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1  |  INTRODUC TION

Commonly, practical nursing studies in vocational institution includes 
work-based learning in addition to theoretical studies. The concept 
of work-based learning or on-the-job learning is used when the prac-
tical learning environment is discussed in the context of secondary 
vocational education (MEC,  2019). Vizcaya-Moreno et al.  (2018) 
have previously stated that clinical learning, which is seen as work-
based learning in this study, significantly impacts the formation of 
students' knowledge, skills and attitudes. As such, practical work 

environments which include high-quality student mentoring and as-
sessment will result in motivated and skilled graduating health pro-
fessionals (Helminen et al., 2016; Pitkänen et al., 2018; Tuomikoski 
et al., 2020a).

There are only a few countries where practical nurses complete 
their studies at vocational institutions (MEC, Ministry of Education 
and Culture, Finnish National Agency for Education, 2019). For in-
stance, in Finland, a practical nurse is a regulated profession under 
both the Act and Degree on Health Care Professionals (FNAE, 2017) 
and the Act on Social Care Professionals (FNAE, Finnish National 
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after which the collected material was subjected to content analysis. The researchers 
had received appropriate research permits from the target organizations.
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and responsible for their own learning. The mentor also plays a key role in the learning 
process as the supporter and enabler of a student's goal-oriented learning process. 
The educator is responsible for instructing both students and mentors, and support-
ing a student's goal-oriented learning process. The vocational institution also has a 
role in successful learning among practical nursing students as an enabler of students' 
individual learning process. The participants shared that the workplace is responsible 
for ensuring a secure learning environment.

K E Y W O R D S
assessment, learning, mentor, practical nurse, student, vocational education, work-based 
placement

www.wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/nop2
mailto:
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8500-7441
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9387-9058
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4355-3428
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:virpi.valimaa@oulu.fi
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1002%2Fnop2.1849&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-05-23


2  |    VIRPI et al.

Agency for Education., 2017). Practical nurse education and train-
ing cover 180 competence points. The duration of the education 
is 3.5 years, but the student's previous competence may affect 
the duration by shortening it individually. (FNAE, Finnish National 
Agency for Education., 2017). A significant portion of the studies 
is carried out with training or an apprenticeship agreement in real-
work environments, for example, in kindergarten, school, service 
house, home care or hospital (MEC, Ministry of Education and 
Culture, Finnish National Agency for Education, 2019). The learning 
at the vocational institution influences learning at the work-based 
placements and vice versa (Goh, 2014). After graduation, regulated 
practical nurses can also work in the aforementioned workplaces. 
In England, for example, ‘health care assistants’ and ‘clinical sup-
port staff’, who do not have well-defined training requirements, 
perform certain work tasks that, in Finland, are given to practical 
nurses (NHS, 2022). However, the nursing associate (NAS) role has 
been introduced in England in recent years to bridge the gap be-
tween health care assistants (HCAs) and registered nurses (RNS). 
Nursing associates have gained two Nursing Associate Foundation 
Degree, typically involving 2 years of higher-level study (King 
et al.,  2020, 2022). In Sweden, students can study to be a prac-
tical nurse in high school or complete similar studies via adult ed-
ucation (Gymnasieguiden.,  2021; Komvuxutbildningar,  2021). In 
Australia these second-level nurses undergo 2 years of training and 
are known as ‘Enrolled Nurses’ (Aussizz group, 2023) and in North 
America they are often called ‘Licensed Practical Nurses’ (Nance & 
Brown, 2022).

In Finland, a personal competence development plan (PCDP) 
is drawn up for each student during practical nurse training. This 
plan includes the student's prior competence, specifies which 
knowledge and skills the student still needs, and outlines how, and 
in which learning environment(s), these competences can be de-
veloped. During the education, the student acquires competence 
during work-based learning through either a training agreement 
or an apprenticeship. Students have 4–5 periods of work-based 
learning depending on their prior competence. During work-based 
learning, the mentor, the educator and the entire work commu-
nity give the student regular feedback on the progress of the stu-
dent's learning. The learning goals and assessment of learning are 
based on national vocational requirements and assessment criteria. 
Following the completion of work-based learning, the student will 
demonstrate his/her competence during a competence demonstra-
tion. The assessment of a student's competence is decided jointly 
by the educator and the representative of working life (mentor/
assessor).

It is essential that the mentors/assessors and educators are able 
to distinguish the assessment of learning from the assessment of 
competence (FNAE, 2018). The mentor/assessor who is nominated 
for a practical nurse student is usually also a practical nurse; how-
ever, other health care professionals who have graduated from a 
university of applied sciences, e.g., a registered nurse, can act as a 
mentor. It is important that there are enough proficient mentors in 

the workplace so that each student can be assigned a mentor for 
work-based learning (Pitkänen et al.,  2018). The educator in this 
study means the nurse teacher, who is employed by the vocational 
institution. The educator works mainly at a vocational institution, 
but she/he is responsible for the support and instruction of both the 
student and the mentor in the workplace.

