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This discussion addresses challenges for Graduate Entry Nursing students in undertaking
integrative reviews. These novice researchers make two simultaneous identity shifts, in
developing a nursing identity and being required to construct an identity as a scholarly
researcher. For novices, the integrative review is a threshold crossing that is optimally
traversed with supervisory critical companionship to enable success. This discursive
article is drawn from three academics’ experiences of student supervision and collegial
mentoring in a Graduate Entry Nursing programme. We provide a critical reflection on
integrating empirical learning along with the extant literature pertaining to integrative
reviews. Additionally, the notion of threshold concepts is incorporated to foreground
common pitfalls experienced and their remedies. Undertaking an integrative review plays
a significant role in transitioning Graduate Entry Nursing students into comprehending
the importance of situating nursing care in evidence-based practice. Supervising
Graduate Entry Nursing students undertaking integrative reviews may appear
straightforward to follow clearly described steps. However, for novice researchers there
are common pitfalls at each stage. Students require supervisory oversight to ensure
rigour and internal consistency throughout the project. This article signposts common
pitfalls for novice researchers and conceptual and methodological ‘red flags’ for
supervisors to heed early to ensure projects are rigorous and publishable. Graduate Entry
to Nursing students’ supervision experience is enhanced when there is supervisory
cognisance of integrative reviews as a threshold crossing. For students, a nursing identity
incorporating a researcher identity is invaluable for enhancing evidence-informed
practice. We recommend that supervisors become familiar with the concept of threshold
concepts to guide their supervisory practice with Graduate Entry to Nursing. This article
highlights that these students are simultaneously growing a nursing identity; coming to
appreciate the role of evidence-based practice in nursing; and developing a scholarly
researcher identity. These shifts occur more readily when supervisors are transparent
with students about these processes.

Te reo Maori translation

Te arotake topu: He aria pae whakapakari mo te Tomokanga
Kiriwhakapotae mo nga Akonga Tapuhi

Nga Aria Matua

Ka whakawhiti whakaaro ténei tuhinga mo nga pikauranga o te Tomokanga
Kiriwhakapotae mo nga Akonga Tapuhi e kawe nei i nga arotake topa. Ka rua rawa
whakaahuatanga tuakiri hou ma énei kairangahau tauhou i te wa kotahi, tuatahi, ko to
ratou tuakiri hou hei tapuhi, tuarua ko te tuakiri kairangahau ruku korero hohonu. Mo te
hunga tauhou, ko ténei mea te arotake topu he whakawhitinga pae whakapakari nui, tona
tikanga pai rawa kia noho ano te kaiarataki arohaehae i tona taha, kia ekea nga taumata e
tika ana. I takea mai ténei tuhinga arowhanui i nga wheako o etahi matanga matauranga
mo te arataki akonga, me te ako pono a-ropt akonga, i tétahi hotaka Tapuhi Tomokanga
Kiriwhakapotae. Ka horaina e matou tétahi huritao arohaehae mo te akoranga aromatai i
te taha o nga tuhinga o tau ke e pa ana ki nga arotake topt. Waihoki, kua tuia ki roto te
aria o nga pae whakapakari, hei tapae i étahi o nga maioro e kitea nuitia ana, me nga
rongoa i te taha. He wahi hira to te kawe i tétahi arotake topu i roto i te mahi whakawhiti
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i nga akonga Tapuhi Tomokanga Kiriwhakapotae e marama ai ratou ki te hira o te
whakanoho i te taurimatanga tapuhi ki roto i nga tikanga mahi na te taunakitanga i
tautoko. He ngawari noa te arataki i nga akonga tapuhi Tomokanga Kiriwhakapotae e
kawe nei i nga arotake topa, ki te whaia e ratou étahi hipanga i ata whakamaramatia.
Ahakoa, he pahekeheketanga i ia pekanga o te ara mo nga kairangahau tauhou. Me matua
noho mai hei kaiarataki tohutohu i te akonga, kia noho mai he tikanga pakari, kia orite
tonu hoki nga whakaritenga puta noa i te roa o te kaupapa. Ta ténei tuhinga he titohu i
nga maioro e tipono nuitia ana e nga kairangahau tauhou, me nga ‘tohu whero’ a-aria,
a-ritenga mahi hoki ma nga kaiarataki, hei aronga wawe, kia pakari ai nga kaupapa, kia
taea hoki te whakaputa korero ki te ao matauranga. Ka whakapikia nga wheako arataki o
nga akonga Tomokanga Tapuhi Kiriwhakapotae ina noho marama nga kaiarataki ki te
arotake topt hei whakawhitinga pae whakapakari. Mo nga akonga, kaore i tua atu i tétahi
tuakiri tapuhi, kei roto nei tétahi tuakiri kairangahau, hei whakapiki i nga tikanga mahi
na te taunakitanga i tautoko. E titohu ana matou kia tahuri nga kaiarataki kia marama ki
te aria o nga pae whakapakari hei arahi i a ratou tikanga arataki mo te Tomokanga
Kiriwhakapotae ki te Mahi Tapuhi. Ka whakatairangatia i konei te mahi a énei akonga ki
te whakatupu tuakiri tapuhi; e tupu ana to ratou marama ki nga tikanga mahi na nga
taunakitanga i tautoko i roto i nga mahi tapuhi; a, i taua wa tonu e tupu tonu ana ano
hoki tetahi tuakiri kairangahau mo ratou. Ka kitea wawetia énei huringa ina korero
hangai tonu nga kaiarataki ki nga akonga mo énei hatepe.

