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The Inauguration of President  
Paula Milone-Nuzzo



President Paula Milone-Nuzzo brings a record of  
accomplishment and excellence to the Institute.

 
BY JOANNE BARKER

A New Leader 
Begins
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Paula Milone-Nuzzo is no ordinary leader. The  

newly installed sixth president of MGH Institute of  

Health Professions has already built a world-class  

College of Nursing at Pennsylvania State University,  

using the inclusive leadership style for which she has 

become known. 

When she joined Penn State in 2003, nursing was a 

largely overlooked program within the College of Health 

and Human Development. “A lot of people didn’t even 

know Penn State had a nursing program at the time,”  

says Milone-Nuzzo, PhD, RN, FHHC, FAAN. “It was a  

small program housed within another college and had 

almost no research.”

Janice Penrod, longtime Penn State professor and  

current interim dean of its College of Nursing, has vivid 

memories of Dr. Milone-Nuzzo’s early days. “I will never 

forget the meeting when Paula told a group of nursing 

faculty that we should be a college,” recalls Dr. Penrod. 

“Those of us who had been here for a long time thought 

she was dreaming.” 

Over the next 14 years, under Milone-Nuzzo’s patient but 

persistent leadership, that dream became a reality. In 

2008, nursing became an independent academic unit, and 

Milone-Nuzzo became its first dean. She proceeded to 

increase the size and number of graduate programs and 

launched the Doctor of Nursing Practice program. Five 

years later, in recognition of its academic excellence and 

thriving research, the nursing program became the 

College of Nursing. 

“When Paula came on board, nursing was decentralized 

on 12 campuses throughout the state,” says Darrell G. 

Kirch, president and chief operating officer of the Associ-

ation of American Medical Colleges, who in 2003 was 

senior vice president of health affairs at Penn State. 

“Paula pulled the disparate programs into a cohesive 

whole. She brought together faculty, researchers, and 

outside collaborators and built nursing into a college  

with status and credibility.”

Working with the associate dean for undergraduate 

programs, Dr. Raymonde Brown, Milone-Nuzzo replaced 

the College of Nursing’s associate’s degree program  

with a Bachelor of Science in Nursing program in 2014 

and encouraged faculty to pursue terminal degrees. 

“Paula knew that the quality of faculty influences the 

quality of the college and its students. It was very  

strategic thinking on her part,” says Penrod. “Penn State 

is a huge university. She was able to effect significant 

organizational change, yet as faculty, we felt like we were 

working toward a shared vision.”

Breaking Down Barriers

Even while building programs, Milone-Nuzzo worked  

to break down barriers. “Very early on, it was obvious to 

Paula that the sooner medical students and nursing 

students started talking to each other, the better they 

would work together on clinical teams after graduation,” 

says Kirch. He and Milone-Nuzzo created interprofes-

sional learning experiences for the two groups of 

students, addressing each other’s classes and offering 

shared presentations on topics such as ethics and 

patient-centered care. 

Milone-Nuzzo and Penrod established the Center for 

Nursing Research in 2011, allowing them to recruit 

renowned faculty and develop a support infrastructure 

for the success of faculty research. All of these initiatives 

produced results: During Milone-Nuzzo’s tenure,  

Penn State’s College of Nursing rose from 92nd to 17th 

among nursing schools in funding from the National 

Institutes of Health, and it was ranked 20th in the most 

recent U.S. News & World Report list of best graduate 

nursing programs. 

“The transformation of nursing at Penn State was  

some of the most exciting and substantive work I’ve ever 

done,” Milone-Nuzzo says. “By becoming an independent 

academic unit, we were able to be a part of policy  

discussions at the university level. And by becoming a 

college, we had equity with the colleges of medicine, 

engineering, and liberal arts. That was so important for 

solidifying nursing’s role as a contributor to the Penn 

State community.” 

