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A BSTRACT
Objective: Many nursing students experience anxiety in the clinical setting. Increased anxiety impairs students’ ability to learn
and can negatively affect patient safety. To promote student learning and patient safety, it is imperative that nurse educators
identify and implement strategies to decrease nursing students’ anxiety. The purpose of this qualitative study was to determine
how undergraduate nursing students perceive the impact of writing reflective journals on their anxiety level associated with their
first clinical rotation experience early in their program of study.
Methods: Participants were randomly assigned by their clinical group to either write guided reflective journals, non-guided
reflective journals, or no reflective journals during their first clinical rotation where they provided patient care. Five individuals
from each intervention group were randomly selected to participate in an interview. Themes related to the participants’ perceptions
of the impact of writing reflective journals on their anxiety were determined through qualitative analysis.
Results and implications: Participants who wrote guided or non-guided reflective journals experienced decreased anxiety
associated with their first clinical rotation. Participants in the non-journaling group expressed that they would have benefitted from
having a journal assignment. Four themes were identified related to experiences with writing journals: allowed time, identified
feelings, assisted with processing, and increased confidence. The findings of this study support the use of reflective journals as a
pedagogical intervention to decrease nursing students’ anxiety associated with the first clinical experience. Additional benefits
of the reflective journaling included taking time to identify and process feelings and increased confidence in future clinical
experiences.
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outcomes. Cognitive load theory, developed by Sweller,[7]
provides an explanation of how cognitive load can impact perStress and anxiety in health care professionals have negative formance in the clinical setting. When an increased cognitive
results for patient safety and the quality of patient care.[1–5] effort is demanded, such as in the health care environment,
Particularly in situations with high cognitive load such as clin- the individual providing care can be inhibited from recallical practice, anxiety diminishes the capacity to process in- ing information previously learned.[8] Anxiety affects the
formation for short term action and long-term learning.[3, 4, 6] processing of an increased cognitive load, and this increased
When learning is inhibited, inadequate or unsafe nursing load also has negative implications for new learning to take
care may be provided which can result in undesirable patient
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place in the clinical setting.[9]
Nursing students often encounter stress and anxiety in their
clinical rotations. Andrew, McGuinness, Reid, and Corcoran[10] found that 19% of nursing students report feelings of
anxiety associated with their first clinical placement while an
additional 3% dread the first experience of providing patient
care. Few strategies have been explored in nursing education
to help students minimize or manage the stress and anxiety
encountered during clinical rotations. This study aims to
examine nursing students’ perception of the impact of writing reflective journals on their anxiety related to their first
clinical rotation and to develop an understanding of overall
perceptions of reflective journal assignments. Identifying
strategies that nursing students can utilize while in school
and during their clinical practice is an essential step to help
mitigate the potential negative impact of anxiety on patient
care.

Background
According to Lazarus and Folkman,[11] a person experiences
stress when he or she perceives a situation as harmful or
exceeding what he or she can do. While stress is defined
as “. . . the nonspecific response of the body to any demand
placed on it” which allows stress to be either helpful or hindering for an individual, negative stress, or distress, results
in anxiety (p. 692).[12] Anxiety can be provoked with prolonged stress or multiple stressors. Anxiety refers to a state
of apprehension as a response to a perceived threat which
results in a disruption of psychological functioning and can
be displayed in physiological symptoms including sweating,
hypertension, or tachycardia.[13] When health care providers
encounter stress in the workplace, patient safety may be
compromised, and adverse events may ensue. According to
Berland, Natvig, and Gundersen,[14] nurses identify workrelated stress as a risk factor for patient safety. Nielsen,
Pedersen, Rasmussen, Pape, and Mikkelsen[15] report a significant association between the occurrence of work-related
stressors and involvement in an adverse event. Even though
a moderate amount of anxiety is desired because it results in
optimal student performance, anxiety levels that are too high
or too low decrease the students’ performance.[16, 17]
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Anxiety has a far-reaching impact on the provision of nursing care. Anxiety has a negative impact on the development
of relationships with patients and other health care professionals as anxious students tend to distance themselves and
refrain from building relationships with others.[16, 19] Additionally, anxiety decreases the students’ confidence in caring
for others.[20]
While anxiety impacts performance in the clinical setting, it
also has a significant impact on students as they are trying
to learn the many aspects of the nursing profession, beyond
their role and responsibilities in the clinical setting. According to Palethorpe and Wilson,[21] anxiety severely impairs
an individual’s ability to learn. When students encounter
anxiety, they experience cognitive deficits that can negatively
impact their ability to remember material that was previously
learned.[6] Specific to nursing, excessive anxiety can negatively influence students’ motivation to study, efficacy in the
clinical setting, and willingness to become a nurse while also
having a negative impact on their ability to learn.[22, 23]
Three categories of strategies are currently used to decrease
anxiety in the clinical setting. These categories include simulation, peer-mentoring, and mindfulness interventions. Simulation is a teaching strategy which has been used in nursing
education to decrease students’ anxiety.[24, 25] While simulation has been found to have a positive impact on student anxiety, the cost associated with simulation may be prohibitive
for some nursing programs to implement this strategy to
decrease student anxiety.[26, 27]
Peer mentoring is another strategy which has been used to
decrease nursing student anxiety.[28, 29] A barrier to implementation of this strategy is the time commitment that is
necessary to train and prepare the mentors to serve in this
role. Wong et al.[30] found variation in the education provided to mentors, but preparing the mentors is a necessary
step for this strategy to help decrease nursing student anxiety.
The third strategy to decrease anxiety in nursing students is
mindfulness. Mindfulness, “a form of mental training. . . that
involve[s] stilling or emptying the mind”, is a strategy sometimes used to reduce stress for nurses.[31] The different interventions categorized as mindfulness have been found to
decrease nursing students’ anxiety, but the time commitment
from students is a barrier that prohibits students from participating in the activities. The training that would be necessary
for nurse educators to implement some of the interventions
is also a barrier with this strategy.

