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Highlights 

- The COVID-19 pandemic impacted nursing students’ academic 

experience and career.  

- Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 14 nursing students. 

- Nursing students need psychological support, employment information, 

and feedback. 

 

 

Abstract  

COVID-19 control measures influenced education and training environments 

and profoundly impacted nursing students’ career prospects and academic lives. 

This study intends to elucidate the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 

nursing students’ academic experience and career choices. A qualitative 

descriptive study was conducted at a four-year university in Japan, using semi-

structured interviews with 14 nursing students. Sandelowski’s qualitative 

descriptive analysis was conducted. We identified 11 categories that summarize 

COVID-19’s influence on students’ academic experience and career choices: 

―Forced change to a new learning system,‖ ―Difficult learning thoroughly with 
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restricted face-to-face interactions,‖ ―Worries regarding teacher evaluations 

when face-to-face interactions are restricted,‖ ―Adapting to changes in the 

learning environment,‖ ―Finding new ways to learn due to the different learning 

environment,‖ ―Worries regarding career decision-making after losing 

opportunities to obtain career information‖, ―Fully utilizing limited information 

resources in deciding where to work while being influenced by others,‖ ―Coping 

with a confusing new job hunting system,‖ ―Worries about becoming a nurse 

without enough practical experience,‖ ―Conscious of working as a nurse while 

facing infections,‖ and ―Support from those around me is helpful in an 

unfamiliar environment.‖ The categories comprised four elements: academic 

impact, employment/career impact, future impact on working as a nurse, and 

environmental support. Building an online education/training program, ensuring 

the availability of regular psychological support, providing abundant 

information on employment, installing an information desk, and providing 

regular feedback were considered imperative for supporting nursing students. 

 

Keywords: academic, COVID-19, future career, experience, nursing student, 

qualitative study 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) emerged in Wuhan, China, in 

December 2019 and spread worldwide (Wang et al., 2020). On March 11, 2020, 

the World Health Organization declared a pandemic, leading to travel 

restrictions, social distancing, and quarantine measures, which had varied socio-

economic and educational effects. With more than 1.7 million cumulative 

infections as of December 2021 (World Health Organization, 2021), any 

affected region in Japan was declared to be in a ―quasi-state of emergency‖ or 

―state of emergency,‖ requiring even stricter infection control measures (Cabinet 

Secretariat [Japan], 2021). 

Globally, the pandemic’s spread has considerably impacted mental health 

(Vindegaard & Benros, 2020), with a high prevalence of anxiety, depression, 

insomnia, and stress among workers, particularly healthcare professionals 

(Vizheh et al., 2020) and students. Nursing students are experiencing pandemic-

related adverse mental health effects, including anxiety, stress, and fatigue 

(Mulyadi et al., 2021). Furthermore, deteriorating mental health is associated 

with obstacles to nursing students’ learning and negative feelings about 

becoming nurses (Cici & Yilmazel, 2021; Turner & McCarthy, 2017). 

Nursing students have been forced to change to remote learning, and clinical 

education has been cancelled or changed because of infection control policies 

(Cabinet Secretariat [Japan], 2021). Although online learning is reportedly 

useful in nursing education (McCutcheon et al., 2015), sudden and unexpected 
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changes to learning methods without proper infrastructure and learning systems 

may be less effective (Radu et al., 2020). As clinical education is extremely 

important for acquiring practical nursing skills, cancellation or modifications to 

clinical education may lead to students harboring negative feelings (Ramos-

Morcillo et al., 2020). Additionally, attending university helps nursing students 

connect with classmates and teachers; losing this opportunity may be detrimental 

(Radu et al., 2020; Usher et al., 2020). Nursing students also acquire knowledge 

about hospital systems and information that facilitates career choices by 

attending hospital-sponsored internships and hospital briefings (Ooi et al., 2009; 

Park & Ko, 2016), which are limited due to the pandemic. 

Therefore, the COVID-19 pandemic is evidently impacting nursing students’ 

academic experiences and career choices. Thus, this study aimed to gain insight 

into nursing students’ individual experiences, clarify the pandemic’s impact on 

their academic experience and career paths, and identify their foremost 

psychological and employment support needs. 

