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Abstract 

Background  Graduate Entry Nursing (GEN) programmes have been introduced as another entry point to nurse reg-
istration. In the development of a new GEN programme, a problem-based approach to learning was used to develop 
critical thinking and clinical reasoning skills of motivated and academically capable students.

Objective  To explore and evaluate the design and delivery of course material delivered to GEN students embedded 
in authentic learning pedagogy from the perspectives of both GEN students and academic staff using an unfolding 
case study approach.

Methods  An educational design research approach was used to explore the learning experiences of GEN students 
using an unfolding case study approach situated in experiential pedagogy and the teaching experiences of the aca-
demics who designed it. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with students once they had 
finished the course and weekly reflective diary recordings by academic staff throughout implementation. Thematic 
analysis was used to analyse the data.

Findings  Student reflections highlighted that this cohort had insight into how they learned and were comfortable 
voicing their needs to academic staff. While the unfolding case studies were not liked by all participants, for some it 
offered a unique learning opportunity; particularly when scaffolded with podcasts, simulation labs, tutorials and clini-
cal placements. Staff reflections primarily aligned with student experiences.

Conclusion  The gaps highlighted in the delivery of the course suggest that a blended pedagogical approach 
to graduate entry nurse education is required. Specifically, GEN students are aware of the learning needs and are 
happy to express these to academic staff, thus suggesting that engaging with a co-design curriculum approach will 
benefit future cohorts.
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Problem
Graduate entry nursing students begin their degrees as 
experienced learners and must develop critical thinking 
skills within the shortened degree time frame.

What is already known
Graduate entry students are experienced and academi-
cally capable learners who begin with a diverse range of 
life and career experiences.

What this paper adds
Graduate entry students would benefit by being involved 
in curriculum design to acknowledge the unique skill set 
that they bring.

Introduction
Graduate Entry Nursing (GEN) degrees, or second 
degrees leading to eligibility for nursing registration, have 
recently been introduced to New Zealand. GEN students 
are known to be academically capable, motivated, and 
driven, bringing with them a range of life experiences, 
and have often had significant careers before enrolment 
[1, 2]. Previous research has identified that teaching and 
learning methods must be carefully planned and innova-
tive [1].

Pre-registration nursing education programmes pre-
pare nursing students to provide safe nursing care with 
crucial skills expected of nursing graduates, including 
critical thinking and clinical reasoning. Clinical reason-
ing enables students to approach clinical issues with a 
problem-solving lens that relies on gathering assess-
ment data and intervening and evaluating the patient’s 
response to the intervention [3].

Problem-Based Learning (PBL) aligns with the funda-
mental elements of authentic learning approaches [4], 
where learning is situated in real-world contexts [5]. 
Problem-based learning is considered to be an experien-
tial teaching and learning approach that helps students 
develop a critical lens and clinical reasoning skills [6, 7]. 
The use of PBL in nursing education is well established 
with previous research focused on students’ experiences 
and satisfaction [8]; factors that facilitate or hinder stu-
dents’ learning [9]; and the development of critical think-
ing skills [10].

Graduate entry nursing students report enjoyment of 
the active learning sets that enabled discussion surround-
ing case studies, scenarios, and practice issues [11]. Can-
gelosi’s [12] phenomenological study found that although 
time-poor, GEN students welcomed learning opportuni-
ties that were not traditional and facilitated their devel-
opment and growth.

However, there is conflicting evidence regarding the 
effectiveness of PBL in nursing. For example, McCormick 

et al. [13] compared undergraduate student performance 
using differing teaching approaches, such as unfolding 
simulation scenarios versus recorded lectures and found 
these to be of benefit to students. Carter and Welch [14] 
compared the results of associate degree nursing stu-
dents who attended lectures to those whose learning 
was informed by an unfolding case study. In contrast to 
McCormick’s et  al.’s [13] earlier positive results, these 
authors found both groups of students performed worse 
in the post-test.

As previous research has identified that new graduate 
nurses do not always have critical thinking skills, using 
an unfolding case study approach can reflect the reality 
of clinical practice where not all the relevant information 
is known at the first encounter with the patient [14–16].

