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Introduction

The senior practicum is a critical training
experience for nursing students, but
hospital nursing shortages impact the
availability of placements. We piloted

an innovative, accelerated practicum

for students during the winter interces-
sion. To explore students’ experiences,
we developed an interview guide with
open-ended questions. We conducted
two focus groups: accelerated practicum
students (n=8) and traditional practicum
students (n=7) and analyzed data using
a qualitative descriptive approach. We
found key group differences related to
preceptor competence, work schedules &
continuity of care, unit and role conflicts,
and unit familiarity. An accelerated inter-
cession practicum appears well-received
by students and could be a promising
approach to dealing with placement
constraints.

Background
The value of a nursing practicum is not
disputed in the literature, however with
the nursing shortage as well as the major
transitions in healthcare following the
global pandemic there is a demand for
radical change in curriculum delivery
to prepare graduates to be effective
members of the health care team (Owens
& Christian, 2021). It is important that
nursing education responds to the call
and re-examines the senior practicum to
fortify the transition for future graduates.
Nurse educators have been encouraged
to implement innovative teaching strat-
egies that promote development of
student’s clinical reason and judgement
skills (Owens & Christian, 2021).

The transition from student nurse to
registered nurse is overwhelmingly rec-
ognized in literature as a challenge. There

is much discussion about easing the
transition and preventing new graduate
turnover which, when left unaddressed,
only serves to compound the nursing
shortage that health care continually
faces. There is an evidenced based link
between a well implemented final clinical
practicum and the practice readiness of
graduating student nurses (Kaihlanen et
al., 2021). The senior practicum can serve
as the graduate’s foundation of working
life experience prior to accepting their
first job and thus can not only be used

as an important recruitment tool but can
also aid in lowering graduate turnover
intentions once in the work force (Kaih-
lanen et al,, 2021).

Historically, nursing education is
rooted in clinical apprenticeships, how-
ever in the 60 years since nursing has
transitioned away from that model there
has been a concerted effort to find the
balance between clinical experience and
didactic education. The incorporation
of simulation and virtual learning have
been used as means to supplement clin-
ical rotations, but some argue there is no
substitution for learning in the practice
setting (Chicca, 2020). Many nurses do
not feel prepared to manage the nurse’s
normal work and patient load with high
job demands and heavy workloads
shown to be the most significant stress-
ors affecting negatively on the transition
period (Kaihlanen et al.,, 2020). The cur-
rent traditional practicum model does
not mimic orimmerse graduates in the
high job demands of the full-time regis-
tered nurse.

A study conducted by Kumm et al.,
(2016) looked at an 8-week immersive
clinical practicum versus a 16-week tradi-
tional practicum and found that they re-
sulted in the same student readiness. The

ability to accomplish the senior practi-
cum in less time reduces the cost associ-
ated with these programs as well as the
demand and commitment required of
preceptors and students. The Winterim
addresses these concerns by offering stu-
dents a high quality, well implemented,
immersive senior practicum. An immer-
sive, accelerated senior practicum like
the Winterim stands to offer students the
opportunity to mimic autonomy as well
as the registered nurses normal work and
patient load, creates the possibility to feel
belongingness which promotes and im-
proves confidence and communication
with the healthcare team (Kaihlanen et
al,, 2020, Nurfadhillah Awang Rosli et al.,
2021).

Methods

Our clinical practicum course requires
120 precepted clinical hours. The tra-
ditional practicum runs in the Spring
semester of the nursing program con-
current with two other courses, and
students have between 7-14 weeks to
complete shifts.

To pilot the accelerated practicum, we
created a special section of the clinical
practicum course to run over a 3.5-week
“Winterim”term in January while stu-
dents were not in class, prior to Spring
semester beginning. Students completed
120 clinical hours in the 3.5-week period.
All traditional senior nursing students
were given the option to choose their
preferred practicum experience (Win-
terim pilot, or the traditional Spring-se-
mester practicum).

All practicum students were then
invited to take part in focus groups at
the end of the semester, which was con-
ducted by a researcher not associated
with the course. The two focus groups
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both began with informed consent and were conducted in per-
son. One focus group included only students who participated
in the accelerated Winterim practicum experience (“Winterim”
group; WG) and the second included only students who experi-
enced the traditional senior practicum (“traditional” group, TG).

