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Abstract

Introduction: Undergraduate nursing students often work part-time or even full-time while
studying at university completing their bachelor’s degrees. The aim of this study is to explain the
meaning of the lived experiences of nursing students working as students in clinical field.
Methods: A phenomenological study was conducted at the nursing and midwifery school of
Tabriz, Iran. Purposefully, 20 baccalaureate nursing students with experience working as student
worker nurses were recruited. The sample size was determined according to data saturation.
Semi-structured, face-to-face interviews were held with the participants over 3 months (April
2020 to June 2020), and Van Manen'’s hermeneutic phenomenological approach was used to
analyze the data.

Results: Five main themes extracted from the data analysis, including “students’ clinical
competency”, “nurse-student relationships”, “shift work”, “mislearning”, and “chaotic wards”. A
further 12 sub-themes extracted under the five main themes.

Conclusion: The work of nursing students in clinical environments as student worker nurses is a
two-dimensional phenomenon with advantages and disadvantages. The benefits are improving
the nursing students’ clinical and communication skills, increasing their self-confidence, learning
and practicing discipline and nursing responsibilities, and the disadvantages are facing reality
shock stress, and mislearning.

Introduction

Nursing students often work part-time or even full-
time while studying at university. There are a number of
expenses related to completing a nursing degree including
tuition, university fees, accommodation, living expenses,
personal expenses, and costs associated with attendance
to clinical placements."”” In Iran, nursing students in
their final year of the undergraduate bachelor of nursing
degree have an opportunity to be employed part-time in
teaching hospitals, this type of employment is known as
student work. The student work program was proposed
by the health ministry as a paid work in response to the
increasing nursing workforce deficit. The students are
employed for a maximum of 20 hours per week in a
variety of clinical environments increasing their clinical
experience in preparation for graduation.’

The importance of clinical environments as the first
places that can be effective in choosing or rejecting nursing
as a profession is so great that nursing education planners
should consider paying attention to these environments
as one of the most important items in the program.*

Studies show that student nurses’ first encounter working
in demanding and challenging clinical environments can
be associated with emotional, psychological, physical,
and educational challenges.>® How students perceive
the workplace and the reality of the work environment
may negatively influence their interest in graduating
from nursing and may result in them leaving university
altogether. The type of clinical placement and the clinical
environments often influence students either attracting
them to a particular field of nursing or deterring them
away from nursing.”

The staff nurses play a significant role in consolidating
a student’s learning and bridging the gap between theory
and practice. In addition, staff attitudes towards the
nursing profession have a significant impact on what the
students really learn often leaving them with students
anxious, confused, and disillusioned with nursing.® The
socialization of nursing students towards their profession
depends on the acceptance and approval of the staff
nurses.”'® Hathorn et al offered participative programs
with the nurses to decrease their negative attitudes
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Nursing students working in clinical environments

towards nursing students’ presence and work in the
clinical setting."

In Rahimaghaee et al phenomenological study
six themes emerged including destruction of
presuppositions, clinical learning challenges, attractions,
coping, identity, and patient centeredness. However,
nursing care challenges, unpleasant clinical environment,
and unfavorable personal communication were noted
as experiences that were felt by the nursing students to
reduce their likelihood of continuing in the profession.
Therefore, there were some experiences noted as having
a positive influence on their desire to continue in nursing,
the opportunity to empathize with the patients, and
learning how to communicate with patients and other
health professionals leading towards patient’s satisfaction
of care delivered.’

Phenomenological Lens of the Researcher

Researchers in the present study analyzed the data
through the lens of their 15 years of theoretical teaching
and clinical training of nursing students. The researchers
have noticed that students who are employed in the
student work model performed clinical procedures faster
and with more self-confidence compared to students
with no experience of paid clinical work. However, it was
also noted that these student works often became task-
orientated, neglected to refer to policy and guidelines, and
were influenced by the clinical ward culture leading to
cutting corners in clinical practice. The current study was
conducted to explain the meaning of the lived experiences
of nursing students working as student workers in clinical
fields.

Materials and Methods

This study was a qualitative approach and hermeneutic
phenomenological design that was conducted at Tabriz
Nursing and Midwifery School; a city in northwest Iran.
Phenomenological research is the study of the life’s
experiences and aims to gain a deeper understanding of
the nature of these experiences. The main question in
phenomenology asks, “What is the meaning, and essence
of the lived experience of this phenomenon for this person
or people?'?

