Transitioning from Student to Staff Nurse

When does the transition from student to staff nurse start? At the moment you apply for your PIN? When you start your third year? When you suddenly realise you can’t get your heart rate below 100 because of the extreme stress facing you as you read through the job adverts looking for your first post?

You start your transition to a nurse much sooner than you realise- it’s actually when you start thinking about nursing education. You start to get an image in your mind of who you will be as a nurse. Often, your desire to be a nurse has come from some experience or event, where you have been inspired by the care you or someone else has received, or frustrated by lack of care, or motivated because you know a nurse and what they do appeals to you, too.

You started with a model of a nurse in your mind. Then, as your education started to mould you (mould as in form, not as in so bored as to grow fungus) that image of Nurse Perfect started to change. You started as someone who would accept anything, from being sent to Central Supply for a “Long Stand” or to estates for a “Fallopian Tube”, to poor practice, improper delegation or low standards. As you grew into nursing, it grew in you: you started to have a feel for the way things should be, developed a sense of “I don’t know why but I don’t think this is right…”    And, you started sending other people to the canteen for some “Stump Dressing” for your salad. You were gaining credibility on the inside, someone accepted as one of the healthcare team.

Then, your awareness changed, from “I don’t know “ to “I do know, but I don’t understand”, where other professionals did things you knew were not the right things but you couldn’t see why they chose to do them: as time progressed, you learned that sometimes people do the wrong things for the right reasons, and that occasionally there is a good reason, even though usually doing the “wrong thing” is an event to avoid.

As you start then to develop a finer sense of awareness of your own abilities, strengths and weaknesses, you start to understand why other people do as they do, and you start to catch on to where the line is between the “Real World”, where people cut corners and do things that seem slack and the way you have been taught in Uni. Because you have been nurtured and feel safe in your placements, you start to develop clinical reasoning and judgement, and a fleck of intuition starts to flicker… just in time for the panic to set in that just as you start to feel confident, the student-status rug is about to fly away from beneath your feet, leaving you (in your panic) suspended far too far above the ground for your liking. You wonder how you will stay afloat, especially with the weight of your PIN… and then you realise you have wings.

Your wings come from understanding your code of conduct, the ethics behind your practice, the model of nursing you use… and although you don’t fly quite so well as more experienced nurses, that’s okay.

It is however the biggest mistake new nurses, fledglings as it were, make when they enter practice - they feel that in order to keep up they must be as competent, knowledgeable and capable as the more senior nurses around them… but they don’t realise that it could not be further from the truth.

Like the new fledgling you are, more experienced nurses know that your wings won’t carry you far, and you don’t know the finer details of flight. All they expect of you is to do what you can do, to do it safely, to not go further than your skill and knowledge, and to remain safe. That’s it. It’s the same as when you were a student, except that now you are the one who decides if you are doing something properly instead of your mentor. As you gain confidence and as you get used to your new working environment (and one thing you certainly are good at, after being on so many placements, is being the new kid in a clinical area!) you will start to take more risks and learn how to apply your skills. Before you know it, it will have been 6 months that have passed and you will be exhibiting expertise and competence in your daily activities.

 More than just showing it to others, you will be seeing it yourself if you reflect and work with your new manager, preceptor and other more skilled nurses to form yourself into that nurse you always wanted to be - matching the image to the reality, you will be that nurse you dreamed of.

A couple things to remember as you qualify:

1.    Wait before you spend- give your new income a chance to warm its feet in your account before you spend it on all those many things you have been deprived of - holidays, new cars, food that has a picture of the contents on the tin…. If you spend spend spend, you will need to work work work, and that will burn you out and you will hate nursing. And it won’t be really fond of you, either.

2.    As a student, you had only a number of weeks to tolerate a rotten placement - now, it’s a much longer time that you will be in a given clinical area - there is no escape if it’s not the right place! Invest in getting along. Stay out of gossip, steer clear of games and manipulation, and don’t try to be everyone’s best friend. Be honest about your limits, identify helpful and caring people, and if you feel you are in over your head, go back to basic, fundamental care and there you will find your comfort zone, a lovely place to be until you get settled. Take time getting to know people before you pick sides or make enemies. Choose when to stand your ground: don’t go in on your first day looking to earn your stripes by being critical: take time to build a reputation that speaks of fairness, knowledge and professionalism, or no one will listen to you. 

3.    Reflect - you need to watch where you are going - and the only way to do that is to reflect. You need to take time to think about how you are progressing, learn from new experiences and be as invested in yourself as you have ever been. No one will nag you now - develop this habit and it will serve you all your working life.

4.    See those people wandering around, the ones you see all the time but haven’t really spoken to? Here in life after nurse education we call these “family”. The people who have avoided you ever since you started talking about, well, nasty vileness during dinner. The people to whom you say “Yeah, later, as soon as I finish this _______ (paper, assignment, literature review, placement, article, proposal, etc- you pick)” but never get back to them because you never seemed to be finished. Reacquaint yourselves - they are key to you managing your stress and having an enjoyable life - let them get to know the new you - and show them the professional you have become. A couple of them will be hurt that you couldn’t spend time with them - be patient, and invest in rebuilding relationships.

5.    Make a commitment to evidence-based care, to doing the right things and never becoming that nurse you worked with as a student who made you cringe, and about whom you said “Gah, I never want to be THAT kind of nurse!” Think that nurse chose to be like that? You have to make a commitment to lifelong learning, doing things the right way, and oh yeah, uhm, like I already said, reflection.

6.    Learn, enjoy learning, and try to make your way into the place you want to be in. Take advantage of opportunities to learn and grow, and if you have your heart set on being in a particular place in your career get the mentorship and support you need - and go for it.

7.    Be an advocate for others - stay involved in the RCN, maybe be a steward, but give yourself a break - when you first qualify you need time to settle. Don’t do too much at once: make the transition easier by giving yourself room to focus on the transition and not be distracted by anything else.

8.    Enjoy - this is what you have waited for. The thrill when you hear “nurse!” and know it really means you, when you do your first medication round or first assessment, take charge, take your first student - this is a time of discovery, excitement and adventure. Enjoy, relax, and go with the flow. And welcome to nursing!
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