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Abstract

Background: Progress in the nursing is only possible with nursing students who graduate with
sufficient information and comprehension about their professions.

Objectives: This study aimed to investigate nursing students’ professional perceptions during 4-
year undergraduate nursing program and to determine whether changes occur in this time frame
Desing and Methods: This study was designed as a longitudinal cohort survey research. Data
were collected over a four -year period. The study sample was constituted of 137 undergraduate
nursing students attending two Schools of Health located in the western Turkey. In this study,
data were collected using the Information Form which was prepared by the investigators and the
Perception of Nursing Profession Scale (PNPS).

Results: Students” PNPS mean scotres were identified as 85.24111.66 for Time 1, 86.86+12.37 for
Time 2, 86.43113.39 for Time 3, 86.321£15.12 for Time 4 and 90.76%£13.16 for Time 5. No
statistically significant differences were found in perception of nursing profession mean scores
during nursing education (p>0.05). Statistically meaningful differences were detected among
students’ “Professional Qualities” sub scale mean scores (p<<0.05). Bonferroni test shows that the
difference resulted from the fact that mean scores obtained at the end of Year 2 (Time 3) and Year
4 (Time 5) were higher than those obtained when students started nursing education (Time 1). No
statistically significant differences were detected between “Professional Status” sub scale mean
scores (p>0.05).

Conclusion: The results of this study indicated that freshmen students perceived the nursing
profession rather positively and that influence continued throughout their education. It was
identified that initial positive perceptions of students progtessively increased at the end of 2™ and
4th years. It was determined that students positively perceived the professional status of nursing
and that the significant perceptions continued throughout their education.
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1. Introduction

The most frequently asked questions during recruitment processes, career planning and
entrance into post graduate programs are “Why do you want to be a nurse” (Cowin & Johnson
2011:413) and “What kind of a nurse would you like to be”. Professional perception has an
important influence on the development of nursing students and the future quality of the nursing
profession  (Zhang & Petrini 2008:274). The development of nursing is only possible with nursing
students who graduate with sufficient information and comprehension regarding their profession
(Karaoz 2004:129).

It is important for a professional in any career to acquire a professional identity and
professional awareness (Dimitriadou et al., 2015:239). The foundations of professional awareness
are laid during education, continue throughout professional life and facilitate the formation of a
professional philosophy (Tung et al., 2010 ; Cockrell 2002). It has been previously reported that the
learning environment plays a critical role in determining the professional perceptions of students
(Dimitriadou et al., 2015; Happell 2000).

The purpose of nursing school is to develop the nursing profession in line with societal
realities (Ttfekei & Yildiz 2009:32). Nursing schools must recruit and retain qualified applicants to
be able to solve current challenges in the profession. Perceptions of nursing have been linked to
students’ decisions to enter the nursing profession and to continue in, or withdraw from, nursing
programs (Grainger & Bolan 2006:38). The views of students who enroll in nursing education with
social prejudices and a lack of information about the profession change positively or negatively as a
result of the theoretical or practical training that they receive (Grainger &Bolan 2006; Chen et al .,
2005).

Studies that investigated the influence of nursing education on professional perceptions
have reported that the curriculum plays a crucial role in shaping student attitudes towards nursing
profession (Zhang & Petrini 2008 ; Nilsson & Silén 2010 ; Tang et al., 2001). Manninen (1998)
found that the curriculum affects students’ nursing perceptions and professional development as
they progress through the program (Manninen 1998). Ding et al. (2007) reported that 42.7% of
students had initial positive views when they first began their nursing education and that this
percentage significantly increased to 70.7% as the number of applied lessons and the amount of
their knowledge increased (Ding et al., 2007). Bolan and Grainger (2009) pointed that students had
relatively more positive attitudes towards nursing during the 4-year training period (Bolan &
Grainger 2009). In another study, it was identified that Canadian nursing students displayed
differences in nursing perceptions between their first and fourth years of school (Grainger &Bolan
2000).