Previous literature has highlighted several aspects of mentoring 
that influence the success of nursing student learning in the clinical 
learning environment. For example, the mentor has an important 
role in student learning and assessment because a large number 
of health students are present in the practical learning environ-
ment (Arkan et al.,  2018; Kälkäjä et al.,  2016) and the resources 
for mentoring have decreased significantly (Kälkäjä et al.,  2016). 
According to Papastavrou et al.  (2016), students estimate the 
mentor-student relationship as the most influential factor in stu-
dent satisfaction in a clinical learning environment. Studies have 
also shown that mentoring education impacts their competence 
and assessment skills; for this reason, it is crucial to regularly or-
ganize mentoring education (Immonen et al.,  2019; Tuomikoski 
et al., 2018, 2020b). Collaboration between the student, mentor, 
and educator during clinical training is important (Dimitriadou 
et al., 2015; Helminen, 2017; Hyvärinen et al., 2019). In addition 
to workplace visits, the educator can contact the workplace by 
e-mail or phone (Helminen,  2017). Some educational institutions 
also use an e-learning environment, which allows the educator 
to mentor the student in cooperation with the mentor. However, 
educators' visits to the workplace are still considered a very im-
portant factor (Hyvärinen et al., 2019). In addition, mentors value 
receiving support for student assessment from their organization, 
superiors and work community (Hyvärinen et al., 2019). This sup-
port also exerts positive effects on the pedagogical atmosphere 
(Pitkänen et al.,  2018). A mentor's motivation, professionalism, 
interpersonal skills and pedagogical knowledge contribute to the 
successful assessment of students (Kälkäjä et al., 2016; Karjalainen 
et al., 2015; Tuomikoski et al., 2018). Motivated mentors will hold 
regular reflective meetings with students during which they can 
ask and gauge each student's progress. Reflective discussions have 
been found to positively affect student learning and satisfaction 
(Pitkänen et al., 2018; Tuomikoski et al., 2018). However, studies 
on the clinical learning environment and mentoring largely focus on 
nursing students, with no or little focus given to practical nurses. 
With health care systems facing a crisis, i.e., global shortages in 
nurses, practical nurses could play an essential role in ensuring 
basic patient care. The workplace as a learning environment must 
be understood as a multi-factorial concept which involves various 
roles for the people and organizations participating in this form of 
teaching (Billett, 2004; Goh, 2021). We have considered the impor-
tance of the clinical learning environment and mentoring on stu-
dents' learning and assessment, and aimed to answer the following 
research question: what kinds of perceptions do practical nursing 
students, mentors and educators have of student's work-based 
learning and the assessment of learning progress?
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    |  3VIRPI et al.

2  |  METHODS

2.1  |  Study design

The research applied a qualitative, descriptive research design 
with inductive content analysis. The qualitative research method 
was chosen because the assessment of learning and compe-
tence of nursing students in the workplace is a little-studied area 
(Kyngäs, 2020b).

2.2  |  Participants

The study participants were selected through purposive sampling 
relating the studied phenomenon represented in the research ques-
tion (Bowling,  2014), more precisely, with 8 practical nursing stu-
dents, 12 mentors and 8 educators (total n = 28) from 3 vocational 
institutions and four social- and health care organizations in Finland. 
The number of participants was based on data saturation and infor-
mation power. The students who participated in the study were in 
their final year of studies and had completed 2–4 work-based learn-
ing periods. The mentors who participated in the study were practi-
cal nurses who had 6–36 years of work experience, with all having 
mentored students at some point in their careers. They worked in 
home care, service housing and institutional care. The educators 
who participated in the study had 6–30 years of work experience, 
and all of them had mentored students at some point in their work 
as an educator. The educators worked in a vocational institution that 
offers upper secondary vocational education in Finland. The par-
ticipants were recruited for the study by the contact person of each 
organization included in the study. The contact persons informed 
by e-mail all students, mentors and educators about the study. The 
study included voluntary students who had completed at least one 
period of work-based learning. The mentors and educators enrolled 
in the study had to have experience in mentoring students in work-
based placement.

The number of participants was based on data saturation and 
information power. Data saturation was reached when themes 
and categories became repetitive, and the new data yielded re-
dundant information (Polit & Beck, 2021). Malterud et al.  (2016) 
have identified five items, that have an impact on the information 
power of the sample: (a) study aim, (b) sample specificity, (c) use of 
established theory, (d) quality of dialogue and (e) analysis strategy. 
In this study, the collected data achieved the aim of the study. 
The study was limited to the practical nursing students' learning 
and assessment of it in the specific context, in the workplace. The 
study's theoretical background was research literature related to 
the learning and assessment of nursing students in a clinical learn-
ing environment. The participants in the study had experience 
and knowledge about the research phenomenon and, were able 
to report their perceptions in a very diverse way. The researcher 
who interviewed the participants has worked as an educator for 
practical nurses at the vocational institution for 8 years and has 

a deep knowledge of the research phenomenon. As a result, the 
researcher could identify the information power during the data 
collection and analysis process.

2.3  |  Data collection

The interviews were conducted as six focus group interviews and 
five pair interviews between November 2019 and September 
2020. For each group, three participants were recruited, but some 
groups received last-minute cancellations for personal reasons. 
The participants were interviewed in groups containing the same 
type of professionals (students, mentors, educators) because stu-
dents did not feel free to share their challenging experiences in 
the same group with mentors and/or educators. One researcher 
(VV) conducted all interviews. The themes of the interviews were 
based on previous research literature (FNAE, Finnish National 
Agency for Education.,  2018; Immonen et al.,  2019) and the re-
search question. The interview topics were: (1) content of as-
sessment during work-based learning; (2) methods used to obtain 
information about the practical nursing students' competence; 
(3) environment for work-based learning and competence assess-
ment; (4) roles of the student, mentor and organization; (5) aspects 
that increase the success of mentoring and assessment; (6) aspects 
that decrease the success of mentoring and assessment. Because 
of the rich data, competence assessment and evaluation will be 
further described in a later publication. The interviews were re-
corded with the consent of the study participants and lasted 
95–151 min.

