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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Background: Student satisfaction is a quality measure of increasing importance in undergraduate programs,
including nursing programs. To date theories of student satisfaction have focused primarily on students' per-
ceptions of the educational environment rather than their perceptions of learning. Understanding how students
determine satisfaction with learning is necessary to facilitate student learning across a range of educational
contexts and meet the expectations of diverse stakeholders.

Objectives: To understand undergraduate nursing students' satisfaction with learning.

Design: Constructivist grounded theory methodology was used to identify how nursing students determined
satisfaction with learning.

Settings: Two large, multi-campus, nursing schools in Australia.

Participants: Seventeen demographically diverse undergraduate nursing students studying different stages of a
three year program participated in the study.

Methods: Twenty nine semi-structured interviews were conducted. Students were invited to describe situations
where they had been satisfied or dissatisfied with their learning. A constructivist grounded theory approach was
used to analyse the data.

Results: Students are satisfied with learning when they shape a valued learning journey that accommodates
social contexts of self, university and nursing workplace. The theory has three phases. Phase 1 - orienting self to
valued learning in the pedagogical landscape; phase 2 - engaging with valued learning experiences across diverse
pedagogical terrain; and phase 3 - recognising valued achievement along the way.

Conclusion: When students experience a valued learning journey they are satisfied with their learning. Student
satisfaction with learning is unique to the individual, changes over time and maybe transient or sustained, mild
or intense. Finding from the research indicate areas where nurse academics may facilitate satisfaction with
learning in undergraduate nursing programs while mindful of the expectations of other stakeholders such as the
university, nurse registering authorities, employers and the receivers of nursing care.
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1. Introduction for a registered nurse is required if both students learning and sa-
tisfaction are to be enhanced.

Universities require satisfied students to enhance retention and to

achieve high ranking as a preferred institute to study, and nursing
workplaces require skilled graduates, to ensure quality care is provided
that meets community expectations. Skilled, thoughtful, creative and
compassionate nursing graduates, who can think critically and problem
solve, are required in the workforce. Research in to how students'
perceptions of satisfaction with learning relate to the learning required

2. Background/Literature

Student satisfaction is a major policy driver in higher education in
many Western countries including the United Kingdom, United States of
America and Australia. Universities compete with each other for stu-
dents (including nursing students) because of the funding that students
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attract (Darwin, 2016). The Student Experience Survey in Australia
(Social Research Centre, 2017) and the National Student Survey in the
United Kingdom (IpsosMORI, 2016) provide information to potential
students that enable them to compare current students' perceptions of
institutions and programs. In addition publications such as “The com-
plete University Guide”, (UK) “The Good Universities Guide” (Aus-
tralia) and several similar publications in the United States of Amer-
ican, including Forbes (2015), also provide university rankings to
further enable potential students, including nursing students, to com-
pare higher education institutions based on feedback from existing
students and graduates. To receive favourable reports institutions must
ensure current students and graduates are satisfied with their educa-
tional experience.

Satisfaction with higher education has focused on students' per-
ceptions of the educational environment rather than their perceived
learning. The extent that students can comment constructively on
educational effectiveness is contested (Huybers et al., 2015). In part, as
a consequence, theoretical literature on student satisfaction has focused
primarily on students' satisfaction with the educational environment
(Douglas et al., 2007; Alves and Raposo, 2007; Gruber et al., 2010) and
student satisfaction and retention (Schertzer and Schertzer, 2004). One
grounded theory study explored how Iranian nursing students managed
their time during their undergraduate education, including their sa-
tisfaction with this process (Mirzaei et al., 2012) but did not explore
students' satisfaction with learning specifically. Satisfaction with
learning, therefore, is under theorised in general, and more specifically,
in relation to nursing programs. Better understanding how students
determine satisfaction with learning is necessary if educators are to
facilitate learning that meets the expectations of diverse stakeholders
including students themselves.

