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This is an exploratory study which seeks to clarify the reasons why student nurses either leave or
consider leaving Higher Diploma Courses in Nursing. The study sought to eliminate and dispel

some of the confusion which currently surrounds the subject of student nurse attrition.

A mainly qualitative approach was employed using self report questionnaires, semi structured
interviews, focus groups and evidence derived from past documentation and records.
Methodological triangulation was employed in order to use different methods and sources to
corroborate each other The findings from the study were further supported by the use of some

quantitative methods.

The overall findings suggest there are 5 main reasons why student nurses leave or consider leaving
nursing courses. These reasons are practice, theory related, personal/social, financial hardship and
recruitment selection. This study enabled some previous findings (from past resecarch) to be

confirmed whereas new findings were highlighted.

Having discussed these areas of concern with lecturers and students during the semi- structured
interviews and focus groups and having gathered information via the questionnaires the researcher

has proposed a plan of action. This plan should facilitate the University and related National Health
Service Trusts to overcome the identified problems and confidently in collaboration take nurse

education through the twentieth century and beyond.
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Introduction

Within the study the researcher intends to use various research methods ie.
questionnaire, semi-structured interviews and focus groups to discover the reasons
why students have left or have considered leaving Higher Diploma in Nursing
courses since 1992 and up until the present.

Since the introduction of Project 2000 pre-registration courses, nurse education has
been cnticised for being too academic and for producing newly qualified nurses
deemed not “fit to practice”. In order to address these issues the Government
commissioned a report under the chairmanship of Sir Leonard Peach (2000) titled
Fitness to Practice. This report recommends major changes for all aspects of pre-
registration training. Alongside these proposed changes are the concemns about the
growing number of students who do not complete training and subsequently do not
register.

Confusion over the proportion of nursing students who drop out was revealed
recently in a House of Lords debate. Baroness Lockwood (2000) Chancellor of
Bradford University said she understood the current attrition rate for nurses was 30%
whereas the junior health minister, Lord Hunt (during the same debate) said the
attrition rate was around 15%.

The average age of a nursing student is 26 years. Many, therefore, have family
commitments which require to be taken into consideration at the commencement of
the course and during their actual training. 'Students, like everyone else have
Interests and responsibilities outside of nursing and need time out to pursue these
interests. The idea of achieving a life balance should not be restricted to employees.
The approximate cost of training a student is £30,000 according to recent Department
of Health (1998) figures and therefore attrition rates and their reduction must come
high on our agenda of priorities. This researcher believes the time is right within the
current culture of informality and flexibility for Higher Education Institutions and
Trusts 1n collaboration to find ways to not only allow students to complete their
course but provide the environment that allows them to enjoy, yet benefit from

learning whilst still being able to live normal demanding lifestyles.



The researcher believes that treating students as adults, facilitating dialogue in order

to gain their views and share their experiences is halfway to success.

The researcher has researched this area not only because it is of personal and
professional interest, topical and political and the Universities desperately need up to
date information 1n order to act, but because she believes that to improve the personal
and professional lives of the students will ultimately improve care for patients. The
researcher is also keenly aware that the Higher Education Institutions, including the
one she currently works with, are interested in what works and what doesn’t work,
but one has to provide the proof of what actions require to be taken and that those
same actions will be cost effective.

As far back as 1947 the Wood Report stated that it was necessary to remove the
deterrents to recruitment. The literature suggests that this is much the same as the
causes of training wastage today. As a Subject Head/Senior Lecturer within the
Nursing Department of the University of Paisley the researcher is constantly aware
of the impact produced by student nurse wastage and having spent several years 1n
post, is now able to compare the current effects of wastage with those related to
several years ago. One concern 1s the effect on the staff student ratio (SSR) which at
present is 1 : 15. This ratio is stated by the National Board for Nursing, Midwifery &
Health Visiting for Scotland. At present this ratio is accepted by the Universities in

conjunction with the contracts agreed with the Scottish Home & Health Department

and the predicted number based on their manpower planning models and agreed with
the National Health Service Trusts.

All nurse lecturers, however, are acutely aware that the University Management has
the right, and indeed will, if necessary, reduce lecturers to match the reduced student
population. The researcher within her currént ﬁdst is responsible for the management
and development of over 50 lecturers and 1s aware of the negative aspects of wastage
on the departments staff, in that effort and time is being wasted, leading to
demotivation and frustration on the part of the lecturing staff. Student nurse wastage
also affects the taxpayer who is financially supporting what might appear to be a
relatively unsuccessful venture leading to an underproduction of human resources for

essential health care.



This underproduction will reflect on manpower planning within the NHS Trusts who
eventually will have an insufficient number of trained nurses to occupy posts. This
in turn will have an effect on the population at large who require quality health.

The United Kingdom Central Council (1987) agreed four broad criteria for change.
These were to eftect:- (1) standards of care in relation to health promotion and
prevention of disease, (2) increase job satisfaction in order to reduce wastage and
attract new recruits through improvements and standard of care, (3) realistic costs
and manpower implementation were also to change along with, (4) improving
standards of training in accordance with the 1979 Act.

After much debate the UKCC produced a strategy with two inter-linked elements.
These were education and training reforms and proposals to improve manpower
supply and retention. The UKCC estimated that approximately 32,000 nursing
students were required nationally to commence in 1995 to meet the predicted future
manpower demands and implement the proposals. It was anticipated that by
providing a better pre-registration training programme this would contribute to
practitioners feeling valued and staying within nursing. However the reality from
Scottish Office figures (Tables 1 & 2) appears to be that even with careful,
thoughtful selection of candidates for the Higher Diploma in Nursing Courses a
substantial number of students have left and continue to leave prior to completion of
training. This loss to the profession and the government, who are attempting to meet
the demands created by society for an improved health service, is shadowed further
by the highly publicised loss of trained and untrained nurses from the work place.
Within the past few years it has become increasingly important to promote academic

success and student satisfaction in an attempt to reduce the number of nursing

students who waste.
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Estimated
Overall Rate

Intake cohort

Year2  Year3

General
Paediatric
Mental Health
[Learning

Difficulties
Midwifery

SNIP97
Intake cohort

(General
Paediatric
Mental Health
Learning
Difficulties
Midwifery

SNIP96
Intake cohort

General

Paediatric
Mental Health
[earning
Difficulties

Midwifery

SNIP95
Intake cohort

(General
Paediatric
Mental Health
Learning
Difficulties

Midwifery

Year 1
03/94

9.5%

10.3%
9. 7%
17.0%

11.5%

7.0%
9.8%
16.2%
10.2%

9.8%

Year 2
04/95

9.1%
14.8%
14.7%
3. 7%

9.9%

Year 2
93/94
9.2%

15.0%
13.3%
10.2%

11.0%

Year 2
02/93

12.2%

18.7%
14.2%

18.2%

10.0%

95/96 94/95

17.6%

22.3%
29.7%
26.9%

22.2%

Estimated Overall |

Rate
20.9%
31.5%
31.0%
29.2%

22.5%

Rate

22.5%

26.3%
28.8%
24.0%

25.3%

Rate

Estimated Overall

Estimated Overall

Note: The intake cohort and 1ts attrition rate 1s defined as follows:-
Example: 1996/97 cohort - Year |

(Autumn 1996 1ntake still active at October 1997 + Spring 1997 intake still active at April
1998) I
+(Autumn 1996 intake active at October 1996 + Spring 1997 intake active at April 1997).




1 to the Research Stud

“The impersonal character of our health (care) service is the
commonest criticism of it in our Western culture but we imply

that the essence of nursing lies in its personal, individualised and

human character’”. Hendren (1980).

Throughout history there has been considerable change and development within
nurse education. The Briggs Report (1972) recommended a united profession and
continuing education throughout the individual’s career. In the later 1970s the
government recognised the need for a cost effective statutory framework and so the
United Kingdom Central Council for Nurses, Midwives and Health Visitors (UKCC)
and four National Boards (Scotland, England, Ireland and Wales) were established

and charged with the regulation of the profession to:-
“maintain and improve standards of training and conduct” (1979 Act).

In the summer of 1985 the UKCC introduced Project 2000 - the creation of a single
level of practitioner who would be actively involved in care delivery and not merely
a supervisor of 1it.The UKCC (1986) engaged the services of Price Waterhouse, a
management Consultancy, who were asked to examine the cost and manpower
implications of Project 2000. Price Waterhouse in their report (1988) described
nursing as “a high intake, high wastage profession”. Having recetved this
information the government were not convinced that the workforce targets identified
were achievable but set against this was the evidence that the existing training was
wasteful and that a new strategy was required.

At present the recommendation of the Steering Group (SODH) informs the
contracting process which is the responsibility of the Chief Nursing Officer for the
Management Executive of the NHS 1n Scotland.



The number of student nurses required for training is decided through project
management and partnership between the Management Executive and service
providers who are employers of qualified nurses (ie NHS Trusts and Nursing Homes,
with advice from Health Boards and Private Hospitals). Information is also obtained
from Education Providers.

The Royal College of Nursing Congress in April 1998 had on its recently published

agenda, two matters for discussion/resolution.

These were:-

1) The Royal College of Nursing Congress request the United Kingdom Central
Council (UKCC) to urge the government and employers to draw up,
implement and monitor action plans to improve the retention of nurses.

2) The Royal College of Nursing Congress urges the United Kingdom Central
Council (UKCC) to research the reasons for the increasing attrition rate in
pre-registration nurse training.

Both items were again discussed at the April 1999 Congress, indicating their

importance to the nursing profession.

The Royal College of Nursing (Scotland) (1998) published a health agenda for the

new Scofttish Parliament - Scotlands’ Parliament - Scotlands’ Health and within this

document the RCN calls for sufficient resources to recruit, retain and support nursing
students to guarantee the future nursing workplace. Anne Jarvie (Chief Nursing

Officer NHS Scotland) has in her foreword to The Report of the Steering Group on

Student Nurse Intake Assessment (1998) announced plans to conduct a National

Research Project.

This project is to be established and resourced in collaboration with education
providers and the National Board for Nursing, Midwifery and Health Visiting for
Scotland. The group will seek to identify the factors behind student nurse wastage

rates and the non-practice of newly qualified nurses. The researcher has had

discussions with the Head of Department and has agreed to be the Project
Representative for the University of Paisley. This would seem appropriate due to the
researcher presently being involved with this study and the subject of student nurse

wastage.



This study will seek to establish the views of lecturers and students at both the
Paisley Campus (formerly Argyll & Clyde College of Nursing and Midwifery) and
the Ayr Campus (formerly Ayrshire & Arran College of Nursing and Midwifery) to
provide comparisons related to past and present practices concerning student nurse
wastage.

It would seem appropriate, at an early stage that a conscientious, explicit and
judictous review of current evidence from both sites be incorporated in the data
collection. The researcher is also aware that the study requires to be put in the
context of a national issue and therefore communication links have been established
with representatives in two other universities within Scotland. The representatives
have agreed to share information and experiences related to student nurse wastage in
their department. It is hoped that by providing information from multiple sources the
evidence gained will be helpful in informing the practice of the future.

The principles for reform date as far back as the Athlone Report (1938) but the Wood
Report (1947) made 40 recommendations for change which included student grants
and a 3 year course divided between a common foundation programme and a
specialist branch programme. The case for reform was established because of
concerns related to educational standards, service delivery, recruitment, retention of
students and the changing needs of the population. These concems criticised the
quality of courses for nurse preparation. French (1989) The Judge Report (1985)
Dodd (1973) and UKCC (1986) led to the present changes being realised. The
significance and complexity of the changes were illustrated by Charlwoods’ (1993)
belief that:-

“If we can provide a “higher” form of education, then we can feel
confident that, even if they bring the whole edifice of nursing crashing
down around us we have given these new nurses the ability to rebuild

the system we have criticised for so long”.
Fullands (1982) overview of educational change considered it a challenge when he
said:

“Most attempts at collective change in education seem to fail and

failure means frustration, wasted time, feelings of incompetence and

lack of support and disillusionment”.



