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Abstract

Purpose: This study was conducted to assess the challenges faced by nursing stu-
dents during the pandemic and to examine the factors affecting these challenges.
Design and Methods: This qualitative study involved 344 nursing students at a
university in eastern Turkey.

Findings: Five main themes, each with its own subthemes, indicated the psycholo-
gical difficulties experienced by students, insufficiencies and uncertainties regarding
education, restrictions regarding social life, family conflicts, and the possibility to
turn crises into opportunities.

Practice Implications: The themes emphasizing the lives of nursing students showed
that there was a need for important measures, such as psychosocial support, de-
termination of best practices for online education, supporting students with tele-

mental applications by university counseling centres, and organization of action

courses.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) was declared by the World Health
Organization (WHO) as a pandemic (WHO, 2020). COVID-19 spreads
rapidly in close contact with respiratory droplets. Due to the high rate of
contagiousness, even asymptomatic patients without any respiratory
symptoms can infect unaware and unprotected people. Comprehensive
measures need to be taken to control the current pandemic (Rothan &
Byrareddy, 2020). Accordingly, infection control interventions are re-
commended, such as avoiding unprotected contact with sick people and
their environment, washing hands frequently, maintaining physical dis-
tance from people with acute respiratory infections, and covering faces
when coughing and sneezing with a disposable tissue or clothing (Lai
et al,, 2020). After the occurrence of the first COVID-19 case in Turkey
on March 11, 2020, there was an attempt to prevent the spread of the
virus through certain practices, such as limiting the entry and exits from
the country, maintaining social distance, expanding the use of masks,

banning people over 65 years of age and 20 years of age and younger

coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-2019), nurses, students

from leaving their homes, and suspending education (Ministry of Health,
2020). Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, regular university class education
and clinical education in Turkey were interrupted. Education continued
with remote online classes (https://www.yok.gov.tr).

During the pandemic, the nursing curriculum and the course contents
of basic sciences and health systems were converted online in Turkey.
When universities were evacuated from the campus, many students had
to discontinue their research projects and internships. Additionally, stu-
dents faced financial problems, such as returning home and managing
their belongings. The literature suggests that public health emergencies
can have many negative effects on university students (Auerbach et al.,
2016; Lovri¢ et al., 2020; Mei et al., 2011). The pandemic has bought a
range of psychological consequences in students, such as fear, anxiety,
and depression, as well as behavioral changes like difficulty in sleeping,
stress, and eating (Liu et al., 2020).

Thus, this health crisis affects not only the frontline staff and
clinical leaders, but also universities, academic institutions, and entire

systems. The role of nursing schools to help develop the next
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generation of care providers faces unique challenges. Well-trained
professionals are needed to ensure that the nursing potential is used
by the global health and medical communities (Carolan et al., 2020;
Dewart et al., 2020; Konrad et al., 2020).

This article focuses on the needs and concerns of nursing students in
the face of the COVID-19 pandemic. In a society facing social distancing,
isolation, and quarantine measures, as well as in need of nurses in the
frontline, “how nursing education will continue” is an important question
(Dewart et al., 2020). Providing a detailed analysis of nursing students'
experiences in this period can contribute to supporting education, elim-
inating insufficiencies, and producing well-trained nurses. Therefore, this
study was conducted to reveal the lives of nursing students during the
COVID-19 pandemic, to evaluate the difficulties they experienced, and to

investigate the factors affecting these difficulties.

2 | MATERIALS AND METHODS

2.1 | Study design and population
In this study, a qualitative design using thematic analysis was utilized
to comprehensively reveal the experiences of nursing students during
the COVID-19 pandemic. The research was carried out based on the
methodological phenomenological pattern of qualitative research
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). The purpose of the phenomenological basis is
the experiences associated with an event, which is a reduction that
assimilates the object (Creswell, 2014).

The study was conducted between May 15 and August 15, 2020.
The participants of this study were nursing students who had access

to the Internet.

2.2 | Sampling and recruitment

The population of the study consisted of students at “XX” University,
School of Nursing. A total of 344 students were reached using the
snowball sampling method. Nursing students who were registered to

second grade and had access to the Internet were included in the study.