Nga kupu matua:

Tomokanga Kiriwhakapotae mo nga Akonga Tapuhi, rangahau kiriwhakapotae, nga
arotake topa, te rangahau take tapuhi, te arataki, nga aria pae whakapakari

INTRODUCTION

There is a growing body of nursing literature about the
merits of using integrative reviews (IR) as a research ap-
proach, and the methodological steps involved (Dhollande
et al., 2021; Whittemore & Knafl, 2005). We note anecdo-
tally the increasing use of integrative reviews in postgrad-
uate Masterate level nursing programmes. The use of these
reviews is likely because they are a legitimate research pro-
ject that is suited for the small research component in clin-
ical Masterate programmes where a full thesis is not re-
quired. These projects can be undertaken across one or two
semesters and introduce students to each step of the re-
search process, enabling them to become producers of re-
search evidence. Integrative reviews also have the prag-
matic benefit for supervisors and course planners as the
timeline is much more predictable and contained than pri-
mary empirical studies involving an ethics application and
human subject data collection.

Although there is a range of review types, IRs are par-
ticularly pertinent for Masterate nursing students as they
can comprise a broad range of sources, including qualitative
empirical studies and theoretical and grey literature (Whit-
temore & Knafl, 2005). This range of sources is often suited
to enculturating Graduate Entry Nurses (GEN) into the
holistic focus of nursing research questions and aims. In-
tegrative reviews encompass literature, such as qualitative
and non-experimental empirical data exploring lived ex-
perience beyond a narrow biomedical lens (da Silva et al.,
2020; Hopia et al., 2016; Torraco, 2005). Alternative meth-
ods such as systematic reviews and meta-analyses com-
monly exclude nursing research. The emphasis of exclu-
sively quantitative review types is on positivist
conceptualisations of rigour, in particular, the hierarchy
of evidence, which pertains only to quantitative studies.

These approaches privilege randomised controlled trials; a
method that often cannot be ethically justified to answer
nursing research questions (da Silva et al., 2020).

While there is a growing body of literature providing
guidance around the steps in the IR research process, this
article makes a novel contribution to field. The authors are
three academics involved in student supervision, exami-
nation, and moderation of the IRs, and they also mentor
colleagues through the process of supervising these pro-
jects. In this article, we provide additional advice about
each step of the IR. We highlight the common pitfalls for
novice researchers and conceptual and methodological ‘red
flags’ for supervisors to heed early to ensure projects are
rigorous and publishable. We focus on the exemplar of stu-
dents in a Graduate Entry Nursing (GEN) programme to il-
lustrate these points. Despite the apparent clarity of the IR
steps in the extant literature, we agree with Oermann and
Knafl (2021) that expert guidance is required with synthe-
sis research. This discussion paper thus highlights recur-
ring problems that require vigilant supervisory oversight to
ensure timely remediation to foster student success.