The stress and anxiety encountered by nursing students in the
clinical setting impairs their clinical reasoning with potential
negative effects for patients.[3] Harvey, Bandiera, Nathens,
and LeBlanc[18] found that health care professionals in high
stress situations took longer to respond to and record impor- One specific teaching strategy that nurse educators often
tant vital signs, had an incomplete recall of the history of use during clinical rotations is reflective journaling. Studies
events during a patient encounter, and had worse scores on a using reflective journals to measure students’ clinical perforchecklist used to measure performance.
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mance[32] and critical thinking[33] have been completed, but
there were no studies located assessing the potential of reflective journals as a strategy to help decrease anxiety. Reflective
journals may be formatted as a guided reflection or as an unguided reflection. Guided reflections may help students move
beyond a description of events in the clinical setting and facilitate a thorough contemplation of clinical experiences,[34]
but there is lack of research which investigates differences
in student outcomes related to the format of the reflective
journal assignment. While written reflective journals are one
format of reflection utilized in nursing education, it is also
possible for nursing students to reflect on clinical experiences
through other modalities. Other possible methods of reflection include video recording and audio recording. Possible
advantages of electronic reflection assignments include that
they provide various ways to capture an experience and may
support student-centered learning.[35] Dyment, O’Connell,
and Boyle[35] identify potential downfalls of using technology for journaling including that students may not engage in
an in-depth reflection as they tend to provide an immediate
response about the experience. Written reflective journals do
not require a large time commitment from students or faculty,
and there are no additional sessions outside of class that need
to be facilitated. Since reflective journals are often assigned
during clinical rotations, it is beneficial for nurse educators
to have a complete understanding of all positive impacts of
these writing assignments.