Nonetheless, while several studies have investigated the 
use of unfolding case studies in undergraduate preregis-
tration programmes there is little evidence that supports 
the use of these with more academically capable GEN 
students. This article reports on a qualitative interpretiv-
ist study that used an educational design methodology 
to explore the experiences of GEN students who partici-
pated in the programme of learning and the experiences 
of the academics who designed it.

Methods 
Educational Design Research (EDR) is an iterative, prag-
matic, and reflective methodology well suited to small 
projects [17]. It has arisen from design-based research 
and can include both quantitative and qualitative data 
collection methods. EDR was selected as it fitted with our 
desire to develop new ways of teaching alongside gaining 
feedback from both academic staff and students. In the 
first phase of this research, we redesigned the teaching 
and learning strategies for a component of the GEN pro-
gramme [18].

EDR has four phases (Table 1) [17]:

Aims and objectives
The study aimed to explore and evaluate the design and 
delivery of course material delivered to GEN students 
embedded in authentic learning pedagogy from the per-
spectives of both GEN students and academic staff using 
an unfolding case study approach.

Theoretical framework
To enable the development of clinical reasoning skills 
a scaffolded learning approach was implemented that 
involved unfolding case studies designed to represent 
the health needs of the New Zealand population, thus, 
encouraging critical thinking. Unfolding case studies 
reflective of situations that students might face in the 
future were used to encourage students to consider and 
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analyse information, provoke further questioning and 
identify the information required to narrow their inquir-
ies [14, 15]. Supported by this evidence the academic staff 
built a learning environment where a regular teaching 
schedule (two days of lectures and one day of clinical labs 
per week), was complemented with online resources. Ini-
tial questions about the case study were provided on the 
learning management system. Students attended simu-
lations where they responded to the case and answered 
questions critical to unpacking the ‘patients’ reality. 
Alongside the unfolding case studies were podcasts 
where experts were interviewed on topics related to the 
case. Tutorials enabled students to collaboratively con-
struct answers and share their perspectives; at the end of 
each week students shared their answers in an online dis-
cussion forum.

Methods and setting
This study was conducted at an education facility in New 
Zealand offering undergraduate and GEN programmes. 
The participants are academics involved in the design 
and delivery of the course and one cohort of students 
of the GEN programme. This article reports on Phase 2 
and 3 of the EDR approach, the academic staff’s reflec-
tive diary during course delivery, and students’ feedback 
after the course was completed the first time. The meth-
ods were reported using the Consolidated Criteria for 
Reporting Qualitative Studies (COREQ) [19].

Participants
Purposeful sampling was used as the researchers were 
keen to explore the experiences of a specific GEN cohort 
[20]. Academic staff involved in the weekly reflective 
diaries are also the research team (n = 3). All students in 
the identified cohort (n = 7) were invited to participate, 
totalling ten possible participants. Student participants 
were approached via an advertisement on the university’s 
learning management system. Students were asked to 
contact the research assistant, who was separate from the 
academic staff and was not involved in the delivery of the 
GEN programme; five students agreed to participate. A 
$20 petrol voucher was offered to those who participated.

Data collection and analysis
In keeping with education design methodology, the 
authors met weekly to reflect on their experiences of 
delivering the content and guiding students. The weekly 
reflective conversations, between 60–90 min in length, 
followed a simple format of ‘what worked, what didn’t 
work, and what would we (as academic staff ) change?’ 
Face to face student interviews were conducted by the 
research assistant at a time and place convenient to 
the students using semi-structured questions that were 
developed by the research team (see Additional file 1).

The semi-structured interviews (n = 5) and reflective 
meetings (n = 9) were recorded and transcribed verba-
tim by a research assistant who had signed a confidenti-
ality agreement. All identifying information was deleted 
from the transcripts by the research assistant before the 
research team reviewed the data; each recording and 
transcript was allocated a unique identifier, for example 
‘participant one’.

Thematic analysis [21, 22] was used to analyse the 
data. First, the research team independently read 
the transcribed interviews to familiarise themselves 
with the data and identified initial codes. Second, the 
researchers met and reviewed all transcripts to identify 
themes and reached consensus on the themes emerging 
from the data. Themes were established once more than 
50% of the participants stated the same issue/thought/
perception. A matrix was developed whereby common 
themes were identified, with quotes demonstrating the 
themes collated to establish an audit trail.