BACKGROUND

Graduate entry nursing (GEN) programmes offer an ac-
celerated pathway to becoming a registered nurse and have
been operating globally for many years (Macdiarmid, Win-
nington, et al., 2021; Neill, 2011). Often appealing to ma-
ture students (Downey & Asselin, 2015), GEN courses build
on previous undergraduate success, to enable students to
simultaneously gain a professional qualification alongside
a higher degree (usually a Masters) (Downey & Asselin,
2015). Yet, while such accelerated programmes dualistically
meet the demands of this student cohort alongside provid-
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ing more nurses for the workforce, these study programmes
pose challenges for both students and academics alike.

As part of the higher degree qualification GEN students
in our setting are required to undertake a small indepen-
dent research project, usually an IR. Given, however, that
many enrolees have never studied research previously,
these students are expected to go from being research naive
to completing projects within a year. While this accelerated
process poses pedagogical challenges to teaching and
learning in relation to GEN students (Macdiarmid, McClu-
nie-Trust, et al., 2021), supervision is also problematic
given the students have not usually undertaken any other
postgraduate study and are only in the infancy of develop-
ing their knowledge and identity as registered nurses.

One means of managing such situations is by guiding
students to undertake a highly structured literature review.
Integrative reviews (Whittemore & Knafl, 2005) offer a rig-
orous scaffold (Dhollande et al., 2021) for the novice re-
searcher to follow and from which the supervisor can sup-
port the student to produce a robust dissertation. Yet, as
mentioned above, despite the framework being clearly ar-
ticulated in terms of the purpose of an IR and how to under-
take such a review (Whittemore & Knafl, 2005), the road to
success has a series of pedagogical hurdles. Specifically, the
students appear to grapple with the rigorous, lengthy, and
detailed procedures involved in undertaking an IR, while
supervisors commonly appear to presume GEN students’
ability will be aligned with standard graduate nurses who
are Masters’ students, which we have discovered is not the
case. The presumption that an IR is an easily followed
‘recipe’ can mean supervisors leave GEN students for ex-
tended periods to work autonomously on their disserta-
tions. However, the reality is that GEN students need reg-
ular and vigilant supervisory support to achieve success in
their research project.

We have identified key challenges for GEN students in
successfully undertaking an IR. They are concurrently mak-
ing two significant identity shifts, firstly, in developing a
nursing identity and additionally, being required to con-
struct an identity as a scholarly researcher, albeit a novice.
The latter is a shift beyond the student identity they have
been inhabiting. We concur with Badenhorst (2018) that
conducting reviews is pedagogically complex and Masters
students require mentorship through these identity shifts.

THE INTEGRATIVE REVIEW AS A THRESHOLD
CONCEPT

We draw from the pedagogical notion of threshold con-
cepts to illuminate why the seemingly straightforward,
well-defined process of an IR commonly poses challenges
for GEN students. We concur with Walter and Stouck (2020)
and Wisker (2015) that for novice researchers, undertaking
a rigorous literature review is a type of threshold crossing
with the identity shift from merely being a consumer to
a producer of research. Threshold concepts are “akin to a
portal, opening up a new and previously inaccessible way
of thinking about something” (Meyer & Land, 2003, p. 1).
Threshold concepts differ from core concepts in curricula
in that they are associated with a shift in worldview which

