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There is a clear need for guidelines on how to mentor international and exchange nursing 
students. Nurses, mentoring these students need practical tools to achieve a good, competent 
mentoring process and guidance on how to overcome common problems that arise during 
clinical placements.  

The purpose of this thesis was to study which factors are hinder and support the mentoring of 
international and exchange students during their clinical placements, and what kind of problems 
arise during their clinical placements. The aim was to create a guide for nurses to support the 
mentoring process.  

The study was conducted as a narrative literature review. We collected twenty-five sources from 
various databases and analyzed them using the content analysis method. The analysis 
provided clear, unanimous answers to our research questions.  

According to our results, factors hindering the mentoring of international and exchange students 
were language barrier, cultural differences and mentor's complex role. Supporting factors were 
proper skills in language and communication, a competent mentor, supportive learning 
environment, and using various educational tools. Problems arising during international 
students' clinical placements were linguistic challenges, isolation and discrimination and cultural 
differences. Problems arising during exchange students' clinical placements were language 
barrier, difficulties adapting, and lack of information and orientation.  

In conclusion, there was a clear need for this kind of study. This thesis and guide are useful for 
nurses who mentor international and exchange students, but it can also be useful for teachers, 
ward managers, international and exchange students, and student counselors. We hope that 
someone will study this topic further. Especially, more information about mentoring exchange 
students would be a great topic to research further. 
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KANSAINVÄLISTEN JA VAIHTO-OPISKELIJOIDEN 
KLIINISEN HARJOITTELUN OHJAAMINEN 

 OPAS SAIRAANHOITAJILLE 

Kansainvälisten- ja vaihto-sairaanhoitajaopiskelijoiden ohjaukseen tarvitaan selkeitä 
suuntaviivoja. Hoitajat, jotka ohjaavat näitä opiskelijoita, tarvitsevat käytännöllisiä työkaluja 
saavuttaakseen hyvän, toimivan ohjaussuhteen, sekä ohjausta siihen, kuinka selviytyä yleisistä 
ongelmista, joita nousee kliinisten harjoitteluiden aikana.  

Opinnäytetyön tarkoituksena oli tutkia, mitkä asiat vaikeuttavat ja tukevat kansainvälisen- tai 
vaihto-opiskelijan kliinisen harjoittelun ohjaamista, sekä mitä ongelmia harjoitteluiden aikana 
tavallisesti nousee esiin. Tavoitteena oli tehdä opas sairaanhoitajille ohjaamisen tueksi.  

Tutkimus toteutettiin narratiivisena kirjallisuuskatsauksena. Keräsimme kaksikymmentäviisi 
lähdettä useista eri tietokannoista ja teimme niiden pohjalta sisältöanalyysin. Analyysista 
saimme selkeät, yksimieliset vastaukset tutkimuskysymyksiimme.  

Tutkimustulosten perusteella ohjaamista vaikeutti kielimuuri, kulttuurierot ja ohjaajan haastava 
rooli. Ohjaamista tuki hyvät kieli- ja kommunikaatiotaidot, pätevä ohjaaja, hyvä 
oppimisympäristö sekä monipuoliset opetusmenetelmät. Ongelmia kansainvälisten 
sairaanhoitajaopiskelijoiden harjoittelun aikana olivat kieliongelmat, syrjintä sekä kulttuurierot. 
Vaihto-opiskelijoiden harjoittelun aikana esiin nousivat kielimuuri, sopeutumisvaikeudet sekä 
orientaation puute. 

Tutkimuksemme pohjalta kävi ilmi, että toteuttamallemme tutkimukselle on tarvetta. Tämä 
opinnäytetyö sekä siihen liittyvä opas ovat hyödyllisiä niin kansainvälisiä ja vaihto-opiskelijoita 
ohjaaville sairaanhoitajille kuin opettajille, osastonhoitajille, opiskelijoille ja opinto-ohjaajille. 
Toivomme, että tästä aiheesta tehdään lisää tutkimusta lähiaikoina. Erityisesti vaihto-
opiskelijoiden ohjaamiseen liittyvä tutkimus olisi hyödyllinen. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

Degree programme in nursing is available in multiple universities of applied sciences 

around Finland. Many students come to Finland to study in these degree programmes. 

