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To my husband,
Joseph,
who makes all things possible in my life.




PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

Graduation and pinning are joyful events: filled with anticipation—and uncertainty. You worked hard to get through nursing school and to pass the licensure examination. Your job interviews are scheduled, and, after reading this book, you will feel confident to meet with recruiters to discuss your first RN position. The day finally comes—orientation begins and reality strikes a chord of uncertainty as you receive your first assignment. As you come to realize that every nurse has started out in similar circumstances and made it through the novice stage of his or her career, you begin to settle in to your new environment.

There will be times, however, when uncertainty extends beyond the actions that you can control. Take, for example, the fact that economic conditions and other factors can cause the job market for new graduates to fluctuate. If you live in an area of the country where new graduate positions are scarce, you will find yourself questioning all that you have read and been told about the nursing shortage. You may have student loans to repay and perhaps a family to care for in addition to supporting yourself.

Chapters 10 and 11 will help you navigate the new health services landscape, especially if you are having difficulty finding your first RN position. In chapter 10, “Professional Practice Issues,” pay close attention to the details on how to protect the most important credential you will ever possess—your nursing license. Chapter 11, “Career Conundrums,” addresses how new nurses entering the workforce are affected by the complex relationship between economics and the nursing workforce, the anticipated loss of RNs to retirement, and the aging population. Other chapters cover vital information to get your career off to the best possible start. Read this book from cover to cover to optimize the value of its many nurses’ stories and journeys. Make notes. Abundant lessons are contained throughout.

At any point in a nurse’s career, he or she may be faced with an unanticipated challenge. It is important to remain positive and seek solutions; when one door closes, many new doors open, and behind every door is another opportunity. One aspect of the nursing profession that will never change is the vast array of work settings and specialties to explore. When I first joined the nursing workforce as a new graduate, there was an oversupply of RNs. As a diploma school graduate, I chose to go immediately on for a BSN. I worked part time while in school, which gave me some leverage when I completed the degree and went searching for a full-time job. With only one job offer, I had to relocate and work nights on a unit I did not feel ready for (ICU). To my surprise, I found that I loved working nights and that the ICU was a good fit for me! What’s more, relocating gave me the opportunity to explore new experiences and friendships that I still cherish today.

Whether you are facing uncertainty about your ability as an RN or about landing your first RN position, approach the future with an open mind and explore every option available to you. Maintaining self-confidence and a positive attitude are essential. Strive to be the best nurse possible and you will not fail!

Congratulations and best wishes for a successful nursing career.



Diane J. Mancino, EdD, RN, CAE

Executive Director

National Student Nurses’ Association, Inc.
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INTRODUCTION

To say that the nursing profession has changed over the last few decades would be the understatement of the century. Today’s nurse is more educated and skillful, uses more critical thinking skills, is more autonomous, makes more decisions, and has more responsibility than ever before. We’ve come a long way in the recent past and continue to move forward.

And that’s not all that has changed. Traditionally, nursing students were almost exclusively women right out of high school. Today, there are more men entering the profession all the time. In addition, many men and women are coming into nursing as a second, third, or fourth career—many in midlife and some even later in life. I often hear, “I always wanted to be a nurse and now I am finally doing it,” or, “I never considered nursing as an option until now.” Of course, there are still plenty of young men and women who come to nursing directly out of high school.

What hasn’t changed, in my opinion, is that nursing is still the greatest profession. In spite of all the changes, it still offers rich and diverse opportunities. Where else can you use both your heart and your head, be challenged every day, and make an enormous impact in the lives of others?

Some of the major challenges facing nurses today are short staffing, sicker patients, shorter hospital stays, and limited financial resources. Everyone is expected to do more with less, and that is not just in health care. Ask anyone in any profession today. We’re all working differently than in the past.

Many negative stories about the nursing profession seem to be circulating recently, either in the news or from unhappy nurses. But I have some good news for you: In the course of researching and writing this book, I interviewed scores of new and recent graduates, and 99 percent told me the most wonderful and heartwarming stories about the help and support they get from their coworkers and superiors, the joy of helping others, and how they are thriving and moving forward in spite of the challenges. I also interviewed experienced nurses who spoke of a profession that offers them great rewards as well as endless opportunities for professional and personal growth. Unfortunately, the positive stories don’t seem to get much airtime, while the negative stories get told over and over again. In this book, I share with you many of the wonderful stories I heard and my own experiences.

After speaking with so many new and recent graduates, I am inspired and encouraged by your strength, dedication, and intelligence. I have great faith in you all and renewed faith in the future of this profession. I am counting on you to carry on the fine traditions of nursing. I can’t wait to see what you all do next and where you take this profession in the future. I know you will be great.

Once you enter this profession, you will never be the same. Your life will be forever changed. You will develop an appreciation for life and a respect for death beyond that of the average person. You will see the best and the worst of the human spirit, and you will become a better, more compassionate person because of this. You will walk the path of the healer and illuminate the darkness for those you help. Your life and your work will have meaning and sacredness. You will come to understand the meaning of life and death.