entails the unsettling of previously held ideas. This disrup-
tion means that students experience something of a liminal
space where, to be successful they need to tolerate a period
of uncertainty and even identity disruption (Land et al.,
2014). For example, our students often navigate a phase of
resistance to the IR projects with claims of their irrelevance
as they never intend to be a researcher and they want to be
a ‘real nurse’ — a ‘hands-on’ nurse. Chen et al. (2016) con-
sider that supporting students through this identity work is
part of appropriate academic guidance through the litera-
ture review process. This reticence is part of the threshold
crossing, where students come to appreciate that the abil-
ity to analyse research is fundamental to answering clinical
questions and optimising patient care (Carter-Templeton et
al., 2022). In the case of an integrative literature review,
students’ undergraduate experience and initial post-grad-
uate study typically do not demand such rigorous engage-
ment with the literature, where students may rely on super-
ficial descriptive writing when populating academic work
with citations (Walter & Stouck, 2020). Wisker (2015) con-
siders the threshold crossing of the literature review in-
volves students “...moving between research activity, read-
ing, interpretation of theoretical perspectives, the
importance of conceptual and interpretive findings, and the
actual processes of writing” (p. 65).

There are five facets of a threshold concept (Meyer &
Land, 2003), all of which we have noted GEN students are
engaged with as they navigate the phases of the IR. These
facets are explored in detail as we unpack each step of the
IR process. As a brief definitional introduction, drawing on
Meyers and Land (2003) these facets are as follows: Firstly,
a threshold concept is transformative in that mastery leads
the learner to identify more as a professional in the field
than a student. Secondly, a threshold concept is trouble-
some for learners and as such typically requires prolonged
engagement and critical reflection to navigate. For exam-
ple, in the instance of the IR, the practices students have
previously considered would suffice to undertake a litera-
ture review are now far from adequate. Thirdly, threshold
concepts result in what are often irreversible changes in
viewpoint. In the case of undertaking an IR, for example,
students may come to think about what counts as evidence
in a substantively different way. Fourthly, threshold con-
cepts are integrative in that for the learner, they bring to-
gether ideas they previously considered disparate. In the
case of our students, they come to have a much deeper ap-
preciation of the autonomy and scope of nursing practice
and the profession’s contribution to health equity. Fifthly,
threshold concepts are bounded and therefore the IR be-
comes a delineated type of research, substantively distinct
from what students have previously considered to be a lit-
erature review in the assignment context.

We concur with Kistler and Tyndall (2022), that in nurs-
ing programmes, academic cognisance of threshold con-
cepts can assist students with troublesome knowledge ac-
quisition. Titchen’s (2003) clinical nursing concept of
critical companionship is also relevant to the GEN super-
visory relationship, where students experiencing the high
challenge of undertaking an IR are consistently met with
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high support. What follows is our analysis of the common
pitfalls for GEN students and the supervisory ‘critical com-
panionship’ they benefit from as they navigate the thresh-
old crossing of the integrative review process.

OVERVIEW OF THE ISSUES

While the challenges faced by GEN students are now
well-defined (Macdiarmid, Winnington, et al., 2021), and
subsequent supports required have been identified to en-
sure the successful completion of their pre-registration
programmes (Jarden et al., 2021), their learning needs in
relation to completing a Masters’ level research component
have, until now, been missing. Specifically, as these stu-
dents are most often research naive together with engaging
in a fast-paced accelerated programme of learning, our ex-
periences highlight that there is an increased demand on
academic supervisors to closely monitor and guide such
students to ensure success. As previously noted, engaging
with high quality literature reviews is fast becoming a sta-
ple for post-graduate nursing research students (Dhollande
et al., 2021). Our experiences of supporting such students
to complete an IR have provided an opportunity to share
key moments along the research journey that require in-
creased vigilance to aid success. Specifically, our experi-
ences suggest that while the IR is a structured approach
to undertaking a literature review, and that Whittemore &
Knafl (2005) offer clear steps to complete the process, there
remain numerous key points that have not yet been artic-
ulated in the literature that would prove helpful for novice
researchers, supervisors, and GEN students alike.

