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ABSTRACT

Background: Community health nurses have an important role to play in promoting public
health. This study attempted to explore the stakeholders’ perceptions of challenges in the public
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health nursing practicum in Iran.
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nursing education policymakers were selected by purposeful sampling. Data were collected using

individual interviews and were analyzed by Lundman and Graneheim’s method of content analysis.

Results: Three themes resulted from the data analysis, including organizational challenges (with
sub-categories of “inappropriate implementation of the curriculum due to lack of authority”,
“the treatment-centeredness of health care system”, and “limited fields for nursing practicum”),
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Highlights
e Community health nurses have an important role to play in promoting public health.

e Public health nursing aims to promote and protect the health of people based on nursing knowledge, public health
measures, and social sciences.

e It is necessary to assess and evaluate practical nursing education programs from the perspective of those involved.

® The participants of this study summarized the barriers to student nurses’ education in public health practicum as
organizational, educational, and workforce challenges.

Plain Language Summary

Community health nurses are known as key members of the health care team who can deliver health care services to
clients in three levels of prevention in the community. Practical training is a vital dimension of nursing education, and
community health nursing students should be competent for providing health care in the community. The findings of
this study revealed that Iranian nursing students face numerous organizational, educational, and workforce challenges

in their public health practicum.

1. Introduction

ne of the most important strategies of the
World Health Organization (WHO) is to
achieve health for all and to benefit from
public health nurses all around the world
(WHO 2010a). Public health nursing is
a combination of nursing and public health that was
introduced by Lillian Wald in 1893 (Adeleye & Ofili
2010) and since then, it aimed at promoting and protect-
ing the health of people based on nursing knowledge,
public health measures, and social sciences (Stanhope
& Lancaster 2015). In practice, the main activities of
public health nurses include recognizing social capital,
assessing health status and identifying health threats,
designing and implementing comprehensive care and
interventions, and developing public health guidelines
in line with state and national policies (WHO 2010b).

In this regard, nurses should acquire public health
competencies and skills during their education. Practi-
cal experience has a major role in the development of
these skills (Heravi et al. 2011). The practicum should
lead students to personal and professional development,
improvement of self-esteem, and development of inter-
personal skills, such as communication, leadership, and
intercultural competence (Conway, Amel & Gerwien
2009; Howard 2014). The practicum should also be used
to enrich theoretical knowledge gained in the classroom
(Ledn-Montoya, Albar & Leon-Larios 2018), and ulti-
mately, help students to obtain the necessary competen-

cies that enable the maintenance and promotion of pub-
lic health and disease prevention (Stanhope & Lancaster
2015). However, it has been observed that students are
marginalized during public health practicum (Ledn-
Montoya, Albar & Leon-Larios 2018), which may lead
to their reluctance to enter the community as public
health nurses (Duah 2015). It has also been observed in
various studies that nursing education still focuses on
preparing nurses for work in acute care areas, such as
hospitals (Duah 2015; Keller, Strohschein & Schaffer
2011). Yet, the WHO has emphasized the need to em-
power public health nurses (WHO 2010a).

Iran, like the rest of the world, has been experiencing
an increase in urbanization, changing population, grow-
ing elderly population, changing lifestyles, and shifting
mortalities from infectious diseases to chronic diseases,
accidents, and cancers (WHO 2014; Khosravi Shadma-
ni et al. 2019). These changes necessitate the adoption
of a medico-sociological focus by Iran’s health system.