2.3 | Questionnaire and measurement

A structured questionnaire was prepared by the researchers by
scanning the literature. The questionnaire consisted of multiple-
choice and open-ended questions. The questionnaire, consisting of
17 questions, was divided into two sections: (1) sociodemographic

characteristics and (2) experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic:

(1) Sociodemographic characteristics consist of questions about age,
gender, marital status, place of residence, monthly household
income, chronic disease status, and smoking status.

(2) Experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic consist of open-
ended questions about how the pandemic affected educational

and social life, the difficulties and psychological challenges in

educational life, and needs.

2.4 | Data collection

The questionnaire was developed by using a Google form. The parti-
cipants were invited electronically via WhatsApp, personal emails,
Instagram, and Facebook Messenger. Data were collected between
May 30 and June 30, 2020. The questionnaire was developed in a way
that a participant could only submit one form with a Google account.

2.5 | Ethical considerations

Before the initiation of the study, approval was obtained from a
University Health Sciences Non-Interventional Clinical Research
Ethics Committee and the Turkish Ministry of Health (number of
decisions: 2020/672). Before the implementation of the ques-
tionnaire, information about the study was shared with each parti-
cipant in writing. The system was established as responding to the

questionnaire after obtaining the approval of the participants.

2.6 | Data analysis

Using qualitative software NVivo10 (QSR International, 2012), the
data were organized using semantic thematic analysis as outlined by
Braun and Clarke (2006). A thematic analysis was conducted for open-
ended questions aiming to reveal the experiences of nursing students
during the COVID-19 process in a comprehensive manner. We used
an inductive approach to create a coding system for the analysis. All
answers were copied to Microsoft Excel (version 2010). These answers
were copied from the Excel program with a participant number and
easily transferred to the NVivo program. After a thorough reading, the
answers were analyzed by all researchers. The inductive approach was
used to create the code system for analysis. A rough coding framework
was created by the researchers after the first reading. Data-driven
codes were then created. Researchers informed each other about the
newly released codes. Encoding was terminated when the data
reached saturation point and a consensus was reached. In the re-
search, the inductive thematic saturation model was used and a
summative content analysis was performed. This model focuses on
identifying new codes or themes. Finally, the extracts under each code

were analyzed and themes and subthemes were defined.

3 | RESULTS

Of the students participating in the study, 256 were female and 88 were
male. One-hundred and one individuals were Grade 2, 109 individuals
were Grade 3, and 124 individuals were Grade 4 students. Of the stu-
dents, 211 resided in the city, 79 in the district, and 54 in the village.
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While 23 students participating in the study had a chronic disease and
37 students were smokers. In this study, five main themes, each with its
own subthemes, were determined because of the thematic analysis.
While the first four themes highlight the negative aspects of nursing
students' lives during the pandemic, interestingly, the last theme shows
the positive aspects of the pandemic on students.

3.1 | Psychological challenges
COVID-19 challenged nursing students mostly psychologically. Psy-
chological challenges experienced were explained by subthemes.

3.1.1 | Stress, anxiety, and uncertainty

The students associated their anxiety with the unknown and stated
that this situation was very worrisome. Especially the uncertainty in
education and career plans was worrisome for almost every student.
One student stated, “it is very worrisome and tiring to think that
nothing will ever be the same again. | have become someone who
worries about everything, | can say that COVID-19 has affected our
mental health in general.” Another student said, “my desire to study
decreased significantly due to anxiety about the future. It is not even

clear whether we will graduate or not. Everything has stopped.”

3.1.2 |
person

| have become an introvert, a hopeless

Suppressed emotions, occasional anger, feeling sad and exhausted caused
some students to become introverted and to lose hope. One student
stated, “I feel like I'm trapped. | am depressed, sad, and angry. Over time, |
have become an introverted person who does not talk much.” Another
student said, “it's like boredom, depression, despair, and unhappiness
have taken over me. | don't know what will happen and how | will
overcome it."

3.1.3 | Obsessive behaviors

Repetitive behaviors in daily life and the fear of getting sick caused
behavioral changes in all individuals as well as in nursing students.
One student said, “I think | will continue my life after this as an
obsessive person. | have become more obsessed with cleaning,
especially. | constantly wash my hands, pour disinfectant everywhere,

and don't touch anything.”