The social and healthcare sciences are a common choice for applicants, as 

international students made up nine percent of degree programme students in the 

healthcare field in 2017. (Opetushallitus, 2018; 2-3.) 

In this thesis, an international student is defined as a student who is enrolled into an 

English degree programme in nursing at a Finnish university of applied sciences. An 

international student may have moved to Finland only shortly prior to beginning their 

studies or they may have lived in Finland for a longer time. An exchange student is 

defined as a student who is completing a nursing degree in their home country outside 

of Finland and who has come to Finland for a shorter period of time to study as part of 

a student exchange program. 

There is a need for clear guidelines for nurses who are mentoring international and 

exchange students. Therefore, it is crucial for nurse mentors to have the tools to foster 

a constructive and positive connection with the student they are mentoring. (Jalonen, 

2016; 44-45.) According to Jalonen, (2016; 44) nurses mentoring non-Finnish speaking 

students have expressed a need for material related to mentoring international 

students. Especially a nursing vocabulary would be exceptionally useful. 

The commissioner of this thesis is Turku University of Applied Sciences. We hope that 

our thesis will provide tools and guidelines for mentors, teachers, ward managers, 

international and exchange students and student counselors. 
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2 BACKGROUND 

2.1 International higher education in Finland 

From the year 2000 to 2016, the number of foreign students in Finnish universities and 

university of applied sciences have increased from approximately 5000 students to 

over 20 000 students. The Ministry of Education and Culture has envisioned in fall 

2017, that Finnish universities and universities of applied sciences will be seen in year 

2030 as internationally attractive center of competence, where openness, 

internationality and global responsibilities are in the center of learning. (Ministry of 

Education and Culture, 2018; 1-5.)  

Internationality, intercultural competence and working in international surroundings has 

been a part of Finnish higher education for a long time. The higher education reform 

that came into effect in 2018 has even further strengthened the internationality of 

higher education.  The reform ensures that higher education corresponds with the 

current needs of society and working life. Working conditions get more global 

continuously, and intercultural competence and working with people from different 

cultures are more and more valued. (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2018; 1-5.) 

According to The Finnish National Agency for Education in the year of 2016, 6 250 

Finnish higher education students left for an exchange period, and almost 2 800 

international students came to Finland. In the light of the statistics every seventh higher 

education student studies a small portion of their degree outside of Finland. On 

average, the length of the exchange period is seven weeks. Popular destinations are 

Spain, Sweden, Germany, Estonia and Great-Britain, and most commonly people 

come to Finland from Germany, France and Spain. (Ministry of Education and Culture, 

2018; 1-5.)  

”Ministry of Education and Culture has envisioned in fall 2017, that Finnish universities 

and universities of applied sciences are seen in year 2030 as internationally attractive 

center of competence, where openness, internationality and global responsibilities are 

in the center of learning” (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2018). 
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2.2 Clinical practise in nursing education 

Mentoring has long been viewed as an efficient way of teaching a new skill to an 

individual (Scott, Spouse, 2013; 1-2). Clinical practise is therefore rightly considered as 

an integral factor in preparing nursing students for working life. In clinical practise, 

nursing students have a possibility to practise nursing skill that they have learned at 

school in real life and with real patients, and to challenge themselves to apply theory 

and knowledge gained from lectures in actual patient cases. Students also learn to face 

complex situations. This kind of rehearsing and practising helps students to memorize 

information and link theory to practise and real life. (Adatara, Addo. et. al. 2019.)  

In Finland, students are given at least one named mentor, who is a registered nurse. 

Any Finnish registered nurse can become a mentor, and though it is recommended, the 

role is not forced on anyone. The mentor “supervises, teaches, and assesses“ 

(Jokelainen, 2013; 5) the nursing student who is completing their clinical practice in the 

healthcare unit. While the healthcare organizations do get compensated for taking 

students, the funds are kept in the management of the organizations and the mentors 

do not get compensated monetarily for mentorship. Mentors also do not have specified 

time reserved for mentoring students; rather, the mentoring occurs as the student 

accompanies the nurse in the nurse’s regular activities. There are no national 

guidelines for mentorship of nursing students, (Jokelainen, 2013; 11) but 

recommendations and general guidelines, such as the Quality Recommendations for 

the Supervision of Students can be found (National development network for student 

supervision, 2017). 