She also led efforts outside the university. In 2003,  

shortly after she moved to Pennsylvania, then-Governor 

Ed Rendell appointed her to the Pennsylvania Center  

for Health Careers. She spent six years on its Leadership 

Council, leading an initiative that gathered data on 

whether there would be enough nurses in 2025 to meet 

the commonwealth’s aging population. She also joined 

and eventually became chair of the advisory board for the 

Pennsylvania Action Coalition of the Future of Nursing, 

an organization whose goal is transforming the nursing 

profession to better meet the nation’s health needs.  

“We were very involved in increasing the diversity of  

the nursing population, increasing the number of 

baccalaureate-prepared nurses, doubling the number of 

doctorates—which we already achieved—and building 

residency programs to educate more nurses,” she says. 
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Learning to Love Education 

If Milone-Nuzzo had had her way growing up in Connecti-

cut, she never would have attended college. Her mother 

owned a driving school, her father was a police officer, 

and, as she neared her high school graduation, she told 

her parents she wanted to get a job instead of attending 

college, largely because she didn’t know what she wanted 

to do with her life. Her appeal fell on deaf ears. Her  

three older siblings had all gone to college, and her 

mother urged her to follow in the footsteps of her aunt,  

a registered nurse, and her uncle, a physician. 

“I knew I had to appease my parents, so I chose the  

fastest possible route to a degree, a two-year associate’s 

program,” Milone-Nuzzo recalls. Within weeks of starting 

the nursing program at Quinnipiac College, her opinion 

about education took a sharp turn. “I fell in love with the 

science courses, and I loved the stature of what a nurse 

represented.” Two years later, with her associate’s degree 

in hand, she landed a job as a staff nurse in a post-surgical 

unit at New Haven’s Hospital of St. Raphael. 

She soon realized how much she still had to learn about 

nursing, so within a couple of years she moved to 

Massachusetts to pursue a bachelor’s degree at Boston 

College. It was there she got her first taste of teaching, 

leading community programs on nutrition and exercise 

at the Belmont-Watertown VNA, an intersection of 

interests that compels her to this day. “Helping people 

take charge of their health was a powerful experience,” 

she says. “It really did shape me to be interested in 

communities and populations and giving people the 

information they need to be better consumers of health.” 

After graduating with her BSN in 1976, Milone-Nuzzo 

returned to St. Raphael, this time as a faculty member, 

and the roots of her academic career took hold. By her 

mid-thirties, she had earned both a master’s degree  

in community health nursing and a doctorate in higher 

education administration from the University of  

Connecticut, and was ensconced as a tenured faculty 

member at Southern Connecticut State University.

A Risk Pays Off 

With tenure, she could have played it safe and settled in 

to a lifetime appointment. She and her husband, Joseph, 

had a comfortable life with their two young children in 

Hamden, but she became intrigued by a job at nearby Yale 

President Milone-Nuzzo speaks with Boston Mayor Marty Walsh at the opening of the IMPACT Practice 
Center in October.
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University. The Ivy League university’s nursing school 

was looking for someone to administer a $1 million grant 

from the Baxter International Foundation to start the 

country’s first graduate program for advanced practice 

nurses specializing in home care. “The position was a 

three-year soft money position with no chance of 

renewal, and I thought, ‘Oh no, I can’t do this,’” recalls 

Milone-Nuzzo. But her husband and a few supportive 

colleagues encouraged her to apply. “The dean made  

sure I knew I would not have a position there when the 

grant ran out, but I took the job anyway. It was too good 

of an opportunity to pass up.”

The risk paid off. Milone-Nuzzo spent those years  

developing and teaching a new curriculum and, just as 

the grant was ending in 1993, was hired as an assistant 

professor of nursing management and policy. A few  

years later, she was named chair of the community health 

division. “Being on the faculty at Yale gave me the 

opportunity to develop a program of research, engage  

in research with other colleagues, and advance my policy 

work in the community—all things I wouldn’t have  

had the opportunity to do if I’d stayed in my tenured 

position at Southern Connecticut,” she says.