Not for one minute have I regretted becoming a nurse. Nor have the great majority of my colleagues. It has been my privilege and my pleasure to be a part of this wonderful profession for well over twenty years, and it is my conclusion that there is no more noble profession on the planet. I have never once been bored or been at a loss for something new and different to do, and I have always felt that I was making a difference and contributing to the world in a big way.

I want to personally welcome you into my beloved profession—nursing. I look forward to calling you “colleague.”


CHAPTER 1
YOUR NEW CAREER

It’s your first day as a nurse and, boy, are you nervous. Did you make the right decision? Is this the right career for you? Can you handle the responsibility? The nervousness, anxiety, and indecision are normal. When the reality of your chosen profession becomes evident, it can be overwhelming. But never lose sight of the reason you chose to enter this glorious profession—to help others, make a difference, and make the world a better place to be. That’s what it’s all about.

Most of us start out scared, nervous, and perhaps even feeling inadequate. Remember that after the end of your first day on the new job, you’ll be more experienced than you were that morning. After each day, you will be further along than you were the day before. Before you know it, days will turn into weeks, weeks into months, and finally you’ll find yourself with a full year of experience under your belt!

It’s important, in this early phase of your career, to set small, realistic goals for yourself. Set an initial goal to get through orientation. Then set a goal to get through your first three months, then six months, and then one year. Most experienced nurses agree that it takes about a year before you feel comfortable with most common situations. It will probably take two years to be completely comfortable with all situations. So be patient and just persevere.

In many ways, your education is just beginning. I used to say, jokingly, that I never learned anything until I got out of nursing school. Although that isn’t completely accurate, when I was finally working on my own as a nurse and was out of the student mode and no longer in the safe confines of my instructor’s wing, it sometimes felt like as if I were starting from scratch. For certain, I’ll never forget how overwhelmed and scared I felt the first time I was handed the narcotics keys to hold on to through my shift. I wanted to say, “Oh, you’ve made a mistake. I’m not responsible enough to carry these keys.” I suddenly realized the responsibility I had. I wondered if I could meet everyone’s expectations.


Nursing in North America

While there are some minor differences, such as in credentials and terminology, nursing in the United States and nursing in Canada are very similar. The biggest difference is that Canadian nurses work within a national health-care system and nurses in the United States work in a largely private system. This does not, however, translate into a significant difference in day-to-day practice.

Nurses in the United States are licensed by the state(s) in which they practice, and Canadian nurses are likewise licensed by the appropriate province or territory. Nurses in the United States who are involved in clinical practice should obtain their own malpractice insurance in addition to the coverage they may or may not have from their employer. With the exception of advanced practice nurses, this is a much less common practice in Canada, where the legal climate is very different. In Canada, employers often cover nurses for liability, though most have additional coverage through their provincial and national nursing associations. However, the Canadian legal climate is changing. More and more nurses are being named in lawsuits. Potential litigation is a concern for every nurse to take seriously.

Both Canada and the United States utilize nurse practitioners (NPs) and clinical nurse specialists (CNSs). Both countries also utilize practical nurses, although their titles may vary depending on which part of the continent they are practicing. You will find licensed practical nurses (LPNs) and licensed vocational nurses (LVNs) in the United States. In Canada, there are registered practical nurses (RPNs), LPNs, as well as several other titles, though the trend is to use only the title LPN across the country. When nurses are licensed in Canadian provinces other than Quebec and Ontario, where membership is left to individual choice, they automatically become members of their provincial and national nurses association, the Canadian Nurses Association (CNA). In the United States, professional association memberships are completely up to each nurse.

Despite such minor differences, nurses in Canada and the United States have the same challenges, rewards, goals, frustrations, and joys.



I also remember how I would gaze at more-experienced nurses with awe. They seemed so confident, so in control, so calm in a crisis, and so all-knowing. I couldn’t imagine that I would ever reach that level of practice.

But an amazing thing happened along the way. Not only did I continue to learn and grow in my new career, but here I am, more than twenty years later, loving every minute of this wonderful profession and giving advice to other nurses. I’ve come a long way from being a scared, self-conscious rookie nurse who thought that the person who gave me the narcotics keys was not thinking clearly. You, too, will someday look back and see how far you have come.


Externship Versus Internship

An externship differs from an internship. While an externship or “summer nursing associate program” is usually available to student nurses, an internship or nurse residency program is usually offered to a new RN as intensified training during his or her first year of employment and/or in preparation for working in specialty areas such as the intensive care unit (ICU), the operating room (OR), and labor and delivery (L&D).

Many externs continue to work part time at that facility until they graduate. Not only does an externship give them significant clinical and leadership skills, but the experience looks great on their resume and gives them a foot in the door for possible hire after graduation.

Internships for new RNs vary in type and scope and are different from general employee orientation. Some have been developed by the individual hospital or health system, and others are part of a nationally developed curriculum. Characteristics of internship/residency programs may include the following:



	Classroom and skills lab instruction

	Online learning opportunities

	Unit-based clinical experience with preceptor

	Mentors

	Support/self-care groups

	“Looping” to other related units in the facility





It is in your best interest to find the longest and most comprehensive new graduate orientation/internship program available. A one-year program is ideal and very desirable. However, not every facility offers this.



