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ABSTRACT

The aim of this study was to identify how nursing students perceive and experience the learning process during
curricular practice in a hospital setting. A qualitative, retrospective, documentary study was developed in an
undergraduate nursing course. Data were comprised of 162 posts made by 84 students in the online discussion
forum of the Learning Management System Moodle, during the first half of 2011. The following themes emerged
from the thematic content analysis: “nursing students’ understanding about the professional practice,” and “the
teaching and learning process in the perspective of nursing students.” The study demonstrated that the forum was
a place for reporting experiences such as the description of the physical area, performing procedures, perception
of nursing care activities, conflicts with peers, coping with death and learning evaluation. The online discussion
forum needs to be used by professors as a space of interaction so as to contribute to professional training.

Descriptors: Nursing. Education, Nursing. Students, Nursing. Educational technology.

RESUMO

O estudo teve como objetivo identificar como estudantes de enfermagem perceberam e vivenciaram o processo de aprendizagem
durante priticas curriculares realizadas em ambiente hospitalar. Tratou-se de pesquisa documental retrospectiva qualitativa,
desenvolvida em Curso de Graduagio em Enfermagem. Compuseram os dados 162 registros realizados por 34 estudantes em
Jorum no ambiente virtual Moodle, no primeiro semestre de 2011. Da andlise de conteiido temdtica emergiram os temas: ‘a
compreensdo dos estudantes de enfermagem sobre a pritica profissional’ e ‘o processo de ensino e de aprendizagem sob a dtica
dos estudantes de enfermagem’. O estudo demonstrou que o forum foi um espago de relato das vivéncias, como a descrigio da
drea fisica, a realizagdo de procedimentos, a percepedo das atividades assistenciais do enfermeiro, os conflitos com colegas, o
enfrentamento da morte e a avalia¢do da aprendizagem. O forum necessita ser utilizado pelos professores como um espago de
interagdo, contribuindo para a_formagdo profissional.

Descritores: Enfermagem. Educagdo em enfermagem. Estudantes de enfermagem. Tecnologia educacional.
Titulo: Percepgio de estudantes de enfermagem sobre o processo de aprendizagem em ambiente hospitalar.

RESUMEN

El estudio tuvo como objetivo identificar como los estudiantes de enfermeria percibeny experimentan el proceso de aprendizaje
durante las prdcticas en el hospital. Se trata de una investigacion documental retrospectivo-cualitativa desarrollada en Curso
de Licenciatura en Enfermeria. Compuesto por 162 registros de datos realizados por 34 estudiantes en el foro Moodle entorno
virtual en el primer semestre de 2011. Los temas de andlisis de contenido temdtico que se sugirieron fueron ‘comprension de
los estudiantes de enfermeria sobre la prdctica profesional’ y ‘el proceso de ensefianza-aprendizaje desde la perspectiva de los
estudiantes de enfermeria’. El estudio demostro que el foro de discusion fue un espacio de presentacion de informes de experien-
ctas como una descripcion del drea fisica, la realizacion de los procedimientos, la percepcion de las actividades de atencion de
enfermerta, los conflictos con los compaiieros, hacer frente a la muerte y la evaluacion de los aprendizajes. El foro necesita ser
utilizado por los profesores como un espacio de interaccion contribuyendo con la_formacion.

Descriptores: Enfermeria. Educacion en Enfermeria. Estudiantes de Enfermeria. Tecnologia educacional.
Titulo: La percepcion de los estudiantes de enfermeria del proceso de aprendizaje en medio hospitalario.
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INTRODUCTION

Nurses perform their functions in the areas
of care, education, research and management,
and caring for human beings is at the core of
all of these activities. The development of the
skills necessary to work in nursing should be-
gin during the undergraduate training, being
improved during years of professional practice,
training nurses to play an active and critical
role in health care, contributing effectively in
decision-making, social and institutional issues,
and directly reflecting on the quality of the care
service provided to society). The integration of
theoretical and practical activities supported by
different teaching methods should promote the
integration of nursing students into the context
of health care practice®.

