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Over half of 
Mississippians live in 

Health Professional 
Shortage Areas1  

  

The New Pathways program seeks to improve the 
lives of families with vulnerable children in the 

Delta Region of Mississippi by opening new 
opportunities for education and workforce 

development in the area of children’s health.   

On March 23, 2010, the Affordable Care Act (ACA) 

was signed into law, signaling a major overhaul of 

health care in the United States. The law, which 

aims to increase access to healthcare nationwide, 

is expected to result in an estimated 30 million 

newly insured individuals by 2016 through 

Medicaid expansions, subsidies, and the 

implementation of insurance exchanges2. The 

increase in the number of insured, coupled with an 

aging ‘baby boomer’ population, is expected to 

put substantial strain on our current healthcare 

system. In order to meet the growing demand for 

healthcare, more attention must be focused on 

the need for a larger, more efficient, and quality 

healthcare workforce.  

While demand for healthcare is expected to grow 

as further aspects of the ACA are implemented in 

the coming months and years, the state of 

Mississippi is already experiencing a healthcare 

provider shortage. According to the Association of 

American Medical Colleges, in 2010, Mississippi 

had the fewest number of active physicians for its 

population out of all 50 states and the District of 

Columbia. Whereas nationally, there were 258.7 

active physicians per 100,000 people, in MS there 

were only 176.4 per 100,0003. Similarly, the state 

faces a nursing shortage; hospitals and long-term 

care facilities have expressed difficulty in recruiting 

registered nurses4. Many rural communities have a 

particularly difficult time recruiting and retaining 

qualified healthcare providers. As a result of these 

difficulties, the Health Resources and Service 

Administration (HRSA) has designated much of the 

state as a Health Professional Shortage Area 

(HPSA).  

In order to address the growing need of 

healthcare and improve the lives of families with 

vulnerable children, the New Pathways program 

was developed. The program receives funding 

from the W.K. Kellogg Foundation.  
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The New Pathways program works in 
Bolivar, Coahoma, Quitman, 

Sunflower, and Tallahatchie counties. 
These counties are part of the ‘core’ 

Delta region located in northwest 
Mississippi. (Map by the University of 

Mississippi Center for Population Studies)  

Improving Health in the Mississippi 

Delta: The New Pathways Program  

The New Pathways: Education and Workforce 

Development for Children’s Health in the Mississippi 

Delta program was developed to promote healthy 

behaviors and enhance education, ultimately 

creating a ‘pathway’ for youth interested in 

pursuing careers in healthcare and improving 

access to care for vulnerable families in the Delta 

region.  As a region with high poverty, low 

educational attainment, and low median 

household income5, many Delta residents lack 

adequate access to healthcare. The area 

experiences extremely high rates of obesity, heart 

disease, and hypertension6. Rates of preterm birth 

in the Delta are increasing, impacting the health of 

children and families7, and although often 

considered an urban problem, asthma rates in the 

area are comparable to those in large cities8.  

Despite the many health related challenges in the 

Mississippi Delta, there is substantial energy among 

a number of organizations to tackle these 

problems and increase opportunities for youth in 

the Delta. The Dreyfus Health Foundation (DHF) first 

began working in the Delta region in 2003, 

introducing its Problem Solving for Better Health® 

(PSBH®) methodology, which uses community 

strengths, resources, and participation to address 

health-related challenges. Building on prior PSBH 

projects and an ever-evolving network, DHF has 

partnered with the Mississippi Office of Nursing 

Workforce, Tri-County Workforce Alliance, and the 

University of Mississippi Center for Population 

Studies to create the New Pathways program. The 

program incorporates extensive collaboration with 

Community Health Centers, hospitals, schools of 

nursing and other community-based organizations 

to engage middle, high school, and college 

students in health-related fields.  

Middle and high school students participate in 

programming through the Tri-County Workforce 

Alliance to help with math, science, and reading 

classes. Middle school students work on projects to 

understand health conditions prevalent in their 

communities and high school participants 

complete job shadowing with nurses in local 

healthcare facilities. High school seniors are eligible 

to complete a Certified Nursing Assistant (CNA) 

program. For students who continue on to nursing 

school, the Office of Nursing Workforce provides 

opportunities for unique hands-on nursing 

education through intensive clinical experiences 

on a Dedicated Education Unit (DEU). Through all 

of these opportunities, students gain substantial 

exposure to healthcare careers, as well as top-

notch training to be effective service providers 

and leaders in their communities.  