In fact, you’ve already come a long way. Phase one of your nursing education and training was your formal schooling. Consider your first job as a nurse to be phase two.

Don’t be too hard on yourself in the beginning. You’re not expected to know everything as a new graduate. In fact, no one—not even the most experienced nurse, doctor, or other practitioner—knows everything. For each of us, myself included, learning is an ongoing process. If you’re not learning, you’re stagnating.

So now it is time to begin phase two of your learning process: your first job. Where do you start? What do you need to know? The key to getting the job you want is to have a plan, prepare, and dive in!

PREPARING TO LAND YOUR FIRST JOB AS A NURSE

How can you enhance your education and experiences and thus improve your chances of getting the job you want from the start? There are many ways.

While you’re still a student look for hospitals that offer externship programs. Often run during the summer months, these are programs specifically for student nurses. You will work in the clinical area with a preceptor—an experienced nurse who is assigned to work closely with you, show you the ropes, assist you in performing procedures, and make sure you learn what you need to know.

In addition, most health-care facilities offer tech positions, such as emergency department (ED) tech and electrocardiograph (ECG) tech. Many nursing students also work as nurse’s aides or as patient care assistants (PCAs). As a student nurse with some additional training, you may qualify to become a licensed or certified nursing assistant (CNA). If long-term care is in your future, working as a physical therapy aide can be a great experience. Check with the nurse recruiter or human resources department in several local facilities to see what your options are.

Consider any part-time job in the health-care field that will enhance your experience, particularly if it will increase your familiarity with a facility where you might want to work after graduation. By working part time, you will increase your contacts at that facility and have the opportunity to display your skills and demonstrate your work ethic. These types of positions will help you develop that critical sense of autonomy that you need to be successful as you work independently, rather than as a student nurse.


“Don’t worry if you’re not offered every job you apply for. I was rejected at two hospitals when I first got out of school.
That’s okay, because I eventually found a great place to work, with a manager who is totally supportive.”
—Bill, new grad



Learn everything you can—every day. Apply yourself. Show up for class and clinicals. Stay for pre- and post-clinical conferences. Listen to and learn from your fellow students and their patients’ experiences. This is your future. Prepare, prepare, prepare. Take advantage of every learning opportunity that comes your way.

Look for opportunities to enhance your credentials and experience. Obtain cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) or advanced cardiac life support (ACLS) certification from the American Heart Association or its Canadian equivalent, the Heart and Stroke Foundation of Canada. Although any acute care hospital will certify you in CPR, having it before you are hired gives you a competitive edge, and with it, you will feel more secure in the clinical arena. Finally, enhancing your computer skills is a good foundation for any job.

Be sure to become active in the National Student Nurses Association (NSNA) or the Canadian Nursing Students’ Association (CNSA). Each offers nursing students leadership and career development opportunities as well as tangible benefits such as malpractice and health insurance.

Attend both the state student nurse and state chapter of the American Nurses Association’s (ANA) annual conventions. Be sure to dress your professional best—in a business suit or other business attire. You’ll find exhibitors from various health-care facilities—prospective employers—and representatives from educational institutions, professional associations, and companies that have products and services of interest to nurses.

These professional gatherings are a great place to find out which facilities are offering externship or internship programs, what their graduate orientation program entails, what specialty areas are available at each facility, and however else they may be suited to you. You can start planning for your future at these events. It’s never too soon to start making contacts and gathering information for your future. Networking—making personal contacts and connections—at events like these is the best way to land the job of your choice.

What Is the Right First Job for You?

If jobs are plentiful in your area, you can be somewhat selective about your first job. The job market is predicted to be good for nurses for the foreseeable future, but the nursing job market fluctuates just like the stock market. There will always be excesses and shortages. If jobs are scarce in your area, you may have to be less picky, but you should still evaluate carefully every job offer presented to you. (See chapter 11 for tips on finding a position in a tight job market.) It is ideal to choose a facility that offers a strong orientation program and has good educational support services in place (such as unit educators, ongoing in-service, internships, and so on). You will be building a foundation at your first job, and your first year in practice is critical.


Educate Yourself

The following are some questions you should ask any potential employer:


	What specialties are available to new graduates?

	Do you have internship programs?

	What does your new-graduate orientation program consist of?

	Do you allow time off for seminars and continuing education?

	What type of ongoing, in-house, in-service training is available?

	Do you have unit-based educators?

	Are the educators available on all shifts?

	How long will I work with a preceptor?





What’s Really Important?

While money is important, it should never be your primary consideration. When all is said and done, all the money in the world won’t make up for a bad work environment or lack of support.

Benefits are also important and may be more valuable to you than the base salary. Consider what, if anything, you will have to contribute to these. Aside from the usual benefits of health and life insurance, ask about tuition reimbursement. Continuing your formal education is an important part of your professional development and ongoing career management, and considering the cost of higher education, tuition reimbursement is a precious commodity. While retirement is a long way off for some, scrutinize retirement plans, especially plans in which the employer contributes. Most facilities have printed material listing all the benefits for your position, so be sure to compare the benefits from one employer to another.