Sample/Setting

The Spring 2024 semester provided a unique opportunity to
compare the two practicum types due to the small class size,
with ~50% of the class choosing the Winterim practicum (n=8)
while the other half of the class completed the traditional spring
practicum (n=7). All eligible students were eligible and asked to
participate and chose to take part in the focus group interview.
The IRB at our institution reviewed human subjects procedures
for this study and deemed it exempt.

Instruments/Measurement
We chose a qualitative, descriptive approach to explore students’
perspectives on their practicum experiences. We developed an
interview guide with open-ended questions regarding students’
decision-making around practicum type, and their experiences
during the practicum, including challenges and benefits, how
well prepared and/or well supported they felt, if there was any-
thing that could be done to improve or change the experience.
Data Analysis

Focus groups were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim,
with transcriptions confirmed and edited for accuracy by two
team members. To center students’ voices, we used a non-ab-
stracting qualitative description approach, with line-by-line
coding, grouping codes into similar categories, and identifying
emerging themes. Data was tagged by themes in the web-based
application Looppanel (https://www.looppanel.com/). Lincoln
and Guba's (2013) quality enhancement criteria were used to
enhance rigor and trustworthiness and reduce bias, including
bracketing, ensuring transcript accuracy, maintaining compre-
hensive field notes and audit trails, and data reviews by other
research team members.

Results

Four themes emerged from the two focus groups. We found that
both groups of students generally reported positive practicum
experiences, and nearly all reported their experience was heavily
influenced by preceptor competence - i.e,, the attitude, experi-
ence, and willingness to teach from the preceptor. However, no-
table differences in the students’ experiences emerged from the
focus groups related to work schedule & continuity of care; unit
conflict; and unit familiarity.

Preceptor competence
Many students commented along the lines of “the preceptor
makes the experience!” For example, one shared, “Just seeing how



much she enjoyed teaching things really,
like, made me want to learn more” (TG).
Similarly, another said, “My preceptor was
really good at, like, giving me the reassur-
ance that | needed, but also, like, giving
me helpful critiques” (WG).

Work schedule & continuity of care
The largest contrast between groups
was demonstrated in the discussion
of shift scheduling. WG students were
not scheduled for other classes during
their practicum, and often were able to
either decrease their work hours or take
time off given the short duration of the
practicum. A WG student commented: “it
just made the most sense schedule-wise.
And just like, how we felt in the semester,
like, with classes prior to that, it was like,
oh my gosh, we can't do this to our-
selves again."The opportunity to choose
whether to use Winter break as a time
to complete course requirements was a
benefit to some students. Being able to
complete 3 or more practicum shiftsin a
row — not typical for students in the tra-
ditional practicum — positively impacted
student learning:

“It definitely felt like it was easier to
grasp way more, and it felt more effective
because | didn't feel like | was taking a
break on learning stuff. It was like, what-
ever | had questions about. | got to come
back the very next day and follow up on
those questions” (WG student).

WG students were also more likely to
have the same patients when completing
multiple practicum shifts in a row, which
also impacted their learning positively:

“Yeah, | was able to have the same pa-
tients ... I saw how those interventions,
like, played out the next day or the next
couple of days. That was awesome. So
that really helped me learn a lot. Just say-
ing that, like, progression of care. So that
continuity.”’

Scheduling practicum shifts was also
challenging for TG students, for different
reasons. These included not having staff
nurse schedules available far enough in
advance, as students juggled practicum
shifts, classes, work, and family. As one
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student commented: “[my preceptor] was
[scheduled] Monday, Tuesday, Wednes-
day nights, and | couldn’t do any of them
because | had class on Tuesday morning
and Wednesday morning ... the problem
with, like, having class as well on top of it
However, some TG students felt relaxed
due to the fact they had so much time

to complete their shifts: “l didn’t have

a problem scheduling or, like, feeling
rushed, because | know | had until May

2 to get all my days in. Ten days in three
months was not scary for me!”

Unit conflicts

A key difference between groups was
that TG students were sometimes com-
peting with students from other nursing
and health professions programs on the
units. One commented her“one-on-one”
practicum preceptor was routinely pre-
cepting other assigned students at the
same time, noting, “So it kind of felt like
we're all trying to... trying to compete
for experiences.” Conversely, WG stu-
dents had the units “to themselves”, with
students in other programs in this busy
urban area on winter break.