Therefore, the change required handling to make it constructive in that not only did it

provide opportunities for the student to acquire skills and knowledge but also a
climate to enable the outcomes to be achieved.

Fretwell (1985) however wamed of nursing’s “inbuilt desire for routine, order and

conformity which mitigates against change”. She confronts nursing with the stark

reality of the situation when she states that nurses have become adept at producing:

“A veneer of change through documentation whilst leaving underlying

practice untouched”.

The change process concerned the preparation of students for registration as nurses
with one of the proposed benefits of introducing P2000 being a potential reduction 1n
wastage (UKCC 1987). Project 2000 programmes of nurse education were
introduced in Scotland in 1992, six years after publication by the United Kingdom
Central Council for Nursing, Midwifery and Health Visiting of the framework of
proposals for educational reform in the report “Project 2000 - a preparation for
practice” (UKCC 1986). Specific requirements for pre-registration nurse education
in Scotland were set out by the National Board for Scotland (1990) and responsibility
for the design and development of the programmes was devolved to the existing 12
Colleges of Nursing and Midwifery. Project 2000 heralded a single level of
practitioner a “knowledgeable doer”, a change from an apprenticeship structure to a
questioning and enquiring student. Slevin and Buckenham (1992) suggested that the
advent of Project 2000 would be a major revolutionary change in nurse education
whereas Wainwright (1996) criticised Project 2000 from an ethical stance and argued
that the number of hours entailed in gaining a diploma was immoral compared with
the time studying towards an Honours Degree.

The changes 1n nurse education have been described as exciting (Black 1992), a
golden opportunity (Birchenall and Perkins 1996), challenging (Garbeth 1997) and
complex (Newmans and Closs 1996). The changes which have taken place may be
viewed as positive or negative depending on the individual viewpoint, values,

professional judgements and personal interests.

10



In 1996 the 12 colleges were absorbed into seven institutes of Higher and Further
Education 1n Scotland. The key features of the new programme are worthy of note
with particular emphasis on strengthening the educational basis of preparation.
Some considered these to be fairly radical. May et al (1997) concluded:

“The concept of learners as students rather than as employees, a student

centred pedagogy; improved integration of theory and practice both of
which were to become more research based; education led placement

experience rather than service led, apprenticeship practice; reflective
learning; an onientation towards health rather than a focus on illness
with a commitment to move away from the dominance of medical
models of care; the preparation of practitioners to be life long learners;
continuous academic assessment and competency based practical

assessment”’.

Project 2000 reforms such as those cited emerged from debate about the future of
nursing and nurse education. There was a general assumption that as with any
substantial change there would be teething problems - this assumption proved to be
realistic.

In recent times no significant changes appear to have occurred. Christine Hancock,

General Secretary for the Royal College of Nursing (1998) sent out this message:

“This year, nursing has reached a crisis point with the worst nurse

shortages for years and an increasing acceptance of poor

standards of care”.

Betty Kershaw, President, Royal College of Nursing warned at the RCN Congress
(1998):- J

“If pay awards are staged again, nurses will leave the profession

In even greater numbers’.

11



Watson (1998) writes that the national recruitment crisis is set to be compounded by

a drop in applications for degree nurse training programmes this autumn. She went
on to say that that year’s application figures showed a drop of 740 applications to

degree programmes and a 15% drop in applications from mature students.

“We are horrified by these early indications of a trend against
courses and careers with a social conscience --- we believe would
be students are applying instead to courses which will lead to a
profitable career, while the nation desperately needs qualified

nurses’ .

Jenkins (1998), RCN assistant, (1998) concurred that, “the drop in applications 1s of
great concern. It reflects the overall crisis in recruitment and retention faced by
nursing ----- people are put off because they feel nurses are not valued and
experience poor pay and low morale”.

Minton (1998) reports toilet cleaners in Guildford were being offered virtually the

same salary as newly qualified staff nurses according to an advert in the Surrey
Advisor. Ros Osborne (1998), South Thames Officer, RCN (1998) followed this by
stating:

“The appalling comparison was a national issue all about

rewarding skills. Nursing pay does affect recruitment and

retention”.
Ann Jarvie (1998), Chief Nursing Officer for Scotland (1998) also voiced her
concern at attrition levels during the three year initial preparation programme.
Reviewing the evidence on nursing supply and demand, Secombe et al (1997)
concluded that:

“In short, the conditions for nursing shortages are more
pronounced now than they were two or three years ago and best
guesses suggest that these conditions .will become even more

pronounced over the next few years”.

12



Frank Dobson (1998) Minister for Health made an unexpected statement on the
NHS, talking about the shortage of nurses he said:-

“As I’ve said before we must also reform the system of nurse
education and training. It has achieved some of it’s objectives

but its emphasis on the academic element has put off some
potential recruits. The transfer responsibility to the education
sector from the health service has broken the old links between

individual hospitals and nurses in training, to the disadvantage of
both”.

Yet following this statement, the University Vice Chancellors defended the place of
nurse training in higher education.

This study has taken into account the views, opinions and experiénces from the past
and present in order to gain an insight into the problems related to student nurse
wastage nationally, but also specifically within the nursing department of the
University of Paisley. The researcher has an impression that if the reasons for
wastage were known, the department could more successfully implement strategies
to reverse past and present trends. It is from this position that this exploratory study
will seek to consider the evidence which supports the argument that student nurse
wastage could be reduced in the Department of Nursing, University of Paisley.

Although there are similar studies related to attrition, no such study has been carried
out within this nursing department. As applied research, the findings will be used to
address and possibly redress the problems related to actual and potential attrition of
students from the Higher Diploma in Nursing Education Programme within the
faculty.

Nurse Education has attempted to evolve from an apprentice style training to a
knowledgeable, reflective & enquiring practitioner. Thiele (1995) indicates that
nurse education in the 1990’s demands active engagement of the learner. Thomson

(1998) adds that Project 2000 has been a major victory for nurses in their struggle to

gain academic credibility.

13



However, problems have become evident during this process, increased student
wastage (Richardson 1996), courses too academic (Jowett 1995), differences in
campus life (Pulsford 1995), disempowerment (Stew 1996), student dissatisfaction
(Farrington 1994), communication difficulties (Marriner-Tomey 1996, Crainer
1996), conflict and tensions (Garbett 1997, MacLeod, Clark and Colley 1999)
financial difficulties (Camiah 1997, May et al 1997, NFER 1992).

Nurse Education 1s yet again, under review with a report published with the telling
title, “Fitness to Practice” (UKCC 1999). The Commission for Education were
requested “to prepare a way forward for pre-registration nursing and midwifery
education that enabled fitness for practice based on health care needs. The
Commission indicated that having looked at the reality of pre-registration education
in the UK they found that the fundamental principles of Project 2000 were, to some
extent, weakened on implementation because of ongoing developments in the health
services and in education. They did, however, agree that the principal objective of
Project 2000 was to produce practitioners able to contribute to planning, assessing
and developing services with a readiness to face change — remains sound and should
continue to underpin pre-registration education. The commission reported nurses to
be the largest professional group in the health service workforce. Yet, since 1993 the
number of newly qualified nurses joining the UKCC register has fallen from 32,143
in 1993/1994 to 26,465 in 1997/1998. The reason for the decline is partly due to the

reduction in the number of training places for nurses in the early 1990’s. The decline

in the number of new entrants to pre-registration nursing programmes totals more
than 7000 (30%) between 1997/1998 and 1995/1996 (NBS 1999). The Commission

made many recommendations, some are particularly pertinent to this research

project.

14



Ethical Approval

The researcher endeavoured throughout the research process to abide by the research

guidelines published by the Royal College of Nursing (1993).

“The research subjects entrust themselves to the researcher who

has an obligation to safeguard them and their welfare in the

research situation. Any nurse researcher must decide at what

point ethical requirements necessitate an intervention in order to

maintain the safety of the patients/ clients, whatever the

consequences for the research”.

And

“There must be safeguards for protection against physical,

mental, emotional and social harm”.

The researcher sought throughout the research process to be fair in how the research

was carried out, to not only the participants involved in the study but also the
organisation. It was considered necessary to address the ethical 1ssues at every stage

of the research and therefore issues such as beneficence, non-maleficence, respect for
autonomy, confidentiality and justice were constantly in mind. The researcher
endeavoured to make sure she possessed the relevant skills and knowledge
compatible with the area being studied. She worked with the guidance and
supervision of an experienced mentor in order to not only learn but to maintain
professional credibility. The researcher was also aware of her responsibility under
the Data Protection Act(1984) and the Council of the European Union Directive on
Data Protection Act (1984) and the Council of the European Union Directive on Data

Protection (1995) to ensure adequate arrangements for data management, storage and

retrieval, participant confidentiality and the accurate reporting of data.

15



Herbert (1990) lists four questions that researchers should ask about their research:-

- Is your subject making an informed or/and free choice in participation
in your study?

- Does he/she appreciate all the implications?

- Are your methods ethical?

- Will the individual results be kept confidential?

Adelman (1981) also acknowledged the need for rules when generating data to

control the acquisition and use of information.

- Explanation of the research.

- Nature of the research.

- Option to withdraw.

Walker (1980) addresses the 1ssue of access very succinctly when he says:-

“People own the facts of their own lives and have the right to

deny others access to them”.

Pring (1984) advises that the researcher may establish a relationship of trust with
those being researched by clarifying the kinds of knowledge sought. He also debates
the ethical dilemma of the right to know and the right to confidentiality. This
researcher took the advice of attempting to seek a balance between the private and
public interests of the work and its relationship to the political significance of
institutions being studied and the interests of authorities. The researcher was aware

throughout the study of the ethics involved and relating to the researcher skills:

16



Responsibility to possess the knowledge.

Skills necessary for the demands.

Acknowledgement of personal limitations.

Lack of detachment from the study.

The ways 1n which her presence may have affected the study.

Lofland (1971) reflects upon the difficulty of maintaining neutrality and this

researcher was, like Lofland, often in the place of having to consider carefully the

following areas:-

The need for loyalty to the researched.

Effects of personal involvement.

The need to report the truth.

Ethical issues surrounding an investigation in one’s own workplace.
Code of conduct — providing a way of behaving which rested upon
respect.

Emotions, vulnerability, unease, frustration, personal needs.

Internalisation of many of the workplace attitudes and values.

Permission to approach past and present students and lecturers, review records and

documentation was sought in writing from the Head of Department. As a courtesy

the Senior Lecturer/Course Leaders were informed in writing of the intention to

approach students and lecturers within their teams. Written explanation regarding

the research was provided to lecturers and past and present students making explicit

the following guarantees of information:-

Anonymity of all respondents/interviewees.
Confidentiality of all data maintained at all stages throughout the

research.

Copies of research findings to be made available to the Head of

Department and to both library sites.
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The researcher aimed to adhere to the four main principles of ethics as identified by
Beauchamp and Childress (1994).

- Respect for autonomy.
- Non-maleficence.
- Beneficence.

- Justice.

Respect for autonomy involved respecting people’s right to make decisions free from
controlling influences. Confidentiality and anonymity of research subjects were
respected at all times. The researcher was responsible for structuring questions and
interviews in such a way as not to cause distress or discomfort to the participants. It
was necessary to keep in mind that participants would hopefully share experiences
which may make them feel vulnerable and so the researcher was careful not to
exploit the participants. The concept of informed consent is vital and in order to
obtain this, the researcher provided sufficient accurate information so the participants
could make an autonomous decision regarding participating in the research. Munhall
(1988) considered re-negotiation to be necessary in qualitative research because the
rights of the participants require ongoing consent to the necessary changes within the

project. This also allowed participants the choice to opt out of the study.
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CHAPTER 2

OF THE LITERATURE.
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A literature search and review are major constituents of any research. The process of
researching and reviewing has contributed to the researcher’s self development and
has enabled materials to be identified which informed the study process. The
researcher has used the literature review firstly to become sensitive to what other
researchers contributions were, and 1n turn this assisted in generating questions
which required to be answered. The review also provided ways to approach the data
and suggested how the data gained might be interpreted. In “trawling wide” for
relevant literature, the researcher was able to learn much about the broader and
narrower influences on the subject. In extending the literature resources, the
researcher has had access to computer search technology with the able assistance of
the University library staff. A range of literature was selected in the form of books,
journals, electronic databases and websites and after comparative analysis the
researcher is now more familiar with the “experts” views on the topic being studied.
During the literature search, the researcher sought to develop skills related to
systematic reading and critical analysis of appropriate literature. The skill sought
and hopefully acquired was that of selectivity, after comparative analysis of
standards, strength and weaknesses of the “experts” views and theories.

