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A BSTRACT
A growing number of diploma-qualified nurses from vocational programs are enrolling in university Bachelor of Nursing
programs to upgrade their qualifications. Universities typically provide these students with credit so they enter the Bachelor
of Nursing program in second year. Known as pathway students, these students tend to miss the orientating opportunities that
other students experience in their first-year university enrolment. This lack of first-year opportunity can be challenging for many
pathway students, notably in academic writing. This paper reports on a tailored and scaffolded academic-writing teaching strategy
designed for pathway students in their initial semester of learning. Both the students themselves, and teachers report evidence of
improvements in academic writing amongst the pathway students.
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1. I NTRODUCTION
Challenges for pathway students
In various Western countries, including Australia, there are
a growing number of diploma-qualified nurses from vocational programs enrolling in university Bachelor of Nursing
programs to upgrade their qualifications.[1–3] Universities
typically provide these students, known as pathway students,
with credit (advanced standing or recognition of prior learning), and so they enter their Bachelor of Nursing program
in second year. Students without a prior nursing qualification, in contrast, commence their program in first year. A
significant difference between these two cohorts of students,
other than the prior professional experience they bring, is
that the latter group is more strongly nurtured into university
through first year studies tailored, in part, to initiate students

into the academic skills required for successful university
learning. Pathway students, on the other hand, miss this
nurturing stage. It is this significant gap in student learning
that this article addresses.
In Australia, the sector of education, within the tertiary education system, that provides pre-degree qualifications (e.g. prepares diploma-qualified nurses) is known as Vocational Education and Training (VET), and takes place in government
institutions, called TAFEs (Technical and Further Education
institutions), as well as in private institutions (Australian
Government, no date). Vocational programs focus on specialised knowledge and skills, training and competencies,[4]
which make a person employable, or more employable, in
an occupation or family of occupations.[5] Advantages of
such courses include lower admission requirements, lower
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program costs than for university, easier access, and opportunities to study close to home. The direct link between the
world of practical work and what is taught in a vocational
curriculum means that students are usually interested and
motivated to learn the skills they need.[5] These skills are usually taught in classes with a small student-teacher ratio, for
which students are routinely supported, guided and assisted
in their learning by their teachers.[6]
Learning at university is different to learning in other sectors. University learning requires nursing students to develop
a broad knowledge base and skills for professional work,
with emphasis on higher-order thinking, critical analysis and
evidence.[7] It also relies on students being self-motivated
and independent learners.[8] In addition, what can be overlooked with university studies, is that the experience itself
can be disorienting and transformational as students are required to engage with thought-provoking ideas[9] as they try
to reposition themselves in their new learning environment.
Pathway students must adjust swiftly to the change of orientation in university. Often, the assumption is that these
students will automatically adjust to the demands of second
year, even though they are, in reality, in their first year of university study.[1] Evidence indicates that the main challenge
for many pathway students during this period of transition
into higher education is with academic writing.[7, 10] Equivalent challenges have long been experienced by professional
people transitioning from employment in industry into employment in universities e.g. Williams,[11] Wilson et al.[12] ;
academics have long sought processes to resolve and mediate these challenges. This paper reports one such approach
to supporting students who are transitioning from enrolled
nurse status to registered nurse status through enrolment in
a university bachelor’s degree, and who require to develop
academic writing skills in a relatively short period at the start
of their studies.
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note that, at postgraduate level, nursing students felt a lack of
fit between the demands of academic writing and the actual
practice in nursing.[15] These students reported that academic
writing was time consuming and took the focus away from
what they felt they needed to learn.
Nevertheless, academic writing is critical to successful completion of studies. Through their written assessments, student
nurses need to demonstrate their understanding of safety,
high-quality communications, best practice and cost efficiency in the workplace.[16, 17] In addition, they need to be
able to discuss practice and research and, therefore, communicate ideas from the nursing literature. Learning to write,
however, requires practice. Students who have effective academic writing skills are more likely to progress and succeed
through their program.[8] Effective academic writing also
enhances students’ learning experience, academic grades,
confidence and can influence their self-efficacy as learners.
At the beginning of their university studies, students’ writing
skills are generally basic, but can usually improve with the
help of various strategies offered by university support services,[14] especially for those students who avail themselves
of these opportunities. These services, however, focus mostly
on direct-entry students,[8] with little consideration given to
the specific learning needs of pathway students.[1]

