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Abstract 

Many undergraduate nursing students fail to appreciate the importance of research and its role in guiding 

practice. Education promoting nursing research is critical to guide nursing practice and to ensure patient quality 

and safety.  Experiential learning activities may provide opportunities to move undergraduate nursing research 

beyond the traditional classroom setting to a more engaged learning experience. This study evaluated the 

student’s perceptions on nursing research following an experiential learning opportunity during their senior year 

in a community health course.  Data were collected in May 2017 from 19 nursing students via a paper-pencil 

survey including open ended questions.  Two independent members of the research team completed content 

analysis.  The results suggest three major themes: 1) nursing research is valuable to guide practice; 2) research 

requires planning and organization; and 3) patients benefit by research participation.  Results of the study 

indicated experiential learning activities may foster student appreciation of nursing research and its role in 

improving patient care.   
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1. Introduction 

Healthcare continues to exponentially change and nurses are faced with an evolving practice environment that 

requires new ways of viewing knowledge. A few of the changes nurses face in the twenty-first century include: 

changes in social and economic factors influencing access to health care; evolving understanding of the role of 

genetics and microbiomes as major determinants of health and healthcare delivery; and new uses of technology 

to guide diagnosis and treatment of diseases (McCormick & Calzone, 2016; Salmond & Echevarria, 2017). No 

longer can nurses continue to practice in unchanging silos. Instead, nurses must be equipped to use research to 

guide and change practice.   

Nursing research is critical to guide nursing practice, shape healthcare policy, and ensure patient quality and 

safety (ANA, 2010).  Despite this known and pivotal role of research in nursing, many undergraduate nursing 

students fail to appreciate research as a tool to inform practice (Johnson et al., 2010; McCurry and Martins, 

2010). Developing effective methods of fostering an appreciation for nursing research are needed.  Several 

studies have outlined the benefits of undergraduate nursing research experiences (Tingen et al., 2009).  However, 

these experiences have only included a small number of students.  Educators must think creatively to develop 

research learning opportunities for all undergraduate students.  The purpose of this study was to evaluate 

students’ perspectives of an entire class participating in an experiential learning project within a community 

health course.   
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2. Background 

2.1 Undergraduate Nursing Research 

As the landscape of healthcare changes, research is necessary to evaluate not only the changes that are occurring 

but also the appropriate nursing responses.   The need to maintain expertise in a given discipline requires 

healthcare professionals to be able to identify credible research findings and translate these findings into practice.  

Nurses are not only expected to demonstrate clinical expertise, but also to use and create research evidence to 

guide practice (Institute of Medicine [IOM], 2010).  Baccalaureate nursing education should include content that 

exposes students to research processes that aids students in appreciating research as essential in guiding nursing 

practice (AACN, 2006). Nursing graduates must be prepared to appraise research for practice change and 

participate in scholarly endeavors.  Despite the growing need to prepare baccalaureate nurses to use and 

participate in research to ensure quality care, many student nurses expressed negativity toward the review of 

research and practice standards to guide practice (Brown et al., 2010; Fiset et al., 2017). Keib et al. (2017) noted 

that students’ voiced appreciation and confidence in research following delivery of a traditional didactic course.  

However, students failed to have a significant improvement in their plans to use research to guide practice or 

participate in future research.  

Nursing students have previously indicated that they do not feel prepare to participate in research or to use 

research findings in the clinical setting (Meherali et al., 2017). Educators must now address this needed 

curricular change.  Benner et al. (2010) have recommended a shift from “decontextualized knowledge” toward 

integration of research across all settings.  Traditional methods of education have failed to foster student 

appreciation of the use of research to guide evidence-based practice (EBP) (Aglen, 2016; Wong et al., 2013).  

Innovative ideas are needed to transform student experiences with research and EBP.  As educators, we must 

create learning environments that allow students the opportunity to actively engage in research.   

 

2.2 Theoretical Framework: Experiential Learning 

Experiential learning is a process of redefining constructs of knowing through a cycle of engaged learning 

experiences followed by personal reflection (Dewey, 1938; Kolb, 1984). Within this process, learners experience 

information through the immersion of concrete reality and symbolic representation (Holman et al., 1997).   Kolb 

(1984) identified four components within the Experiential Learning Theory.  These components take the learner 

from acquisition of concepts through thoughtful and reflective application in a variety of situations.  The learner 

is first exposed to a new experience or situation (concrete experience) that allows for reflective observation of 

the experience.  During the reflection, the student evaluates their previous understanding and any new insights 

gleaned during the experience. This reflective practice provides opportunities for reinforcement or modifications 

of the student’s previous abstract understanding of the concept (abstract conceptualization). The student is then 

able to take the refined understanding and apply it to new situations to gain further understanding of the concept 

(active experimentation).  

