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Abstract 
Objective: The purpose of this study was to explore and describe the socio-demographic profiles, 
academic habits, and lived experiences of baccalaureate nursing students at a private university in 
Hawaii. Methods: A mixed method design of descriptive statistics and analysis was used. For this 
study, a semi-structured, twenty-five item survey was developed by the researchers and reviewed 
by other faculty for veracity. A convenience sample included level one (LV1) students (n = 91) and 
level five (LV5) students (n = 64) attending class on the day of the survey. Results: Analysis re- 
vealed that contemporary students have complex lives with multiple work, family, financial, pro- 
gram, and health challenges that impact their lives as students. The majority of students in this 
sample were identified as Asian or Pacific Islander. Fifty percent of students in both levels worked 
20 hours per week and about ¼ in both levels had children. About 25% spent more than 15 hours 
per week on social media and studied 1 - 2 hours per day. Fourteen percent of both levels reported 
getting less than five hours of sleep. Beginning students identified time management and work as 
the top two barriers to success. Those completing the program identified issues with the nursing 
program and family obligations. Conclusions: Factors identified in this study not only impact stu-
dents’ performance in the classroom but also have implications for performance in the clinical 
areas. These factors suggest that nursing faculty take into consideration the perceived needs of 
students while maintaining ethics and high academic standards. The understanding gained from 
this study will inform curriculum revision and program development. 
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1. Introduction 
Nursing education at the baccalaureate level is very often not the only concern for a student. Various life expe-
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riences and concomitant challenges may threaten their academic success. Non-academic struggles of daily life 
may “compete with the time and effort necessary to be a nursing student” [1]. Sometimes life just gets in the 
way. 

While faculty are often apprised of core demographics, there is little understanding of the day-to-day lived 
experience of a nursing student and what barriers are present to prevent them from being successful. For exam-
ple, faculty are unaware of how many students have children (how many and what ages), have deployed spouses, 
or are in the military themselves. Many students are single parents, live with parents, provide care for parent(s) 
or grandparents, or are employed either part- or full-time. Do students have health issues that impact learning? 
The actual amount of time spent studying, relaxing, and sleeping is unknown. Answers to questions such as 
these will help faculty and administrators better develop academic programs that consider the life balance of 
students while maintaining high academic standards. 

There has been little investigation of the lives of cultural-minority nursing students both inside and outside the 
classroom milieu. This research study queried students from a moderate-sized, four-year, baccalaureate nursing 
program at a private university in Hawaii about their lives and their perceived barriers to educational success. 
The population queried was known to include a high percentage of cultural-minority students. An extensive li- 
terature search surrounding these issues revealed limited research studies of culturally diverse, minority nursing 
students. No studies addressing more global issues about the day-to-day experience of nursing students in school 
or at home were located although much research related to the stress encountered in a nursing program is availa-
ble. 

Competitive admission criteria, waitlists, rigorous prerequisites, high tuitions, and the challenging economy 
only begin the stress of nursing school [2]. Nursing students traditionally experience extremely longer hours of 
study and time spent in the clinical area, which impedes the amount of free time for other things important to 
them. Quite simply, nursing students are reported being “tired and exhausted” [3]. Major stressors identified in the 
literature affecting both school performance and personal well-being are: academic rigor, such as assignments/ 
exams, feeling overworked or unprepared, grades; financial burden; and, interference with daily life including 
difficulty balancing home and work or meeting conflicting demands [1] [4]-[11]. In response, Colleges of Nurs-
ing are exploring innovative and creative ways to be more student-friendly while maintaining high academic 
standards with an understanding that both recruitment of new students and retention of current students are crit-
ical.  

Meeting the needs of students is a high priority; but, do the decision-makers really understand the lived expe-
rience of these students? The age gap between students and faculty raises interesting questions as colleges of 
nursing try to tailor programs to meet students’ needs. Whereas the average age of a baccalaureate nursing stu-
dent is now 22 [12], nursing faculties across the country are aging. According to a report published by the 
American Association of Colleges of Nursing [13], the mean age of doctorate-prepared faculty was 56.3 years 
and 55 years for master’s-prepared faculty. This suggests that faculty may be out of touch with the experience of 
contemporary students. As faculty try to address these and other issues, through curriculum revision, utilization 
of technology, and offering courses both at different times and in alternative formats, these experiences will 
need to be considered.  