To date, valuable data has been gleaned from nursing indices, abstracts, journals,
textbooks, theses and conference reports. Accessing these has been made possible
by using library resources within the geographical area where the researcher lives
and works. The researcher continues to seek and develop the aspect of self discipline
in relation to working without allowing distractions, developing scanning ability 1e.,
knowing exactly where in the material to find crucial data and finally knowing how
to critique in a way that 1s objective and comprehensive, incorporating the positive
and negative aspects of the work as well as seecing the implications of any flaws

which might exist.
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The need for literature searching has been described by MacSweeney (1990) as a

fundamental skill required by all professional nurses. The literature review has been
explained by Benton et al (1990) as enabling the researcher to make sound
judgements regarding the adequacy, appropriateness and reliability of the material
presented, the validity of the conclusions drawn and the applicability of the
recommendations made. Haywood and Wragg (1982) state that a crucial review of

the literature should show:-

“----that the writer has studied existing work in the field with
insight”.

The literature review should provide the reader with a picture of the state of
knowledge and of major questions in the subject area being investigated. Field and
Morse (1985) also advise a critical examination of the previous research and a
selective use of same. This involved obtaining the relevant literature and
documenting an extensive content analysis and examining the literature for explicit
and implicit assumptions, for biases in measurement and unsubstantiated
conclusions. The literature was used to guide this researcher into the previous
research so that the present study had the opportunity to be open and informed and
non-restricted, in that present findings at times did compliment the past research but,
on other occasions, the findings in reality did not comply with previous analysis of
the subject. Polit and_Hungler (1983) state that the reviewer needs to know what the
general problems are and how they relate to what is already known.

The literature search required access to academic libraries to find the most relevant
published and unpublished matenals. Library catalo gues, indexes and bibliographies
provided information on what was available. Professional journals were found to
provide more current information than books. Burnard and Morrison (1994) indicate
that a literature search should be done in order to summarise the previous research
and clarify what approaches and methods others have used to study the area. The
literature search should also identify information omissions in the completed work
and allow follow up of published matenal by writing to or telephoning the author

concemned to clarify issues.
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The systems specifically used within this study were ERIC (1982 - 1998) Education
Research Information Centre, MEDLINE (1990 - 1997) National Library of
Medicines, Index Medicus Data Base and C.LN.H.A.L (1982 - 1998) Cumulative
Index of Nursing and Allied Health Literature.

Throughout the literature search the views of other professionals, including nursing
students were sought, on the subject. This helped considerably to clarify thought
processes and challenge assumptions. The methods used to carry out the literature
review provided the background knowledge to the subject in question, highlighted
previous attempts to examine the problem, gave ideas, broadened perspective, and
gave reference points for testing some of the concerns. The literature review, mainly
due to “trawling wide”, raised more questions but also helped the researcher to make
choices. Throughout the systematic process i1t was necessary to maintain a careful
record of references and quotes - the researcher chose to use a card index (3” x 5)
filing system which contained a complete bibliographical evaluation with the various
themes being colour coded. The in-depth reading identified the competing
perspectives, strengths and weaknesses of other researchers work, whereas the
critical reading highlighted the validity and reliability, professional relevance and the
authority to which other researchers put across their findings. The researcher was
also interested to recognise that some journals ate more authoritative than others,
some theoretical and others aimed at practice. The researcher therefore, attempted to
maintain a balance. She also recognised the importance of continued reading and
review throughout the length of the enquiry to ensure up to date information. Lastly,
the researcher invested time and effort in reviewing all past records/documentation
related to student wastage. In carefully reviewing relevant literature, records and

documentation the researcher proceeded from a research base which provided a

foundation from which present and future research could develop.
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Student nurse wastage has been studied for many years from various perspectives
leading to an apparent lack of reliable data due mainly to the inconsistency between
findings. The difficulties experienced include attempts to collect and compare

accurate information concerning student nurse wastage and caused Brown et al

(1991) to state:

“The prevention of attrition in nurses courses world wide remains

unsolved”.

Braithwaite et al (1994) supported this in the claim that the wastage figures for the
nursing profession have been researched by many sources but found that the data
appeared to be unreliable with a high level of inconsistency between findings. A few
of the contributory factors are differences in definitions, different groups and critenia
used and differences related to methods of collecting and analysing the data.
Redfern (1978) 1n a study relating to trained nurse wastage, found there were many
terms used to describe wastage such as turnover, attrition, termination, drop-out,
discontinuation and withdrawal. The terms themselves appeared to cause confusion
because they were not being defined according to the same criteria. Hutt (1989)

states:

“Not only are the reasons for wastage complex, but the

information is often inadequate”.

The author sought to produce a convincing account of methods and data which could
stand independently. Meticulous records of interviews and information gained from
questionnaires were maintained in order to produce a plausible and coherent
explanation of the phenomenon under scrutiny. For the purpose of this study the

author adopted firstly the definition of “wastage” given by Hutt (1988):
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“The percentage of an entry cohort that failed to complete the
course successfully for whatever reason whether through leaving

prematurely or through assessment or examination failure”.

and secondly, the definition of “drop out” given by Tinto (1987):-

“A failure on the part of both student and the institution because

the needs of the student have not been adequately assessed and
addressed”.

Regardless of the varying viewpoints of researchers the evidence does suggest that
wastage is high with students taking nursing courses. The Judge Report (1985)

reports high wastage as a major driving force in the education and training of nurses.

The report states:-

“The drop out rate in contemporary courses of nursing
preparation i1s embarrassingly high and wasteful and should be
reduced to a more acceptable level. Better courses of preparation
set in different context will reduce the wastage rate within the

profession”.

Information received as evidence to the Pay Review Body for Nursing (1994)
suggested that nursing recruitment may become tougher due to the effects of poor
pay, dissatisfaction and job cuts. The most disturbing factor in this survey was the
negative way in which nursing as a career was viewed. Only one third of five
hundred, 15 - 18 year olds, viewed nursing as an attractive career whilst nearly four

out of five viewed it to be stressful with unsocial hours and poorly paid.
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With this study clearly indicating the declining enthusiasm for nursing, it is even
more 1mportant that those who do apply are properly selected and every possible
mechanism employed to encourage them to complete the course. Howett et al (1994)
in comparison to this, found that nearly 90% of the nursing students participating in
their study would recommend nursing to a friend, indicating that individuals having
chosen nursing as a career would 1n fact, recommend it to others.

The Management Executive of the Scottish Office, Department of Health, also
indicated their concern regarding student nurse wastage when they commissioned

The Report of the Steering Group on Student Nurse Intake Assessment (1998):

“A research project to be established and resourced In
collaboration with education providers and the National Board
for Nursing, Midwifery and Health Visiting for Scotland to
identify the factors behind student nurse wastage rates and the

non practice rates of newly qualified nurses”.
The Royal College of Nursing (1998) agreed with the Management Executive when
they stated they shared the perception that the issue of student attrition 1s a problem
which needs to be addressed.

The Treasury are also concerned with the attrition rates which indicate a misuse of

public money. The Health Departments and Educational Purchasing Consortia agree
with the financial concern. The long term problem of nurse supply, is shared by
Education Institutions and the UKCC who recognise that high attrition impacts on

cost and volume in relation to contracts and the related funding. The estimated size
of the problem is difficult to quantify due to definitional problems around the terms
“attrition”, “wastage”, “drop out” and “interrupt” and the fact that nurses do not
necessarily register in the qualifying year and some spread their training over more
than 3 years for a variety of reasons eg. sickness. It is also recognised that the data is
collected and presented differently by the four National Boards — England, Ireland,
Scotland and Wales - and the data relating to “interrupts” (those that leave during the

course but intend to return later) confuse the issue. Nevertheless, the available data

for Scotland indicates that concerns about student attrition are well founded.
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Social Factors

Macguire (1969) having reviewed over sixty research reports related to attrition

among student and pupil nurses, concluded that:-

“The presenting problems seem much the same in the 1960s as
they seemed in the 1940s and attempts to deal with the presenting

problems have met with singular lack of success”.

Droes, Hatton and Kramer (1993) found that members of the profession expressed
concern over the way in which people view the role of the nurse. Also, in an earlier
study by Kalisch and Kalisch (1986) found that apart from being shown as sex
objects, the media typically portrays nurses as having less ability, being less rational
and being less academic in approach than doctors. This would indicate that 1f the
general public is unaware of what is involved in being a nurse it is reasonable to
suppose that many candidates enter nursing without a clear understanding of the
work involved. The idea was backed by Lindop (1987) and nothing is available 1n
the literature search to indicate a change. Stephenson (1984) found that nursing
students expect support in the form of help with problems from their lecturers. In a

later study Hilbert and Allen (1985) were successful in demonstrating a significant

statistical correlation between social support and self esteem previously

demonstrated by Huckabay and Ardnt (1976).
Previous to these studies Abraham (1982), Di Minno and Thompson (1980),
Erickson (1983), McKay (1980), and Moore and Pentecost (1979) also described

projects in which support groups were used as a means of alleviating stress and
therefore combating attrition. Cobb (1976) defined social support as providing

information to the subject which conveys a message that the subject “is cared for and

loved, esteemed and valued”.
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The literature 1dentifies numerous programmes designed to convey the message of
support and include the development of problem-solving skills. McKay (1980), and
Woolf (1984), provision of a vehicle where students can obtain peer support (Di
Minno and Thompson 1980), provision of forums for students to express their
reactions to clinical work (Abraham 1982), mastery learning techniques (Huckabay
and Ardnt 1976), academic and personal counselling and prescriptive leaming

assistance” Moore and Pentecost (1979), Huckabay et al (1996), Shmuele (1980) and
O’Rourke (1988), and supportive behaviours Barrera and Ainlay (1983). Related to

these findings are the marked differences between those students studying nursing
and those studying in other disciplines.

As the literature review indicated extensive studies have been carried out in relation
to how social factors impinge on the life of student nurses. It would, therefore, seem

appropriate to revisit this area during the present study.
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dent Nurses in Comparison to other Universitv Studen

In comparison to other University students nurses:

- have different funding arrangements and study in three instead of two
semesters 1n each study year.

- spend 66% of the course time in clinical practice and constantly work
shifts and unsocial hours.

- work 1n practice placements during University and public holidays
and are often 1solated from the main campus while studying at Higher
Diploma level unlike their University colleagues who mostly study at

degree level. All of these factors lead to a clash of values between

Higher Education and Nurse Education.

These factors appear relevant when considering yet another purported reason for
wastage is that student nurses are suffering an identity crisis due to the introduction
of a different type of training. Balfour (1987) states that nursing students are now
expected to be “self motivated, research orientated and prepared to use their
knowledge in an adventurous manner”. He refutes the reality of this when he says
there are still lies taught to be “safe, obedient and quiet”. Firby (1989) agrees with
this and indicates that this could lead to students having “altruistic” or false 1deas

instead of the realities associated with a career in nursing.
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Marital_Status

The impact of marital status is more predictable. Married students are more likely to
have family commitments, distractions and financial pressures all of which increase
the probability of non-completion. This is supported by Johnes (1990), Panos and
Astin (1968), Astin (1975) and Bean (1983) and further supported by Yess (1980)
who found that marital status was the second most significant predictor variable.
Later Lauder and Cuthbertson (1998) found that the personal income of students
would appear to stem primarily from bursary payments. This related to the
difficulties in holding down part time jobs. Students cited difficulties related to

mortgage/rent payments, childcare and clinical placements away from home and the

related travel costs.