Nursing was officially started in Iran in 1915 and in
1958, modules related to social and behavioral sciences
were included in the nursing curriculum in accordance
with the standards of the International Council of Nurs-
es (ICN) and the WHO. In 1986, five theoretical cred-
its and four clinical credits of public health nursing, as
well as two theoretical credits related to the principles of
epidemiology, were devoted to the Bachelor’s degrees in
nursing (Shahshahani et al. 2010). In recent years, nurs-
ing curriculum and modules have undergone a transition
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from patient-centered practice to family and society-cen-
tered practice (WHO 2010b). However, training of public
health nurses in Iran, as in other parts of the world, has had
drawbacks as students do not always acquire the necessary
skills to enter the public health nursing work environment
during their education. Furthermore, during their education
practicum, they neither gain positive attitudes towards com-
munity development nor acquire the necessary skills to pro-
vide services outside the acute centers (Heravi et al. 2011;
Karimi Moonaghi et al. 2013; Saberian 2009; Khorasani &
Jowzi 2010).

Delivery of community-based care requires that stu-
dents have the necessary knowledge, attitude, and skills
to provide health services at various levels of preven-
tion. Exploring the perceptions of those engaged in this
field can provide valuable information about the status
of the practicum training of community health nursing
students. Accordingly, this study was conducted with
the aim of exploring the stakeholders’ perceptions of the
challenges in the public health nursing practicum in Ira-
nian society.

2. Materials and Methods

This qualitative study with a content analysis approach
was conducted from October 2015 to September 2017 in
Tehran, Iran. The participants were selected via purpose-
ful sampling. The criteria for entering the study included
willingness for participation and engagement in the edu-
cational, policymaking, or care-providing activities in
the field of public health nursing.

Accordingly, faculty members of public health nursing
educational groups, BSc, MSc, and Ph.D. nursing stu-
dents, public health nurses, physicians, experts of health
centers, and nursing education policymakers in Iran
were invited to participate in this study.

Data were collected using in-depth, semi-structured
interviews. Nineteen face-to-face interviews and four
telephone interviews were performed to collect the data.
Telephone interviews were conducted due to a lack of
access to some participants. An attempt was made to
select the participants who had the maximum variation
in terms of knowledge, role, experience, age, sex, and
place of employment. After explaining the objectives of
the study, the time and place of the interviews were de-
termined according to the participants’ preferences. The
following questions were asked in the interviews: How
do you see the clinical training of public health nursing at
the bachelor’s degree level? What are the threats and op-
portunities of clinical training in public health nursing?
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Is this training method effective? The researcher kept
guiding the interview process using probing questions
to achieve the research goals. Thus, sampling and data
collection continued until data saturation was reached
(Speziale, Streubert & Carpenter 2011). The duration
of each interview was 20 to 40 minutes. All interviews
were conducted and recorded by one of the researchers.

Data analysis was performed simultaneously with the
interviews based on the proposed method by Lundman
and Graneheim (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). Thus,
the interviews were immediately transcribed verbatim
and were read repeatedly to extract primary codes. Sub-
sequently, similar primary codes were merged and big-
ger categories were formed based on their similarities
and differences, and eventually, hidden concepts were
extracted from the data.

In order to show trustworthiness, Lincoln and Guba’s
criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability, and
confirmability were used (Schwandt Lincoln & Guba
2007). For this purpose, in terms of credibility, the main
researcher maintained long-term engagement with the
participants that helped to gain their trust and create rich
data. Member checks were used after the formation of
categories. If categories and subcategories conflicted with
their views, they were readjusted and modified. In terms
of transferability, we tried to present the context of the
study and the participants’ views with comprehensive de-
tail. To maintain dependability, two faculty members who
were also experts in qualitative research reviewed and
examined the research process and the data analysis to en-
sure that the findings are consistent and could be repeated.
To establish confirmability, an independent reviewer veri-
fied the research process and interpretations of the data.