Studies that investigated the influence of nursing education on professional perceptions
have reported that curriculum, education process, number of applied lessons and the mounth of
their knowledge increased, clinical learning environment, clinical learning experience and exposure
to clinical experiences at early stages of curriculum plays a significant role in shaping students’
perceptions towards nursing profession (Bolan & Grainger 2009; Tang et al., 2001; Papastavrou et
al., 2010; Wang et al., 2005). Most of these studies were designed as a compatison between first and
fourth year training period or all training period.

During their education, the perception of nursing students towards nursing at the beginning
is replaced by a more realistic comprehension of the nursing career. For this reason, it is necessary
to observe professional comprehension of students over a long period. Longitudinal study of
changes in students’ perception of nursing will provide better results regarding revision of the
curriculum. Additionally, studying the professional perception of students and factors causing this
interaction will help to understand them in regard to their cultural backgrounds, which will provide
knowledge to the candidates who enter the profession in the future. For this reason, in Turkey, it is
necessary to obtain results from studies that observe the change in the professional perception of
nursing students during their education period. Throughout the undergraduate program, students
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will acquire different perspectives in theoretical and clinical training settings. As nursing education
would take on a different approach, it is assumed that the approach to learning would also different
which would also lead to an improvement of the utilization of clinical settings.

The present study aimed to achieve a better understanding of student perception and its evolution
during the course of the 4 years of the undergraduate program. Our results can help nurse
educators in evaluating the strengths and weaknesses of the educational program. This
understanding could enhance curriculum development towards a caring and holistic paradigm of
nursing.

2. Purpose
This study aimed to investigate nursing students’ professional perceptions during 4-year
undergraduate nursing program and to determine whether changes occur in this time frame.

3. Method and Material

3.1. Population and sample selection

The sample size was determined by using power calculation with the Gpower
program. When the effect size is 0.03 and the error level is () 0.05, a power of (1-8) 0.85 is
achieved with a sample size of 75. Taking into consideration of 1.8 study’s design effect, this study
137 people were reached. A sample of nursing students attending two Schools of Health located in
the western part of Turkey was used for this study. These schools have followed the same
curriculum and educational process. The number of participants for each timepoint was determined
by the number of students attending lectures on the day of the study (see Table 1).

Table 1: Sample size

Year n

Time 1 137
Time 2 131
Time 3 99
Time 4 94
Time 5 76

During the 4 year period of the study, the sample size gradually decreased to 76 students in the final
year. The main reasons for the decrease could be explained as the repeat students, absence on the
specific day of data collection, health problems as well as transfer to another nursing school.
3.2. Type of study
This study was designed as a longitudinal cohort survey research.
3.3. Data collection
Data collection method; The data were collected over a four year period by research
assistant. Data were collected at the beginning of the nursing education and at the end of each
educational period.
Questionnaires were administered at the following timepoints:
Time 1: Entry into nursing education
Time 2: At the end of the first year
Time 3: At the end of the 2nd year
Time 4: At the end of the 3td year
Time 5: At the end of the 4th year
Participants’ demographic data regarding age, gender and school of last graduation
were recorded at Time 1, and participants completed PNPS at Time 1, Time 2, Time 3, Time 4 and
Time 5.
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Students were required to write their ID numbers instead of names in the data
collection form. Student ID numbers were used to keep track of each student’ four year data. Data
were kept by the principal investigator (RS) in a locked cabinet and on a password-protected
computer for the electronic version. Data were analyzed by a statistical expert after the collection
process was completed.

Data collection tools; Data were collected using the nformation form and Perception of
Nursing Profession Scale (PNPS) developed in Turkey.

Information Form; This form was used to describe the sample feature. The form,
which was prepared by the investigators, included demographic variables, such as age, gender, and
most recent school graduated from.

