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PART I: BACKGROUND 

 
Title: Freshman Seminar in Nursing:  Learning About Nursing History  
 
Authors: Elizabeth C. Devine, Florence Selder, Laurie K. Glass, Sue Fontana, and Quincy Tharps, UW-Milwaukee, 
College of Nursing 
 
Contact: Elizabeth C. Devine, ecd@uwm.edu 
 
Discipline or Field: Nursing. 
 
Date: January 30, 2007 
 
Course Name: Freshmen Seminar in Nursing 
 
Course Description: Freshmen Seminar in Nursing is a one-credit survey course taught in seminar format.  The 
two goals of the course are (1) to promote successful student transition to college-level learning and (2) to 
introduce students who have expressed an interest in nursing to the profession of nursing. The unit on the history of 
nursing is covered in one 50-minute class period. All students in the class are first semester freshmen. The learning 
environment includes a classroom with movable chairs and the Nursing Historic Gallery a small museum in the 
College of Nursing. 
 
Executive Summary: 
The one hour class period in which nursing history was taught in Freshman Seminar in Nursing was the focus of 
this study.  The short-term, lesson-specific goals for the lesson were [a] that students will identify 3 major themes 
that capture the ways in which the nursing profession evolved, and [b] that given exposure to nursing artifacts, 
students will discuss form and function of these artifacts as they relate to technology and the work of the nurse.  
The short-term, general course goal addressed in this lesson was that students will complete assigned homework 
as evidenced by their participation in class discussion.  
 
The lesson plan included various interactive methods to address the three themes that have undergone change as 
the nursing profession has evolved overt time. These themes are [A] the Identity of the Nurse, [B] Nursing 
Service/Practice, and [C] the Work of Nursing including the technologies used in nursing care. 
 
Activities included a homework assignment, short lecture and guided discussion on the themes that used the 
homework assignment and involved passing around historic artifacts, a small group discussion of a job description 
of bedside nursing in the 1887, and small group activity in the Nursing Historical Gallery where students discussed 
artifacts and ways in which the work of the nurse has changed over time.   
 
After obtaining informed consent, two cohorts of students enrolled in Freshmen Seminar in Nursing were studied.  
Data were collected using non-participant observation. The lesson plan was revised based on data derived from 
observing the first cohort of students.  Based on 0 to 10 scales, where 0 is strongly disagree and 10 is strongly 
agree, the average across scores for student being attentive, responsive, and understanding of the concepts 
addressed, the average scores from two observers were as follows.   

 For the whole class lecture/guided discussion the means were 8.5 for Cohort One and 9.5 for Cohort Two.   

 For the small group discussion of a job description of bedside nursing from 1887 the means were 6 for 
Cohort One and 9.8 for Cohort Two.   

 For the small group work in the Nursing Historical Gallery the means were 9.8 for Cohort One and 10 for 
Cohort Two.   

 
During the lecture/guided discussion part of the class, using homework-based activities allowed the content to be 
addressed in a more interactive manner than when lecture was the primary mode of content delivery. The small 
group discussion of a job description of bedside nursing from 1887 was the weakest part of the lesson.  After 
observing the first cohort of students, this activity was simplified and it was much more successful with the second 
cohort of students. The activities in the Historical Gallery were characterized by excellent participation and 
thoughtful discussion in both cohorts of students.  
 



 
PART II: THE LESSON 

How to Teach the Lesson 
The class period before the lesson on nursing history, the teacher explains and distributes a one-page handout on 
the homework assignment.  
 
In the class period on nursing history the teacher addresses the three themes that can be used to described the 
nature of change in the nursing profession as it has evolved overt time. These themes are [A] the Identity of the 
Nurse as evidenced by the educational preparation of nurses, nurses positions in the hierarchy of institutions, and 
the appearance of nurses [e.g., uniforms, nursing pins], [B] Nursing Service/Practice as evidence by the activities 
that nurses perform and nursing roles within health care [C] the Work of Nursing and related technologies used in 
nursing care. 
 
The class begins with a short lecture and discussion of the completed homework assignment.  The discussion is 
used to draw out the three themes and how the can be used to illustrate the ways in which nursing has changed 
over time.  Artifacts are passed around during the discussion.  These include historic photographs of nurses and 
nursing pins, year books from hospital schools of nursing, and a nursing cap.  This part of the class lasts 20 
minutes. 
 
During the small group discussion of a job description of bedside nursing in the 1887 takes place.  The discussion 
of the three themes and how nursing has changed over time is deepened. This part of the class lasts 10 minutes. 
 
