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Background: The world is facing unprecedented challenges in the face of a global pandemic (COVID-19). The institutions resumed nursing students’ clinical experiences as an earlier part of their curriculum, which was transitioned to a virtually delivered format due to global disaster. Therefore, working through this pandemic in hospital posting is challenging and fearful for nursing students. The aim of this study was to measure the fear of COVID-19 and the challenges faced by nursing students when posted in hospitals during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Methods: A web-based exploratory survey was conducted on 185 participants from March 2021 to April 2021. Participants were selected through a web-based survey (Google form) by non-probability purposive sampling technique. The Fear of COVID-19 Scale and self-structured questionnaires with the Likert-type scale were used to measure the fear of COVID-19 and the challenges faced by nursing students when posted in hospitals during the COVID-19 pandemic, respectively. Descriptive and inferential statistics were used for the analysis of data with IBM SPSS version 27.

Results: A significant number (61.1%) of participants had moderate fear of COVID-19 infection, one-third of them (28.1%) had mild fear, and very few participants (10.8%) had an extreme fear of COVID-19 infection. The majority of participants (64.9%) faced moderate challenges, 27% faced high challenges, and very few study participants (8.1%) did not face any challenges when posted in the hospital during the COVID-19 pandemic. The fear due to COVID-19 is not associated with demographic variables, but the challenges faced due to COVID-19 are significantly associated with demographic variables, such as the age, batch, and duration of clinical posting (p-value = 0.01).

Conclusion: Study data indicated that respondents reported fear of COVID-19 infection and also experienced a variety of challenges in hospital posting during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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INTRODUCTION

The nationwide coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic and the ensuing lockdown have forced schools and institutions across India to temporarily shut down to prevent the spread of the virus. This unprecedented move had created a big gap in the education system despite the central and state governments doing their best to provide support for e-learning and online education. The crisis in the world scenario, caused by COVID-19, has demanded prompt changes in the way of teaching in institutions. Several institutions in the country started online education to help students to continue their education from home (Dewart et al., 2020).

Consequently, the pandemic has elicited significant distractions in the implementation of programs across educational institutions, and the most affected are the students (De Los Santos et al., 2021). The disruption of education for nursing students had been unanticipated by the students (Aslan and Pekince, 2021). In addition, nursing students also retracted from a clinical practicum in March 2020, specifically because of the possibility that a nursing student, who was an asymptomatic or mildly symptomatic carrier of COVID-19, could return to their community and spread the infection further. If nursing students were exposed to COVID-19 in a clinical environment, they put not only their health at risk but also the health of their families (Dewart et al., 2020). Lira et al. (2020) performed a reflection analysis using a theoretical approach in which they explored the challenges and perspectives of nursing education in times of the COVID-19 pandemic. Long-standing problems have arisen as a result of the pandemic, and the processes of acceleration, change, and paralysis have marked education in these times (Lira et al., 2020). De Los Santos et al. (2021) conducted a cross-sectional study on fear of COVID-19, poor quality of sleep, irritability, and intention to quit school among nursing students. According to the results of the report, first-year nursing students are the most fearful of the group.

Fear of COVID-19 is linked to high irritability, poor sleep quality, and a desire to drop out of nursing school. As we all know, the COVID-19 vaccination drive is currently taking place across the world. In addition, the institutions restored nursing students’ clinical experiences as an earlier part of their curriculum, which was transitioned to a virtually delivered format due to the global disaster, the COVID-19 pandemic. Thus, working through this pandemic in hospital clinical posting is challenging and fearful for nursing students because of the fear of contracting the disease and the risk of transmitting it.

Nursing students, without a doubt, become familiar with quickly adjusting, routing through areas, and moving promptly from one challenge to the next. Working through a pandemic has changed all aspects of the general population’s lives as well as of nursing students.

Hence, this study was conducted to assess the fear of COVID-19 and the challenges faced by nursing students being in hospital for clinical posting during the COVID-19 epoch.



MATERIALS AND METHODS


Research Design

A web exploratory survey was conducted to find out the fear and challenges of nursing students being in hospital for clinical posting during the COVID-19 pandemic.



Setting and Data Collection

The study was conducted among undergraduate nursing students in March 2021 in western Rajasthan, India. The study aimed to measure the fear of COVID-19 and challenges faced by nursing students when posted in hospitals during the COVID-19 pandemic. The survey link was forwarded to participants via WhatsApp. The researcher followed up on the status of data collection a week after the survey link was delivered.



