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ABSTRACT

Objective: Reflective writing is consistently linked to improved clinical decision-making. However, analyzing the journals to
evaluate the reflective abilities of nursing students is scanty locally. This study aimed to assess the reflective skills of undergraduate
nursing students.
Methods: A qualitative thematic content analysis using the Lasater Clinical Judgment Evaluation Rubric was used to assess the
reflective abilities of 33 undergraduate nursing students in 138 journal entries. Guided by Gibb’s reflective model, the students
documented their experiences during a clinical attachment at a National Referral Hospital in Kenya between February and August
2018. Data coding and thematic linking were done using NVIVO version 11.
Results: Reflective abilities differed across gender and to some extent across years of study. Most participants were more likely to
notice the deviation from the norm, whether patient-related or health care environment-related. Moreover, they demonstrated the
ability to respond to the situation, self-evaluate, and develop action plans for future encounters. However, the majority struggled
with interpreting findings.
Conclusions: Gender differences exist in the way nursing students reflect. Most nursing students focus on describing the situation
rather than developing solutions. There is, however, an indication of developing reflective abilities across the year of study.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Reflection denotes the practice of gaining new knowledge
from one’s experiences and interpreting what was known
before through the eyes of current experiences to inform
engagements in the future.[1] Reflective writing involves
the documentation of one’s insights about a particular oc-
currence. When students use reflection journals, the expres-
sions of their experience over time help them develop critical
thinking skills because they commit to improvement by iden-
tifying gaps in what they did.[1, 2] The journal becomes a tool
of self-evaluation and an assessment of how one relates to
others.[3]

Reflective writing effectively shares knowledge among
nurses on their clinical experiences, which enhances knowl-
edge transfer in future events.[4] Writing reflections by stu-
dent nurses has been linked to improved patient care and
theory to practice integration, says Karimi et al.[2] When
students document their learning experiences, they can pick
their learning needs and later refer to that documentation as a
learning tool in the future encounter.[5] Lasater and Nielsen[6]

alluded to the fact that reflection equips the student nurses
to analyze the care given to a client and expand their clini-
cal judgment abilities. Moreover, Barksby and colleagues[7]

state that analyzing reflection work can help infer learning.
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A study conducted among the second-year and third-year
nursing students by Silvia et al.[8] to identify the effect
of reflective journaling showed that clinical experiences for
nursing students were improved when reflective practice writ-
ing was used as a clinical learning strategy. The students
were able to develop a questioning mind on their experience,
which helps them improve in how they handle similar situ-
ations in the future and share with their peers to learn from
their mistakes or experiences. There is consensus among re-
searchers that reflections increase proactive decision making
and help the students take responsibility for their learning
process.[9–11]

Differences in the way students reflect exist across gender, al-
though this is an area that has not been explored significantly
in literature. A study to examine nursing students’ clinical
experiences as documented in reflection diaries found the
female students to be more reflective. The female students
focused more on patient care, while their male counterparts
concentrated on their personal learning experience and or-
ganizational operations.[12] In another study, the female
students were keener to operate within their scope of practice
motivated by fear of making mistakes, especially in situations
where the client showed deterioration despite treatment.[13]

Moreover, Via Clavero and others[14] identified the gender
differences among nurses, with the male nurses more likely
to prioritize decision-making rather than client outcome and
the practical aspects of care. Furthermore, on the other hand,
the female nurses are more concerned about the progression
and consequence of client care.

The use of reflective writing in nursing education is scanty
in sub-Saharan Africa. There is no documented local study
that has attempted to analyze the way students reflect or their
level of reflection. There is a need to explore its use and how
it can influence students’ ability to integrate their theory to
practice in a resource-constrained clinical setting.

2. METHODS

2.1 Aims

This study aimed to evaluate the reflective abilities of nurs-
ing students and their differences across gender and year of
study.

2.2 Design

This study was the qualitative part of a mixed-method study
to evaluate the efficacy of various clinical teaching tools in
improving clinical judgment skills of student nurses during a
clinical placement at a National Referral Hospital.

2.3 Sample and participants
The participants were 33 undergraduate nursing students (22
females: 67%, 11 males: 33%) in their second year (19:
58%) and third year of study (14: 42%). They were drawn
from a Public University. The study was carried out in Kenya
between February to August 2018.