During the professional training, nursing
students experience their first curricular practices
both in primary care and in the hospital, coming
into contactwith the reality of the Brazilian health
care. During these practices, nursing students
should use the technical-scientific knowledge
previously gained theoretically in the course,
perform technical activities inherent to the profes-
sion, and establish interpersonal relationshipswith
colleagues, professors, patients and their families,
and other health care professionals, interacting
and working in a critical and reflective manner.
Provided with this diversity of skills and attitudes
to be developed in the hospital curricular practice,
itis understandable that nursing students experi-
ence a high degree of stress”. According to some
studies, this is caused by the lack of knowledge of
the vocabulary being used by professionals, lack
of maturity of students, or deficient training in
basic subjects®". Therefore, it is necessary that
professors use strategies to understand and ad-
dress the experiences of the students training in
hospitals, providing the opportunity to dialogue,
reflect, review, and modify their way of experi-
encing the situations they face, minimizing the
damage caused by stress, meeting the students’
needs, and contributing to their development*.

Among the pedagogical resources available
for this purpose are digital educational technolo-
gies (DETS), including chats, discussion lists and
discussion forums®'". Nevertheless, the use of
DETs is not the solution to the problems of the
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tield, butamethodological optionwith positive
characteristics that allow students to develop
dialogue, interaction and autonomy, in addition
to being flexible to different schedules and paces
of study, and contributing to the qualification

©-19 Tn the context of

of educational processes
undergraduate learning and nursing practice, it
is understood that dialogue is directly related to
the ability to reflect on knowledge and the care
process, i.e., the moment of dialogue between the
participants, encouraging students to act responsi-
bly, evaluating and moditying their practice, thus
enabling them to pursue their profession with
greater qualification and respect for patients.

In this context, the online discussion forum is
a space in which participants can discuss previously
defined themes. This resource allows nursing stu-
dents to share their opinions andfeelings, providing
exchange between participants and thus restructur-
ing their knowledge®™?. Due to its characteristics,
it is a tool that enables nursing students to reflect,
interact and discuss issues arising from the teaching
and learning process.

Interaction is understood as the process
developed in exchanges between participants, en-
abling the review of concepts, the discussion of
viewpoints and the construction of new, collective
knowledge®. Within an online forum, the interac-
tion between the participants, when constant and
multidirectional, helps to stimulate critical thinking
and more profound exploration of the proposed
themes®.

It is important to highlight that using this
resource will only be valid if the students and pro-
tessors involved in the process take an active stance,
demonstrate interest in the topics discussed, and
take positionson the opinions presented, thereby
interacting, talking, and redefining themselves
and the world"?. Knowledge on the use of the
virtual forum as a mediation tool for dialogue
during the process of teaching and learning of
curricular practices in nursing will contribute to
build more eftective and individualized interven-
tions in undergraduate teaching. Thus, this study
questioned: What experiences and perceptions have
nursing students reported in online forums, when
performing curricular practices in the hospital
environment?

Based on the above, the aim of this study
was to identify how nursing students perceive and
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experience the learning process during curricular
practices performed in a hospital setting.

METHODOLOGY

This was a retrospective, documentary study
with a qualitative approach”, guided by the
ethical-critical-political theory of education of
Paulo Freire('”, and developed in an undergraduate
nursing course at a public university. The nursing
students perform curricular practice in hospitals
during the 4th year of the undergraduate course,
with a workload of 225 hours, corresponding to
15 credit weeks, divided into theoretical activities,
practice in teaching laboratory, and four weeks of
curriculum practice developed at the university
teaching hospital.

The data used in this study were derived
from 162 posts in the discussion forum of the
learning management system Moodle Institu-
tional, by 34 nursing students in the fourth year
of the course, in the discipline that developed
semiotics and semiology content during the
first semester of 2011. Although 36 students
were enrolled, two did not make any post in the
forum. Theoretical and practical activities were
developed in this course, many of which occurred
in the hospital. The students developed weekly
reports, posting them in the Moodle forum dur-
ing extra-curricular hours.

The Moodle forum postings were downloaded
by the researchers, after obtaining approval from
the Institutional Ethics Committee. To ensure the
anonymity of the participants, the records were
coded with the letter “E”, followed by a number
ranging from 1 to 36, according tothe download
order of the posts from Moodle. The NVivo
9® software was used to manage the informa-
tion, which were subjected to thematic content
analysis('?. This analysis technique involved three
phases: pre-analysis, exploration of the material
and treatment of the results through inference and
interpretation'?).