2.4  |  Data analysis

The research data were analysed by inductive content analysis. This 
is a systematic and objective process which yields descriptions of the 
research phenomenon on a theoretical level (Kyngäs,  2020a). The 
analysis was assisted by Nvivo data management software (V.11; 
Alfasoft, Göteborg, Sweden). The recorded interviews were tran-
scribed word-for-word into text format, after which the research-
ers carefully studied the material by listening to it once and reading 
through it twice. A sentence or statement was chosen as the unit of 
analysis. Next, all of the interview expressions that were related to 
the research question were retrieved and reduced without losing the 
original meaning. Data describing the students', mentors' and educa-
tors' experiences and perceptions yielded a total of 581, 479 and 
581 codes, respectively. After that, the codes of all participants with 
similar content were combined into sub-categories (n = 152), and 
these sub-categories were further merged into categories (n = 37). 
At the final stage of analysis, the 37 categories were combined into 
five main categories (See Table 1). One researcher analysed the data 
by defining meaning units and codes and further continued in col-
laboration with other researchers defining sub-categories, catego-
ries and main categories.
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4  |    VIRPI et al.

TA B L E  1  Inductive content analysis.

Sub-category Category Main category

Competence acquired at the vocational institution during theory teaching (E) Student's previous competence Student as a goal-
oriented and 
responsible learner

Competence acquired through previous work-based learning (E)

Work experience (S,M)

Life experience (S,M)

Respect (S) Student's attitude towards learning

Humility (S)

Willingness to learn (S,M,E)

Positive attitude towards mentoring (M,E)

Flexibility (S)

Behaviour (S,M,E)

Interest in social- and health care work (S,M,E) Student's motivation

Interest in the workplace (S,E)

Ensuring work safety (M) Student's action as a learner

Ensuring customer, resident and patient safety (S,M)

Learning goal orientation (S,M,E)

Compliance with rules and instructions (S,M,E)

Activity (S,M,E)

Taking responsibility for his−/her own learning (S,M,E)

Working as a member of the work community (S,M,E)

Communication with the educator (S,E)

Competence in basic nursing skills (M) Student's professional skills

Ability to adapt and respond to changing work situations (M)

Interpersonal skills (S,M)

Language skills (S,M)

Fairness (S) Student's attributes and 
backgroundCulture (S,M)

Positivity (S)

Age (E)

Courage (S,M,E)

Suitability for social- and health care work (E)

Challenges in embracing new competence (M,E) Student's learning difficulties

Telling the mentor about learning difficulties (M,E)

Receiving feedback (S,M,E) Importance of feedback in the 
assessment of learningGiving feedback (M)

Requesting feedback (S,M,E)

Student's health (S) Student's life situation

Challenges of everyday life (M)

Mentor's previous education (E) Mentor's vocational competence Mentor as a supporter 
and enabler of a 
student's goal-
oriented learning 
process

Work experience (S,E)

Experience as a student mentor (M)

Theoretical knowledge (S,M,E)

Evidence-based competence of care procedures (S)
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    |  5VIRPI et al.

Sub-category Category Main category

Interest in student mentoring (S,M,E) Mentor's motivation

Interest in nursing (S,M,E)

Willingness to develop as a student mentor (M)

Willingness to work in the workplace (E)

Mentor's life situation (S)

Optionality to act as a student mentor (M)

Positivity (S) Mentor's attributes

Courageousness (S)

Patience (S,M,E)

Empathy (M,E)

Approachable (S,M,E)

Fairness (S,M,E)

Familiar with the student's learning process (M) Mentors support a student's 
learning processIndividual student mentoring (S,M,E)

Supportive of student mentoring (S,M,E)

Integration of the theory and practice (S,M,E)

Enabling learning situations (S,M,E)

Creating a safe learning environment (S,M,E)

Giving responsibility to the student (S,E)

Consideration of patient safety in mentoring (S,M) Considering safety in student 
mentoringConsideration of work safety in mentoring (S,M)

Positive attitude towards student mentoring (S,M) Mentor's interaction with the 
student and educatorPositive attitude towards students (S)

Collaboration with the educator (S,M,E)

Functionality of the mentor-student relationship (S)

Goal orientation in mentoring (S,M,E) Goal orientation in regular 
assessment of student's 
learning progress

Giving constructive feedback to the student (S, E)

Giving regular feedback to the student (S,M,E)

Regular reflection with students during mentoring (M)

Monitoring student learning progress (M)

Mentor education (S,M,E) Developing mentoring competence

Asking the student for feedback on mentoring (M)

Substantive knowledge (S) Educator's competence Educator as an instructor 
and supporter of a 
student's goal-
oriented learning 
process

Pedagogical skills (S)

Inspiring (E) Educator's attributes

Positivity (E)

Empathy (E)

Friendly (E)

Considerate (E)

Fairness (S)

Communication with the student (S,M,E) Student mentoring

Student support (S,E)

Functionality of the student-educator relationship (M)

Availability to the student (S,M)

Instructing the student in written assignments (S,E)

Utilization of web platforms in student mentoring (S,E)

TA B L E  1  (Continued)

(Continues)
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6  |    VIRPI et al.