3. Results

In this study, 19 face-to-face interviews and four tele-
phone interviews were performed (Table 1). Three
themes were obtained from the data analysis: organiza-
tional challenges (with sub-categories of “inappropriate
implementation of the curriculum due to lack of author-
ity”, “the treatment-centeredness of health care system”,
and “limited fields for nursing practicum”), educational
challenges (with sub-categories of “shortcomings of ed-
ucational curricula”, and “the duration and time of pract-
icums”), and workforce challenges (with sub-categories
of “the financial burden of public health nursing practi-
cum”, “lack of job position for public health nurses”, and
“factors related to the role of instructors™) (Table 2).
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the participants

Client-Centered Nursing Care

Sex Age (Year) Position

Work Experience (Year) Level of Education

Female 23 Nursing student
Female 22 Nursing student
Female 24 Nursing student
Male 58 Faculty member- group manager
Male 27 Nursing student
Female 31 Nursing student
Male 32 Nursing student
Male 24 Nursing student
Female 52 Faculty member
Female 43 Faculty member
Male 49 Faculty member
Female 44 Faculty member- educational deputy
Female 36 Employee in health center
Male 38 Employee in health center
Female 53 Faculty member- group manager
Female 56 Faculty member
Male 42 Faculty member
Female 48 Faculty member
Female a4 Faculty member- group manager
Male 49 Faculty member
Male 49 Faculty member
Male 56 Faculty member- group manager
Male 41 Home care nurse

- Undergraduate nursing student
= Undergraduate nursing student
- Undergraduate nursing student
28 PhD Student in Nursing

- Undergraduate nursing student

Postgraduate nursing student in
community health nursing

Postgraduate nursing student in
community health nursing

- Undergraduate nursing student

27 Ph.D. in Nursing

8 Ph.D. in Nursing

23 Ph.D. in Nursing

10 PhD in Nursing

13 Bachelor of Science in Midwifery

16 Bachelor of Science in Public health

25 Master of Science in nursing

30 Ph.D. in health promotion

16 Ph.D. Student in Nursing

26 Master of Science in nursing

12 Ph.D. in Nursing

24 Ph.D. in health promotion

27 Master of Scienge in Health Promo-
tion

26 Ph.D. in Nursing

18 Bachelor of Science in nursing

Organizational challenges

Organizational structure determines the roles, power, au-
thority, and responsibilities and shows how information
is transferred between different levels of the organization.
Analysis of the data showed that organizational problems
negatively affected the education of community health nurs-
ing students. Lack of community-based nursing staff and
their lack of participation in the planning and management

Client- Centered Nursing Care

of community-based services reduces the power and author-
ity of public health nursing educators for community-based
educational activities. People’s tendency to direct referral to
specialists in clinics and hospitals, as well as the lack of com-
prehensive care services in the community can have a nega-
tive impact on the education of community health nursing
students. This theme included three sub-categories: “inap-
propriate implementation of the curriculum due to lack of au-
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Table 2. The themes and categories of challenges in the public health nursing practicum

Themes Sub-Categories

Initial Categories

Inappropriate implementation of the cur-
riculum due to lack of authority

Organizational The treatment-centeredness of the health

challenges care system
Limited fields for nursing practicum

Shortcomings of educational curricula
Educational
challenges

The duration and time of practicums

The financial burden of public health nurs-
ing practicum

Workforce Lack of job position for public health nurses
challenges

Factors related to the role of instructors

lack of authority of nursing group at the community level
lack of decision-making power of nurses at the community level
Health system investment in treatment
People’s desire to receive health services from physicians
limitation in the home care services
limitation in the community-based services
Lack of transparency in student evaluation
Shortcomings of educational content
Long internship time
Providing internships at inappropriate times
Requiring a transportation system
Need for a variety of training instructors

Not hiring nurses in the community

Lack of position for community health nurse at the
community level

Clinical competence of trainers

The need to employ educators familiar with nursing sciences

thority”, “the treatment-centeredness of health care system”,
and “limited fields of clinical education”.

Inappropriate implementation of the curriculum
due to lack of authority

Participants pointed to the lack of authority and deci-
sion-making power of nurses at the community-based
health centers. They attributed this to the lack of nurses’
command position in such centers, which also causes re-
markable sub-ordinance of nurses. Furthermore, officials
or experts working at these centers often see students as
intrusive people or even outsiders, and instructors can-
not teach anything to students without coordinating first
with the relevant center. In this regard, one of the faculty
members of the community health nursing group stated:
“.... In public health nursing, we do not have the necessary
authority. This means that I cannot make plans and be in
charge of a health center completely...” (p4).

