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M
ike Baynham’s (2002: 188) observation on 
the writing process demanded of nursing 
students rings true in contemporary 
practice: ‘Pity the poor nursing student, 
who is required to write at times like a 

sociologist, at others like a philosopher, yet again like a scientist 
and finally as a reflective practitioner!’ 

This realisation provides an appropriate starting point for 
discussion when considering the role of literacy alongside the 
practice of note-taking for nursing students on placement. The 
variety of writing techniques required by universities of their 
preregistration nursing students presents challenges for 
supervising nurses, nursing students and nursing lecturers alike 
regarding how best the development of these skills can 
be supported. 

This study aimed to identify the importance of note-taking 
for health professionals at work while identifying the factors 
that make it problematic for nursing students in practice. It also 
explored some of the considerations that practice visitors 
(formerly known as link lecturers) (Nursing and Midwifery 
Council (NMC), 2018a) need to consider when teaching this 
particular skill. 

This study also explored, from the lecturers’ perspective, the 
challenges students face regarding note-taking in practice and 
identified areas for future research to support pre- and 
postregistration nursing students with their writing practice to 
inform their note-taking approaches. 

Finally, this study aimed to evaluate the ways in which 
university lecturers can better prepare nursing students beyond 
the realm of academic essay writing to accurately and effectively 
take notes about care activities while on practice placement as 
part of their degree.

Background
Note-taking is an essential component of everyday practice for 
health professionals. This skill is central to ensuring potentially 
life-threatening or life-saving patient information is documented 
while establishing continuity of care (Andrews and St Aubyn, 
2015: 20). This reasoning is securely established in the adage ‘if 
it’s not written down, it didn’t happen’; this is ingrained into 
the minds of practising health professionals and drummed into 
nursing students during placement. 

Should the prospect of nurses’ notes being subject to legal 
scrutiny not be sufficient, the importance of clear and accurate 
documentation practice is demanded by the NMC Code 
(2018b), which stipulates that it is necessary to ‘prioritise people, 
practise effectively, preserve safety and promote professionalism 
and trust’. Codes and maxims such as these underscore both 
the weight that note-taking carries in nursing practice and the ©

 2
02

1 
M

A
 H

ea
lth

ca
re

 L
td

Note-taking by nursing students: 
the case for implementing writing 
strategies to encourage best practice
Taryn Tavener-Smith

ABSTRACT
Background: Note-taking is an integral component of professional nursing 
practice. If students are to complete this effectively, a range of teaching, 
learning and assessment strategies are required to support their development 
of this skill. Objectives: This study aimed to identify lecturers’ perspectives 
of students’ note-taking on placement to identify factors that limit the 
development of this skill; these perspectives could be used to explore 
strategies to support students to develop this skill while at university. Design: 
A qualitative study taking a phenomenological approach was carried out. 
Participants: Three senior nursing practice visitors agreed to be interviewed. 
Methods: Semistructured interviews were carried out and thematic analysis 
carried out to explore lecturers’ perspectives of students’ experiences of 
note-taking while on placement. These interviews were intended to obtain 
detailed accounts of note-taking and allow challenges to be explored. Results: 
Each participant observed and supported students’ note-taking within practice 
placement settings. Three main themes emerged from the data: limitations 
to students’ vocabulary and literacy; inconsistency between trusts resulting 
in an inability to articulate experience; and note-taking clarity and accuracy. 
Conclusion: Note-taking is central to nurses’ education and professional 
documentation to support best practice and high-quality patient care. 
Variations in processes between trusts, stringency of standards required by the 
trusts where students attend placements, and students’ writing abilities differ 
widely, which directly affect the consistency and accuracy of written notes. 
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sizeable responsibility of those imparting strategies to students 
to ensure they master the skill.

The role of note-taking within the nursing profession is an 
integral component of practice (Whitehead, 2002). This skill, 
acquired and developed throughout a nurse’s career, is central 
to various aspects of professional documentation, including 
communication between health professionals, documenting 
treatment plans and processes for standardising and maintaining 
high-quality healthcare, and establishing a firm paper trail 
required by law in relation to healthcare procedures (Andrews 
and St Aubyn, 2015). 