Sub-category Category Main category

Finding solutions to problem situations (S,M.E) Educator's collaboration with the 
mentor and organizationMentor support (S,M,E)

Collaboration with the mentor (S,M,E)

Collaboration with the organization (M,E)

Instructing the student in setting goals (S,E) Ensuring a student's goal-oriented 
learningClarifying the vocational competence requirements to students (S,M,E)

Clarifying the vocational competence requirements to mentors (S,E)

Assessment of a student's learning progress (S,E) Assessment of a student's learning 
progressEnsures that student receives feedback from the mentor (S,E)

Increasing the mentor's mentoring skills (S,E) Increasing the mentor's mentoring 
competenceIncreasing the mentor's assessment skills (E)

Planning an individual study plan (S,E) Takes into account a student's 
individuality

Vocational institution 
as an enabler of 
individual learning 
process

Directing the students to an appropriate workplace (S,M,E)

Enabling optional study units for students in their studies (S)

Taking into account students' individual wishes in the selection of workplace 
(S)

Teaching care procedures at the vocational institution (S,M) Preparing students for work-based 
learningTheory teaching at the vocational institution (S,M)

Psychological preparation of the students for work-based learning (M)

Ensuring students' suitability for social- and health care work (M)

Ensuring student's readiness for work-based learning (M,E)

Clarifying vocational competence requirements and assessment criteria for 
students in vocational institution (S,M,E)

Informing students about tasks, agreements and instructions related to the 
work-based learning (M,E)

Informing students about the assignments of the work-based learning (S)

Informing students about forms related to the work-based learning (S)

Collaboration with workplaces (M,E) Collaboration with workplaces and 
other vocational institutionsCollaboration with other vocational institutions (E)

Concluding training and apprenticeship agreements for workplaces (S)

Informing workplaces about changes in education (S) Workplace information

Informing workplaces about rules and instructions related to the work-based 
learning (M,E)

Ensuring that a student has been assigned a mentoring teacher for the work-
based learning (S)

Providing adequate resources

Proper allocation of teacher resources (E)

Educator's work planning allows for workplace visits (S,M,E)

Ensuring reasonable amount of work-based learning students per educator (E)

Providing extra resources to the educator when needed (E)

Organizing mentor education (S,M,E) Developing student mentoring and 
assessment of learningOrganizing feedback surveys for students and mentors (E)

Drafting of written assignments related to the work-based learning (E)

Drafting of forms related to the work-based learning (E)

TA B L E  1  (Continued)

 20541058, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/nop2.1849 by U

niversity O
f V

aasa, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [04/06/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense
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2.5  |  Ethical considerations

The study was conducted in accordance with good scientific practice 
(TENK, 2019). Permission to conduct the study was obtained from 
each target organization. Before participating in the interviews, the 
students, mentors and educators received an e-mail from their or-
ganization's contact person with information about the study. The 
letter contained information about the study purpose and aim, the 
interviews, the voluntary nature of participation, the anonymity of 
the subjects, and the confidentiality of the results. Written informed 
consent to participate in the study and to record the interviews was 
obtained from each participant. The interviews were conducted at 
a time that was convenient for all of the study participants. The re-
searcher conducting the interviews (VV) ensured that she did not 
interview personal colleagues or previous students. The research 
material was stored as a password-protected file in a database that 
only the researcher had access to; all of the material will be de-
stroyed once it has served its purpose in the research project.

3  |  RESULTS

The five main categories that describe practical nursing students' 
successful work-based learning and the assessment of learning 
progress are: (1) The student as a goal-oriented and responsible 
learner. (2) The mentor as a supporter and enabler of a student's 
goal-oriented learning process. (3) The educator as an instructor and 
supporter of a student's goal-oriented learning process. (4) The vo-
cational institution as an enabler of individual learning processes. (5) 
The workplace ensures a secure learning environment (see Table 1).

3.1  |  Student as a goal-oriented and 
responsible learner

Student as a goal-oriented and responsible learner included several 
distinct aspects, namely, the student's previous competence, atti-
tude towards learning, motivation, action as a learner, professional 

Sub-category Category Main category

Ensuring patient safety (E) Ensuring the quality of customer, 
resident and patient care

Workplace ensures 
secure learning 
environment

Taking care of the values of patient care (S)

Taking care of employees' professional development and competence (S)

Promoting evidence-based nursing (S)

Creating a positive atmosphere in the workplace has a significant impact on 
the student's enjoyment and learning (S,E)

Creating a positive workplace 
atmosphere

Taking care of employee well-being (S)

Appointing each student one or two mentors (S,M,E) Preparing for the student's work-
based learning periodInforming the appointed student mentor about the student (M,E)

Taking into account the student mentoring in staff's work planning (S,E)

Involving the student in the work community (S) Creating a secure learning 
environmentEqual treatment of students (S)

Welcoming the student kindly to the workplace (S,M)

Creating a safe learning environment (M)

The entire working community takes responsibility for student mentoring (S)

Providing the mentor with enough time for student mentoring (S,M,E) Providing adequate resources

Providing the mentor with enough time for student's assessment (S,M,E)

Providing the mentor with enough time for discussion with the student and 
the educator (E)

Ensuring an adequate number of staff in the workplace (S)

Enabling employees' rotation to act as a students' mentor (S,M)

Management attaches importance to successful student mentoring (E) Positive culture towards students 
and mentoringImmediate manager importance to successful student mentoring (S,E)

Immediate manager knows how student mentoring in the workplace works (S)

Development of student mentoring and assessment of learning (S,M,E)

Collaboration with the vocational institution (E) Collaboration with the vocational 
institution and educatorsCollaboration with the educators (E)

Note: What kinds of experiences and perceptions do practical nursing students, mentors and educators have of student's successful work-based 
learning and the assessment of learning progress? (S = student, M = mentor, E = educator).

TA B L E  1  (Continued)
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8  |    VIRPI et al.

skills, attributes and background, learning difficulties, feedback in 
the assessment of learning, and life situation.

The students and mentors reported that students' life experi-
ences and possible previous work experience affect learning in the 
workplace and the assessment of learning. The educators mentioned 
that students have accumulated previous knowledge during their 
studies.