2. M ETHOD
A qualitative research design was used for this study which
contributed to a more complete understanding of the students’
perception of the reflective journals and how the intervention might be implemented to achieve the desired result of
decreasing anxiety. Conducting personal interviews after the
participants completed their first clinical rotation and wrote
the reflective journals allowed for the collection of deeper
information about nursing students’ experiences with using
reflective journals and feedback about the most effective way
to structure the reflective journal assignments.
2.1 Setting and participants
The study took place at a college of nursing in a private
university located in Midwest United States. This university offers the nursing program on a larger urban campus
and on a smaller rural campus. The researcher works on
the smaller campus, and participants for this study were recruited from the larger campus. To be included this study,
research participants had to be 19 years of age or older, able
to read and speak English, and participate in the first clinical rotation where they provide patient care. This nursing
school has approximately 110 students in each traditional, or
Published by Sciedu Press
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non-accelerated, program cohort and approximately 55 students in each accelerated program cohort. Most students in
the traditional program are Caucasian females in their early
20s. The accelerated nursing program typically enrolls more
males, older students, and individuals of different ethnicities. The accelerated nursing program at this university is a
three-semester program that lasts 12 months. Students in the
accelerated program must have a previous bachelor’s degree
and successfully complete pre-requisites before enrolling
in the nursing courses. Students from both programs were
invited to participate in the study.
Participants were assigned to clinical groups by their instructors, who were not involved with the planning of this study or
the collection of data. Thirteen clinical groups of traditional
students and six clinical groups of accelerated students were
scheduled during the semester this study was conducted. Participants in these 19 clinical groups were randomly assigned
to write either guided reflective journals (7), non-guided
reflective journals (6), or no reflective journals (6) using Research Randomizer[36] for the first clinical rotation where
they provided direct patient care.
Parts of Gibbs’ reflective cycle[37] were used to develop the
prompts and questions for the guided reflective journal assignment. This cycle encourages individuals to use steps to
reflect on an experience. The cycle includes the following
six phases: description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion, and action plan. For the first phase, participants
were asked to “describe an experience in the clinical setting
where” they felt anxious. For the second phase, participants
explored the feelings they had during the clinical rotation by
responding to questions such as, “Try to describe the feelings
you had during this experience” and “Did your feelings affect
your actions?” During the evaluation phase, the participants
identified “what was good or bad about this experience?”
During the analysis phase, the participants were asked, “Why
do you think you had these feelings?” In the conclusion, participants considered the question of, “Was there anything you
could have discussed with a peer or instructor?” The final
phase of Gibbs’ reflective cycle allowed the participant to
suggest a plan if a similar event happens again by responding
to the question, “If you experience feelings of anxiety in the
future related to the clinical rotation, what will you do?”.
Gibbs’ reflective cycle is applicable for nurses because it can
be adapted to the different situations that health care professionals encounter in the clinical setting.[38] The University
of South Wales[39] developed a list of questions for students
to use during the reflective cycle, and some questions from
this list were modified for use in this study. The research participants who wrote non-guided reflective journals received
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instructions about how to complete their journals which in- 2.3 Data collection
cluded for them to write a one-to-two-page reflection about Interviews, which lasted approximately 20 minutes, were
any feelings they had related to their clinical experience.
used at the end of the participants’ first semester. The inParticipants in the two groups who wrote journals were as- terviewer was located in a private room on campus or in
signed to write their first journal prior to their first clinical the researcher’s home while the research participants chose
day, a second journal after week two of their first clinical their location as long as they had an internet connection to
rotation, and a third journal after the fourth and final week access WebExTM, a web-based video conferencing system.
of their first clinical rotation. Research participants in the The audio of the interviews was recorded using PanoptoTM
group with no reflective journals (control group) did not have with an mp3 audio recorder used as a backup. The semiany journals assigned during the first clinical rotation, and structured interview consisted of open-ended questions that
journal assignments were not mentioned during the clinical were generated in advance and piloted with nursing students
orientation. These participants had an alternate assignment who were near the end of their program and not eligible
to equate the workload for participants in the other clinical to participate in the study. No changes were made based
on the feedback from the pilot study. Additional questions
groups.
were asked during the interviews, as needed, based on the
An email was sent to all 156 students eligible for this study participants’ responses.[40]
after the second week of the first clinical rotation to recruit
participants. It was anticipated that five to six participants 2.4 Data analysis
would be needed from each group of participants to reach The transcribed data were analyzed using criteria discussed
data saturation. Five participants from the guided reflective by Saldana.[41] In summary, magnitude coding was conjournal group, six participants from the non-guided reflective ducted to analyze a portion of the data about participants’
journal group, and ten participants from the control group perception of the impact of writing journals on their anxiety
that did not write reflective journals volunteered to partici- allowing some level of “quantitizing” how much the reflecpate in an interview. Using Research Randomizer,[36] five tive journals impacted the participants’ anxiety.[41] In Vivo
