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A Timid Hello to Professional Nursing: 
Letters from Newly Graduating Nurses 
During Coronavirus Disease 2019 
Pandemic

Profesyonel Hemşireliğe Ürkek Bir Merhaba; 
COVID-19 Pandemisi Sırasında Mezun Olan 
Hemşirelerden Mektuplar

ABSTRACT

Objective: To identify newly graduating nurses’ experiences and expectations, while transitioning 
from being a student to working life from the narratives of them.

Methods: Narrative inquiry method was applied in this study. Data were collected from 18 newly 
graduated nurses via letters that they write down between September and October 2021 and 
analyzed by using the thematic analysis method.

Results: Three themes and 6 subthemes emerged. The main themes were “The transition from 
imaginary practices to professionalism,” “Feeling more powerful,” and “Change.”

Conclusion: These findings showed that the challenging process of the coronavirus disease 
2019 pandemic affected newly graduating nurses at different levels. Understanding the newly 
graduating nurses’ needs and expectations can serve nurse educators and healthcare organiza-
tions to focus on preparing newly graduating nurses to work life. 

Keywords: Education, expectations, experience, narrative, nursing students, graduation, working 
life, coronavirus disease 2019 pandemic

ÖZ

Amaç: Yeni mezun hemşirelerin öğrencilikten çalışma yaşamına geçiş sürecindeki deneyimlerini 
ve beklentilerini onların anlatılarından tespit etmek.

Yöntemler: Bu çalışmada anlatı sorgulama yöntemi uygulanmıştır. Yeni mezun 18 hemşireden 
Eylül-Ekim 2021 tarihleri   arasında yazdıkları mektuplar aracılığıyla veriler toplanmış ve Tematik 
analiz yöntemi kullanılarak analiz edilmiştir.

Bulgular: Üç tema ve altı alt tema ortaya çıkmıştır. Ana temalar “Hayali uygulamalardan 
profesyonelliğe geçiş,” “Daha güçlü hissetmek” ve “Değişim.”

Sonuç: Bu bulgular, COVID-19 pandemisinin zorlu sürecinin yeni mezun hemşireleri farklı düzey-
lerde etkilediğini göstermiştir. Yeni mezun hemşirelerin ihtiyaç ve beklentilerini anlamak, hemşire 
eğitimcilerin ve sağlık kuruluşlarının yeni mezun hemşireleri çalışma hayatına hazırlamaya 
odaklanmalarına yardımcı olabilir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Eğitim, beklentiler, deneyim, anlatım, hemşirelik öğrencileri, mezuniyet, 
çalışma hayatı, COVID-19 pandemisi

INTRODUCTION
Since December 2019, the world has been struggling with the spreading of the coronavirus disease 
2019 (COVID-19) pandemic. After the confirmation of the first cases in China, the novel coronavirus 
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COVID-19 quickly became the primary healthcare issue,1 and the 
World Health Organization (WHO) declared it as a pandemic.2 
According to the WHO, there have been 765 222 932 confirmed 
COVID-19 cases as of May.3

Based on the past 2 years, COVID-19 effects continue to appear 
and have been experienced in every corner of the world. Medi-
cal education has been the most affected by the COVID-19 pan-
demic considering university education.4,5 This is because strict 
isolation measures applied in universities worldwide and delays 
in lessons and practicum negatively affected future health pro-
fessionals.6 Similarly, the pandemic has substantially affected 
the education of future nursing professionals. The hazardous and 
contagious nature of the virus has disrupted nursing education 
and has made it challenging to continue lectures. This situation 
influenced nursing education based on lectures, especially prac-
tice-based teaching. 

