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ABSTRACT

Background: Queen’s University (Ontario, Canada) has been offering the Summer Work Experience Program (SWEP) -a
subsidized work opportunity for university undergraduate students- since 1995. The Queen’s University Nursing and Health
Research Internship program, established in May 2017, involves nursing SWEP students. The program was designed to build
research knowledge and experience for nursing students. The aim of this article is to describe the program components, and intern
and faculty insights.
Methods: To obtain feedback from current and past interns and faculty, an electronic survey was distributed. Data were analyzed
for common themes.
Results: Themes consolidated from interns (n = 4) included challenges as learning opportunities, new perspectives on research,
and successes and opportunities. Themes that emerged from faculty (n = 7) were program challenges and successes, and needs
and concerns of interns.
Conclusions: Overall, interns and faculty members perceived the program as a valuable learning experience. Suggestions for
program development and potential changes are discussed from both an intern and faculty perspective. Further recommendations
for program development are explored, with potential changes for future offerings.
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1. INTRODUCTION

According to the Canadian Nurses Association, research
and scholarship are considered domains within nursing prac-
tice.[1] Participation in research activities during undergradu-
ate education is purportedly beneficial to students, as it leads
to improvement in knowledge translation, critical thinking
skills, and the development of more integrated scholarly
identities.[2] Engaging in research courses and activities is
additionally important as it exposes students to opportunities
that reinforce the scientific foundation of the nursing profes-
sion.[1] This foundation leads to new knowledge generation
for improved evidence-informed care and nursing practice.[3]

While research is not typically a responsibility associated
with an entry-level nurse,[4] a foundational understanding
of nursing research is important to be able to critique and
make decisions about the applicability of published nursing
research for practice and to identify research questions. Un-
dergraduate nursing students in Canada usually complete
a research course, but rarely have the opportunity to apply
the theoretical knowledge with a ‘hands-on’ approach in re-
search and scholarship activities.[5] Thus, nursing students
lack exposure to actively participate in and contribute to
research and apply research skills.
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1.1 Literature review

In an ever-changing landscape of healthcare, evidence-based
practice (EBP) is needed to inform nursing care.[6] Establish-
ing an understanding and appreciation of EBP at the under-
graduate level prepares students to utilize the best available
research in clinical decision-making.[7–9] Therefore, partici-
pating in research activities helps to develop the knowledge,
skills and competencies within nursing practice and poten-
tially contributes to better patient outcomes.[10–12]

Numerous post-secondary nursing programs have imple-
mented opportunities aimed at engaging students in re-
search and improving their knowledge of the nurse’s role
in EBP.[2, 12, 13] These programs varied in their approaches
and outcomes, however, all programs exposed students to
research and fostered an appreciation for this domain of nurs-
ing practice.[2, 12, 14–17] Many of these programs hired and
paid undergraduate nursing students to work with faculty
members on research projects of their interest,[2, 12, 16] where
funding for student wages was secured from either the par-
ent university or from government sources.[14, 16] Students
worked during the academic year or summer break, and were
paid either part-time or full-time.[13, 14, 16] Tasks completed
by students in three separate research programs consisted
of examining the literature pertaining to specific projects
as well as data retrieval or analysis,[2, 13, 16] while one pro-
gram specifically offered research projects within a hospital
setting.[16] The findings from the hospital-based research
program concluded that students involved in clinical-based
research studies better understood the barriers of integrating
EBP into patient care.[16]

Findings, largely based upon qualitative data collection, re-
vealed that immersing students in the research process helped
them grow in knowledge and develop an appreciation for
nursing research.[12, 14–16] Positive feedback was received
from students across several studies,[2, 7, 12, 15, 16] as students
were generally satisfied with their experience working in
research.[2] Collectively, these studies indicate that such
programs are useful to positively change the perceptions of
nursing students towards research and promote increased
engagement in subsequent academic research.[12]