A total of 20 baccalaureate nursing students with the
experience of working as a student worker nurse were
recruited. All students met the inclusion criteria which
included, experience in working as a student worker nurse
for at least three months; ability to describe the experience
and willingness be interviewed. There were no exclusion
criteria due to gender or ethnicity.

Purposeful selection method was used for participant
recruitment and participants were contacted via mobile
phone and in person. The list of students working in
hospitals was requested by the lead researcher from the
education staff of the nursing and midwifery school, and
participants were contacted and invited to participate

in the study. The sample size was determined according
to the time when data saturation was achieved. Data
collection ended when the data was considered rich to
illuminate the phenomenon, and no new information
emerged. Data saturation was obtained after 20 interviews
(without repeated interviews) with no new emerging
themes identified.

A semi-structured interview technique was used, the
interview questions included; “Please tell me about your
experience(s) of working as a student worker nurse in
the clinical environment.” “Tell me what you felt when
you were working as a student worker nurse in the
clinical environment.” “What are the advantages and
disadvantages of working as a student worker nurse in the
clinical environment?”

Interviews lasted for 40 to 60 minutes and were
recorded on audiotape, and assigned a code. Interviews
were arranged by mutual agreement and conducted in
the researcher’s office. Before starting the interviews, the
objectives of the study, details of the interview process,
and students’ right to withdraw at any time were explained
to the participants by the researcher. After ensuring the
participant’s accurate understanding and getting their
participation, the informed consent form was signed by
them. The participants’ real identities were not used in
data storage and reports.

Van Manen’s hermeneutic phenomenological approach
was used to analyze the data. Narratives were transcribed
and analyzed. Words, phrases, and statements that
described the experiences of nursing students working as
student worker nurses in the clinical environments were
highlighted and identified. These codes were separated
to form themes that reflected students’ experiences. All
essential themes were reflective of Van Manen’s four
lived worlds: spatiality or lived space; corporeality or
lived body; temporality or lived time and relationality or
lived relations. Corporeality is our physical presence in
the world and provides descriptions of the body relative
to the phenomenon. Relationality is the relationship
that we keep with others in the interpersonal space and
share with them. Temporality is lived time that fosters
the appreciation of the movement of time concerning
the experience of the phenomenon. Spatiality is the
atmosphere of the environment and its textural and
spiritual qualities that we experience."

Lincoln and Guba’s criteria was used to confirm
the rigor of the study which included, credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability.”® The
interview transcripts were returned to the participants
to ensure the accuracy of the codes and interpretations
increasing the credibility of the data. Participant checking
did not result in any amendments. To further ensure
rigor, our participants were afforded the opportunity to
confirm and extend the interpretations. Our participants
not only openly shared their experiences, but also
engaged in an interpretive conversation/relation with the
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researchers and, during the checking time, we believe a
phenomenological nod was evident.”? An independent
scrutiny of qualitative data and relevant documents by
an external reviewer to evaluate the dependability of data
was obtained. However, the peer check approach was
used to control data confirmability, and the authors’ rich
description ensured the transferability of the data.

Results

The majority of the 20 students who participated in the
study were male and with ages ranging from 22 to 24
(Table 1). To analyze the data, audiotapes were transcribed
verbatim in Persian and then later translated into English.
All translation were done by the researcher and validated
by two bi-lingual nursing professors proficient in both
Persian and English.

Initially, 880 initial codes (the label of a meaning unit has
been referred to as a code) in relation to the experiences of
participants were extracted. After reading and reviewing
the texts and reflective writing, the number of codes were
reduced to 100. Among these 100 codes, 12 key codes
were selected as subthemes through the aggregation of
common points. Finally, after immersion in the data
and reflection on the themes of this phenomenon, these
12 subthemes were reduced to 5 main themes. Five
main themes reflecting the four lived worlds provided
the structure for describing the experience of nursing
students working as a student worker nurse in the clinical
environments in Iran. Each of these lived worlds has two
to four subthemes within their themes (Figure 1).

Table 1. Characteristics of participants (n=20)

Variable No. (%)
Gender

Male 11 (55)
Female 9 (45)
Student work” department/ward

Emergency 4(20)
Internal 13 (65)
Orthopedic 2 (10)
Cardiac 1(5)
Education semester

7 7 (35)
8 13 (65)
Age (year)

22 11.(55)
23 4(20)
24 5 (25)
Number of months in student work

1 1(5)
3 14 (70)
4 5(25)

First Main Theme: Students’ Clinical Competency
Main theme of students’ clinical competency refers to
descriptions of the experiences of nursing students. There
were four subthemes under this main theme including,
‘increasing the self-confidence’, ‘improving practical skills’,
‘communicating with the patient’ and ‘changing attitude
towards the profession’.