What You Need to Know About Any Job

Know exactly what you are getting into before you get into it. Always carefully read a copy of the job description, and ask the following questions:


	Will I be required to work on weekends and holidays?

	Will I have to take call?

	How are performance evaluations done and how often?

	Will I be required to float—do shift work?



Find out the answers to these important questions before you start.



You should also ask around and find out which facilities have the best reputation for nursing in your area. Ask your nursing instructors, physicians you know, and especially other nurses. Listen to your gut, too. Is it a place where you would feel comfortable working?

HOW TO GET THE JOB YOU WANT

Networking is always your best way of finding the right job. Simply put, networking is making personal contacts and connections with people in your field of interest. It’s talking to people whom you already know and letting them know what you’re looking for. It’s also meeting and making contact with new people at career fairs and career days, professional association meetings, conventions, and facility open houses.

Making direct contact with nurse recruiters in facilities you are interested in is also a good approach. Call them; write to them; e-mail them; connect with them on Twitter, LinkedIn, and Facebook; or present yourself in person.

It’s All About You

Whenever you are making face-to-face contact with a potential employer, your appearance is critical. First impressions are made in as little as three seconds, and once they are in place, they are lasting. The first impression you make, good or bad, will influence the decision of whether or not to hire you.

For job fairs, interviews, professional organization meetings, and anything else career-related, always dress sharp. A business suit is your best bet for interviewing or making initial contacts at events such as job fairs or conventions. Stick to conservative and traditional styles and colors, and minimize accessories.


FROM THE FRONT LINE




“I recall a time that a nurse came in for an interview wearing two different earrings. I couldn’t take my eyes off her earlobes! It was so distracting. Every time I looked at her, I found my attention drifting from one lobe to the other. I barely heard what she said. I don’t even remember if I hired her. The only thing I can remember is that she was wearing two different earrings.”

—Carol, nurse recruiter



In addition to a professional appearance, nurse recruiters are looking for someone who makes good eye contact, smiles, extends a hand to shake, and engages in conversation. They are impressed by someone who acts in a professional manner, is courteous and polite, and is able to interact well. Nursing is a people-oriented job. Recruiters and prospective employers are looking just as much for a personality as they are for someone’s credentials. Never get complacent or cocky about your credentials. You must still prove yourself.

If you have a specialty, unit, or shift preference, let the recruiter know, but your first priority is to express your willingness to get started in any area of nursing and your openness to other opportunities. Flexibility makes you very desirable in a recruiter’s eyes.

Always send a thank-you note to the interviewer after an interview, regardless of your interest in the job. It’s also a good idea to send one to any recruiters you meet at a job fair. Remember, networking is critical, and even if you don’t need someone’s assistance right now, you may in the future. Use a thank-you note to express what a pleasure it was to meet the person and thank him or her for taking the time to speak with you. Express your interest in the facility and the opportunities discussed, and convey that you look forward to hearing from him or her. This is a sure way to solidify yourself in a recruiter’s mind. Make the best impression by sending a word-processed note on good-quality paper. Although this may sound old-fashioned, it will favorably impress even the most technology-dependent person. A quick e-mail immediately after the interview is great, but follow it with a formal hard-copy note.

Ideally, your professional appearance and approach will pay off, and you will get the job you are seeking. Now it is time to prepare for your first day and beyond. Your new career is about to begin.


Where There’s a Will, There’s a Way

Jennifer always wanted to be an operating room (OR) nurse. She knew it wasn’t always easy for new graduates to break into specialty areas, but that didn’t deter her. While still a student, she was offered a chance to do an externship in a specialty of her choice at a nearby hospital. Jennifer naturally chose the OR. She spent three weeks in a concentrated program at a special-surgery hospital.

Jennifer’s next step was to participate in a community college’s externship being offered to RNs. The college was a considerable distance from Jennifer’s home, and because she was only a student and not an RN, she was able to attend the classroom portion of this program but not the clinical portion. Because she felt this experience would bring her one step closer to her goal, she didn’t mind the travel or the limitations.

After graduation, Jennifer increased her experience and credentials by joining the Association of periOperative Registered Nurses (AORN) and pursuing advanced cardiac life support (ACLS) certification—before she had a job as an RN. “I was willing to do anything that would spark some conversation during an interview. Also, these things gave me something extra to offer—something to put on my resume.”

Jennifer later accepted a position in a plastic surgeon’s office that had an OR on site. Six months after that, Jennifer landed the job of her dreams. Today, three and a half years after graduating, she remains in that dream job in the pediatric transplant OR of a prestigious hospital, where she works with some world-renowned surgeons. She loves what she does and knows she is making a difference.

Like Jennifer, you will find obstacles—some big, some trivial—at each step toward your goal. Overcome them. Persistence and determination will always win out in the end!



EVERYTHING YOU NEED TO DO BEFORE YOUR FIRST DAY

So you have landed your first nursing job in what hopefully will be a long, fulfilling, and rewarding career in nursing. All those long nights of studying and the hard work have paid off. You’re ready to be a nurse, right? Not quite. There are several things that you must address before you actually begin your first job as a nurse.

Get a Copy of Your Job Description and Read It!