research participants from each group willing to share their coding was used for the first-cycle coding of the data about
experiences in an interview were randomly selected and con- participants’ experiences with writing journals to give priortacted to schedule an interview. Nine interview participants ity to the voice of the participant. Themes were identified
were enrolled in the traditional nursing program, six were from these codes. Additionally, analysis revealed common
enrolled in the accelerated nursing program, and all interview themes related to experiences with writing reflective journal
participants were female.
assignments for individuals regardless of the format of the
journal they were assigned. Due to the finding of common
themes, the qualitative results were combined for participants
2.2 Ethical considerations
who wrote guided and non-guided reflective journals for a
Ethical approval was obtained from the Institutional Review portion of the analysis.
Boards from the university where the participants were enrolled as undergraduate nursing students and the university Criteria to enhance the rigor of qualitative data were mainwhere the researcher was enrolled as a doctoral student. Ver- tained through assessing credibility, dependability, and transbal and written consents were obtained before each interview. ferability. This was done through encouraging honesty, perThe research participants were notified that they could de- forming member checks, completing an audit trail of how
cline to answer any questions and could withdraw from the the data were collected and analyzed, thick description of the
study at any time without penalty or loss of benefits. Due to setting and study findings, and researcher bracketing.
the nature of conducting interviews, it was not possible for
the research participants to be anonymous to the researcher, 3. F INDINGS
but participants were not known to each other unless they Four themes related to participants’ experiences with writdisclosed this information. Each interview participant chose ing journals emerged from the interviews. These themes
a pseudonym which is used in the dissemination of results. included allowed time, identified feelings, assisted with proThe formal benefit to participating in the interview was a cessing, and increased confidence.
$25 Starbucks gift card that was provided for each participant. All individuals were provided contact information for 3.1 Perceived impact on anxiety
a counseling center they could contact if they had feelings of During the interview, participants were asked what impact, if
anxiety they wanted to discuss with a professional.
any, they felt that writing the reflective journals had on their
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anxiety. If the participants indicated they felt the journal said, “I wish we would have had one, especially since that
assignment did impact their anxiety, they were asked if the was our first rotation. I think I would have seen a lot of
impact was slight, moderate, or significant.
growth.” Amanda commented, “Having a reflective journal
might have been nice because it would have been more, your
All five participants in the guided reflective journal group
thoughts and your feelings.” These five participants could
felt that writing reflective journals impacted their anxiety. Of
see value in reflecting on experiences. Casey shared, “I think
those five, three participants thought writing had a slight to
that it’s worthwhile to reflect on what you’re doing while
moderate impact while two participants thought writing the
you’re doing it and afterward so you can see the value.” Rereflective journals had a moderate impact on anxiety. Kimnee also mentioned the value of reflecting when she said, “I
berly discussed the freeing feeling she had from writing the
think reflecting is super important. . . I don’t really sit down
journals when she said, “I’m writing about it on this paper
to reflect on my own which, I guess, I could benefit from.”
and it’s out of me now.” Brittany discussed that writing the
Robin elaborated on the potential value of reflective journals,
journals helped decrease her anxiety each week:
I do think that they’re helpful. If you have someI had also kind of determined things that made
thing to reflect, I think it’s really helpful to look
me anxious from the first one [journal] and why
back and try to remember either good things or
I had them [anxieties], so going into the second
bad things, especially trying to think of good
week, it was a little bit easier and I was less
things that you’ve done. Because I feel that
nervous. Even the third week, I was even less
sometimes you forget about those with all the
nervous.
rush and stuff, just small moments where you
made someone happy or were able to help someJae commented “the journal made me feel less anxious. . . it
one do something that they might not have othhelped to decrease anxieties I had about not doing enough.”
erwise been able to do.
Grace felt “writing down and acknowledging what my anxieties were helped. . . it allowed me to assess and reassess
3.2 Format of journals
myself throughout the weeks.” Allie shared how “realizing
During the interview, the participants discussed their opinion
that I am competent. . . make me less nervous for the next
of the format of the journal as some journals were guided
time.”
with specific prompts and others were non-guided for an
Of the three participants in the non-guided reflective journal open reflection. The participants who did not write reflective
who felt that writing reflective journals impacted their anxi- journals discussed which format they would prefer for an
ety, one participant thought writing had a slight impact, one assignment. The participants’ opinion of the format and what
thought it had a slight to moderate impact, and one thought they prefer varied.
it had a moderate impact.
Jae wrote guided reflective journals and said, “I feel like the
Molly discussed, “I think that the reflective journals had a prompts were good because they guided you in the right divery positive impact on me related to anxiety and just, I think, rection and where to aim your reflection. . . I do enjoy having
in general, I found it to be a very positive tool.” She also prompts more than just open reflection.” Brittany also wrote
shared, “I was probably able to decrease my anxiety in fu- guided reflective journals and shared,
ture rotations because I was able to recall those experiences
I think it allowed you to give a lot of details
and how I handled them in the past.” Hope mentioned, “I
about your feelings in the moment and reflectthink it helped me put it on paper. . . [writing] allowed me to
ing on why you had them. . . the structured forreally recognize that you can have a little anxiety.” Michelle