Based on the participants’ experiences, students’ work
as a student workers nurse in hospitals improves their
clinical competence, self-confidence and practical skills.
“During clinical training with other six classmates under
supervision of instructor, we could not master practical
skills because of limited practicing opportunities, we
could not even insert IV line enough. During student
work, I worked with more patients, I learned more about
medications, procedures and even diseases.” (Participant
3).

Another student said, “My practical skills improved.
My fears and stress reduced. My self-confidence to perform
procedures has increased and I can work with no trouble in
hospital after graduation. During training, I have injected
insulin twice in the semester, while I have injected insulin
at least 8 times during my three months of student work.”
(Participant 4)

More opportunity of communicating with patients
and nurses and changing attitudes toward the nursing
profession are other effects of student work on students’
clinical competence. While doing student work, students
have more opportunities to communicate with patients
and nurses and improve their communication sKkills.
Working in clinical settings also changed students’
attitudes toward nursing and nurses. “Student work has
strengthened my interactions. Before that, I was less social
and could not communicate much with patients. But with
student work, I learned how to communicate with the
patients and nurses.” (Participant 2).

Another student declared that “I understood what
nursing actually means by working as a nurse in the ward.
Before student work, I assumed that I will for a maximum
of 5 patients and will do my job easily with a high salary in
the ward (I never thought I would have 15 patients), but
when I went to work as a nurse, my presumptions changed
... realized that nursing is tough and intense job with high
responsibility, nurses have low salaries and benefits for
what they do.” (Participant 10).

Second Main Theme: Nurse-Student relationships

The second main theme to emerge was the nurse-
student relationships, which was further divided
into 2 sub-themes: ‘supportive relationship’, and
‘exploitative relationship’.

During the student work experience, the students
described the relationship between the nurses and
themselves on a spectrum, on one side of which a sincere
and supportive relationship was established with the
nurses and the nurses welcomed the students and tried to
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Figure 1. Main themes and Sub-themes in the lived worlds of nursing students working as a student worker nurse

help them to do their work and learn. On the other side of
the spectrum, nurses were not interested in the presence
of students and abused them to do more work even their
own tasks to take advantage of the students’ presence.

“Some nurses understand the students and consider

them as one of their colleagues. For example, if I did

one or two tasks, the nurse performed the third one.

But some other nurses did not pay attention to me

and enforced me to do their own tasks. I was in the

evening shift and one of the morning shift nurses,
when he saw me, said to me, go quickly and change
the IV lines of my patients, I have not changed them
until now ... The night shift nurse told me to take his
patients’ vital signs and register for the night shift
before handing over the evening shift” (Participants

6 and 7)

Another participant said: “I did not have a rest on the
first night shift, because ward nurses did not allow me to
rest in their room and did not give me a place to sleep. They
assigned me a lot of work to do and it did not matter if
I had a break from doing things... However, as we got to

know each other, they supported me and allowed me to rest
after doing my works” (Participant 15).

Third Main Theme: Shift- work

Shift- work showed participantslived time during working
as a student worker nurse in clinical environments, and
includes 2 subthemes relating to the ‘learning discipline
and timeliness’ and ‘learning responsibility’.

Working in a hospital as a student worker nurse makes
students more familiar with the night shifts and regular
and timely work to deliver wards and patients especially
from evening shifts. One student described his experience
as follows: “As a student, I worked night shifts, timing to be
on time on a regular basis at work to take care of patients
alone in the ward” (Participant 11).

Students also talked about the independent student
work and learning to take responsibility in different
work shifts, especially in night shifts. “Student work
made me less afraid of working alone in night shifts, and
I could better bear working in the night in hospital. Now,
I could take responsibility for the patients and do my
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work independently without presence of the instructor or
classmates.” (Participant 9).

Fourth and Fifth Main Themes: Mislearning and Chaotic
Wards

The participants described their experience of working
as a student worker nurse in clinical environments in
relation to space as mislearning, and chaotic wards.

As a fourth main theme, mislearning was divided into
2 subthemes including: ‘neglect of aseptic principles’, and
‘nursing notes, without doing work’. While working in
hospital wards, students were confronted with nurses
neglecting to perform aseptic principles and writing down
nursing cares without doing anything for the patient,
which were called mislearning of the student work.

