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ABSTRACT

Second semester undergraduate nursing students in their psychiatric/mental health clinical rotation express an array of emotions as
they frequently view the setting as foreign. Two assignments, reflective journaling and a form of expression were incorporated into
clinical to provide students an opportunity to reflect and convey their thoughts and feelings concerning their clinical experiences.
Thematic analysis was used to analyze 10 journals and 10 art forms with a written description. Two content themes emerged: A
Change in Perspective and Insight. Exemplars of the students’ perspectives are provided. As evidenced by students’ submissions,
reflective journaling and creative expression can be an effective and beneficial assignment for students grappling with the
complexities of psychiatric/mental health nursing.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Psychiatric/mental health nursing is one of the core courses
for undergraduate nursing students, but the complex and ab-
stract nature of much of the content makes it a challenge for
many students. However, the need for nurses who are well-
versed in sound mental health principles continues to grow.
While approximately 1 in 10 persons worldwide suffers from
a mental disorder, only 1% of health care professionals work
in the psychiatric/mental health field. The global action plan
developed by the World Health Organization (WHO) Mental
Health Atlas (2015) outlined specific objectives to address
the availability of services and resources in mental health.[1]

The prevalence of mental health issues is on the rise, and
this increase necessitates the need for trained health care
providers who can provide holistic care for this specialized
population.

1.1 Background
Psychiatric/mental health content usually is placed in second
or third semester nursing school. The purpose of this article is
to describe a strategy used to help nursing students overcome
their initial hesitation to engage with the mentally ill in vari-
ous clinical facilities during their clinical experiences. Using
the principles of human caring as a basic philosophy, faculty
devised an activity that would facilitate the transition from
caring for a patient with medical-surgical needs to caring for
the mentally ill. This process began by examining Peplau’s
foundational work in the nurse-patient relationship.[2] This
approach supports the basic underpinning of nursing as es-
poused by Florence Nightingale who proposed treating the
whole person as a physiological, psychological, sociological,
and spiritual being.[3] The philosophies of these two nursing
pioneers have significantly impacted the nursing profession
through promoting the importance of patient-centered care
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and addressing the body, mind, and spirit. Nurses employ
both the humanistic art and scientific process in the deliv-
ery of care on a day-to-day basis. As nursing faculty we
are obligated to help students learn how to holistically care
for patients who are vulnerable, such as those with mental
illness. To facilitate the incorporation of holistic care, the
following questions were posed: (1) how can faculty help
students become more familiar with the principles guiding
care for persons with mental illness? and (2) what can fac-
ulty do to help change students’ perceptions of caring for the
mentally ill?

1.2 Challenges students experience in psychiatric/men-
tal health nursing

Conveying the complexity of psychiatric/mental health nurs-
ing is a challenge for educators of undergraduate student
nurses. The goal is to encourage students to understand both
the science of psychiatric/mental health nursing and the art
of caring for persons with a mental illness. For many, the
concept of psychiatric mental health is abstract and difficult
to understand. Many students share that even after reading
the psychiatric mental health textbook, attending classes, and
visiting inpatient psychiatric facilities, understanding how
to apply principles is difficult. Clinical experiences provide
limited exposure to psychiatric mental health disorders and
chronic mental health conditions. When students enter the
clinical setting, many view the experience as foreign and/or
mysterious. In an attempt to further understand the concepts
of psychiatric mental health and facilitate the transition from
class to clinical, students are taught the science of psychi-
atric/mental health in the didactic portion of the course. It
is in the clinical setting where the classroom becomes ‘real’
when the students can actually see what they have learned.
In this course, we subscribe to an active pedagogy as there
is not a one-step approach to teaching. We incorporated a
variety of teaching strategies, i.e., simulations/case studies
and other active learning strategies to engage our students
in integrating the clinical and the classroom experience. “If
you see something in clinical and then study it in class, or
study it in class and see it in clinical. . . it’s just burned into
your brain-what’s going on, what’s happening-and you never
forget it”.[4]

1.3 Reflective journaling
Student journaling is an accepted way to expand the depth
and richness of the clinical experience to promote critical
thinking in undergraduate students. The National League
for Nursing has identified the promotion of both reflective
and critical thinking as important core competencies of nurse
educators to use in facilitating students’ learning.[5] One
means to meet these core competencies is through the use of

reflective journaling. Sigma Theta Tau International Honor
Society (2014) has released a position paper on the schol-
arship of reflective practice.[6] Global initiatives are being
recommended for the use of reflective practice as well.

