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Student and Preceptor Perceptions of Factors in a Successful Learning Partnership CAROLY. BYRD,PHD, RN, CS,* LUCYHOOD, MSN, RN,t AND NEOMAYOUTSEY,MN, RN$



Thirty-two registered nurse preceptors and 42 senior undergraduate nursing students completed a survey ranking factors related to both participants in the clinical learning partnership. Mann-Whitney U-Wilcoxon Rank Sum W tests showed statistically significant differences in the ranking of four factors (the ability to give and receive criticism, knowledge of the preceptoring process, clinical competence, and compatibility) that contribute to successful learning partnerships. Nurse educators and professional nurses should acknowledge these perceptual differences and include these in student and preceptor orientation programs to promote a positive teaching and learning partnership. (Index words: Clinical instruction; Learning partnership; Nursing education; Nursing students; Preceptors) J ProfNurs 13:344-351, 1997. Copy-
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ANY NURSING STUDENTS request increased clinical learning experiences to strengthen their clinical competence. Many studies in the literature support the use of preceptors in seniorlevel courses to assist in making the transition to competent performance of staff nurse roles and function. Along with clinical competence and increased personal confidence, studies find that "reality shock" diminishes. The positive effects of using staff nurses as preceptors for nursing student clinical experiences have been documented. However, very little has been shown about the factors that ensure a positive preceptoring experience for the preceptor and student. The purpose of this study is to determine the factors that senior nursing students and practicing nurses acting as preceptors perceive as important to a successful learning partnership.
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Literature Review VALUE OF THE LEARNING PARTNERSHIP



The use oF preceptors in nursing education has received widespread acceptance. The value of the preceptor method in nursing education has been documented. Benefits include a greater amount of direct clinical instruction, the opportunity for students to practice one-to-one with a staffnurse, and the opportunity to practice clinical skills with a clinical nurse who has the expertise needed for day-to-day practice. (McKnight, Black, Latta, & Parsons, 1993; Peirce, 1991; Scales, Alverson, & Harder, 1993). Peirce (1991) points out that traditionally facultyto-student ratios of 1:10 allow little time for in-depth teaching with each student individually, whereas preceptors are able to guide the student in the context of a one-to-one relationship. Preceptors also facilitate role transition and entrance into a system where the student is able to practice leadership skills (Reider & Riley-Giomariso, 1993). The student is exposed to the bureaucratic conflicts and to the frustrations of the everyday world with a support person at their side (Collins, Hilde, & Shriver, 1993). The preceptorship method enhances previous learning by enabling students to apply theoretical knowledge to current clinical situations and leads to increased confidence and knowledge of the reality of clinical nursing. According to Rieder and Riley-Giormariso (1993), the opportunity to manage care for a group of clients during a preceptorship experience greatly enhances time management, delegation, and problem-solving skills, three competencies that are highly valued in graduate nurses. The structure of the preceptorship allows the inclusion of learner objectives and feedback in the form of evaluation that provides guidance for preceptors and students (Scheetz, 1989). In a project described by Dale and Savala (1990), students reported an increase in confidence and improved psychomotor skills, communication skills, flexibility, and assertiveness after working with a staff nurse preceptor. Nurses who participated in the Dale and Savala
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(1990) project reported increased intellectual stimulation and personal satisfaction in helping new nurses to bridge the gap from student to practicing nurse. Dibert and Goldenberg (1995) indicated that preceptors probably become more committed to the role if they know that worthwhile benefits, rewards, and supports will be there. Some of the reasons identified by the preceptors was assisting the new nurses in adapting to the nursing unit, rewards from teaching, improving skills, sharing knowledge, and gaining personal satisfaction. Acting as preceptor may give a much needed lift and professional stimulation by encouraging innovative, improved practice and continued inquiry and knowledge building. The nursepreceptor also garners the additional satisfaction of having input into the development of a new professional nurse (Lewis, 1990). Students identified positive faculty attributes as: "pleasant manner," "relaxed," "calm," "confident," and "nonjudgemental, caring, and patient" (Davies, 1993, p. 629).



course of a semester, causing disruption for preceptors and students (Lewis, 1990). In addition, the preceptor may feel some discomfort in the role of teacher (Hagopian et al., 1992). Drawbacks to the learning partnership are also identified by students. Early in the preceptorship experience, students may feel discomfort in reconciling ideal nursing as learned in the classroom to actual daily practice and in formulating a new relationship with the practicing nurse that differs from the studentfaculty relationship. Meng and Morris (1995) described a mismatch of learning styles between the preceptor and preceptee, which may lead to conflict. Additional drawbacks may include lack of administrative support (work load adjustment and financial compensation) for the additional responsibilities accompanying the preceptor role (Dibert & Goldenberg, 1995).



