Clinical Experience
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What is professionalism?

A professional is defined as……….

As a nursing student, you will be expected to act in the same professional manner as a registered professional nurse.  What does this encompass?  It includes accountability, responsibility, character, personal appearance, behavior and communication.

· Accountability
Accountability is defined as being subject to giving an account for, answerable.

As a student nurse, you will be accountable to the patient, the nurse assigned to your patient and your instructor and others.  You must be accountable for all of your actions, both verbal and non-verbal.  

· Responsibility
Responsibility is defined as being morally, legally or mentally accountable for your actions.  It is very important that you realize that you are not only accountable, but also responsible for your own actions.  A professional owns up to their mistakes and works to rectify them.

· Character
Character is defined as the qualities or traits a person possesses.  In nursing, we look for character which is reflected in a person who is trustworthy, reliable and honest.  Consumers are entrusting their life to you as a health care professional.  They expect their nurse (and other health care professionals) to possess good moral character.  In nursing and nursing school, character can be readily visible as it is often reflected in a person’s honesty.  Honesty is a very important character trait in nursing.  This includes not only not cheating on tests, writing your own papers, doing your own work on all assignments and your actions in the clinical setting.   As a nurse, you must be honest and accurate in your actions, documentation and communications.  Your actions reflect your character.  There is no place in nursing for a person of poor character.  Schools of nursing may have an academic honesty policy that students are expected to follow.  Students have been asked to permanently leave schools of nursing because of violations of the academic honesty policy.

· Personal appearance
Your dress and personal appearance give others a first impression of who you are.  In nursing, it has been traditional to wear white uniforms.  Because we are aware of the need for good hygiene, uniforms should be clean and neat.  So should your personal appearance.  A person who is not clean, neat, and well groomed may be perceived to be someone who is not meticulous in their nursing care.

Most schools have a uniform policy.  As you begin nursing school, check your student handbook or course materials for this uniform policy.  You will be expected to follow this policy.  Your clinical instructor will inspect you on clinical days for your compliance with the policy.  Deviations from the policy may reflect poorly on you and may result in disciplinary action.   

Many health care agencies may also have policies relating to dress and appearance for employees.  As a student in the agency, you are also expected to conform with agency policies.  For instance, many health care agencies have policies not allow employees in patient care areas to wear open toe shoes, artificial finger nails or nail polish, perfumes, visible body art, body piercings and jewelry.  

Open toe shoes account for many injuries in patient care areas where heavy equipment such as stretchers, wheelchairs and beds may be moved.  It is best not to wear these even when going to the hospital to obtain your patient assignment.  

Studies have proven that artificial finger nails are porous and will harbor bacteria and fungi.  These can be transmitted to a patient, particularly a patient with a low resistance, during routine patient care.  Likewise, bacteria can accumulate around nail polish when it is chipped.  It is recommended not to wear nail polish in the health care environment.  Nails should be clean and short.  The length of the nail should be short enough so that when you look at the palm of your hand, your nails should not be visible.  

Patients report that perfumes and other body odors are one of the most offensive odors encountered when not feeling well.  Have you ever smelled an odor that made your stomach queasy?  Imagine how a patient feels.  They may be lying in a bed already feeling nausea from the results of medications and in walks you to take the patient’s blood pressure with a perfume on that smells great to you, but offensive to the patient.  Let’s save the perfumes and scents to be worn outside of the health care agency.  Bathing/showering with soap and using an anti-prespirant are sufficient for clinical experience.  

Are you a smoker?  Patients have complained that nursing personnel who smoke on breaks return to direct patient care with the strong odor of cigarette smoke on their clothing.  It is best if you refrain from smoking while in clinical experience.  Commercially available products, such as nicotine gum, may assist you with smoking cessation.  You are preparing to be a health care provider. If you are going to teach your patients that smoking is bad for their health, consider working on breaking the habit of smoking.

Visible body art, while beautiful to you and others, may be offensive to certain patients.  Think about this.  Many of hospitalized patients today are older adults.  In the generation that older adults grew up, body art and body piercings were not common.  In fact, when they were seen then, they may not have been on a person that the older adult may have wanted to be associated with.  Although times have changed and body art and body piercings are more common and accepted, in nursing we do have to consider the population of patients of which we are caring for.  What do you do if you have body art or body piercings?  Many times body art can be covered with clothing and jewelry decorating body piercings will have to be removed for the clinical experience.  Consult your school uniform policy for details.

Many health care agency uniform policies address the wearing of jewelry by direct patient care personnel.  Jewelry can scratch patients, tear sterile gloves and get caught in equipment. Generally, a watch, a wedding band and simple earrings (one in the lobe of each ear) are acceptable.  You would not want to wear any more rings than a simple wedding band.  Rings with stones, such as engagement rings, or rings with intricate metal work should not be worn.  Bacteria may accumulate around the stones or in the metal work and may be transmitted to the patient during direct patient contact.  Earrings should be simple, such as a small stud (gold or silver metal) or a small pearl.  Dangling earrings and necklaces should not be worn as a confused patient may pull on these causing injuries to you.  Bracelets of any kind should not be worn as they may touch and contaminate areas such as wounds or supplies that have to be kept sterile or clean.

· Behavior
As a student you are expected to act as a professional in the health care environment.  Talking should be in a calm, quiet, non-threatening manner and should pertain to the health care environment.  Patient confidentiality must be maintained at all times and in all circumstances.  Medical reports, chart forms or other clinical papers should not leave the health care environment with the patient’s name or other identifier information on it.  

Health care personnel are not allowed to chew gum, eat or drink in patient care areas.  This is an OSHA (Occupational Safety & Health Administration) regulation.  Violation of this regulation can result in serious fines to the health care agency.  It also is a good practice to prevent transmission of diseases. 

Hospitals are not the place for sales or solicitations of any kind that contribute to our own personal gain.  Leave those at home.

No weapons (knives, guns, mace, pepper spray, etc.) should be brought into the health care environment.  If a violent episode occurs, hospital security is prepared to handle the situation. 

· Customer relations
In the health care environment, the patient is the customer, or the consumer of health care.  Health care consumers have many choices these days.  Hospitals have gone to great lengths to advertise and attract patients as customers.  As student nurses, you are expected to treat all patients, family, visitors and health care personnel with the utmost respect and dignity.  Treat the patient as you would like yourself or your family member to be treated.

Remember that you are a guest in the facility and you should represent the school appropriately. Schools have a contract with health care facilities for their use as a teaching facility. Violations of this contract can include inappropriate behavior on the part of the student. How would you feel if the school was asked not to come back because of your behavior?

Exercise:

What type of professional do you see yourself being?  Do you possess the traits described above?  Do you think you will be able to comply with the guidelines above in regards to dress and behavior?  What is your character like?  Would others and yourself describe you as an honest person?  Take a moment to reflect and write a description of the nursing student and nurse you will be.
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