Reflexivity
Central to this study given the proximity of staff to this 
student cohort, a reflexive stance was essential. Reflex-
ivity is an engendered practice and was used in this 
instance not to influence the direction and outcome 
of the research but to allow the researchers to engage 
in the data to produce viable and valuable outcomes 
for future staff and students. Specifically, this reflexive 
practice provided a means for the research to be rigor-
ous through the consideration of the vulnerability of 

Table 1  Phases of EDR

Phases of Educational Design Research

1 Analysis and exploration

2 Design and construction:
Designing the learning environment, delivering content and facilitation of learning experiences 
designed in phase one

Iterative redesign 
and re-evaluation

3 Evaluation and reflection: inclusive of academic reflections and student feedback

4 Theory building: further development and dissemination of the findings
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the participating student cohort, thus inciting reflec-
tion-before-action [23].

Ethical considerations
Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the 
Auckland University of Technology Ethics Committee 
(AUTEC) (19/233). Given the potential power differen-
tial in the student/staff relationship present, participants 
were approached via an online advertisement and fol-
lowed up by an independent research assistant. This is 
key to the success of the project, as such research under-
takings have the potential for conflict of interest to exist 
[24]. The academic staff recordings were also undertaken 
with the knowledge that these would remain confidential 
to the participants and transcriber only, with a memoran-
dum of understanding completed to this effect. Partici-
pant information sheets were given to students interested 
in joining the study to ensure they knew what it entailed 
and how their safety and identity would be managed. 
Written consent was obtained before the interviews were 
undertaken, with oral consent obtained at the beginning 
of each interview.

Results
Three dominant themes emerged, which focused on the 
experiences of both GEN students and teaching staff. 
These were:

1.	 Reflective learning: Students and staff ability to clar-
ify what worked and what did not work

2.	 Evaluation of learning: Students and staff being 
insightful about their ways of learning and needs

3.	 Challenges: Planning and delivering appropriate con-
tent for GEN students is challenging for teaching 
staff.

Within these overarching themes, subthemes were 
developed and will be presented in the following data 
results (Table 2).

Reflective learning
The exploration of student and staff experiences and 
responses to the unfolding case studies unearths what 
worked and what was problematic for both parties.

Unfolding case study as problem‑based approach
The student experiences of using an unfolding case study 
approach were divided. Some students enjoyed the case 
scenarios but did not necessarily find them beneficial in 
terms of knowledge advancement as.

“I personally, like the case studies but personally I 
didn’t really find that they enhanced my learning in 
like the clinical setting” (P1)

or that they were relevant to clinical practice in that.

“…some of it was definitely relatable but I just found 
it was very different in the clinical setting compared 
with doing this theoretical case setting” (P1).

A second student supported this idea that the case 
studies did not add practical clinical knowledge value as.

“I mean for me the case studies weren’t challenging…
I didn’t think the case studies added anything extra 
into my practice, they didn’t challenge my clinical 
reasoning or anything like that” (P2).

Of note was that those students with previous pro-
fessional healthcare backgrounds found the use of an 
unfolding case study approach problematic in that.

“I found that quite a challenge. I think because with 
my clinical background I was sort of going straight 
into, yeah like I wanted more information so you 
know I probably would have preferred…to have a 
different case study every week or have all the infor-
mation…and I’d be like well what about this, what 
about that?” (P5).

Participant One, however, noted that while the case 
studies may not have added knowledge value, they were 
helpful at times as.

“…one example is we learnt about arterial blood 
gases and then I was on placement I came across 
that literally [on] day one, so was really nice to be 
able to put something that I’d learnt in class into 
practice” (P1).

While some students were less keen on the case study 
approach and found them hard work, others thought 
they provided opportunities to encourage discussion, 
clinical reasoning, and autonomous thinking as.

Table 2  Themes and subthemes

Themes Reflective learning Evaluation of learning Challenges

Subthemes • Unfolding case study as problem-based 
approach
• Use of podcasts

• Approaches to learning
• Students as insightful and engaged

• Teaching staff experiences of GEN student 
learning
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“there was no right or wrong answer, you just had to 
prove your point to say I think it is this because of 
this, and someone else can say something else and 
just kind of still prove it because it was a quite grey 
[area] but I actually found that it really got us think-
ing” (P3).