The study was approved by the Institutional
Research Committee (09/2012) and by the Re-
search Ethics Committee of the university under
the CAAE number 02007812.6.0000.5347, as
informed in the results of the master’s degree
thesis submitted to the Nursing Graduate Pro-
gram of the Federal University of Rio Grande do
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Sul®). The researchers ensured the confidential-
ity of the identities of the students by signing a
Data Use Term. These data will be archived for
a period of five years, and destroyed in the end
of this period.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Of the 34 (100%) nursing students who
published posts in the Moodle forum, 28 (82.35%)
completely fulfilled the activity with four reports,
that is, they submitted one report for each week
of curriculum practice, and 24 (70.58%) students
made their entries within the requested deadline,
which was within one week after the activity had
occurred. There was no pre-established format
for the posts, the students were simply request-
edto describe their impressions and feelings, and
to share their experiences with colleagues and
professors.

Two themes emerged from the data analysis:
1) nursing students’ understanding about the pro-
tessional practice; and 2) the teaching and learning
process in the perspective of nursing students. The
findings on both themes are described in detail as
follows.

1) Nursing students’ understanding about the
professional practice

For some students, the first week of curricular
practice was their first contact with the hospital
environment, when they witnessed and experienced
work as nurses, and became acquainted with the
work environment and routine.

The initial postings of the students portrays
how they perceived this first contact:

This unit is characterized as a clinical area [...]
it has 45 beds and 9 wards for quick procedures

[.] (E18)

I was thrilled to get to know the floor and how it func-
tions, because I realized that in the next few days, I
would be a part of that “scheme.” (E24)

In the first week of my internship, in addition to much
antictpation, I hada lot of questions: what would my
Sloor be like? What would my internship professor be
like? As we had had very little contact. How would
it be to work with a team of colleagues who were all
experienced technicians? (£6)
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Whereas some students limited their posts to
physical and structural descriptions of the units
in which their curriculum practices were taking
place, others expressed the feelings they experi-
enced in this first contact. The initiation of the
student into the hospital environment involves
complex issues such as hard technologies, the
health and disease process, health care policy, and
especially interaction with other participants in
this process, which are associated with insecurity,
uncertainty and anxiety of the students facing
an unknown experience and factors that often

generate stress(”.

The contflicts arising in human relation-
ships accompany professionals throughout their
careers, and also appeared in the forum posts, in
which differences were reported between students,
between students and patients, or professors, and
even health care professionals. These situations
of conflict were evident in the discourse of the
student below:

On Wednesday, bringing a chair to take my patient to the
bathroom, I made a very negative comment ["...]]. Upon
entering the room to get the patient, I heard the follow-
ing comment: “I thinkl204 is in the wrong profession.”
I was wrongly taking out all of my frustrations and
problems on that man, but those who believe that they
will never make the same mistake I made are mistaken.
Those who believe they will be able to provide human-
1zed care in all situations, will be able to go into a unit
smailing every day, and leave even happier, are mistaken.I
am a 21-year-old who has a lot to learn, whetherby
walching others doing it right, or reflecting upon my
mistakes, and I think my ability to practice this profes-
sion 1s unquestionable. 1 will be a great professional,
and neither I nor anyone should question this. This is the
profession I chose for myself; and making my mistakes,
I'm willing to go to the end. (E4)

In this passage, the conflicts experienced by
the students during their hospital curricular prac-
tice can be observed, which require the professor’s
attention. First there was the internal contlict of
the student, provoked by contact with the patient.
‘While acknowledging the premise of nursing care,
in which the care needs of the patient must be met
by the caregiver, in order to encourageindividual-
ity and self-reliance of the patient"”', the student
questioned the application of these principles in
practice and demonstrated ethically inappropriate
questions.
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At a second moment, the conflict with col-
leagues emerged, represented by criticism, that
although well-founded consideringthat they were
in a hospital ward with professionals, patients and
tamily members, generated a feeling of indigna-
tion in the student. In this passage, the student
expressed his ambivalence with the everyday, in
which the future healthcare professional is torn
between providing care focused on preservation of
the independence of the patient, or providing care
that could speed up and facilitate his work, andhe
used irony as a way to express his insecurity. In ad-
dition to vehemently expressing his determination
to become a nurse.