Participants

The sample size was estimated by using Slovin’s formula: n = N/(1 + Ne2), where n is the number of samples, N is the population size (total students: 255), and e is the margin of error of 5%, with 95% CI, and the minimum estimated sample size needed is 154. After considering the withdrawn participants, 20% of preliminary participants, approximately 185 subjects, were enrolled in the study. The students were recruited via a non-probability purposive sampling technique following the inclusion criteria, where only undergraduate students who have consented to participate were included in the study. A survey link (Google form) was shared and circulated among participants via a WhatsApp group to facilitate data collection. Duplication of data was restricted since one student can submit the response through only one e-mail ID.



Data Collection Instruments

Three questionnaires section were used to assess the main variables of the study.



Part I: Demographic Variables

The first questionnaire includes 6 items related to the demographic variables of the respondents: age, batch, religion, history of COVID-19 infection, family history of COVID-19 infection, and duration of clinical posting in the pandemic.



Part II

The fear of COVID-19 was assessed using the Fear of COVID-19 Scale by Ahorsu et al. (2020). The participants indicated their level of agreement with the statements. It has a list of seven items on a five-item Likert-type scale. Answers included “strongly disagree,” “disagree,” “neutral,” “agree,” and “strongly agree.” The minimum score possible for each question is 1, while the maximum is 5. A total score could be calculated by adding up each item’s score (ranging from 7 to 35). The scale has composite reliability of 0.88, which indicates good reliability in measuring the fear construct.



Part III

The third section intended to measure the challenges faced by nursing students when posted in hospitals during the COVID-19 pandemic. The tool was prepared after conducting three focussed group discussions (FGD) of 15–20 min with undergraduate students of different batches. This scale was validated by experts and found to be 80% reliable with Cronbach’s α = 0.81. The content validity ratio (CVR) for the scale was 0.89, showing an acceptable level of internal consistency of the scale. It has a list of 10 items on a three-item Likert-type scale. Answers included “always,” “sometimes,” and “never.” The minimum score possible for each question is 1, and the maximum is 3. A total score could be calculated by adding up each item’s score (ranging from 10 to 30). The higher the scores interpreted, the higher the challenges faced by nursing students. The score given for the “always” response will be 3, the “sometimes” response will be 2, and the “never” response will be 1. The total score could be calculated by adding up each score (ranging from 10 to 30).



Data Analysis

SPSS version 27, IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, United States was used to aid in the analysis of the variables. The data were analyzed using both descriptive and inferential statistics. Frequency and percentage were calculated for demographic variables, fear, and challenges. Mean and standard deviation was considered for the assessment of fear and challenges due to COVID-19 in all domains. The normality of the data was checked with the help of Kolmogorov-Smirnov. It was found that data are normally distributed. An independent t-test and ANOVA tests were used to find the association of demographic variables with fear and challenges due to COVID-19 among participants. The data significance was set to less than 0.05.




RESULTS

Table 1 displays the demographic variables of study participants. A total of 185 participants participated in the study. A majority of the participants [120 (64.9%)] were aged more than 21 years, and one-third of them [65 (35.1%)] were aged less than 20 years. The maximum numbers of participants [96 (51.9%)] were from the Intermediate level (second year and third year) and around half of the study participants [45 (24.3%) and 44 (23.8%)] were freshman (first year) and interns (fourth Year), respectively. In regard to religion, the maximum number of participants were Hindu [181 (97.8%)] and only few participants [4 (2.2%)] were from other religions (Muslim/Sikh). The maximum number of participants [167 (90.3%)] had no history of COVID-19 infection and only few participants [18 (9.7%)] had a history of infection with COVID-19. The maximum number of participants’ [175 (94.6%)] family members had no COVID-19 infection and only a few participants’ [10 (5.4%)] family members had COVID-19 infection. The of study participants, 132 (71.4%), had 2 weeks of clinical posting during the COVID-19 pandemic and less than half of the participants, 53 (28.6%), had 3 weeks of clinical posting during the COVID-19 pandemic.


TABLE 1. Frequency and percentage distribution of demographic variables.
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Table 2 depicts the fear of participants related to COVID-19; more than half [113 (61.1%)] of the study participants have a moderate fear of COVID-19 infection, one-third of study participants [52 (28.1%)] have mild fear, and only a few participants [20 (10.8%)] have an extreme fear of COVID-19 infection. The mean score (SD) of fear of COVID-19 was 18.78 (5.58).


TABLE 2. Participants’ fear related to COVID-19.
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Table 3 presents the challenges faced by participants due to COVID-19, with the majority of study participants [120 (64.9%)] having faced moderate challenges due to the COVID-19 pandemic, one-third of them [50 (27%)] having faced high challenges, and few study participants [15 (8.1%)] having faced no challenges when posted in hospital due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The mean score (SD) of challenges faced due to COVID-19 was 21.39 (3.6).