Client- Centered Nursing Care

The treatment-centeredness of the health care sys-
tem

The participants believed that the health care system of
Iran is a treatment-oriented health system, in which disease
and physician are the dominant components. Also, people
are more interested in receiving health services offered in
hospitals by physicians rather than non-physician experts.
Participants in this study believed that the Iranian health
care system intervenes once the disease is established and
has limited programs in prevention and health promotion
for people in the community. Consequently, students are
mainly trained and exposed to only clinical environments.
With regard to the desire of nurses to work in hospitals,
one of the faculty members of the community health nurs-
ing group stated: ““...The health system has moved to do
more treatment than prevention...” (p4).

Limited fields for nursing practicum

One of the factors highlighted by the participants was
the limited fields for public health nursing practicums.
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There are home health care and community-based ser-
vices in Iran, but nursing students have not full access to
these services. The participants stated that there is a need
for diverse improvements in the public health nursing
practicum training so that students can develop a holis-
tic view and be able to deliver public health services in
the community after graduation. Moreover, data analy-
sis showed that the nursing students often have to work
mainly with child growth monitoring and vaccination,
and this is the closest clinical contact within the com-
munity environment. The participants pointed to a range
of areas and fields for the empowerment of public health
nurses and stated that any place outside treatment centers
in which clients can receive health services can be con-
sidered as an educational field. One of the participants
stated: “...Students should go to different places like
mosques, schools, and homes for real training...” (p12).

Educational challenges

Analysis of data showed that one of the challenges
of community health nursing practicum training is the
shortcomings in the curriculum related to these courses
so that the goals, content, and relevant educational pro-
cesses are not considered properly. In this theme, there
were two sub-categories, including “shortcomings of
educational curricula” and “the duration and time of
practicums”.

Shortcomings of educational curricula

The educational programs need to have a comprehen-
sive, systematic, and proper roadmap in order to achieve
their goals. Data analysis shows that despite the preva-
lence of chronic diseases, the educational curriculum of
public health nursing does not focus on the care of chron-
ic patients at the community level. The interviewees also
highlighted the lack of effective educational strategies,
defects in the process of student evaluation, and lack of
transparency between health sciences and nursing ser-
vices at the community level. In this regard, one of the
participants stated: “... The content is not in line with the
goal of community health nursing; this means that if we
explain community-based nursing services to students,
the headings will not show this!!! The topics focus more
on health lessons !!...” (p4).

The duration and time of practicums

The length of practicum was also one of the problems
that the participants emphasized during this study. They
indicated that the duration of the practicum is far longer
than it needed to be in order to achieve its objectives.

Client-Centered Nursing Care

This was also considered to cause boredom and disin-
terest so that students have to do simple repetitive and
routine works for a long time. Participants in this study
also pointed out that in some cases, a practicum has been
scheduled in a way that begins before the students have
studied the related theoretical modules and acquired the
necessary knowledge. One of the students stated: “.... /
think the work here has become a routine. We have been
coming here for a month now and we are doing only re-
petitive work ... (pl).

Workforce challenges

Data analysis showed that labor-related factors can af-
fect students’ learning. The presence of experienced
staff in the field, accessibility of internship settings,
and the use of instructors with appropriate knowledge
and skills can affect students’ clinical education. In this
theme, there were three sub-categories, including “the
financial burden of public health nursing practicum”,
“lack of work position for public health nurses”, and
“factors related to the role of instructors”.