The notion of the literature review as a threshold con-
cept is useful because the ‘terrain’ does not pass smoothly
in a linear trajectory from difficult to easy (Chatterjee-Pad-
manabhan et al., 2019; Meyer & Land, 2003). At each step
there is a process of coming to understand conceptually
difficult material, but as soon as there is relative mastery
of that stage there is the destabilisation with new learn-
ing in the next phase of the IR. This ongoing instabil-
ity contributes to students’ sense of liminality. Students
are perpetually shifting between brief experiences of gain-
ing proficiency at one step and then having to accomplish
new skills as they progress, throughout the entirety of the
IR project (Wisker, 2015). Over the course of four years,
we have used a model of online small supervision groups,
rather than one-to-one supervision. We and the colleagues
we have mentored into supervision roles have found that
peer companionship can play a large part in keeping stu-
dents’ morale boosted through the IR. We and our col-
leagues typically provide supervision with four to six stu-
dents working with an experienced supervisor and a
collegial mentee. What follows is an exploration of what
is troublesome and transformative for GEN students un-
dertaking IRs, and the vital component of learner-centred
supervision to keep students engaged with the reflection
and questioning required to navigate this threshold concept
(Zepke, 2013). Also refer to Table 1 for a summary of issues.

Phase one: Preparing the guiding question

For GEN students, as both consumers and producers of
research, undertaking an IR is not without its dangers.
These students often have no healthcare background, thus
leaving them exposed to not understanding the legislative
landscape, the socio-political underpinnings of nursing
practice, nor the boundaries governing nurses’ scope of
practice. Therefore, these knowledge gaps position GEN
students unfavourably when preparing their guiding re-
search question and argument for an IR. A preliminary in-
vestigation of their area of interest may be overwhelming
as they begin to realise that their nub of an idea is part of
a sprawling ‘conversation’ they will be attempting to join
(Wisker, 2015). There is no easy fix to this situation, given
there is no substitute for actual clinical experience and im-
mersion in the healthcare context. Supervisors can, how-
ever, offer critical companionship at this stage of the IR
process, which will set up the remainder of the supervision
process for success (Chatterjee-Padmanabhan et al., 2019).

Such critical companionship can also include a broad ed-
ucative supervisory role. For example, undertaking these
IRs also requires students’ engagement with health and
legislative contexts that are new and unknown for the GEN
student. This learning contributes to the development of
their nursing identity as well as ensuring the research ques-
tion contributes to nursing knowledge (da Silva et al.,
2020). To support students to craft a relevant question, su-
pervisors can facilitate the exploration of the topic includ-
ing whether and how an argument can be crafted. Students
may latch on to one aspect of what is a ‘wicked’” problem
in health (Glasgow & Colbert, 2022) and much more com-
plex than their initial binarised assessment of the problem.
To develop an argument the students first require a grasp
of the wider scholarship and debates around the topic and
then need to establish their positionality — what focus and
approach they will take (Wisker, 2015). In terms of a thresh-
old concept what is also challenging is that students may
become overly attached to a question not suitable for an IR.
This issue arises where there is either an abundance of lit-
erature, including recent reviews on the topic, or a dearth
of current literature, making the project untenable.

Phase two: From literature search to data
extraction and reduction

Prior to the IR, students typically have no experience of
using literature as a data set and are likely to have only
searched for literature to support claims for other assess-
ment purposes such as essays (Badenhorst, 2018). This bur-
geoning comprehension that a literature review has mul-
tiple forms is destabilising for students
(Chatterjee-Padmanabhan et al., 2019; Walter & Stouck,
2020). It is perhaps unsurprising then that, when consider-
ing the stages of an IR, we noted that GEN students often
underestimate the time and workload involved in search-
ing the literature for their data sources. A quick dive into a
database to pluck out a citation to support a claim will no
longer suffice. Therefore, while in principle the Whittemore
and Knafl (2005) framework identifies the need to under-
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Table 1. The five phases of the integrative review process

Phase 1 Preparing the guiding question

e |dentify a clear problem and purpose, which are essential to provide focus and boundaries for the integrative review process. The
PICO tool is useful to guide the question.