Milone-Nuzzo would spend a total of 15 years at Yale, 

eventually being promoted to associate dean of academic 

affairs by Dean Catherine Gilliss, who became a lifelong 

friend and mentor. Dr. Gilliss, a former president of the 

American Academy of Nursing, encouraged 

Milone-Nuzzo to pursue a leadership role in the profes-

sional organization. She also helped turn Milone-Nuzzo’s 

nascent interest in higher education administration  

into a passion by modeling Gilliss’ collaborative style of 

leadership Milone-Nuzzo uses to this day. 

“The fact that Paula is so deeply committed to the people 

she serves enables her to create bonds and a deep level of 

trust with those she’s leading,” says Gilliss, now dean of 

the School of Nursing at the University of California, San 

Francisco. “She is remarkably skilled at looking at the big 

picture, seeing where the talent is, and understanding 

where she needs to build strength and capacity.” 

“She Has a Quiet Confidence” 

It was Gilliss who encouraged Milone-Nuzzo to apply  

for the presidency of the MGH Institute. “No one stands 

out the way George Thibault does in relation to health 

care teams and interprofessional activities,” says  

Gilliss, referring to the IHP’s long-time chair of the  

Board of Trustees and president of the Josiah Macy Jr. 

Foundation, who spearheaded the search committee.  

“I think he recognized in Paula someone who could carry 

on the legacy that he and [recently retired President]  

Jan Bellack created.” 

“We were very impressed by Dr. Milone-Nuzzo’s experi-

ence,” says Dr. Thibault, citing her success in program 

building, fundraising, and interprofessional education as 

important factors in the committee’s decision. “But most 

of all, we were impressed with her style. She has a quiet 

On a trip to China with Penn State students.Celebrating the success of Penn State nursing 
students.
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confidence. You get the sense you’re in the presence of 

someone who is self-assured without having to promote 

herself. It was that combination of experience and 

temperament that we thought was a perfect match for 

the IHP at this time.” 

“ We need to make sure our alumni  
community, friends, and the  
community of Boston understand  
the great work we’re doing and why 
they should invest in our future.” 

            – President Paula Milone-Nuzzo

After a career of program building, Milone-Nuzzo has 

taken on a role that once again removes her from her 

comfort zone. “I’ve always been engaged in interprofes-

sional education but have never been responsible for such 

a wide range of health disciplines,” she says. “I saw this 

position as an opportunity to expand my leadership skills 

and have a broader impact on health care education.”

Milone-Nuzzo has arrived at a key moment in the  

Institute’s 40-year history. The school is about to embark 

on a new strategic planning process that she envisions 

will build on its many strengths formed over the past 

decade: an expertise in interprofessional education, a 

growing research climate, and an increased prominence 

within Partners HealthCare as the system’s only 

degree-granting affiliate. “The IHP is on the leading edge 

nationally for interprofessional education and health 

care,” she says. “Many of our faculty are conducting 

important research. We need to continue to build on the 

Institute’s excellence in these areas while stimulating 

growth in other strategic areas.” 

One thing she has stressed since arriving in August 2017 

is the need to increase financial aid for deserving stu-

dents, something she believes can be accomplished by 

raising the Institute’s visibility: “We need to make sure 

our alumni community, friends, and the community of 

Boston understand the great work we’re doing and why 

they should invest in our future.”

She also has begun outlining her vision for the school  

as it enters its fifth decade of existence. Among those are 

furthering an ethical community grounded in respect, 

dignity, justice, and compassion; expanding an environ-

ment of curiosity, innovation, and creativity in the 

improvement of health care and health care delivery; and 

building upon the legacy of the school’s founders, Dr. 

John Hilton Knowles and Dr. Charles Sanders of Massa-

chusetts General Hospital.

On a personal note, Milone-Nuzzo is thrilled to have 

returned to the city where she received her BSN. She lives 

with her husband in Charlestown, just a short walk from 

the school’s Navy Yard campus. “It’s very exciting to be 

back in a small, nimble environment where we can 

address the pressing issues in health care delivery,” she 

says. “I feel very lucky to be here.” n

Speaking with students at the opening of the new 
IMPACT Practice Center.

Addressing the audience at the Institute’s annual 
Faculty Convocation in September.
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