Academic writing can be challenging for many undergraduate students, regardless of the route through which they gain
entry to university. Challenges include deconstructing and reconstructing assessment tasks, research skills and application
of information across varying contexts, sentence construction
and mastery of academic writing conventions.[10] In nursing
programs, in particular, practice for developing writing is
limited.[14] The different types of written assignments such
as essays, concept maps, reports, short papers and journaling
encourage learning of the content but do not generally focus
on improving writing skills. Foxwell[13] reported that many
students were unsure how to compose written work, and that
2. BACKGROUND
at least 85% of students lacked confidence in their ability to
2.1 The importance of academic writing
compose an academic essay. Wingate[18] reported that stuAt a professional level, effective writing skills are essential dents struggled with making an argument in essays largely
for nursing practice as they enable nurses to communicate because they did not understand what an argument meant in
patient information and engage in academic discourse. Writ- an essay or how to develop their own stance in the discourse.
ten communication is important and essential to patient care,
as nurses work together in teams with other health professionals. To be effective, student nurses need to write clearly, 2.2 Strategies and programs for improving academic
writing
accurately and coherently[13] because a prime responsibility
of their role is to share information and demonstrate their un- In nursing education, a wide range of programs and strategies
derstanding of content specific to the nursing discipline.[14] are available to help students develop their writing skills. In
While courses may assist in developing professional writing, a systematic review of 80 nursing articles, Oermann et al.[14]
the commencing student’s primary issue is to develop a dif- reported on these which included embedding writing in the
ferent form of writing, academic writing. It is interesting to curriculum, writing courses, stand-alone workshops, assign122
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ment writing, self-activated activities, and staff responses to
student writing through feedback. Of these, the most common means to improve writing skills is the actual practice
of writing assignments. Students reported that revisions of
drafts by tutors (formative feedback), and spending time at
a writing centre with tutors, were important strategies that
improved their writing. Despite the variety of strategies and
programs, Oermann et al.[14] pointed out that there is no
clear indication which of these strategies are most effective.
Various researchers have identified strategies that can improve students’ academic writing. According to British nursing academics, Gopee and Deane,[19] healthcare students
identified intrinsic and extrinsic factors that motivated students’ academic writing. However, factors that hindered
academic writing included being unsure about academic writing conventions, lack of confidence in writing, limited tutor
support, and absence of support networks. Facilitating academic writing skills required clarity in the structure of the
assignment, feedback from markers and practise in writing.
2.3 Good practice for first year success
Good practice requires that support is provided to all first
years, not just those who seek it out.[20] Support is particularly important for students who may be disadvantaged
due to educational, cultural or financial reasons or for those
who belong to specific groups that are under-represented in
education. Various studies appear in the literature on this
issue. For example, Nelson, Quinn[21] report on an intervention targeting students at risk of disengaging with their
learning. This involved creating connections for these at-risk
students between their personal experiences in the classroom,
the program of study and support services. The findings
of this study showed positive retention, reflective of good
practice, when attention was applied to the various learning contexts that students experienced. A study by Palmer
et al.[22] determined first-year nursing students’ academic
writing skills at the commencement of their unit of study. It
found that these students struggled with self-regulating, management and problem-solving skills. Appropriate support
and early feedback provided these students with the needed
opportunity and guidance to achieve success. As a result,
approximately 77% of these students improved, which led to
these students achieving a pass or higher grade.
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ent races, socio-economic status, linguistic background and
ways of thinking are disadvantaged when immersed in the
dominant discourse that takes place in the university setting.
Another disadvantaged group are pathway students. O’Shea
et al.[1] identified these students as non-visible amidst the
main cohort of direct-entry first years. These pathway students experience the same gamut of challenges attributed to
first years but, by beginning their university studies in second
year, they have less time to make adjustments and become
familiar with the theoretical and inquiry-based environment
of university. This can add to their sense of isolation and
uncertainty. The learning needs of pathway students needs
addressing.
This study, therefore, seeks to fill a gap in the literature in
terms of an approach to support pathway students to develop
their academic writing skills in their first semester at university. The study addresses the question of what is an effective
academic writing strategy to support pathway students. The
strategy arose from the first author’s experiences of teaching
pathway students at which time she identified their specific
needs and hurdles.