The participants (including students, mentors, and educators) 
expressed that a student's attitude was essential to successful work-
based learning. The mentors preferred to be responsible for students 
who have a positive mindset towards studying nursing and who are 
generally well-behaved. Students valued student's humility, flexibil-
ity and respect for both patients and employees. The participants 
in this study articulated that a motivated student shows a genuine 
desire and interest to become a health and social care professional.

Skills that have been gained by a student who has 
been present at school and take care of their studies 

(Educator)

Then when a student is asked to pick up a towel, he/
she sighs for a long time… 

(Mentor)

That the student seems to be interested in the nurs-
ing. It is really important that he/she shows that he/
she is interested in caring for people. 

(Mentor)

The participants reported that a feeling of purpose in learning 
and the student taking action were important aspects of successful 
learning and the assessment of progress during work-based learning. 
According to the interviews, a goal-oriented, motivated student is 
active and takes responsibility for his/her own learning. During work-
based learning, the student must actively set learning goals which 
are based on vocational competence requirements. The student's 
professional skills were explained by students developing compe-
tence in basic nursing skills and the ability to adapt and respond to 
changing work situations. The students and mentors perceived that 
the quality of a student's interpersonal skills is directly related to the 
promotion of learning. The mentors viewed the student's poor lan-
guage skills as a hindering factor in learning in the workplace. They 
were particularly concerned about the risk to patient safety because 
of the misunderstanding.

In the first week, I always tick what I already know. 
Which do not need so much to practice. Then I always 
check what is left. 

(Student)

The student should be able to speak to the elderly in 
their language. 

(Mentor)

According to the interview responses, a student's attributes and 
background involved their fairness, cultural background and positivity. 
Furthermore, the participants mentioned that a student's courage will 
affect his/her learning. A courageous student dares to encounter the 
work community and patients, and seek out different care situations. 
However, the student must listen to the mentor's instructions and act 
accordingly to ensure customer, resident and patient safety. Mentors 
and educators experienced that students' learning difficulties can be 
challenging for mentoring and teaching. They hoped that students 
would be open about their challenges in order to prevent misunder-
standings. Additionally, the participants mentioned that one of the 
student's most important tasks is asking questions and receiving feed-
back. The interviewed participants shared that it was important for the 
student to comply with workplace rules and working hours.

A young student also needs the courage to do nursing. 
(Educator)

She was unable to absorb the knowledge on schedule. 
(Mentor)

The student can receive negative feedback from the 
mentor without being offended. 

(Student)

3.2  |  Mentor as a supporter and enabler of a 
student's goal-oriented learning process

The second main category comprised a mentor's vocational compe-
tence, motivation, attributes, support of a student's learning pro-
cess, considering safety in mentoring, along with student-educator 
interactions, goal-oriented in regular assessment of a student's 
learning progress, and developing their own mentoring competence. 
The participants who participated in the study considered the men-
tor's vocational competence to be an important aspect of successful 
learning. The mentors expressed that the competence and confi-
dence to act as a mentor increase with work experience, while edu-
cators added that a mentor's theoretical knowledge was a significant 
part of their professional skills.

When I had no work experience, I was unsure if I 
could do it myself. 

(Mentor)

The participants perceived the mentor's motivation in student 
mentoring and assessment of learning as essential aspects of success-
ful learning. The participants expressed that a mentors' attitude and 
motivation are influenced by their interest in nursing and the willing-
ness to work. When discussing mentor attributes, the participants 
mentioned that a mentor should be patient and easy to approach. 
The mentors said that a competent mentor clearly states and justifies 
various issues to the student and gives the student time to learn. The 
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    |  9VIRPI et al.

participants also pointed out that a skilled mentor is fair towards the 
student.

The mentor wants to give the student knowledge and 
skills based on his/her own experience and view. 

(Educator)

A good mentor should also be patient. 
(Student)

The participants described that the mentor should be able to sup-
port each student's learning process, and to acknowledge the student's 
previous skills, the stage of their studies, and their individual way of 
learning. The participants mentioned enabling learning situations and 
integration of theory and practice as tasks for the mentor. These tasks 
contribute to students' learning in the workplace. The mentors and 
educators reported that students who were gradually given more re-
sponsibility would eventually be able to independently care for resi-
dents and patients. The mentors emphasized that customer and work 
safety is their responsibility, and mentoring must always consider pa-
tient safety. For this reason, the students commented that a mentor 
should closely monitor the work and provide assistance whenever nec-
essary in the case that a student is provided more responsibility during 
work-based learning.

When I have the student under my mentoring, I let 
him/her work as much as possible. 

(Mentor)

In addition to patient safety, student safety need also 
be considered. Because, there may be patients who 
are aggressive. Student safety is my responsibility. 

(Mentor)

The participants reported that the mentor should prepare for 
the student's arrival at the workplace and, in problem situations, 
be in contact with the educator. The mentor's interactions with 
the student and educator should also be visible in their daily men-
toring practice. A functioning relationship requires for the mentor 
to have a positive attitude towards the students and mentoring. 
The educators experienced that the student's motivation to learn 
decreases if the student suspects that the mentor does not like 
them.

As a mentor, I could contact the educator more ac-
tively, for example by e-mail. 

(Mentor)

The participants reported that it was important for the men-
tor to guide the student using goal-oriented practices. As such, 
the students hoped that the mentor would discuss their goals with 
them on a regular basis and would give feedback constructive, ob-
jective and immediate. The educators and students emphasized 

the fact that a mentor should be aware of the vocational com-
petence requirements and assessment criteria; this would trans-
late into mentoring that is both goal-oriented and in line with the 
assessment criteria. The participants reported that regular edu-
cation is crucial to enhancing a mentor's mentoring skills and fur-
ther development. The participants considered it important that 
organizations enable their employees to participate in mentoring 
education.

