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ABSTRACT
This thesis presents an exploration of the perspectives of nine newly graduated
registered nurses on their undergraduate ethics education in preparation for practice as
registered nurses. Data gathered from interviews, document audit and a literature review
structure this research. Grounded theory methodology was utilised to analyse the
comprehensive data gathered during the research process and resulted in a theoretical
description and explanation of the process of learning ethics and ethical practice during
three years of undergraduate nursing education.
Nursing practice has an ethical component that is, on a daily basis, significant
and challenging. To this end, one of the key tasks of undergraduate nursing education is
to adequately prepare its ' neophytes' for the ethical demands of practice. To date, very
few studies have investigated the ethics preparation for student nurses, particularly in
New Zealand. This study aims to partially redress this lack by offering insights into
undergraduate ethical learning.
The findings of this study revealed that participants learned ethics and ethical
practice through faculty education, role modelling nurses in practice, journaling and
reflection tutorials, and experimentally. It was also found that participants held 'ethical
ideals' that reflected the patient-focused professional ethical values developed during
their nursing education. These 'ethical ideals' were held as a standard and a guide to
practising ethically. Participants' ethical perspectives widened as they began to ' test
their ideals' in the 'real world' of nursing practice and perceive contextual obstacles that
confronted them. Thus, it was found that the 'ideal' was problematic to enact in the
'real' world of nursing practice. Hence, 'navigating through' emerged as the core
process that was adopted by participants as they endeavoured to preserve their 'ethical
ideals' , negotiate contextual obstacles and successfully reach graduation. This meant
that they endured a measure of 'powerlessness' to impact ethically upon the contexts
that they found themselves in.
It is envisaged that the findings from this project may inform undergraduate
nursing education as to how to better prepare its neophytes for the ethical demands of
practice.

lll

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

To embark on a Masters thesis as a wife, mother, sister, daughter, friend and
nurse educator requires unending commitment from not only the researcher but also all
those within her orbit. Thank you all so much for patiently waiting for me to finish,
putting friendships and outings ' on hold' until I can re-emerge. I have re-emerged and
thankfully you are all still there. I love you all for putting up with me. A special ' thank
you' is reserved for Gerry, my husband, who is my most avid supporter and best friend.
He always believes in me and for that, I am forever grateful.
Martin Woods, my supervisor has been an unending support for this research
project that explores nursing ethics. His passion for this area of inquiry has been
contagious, not only during the research process but previously when I was privileged to
be an undergraduate and postgraduate student of his. Glaser (2001, p. 201) speaks of a
mentor, "as one who humbly supports the decisions of the researcher and trusts that the
grounded theory researcher is the only person who really knows his (sic) data. " Thank
you Martin for your gentle guidance and trust that you have had in the grounded theory
'process'. Thank you for walking this journey with me.
Thank you to Christchurch Polytechnic Institute of Technology for awarding me
with finance, time and transcribing support, to undergo this piece of research. Thank
you Lorraine Jennison for your hours of transcribing. Special thanks to my work
colleagues and friends, Anne Sheard who patiently listened to my ramblings and asked
pivotal questions along the way and Elizabeth Hanley, who painstakingly edited this
thesis. Thanks must also go to Massey University staff at the School of Health Sciences
and the Distance Library Service. Both have provided me with wider tutorial support,
readings, and books throughout my four years of Masters study. The Graduate Research
Fund committee of Massey University has also financially contributed towards this
research.
Without the nine participants who offered to take part in this research, there
would be no Masters thesis and no subsequent findings to inform nursing education,
practice and the profession as a whole. Your rich data is this thesis.