3. T HE STUDY SETTING
3.1 The pathway students
The setting for this study was a regional university in Australia whose three campuses are spread across two states. The
university’s nursing-related undergraduate teaching program
comprises a three-year Bachelor of Nursing, and a two-year
Bachelor of Nursing Enrolled Nurse to Registered Nurse
Pathway. As discussed earlier, these pathway students commence their university study as a second-year student, even
though they are in their first year of university (see Table 1).
In their second and hence final year, pathway students join
with Direct-Entry Bachelor of Nursing students. These two
cohorts complete their third, and hence final year together.
Therefore, both cohorts complete their final year together.

2.4 Strategies for specific groups

In the first session of their university studies, pathway students enrol in four courses/units. This includes a foundation
nursing course/unit that comprises a one-week on-campus
residential, which is followed by eleven weeks of online
learning study (see Table 2). As part of this course/unit, students also complete a two-week (80-hours) work placement
in a hospital. It is this foundation unit that is the subject of
this study.

Specific groups of university students have different learning needs. For example, Gopee and Deane[19] reported that
international students have difficulty with academic writing
particularly if there is no provision for academic-writing
resources. Pinetah[10] pointed out that students of differ-

3.2 Foundation course/unit
The aims of this foundation nursing unit are to: analyse the
meaning of nursing care in relation to multiple narratives of
health and illness; analyse the impact of current trends in the
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health care system; discuss the statutory and professional requirements that regulate nursing practice; demonstrate an understanding of academic integrity and writing, and; describe
the development of knowledge that informs and constructs
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conceptual-based thinking. Students are expected to read
and critically analyse the evidence from the literature on a
range of topics, and consider how this may be integrated into
their submitted assignments.

Table 1. The bachelor of nursing program for pathway and direct-entry students
Bachelor of Nursing
Pathway students

Direct-entry students
Units/semester
Semester 1
Semester 2

Year 1

Year 2
Year 3

Not required (8 units of credit
granted on the basis of
completed vocational program)
Enrol in first year of university
study
Enrol in second year of
university study

0

0

4

4

4

4

Units/semester
Semester 1
Semester 2
Enrol in first year of
university study
Enrol in second year
of university study
Enrol in third year of
university study

24 (16 units of study + 8
units of credit)

Total Units

4

4

4

4

4

4

24 (24 units of study)

Table 2. Foundation Unit, one of four, which commencing pathway students undertake in their first semester
Foundations Nursing Unit for Pathway Students
Week

Unit Delivery

1

5-day Residential

Written Assessment
Assessment Type

Clinical
Placement

Weighting

Objective

Annotated
Bibliography
(1,500 words)

50%

Integrate understanding of content
knowledge, structure, critical thinking,
paragraphing, referencing

Essay
(1,500 words)

50%

Integrate feedback on academic writing
Demonstrate a better understanding of
assignment writing

2-5
6
7-11

Online coursework

Study Week

8-11
12

Online coursework

13
2 weekplacement in a
hospital

Semester
Break

3.3 Assignments

or may arise, and implications for nurses. Here, students
examine different sources of relevant information, address
This course/unit has two written 1,500-word assessment
the different components of the essay question, and integrate
items, both worth 50% (see Table 2). The first is an anthe feedback they received from their first assignment.
notated bibliography on one of three topics: patients’ rights
in health care; scope of practice; or health outcomes in Indigenous health. In this assignment, students choose three 4. T HE ACADEMIC WRITING PROJECT
articles and provide a short description or summary of the 4.1 A six-pronged strategy to develop commencing students academic writing
content, a brief critical analysis, and an evaluation of the article’s relevance to nursing practice. The second assignment is A six-pronged strategy was undertaken to support students’
an essay on the changing national population profile and its academic writing development (see Table 3). The first stratimpact on the health-care system, the challenges that arise egy was the decisions made on the nature of the two assess124
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ment tasks, that the first assignment would require students
to engage in a very basic academic research and writing activity (a library catalogue search to locate three articles, and a
brief written summary and critical analysis of these) and that,
only after students had received extensive written, formative
feedback on their writing, would they progress to the more
complex activity of writing an essay. As detailed in Table
3 and explained in more detail below, the second strategy
was to provide students, during their first week of university
(an on-campus intensive), with daily carefully scaffolded
support for their two assignments by staff external to the unit
(a university librarian and an academic skills advisor).[23]
The third strategy was to extend this support during onehour weekly optional Blackboard Collaborate sessions. As a
fourth strategy, two mp4 video presentations were prepared,
each with clear, prescriptive instructions for both assessment
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tasks.[24] The decision that tutors would provide students
with prompt and extensive written feedback on their first
written task (assignment 1) - formative feedback[25] through
Microsoft Word’s Track Changes and Comments functions
was the fifth strategy. Comments involved questions, suggestions, links to resources, and examples for improved writing.
Through this feedback, students were encouraged to become
more aware of the need to read and engage with the unit
content and to write more effectively. Negretti[26] refers to
this as developing metacognitive awareness, described as the
“ability to know when and how knowledge and strategies
should be applied” (p. 44). The sixth, and final, strategy
was that the same tutor would mark both assignments. This
allowed for follow-up on feedback given on Assignment 1
and students to be given feedback on improvements they had
made in their Assignment 2.