2. Methods 
2.1. Purpose 
The purpose of this study was to explore and describe the socio-demographic profile, academic habits, and lived 
experiences of level one (LV1) and level five (LV5) nursing students at a private university in Hawaii to better 
understand the reality of their lives. The understanding gained from this study will inform curriculum revision 
and program development in alignment with the American College of Colleges of Nursing (ACCN) Essentials 
of Baccalaureate Education for Professional Nursing Practice to meet the needs of the student population, and 
improve student success. 

2.2. Data Collection 
At this college of nursing, five semesters are needed complete the program after finishing prerequisite courses. 
Level one (LV1) begins in the first semester of the junior year. Level five (LV5) is the last semester of this cur-
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riculum as the student prepares to graduate. An application to the university’s Institutional Review Board to 
conduct research on human participants was submitted and approved. A convenience sample included LV1 stu-
dents (n = 91) and LV5 students (n = 64) attending class on the day of the survey. The students were verbally 
given information about the study and asked to voluntarily participate. Each participant signed an informed 
consent form assuring confidentiality and anonymity. A mixed methods approach was used. A semi-structured, 
twenty-five item survey was developed by the researchers and reviewed by other faculty for veracity. Forced- 
choice answers were analyzed using descriptive statistics, while comments and open-ended questions were ana-
lyzed using descriptive content analysis. The paper and pencil survey was administered in one sitting by the re-
searchers. Students were given about 20 minutes of approved class time in February, 2012, to complete the 
questionnaire. Grades or class standing were not affected if students chose not to participate. 

3. Results 
3.1. Basic Demographics 
Student ages and gender varied between levels (see Tables 1 and 2). LV5 students were generally older than 
LV1 students even though just one academic year separated the groups. The majority of students identified 
themselves as Asian (see Table 3). 

3.2. Family Life 
Living arrangements varied among levels. A majority of LV1 (65%) lived at home, while many lived indepen-
dently with a partner or significant other (LV1 21%). Eight percent of LV1students reported living with other 
college students. Only 2% of LV1 students lived alone and only 1% of LV1 students resided in the university 
dormitory. Three percent of LV1 students described other living situations, such as living with cousins, boy-
friend’s parents, or boyfriend’s sister. Forty eight percent of LV5 students lived at home, 42% with a significant 
other, 6% lived independently, 1% with other college students, and 3% described other living situations. 

Twenty four percent of LV1 students were married compared to 39% of LV5 students. Among LV1 students, 
16% were cohabitating with same or opposite sex partners while 9% of LV5 students were cohabitating. The 
remaining students (LV1 60%; LV5 52%) identified as being single. 

Twenty three percent of LV1 students and 36% of LV5 students had children. Most students reported two 
children (range 1 - 4 children). Eight students had children under the age of two years and nine students had 
teenagers. For the levels combined the range of age of children reported was newborn to age 30. With the ex-
ception of two LV5 students, all of the children lived full-time with the student. Caretaking was accomplished 
for both groups by a combination of parents, grandparents, and other caregivers or by taking classes while the 
children were in school.  

3.3. Health 
Eighty-five percent of LV1 students described themselves as healthy, while 87% of LV5 students reported no 
health issues that impacted school success. The remainder of student respondents (LV1 15%; LV5 13%) de- 
scribed a variety of sporadic health issues impacting academic success including pregnancy, cardiac problems, 
migraine headaches, depression, asthma, insomnia, chronic pain, and diabetes. The majority of both LV1 and 
LV5 students reported getting very little sleep. Sleep, an important component of health and well-being, is out-
lined on Table 4. 

