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ABSTRACT

This paper reports on a two-day nursing observership in the first semester of an undergraduate baccalaureate-nursing program in
an Australian university. Of the 392 novice student nurses who completed the observership, 340 provided a written reflection on
their experience. The qualitative data were analysed using constant comparative analysis from which four themes were identified.
Student nurses reported that the observership provided them with an insight into the nursing world (66.4%), was a revelation
(46.4%), met their expectations (16.4%), and was transformative (7.3%). These themes indicated that an observership at the start
of a nursing student’s study can provide a professional socialisation experience, link new knowledge to practice, and ease that
transition into nursing study. The implication for practice for nurse educators is to consider innovative approaches such as an
observership to overcome challenges that first-year nursing students reportedly experience.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Need for innovation

In Australia, the theoretical learnings and clinical skills for
nursing practice are located in universities. The Nurse and
Midwifery Board of Australia oversee these programs to en-
sure the standards and competencies of practice, essential
for nursing registration, are being delivered.[1] The Aus-
tralian approach for clinical placement varies depending on
the availability of placements and other influencing factors.
A recent report by Schwartz[1] maintains that the inconsis-
tent approach by universities to first placement in terms of
allocated time and quality supervision is not sustainable.
Such an experience also needs to be satisfying for students.
Generally, this is not the case particularly with first clinical
placements.[2–6]

Early clinical experience provides essential connections to
classroom learning. Yet, literature shows that nursing stu-
dents struggle to connect between what they learn at uni-
versity and their first placement.[5, 6] Their struggle could
be due to their clinical experience not aligning well with
the classroom learning and, therefore, leading to dissatisfac-
tion.[7] Alternatively, there may be underlying conditions
that interfere with students making connections, such as their
apprehensions,[8] unpreparedness[5] or feelings of being un-
supported.[7] Facilitating such connections for novice nursing
students is essential as clinical experiences provide opportu-
nities for students to learn about the why, what, where, when
and how of nursing knowledge (classroom learning) and
practice (clinical skills).[7] For many students, the connec-
tions between the two settings do not occur spontaneously,
and thus the learning experience is hindered. Hence, inno-
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vative strategies are needed to assist students to make the
connections between their classroom learning and clinical
placement.

1.2 A ‘juggling act’ spilling over into the placement ex-
perience

A steep increase in students enrolling into nursing programs
in Australia has led to an insufficient number of clinical
placements. Not surprisingly, competition for placements
between education providers has been intense.[1] As a re-
sult, placing students in quality, clinically-relevant areas has
become more like a continuous juggling act for many edu-
cation providers.[9] At the same time, clinical facilities are
also grappling with supporting the demand for placement
due to internal socio-economic and political restraints.[1] For
nursing students, their first placement is usually towards the
end of their second semester of university. By this time, they
have accumulated a two-semester knowledge base to prepare
them to enter the clinical learning environment. However,
the late placement in the first year can create a misalignment
of new nursing knowledge and related practice concepts and
skills, which is not necessarily conducive to learning. This
can lead to student apprehension and dissatisfaction.

1.3 Retention
Student satisfaction relies on a positive first-year experience,
which, for education providers, improves retention rates.
Therefore, a student-centric focus in first year is critical and
can enhance the transition into nursing studies.[10] Chan et
al.[11] identified several themes that contribute to retention,
including pre-enrolment factors, delivery of curriculum and
its content, set–up of clinical placement, and available sup-
port services for students. Within these, several risk factors
are often at play, such as students with low efficacy, poor
motivation, poor stress management skills, and unrealistic
expectations. Clinical placement issues are also a common
source of disillusionment for students.[12] These reviews,
though, did not indicate when in the first year the studies
took place. A subsequent study by Nejad et al.[13] inves-
tigated students’ satisfaction levels with their first clinical
placement, which occurred in their second or third semester.
This quantitative study showed that students scored high
satisfaction rates with their instructors’ behaviour but low
satisfaction rates on the atmosphere and learning in the clin-
ical setting. Students described the atmosphere where they
did not encounter ’friendliness’ (20.4%) and where the envi-
ronment did not create a good sense of what it must be like
to be a nurse (10.8%).