2.3 A skilful nursing mentor 

Every student comes to the clinical placement with their own unique knowledge and 

starting point. Their previous knowledge and skills, learning needs and learning 

strategies vary and they pave the way for current and future clinical placements. 

Although the student carries a great responsibility for their own learning, the mentor of 

the clinical placement has an important role to support the students’ learning during the 

placement. (HUS, Opiskelijaohjauksen käsikirja 2.1, 2017; 9.) The mentor must be 

competent in giving feedback, assessing the student, as well as being aware of the 

details of assessment and the criteria of passing or failing clinical placements. The 
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challenging task of a mentor include mastering various roles such as ”guardian, 

advisor, coach, listener, supporter, feedback giver, investor, envisioner, eye-opener, 

door-opener, problem-solver, challenger, and career counselor.“ Thus, the position of 

mentor is of paramount importance in the learning experience and professional 

development of a nursing student in their clinical practice. (Jokelainen, 2013; 3-4). 

A mentor willing to provide an effective and successful learning experience for a 

student needs various skills and personal attributes. A good mentor is able to 

communicate with different kinds of students, and knows how to adapt the clinical 

placement to the demands and capabilities of an individual since all students have 

different needs and goals. A mentor nurse also needs to act professionally because 

nursing students naturally look up to their mentors. A mentor who is able to discover an 

individual student’s strengths and points of improvement is often described as an 

excellent mentor by students, as well as mentors willing to motivate and encourage 

their student to find their potential as future nursing professionals. (Allari, Farag, 2017.) 

”Mentors have many roles, including guardian, advisor, coach, listener, supporter, 

feedback giver, investor, envisioner, eye-opener, door-opener, problem-solver, 

challenger, and career counselor” (Jokelainen, 2013; 4) 

2.4 Other factors of mentoring 

Although mentors are central to the learning experience of a nursing student, other 

factors and people also influence the experience of mentorship. The general 

atmosphere of a healthcare unit, the manager’s leadership and the organization’s 

efforts to maintain a good quality of mentorship all shape the experience of both the 

mentor and student during the student’s clinical placement. (Jokelainen, 2013; 5). The 

figure (Figure 1) below shows the people that have an impact on a nursing student. 
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Figure 1. Individuals who take part in students’ learning process at clinical placement. 

2.5 International and exchange students at clinical placements in Finland 

International and exchange students enrich hospital wards with their culture, language 

skills, and understanding of care. However, they also provide various challenges for 

hospital wards. Improper Finnish skills affect the everyday work and care in hospital 

environments and might even cause tension between patients and the students. There 

may also be cultural differences. International students need support from the whole 

ward, and it is important to ensure that the nurses and mentors do not wear out while 

participating in guiding the students. (Aalto. et. al. 2013; 95-103.)  

As mentioned before, one of the challenges in mentoring international students is the 

language. The students‘ low level of Finnish language skills affects the mentoring 

relationship significantly and requires cultural awareness from mentors. Many mentor 

nurses feel like they do not have enough knowledge about cultural and linguistic 

diversity. (Mikkonen, 2017; 74-78.) Students may also come from a country in which 

nurse’s duties and tasks differ from their Finnish counterparts’. Practises related to, for 
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example, medication administration or asepsis can also vary. (Hartikainen, 2010; 42-

43.) 

As highlighted by Mattila, Pitkäjärvi et. al. (2009; 154) in their article, the most important 

factor of a clinical placement is the relationship between the student and his or her 

mentor.  A respectful and supportive treatment, confidentiality, equality, as well as 

acceptance during clinical placement are important to students. (Laiho, 2008; 38). 
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3 PURPOSE AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The purpose of this thesis is to provide a guide for nurses who are mentoring 

international or exchange students. The aim is to examine what things hider and what 

things support mentoring of international or exchange students and what problems may 

arise during their clinical placements. 

The research questions are the following: 

1. What factors hinder the mentoring of international or exchange students? 

2. What factors support the mentoring of international or exchange students? 

3. What problems arise during clinical placement when mentoring international 

student? 

