Deleting Entries (Develop) 

➢ HR Access to Documents (In-Place) 

➢ Improved Navigation Tools (Develop) 

➢ Clean Up Access Issues (Develop) 

➢ Additional Information for HR (In-Place) 

➢ HR Onboarding Guidance (In-Place) 

➢ Cradle to Grave Timeline (Develop) 

➢ Open Forum (In-Place) 

➢ More New Coordinator Orientations (Develop) 

➢ Expand Training Opportunities (Develop) 

➢ Modernize Marketing Material (Develop) 

➢ Expansion into ADN (Research) 

➢ Expand SOP to encompass the non-traditional school schedules 

(Develop) 

➢ Salary replacement for 1st year of RN (Research) 

➢ GAP between STEP completion and GNT/Residency (Research) 

➢ Service Obligation (STEP to GNT to Residency) (Research) 

➢ Remove Commitment to Hire (Research)  

➢ More than 400 hours of funding per FY (Research) 

➢ More authorizations for less than 400 hours per FY (In-Place) 

➢ Local SOP Requirement (Process will not Change) 

➢ Slow coordinator replacement timeframes (Facility Internal) 

➢ Workload (Facility Internal) 

➢ HPSP Local support (Facility Internal) 

 

Opportunities for Improvement 

 

Participant Responses: As identified in comments and the general question about the 

reasons they would not stay with the VA, coordinators at all facilities will need to make 

sure that students know what specific specialty they will have available post-graduation 

and to ensure the students want to work in those areas. 

 



Along those interview topics, the facility coordinator also needs to address student plans 

to stay in the areas post-graduation. Many student’s selected are not planning to stay in 

the areas.    

 

Coordinator Responses: HR onboarding and transition program remains the number 

one concern for our coordinators. Even with the hiring guides that have been created 

and distributed to the facilities, HR remains behind the curve on timely position creation 

and onboarding causing delays is start dates that impact the availability of the student to 

complete 400 hours before the end of the Summer. The program office will continue to 

train coordinators on the processes and make every opportunity to involve facility HR 

representatives. In addition, we will look at potentially allowing STEP participants to stay 

in the program till they pass the NCLEX not to exceed 6-month.    

 

In addition, the national program office will be tasked to creating new guidance and 

offering more training opportunities for Initial and Just-In-Time needs.  

2024 Initiatives 

 

During FY2024, VA-STEP started expansion efforts to include Doctor of Pharmacy 

Students. Worked with Pharmacy subject-matter-experts across the VA to develop 

guidance, create marketing material, establish pay setting, and soliciting facilities with 

successful STEP program and a high need for Pharmacy employees to participate in an 

FY2025 pilot program.  

 

During 2024, the program manager for VA-STEP, collaborated with ONS and OAA 

leaders in creating new student nursing guidance and updating existing guidance to 

transition VALOR references to VA-STEP. The collaboration also cleared up confusion 

in guidance concerning functional statements.  Recently published as part ONS 

SNT/GNT guidance can be found at: Student Nurse Technician/Graduate Nurse 

Technician (SNT/GNT). 

 

During FY2024, the VA-STEP worked with the Office of Nursing Services (ONS) to 

bolster the bridge of VA-STEP nursing students into facility Registered Nurse Transition 

to Practice (RNTTP) and Post Baccalaureate Registered Nurse Residency (PBRNR) 

programs across the US by funding facility level Graduate Nurse Trainee (GNT) 

positions. During FY2024, the VASTEP Program office was able to fund 107 VA-STEP 

student transitions to GNT totaling $2,803,319.18. These bridge programs are effective 

tools for the 39 facilities that partook in the funding to transition student to trainees and 

then to employees. Without these transition steps, the VA loses potential employee 

candidates to other competing non-federal entities at a detriment to our Veterans. In this 

highly competitive nursing market, continuous engagement is essential to securing 

employment. 

 

https://dvagov.sharepoint.com/sites/vaonsworkforce/SitePages/SNT-and-GNT.aspx?xsdata=MDV8MDJ8fDhjNGMzNzM4Mjg0ZjRhNGY0ZmZhMDhkZDFhMThmYTk2fGU5NWYxYjIzYWJhZjQ1ZWU4MjFkYjdhYjI1MWFiM2JmfDB8MHw2Mzg2OTU0MTY3NjExOTAwMjh8VW5rbm93bnxUV0ZwYkdac2IzZDhleUpGYlhCMGVVMWhjR2tpT25SeWRXVXNJbFlpT2lJd0xqQXVNREF3TUNJc0lsQWlPaUpYYVc0ek1pSXNJa0ZPSWpvaVRXRnBiQ0lzSWxkVUlqb3lmUT09fDB8fHw%3d&sdata=V0lJVitEVWw5V2hpTkZEUmVrcnYxYTEzZUVsenpVQVp4Zmxha25lUFdJMD0%3d
https://dvagov.sharepoint.com/sites/vaonsworkforce/SitePages/SNT-and-GNT.aspx?xsdata=MDV8MDJ8fDhjNGMzNzM4Mjg0ZjRhNGY0ZmZhMDhkZDFhMThmYTk2fGU5NWYxYjIzYWJhZjQ1ZWU4MjFkYjdhYjI1MWFiM2JmfDB8MHw2Mzg2OTU0MTY3NjExOTAwMjh8VW5rbm93bnxUV0ZwYkdac2IzZDhleUpGYlhCMGVVMWhjR2tpT25SeWRXVXNJbFlpT2lJd0xqQXVNREF3TUNJc0lsQWlPaUpYYVc0ek1pSXNJa0ZPSWpvaVRXRnBiQ0lzSWxkVUlqb3lmUT09fDB8fHw%3d&sdata=V0lJVitEVWw5V2hpTkZEUmVrcnYxYTEzZUVsenpVQVp4Zmxha25lUFdJMD0%3d


During FY2024, the VA-STEP continued to push the cross awarding of VA Health 

Professional Scholarship Program participation to all those selected to receive VA-

STEP awards. The HPSP scholarship award students with a monthly stipend, an annual 

books stipend, and 100% tuition coverage starting the semester after their final contract 

is signed. This initiative is vital to increasing the placement rates of STEP participants 

as HPSP participants also have a service obligation to stay with the VA 2-years. 

FY2023 HPSP Participants in VA-STEP of 37 and in FY 2024, 36 HPSP students were 

selected. We will continue to integrate these two programs to increase the VA-STEP 

placement rate moving forward. 

 

During FY2024, the virtual audit challenged facilities to produce local guidance on the 

functions of managing VA-STEP at the facility level. The driving decision to address this 

area was in efforts to ensure continuity of operation could be maintained at a facility in 

the absence of the facility coordinator.  

2025 Initiatives 

 

FY2025 will be the year of training and guidance improvement efforts. Development of 

timeline guidance and PowerPoint instruction across all aspect of the VA-STEP 

program will be a priority.  

 

In FY2025, the virtual audit will revolve around reviewing marketing material being 

produced at facilities.   

 

In FY2025, the expansion of VA-STEP into Pharmacy will come to fruition with the 

selection of 11 Pharmacy students. The national program office will continue to update 

guidance and material to include this expansion.    

 

J. Scott Dixon 

J. Scott Dixon, MBA 

VA-STEP Program Manager 
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