Age

Age was not considered to be a particularly’ significant predictor of successful
outcome by Clemence and Brink (1978). Yess (1980) also, did not find age
significant and likewise the study by Allen et al (1988) reported the student age was
not predictive of success. However, Safian, Rush and Belock (1988) in their study
which sought to investigate ethnic background and academic achievement on a
nursing degree programme did find the student age to be a significant predictor of
success. (ie the older the student, the better the results). This study was, however,
limited by the size of the sample — (N = 55).

Astin (1975), De Rome & Lewin (1984) indicated age of a student on entry to
University could have two distinct and opposite effects - a mature student could
demonstrate a high commitment having had to “work hard to get there” but older
students are more likely to have spent some time away from full education and
therefore may experience academic difficulty. Mature students are also more likely

to have other pressing commitments 1n their personal lives.
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Roderick and Bell (1981) investigated the relationship between age, entry

qualifications and academic performance with regard to mature students. Some of

this research points to a relationship between lack of conventional entry

qualifications and both higher rates of discontinuation during the course and inferior
degree results although overall results for mature students possessing the
conventional entry requirements were approximately the same as for younger
students. These results were broadly consistent with those produced by Woodley
(1985) but conflicted with findings produced by Smithers and Griffen (1986) who
showed lower rates of discontinuation and better Degree results among mature
students. O’Rourke (1988) found that it was usually younger students who withdrew
from nursing whereas studies carried out by Moore (1989) and by Marshall (1989)
showed the opposite. A more recent study of Houltram’s (1996) indicated that
broadly speaking the performance of most mature students was above average and

this in turn motivated them to continue within the course.

F o ov v,

Stress

As far back as 1954 Selye described the general adaptation syndrome for better
understanding of experiences of students who terminate their training. It was noted

that when a high level of stress was experienced, the individual either adapted or

escaped from the stressful experience.

Menzies (1970) confirmed this by stating that:

“Many students said they still wanted to nurse and found it
difficult to formulate why they wanted to leave. They suffered
from a vague sense of dissatisfaction with their training and the
work they were doing and a sense of hopelessness about the

future”,
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It was interesting to note that these are all characteristic signs of stress. Birch (1979)
and Parkes (1980) found stress experiences amongst student nurses in specific

practice areas. Knight and Field (1981) further studying into stress in practice areas
found that:-

“The bond between patient and junior nurses meant that where
patients were anxious about their condition they were more likely
to question these nurses whom they considered to be their

friends”.

This 1n turn was found to produce considerable stress amongst the students. Hebbs

(1985) underlined the knowledge of nurses stress reactions to their work and the
increased awareness of the need for intervention and support for those most
vulnerable. Parkes (1980), Lindop (1987), Reid (1986), Rosenfeld (1988) and
Menzies (1970) all indicate stress and related stress factors as being a prominent
cause of student nurse wastage. High stress levels appeared to indicate and lead to a
high turnover.

Nurses in the study by Lindop (1987) could not adapt and so left training. A
descriptive account of the stress experience was carried out by Lindop (1988) who
established that the student stress experience was a cause of wastage. Campbell
(1985) discussed the relationship between stress and absence from work through

sickness when noting that 42% of students who responded to a stress survey had
taken between 1 and 3 days off sick as a result of stress. Interestingly, these same
students felt they were not believed when they telephoned in sick. It is not
unrealistic to assume that ultimately unrecognised stress can lead to students
withdrawing. This also agrees with a earlier study by Parkes (1980) who illustrated

the relationship between increased anxiety, depression and job dissatisfaction.
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\cademic Achi I

Richardson (1996), Rosenfeld (1988), Tucker-Allen (1989) and Porter (1984) all

claimed that the most common or real reason for student nurse attrition was academic
failure. Borrill (1987) suggested that intellectual ability should be tested other than

by Standard Grades, “O” grade or GCSE. In a previous study Roderick and Bell
(1981) had pointed to a relationship between lack of conventional entry

qualifications and both higher rates of discontinuation and inferior Degree results.
Glick et al (1986) agreed with this and in their study showed that previous academic
achievement was the variable which produced the most significant relationship both
with level of achievement and completion of the programme. Knoll (1990) also
found this to be true in his study involving not students but registered nurses. The
RCN (1985) appeared to have a clear idea of what caused nurse wastage, when 1t

described three “leakages” which made up the total training wastage.

- students who fail examinations. *°
- students who drop out during the course.

- students who qualify.but do not take up employment in the NHS.

Finally, Jowett et al (1994) in their study expressed concern about the tendency to

“over-assess’’ students in the early stages of the course. Students who failed and had
to leave were described as victims of the colleges early “inappropriate” assessment
system. Other academics within the study spoke of “losing good nurses for the

wrong reasons’ .

The final word came from a student:

“I’ve sat and met all of my assignments but it cost a lot of my

personal and family time. I’ve had to ask — is it worth it”?

It would appear appropriate that this area be investigate further within the present

study.
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Practice

In the nursing press, students indicate dissatisfaction with the lack of practical

experience and absence of a definite role for students.

“We are neither proper nurses nor proper students and I do not

know if I will continue in this half way capacity”

The RCN (1998) appeared to agree with these sentiments when it reported that in the
absence of hard information one of the reasons for attrition amongst student nurses
appeared to be workplace experience - low morale and high workloads. Mashaba
and Mhlongo (1995) also express concern from their research findings when they
advised a change process to reduce student nurse wastage caused by shift patterns
and short duration placements, ill treatment and harassment of students, conflict
between student and placement staff and uninformed trained staff who are not
receptive to change.

The need for change had been prophesied earlier by Lindop (1989) who proposed

that a change in practice based staff was necessary in that:-

“It would seem that a more caring and positive approach to them
(students) is required, along with a realistic appraisal of just how

stressful their clinical experience can be”.

As practice accounts for 66% of the current course, further investigation is required

within the present study.
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Finance

Williams (1998) chair of the RCN Association of Nursing students when speaking at
the RCN Congress said:-

“Many students have to decide between their first choice of
nursing and the practical choice of another career that will pay

the mortgage”.

Nursing students do experience financial hardship and although Diploma level

students are eligible for a bursary this has not kept in place with inflation. They find

it difficult to take part time work because of shift patterns in practice placements and
these placements being scheduled during university holidays when other students
tend to work. In addition many students who successfully complete the course leave
nursing to get more money for less effort in any other job.

The RCN (1998) report there i1s little hard data on the reasons for attrition but suggest

that student hardship 1s a related cause. Consideration of this area will be built into

the present study.

Home Sickness

Cameron - Buccheri and Trygstad (1990) highlighted the problem of homesickness

and 1ts effect on the student:-

“One of these personal issues, homesickness is a much bigger

problem for freshman students than many faculty realise”.
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Gender

The etfect of the sex of the student on the probability of non-completion is uncertain.
Summerskill (1962) suggests that rather than there being a significant difference
between the sexes in rates of non-completion, it is more likely that males and females
differ significantly with regard to the underlying factors which result in non-

completion.
oluntarv/Compulsorv Wastage/Transfer:

Narayanasamy (1991) points out that there is voluntary wastage, where a student opts

out due to availability of a better or preferable option. This research also reported
“compulsory wastage™ where circumstances force the student to discontinue against
their wishes and intentions. Bos et al (1990) also indicated the high correlation

between class repeating and “potentially dropping out”.

Student Background

Parental occupation is an established determinant of non-completion : non graduates
tend to have parents in skilled or unskilled manual occupations. Summerskill (1962)
while graduates are more likely to have parents in professional or managerial

positions Marsh (1966). Past research has found that students whose parents are not

highly educated are less likely to become graduates (Astin 1975).
Nationali g

The expected effect of the nationality of students is indeterminate. An overseas

student 1s likely to have a high degree of commitment to obtaining a qualification
from a UK University, but problems with language, accommodation and
homesickness may result in them not achieving what they had originally planned.
The range of nationalities represented within the school was not a high enough

percentage to justify nationally being used as a key variable within the present study.
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It 1s clear from the literature that over the past decade various educators have
researched the topic of recruitment, selection and ways in which high attrition rates
amongst student nurses can be addressed. It 1s to our advantage as educationalists to
acknowledge that students may be “undefr prepafed” for both higher education and
nursing. The future of nursing depends on good selection and training processes and
so universities must establish what is required. Potential students should be fully
informed about the nature of the course they are proposing to undertake. Lindop
(1987) stressed the need to improve the selection process. This study indicated that
student nurses in particular, are entering training possibly without a full
understanding about the implications for them and how situations associated with
training might adversely effect them. Way back 1in 1975, Kilcross and Bates gave

advice worthy of note even today:-

“The trainee should be regarded as a long term investment and
time and trouble at the recruitment stage promise a worthwhile
payoff”.

Duff (1990) however, asserts that the health service will not be able to compete

favourably with other industries in the recruitment and retention of nurses and
nursing students unless 1t offers attractive employee packages, designed to overcome
the main reservations and negative perceptions about the profession from potential
recruits.

Duff also infers that the overall record of retention is “exceedingly poor” in that high
wastage rates have been made good with allowing high student intakes. Since
moving to Higher Education this is no longer an option for nursing. Poor recruitment
links clearly with attrition therefore, the nursing authorities and nurse educators need

to specifically identify what are the main causes of attrition, high turnover and poor
recruitment in their workplace. Only with this information and the motivation to
make appropriate changes will local employment policies and personnel practice be

reviewed, change implemented and further monitoring take place.
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Nursing constantly appears to be in a state of change which leads in tum to

dissatisfaction and enhances the idea of nurses entering with unrealistic expectations.
Firby (1989) asks the question, “Does -an altruistic appeal still hold the same
attraction as in the past or are today’s teenagers more interested in instrumental
values?”’. The National Board for Scotland (1999) also considered the importance of
future recruitment and stated that to ensure the suitability of applicants to pre-
registration nursing programmes there required to be greater involvement of clinical
staff in the student selection process. The Board also acknowledged that a range of
selection criteria was a critical element in the recruitment process. It concurred that
whilst academic qualifications were important, broader criteria should also be
considered and suggested that further research was required.

Aids to selection most commonly used are application forms, curriculum vitae,
references, Iinterviews, intelligence tests, tests fof'ﬁumeracy and literacy and, because
such processes were found to be inadequate and other approaches have been tried.
These include personality tests, cognitive/intelligence tests, biodata, graphology and
assessment packages. These approaches are still controversial and there seems to be
little agreement as to their merits or otherwise. Interpretation, reliability and validity
have all been disputed Taylor and Sackheim (1988) Anderson and Shackleton (1990)
Jordan (1987) and Shirley 1988). Candidates applying for traditional courses are
mostly female, have wanted to nurse and in general the candidates applying for
University based courses are similar to those applying for traditional courses in the
past and little appears to have changed in the selection process.

Previous research has focused on attempting to identify specific causes of wastage
from nursing (Bendall 1965, Birch 1975, Singh and Smith 1975, MacLeod, Clark
and Redfern 1978a & 1978b, Murray 1983 and Lindop 1987). All of these studies
acknowledged that more efficient selection niight reduce attrition rates. There was
little, however, to identify which areas in selection required to be highlighted.
Cooper and Lewis (1976) and Lewis (1980) identified personal characteristics that
might indicate successful nurses, and a further study by Child et al (1987) sought to

inform candidates as to the nature of nursing.
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Land, (1994) suggested the problem appeared to be concerned with:

- Selection and recruitment strategies are not sufficiently specific to attract a
wide range of potential nurses and therefore does not lead to maintaining a
stable workforce.

- It 1s unclear what processes and methods are used to select nurses.