It is important to realize that when students
express their point of view, they reveal their
values and beliefs, signaling the professor’s re-
sponsibility to listen and promote a critical and
reflective process with them. The practice of care
occurs between individuals, involving the feelings
and experiences of everyone involvedand, thus,
these should be globally considered”. When
entering the academic life, nursing students are
driven by the idea that nursing is a profession
focused on the care of others, and that the only
function of nursing is the caring nature of the
process!'?).

Although in the course of the curricular
practice the students coexisted with nurses in the
inpatient units, experiencing their routines and
learning aboutnursing on a profound level, their
observations maintained the same focus, 1L.e., they
observed and described only the role of these pro-
tessionals as caregivers:

I was a little nervous to see such a dramatic change
in her appearance, but soon the professor provided
the care needed in such situations. Then I could see
the importance of the nurse’s knowledge, and the
ability of the nurse to intervene on behalf of the
patient. (E14)

As a caregrver, I realized the importance of proper
communication for each patient, and that the technique
is only part of the care process, because we always
meet people weakened by their illness, causing more
than just physical discomfort, an uncertainty about the
Suture. (E7)

The statement of E14 was focused on the
nurse’s role as a caregiver, but it should be con-
sidered that in this stage of the undergraduate
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program, students value the nurses” knowledge
of patient care. This limited view of the nursing
work will be reviewed throughout the training
period and, in the final years of the undergraduate
course, the students will be able to demonstrate a
real understanding of all of the responsibilities that
being a nurse entails". The perception of E7 on
the importance of communication skills in nursing
care reinforced the exclusive focus on the imple-
mentation of procedures, which has been reported
by some students. This reinforces the importance
that nursing students perform comprehensive care
in the curricular practices of introductory course
disciplines.

Another important moment reported by
students was the monitoring of patients who
were dying. The experience of death and human
frailty makes students express feelings of' sad-
ness, empathy and helplessness®’). These feelings
arose because although death is part of life, dur-
ing their undergraduate studies and professional
practice, the topic was not addressed. Nursing
curricula address issues related to life, therapy,
cure, and do not prepare students to deal with
human finitude.

When the activity was finished, the examined patient
died, and it was very hard to be there at the time.
It was something that affected my colleagues and
me. (E31)

[...] I believe I will never forget that face, looking at
me and saying: “I want food.” That affected me a lot,
because besides seeing someone between life and death,
1 could contemplate all that suffering that he showed,
by the fact of being in that situation, and not able to
eat anything. (E 22)

These reports show the vulnerability of the
health careprofessional as a human being, also
exposed to risks, diseases, suffering and death, so
that such feelings induce students to experience am-
bivalent reactions, with some distancing themselves
from patients as a defense, whereas others get closer
and mourn®). Facing these situations helped the
students to understand that the practice of nursing
involves much more than the study of pathologies,
medicines or procedures. In fact, it means under-
standing and respectinghuman frailties.

There are different feelings experienced
within the hospital environment, and little time
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available to perform daily tasks to establish a
moment of dialogue to address these issues in a
reflective manner. When ignored, these feelings
can lead students to extreme suffering, negatively
interfering in the learning process'. These factors
must be known to professors, enabling them to
develop an action plan that aims at minimizing
the suffering of students, and contributing to
their process of maturing. It is believed that the
virtual environment forum can be used as a space
for students to describe their feelings, expectations
and difficulties, complementing in-person dialogue
during the curricular practice.

2) The teaching and learning process in the
perspective of nursing students

As previously discussed, the students in the
first years of the undergraduate nursing course
perceived their profession as essentially related to
care, so they believe that curricular practice starts
with the realization of technical procedures, as
highlighted below:

On 80/05 we started our first day of the internship ["...]
we got to know the unit, some employees and talked to the
professor [[...]. On 831/05 we actually began our intern-
ship. [[...] We checked their vital signs, assisted in shower
bathing, put on a bandage on the right lower limb with
0.9% saline solution (2"'right toe). We administered
medications orally, subcutaneously and intravenously.
It was a very productive morning! (E 23)

Performing procedures is important to the
students, since the improvement of technical
skills is their main concern at the beginning of
curricular practice!'”. This aspect was observed in
the forum postings over the weeks, with a total of
582 references in the field diary. Most of the stu-
dents’ postswere reports of procedures observed
or performed, as well as the feelings provoked by
these experiences:

