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Background

• Novice nurses employed to high acuity areas.

• The theory-practice gap: Difficulty applying 
theoretical principles into practice.

• More pronounced among recent graduates. 



Scope of the Problem

Consequence: 

• Reduced patient safety
• Poor patient outcomes
• Decreased job satisfaction
• Financial burden for employer



Simulation in Nursing Education 

A rich learning opportunity for students to integrate theory with 
practice in an environment that poses no risk to patients.

Simulation Technology:
• Low-medium-high fidelity
• Experiential learning
• Scenario-based learning exercises (SBLE)



Purpose

To explore the experiences of graduate nurses during 
the first two years of practice, and investigate their 
perceptions of the impact of simulation on their 
practice. 



Research Questions

Is simulation an effective strategy to address the theory-practice gap?

• What are the graduate nurses’ perceptions of their ability to apply 
theoretical concepts in clinical practice?

• What is the impact of simulation on their application of theory to 
practice?



Methodology:  Research Design

• Exploratory phenomenological approach
• Semi-structured interviews
• Purposive sampling
• Conceptual framework: Cognitive constructivism
• Ethical protection

Inclusion Criteria:
• Graduated within the last five years
• Maximum of two years clinical experience
• Experience with simulation 
• English as a first language



Sample Characteristics

• n = 13 (10 females, 3 males) 
• Ages: 23- 45 years
• 8-20 months experience
• Diploma, ADN, BSN, MSN
• Specialty: Telemetry, ED, renal, pulmonary, neurology 



Data Collection & Analysis

• 40 – 60 minute interviews
• Self-developed questions guided by  the Casey-Fink Graduate Nurse 

Experience Survey ®.
• Pilot study

• Audio-recorded
• One interviewer/transcriber
• Modified Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method



Themes 

• The theory-practice gap / experience.
• Effective educational pedagogy
• Theory-Practice Integration
• Simulation-based learning 



The Theory-Practice Gap
Graduate Nurse Experience
• “overwhelming, knowledge overload, difficult, challenging, and intimidating”
• “Theory different from the realities of clinical practice”
• Prepared for “tasks” not critical thinking 
• Exposure and experience reduced anxiety and increased clinical performance and 

competence 

Role Transition
• Difficulty prioritizing with patient load
• Difficulty communicating
• Overwhelmed by additional roles or expanded scope of practice 
• Experienced difficulties with time management



Discussion

Theory-Practice Gap
• Experienced by all graduates 
• Regardless of pre-licensure program or degree attained
• Approximate time 9-18 months



Simulation-Based Learning 
Student engagement
• Active learning
• Cooperative learning environment
Contribution to learning
• Realistic scenario based exercises
• Structured debriefing

• Constructive feedback
• Reflection 

Impact on practice
• Learning from errors
• Enhanced practice readiness



Discussion
Simulation as an Instructional Strategy
• Low fidelity: Task mastery
• Medium - High fidelity:  Integrates theory to practice
• Ideal for transfer of knowledge
• Active teaching environment:



Simulations Effect on the Theory-Practice Gap
• Increased confidence and competence 

• Skill mastery
• Improved problem solving / decision making
• Enhanced critical thinking
• Improved clinical judgement

• Prioritization
• Experienced

• Multiple roles of the nurse / scope of practice 
• Interprofessional collaboration / communication 

• Easy integration of theory 
• * Reduced deficit



Recommendations

• Integrate simulation technology
• Early
• Consistently – deliberate practice & exposure 
• Increasing fidelity
• Scenario based exercises 

• Align with course objectives
• Use a guiding framework
• Dedicated faculty
• Immediate facilitated debriefing 



Strengths & Limitations

• Strengths
• Multiple informants
• Member checks

• Limitations
• Selective recruitment 
• One research site
• Single instructional strategy



Implications
Nursing Education
• Curriculum revision

• Experiential learning 
• Inclusion simulation and simulation technology
• Appropriate fidelity for level 

• Faculty training 

Nursing Practice 
• Reduction theory-practice gap
• Increased patient safety
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Closing

• Thank you

• Questions

• Contact Information: brownj127@wpunj.edu
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