PERCEPTIONS OF STUDENTS AND PRECEPTORS



The nurse-preceptor...garners the additional satisfaction of having input into the development of a new professional nurse...



DRAWBACKS TO THE LEARNING PARTNERSHIP



The work load for clinical nurses is already heavy without the addition of the preceptoring role, which adds additional work and accompanying stress. In addition, preceptors may feel overwhelmed with their responsibilities and may feel some discomfort irl the role of teacher (Hagopian, Fersta, Jacobs, & McCorkle, 1992; Nederveld, 1990). Because no additional compensation is received for being preceptors, those who agree to serve may feel overworked and underpaid, which are antecedents to professional burnout. Adding to the burnout is the fact that the nurse relinquishes primary care to the student, losing a major source of satisfaction for many nurses. Other drawbacks include difficulties arising from age and gender disparities along with differing expectations, which also may lead to some difficulty for the preceptor (Brennan & Williams, 1993). The rotation of practice sites, which students undergo as a part of their educational process, means that preceptors may be working with more than one student during the



Determination of whether a situation is noxious or beneficial relies on individual perceptions. Perceptions are individulaized interpretations of the environment based on a person's philosophy, values, and experiences. The students and preceptors approach the preceptorial experience from individualized viewpoints. Congruency of these perceptions may determine student and preceptor outcomes from the experience. Peirce's (1991) study using first- and second-level nursing students provides solid evidence to support the use of the preceptorial experience and also provides insight into two dominant themes that emerged: what students desire from the experience and the factors they identified as influencing the preceptorial experience. Students want a strong clinical experience with a variety of patient diagnoses, opportunity for skills practice, and an interested, skillful preceptor. Factors enhancing the experience include a clearly structured program, open communication, and ongoing feedback. However, preceptor concerns differ from student concerns. According to McKslight et al. (1993), preceptors want knowledge of program philosophy, course objectives, student evaluation processes, clear communication, and student development of role competency. Anderson (1991) notes that preceptorships have been proven of value, but how the beneficial effects are produced remains unknown. The socialization process of students into the professional nursing role and how they reconcile the ideal to everyday practice is not fully understood. Current
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knowledge indicates that the preceptoring experience prepares students for actual nursing practice and facilitates role transition. Role modeling, demonstration, dialogue, and coaching are effective teaching strategies used by preceptors (Anderson, 1991; Shon, 1987). A sometimes forgotten aspect of the teachinglearning partnership is the relationship between the nursing faculty and the preceptor. This relationship ideally would be one of mutual respect and understanding that influences the education process (Hagopian et al., 1992). Faculty need to be involved with providing the preceptors encouragement and support as well as essential information about their roles (Ferguson, 1995). The faculty become an integral part in the preceptoring process by assisting the preceptor "in developing effective strategies to teach and manage challenging teaching-learning situations" (O'Mara & Welton, 1995, p 67). The educator is responsible for preceptor orientation as well as ongoing education and development (Hartline, 1993). Purpose Few studies examine student and preceptor perceptions of the preceptoring experience and factors contributing to a positive experience. The purpose of this study was to identify factors that both preceptors and students identify as most important to a successful learning partnership and to determine if any differences exist. DEFINITIONS



This study defined preceptor and student as follows: preceptor--a clinically competent registered nurse who agreed to serve as role model and clinical teacher directing student learning in the last semester of a baccalaureate nursing program and who had been identified by the nurse manager as an excellent role model; student--a senior in the last semester of a baccalaureate nursing program who was enrolled in a nursing leadership course. Data Collection DESCRIPTION OF THE DATA COLLECTION TOOL



Data for this study were collected using a survey entitled "The Learning Partnership Survey" developed by the authors. The factors to be ranked were identified in the literature as being important in the development of a successful learning partnership. The



survey requested respondents to rank 15 factors in order of importance according to their personal opinions. To establish content validity of the survey, copies of the survey were distributed to faculty members of a single-purpose undergraduate nursing college. Their recommendations for additions and clarifications were made. Those reviewing the survey also monitored time for its completion. Faculty spent 3 to 15 minutes completing the survey. Split half reliability using the Spearman-Brown formula for unequal length scales was calculated at 0.99 for nursing faculty. In this stud> the split half reliability for the sample of students and preceptors was 0.99.