One of the students spoke about the nurses’ neglect
of aseptic principles: “Some nurses didnt consider
the principles of sterility and controlling infection. For
example, they did not use sterile gloves at all for suctioning
the endotracheal tube. They did not sanitise their hands
using alcohol cleanser, did not clean the patients skin with
the alcohol wipe, when I asked the reason, they said that
because you are student and novice consider the infection
control principles.” (Participant 1).

Another mislearning that students encountered while
working as a nurse was some nurses writing down what
not done for the patients due to the high workload and
small number of nurses. “Some nurses charted down
vital signs such as temperature without measuring the
patients’ temperature because of high workload excuse....”
(Participant 10).

Another student said, “I saw for myself that not doing
some of the patient’s work is not important. I realized that
writing down is more important than doing the work. For
example, temperature measurement. It does not matter
if you measure the patient’s temperature correctly and it
is clear to you whether the patient has fever or not, it is
important to show temperature measurement to patient to
confirm that the measurement has be done just by placing
a thermometer tip in the centre of the patient armpit.
Actually the workload was very high” (participant 12).

The last theme extracted from the participants’
experiences was the chaotic wards, which was further
divided into 2 sub-themes: ‘The large number of patients’,
and ‘Exhausted and complaining nurses’. The students
experienced chaotic wards. They attributed the chaos to
the large number of patients and the fatigue, complaints
nurses due to high workload and low wages.

“What I see is that the workload of nurses is really
high with regard to number of the patients. For
example, 3 nurses work for 46 patients in night
shifts which the nurses may rest for a maximum of
2 hours all over the night. The Nurses spend most
of their time reporting and writing down (checking
orders, importing medications and equipment used
into computers, and...) and spend less time at the

patient’s bedside.” (Participant 8)

Another student said, “The wards are so crowded,
stressful, and the number of patients is so large compared to
the nurse that the nurse does not have time to take care well
for the patients. For example, once I was in the night shift
in burn ward, I wanted to assess the patients’ vital signs,
the nurse told me: ‘Go and look at the patient. If his general
condition is good, write something similar to the previous
records. I told him why?” He replied: ‘you cannot take care
of 17 patients alone.”” (Participant 3).

A student said; “Fever is very important sign in the
infection ward, but the nurses did not pay attention to it
and did not measure it carefully because of poor nursing
pay and overwork. Nurses complained about their working
conditions and low salaries ... one time a nurse told me
to copy a patient’s ECG and to put the same for the other
patients...” (Participant 14).

Discussion

The exploration of the lived experience of nursing
students working as a student worker nurse in clinical
environments in Iran yielded 5 main themes that
resonated with the current literature. Based on the
findings of this study, the presence of nursing students
in clinical fields in the role of student worker nurse in
Iran, affects the clinical competence of the students
and promotes their clinical skills, speeds up their
procedure performance, self-confidence and patient care
management. Due to more time that the students are
present in a ward as a nurse, compared to other students’
internships, they can establish a better relationship with
their patients and their therapeutic communication skills
are strengthened. In addition, student work changes the
student’s previous attitudes towards nursing profession
when they are familiar with actual and realistic challenges
of nurses including shortage of nurses, low salary, and
high workload.

The qualitative study conducted by Cameron and
Parkinson with the aim of exploring the experience of
pre-registration nursing students working as healthcare
support workers in Scotland, showed that the pre-
registration nursing students gained experience and
confidence while working as a healthcare support
workers." In the study of Rahimaghaee et al results
showed that the presence of students in clinical settings
destroyed their preconceptions about nursing and their
previous perceptions and expectations. In this study, the
students’ perceptions were completely different from what
they actually encountered with clinical environment.’ The
study of Nabolsi et al was conducted in Jordan with the
aim of explaining the experiences of nursing students
from hospital internship programs. The results of this
study showed that due to the presence of a large number
of medical students (nursing, medicine, physiotherapy,
pharmacy) in clinical settings, the opportunity to
perform procedures to strengthen clinical skills and to
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communicate with the patients was not fully provided
for all of the students. They also noted that clinical
environment and hospital reality was different from what
they expected (reality shock).”” Also, Kim study showed
that nursing students experience reality shock during
their first clinical practice.'®

In current study, how staff nurses communicate with
students was another finding that ranged from supportive
relationship to exploitative. The students experienced
some staff nurses’ interaction respectful and supportive
to learn how to work in the ward. Instead, there were a
group of nurses who did not welcome the students in
the ward and abused them by imposing their own duties
on the students which may be due to the nurses for their
overburden and fatigue. In the study of Rahimaghaee et al
students experienced the non-supportive relationship of
nurses with themselves and felt that they had no place in
the ward they entered and not only was no one receiving
them, they were also abused and disrespected.”