Although the studies outlined above included small sample
sizes and lack of input from faculty on program strengths
and areas for improvement, the findings are collectively use-
ful to illuminate the advantages of such programs.[2, 13, 16]

For instance, authors from three separate programs noted
that benefits from research internships included increased
interest in further nursing education following undergraduate
study[12, 14] and use of research in the clinical setting.[16] With
the encouragement of nurses and nursing students to pursue

research or advanced practice roles, it is important that op-
portunities are provided as early and frequently as possible.
Within a centralized university program (SWEP), the Queen’s
Nursing and Health Research Internship program provides
the structure and support for both students and faculty to
collaboratively engage in research. The Queen’s Nursing and
Health Research Internship is unique from other research
internships or honors stream in nursing programs because it
involves an inter-collaborative model that brings together a
team of research interns and faculty members, where interns
have the opportunity to work on several research projects at
various stages of the research process. The purpose of this
article was to describe the experiences of research interns
and faculty members involved in an inter-collaborative and
innovative Nursing and Health Research Internship program.

1.2 Program overview
The Summer Work Experience Program (SWEP) was estab-
lished at Queen’s University in 1995 to provide undergradu-
ate students with an engaging summer work experience and
an opportunity to build transferrable skills, which may be
applied to future career opportunities. The program provides
a centralized hub for faculty members and students to work
together on a variety of projects, in addition to providing a
wage subsidy to faculty. For the summer of 2019, approx-
imately 70% of SWEP applications received from faculty
members (167 of 283) were approved through a competitive
process, of which 50% were research-based. Since the gen-
esis of the Nursing and Health Research Internship, seven
intern positions were approved for the School of Nursing –
Queen’s Nursing and Health Research (QNHR) group.

1.3 Queen’s nursing and health research - program de-
scription, objectives and goals

The QNHR group is home to 17 faculty members of the
School of Nursing at Queen’s University. It is composed of a
team of nurse researchers who collectively, and in collabora-
tion with practice and academic partners, lead and facilitate
comprehensive research programs. In May of 2017, the
Queen’s Nursing and Health Research Internship Program
was established as a component of the QNHR, with the goal
of promoting undergraduate nursing student engagement in
research. The philosophy behind the research internship is to
create an inter-collaborative model between faculty and un-
dergraduate nursing students to provide research mentorship
and skill development to the research interns while advancing
faculty research. Faculty projects provide the opportunity to
learn research activities, including but not limited to: ethics
submission preparation and process, data collection and anal-
ysis, knowledge translation activities (i.e., video preparation
related to breast cancer recovery, attendance at research sem-
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inars) and scholarly writing or reporting. Fourteen faculty
members have been involved with the Queen’s Nursing and
Health Research Internship over the past three years, each
bringing a major research project to the table.

The QNHR Research Internship offers paid employment for
the months of May through August for a duration of 16
weeks, within which 35 hours of work per week is required.
The interns are paid a universal wage consistent between all
SWEP positions at Queen’s University (e.g., $16/hr). Nurs-
ing students from the four-year stream who had completed
their second or third year were eligible to apply for an intern
position. As part of the SWEP application process, interested
undergraduate nursing students had the opportunity to review
the faculty research projects and activities, which included
targeted learning goals and outcomes. Successful applicants
then collaborated with faculty to select activities that best
matched their personal and professional interests. Interns
had the opportunity to participate in a variety of tasks that
contributed to the refinement of their research knowledge
through participation in research and scholarly activities. All
interns participated in joint learning activities, such as atten-
dance at the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) systematic review
course. Interns were further engaged with activities such
as research and educational seminars, knowledge transla-
tion activities and research and professional development
experiences.

