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Methodology 

• Qualitative phenomenological design. 

• Data collected via semi-structured interviews guided 

by an amended version of the Casey-Fink Graduate 

Nurse Experience Survey. 

• Thirteen graduate nurses with 2 years or less clinical 

experience were selected through purposeful sampling at a 

community hospital in Northern New Jersey. 

• Conceptual framework: Theory of cognitive constructivism. 

Research Questions 

Central Research Question: Is simulation an effective 

instructional strategy in prelicensure nursing programs to 

address the theory-practice gap experienced by graduate 

nurses on entry to clinical practice? 

Subquestions: 

• What are the graduate nurses’ perceptions of their ability to 

apply learned theoretical concepts in their clinical practice? 

• What strategies do graduates believe could be implemented 

in prelicensure programs to facilitate the application of 

theory to clinical practice? 

• What are the graduates’ perceptions of the impact of 

simulation on their application of theory to practice in the 

clinical area? 

Themes & Subthemes 

Themes Subthemes 

The theory practice gap Graduate nurse experience 

Role transition 

Effective educational 

pedagogy 

Role preparation 

Perceived educational best practices 

Theory-practice integration Pre-licensure environments 

Pre-licensure preparation 

Post-licensure environments 

Simulation based learning Engagement & cooperative learning 

Simulation supporting learning 

Simulations impact on practice 

 

 

                      Participant Demographics  

 
 

Participants 

(Pseudonyms 

used) 

Gender Age Months 

in 

practice 

Degree 

attained 

Area of specialty 

Rose Female 28 20 Diploma Medical /Surgical- Pulmonary 

Zinnia Female 27 9 Diploma Medical /Surgical – Renal 

Maria Female  9 Diploma Emergency department 

June Female 26 9 Diploma Telemetry 

Venus Female 28 9 Diploma Medical /Surgical- Pulmonary 

John Male 28 8 Diploma Telemetry 

Paris Female 37 10 BSN Medical /Surgical- Renal 

Alex Female 23 8 BSN Medical /Surgical- Pulmonary 

Kenya Female 28 19 Diploma Telemetry 

Diane Female 28 9 Diploma Emergency department 

Deana Female 23 10 ADN Medical /Surgical -Pulmonary 

Carlos Male 35 8 MSN Emergency department 

Kathy Female 45 8 Diploma Medical – Neurology 
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Recommendation 

The primary recommendation is to integrate simulation-based 

learning grounded on the theory of cognitive constructivism 

early in preparatory training, and with increased frequency 

through the curriculum to support the needs of the learner as 

they advance through the program.  In addition, the 

simulation-based learning supported by:   

• Use of high-fidelity technology. 

• Inclusion of scenario-based learning exercises. 

• Adoption of a guiding framework. 

• Use of a trained dedicated simulation team. 

• Trained faculty facilitated debriefing immediately 
following the exercise. 

• Alignment of SBLE’s with course objectives. 

NLN Jefferies Simulation Framework 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 1. Jeffries, P. R. (2012). Simulation in nursing 

education: From conceptualization to evaluation. New York, 

NY. National League for Nursing. Reprinted with permission 

 

Results 

Findings indicated that graduate nurses perceived the theory- 

practice gap could be reduced through the use of high-fidelity 

simulation utilizing scenario-based learning exercises in pre-

licensure programs prior to entry to practice. 

Graduate nurses’ recommendations for best practices for pre- 

licensure programs to adopt to prepare students to transition as 

graduates based on their experiences include: 

• Have students administer all types of medications 

during clinical rotations and simulated exercises. 

• Increase patient assignments during clinical rotations to 

expose students to the realities of a typical patient load, 

enhance time management, and prioritization of care. 

• Limit low-fidelity simulation technology to promote task-

mastery.  

• Increase high-fidelity simulation-based learning 

experiences with realistic patient care scenarios to promote 

application of theoretical knowledge. 

• Integrate comprehensive debriefing sessions immediately 

following simulated exercises to foster recall, and 

reinforce theoretical concepts. 

• Include students in other nursing roles e.g., 

interprofessional communication and collaboration.  

Conclusion 

All participants offered that they experienced a deficit in 

integrating theory to practice with varied levels of difficulty. 

The input from the graduates affirmed that participating in 

well-designed simulation-based exercises using high-fidelity 

technology and incorporating scenarios to promote decision 

making, prioritization of care, and communication were 

optimal options to support theory integration and address the 

theory- practice gap prior to entry to practice. Dynamic 

simulated learning scenarios integrating unfolding case studies 

with changing patient status allows for the incorporation of 

critical thinking, challenges participant decision making, and 

bolsters clinical judgment providing a more realistic learning 

experience (Barber & Schuessler, 2017). 

Background 

 
• Graduate nurses are caring for patients with higher acuities 

who require more complex care (Hussein, Everett, Ramjan, 

Hu, & Salamonson, 2017; Eyikara & Baykara, 2018). 

• A gap exists between knowledge and clinical practice in 

nursing, particularly among recent graduates (Hatlevick, 

2012; Saifan, AbuRuz, & Massa’Deh, 2015; Scully, 2011). 

• In nursing, the theory-practice gap refers to the graduate’s 

inability or difficulty in applying learned theoretical 

principles in clinical practice (Gardiner & Sheen, 2016; 

Scully, 2011). 

• For graduate nurses, the theory-practice gap results in a 

demonstrated lack of clinical competence and the 

manifestation of unsafe clinical practices promoting 

hazardous clinical environments for patients with a 

potential risk to life. 

• Graduate nurse: Graduates from a prelicensure program 

possessing less than 2 years of direct patient care 

experience in the clinical environment (Wolff, Pesut, & 

Regan, 2010). 

Purpose 

To explore the theory-practice gap from the perspectives of 

graduate nurses working for 2 years or less based on their 

experiences and to determine their perceptions of simulation 

in pre-licensure programs as a strategy to address and reduce 

the gap prior to entry into clinical practice. 
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