The use of reflective journals to promote reflective and criti-
cal thinking is not without controversy.[7] Consensus among
many nurse educators is that reflective journaling is valuable
and beneficial to the students’ learning process; further, many
educators believe journaling may promote reflective and crit-
ical thinking.[8, 9] However, much consideration is needed
when faculty are contemplating implementing a journaling
assignment, including identifying the purpose, conveying
the expectations (graded, non-graded), and the type of jour-
nal format to be used (i.e., structured verses guided format).
Evidence supports that guided reflection helps students to ac-
tively engage in soul-searching to describe a deeper descrip-
tion rather than superficially describing an experience.[10, 11]

1.4 Description of strategic innovation

Based on collective faculty expertise in mental health, a
strategic intervention was developed to help students inter-
pret their experiences with patients with mental illness in
terms they could understand and incorporate into their nurs-
ing skillset. The intervention was designed to expand the
depth of the post-clinical sessions by encouraging student
reflection on what had transpired during their clinical day.
Historically, debriefings were a traditional part of the inpa-
tient experience usually held in a post-clinical conference
setting. However, we observed the depth of feelings and
emotions may not be fully realized by the student and/or
fully conveyed at the time the debriefing sessions are held.
Therefore, a reflective journaling requirement including both
a written journal reflection and a creative therapeutic form
of expression was implemented.

In our course faculty chose to develop a reflective journal-
ing template that is similar to a guided reflection. Students
were given a template for journaling that teaches them the
value of documenting their experiences. Given the fact that
students in psychiatric/mental health frequently experience
an array of emotions on any given clinical day, a template is
seen as a way to provide the student with direction, while at
the same time having a broader focus. The journal template
was developed with the intention that students would feel
comfortable sharing their thoughts and feelings related to
a specific clinical experience. Student input was requested
regarding the format of the journal as we were and continue
to be interested in understanding experiences through the
students’ perspective.

Furthermore, instructions were developed for students to in-
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clude a form of artistic expression to accompany their reflec-
tive journal, to further illustrate their thoughts and feelings.
The therapeutic form of expression is an original creation; in
the form of art, poetry, music, collages, and/or photographs.
This type of therapeutic expression is a non-verbal form of
expression created by the student to help express personal
thoughts and feelings about the clinical experience and/or
individual introspection. It further expands the students’ writ-
ten journal reflections. Since a template was provided for the
reflective journaling, less constrictive measures were placed
on the therapeutic form of expression in an effort to encour-
age creativity and free expression. Students were instructed
to also provide a narrative description to accompany the cre-
ative form of expression. In this manuscript, we will share
the students’ meaningful thoughts, feelings, and reflections
as noted in their reflective journaling and therapeutic form
of expression.

2. METHODS AND ANALYSIS
All students enrolled in a junior level mental health course
over the course of one academic year completed the reflective
journal incorporating therapeutic forms of expression. Of the
40 students enrolled in the course, 20 granted permission for
their journals to be used for this Institutional Review Board
approved study. At the end of each semester, all journals and
creative expression were collected and filed. The twenty (20)
journals and twenty (20) therapeutic forms of expression re-
ceived from consenting participants were stored in a separate
file for analysis. Student identifiers were removed to ensure
confidentiality.

Thematic analysis was used to identify themes. All journals
and therapeutic forms of expression were read line-by-line
by the primary researcher and comments were written in the
margins of the journals. The journals and therapeutic forms
of expression were re-read by the researcher and patterns and
themes were identified from the descriptive journal content.
When similar topics were identified, the text was highlighted
and the topic was written in the right hand margin of the
journal. All patterns and themes emerged from the data. The
patterns and themes were then noted in a Word document
along with supporting quotations for an audit trail. Saturation
was reached following review of 10 reflective journals and
10 therapeutic forms of expression. At this point, high redun-
dancy of findings indicated saturation. The process of coding
involved separating the data into groups. Next, categories
to facilitate insight and comparison were identified.[11] Fi-
nally, codes were used to organize the text to allow for rapid
retrieval and clustering of the theme.[12] All data were hand
coded and interrater agreement among two faculty reached a
consistency of 100%. We found deep, rich feelings, thoughts,

and emotions embedded in the various journal discussion
which were supported by the art forms that students cre-
ated days and even weeks following their clinical experience.
Exemplars of the students’ creative artistic forms to depict
psychiatric mental health nursing as provided. Authenticity
of the students’ reflections was maintained through the use
of student quotes.

3. RESULTS
Two themes, “A Change in Perspective” and “Insight”
emerged from the journals and art forms. Each of these
themes was supported by the students’ words and creative
expressions which are reflected in the following discussion
of results.