1.4 Value of observerships
From the discussion to date, students need their first place-
ment to provide a positive experience in which they can

have early socialisation into nursing and develop their prac-
tice skills. One strategy that has worked well in medicine
is observership placements, which allow learners to have
pre-clinical, observational experience. While observerships
have been used effectively in medicine,[13–15] they are not
frequently reported in nursing. One such report described
community nurses completing a four-week clinical observer-
ship to expand their practice role. This allowed for more sup-
portive and cost-effective care for patients in their homes.[16]

Another study reported on a nine-week observership program
on Cognitive Behaviour Therapy as an interventive measure
for women with postpartum depression.[17] The program
equipped the public health nurses involved to support moth-
ers cope with postnatal depression and the demands of new
motherhood. Hence, adapting observership as a first-year
pre-clinical placement may be of great benefit, given the
existing constraints of quality placements and the cost of
clinical education.

2. METHOD
This paper explores the experiences and perceptions of
novice nursing students after they had participated in a two-
day observership placement in their first semester of study
in a multi-campus regional university in Australia. The ob-
servership formed part of a foundational first-semester sub-
ject, in which students were introduced to the theory and
practice of the essentials of nursing and care.

These essentials comprised of both philosophical understand-
ing and practice relating to the construction of cognition,
knowledge, reasoning, and concepts of caring. With this
understanding, students can demonstrate introductory com-
munication, observation, caring concepts, and assessment
skills which underpins nursing practice and nurse-patient
relationships.

The subject comprised six weeks of tutorials, four weeks
of laboratory workshops, two weeks for oral presentations,
followed by a two-day observership (see Figure 1). Assess-
ments involved a quiz, written report, group presentation, and
the two-day observational placement. To pass the placement,
students needed to: (a) meet pre-placement requirements
as specified by university and state health authorities; (b)
complete the Professional Code of Conduct form; (c) attend
16 hours of placement, including undertaking a handwashing
demonstration, and; (d) complete a pre- and post-placement
workbook. The observership aimed for student nurses to
draw on their learnings and readings from their university
subject to appreciate the new professional and practice con-
text of nursing.
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Figure 1. Overview of a first year, first semester subject

Embedded in the learning in this subject was reflective
practice, which is linked to the development of self-
consciousness, and a way to critically reason. This practice is
known to assist nursing students to develop their professional
identity and behaviours, and finding meaning in what they
do. This can help shape their future directions.[18] To assist
students with self-reflection, the SPROUT framework was
introduced.[19] This comprised a technique for remember-
ing key concepts in which learners reflect on their thoughts,
beliefs, and values; and how these might influence their ac-
tions in practice. In this way, students could begin to reflect
on and make meaning of their course work, practice and
observations.

For their observership, 392 students from a multi-campus
regional university in Australia were placed at one of ten dif-
ferent health facilities distributed across two states. During
the observership, qualified nurses supervised the students
and facilitated a range of clinical nursing observations. Im-
portantly, students were only permitted to observe, and not
engage in any practice. After the observership, students were
given the opportunity to write a reflection (narrative) on their
clinical experience.

3. RESULTS
This study, approved by the University’s Human Ethics Com-
mittee, used the qualitative approach of narrative inquiry
to capture the students’ reflective stories and explore their
diverse observership experiences.[20] Of the 392 students
enrolled in the subject, 340 (87%) completed a reflection.
For de-identification, each participant’s reflections were as-
signed a code that related to the health facility (e.g. C12,
G30). Reflections were then analysed using constant com-
parative method, an iterative process whereby categories
of meaning were generated, and similar thematic units of
meaning were grouped together.[20] In addition, main themes

were counted and expressed as percentages (see Table 1).
The trustworthiness of the study was enhanced through Lin-
coln and Guba’s[21] four techniques: i) credibility through
triangulating the study’s themes with feedback from the ob-
servership facilitators; ii) transferability through thick de-
scription; iii) dependability through reporting the study in
detail (see Figures 1 and 2); and iv) confirmability through
two of the researchers reviewing the data independently, then
crosschecking the results.