 

2. METHODS 

2.1. Study design and participants 

We employed a qualitative and descriptive study design because there is a 

lack of qualitative research on the investigated topic. The COREQ 

(COnsolidated criteria for REporting Qualitative research) checklist (Tong et al., 

2007) was used for reporting. The inclusion criteria were: (1) being a nursing 
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student in a Japanese four-year university, (2) being in the program’s final year, 

and (3), having experience with job search activities. There were no limitations 

of age or gender or exclusion criteria. Semi-structured interviews were 

conducted from August 1 through October 31, 2021. 

 

2.2. Data collection  

Participants were selected using snowball sampling wherein researchers 

introduced students attending their affiliated university to the interviewer, but 

the researcher(s) had no involvement in the subsequent interview.  

The study briefing session included a written document; return of the 

document implied consent to be interviewed. Thereafter, participants scheduled 

their interview according to their convenience. Considering COVID-19 infection 

control measures, all processes—including the briefing, consent confirmation, 

and study implementation—were available online upon request. For those who 

participated online, documents were exchanged via mail, or the data were 

scanned. 

Interviews were semi-structured based on researcher-created interview 

guides. Due to COVID-19 measures, individual interviews (30–60 min each) 

were conducted online. With participants’ permission, interviews were recorded 

with an IC recorder and transcribed verbatim. Interviews were conducted by 

YK, HK, YK, MI, YN, and KH. None of the participants refused to participate. 
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The sample size was determined by data saturation and by the number of 

participants required to assure result validity (Creswell, 2007).  

 

2.3. Interview contents 

The interview questions were designed by the researchers, and the interview 

questions were refined by pre-interviewing three students. The items asked in 

the semi-structured interview comprised two components: participants’ basic 

information and COVID-19’s impact on their academic experience and future 

career paths. The impact on academics was explored through questions 

regarding learning methods, such as class format and changes in on-site 

education sites and teachers, as well as participants’ frequency of commuting to 

school, knowledge and skills, and the physical and mental strain experienced by 

them. The impact on career paths was assessed through items related to career 

choices, such as changes in job placement, further education, and interest in new 

career opportunities, as well as changes in the support system that was needed to 

make career choices. Examples of questions include "How has the COVID-19 

pandemic affected your academic career?", "What have been some of the 

physical and emotional challenges in your academic career as a result of the 

COVID-19 pandemic?", and "How has the COVID-19 pandemic affected your 

future career path?"  

 

2.4. Analysis method 
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Data coding was mainly conducted by MK, and six researchers with 

extensive qualitative research experience were consulted to ensure study 

reliability and validity. By referring to Sandelowski’s (2000) technique, we 

consciously provided frank descriptions (detailed, comprehensive, and accurate) 

of each phenomenon. For analysis, we repeatedly and carefully read each 

participant’s verbatim interview transcript to ensure we fully understood the 

contents. Next, we extracted sentences reflecting ―the COVID-19 pandemic’s 

influence on nursing students’ academic experiences and future career choices‖ 

while reading the content before and after each of those sentences for use as raw 

data. This content was expressed as a single sentence to avoid losing the 

meaning in the raw data and was then coded. Next, codes with similar meanings 

were grouped; those with common meanings were summarized into single 

sentences as subcategories and subcategories with similar meanings were 

grouped, and those with common meanings were expressed as single-sentence 

categories. Throughout, we considered relationships between the generated 

categories of ―COVID-19’s impact on nursing students’ academic experience 

and future career choices,‖ which were then further classified into the main 

elements of that topic. The process employed NVivo 12 software. 

 

2.5. Ethical considerations 

This study was approved by the relevant institutional review board. 

Participants were informed in writing and orally that participation was entirely 
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voluntary, and they could refuse participation or withdraw early without 

consequences. Their privacy and anonymity were protected, and ample 

consideration was given to their psychological and physical state before seeking 

signed consent. All interviews were anonymized for encoding, analysis, and 

results presentation and numerically labeled in chronological order according to 

interview dates preceded by the letter S (student). 