Ironically, note-taking is a largely undocumented practice 
that appears to be overlooked frequently by those in educational 
roles in terms of directly addressing and teaching this necessary 
skill (Leki, 2007). Fittingly, Seid and Teklay (2018) acknowledged 
that there is a ‘positive relationship between note taking and 
academic performance’. Such correlations clearly demonstrate 
the intertwined nature of the two, which underlines the need 
to address writing skills. 

The author carried out an initial literature search on the 
subject, which identified a gap. There is so little is written about 
note-taking practice that it is insufficient to promote its role 
in upholding high-quality care though recording what has 
happened. Regarding patient handover, to which accurate notes 
are central, Lee et al (2015: 160) argued that the ‘quality of 
communication at patient handover is inconsistent, compromising 
patient safety’.

There are two types of note-taking: one involves writing 
brief notes for handover, based on care-giving activities 
undertaken during shifts; the other concerns more formal 
documentation relating to patient records, charts and 
risk assessments.

This study set out to identify the factors that cause problems 
in note-taking practices for nursing students. The intention is 
to implement relevant teaching, learning and assessment 
strategies to better support students’ development of this skill 
in the future (Johnson et al, 2007).

Ethical considerations
Ethical approval was granted by the head of the school of nursing 
and allied health before the study started. Participants were 
invited to take part in the interviews on an anonymous, voluntary 
basis and gave consent beforehand. In keeping with confidentiality 
guidelines outlined by the Data Protection Act 2018, no 
identifying information was requested from the participants, 
and none of this information is included in the article.

Method 
Sample
This study used purposive sampling, with three senior nursing 
practice visitors selected, one from each nursing field (child, 
adult and mental health) at the school of nursing and allied 
health at the university. Purposive sampling selects participants 
based on certain characteristics or experiences (Ellis, 2010). 

The participants were selected to represent each of the 
nursing fields offered by the school. In this way, the researcher 
was able to ensure ‘deliberate choice of a participant due to 

the qualities the participant possesses’ (Etikan et al, 2016: 2). 
They were carefully selected for the qualities of being senior 
academics and practice visitors in the school with experience 
of supervising students’ note-taking during placement while 
also having related teaching responsibilities within the university.

Design
A qualitative phenomenological approach was selected. 
Phenomenological research approaches encompass the ‘study 
of the “lived experience” ’ while providing insight into ‘what 
it is actually like to live with a particular condition or experience’ 
(Aveyard and Sharp, 2013: 75). 

In this study, the lived experiences encompass practice 
visitors’ observations of nursing students’ practice while they 
were note-taking during a placement. The research design 
adopted was useful in ascertaining the individual lecturers’ 
experience regarding their observations of note-taking practice. 

The research design included semistructured interviews with 
the three participants. Interview schedules were developed 
based on the main research questions, which aimed to explore 
nursing students’ experience of note-taking in placement. 

The research aim was established as observing nursing 
students’ note-taking during placement while identifying 
difficulties they experienced in undertaking this. These obstacles 
were determined in the hope of ascertaining strategies that 
could better support students regarding the development of 
this skill in future.

Data collection
Data were collected using audiorecorded interview. These 
interviews, conducted by the researcher, were transcribed 
verbatim so that recurring themes in the data could be identified. 
Thematic analysis was applied to identify relevant themes 
(Holloway and Galvin, 2016). Thematic analysis is the method 
used by qualitative researchers ‘for identifying, analyzing, 
organizing, describing, and reporting themes found within a 
data set’ (Braun and Clarke, 2006: 79). These themes are then 
applied to the research question. Interview schedules and 
responses were securely stored throughout the research process 
to protect confidentiality (NMC, 2018b).

Data analysis
The interviews were transcribed verbatim to develop transcripts, 
which were later coded thematically by identifying naturally 
recurring themes of relevance (Kara, 2017: 68, 178). This data 
analysis process allowed recurring themes to be identified and 
addressed and recommendations suggested.

Results
The participants shared their professional clinical experiences 
regarding supervising students on placement. Such supervision 
includes supporting students in note-taking practice to 
encourage accurate documentation. 

The three main themes that emerged from the interviews 
were: students’ vocabulary and literacy limitations; inconsistency 
between trusts resulting in an inability to articulate experience; 
and note-taking clarity and accuracy.©
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Theme 1. Vocabulary and literacy limitations
Participants identified a disconnect between students’ knowledge 
and what their vocabularies would permit them to communicate 
in writing while taking notes, resulting in perceived vocabulary 
and literacy limitations. 