The financial burden of public health nursing
practicums

Data analysis showed that public health practicum is
costlier compared to undergraduate clinical nursing edu-
cation programs. The participants in this study pointed
out that if the public health nursing practicum is con-
ducted, it requires a suitable transportation schedule that
should be designated for students throughout the entire
duration of the practicum. On the other hand, due to
the wide variety of fields that should be covered by the
public health nursing practicum, such as environmental
and vocational health, the experts of each of these fields
should also be involved with the training. Yet, this would
not be possible unless each of them is paid an adequate
teaching fee.

However, the participants pointed out that these people
may have no experience in teaching; therefore, holding
continuing education courses with the above-mentioned
purpose in mind would be necessary for them; but these
would also be costly. In this regard, one of the partici-
pants who were in charge of overseeing the program and
cost of public health nursing practicum as a deputy di-
rector of education in a nursing school stated: “... Las?
year, our practicum program in public health nursing
which took place in health centers with the aim of visit-
ing homes was very costly... ” (p12).
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Lack of job position for public health nurses

Job position refers to the professional area where each
person could serve after acquiring the necessary quali-
fications. Data analysis indicated that one of the impor-
tant challenges of public health nursing education is the
lack of proper job positions for public health nurses after
graduation. Also, in the health care system of Iran, there
are not many places for public health nurses to provide
related services to the community and most nursing
graduates end up being employed in hospitals, and this
leads to confusion among nursing students during the
training process. One of the nursing instructors stated:
“...In practice, you will not find a place for public health
nurses to be shown to students, so they will not be able
to see their future activities and see if their services are
important.... ” (p9). The participants also believed that
because the job position of community health nurses is
not defined in Iran, the skill and education requirements
of community health nursing students are unclear.

Factors related to the role of instructors

Data analysis showed that factors related to the in-
structors responsible for teaching students can affect
the quality of nursing education in public health nurs-
ing. The participants emphasized the lack of competent
clinical instructors, pointing out that public health nurs-
ing requires teachers who, in addition to having theoreti-
cal knowledge, have extensive experience in practical
aspects of public health nursing. They stated that most
of the practicum is delivered by instructors who have
little experience in public health nursing and are not
competent in all aspects of this field. They also believed
that other experts working in community health centers
should be used as instructors and have a role in fine-
tuning and managing programs and courses; also local
experts in health centers should have a more inclusive
role in student training. One of the participants stated: ...
Among faculty members, one should be active in the field
of community health nursing, one in the field of chronic
diseases ... ” (p9).

4. Discussion

The findings of this study showed that public health
nursing education has a variety of problems, including
organizational, educational, and workforce challenges.
In line with the major findings of this study regarding the
status of community health nursing in Iran, these prob-
lems were also observed in the study by Heydari et al.
(Heydari, Rahnavard & Ghaffari 2017).
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This finding is in line with the results of other stud-
ies, which have highlighted the importance of practicum
fields that create motivation and clinical competence in
students (Leén-Montoya, Albar, & Ledn-Larios 2018; I1-
darabadietal. 2013). In this regard, evidence suggests that
practicum in emergency and ICU settings is perceived as
more interesting and exciting by students as they like to
learn different and exciting techniques, whereas taking
care of chronic and elderly patients at home is viewed as
boring for them (van Iersel et al. 2016). Yet, the use of
new and non-traditional practicum fields, such as charity
centers for the protection of the poor, shelters, workplac-
es, prisons, shopping malls, police stations, mosques,
churches, and schools in the practical training of public
health nurses can motivate students (Cohen & Gregory
2009; Pijl-Zieber & Grant Kalischuk, 2011) and improve
their knowledge and skills.

Public health nurses are identified as the key compo-
nents of any given healthcare team that should be able
to be active at different levels of prevention (Organiza-
tion 2017), and as role models who are important ele-
ments in nursing education (Mokhtari Nouri et al. 2014).
In the practicum fields, students often compare them-
selves with role models (Phuma-Ngaiyaye Bvumbwe &
Chipeta 2017) and this creates a sense of replication and
imitation in them, which may ultimately lead to effective
learning according to Bandura’s social learning model
(Beth Perry 2009). Therefore, in order to promote practi-
cal training in public health nursing, public health nurses
should be involved at different levels of prevention so
that nursing students can see these role models and by
observing and emulating them, such roles can be formed
in them.

