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As a nontraditional learner, I came to the nursing program at Middle Tennessee State University with a great number of life experiences that have ultimately prodded and nudged me toward getting my Bachelor of Science Degree in Nursing.  My decision to go into nursing evolved out of many years of working in unfulfilling jobs with no more meaning than the paychecks they produced.  I wanted more.  I chose nursing as my profession because of my desire to help others.  It is a profession that facilitates healing and comfort to those who are in need, and through nursing I will be able to help improve the lives of other human beings, as well as enrich my own life.
In addition to my desire to help others, familial connections to nursing have also been an influence.  My grandmother was a skilled nurse for much of her life, and well known in the community as a caring professional.  My sister, who is a patient, compassionate, and accomplished pediatric nurse practitioner, is truly another important influence.  But while these two people inspired me to enter the profession, it was my experience as a hospice volunteer that validated my decision, for through hospice I discovered not only how rewarding patient care can be, but what an honor it is to be able to assist and comfort patients and families at such a difficult time in their lives.

Though there are many qualities that make a “good” nurse, compassion, knowledge, critical thinking, and experience are probably the most important to providing the best, quality care.  Compassion speaks more to the nature of the person, and though one could learn how to “act compassionate,” true compassion itself is not something that can be learned.  Hopefully it is the quality that draws a person into the profession to begin with.  Knowledge is provided in abundance in schools of nursing.  With hard work and lots of studying, a student of nursing will graduate with a great deal of new knowledge, and hopefully the desire to continue learning.  
Critical thinking is essential to providing quality care to patients, and is developed and nurtured throughout the nursing program.  Here is where the benefit of experiential learning begins.  Throughout the nursing program students are given many opportunities to apply new knowledge to real life situations, using nursing concepts, theories and evidence-based practices.  These experiences are invaluable to developing critical thinking and decision making skills.  They help to prepare nursing students for the exponential number of possible circumstances they will encounter in their future practice.  Assessment and evaluation are two of the primary differentiations between registered nurses and licensed practical nurses, whose primary job is implementation, or performance of care activity.  Since registered nursing necessitates the ability to assess and evaluate patients’ status and plan of care, critical thinking skills are imperative to being able to provide quality and safe care.  
But where would we be as new graduate nurses without gaining experience in clinical skills and working directly with patients in the clinical setting.  Herein lies the other benefit of experiential learning.  Through the process of practicing skills under the close supervision of clinical instructors, nursing students gain much needed experience in attending to their patient’s nursing needs, with the added benefit of increasing their level of confidence.  I remember the first time I walked into a patient’s room, the first set of vital signs I took, and the first time I gave a shot.  Before each new skill performed on a real patient in the hospital, upset stomach, increased peristalsis, and jumpy nerves raised their ugly heads.  Sometimes I wondered if I would ever feel truly comfortable in this role.  Yet four semesters later, and only days from graduation, I am realizing that the numerous experiences of being in and out of patient’s rooms and providing nursing care has truly provided me with a level of confidence that is certain to guide me into my first nursing job with an ease that I would not have predicted on that first day.