PROCEDURES FOR DATA COLLECTION



After receiving Institutional Review Board approval, data for the study were collected from preceptors and students after the nursing leadership course was completed. Surveys were sent to 61 registered nurses who were employed in acute care settings in a variety of specialty areas (cardiac, renal, oncology, pulmonary, neuroscience, cardiac, and short stay) who served as preceptors to nursing leadership students. Each nursing student was assigned to a preceptor for one 8-week session, comprising 12 clinical days each session. A cover letter explained the purpose of the study, anticipated length of time required for survey completion, instruction not to place a name on the survey, and anticipated use of data generated by the study. Copies of the tool and cover letters appear in Figs 1 through 3. No reminders were sent to potential respondents. Thirty-three preceptors returned completed surveys (response rate of 54.1 per cent). One of the returned surveys (3 per cent) was discarded because of incorrect completion. Demographic data of the preceptors revealed that they ranged in age from 24 to 48 years (two preceptors did not provide their ages); 18 preceptors were educated at the baccalaureate level in nursing, 11 at the diploma level, and 1 at the master's level in nursing (2 preceptors did not specify their educational level). Years at current nursing employment setting ranged from 1 to 18. Years of nursing experience ranged from 2 to 28, and number of years serving as a preceptor to nursing students ranged from 1 to 18. Surveys were delivered to 42 undergraduate nursing students completing the nursing leadership course. One of the researchers explained the survey, informed them that participation was voluntary, and instructed
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THE LEARNING PARTNERSHIP SURVEY



II



The following factors have been identified in the literature as being important in the development o f successful learning partnerships between student and staff nurses. Instructions: Please rank the following factors in order of importance using the following scale: 1 = most important 15 = least important. Please place a number that represents your perception about each factor in the space preceding it and use each number (1-15) only once. As you rank the factors, consider that each factor applies to both preceptors AND students. Please return your completed survey using the provided interdepartmental envelope to Lucy Hood at St. Luke's College by May 17, 1995.



Knowledgeof objectives



Knowledgeof courseplan C l i n i c a l competence



Communicationskills



Attittudetowardteaching/ learning Motivation



Knowledgeof the preceptoringprocess A b i l i t y to give/receive constructivecriticism Professionalism



Figure 1. The Learning Partnership Survey.



Workloadexpectation Self-confidence/ assertiveness



Flexibility Consistencyof student/ preceptorassignment Adequateunit staffing Compatibility



Thank you for participating in this project!! Results of this project will be used to make improvement in the Nursing Leadership Course at St. Luke's College and will be submitted for publication.



them to omit their names. Forty correctly completed surveys were received (95.2 per cent response rate). Two completed surveys were incomplete (4 per cent). Results



Data generated from the tools were analyzed using frequency counts and calculation of the mean rank score of each factor. Both preceptors and students ranked attitude toward teaching and learning as the most important factor in the development of the student-preceptor learning partnership (18 respondents). The second most important factor was communication skills (16 respondents), and the third was clinical competence (13 respondents). Adequate unit staffing was ranked as the least important factor in the development of the partnership by 15 of the c o m -



bined respondent groups. Table 1 compares the survey factors as ranked in order of importance by the preceptors and students using the mean of each factor. Differences in the responses between the preceptor and student responses were analyzed using the SPSS-PC (SPSS, Inc, Chicago, IL) computer program (Burns & Grove, 1993; Munro & Page, 1993). Mann Wlaimey U-Wilcoxon Rank Sum W test showed statistically significant differences in the ranking of ability to give and receive criticism (Table 2) and knowledge of the preceptoring process (Table 3). Student and preceptor mean rank scores differed less than two points for communication skills, self-confidence/assertiveness, flexibility, professionalism, and work load expectations. Surprisingly, preceptors' and students' ranking of factors were nearly completely opposite. Preceptors
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May 4, 1995 St. Luke's College 4426 Wornall Rd. Kansas City, MO 64111