Undergraduate nursing education in Australia is a three year un-
dergraduate degree that prepares students for beginning level practice
as a registered nurse in a range of practice settings. Programs are ac-
credited nationally (Australian Nursing and Midwifery Accreditation
Council, 2016) to ensure that on graduation students are able to meet
the practice standards required of a registered nurse (Nursing and
Midwifery Board of Australia, 2016).

Research findings related to how students determine satisfaction
with learning can inform teaching practice and curriculum by high-
lighting aspects of pedagogy that from a student perspective require
further explanation, exploration or change. The research can also in-
form program evaluation by providing a framework through which to
interpret student satisfaction data collected via instruments designed to
measure satisfaction with the educational environment.

3. Methodology
3.1. Design

Constructivist grounded theory methodology (Charmaz, 2014) was
selected to guide this study into how students determine satisfaction
with learning. Constructivist inquiry facilitates an investigation of the
meaning making activities of those that are in a position to know
(Lincoln and Guba, 2013). Symbolic Interactionism provides the theo-
retical framework for the study consistent with the argument of Bryant
and Charmaz (2007) that constructivist grounded theory and symbolic
interactionism are a theory/methods package.

3.2. Ethical Considerations and Approval

This study was approved by the relevant university human research
ethics committees [Approval numbers: 0000033136; NRS/36/13/
HREC] and both Heads of Schools of the participating universities. No
relationship existed between the researcher and the students. All stu-
dents participated voluntarily and were informed of their right to
withdraw at any time without penalty. Confidentiality was ensured by
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secure storage of data and reporting of de-identified findings.
3.3. Participant Selection and Recruitment

Participants enrolled in Bachelor of Nursing programs were re-
cruited from two large, multi-campus, Australian universities. Initial
sampling for diversity was guided by a sampling frame (Charmaz,
2014) that required the recruitment of participants with a range of ages,
gender, entry pathways to program, grade point averages, modes of
delivery and years in the program. Recruitment material was forwarded
electronically to undergraduate nursing students via the office of the
Head of School. Materials included information about the research, and
researcher, and what participants would be asked to do. Students were
invited to contact the researcher via email if they wanted to participate.
The researcher then invited potential participants via email to partici-
pate in a face-to-face or phone interview. When an interview time had
been negotiated students were emailed a demographic questionnaire
and consent form. Students who indicated an interest in participating
but did not respond to the follow up email, were contacted once more.
If they did not respond no further attempt was made to contact them.

3.4. Data Collection

Twenty nine semi-structured interviews, were conducted with se-
venteen participants. At the time of recruitment six participants were in
the first year of the program, seven were in second year and four in
third year. Participants ranged in age from nineteen to fifty seven years.
Fourteen participants were female and three male. Ten students were
mature aged entrants, three gained entry on their enrolled nurse status,
two entered the program from school and two were international stu-
dents. Seven participants were interviewed once. Eight were inter-
viewed twice and two were interviewed three times. Interviews ranged
from 95 min down to 27 min for one follow up interview.

Interviews were conducted by the first author, a female, PhD can-
didate with many years of experience conducting research interviews.
Face-to-face interviews occurred on campus in a private location.
During the interviews, participants were asked to describe situations
where they had been satisfied or dissatisfied with their learning. As the
data was analysed, and the theory began to emerge, repeat interviews
were held to verify and expand developing categories. The final two
interviews focused on students' perspectives of the emerging theory.
Interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. Field notes
were written after each interview to document immediate responses to
the interaction that had occurred and aid reflexivity. For face-to-face
interviews physical surroundings and participants' non-verbal behavior
was also documented.

3.5. Analysis

Consistent with symbolic interactionism interviews were analysed
for action and meaning (Charmaz, 2014). Interview transcripts were
read and re-read, data coded, memos written and diagrams drawn.
Initial coding of data and initial memos facilitated the identification of
tentative categories. After categories began to emerge theoretical
sampling, focused coding and advanced memos and diagrams fa-
cilitated development of categories. A psycho-social problem emerged
from the data, and a process to address it, with theoretical saturation
developing slowly.