One of the innovative facets of the research internship was
bringing together a group of interns with multiple faculty
mentors to work on a variety of research projects. Over the
course of the summer, interns collectively attended bi-weekly
meetings with the research coordinator and all involved fac-
ulty. While agendas varied, meetings were structured to
appraise the group about intern and project progress, plan
for supplemental learning and research opportunities, and re-
solve any operational issues. In addition, interns maintained
regular communication with their faculty mentors to further
discuss the details of individual projects. This collaborative
model catalyzed learning, as it encouraged regular collabo-
ration amongst faculty members and research interns, built
peer support and decreased the risk of isolation.

2. METHODS
2.1 Settings and sample
This study was conducted in Kingston, Ontario at Queen’s
University School of Nursing. All faculty members and re-
search interns who had been involved in any or all of the
cohorts since the inception of the QNHR Research Intern-

ship in May 2017 were invited to participate, which included
seven research interns and fourteen faculty members.

2.2 Data collection
In gaining perspectives about the QNHR Research Internship,
an anonymous electronic qualitative survey was designed
and distributed by the authors (J.K., C.C., S.S.) for both
research interns and faculty members who had ever partici-
pated in the program.[18] The survey for participants differed
as research interns answered five questions and for faculty
members, four questions. The questions were developed to
understand the experience of being involved in the QNHR
Research Internship, with questions focused on illuminating
the challenges, learning, development and opportunities of
both research interns and faculty members. The surveys were
sent by email to all previously involved research interns and
faculty members in the three cohorts of the QNHR Research
Internship, and consent was obtained by participants for the
use of their feedback for program evaluation and/or inclusion
in this article. Data was anonymously collected in August
2019 through Qualtrics, a secure online platform.

2.3 Data analysis
The feedback from the survey results of interns (n=4) and
faculty (n = 7) was analyzed and grouped into themes by the
authors (J.K., C.C., S.S.) using a thematic analysis frame-
work.[19] The authors read the feedback and identified codes,
subthemes and emerging themes independently using Mi-
crosoft Excel. The final themes were agreed upon through
discussion and consensus (see Table 1). The themes that
will be explored from a faculty perspective are perceived
needs and concerns of interns and perceived successes and
challenges, and from a research intern perspective are chal-
lenges as learning opportunities, new perspectives on nursing
research and professional opportunities and successes.

2.4 Ethical consideration
Participants had the opportunity to complete the survey once
consent was provided and they were made aware of the confi-
dential nature in participating to minimize coercion or undue
influence. The survey was designed through Qualtrics to
not collect any identifying information in order to maintain
anonymity and efforts were made to keep data confidential
through password protected documents stored on Microsoft
OneDrive. These documents were only accessible to those di-
rectly involved in data analysis. Ethics approval was obtained
through the Queen’s University Health Sciences Research
Ethics Board (HSREB # NURS-473-19).
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Table 1. Perspectives, themes and corresponding sub-themes from faculty and interns survey feedback
 

 

Perspectives Themes Corresponding Sub-Themes 

Research 
Interns 

Challenges as learning opportunities 
  
 
New perspectives on nursing research 
 
 
Opportunities and successes of interns 
 

Challenges for students, learning from challenges, applying skills through 
challenges 
 
Learning from challenges, defining research in nursing, gained appreciation 
for research 
 
Opportunities from this internship, professional connections, taking what was 
learned into nursing practice (skills), taking what was learned into nursing 
practice (theoretical) 

Faculty 
Members 

Needs and concerns of interns 
perceived by faculty 
 
Challenges and successes perceived 
by faculty members 

Needs for students to be successful in research, concerns for students in the 
program 
 
Benefits to faculty members, benefits to faculty research, faculty still 
growing, actions/activities that lead to success in the program, student growth 

Shared  
Symbiotic relationship  Benefits to faculty members, benefits to faculty research, opportunities from 

this internship, professional connections 

 