Such restrictions pose a challenge for accurate note-taking 
in practice; this is essential because notes may be called upon 
later to support decisions pertaining to treatment plans and 
processes. These restrictions in vocabulary, evidenced in the 
students’ notes, indicate a need for additional support at 
classroom level to better prepare students to convey 
their observations:

‘It’s the general vocabulary … that is then a 
stumbling block to their patient notes because, 
if you haven’t got that vocabulary to draw upon, 
does that actually provide a natural stumbling 
block to your documentation? Because you 
can’t pull on these words to describe.’ 

Participant 1

‘It’s just vocabulary in general … I noticed that 
the groups don’t know what “thrive” means. 
They’ve never heard of the word “thrive”.’ 

Participant 1

‘Also, I think there are probably many students 
who feel they don’t have very good writing skills.’ 

Participant 2

‘There are issues of language … from a 
university point of view but, more importantly, 
from a practice point of view.’ 

Participant 3

‘Overall, the quality of written communication 
has [been]—is—not as good as it was.’ 

Participant 3, original emphasis

Theme 2. Inconsistency between trusts result  
in an inability to articulate experience
Participants expressed concerns regarding nursing students’ 
seeming inability to accurately and coherently capture and 
express, through note-taking, care activities that had been 
carried out. 

Examples included: an inability to write effective notes while 
working in high-pressured environments; lacking the necessary 
vocabulary to precisely articulate processes; and difficulties in 
producing notes that were straightforward or clear so that they 
could be understood at the end of each shift. 

These limitations were largely a result of little consistency 
between approaches to written records and note-taking at 
different trust placements, and these limitations were also 
observed in the students’ academic writing. Such inconsistencies 
were problematic, given that well-rounded, detailed accounts 
should be captured in patient notes regarding treatments  
and observations:

‘I think just being literal, like actually being able 
to describe how you got from A to B … being 
able to have that ability to break things down 
into chunks [is lacking].’ 

Participant 1

‘Our students go to so many different trusts,  
so many trusts, even the child students go to 
multiple trusts. And each trust has its own 
paperwork. And if you think, as a student, you’re 
in somewhere for 6 weeks and you nail their 
paperwork, then you go to another ward, 
completely different paperwork again …  
Any bit of confidence they have built up is just 
being diminished.’ 

Participant 2

‘[There are] differences [in note-taking 
strategies] between community settings and 
inpatient settings.’ 

Participant 3

Theme 3. Note-taking clarity and accuracy
Participants emphasised the importance of clarity in student 
nurses’ note-taking for documentation and central 
communication between health professionals. The skill of 
providing clear medical notes appeared to be a unanimous 
point of concern and requires attention:

‘I think that we drill it into the student nurses 
right from week 1 of their training that … the 
clarity of their patient notes has to be that clear 
that someone off the street can come in who’s 
not a nurse, read their notes and completely 
understand, step for step, very transparently, the 
care that they’ve provided.’ 

Participant 1

‘I’m saying to students: if there’s something 
important and that happened now, take the time 
to sort, you know, to write it down now, to 
make note of it now.’ 

Participant 2, original emphasis

‘In terms of accuracy … students can give you 
the general gist but, if you ask about something 
more detailed, they don’t always remember.’ 

Participant 2

‘Academically, you need to improve the clarity 
of your writing. But the main reason, from my 
perspective, for you doing that is because the 
clarity of your writing has to improve and has 
to be good in practice. Because if you’re not 
communicating clearly, you know, ultimately 
that’s life or death stuff.’ 

Participant 3 ©
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Discussion
The issues raised by participants suggest that many nursing 
students struggle with note-taking while on placement. 
Problems include: limitations to students’ vocabulary and 
literacy; inconsistency between trusts resulting in an inability 
to articulate experiences; and note-taking clarity and accuracy. 

The obstacles students face in relation to note-taking appear 
to have more to do with underdeveloped skills than extraneous 
factors such as fatigue, the time constraints of working on a busy 
ward, and lacking an understanding of the importance of this 
practice in health care, although these are considered to 
be contributing factors (Guhde, 2003; Choi, 2005; Salamonson 
et al, 2008). 

These findings, based on practice visitor observations and 
experience, indicate a clear need to support students both in 
the classroom from a theoretical perspective and in practice to 
enhance their vocabulary, clarity, and accuracy when writing. 