3.1 Students’ demographics and satisfaction with the
subject

The student sample in this study was representative of first-
year nursing enrolments at this regional university that con-
sist of a majority of domestic (98%), mainly female (86%)
nursing students. Students’ age ranged from 18 to 55 years
with 38% of the sample being less than 20 years of age.
Approximately 95% of students spoke English as their first
language and 37% identified as the first-in-their-family to
study at university. In terms of geolocation, approximately
40% of the students came from inner regional Australia and
8% from outer regional Australia. About socio-economic
status (SES), nearly 70% measured at mid SES, while just
below 25% measured at low SES.

All 340 students who participated in the observership com-
pleted it successfully. When the students were asked to
complete the University’s student satisfaction survey on the
subject, overall, they rated the subject as 4.13/5 where "5"
was the highest possible rating. This was higher than the Uni-
versity average of 4.07/5 for the semester, and also higher
than the subject rating for the previous year when an ob-
servership was not included. It is very possible, that this
observership placement contributed to students’ satisfaction
as demonstrated in their reflections, and from informal feed-
back from clinical facilitators of the different health facilities.
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Figure 2. Flow chart of content analysis

3.2 Findings from the reflective narrative analysis

The findings from the reflective narratives are reported here
in order of the most recorded themes. Each theme is fol-
lowed by representative student responses. Following the
content analysis (see Figure 2), four main themes emerged
(see Table 1). Collectively, these themes established what
was important for these students in the observership. The
most commonly reported theme (66.4%) to emerge in the
students’ responses was that the observership provided an
insight into the world of nursing. Two comments from these
students represented this theme:

It was amazing to be able to step back and watch everything
flow, interact with patients and understand how effective
communication and teamwork are the foundation for great
nursing care. I was able to gain a better understanding of
what is required as a nurse, not having a patient load made
it easier to really define nursing, as we were able to watch
and learn. (E69)

This cemented how important nursing is and I have gained
valuable experience that I will carry through my degree and
career. (C15)

The second most reported theme (46.4%) was that the ob-
servership was a revelation. The following responses are
characteristic of this second theme:

Placement was informative and an excellent learning oppor-
tunity. Nurses were very accommodating and knowledgeable.
They were patient with us when asked a question and slowed
down their jobs so we could learn. (F8)

The 2 days of observations was a very useful learning experi-

ence and gave me a taste of what registered nurses do every
day. (B1)

The theme next most reported (16.4%) was that students ar-
rived at a meeting of [their] expectations. A representative
sample of these comments was that:

...it provided me with a realistic idea of what the job requires,
even if it was from the position of an observer. I could see the
intensity of the teamwork, the need for clear communication,
the understanding and support offered to one another. I saw
how important it is to be aware of details in the treatment of
patients. (C3)

I have enjoyed every moment and have learnt so much just
from observing. (C13)

I came away feeling energized, informed and supported. (C9)

The final most reported theme, a transformation (7.3%), indi-
cated that the observership was transformational for students
as outlined in these comments:

. . . I worried that I may not have what it takes to pursue a
career in nursing. Due to the nurses and other staff and
patients, I had the pleasure and honour to work alongside,
these feelings have left me for good, and I now walk a little
taller knowing that I have made the right decision. (E34)

Overall, I feel that the 2 days has prepared me for a profes-
sion that will be demanding, but very rewarding. (E24)

I was thoroughly impressed with J’s guidance throughout the
placement, and I feel I have gained immeasurable knowledge
that has strengthened my passion for nursing and will aid
me in the future. (D25)
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Table 1. Categories and themes on students’ perceptions of observational placement
 

 

Category Responses Deeper meaning Sub-theme Theme 

Warm and welcoming;  
early socialisation 
opportunities 

43.8%, (n = 149) 

Placement provided a unique 
view and early socialisation into 
nursing. Nursing staff were 
welcoming and the opportunity 
was most enjoyable 

A window into the 
nursing world 

An insight into the 
nursing world (66.4%) 

Specialised; warm and 
friendly 

4.1%, (n = 14) 
Staff engaged in support and 
giving of their time  

Staff willing and 
giving 

Need for hands on; more 
time  

4.4%, (n = 15) 

Concerns that learning needs of 
students' needs greater emphasis 
with more focus on hands on and 
time 

Need for more 
student focus 

Poor use of time; 
observations 
challenging;  
unable to assist 

10%, (n = 34) 
Better use of time, mere 
observation, and an inability to 
get involved is problematic 