Every job has a job description. A job description outlines the requirements and responsibilities of your specific position. To do your job correctly and excel at it, you must know what is expected of you and what you need to do to meet and exceed those expectations.

While taking time to read your job description and understand your responsibilities may sound fundamental, most people don’t do it. As a result, they have little idea what their job really entails before they clock in for that all-important first day. They aren’t clear on what they should or shouldn’t be doing, which is critical in any type of patient-care environment. Start your nursing career off right by reading and understanding your job description and knowing your responsibilities.

Read and Understand Your Nurse Practice Act

This document, which should have come in the mail with your license, outlines exactly what your license permits you to do in the state in which you are licensed. You must practice only within the limits of this act. Obviously, it is critical that you understand exactly what you are permitted and not permitted to do. Read it and know it.

Obtain and Understand Your Employer’s Organizational Chart

An organizational chart illustrates the structure and flow of every department at your new facility. It also illustrates how every employee fits into the facility. Understand the hierarchy of your organization and see where the nursing department and your unit fall in this structure. Learn what the exact chain of command is in your unit. This is a good start to learning who you need to go to for what, and it also serves as a way to “meet” your colleagues and superiors so you can recognize them as time goes on. You may not be able to get your hands on the organizational chart before you start, but most likely you can during orientation.

Learn as Much About the Facility as You Can

You should have some knowledge of the facility and organization from your interview preparation, but you need to learn as much as you can before your first day. Visiting a facility’s or company’s website is a great way to start. See who owns the facility, who the parent company is, what other hospitals and health-care facilities are members of the group, who the officers are, where the parent company’s headquarters are, what major services the facility or corporation offers, and so on. Read any corporate literature you acquired during and before the interview process. Annual reports, brochures, the company’s mission statement, as well as any other marketing materials are full of information you need to know.

The more you learn about the parent company and the individual facility, the better prepared and the more comfortable you’ll be. Your knowledge will start to give you a sense of belonging and familiarity with your new employer and help you feel part of the family, even before your first day.

Join and Become Active in Professional Nursing Associations

Earlier, I mentioned the importance of student membership in professional organizations. Now it’s time for the big leagues. Don’t think about it and don’t delay: Just do it. Join the American Nurses Association as well as your state chapter (go to www.nursingworld.org and click on “Constituent Member Associations”). Get out to meetings and special events. Network! Do it now, and you will always be grateful. Wait until later, and you will eventually wonder why you waited. Some associations have reduced dues for your first year out of school. Take advantage of them.

Get Professional Liability Insurance

Ask a colleague or your instructors or call your student or state nurses association for contact information. Even if a facility states that it covers you for liability, you should acquire this relatively inexpensive insurance on your own in addition to your employer’s coverage. Consult an insurance agent and attorney to advise you further on this issue.


Questions to Ask the Recruiter or Human Resources Representative


	What time should I arrive on my first day?

	What is considered appropriate attire for my position?

	Is there a written dress code? How can I obtain a copy?

	What supplies or other items should I bring?

	When is orientation? Where will it be held? What does the first day of orientation consist of?

	Will the orientation be held only for recent nursing graduates or will new hires from other disciplines also be in attendance?



The more information you have about your first day and what to expect, the better prepared and less nervous you will be.



Buy a Pocket Drug Reference Book

Don’t leave home without it. Carry it with you at all times while at work. Familiarize yourself with its layout, how it cross-references, and how you can best apply its information. And be sure you always have the most up-to-date version available. You might also use a non-phone PDA or pocket PC, but be absolutely sure to check your employer’s policy on the use of any device, including cell phones, beforehand.


Personal Technology Warning

Several health-care professionals have been fired and disciplined in recent years after taking photos in the workplace and posting them on Facebook or other social media sites. Likewise, there are nurses who send tweets on Twitter and write posts on Facebook about patients and their workplace while on duty. Not only is this inappropriate, but it may violate confidentiality laws and policies as well as employer regulations about cell phone and Internet use while working.



YOUR NEW JOB

You’ve made it! You’ve acquired your first job as a nurse. Now what? Well, there is more to it than just showing up. You need to know the best ways to make a favorable impression on everyone you deal with—from patients to the countless colleagues and superiors you will meet. You also need to know how to get the most out of your orientation period and how to keep track and a record of the endless but useful information to which you will be exposed.


First-Day Checklist

What to bring:


	Notebook and pen

	Name badge (if given one)

	Parking and meal pass (if applicable)

	Your licenses and certifications

	Several copies of your resume

	Employee handbook

	Job description

	Corporate literature

	Any other documents and information you were given to read or review





Creating a Positive First Impression

I’ve already mentioned that first impressions are made in as little as three seconds. If that first impression is negative, it is very difficult to shake. First impressions are powerful, and people trust them. We all get a sense about other people when we first meet them, and that sense is based on the first impression. People make decisions, often on an unconscious basis, on whether to trust others, to listen to what they have to say, and to like or dislike them from first impressions. Your job is people-oriented. It should be clear why making a good first impression in every aspect of your professional life is important.