 

3. RESULTS 

3.1. Participant characteristics and analysis results 

The study participants included 14 students. Twelve participants were female 

with an age range of 21–23 years. The mean interview duration was 37.9 (29–

77) mins. Analysis of COVID-19’s impact on the participants’ academic 

experience and career choices revealed 325 codes, 50 subcategories, and 11 

categories (Supplementary Table 1).  

 

3.2. COVID-19 pandemic: Impact on students’ academic experience and future 

career choices  

3.2.1. Academic impact 

3.2.1.1. Forced change to a new learning system 

Due to COVID-19, all nursing students experienced changing from 

conventional face-to-face lessons to an unfamiliar online format or replacing 

practical clinical education with online learning. 
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I was worried during the first month of the pandemic when 

lectures were not taking place and when the unfamiliar online 

classes started. (S13) 

The biggest impact on nursing skills was due to some of the 

clinical education sessions being conducted online, and in some 

situations, classes were also conducted online as more people 

became sick. (S5) 

 

3.2.1.2. Difficulty learning thoroughly in an environment with restricted face-to-

face interactions 

Thirteen students believed that in a learning environment where face-to-face 

contact was restricted due to COVID-19 and students and teachers had no 

interaction, they were deprived of learning opportunities. They also reported 

difficulties managing their time and maintaining motivation and focus while 

studying alone at home. 

Face-to-face lessons provide an inspiring and focused 

environment, but I cannot focus during online classes, especially 

with the camera being off. (S14) 

Studying with friends and classmates was part of normal 

university life, but as COVID-19 forces me to study alone, my 

grades have dropped. (S9) 
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Furthermore, half of the students had difficulties actively participating in 

online lessons. They were reluctant to make comments or ask questions; thus, a 

lesson would often proceed before their doubts were resolved. 

Unlike face-to-face lessons, my classmates were extremely 

reluctant to speak during online group work, which made things 

difficult. (S3) 

It is difficult to get in touch with the teacher after an online 

lesson, so I was left with an unclear understanding of the lesson 

contents because I couldn’t resolve my doubts. (S11) 

Six students experienced physical and mental distress, such as headaches and 

fatigue, from facing a computer screen all day and found it difficult to progress 

in the restricted learning environment. 

There were times when I was looking at the PC screen all day, 

which gave me headaches and made me feel tired. (S3) 

 

3.2.1.3. Worries regarding teacher evaluations when face-to-face interactions are 

restricted  

Two students were worried that because coursework for online lessons solely 

comprised submitted materials, they were being evaluated based on those alone. 

Furthermore, because they had to use an unfamiliar online attendance 

registration system, they worried that unintentional ―absent‖ registrations might 

affect their acquisition of credits. 
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I am worried that the grades will be based solely on the 

coursework. (S2) 

 

3.2.1.4. Adapting to changes in the learning environment 

Seven students made special efforts to adapt to the changing learning 

environment, such as organizing the online work environment, finding ways to 

make the learning process smoother, and doing extra work when they believed 

they had not learned enough. 

I arranged my online work environment after the lessons went 

online because, until then, I finished my reports at school or in the 

library. (S3) 

I took the initiative to contact the university teaching staff to 

check with them about the practicum work that would be missed 

as a result of the practical sessions being cancelled. (S1) 

I asked students from the practicum group of the lab I was about 

to go to about the COVID-19 restrictions that were in place at the 

fieldwork site and what the environment was like. (S8) 

 

3.2.1.5. Finding new ways to learn due to the different learning environment  

Five students acquired new skills through the frequent use of online lesson 

systems and the computer, with which they had minimal previous experience. 
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They also reviewed their self-learning strategies to effectively use the newly-

available time from not having to commute to the university. 

With libraries closed, the university provided us access to the 

Japan Medical Abstracts Society Web (literature search 

database); hence, we could refer online papers rather than books 

to write reports. (S3) 

With the pandemic preventing me from commuting to school and 

with me still waking up at the same time, I’ve been studying a 

little more during the time made available and learning about 

respiratory problems using apps. (S2) 

Three students believed on-campus learning afforded them time to think, 

deepening their understanding of what they were learning. 