Challenges 

More involvement; 
more say; 
cannot wait for more 

4.1%, (n = 14) 
Need to have a say in level of 
involvement and participation, as 
need to assist was very strong 

Having a say 

Informative; 
insight into nursing; 
rewarding/enjoyable 

32.6%, (n = 111) 

Many benefits obtained. 
Theoretical and practical nursing 
knowledge was a transformative 
learning experience  

An 'aha' experience 
A revelation 
(46.4%) 

Next placement 14%, (n = 48) 
Looking forward and excited 
about future clinical placement 

Enticing future 

Satisfaction with 
learning and  
knowledge;  
self-satisfaction;   
satisfaction with what is 
in store 

6.7%, (n = 23) Exceeded expectations 
Met expectations 
and more 

A meeting of 
expectations 
(16.4%) 

Gratitude 9.7%, (n = 33) 
Grateful for the time and 
guidance  

Appreciation 

Staff stress level; 
comfort level; 
enlightened 

3.2%, (n = 11) Seeing things differently A changed view 
A transformation 
(7.3%) 

Adequate 4.1%, (n = 14) Adequate and purposeful 
Appropriate time for 
observation 

 

A student-centred approach was fundamental in this subject
with students encouraged to be partners with the university
in the construction of their learning and success. As such,
many students not only voiced their positive experiences but
also where the observership needed improvement. Some
comments included:

A third day would have been beneficial to continue this sense
of belonging (on the ward), and confidence within the nursing
team, and continue the learning and observation. (E15)

Another stated:

I would have liked a tour of the whole hospital and a look
at the different wards and in turn, different styles and ap-
proaches in nursing. However, the placement was only two
days and time was short. (D14)

The nurse facilitators overseeing students valued the ob-
servership as a precursor to actual clinical placement. They
reported that class tutorials and clinical laboratory activities
prepared students for their exposure to the clinical environ-
ment in a positive way. On completion of their observership
students appeared to have a better understanding of their role
regarding professionalism, socialisation, teamwork, commu-
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nication and patient safety.

As one facilitator reported:

B presented himself in a professional manner, in full uniform,
punctual & prepared. He was keen & interested to learn &
worked within his scope of practice. He participated in all
group discussions & activities. Great feedback was given
about B & the way he communicated with the patients. (E10)

A common comment for students’ learning was of this na-
ture:

. . . developed confidence to contribute to discussions and
seek learning opportunities. The reflections indicated the
beginning understanding of analysing their own and other
people’s practice. (C49)
and
. . . ability to communicate appropriately with the patients
and staff. She completed a practice/scenario nursing care
plan after discussion and reviewing of actual plans. She was
able to identify the correct needs and did seek confirmation
to increase her understanding of the individualised needs.
She observed handovers and understands the use of the tool
ISBAR. She was able to perform hand hygiene consistently
over the 2 days and observe the various forms of infection
control practices. It was obvious that X became comfortable
in the ward environment as she maintained within her scope
and guidelines. (E13)

4. DISCUSSION
This two-day observership, across a range of acute and pri-
mary health care settings, provided nursing students, in their
first semester of first-year, with the unique opportunity to ex-
perience a “window” into the world of nursing, and so watch
nursing life up close. The benefits of this observership, as
reported by students in their reflections, shows the potential
for creative development of new first-year placement models.
As pointed out by Spence et al.,[22] there is an urgency to
integrate innovative strategies to improve students’ clinical
learning. Although different to the conventional model, an
observership provides first-year nursing students with the
opportunity to contemplate and take into account various
aspects of the clinical environment. As one student wrote,
“It was amazing to be able to step back and watch everything
flow”. As such, the observership provides a preview of the dy-
namic and interactive forces that pervade health care settings
and impact on the students’ professional development.[7]

While the vast majority of student responses were positive,
some students (15%) suggested that the observership was a
wasted opportunity because they felt helpless, frustrated and
guilty that they were unable to assist the nursing staff on the
wards. One student explained.