3.4. Work 

Nearly one-half of students in both LV1 and LV5 reported working (51% & 50% respectively). The range of 
work hours was 4 to 40 hours per week. Of this group, 30% of both LV1 and LV5% students worked more than 
20 hours per week. Level-one students worked, on average, more hours than LV5 students (19.25 hours vs. 17.2 
hours). Among LV1 students 16% worked in the health care field in roles such as certified nurse assistant 
(CNA), registered nurse, receptionist, office staff, and hospital patient advocacy. Eighteen percent of LV5 stu-
dents were employed in the health care field (medical office assistants, CNA’s, ER scribe, nurse aid, or techni-
cians). Table 4 contrasts work hours, study hours, and time spent on social media per week. 
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Table 1. Basic demographics-age.                                                  

Age in Years Level One Level Five 

18 - 25 58% 30% 

26 - 30 19% 45% 

31 - 35 18% 16% 

36 - 40 5% 3% 

over 40 0% 6% 

 
Table 2. Basic demographics-gender.                                                

Gender Level One Level Five 

Female 79 90 

Male 19 9 

Transgender 2 1 

 
Table 3. Race to which students most identify.                                        

 Level One Level Five 

Asian 69% 53% 

Pacific Islander 10% 13% 

Black 1% 3% 

Caucasian 16% 25% 

Hispanic 3% 5% 

Other 1% 1% 

 
Table 4. Comparison of work, study, & social media hours per week.                      

 Level One Level Five 

Percentage of students working 51% 50% 

Average number of hours worked per week 19.25 17.2 

Hours Spent Studying 
• 1 - 5 hours 
• 6 - 10 hours 
• 11 - 15 hours 
• 16 hours or more 

 
8% 
33% 
28% 
31% 

 
10% 
30% 
24% 
36% 

Hours spent on social media 
• 7 hours or less 
• 8 - 14 hours 
• 15 - 21 hours 
• 22 - 28 hours 
• More than 28 hours 

 
51% 
25% 
13% 
8% 
3% 

 
46% 
34% 
13% 
6% 
1% 

Percentage of students with children 23% 36% 

Hours of Sleep 
• Less than 5 hours 
• 5 - 6 hours 
• 7 or more hours 

 
14% 
63% 
23% 

 
14% 
51% 
35% 

3.5. Student Life 
Both LV1 and LV 5 students identified studying and working as consuming most of their time. LV1 students put 
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far less time into studying than did LV5 students (see Table 4). 
On campus, students have timely access to resource centers where assistance is readily available. LV1 stu-

dents spent an average of 3.23 hours per week in the library, with a range of 0 - 16 hours per week, while LV5 
students spent 3.3 hours in the library at a range of 0 - 10 hours per week. Use of the educational technology 
center (computer lab) was higher among LV1 students who spent an average of 2.26 hours per week (range 0 - 
10 hours) while LV5 students spent only 0.8 hours per week (range 0 - 3). 

Students seeking help from professors varied by level. Interestingly, 27% of LV1 students and 13% of LV5 
students indicated seeking no assistance at all from professors. Fifty four percent of LV1 and 52% of LV5 stu-
dents reported requesting 1 - 2 hours of professor assistance. Fourteen percent of LV1 student and 19% LV5 
students requested 2 - 3 hours of support per week. More than 4 hours of assistance per week were requested by 
5% of LV1 students and 16% of LV5 students. 

When asked to identify the learning format that works best for them, LV1 students identified lecture as most 
popular (53%), while only 2% identified on-line learning as their preferred format. LV1 students indicated that 
professors “reading PowerPoint slides” was the least effective format for learning. LV5 students identified lec-
ture as the most preferred format (20%) and on-line learning as equally preferred (20%). Five percent of LV5 
students preferred small group discussion.  

In the comments section for preferred learning format, students indicated a preference for “a combination of 
lecture and small group discussions,” “a combination of online learning and lecture,” “simulation laboratory ex-
perience,” “engaging teachers,” and “hands-on/clinical experiences” as their most preferred learning format.  