On-campus learning involved us students splitting into patient 

and nurse roles to perform role-playing, and we could search the 

answers to any questions we had in that situation, which makes 

me feel like I’ve acquired study skills. (S14) 

 

3.2.2. Employment/career impact 

3.2.2.1. Worries regarding career decision-making after losing opportunities to 

obtain career information 

Eight students were worried about career decision-making. As their 

opportunities for clinical education were restricted, there were fewer 
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opportunities to participate in hospital tours, and they either did not have access 

to information to help them choose a hospital where they would want to work, or 

they could not find a nursing field that interested them. 

I could not visit hospitals because of the pandemic, and I would 

have liked to have seen the hospitals directly and done a few 

internships before choosing my path. (S8) 

As I wasn’t able to attend most practical sessions and could not 

observe how nurses work, I couldn’t really imagine the field of 

nursing that interests me the most, and I find it difficult to think 

about my future career path. (S9) 

 

3.2.2.2. Fully utilizing limited informational resources in deciding where to 

work while being influenced by others 

Ten students actively gathered employment information, thus obtaining 

employment-related information about hospitals online because of pandemic-

related difficulties. 

Since I wasn’t able to directly participate in the hospital tours 

because of the pandemic, I participated in an online hospital 

briefing session conducted by a private company. (S1) 

Based on advice of friends and family, three students avoided seeking 

employment in regions with high COVID-19 contagion levels because of their 
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concerns about working in such areas and in hospitals actively accepting 

COVID-19 patients. 

When discussing where to work, my parents asked me not to go to 

the capital area, where several COVID-19 infections have been 

detected; I considered their request and avoided places with high 

contagion levels. (S13) 

 

3.2.2.3. Coping with a confusing new job hunting system 

Eight students had difficulty coping with job hunting, which changed to an 

online format. They had to navigate through an unfamiliar online environment 

despite their confusion. 

During job hunting, in online interviews, I was worried because I 

was unsure whether my opinion was being conveyed. (S11) 

My in-person interview was suddenly changed to an online 

interview because of COVID-19. I had only practiced for an in-

person interview, and I wasn’t aware that you need to prepare 

looking at the camera and the camera angle, so I was a bit 

flustered having to adjust these things all over again. (S13) 

 

3.2.3. Future impact on working as a nurse 

3.2.3.1. Worries regarding becoming a nurse without enough practical 

experience 
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Twelve students reported that they could not gain practical nursing 

knowledge and skills because practicum lessons and lectures were canceled. 

They were worried about whether they could work as nurses with such little 

practical experience. 

I am worried about working as a nurse because I have not 

sufficiently understood how to interact and communicate with 

patients and how hospitals work. (S11) 

Furthermore, three students, who regarded themselves as belonging to the 

―Corona generation,‖ were worried about colleagues in the workplace 

considering them useless because of having few nursing skills due to being from 

the ―Corona generation‖ with limited practical nursing experience. 

I would like to do my best as a nurse after I get a job, but it hurts 

me to be seen as someone with low work ability because I belong 

to the Corona generation. (S6) 

 

3.2.3.2. Conscious of working as a nurse while facing infections  

Six students described receiving COVID-19-related health advice from those 

around them and being more conscious of their future work as a nurse because 

of the pandemic; for instance, they became more aware of the importance of a 

nurse’s role in the COVID-19 pandemic. 

While society is struggling with the COVID-19 pandemic, when 

considering my career path, going to a site where I am needed as 
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a nurse is one of the things I want to do, so I think it is good. 

(S10) 

Four students were trying to take precautions to prevent the spread of the 

infection as part of their responsibility as future nurses. 

 

3.2.4. Environmental support 

3.2.4.1. Support from those around me is helpful in an unfamiliar environment 

Ten students felt supported by sharing their feelings with classmates about 

COVID-19’s impact on school and future career choices. 