As in other countries, nursing schools in Turkey were obliged to 
protect nursing students and their continuing education. For this 
purpose, education has been shifted to online learning platforms, 
and clinical nursing rotations in hospital settings and other 
practices which are undergone in specific locations like nursing 
homes and primary healthcare centers have been suspended.7

Since COVID-19 pandemic started, nurses working in hospitals 
and other caring settings have been experiencing uncertainty, 
fear, and hardship.8,9 On the other hand, nursing education sys-
tems had to adapt to changing conditions. Nursing educators 
were obliged to reorganize the curriculum based on urgent needs. 
They upgraded to remote online teaching and learning platforms 
like Zoom, Microsoft Team, and Google Classroom. However, the 
role of students turned into passive recipients from active and 
participatory. In addition, clinical practices of nursing students 
were postponed to prevent the spread of disease and protect 
students in many countries like Turkey.10,11

Studies conducted on the online learning environment depict 
that both nurse educators and nursing students have some con-
cerns addressing that the platform is limited and lack of clinical 
practices have adverse effects on clinical education.4,12 Clinical 
practices are essential to acquiring cognitive, reflective, and 
effective nursing skills. However, studies reported that clinical 
practices during the pandemic were only done on case stud-
ies.13 In addition, many nursing students have faced uncertain-
ties regarding the completion of the program, timelines, and 
licensure examinations in some countries.14 When considering 
the lack of digital resources and unpreparedness for this extreme 
situation, nurse educators have stated that all temporary solu-
tions are insufficient to prepare nursing students for working life.

In Turkey, nurse educators have been concerned about the unpro-
ductive year left behind in nursing internship and practice as in 
other countries. The main concern is that learning the nursing 
profession requires communicating with and touching patients 
in real-life settings like hospitals, nursing homes, and primary 
healthcare centers.15

During the pandemic, studies conducted on nursing students 
focused on their thoughts and experiences about distance 
learning,16,17 coping styles and preparedness,18,19 and internship 
experiences.13

This extreme situation of 2 years has affected all nursing students, 
especially those about to graduate, regarding the educational 

process and work–life readiness. Insome platforms, third and 
fourth-year students were more fearful of being a nurse. Has this 
situation create a gap in the feelings and expectations of newly 
graduated nurses (NGNs) and do they feel ready to be a nurse?

To our knowledge, no previous study revealed the experiences, 
feelings, and expectations of NGNs about the transition to work 
life. Therefore, it is not enough to understand how the COVID-19 
pandemic affected nursing students and understand the experi-
ences and feelings of NGNs to support the work–life transition 
and fill the gaps required in the process.

Two essential ingredients of the present study were analyzing 
written narratives and choosing NGNs as a sampling group. For 
this purpose, we wanted the NGNs to write a letter which covers 
the last 2 years experiences about COVID-19 and how this pro-
cess affected the transition to working life 

METHODS

The study aimed to identify themes present in the narratives of 
NGNs about their experiences, expectations, and feelings while 
transitioning from being a student to working life during the 
2-year COVID-19 pandemic.

Design
This study used the narrative inquiry method to explore how the 
experiences through the 2 years affected the expectations of 
NGNs and their transition to future working life.

According to Pennebacker, therapeutic writings about emotional 
experiences provide a different perspective about cases.20 Simi-
larly, the narrative concept of time was thought to allow a unique 
perspective on the newly graduated students writing about their 
experiences during the current crisis while envisioning future 
challenges in working life.

A narrative framework was used for organizing and interpret-
ing the embedded case data. In this study, the narrative inquiry 
method helped understand the participants as NGNs narrators 
who experienced COVID-19 pandemic in the past 2 years.

Sample and Settings
In Turkey, the duration of nursing education is 4 years. After the 
COVID-19 pandemic break, as in other countries, all nursing 
schools in Turkey were obliged to take precautions to protect 
nursing students and continue their education. As a result, the 
learning environment of fourth-year students shifted to online 
platforms, and clinical nursing rotations in hospital settings, 
nursing homes, and primary healthcare centers were suspended 
in 2020. These students graduated in the year 2020.7 The sample 
of the study consisted of the first graduates of pandemic process 
nursing students who still have not been working. This study was 
conducted in a nursing faculty from Ankara in Turkey. The second 
author reached out to the NGNs after graduation to participate 
in the study via e-mail. Eighteen NGNs accepted to attend the 
study.