3.6. Social Life 
The social life of nursing students was constricted. Fifty and 53% of LV1 and LV5 students respectively re-
ported spending just 0 - 2 hours per week with friends. Social media use was significant for both LV1 and LV5 
students with only one student in the entire sample reporting no social media use. The range of use for both 
groups was 7 - 28 hours per week. Three quarters of students used 1 - 14 hours of social media per week. Social 
media use during class time was also reported. Fifty-one percent of LV1 students and 35% of LV5 students re-
ported never using social media in class. Thirty percent of both LV1 and LV5 students used social media be-
tween 1 - 4 minutes. Eight percent of LV1 and 7% of LV5 students reported using social media in class between 
10 to over 20 minutes (see Table 4). 

3.7. Barriers to Success 
Students were asked, “What barriers prevent you from being a successful student?” The open-ended answers 
clustered around four main themes for both groups: 1) time management, 2) work, 3) family obligations, and 4) 
academic issues. Many students listed more than one barrier. Only 50 LV1 students responded to this open- 
ended question. Level one students identified time management as the main barrier to success (32%). Other bar-
riers included work (14%); family obligations, such as caring for children, caring for parents, “being a wife” and 
“home responsibilities” (13%); procrastination (9%); distractions at home (3%); and, financial problems (4%). 
Additional concerns included difficulties with the program itself (16%). Examples of concerns include: 
• “Exams being too difficult” 
• “Expectations not clear” 
• “Too many classes in one semester” 
• “Overload of irrelevant material” 

Although LV 5 students also identified family/children obligations (24%); time management (20%); work re-
sponsibilities (16%); financial barriers, such as ability to pay parking, for food, and rent (12%); and, travel time 
to school (5%), they also voiced double the amount of concerns with the program itself (30%). Examples of 
comments included 
• A 25+ page epidemiology paper required in the last semester of the nursing program was cited by several 

students as “taking up too much time” and “a waste of time”  
• “Overwhelming work load” and “too much paperwork” 
• “Too many assignments, not enough time to sleep” 
• “Long clinical hours” 
• “Not enough clinical hours” 
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• “Communication problems, professors who have English as a second language” 
• “Unclear course objectives” 
• “Lack of communication between professors” 
• “Curriculum that is insufficiently aligned with pertinent NCLEX information” 
• “Teachers expecting you to know everything”. 

3.8. Level Five Student Strategies for Success 
One of the goals of this research study was to identify what lifestyle changes nursing students made from LV1 to 
LV5 to improve their success in the nursing program (Table 4). Most students responded with more than one 
answer. Examples of responses included: 
• Decreasing time spent socializing with friends 
• Sacrificing family time 
• Learning how to better manage time 
• Reducing work hours 
• Changing strategies for improved learning (including accessing professors more often, studying individually 

rather than in groups, reading more, taking better notes, and reviewing taped or narrated lectures) 
• Engaging in stress reduction and health promotion activities such as “getting more (or less) sleep,” “eating 

better,” “drink more coffee”, “exercising,” and “quitting smoking”. 

4. Discussion 
Understanding the lives of students is a unique way for the faculty and staff of baccalaureate nursing programs 
to better meet the needs of their students. The lives of both beginning and students nearing graduation are com-
plex. Unlike the college experience of traditional nursing faculty now in their mid-to-late 50’s when nursing 
students went to school full-time, lived in the university dormitory or roomed with other nursing students, and 
immersed themselves in the nursing school experience, the life of contemporary nursing student is considerably 
different. Up to one-half of the students surveyed in this study worked an average of 20 hours per week, had 
family obligations including children to care for, had limited time with friends, and reported getting very little 
sleep.  

4.1. Demographics 
The student body in this sample is culturally different compared to national statistics which suggests that find-
ings may not generalize to other programs. Baccalaureate nursing programs, according to the AACN 2012 report, 
indicates the following breakdown in enrollment: White—72%; Hispanic or Latino—7%; Black or African 
Americans—10.3%; Asian/Native Hawai’i an/other Pacific Islanders—8.8%. Thus, the culturally diverse, mi-
nority enrollment of nursing students at this university is inversely proportional to the national norm. Faculty 
who misunderstand or do not consider a student’s culture has been identified as a source of stress for some stu-
dents [14]. 