4. What problems arise during clinical placement when mentoring an exchange 

student? 
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4 METHODOLOGY 

4.1 Literature review  

This bachelor’s thesis is conducted as a narrative literature review. In narrative 

literature review, previous studies related to the research topic and questions are 

researched and summarized to produce a wide-ranging and updated description of the 

phenomenon that is being studied. There are also other types of literature review, such 

as systemic literature review and meta-analysis. (Aveyard, 2014; 15-16. Salminen, 

2011; 6-9. Kankkunen, Vehviläinen-Julkunen, 2009; 69-73.) 

A good quality literature review has a logical structure that presents the research 

questions and results clearly. It is also important to introduce the reader to the research 

process by describing the methods used for collecting and analyzing data. A literature 

review also includes a part where the results and the research in general are discussed 

critically. (Aveyard, 2014; 16-17.) A literature review’s material does not have to be 

limited to one field of science only. For example, many phenomena related to nursing 

science have also been researched in medicine. Including material from several fields 

of science increases the credibility of the research. (Kankkunen, Vehviläinen-Julkunen, 

2009; 71.) 

4.2 Data collection  

Data for this bachelor’s thesis was collected by searching for scientific articles and 

studies from various databases. Databases being used were Finnish universities’ 

master's theses and doctoral work databases, and Finna (TUAS). Search words 

included “international, international student, nursing, nursing student, student nurse, 

mentoring, language, multicultural, clinical practice, exchange, and problem”. These 

words were mixed to create a versatile base for this thesis. Material was searched for 

in Finnish and English. During the research process, search words were written into 

various databases. Search results’ titles were browsed to locate potentially relevant 

articles, and the abstracts of these articles were read to determine their value to the 

thesis. The articles were then read through and considered as material for the thesis. 

Some articles were discarded throughout the writing process as they proved to be 
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irrelevant, and the remaining twenty-five sources were kept. Material published more 

than ten years ago, as well as other bachelor’s theses, were not included except for 

one article which was found to be relevant for this study. A reference list is attached to 

the thesis, and below is a table (Table 1) summarizing databases and search words 

used. 

Table 1. Summary of data collection. 

DATABASE SEARCH WORDS ARTICLES INCLUDED IN 

THESIS 

Finna; Science Direct International, clinical 

training, sairaanhoitaja, 

student nurse, 

intercultural, exchange 

students 

13 

TamPub Monikulttuurisuus, 

sairaanhoitaja, opiskelija 

2 

Jultika Nursing student 1 

UEF Ohjattu harjoittelu, 

kansainvälinen 

2 

E-Thesis Degree programme in 

nursing 

1 

Theseus Vaihto-opiskelijat 1 

Other (books, etc.) Monikulttuurisuus, 

ohjaus 

5 

4.3 Data analysis  

The data analysis followed the content analysis method. The goal of content analysis is 

to condense data that has been gathered and find meanings and causes and their 

effects from the research material. This is achieved by producing concepts and 

classifications during the content analysis process. (Kankkunen, Vehviläinen-Julkunen, 

2009; 133-139.) 
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When conducting a content analysis, it is necessary to read through the research 

material several times and pay attention to differences and similarities between the 

research articles’ results and statements. The research material is then grouped, and 

subcategories, categories and, finally, main categories are produced. The main 

categories are the results of the content analysis. (Kankkunen, Vehviläinen-Julkunen, 

2009; 135-137.) See table 2 to see more specifically how the data was analyzed and 

categorized. 

Table 2. Example of content analysis. 

MEANING UNITS CONDENSED 
MEANING UNITS 

CATEGORIES MAIN 
CATEGORIES 

 
”hidastajiksi on 

havaittu erityisesti 
kieli- ja 

viestintäongelmat.” 
”haasteena voivat 
olla lähtömaissa 

omaksutut erilaiset 
käsitykset 

hoitotyöstä.” 
 

”kohtuuton 
työmäärä oli voinut 

aiheuttaa 
vastahakoisuutta 
opiskelijaohjausta 

kohtaan.” 
 

”käsitykset miesten 
ja naisten roolista 
eroavat toisistaan, 

aikakäsitys 
vaihtelee 

kulttuureittain, 
epäselvyyksiä 

ilmenee – tavasta 
tehdä töitä.” 

