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INTRODUCTION 

Being able to search for external evidence is one of the evidence-based practice (EBP) 

competencies for practicing registered professional nurses (Melnyk, Gallagher-Ford, Fineout-

Overholt, Long, 2014). It is the second step in the seven step Evidence-Based Practice (EBP) 

process (Melnyk et al., 2014). When teaching and learning EBP principles and processes in 

academic settings, the database-searching skills are essential (Fineout-Overholt, Stillwell, 

Williamson, Cox, Robbins, 2015). However, it has been shown that nursing students struggle 

with inadequate skills to search and evaluate appropriate and relevant information needed in 

nursing practice (Denison & Montgomery, 2012). Jacobsen and Andenaes (2011) report that 

nursing students have difficulties in selecting keywords and subject headings, combining search 

terms, and using limiters when they search for evidence.  

 

In January 2015, the nursing departments of two Finnish universities of applied sciences 

collaborated on strategies for teaching and learning EBP. Based on the authors’ experience, their 

students, who mostly speak Finnish and often find English terms difficult, need to develop their 
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database-searching skills. Therefore, the focus was on the development and the enhancement of 

international database-searching skills of the students. Due to students’ learning challenges and 

the evidence that a combination of self-directed learning and different learning tools has 

potential to promote EBP learning (Melender, Mattila & Häggman-Laitila, 2016), it was decided 

that a video should be produced, with Finnish-speaking actors searching in an international 

database. The strategy was using technology to make a video presenting an example of how to 

conduct a search in the CINAHL database to support nursing students’ learning of database-

searching. The strategy was developed to be used in an EBP course at the undergraduate level. 

The learning outcomes of the EBP course include: formulate a clinical question, utilize searching 

strategies to find external evidence in databases, and present the evidence found. 

 

STRATEGY 

The strategy of using technology to make a video was based on the idea of visual learning which 

is defined as “the assimilation of information from visual formats” (Raiyn, 2016, pp. 115). 

Visual information can be presented in different formats, for example, as images, diagrams, 

flowcharts or videos. Visual learning formats can be used to display large amounts of 

information and help reveal relationships and patterns and to retain the information. It has been 

shown that visual learning tools increased high-order thinking skills in students. (Raiyn, 2016).  

In this teaching and learning strategy, database-searching process was the pattern to be learnt and 

retained.   

 

As a visual learning method in learning EBP, Whalen and Zentz (2015) provided students a 

worksheet that included an outline of the information search process and reflective questions. 
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The students involved reported their systematic search process as a research log.  As a result, the 

use of systematic search worksheet and research log significantly improved students’ abilities to 

carry out a systematic search and identify appropriate evidence. For this teaching and learning 

strategy, a video was produced to support students’ self-directed learning. Videos are a valuable 

part of educational technology, as they enable a combination of sound, images and text with 

socio-cultural information, for example habits or procedures (Chen, 2011). In this teaching and 

learning strategy, the procedure to be learnt by the students was database-searching in an 

international database.  

 

Learning how to search for external evidence in international databases of the nursing 

departments of the two universities starts with the in-class librarian lectures, which are then 

followed by the assignment and the use of the video in self-directed learning as a support, 

helping to recall the earlier knowledge and skills adopted. The steps of the search taught by the 

librarian are presented in Figure 1. The video includes presentation of the same steps, but it is not 

an alternative but a supplement to the librarian database-searching lectures. With regard to other 

later courses of the degree programs, the teachers are encouraged to remind the students about 

the video in case they need support for database-searching. 

Steps of the search: 

1. the main concepts in Finnish  the same main concepts in English 

2. how to find the right subject headings 

3. how to use the Boolean operator 

4. how to limit the search 

5. how to examine the matches 

6. how to obtain full texts 

Figure 1. Steps of the search for the Finnish-speaking students.  
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Production of the video occurred in three phases, according to the guidelines presented by 

Fleming, Reynolds and Wallace (2009). The video, which was designed to be used in self-

directed learning, presents a ‘play’ about a face to face consultation session, where a Finnish-

speaking nursing student searches for evidence in the CINAHL database and a teacher supports 

student’s learning by presenting questions to help her to recall what she had learned during in-

class librarian lectures. The video starts with a clinical question presented by the student: ’What 

is the impact of pacifier use on breastfeeding?’ In the PICO-format, that would be as follows: P 

= the newborns, I = pacifier use, C = no pacifier use, O = affect breastfeeding. The teacher 

encourages the student to search for evidence in the CINAHL database. As the student conducts 

the search, a face to face discussion ensues between the student and the teacher about how to 

conduct the search step by step (Figure 1). The teacher asks questions and the student justifies 

her choices. All the steps of the search are discussed and the important concepts regarding all 

steps are spoken out loud.  An effort was made to transmit a positive atmosphere around the 

database searching throughout the video, both verbally and non-verbally. The length of the video 

is nine minutes, as 10-minute clips are recommended (Fleming et al., 2009).  

 

EVALUATION OF THE TEACHING AND LEARNING STRATEGY 

During the EBP course, the students’ learning outcomes were evaluated by means of a given 

assignment in which students formulated a clinical question, searched for external evidence in 

databases, presented their search strategies, presented the evidence found, and discussed the 

application of the evidence in practice. The assignments were evaluated by using an evaluation 

rubric that covered these topics. 
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After the video had been introduced to the students, it was noticed that their skills regarding the 

formulation of a clinical question were better in that the clinical questions formulated by them 

were more focused than before. There was a remarkable improvement in reaching the learning 

outcome related to searching for external evidence in databases to answer the clinical question. 

The search strategies used by the students were more often correct which was noticed as the right 

use of subject headings, Boolean operators and limit operators. The students also presented their 

search strategies more often correctly than before. No remarkable progress in reaching the 

learning outcome related to presenting the evidence and discussing the application of the 

evidence in practice was noticed. However, this had not been a problem for the students earlier. 

Moreover, this part was not dealt with on the video, so the reaching of this last outcome cannot 

be connected with the video use. On average, the student grades slightly improved after the video 

had been taken into use. A survey revealed that the video was well received by the students. 

Most of them reported that the use of the video had supported their learning. One of the students 

wrote: ’The video was really helpful. It included clear instructions for searching in the database. 

And I can always come back to the video later, if I forget how to do the search.’ 

 

LINKING EVIDENCE TO ACTION 

• Developing clinical questions and searching for the evidence in a systematic way can 

help student nurses find the relevant evidence that will inform their practice. 

• Provision of visual learning opportunities through the use of videos may reduce the 

barriers to learning and support the learning of database-searching skills in nursing 

education at undergraduate and graduate levels.  
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• The use of the technology offers opportunities for self-directed learning. Use of videos to 

support learning in education and clinical practice is recommended. 
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