Phase 2 Literature search, data extraction and reduction

o Develop key words and phrases using Boolean operators and truncation. (This becomes Table 1 in the IR)

e Refine a clear and well-thought-out inclusion and exclusion criteria essential for internal consistency throughout the review. (These
criteria become Table 2 in the IR)

e Undertake a literature search that is broad and diverse. Start with systematic online data bases (CINAHL, Scopus, ProQuest,
Cochrane), include peer reviewed journals that are qualitative and quantitative, with the addition of grey literature. Include search
for theses.

e Complete a hand search of reference lists to double-check for relevant articles.

e Report findings with PRISMA for evidence of rigour. (This reporting tool becomes Table 3 in the IR)

Phase 3 Data evaluation

e Ask the following question: Do the studies you meet the standards for a critical appraisal? A critical appraisal tool is utilised to evalu-
ate the data sources. Each research design generally has different criteria that exemplify quality. There are many tools you can chose
from MMAT, Joanna Briggs, CASP. It is best if this process is done by two reviewers as part of rigour. (This appraisal becomes Ap-
pendix 1inthe IR)

o |dentify final dataset and then summarise the studies in a table with the following headings: title, authors, summaries of aim, meth-
ods, and bullet-point the findings. (This table becomes Appendix 2 or is displayed within the document as Table 4).

e Check that the articles have been sourced from peer-reviewed journals and that an ethics review board has signed off research
studies.

e Ensure accurate representation of each study’s findings is portrayed avoiding plagiarism.

Phase 4 Data analysis

e Complete a critical analysis of the dataset, which means that the data from selected sources are ordered, coded, categorized, and
summarized into unified and integrated conclusions about the research problem.

e Undertake a thematic analysis. Braun and Clark’s (2006, 2022) approach is accessible for novice researchers providing a six-stage
process: 1: reading through and becoming familiar with the data, 2: Generating initial codes, 3: Searching for themes, 4: Reviewing
the themes, 5: Defining the theme, and 6: Writing up the themes.

Phase 5 Discussion and conclusion

e Integrate your findings with the extant literature, drawing attention to similarities, differences, gaps, novel findings and practice im-
plications. The discussion adds to the research ‘story’. Also address limitations and recommendations for further research.

e Conclusions are presented.

Adapted from Whittemore and Knafl (2005)

take rigorous and structured database searching, the reality
of the level of diligence is typically shocking for students. In
part, this bewilderment may also be due to their ndivety of
research processes as novice researchers, or indeed the IR
may appear ‘easier’ than gathering empirical data. Yet the
reality is, structured literature searching is time-consum-
ing and requires critical thought (Chatterjee-Padmanabhan
et al., 2019). As possibly the most demanding part of the IR
process, we have found that GEN students are often over-
whelmed by the level of precision required in a formal liter-
ature search and that the literature is their data source.
Moreover, given their recent introduction to research
as being part of evidence-based nursing practice, together
with the fact they are not yet registered practitioners, it can
be challenging for the GEN students to think sufficiently
broadly in terms of their inclusion/exclusion criteria, key-
words and phrases and timeframes when data gathering.
Our experiences to date indicate that it is at this point in
the IR process that supervisors play a vital role. Their over-
sight is required to ensure that the inclusion/exclusion cri-
teria are adhered to strictly. Most importantly, supervisors
need to review the final selection of articles to ensure they
match the criteria impeccably. If this support is omitted
from the IR process at this time-critical point, it will result
in a fundamentally flawed IR due to the impact on the find-

ings of the study, leaving the student in a problematic po-
sition from which there is little comeback.

While literature searching and data extraction are both
time consuming and challenging for GEN students and su-
pervisors alike, the requirement that the IR process is pure,
consistent, and reliable also relates to ensuring students
do not get ‘attached’ to certain manuscripts if they do not
fit the inclusion/exclusion criteria. This deliberation can,
at times, cause tensions. However, clarity around the IR
process according to Whittemore & Knafl (2005) remains a
priority. We have noted additional points that pose chal-
lenges for GEN students. One is that students need guid-
ance to justify the inclusion criteria pertaining to the years
searched.

As newcomers to the health sector GEN students are of-
ten unaware of the changes in the scope of nursing roles,
and key shifts in legislation, politics, policies, and practice
that have implications for an appropriate time span for
the data set (McKenna et al., 2017). Students need super-
visory guidance to be intentional about the justification
for the years searched, rather than plucking a time frame
from generic recommendations. Additionally, students of-
ten uncritically include primary research from countries
with widely varying health systems, socio-economic, polit-
ical systems, nursing programmes, unaware that the stud-
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ies may have limited relevance to the research question and
argument.