Participants in the New Pathways program are 

from Bolivar, Coahoma, Quitman, Sunflower, and 

Tallahatchie counties. The New Pathways program 

encourages students to stay in their communities 

and impact change.  The Center for Population 

Studies is evaluating the project.     
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Programming for Middle and High School Students: 

Education and Mentorship   

The Tri-County Workforce Alliance runs programs for middle and high school 

students in Delta counties interested in pursuing a career in health care. 

Middle school students participate in the Summer Academy in Science, 

Mathematics, and Reading for Potential Nurses and Other Healthcare 

Professionals. In this program, students attend an intensive summer institute 

with coursework in math, science, and reading. They participate in year 

round workshops related to time and stress management, test-taking skills, 

teamwork, and study habits. They become CPR certified, learn how to 

measure blood pressure, take field trips to clinical sites, and learn about 

health behaviors. They also complete a health and wellness project where 

they work with a friend or family member with a chronic illness. Through this 

project, they research the condition, interview a doctor who treats people 

living with the condition, and develop a wellness plan to assist the person 

impacted by the disease. Middle school students in the program also 

participate in a Problem Solving for Better Health workshop, where they 

develop plans to address the problem of obesity in the region and promote 

healthy living in their communities. Participants will work in teams to carry 

out these projects throughout the year.             

High School students participate in the Mentorship Program for nursing. Like 

the middle school students, they attend a summer institute, have year 

round workshops, and become CPR certified. They also receive intensive 

preparation for the ACT college entry exam. Instead of the health and 

wellness project, high school program participants have the opportunity to 

complete job shadowing with nurses at local health care facilities.  

Evaluation results from two years of programming with high school students 

and one year with middle school students have illustrated substantial 

success of the program. Students have improved test scores, expressed 

greater motivation to succeed in school, and display increased 

confidence. They have learned ways to improve their own health, and act 

as positive influences on the health of friends and family.  

“The program was so engaging. 
[My son] never had a bored 
moment. While shadowing a 
doctor, he would come back 
and try to help me with what to 
eat and not eat. He saw a 
colonoscopy and could tell me 
all about it when I got mine.”                                            

-Parent of Participant  
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CNA certification  

The Mississippi Office of Nursing Workforce 

sponsors a Certified Nursing Assistant 

(CNA) program in partnership with local 

community colleges. Drawing from 

students participating in the Tri-County 

Workforce Alliance programs, the CNA 

program allows high school seniors to 

participate in a course immediately 

following high school graduation. Through 

this course, students receive the 

qualifications to work as a CNA in a local 

healthcare facility, providing young 

people a chance to enter the health 

workforce within months of completing 

high school. Some participants continue 

on for more advanced nursing degrees, 

while others choose to seek fulltime 

employment as a CNA.  

Dedicated Education Units 

The final components of the New 

Pathway’s pipeline to enhance the 

healthcare workforce are Dedicated 

Education Units (DEUs), a unique form of 

nursing school clinical training run through 

the Mississippi Office of Nursing Workforce.  

DEUs provide students with more intensive 

hands-on training in healthcare facilities. 

Participating hospitals select staff nurses 

to act as Clinical Facilitators who work 

with one or two nursing students at a time 

to enhance their technical skills and 

improve their on-the-job decision making 

ability.  DEUs help to increase the 

capacity of schools of nursing, as the 

Clinical Facilitators take on a teaching 

and mentoring role. Clinical Facilitators 

receive specific training for their role, and  

only nursing staff interested in teaching 

are selected.  

Evaluations from a pilot DEU program in 

Jackson, MS suggest that DEU students 

feel better prepared to enter the nursing 

workforce and enjoy the real-world 

experience they gain on the units. Some 

students have said they are more likely to 

seek employment on the unit where they 

completed the DEU, as they are familiar 

with the staff and the way the unit works. 

Additionally, many Clinical Facilitators 

returned to school to complete more 

advanced nursing degrees or became 

interested in pursuing teaching positions, 

ultimately enhancing capacity for nursing 

education in the state of Mississippi.  

“The hardest thing about 
having participated in the DEU 
rotation is having to go back to 
the traditional method of 
clinical…My rotation site and 
clinical facilitators were 
AMAZING! I couldn’t have 
asked for a better situation for 
learning!”  

-DEU participant  
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