3.6. Quality Criteria

Quality in this study was addressed by the collection of relevant and
substantial data (Charmaz, 2014), methodological congruence and
procedural precision (Birks and Mills, 2015). Guidelines for con-
structing grounded theory as proposed by Charmaz (2014) were fol-
lowed. Dated memos and diagrams captured evolving thinking in
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relation to data collection and analysis (Charmaz, 2014; Birks and Mills,
2015). Reflexivity was facilitated through memos but also a methodo-
logical diary that captured methodological questions and changes in
direction (Birks and Mills, 2015). In addition as a doctoral candidate
the research was overseen by two experienced supervisors who pro-
vided critical feedback on study design and the evolving analysis.

4. Findings

The substantive grounded theory titled “Shaping a valued learning
journey”, comprises three phases of a basic psycho-social process. This
process explains how students address the basic psycho-social problem
of negotiating a valued learning journey that accommodates self, uni-
versity and nursing workplace.

Data analysis suggests the basic psycho-social problem preventing
students achieving satisfaction with learning is negotiating a valued
learning journey that accommodates self, university and nursing
workplace. Students have personal lives that need to accommodate
both the university and the nursing workplace. Many students have
pressured, challenging lives, they must adjust to accommodate the re-
quirements of the undergraduate nursing program. All students are
individuals, with unique backgrounds and reasons for studying the
nursing program:

I work, I'm a mum, I run a household, you know, there are more
things in my life than just my study. I know it's the same for most
people.

(P5)

Students have to adjust to university learning and requirements.
Some slide into university life easily, while others struggle. For those
who have not studied for a while adjusting maybe challenging:

You sit on your bum [sic] all day and just be told how to be a nurse

from a book... it's hard to concentrate and take down what's being

said ...unable to absorb the information after the first two hours.
(P16)

Students must also adjust to expectations of the workplace and
identify ways to learn. Placements are often short in length. Learning
can be intense, boring, exhilarating or confusing in an environment
where students feel valued, inadequate or a burden:

So that pressure is tough for us students. Such a short period for
placement ...and when you are only there for two weeks and they
[nurses] want us to be at the same standard as those working there.

(P2)

The university is different to the nursing workplace and each nur-
sing workplace is unique. To be satisfied with learning students must
find ways to learn effectively across contexts that accommodates their
unique personal characteristics, beliefs, and social situation.

The basic psycho-social process shaping a valued learning journey
enables students to accommodate the university, nursing work place
and self and become satisfied with their learning. There are three
phases. Phase 1 involves ‘orienting self to valued learning in the ped-
agogical landscape’. Phase 2 ‘seeking valued learning experiences
across diverse pedagogical terrain’ and phase 3 ‘evaluating achievement
along the way’. There is not one valued journey; the journeys that
students' value are unique to each student. Their past experiences and
dreams for the future influences the knowledge and learning ap-
proaches they see as most important, the pedagogy they most value,
and the learning they most want to achieve.

4.1. Phase 1: Orienting Self to Valued Learning in the Pedagogical
Landscape

Phase 1 of the basic psycho-social process is where students orient
self to valued learning in the pedagogical landscape. They make

177
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personal sense of the undergraduate nursing program. They think about
the courses they are studying. They contemplate what the university
and nursing workplace require of them and how their personal beliefs
and interests in nursing, and life commitments, align with these. When
orienting themselves, students first review the lay of the land. They
interact with other students to aid their understanding:

So in case you are not sure about your placement or you are not sure
about an exam or an assignment you can post a comment any time
and other people will try to reply to you.... We can share different
opinions.