mat was better for me because then I actually
stated, “It definitely lowered my anxiety.” There were two
truly learned something out of it and that could
interview participants from the non-guided reflective journal
benefit me in the future. . . if it would have been
group who did not feel that writing the journals necessarily
just an open format, I would have not probaimpacted their anxiety.
bly thought back on why I was feeling those.
Five participants who were not assigned reflective journals
I would have talked about the anxious time or
during their first clinical rotation also participated in an inhow my clinical went, and I don’t think I would
terview. One purpose of this interview was to determine if
have truly reflected.
these participants felt like they would have benefitted from
writing journals. All five participants thought they would Other participants in the guided reflective journal group
have seen benefits from writing reflective journals. Danne shared similar thoughts. Grace said, “If I have a prompt,
Published by Sciedu Press
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it’s much easier for me to go from there. . . It gave me a
theme to focus on.” Allie thought some prompts are “nice
because it brought out points that you haven’t thought of
before.”
However, Allie struggled with feeling forced to write to answer the prompts and mentioned it would be beneficial to
“have some prompting questions that you could include. Not
necessarily answer these questions but like, ‘think about x, y
and z in your reflection.’”
Participants who wrote non-guided reflective journals also
shared their opinions about the format of the reflective journal. Meredith commented, “I really liked it [journal] open
because then it gave me the opportunity to talk about anything that I wanted to.” However, she also mentioned that
“there are a few people who are like ‘This is too open, what
am I supposed to talk about?’” Meredith also mentioned it
may be helpful to have “examples of prompts that you could
pull into it.” Molly liked the open format of the non-guided
journal “because it really allows the student to take it wherever they want. . . having that open format allowed them and
makes them feel like it’s okay to talk about really, whatever
you want to talk about.” Molly went on to say,
It’s difficult because we go through so much
very structured, this is what you need to
write about, these are the three things in the
rubric. . . so, sometimes, I think it is hard when
it is an open format like that because in my
mind sometimes I was kind of like what are they
looking for. . . so I can understand how for some
students that might have posed a difficulty for
them.
Michelle also liked the open format and said, “I was able to
write about anything I wanted to write about. . . by being so
open, I was able to talk about the things I actually wanted
to talk about.” Julie shared a similar experience, “I liked the
open. . . journal format. I don’t have to put anything in an
exact order. It’s just whatever comes to mind. . . I think it’s
more genuine that way.”
All five participants who did not write reflective journals discussed which format of reflective journal they would prefer
for an assignment. Of these five participants, four individuals thought they would prefer prompts while Danne said, “It
depends on the weeks that they fall” because sometimes the
questions might not relate to clinical experiences that week.
Amanda said, “I think having the option of a prompt would
be really good in case if you didn’t have something on top
of your mind. It could just get your brain triggered.” Renee
also mentioned, “I think it’s kind of hard to think of what to
80
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reflect on and maybe, just having options would probably be
helpful. They can kind of spearhead where you’re going to
go with your reflection.” Robin shared a similar thought by
saying, “I think a prompt would’ve been good. . . you know
what you’re supposed to be reflecting on more.” By the time
of the interview, Robin had written a journal assignment for
a different clinical rotation and shared, “That was an open
reflection and I felt like it was just more difficult because. . . I
didn’t really know what they wanted from it, and that made
it a little more difficult.”
3.3 Impression of writing journals
3.3.1 Theme 1: Allowed time
The first theme of “allowed time” refers to participants indicating that being assigned reflective journals allowed them
to take the time to reflect on their experiences in the clinical
setting. Participants from both the guided reflective journal
group and non-guided reflective journal group commented
about how the journal assignments allowed them to take the
time to reflect on their experiences in the clinical setting.
Participants who wrote guided reflective journals appreciated
taking the time to consider the experiences they had in the
clinical setting. As Jae shared, “It was really good to be able
to have that time to truly think back on it [experiences] and
not just go through the clinical and then move on.” By taking
this time to think through and write a guided reflection on
experiences, participants reported the opportunity to think
back on their clinical day and identify areas that went well,
didn’t go well, and how they might improve on those areas
for future clinical experiences. As Brittany stated, “I actually
took time to think about how I was feeling, why I was feeling
that way, and maybe how I can improve for the next time.”
Participants in the non-guided reflective journal group also
appreciated the opportunity to reflect as Molly discussed,
It was great to be able to really take time to
think about, ‘what were my feelings about today? Why was I feeling anxious? Why did I
have that nervousness? What helped that? What
caused that anxiety to come about?’
Through taking time to reflect and write the journals, participants in the non-guided reflective journal group commented
about the opportunity to dive deeper into the care they provided for a patient and being able to reminisce about how
they helped the patients they cared for. Hope stated, “the
reflections allowed me the chance to stop and think and dive
deeper into why I was caring for the person.”
3.3.2 Theme 2: Identified feelings
Participants who wrote reflective journal assignments were
able to identify many feelings during the writing process.
ISSN 1925-4040
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By recognizing triggers for feelings of anxiety, participants
in the guided reflective journal group were also able to consider how they would act differently in the future when faced
with the same triggers for these feelings of anxiety. Brittany
discussed,

