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BACKGROUND

PURPOSE

Descriptive Qualitative Study Using Content Analysis
Protection of  human subjects: SUNY Delhi IRB approval 

Sample
 RN to BSN students who successfully completed the capstone course 

 Total participants: (n=12); four focus groups

Recruitment
 Email, learning platform messages, and course announcements

 Participation: voluntary, following informed consent  

Data Collection
 Focus groups lasting 1-2 hours, with 2-5 students per group, and two course faculty as facilitators

 Conducted live via Zoom® video conferencing 

 Semi-structured interview guide

 Recorded interviews were transcribed by one faculty, using speech recognition software

Data Analysis
 Content analysis; data saturation was achieved 

 Transcripts were analyzed line by line, data grouped and coded, and categories identified. Major themes were 

identified and verified; analysis was verified by co-researchers. 
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CONCLUSIONS

 Nursing capstone courses provide a learning experience that students 

have not encountered previously in their program of  study (Jukkala, 

Greenwood, Motes, & Block, 2013). Guided by a clinical preceptor and 

course faculty, our students create learning objectives, activities, and plan 

evidence of  their accomplishments by designing a learning contract to 

map out their unique practicum project. 

 Students often approach the capstone course with concern and anxiety 

over the unknown (Kerr, Hemmings, & Kay, 2013). Data from students’ 

course evaluations, student-faculty communications, and anecdotal 

reporting indicated that while students gain confidence and acknowledge 

their accomplishments towards the end of  the practicum, there is stress 

from the intensity and expectations of  the capstone (Rebeschi & 

Aronson, 2009). This perceived stress prompted a qualitative study into 

students’ experiences in a RN to BSN capstone course.

This descriptive qualitative study collected data on students’ experiences, 

perspectives, reflections, and suggestions for how the RN-BSN capstone 

course experience could be improved. The data will be included in program 

assessment and directly impact course revisions.

SENIOR PRACTICUM: 

BSN CAPSTONE COURSE

RESULTS

 Comprehensive seven-week classroom and practicum course

 Builds upon prior learning, incorporates critical thinking, reasoning, and 

reflection, and fosters independence in practice 

 Allows students to develop their own individual projects in healthcare 

settings during a 45-hour guided practicum experience

Perceived Areas of  Strength

Faculty-student engagement

Value faculty availability

Appreciate flexible practicum hours

Plan and manage individual project topics

Gain confidence in self  and abilities

Create great projects and can see benefits 

Sense of  completion and accomplishment

Use of  educational technology increased

Presentation skills improved 

Positive closure to the BSN program 

Perceived Areas of  Stress

Fear of  the unknown

Preceptor availability

Matching schedules with preceptor

Requested a sample learning contract

Lacked experience in project planning

Confusion about practicum timeframe

Self-discipline and time management skills

Intense course, weekly deadlines

Organizational skills are challenged 

Prior awareness of  Program SLOs  

LIMITATIONS

 Scattered phrases from focus group audio were lost 

during recording

 Small sample size may limit transferability

 Seven week course may not be fully applicable to 

longer courses

 Self-selection resulted in higher academic level 

students for the sample

 Focus groups were limited for time

Themes Description of Themes Findings

Student-Instructor-
Preceptor 

Communication 

 Frequent and accessible student, faculty, and preceptor 
communication is essential for support, from pre-course 
throughout the practicum experience

 Phone calls preferred over emails

 I would have liked to have had a set time each week so I could call 
because I felt like I sent a hundred emails with questions. 

 I felt like I was able to develop a good plan from the phone 
conversation, and to really clear up things I was questioning. 

Planning the 
Practicum

 Fear of  the unknown and the need to organize time and planning 
 Need to meet with preceptor ahead of  the course start to plan 

practicum topic
 Learning Contract posted early in practicum site helped in 

preparation

• Extra week ahead made me feel I was going in more organized and more 
informed.

• A lot of  us students at first, have a bigger idea of  what to do, and the 
early phone call helped us to narrow the ideas and get started that much 
faster.

Learning Contract

 Extra help needed to formulate objectives, and complete all parts 
of  the Learning Contract

 New skill development in planning objectives, activities, and 
evidence of  accomplishments

 Learning Contract serves as a roadmap for the practicum

 I didn’t know what I didn’t know. It was challenging to create the 
objectives.

 Maybe a definition guide or even an example of  a whole contract would 
be good. 

 Have to agree it was a great framework. I could check things off  and 
cross things out when they were complete. I found it very helpful.

Ongoing Reflection

 Guided reflection preferred 
 Depth of  reflection improved as course proceeded
 Mixed results whether reflection should be written or audio

 Am I the learner or am I trying to teach someone else? It was confusing 
to know what to write.

 Some of  the reflection was helpful with the feedback to make revisions, 
so I was happy with my brochure when it was done.

 I think the reflection is better spoken. I think writing takes a little bit out 
of  the reflection because of  those tables and columns in the contract. 

Student Resources 

 Faculty and preceptor support essential throughout course 
 Rapid feedback necessary on progress and learning contract
 Student’s self-efficacy increased with time and support

 It would be nice to have something, starting in orientation, to show us 
how to organize and save everything. 

 I got better at doing this as it went along, and my instructor helped me. 

Technology Tools

 Students report varying levels of  confidence using technology 
tools

 Student requested technology tools be optional instead of  required 
(i.e., audio reflections)

 Unanimously prefer practice exercises when using technology tools 
in learning

 Audio is always faster than writing something out. and I like technology.
 I am not a fan of  Jing, and I would personally much rather write it out. 

Overlapping 
Learning Activities

 Assignments for journals, in addition to Learning Contract, were 
felt to be repetitive

 Sections of  final PowerPoint presentation and Learning Contract 
completion have overlap

• There were times when I felt like I was repeating myself  but I also 
realized that there was different aspects and reasons for each 
component.

• It seemed stuff  going into the reflective journal was repetitive to the 
Learning Contract

Career Planning

 Increased confidence and independent thinking
 Improved skills in planning, project management, and outcomes 

evaluation
 Numerous projects are adopted into the organizations
 Students report being hired into nursing roles due to their 

practicum placements 

• It definitely helped me think about my future.
• The unit is going to take my work and continue to build on it. I felt like I 

independently implemented a nursing project, which was huge. I had 
never done that before.  

• I got to develop a policy for the local hospital here for their advanced 
directives and the policy is being actually put into place.   

• This course is going to really help me to be a good educator. 
• Preceptor emailed me that they are using my project for hiring at the 

facility.
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