 
“the staff – may be 
unfamiliar with the 

concept of 
multiculturalism in 

the clinical 
environment and – 

lack the appropriate 
means to utilize the 

 
Student's low 

level of Finnish 
 

Differences 
related to nursing 

practice 
 

Lack of resources 
and time 

 
Cultural 

differences 
 

Unfair 
distribution 

amongst nurses 
of who mentors 
international or 

exchange 
students 

 
Mentors personal 
stress caused by 
combining own 

work with 
mentoring 

 
Lack of support 
from the rest of 
the staff, school 

and teachers 
 

 
Language barrier 

 
Cultural 

differences 
 

Mentors complex 
role and various 

challenges 
 

 
What things 

hinder the 

mentoring of 

international or 

exchange 

students 
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richness of having 
such diversity.” 

4.4 How the guide was made 

The guide was written based on the research done in this thesis. It was written in 

Finnish as its targeted audience is registered nurses who work in Finland. The guide 

begins with a foreword explaining the purpose and need for the guide, then information 

is written under five headings, ”Challenges of mentoring”, ”Language barrier and 

communication challenges”, ”Cultural differences” and ”A good learning environment”. 

Under each heading are paragraphs outlining and discussing the topic, and below the 

paragraphs are checklists in bullet point form. The bullet points are practical 

instructions for nurses to remember and implement for each topic. Finally, there is a 

Finnish-English dictionary containing some of the most common words needed in a 

clinical setting, organized under ”pharmacotherapy”, ”illnesses”, ”symptoms”, ”care 

equipment”, ”assistive equipment”, ”healthcare professions”, ”miscellaneous” and ”care 

units and wards”. At the end of the guide is a list of references on which the guide was 

based. The guide’s format and content were based on existing guides for mentoring 

nursing students as well as the authors’ own perceptions of what information is 

valuable to the mentoring of international and exchange students. 
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5 RESULTS 

5.1 Factors hindering the mentoring of international and exchange students 

5.1.1 Language barrier 

Proper language skills are crucial for a successful mentoring process. When the 

mentor nurse and the student do not have a common language, the amount of 

misunderstandings arises. Not knowing the local language also hinders student’s 

integration and ability to communicate with patients, which adds more stress on the 

mentor nurse. (Jalonen, 2016; 25. Alenius. et. al. 2017; 150. Keogh. et. al. 2008; 108-

116.) The language barrier hinders the mentoring process because the mentor nurse 

might need to translate in order to ensure international and exchange student’s 

learning and patient safety. This is a demanding task. What is more, the goals of the 

clinical placement and mentoring process may go unmet because non-Finnish-

speaking students can be forced to use observation and not active participation as their 

main learning method due to lack of language skills. For example, it can be difficult for 

a mentor nurse to involve non-Finnish-speaking students in customer care involving 

phone calls or written documenting (Pitkäjärvi, 2012; 41-42. Koivuniemi, 2012; 26-28.) 

5.1.2 Cultural differences 

Culture affects an individual’s values and way of thinking (Lehtonen, 2014; 51). Cultural 

differences can be a challenge for mentor nurses who are mentoring international and 

exchange students. The student’s view on gender roles, sense of time, and the 

importance of religion in everyday life may differ from a Finnish mentor nurse’s view. 

(Jalonen, 2016; 37-38.)  

Nurse's tasks vary between different countries and therefor it is necessary to educate 

non-native nursing students on the nurse's profession in Finland. Different views on 

nurse's role in health care organizations and working life can also hinder the mentoring 

process of international and exchange students. For example, registered nurses do not 

participate in basic care such as toileting and showering in some countries. In Finland, 

however, nurses are supposed to participate in basic tasks alongside with medical 
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administration and other special duties. A rehabilitative approach towards patients 

might also be a new concept for non-native students. (Alenius. et. al. 2017; 149, 155, 

158. Hartikainen, 2010; 42-43.)  

5.1.3 Mentor's complex role and various challenges 

Nurses who mentor exchange and international students are supposed to be 

intercultural mediators between the student and the rest of the unit and patients. An 

intercultural mentor-student relationship extends beyond regular mentorship. 