Moreover, the same participant acknowledged that.

“…I think that’s the whole idea of the course [GEN 
Programme] because at this level they shouldn’t be 
spoon-feeding you…you should be able to think for 
yourself and reason things out” (P3).

Although some discord was present with regard to the 
case study approach, one participant did acknowledge 
the value of being able to break down a huge scenario 
into manageable sections to enhance understanding and 
clinical decision-making, as.

“when you break it down it makes it easier to kind 
of work out what you’re going to do and what steps 
you’re going to do” (P4), and that “because you start 
looking at the smaller things that you need to do 
rather than just the big bits” (P4).

It appears, however, that staff involved in the pro-
gramme of learning were pleased with the overall notion 
that problem-based learning approach offered a ‘practi-
cal’ means through which to discuss what is the hands-on 
job of nursing. Specifically,

“the second session around child abuse and recognis-
ing child abuse…took me a bit by surprise as I wasn’t 
expecting that to go very well and it went extraordi-
narily well, mostly because it was case based again 
and story based” (L1).

Moreover, with regard to encouraging discussion and 
clinical reasoning at a postgraduate level,

“I think we’ve really pulled out the difference [of ] 
what we’re expecting of them [GEN students] as 
opposed to what they may have been used to” (L1).

Use of podcasts
While the use of technology is not necessarily a com-
pletely new strategy in tertiary education, here we have 
linked podcasts recorded with experts in their fields 
which related to the unfolding case studies, Again, how-
ever, there was division in the value of podcast record-
ings, with some students really enjoying them, saying.

“I liked the podcasts yeah, I found the podcasts 
really good especially when there was [sic] different 
people talking about it, yeah...podcasts are good, like 
to just chuck on in the car or at the gym” (P2).

Moreover, some found them easy to listen to because.

“…it’s a different way to learn because like you’ve 
got YouTube videos and you’ve got books and stuff 
but podcasts are kind of like easy” (P2).

Some students found the podcasts particularly engag-
ing saying.

…I just remember listening to it and I think I was 
in the car and I had stopped because I was on my 
way home…and I was still listening to it in the 
garage like when I was home and I was like oh this 
is a really interesting podcast” (P2).

Participant three also thought podcasts a positive 
addition to the resources saying.

“yeah they were helpful…there was one I listened 
to…they were talking about dying…I know that 
[one of the lecturers’] kind of research is kind of 
talking about death, euthanasia and all this kind 
of thing, and for some reasons, I don’t know why, 
maybe that’s why I still remember, I can say it’s the 
only podcast I really listened to and it was really 
good because it gave me a good insight as to what 
is happening…” (P3)

This positive response was also noted in face-to-face 
class time as one staff member reported that.

“they [the students] loved the person who was 
interviewed, and the feedback was it was really 
nice to hear a conversation about different per-
spectives” (L1).

Yet, not all students were of this opinion, with some 
advising the podcasts were too long (approximately 
60  min each), that they can be distracting, that they 
preferred videos and images or an in-person discus-
sion, saying.

“I find podcasts…I tend to switch off a bit, a bit 
quicker than if I was watching something, I would 
probably prefer, rather than watching a podcast 
[sic] I’d rather have an in-class discussion with the 
person” (P4).

Participant one said that they too struggled with pod-
casts because.

“I’m more visual so I like to look at things and see 
like a slide I guess or what they’re talking about or, 
so I sort of zone out when it’s just talking and noth-
ing to look at, so that’s what I personally struggle 
with, they [podcasts] are helpful it’s just I’m more 
a visual learner” (P1).
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While there were some negative responses to the pod-
casts, another participant acknowledged their value but 
offered their own solutions to learning, saying that.

“I listened to a few podcasts that were put up, 
because they’re just easy to listen to” (P2).

but felt that overall there were insufficient resources 
made available to students and therefore.

