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MASTERING THE CLIMB: REAL-WORLD VA NURSE 3
PROFICIENCY EXAMPLES

For  registered  nurses  within  the  Department  of  Veterans  Affairs
(VA), the career ladder from Nurse 1 to Nurse 3 represents a
significant professional journey. It is not merely a matter of time
served;  it  is  a  demonstration  of  advanced  clinical  judgment,
leadership,  and  a  profound  commitment  to  the  veteran
population.  Reaching the VA Nurse 3 level  signifies that  a nurse
has  moved  beyond  competent  bedside  care  into  a  role  of
influence,  mentorship,  and  independent  practice.  If  you  are
preparing  your  proficiency  report  or  performance  appraisal,
understanding  what  compelling  VA  Nurse  3  proficiency
examples look like is critical. This article will break down the
core domains of the Nurse 3 level and provide concrete, narrative
examples you can adapt to your own practice. We will explore
what it means to practice at an advanced beginner to competent
level in the clinical setting while demonstrating the professional
behaviors expected at this higher grade.

UNDERSTANDING THE VA NURSE 3 ROLE

The VA Nurse 3 is a full-performance level nurse. Unlike the Nurse
1 (entry-level) or Nurse 2 (journeyman), the Nurse 3 is expected
to function with a high degree of autonomy. They are often the
go-to resource for complex patients, difficult procedures, or unit-
based  problem-solving.  The  key  differentiator  is  not  just  clinical
skill,  but  the  integration  of  leadership,  critical  thinking,  and
evidence-based practice into their daily workflow. The VA uses a
Proficiency  Rating  System  that  focuses  on  five  key  dimensions:
Clinical  Practice,  Leadership,  Critical  Thinking/Analysis,
Interpersonal Relationships, and Communication. Let us examine
specific, detailed examples across these domains.

Clinical Practice: Beyond
the Basics
At the Nurse 3 level, clinical practice is about depth, complexity,
and anticipation.  A Nurse 3 does not  just  follow orders;  they
question, adjust, and advocate based on a deep understanding of
the veteran's pathophysiology and psychosocial needs.
Example 1: The Complex Dressing Change
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A  veteran  is  admitted  with  a  non-healing  surgical  wound
complicated by MRSA and poorly controlled diabetes. A Nurse 2
might perform the ordered dressing change correctly. However, a
VA  Nurse  3  proficiency  example  would  involve  recognizing
subtle  changes  in  periwound  skin  integrity,  noting  a  slight
increase in drainage odor that the previous shift  missed.  The
Nurse 3 would not only perform the dressing change but would
also culture the wound based on standing protocols, contact the
provider  with  specific  recommendations  for  a  different  wound
care  product  (e.g.,  transitioning  from  a  hydrogel  to  a  silver
alginate), and initiate a diabetic education session for the patient
regarding the impact of blood glucose on wound healing. This is
not reactive care; it is proactive, holistic management.
Example 2: Managing Deteriorating Patients
A veteran on the medical-surgical floor begins to show early signs
of sepsis: a slight drop in blood pressure, a rising heart rate, and
confusion.  A  proficient  Nurse  3  recognizes  this  pattern
immediately. They initiate the sepsis bundle without waiting for a
formal order. They activate the rapid response team, draw labs
(lactic acid, blood cultures), and start a large-bore IV. Crucially,
they also pull the veteran's chart to check for recent antibiotic
history and allergies, relaying this information to the responding
team  succinctly.  This  example  showcases  the  ability  to
synthesize data rapidly and take independent action within the
scope of practice, a hallmark of the Nurse 3 proficiency.

LEADERSHIP AND MENTORSHIP: THE INVISIBLE WORK

Leadership  at  the  Nurse  3  level  is  often  informal.  It  is  the

influence  you  have  on  your  peers,  your  ability  to  de-escalate
conflict, and your willingness to share knowledge. This dimension
is frequently the hardest to write about, but it is essential for your
proficiency report.