A Change in Perspective

The students shared their thoughts, feelings, and perceptions
regarding their clinical experience in their reflective journals.
One of the most commonly occurring themes was “A Change
in Perspective”. Perspective is defined as “a particular at-
titude toward or a way of regarding something; a point of
view”.[13] Many of the students had no previous experience
with psychiatric/mental health and did not have a firm under-
standing of the principles underpinning the pathology, nor
had they communicated with a person with a mental illness.
This was a foreign experience for many who reflected confu-
sion or guilt about their initial reaction of being a fearful and
having a negative world view of psychiatric/mental health.

A majority of the students expressed feelings of empathy for
patients when others have a world view which categorizes
or stigmatizes individuals with mental illness. Supporting a
change in perspective toward understanding and acceptance
was a reappearing theme in the journals as well as in their
artistic forms of expression. This form of expression also
documents an account of the world view. The student elo-
quently and passionately stated, “Take that second glance.
Change your perspective. There is beauty and purpose in
everyone, if you just take the time to look.” The lack of
knowledge regarding psychiatric mental health, coupled with
the stigmatization may attribute to such negative judgment.
However, in reviewing all of the journals and forms of expres-
sion, it is evident that their clinical experience challenged
the students to change their perspectives. Similar sentiments
were echoed in another student’s journal:

This clinical experience has opened my eyes. It has chal-
lenged me to see patients differently – to not conform
to the world’s view. So many patients in mental health
are stigmatized and this is so sad. I have learned to not
be judgmental, to take the time to understand who they
are and their psychiatric disorder and to change my per-
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spective. Prior to being in Psych, I would be too quick
to judge/condemn others, but understanding psychiatric
mental health has enabled to me change my perspective.
Changing my perspective will definitely help care for my
patients when I graduate and become a practicing nurse.
For that, I am grateful.

Insight

Insight is defined as “the capacity to gain an accurate and
deep intuitive understanding of a person or thing”.[13] In
the debriefing sessions following the clinical experiences,
students would begin to discuss and reflect on what it would
be like to have a mental disorder, and what they can do as a
nursing student to help the individual. This insight was also
reflected in their journals and forms of expression.

It will definitely be hard [having a mental disorder], but I
am sure that we can shed a little light in their confused
and sad world.
Each day brings new challenges that cause them to move
further away from what once were until they spiral out of
control. I imagine this is what these individuals must feel
like when they start to loose themselves to their disease
and that is hard for things to stop spinning out of control
without help.
To me, it was what the residents would want to do: to be
able to live on, without worry or thought about the things
they can’t control, and the mood of this piece reflects
that.
As nurses, we are the gardeners and should never disre-
gard those who are withered, but treat them with dignity
and provide them the same level of care as other patients.

4. DISCUSSION
Reflective journaling is deemed to be a therapeutic and bene-
ficial preparation[14] for student nurses’ acquisition of skills
and future success as practicing professionals. This assertion
is supported by the premise of Johns who proposed that if
nurses become better able to practice the art of nursing in
a reflective and holistic manner, they would be “attentive”
to their patient’s personal suffering.[15] It is our belief that
reflective journaling coupled with an art form (i.e., form of
expression) may help foster development of holistic and car-
ing student nurses who ultimately become professional and
caring registered nurses. Just as students reflect on their expe-
riences and gain a deeper understanding and appreciation of

psychiatric/mental health, a caring nurse can assist patients
to discover a new sense of self and personal awareness to
accelerate individual growth and healing.[16] It is possible
that journaling and creative artistic expression may serve as
an effective therapeutic modality.

Journaling may serve a dual purpose. In addition to allow-
ing students to reflect on the application of principles of
mental health caring to patients in the psychiatric setting, it
may serve as a coping mechanism for students encountering
patients with mental illness. Reflective journaling poten-
tially has the power to provide students with skills to manage
emotions in caring for patients in a variety of health care
environments across the wellness continuum. One of the
advantages of the artistic form of expression is that it be-
came a venue for students to express thoughts, emotions, and
feelings through a creative and individualistic way. Psychi-
atric mental health students were encouraged to utilize their
creativity to express their thoughts, emotions, and feelings
regarding the differences between mental health wellness
and mental illness that they observed as they interacted with
patients during their clinical experience.[11]

The reflective journaling with a creative artistic expression
allowed each student to engage in reflective practice during
their educational process where they have a protected and
nurturing environment with feedback from mental health ex-
perts. While exemplars have been provided, all students in
the study demonstrated a positive change in perspective in
relation to caring for persons with mental illness. Given the
rise in mental health issues around the nation,[17] health care
professionals with expertise and comfort in this area will be
needed. Additionally, there is a continued need for holistic
delivery of care as envisioned by Peplau and Nightingale.
The innovative and creative educational strategy employed in
this study appears to be one means to help nursing students
see patients with mental health holistically, thereby decreas-
ing their fear and discomfort with working in the stigmatized
world of psychiatric/mental health.
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