Perception of Nursing Profession Scale (PNPS); The perceptions of students were
measured using the PNPS. This scale was developed by Eser et al. (Eser et al., 2004). It contains 22
items and two sub-scales (‘Professional Qualities” and ‘Professional Status’). The items were
measured on a five point Likert-type scale, ranging from one (strongly disagree) to five (strongly
agree). ‘Professional Qualities’ sub-scale includes the following statements that explain vatious
aspects of the profession: “nursing is a profession that requires intense communication and self-
sacrifice; nursing is a profession based on knowledge and skill; nursing is a profession based on
science; nursing is a profession that involves independent practices and requires teamwork; nursing
is a profession that is satisfactory; nursing is a profession with hard working conditions; nursing is a
profession that is exhausting; nursing is a profession that is stressful; nursing is a profession that
requires the use of technology, problem-solving skills and higher education. The ‘Professional
Status’ sub-scale consists of statements that include the position of nursing among other health
professions, its prestige and status in society (Eser et al., 2004).

The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the scale was found to be 0.83 while the Cronbach’s
alpha coefficients for the sub-scales were found to be 0.85 and 0.79 for “Professional Qualities”
and “Professional Status”, respectively (Eser et al., 2004). There is no cut off point on the PNPS.
The highest score of the scale is 110 and the lowest score is 22; the highest score of the
“Professional Qualities” sub-scale (17 items) is 85 while the lowest is 17. As for the “Professional
Status” sub-scale, the highest and lowest scores are 25 and 5, respectively. An increase in the total
score obtained from the scale indicates positive professional perceptions (Eser et al., 2004). In our
study the Cronbach’s alpha values are at each time point collected were: Time 1: 0.74, Time 2: 0.90,
Time 3: 0.91, Time 4: 0.95, and Time 5: 0.91.

3.4. Limitations of the study

Limitations of the study includes the inability to continue the study with the initial
number of students in subsequent years and the inclusion of students from only two nursing
schools.

Due to the cross-sectional study design, students who have dropped out of the program are not
represented in the sample and may, thus, represent a selection bias.

The researchers of this study were also instructors of the students taking part in this study.
However, the data were collected by research assistant. This study reflects the findings of a Turkish
sample and cannot be generalized to other contexts.

3.5. Research ethics

Wiritten consent from both schools was obtained. Students were informed of the purpose
of the study and were told that they had the right to withdraw at any time without adverse impact
on their studies. After verbal agreement, the students were administered the questionnaire and were
asked to return it in a sealed envelope to the research assistants during the class period.

3.6. Evaluation of data

Data were analyzed using the Statistical Package for Social Science 15.0 for windows (SPSS
Inc, Chicago, IL, USA). Data were evaluated for mean, percentage, and variance for repeated
measures and Bonferroni analysis.
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4. Results

The mean age of the students was 18.89 * 1.35, and 75.9% were female. Fifty-four
percent of the participants last graduated from high school. Of the students who participated in the
study, it was determined that 72.3% chose the profession willingly and 54% held a positive image
of the profession before attending school.

Students” PNPS mean scores were identified as 85.24 £ 11.66 for Time 1, 86.86% 12.37 for

Time 2, 86.43% 13.39 for Time 3, 86.32 * 15.12 for Time 4 and 90.76 * 13.16 for Time 5. No
statistically significant differences were found in the perception of nursing profession mean scores
during nursing education (p>0.05). “Professional Qualities” sub-scale mean scores of PNPS were
found to be 68.96 * 9.52 for Time 1, 70.82 % 10.16 for Time 2, 70.83 % 11.15 for Time 3, 70.90 *
12.89 for Time 4 and 73.94 * 9.98 for Time 5. Statistically meaningful differences were detected
among the “Professional Qualities” sub-scale mean scores (p<0.05). The Bonferroni test indicated
that the differences resulted from the fact that mean scores obtained at the end of Year 2 (Time 3)
and Year 4 (Time 5) were higher than those obtained at the beginning of nursing education (Time
1). PNPS “Professional Status” sub-scale mean scores were 16.28+4.14 for Time 1, 16.03% 4.07 for
Time 2, 15.48 * 4.37 for Time 3, 15.35 £ 4.57 for Time 4 and 16.89 * 4.90 for Time 5. No
statistically significant differences were detected between “Professional Status” sub-scale mean
scores (p>0.05) (Table 2).