The participants emphasized the shortcomings of the
public health nursing curriculum. Although the under-
graduate nursing curriculum in Iran includes community
health nursing courses, these do not fit with the goals
of community-based nursing (Asadi-Lari et al. 2004).
This is while the WHO emphasizes that undergraduate
nursing students need to be trained to identify and plan
for at-risk populations, and then to implement and evalu-
ate these programs. (Organization 2010a). Considering
the demographic changes that have taken place in Iran
and the course of various diseases, enrichment of public
health nursing is necessary in order to provide effective
community-based services.

The duration of practicum was also one of the problems
that the participants underlined in this study. In this re-
gard, studies have shown that the duration and time of a
practicum should be defined so that the students acquire
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the skills and experience necessary to provide health ser-
vices. In this regard, the findings of a study showed that
students should spend 360 hours on practicum during
education, as well as 240 hours on residency; hence, the
students are obliged to spend 600 hours on the practi-
cum (Swider et al. 2006). However, the curriculum of
undergraduate nursing students in Iran has defined 240
hours of public health nursing education, which seems
to be adequate according to the aforementioned state-
ments. Therefore, it seems that students’ complaints and
dissatisfaction are more likely to be associated with the
repetitive nature of the practicum and inefficiency in its
quality management. Thus, by diversifying the fields of
practicum and developing appropriate programs to man-
age them, the quality and effectiveness of practicum in
public health nursing could be improved. Data analysis
indicated that conducting public health nursing practi-
cum is costly in comparison with other undergraduate
nursing practicums. Consistent with the findings of this
study, another study reported that practice at the local
or rural level is inherently costly given the type of stu-
dents and services provided. (Hudson, Westib & Farmer
2012). However, another study found that the presence
of students in community-based areas could be cost-ef-
fective (Cristobal & Worley 2012), because the use of
preceptorship in educating public health nursing students
can have many benefits for students, society, preceptors,
faculties, universities, and centers that provide such ser-
vices (Nightengale 2019). So far, no study has been car-
ried out on the cost assessment and its effectiveness of
public health nursing practicum in order to scientifically
analyze the cost-benefit and total cost of public health
nursing practicum (Bowles et al. 2014). Further studies
are needed to better manage resources and to improve
the quality of nursing education in public health nursing.

Factors related to the instructors of public health nurs-
ing were one of the obstacles identified in this study. In
line with the findings of this study, evidence suggests that
it is difficult to find public health nursing instructors who
have the required competence and can guide students
in the clinical field (Fawaz, Hamdan-Mansour & Tassi
2018). In this regard, clinical instructors should, in addi-
tion to being competent and proficient in theoretical and
practical lessons, have adequate experience in the field
of practicum and supervision of students. According to
other studies, the use of healthcare professionals’ full ca-
pacity can be effective in the teaching of public health
nursing students in comprehensive health centers (Baglin
& Rugg 2010). On the other hand, a variety of services are
provided to clients in the comprehensive health center;
therefore, an instructor may not possess all related skills.
It is therefore appropriate to use the capacity of additional
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related healthcare professionals (Adeleye & Ofili 2010).
According to this finding, the use of the mentorship ap-
proach can be effective in the teaching of public health
nursing students (Fereidouni et al. 2017).

5. Conclusion

Nursing students cannot acquire the necessary com-
petencies to provide community-based services due to
the challenges of practical training in public health nurs-
ing. Therefore, eliminating the structural and processual
problems along with proper management of such train-
ing courses is inevitable in the training of competent
nurses capable of providing high-quality community-
based nursing services. Also, education authorities and
policymakers in the Iranian health care system should
redefine the position of public health nursing services
and design appropriate models for practical training of
public health nursing at the undergraduate level.
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