(Koskinen. et. al. 2003; 278-285.) Mentoring international and exchange students 

requires more time and energy than mentoring native students. An excessive work load 

and lack of resources hinders the mentoring process, which is an important point to 

consider when preparing for guiding non-native students. (Alenius. et. al. 2017; 158. 

Koskinen. et. al. 2003; 278-285.) When there are only a few nurses able to or willing to 

mentor international and exchange students, workload is not divided equally, and the 

few mentor nurses can grow very tired. Not showing support by providing enough time 

for mentoring is also a hindering factor. Non-native students might need their mentors 

more than native students because of the language barrier and difficulties related to 

communication, and mentor nurses might also need time for discussing issues and 

problems that would not come across with native students. (Jalonen, 2016; 47-51.)  

Mentors often felt, that they were left on their own by their co-workers and exchange 

and international students’ school and teachers. Mentors were also uncertain of 

everyone's responsibilities; role of the school was unclear. Mentors’ felt, that the 

teachers visited too rarely and briefly, and they did not participate in mentoring as 

much as nurse mentors had expected. Nurse mentors also expected more information 

from the school concerning about students’ background, learning requirements, rules of 

absence and intercultural education in general.  Mentors’ worried about their students 

also outside of their working hours. They were not sure, if their students would cope in 

a foreign country. Mentoring exchange students caused constant worry and stress and 

nurses often worried about the students during their free-time. (Koskinen. et. al. 2003; 

278-285.)  
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5.2 Factors supporting the mentoring of international and exchange students 

5.2.1 Proper skills in language and communication 

Research results of this thesis show that proper skills in language and communication 

support the mentoring of international and exchange students. When mentoring 

students whose native language is not Finnish, mentors need good English skills. The 

mentor needs to be able to explain terms and practices related to nursing in English 

and handle the everyday language as well. Being competent in using other 

communication methods also support the mentoring when there is no common 

language. The mentor can use simplified language or body language and introduce 

pictures to the mentoring process. (Jalonen, 2016; 23-26. Mikkonen, 2017; 78.) 

Understanding that perfect grammar is not necessary for a successful mentoring 

process, and that communication always goes two ways, was also found to be a 

supportive factor (Lehtonen, 2014; 45-48. Alenius. et. al. 2017; 156). The mentor’s 

ability to recognize different communication styles and culture’s effect on 

communication was also found out to support establishing a good mentor-student 

relationship (Jalonen, 2016; 27-28). 

Finnish skills are not required from exchange students, but many nurses consider that 

students studying nursing in Finnish universities of applied sciences need to learn the 

local language (Jalonen, 2016; 26-27). The results of this thesis research process 

show that student’s good Finnish skills support the mentoring. When the student 

speaks good Finnish, there are fewer misunderstandings, and the student understands 

the Finnish culture and patients better than without the linguistic competence. 

Communication between the student and the mentor also becomes easier when both 

understand the language. The mentor also does not have to worry about compromising 

patient safety when the student and patient understand each other. (Lehtonen, 2014; 

45-46.) 

5.2.2 Competence of mentor 

A mentor’s cultural awareness and ability to understand the effects of a culture on an 

individual and in health care is a supportive factor for mentoring international and 

exchange students (Jalonen, 2016; 36). A culturally aware mentor has a positive 



20 

TURKU UNIVERSITY OF APPLIED SCIENCES THESIS |  Karoliina Brownie, Maiju Kuivala and Olivia 
Olamba N’Djeka 

attitude towards international and exchange students and their culture and shows 

interest in students’ background. This kind of mentor can compare their culture to the 

student’s culture and understand that culture shapes an individual’s values and 

attitudes. A culturally aware mentor recognizes that a certain cultural or religious 

background might cause the student to experience some nursing practices as 

uncomfortable, for example. (Jalonen, 2016; 36-38. Kääriäinen, M. et. al. 2016; 218-

219. Pitkäjärvi, 2012; 42. Lehtonen, 2014; 51.) A culturally aware mentor also has the 

courage to recognize their own prejudices and ask questions instead of relating to 

stereotypes. A skilful mentor also lets non-native students self-define themselves in 

relation to their cultures. (Bartis, 2010; 39-40.) 