2.4 Data collection
The students submitted one journal entry per week during
a 4-8 weeks medical-surgical clinical placement. The docu-
mentation was guided by Gibb’s reflective cycle to enhance
consistency. Before commencing the clinical practicum, the
students went through a 2-day training on documenting their
reflections. A sample reflection was provided as a refer-
ence guide. A preceptor trained in reflective writing gave
them feedback on their write-ups weekly. After the clinical
practicum, the researcher collected the student journals for
analysis.

2.5 Ethical consideration
The National Commission for Science Technology and In-
novation (NACOSTI) approved the study and the Kenyatta
National Hospital-University of Nairobi (KNH-UoN) Ethics
and Research Committee. Each of the participants signed a
consent form. The student journals were coded to enhance
anonymity.

2.6 Data analysis
Coding, transcribing, and analyzing the journal narratives
were done using NVIVO version 11 software. Thematic con-
tent analysis of the journal entries to identify the reflection
abilities of student nurses was done using the Lasater Clini-
cal Judgement Rubric (LCJR) themes as a guide. The LCJR
thematic areas include noticing, interpreting, responding, and
reflecting.[15]

The aspects of ’Noticing’ measurements were stated as the
ability of the student to make a focused observation, rec-
ognize deviation from the usual pattern, and questioning.
’Interpreting’ dimensions included the ability of the student
nurse to make sense of the data obtained and prioritize. Re-
sponding dimensions showed how the student communicates,
confidence, clarity, proper planning, and skillfulness. Fi-
nally, the reflecting aspect was described as the ability to
self-analyze and develop action plans that show commitment
to improvement.[15] According to Lasater and Nielsen,[6] the
reflection abilities of the student nurse can be used by faculty
to infer clinical judgment development.

The researcher used the Lasater Clinical Judgment Evalua-
tion Rubric (LCJR) to construct the thematic areas of focus.
The Lasater CJ model was developed based on the work of
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Tanner.[16] This framework has been validated in multiple
studies and different countries[17–19] with similar findings of
the tool possessing a high construct validity and interrater
reliability. It has also been applied in analyzing students’
reflections for reflective abilities[20] and as a way to structure
the reflections.[21, 22]

2.7 Limitations
The participants in this study were drawn from one Univer-
sity during a clinical attachment in a public hospital. The
findings may not be generalizable to all nursing students and
clinical settings. There is a need to carry out similar stud-
ies among nursing students in the private sector and other
clinical settings to compare findings.

3. RESULTS
3.1 Participant characteristics
The participants were 33 nursing students with a mean age
of 21.50 ± 1.34 years. They were in their second or third
year of study in a 4-year undergraduate nursing program
from a public University School of Nursing in Kenya. The

majority of the students were female (n = 22; 66.7%). Those
in the third year of study were the majority (n = 19; 57.6%)
compared to their second-year counterparts (n = 14; 42.4%).

The journal entries were thematically analyzed for reflective
abilities, using the four domains of the 2007 Lasater Clin-
ical Judgement model as themes, which include; noticing,
responding, reflecting, and interpreting. The majority of the
participants saw a deviation from average, whether patient-
related or health care environment-related. The majority
struggled with interpreting their findings but could reflect on
their practice and somehow respond to the situation at hand
(see Figure 1). In the noticing domain, recognizing deviation
from the normal findings was more prominent, followed by
focused observation with minimal information seeking. In
the responding domain, being skillful was dominant, with
students stating they either learned a new skill or mastered
an old skill. In the reflection domain, commitment to im-
proving and evaluating the situation was evident. The ability
to interpret findings to make sense of the data and prioritize
was only observed in a minority of the students.

Figure 1. Themes and sub-themes spread in a hierarchy chart based on nursing students journal entries

3.2 Theme one: Component noticing
The thematic area of component noticing includes recogniz-
ing findings that deviate from routine, focused observation,
and information seeking. The researcher did further analysis
to identify the reflective abilities based on gender and year of
study attributes. The findings showed that the female student

nurses demonstrated a better ability to notice the change from
the norm whether they were second-year or in the third year
of study compared to their male counterparts (see Figure 2).
Information seeking attribute was more associated with the
third-year nursing students comparatively.