Land concluded from her study that nursing needs to reassess those it wishes to
attract and organise campaigns that will encouraged appropriate people. In addition
she suggested that Colleges (Universities) must ask themselves if there is any point
in changing the cultural and educational ethos of nursing when the methods of
selecting nurses have remained unchanged for decades. She further suggests that the
whole process of selection needs to be more user friendly, consistent and non-
discriminatory. In order to achieve this the universities need to use more objective
measures to select than they currently employ. Philips-Bharj (1996) agreed with
Land when she concluded from her study that successful implementation regarding
preparation, planning and objectivity contributed to a greater reliability of the
selection process by replacing the inevitable subjectivity with a greater degree of
objectivity. Finally, Croakley (1999) in her recent research study found some
familiar sounding reasons why students quickly become disillusioned with their
training and leave. She found lecturers who feel that course selection procedures are
still unreliable, even after the Beverly Allitt scandal, and students who report that

unsuitable candidates are accepted who at a later stage disrupt a whole cohort when

they realise their mistaken choice of career.
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She also found that students become demotivated because they are not in contact
with patients at an early stage of their course, and the level of pastoral academic
support 1s described by students as a “bit of a lottery”. The bursary system
disadvantages mature students and forces supposedly supernumerary students into
supplementing their income by working 'in other jobs whilst attempting to
study/practise nursing. Within this study the researcher having reviewed the
literature will attempt to seek out what is the truth related to student nurse
expectations of firstly their training and secondly related reasons for contemplating
and actually leaving training.

The researcher 1s emphatic that this is an inclusive, not an exclusive research study in
that she wants the people concerned to become involved and take ownership of the
findings. It is, therefore, of real importance, to the study, that the researcher is able
to record the lived experiences of the subjects gaining contextual understanding and
meaning from their point of view. It was therefore, of prime importance to review
the literature carefully and familiarise oneself with the established findings related to
the subject being studies. Nurse education, in parallel with higher education has
engaged in widening the access to education provision. This has meant a move from
recruiting primarily young female school leavers to an increased number of older
female and males. The trend towards recruiting mature students is given added
impetus in the light of concerns regarding the large fall in applications for basic
nursing education and the fact that 20% of 1995 - 1996 diplomate places were not
filled. (Payne 1996).

Firby (1989) encourages us to:-

“Take positive steps about creating a sense of belonging, a sense
of worth, if people are going to stay with us recognising that an
organisation that cares for it’s staff should in turn retain those
staff”.

Campbell and Davies (1990) indicate that success and retention is a collaborative

endeavour of administrators, faculty and students
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This 1n turn fosters the development of a co-operative and a sense of “we’re all in it

together”, and becomes an issue that involves every aspect of campus life.

At the outset of this project this researcher took courage from the very human
viewpoint of these two authors and will, therefore, continue to recognise within this
present study that an investment in the student nurse will mean an investment in
patients. Therefore, 1t must be worthy of time and effort.

A note of caution was also available from Bevan (1987):-

“Wastage can act as a trigger for potential beneficial changes”.

Nurse educationalists must recognise that a certain amount of wastage 1s inevitable
and even healthy, but it 1s vitally important 'to explore the specific reasons for

wastage in order to plan and implement positive changes.
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The Research Questions

As with other research studies, this research commenced with the author identifying
a problem area which was work based but which was also of national concem ie.
what evidence supports the argument that student nurse wastage could be reduced?
The researcher has considerable professional experience within both nursing and
nurse education and therefore attempted to utilise the experiences gained from
student nurse wastage within the department in which she works. This combined
with an extensive literature review enabled the researcher to consider the aims or
purpose of the study and from this to formulate questions which required to be
answered.

The researcher when reviewing the literature was interested in deriving knowledge
contextually from mainly subjective data about values, intuition, psychological and
social forces which affects students within nursing courses staying or leaving. The
researcher was, therefore interested in the work of previous researchers who studied
the views, opinions, perceptions and feelings of participants. Howett et al (1994) p
30, D1 Minno and Thompson (1980) p26, Droes, Hatton and Kramer (1993) p 26,
Lauder and Cutherbertson (1998) p39, Lindop (1987) p31 Croakley (1999) p38, who
studied the views, opinions, perceptions and feelings of participants.

Early in the literature review the researcher noted the work of Brown et al (1991)
Braithwaite et al (1994) p23, both of these researchers noted that wastage figures
having been researched by many sources found the data to be unreliable and

inconsistent. This researcher attempted to learn from their research and at the outset

of the study sought to establish the extent of the student nurse wastage problem
within the department of nursing. In order to produce baseline, factual data, the
researcher sought to establish how many nursing students waste at the Paisley and

Ayr Campus. Wastage also required to be reviewed between September 1992 and
December 1997 in order to provide a realistic sample group. The aims and related

questions are identified in Table 3 (1) p45
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The researcher when reviewing the literature also noted the various studies which

gave reasons as to why students left nursing courses. Droes, Hatton and Kramer
(1993) p26, Huckabay et al (1996) p26, Richardson (1996) p32, Lauder and
Cutherbertson (1998) p29 and many others all gave varying reasons for wastage
indicating the complexity of the problem. As indicated earlier the significance of
this was to compare the reasons given to the reasons indicated by students in the
present study and in time to establish a means of dealing with the problem areas.
Having reflected on wastage experience to date within the department the researcher
felt it necessary to establish the perceptions of students and lecturers as to the causes
of student nurse wastage. This led to the following questions in relation to the local
areas being studies. Firstly, what are the perceived reasons for student wastage?
When 1s wastage most likely to occur? And what are the proposed solutions? The
aim and related questions are 1dentified in Table 3 (2) p45.

It became clear to the researcher whilst evaluating this aim and related question in
light of the fact that there are similar studies in attrition but no such study has been
carried out within the department. Therefore using local experience and
documentation the researcher examined the categories of students who had
discontinued from the course and attempted to establish criteria for identifying the
“High Risk” students. In order to meet this aim, comparison of wastage in relation to
male and female students, young and more ‘mature students, in adult and mental
health programmes and February and September intakes was considered necessary.
The researcher also consulted the literature and found that not all researchers agreed
on the significance of age in relation to wastage ie. Clemence and Brink (1978) p29,
Allen et al (1988) p26 and Safian, Rush and Belock (1988) p29. Due to the
perceived disagreement in the literature it was considered necessary to study this area
from a local viewpoint. The literature also contained information related to gender,
Summerskill (1962) p35 indicated the sex of the student related to non-completion

was uncertain but that it was more likely that males and female differ with regard to

the underlying factors which result in non completion. The aim and related questions
are identified in Table 3 (3) p45.
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The researcher also noted that whilst reviewing the literature several researchers

referred to “preventable” and ‘“non-preventable” barriers to completing nursing
courses — Liebesfeld (1994) and Smith and Cuthbertson (1999) pl147. This
researcher required to firstly consider what were the perceived barriers to completing
the course and then to establish what were the preventable and non-preventable
bammers in the local situation. The aim and related questions are identified in Table 3
(4) p4s.

Having established what were preventable barriers to wastage an Action Plan could
then be devised which would identify the problem areas and suggest ways in which
these same problems could be actioned. Having considered the barriers to
completing, it seemed reasonable to gain some insight into why students stay in
nursing as reflected in the work of Croakley (1999) p38 and Campbell and Davies
(1990) p39. The aim and related questions are identified in Table 3 (5) p45.

Finally, it was thought necessary to gain insight from the literature into possible
measures which might require consideration in order to establish how wastage might
be reduced. Various actions to combat wastage had been deployed by researchers ie.
Lindop (1987) p31, Firby (1989) p28 and Land (1994) p31. The researcher required
not only to consider what action needed to be taken but consideration also required to
be given to exactly who would require to be informed/consulted and who would be

involved in implementing and evaluating this Plan of Action. The total aims and

questions for the research are summarised in Table 3. (P45).
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TABLE 3

The Research Question

What evidence supports the argument that student nurse wastage could be reduced?

(1) To establish the extent of l " How many nursing students waste at the
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(2)

the student nurse wastage
problem within the

department of nursing.

To establish student and
lecturer perceptions of
causes related to student

nurse wastage.

Paisley Campus & Ayr Campus?

Review wastage between - Sept 1992 —
Dec 1997

1) At Ayr Campus. 2) Paisley Campus.

What are the perceived reasons for student
wastage’

When 1s wastage most likely to occur?

What are the proposed solutions to the

existing problem?

(3) To examine the categories | * Compare wastage 1n relation to:-

of students who have - Male and female students.
discontinued from the - Young and more mature entrants.
course and establish - Adult & Mental Health Programmes.
criteria for identifying the - February and September cohorts.

“High Risk™ students.

(4)

(6)

To distinguish between
preventable and non-
preventable barriers to

completing the course.

To gain nsight into why

students stay 1n nursing.

To gain 1nsight 1nto
possible measures which
require to be considered to

reduce the wastage rate.

What are the perceived barriers to
completing?
Which barriers are preventable?

Which barriers cannot be prevented?

What reason do students give for remaining

on the course/in nursing?

What action can be taken to avoid wastage?
Who needs to be consulted?
Who needs to be informed?

Who needs to take action?
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S1UDY METHODS

The researcher 1n 1dentifying a problem related to student nurse wastage sought to
establish the most effective means of gaining relevant information. It was vital that
the real life experience of student nurses be gained from the study and therefore it
seemed appropriate that a qualitative approach be used where the sample group
would include male and female students from various age groups, courses and
cohorts. Due to the professional and personal relationship between students and
lecturers it was also deemed necessary to include lecturers within the sample group.
The purpose of sampling in qualitative resedrchi is to recruit the respondents most
likely to contribute to the understanding of what is being researched.

In this study the population was representative of the student lecturer population and
although the researcher 1nitially had selected small groups, ie. 10 students from each
of the existing cohorts, 1t was realised that theoretical sampling is an ongoing process
of data collection and 1s determined by the emerging theory and cannot be pre-
determined Schatzman and Strauss (1973). The researcher appreciated that, in
general, qualitative studies use small samples but Sandelowski (1995) pointed out

that it was a misconception to think that “numbers are unimportant in ensuring the

adequacy of a sample strategy”. The researcher took into account the variables in

demographic variables such as age, gender, type of training and so the overall sample

took account of this.

The advice offered by Sandelowski (1995) was taken:-

“Numbers have a place in ensuring that a sample is fully
adequate to support particular qualitative enterprises. A good

principle to follow is : An adequate sample size in qualitative
research 1s one that permits and by virtue of not being too large —
the deep, case orientated analysis that is a hallmark of all

qualitative enquiry and that results in — by virtue of not being too

small - a new and richly textured understanding of experience”.
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The sample was chosen 1n that it was representative and provided rich research data
which will be useful for future planning within the university and should also be of
interest to other departments who would wish to replicate the study in order to re-
plan within their own department.

This study was undertaken on a part-time basis over 3 years between September
1997 and July 2000. Qualitative research aims to describe phenomena and the
researcher was interested 1n how respondents gave meaning to their experiences and
perceived their world. The researcher encouraged respondents to talk freely and
questions were asked 1n an attempt to seek clarification and to further explore. The
study was designed following informal discussion with the Head of Department and
some of the lecturers. The discussion suggested it would be useful to investigate
why nursing students left the course prematurely. It was also known that the
National Board for Nursing, Midwifery and Health Visiting proposed to carry out a
national survey related to student nurse wastage and it was envisaged that all
departments of nursing would be involved. The study was carried out in the
Department of Nursing, Midwifery and Health Care, University of Paisley, using
both the Paisley and Ayr Campuses. Information was gathered from a total of 442
Adult and Mental Health Branch, past and present students.

These students comprised two main groups:-

o Third year students (366) completing or near to completing the course.

. Ex-students (76) who had already left the course.

Information was gathered from 52 students who participated in one to one semi
structured interviews and from 390 students via a postal questionnaire. Information
was also obtained from 3 focus groups with 19 lecturers in total participating. These

lecturers had responsibility for teaching and supporting pre-registration students in
Adult and Mental Health Nursing.
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The interviews, questionnaires and focus group discussions sought information
regarding perceived reasons why student nurses either left or considered leaving
nurse training prior to completing the course. Personal records/documentation from
214 students who had left the course were also analysed for information relating to
research questions.