Phase three: Data evaluation

When new to the research process, even as a consumer
of research, understanding methodological approaches to
studies is challenging, and no more so than for these GEN
students (Macdiarmid, Winnington, et al., 2021). As novice
researchers, honing skills of being able to identify what
type of scholarly text is under consideration and what
methodology a study has engaged with is imperative given
a key component of an IR requires critical appraisal. Stu-
dents’ variable ability to identify types of scholarly texts
and methodologies impacts the choice of critical appraisal
tools to be deployed. Thus, close supervisory involvement
at this stage is essential if further errors are to be avoided.
Yet a further complexity is added to this experience when
we again consider that GEN students are unlike other nurs-
ing Masters’ students in that they are not yet working in
clinical practice and so do not possess knowledge regarding
what constitutes appropriate and high-quality nursing
journal publications. This is another point where close crit-
ical companionship supervision is helpful in guiding novice
researchers and introducing them to appropriate nursing
literature.

Another distinguishing feature of the IR that sets it apart
from students’ previous use of literature is the requirement
for them to consider whether the selected document meets
ethical standards. This step ideally involves more than
checking that articles have been sourced from peer-re-
viewed journals and that an ethics review board has signed
off on the study. Ethical challenges when undertaking re-
views include ensuring an accurate representation of each
study’s findings and avoiding plagiarism (Wager & Wiffen,
2011). These issues may be hurdles for students who may
have made up their minds about what they want their re-
sults to say. Accurate representation of a source is a de-
manding step for some students as in their scholarly ex-
perience there may be only a cursory assessment of a
document before using it as a source to support an essay
argument. Unintentional plagiarism occurs when writers
struggle to paraphrase and have not attributed long phrases
and sentences as direct quotes. There are also issues of rep-
resentation to be considered. For example, in the authors’
context in Aotearoa New Zealand, there is a strong and
growing ethical critique of how health research has typi-
cally problematised Indigenous Maori with a focus on per-
sonal deficits rather than interrogating the ongoing impact
of colonisation and a structural analysis of health determi-
nants (Cram, 2019).

Phase four: Data analysis

While critical appraisal is a key component of the IR
process (Whittemore & Knafl, 2005), students also need to
critically analyse and discuss the findings from the litera-
ture selected as a mechanism to answer the research ques-
tion. For many, including GEN students, Braun and Clarke’s
(2012) thematic analysis is an appropriate approach to take,

as it is theoretically flexible and can be adapted to both in-
ductive and deductive analysis. However, as with previous
stages of the IR process, the development of themes is not
without its pitfalls for GEN students. The idea of immer-
sive reading, coding and theme formulation may be daunt-
ing for many novice researchers and a key issue for many
is finding their authorial voice as opposed to seeing liter-
ature as the master and gatekeeper of knowledge (Baden-
horst, 2018; Chen et al., 2016). This switch from consumer
to producer of knowledge is unfamiliar.

Specifically, our experiences highlight that the shift from
a descriptive to a critical writer appears to be a particularly
difficult hurdle for many to navigate. Part of developing
a critical authorial tone is the confidence to synthesise
the findings (Chatterjee-Padmanabhan et al., 2019; Wisker,
2015). This shift in students’ identity of taking up the au-
thority as a researcher to make arguments and claims is of-
ten outside of their sphere of comfort. Nonetheless, this au-
thorial voice is an important development point in the GEN
students’ learning and one that can be fully supported by
the supervisory team. Supervision requires close involve-
ment at every stage of theme development (Wisker, 2015).
Key supervisory points include ensuring students are not
distracted by interesting data components that do not an-
swer their research question. Additionally, students may
require guidance around the shift from codes to themes to
ensure the ‘story’ of the dataset is clearly addressed coher-
ently and with enough depth. Braun and Clarke (2012) rec-
ommend two to six themes for a 10,000 piece of research.
Typically, students’ initial attempts to shift from codes to
themes result in themes that do not adequately address the
research question because they are either are too broad or
too reductive. Supervisory conversations that incorporate
mind mapping can help to ‘corral’ codes.