A person learns when he/she told if he/she has done 
something wrong. And even the positive feedback is 
nice. 

(Student)

Mentor education should be every six months. There 
will be a lot of new information. 

(Mentor)

3.3  |  Educator as an instructor and supporter of a 
student's goal-oriented learning process

The third main category was explained by the educator's com-
petence, the educator's attributes, student mentoring, the edu-
cator's collaboration with the mentor and organization, ensuring 
goal-oriented learning among students, assessment of students' 
learning progress and increasing the mentor's mentoring compe-
tence. The students valued an educator's competence, i.e., sub-
stantive knowledge and pedagogical skills. A pedagogically skilled 
educator knows how to consider differences between students 
and their abilities to learn new things. An educator's attributes 
were commonly mentioned as an important aspect of successful 
learning. The students emphasized the importance of educators 
who were fair and treated all students in a similar way. The educa-
tors experienced that they should be considerate and emphatic in 
the workplace. They also mentioned that the educator can influ-
ence the workplace atmosphere by being positive, inspiring and 
friendly.

The educator speaks more slowly when the student's 
native language is not Finnish. 

(Student)

The educator can influence the atmosphere in the 
workplace by being friendly, inspiring, positivity. 

(Educator)
The participants mentioned that it was important for the educa-

tor to communicate, collaborate and visit the workplace twice during 
the student's work-based learning. Both students and educators men-
tioned that the utilization of a web platform could benefit student 
mentoring. In the case that a problem arises, the participants artic-
ulated that the educator should contact the mentor either by calling 
or in person. The educators emphasized that the functionality of the 
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10  |    VIRPI et al.

mentor-student relationship plays a significant role in the student's 
learning progress. The participants mentioned that an educator can 
ensure goal-oriented learning among students by clarifying the voca-
tional competence requirements and assessment criteria for students 
and mentors. Both the students and educators highlighted the fact that 
the educator is responsible for assessing practical nursing students.

It is important that the educator contacts the student 
for example by calling or WhatsApp. 

(Student)

It would be good for the educator to call a few times. 
For example, during five week work-based learning, 
the educator could call after the first week and the 
again during the third week. 

(Mentor)

When the teacher visits the workplace, he/she should 
ensure that the student and the mentor understand 
the assessment criteria’. 

(Mentor)

During the visit the workplace, the educator asks the 
mentor how the student's learning has progressed. 

(Student)

The students and educators perceived that the educator is respon-
sible for increasing the mentor's mentoring competence and assess-
ment skills. This was particularly highlighted for situations in which 
the mentor has little experience in student mentoring or changes have 
been made to practical nursing education. The educators emphasized 
that they should encourage the mentor to participate in mentoring 
education.

It is the responsibility of the educator to clarify the 
mentor with the vocational competence require-
ments for the work-based learning. So that the edu-
cator knows what he/she needs to teach the student 
and what he/she needs to assessment. 

(Educator)

3.4  |  Vocational institution as an enabler of 
individual learning process

The fourth main category consisted of six categories, namely, tak-
ing into account a student's individuality, preparing the student for 
work-based learning, collaborating with workplaces and other vo-
cational institutions, informing the workplace, providing adequate 
resources and developing student mentoring and the assessment 
of learning. The participants experienced that it was important to 
consider each student's individuality. As such, the student should 
be directed to a workplace that meets the vocational competence 

requirements. The educators emphasized that it was the responsibil-
ity of the vocational institution to ensure that each student's learn-
ing progressed according to an individual plan and that the student 
is ready for a period of work-based learning.

Taking into account the student's previous compe-
tence when planning an individual study plan. 

(Student)

I hope the vocational institution will ensure the stu-
dent is ready for the work-based learning. 

(Mentor)
The students and mentors reported that preparing students for 

work-based learning in a vocational institution involves informing them 
about tasks, agreements, instructions and forms related to work-based 
learning. Vocational institutions often provide students with infor-
mational lectures before the work-based learning period begins. The 
participants highlighted that one of the main tasks of a vocational in-
stitution is to clarify vocational competence requirements and assess-
ment criteria to students.

The students and mentors also reported that the vocational in-
stitution is responsible for increasing students' theoretical knowl-
edge. The students added that they should be taught concepts that 
are mentioned in the vocational competence requirements. The ed-
ucators mentioned that the vocational institution is responsible for 
the psychological preparation of students for work-based learning. 
Since demanding and unexpected situations can occur in the work-
place, it is important for students to be aware of the potential reac-
tions associated with these situations. The educators also reported 
that the vocational institution needs to ensure that each student is 
suitable for social- and health care work. The mentors and educators 
articulated that functional collaboration between the workplace and 
vocational institution is important. The students mentioned that the 
conclusion of training and apprenticeship agreements is the result 
of collaboration between the institution and workplaces. The edu-
cators commented that there could be more collaboration between 
vocational institutions in the development of work-based learning 
and assessment of learning.

It is important that the collaboration between the vo-
cational institution and the workplace is successful. 

(Educator)

The participants reported that the educator should have enough 
time to visit the workplace and adequate resources from the educa-
tional institution. The educators also emphasized that, if necessary, 
additional resources should be provided for visiting the workplace, for 
example, if there are challenges in mentoring a certain student. The 
educators mentioned that the mentoring and assessment shifts in the 
workplace occasionally cause challenges due to the educators' teach-
ing obligations and the mentors' shift work. In addition, it is sometimes 
challenging for an educator to mentor many students at the same 
time. The mentors experienced problems with time management and 
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    |  11VIRPI et al.

regretted that they did not provide adequate and individual mentoring 
for students due to the poor allocation of resources. The participants 
reported that one of the tasks of the vocational institution is to or-
ganize education in order to develop student mentoring and assess-
ment. The educators identified drafting written assignments and forms 
related to the work-based learning as another task of the vocational 
institution. They also mentioned that the vocational institution should 
provide surveys to the students and mentors after work-based learn-
ing to assess how the period met learning expectations.