Data Collection
The authors asked the 18 participants to write a letter about 
their experiences and feelings from the 2 years and how their 
expectations about future working life were affected. All letters 
were submitted by 1 student whom other participants agreed 
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on without name or additional special information to the second 
author between September and October 2021. All documents 
were saved as numbered electronic documents and stored in 
password-protected computers by the authors. 

Statistical Analysis
There are different analysis methods to analyze narratives, and 
researchers could choose the most appropriate analysis method 
based on how they treated the reports.21 It has been addressed 
that the thematic approach helps theorize several cases to find 
common thematic elements across the research participants 
and the events they report during narrative analysis.22 In this 
study, Braun and Clark’s23 6-phase thematic analysis method 
was used to analyze all the narratives (Figure 1). Finally, 3 themes 
and 6 subthemes reflecting the content of the interviews were 
developed. Each participant was assigned a unique numerical 
code that ranged from 1 to 18. This code, along with their age 
and gender, was documented next to their statements (e.g., P1, 
22Y, F). 

Ethical Statement
Informed consent was obtained from all participants. The study 
followed the principles of the Declaration of Helsinki (World Medi-
cal Association, 2013). Çankırı Karatekin University ethics review 
board granted the ethical approval (Date: September 9, 2021, 
Decision no: 21).

Rigor
The researchers evaluated the trustworthiness criteria, includ-
ing credibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability, and 
authenticity.24 The Consolidated Criteria For Reporting Quali-
tative Research was used in this study for reporting qualitative 
research guidelines.25

RESULTS
This study examined 18 NGNs’ (14 females and 4 males) experi-
ences, expectations, and feelings about transitioning from being 
a student to working life during the 2-year COVID-19 pandemic. 
The ages of the nursing students ranged from 22 to 25 years.

1. Familiarization with data
•The authors read and re-read the entire narratives, 

noted any initial observations

2. Coding
•The sentences pertaining to the phenomenon under 

inquiry were highlighted
•The authors coded and collation relevant data 

3. Searching for sub-themes and themes
• The authors read every line of the text and interpreted 

it to decipher what it revealed about the phenomenon 
extracts.

• Then, the codes were grouped into themes and 
subthemes and themes

•And they constructed themes and collating all the 
coded data relevant each theme

4. Reviewing the subthemes and themes
• The authors checked the subthemes and themes are 

appropriate or not
•And defined the nature of each individual theme and the 

relationships between themes

5. Defining and naming themes
• The authors conducted and wrote a detailed each theme
• They analyzed each theme and identified the 

‘’essence’’ of each theme and constructed informative 
name for each theme

6. Writing-up
• The authors organized subthemes and themes in present report in to portray 

participants’ perspectives grounded within their own words within the 
subthemes and themes that were defined

• Finally, three themes and six subthemes that reflected the content of the 
interviews were developed

Two authors 
generated and 
checked the codes 
independently until 
they reached a 
consensus

Two authors 
checked subthemes 
and themes 
independently until 
they reached a 
consensus

Figure 1. Phases of thematic analysis23 
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The 3 themes and 6 subthemes yielded by data analysis are pre-
sented in Figure 2.

Theme 1: The Transition from Imaginary Practices to 
Professionalism
Most students stated that online case discussions, watching vid-
eos, and role-plays were done instead of face-to-face practices. 
Besides, they noted that the instructors worked hard to teach 
the techniques thoroughly. However, they were not ready for 
graduation or expressed negative thoughts about transitioning 
to the profession. Therefore, they did the practices that should be 
performed one-on-one in the clinic or the field in an unrealistic 
environment.

…. It was very difficult and inefficient to practice by creating 
a patient/case in our mind and leaving some things to our 
imagination in a practical training. (P9, 24, F)

Subtheme 1: Negative Feelings About Transitioning to the 
Profession
Many students mentioned that practicing without being in the 
clinical setting for the last 2 semesters led them to experience 
negative feelings like anxiety and fear about their professional 
life. In addition, the unavailability of some introductory nursing 
courses in the clinical setting for practice has caused prejudices 
about the possibility of working in those clinics when they start 
their professional life.