Table 2: Distribution of PNPS and sub scale mean scores based on years

Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time 4 Time 5
PNPS and (n=137) (n=131) (n=99) (n=94) (n=76)
Sub scores MeantSD MeantSD MeantSD MeantSD MeantSD F/p*
PNPS 85.24+11.66 86.86+12.37 86.43£13.39 86.32%£15.12 90.76£13.16 F=1.92,

p=0.11

Professional 68.9619.52  70.82110.16 70.83*11.15 70.90+12.89 73.9419.98 F=2.85,
Qualities p=0.03
Professional 16.28%14.14  16.03£4.07  15.48%437 1535+457 16.89£490 F=  1.23,
Status p=0.30

*p<0.05 is significant

5. Discussion

This study aimed to investigate nursing students’ professional perceptions during 4-year
undergraduate nursing programs in Turkey and to determine whether changes occur during that
time frame. We found that first year students’ perceptions regarding the nursing profession was
relatively positive.

Studies undertaken in Turkey during the 1990s stated that nursing students did not possess
sufficient desire or knowledge regarding nursing (Bayik et al., 1999; Kémirci et al., 1998), and
studies conducted in the 2000s reported that students’ professional perceptions were relatively
more positive (Tifekei & Yildiz 2009; Ding et al., 2007).

Transformations resulting from the dynamics of nursing, in addition to recent changes
observed in every field, have led the field of nursing to undertake radical changes with the help of
modern approaches and taking the unique conditions of our country into consideration (Kocaman
2004). Also, Turkey is currently in accession talks to join the European Union. The European
reform movement has had an impact on nursing education. With the onset of the Bologna Process,
harmonization was achieved in many countries in terms of embarking on the profession as well as
the standards of academic degrees offered in undergraduate, master's and doctoral programs (Zgaga
2011). Several studies are underway in the health sector, especially nursing education in Turkey as
part of adaptation to the member states of the European Union. In this regard, core curriculum
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programs were designed and studies were conducted within the scope of the Bologna Process.
These transformations affect societal views of the nursing profession, as well as the perceptions of
students who are influenced by social culture.

The results of studies regarding student attitudes towards the nursing profession indicate
that the changes observed in our country are similar to those reported worldwide (Zhang &Petrini
2008 ; Grainger &Bolan 2000).

Studies that focus on the influence of nursing education on professional perceptions have
demonstrated that the curriculum has a crucial role in shaping student attitudes towards the nursing
profession (Zhang & Petrini 2008 ; Nilsson & Silén 2010; Tang et al., 2001). This study was
conducted in two nursing schools in Turkey with similar curriculums.

The present study has shown that the positive professional perceptions of first-year nursing
students progressively increase throughout their education. A study conducted by Andersson
(1993) in Switzerland reported that freshmen nursing students perceive nursing in a relatively
traditional manner and that their perceptions continue throughout their education (Andersson
1993). A study conducted by Ding et al. (2007) showed that 42.7% of the students had positive
initial thoughts of nursing when they start nursing education. This ratio significantly rises to 70.7%
with the increase in the number of theoretical and practical classes (Ding et al., 2007). Similarly,
studies have shown that student views on nursing positively change as they progress in their
training and their perceptions differentiate (Bezci & Bayik 2005). Manninen (1998) found that
curriculum has more influence on students’ nursing perceptions and professional development as
they progress in the program (Manninen 1998). Bolan and Grainger (2009) reported that student
attitudes towards nursing are increasingly positive over time during the 4-year training period
(Bolan & Grainger 2009).

The present study identified that students perceive the professional qualities of the nursing
profession positively and that this positive perception continues throughout their education.
Analyses showed that student perceptions on professional qualities significantly increased at the end
of Year 2 and Year 4, compared with their initial perceptions. Nursing perceptions were found to
differ between 1% and 4™ years in a study on Canadian nursing students (Grainger & Bolan 2006).
Although students in both years regarded nursing “realistically”, 4" year students emphasized
nurses as resource individuals, important experts and advocates with the ability to question
physicians’ orders and with independent practices. A study by Grainger and Bolan (2006) on 1 and
4™ year students reported that students had positive images on nursing in general and had realistic
views of the roles of nurses in both groups but reported distinctively more positive views in 4 year
students. Their study found that 4" year nursing students had more powerful views on nursing
education (Grainger & Bolan 20006). The perceptions of nursing students on the nursing profession
are the result of a complex process that involves the reasons for selecting the profession (Chen et
al., 2005). It is believed that views of students who experience this process positively are positively
influenced and that it also affects the results of the current study.