Limitations in the existing literature are evident and further 
research on the subject is required.

Limitations
While raising some interesting issues regarding nursing students’ 
note-taking strategies and challenges in practice, this study has 
limitations that require attention. 

One is its small scale, which restricts its ability to be applied 
to the general student population. As a result, caution should 
be practised when attempting to generalise these findings 
because they may not be representative of the wider population. 

In addition, this study presents the professional perspectives 
of three lecturers and so may not necessarily represent the 
student’s personal experiences of note-taking while on 
placement. Future studies would do well to explore note-taking 
from the student’s perspective to identify the challenges 
they  experience. Such expansions to this study would 
undoubtedly yield valuable insights while capturing the nursing 
student’s perspective. 

Given the overarching limitations in the current literature, 
it was important to ascertain extensive detail by relating the 
perspective of people who have experienced a particular 
phenomenon (Aveyard and Sharp, 2013; Paley, 2016; Lin, 2017). 
In this instance, these expert insights were obtained from senior 
lecturers with practice and academic experience.

Conclusion
Overall, nursing students’ note-taking is a nuanced issue with 
numerous layers of challenge for all stakeholders, including 
students learning to write notes, lecturers supporting the writing 
process and practice assessors guiding students while they are 
on placement (the terms practice supervisor, practice assessor 
and academic assessor are replacing the terms mentors and 
sign-off mentors (NMC, 2018a). 

 Observable obstacles include: limitations to students’ 
vocabulary and literacy; inconsistency between trusts resulting 
in inability to articulate experience; and note-taking clarity 
and accuracy. 

This study explored the challenges students face from the 
lecturers’ perspective of note-taking in practice and identified 

some considerations for future research to support pre- and 
postregistration nursing students with their writing practice to 
inform their note-taking approaches.

Recommendations
Further research is required regarding the issue of nursing 
students’ note-taking in practice to gain more insight into the 
reasons why this aspect of training is lacking in formal teaching 
within nursing programmes. 

Further research could take the form of a mixed-method 
study including a wide variety of students to cover the 
representative population of nursing students, which would 
provide a generalisable overview of current obstacles. 

It is important that processes to encourage nursing students’ 
development of this skill are relevant and are updated to improve 
active engagement both inside and outside the classroom for 
all stakeholders such as students, trusts, lecturers and facilitators. 

In terms of classroom-based support, it is essential that more 
formal learning-focused activities are implemented to ensure 
more well-rounded support for nursing students’ development 
of these skills. While such learning practices are undertaken on 
wards where nursing students are on placement, more conscious 
efforts are required on behalf of all stakeholders to ensure that 
shortfalls are actively addressed to improve documentation in 
healthcare settings. 

Possible strategies to support students include simulated 
note-taking exercises, alongside dedicated initiatives to develop 
vocabulary. These approaches align closely with the NMC 
(2018a) standards, which emphasise requirements for practice 
learning,where both practice supervisors and assessors share 
the responsibility of supporting students in the development 
of their practice vocabulary and documentation skills. 

Finally, this study has explored lecturers’ perspectives 
regarding nursing students’ note-taking abilities. As such, the 
knowledge base on this subject would benefit from including 
students’ perspectives alongside those held by practice supervisors 
and assessors. Obtaining a student-centred perspective on the 
experience of note-taking would, ultimately, help to ensure 
that  a multidimensional view is gained of the issues surrounding 
this practice for students in placement. BJN
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KEY POINTS
 ■ Note-taking is an essential part of nursing practice because it is central 

to ensuring that patient information is accurately documented

 ■ Consistency in note-taking is imperative to ensure continuity of care 

 ■ Note-taking is a nuanced issue involving numerous layers of challenge for 
all stakeholders 

 ■ Limitations in students’ vocabulary and literacy impact their note-taking ability

 ■ Variations in trusts’ documentation processes prove problematic for 
nursing students attempting to master note-taking

 ■ Writing strategies within formal education are needed to support the 
development of students’ note-taking skills
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CPD reflective questions
 ■ Describe some of the challenges students face while learning how to take 
notes in practice and identify factors that may impede good note-taking 

 ■ Consider students’ note-taking proficiency. Do you feel confident in 
assessing their abilities? 

 ■ If you identified students who require additional support to help improve 
their note-taking, would you know where you could refer them?
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