3.1.4 | [I'm overwhelmed, everything is so pointless

The students faced emotions, such as depression, frustration, and so
forth because they were distanced from educational life, were not
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able to engage in social activities, and many things they plan were left
unfinished. Many students stated that they felt bored, overwhelmed,
and uneasy because they are not active. A student said, “I haven't
been informed for a long time about what our education life will be,
and | am still in uncertainty, and uncertainty and boredom overwhelm
my spirit. | cannot see my friends; | left the school where | studied
and the opportunities there and returned home. I'm doing nothing, |
just attended online classes occasionally. I'm bored and everything

seems pointless.”

3.1.5 | Sleep disorders

Most of the nursing students stated that they had trouble with sleep.
Especially the increased Internet use and not having anything to do
the next day resulted in sleep disorders, being at home all the time
and mental distress turned into being in a constant sleepy state. A
student said, “I get bored a lot at home, | sleep all the time. What else
is there to do?” Another student said, “My sleep pattern is upside

down, | cannot sleep at night, | cannot get up in the morning.”

3.2 | Uncertainty and insufficiency in education

3.2.1 | How efficient are online lessons?

Due to COVID-19 courses offered in all the universities in Turkey
have switched to distance education through online platforms. The
nursing students stated that distance education was not efficient
and that they had difficulties in attending classes, doing and sub-
mitting assignments. Many students, who mentioned that especially
clinical applications were insufficient, expressed that they had no
solution about how to gain skill-based learning. For example, a
student stated; “we receive distance education, but everyone is
aware that there is always something missing in distance education.
Moreover, nursing is a department with an application course. In
other words, distance education is insufficient.” Another student
said, “the efficiency | got from education has decreased. Experi-
ences | would get from field practices are no longer available. “ am
taking distance education, but | do not have a computer, | use a
phone to log in, but sometimes it does not support the lecture vi-
deos and | cannot attend.” Again, a student said, “assignments are
requested through programs such as Word, but doing those as-
signments on the phone is very, very difficult and problematic. Since
I don't have sufficient data plan to login, it doesn't load most of the

time and | have trouble in continuing.”

3.2.2 | Exams are passed somehow

While some students emphasized that online exams lead to unfair
results, they stated that putting the effort and studying were not
rewarded. A student said, “my interest in courses has decreased, |
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used to try very hard, | was trying to be successful in the exams.
Everyone passes the exams somehow; our efforts are in vain. | guess

I'm not as keen as before.”

3.3 | My social life is over, and | cannot be without
Internet
3.3.1 | We have to get used to an isolated life

COVID-19 has closed people up in their homes all over the world and
put distance between individuals. The nursing students also empha-
sized that they cannot be the same as they used to be, especially
because they moved away from the social environments provided by
campus life. One student said, “I am sure that | will never feel safe
outside from now on. | am worried as if | will be infected with the
virus any moment and | never want to go out. During the pandemic,
the concept of social life has left our lives. | feel imprisoned, | have to
give up my loved ones, friends, and all my other habits and get used

to being on my own.”

3.3.2 | Are the Internet and social media the new
social life?

Social isolation caused by COVID-19 has significantly affected
Internet and social media usage. Many of the students stated that
they do not know how much time they spend online and that they
constantly use the Internet. For example, a student said, “my social
life now consists of social media. | haven't left the house for
2 months. | am active on social media. | cannot stay in an area

without Internet.”

3.4 | Increase in family conflicts

During the pandemic, nursing students stated that they experienced
an increase in family conflicts and that they could not get along with
their parents. One student said, “I get stuck with unnecessary things
because | have a lot of time to think. | can fight with my family, even
for a small reason.”

3.5 | Turning crisis into an opportunity

Interestingly, in addition to the many negative effects of COVID-19,
some students also had positive feedback. Some students stated that
they had more time for themselves, found new activities, and had the
opportunity to do different things for their personal development.
For example, a student said, “I can say that it did not affect my life
negatively because | have found new activities that fill my day. | sort
of replaced it. | even took it as an opportunity to get to know myself
better.”