Experiential learning provides the student opportunities to engage in a transformative learning process 

through knowledge application and reflective practice (Lisko & O’Dell, 2010).  Transformative learning 

processes have been validated in multiple fields of study, including nursing (McGuire et al., 2017).  Because 

nursing is a discipline in which varied skills and approaches to care are utilized, experiential learning is 

consistently threaded throughout the education of the nursing student. Some examples of experiential learning in 

nursing education include: the practice of flipping the classroom, where the students review an assigned lecture 

prior to the start of class, use of engaged learning activities such as small group activities, simulation, 

community outreach, and gaming (Glover et al., 2017; Koivisto et al., 2017; & Victor, 2017). Merely being 

involved in an experiential learning scenario does not automatically transfer into learning. Students must 

comprehend the occurrence and then reflect on the learning that transpired. Reflecting on comprehension will 

impact development of judgment or a more profound learning experience (Lisko & O’Dell, 2010).  This study 

was to evaluate students’ reflective understanding of nursing research following their active participation in a 

research study event. The goal was to determine sexual health knowledge of female undergraduate college 

students after completion of a sex health education event. 

 

3. Methods 

Senior level nursing students, at a private liberal arts college, participated in an Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

approved faculty led research study entitled “What’s up Down There” (Skelly, et al. 2018).  Students actively 

participated in all aspects of the research including recruitment, obtaining consent, delivery of the intervention, 

pre and post-testing, and data analysis.   

To evaluate the students’ perceptions on nursing research following the experiential learning opportunity, 

the senior community health nursing students (N=32) were invited to participate in a secondary study.  These 

students were fourth year nursing student is a traditional pre-licensure program. Reflective narratives regarding 

student perceptions of nursing research after engagement in the experiential learning activity were collected.  
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Student participants were asked to share their opinions about the importance of nursing research; their future 

plans related to research; insights gained by participating in the experiential learning activity; and the impact the 

“What’s up Down There” study had on the participants.   

Data from the narratives were coded by similar phrases and words and then cross-checked by a second 

member of the research team.  Next, emergent themes were identified and compared to the original narratives by 

two independent members of the research team. Associated phrases were linked to the emergent themes and 

compared to the original narratives. The themes identified by both independent members of the research team 

were then compared for final consensus. Final themes and associated phrases were presented to student 

participants to ensure trustworthiness of the findings. 

 

3.1 Ethical Considerations  

The study received IRB approval from the participating college and administrative approval from the nursing 

school to access the student population. Students who agreed to voluntarily participate in the study provided 

informed consent.  Those who participated were advised that they could excuse themselves from the study at any 

time. Confidentiality was maintained by use of numeric codes.  Participants were notified that results would be 

reported in presentations and publications.   

 

4. Results 

A total of 19 of the 31 invited students (59.4%) participated in the study.  Participants were mainly female 

students (n = 17; 89.4%).  All participants had completed a required nursing evidence-based practice (EBP) 

course the previous semester. Content analysis of written reflections about the students ‘experiences revealed 

three primary themes: 1) nursing research is valuable to guide practice; 2) patients are benefited by research 

participation; and 3) research requires planning and organization. Some students indicated that, before the 

experience, they felt intimidated by research and that the experience increased understanding of how research is 

conducted and the critical importance it plays in nursing. While some of the students indicated a desire to 

participate in research (n=8), the majority (n=11) noted that they still did not want to “conduct” research but now 

had a greater understanding of the process.  

 

4.1 Nursing Research is Valuable to Guide Practice 

All participants (n=19) expressed a change in their views on the importance of research to guide practice.  

Students discussed their increased appreciation of nursing research and that the experience was much different 

than they had expected.  One participant wrote “How are we going to make advances in our community if we 

don’t continue to learn about and question our practices? We can only do this by engaging in research.” 

Another participant shared “I found this to be a great experience and a wonderful way to expand current 

knowledge and help educate the community.” The experiential learning activity also reinforced some students’ (n 

=8) desire to engage in future research: “This experience has reaffirmed my desire to participate in nursing 

research.” Other students wrote about the importance of research but that they did not want to engage in research 

(n =11). For example, one student wrote: “I’d rather be taking care of patients, hands on, than researching. But I 

see the need for research in nursing practice.” Another student wrote, “Right now I want to focus on developing 

my clinical practice.” 

 

4.2 Patients are benefited by Research Participation 

Almost all participants (n = 18) noted that the community participants benefited from the research intervention 

provided during the “What’s up Down There,” study. Students indicated excitement in providing the intervention.  