Phase five: Writing up discussion and conclusion

Graduate Entry to Nursing students, not dissimilar to
other postgraduate students, have difficulty in finding their
critical authorial voice in their writing and critiquing data.
These combined challenges are further notable when faced
with writing the IR discussion chapter. Supervisors have be-
come familiar with the parameters of a research project dis-
cussion in terms of a scholarly ‘conversation’ between the
data and the wider literature. However, our experience as
supervisors, mentors and examiners of the GEN integrative
review projects convinces us that this integration is a strug-
gle for GEN students. After the narrow focus of the data
analysis, they are challenged to consider more broadly the
issues arising to answer their research question.

While writing a discussion has the potential to be a
transformative process for GEN students, many have al-
ready formulated underlying beliefs and values that are dif-
ficult for them to reconcile in view of their findings. For
example, a long-held neoliberal view of health may mean
it is novel for the student to view the issue through a
social justice lens (Shahzad et al., 2022). Also, students
may again experience ‘growing pains’ to find their authorial
voice as they attempt to synthesise a discussion that in-
cludes wider literature not aligned with their argument and
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findings (Chatterjee-Padmanabhan et al., 2019). Students
navigating similarities, differences and gaps between the
data set and the wider literature and additionally address-
ing limitations and recommendations mean that the ‘home
stretch’ of the IR continues to be a discomforting marathon
for many of our students. These challenges are noted by
other authors (Walter & Stouck, 2020; Wisker, 2015).

We recommend that supervisors do not underestimate
the challenge for students in this phase, which entails par-
ticipating in knowledge creation by being able to identify
the significance of their study. Students’ past skills in
merely recording knowledge become redundant, and hence
the troublesome nature of IRs as students iteratively move
between the integration of understanding one step in the
process only to feel they are back at the beginning and feel-
ing confused by the next step (Chatterjee-Padmanabhan et
al., 2019). The IR process outlined by Whittemore and Knafl
(2005) indicates that drawing a conclusion and verification
are the final stages in writing up the study. However, we
draw attention to the important role of supervisors in con-
tinuing to support and nurture GEN students to construct
sophisticated nursing-specific recommendations from their
findings. Commonly we note this guidance around recom-
mendations includes encouraging shifts in thinking beyond
a simplistic attribution of blame towards individuals, insti-
tutions, and systems to students being able to identify how
their project might contribute to nursing knowledge and
practice. In terms of the IR as a threshold concept, we have
found that what ‘locks in’ the irreversible change and trans-
formation (Land et al., 2014) is supervisors supporting stu-
dents to publish. This shift from being an outsider to an in-
sider of the academe is a source of pride for students and
deepens their appreciation of the relevance of evidence to
practice.

CONCLUSION

Graduate entry nursing students are typically mature
students who bring a wealth of diverse experiences to GEN
programmes. Given the demands of an accelerated pro-

gramme, it behoves supervisors to be as strategic as pos-
sible in guiding research projects. The neatly packaged de-
scriptions of the steps in the IR process belie the
complexity of the iterative nature of these projects for GEN
nursing students. No sooner have students gained mastery
in one step than they have the sense of stumbling back-
wards with new and troublesome skills to be gained. The
notion of the IR as a threshold concept usefully assists su-
pervisors and students in making visible why these small
projects are destabilising for student confidence and de-
manding in terms of supervisor time. Students’ earlier en-
counters with undertaking literature reviews for essays typ-
ically lull students into a premature sense of confidence
with the process and they rapidly experience the shock that
an IR is beyond what they have imagined the project to
be. Each step of the IR has students experiencing multiple
troublesome facets of the process simultaneously, includ-
ing grappling with scholarly writing, finding an authorial
voice, growing skills in critical reflection, and committing
to the prolonged engagement required to produce a coher-
ent document. Mastery of one step brings only fleeting re-
lief before the challenges of the next step. We consider that
the supervisor’s role as a critical companion through this it-
erative process can support students through the transfor-
mative process of becoming a producer of research.
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