Table 3. Scaffolded support for assessment task during residential intensive week and during the semester
Time

Activity

Time

Objective

Day 1

How to unpack and structure
an annotated bibliography

30 mins

Develop skills to unpack the assignment
What is an annotated bibliography?
What is being asked in the assignment?
Academic writing conversions (e.g. sentences and paragraphs;
correct punctuation, spelling and grammar)

Day 2

Critical thinking

30 mins

What does it mean to think critically in a university context?

Day 3

How to write a paragraph

30 mins

Day 4

How to use APA 6th Edition
Referencing format

30 mins

Day 5

Write an academic paragraph
and receive feedback

60 mins

Week 2-12

Weekly (online) tutorials

60 mins

Week 2

mp4 video

10 mins

Week 7

mp4 video

10 mins

Provide students with a framework to help them structure their
paragraph— PEES framework (Point of argument, Explaining,
Elaborating and Summarising structure)
Discuss sample paragraphs and their structure
How/where is critical thinking embedded in the sample paragraphs?
Why reference?
Using in-text references and a References list
How to reference a journal article?
Write a paragraph using the PEES structure
Receive and provide feedback on the paragraph from/ to a peer
Discuss weekly course/unit content
Discuss assignment questions
Annotated Bibliography PowerPoint presentation containing slides
on how to answer the assignment question; researching the topic;
organise ideas; drafting the assignment
Essay presentation PowerPoint presentation building on the first
assignment and integrating feedback provided by the marker

During the intensive week mentioned above, a university
librarian and an academic skills advisor offered support to
students. As the first assignment was an annotated bibliography, the librarian provided two sessions on literature
searching and on the practicalities of databases. During these
sessions, students were introduced to exploring a topic, narrowing their search, and teasing out how to obtain current
and peer-reviewed journal articles. They were also, reminded
Published by Sciedu Press

that they could use the articles they found during these two
library sessions, for their first assignment. The academic
skills advisor provided daily segments on academic writing. The overall outcome and grade distribution of the two
assignments is shown in Table 4.
While student feedback on university-administered anonymous surveys is routinely low[27] formal feedback at the end
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of the teaching session, using the University’s anonymous teaching. Students had a higher level of satisfaction in 2017,
student evaluation of the course/unit of study, indicated the when the strategy was introduced, compared to the previous
effectiveness of the writing strategy (see Table 5). Twenty- year.
nine of the 99 students in the class submitted feedback on
Table 4. Grade distributions for the two assignments in the foundation unit
Fail
(< 50%)

Pass
(50%-64%)

Credit
(65%-74%)

Distinction
(75%-84%)

High Distinction
(85%-100%)

No show

Assignment 1 (63 students)

4

27

14

11

3

4

Assignment 2 (59 students)

3

29

13

6

2

6

Table 5. Summary of the formal university teaching evaluation and student feedback, based on feedback from those
students who chose to complete the survey (29 of the 99 students), where students are asked to record their responses on a
five-point scale of 1 (low satisfaction) to 5 (high satisfaction)
2016