(P15)

Students scrutinize what they are learning and make judgments of
worth about each area they are to learn. In the process priorities are
established based on a complex web of unique individual perspectives
about higher education, the role of the nurse, and life commitments.
Past understanding and future career plans influence students' valuing
of knowledge in the present. Students' ideas and attitudes towards
nursing knowledge are shaped and reshaped over time by their inter-
actions with other students and nurses, including nurse academics. It is
shaped by observation, and participation at university and in the nur-
sing workplace, and moderated by personal and social contexts of self.
The knowledge that is perceived to be most important receives most
attention. The relative importance of specific knowledge can change as
students move through the program:

[In the beginning] I'm thinking why do we have to learn about re-
search, I don't get it. I just want to go to work and be a nurse and do
clinical things and come home and that's it. Now I've finished, and
we've culminated with [a research course] I can really see why they
teach us all of that ...I couldn't really grasp all that in the beginning.

(P13)

Students also judge the depth of knowledge they are asked to ac-
quire. They may perceive that such depth is unnecessary for their role
as a registered nurse. They may find the concepts difficult to understand
or believe they are being required to learn in greater depth than they
need for the nursing workplace or a nursing degree:

Sometimes they [other students] just talk to me and complain. Some
instructors they go too deep. Actually we don't need to be that deep.
Some of the subject they find it very hard to understand so in a way I
agree with them.

(P11)

4.2. Phase 2: Seeking Valued Learning Experiences Across Diverse
Pedagogical Terrain

Phase 2 is where students seek valued learning experiences across
the diverse pedagogical terrain of university, such as the online en-
vironment, nursing laboratories and classrooms, and the nursing
workplace such as acute and subacute settings, residential aged care
and community services. Having established knowledge of value stu-
dents seek valued learning experiences by interacting with other stu-
dents, in similar life situations, facing similar challenges. Like any
journey, progress can be smooth or bumpy, destinations maybe arrived
at as planned or wrong turns can be taken. Delays may occur. Some
students prefer a comfortable journey that progresses smoothly. Others
prefer more challenges and adventure. Some are happy to explore side
roads, others want to get to their destination as quickly, and efficiently,
as possible. Each day is evaluated, judged, and re-evaluated in the light
of new experiences.

Students must effectively and efficiently navigate the university and
nursing workplace if they are to experience learning of value. They
must navigate complex environments including those online.
Navigating takes considerable skill, effort and time. One participant,
whose first language was not English, explained how she navigated the
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university system to acquire the resources and support she needed:

There is someone who checks my assignments for me ...it is really
wonderful because sometimes you can't get assistance from learning
advisers and because of their limited time ...I have also joined the
English help, using as many off the services provided by [institution
stated] to support me.

(P2)

Students evaluate learning resources for engagement potential.
Students must choose learning resources from the many available.
Some see the usefulness of more resources than others. Some are ex-
cited by the resources they find. Others are unsure what is available.
There are placement venues, lectures, nursing laboratories, tutorials
and seminars, textbooks and online resources to evaluate. Engaging in
valued learning experiences is enjoyable, builds confidence in the
present and hope for the future:

Where I actually properly engage. Even the other night, online, the
group was, I think there were six other students and the lecturer and
it was legal and ethics, which is not normally a topic, not my fa-
vourite [laughs], and we actually had a really interesting con-
versation ...The real life examples. A really big bonus I think. Yeah,
they really helped consolidate the theory in my head.

(P3)

To experience valued learning opportunities in both the university
and nursing workplace students must learn how to engage in different
contexts. Each students approach to learning is unique. One approach
to learning maybe required in the university and another in the nursing
workplace:

You do have to find your own way to learn, to maximize learning ...I
think I am better at the theories than the actual practice. I'm ok but
not the best. So it is hard to have a student where he or she is very
good at books and very good at actual practice at the same time,
very rare.

(P11)

Managing time is necessary for valued learning experiences. Time
has to be successfully allocated so necessary learning can occur.
Sufficient time must be allocated to keep up with program require-
ments. Students have many competing demands on their time.
Judgments are required to determine priorities. Students with in-
sufficient time to learn or who are unable to use their time effectively
struggle to engage, and progress their learning, as they would like.
Commitments are ordered, ranked and reordered as circumstances
change. Students weigh up the commitments in their lives and make
decisions about the relative importance of study. Students seek to bal-
ance their lives and meet their expectations of self in relation to their
studies:

Well I'm juggling, just juggling really ...I will spit out an assignment
in three days from beginning to end. I do the investigating, the re-
searching, format and the writing and everything, And do it in like
in a three day cram. I know that's not the way to do it ...it's another
task, and I want to get it out the way.