3. SURVEY RESULTS
The survey results were analyzed and organized by the au-
thors (J.K., C.C., S.S.) into the following reported codes that
were then grouped into themes and subthemes. Three major
themes emerged from research interns, two major themes
from faculty members and one joint theme from both re-
search interns and faculty members. Theme descriptions
include the authors interpretive analysis and are reported on
themes iteratively agreed upon by the authors to describe the
experience of research interns and faculty members within
an innovative Nursing Health and Research Internship pro-
gram.[19]

3.1 Themes - Research interns
3.1.1 Challenges as learning opportunities
Research interns experienced various challenges during this
program. There were organizational challenges, such as over-
lapping projects and deadlines, keeping track of hours, and
seeking supports. As one intern stated it was “sometimes
challenging to anticipate what was next while establishing
a flexible schedule for short- and long-term projects” (Re-
search Intern 1). Identified challenges were related to the
individual’s lack of experience in certain areas, for example
learning to write a manuscript, or time management. These
challenges led to growth and learning as the intern’s skills
and abilities developed. Further, the diverse, unpredictable
and non-linear nature of faculty research was a challenge.
Research interns were exposed to situations where they per-
ceived they lacked skill level or did not have sufficient direc-
tion to complete tasks. When research interns felt uncertain
or felt that they lacked direction, they sought guidance from
faculty supervisors. One intern wrote, “sometimes you just

have to stop overthinking [. . . ] and just do it” (Research In-
tern 1), and another intern emphasized the need to “advocate
more clearly and frequently for learning needs” (Research
Intern 3). Key supports identified by interns that led to their
success were having regular meetings with supervisors, bi-
weekly group meetings with faculty, other interns and the
research coordinator, infrastructure with external support
personnel (e.g., librarian, and information technology per-
sonnel) and research training courses (e.g., TCP2-Course
on Research Ethics; Joanna Briggs Institute Comprehensive
Systematic Review training).

3.1.2 New perspectives on nursing research
The interns recognized that the research internship was an
opportunity to consolidate research knowledge. One intern
explained, “I was so confused and intimidated by research”
(Research Intern 1), but through being involved in the re-
search internship, was able to consolidate research concepts
through being immersed in the research process. Interns
had the opportunity to be immersed in various aspects of the
research process, which is a very different approach com-
pared to traditional didactic learning. The interns from this
program gained a much greater regard for research and its
applicability in nursing. One intern’s perspective changed
as they learned “research is just as much about educating
others as it is about educating oneself” (Research Intern 3).
Working alongside faculty supervisors, the interns were able
to gain insight to what faculty members do aside from their
teaching and service responsibilities.

3.1.3 Professional opportunities and successes
The interns identified several significant opportunities for
professional development unique to this program. Profes-
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sional development was a recurring opportunity, as interns
were able to network with faculty, work towards publication
of manuscripts in academic journals, develop academic and
interpersonal skills, and be offered further employment to
continue research throughout the academic year. One intern
appreciated the “unique and active mentoring relationship
between faculty and interns” (Research Intern 2), while an-
other intern stated the mentoring relationship was critical
to “forming their identity as a novice researcher” (Research
Intern 3). During interns’ involvement in the program, they
had the opportunity to be included and be known by faculty
and administrative staff and participate in events on and off
campus. One intern stated they “felt they were a part of the
school in a different way” (Research Intern 2).

3.2 Themes - Faculty members
3.2.1 Faculty perception of interns’ needs and concerns
Faculty members’ responses were aggregated into a theme
that captured the needs and concerns for students in the re-
search internship. One faculty member said, “I worry that
some students are left not supported enough and therefore
don’t learn as much as possible” (Faculty Member 3). Fac-
ulty members reflected on the increased needs of research
interns as “interns are only undergraduate students who have
taken a research course that is simply an overview of research
methods” and are “lacking the applied research skills” (Fac-
ulty Member 3). The lack of experience was an important
concept for faculty members to recognize when engaging
with the interns and to appreciate.