being able to make connections through writing the journals.
Brittany shared the impact of writing journals on processing her feelings when she said, “they helped me to actually
critically think back on what was going on and how I was
feeling.” Allie also discussed,

I was thinking about reasons why I get anxious,
and then some of them are actually things that
maybe I don’t need to be anxious about, and for
the future, I can kind of like talk myself down
and think like, ‘Oh, this is something you don’t
need to be anxious about.’

Writing these reflective journals, it really helped me process what we worked through that day and then caring for
those patients with issues that I’ve never been exposed to. . . it
was very beneficial and allowed me to process and. . . really
solidified that connection.

As participants reflected on their experiences and formulated
their thoughts, they were able to make connections related
Grace had a similar experience and shared, “writing them
to what they learned in the clinical setting which increased
[journals] for four weeks straight really helped me identify
their comprehension. Allie shared about this, “they’re [rewhat my triggers are and what are good personal coping
flective journals] super beneficial because they’ve allowed
techniques I use.”
me to process how did I really do that day with that patient.”
Participants in the non-guided reflective journal group also
Writing about experiences in the clinical setting lifted a burdescribed the writing process as helpful in being able to
den for participants. Kimberly discussed, “reflecting on
identify feelings in the clinical setting. Meredith discussed,
things has always been like, write things on paper and it’s out
Until I went to write the reflection journal, I
there and it definitely lifts that burden that I had on my shouldidn’t realize how much. . . I was actually imders.” The writing assignments also allowed participants to
pacted by it [clinical experience]. . . At the end
justify their feelings. Allie specifically commented on how
of the day of when you went to write those, it
the prompts for the guided reflective journals assisted with
was nice to know how you were actually feeling
her feelings of anxiety when she stated,
during the day.
They justify feelings of anxiety for me. It made
it seem like it was something that was okay
Julie also discussed identifying feelings and considering how
to have. By asking about it and having you
this might impact future actions: “It [reflective journals] did
work
through it, it let you know that it’s norhelp me realize things. Just recognizing. . . what did make
mal to be nervous for this and this is how you
me worried. . . knowing how you would possibly react in that
work
through it in a healthy manner. It kind of
situation, should it occur again, and know how to control
gave
you
a process to think through things that
your feelings.”
weren’t as familiar.
Some participants who wrote non-guided reflective journals
also discussed how the process of writing allowed them to
identify their growth in the clinical rotation and how that Similarly, participants in the non-guided reflective journal
could benefit them in the future. Molly shared, “there was a group commented about processing and making connections
lot of learning, a lot of growing that was occurring. It was through the writing process. Meredith shared, “being able to
really nice to have an outlet to express that.” Julie discussed write the reflection journals. . . definitely helped me process
that [what happens in clinical] a bit more. And I think I
the value of writing her reflections:
found that I was realizing things and making connections
I know what I learned, but putting it down in
that I originally wasn’t without writing the journal.” Hope
writing form, I’m able to explain it more and
shared her experience of processing feelings through writing
go into depth of how the specific actions or conjournals when she said,
cepts could benefit me in future rotations and in
Being able to write about my experimy career as a nursing student.
ence. . . helped me think through the day. I
3.3.3 Theme 3: Assisted with processing
was able to be like, ‘Okay. Well, maybe I’m
Writing journals provided participants with the opportunity
going to look at this scenario a little differently
to process what they experienced during the clinical day. Parnext time or provide this type of care different
ticipants who wrote guided reflective journals shared about
next week.’
Published by Sciedu Press
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In addition, Michelle identified that “the reflective journal
is a way to come back to center and go into the next week
with my slate clean.” This manner of processing enabled
the participants to be more attentive and prevented the clinical experiences from being lost and gone at the end of the
clinical day. Molly also discussed this theme of processing:
I think having the reflection is a really nice way
to be able to go back and think, ‘Well, no I
don’t want to push what happened out of my
mind’, think about what were some of those
tough moments that I had or what were some of
my strengths. That way it wasn’t just like the
clinical day happened and then nothing more
comes out of it. So, I think it really was beneficial to have that time to remember what happened to the day as a whole because that is not
just like those experiences are lost and gone
somewhere.

2019, Vol. 9, No. 5

said, “it [writing reflective journals] gave me a lot more confidence because it’s almost like my own personal evidence
that I developed more skills and I’m able to do this in the real
world.” Grace identified the opportunity to carry these feelings of confidence forward, “Thinking and reflecting upon
that confidence. . . and what I wrote about helped me follow
it through and carry that attitude through.”
A participant in the non-guided reflective journal also identified increased confidence because of writing journals when
she shared “I remember through that reflective journal that
happened yesterday, and so now I have that knowledge that I
can apply moving forward” (Molly). Michelle shared a similar impact of writing journals as she said, “Identifying those
weaknesses and. . . being able to write that out and how I’m
going to work on it. This definitely made me more confident
going week to week.”

4. D ISCUSSION
3.3.4 Theme 4: Increased confidence
Writing reflective journals allowed participants to recognize areas of competence. The evidence that participants
had developed skills to use in the real world instilled selfconfidence. Participants were able to carry these feelings
of confidence forward into future experiences in the clinical
setting.