I was working hard on my academic work and encouraged my 

classmates to work hard collectively to overcome the predicament 

of the COVID-19 pandemic. Sharing painful feelings with others 

made me feel lighter and more positive. (S4) 

Conversely, three students mentioned struggling as the pandemic reduced 

opportunities to meet directly with classmates and teachers to discuss their 

concerns about academic work and future career choices. 

Speaking to my classmates and teachers about employment has 

been difficult, and I have been worried that I am on my own as I 

face job hunting. (S7) 

 

4. DISCUSSION 

                  



Page | 19 
 

This study aimed to understand the personal experiences of nursing students 

enrolled in the final year of a four-year Japanese university program to 

determine the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on their academic and career 

paths. Participants attended universities in regions where emergency or quasi-

states of emergency were declared. Therefore, all participants were likely to 

have been substantially affected by the pandemic. 

 

4.1. COVID-19’s impact on academic experience and future career choices 

4.1.1. Academic impact 

Participants were forced to shift their learning system to online lectures and 

practical sessions. Globally, the rapid shift to online education has obstructed 

learning due to having to develop the necessary digital technology skills and 

infrastructure, such as available internet connectivity and digital devices (Radu 

et al., 2020).  

Furthermore, in a learning environment devoid of face-to-face interaction, 

participants experienced learning-related difficulties and worried about their 

teachers’ evaluations. Previous studies have reported that the switch to online 

learning reduced nursing students’ motivation and focus; and caused time-

management difficulties, uncertainties regarding coursework evaluation, and 

disappointment in losing opportunities to learn with classmates (Ramos-Morcillo 

et al., 2020; Rasmussen et al., 2022). Our participants experienced similar 

changes, thus deteriorating their learning ability. Thus, a systematic online 
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learning program is needed. Active learning, two-way active conversation, 

observing role-play, and receiving open and prompt support can help alleviate 

students’ anxiety and increase their motivation to learn and focus (Dorrian & 

Wache, 2009; Jowsey et al., 2020). Additionally, mental health deterioration 

impedes learning in nursing students (Cici & Yilmazel, 2021; Turner & 

McCarthy, 2017). Therefore, addressing nursing students’ mental health status 

and providing psychological support is necessary. Students could be screened 

through regular mental health checks, and psychological support could be 

provided by a resident counselor. 

Some nursing students, however, had positive experiences, such as 

discovering new ways to learn by adapting to learning environment changes (or 

to completely different learning environments). Previous studies on nursing 

students have also reported that learning methods can improve, and new learning 

strategies can be derived through adaptation to the enforced new learning 

environment (Rasmussen et al., 2022). Additionally, this previous study reported 

that students’ resilience improved in the face of pandemic-related difficulties 

and stress. Thus, promoting adaptation to the learning environment and 

flexibility with learning methods is crucial. 

 

4.1.2. Employment/career impact 

The COVID-19 pandemic caused the loss of opportunities in obtaining career 

information and confusion regarding career decisions. Internships and briefing 
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sessions hosted by hospitals provide detailed information about the hospital 

system and are an important source of career choice information. However, due 

to each hospital’s policy regarding the acceptance of COVID-19 patients and 

concerns about infection spread, many hospitals tended to cancel or scale down 

the hosting of such events (Japan Association of Nursing Programs in 

Universities, 2022). This limited the sources of information related to career 

prospects for participants, leading to struggles in making career decisions. 

Conversely, some participants gathered diverse information from online sources 

to make career choice decisions. Therefore, advice and information from 

students’ surroundings are helpful. Providing accurate information to students 

and connecting them with companies that provide online job-hunting support 

would be useful for supporting students’ career decisions. 