Leading by Example and
Teaching Others
Example 3: Precepting the Reluctant Learner
Precepting a new nurse is a standard task, but how you do it
matters.  A  VA  Nurse  3  proficiency  example  in  this  area
involves  assessing  the  learning  style  of  the  new  nurse  and
adapting your approach. Perhaps the new nurse is anxious about
starting IVs. The Nurse 3 does not just show them how; they use
a  systematic  approach.  They  first  review  the  anatomy  with  a
model, then demonstrate the technique on a mannequin, then
supervise  the  nurse  on  an  easy  vein,  gradually  increasing
complexity.  More  importantly,  they  provide  constructive,  non-
judgmental feedback. When the new nurse misses a vein, the
Nurse 3 uses it as a teaching moment rather than taking over.
This  builds  confidence  and  competence,  reducing  turnover  and
improving  patient  safety.
Example 4: Unit-Based Problem Solving
The unit  is  running low on a specific supply,  leading to frequent
workflow  interruptions.  A  Nurse  2  might  complain  about  it.  A
Nurse  3  takes  action.  They create  a  simple  usage log,  track
consumption  over  two  weeks,  and  present  data  to  the  unit
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council. They propose a new par level for the supply and a more
efficient restocking process.  This demonstrates systems thinking
and a commitment to improving the work environment, which
directly  impacts  patient  care.  This  is  a  classic  proficiency
example  for  demonstrating  leadership  outside  of  a  formal
management role.

CRITICAL THINKING AND ANALYSIS: THE CORE
COMPETENCY

Critical thinking is the cognitive engine of the Nurse 3. It involves
analyzing data from multiple sources, recognizing patterns, and
making  sound  clinical  judgments.  The  VA  proficiency  system
wants  to  see  how  you  process  information,  especially  in
ambiguous situations.

Clinical Decision-Making in
the Gray Zone
Example 5: The Frequent Faller
A  veteran  has  had  two  near-falls  in  one  shift.  The  standard
intervention is a bed alarm and a sitter. A Nurse 3, however, digs
deeper. They analyze the timing of the near-falls (both occurred
30 minutes after pain medication). They review the chart and
note the veteran has orthostatic hypotension documented but
not addressed. The Nurse 3 coordinates with the pharmacist to
adjust the timing of  the pain medication,  works with physical
therapy to implement a toileting schedule,  and reinforces the

importance of dangling legs before standing. They also update
the care plan for the entire team. This is not just preventing a fall;
it  is  solving  the  underlying  problem  through  analysis  and
collaboration.
Example 6: Recognizing Psychosocial Decompensation
A veteran with PTSD becomes withdrawn and irritable.  A less
experienced  nurse  might  label  them  as  "difficult."  A  Nurse  3
recognizes that this behavioral change could be a sign of acute
stress  or  a  trauma  trigger.  They  sit  with  the  veteran,  use
therapeutic communication techniques, and gently explore what
is happening. They discover the veteran received a letter from a
family member that triggered memories. The Nurse 3 contacts
the social worker, arranges for a therapy session, and ensures
the veteran's room is quiet and safe. They also document the
trigger and the intervention in the plan of care. This example
demonstrates  critical  thinking  applied  to  the  psychological
domain,  which  is  vital  in  the  VA  system.

INTERPERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS AND
COMMUNICATION

This dimension covers how you interact with veterans, families,
and  the  interdisciplinary  team.  At  the  Nurse  3  level,
communication  is  clear,  professional,  and  effective,  even  under
stress.
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Navigating Difficult
Conversations
Example 7: The Angry Family Meeting
A family is upset because they feel their father's pain is not being
managed  effectively.  They  are  loud  and  accusatory.  A  Nurse  3
does not become defensive. They listen actively, acknowledging
the family's distress. They say, "I  understand you are worried
about your father. Let me review his pain scores over the last 24
hours  and his  medication schedule.  I  would  like  to  bring the
palliative care nurse into this discussion." They then facilitate a
calm, data-driven conversation with the family and the provider.
They ensure the veteran's preference for pain management is
honored while explaining the clinical risks of over-sedation. The
Nurse 3 leaves the family feeling heard and respected, even if a
perfect solution is not immediately available.
Example 8: Interdisciplinary Collaboration
During a daily huddle, the social worker mentions a veteran is
being discharged tomorrow but has no housing. The physician is
focused on medical  readiness.  The Nurse 3 takes the lead in
coordinating the discharge. They contact the VA social work case
manager, the community housing authority, and the pharmacy to
ensure  a  30-day  supply  of  medications  is  ready.  They  also
educate the veteran on what to expect at the shelter. The Nurse
3 effectively  bridges  the  gap between the  medical  plan  and the
social reality of the patient, ensuring a safe discharge. This is a

perfect proficiency example of systems integration.