During the small group activity in the Nursing Historical Gallery, students are assigned artifacts to analyze and to 
report on the ways in which the work of the nurse has changed over time.  While the assigned artifacts relate to the 
theme the Work of the Nursing, other artifacts related to the Identity of the Nurse are pointed out and discussed. 
The assigned artifacts to analyze and discuss include an ice chopper, a mucus trap, an invalid feeder (pap boat), a 
syringe kit, a pocket tool kit, a wheel chair, a bed warmer, and a stupe. This part of the class lasts 20 minutes. 
 
Student Learning Goals 
The course objective that this lesson addressed is:   
 To become familiar with the profession of nursing and the level of academic expectation in preparing for the 
profession. 
 
The long term goal for the lesson is:   
Will understand the importance and role of history in nursing and health care. 
 
The short term lesson-specific goals for the lesson are: 
Will identify 3 major themes that changed as the nursing profession evolved   
Given exposure to nursing artifacts, will discuss form and function of selected artifacts as they relate to technology 
and the work of the nurse  
 
The short term general course goal addressed in this lesson is: 
Will complete assigned homework as evidenced by participation in class discussion  
 
We selected the nursing history lesson because this lesson has been a challenging one in which to engage 
students.  Based on our discussion we noted that many students found it difficult to see the importance of learning 
about what many of them referred rather colorfully as “dead people and old stuff”. 
 
How the Lesson is Intended to Work 
This lesson is designed to foster discussion and student engagement in the lesson-specific content through the use 
of a homework assignment, historic artifacts, as well as large and small group discussion.  If actual historical 
artifacts are not available, one could use internet-based resources to illustrate these artifacts through graphics. 



 
PART III: THE STUDY 

 
Approach 
After obtaining approval of the Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects and after obtaining 
written informed consent from the students and the instructor, data were collected by observing and videotaping 
student activities and interactions during the class period. 
 
Observation of the entire class period for two cohorts of students was completed by two faculty members.  The 
faculty members were non-participant observers.  They made notes of their observations and completed a short 
questionnaire related to student activities and interactions. 
 
Findings 
Two cohorts of students enrolled in Freshmen Seminar in Nursing were studied.  The lesson plan was divided into 
three sections.  First, there was whole class lecture/guided discussion about nursing history.  Second, there was 
small group discussion of a job description of bedside nursing from 1887.  Third, there was small group work in the 
Nursing Historical Gallery, a small museum in the College of Nursing.  The lesson plan was revised based on data 
derived from observing the first cohort of students. 
 
Based on 0 to 10 scales, where 0 is strongly disagree and 10 is strongly agree, the average across scores for 
student being attentive, responsive, and understanding of the concepts addressed, the average scores were as 
follows.   

 For the whole class lecture/guided discussion the means were 8.5 for Cohort One and 9.5 for Cohort Two.   

 For the small group discussion of a job description of bedside nursing from 1887 the means were 6 for 
Cohort One and 9.8 for Cohort Two.   

 For the small group work in the Nursing Historic Gallery the means were 9.8 for Cohort One and 10 for 
Cohort Two.   

 
During the lecture/guided discussion part of the class, students actively participated in the discussion through 
presenting the results of their homework assignment and discussing the reports of others.  This discussion allowed 
the content to be addressed in a more interactive manner than when lecture was the primary mode of content 
delivery. The small group discussion of a job description of bedside nursing from 1887 was the weakest part of the 
lesson.  After observing the first cohort of students, this activity was simplified and it was much more successful 
with the second cohort of students. The activities in the Historic Gallery were characterized by excellent 
participation and thoughtful discussion in both cohorts of students. 
  
Discussion 
The lesson plan included a homework assignment that required students to come prepared to discuss the assigned 
topic.  For first semester freshman the need to come prepared to engage in meaningful discussion is not always 
apparent.  In prior years this lack was observed by faculty members teaching freshman seminar. Having a required 
assignment on which students needed to report was very successful in engaging students in the topic of nursing 
history and in facilitating meaningful in-class discussion. 
 
Including more guided discussion and less time lecturing also helped facilitate student interactions. Increasing 
student interactions allowed the teacher to observe students’ understanding of the content and to foster deeper 
understanding through posing questions and helping to make connections between student comments and the 
concepts being addressed in the lesson.  
 
Faculty members teaching this course expressed an interest in applying Lesson Study approach to other lessons in 
this course. 
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APPENDIX 
Includes 

 Nursing History: The Lesson Plan 
 Nursing History:  The Homework Assignment 
 Nursing History:  Nursing in the Good Old Days—Handout for Students 
 Nursing History:  Nursing in the Good Old Days—Handout for Teacher 
 Nursing History:  Historic Gallery Assignment—Handout for Students 
 Nursing History:  Historic Gallery Assignment—Instruction Sheet for Teacher  

 