4.2. Family Life 
Local cultural and economic constraints have an impact on the lives of students at this university. A majority of 
the LV1students lived at home while nearly one-half of LV5 were living at home. This is in part due to island 
life where distance to school is not immense, the high cost of living in Hawaii, and the local cultural norm of 
living in multigenerational households. Students in this program may, therefore, have different experiences from 
those in other mainland programs. While students may have more financial and emotional support living at 
home, other stressors such as caring for grandparents and household responsibilities were identified as barriers 
to success. Future research might address the difference between the lived experiences of those nursing students 
living at home and those living away from home. 

One impetus for this study was a startling realization by the researchers that many of the students had children. 
About one quarter of these students had one to four children. Pryjmachuk & Richards [9] showed an increase in 
personal problems when students had preschool or school-age children at home. The demands of caring for 
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young children on top of meeting academic and work demands were “overwhelming” for some students. While 
having students who are parents often brings a rich discussion in the classroom, understanding the needs of these 
parents may need to be taken into consideration when making assignments and developing group projects. 
Building time into courses for students to meet for group projects, rather than expecting students to meet outside 
of class, helps not only students with children but also all students who travel distances to school or have other 
family demands and work obligations. The need for gathering places at a university is, therefore, important. 

4.3. Health 
An alarming finding in this study was related to student health. Although over 80% of students in both levels 
identified themselves as being healthy, lack of sleep permeated both groups. Fourteen percent of students re-
ported getting less than five hours of sleep per night while approximately 50% of students reported getting 5 - 6 
hours of sleep. Sleep deprivation has a negative impact on personal and professional lives, learning ability, and 
puts both nurses and their patients in jeopardy [15] [16]. Neuro-behavioral deficits in attention, memory, and 
psychomotor speed have been noted [15] as have the impact of driving while sleep deprived. Schools of medi-
cine have addressed this issue in residency training requirements; however, no such guidelines have been de-
veloped for nursing students in clinical placements. Students must perform at high levels in both the classroom 
and in the clinical area, which is undermined by sleep deficits. Sleep deprivation must be considered as faculties 
strive to strike a balance between demands of the program and safety for student nurses and their patients. 

4.4. Work 
About one half of students in this total sample reported working at least 20 hours per week. Struggling students 
are often those who have too many obligations outside of being enrolled in a nursing program. Job stress has 
been identified as an additional stressor for the student working while in nursing school [4]. Although faculty 
frequently discuss work obligations as problematic for nursing students, one cannot ignore the financial burden 
many students carry. Interestingly, LV5 students identified decreasing work hours as one of their strategies for 
success. This is a message that needs to be passed down to LV1 students. 

4.5. Social Life 
Finding the appropriate balance between meeting school demands and having a social life appears to be one of 
the key factors for student success. Giving up some social activities with both family and friends was the most 
identified strategy for academic success by LV 5 students. This strategy has controversial implications as family 
and friends are often the student’s strongest support systems.  

Although students reported “giving up” their social life, nearly 75% in both levels reported spending at least 7 
- 14 hours per week on social media with some spending as much as 28 hours per week. Utilizing technology as 
a way of staying connected with friends and family while meeting the demands of a nursing program appears to 
be a strategy for students. Whether or not this is a positive strategy for academic success merits further research.  

The issue of accessing social media for personal use during class time warrants further investigation. Ap-
proximately 30% of students at both levels used between 1 - 5 minutes of social media during class with 7% - 
8% of students spending between 10 - 20 minutes during class. This personal use of technology can be distract-
ing for other students, hinders learning, and can be seen by some as disrespectful. Since many students care for 
children, parents, and grandparents, asking students to turn off phones/texting during long classes can be irres-
ponsible. Balancing the needs of students while maintaining a “no use other than emergency” policy, while pre-
ferential, is impossible to enforce. This is an area, which will likely gain increasing attention over time, and 
school policies may emerge. 