DOCUMENTING YOUR PROFICIENCY FOR THE VA
SYSTEM

Knowing what to write is one thing; writing it effectively for your
proficiency rating is another. Here are some tips for constructing
your own VA Nurse 3 proficiency examples.

Use the STAR Method
The  VA  prefers  a  narrative  format  that  clearly  explains  the
Situation,  Task,  Action,  and Result  (STAR).  Do not  just  say "I
communicate well." Write a story.

Situation: A veteran with advanced COPD was refusing all
respiratory treatments.
Task: I needed to ensure the veteran received necessary
care while respecting his autonomy.
Action: I sat with the veteran and explored his fears. He
was claustrophobic from the BiPAP mask. I collaborated
with respiratory therapy to trial a different mask interface
and set up a schedule with breaks.
Result: The veteran tolerated treatments for longer
periods, his oxygen saturation improved, and he was
discharged two days earlier than predicted. The care plan
was updated to reflect his preference.

This single example hits Clinical Practice (COPD management),
Critical Thinking (identifying the cause of refusal), Interpersonal
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Communication  (therapeutic  conversation),  and  Leadership
(coordinating  with  respiratory  therapy).

Quantify Your Impact
Whenever possible, use numbers. "I precepted four new nurses
over  the  past  year,  all  of  whom  passed  their  competency
checklists on time." "I identified a trend of increased CAUTI rates
on our unit and led an initiative that reduced them by 20% in
three months." Numbers make your proficiency examples more
tangible and impressive to the rating board.

Focus on the Veteran
Every example should circle  back to  how the veteran benefited.
The  VA  is  mission-driven.  Your  proficiency  report  should  reflect
that you understand and are committed to the VA's core values.
An example that saves the unit money but does not improve the
veteran's  experience  is  less  powerful  than  an  example  that
directly improved a veteran's quality of life or safety.

COMMON PITFALLS TO AVOID

When writing your proficiency report or discussing your practice,
avoid these common mistakes that can weaken your VA Nurse 3
proficiency examples.

Being Too Generic
A statement like "I provide excellent patient care" is useless. It
tells the reviewer nothing. You need specific, vivid details. Avoid
vague language and clichés. The reviewer is looking for evidence
of the specific behaviors described in the Nurse 3 standards.

Focusing Solely on Tasks
A Nurse 3 is not just a faster or more skilled task-doer. If all your
examples are about starting IVs or charting, you are missing the
leadership and critical thinking elements. Balance your clinical
examples with examples of  mentorship,  system improvement,
and complex problem-solving.

Ignoring the Team
While you need to highlight your individual contributions, a Nurse
3 is a team player. Do not make it sound like you saved every
patient  alone.  Acknowledge  the  interdisciplinary  team  and
explain  how  you  leveraged  their  expertise.  This  shows
interpersonal  skill  and  emotional  intelligence.

CONCLUSION

Achieving and demonstrating proficiency at the VA Nurse 3 level
is  a  significant  accomplishment.  It  requires  a  shift  in  mindset
from  "doing"  to  "thinking  and  leading."  Your  proficiency  report
and  your  daily  practice  should  reflect  a  nurse  who  is  not  only



6

6 Va Nurse 3 Proficiency Examples 2025-02-11

clinically excellent but also a mentor, a system thinker, and a
fierce  advocate  for  veterans.  Use  the  VA Nurse  3  proficiency
examples provided in this article as a template to reflect on your
own  career.  Think  about  the  complex  situations  you  have

navigated, the colleagues you have taught, and the processes
you  have  improved.  By  documenting  your  work  with  specific,
narrative  examples  that  showcase  critical  thinking  and
leadership,  you  will