From the first time you meet a prospective employer at a career fair, convention, or open house, you will either be remembered or not. And, if you are remembered, it will either be in a positive, uncertain, or negative light. Your aim is to be remembered for good reasons—because you are professional, courteous, and knowledgeable.

What You See Is What You Get

Although you’ve already made an impression on the people who hired you, you will be meeting a lot of new people as you begin your new phase in life. Your overall appearance is one of the biggest factors contributing to first impressions. This includes your clothing, accessories, grooming, posture, facial expressions, gestures, and eye contact.

Many nurses think that their appearance doesn’t matter. They believe how they tend to their patients is what really counts. And while it’s true that your nursing care is the most important thing, taking care of your appearance is actually part of that care. People get a sense, based on your appearance, of whether you are a competent, credible person. Would you want someone unkempt and disheveled looking to change your dressing or hook up a new IV on your child?


FROM THE FRONT LINE




    That First Job

“Take an active role in choosing your first hospital. Find a supportive environment to work in. Not just supportive coworkers, but a supportive orientation program. Find out the culture of each hospital. Talk to nurses who work there, ask your instructors, and ask previous graduates. Get referrals from the National Student Nurses Association members who worked there.”

—Bill, new grad

“My first job is in the neonatal intensive care unit (NICU) in my home province in Canada. I have found that each hospital here has different expectations. In the province where I attended college, a new graduate could not get a job in a NICU—you had to have at least two years’ pediatric experience. However, I was offered a job in both a pediatric emergency room (PER) and a pediatric intensive care unit (PICU) in the province where I went to college but couldn’t get a position in either a PER or PICU in my home province even though I had done an externship in general pediatrics and in an adult ER as a student. It’s all different.”

—Victoria, new grad

“There was already a nursing shortage when I was getting ready to graduate. Before graduation, my friend and I attended a hospital open house. One of the nurses talked to us for ten minutes and hired us on the spot for an oncology unit. We readily accepted. Almost as an afterthought, she asked if we had a resume or something with our phone number on it. When I mentioned all of this to one of my instructors, she cautioned me about taking a job where there seemed to be almost a desperation to hire nurses. Boy was she ever right. I quickly discovered that almost all of the nurses on the floor were new graduates like myself. There really wasn’t anyone to ask for help. Even my preceptor had been out of school less than a year.”

—Shannon, new grad



No, and neither will your patients and their families. You’ve heard the expression “What you see is what you get.” That’s exactly how people react when they first encounter you. What they perceive about you from your appearance and demeanor is what they presume they will get in terms of care and treatment. To your colleagues, superiors, and patients, perception is reality. This means that regardless of who a person is or what he or she does, his or her perception of you will determine how you are treated and regarded.

How can you make the best possible first impression? Whether wearing a uniform, scrubs, or street attire, your clothes should be cleaned, pressed, and in good condition. Your shoes, whether pumps, oxfords, clogs, or other work-related footwear, should be polished and in good repair.

Always dress your best and be impeccably groomed. Being neat and clean is extremely important. Know the dress code of your employer and be certain to adhere to it. Even if others don’t, it doesn’t mean no one notices. People notice, especially supervisors. Your hair should be clean and off your face and shoulders. This is a matter of practicality as well. Fingernails should be trim and clean. Long and artificial nails can harbor bacteria. Be a healer, not a carrier.

You will be very close to many people in the clinical environment, both coworkers and patients. Out of courtesy and respect for them, keep yourself free of body odor, including offensive breath. It is best to avoid wearing perfumes and cologne in any health-care setting because many people are allergic to scents or just don’t like them.

You should also maintain a conservative appearance. Keep your jewelry and accessories simple and tasteful. This is part of a professional appearance. It’s hard to have confidence in someone who is wearing dangling earrings that clink and clank with every move or is wearing bright orange nail polish. Would you rather that patients and coworkers listen to what you have to say or be distracted by your outfit and accessories?


A Strong Impression

Years ago, I worked with a nurse who would come to work reeking of perfume. The scent was so strong that it was offensive. In fact, the overwhelming scent made me nauseous when I was close to her. Imagine how her patients must have felt, especially the ones who were already nauseous! A few people, including our supervisor, mentioned this concern to her, but my coworker didn’t care.

To find her, we would look around, sniff the air, and joke, “I think she went that way.” To make matters worse, she kept a bottle of this perfume in a communal locker shared by the nurses—and would redouse herself during her break.

Periodically, the bottle of perfume would “mysteriously” disappear from the locker. Of course, she would start asking around as to where her perfume was. And, of course, no one ever claimed to know what could possibly have happened to it. Unfortunately, she always brought another bottle soon after.

Obviously, this is an example of the type of impression and memory of yourself that you do not want to create.



Greet everyone you meet, when appropriate, with a full, firm handshake while making eye contact and smiling. Be friendly and enthusiastic. Show interest in other people. Sit up front for the orientation. Ask pertinent questions. Don’t overpower, but get involved. Have lunch with people you don’t know. Ask them about themselves. Be courteous and polite. Be respectful to everyone. The basic rules of decency and social etiquette go a long way in making the right impression.