Dear Preceptor: Thank you for sharing your talents and time by working with the N480 Nursing Leadership Students from St. Luke's College. We are interested in determining the factors that senior nursing students and practicing nurses acting as preceptors perceived as important to the development of a successful learning partnership. On the back side of this page, you will find a survey that addresses factors to a successful partnership. The survey takes approximately 5 - 20 minutes to complete. To assure confidentiality and anonymity of your responses: PRoIsodo not place yew name on the survey. There is no correct ranking of the list of factors. We are interested in your perceptions about serving as a preceptor to undergraduate nursing students. Your completion of this survey indicates that you voluntarily consent to participate in the study. There are no direct benefits or apparent risks by participating in the study. Information generated from this study will be used to strengthen the student/preceptor program in the nursing leadership course at St. Luke's College and may be submitted to a journal for publication, We appreciate your efforts in this nursing education research endeavor. Please contact one of us if any questions arise.



Sincerely,



Carol Byrd, R,N., Ph.D. (extension #2317) i



Neoma Youtsey, R.N., M.N (extension # 2369)



Lucy Hood, R.N., M.S.N. (extension #2534) ranked the ability to give and receive constructive criticism and clinical competence as being the most important factors. However, students ranked these as being the two least important factors. Students ranked knowledge of the preceptoring process and compatibility as the two most important factors, whereas these factors were ranked by the preceptors as being the least important. There were no significant differences in preceptor ranking of factors according to preceptor age, years of clinical experience, or educational preparation. Discussion The use of preceptors as a clinical teaching strategy has become increasingly vital to nursing education. W h e n students and preceptors considered the factors as they applied to both partners, it was clear that



Figure2. Preceptor cover letter. students and preceptors approach the learning partnership from very different perspectives. The perceptions of students and preceptors were opposite on several factors. Differing perceptions as a result of values, communication styles, and unclear expectations may influence the perspective of the partners. The differences in their perspectives might in some instances cause friction in the relationship. This friction could surface in disagreements about client care, decisionmaking style, work style, and time-management strategies. Several factors--such as clinical competence, knowledge of objectives, adequate staffing, and motivation-were ranked on opposite poles of importance. Students ranked clinical competence as less important, whereas preceptors saw this factor as extremely important. Students might see compatibility as being the key factor contributing to the development of an effective
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May 8, 1995 St. Luke's College 4426 Wornall Rd. Kansas City, MO 64111



Dear Student: We are interested in determining the factors that senior nursing students and practicing nurses acting as preceptors perceived as important to the development of a successful learning partnership. On the back side of this page, you will find a survey that addresses factors to a successful partnership. The survey takes approximately 5 to 20 minutes to complete. To assure confidentiality and anonymity of your responses: PIOUO I~ not Illlln your nsmo oH Iho sul~y. There is no correct ranking of the list of factors. We are interested in your perceptions about working with a preceptor in the Nursing Leadership course. Your completion and return of this survey indicates that you voluntarily consent to participate in the study. There are no direct benefits or apparent risks by participating in the study. Your decision to participate or not to participate in this study will not affect your standing in the school or any course grade. Information generated from this study will be used to strengthen the student/preceptor program in the nursing leadership course at St. Luke's College and may be submitted to a journal for publication. We appreciate your efforts in this nursing education research endeavor.



Sincerely,



Carol Byrd, R.N., Ph.D.



Neoma Youtsey, R.N., M.N.



Figure 3.



Student cover letter.



Lucy Hood, R.N., M.S.N.



partnership. However, preceptors value clinical competence and may be unwilling to accept the preceptor role with poorly prepared students. Students may perceive themselves to have developed adequate clinical competence at this time and believe that preceptor competence is not as important as other factors. The ability to give and receive criticism was ranked most important by preceptors and least important by students. Students wanted the preceptor to be knowledgeable about the preceptoring process and preceptors save this as least important, which is a distinct departure from the literature. Students want to develop a workable relationship with the preceptor and want to be confident that the preceptor is knowledgeable about the role. Preceptors see their primary role as teaching and come to the partnership from the teaching role, which emphasizes giving feedback and functioning within course objectives as essential elements. The role of



teacher promotes necessary knowledge building and inquiry on the part of the nurse preceptor and lends support to the findings of Dale and Savala (1990), in which nurses responded to the teaching role with increased intellectual stimulation. Preceptors also derived satisfaction in helping students make the transistion to independent practice. The results of this study showed differences from findings of previous studies. Peirce's (1991) study indicated that students desired a skillful preceptor and were anxious for the opportunity for skills practice with the preceptor. The findings of this study indicate that students want preceptors to be knowledgeable about preceptoring, to have a positive attitude towards teaching and learning, and to be able to establish a compatible relationship. Preceptors perceive the ability to give and receive constructive criticism, clinical competence, and knowledge of learning objectives as critical factors in the learning partnership. Differences
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1. Comparison of Preceptor and Student Ranking of Factors Important to the Development of the Student-Preceptor Learning Partnership Preceptor Ranking (Mean Rank Score)