4.6. School Life 
At both levels over one-half of the students reported studying between 6 - 15 hours per week while 30% - 35% 
studied more than 16 hours per week. Given the demands of a rigorous nursing curriculum 1 - 2 hours per day is 
not adequate. Consideration must be given to what and how students are studying. Since lack of time manage-
ment was identified as the greatest barrier to success, helping students learn how to prepare for class, critically 



C. M. Critz, H. E. Feagai 
 

 
130 

think, and sit for exams are areas ripe for intervention.  
Use of the library was similar for both groups, however LV1 Students spent more time in the computer lab. 

Level five students may have had more access to personal computers which would account for some of the dif-
ferences. These sites are gathering places for students where work space, computers, printers, and large tables 
are available as well as valuable resources. Many students on this campus use outdoor gathering areas as well. 
These areas are important for students to study on long days on campus and it frees students from home distrac-
tions. 

A rather surprising finding was the fact that 25% of LV1 students reported seeking no help from faculty over 
the course of the semester. Unfortunately, this survey did not ask why. This finding suggests that faculty need to 
be more proactive in connecting with LV1 students, such as through mentoring, more flexible office hours, and 
generally indicating an open willingness to provide a contact with faculty. Although working directly with fa-
culty was not identified as a strategy for success, it appears that as students move through the program they feel 
more comfortable seeking help from faculty.  

Students in this study identified workload as one of the many barriers to their success. Students often feel that 
the structure and academic rigor of courses fails to take into consideration their need for a work/life/family bal-
ance and culturally diversity [5] [10]. Some students admitted to lowering their standards as a time-saver espe-
cially for the older student. Faculty must maintain the balance of presence and caring with nursing students 
while keeping a professional relationship of sound ethics and academic standards. Curricula may be examined 
for areas of academic overload, potentially too demanding biopsychosocially, that will negatively impact the 
learning and personal growth required of culturally—diverse nursing students [6] [17]. 

4.7. Barriers to Success 
The beginning students in this study clearly identified time management and procrastination as key barriers to 
their education. They also reported feeling overwhelmed with the amount of work in LV1 courses. The nontra-
ditional-age student with children says “their time is their most valuable commodity… one of the most impor-
tant skills they’ve learned is the art of multitasking by incorporating the whole family in their school projects” 
[17]. These findings suggest that courses with clear structure and timelines for assignments is essential in early 
courses and that level faculty need to communicate with each other about the amount of work being assigned. 
The number of courses with limited credit also needs to be critically reviewed. Further, teaching time manage-
ment skills early in the process may be very helpful. 

Programmatic issues were the priority barrier identified by LV5 students. Academic program barriers can and 
should be clearly identified so that faculty can address those issues in a formal, systematic, yet expedient manner. 
Students themselves suggested that faculty need to work together within each of the five levels of the nursing 
program looking at exam schedules and assignments to determine if the overall level workload is appropriate 
and realistic. Students also identified family obligations and financial constraints as barriers to nursing program 
success. Innovative university approaches, such as providing on-site day care services, Nurse Practitioner-run 
health care clinics, and financial guidance services, may go a long way in easing student stress and improving 
student retention rates. 

5. Conclusion 
This study suggests that the lived experience of nursing students today is complex and demanding. Approxi- 
mately one quarter of these nursing students had children, and one half worked as long as 20 hours per week. 
The students identified constricted social lives, poor time management skills, and significant lack of sleep. 
About one third studied only 6 - 10 hours per week and about one quarter spent 8 - 16 hours per week on social 
media. Over one quarter of level-one students were reported never seeking help from instructors, whereas over 
one half of level-five students sought help. These factors, areas for future research, not only impact performance 
in the classroom but have strong implications for performance in the clinical area as well. These factors suggest 
that while nursing faculty take into consideration the perceived needs of students, maintaining ethics and high 
academic standards is essential to securing professional competency for students. The understanding gained 
from this study will inform curriculum revision and program development in alignment with the American Col- 
lege of Colleges of Nursing (ACCN) Essentials of Baccalaureate Education for Professional Nursing Practice to 
meet the needs of the student population and improve student success.  
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6. Limitations 
Limitations to this study include the small sample size and being conducted as a single-sited study. The impact 
of being confined to a cultural minority group in the middle of the ocean could be seen as another limitation. 
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