It has been reported that exposure to the clinical field during eatly stages of the nursing
program is critical to perception of the nursing profession (Zhang &Petrini 2008 ; Nilsson & Silén
2010). The clinical learning field is the starting point for professional practices for nurses and
contributes to the development of student views (Papathanasiou et al., 2014). According to the
curriculum of nursing schools in which our study was conducted, students start clinical training
after the first semester of the 1% year. They undergo intense clinical training starting in the 2™ year
and acquire educational experiences in the field of community health care and education and
management, in addition to clinical education in the 4" year. In the current study, the differences
between the perceptions of first-year (Time 1) students on professional quality of nurses and their
perceptions at the end of the 2™ and 4" years are believed to be the result of their educational
experiences based on the nursing education curriculum. One study identified that nursing students
come to like the profession one week after they begin clinical practices (Wang et al., 2005). A study
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by Demirkiran et al. (2005), which focused on the influence of clinical practices on student views
regarding their professions, identified that the majority of students (80.9%) had positive changes in
their views about the profession after the first clinical practice (Demirkiran et al., 2005). A study by
Eser et al. (2008) determined that students’ first clinical experiences positively affected the students’
perceptions, specifically “professional qualities” (Demirkiran et al., 2005). In clinical settings, feeling
as part of a team and being treated with respect as an individual were also identified as part of the
socialization process that diminished anxiety, increased confidence and promoted the learning
process (Papastavrou et al., 2010).

Initial perceptions of students who are influenced by the views of society on nursing when
they begin nursing education are replaced by a realistic outlook of nursing during the process of
training. This process requires the internalization of information, skills, attitudes, values and ethical
standards related to nursing and making these a part of student behaviors. Internalization and
development of professional identity is known as professional socialization (Professional nursing:
concepts & challenges. 3 ed. Philadelphia: WB Saunders; 2001). The present study identified that
students positively perceived the professional status of nursing and that this perception was
constant in the upcoming years. This finding may be related to the positive social viewpoints
towards the nursing profession.

The results indicated that first-year students perceived the nursing profession relatively
positively, a perception that continued throughout their education. Especially, the perceptions of
students related to professional qualifications improved significantly at the end of 2™ and 4" years.
The dimensions of professional qualifications will also provide nursing students with the ability to
recognize their own attitudes towards professionalism. It was determined that students positively
perceived the professional status of nursing and that the positive perceptions continued throughout
their education. Nursing instructors suggestion to plan courses and activities in ways that will help
to support students’ positive perceptions about the nursing profession. Additional future studies
should analyze the change in students’ professional perception among different curriculums and
also compare the findings to those of nursing programs of different countries.

6. Conclusion and recommendations

This study aimed to investigate nursing students’ perceptions during a 4-year undergraduate
nursing program and to determine whether changes occur during the educational time frame. The
results of this study indicated that freshmen students perceived the nursing profession rather
positively and that influence continued throughout their education but education did not lead to
changes in the perception of the profession. Initial positive perceptions related to professional
qualifications of students progressively increased at the end of 2nd and 4th years. The dimensions
of professional qualifications will also provide nursing students with the ability to recognize their
own attitudes towards professionalism. It was determined that students positively perceived the
professional status of nursing and that the positive perceptions continued throughout their
education. Additionally, our results indicate that nursing schools should revise their curriculum and
acceptance policies for the nursing profession. Nursing instructors need to plan courses and
activities in ways that will help to support students’ positive perceptions about the nursing
profession. Additional future studies should analyze the change in students’ professional perception
among different curriculums and also compare the findings to those of nursing programs of
different countries.
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