
Using Images to Examine Student Nurse Perspectives about Acute Care Nursing, Community 

Health Nursing and Mental Health Nursing 
Vicky Larson, RN, PhD, CNE and Lori Steffen, RN, MA, PHN 

Henrietta Schmoll School of Health, Department of Nursing, St. Catherine University 

•The Affordable Care Act, the trend toward increased community based 
care, and a recognition of the needs of people with mental health 
issues in all settings are examples of how the health care environment 
is changing.   

•More collaboration across all settings is needed to decrease 
fragmentation of care and address complex health concerns.  

• Student nurses may not have a clear understanding of nursing 
specialties or may have outdated images of nurses, and need to 
develop a schema that is responsive to future needs.  

•Based on changes in health care delivery that demand greater 
integration of nursing specialties across the continuum of care, a new 
baccalaureate nursing curriculum was created with concurrent acute 
care, mental health, and community health nursing content. 
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Explore the perspectives, using words and images,  of Junior student 
nurses about acute care nursing, community/public health nursing and 
mental health nursing at the beginning and end of courses that integrate 
these nursing specialties.  
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BACKGROUND 

PURPOSE 

REFERENCES 

SAMPLE 

Student nurses in a new junior level baccalaureate curriculum at a 
Midwestern university.   
Fall Pre-survey: n = 50.   Spring Post-survey: n = 41. 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

Fall surveys demonstrate: 
• literal interpretation of acute care, community, and mental 

health nursing based on location  
• emphasis on the value of acute care nursing  
• images of nurses with caps and patients lying in bed 
• Images of nurses are larger than patients 
 
Spring surveys demonstrate: 
• Student images reflect a greater understanding of nursing roles 

and interventions 
• Images are more balanced, indicating greater equality among 

these nursing specialties.   
• drawings of patients equal in size to nurses 
• only one nursing cap and no patients in beds. 

IMPLICATIONS 

Implications for Student Nurses: 

• Nursing students may be unaware of  multiple nursing career 
options and opportunities upon entry to the nursing major.  

• Preconceived notions of nurses, nursing specialties, and 
patients/clients may not reflect current roles and relationships. 

• Arts and humanities may be a way for students to express 
unclear or difficult concepts in nursing.  

Implications For Nurse Educators 

• Promote development of professionalism and collegiality among 
students. 

• Discuss the interconnection among specialties. 

• Differentiate between stereotypes of nurses and actual nursing 
professionals, and provide clarity about nurses, nursing 
specialties, and clients. 

• Further research is needed to explore how students feel as their 
perceptions of nurses change and what support is needed for 
future student nurses. 

• Further research using images  with follow-up interviews is 
needed to determine if images and beliefs are congruent.  

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Qualitative inquiry based in the theoretical approach of constructivism 
served as a foundation for this research. Theory discussing the use of art 
or humanities in nursing or in science were also used to identify key 
themes.  

DESIGN AND METHODS 

Descriptive, qualitative survey conducted at the beginning and end of the 
junior year. Participants were asked to describe acute care nursing, 
community health nursing and mental health nursing with words, and 
draw a sketch of relationships among these specialties. Survey 
participation was voluntary and anonymous. The two researchers, one 
with community health and one with acute care nursing experience, 
conducted individual survey review for themes prior to collaboration for 
the final analysis.  Drawings, “to make thinking explicit and specific” 
(Ainsworth, 2011) were  examined as a “means to explore student’s ideas 
about abstract concepts” (Kose, 2008)  and to “determine 
misconceptions” (Kose 2008). Selected drawings provide an exemplar of 
text placement, word choice, size or centrality that give a general idea of 
students understanding on the nursing specialty. Text, when included, 
was examined for congruence with included images.  

FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS OF THEMES 

Fall: Focus on Setting & Location 
“…acute care nurses care for patients  

     in the hospital.” 
 

“Community health nursing happens  
     in the home.” 

 
“Care of patients experiencing  

    mental health issues.” 
 
 
 

Spring: Added Detail & Deepening Role Perception  
Acute care nursing is: “provided for individual who suffer  

from physiological illness or conditions that requires 
interventions, typically in a hospital setting.” 

 
Community Health Nursing is “provided in the community 

where the focus is on prevention and treatment of 
illnesses at home, at family, community and systems 

levels.” 
 

Mental Health Nursing is “nursing care provided for 
individuals who suffer from mental illness…”  

STUDENT NURSE DESCRIPTIONS OF NURSING SPECIALTIES  