In a qualitative study conducted by Abu Zead et al with
the participation of 12 nursing students with the aim of
discovering the lived experiences of nursing students
from the first days of internship in Egyptian hospitals, the
results showed that in the most cases, nurses communicate
with students disrespectfully and non-collaborative."”
Teaching ward-related issues and establishing supportive
communication by nurses was the one of the results of the
study by Kaihlanen et al. In this study, nurses established
supportive relationships with students who were in the
final days of their internship and about to graduate, and
taught them about the ward."®

According to current study, the nursing students
presence in clinical settings as a student worker nurse
makes them to understand the timely work to care
patients, and takes nursing care responsibility of the
patients as an independent nurse when the instructor
and other classmates are not with them; Also, do the
patient’s work during the shift prepare them to work in
different work shifts. In a review study by Kaihlanen et al
entitled facilitating the transition from a nursing student
to a registered nurse in the final clinical practicum, the
results showed that in order to facilitate the transition
from nursing students to nurses, students who are
about to graduate regularly attend different shifts and
take responsibility for caring for ward patients alone
as a nurse.”® The results of the study of Tseng et al are
similarly in line with the findings of the present study."
In the study by Cameron and Parkinson the participants
identified that the healthcare support workers role
developed their interpersonal skills, with some
participants commenting that working as a healthcare
support workers (HCSWs) gave them a “taste” of what
being an national health system employee would be like.™

The student work made the students to realize the gap
between the theory and practice called it mislearning of
the student work referring to the nurses’ negligence of the

aseptic principles in

performing some procedures such as wound dressing
and tracheal tube suction. The nursing students declared
that some nurses recorded cares in nursing report without
providing care for the patient. Also, students mentioned
that this unprofessional performance of some nurses
may be related to nurse’ shortage, not adequate facilities
and equipment in hospitals. In the study by Nabolsi et
al, Abu Zead et al and Gholami Motlagh et al students
also noted the gap between theory and practice and the
lack of facilities and equipment that lead to a reality
shock.”!7?* While it is accepted that working in a clinical
environment influences nursing student’s professional
development, the same environment may result in the
nurse experiencing incivility from other staff members.*!
In these negative situations, observing challenging or
inappropriate behaviour from colleagues may lead to
what Bandura referred to as a ‘vicarious reinforcement’
which can result in similar behaviour from the nursing
student.”

Clinical environments were described by the students
as crowded, chaotic and stressful due to a large number
of patients and the dissatisfied tired nurses in the wards.
The nursing shortage and the high workload of nurses
had made them tired and they complained about their
low salaries. These are similar to the findings of the
study by Rahimaghaei et al which the students described
as unattractive and unpleasant clinical environments.®
According to the study by Pearce not all learning
environments are positive, and some have been found
to cause stress.” In a study conducted by Nakhaei et al
also nurses complained of high workload and had the
least satisfaction in terms of salaries and benefits.** The
study by Lobo et al showed that too much workload and
doing overtime for nurses causes fatigue and complaints
in them.”

The participants of this study were recruited from one
geographical location and findings were limited to an
Iranian context. Further research is recommended to
compare these results internationally.

Conclusion

Based on the findings of this study, the work of nursing
students in clinical settings as a student worker nurse is
a two-dimensional phenomenon with advantages and
disadvantages.

The benefits are improving the nursing students
clinical and communication skills, increasing their
self-confidence, learning and practicing discipline and
nursing responsibilities, and the disadvantages are facing
with reality shock stress, and mislearning. Hence, it is
suggested that the student work should be in conjunction
with the nurses who support and respect them to
strengthen the student work advantages and facilitate the
students transfer from student role to the nurse role.
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What is the current knowledge?

o Nursing students often work part-time or even
full-time while studying at university.

o InIran, nursing students in their final year of the
undergraduate bachelor of nursing degree have an
opportunity to be employed part-time in teaching
hospitals as a student worker nurse.

What is new here?

o Work of nursing students in clinical environments
in the student work employment model is a two-
dimensional phenomenon with advantages and
disadvantages.

o Improving the nursing students clinical and
communication skills, increasing their self-
confidence, learning and practicing discipline
and nursing responsibilities are the advantages of
student work employment model.

o  Facing with reality shock stress, and mislearning
are the disadvantages of student work employment
model.
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