Published by Sciedu Press 3



http://jnep.sciedupress.com Journal of Nursing Education and Practice 2022, Vol. 12, No. 5

Figure 2. Cross-tabulation on component noticing theme and sub-themes according to year of study and gender attributes

3.3 Theme two: Interpreting
The second theme was interpreting the situation, whether
patient or otherwise. The sub-themes included making sense
of the data and prioritizing the data. This attribute was not
as evident compared to the others. A few male first-year stu-
dents demonstrated this attribute, focusing on making sense
of the data. The female students prioritized whether they
were in their second year or third year of study (see Figure
3).

3.4 Theme three: Responding
The responding attribute was evident among the female nurs-
ing students regardless of their year of study. In their second
year of study, the students focused on being skillful, while
their third-year counterparts concentrated on ensuring their
interventions were well planned. Of importance is the fact
that the second-year female students identified being calm
and confident as an essential attribute in their reflections (see
Figure 4).

Figure 3. Cross-tabulation on interpreting theme and sub-themes according to year of study and gender attributes
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Figure 4. Cross-tabulation on responding theme and sub-themes according to year of study and gender attributes

3.5 Theme four: Reflecting
This theme was represented by the ability of the students to
develop action plans that identified their gaps and how they
would work towards improvement, as well as evaluating how
they handled the issue based on what should be. The female
nursing students were identified as possessing the attribute

of reflection compared to their male counterparts regardless
of the year of study. Commitment to improving qualities was
evident in the female students across the year of study, while
self-evaluation was identified among the female students in
their third year of study (see Figure 5).

Figure 5. Cross-tabulation on reflecting theme and sub-themes according to year of study and gender attributes

4. DISCUSSION

This study found that most of the participants noticed a devi-
ation from regular, whether it was patient-related or health

care environment-related. However, they struggled with in-
terpreting their findings but could reflect on their practice
and somehow respond to the situation at hand. The results
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confirm that the students’ reflections were more based on
component noticing and minimal on prioritizing and making
sense of the data. This finding concurs with Bjerkvik and
Hilli,[23] who found that majority of the student reflections
were mainly descriptive.

However, the majority analyzed how they responded to
the situation and committed to working on their skill gaps
through appropriate action plans. This finding aligns with
Sivia et al.,[8] who found that students engaged in reflections
developed a questioning mind and improved their response
in handling similar situations in the future. Vreugdental and
Spek[18] conversely found that the student scored higher in in-
terpreting and responding than noticing and reflecting, which
contrasts with this study’s findings. The students noticed
deviation from ordinary and reflected on their practice com-
pared to their ability to interpret and respond to the situation.

This study found disparities in the way male and female
students reflect. The majority of the female students pos-
sessed the attribute of recognizing deviation from the norm,
prioritizing, responding in a calm, confident manner, and
self-evaluation as an attribute of reflection. On the other
hand, the male students focused on making sense of the
data or interpreting their findings. The finding aligns with
Gonzalez-Garcia et al.,[12] who found a difference between
how male or female students reflect on their practice. As
identified in this study, the female students focused on patient
care and were more emotional and reflective. On the other
hand, the male students focused more on their learning and
quality of care delivery. However, there was evidence that
both cohorts improved their understanding and abilities in
delivering personalized patient care.

Regarding the level of study, the third-year students were
more likely to seek further information, develop well-planned
interventions and commit to self-improvement. The at-
tributes, in this case, demonstrate higher-order reflective
abilities developing as the students navigate through their
training.[6] It is also evident that higher-order skill acquisi-
tion occurs over time as the novice student nurses navigate
the clinical environment[24] and can be enhanced by timely,
appropriate faculty or preceptor feedback.[25]

5. CONCLUSION
The majority of nursing students focus more on describing
the events at hand without interpreting the occurrence, as has
been found in similar studies; however, there is an indica-
tion of higher-order reflective abilities of self-awareness and
commitment to improving as action plans. These attributes
demonstrate developing clinical judgment skills regardless
of the year of study.

The reflective abilities of student nurses differ across gender.
The female students focus on responding to the situation
while their male counterparts focus on making sense of the
data. Analysis of how students reflect should be through
the lens of gender differences in the way people express
themselves and interpret occurrences in the clinical setting.
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