“just went to YouTube and just, any concepts that I 
was unfamiliar with or stuff in class that we went 
over and when I went home I was like [I have] no 
idea what they talked about, I just found my own 
videos on YouTube…” (P2).

Evaluation of learning 
Learning experiences are unique to each GEN student, 
as are those experienced by the teaching staff. The data 
collected highlighted this clearly from both perspectives, 
offering a particularly strong insight into how this cohort 
of students’ function.

Approaches to learning
It was evident that these GEN students were aware of 
their approach to learning and that perhaps the structure 
of the teaching module did not align with their needs as.

“I’m not really the best at utilising online things I’m 
a really hands on learner and things like a lecture…
but you know if it’s yeah, more like class time, it’s 
sort of more my, my learning style [I] guess” (P5).

A number of students were able to identify that they 
were visual learners as.

“I use videos more because I guess I’m more of a vis-
ual learner as well and I learn better by seeing things 
instead of reading a huge article, I think that [vid-
eos] it helps me a bit more” (P4).

Another student, however, preferred a discussion based 
approach as opposed to either videos or podcasts saying 
that.

“if it’s interesting, if it’s a topic that you can like 
relate to [through a podcast] or something it’s fine, 
but for me I just switch off not really taking a lot of 
the information [in] whereas in a discussion setting 
you can ask questions and you can interact with the 
person, yeah I find that would be a bit more helpful” 
(P4).

This approach to learning through discussion was also 
noted when the teaching staff reflected on their experi-
ences in that in one teaching session the GEN students.

“were engaged, they were round a table with the sec-

ond speaker talking and what I think enabled the 
discussion was that she [the speaker] was using her 
data as stories and so she was reading them, actu-
ally she got them [the students] to read them out” 
(L3).

The notion of learning styles, however, was not as lin-
ear as being visual or auditory or practical, as one stu-
dent noted that a combination of styles was preferable to 
enhance learning, saying that.

“if we weren’t able to have lectures like a recorded 
lecture so that there was a PowerPoint and just 
someone actually talking you through it, like I know 
there’s the YouTube videos…some of them were a lit-
tle bit helpful, but like I just felt that sometimes we 
missed the teaching aspect of it. There’s a lot of self-
directed stuff but definitely like a recorded lecture 
every week to go along with the readings and extra 
videos to watch” (P5).

Students as insightful and engaged
While GEN students are known for their tenacity and 
ability to cope with the pressure and fast paced delivery, 
some students discovered that this did not necessarily 
equate with their preferred approach to learning. This 
cohort of GEN students were insightful in terms of their 
strengths and weaknesses in relation to knowledge acqui-
sition. The use of the unfolding case studies, however, 
caused some frustrations as.

“for me it was challenging in the fact that I felt I 
actually got frustrated because I’m thinking well I 
want to know this, I want to know that and yeah not 
getting all the information that I wanted at the time” 
(P5).

This participant went further, saying that.

“I definitely found that difficult [lack of information] 
I felt like [I] wasn’t getting as much information as 
I wanted to be able to make my clinical decisions” 
(P5),

however this may have been due to the student’s back-
ground as their.

“my background is in paramedicine” where “we get 
a lot of information in a very short amount of time” 
(P5).

Some fundamental issues were raised by the partici-
pants in terms of how much study is required for them to 
acquire the new knowledge. As one student highlighted,

“I have a really terrible memory, so I kind of need to 
listen to things a few times or write it down and then 
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watch a video and do some more reading and then 
like it’s good having another element to get into your 
brain you know” (P2).

For one student, a solution to this was to ensure they 
did their preparation before attending class as.

“you’re supposed to have read these things before 
coming to class, some people don’t but my kind of 
person, I’d read before coming to class and I tended 
to answer those questions so the critical, analytical 
part of me would be trying to find out and come up 
with a reasonable answer…” (P3).

For another participant, they took an alternative path-
way to learning as they.

“I just watch it and I don’t take [it in], it just sits in 
the back of my head because sometimes it’s building 
on top of previous knowledge so just, I just watch it 
to see if I can gain anything from that, I don’t neces-
sarily take down notes or anything, but I just watch 
it so that it’s there you know” (P4).

The pace of content delivery appeared problematic for 
some students, especially in relation to the practical ses-
sions, with one student highlighting that.