TABLE 3. Participants’ challenges faced due to COVID-19.
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Table 4 depicts the association of fear and challenges due to COVID-19 with demographic variables among the study participants, that is, age, batch, religion, history of infection with COVID-19, history of family member infection with COVID-19, duration of clinical posting during COVID-19 pandemic. It was found that fear due to COVID-19 is not significantly associated with these demographic variables, while age, batch, and duration of clinical posting were found to be significantly associated with the challenges faced due to COVID-19 (p-value = 0.01).


TABLE 4. Independent t-test and ANOVA for association of fear and challenges due to COVID-19 with demographic variables among participants.
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DISCUSSION

The primary purpose of this study was to find out the fear and challenges of nursing students being in hospital for clinical posting during the COVID-19 pandemic. In this study, we found that a significant number of study participants, 113 (61.1%), had moderate fear of COVID-19 infection, similar findings have been reported for other studies where it was determined that 68.1% of students were worried about being infected with COVID-19 (Aslan and Pekince, 2021).

Another consideration is the finding of Huang et al. (2020) who found that nurses at the frontline exhibit stronger anxiety, fear, sadness, and anger than nursing students. In one study, four predictors for the fear of the coronavirus, i.e., health anxiety, regular media use, social media use, and risks for loved ones, were reported, which are similar to the findings of the present study, and 84 (45.4%) participants of that study agreed to becoming nervous or anxious when they watched news and stories about COVID-19 (Mertens et al., 2020).

De Los Santos et al. (2021) revealed in their study results that there is a moderate to high fear of COVID-19 among students across all year levels. Notably, the first-year students displayed the greatest fear among the group (M = 21.47, SD = 6.49). It was also revealed that fear of COVID-19 negatively affects the students’ sleep quality (β = −0.124, p = 0.045) (De Los Santos et al., 2021). In the present study, the majority of the study participants, 120 (64.9%), faced challenges due to the COVID-19 pandemic, which was replicated in a similar study, which found that longstanding challenges have emerged with the pandemic, and the processes of acceleration, change, and paralysis have marked education in these times (Lira et al., 2020).

The findings of the present study are also similar to a study conducted in China, which found that healthcare providers were challenged by working in a totally new context, exhaustion due to heavy workloads and protective gear, fear of becoming infected and infecting others, feeling powerless to handle patients’ conditions, and managing relationships in this stressful situation (Liu et al., 2020).

Our study findings which explicate that increasingly watching news and stories about COVID-19 is related to fear of COVID-19 is replicated in a similar study in which they found that more media exposure is related to more fear (Van den Bulck and Custers, 2009; Garfin et al., 2020). Galehdar et al. (2020) revealed the fear and challenges of nursing students through their qualitative data analysis, that is, death anxiety, anxiety due to the nature of the disease, fear of infecting the family, distress about wastingtime, the emotional distress of delivering bad news, fear of being contaminated, the emergence of obsessive thoughts, the bad feeling of wearing personal protective equipment, which is similar to the finding of the current study, that is, 138 (74.6%) participant faced challenges due to difficulty in continue handling of personal protective equipment (PPE), and participants [84 (45.4%)] becoming nervous or anxious when they watch news and stories about COVID-19.



STUDY LIMITATIONS

This study has several limitations. Generalizability issues are also raised because of the limited sample of participants included. The study was limited to one institution. The study was limited only to female students, and data were collected after 2–4 weeks of clinical posting during the COVID-19 pandemic. Data were collected through a web survey.



RECOMMENDATIONS

Future researchers are encouraged to gather a bigger sample size to derive more generalized findings. A qualitative assessment of fear and challenges faced by nursing students during the COVID-19 pandemic and its implication on their mental health may be useful to augment and better describe their lived experience with the COVID-19 pandemic.



CONCLUSION

This study revealed that a significant number of nursing students had moderate fear and faced challenges due to the COVID-19 pandemic while being in hospital for clinical posting. The demographic variables such as age, batch, and duration of clinical posting were found to be significantly associated with the challenges faced due to COVID-19. COVID-19 is not going to end soon as per the existing scenario, so we require innovative stratagems or plans for nursing students in this critical time, where fear and challenges faced by students can be prevented.
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Age

< 20 Years 65 (35.1)

> 21 Years 120 (64.9)
Batch

Fresher (1st Year) 45 (24.3)

Intermediate (2nd and 3rd Year) 96 (561.9)

Interns (4th Year) 44 (23.8)
Religion

Hindu 181 (97.8)
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N =185.
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N=185.
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Difficulty in continue handling of personal protective equipment (PPE)
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Lack of effective clinical supenvision by teachers due to fear of contracting infection

Difficulty in completing clinical assignments like case study, case presentation and nursing care plan
Problem in counseling patients and family due to fear of infection
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Level of challenges faced due to COVID-19
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