A pilot study was undertaken in May 1998 and the main study from September 1998
to July 2000. Rich qualitative data were obtained from interviews and focus groups.
Useful data both quantitative and qualitative, were provided in questionnaire
responses. This was influenced by the high response rate to questionnaires —
390/633.

This study is primarily concemed with exploring the experiences and attitudes to
student nurse wastage by eliciting experiences 'from past and present students and
lecturers who make up the research sample population. Therefore, it seemed
appropriate to use qualitative research methodology. Defining precisely what
qualitative research is has never been easy. Lincoln and Guba (1985) when defining

naturalism (but this could apply to qualitative research) said:-

“It is precisely because this matter 1s so involved that it is not

possible to provide a simple definition”.

There are many situations related to nursing in the way in which data 1s not
quantified. This leads to an interest in a qualitative approach which allows for
exploration of the subject from a different perspective, and an attempt to analyse the
quality rather than the quantity of the data collected. Clifford and Gough (1990)
agree that the purpose of qualitative research is an attempt to analyse the quality of
the data. Concepts of theories are generated from the information provided by the
respondent and developed as the study progresses. According to Cormack (1996),
qualitative researchers are guided by certain 1deas or hunches requiring the subject to
be investigated. The strengths and weaknesses of qualitative and quantitative
rescarch are well documented. Carr (1994) identified qualitative research as
developing theory inductively through describing the world from the perspect of the

subject.
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According to Porter (in Cormack 1996) the uniqueness of qualitative research is that
it does not focus primarily upon the identification of facts but on the illumination of
the interpretation of these facts.

Qualitative researchers would agree that an explanation of facts in statistical terms to
attempt to identify a casual relationship is inappropriate when the subject matter of
research is the action of human beings. Porter (1996) suggests that qualitative
research concentrates on words to understand the interpretation of peoples’
experiences.

An attempt has been made in this study to collect data from participants in their
natural environment — this naturalistic setting has been highlighted by Morse & Field
(1996) and Parahos (1997) as the usual environment for qualitative research. Secker,
Wimbush, Watson and Milburn (1995) argue that neither quantitative or qualitative
is more rigorous than the other but rather both can be of value if used in the
appropriate context. Flexibility & reflexivity are cited as strengths of qualitative
research by Whitehead (1998), Reid (1991) and Roe and May (1997). According to
Ashworth (1997) the outcome of qualitétive ‘research is not generalisable but
descriptive of sufficient depth to allow the capture of the “life world” of the
participants in the study. Qualitative research is interested in in-depth studies of
human concemns. Opinions, perceptions and feelings of individuals are sought in
order to understand them more fully. It is only'through this inductive approach that
the researcher is able to understand the feelings of the sample group and hope to
intervene effectively. Melia (1982) warns that by tending to favour a quantitative

approach the study of nurses and nursing related topics are in danger of missing:

“A wealth of rich data, of a softer nature, data which would allow

interpretative understanding of the phenomenon under study”.

She goes on to argue that a qualitative methodological approach is an appropriate
means of finding out nurses’ views and ‘allowing them to “tell it as it is”. This
researcher has chosen to take a qualitative approach to this study having been guided
by the main focus of the study and the required data that will further inform the

perceived concermns.
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Many examples of qualitative studies exist within nursing related research. Melia
(1982) used a qualitative approach when describing the experience of being a student
nurse. The choice of a qualitative approaé:h reflected the need for data about the
lives of student nurses that could not be adequately described in numerical or
statistical terms. Qualitative research empld'ys a range of data collection methods
that require the researcher to be physically and mentally close to the subjects of the
study.

Initially qualitative research methods may appear informal and even arbitrary, but
such appearances quickly prove to be deceptive.

Sherman and Webb (1988) analysed what leading researchers had to say about their
work in the philosophy of education, phenomenology, uses of literature in qualitative
research in critical theory; and their analysis produced the following characteristics.
Events can only be understood if seen in context - therefore qualitative researchers
immerse themselves in the setting. Contexts of inquiry are not contrived, nothing is
pre-defined or taken for granted. Qualitative reséarchers attend to the experiences as
a whole, not as separate variables. The aim, to understand experiences as unified.
Qualitative methods are appropriate to the above statements and there is no general
method. Sherman & Webb also state that qualitative implies a direct concern with
experience as it 1s “lived” or “felt” or “undergone”, it has the aim of understanding
experience as nearly as possible as its participants feel it or live it.

Burnard and Mormmson (1994) give specific characteristics related to qualitative
research in that it adopts a phenomenological perspective and attempts to invest
personal understanding and meaning of the system. Qualitative research often
involves indepth interviews, observations and explorations of documents and is
person-centred rather than subject centred. It also uses different tests for reliability
and validity than with quantitative methods. |

Waterworth (1990) recognises these characteristics when he points out several
benefits of clinical research to the clinical practitioner in that it obtains new
knowledge and solves a stated problem (answers questions). Clinical research is
capable of making a decision and aids in developing programmes, procedures or

products.
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“Whatever the scale of the research project it is suggested that

worthwhile research is characterised by a logical approach to

solving an problem and obtaining and analysis information”.

Reid & Boore (1987)

This logical approach is called the research process.

Lawton (1989) adds to this concept when indicating that:-

“In practice settings, practice tends to precede theory, at a later
stage theory refines practice until eventually it becomes difficult

to improve practice without theoretical analysis”.

The researcher has chosen to take a mainly qualitative approach to the study having
been guided by the main focus of the study and the required data that should further
inform the perceived concern. This study will seek to establish the views of lecturers
and students at both the Paisley Campus (formally Argyll & Clyde College of
Nursing & Midwifery) and the Ayr Campus (formerly Ayrshire & Arran College of
Nursing & Midwifery) to provide insights ‘related to past and present practices
concerning student nurse wastage. It would seem appropriate at an early stage that a
conscientious, explicit and judicious review of current evidence from both sites be
incorporated in the data collection. The researcher is also aware that the study
requires to be put in the context of a national issue and therefore communication
links are already established via the NBS and with each of the nursing departments

throughout Scotland. The representatives have agreed to establish a student nurse

wastage data base within their own Universities and at a later stage to share the
information. It 1s hoped that by providing information from multiple sources the

evidence gained will be helpful in informing the practice of the future.

4 .
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Tiernay and Taylor (1991) emphasise the need for research to be practice orientated

when they said that:

“There are now signs that researchers are making efforts to bring

research nearer to nursing practice”.

Phenomenology

The aim of a phenomenological approach within this qualitative research is to
describe accurately the lived experiences of student nurses who have either thought
of leaving or indeed have actually left nursing training. The purpose of using a
phenomenological approach was to not only provide description but deeper meaning
and understanding of the phenomenon being studied.

The origins of phenomenology are in philosophy and in particular, the works of
Husserl (1859 — 1938) and Heidegger (1889 —-1976). This researcher was also
influenced as to how the American nurse Patricia Benner (1984) had used a
phenomenological approach when studying the real life experiences of first year
student nurses in practice.

It was recognised that this work had similarities with the present study in that, it was

also concerned with understanding how student nurses existed but, in relation to the

course and the significance of their experiences whilst on the course. Due to the
close professional encounter with the student group and recognising that a significant
part of the researchers work involved the support and guidance of students, it was felt
the phenomenological approach served the caring goal of understanding the lived
experience of the students and would eniable the researcher to taste and feel their
frame of reference and see the world through their eyes. This in turn would allow
reflection and hopefully deeper meaning to emerge when reviewing the data.

Phenomenology 1s underpinned by the philosophy known as existentialism — the way
one views the world but stressing the personal here and now experience. Omery
(1983) states that the task of phenomenology is to investigate and describe all the

phenomena, including human experience in the way in which these phenomena

appear’.
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This researcher was particularly interested in investigating or describing human
phenomena — human experience because during previous discussion with students,
they had disclosed the need, due to financial difficulties, to make the choice of
having a hot meal themselves or making sure their children were fed.

The need for personal responsibility for one’s own actions, creating one’s own values
and determining one’s own future related to the philosophy described 1in
existentialism and particularly when the researcher recognised early in the process
that her own thoughts and experiences could not be eliminated but would probably
become part of the data for analysis at a later stage, highlighting the fact that choices
and the need to be responsible had to be owned by the researcher as well as the
student groups.

The researcher in using a phenomenological approach endeavoured to make the
participants become actively involved as “co-researchers” recognising that these
people were more skilled at highlighting their own feelings than the researcher. The
researcher was further aware that anyone coming to an experience brings biases,
life/professional ways of seeing and doing things which are a part of their
personalities and social context and that these beliefs and values colour our
perceptions.

Phenomenologists suggest that we should “bracket” feelings. By this they mean we
should look at the experience without past knowledge, facts and theories 1n order to
truly absorb the phenomenon. Phenomenologists do, however, adopt slightly
different views on this and this researcher believes that inevitably we carry
preconceived ideas (bias) to every situation and this study proved to be no different.
Phenomenology cannot replace other methods of enquiry but it is a research
approach which can most effectively serve nurse educationalists goal to understand
experience. The researcher was also aware that when students reflected back on
experience, what was verbalised was not pure experience rather it was remembered
experienced. It was acknowledged by the researcher, that it is impossible to be

totally free of bias when reflecting on experience but an attempt was made to control

this.
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Following reflection the next step used in the phenomenological approach was
intuiting — looking at the experience and not cluttering this experience by previous
knowledge or literature. This in turn, led to analysing which was comparing and
contrasting of recurring elements, allowing the researcher the opportunity to identify
the components of the phenomena and the way in which the components related to
each other.

Analysis led to describing what had been seen in such a way that the listener/reader
is directed to their own experience of the phenomenon. Phenomenology’s usefulness
lies not only in the uniqueness of the findings, but also its possible generalisability.
Field and Morse (1985) suggest that generalisation may be based on similar meaning
rather than exact duplication of essence. By “clustering” data into themes similar
meaning to phenomena can be ascribed without exact duplication. By using a
phenomenological approach the researcher hoped to highlight and access the
unquantifiable experiences and enable the students to empathise with each other by
noting “it’s like that for me too” (Morse 1991).

Qualitative research aims to describe the phenomenon, therefore, the approach
choice is phenomenological. The study is primarily interested in how respondents
give meaning to their experience/perceive their world, therefore the researcher was
aware of the need to choose appropriate methods ie. semi-structured interviews and
focus groups to find out the reasons for wastage and the effects of wastage related
issues on the students involved. The aim of the study is to gain information and

create change so the selection of a qualitative approach using phenomenological

action research methodology seemed appropriate.
Action Research

Action research can be divided into a number of simple steps and is illustrated as a

spiral of repeating stages. Kemmis and Taggart (1982).
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Action research according to this involved various stages:-

Stage 1 - Identifying the problem.

Stage 2 - Investigating the problem.

Stage 3 - Studying the literature.

Stage 4 - Designing a plan of action which is then actioned and

observed and monitored to assess how it works.
Stage 5 - Evaluating and re-evaluating to identify any change or
modification required.
In the context of this research study the researcher takes the view that if the findings
are persuasive enough then it may be feasible to recommend and facilitate change in
departmental policy, strategy, and possibly in curricular design. One of the purposes
of research is for the researcher to be able to explicate, from the data, arguments for
and against change and innovation.
Action research gives opportunities for nurses/educationalists to undertake research
in the local setting and allows for re-evaluation and feedback. McGuire (1991) states
that action research 1s advocated as the method of research for nursing and a number
of others. Chavasse (1981), Greenwood (1984) and Hunt (1987) have also noted its
value in nursing and related subjects. It is further stated by Webb (1989) that nurses
themselves see 1t as an approach that has much to offer in analysing problems,
solving problems, improving standards and evaluating innovation in nursing. Action
research involves the collaboration of the researcher in the real world situation where

the problems exists with the purpose of improving the situation, developing

competencies and generalising new knowledge.