…. graduating without seeing any patients (especially in pedi-
atrics) and without being able to practice creates serious 
anxiety for me. I think that this will negatively affect my pro-
fessional success as I have graduated with no application of 
important clinical skills ….. (P16, 23, F)

…. It scared me to take lessons on the computer and stay away 
from the hospital environment. I asked myself, "Am I a nurse 
now? (P18, 25, M)

Subtheme 2: Feeling Not Ready for Graduation
Students reported not feeling ready for graduation due to remote 
clinical practice.

since I am far from the clinical environment and I do not feel 
competent both mentally, and in terms of my skills, the idea 
of graduating and having a profession often made me ner-
vous. (P5, 23, F)

Theme 2: Feeling More Powerful
The students received more opportunities to study the theo-
retical part of their courses due to distance education. In addi-
tion, their nursing knowledge and nursing care process became 
potent because they communicated with their teachers through 
case discussions for practice.

Subtheme 1: Competent in the Nursing Care Process
Some students improved themselves in the nursing care process 
through detailed case discussions with teachers.

Apart from that, I feel much more effective in the nursing care 
process. I think I will be a successful nurse after getting used 
to the clinic. (P11, 22, F)

Subtheme 2: Feeling Powerful in Theoretical Knowledge
Some students had more time to study and repeat distance edu-
cation and became potent in theoretical knowledge. 

… Because I believe that I am theoretically competent. I 
thought that I had a lot of difficulties during the semester, but 
I saw that this situation improved me a lot in terms of knowl-
edge, and I believe that I can learn the skills in a short time 
when I start to work that I think I lack in practice. (P5, 24, F)

… We had more interaction with the instructors, the theoreti-
cal subjects became more consolidated. It has been a good 
experience for me to realize my theoretical gaps, close them 
and practice on them. (P12,24, F)

Theme 3: Change
The students stated that their self-confidence decreased because 
they did not undergo clinical practice in the past 2 years. At the 
same time, the nursing profession developed a negative percep-
tion due to the nurses working under heavy circumstances dur-
ing the pandemic.

Subtheme 1: Change in Perception of the Profession
As it is known, the COVID-19 epidemic increased the burden of the 
health sector, and nurses were among the health workers most 
affected by this situation, and everyone saw it through media chan-
nels. The adverse conditions that nurses are exposed to have also 
negatively affected the nursing students’ view of the profession. 
Some students expressed a negative change toward the profession.

… In addition, inequality and poor working conditions in the 
health sector during the pandemic process made me afraid 
of the nursing profession. I am briefly hesitant and afraid of 
working life. (P7,23, F)

Subtheme 2: Change in Self-Confidence
The students stated that their nursing skills regressed because 
they did not practice in the last 2 years, which reduced their 
self-confidence.

Change

Theme

Subtheme

Rela�onships between themes

Link to sub-theme

Feelling more 
powerful

Competency in 
the nursing care 
process

Feeling powerful 
in theore�cal 
knowledge

Change in 
percep�on of 
the profession

Transi�on from 
imaginary 

prac�ces to 
professionalism

Nega�ve feelings about 
transi�oning to the 
profession

Feeling not ready for 
gradua�on

Change in self 
confidence

Figure 2. The map of thematic analysis.
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… The biggest problem is that I feel inadequate to be a nurse. 
Many questions arose, such as will I be competent as a nurse, 
will I be able to approach my patients correctly, will what I 
learned to be permanent? (P1,22,F)

DISCUSSION

The current study reached significant results and revealed the 
necessities that need to be considered about NGNs. Those con-
cerns expressed in the letters showed that most NGNs need 
more support and preparedness before transitioning to work 
life. Because they especially had negative thoughts about their 
practicing knowledge, which caused the anxiety. The study 
results of Cao et al6 confirmed this outcome by depicting that 
most nursing students suffered from anxiety in the COVID-19 
pandemic.