(P5)

4.3. Phase 3: Evaluating Achievement Along the Way

In phase 3, students evaluate what they perceive to be their learning
achievements. Students learn much on their undergraduate nursing
journey. Acknowledgement of an achievement may be momentary. The
value of an achievement may be unclear, maybe seen to be of less value
than other achievements. Significant gaps in understanding may be
perceived resulting in lack of confidence. Students may experience
sudden confirmation that something of value has been learned, a “light
bulb” moment (P1). Knowledge acquired at university maybe applied in
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the nursing workplace successfully creating a sense of achievement:

I was looking after one patient and his O2 sats [saturations] had
dropped, which is not good because it means he's struggling to
breath, he's about to pass out and he was still stable because that's
ok, we'll just get some oxygen on him and I told my nurse, can I just
have your permission to put some oxygen on him because I'd seen
doctors do that previously to pick him back up so that was in his
chart that that was the action that was supposed to be taken. I just
needed permission to make sure.

(P12)

Students also evaluate their evolving professional nursing identity.
They develop a valued image of the future nurse they want to be. Some
have a fixed nursing identity in their mind that comes with them in to
the program while for others it is more fluid, changing with learning
experiences. For some a future nursing role remains elusive, they
wonder if there is a place for them in the profession, if there is an area
of nursing practice that will suit them:

I got to experience what nursing in a hospital environment entails ...
It's not really my cup of tea... ticking off the tasks, and going
through the motions is not really what I enjoy ...my interest is
health and health promotion, and supporting people in health, that
doesn't actually fit.

(P17)

Grades are important when evaluating learning. A hoped for grade
is a reward for hard work. A higher than anticipated grade a welcome
surprise. A grade maybe received that matches expectations and con-
firms learning is on track, or lower than hoped for, creating dis-
appointment, uncertainty and concern. One participant had hoped for a
higher final grade for one of her subjects:

It was a credit, and at the end of the day a credits not, it's not like
someone's going to look at me and say ‘oh dear you only got a credit’
but I thought it was a really important course, it is the fundamentals,
and I really wanted to get a good grade.

(P9)

. Discussion

The basic psycho-social problem suggests students' sociological
status, and associated complex lives, influence their ability to learn as
they might wish with implications for satisfaction with learning. Gruber
et al. (2010) acknowledge that personal and situational factors influ-
ence students satisfaction with university services but do not explore
these in relation to learning. For students to be satisfied with their
learning nurse academics and clinicians need to understand each stu-
dent's individual perspective, and assist them to move forward, mindful
of their particular social situation.

Shaping a valued learning journey is necessary for students' sa-
tisfaction with learning. Alves and Raposo (2007) found that value was
important for student satisfaction with their higher education experi-
ence, conceptualised it as being able to get a good job, perceiving their
education as a good investment and that employers were interested in
graduates from their university. Gruber et al. (2010) related student
satisfaction to value for money. Neither of these conceptualisations are
sufficient to understand student satisfaction with learning. Under-
standing value as it relates to satisfaction with learning adds a new
theoretical dimension. When evaluating satisfaction, asking students
about the value they place on what they learn, how they learn and what
they achieve, will provide additional information to aid decision
making around pedagogy and curriculum design.

Valuing some areas of nursing knowledge more highly than others
creates potential differences of perspective between students', nurse
leaders, and professional nursing organisations, with implications for
student satisfaction. It is probably inevitable that some lower
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satisfaction will exist for students while they develop increased un-
derstanding of the depth and breadth of the nursing role and begin to
value more highly those personally, less well understood, areas of
nursing knowledge. Students require encouragement and support over
time from staff while they develop this longer term insight.