3.2.2 Success and challenges perceived by faculty
There were numerous successes about the research internship
as perceived by faculty. Faculty identified that interns taught
them about how to use technology to expedite the research
process, motivated faculty to complete research projects, and
with the help of the interns, faculty were able to complete
their research projects more efficiently. One faculty member
stated, “students keep aspects of the research on track and
allow opportunities to explore pilot or feasibility work”, and
one benefit of the research internship is its “core educational
and training opportunities” (Faculty Member 2). The pro-
gram allowed faculty to work with students on a one-one
basis, which laid a foundation for “student engagement in
research” (Faculty Member 2).

By contrast, concerns raised by faculty members included
expectations of knowledge possessed by interns, awareness
of current level of interns’ research experience, and adapting
to the role as a supervisor. One faculty member commented
there were “not challenges, but rather ‘realities’” (Faculty
Member 2) of working with interns who are eager to learn
and contribute to the research process. However, one faculty

member wrote “challenges can be rectified with open com-
munication about expectations between faculty and students
early on in the research relationship” (Faculty Member 3).

3.3 Shared Perspectives by Faculty and Interns
3.3.1 Symbiotic relationship
The relationship between faculty and interns was described
as symbiotic in nature and a “win-win” (Faculty Members
5 and 7). One faculty member said the program simulta-
neously advanced the intern experience and contributed to
faculty output. This program served to build research capac-
ity through reduced cost and provided enriching experiential
work for interns. Due to the close working relations and
bi-weekly meetings, faculty were able to “reflect on their
mentoring skills” and interns were able to “reflect on their
accomplished learning” (Faculty Member 3). As one faculty
member wrote, “[the program] helped me better understand
how to work with students/RAs at varying levels of research
assistance” (Faculty Member 7). Faculty members were val-
ued for their mentorship and engagement among research
interns, and interns were regarded as a “high functioning
member of a research team” (Faculty Member 3). Faculty
members also agreed that interns “brought energy and good
ideas” (Faculty Member 6). Within faculty members and
interns’ symbiotic relationship was the development of tech-
nological proficiency. While interns were not always familiar
with new software, they learned quickly, and faculty jointly
learnt from interns. Another mutual advantage identified was
the increased pace of research, as one faculty member noted,
“my projects kept moving forward faster than I imagined”
(Faculty Member 3). Thus, interns had greater opportunity
to work towards publication and acknowledgements for their
research projects.

4. DISCUSSION
Through the engagement of research interns and support
and guidance of faculty members, the QNHR Research In-
ternship program provided research mentorship and skill
development to the research interns while advancing faculty
research. Prior to the research internship, students may have
had limited exposure to research experiences. However, in
establishing an inter-collaborative model between faculty
and undergraduate nursing students, research interns were
provided with an experience to be a part of an innovative
program that fosters relationships and mutual research en-
gagement between faculty members and research interns.

For research interns, the successes of the program included
professional growth and the ability to be a part of unique
opportunities. Interns additionally emphasized the benefits
of a mentoring relationship with faculty members and the
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development of novice research identities. While there were
challenges of being a research intern, in many cases these
challenges led to unexpected growth in time management,
flexibility, advocacy and new research skills. Lastly, the re-
search interns gained new perspectives of the applicability
of nursing research and the nurse’s role in research. These
reflections gave interns a new outlook on the purpose of
research in the nursing paradigm and increased their appre-
ciation for the research process. Further research into the
long-term effects of research programs and models, such as
QNHR’s model, is also necessary to identify the full impact
of such programs. Faculty members likewise noted successes
of the research internship, which included the expedition of
the research process through new technology, an accelerated
pace and broader scope of their intended research projects
and feeling motivated by research interns’ enthusiasm and
energy. Future research would be beneficial to explore the
effects of intern involvement on specific research outcomes,
such as publications.