This study identifies an additional strategy which may be
implemented by nurse educators to decrease the anxiety associated with the first clinical placement for nursing students.
While studies have been done to determine the impact of
writing reflective journals on students’ critical thinking[33]
and clinical performance,[32] there have been no studies located that evaluated the perception of writing journals on
Participants in the guided reflective journal group shared students’ anxiety.
about the influence of the prompts for the guided reflective
journal on feelings of confidence. When faced with experi- Of the 10 interview participants who wrote reflective journals
ences in the clinical setting that conjured up similar feelings during their first clinical rotation, eight participants indicated
of anxiety, participants reported being able to recall previous that writing journals decreased their anxiety. All five parencounters with anxiety and the successful ways of dealing ticipants who wrote guided reflective journals felt that the
with these feelings of anxiety. As Brittany discussed, “I rec- journals helped decrease anxiety while three participants
ognize what the triggers were and then I calmed myself. . . It who wrote non-guided reflective journals felt that the jourwas knowing that I had triggers but then remembering I’d nals helped decrease anxiety. The participants believed the
overcome those triggers previously, so I’ll be able to over- impact of writing journals varied from slight to moderate.
come them again.” By knowing they had overcome these Other studies located in the literature about interventions
feelings before, the participants had the confidence that they to decrease nursing student anxiety did not report findings
about the participants’ perception of the effectiveness of the
could overcome these feelings again. Allie shared,
intervention.
Reflecting on it [clinical experience], realizing
that I am competent and that everything was
okay, they make me less nervous for the next
4.1 Experiences with writing reflective journals
time that I have to give a different type of treatResults from this study indicate that nursing students saw
ment that I’ve never given before. It just revalue in and reported benefits of journaling whether there
instilled your own confidence because you realwere structured questions to respond to in the journal or if
ize, ‘okay, I was scared. I did it. It was fine. I did
the format was an open reflection on their experiences in the
a good job, and I can do this moving forward.’
clinical setting. This finding is supported by a review which
Kimberly also mentioned how journals contributed to in- also found that nursing students describe positive aspects of
creased confidence in future clinical experiences when she journaling regardless of the format.[34]
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4.1.1 Theme one: Allowed time
Theme one was characterized by the appreciation of the research participants who wrote reflective journals to take the
time to think back on their experiences in the clinical setting.
Participants expressed that being required to write a journal
allowed them to have time to reflect on their feelings instead
of just forgetting about the clinical day once it was over.
This finding of participants appreciating the time to reflect on
their experiences is not a finding that was found in other literature about reflective journaling. However, it is beneficial for
nurse educators to know that assigning the students to write
one or two pages for each reflective journal allowed enough
space to reflect on experiences, but the length was not too demanding of the students’ time and attention. Nurse educators
need to consider the weekly assignments that students are
asked to complete and ensure that assignments meant to help
reduce anxiety, such as reflective journals, are manageable
along with the other assignments.
4.1.2 Theme two: Identified feelings
Theme two was characterized by participants being able to
identify feelings from the clinical experience as they wrote
their journals. Participants identified the ability to identify
triggers for anxious feelings. By identifying these triggers,
participants reported being able to recognize these feelings
in the future and have better control over their anxiety. Participants who wrote journal assignments also reported being
able to detect areas of growth and where they should focus
for improvement in future clinical experiences. This finding
is consistent with a previous study which found that nursing
students who wrote journals during their clinical rotation
identified that the assignments assisted with recognizing personal strengths and weaknesses.[42]
The finding of participants being able to identify feelings in
the clinical setting is similar to the findings of Barnes.[33]
Barnes[33] found that students can consider alternate ways
to approach situations when they reflect on personal experiences. This previous study also found that the writing
process allowed students to recognize personal strengths and
areas for improvement, which aligns with the findings of the
current study.
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ences in the clinical setting when writing reflective journals
with guiding questions. A literature review also indicated
that journaling allowed students to discover connections and
gain insight into practice through the reflective process.[44]
Participants also shared that writing reflective journals lifted
a burden and helped wipe the slate clean for the next week.
These findings coincide with the framework for this study,
the Cognitive Load Theory. If the process of writing journals enables nursing students to process their feelings and
experiences from the clinical day, the students will be better
able to focus on providing safe and high-quality care for their
assigned patients.
4.1.4 Theme four: Increased confidence
Theme four was characterized by participants indicating that
reflective journaling allowed for the recognition of areas of
competence. By identifying areas of competence, participants reported an increase in self-confidence. This confidence was a feeling that participants reported carrying forward into future clinical experiences.
As Eysenck et al.[45] stated with regards to the Cognitive
Load Theory, students with increased anxiety also worry
more. With increased confidence, this amount of worrying
could be diminished which would also increase the available
working memory and enhance student learning. Barnes[33]
found that reflective journaling increased student confidence
when communicating with patients. Participants in this study
did not specifically identify an increase when communicating with patients, but they indicated an overall increase in
confidence.