This study showed that the thought of becoming a member of 
the working life was a significant concern for many NGNs. The 
narratives under this theme showed that the lack of internship 
practices relating to nursing care would affect the adaptation to 
working life. In addition, they had concerns about being a good 
nurse and encountering mobbing in the workplace. NGNs, the 
results of a study in Spain showed that even fourth-year nursing 
students working as healthcare aid developed more anxiety and 
adaptation problems.5 This result supported that they did not 
feel equipped enough to get to working life both mentally and 
practically. 

One of the remarkable results of this study was that some stu-
dents felt that this process caused them to be more equipped 
at the theoretical level. İn other words, they thought that the 
COVID-19 process made them robust, especially theoretically 
due to extra time for reviewing past lessons because of online 
education. The nursing education process has an intense curric-
ulum full of theoretical and practical knowledge. Before COVID-
19, studies already addressed the prevalence of anxiety among 
nursing students than in other healthcare disciplines because of 
some concerns, including academic performance, heavy course 
loads, pressure to succeed, and post-graduation plans.26,27 Espe-
cially, it was stated that clinical training during nursing education 
is more stressful than the theoretical aspect. Complex interper-
sonal relationships and challenges of the clinical environment are 
consistently associated with anxiety among students.28,29 This 
result showed that some nursing students need additional time 
to return and review the past topics. The extra time can make 
them feel confident and aware of the education process. 

In the past 2 years, COVID-19 taught some essential things about 
reviewing nursing education for future nurses. The current study 
revealed that creating certain times to simplify nursing students 
reviewing past lessons and feeling more confident about their 
knowledge is necessary. Gandhi et al18 reported that some nurs-
ing students had more self-efficacy, optimism, and resilience 
than expected. Another study showed that nursing students 
using humor and having strong resilience expressed less anxiety 
during the COVID-19 pandemic.30

The last important theme of this study was changing perception 
toward the nursing profession and providing self-confidence to 
the NGNs. It was revealed that this complex process decreased 
their self-confidence, especially in being good nurses and pro-
viding care to the people in need. No research has shown the 
self-confidence or psychological status of NGNs. However, some 

studies reported low self-efficacy levels in nurses, and their beliefs 
about doing their job well have been negatively affected during 
the COVID-19 pandemic.31,32 In the present study, many students 
expressed positive regard for their career choice despite the 
hardship. However, it was seen that some NGNs defined negative 
changes in approach to the nursing profession with decreasing 
self-confidence. Especially, seeing the complicated working cir-
cumstances of nurses in hospitals and other healthcare settings 
affected them negatively. They stated that society characterized 
nurses as worthless despite endangering their lives and facing 
harsh working conditions, negatively affecting their professional 
approach. A recent study on some undergraduate nursing stu-
dents revealed a similar change of view toward nursing as in this 
study.17 Therefore, nurse educators should be aware of the needs 
and challenges of undergraduate nursing students and NGNs 
about transitioning to the working life and filling theoretical and 
practical gaps for the students.

Study Limitations
The sample size and narrative inquiry method could limit the 
transferability of the results to other settings or populations.

This was the first study to understand the perspectives of NGNs 
during COVID-19 in terms of transition to working life. The results 
of this study revealed that, on the one hand, most NGNs had 
negative feelings of anxiety about the transition to working life, 
and they felt low self-confidence. Yet, on the other hand, some of 
them came out of this process significantly stronger. Especially, 
the orientation programs should be planned by considering these 
needs for nurses who will start to work. Another significant result 
was the change of view about the nursing profession. The nurs-
ing profession has hardship in terms of working conditions. How-
ever, the reflections about the COVID-19 pandemic to the written 
and visual media caused nursing students to question the nurs-
ing profession. Therefore, nurse educators should be aware of all 
needs and develop more open communication to prevent nega-
tive views toward the nursing profession.
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