First impressions are an ongoing issue in your professional life. You will meet new people more days than you don’t in this line of work. You must project a professional image for yourself, your department, and your facility. Your image and the impressions you create will impact your relationship with your coworkers, physicians, supervisors, patients and their families, administrators, and everyone else. Keep in mind that you are a representative of the nursing profession. Whatever impression people have of you will translate into an impression they have of the whole profession. Learn the power of a positive image and make it work for you.

ORIENTATION

Many new nurses will start out working in an acute care hospital. Some will start out in long-term or sub-acute care or in other areas, including working in a physician’s or nurse practitioner’s office, clinic, or another alternate care setting. Your orientation and work experience will vary in each of these settings, so we’ll discuss each by category.

Acute Care Orientation

Most acute care hospitals offer three- to six-month orientation/internship programs for new graduates, although some offer year-long programs. This is a time to learn the ins and outs of the facility you’ll be working for, meet some key people, and familiarize yourself with your unit and important hospital and nursing procedures. It is also a time to hone important clinical skills, gain experience under the watchful eye of a preceptor/educator, and get acclimated to your new environment.


Culture Shock

Claire practiced nursing for four years in her native Philippines before coming to the United States a year ago. She was looking for greater challenges in her professional life and wanted to experience “something different.” She said half jokingly, half serious, “I think I got more than I bargained for in that regard.”

She continues,


I had to take all the exams for foreign graduated nurses in order to be eligible to sit for nursing boards (NCLEX-RN) in the United States. I prepared for those tests on my own by using review books. I also had to do all the paperwork for getting licensed here. When I finally became a licensed RN, I began working part time in a nursing home and part time in a hospital on a telemetry (heart monitor) unit.

Nursing is very different in the United States than in the Philippines. Nurses here have much more responsibility. For example, back home, nurses don’t start IVs. In the Philippines, most hospitals are teaching hospitals, so the residents and medical students do most of the procedures. There, the charge nurse was the one who had primary contact with the physicians. In the United States, nurses are much more independent. Here, all nurses have regular contact with the doctors, start the IVs, use more critical thinking skills, and do everything. Nursing is also much more complicated here. In the Philippines, we were not so involved with families and discharge planning and case management. There are also much greater legal implications here. You have to be responsible for your own actions. So even though I have four years’ experience working in the Philippines, I am starting as a new graduate here because I have so many new things to learn. Plus, I’m dealing with all the cultural differences.

In addition to all the new nursing skills I had to learn, I was also dealing with my new coworkers, who have different values from me. In the United States, you have to be direct and straightforward. You have to say what’s on your mind. We’re not so direct in the Philippines, so I have to adjust. I have to assert myself in terms of my job.



What advice would Claire give to other foreign-educated nurses from non-English-speaking countries?


Work on your English language skills. It will help you with your initial test taking as well as to assimilate into the new culture. Study a lot for your nursing boards. Be prepared for hard work, and hang in there. I see some new grads from the United States going through the same things as me, but they can adjust better because they don’t have the cultural and language thing to deal with.

On the good side, I am inspired by my patients’ attitudes toward me. When I do things for them, they tell me it is a great help. Many of the nursing home residents are helpless, and they really depend on me. It makes me feel so good to be able to help. They appreciate what I do for them. If I make them smile, my day is worthwhile.





During new employee orientation, you may be with new graduates only, with all newly hired nurses with varying lengths of experience, or with a mix of the two. In some cases, you may even start in a general orientation that includes new hires from many different disciplines. Remember that all new hires, whether they have no experience or ten years’ experience, are in the same boat as you as far as being new to their jobs and the facility.

Get to know all the people in the group, no matter what shift, department, discipline, or title they hold. As time goes by, you will encounter these people again, and most likely again and again. You will remember them, and they will remember you as having extended yourself to know them. If you reach out to them, they will respond in kind.

Learn what they do and where they will be working (what shift, what unit), and find out when they will be starting their regular schedule (the departmentalized orientation schedules are different for each discipline). Force yourself to talk to other people. Everyone is feeling as you are (shy and nervous), and they will appreciate your initiating the conversation.

Acute Care Orientation: What to Expect

Your first day should be pure orientation. You are likely to get a tour of the hospital and meet some of the key players. Make eye contact with those you meet, smile, and, if the situation presents itself, shake their hand. It may be difficult to shake hands with everyone if you are part of a large group of orientees. But if you are one of a few or standing right next to the person you are being introduced to, extend your hand for a personal introduction.

Your orientation will be a mixture of classroom and clinical time. Over the next few weeks and months, depending on your orientation schedule, you are likely to go through training and certification in CPR, intravenous (IV) therapy, and medication administration. You’ll be taught procedures for the use of various pumps and central lines and other related equipment. You’ll review basic hospital policies and procedures. You will also be trained in documentation, including the use of computerized patient charting systems, which many facilities use. Depending on the extent to which computers are being used by the nursing department, you may have a more in-depth computer orientation.

If you are going into cardiac or critical care or other specialty areas, additional training will be required. Some facilities provide special internship programs for specialty areas that may last as long as three months. Your general orientation would be included in this program. Remember that every facility is different.