Ability to give & receive constructive criticism (29,84)



Clinical competence (31.09) Knowledge of objectives (31,69) Adequate unit staffing (31.95) Motivation(33.1I) Self-confidence/assertiveness (34,27) Flexibility (34.88)



TABLE 3.



Student Ranking (Mean Rank Score) Knowledge of the preceptoring



process (30.01) Compatibility (30.78) Attitude toward teaching and learning (31.39) Assignmentconsistency (33.23) Knowledge of the course plan (33.45) Work toad expectations(34.18) Professionalism (34,43)



are evident in students' and preceptors' ranking of factors. Informal discussions with students at the conclusion of their leadership course elicited many positive responses to the preceptorship experience. Most felt that the experience had been invaluable and prepared them more fully to enter the reality of the work world. Most affirmed that this experience would be instrumental in ameliorating reality shock when they entered their first job setting. The opportunity to remain in the work setting for 8 hours was a first for these students, and they saw this as "completing the picture" for them. Excitement was high for the number and variety of skills they were able to practice during this experience. Before this experience, many had expressed doubts as to their skillfulness and wanted the Mann-Whitney U-Wilcoxon Rank Sum W Test for Student and Preceptor Ranking of Ability to Give and Receive Criticism



Mean Rank



Mean Rank



Student scores Preceptor scores



39.46 29.84



Mean Rank



Mean Rank



Student scores Preceptor scores



30.01 40.77



U



W



Z



P



407.5



1304.5



-2.23



.02



opportunity for a comprehensive experience. Working with preceptors resulted in heightened confidence and assurance. Overall, students felt more knowledgeable about the role and their abilities and believed that someday they might assume the preceptor role also. IMPLICATIONS FOR NURSING PRACTICE AND EDUCATION



Communicationskills (35.38) Communication skills (34.68) Professionalism(35.66) Flexibility(35.11) Work load expectations(35,95) Self confidence/assertiveness (35.64) Knowledge of the course plan Motivation(36.64) (36,80) Assignmentconsistency Knowledge of objectives (37.05) (36.85) Attitude toward teaching and Adequate unit staffing (37,64) learning (39.17) Compatibility (39.88) Clinical competence (38.38) Knowledge of the preceptoring Ability to give/receiveconprocess (40.77) structive criticism (39.46)



TABLE 2.



Mann-Whitney U-Wilcoxon Rank Sum W Test for Student and Preceptor Ranking of Knowledge of the Preceptoring Process



U



W



Z



P



427,00



955.0



-2.00



.04



Results from this study have implications for clinical instruction using student preceptor partnerships. There are differences in student and preceptor perceptions that need to be addressed in orientations. Acknowledgement of these perceptual differences stimulates interest and facilitates communication between preceptors and nursing faculty. Congruency of perceptions may increase satisfaction with the process for both partners as well as facilitate teaching and learning. A strong partnership may lead the student to seek employment in the assigned area or the staff to actively recruit the student. Knowledge of factors identified as important to a successful learning partnership could serve as the basis for a preceptor orientation course. A successful learning partnership requires input from students, preceptors, and faculty to strengthen relationships between education and practice. Conclusion



This study's findings present preceptor and student perceptions about the factors that contribute to a successful learning partnership from one school and one clinical agency. Limitations of this study include the use of a convenience sample, small sample size, and a self-report instrument. Further studies addressing the factors using a larger sample, multiple institutions, and triangulated data collection methods might provide a more accurate picture of factors that contribute to a successful student-preceptor learning partnership. In addition, use of a single report instrument to elicit perceptions related to both partners may have been a complication. In future studies, the researchers may wish to revise this tool, clarify instructions for
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each partner, and consider collecting qualitative data. The use of this clinical teaching technique will persist as student-to-faculty ratios increase. Successful learning partnerships require effective communication. When students and preceptors share



their perceptions of factors considered important to the development of effective learning, effective partnerships develop. These partnerships facilitate student transition into independent professional practice and bridge the education-practice gap.
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