This present study seeks to identify specific issues/problems in a local situation and

adheres to advice given by Bell (1989).

“The essentially practical and problem solving nature of action
rescarch makes the approach attractive and practical to
researchers who have identified a problem during the course of

their work™.
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Another advantage of participative, people centred research is that it fits well into

current rnights 1deology. Consumers want to know what will happen to them with the
research, people dislike being viewed as “subjects”, “objects” or “unknown entities”
controlled by the researcher. This type of research is, therefore, compatible with
democratic values. Resistance to research arises from fear of being kept in the dark,
and being manipulated, and this can lead to distrust, non-compliance, non returmn of
information and withdrawal from the study.

These are aspects of concern that are costly in time, data collection and financially to
the researcher. With active participation the quantity and quality of shared
information hopefully increases with informants taking pride in and responsibility for
the information they share with the researcher Leininger (1985). Action research has
been chosen for this particular study because it focuses on the local situation,
attempts to solve a local problem (which is also national), and hopefully the findings
will indicate ways of making specific changes which will involve the people in the
situation. Newman (1979) agrees with this when she indicates that action research
necessitates increased contact and authentic collaboration between researcher and

practitioner and, in turn, should increase relevance of research to practice and

facilitate the application of findings.

Cohen and Manion (1984) further confirms that:

“Action research 1s appropriate whenever specific knowledge is

required for a specific problem in a specific situation”.

MacLeod, Clark and Hockey (1989) advise that all the principles relating to the
research process apply to action research, with the scientific design of action
applying the same care as that of other types of research. Action research seeks to
use a variety of methods to give more valued ‘'data than a single method would
produce. The researcher, therefore, used triangulation, ie. used several different
methods to cross check on data. It 1s hoped that by using triangulation a fuller, more

detailed picture will emerge.
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The researcher was also aware of the need to introduce the concept of reflexivity into
the research study. The idea of “putting oneself on the line” will hopefully produce a
more equal encounter and remove exploitation.

The self evaluative nature of action research, because it allows flexibility and
adaptability is essential 1n nursing related research. Sheehan (1990) indicates that
action research is different from other approaches because of its collaborative and
participative nature.

The researcher attempted to remain aware of the prejudice which might be
introduced to the study via her own experience which was inevitably involved 1n
terms of historical, cultural, personal and professional background. Previous
experience, no doubt, influenced the way in which the researcher interpreted and
participated in making the data and will ultimately influence the analysis of lecturer
and student interviews. Pre-understanding andl‘prejudices can be found within the
study and no attempt has been made to disguise these - personal concerns are clearly
visible. It was found to be impossible to totally eliminate all of the researcher’s own
thoughts and experiences from the study. This researcher did not endeavour to
achieve pure objectivity but rather to use her prejudgement and preunderstanding in
order to come to a preliminary understanding. Philosophical hermeneutics affirms

the position of the researcher in the hermeneutic circle.

“The hermeneutic circle cannot be avoided, rather it is a matter of
getting into it properly”.
Bleicher (1980)

The researcher endeavoured, throughout the research study to make the data
available when offering interpretation of the findings. The beliefs and attitudes of
the researcher will become part of the data and will be made available in the report.
Finally, it was necessary for the researcher, when choosing action research, to be
aware of the pitfalls identified when using this methodology. These are high
workload, workload fluctuation. Booth and Davis (1991), Edwards et al (1991),
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Alexander and Orton (1988), 1nhibiting management policies. Johns & Kingston
(1990), insufficient/fluctuating numbers, (Smith 1986) and staff changes during the
project. Armitage et al (1991) and Meyer (1993).

The researcher was aware of the people problems and vulnerability related to the
research subject, and attempted to remain sensitive to the need to attempt to resolve
these problems within the research. Having considered the disadvantages related to
action research, the researcher remains convinced that this method will respond to
the needs of those being studied as well as those of the researcher. The researcher,
throuéhout the project, remained aware of related issues in this type of research, ie.

power, autonomy, ownership and research purpose.

Light and Kleiber (1978) advise:- |

“Where each researcher draws his/her ethical and practical lines

must be his/her own decision”.

They still, however, like the researcher, believe that action research leads to a “more

human, more moral and a more perspective field of research”, where the researcher
builds on the knowledge/theories and modifies them on the basis of the practical
experience gained whilst the practitioners use and modifying the ideas 1n an attempt
to solve the problems. Susman (1983) indicates that everyone is involved the
researcher and participants being in a real situation and returning to it at the end of
the learmning cycle having made changes and evaluated those changes. As the
researcher gained knowledge which was applicable to practice this was immediately

applied and from this the concept of an Action Plan began (P165 - 171). Over the
three year period of the research study several problems were identified and as they
were debated and discussed with students, lecturers, trusts and clinicians it became

apparent that ways could be found to alleviate if not completely solve the problems.
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The Action Plan provided a guide as the what areas required actioning and the action

which was proposed and when that proposal was action.
Due to the unexpected number of questionnaire returns the researcher sought advice

as to whether the study should remain purely qualitative in nature. The final decision

was to attempt to reconcile paradigms and value both approaches within the study.

Hasse and Myers (1988) state:-

“Qualitative and quantitative approaches share a common goal
for research understanding of the world in which we live.
Considering this goal, the assumptions of each approach can be
recognised as complementary and the primacy of assumptions
underlying one or the other approach can be eliminated as

unproductive”.

The researcher deliberately built in both approaches and accepted this as sound

advice.
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The researcher had determined that in light of the questions posed (Table 3 p45) that
qualitative interviewing would best provide the necessary information from the
student sample group. Students would be encouraged to discuss with the researcher

what they experienced and how the experience affected them as people.

Qualitative interviewing was not found to be an easy option due to this method being
difficult intellectually, practically, resource wise and ethically. It was also found to
be heavily consuming of time and effort in its conduct and later the analysis of the
information gained. It was, however, considered to be the most approprnate way to
get at the required information in order to answer the research questions. The
researcher was aware that structured interview technique tends to be a quantitative
research method. Nay-Brock (1984) explained that “standardised interviews” are
designed to allow classification, identification and comparisons and for such
purposes the same information must be gained from each respondent”.

The term “unstructured” has been synonymous with qualitative research yet, Jones
(1985) explains, “there is no such thing as a totally unstructured interview” and
suggests the term is over-used and often carelessly used. The researcher therefore,
chose to use the term Semi-structured Interviews. Interviewing involved the

gathering of data through direct verbal interaction between individuals. The
researcher collected continuous records of transactions, informal remarks and sought
to organise and interpret the data. An exploratory descriptive design was particularly
useful since the researcher was exploring a particular area to discover what was

there, the meanings attached to the discoveries and how these could be organised.
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The process helped to 1lluminate problems, issues and significant features.
Tuckman (1972) says that:-

“By providing access to what is inside a persons head [it] makes
it possible to measure what a person knows [knowledge or
information] what a person likes or dislikes [values and

preferences] and what a person thinks [attitudes and beliefs]”.

Crannell & Kahn (1968) define interview as:-

“A two person conversation initiated by the interviewer for the
specific purpose of obtaining research relevant information and
focused by him on content specified by research objectives of

systematic description; prediction or explanation”.

Herbert (1990) states that the interviewer profile should provide three kinds of
information. Observation of a limited sample of behaviour manifested during the
interview. Data about clients present situation and predicament and life history data.

The interview, therefore, attempted to find out not only what happened to the client
but also his/her perceptions of those events, the meaning given to them and the
current evaluation. The purpose of the interview for this study was to collect

information that was additional to that gathered from the questionnaire. It was used
as a means of validating responses and probing more deeply into responses from the
questionnaire. The rationale for using interviews as a follow up to the questionnaire
was that interviews have decided advantages which have been enumerated by Barker
(cited in Cormack 1991). Treece and Treece (1982) also indicate these advantages
but also state the associated disadvantages of using this research method.

Some of the advantages associated with semi-structured interviews are that they seek
answers to questions and examines the topic in-depth, the aim is that no item is
omitted accidentally or purposely. Also there is an increased rate of response
possible along with increased flexibility. Questions can be developed using verbal

and non verbal communication.

62



They also provide the opportunity to increase opportunity to appraise and validate.

Some of the disadvantages associated with semi-structured interviews are that they
tend to be very time consuming and interpersonal relationships differ for each
interview. The researcher requires to expect increased cost in effort, and responses
may only be opinions. The researcher needs to remember and record in detail, and
allow for nervousness on the parts of the interviewer and/or interviewees.

These interviews may provide limited response — may be inadequate and provide
relevant data. Invalidity may be introduced by the presence of a misleading picture
introducing bias. There 1s a tendency for an interviewer to seck answers that support
his/her pre-conceived notions, therefore, careful structuring of questions is required.

For this study both the advantages & disadvantages listed above were carefully

considered but the following were seen to be particularly advantageous.

- A fuller response to questions was ‘more likely, since the subjects were
allowed and indeed encouraged, to elaborate on their responses, which they

may not have chosen to do in a written questionnaire.

- Areas of uncertainty or ambiguity were clarified by the researcher.

Whilst the researcher accepted that interviews were costly in terms of time,

preparation and conducting them, they were known to offer significantly better
returns. The interview was designed using a semi-structured approach, in that there
was an interview schedule of prepared quéstions (which related to the questions
posed in the questionnaire) but since the researcher wanted to elicit the experiences
as well as the attitudes and opinions of the 'sfﬁBj ects, it was essential to include
flexibility and openness on the part of the interviewer to facilitate reflection by the
interviewees in amplification of their responses. (Interview Schedule — Appendix 1).
The process was made more effective by piloting and noting the salient points made,
with the knowledge and agreement of the interviewees. This did not appear to

detract from the actual questioning, listening and the necessary clarification

Processes.
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It also ensured a more accurate record of the interaction and a permanent record

which was more easily collated and analysed at a later stage. The researcher chose
not to record individual interviews due to tape recording at times detracting from the
one to one interaction especially when the subject tended to be sensitive and the

researcher did not wish to cause the individuals to feel more vulnerable.
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P'ill > Semi-Str 1red Interview

Despite careful preparation it was felt necessary to carry out two pilot interviews for
two reasons. One was to give the interview a trial run under realistic conditions, and
secondly to get as much information as to how the interviewee interpreted and
reacted to the questioning.

In order to carry out the pilot interviews, similar individuals to those participating in
the study were chosen. The individuals chosen had not participated in the research in
any way but were sympathetic to the work, likely to be forthright and incisive in their

criticisms, and they promised to attempt to anticipate any difficulties or negative

reactions that might arise with others.

The two pilot interviews were noted and reviewed by both the participants and the
researcher. It was found that the de-briefing took as long as the interviews but they
identified the following problems which were in turn corrected.

Interviews took far in excess of the time scheduled (over ran by 10 - 16 minutes).
The interviewer tended to lead in some aspects of the interview, thereby introducing
interviewer bias and this may have “allowed” the interviewees to talk too much and
“judge” the main areas concerned.

Due to the above areas of deficit it was necessary to carry out a further interview In
order to further refine the interview technique prior to the main scale survey.

The pilot interviews allowed the researcher to accept that good preparation was as
important as having interview skills and that having a well prepared schedule was
vital in helping to achieve the consistency required across the range of interviews.
The researcher recognised at the outset the need to adopt a friendly but businesslike
approach in order to give the interviewees confidence in the researchers’ ability to
conduct a successful interview. The need to use the formality of the interview to

encourage people to be explicit and to cop“é with the more difficult areas of the

interview was also recognised.

Prior to the main interviews taking place each interviewee received written
information explaining the aims of the interview, length of time given to the
interview (ie not more than 25 minutes), the individual’s right to refuse to answer

any questions and indeed stop the interview at any stage if it was felt necessary.
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Prior to conducting the interviews the researcher, using the pilot study findings,
recognised the need to guide the interview appropriately, and attempted to keep the
informants on the topic to ensure the “dross rate” was kept to a minimum Field and
Morse (1985) describe “dross rate” as irrelevant information.