Iinserted an Abocath 24 into patient L., eleven years old.
I changed the dressing on the catheter. I loved performing
all of the tasks. (E 21)

Upon checking vital signs, because of nervousness, I
was only unable to perform measurement of the blood
pressure. This being my first contact with a hospital-
ized patient as a nursing student, I thought I could
have let go more. The pressure to perform the tasks
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correctly in a new environment was great, even with
the help of the professor and the monitor, the tension
prevailed. (E 13)

In these passages, the anxiety of the students
in the face of performing procedures with patients
is clear. They reported how the feeling interfered
with performing the technique and, in some cases,
led the students to stress and suffering, hindering
their learning. This study showed that in addition
to preparing students to perform the procedures
through theory and simulation of the technique
in nursing laboratories, it is necessary to stimulate
discussion of the feelings they experience in real
situations, reflecting and exchanging information
with their peers, and building forms of coping with
the difficulties"".

There are several ways to give students time
to reflect and exchange, one of them being the use
of virtual learning environments such as discus-
sion forums, which allow students to share their
teelings and perceptions, and have these read and
discussed among the group members. These mo-
ments of reflection promote changes, after review
and evaluation of the context in which they are
inserted"”).

The students in the forum also expressed their
teelings and the difficulties they faced, as shown in
the following excerpt:

It was very difficult for me! I didn’t know which position
to take, I was outraged and unable to work around the
situation well. (E 12)

In summary, this internship provided me with knowl-
edge from the first to the last day, including the lessons
in the laboratory and the evaluation day, and will surely
contribute to my professional development and construc-
tion; I will take the experiences and tips mentioned by
the professor during my entire professional and personal

life. (E 21)

We presented our cases and did the evaluations. I really
ltked the evaluation time with the professor, because we
had made the same observations. I felt at ease to be very
Srank with her about my observations and feelings on
the internship. Thus, I think we are able to see ourselves
as future professionals and grow with the suggestions
we recetved. (E 39)

In the reports above, the students performed a
self-assessment and cited feelings of sadness, anger,
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powerlessness, as well as satisfaction and feelings
of having completed the first phase of their pro-
tessional training. They used the space of the field
diary to address the difficulties and discoveries that
they encountered when beginning their activities
in the hospital unit, and the professors could use
this spaceof interaction, establishing a relationship
of dialogue.

Concern with the final concept and approval
emerged in the statements of the students, how-
ever, many reinforced the learning and examples
of professionals with whom they worked in this
stage of the course. This was a demonstration of
maturity and commitment to their qualification as
professionals and citizens. In this context, evalu-
atinginvolves creating opportunities for dialogue
between the student and professor, providing
both with the opportunity to review their actions
and concepts, changing themselves and others.
[t means to see the student as a person with
knowledge, capable of learning and teaching, for
only like this professionals capable of perceiving
themselves, and thus respecting others, will be
trained®".

CONCLUSION

This study presented the perceptions of
nursing students about the hospital curricular
practice that they performed, reinforcing the
importance of providing spaces that promote
dialogue. The initial reports, posted soon after the
students arrived at the hospital, were descriptions
of the physical space, foreign to most of them.
According to the students, the work of nurses
is linked to direct care, with no perception of a
greater dimension. [dentification with the profes-
sion, and criticism between colleagues, demon-
strated the importance of broaching ethical issues
among students, also reflecting on situations of
sadness and bewilderment in the face of human
frailty and death.

The process of teaching and learning was
evaluated at various times, signaling that the forum
provided an opportunity to express their percep-
tions and their criticisms, and some of the students
understand their training as a process that is just
beginning, in which not only technical skills are
essential, but also the examples to be followed,
such asthe attitudes of a professor. It is noteworthy
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that in the statements of the participants, the term
“Internship” was used as a synonym for curricular
practice, demonstrating that the students have not
yet incorporated the title used incurrent curriculum
guidelines.

Digital technologies for education have con-
tributed significantly to nursing education, and
the online forum tool proved to be a supportive
resource, although it needs to be used by professors
as a space for interaction, not just listening. Thus,
it is recommended that other studies be developed
with the aim to integrate the use of technology
with pedagogical guidance, in order to contribute
to the professional training. The limitation of
this study relates to the use of data produced by
students freely without systematization, which
may have caused the omission of experiences and
perceptions that would provide a deeper analysis
of the topic.
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