2017

3.00/5

3.95/5

The unit helped me to develop some valuable skills/attributes

3.90/5

4.05/5

Overall, I am satisfied with this unit

3.50/5

4.05/5

I am satisfied with the assessment tasks in this unit

Qualitative student feedback highlighted three important many variables that influence change in a student’s potential
themes of satisfaction, that the unit:
success. It is possible, however, to evaluate the uptake of
pre-cursors to behavioural change;[28] see also the crucial
• recognised the needs of this specific (pathways) corole of pre-cursors to behaviour change in Ajzen’s[29] Thehort.
ory of Planned Behaviour. In an educational setting, such
• used a how-to approach for academic writing.
pre-cursors would notably include indicators of students’ en• made sense to students of what is meant by critical
hanced appreciation of the skills and behaviours required
thinking and embedded in academic writing.
for successful academic writing. In this study, we evaluate
Students expressed their satisfaction with their personal these through our own and our students’ reflection of that
achievement in the unit. One wrote, “I cannot believe that appreciation. The reflective mode in educational research is
this is my work. I always thought I was hopeless at writing”. important, powerful and widely used, and hence we consider
[30, 31]
EvaluaAnother student reflected, “I always knew I could write well it an appropriate method to adopt in this study.
but never at university standard. This has opened my mind tion of data indicates that the approach allowed for students
to all kinds of possibilities”. Another stated, “Now I have a to gain a better understanding as to the depth of knowledge
better idea about structuring an essay. I don’t need to waste needed at tertiary level, and what academic writing entailed.
time worrying about what you expect in my written work”. Students developed an appreciation of the adopted convention of writing, which involves clarity, conciseness, structure,
It is not, however, only the students who noticed and reported and use of evidence. More importantly, the approach encourimprovements in their academic writing. The unit assessor aged students to develop academic writing skills essential for
for a unit during the following semester later observed that academic success and progression. As identified in recent
the students’ writing in this cohort was notably improved literature,[1, 7, 10] these skills are key to student engagement
over previous years. Furthermore, this cohort of students in the first year of tertiary studies. For pathway students, in
was notable by being the first to attract no comments from particular, a tailored and scaffolded approach provided an
their final year lecturers regarding weak academic writing, effective learning strategy for improvement in their academic
especially in final session report writing.
writing skills. The foundational unit, for students coming
from a vocational background where the emphasis is on train4.2 Evaluating the academic writing program
ing and competency, seemed an appropriate place to focus
This study adopted a step-by-step approach to academic
on the basics of academic writing. The positive results affirm
writing for pathway students within a foundational nursing
McWilliams et al.’s[32] emphasis for university programs to
unit. It is difficult to demonstrate measurable learning outrespond to students’ needs and accommodate their learning
come changes for such a program, especially since there are
126
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to what is known about specific cohorts.
Despite the positive results, there were limitations. Around
16% (10 students) of the cohort did drop out, despite passing
their two submitted assignments; they could not continue
their studies due to lifestyle commitments and responsibilities. While a third of the students improved in their second
assignment, at least one third of students’ scores were lower
when compared to their first assignment. A different approach, format, and level of critical reasoning required in the
second assignment, an essay, may explain the lower scores.
Importantly, however, when compared to the previous year’s
cohort, tutors who did the marking reported there was an
overall improvement.

2019, Vol. 9, No. 8

them confidence and encouragement.

5. C ONCLUSIONS
Transitioning into tertiary studies can be challenging for
pathway nursing students. Academic writing adds to this
challenge. One way to facilitate the transition is to embed
academic writing skills within the curriculum. A collaborative approach, combined with the expertise of other specialists (academic skills and librarians), can smooth the transition
whereby students can experience success early in their university career. The academic writing strategy presented here
illustrates how nurse educators can increase awareness about
academic writing, and can facilitate student skill development. Development of academic writing skills can take time,
and success may be difficult to demonstrate in the shortterm. Nevertheless, the positive reception of this approach
by the cohort of students engaged here suggests that positive
scholarly outcomes will emerge for this group of students.
Effective academic writing has the potential to enhance the
experience of tertiary studies, increase academic success, and
reduce attrition. A tailored approach to meet the needs of
pathway students, recognising the students’ prior experience
and the program context which they are joining, shows that
the university-wide mainstream approach of one size fits all
may not be the best way to support specific groups.

This study demonstrates a positive impact on the academic
writing skills for pathway students who are enrolled as pathway students. The program organisation, combined with a
structured or scaffolded approach to developing academic
writing skills, enabled the students to build incrementally
on their skills and knowledge already acquired from their
previous diploma study. O’Shae et al.[1] report on the differences between vocational education and higher education
that influences teaching styles and expectations of students’
performance in assignments. Awareness of such differences
by university academic staff assists in the planning for preparing pathway students as they make the transition to tertiary
studies. In this present study, the academic writing approach C ONFLICTS OF I NTEREST D ISCLOSURE
not only eased the students’ transition into tertiary studies, The authors declare that there is no conflict of interest statebut validated their capacity for higher studies, thus giving ment.
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