The researcher attempted to ensure relevant information was gained by preparing
open-ended, questions prior to the interview and then by taking time to establish
rapport and trust by providing politeness, courtesy and an environment free from
interruptions.

It was also considered important for the researcher to be receptive and listen in a
non-judgmental way, listening for implicit as well as explicit meaning in what was
being communicated, and recognising the need for more information and or time,
making associations and verifying assumptions.

Post interview the researcher viewed the written comments from the interviews.
These were read several times in order to plan direction and isolate problem areas.
The wnitten account of what the researcher learned, saw and experienced required to
be detailed, accurate and extensive. Throughout the process the researcher was
aware of the many pitfalls associated with this research method and of being a
teacher, 1e dealing with distracted interviewees, avoiding awkward questions,
presenting questions in an illogical order, counselling, teaching/preaching instead of
interviewing and finally of introducing researcher bias by presenting one’s own
ideas. The response of interviewees was excellent, with students being only too
willing to discuss reasons why they would have considered leaving the course or had
indeed left the course.

It is possible that interviewees may have provided answers which they thought the
researcher wanted to hear, however, respondents appeared to be extremely honest 1n
their answers, speaking freely about actual experiences rather than what they thought
the researcher wanted to hear. Many of the interviewees were known professionally
by the researcher and this appeared to compliment interviews as a rapport already
existed between interviewer and interviewees. Having a rapport and prior contact
with interviewees is highlighted as a positive influence on information provided by

respondents (Worth and Tierney 1993).
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Interviewees may feel uncomfortable speaking to a stranger so an existing
relationship 1s thought to alleviate this discomfort. However, Fontana and Frey

(1994) warn that while “close rapport with respondents opens doors to more
informed research” it may also create problems as the researcher may lose her
objectivity. Gray (1994) descrnibes the necessity of adopting passive and active roles
during interview. “Not to have this flexibility would result in either adopting a
rigidly passive role (which would allow respondents to focus on irrelevant material)
or a role which allows the pace of the interview to gallop away uninhibitedly”.

This researcher agreed wholeheartedly with the findings of Buckeldee (1994) in her

study of carers in the community.

“Not only were most carers willing to talk with me but many also
freely talked about themselves, including personal and intimate
matters. At times this process also: resulted in participants
exploring new feelings and ideas they had not previously
considered or acknowledged. This commonly occurred when we

explored their feelings and perceptions of their caring role”.

This researcher frequently shared the emotions of stress, sorrow and overwhelming
sadness and frustration of the participants. The depth of feeling at times left the
researcher feeling exhausted and vulnerable, yet inspired, to do something about the
presenting evidence. Interviews took slightly longer to complete than anticipated —
the extended length of the interview was mainly due to the amount of information the
participants wishes to impart. Many were extremely enthusiastic and eager to inform
the interviewer often giving details and.descriptions which were emotional and
intensive. There were no signs of the interviews being pushed to the detriment of the

participants, however, the extended time did have effect on the interviewer’s time
schedule. The researcher continued fo interview consenting students from various
cohorts until no new data emerged. The process of interviewing enhanced the
researchers skills and heightened her awareness of the need to be flexible and
versatile whilst interviewing. The researcher aimed to be rigorous in the way in

which data was collected, analysed and interpreted.
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The researcher during each interview sifted and analysed the data in her mind and
then related this to the notes taken during interview. The reliability of data was
difficult to establish as each interview was unique even though guidelines were used
for each session. Reliability was, however, secondary to getting to the core of the
subject being investigated.

The researcher was concerned with maintaining accuracy, truth and credibility and to

ensure this used reflexivity and validation of data by interviewees and one other
interested researcher within the department. . The researcher’s view through a
continuous process of reflecting on her own values, preconceptions, behaviour,
position and those of the respondents to note anything which may have had an effect

on responses. This was not an easy process due to the sensitivity of the subject and

the researcher’s position within the organisation. The researcher randomly selected
six participants to view the data and indicate whether they agreed with what had been
recorded. Apart from two small errors noted, the data was agreed to be factual. A
colleague also read through the data and agreed the points already established by the

researcher.

Data Management

In this study the following data management activities related to the interviews were

carried out sequentially.

Reflection on what was said following each interview.

v

Above then related to notes taken during each interview.

Identification of major coding categories.

2

Identification of sub categories ie. themes, sub themes and comments.

.

Double coding of all interview and focus group transcripts.
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Questionnaire S

“The world 1s full of well meaning people who believe that
anyone who can write plain English and had a modicum of

common sense can produce a good quesitonnaire”,

Oppenheim (1966)

Having identified the problem area and established the aims and questions which
required attention the researcher chose to questionnaire survey both students who had
left training and also those who remained in training but had considered leaving. The
questionnaire aimed to provide personal information ie. age, gender for each student
and also specific information related to course, reasons for wastage and support
mechanisms.

Cohen and Manion (1984) advise that an ideal questionnaire possesses the same

properties as a good law.

“It is clear, unambiguous and uniformly workable. It’s designed
must minimise potential errors for respondents and codes, and
since peoples’ participation in‘“-surveys is voluntary a
questionnaire has to help in engaging their interest, encouraging
their co-operation and elicit answers as close as possible to the
truth”.

They go on to advise that certain questions should be avoided:-
Leading questions - suggesting there is only one acceptable answer.
Highbrow questions - geared specifically to the intellectual.

Complex questions - too many details in the one question.

1
2
3
4, Irritating/service questions - eg. relating to specific age of respondents.
5 Open ended questions. ‘o

6

Questions which use negatives.
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The author did adhere to this advice excep't item number 4 where this information
was deemed necessary to answer some of the research questions.
Lumstedt’s (1969) work agrees with Cohen and Marion when he suggested that in

order to produce good questions the following should be considered:-

- Are the answers to the questions important and do they add to the data?

- Do the questions get to the basic issues?

- Are the questions logical and do they meet the grammatical standards of the

language.

Overall, it was accepted that the questionnaire needed to be suitable for design and
function, therefore, the researcher required to review the advantages and
disadvantages of using this method.

It was acknowledged that as 1n any research study, the researcher had to proceed
from her own ideas, theories and hypothesis by obtaining data which may or may not
support her initial viewpoint. This was done by carrying out a literature search and
subsequent review of the literature. This process also helped to establish content
validity. The researcher also carried out one to one semi-structured interviews with

students to establish their views and opinions and also to listen carefully to the

language they used in order to generate and validate ideas. The researcher then
attempted to structure the questionnaire using the students perspective and in a
language the respondents could find easy to understand. The researcher was aware
that when a questionnaire 1s administered to a potential respondent “an elaborate and
subtle process is started which is intended to end in the transmission of useful and
accurate information from the respondent to the enquirer”. Stone (1993). Stevens,
Sclade, Chalk and Slevin (1993) advise that there cannot be too much attention
accorded to the construction of questionnaires. The researcher was, therefore,
mindful when preparing the questionnaire to take account of the important areas

included within the preparation.
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A variety of questions were included in the questionnaire, the researcher remaining
aware that open and closed questions have particular strengths and weaknesses, the
analysis of closed ended questions being less time consuming and more objective. In
qualitative research it was important not to overlook potentially important responses
that would allow for a fuller, nncher perspective on the subject, hence the reason why
open questions were also used.

An accompanying letter was attached to each questionnaire advising the individuals
on the purpose of the study, guaranteeing anonymity and giving an indication of
where and when the results of the study would be available. The letter also gave
clear instructions as to the return of the completed questionnaire ie. as stated,
addressed envelope by a certain date via the normal mailing system. The courtesy of
thanking each individual in anticipation of their response was also considered
necessary. (see appendix 2). The time factor regarding return of the completed
questionnaire was considered, adequate, taking into account the length of the
questionnaire and the busy lifestyles of the participants. It was felt that an extended
period of time for returns might lead to annoyance, apathy, forgetfulness and
eventually lead to diminished returns.

The researcher recognised that the prepared questionnaire required to be piloted
before use to iron out design faults and enable easier formal evaluations of validity
and reliability. Validity meaning the extent to which a measuring instrument
measures what it is supposed to measure and reliability, meaning the extent to which
the form can be trusted to give consistent results. Stone (1993). The researcher also
recognised that an ethical questionnaire is essential, it should also be deemed
necessary, be scientifically rigorous and sensitively conducted with the informed
consent of the subjects who provide the data. Hulley and Cummings (1988).

The self administered questionnaire is one of the few methods of collecting data that

can potentially keep respondents anonymous.” They provide the advantage of

offering the opportunity to make views known without being identified. Robinson
(1996), writing about the ethical implications of questionnaire design and
administration, concluded that “badly designed research is perse, unethical and

should not be done at all” and that “at best it wastes patients (respondents) time and

at worst it can do outright harm”.
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This researcher, like the designer of any questionnaire, wanted to get responses that

would answer the questions in a way that would create useable data. With this in

mind, it was thought wise to prepare a first draft of questions which could be pre-
tested. As stated by Polit and Hungler (1985):

“A pre-test is a trial run to determine, in so far as is possible,
whether the instrument is clearly worded and free from major

bias and whether it solicits the type of information envisaged”.

A small scale pilot was therefore considered to be essential. It involved 10 students,
5 lecturers and the research supervisor working through the questionnaire and then
discussing it with the researcher.

The researcher was then able to review the appr:oximate time taken to complete the
questionnaire and any features which we}e_ likely “to put people off’ and, in tumn,
reduce the response rate. Checking was also carried out to see if wording was clear
and no unfamiliar terms or ambiguous terms used. It was also necessary to ascertain
whether respondents saw the questions as important and interpreted them as the
researcher expected and whether 1t was easy for the respondents to express their
answers to their satisfaction.

Individuals chosen to participate in the pilot study were individuals who were
considered to be honest and able to give forthright comments, interested and able to
be constructively critical. Each individual was met with separately and the following
points elicited for comments, time factor, points of difficulty, meaning of question,
meaning of responses and general improvements. To reduce the cost and trouble to
the respondent, stamped addressed envelopes were provided. For those who did not
reply within the time deadline one reminder letter was sent enclosing another copy of
the information and questionnaire. The responses to the pre-test questionnaire
elicited typographical errors and the need to remove two questions and substitute
these with two others which took into account language and value position, and
overall created a tool which was more readily understood. (see appendix 3). Once

the findings from the pilot questionnaire were established a re-draft of the

questionnaire took place prior to the full scale questionnaire being sent.
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The main study questionnaire contained questions which were used to explore,

describe, assess and evaluate the phenomenon. The questionnaire, however, also
attempted to measure attitude using a Likert Scale approach Likert (1932) described
by Henderson et al (1992). The items used were designed from statements made by
students previously interviewed.

Other questions within the questionnaire elicited background information along with
why students considered leaving/left the course. The questionnaire also explored the
reasons why students remained on the programme to complete. The questionnaire
related to students remaining on the course achieved a participation rate of 366 whilst
the questionnaire related to those who had discontinued achieved a participation rate
of 76. The main aim of the questionnaire was to produce valid and reliable data.
Valid being the extent to which 1t addresses the research questions, objective and
reliable meaning the consistency which respondents understood and responded to all
questions. The researcher attempted to ensure that questions used adequately
represented the attributes of the concepts/aspects being studied. In order to ensure
content/face validity the questions were formulated from the researchers own
experience, the views of other experienced lecturers and the findings from the
literature review — care was taken to cover all aspects in the same proportion. The
questionnaire was also submitted to a group of lecturers and students and, following
critique and discussion, their viewpoints were also reflected in the final questionnaire
hence meeting the requirements for validity criteria. Predictive validity was also
considered in that, data available in the future from the Scottish Office will hopefully

confirm the information gained from the questionnaire as valid. Questions and
statements within the questionnaire were checked and tested to ensure they were
clear and unambiguous enough for respondents to understand and respond to them in
the same way. The researcher was aware of the difficulties such as respondents

misinterpreting, being “economical with the truth”, facts being “coloured”,
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