For students to be satisfied with their learning they want to study
course content to a standard they determine appropriate according to
the value they place on specific areas of knowledge. The university
prescribes standards required of students as desirable or intended out-
comes (Biggs and Tang, 2011) and/or behavioural objectives (Merriam
and Bierema, 2013). The role of student perspectives on required
standards has been under explored as a determinant of student sa-
tisfaction. Seeking students' perspectives on required standards pro-
vides staff with an opportunity to explain the importance of reaching
set standards, while also assisting students to develop the skills neces-
sary, to work at the required level.

Quality resources are important for student satisfaction with
learning. The significance of a quality educational environment for
student satisfaction is consistent with the theories of satisfaction pro-
posed by Gruber et al. (2010); Douglas et al. (2007); and Alves and
Raposo (2007). All of these theories focus in whole, or substantially, on
the role of the environment in determining student satisfaction. Nurse
academics need to continue to provide students with quality resources,
as these enhance both student satisfaction in general, and student sa-
tisfaction with learning, more specifically.

To be satisfied with learning students require sufficient quality time
to study. Mirzaei et al. (2012) grounded theory explains how students'
manage time to reduce stress, create a sense of satisfaction by reducing
external commitments, thus enabling them to spend more time on study
related activities. While this may be an option for some students, it may
not be for all. Ensuring students are aware of required time commit-
ments, providing access to services to assist with time management,
understanding staff, and flexible delivery options, are all options for
increasing satisfaction with learning through encouraging effective
management of time. Ensuring sufficient time to study, however, is
ultimately a student's responsibility.

The requirement for different approaches to learning across contexts
within undergraduate nursing programs has implications for satisfac-
tion with learning. Students that are self-directed in their personal
learning style in the university context may struggle when confronted
with traditional, ritualistic approaches in the nursing workplace
(Henderson et al., 2012). Studies into students' experiences of place-
ment repeatedly show that students who valued task orientation are
more satisfied with their placement experience (Henderson et al.,
2012). This finding is problematic if the purpose of clinical placement is
to enable students to consolidate their clinical reasoning skills. Student
satisfaction with learning will be enhanced by the continued reduction
of the workplace university divide. Additional pedagogical initiatives
and policies to reduce perceived discrepancies across contexts from a
students' perspective are required.

When students receive the grades they anticipate they are likely to
be satisfied with their learning. Svanum and Aigner (2011) suggest that
it is well established that course grades influence student satisfaction.
They also suggest that receiving expected grades positively influences
course effort and appears to be associated with optimism and aspiration
to succeed implying receiving expected grades can potentially enhance
future learning as well as satisfaction. Assisting students to receive
expected grades can be done by enhancing their learning, rather than
reducing assessment expectations, which can lower the perceived worth
of an achievement.

6. Limitations

The substantive theory developed is context specific consistent with
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grounded theory methodology. There is no assumption of generality of
the theory to other contexts. Students self-selected to participate. All
were courageous, generous and committed to seeing positive changes in
undergraduate nursing programs. It is possible these students were not
representative of the student body in all regards. Future survey meth-
odology might be useful for testing the theory and further enhancing
understanding around student satisfaction with learning.

7. Conclusion

Nursing students are satisfied with their learning when they shape a
valued learning journey. To shape the journey students effectively and
efficiently identify learning of value, engage with valued learning ex-
periences and acknowledge valued achievement. Each phase requires
effective integration of understanding between the social context of
self, university and nursing workplace. Student satisfaction with
learning is a journey that ebbs and flows, with flashes of intense joy,
irritation, fear and hope. Each student shapes a unique undergraduate
nursing journey and in doing so their unique experiences of satisfaction,
dissatisfaction or ambivalence with learning. The theory provides nurse
academics and universities with an additional framework for under-
standing student satisfaction with undergraduate nursing programs and
suggests where additional strategies to enhance satisfaction maybe
beneficial and where they may not.
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