Many indicated they were surprised at how little community participants knew prior to the event. Examples from 

the student narratives include: “I learned how much individuals benefit from teaching. Seeing how much they 

didn’t know made me more eager.” and “It was interesting to see how much the intervention helped others.” 

Participant narratives also discussed the increased knowledge provided by the intervention: “I think it benefited 

them in a way that they now have knowledge on sexual health. They are better able to protect themselves and 

understand their bodies.” 

 

4.3 Research Requires Planning and Organization 

Despite recent completion of an evidence-based practice course, student participants expressed a greater 

appreciation for the research process.  For example, student participants wrote: “I learned a lot about how 

research studies are developed and how important patient education is.” and “I take it a lot more seriously 

now.” Additionally, students expressed how the experiential learning activity helped them to fully understand the 

research process. Student comments included: 

• I learned about the process of human subject research and everything that goes into the development of 

a research study. 
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• Through this experience I gained insight into the benefits of research and how interesting it can be.   

• A lot goes into the whole process and how to get people involved. 

• I know more about the research process.  

• I gained more knowledge about statistics and how much is involved in research. 

• I was surprised by the amount of different steps involved in research study.  

• I feel that the experience reinforced the research experience. 

• I didn’t realize how much went into a research study.  Planning is essential.   

 

4.4 Other Insights 

Two participants provided unique insights into possible benefits of experiential learning opportunities. While 

these narratives did not reveal common themes among all participants, they did reveal other possible benefits of 

the experiential learning activity. One student narrative supported the growth in empathetic nursing care.  The 

student noted, “The experience helped me judge others less.” This response was unexpected but powerful. 

Experiential learning activities, like this one, may help students reflect on their biases and preconceived 

perceptions about patients. The activity facilitated reflection in this participants views.  Another student narrative 

identified was, “Teaching people is fun, but the group work to develop the study and intervention was not. It is 

difficult to work in groups. It showed me a different aspect of nursing school and helped me learn to work as a 

group.” While the activity was designed to allow students an opportunity to apply concepts of research in a “real 

world” situation and refine their understanding of nursing research, this student narrative highlights the benefit 

of learning “group work.” Experiential learning activities may provide novel opportunities to promote 

collaboration.   

 

5. Implications 

Students in this study expressed a greater appreciation for nursing research, including the benefits for patient 

care and the process involved in development and implementation of a study. Despite this new appreciation, 

many continued to deny interests in conducting research in the near future.  Similar results were found with the 

delivery of a traditional didactic course (Keib et al. 2017).  This is not surprising given the period of transition 

from student nurse to professional nurse is filled with uncertainty and anxiety for students (Duchscher, 2009). 

During the period of transition, the student nurse must develop the skills necessary to practice in the clinical 

environment.  The new nurse must practice in an environment that requires fine-tuned critical analysis skills as 

well the ability to deliver safe and appropriate care (Benner et al., 2010).   

Experiential learning focused on nursing research may provide a unique advantage over traditional class 

room didactic delivery. Students in this study gained insights into all aspects of the research process, as in a 

traditional classroom. However, the experiential learning activity also provided students hands on experience, 

insights into the benefits of research for participants, and practice working in a group setting.  During the 

experience, students reflected and evaluated their previous understanding of nursing research and any new 

insights gleamed during the experience (Kolb, 1984).  This reflective practice provides opportunities for 

reinforcement or modifications of the student’s previous abstract understanding of nursing research. 

 

6. Limitations 

Two major limitations are noted in the study. First, due to the learning objectives of the community health course, 

faculty purposely arranged an experience that focused on population-based health. The experience included a 

community-based health education intervention for college age students but did not include hospital based 

experiences. Therefore, the results of this study may not be generalizable to nursing students who engage in 

experiential learning experiences in acute care settings. Second, participants in this study were predominately 

young, Caucasian, female, from a private liberal arts college.  The lack of a heterogeneous sample is not unusual 

in many nursing programs, but future research is needed to adequately capture the experiences of minority 

nursing students.    

 

7. Conclusion  

This study found that an experiential learning activity, focused on research application, within a community 

health nursing course was valuable for undergraduate nursing students.  Students' reflective narratives provided 

evidence that the experiential activity allowed students to take didactic knowledge about research and apply it to 

a community health promotion project. The use of experiential learning may enhance traditional research/ EBP 

courses and allow a student to more fully appreciate its importance in guiding practice. Future studies are needed 

to explore the benefits of experiential learning in nursing scholarship. Focus on translational research with the 

use of experiential learning may foster improved student perceptions on the benefits for practice.  
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