4 | DISCUSSION

The primary aim of this study was to evaluate the difficulties experienced
by nursing students during the pandemic and to investigate the factors
affecting these difficulties. In our study, most of the students mentioned
psychological challenges. These psychological effects manifested them-
selves as stress, anxiety and uncertainty, withdrawal and loss of hope,
exhibiting obsessive behaviors, depression, and sleep problems. Previous
studies have also supported that students show a series of psychological
impairments during quarantine processes and pandemics (Cao et al.,
2020; Jiang et al., 2020). There are many studies revealing negative
psychological effects caused by COVID-19, such as fear, sadness, con-
fusion, insomnia, depression, stress, and so forth (Mukhtar, 2020; Rana
et al., 2020; Restubog et al., 2020; Shigemura et al., 2020). The psycho-
logical challenges of the students are especially associated with not
knowing what will happen in the future and being exposed to the virus
(Gallagher & Schleyer, 2020; Jiang et al., 2020; Lovri¢ et al., 2020; Wang,
Horby, et al., 2020b). Although the effects of quarantine or social isolation
have not yet been fully understood, we think that the students' sleep
quality deteriorated due to reasons, such as spending more time in bed,
spending more time on digital devices close to bedtime, going to bed late,
and getting up late (Cellini et al., 2020; Romero-Blanco et al., 2020).
The main difficulties faced by nursing students regarding their edu-
cation were the problem of adapting to online courses and the in-
sufficiency of clinical practices that provided skills learning. The literature
indicates that students have difficulty in adapting to rapidly changing
educational conditions and that students in other countries experience
similar problems (Dewart et al., 2020; Jiang et al., 2020; Singh & Haynes,
2020; Swift et al., 2020; Zhai & Du, 2020). Students are prepared for
professional life by acquiring many attributes, such as the formation of
professional identity in clinical settings, role modeling, and developing
patient-nurse relationships. In addition, through campus life, fieldwork,
and elective courses they both develop personally and socialize (Ozkan &
Gizir, 2013; Yagmur & icigen, 2016; Zhai & Du, 2020). In other disastrous
conditions, such as natural disasters, power outages, and fires, students
can continue their education and assist with efforts (Dewart et al., 2020;
Lewallen & Van Horn, 2019). However, with the emergence of a highly
contagious pandemic, students may unknowingly transmit the virus or be
infected. The uncertainty about how long this situation will continue and
that quarantine and social distance may be required in the future increase
the views on the formation of new education conditions in a “new nor-
mal” environment (Dewart et al., 2020; Konrad et al., 2020; Zhou et al.,
2020). Therefore, nurse academics have to strive to ensure that appro-
priate learning activities are used to successfully meet the learning goals
of nursing practices that are transitioning to an online format (Tyo &
McCurry, 2019; Freytag et al., 2017; Johnson et al., 2020). This can be
facilitated by care plans, interactive case studies, web-based learning
activities, written work, communication activities, and class discussions
(Johnson et al, 2020; King & Nininger, 2019; Konrad et al., 2020;
McKenna et al., 2019; Moore-Cox, 2017). In addition, nursing schools are
required to provide formal training on best practices in online education
in order for students to continue their learning effectively (Benner et al.,
2010; King & Nininger, 2019; Tyo & McCurry, 2019). Gathering small
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groups online in virtual team environments, continuing student counseling
to provide academic support to students, reviewing best practices ex-
amples of online training and counseling can be helpful (Akcaoglu & Lee,
2016; Rose, 2020). Faculty and staff should consider offering students
virtual office hours and work together to be in communication and to
help address students' academic concerns arising from the disruption. For
students whose internships or research projects are affected by the
pandemic, advisors should actively help students seek alternative plans,
ensuring that they work from home to maximize their internship and
research experience (Dewart et al., 2020; Konrad et al., 2020; Zhou et al.,
2020). The university should provide services that continue to facilitate
graduation and career development for university students (Zhai & Du,
2020). In the future, the use of online active learning techniques as a
regular addition to traditional clinical practices can improve learning
outcomes and turn our students into reliable, job-ready graduates
(Konrad et al., 2020; Zhou et al., 2020). In this context, it is recommended
that higher education institutions, healthcare professionals, and nurse
academics develop action courses to better support students (Zhai & Du,
2020). Social life restrictions caused by increasing distances between
people due to quarantine can force students to adapt to an isolated
lifestyle and can lead to the emergence of a generation of Internet ad-
dicts. Brenner (1997) evaluated Internet addiction as a type of techno-
logical addiction and a subset of behavioral addiction. More and more
people are spending more and more time on the Internet, as the Internet
provides user-friendly interfaces, a convenient environment to check in-
formation and communicate with others, and has a wide range of users
(Brenner, 1997; Chou & Hsiao, 2000; Kandell, 1998). Most people use the
Internet in healthy and productive ways. However, some individuals may
use the Internet “pathologically” (Chou & Hsiao, 2000; Kandell, 1998). In
this sense, if (1) Internet use becomes the most important activity in their
daily lives and dominates their thoughts; (2) their use of the Internet
provokes “escape from the real world” or other similar experiences; (3)
they feel compelled to spend increasing amounts of time online; (4) feel
angry or moody when offline; (5) Internet use causes conflicts between
themselves and their parents, teachers or friends, and between studying
or sleeping; and (6) they revert to their previous usage patterns after a
while when they try to stop or reduce their Internet use, we can suspect
that students may become Internet addicts (Chou & Hsiao, 2000; Kandell,
1998). Studies have shown that university students are a population that
is prone to pathologically using the Internet (Chou & Hsiao, 2000; Kandell,
1998; Ni et al., 2009). Kandell (1998) stated that exercise was good and
people needed it, but excessive exercise could have a devastatingly ne-
gative effect on human health, and the Internet was similar to that
(Kandell, 1998). Excessive use of the Internet can cause time manage-
ment problems and health problems. In addition, excessive use of the
Internet can lead to difficulties in other daily activities or to conflicts
between users and people around them. The Internet may be essentially
good, but as in other areas of life, too much of a good thing can cause
problems (Chou & Hsiao, 2000; Kuss et al., 2013). The study of Young
(1998) reported that Internet addicts spent less and less time with family
and friends. It is known that anxiety disorders are more likely to occur and
worsen in the absence of interpersonal communication (Wang, 2020a;
Xiao, 2020). Considering the negative psychological effects of strict public
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health isolation measures, such as temper, anger, fear, sadness, confusion,
depression, stress, and so forth (Brooks et al., 2020), it is inevitable that
this situation will result in family conflicts and disagreements for students.
Many of the students participating in our study complained about family
conflicts and tension.