“personally I didn’t’ really like it and most of the 
time they were rushing, I was always like can I write 
this down to go back home to like really make sense 
of it and then sometimes obviously, sometimes I 
would have to say can I stay back and practice this 
thing again [as] I didn’t grab it as quickly as others 
did and the essence of the labs is that it’s grab all of 
these things” (P3).

Challenges: Teaching staff experiences of GEN student 
learning
While on the whole the teaching staff were able to gauge 
the learning needs of this GEN cohort, the expectations 
of both parties did not always align, with one staff mem-
ber reporting that.

“the two biggest challenges was [sic] getting them 
[the students] to unpack already learned behaviour 
and [to] acknowledge their own limitations or bias” 
(L1),

however by the end of the semester the same staff 
member reported that.

“I think we made a lot of progress in getting them to 
acknowledge how they learn” (L1).

Moreover, the challenges anticipated in teaching GEN 
students were not those that transpired in that.

“I actually thought going into the first paper I was 
pretty excited as to how it was going to roll out, the 
problems I encountered were not the problems I 
anticipated” (L3).

The vocality of this cohort was tangible, however, 
when content did not meet their needs, interest or 
expectations with the students saying,

“that they didn’t do the materials because it wasn’t 
of interest to them and requested other teaching 
very much related to the assignment as opposed to 
anything else…” (L1).

It was expected that the GEN students would be par-
ticipatory both in class and online irrespective of their 
ways of learning, but there was a difference in both 
responses and comfort with this form of engagement. 
One student that talked about the unfolding case study 
and the online component of assessment as being prob-
lematic said that.

“..we had to put up about 250 words of something 
related to the case study every week and then we 
spoke to someone else, [I] didn’t really like the 
responses…I didn’t really like having to respond to 
someone else” (P3).

Yet in contrast to this statement, the teaching staff were 
delighted that.

“…actually I got some fantastic questions from one of 
the students…emailed to me on Monday night about 
the case that was online for them, questions that I 
didn’t talk about in [the] lecture, I didn’t introduce 
the concept…they’re talking about concepts that are 
currently undergoing international clinical trials” 
(L1).

Discussion
This study explored the experiences of both GEN students 
and academics using unfolding case studies situated in 
experiential learning pedagogy. The use of unfolding case 
studies supported with podcasts embraced our idea of 
developing content situated in real-life contexts. Learn-
ing was scaffolded using different teaching approaches 
such as podcasts, and experiential simulated learning, 
to offer learners multiple ways of engaging with content. 
Scaffolding is recognised as learning material being bro-
ken into smaller chunks of learning and in this way aligns 
with case-based learning [25]. In this way, we hoped that 
not only would students engage in problem-solving, and 
develop clinical decision-making skills [26, 27], but that 
they would also achieve deep and lifelong learning and 
ultimately have an ‘aha’ moment when it all made sense.
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Reflections on using an unfolding case study approach
Findings were divided, with some students enjoying 
the unfolding case studies and others describing them 
as not sufficiently challenging. The scaffolded learning 
approach that we developed incorporated a range of 
teaching approaches that enabled them to engage with 
the content in a way that fitted in with their lifestyle, 
even if the teaching method did not align with their 
individual learning preferences. Students reported dif-
fering views about the case studies; some enjoyed the 
unfolding nature while others wanted more context and 
direction to feel that they could make an informed clin-
ical decision. Nonetheless, even though they did not 
like information being presented in smaller chunks one 
student recognised it meant they analysed the informa-
tion they received more deeply.

Other learning tools such as podcasts were not always 
valued by participants and yet, the fact that students 
were able to provide feedback on their use does indi-
cate that they at least attempted to engage with them.

Student reflections indicate that perhaps the use of 
unfolding case studies as a learning approach is not the 
solution to engagement, and that often more traditional 
teaching methods were preferred Indeed, Hobbs and 
Robinson’s [28] study of undergraduate nursing stu-
dents in the US supported Carter and Welch’s [14] find-
ings that the use of unfolding case studies were of no 
direct benefit, whilst Ellis et al.’s., [29] study confirmed 
that for final year nurse practitioner students unfold-
ing case studies were beneficial in developing critical 
thinking and stimulating clinical reasoning. Consider-
ing these two conflicting findings, further considera-
tion is needed of how to engage highly motivated GEN 
students.