“I feel more could have been gained from being on the wards,
if we could have helped the nurses more, such as; helping
them make beds and other small tasks that do not involve
direct patient contact. There was so much to see and learn,
it was a shame more time was not allocated to shadowing
the nurses.” (C45)

Familiarising students with the nursing world before they
participate in an actual clinical practice, allows for a safe
environment wherein students can integrate theoretical learn-
ing from university with practical learning, without the ac-
tual hands-on experience. An observership placed at the
beginning of a student’s program also allows early “career
checking”. This involves observing the physical space, the
psychosocial interactions, culture of the workplace, and the
learning and teaching factors.[23, 24] The connection which
the students reported they made between theoretical and prac-
tical nursing knowledge gained from their university studies
and observership, aligns with what Mezirow[25] described
as a transformative learning experience, or as Chick and
Meleis[26] identified as a “passage”, where the student moves
from one state to another, that is from a nursing student to a
professional nursing student.

Overall, listening to students’ voices is paramount. Tinto[10]

reminds the reader that the university curriculum needs to
pay heed to the students’ perspectives in order to reduce attri-
tion. Many first-year nursing students want to complete their
nursing degree but need a placement model that promotes
persistence. In particular, students need more attention given
to their placement, support from facilitators and mentors,
and need to be made to feel welcomed, and work with a
good team of health professionals.[27] Generally, attention to
students’ voices in the evaluation of teaching and learning
is needed so that appropriate planning can be undertaken to
improve student satisfaction and retention.[28] Even when
negative feedback is given, although few, attention is needed
by tutors as it demonstrates taking personal situations into
account such as skill level or professional knowledge.[8]

However, clinical placement and students’ perceptions attract
less attention, and therefore lead to missed opportunities.
While this study’s results offer a pre-clinical placement in
the form of an observership as a first introduction to the nurs-
ing environment, it may assist in keeping students motivated
to continue their studies.

Of the 392 students enrolled in the subject, 52 did not provide
a reflective response on their observership. The reflective
component, on which this study is based, was an optional
section, with no particular questions or directions. It attracted
no grading. Non-responders may have been dissatisfied with
their placement and therefore lacked interest in providing a
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written reflection. It is possible that students being first years,
were unfamiliar with reflective writing and its importance in
nursing, despite its coverage within the subject.

It is plausible that for many students, the observational place-
ment provided an experience where complex concepts taught
in the unit of study seemed to come together and make sense.
As reported by Cioffi,[29] insights from clinical exposure
have not been well reported and therefore there is little un-
derstanding of the learning experience. In the case of this
observership, the experience was well appreciated by first-
year nursing students. They found it beneficial and moti-
vating. More research on such a strategy is warranted with
forward planning and collaboration between health facilities
and universities.

5. CONCLUSION

It is clear from this study, that a relatively short observer-
ship—only two-days—in a nursing student’s first semester
provides many opportunities and advantages. A short ob-
servership is not overly demanding of students in terms of
unduly intruding on their university contact time, or their
time to complete their assignments. Nor is a short observer-
ship overly taxing on the host health facilities, nor on the cost
to the university in terms of paying supervising staff. While
there is a cost to universities in terms of organising observer-
ships, this study indicates that the benefits far outweigh the
cost.

As a first placement, observerships give aspiring nursing
students an opportunity to observe nursing up close within
the clinical learning environment, a real-world look-in for
students, a chance to see if they really want to be a nurse.
For many first years, this resonates well, because it is the
beginning of a career, a chance for them to see how nurses
practice at a professional level.

During the course of observation, no evidence of practical
skill development occurs but the learning provides an insight
into nursing practice and procedures, and how nurses func-
tion within the workplace. The very nature of an observership
for students means that it provides safety for patients and the
health facilities, but most importantly promotes a strong con-
nection to nurses and the nursing world of everyday practice.

Given the overall positiveness in the students’ reflections
about their time in the observership, it would seem reason-
able that students will feel less anxiety, stress, and apprehen-
sion than what nursing students normally experience (e.g.
see Levett-Jones et al.,[2] with their first ’real’ clinical place-
ment). This could be because an observership promotes a
gradual paradigm shift with little disruption required in the
new environment.[26] Creating an observership through the
joint efforts of health facilities, nurse clinicians and other
health professionals can provide an appropriate introduction
to meet first-year nursing students’ needs.
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