In our study, some students reported that they managed their
time well and found an opportunity for their personal development.
However, when the study data were collected, we were just at the
beginning of the quarantine days and the strict quarantine conditions
increased day by day, which may have changed for students who
turned the crisis into an opportunity. Still, it seems that some stu-
dents developed coping strategies, and this should be supported. To
support students, it is important that university counseling centers
create options to continue providing distance counseling services
(i.e., telehealth counseling) to university students, within the con-
straints imposed by the pandemic. For example, telemental health has
been found effective in treating anxiety and depression symptoms
(Brenes et al., 2015) and it would facilitate the provision of counseling
services to address urgent mental health concerns of students
(Dorsey & Topol, 2020; Singh & Haynes, 2020). University counseling
centers can also provide options for students to join online support
groups that allow them to share common concerns and receive social
support (Rollman et al., 2018; Singh & Haynes, 2020). Moreover,
university counseling centers should come together to develop public
health messages and take action to communicate to students, share
coping resources, protect students' health, and continue their edu-
cation (Singh & Haynes, 2020; Zhai & Du, 2020).

41 | Limitations

This study has several limitations. First, the students' responses to
the questionnaires may be far from being objective as they were
obtained through their own self-evaluation. Second, because the data
were collected through online surveys, a similar number of partici-
pants could not be achieved from all classes. Differences in education
level can affect students' lives. Students who did not have online
experiences and were unable to access the questionnaire may have
participated less or they may not have participated at all. Finally,
analyzing online messages without verbal cues could mean that our
interpretation of their content is wrong. However, we analyzed all the
responses within the context by closely reading all of them.

5 | CONCLUSION

Five main themes, each with their own subthemes, were determined
as a result of the thematic analysis. The themes of psychological
difficulties, uncertainty, and insufficiency in education, social isolation
and Internet addiction, the increase in family conflicts, and the
themes of turning crisis into an opportunity showed the need for
gathering online in small groups and virtual team environments,

identifying best practices regarding online education, that higher
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education institutions and health professionals develop courses of
action to better support students in this crisis, that universities need
to raise awareness of students' needs and concerns and encourage
their students to seek help and support.

5.1 | Implications for nursing practice

The COVID-19 epidemic has caused nursing students to experience
significant difficulties and students' new needs have emerged. What
are the difficulties nursing students experience and how they affect
students is an important question in terms of educating well-equipped
professionals. Providing a detailed analysis of nursing students' ex-
periences during this period can contribute to supporting education,

eliminating deficiencies, and training well-educated nurses.
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