Furthermore, despite initial confusion, participants coped with the new job 

hunting system. Traditional face-to-face job hunting was shifted online by many 

hospitals owing to the pandemic (Cabinet Secretariat [Japan], 2022). Thus, 

students, particularly infrequent Internet users, needed an internet environment, 

prepared infrastructure (e.g., digital equipment), and digital skills. A lack of 

these may have impeded some students’ success during job hunting. Therefore, 

providing additional support by setting up a consultation desk or renting out 

online devices may improve students’ ability to prepare for job hunting. 
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4.1.3. Impact on working as a nurse in the future 

Participants experienced anxiety about obtaining insufficient practical 

nursing experience. Studies suggest that without ample opportunities for clinical 

work, nursing students believed they did not acquire enough skills and tended to 

feel underprepared and lacked confidence (Ramos-Morcillo et al., 2020; 

Rasmussen et al., 2022); our participants reported similar experiences. Clinical 

education is crucial to gain practical nursing skills; hence, cancellation or 

shortening of it can substantially impact learning practical skills. Therefore, 

during pandemics, initiatives to solve these issues are needed. Specifically, 

highly accurate simulated learning and education utilizing virtual reality to 

improve practical nursing abilities may substitute clinical education (Foronda et 

al., 2020). 

Furthermore, participants were conscious about contracting infections, as 

shown by their awareness of infection prevention measures. Many nursing 

students, even during the pandemic, viewed the nursing profession positively 

(Bahçecioğlu Turan et al., 2021); our participants had similar experiences 

possibly because the motivation to work as healthcare professionals arises from 

occupational, ethical, and moral values (Martin-Delgado et al., 2021). During 

the COVID-19 pandemic, nurses assumed great responsibility and faced a high 

risk of infection; the image of nurses struggling at the frontline inspired nursing 

students (Canet-Vélez et al., 2021). Participants had positive feelings toward 

nurses as well as anxiety about being labelled as the ―Corona generation,‖ 
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implying they were psychologically ambivalent. Since increased anxiety during 

the COVID-19 pandemic adversely affects nursing students’ professional 

identities (Sun et al., 2020), it is important to provide support for managing 

anxiety. 

 

4.1.4. Environmental support 

Nursing students were supported by those around them regarding academic 

work and career choices while coping in an unfamiliar environment. The 

COVID-19 pandemic has led to people having limited interactions, which can 

lead to adverse psychological effects, such as social isolation and loneliness 

(Rauschenberg et al., 2021)
.
 Hence, it is important for nursing students to 

interact with their classmates and teachers. Regular feedback from teachers over 

time motivates students to learn (Zepke et al., 2010). Therefore, frequent 

feedback from teachers must be promoted as an important source of support for 

nursing students wherein interaction with others is restricted. 

 

4.2. Limitations 

Despite the insights provided by this study, there are some limitations. First, 

the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic are strongly influenced by national 

infection control measures and cultural backgrounds; therefore, care must be 

taken when interpreting the study results. Second, because we used snowballing 

recruitment to enlist participants, we cannot rule out bias in the data. 
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Specifically, the data may be affected by individual student characteristics. 

Third, participants were from three facilities in a limited area, and the data may 

be limited due to region- and facility-related characteristics. Further studies must 

be conducted with expanded target areas and facilities; quantitative research 

should also be considered. 

 

5. CONCLUSIONS 

COVID-19’s impact on nursing students’ academic work and career choices 

involved four elements: academic impact, employment and career impact, future 

work as a nurse, and environmental support. Concerning academics, many 

students found it difficult to gain a deep understanding of what they were 

learning; they worried about how the teaching staff would evaluate them in an 

environment with restricted face-to-face interactions. However, others 

discovered new ways to learn by adapting to the changing or entirely different 

learning environment. Regarding employment and career, despite being troubled 

with making decisions about career paths due to a lack of related information, 

students fully utilized the limited sources and available information. Although 

their surroundings influenced this effort, they also independently decided where 

to work. Furthermore, despite the confusion from a modified job hunting system, 

they attempted to cope. Despite anxiety about their future work as nurses due to 

concerns of insufficient practical nursing experience, students developed greater 

consciousness of working as nurses in the future while facing infections. 
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Additionally, they realized that people around them can be sources of support, 

even if they are in an unfamiliar environment. Building an online learning 

program, providing regular psychological support, offering abundant 

information about employment, establishing a consultation desk, and providing 

students with regular feedback are important elements of support for nursing 

students. 
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