The educator came to the workplace on her/him day 
off because she/he did not have time at other times. 
On Saturday. 

(Student)

Organizing mentor education more than once a year 
in the workplace so that as many employees as possi-
ble can take part in it. Although it is half a day. 

(Mentor)

3.5  |  Workplace ensures secure learning 
environment

The fifth category comprised ensuring the quality of customer, resi-
dent and patient care, creating a positive workplace atmosphere, 
preparing for the student's work-based learning period, creating a 
secure learning environment, providing adequate resources, posi-
tive culture towards students and mentoring and collaboration with 
the vocational institution and educators. According to the students, 
the organization should take care of the values of patient care by 
ensuring the quality of customer, resident and patient care. A good 
organization takes care of the well-being and professional develop-
ment of its employees. The students experienced that they can best 
learn in an environment in which the nursing practices are based on 
up-to-date evidence. The educators mentioned that the organiza-
tion should ensure patient safety across all activities, including stu-
dent mentoring.

A good organization takes care of the well-being of 
the employees, ergonomics, orientation and educa-
tion of its employees and all… 

(Student)

The students and educators experienced that a good atmosphere 
is important for successful work-based learning and its assessment. 
Students can expect to be treated positively in a workplace with a 
good atmosphere. Preparations for the students' work-based learning 
period influence both students' experiences and learning outcomes. 
According to the participants, the organization should appoint each 
student with one to two mentors prior to the work-based learning. The 
mentors highlighted the importance of creating a secure learning en-
vironment for students. According to both mentors and students, how 

the student is welcomed into a new environment has a significant ef-
fect on their learning process. As such, the student should be greeted 
with openness and kindness. The students also hoped that they would 
be treated equally in the workplace regardless of their background. 
They said that it is important to feel as though they are part of the 
work community.

The atmosphere in the workplace bad. And the stu-
dent had to listen to the disagreements of the em-
ployees. An underage student was there to settle… 

(Educator)

It happened to me once as follows… When I came to 
work in the morning and sat the table, I was told: do 
you go with that student to measure patients' blood 
sugar? I was amazed at whom the student was? From 
whom is blood sugar measured? Is the student that 
boy there? 

(Mentor)

The workplace is bad if no one employees notices you 
when you start the work-based there and you get to 
be alone. Nobody says anything. They just wondered 
if some student become to the workplace again. The 
student immediately gets the feeling that the work-
place is not good. 

(Student)

The participants articulated that the organization should provide 
adequate resources for work-based learning, i.e., enough time for stu-
dent mentoring and the assessment of learning. The mentors shared 
that they do not always have sufficient time for mentoring because of 
a busy work schedule. In addition, they stated that they often do not 
have enough time to read the vocational competence requirements 
and assessment criteria. The students and mentors reported that oc-
casional staff shortages in the workplace decrease the time for student 
mentoring and assessment. Both the students and mentors shared that 
mentors take turns mentoring students. This prevents the mentors 
from getting tired of mentoring. The students also pondered whether 
every mentor is able to inform their immediate manager in case they 
find the mentoring to be taxing.

I told the mentor that I would like to learn. There was 
a hurry. He/she said there is a little time. The mentor 
does the work in 15 min, but if she/he has to teach the 
work to the student, it takes more than 30 min. In a 
hurry, the student is not allowed to practice. 

(Student)

A positive culture towards students and mentoring had a strong 
association with a manager's role in mentoring. The educators experi-
enced that the positive attitude of management towards students and 
student mentoring will greatly affect how the entire work community 
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12  |    VIRPI et al.

reacts towards, and treats, students. The participants reported that 
the organization should permit employees to participate in mentoring 
education. The participants greatly highlighted the collaboration be-
tween the institution and workplaces. The educators emphasized that 
there should be a low threshold for contacting them at the workplace. 
The educators mentioned the job title of clinic educator, which they 
felt was an excellent example of collaboration between an educational 
institution and an organization.

There are workplaces where the students and men-
toring are important. Students are considered future 
colleagues. 

(Educator)

Then the student knows the name of his/her mentor 
and what phone number he/she will call. 

(Educator)

4  |  DISCUSSION

The aim of this study was to describe practical nursing students', 
mentors' and educators' perceptions of learning and assessment 
of it in the context of work-based learning. The participating stu-
dents appreciated completing their studies in a workplace with a 
good atmosphere because a positive atmosphere means that the 
students will also be treated positively. Papastavrou et al.  (2016) 
stated that the inclusion of students in the work community 
increases student satisfaction with the clinical learning envi-
ronment. The students participating in the present study also ex-
perienced that it was important for them to feel as though they 
were part of the work community. A student's good interpersonal 
skills and courage promote learning because the student will seek 
out different members of the work community and get involved 
in various care situations. Goh  (2021) has researched student 
teachers' learning at school placements and university in a school-
university partnership. She mentions that the education of the 
student teachers required students to move simultaneously be-
tween the two learning sites, which either reinforced or changed 
their existing teacher identities. This same thing can be observed 
in the education of practical nurses.