As such, our results suggest it can be difficult to predict 
the needs of the GEN students given the diversity of their 
previous academic qualifications, career, and often sig-
nificant life experience they bring to the programme [30, 
31]. Interestingly students in this study simultaneously 
demonstrated insight into their needs supporting their 
previous academic study experience and felt sufficiently 
secure to voice them, which supports evidence found 
in D’Antonio et  al.’s [32] study. This suggests that GEN 
students’ capabilities need to be embraced and incorpo-
rated when planning curriculum and scaffolding learn-
ing. Anecdotally, we have found that students embrace 
experiential learning such as that offered in simulation 
labs whether this involves the use of simulated manikins 
or not, it seems the hands-on learning offers not only the 
opportunity to experience simulated reality but also fos-
ters collaboration and problem solving with peers that 
enables them to dwell in learning of what it is to be a 
nurse.

Graduate entry students recognised as experienced 
learners
Our students were not overwhelmingly supportive of 
the pedagogical approach of unfolding case studies we 
adopted. As previously recognised GEN students are 
experienced learners and whilst having differing edu-
cational backgrounds bring individual experience and 
knowledge of their own approach to their learning. 
Nonetheless, the value of their previous learning expe-
rience appears problematic in that those learned behav-
iours and attitudes need to be refocused to engage with 
learning how to become a nurse, as demonstrated in the 
academic staff reflections. Despite this background expe-
rience and perceived confidence, some students reflected 
that online engagement that involved exploring the case 
studies in discussion forums with colleagues was uncom-
fortable. This was surprising to the academic staff and 
contrasted sharply with their reflections on the activity 
but has been previously noted by Boling et al., [33].

Implications
Given the disparity that exists between student and aca-
demic staff experiences, as demonstrated in our study, 
co-designing content delivery may offer a progressive 
solution. By engaging ‘students as partners’ it offers them 
a much deeper level of involvement in future teach-
ing delivery through collaboration and reciprocation of 
ideas, thus culminating in appropriate curriculum design 
[34]. Collaborating with students in course design might 
facilitate students learning as they become cognisant of 
the active engagement of academic staff [9, 10, 35]. In 
the future, we aim to involve students in any curriculum 
review and course development to ensure their perspec-
tives influence curriculum design and content delivery.

Even so, our initial intention of scaffolding learning by 
offering different ways for students to engage with con-
tent is supported by recent research by Dong et al. [36] 
who found that students performed better academically 
in a flipped classroom. This point, in association with 
our findings, suggests that the best approach to content 
delivery for graduate entry nursing students is to ensure 
students are involved in curriculum and course design 
alongside the delivery of learning experiences that are 
well facilitated and supported by faculty so that students 
are aware of the expectations, required of them, and 
importantly how they will be assessed.

Limitations
We acknowledge that the sample size in this study is 
small in terms of generalisability. However, our findings 
offer interesting, detailed and in-depth insights into the 
experiences and needs of both GEN students and the 
academic staff involved in the development and delivery 
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of educational material. Further work needs to be under-
taken to evaluate the experiences of GEN students from a 
range of educational providers. A longitudinal study has 
been undertaken to explore the motivations and experi-
ences of GEN students in Australasia [37], which will also 
support these findings regarding the learning needs of 
GEN students.

Conclusion
This study has provided a platform through which aca-
demics and GEN students can share their insights of 
teaching and learning experiences. The results offer a 
clear insight into what these students expect and need 
to expedite their learning and how teaching staff must 
respond. While participants’ views were somewhat 
mixed in relation to the use of unfolding case studies and 
scaffolded learning these results demonstrate how GEN 
students are aware of their personal ways of learning 
and how this translates in terms of education needs. The 
sharing of these experiences provides an insightful lens 
through which to re-evaluate pedagogical approaches 
for GEN students. As such, we suggest that to meet 
the needs of GEN student’s not only is a blended peda-
gogical approach appropriate but expanding education 
design boundaries further through a co-design focused 
approach to GEN programme design.
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