At some point, you will meet your preceptor and work with him or her in the clinical area. A preceptor is another nurse who has either volunteered or been chosen by the facility to work closely with a newly hired nurse for a designated period of time. We’ll talk more about preceptors and your relationship with them in chapter 2.

When you get home each day, review your notes and the handouts that you received during orientation. If something is not clear or you have questions, make a written note and ask for clarification the following day. Use this time to learn all you can.

Your orientation period is your time to ask questions, learn, practice your clinical skills, and begin to feel comfortable in your new surroundings. When you are spending time on your assigned unit and have a few extra minutes, look in drawers, cabinets, and closets to learn where things are kept. Know where the fire extinguishers are and where the emergency crash or code cart is kept. The crash cart is usually accompanied by a checklist of supplies. Take some time to familiarize yourself with the content and the location of the contents. Crash carts are kept locked when not in use, so if you witness or participate in a “code,” take a few minutes, after the code, to go through the drawers of the crash cart while it is still open.

If you were hired to work a shift other than days, your orientation period will likely be during the day shift. After that, you’ll start your regular shift.

Long-Term Care

Long-term care (LTC) is somewhat different. Hopefully, you’ve had at least a brief rotation through LTC or the sub-acute setting and have been able to observe the differences in care, structure, and even terminology. LTC is a highly regulated environment, and you should familiarize yourself with those regulations to the greatest extent possible. Regulation books should be available at your facility. You should also be able to find them in your public library. Tell the librarian what you are looking for, and he or she should be able to help you find everything you need on the subject.

LTC Orientation: What to Expect

LTC facilities have shorter and less involved orientation. On average, it will run anywhere from two days to two weeks. Resources are different, too. If you go with a facility that is affiliated with an acute care hospital or is part of a large corporation, you will usually find a longer and more formalized orientation program and more support staff (educators and so on). Additionally, if you go with a facility that is affiliated with an acute care hospital, you may have a brief acute care orientation before your LTC orientation.

You may not have a preceptor in the LTC environment. After completing orientation, you need to look for role models—people you can look to for help and advice and model yourself after. We’ll talk more about support staff and other resources in chapter 2.

Other Areas and Orientation

Little, if any, formal orientation is conducted in less acute areas, such as medical offices and clinics. Someone may show you the ropes for a day or two, but you will be largely on your own to learn after that. Again, find a friendly person to buddy up with and look for role models.


Smile!

Nursing can be tough. Dealing with patients, staff—all those people! Here are some tips to help you keep your positive attitude and get through the day:


	Don’t take yourself too seriously as a new grad. A good sense of humor is vital.

	At times, you will feel overwhelmed. Try to relax and look at your situation in a positive way. Roll with the punches and celebrate each and every accomplishment—even a small one.

	During your first year, you need a lot of perseverance. Hang in there. It will be worth it in the long run.

	Nursing is hard work. Be prepared for that. But the work isn’t the issue; it’s the difference you make.

	Keep your expectations realistic. Do the best you can and ask for help when you need it.

	Be patient with yourself. You have a wealth of knowledge—knowledge that will be constantly built on. The old saying that learning never stops certainly applies to nursing and health care.

	Be kind to yourself. You’ve accomplished a great deal already. You deserve a pat on the back.





Wherever you wind up working, now or in the future, you will find that every company and facility has its own culture. Get a feel for the facility and see how you fit in. Observe how people do things, why they do them, and how they handle themselves in every situation.

HOW TO STAY ORGANIZED FROM DAY ONE

You’ll be receiving a lot of paperwork before you start your job and even more after you’re hired. You’ll receive copies of policies and procedures, tip sheets, and other educational material. Keep all of this information organized and accessible. A three-ring binder or pocket folder works well for this.

Creating and Maintaining a Professional Portfolio

It’s never too early to start tracking your on-the-job experiences, continuing education classes, certifications, and any other relevant training or learning. This is important. You can’t possibly rely solely on your memory when you want or need to cite such things. Keep this information separate from the educational materials you accumulate.

Get a second pocket notebook or three-ring binder for this purpose. What you are doing here is creating a professional portfolio. Start by getting clear plastic insert sheets, within which you should store your licenses, diplomas, and other certificates. Then, simply add to this portfolio as necessary. As time goes by, a thorough and up-to-date portfolio can make a huge difference in your career opportunities and success.

Keep a log of your own experiences (e.g., procedures done, etc.) and any in-service or continuing education classes you attended. Your preceptor or unit educator may be keeping such a list, but you need to do this for your own records. Documentation of clinical competence is becoming more of an issue in the clinical area. That means it is important to have a record of your experiences in writing if you are ever called on or questioned about them. You can’t possibly recall from memory everything you’ve ever done.

Ask for copies of your evaluations and progress reports throughout your orientation and future employment. Review these from time to time, and keep them as a part of your portfolio. Particularly good evaluations can be used as a type of reference when looking for a transfer or promotion, even if you are changing employers.

Creating and maintaining a professional portfolio will also help you track your progress, give you easy and quick access to important papers, and keep your credentials and experiences organized from day one. As your career develops, keeping an up-to-date portfolio will make your life easier and will ensure that you are ready to present yourself on short notice should an opportunity unexpectedly present itself.




End of sample
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