Previous research has shown that a mentor's motivation, 
professionalism, and pedagogical skills contribute to success-
ful mentoring (Karjalainen et al.,  2015; Tuomikoski et al.,  2018; 
Tuomikoski, Ruotsalainen, Mikkonen, & Kääriäinen,  2020). 
Participants in this study valued a mentor's professionalism. The 
participants expressed that mentors should guide students on an 
individual level in that they consider the student's way of learn-
ing, prior learning, work experience and specific life situation. 
Papastavrou et al.  (2016) also found that individual mentoring is 
associated with student satisfaction. The study participants felt 
that it was important to provide students with regular and con-
structive feedback that is related to the vocational competence 

requirements. Regular discussion with students was also consid-
ered important for student learning. These findings agree with 
previously published results, as reflective discussions and receiv-
ing feedback have been linked to student learning and satisfaction 
(Cassidy et al.,  2012; Pitkänen et al.,  2018). The participants in 
this study mentioned that active and goal-oriented students will 
request feedback from their mentors. A supportive mentor will 
gradually increase a student's responsibility to reflect on their 
work-based learning; however, they will ensure patient and occu-
pational safety at all times.

According to several studies, a mentor's training significantly 
increases their mentoring ability and assessment skills (Immonen 
et al.,  2019; Ruuskanen et al.,  2018; Tuomikoski et al.,  2018; 
Tuomikoski et al.  2020b). The participants reported that the vo-
cational institution is responsible for organizing mentoring educa-
tion. The educators commented that they should encourage the 
mentors to participate in mentoring education. According to Arkan 
et al. (2018), students have expressed a desire for more practice in 
care procedures. Furthermore, the same students experienced that 
the exercises they completed during their studies were somewhat 
inconsistent with the activities of practical nursing staff. This was 
also observed among the students interviewed in the present study, 
who considered practising care procedures at the vocational institu-
tion to be an important part of their studies.

The participants considered the nomination of one or two men-
tors for each student to be an essential component of successful 
work-based learning and assessment. Practical nursing students 
most often work in workplaces where schedules are organized 
using three shifts. The mentors reported that the appointment of 
two mentors per student would mean that one of the mentors could 
work with the student while the other is free. Sharing responsibility 
for mentoring and assessment also increases a mentors' ability to act 
as a student mentor. Papastavrou et al. (2016) have found that the 
nomination of a student mentor for each student increases student 
satisfaction.

In the present research, collaboration between the student, 
mentor, and educator was considered important to the progression 
of studies (Goh, 2022) and the assessment of learning. Several pre-
vious studies have also highlighted the student-mentor relationship 
when discussing clinical learning (Immonen et al., 2019; Papastavrou 
et al., 2016). The participants in this study considered it important 
that the student and educator, and the mentor and educator, show a 
strong working relationship. Collaboration may be more successful if 
the educator is actively connected to the workplace, a dynamic that 
was also mentioned by Helminen (2017). The mentors who partic-
ipated in this study experienced that they could be more active in 
their communication with educators.

Previous research (Butler et al., 2011; Cassidy et al., 2012) has 
revealed excessive workloads among mentors when considering 
clinical nursing care, professional responsibility, and student men-
toring; these activities, which include assessing their students' 
competence, require a lot of time. Cassidy et al.  (2012) mentioned 
that the continuous turnover of students and the fact that these 
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    |  13VIRPI et al.

students are at various points in their studies has increased men-
tors' workloads. This stressful amount of work was also observed in 
the present study, as mentors felt that there is sometimes so much 
pressure at work that they cannot let a student practice at their own 
pace. The rush arising from a large number of patients, increased 
care requirements, and high patient turnover has also weakened the 
work atmosphere (Arkan et al., 2018). The participants of this study 
also highlighted that educators must be provided with adequate re-
sources. For example, the educator should have enough time to visit 
the workplace to mentor students and support the mentor.

It has previously been mentioned that the available assessment 
documents and criteria use unclear language (Butler et al.,  2011; 
Helminen, 2017). In the study by Cassidy et al. (2012), mentors de-
scribed the language used in assessment criteria as sprawling, ver-
bose and very confusing. In this study, the students and educators 
emphasized the fact that a mentor should be aware of the vocational 
competence requirements and assessment criteria. This is relevant 
because each student's learning process is based on national voca-
tional competence requirements.

4.1  |  Trustworthiness of the study

The findings were reported using the Standards for Reporting 
Qualitative Research (SRQR; O'Brien et al.,  2014) to strengthen 
transparency and trustworthiness. The phenomenon was studied by 
including three different groups of participants, which strengthens 
the understanding of the topic. The data were collected from certain 
settings (i.e. social- and health care organizations) in which practical 
nurses participate in work-based learning, but excluded other rel-
evant settings, such as kindergartens and schools. In the future, it 
would be necessary to extend the research to all organizations in 
which practical nursing students complete work-based learning.

5  |  CONCLUSIONS

Vocational competence requirements and assessment criteria guide 
student learning and assessment in work-based placements. During 
work-based learning, a student's progress should be assessed by 
giving them regular feedback that corresponds to the vocational 
requirements and student's goals. The interview material revealed 
that an educator's visits to the workplace are essential and welcome. 
Regular communication with the mentor ensures that an educator 
can follow each student's goal-oriented learning process. It is also 
beneficial for the mentor to actively communicate with the educa-
tor; this is particularly important in instances where there are certain 
challenges to a student's learning.

The workplace is responsible for providing support to mentors, 
arranging enough time for mentoring, and promoting participation 
in mentoring education. The workplace should also take care of 
the value base of patient care, well-being at work and the imple-
mentation of evidence-based knowledge into practice. A positive 

environment and secure learning environment are crucial character-
istics of an effective workplace.

The results of this study can be used to develop the mentoring 
and assessment of practical nursing students' progress in work-
based learning. As there is no previous scientific research on the 
mentoring and assessment of practical nursing students, more em-
pirical evidence from different organizations and settings is urgently 
needed.
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