Unit familiarity

WG students were far more likely to
report feeling part of the team during
their practicum, which they attributed to
working, essentially, full-time hours for
their practicum experience. One com-
pared her practicum experience favor-
ably to her prior clinical rotations:

“I think the biggest struggle as a
student nurse is you're orienting to the
unit itself, but you're also orienting to
the people that you're working with.
Like, | remember clinical days would be
the worst because our instructor would
be like, all right, this is [the nurse] you're
assigned. And you're like, okay, but who
are they?”

Conversely, during her accelerated
practicum, she reported:

“You got familiar with all the other
people on that shift. They knew who you
were. So it was very easy to know, not
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just who your preceptor was every shift,
but you also knew the people you were
working with so you could really utilize
and actually, like, follow through, build-
ing upon relationships with the other
staff members. And it was very helpful”
Another WG student added: “it’s like just
the consistency of the people, the con-
sistency of the building, the consistency
of, like, | know which systems work with
what. So if you had a traditional practi-
cum, it might have felt different.”

Similarly, some TG students were al-
ready employed on their practicum unit
as a tech or certified nursing assistant,
and/or were in practicum-to-practice
programs that resulted in a new graduate
job offer. Notably, these students often
described a similar sense of belonging
and comfort as the WG students:“.. it was
really flexible and a lot more manageable
than | was expecting and just very enjoy-
able”

The Winterim practicum provided an
immersive experience that positively
influenced students’ assimilation into the
profession of nursing. The ability of stu-
dents to schedule full-time hours during
an “off” period without coursework
was hugely beneficial to their learning.
Additionally, students during January
Winterim were not competing with other
students for time or experiences on the
units. These findings support the benefits
of a Winterim practicum experience as
an alternative to the traditional senior
practicum.

Discussion

We found when we offered nursing stu-
dents the choice between an accelerated
winter intercession practicum pilot (WG)
and a traditional spring semester practi-
cum (TG), both options were equally
popular and students in both groups
reported being generally satisfied with
their practicum experience. Providing
students with a choice regarding their
senior clinical practicum was a positive
attribute of this innovative program. All
students (n=15) were successful in the
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course, despite which practicum option
they participated in.

As Kaihlanen et al (2020, 2021) have
found, the quality of the preceptor was a
key determinant of students’ satisfaction
with their experience, but WG students
were advantaged also by the immersive
nature of the accelerated practicum. This
appeared to increase WG students’ unit
familiarity — their comfort and sense of
belonging with other staff and the unit
in general. WG students also reported
enjoying benefits related to learning and
continuity of care, less competition with
other students, and often reported an
easier time scheduling shifts when they
were not juggling classes and work at the
same time.

The evidence is clear on the benefits
of senior practicum experience (Chicca,
2020; Hsu et al., 2018; Kaihlanen et al.,
2021), but the nursing shortage makes
finding quality preceptors and sites in-
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creasingly difficult (Morris, 2023). To our
knowledge, little evidence exists regard-
ing accelerated, immersive practicum
experiences during intercessions as an
alternative to semester-long placements.
More rigorous evaluation is needed to
establish the impact of an intercession
practicum experience. However, our
students’ voices suggest this may be a
promising option to explore for the fu-
ture. In addition, our findings underscore
the importance of thoughtful preceptor
selection and preparation (regardless of
practicum type).

Limitations

We completed this pilot program at a
small, private University in an urban
mid-Atlantic area of the United States;
larger nursing programs and those in dif-
ferent geographic areas may have differ-
ent considerations. Due to class census,
the sample size was small. Additionally,
students self-selected into practicum
type, however, this may be a strength as
well, as different practicum experiences
may suit different students (e.g., working
students, student parents).

Conclusion

Nurse educators are constantly chal-
lenged to ensure our graduates are pre-
pared to practice safely and competently
upon graduation, all while facing the
barriers of limited clinical placements,
faculty shortages, and pressure to in-
crease capacity. Innovations like the ac-
celerated Winterim practicum experience
help address a few of these challenges,

specifically limited capacity for clinical
or practicum placements. The Winterim
practicum experience was considered
superior to the traditional experience
for some participants due to the ability
to truly be immersed in the work on the
unit during their experience. The accel-
erated Winterim practicum experience
was not without its challenges, but this
evaluation suggests that the benefits for
students’ readiness for practice support
the implementation of such programs in
Schools of Nursing. |
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