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Article history: Background: Whilst there is a need to develop the research base within learning disability nursing it is also

Accepted 6 May 2015 significant that currently there is little published data as to how research is taught to this group of nurses.
Objectives: To increase understanding of how research is currently taught to learning disability nurses within the UK.

Keywords: Design: A survey design was used.
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Setting: The research was undertaken at a conference held in the UK in March 2014.
Participants: 310 learning disability nurses attending the conference of which 212 completed the free text question.
This comprised student nurses (n = 158), registered nurses working in practice settings (n = 25) and registered
nurses working in educational institutions (n = 24). Five participants did not specify their background.
Methods: Participants were invited to complete a questionnaire that included a free text question regarding the
teaching of research to learning disability nurses: it is the responses to this question that are reported in this
paper. Responses were transcribed and thematically analysed.
Findings: Eight themes emerged: Teaching approach — the good and the bad; finding the right level; right from the
start; we need more time; generic versus specialist; there's not enough; getting research into practice; and what
should we focus on?
Conclusions: Variations exist in terms of the timing of research education, the teaching approaches used, and hence
the quality of student experience. Of particular concern is the apparent gap between research teaching and the use of
research in practice, and the reported lack of support for research within practice settings. However, enthusiasm for
research is evident and hence recommendations are made both to enhance teaching and to strengthen links with
practice.
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Introduction (Scottish Government, 2012) where two recommendations relate to the
use of evidence in practice and the development of research in this field

Priorities for the development of the learning disability® (LD) nursing of nursing practice. Fundamental to the achievement of these recommen-
profession within the UK are set out in Strengthening the Commitment dations is a workforce that is able to use evidence to underpin their prac-
tice and able to contribute to the production of new knowledge. However,
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In this paper the term learning disability (LD) has been used as this is the current ter- .. . . . .
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The value of research teaching has been questioned by some
nursing students (McCurry and Martins, 2010) and some find learn-
ing about research difficult leading them to view this subject less
positively than other subjects within the curriculum (Thomson et al.,
2014). Bonsaksen (2014) suggests that the perceived/actual divide
within academia between teaching and research (with few staff en-
gaged in research) can reinforce this view by leading students to believe
that research is an activity undertaken by only a few, and hence it is not
relevant to them.

How best to teach research to under-graduate nurses is an issue of
international concern (Irvine et al., 2008). Healy and Jenkins (2009),
speaking more broadly of undergraduate research teaching, argue that
it should be mainstreamed and integrated into all of the curriculum
rather than being a separate subject: this supports students to engage
with the subject and values the contribution of all staff (rather than
just those who are research focused). Embedding research within all
of the nursing curriculum rather than just in specific ‘research classes’
and the use of enquiry based learning to enable students to access,
appraise, and apply research to clinical settings is also recommended
by Christie et al. (2012).

Relevance to practice is important for nursing students and
Newton et al. (2010) argue that there needs to be support for re-
search within practice settings if students are to be able to develop
an understanding and appreciation of evidence based practice. This
requires that both educational curricula and the infrastructure with-
in practice settings are supportive of the development of research
and its application to practice (Loke et al., 2014), and that a culture
is developed in which using research is the norm (Balakas and
Sparks, 2010).

There can be difficulties with teaching research to mixed ability
groups (Balakas and Sparks, 2010) but there is consensus that the
use of experiential methods is beneficial (Irvine et al., 2008).
McCurry and Martins (2010) found that students preferred the use
of interactive group activities that facilitated the practical applica-
tion of research skills. Elsewhere the use of peer tutors (more senior
students and recently qualified nurses) to support student learning
regarding research has been found to be helpful (Thomson et al.,
2014). Most importantly the use of peer tutors was found to make re-
search feel more accessible to the students since it demonstrated
that it was not just something understood and undertaken by aca-
demic staff.

Nursing educators have been urged to change their focus from sim-
ply providing information about research to providing opportunities for
students to gain experience of the research process (Loke et al., 2014)
and it has been argued that students should be moved from being
consumers of knowledge to being knowledge producers (Healy and
Jenkins, 2009). Birks (2011) suggests that academics should seize the
opportunities available to engage students in active, engaging and
meaningful ways in research but recognise that this requires specific
skills.

Whilst this literature highlights issues that may be relevant to the
teaching of research to LD nurses no literature was found that specif-
ically addressed this particular context. This paper therefore aims to
address this gap in knowledge.

Methods
Data Collection

A questionnaire was developed for the purpose of this study and
this was piloted with 5 registered and 5 student nurses not involved
in the main study: no substantive changes were made. The question-
naire comprised predominantly fixed response questions but the
focus of this paper is on the free text data collected in response to
the statement: ‘What do you think about how research is taught to

learning disability nurses? What is good and what needs to be
improved?’

Participants were given a copy of the questionnaire at conference
registration and an announcement was also provided from the stage
on day one. Completed questionnaires were collected via a box available
at the registration desk and members of the research team were avail-
able throughout the two days of the conference.

Sample

A convenience sample of nurses attending the Positive Choices
Conference in March 2014 was invited to participate in this survey.
This conference is held annually primarily for student nurses from
the United Kingdom (UK) and Ireland undertaking courses in LD
nursing: some registered nurses also attend. In total 498 people reg-
istered to attend the conference and of these 310 (62%) completed
and returned the questionnaire. Two hundred and twelve (68% of
participants) comprising student nurses (n = 158), registered
nurses working in practice settings (n = 25) and registered nurses
working in educational establishments (n = 24) completed the
free text question that forms the basis of this paper. Five participants
did not did not specify their background. Participants were each
assigned a participant number and this is used for identification pur-
poses in the discussion of findings.

Ethics

The questionnaire included an initial section that detailed the ratio-
nale for the study, how the data would be used, and mechanisms to
ensure anonymity of responses. It was stated that return of the ques-
tionnaire would be taken as implying consent to participate in the
study. The study was reviewed by the Faculty of Life Sciences and
Education Ethics Committee at the University South Wales and received
a favourable opinion.

Data Analysis

All responses were transcribed verbatim and reviewed by all mem-
bers of the research team to identify recurring themes. Based on this ini-
tial review consensus was achieved and a coding frame was developed
detailing key themes and associated descriptors. This was used by two
members of the team (RN and MP) to independently code all of the
data. Coding was then compared and a high level of agreement was
noted with minor differences being resolved through discussion. To as-
sist with retrieval of coding the raw data was then entered into NVivo
and the agreed codes applied. Table 1 below details the 8 major themes
and the number of excerpts coded to each theme.

Discussion of Findings
Teaching Approach: The Good and the Bad

Respondents highlighted the impact of teaching style, and the
skills and knowledge of lecturers, on student engagement in research.

Table 1

Key themes.
Theme Number of excerpts coded
Teaching approach: the good and the bad 52
Finding the right level 15
Right from the start 20
We need more time 35
Generic versus specialist 42
There's not enough 22
Getting research into practice 17
What should we focus on? 45
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