5. C ONCLUSION
The aim of this study was to examine nursing students’ perception of the impact of writing reflective journals on their
anxiety related to the clinical setting and to develop an understanding of overall perceptions of reflective journal assignments. Fifteen participants described their perceived actual
or potential impact of writing reflective journals on their
anxiety level and their experiences with writing journals, if
applicable. Participants indicated that writing journals helped
decrease their anxiety associated with the clinical setting, or
they thought they would benefit from writing journals if they
had the opportunity to have this assignment. Four themes
emerged related to nursing students’ experience with writing
reflective journals: allowed time, identified feelings, assisted
with processing, and increased confidence. There was not a
conclusive finding about whether reflective journals should
be guided or non-guided as participants’ opinion about this
varied.

4.1.3 Theme three: Assisted with processing
Theme three was characterized by participants being able
to process their experiences during the clinical day. By processing these experiences, participants were also able to
make connections that they did not make prior to writing
the journal. These connections increased the participants’
comprehension of what they experienced during the clinical
day. Van Horn and Freed[43] report nursing students made
connections between material learned in class and experi- Ultimately, an intervention aimed at decreasing anxiety could
Published by Sciedu Press
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be considered effective if individuals perceive this impact.
The results of this study suggest that writing reflective journals, whether guided or non-guided, can help decrease nursing students’ anxiety associated with the clinical setting.
There are also additional benefits to writing reflective journals that were revealed through this study. As nursing education continues, more evidence will be needed to guide
interventions that can decrease nursing students’ anxiety
associated with the clinical setting. Future research, as suggested in this study, will contribute additional information
about the viability of reflective journals as a strategy to decrease anxiety.
5.1 Limitations
One limitation of this study includes that the interviews were
held at a time that resulted in participants recalling experiences from a few weeks earlier. It is possible that their
memories were inaccurate, or the participants may have left
out details on purpose or accidently. Additionally, the participants in this study were enrolled in different types of nursing
programs. While the clinical rotations for the participants in
the traditional and accelerated nursing programs are similar,
participants enrolled in the accelerated nursing program have
a slightly different curriculum. It is possible that the participants experienced differences related to anxiety because
of the differences in curriculum and clinical setting. The
research participants also had different clinical instructors,
and this may have impacted the anxiety nursing participants
encountered related to the clinical rotation. In the 19 clinical
groups, all students in each group were assigned to the same
intervention group for the study which helped control for
this limitation. The participants in the study are from one
university which may limit the external validity of the findings. Nursing students enrolled in associate degree programs,
on the smaller rural campus of the nursing program used in
this study, or from a different part of the country may have
provided different results.

2019, Vol. 9, No. 5

learning and performance in the clinical setting, it is recommended that nurse educators consider assigning reflective
journals to nursing students during their clinical rotations.
Reflective journals do not have any expense associated with
their implementation. There is also no additional equipment
that is needed for nursing students to write reflective journals.
These characteristics contribute to the ease and feasibility of
assigning reflective journals.
The differing opinions of the participants related to the format of the journal being guided or non-guided is important
to consider for future implementation of this intervention. A
recommendation is to have some guiding prompts available
for students to consider but not require each prompt to be
answered in the journal assignment. This would allow for
some triggers for individuals that prefer having more direction while also leaving the format open to allow creativity
for individuals who have that preference.
The nurse educator should discuss the reflective journal assignments with the students when the students first encounter
this assignment to provide rationale and to help students see
value in writing the journal. During this discussion, the educator should also provide information about any specific
expectations of the reflective journal to prevent students from
being unsure of what the faculty member is looking for in
their written work.

Findings from this study indicate that reflective journal assignments can help decrease nursing study anxiety associated
with the first clinical rotation. It would be helpful to have a
study conducted with more participants from different nursing programs to evaluate if this effect is similar with a larger,
more diverse, sample. A longitudinal study that measured
nursing students’ anxiety throughout the entire first semester
or first year with the intervention groups in effect for that
duration would provide additional information about the impact of writing reflective journals on anxiety. While written
reflective journals were used for this study, it is relevant to
5.2 Recommendations and implications
note that reflection could also be completed through audio or
The results of this study suggest that guided and non-guided video recordings. Additional research about the effectiveness
reflective journals were effective in decreasing nursing stu- of different methods of reflection on decreasing students’
dent anxiety. Participants shared many positive aspects of anxiety would add to nursing science.
writing reflective journals, and individuals without journal
assignments indicated they see the value in reflection. Given C ONFLICTS OF I NTEREST D ISCLOSURE
the known detrimental effects of anxiety on nursing student The authors declare that there is no conflict of interest.
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