Interns developed valuable and transferable skills in the areas
of interpersonal communication, comprehension and critical
thinking, time management and prioritization, and advocacy.
The aforementioned skills can be directly applied to future
nursing careers and beyond. In addition, this research intern-
ship sets a foundation for research interns to integrate, apply
and appraise research, exposing them to research as a path-
way for ongoing learning and increasing research interns’
potential uptake of research in nursing practice. Finally,
research opportunities expanded research interns’ thinking,
thus advancing their critical reasoning and problem-solving
skills – important attributes of nursing practice. The impor-
tance of early exposure to hands-on research experience is
linked to regulatory bodies’ expectation of nurses to make in-
formed decisions through best evidence and knowledge trans-
lation. As research interns have gained more experience to
apprehend evidence through research, they have an increased
potential to transform nursing practice. Indeed, nursing re-
search internships have been found to positively influence
research interns’ professional development, research and
scholarly skills and perspective on nursing research.[7, 17, 20]

Furthermore, a 10-week intensive summer research intern-
ship found significant benefits to students through mentorship
and hands-on research opportunities, and to mentors, who
remarked on the energy of students and increased productiv-
ity.[16] Considering these points, the outcomes of the QNHR
Research Internship are consistent with similar research mod-
els.

While there were many successes to the program, there were
also identified areas for improvement to enhance the expe-
rience for both research interns and faculty members. In

particular, there were challenges at times with unclear ex-
pectations between faculty members and research interns
and faculty member’s perceptions of interns’ knowledge that
did not always align with the actual level of knowledge pos-
sessed by interns. Research interns’ lack of experience is
an important concept for faculty members to recognize and
appreciate when engaging with the interns. In the future,
unclear expectations may be mediated by enhanced supports
such as through the mapping out of timelines and communi-
cating deadlines early on in the research internship. Further
scaffolding of the program may be another future program
addition, where common learning needs are identified, and
more learning opportunities incorporated in bi-weekly meet-
ings to further support research interns’ research knowledge.
As previously mentioned, regular communication was a key
support and asset to the research internship and may have
modified communication roadblocks. Research interns iden-
tified that having regular meetings with supervisors and bi-
weekly group meetings with faculty, other interns and the
research coordinator led to their success. As faculty members
in this program were key determinants in student achieve-
ment, it is necessary for faculty members to guide interns
throughout the research process with supportive measures in
order to optimize their learning experience.

Limitations
Limitations of this study include the interns’ (J.K., C.C.,
S.S.) involvement in both the participation of the survey and
the analysis of the results, which may have introduced po-
tential coding bias. However, to enhance trustworthiness,
the authors were able to member check the results section
with the participants to ensure the quotations reflected the
participants’ views. Member checking and independent cod-
ing reduced potential bias in the analysis process. As a final
step, faculty members reviewed the manuscript to assess
the validity of results. The small sample size between the
faculty members and research interns may decrease the gen-
eralizability of the results from this summer nursing research
internship program to other university research programs.
Lastly, due to the structure of the analysis and the focus of
the study, the results primarily captured the short-term ef-
fects of the program, which may have limited the full breadth
of program outcomes and experiences. In the future, it is
recommended to additionally examine long-term outcomes,
such as participants’ likelihood to pursue further graduate
work. Given these limitations, we would also highlight that
while the topic of nursing research internships has been well
documented, this paper depicts the experiences of research in-
terns and faculty members involved in the inter-collaborative
QNHR Research Internship. The QNHR Research Internship
is a model that can be replicated and the analysis of partic-
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ipant’s experiences builds upon the current evidence that
supports early integration of hands-on research experience
into undergraduate nursing education.

5. CONCLUSION
Successful research involves effective collaborative teams.
This research internship exposed students to basic research
skills and knowledge; however, and more importantly, they
were able to learn in a collaborative team environment. The
unique collaborative model of this program provides an im-
portant experiential research experience for nursing students
and faculty. Overall, participation in the research internship
program is positive; our review and evaluation of research
interns’ and faculty members’ perspectives provides infor-

mation for future program development.
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