Mentors play a key role in the learning experience of students, and ”cultural humility“ is 

an important factor in the support of mentoring international and exchange students. 

Such a respectful mentor provides international and exchange students with a secure 

environment in which to learn and succeed. Simply being aware of “language and 

acculturation that international nursing students experience in transition to the clinical 

environment“ (Mitchell. et. al. 2017; 20-21) can improve the learning experience for 

students. Being aware of common issues regarding discrimination and racism is, of 

course, important, but even more so is taking action to support the student when he or 

she experiences something negative. This is shown in interviews of international 

nursing students whose poor experiences with indifferent nursing staff caused them 

emotional trauma (Mattila. et al. 2010; 155). 

5.2.3 Supportive learning environment 

Mentoring international and exchange students requires support from the clinical 

placement unit and the university of applied sciences that send students to the unit. 

Mentor nurses having enough information about their student and student’s 

background supports the mentoring process. It is also important that the student’s 

teacher is taking an active role when it comes to supporting the non-native student’s 

learning and tackling challenges they might face. Providing enough time and resources 

and sharing the mentoring responsibilities with other nurses was also found out to be a 

supportive factor, as well as the unit providing education on mentoring for the nurses. 

(Jalonen, 2016; 29-30. Juntunen. et. al. 2016; 133. Kääriäinen. et. al. 2016; 218. 

Mikkonen, 2017; 76.) When the unit’s staff has flexibility and positivity and understand 
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that integration is a two-way process, the mentoring process is easier, and the overall 

well-being of the unit is increased (Lehtonen, 2014; 50). Students are also more likely 

to use and practice their Finnish skills when the staff has a positive attitude towards 

students who are not fluent in Finnish (Kela, 2011; 186). 

5.2.4 Various educational methods 

Various educational tools are needed when mentoring an international or exchange 

student, especially when the student does not speak Finnish. Side-by-side mentoring is 

a usable approach. This kind of mentoring means that the student learns different 

nursing tasks and the unit’s practices by following the mentor nurse closely. Admitting 

the student only to observe what nurses are doing at the ward obstructs student's 

learning. Activity from both sides is needed in order to this mentoring model to be 

successful. (Lehtonen, 2014; 42. Mikkonen, 2017; 51.)  

A concrete and practical approach, as well as using visual aids, written material and 

plain language is showed to be a supportive factor for mentoring a non-native and non-

Finnish-speaking student (Bartis. et. al. 2010; 38. Pitkäjärvi, 2012; 49). Vocabularies 

related to nursing, as well as vocabularies teaching the local slang for non-native 

students, are useful because they help improving students' language  skills  and  serve  

as  a  practical  tool  when  students  are  communicating  with  patients.  Integrating 

Finnish students with non-native students has also been shown  to  be  a  successful 

teaching  strategy. (Mikkonen, 2017; 74-75.) 

5.3 What problems arise when mentoring international students 

5.3.1 Language barrier 

Literature indicates that language barriers pose the most common challenge to the 

mentoring relationship. As the relationship between mentor and student is key to a 

successful learning experience (Lu. et. al. 2012; 4-12), communication arises as a 

problem the mentorship of an international student. As one study states, “a high level of 

communication is required” in a healthcare environment (Hansen. et. al. 2012; 246). 

The most obvious problem that arises is the trouble understanding medical terminology 
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and the language used in healthcare (Lu. et. al. 2012; 4-12), which makes facilitating a 

learning experience difficult. For example, a student may not understand 

colloquialisms, jargon, and acronyms being used in a clinical setting (Mitchell. et. al. 

2017; 16-22. Lu. et. al. 2012; 4-12) or they may struggle with being able to give or 

receive a report at the change of a shift (Crawford. et. al. 2013; 796-801).  

Another issue that occurs when a student does not speak the language fluently can be 

seen in reading and writing. Crawford and Candlin report that participants of their study 

of linguistically diverse nursing students emphasized the “need for ... support with 

writing” and quote these students feeling unsure of their reading comprehension and 

ability to respond correctly: “I’m not really interpreting the question as it is supposed to 

be” and “I leave out very important points”. (Crawford. et. al. 2013; 798.) This can make 

mentorship of the student more time consuming than that of a native Finnish speaker. 

International nursing students simply need more time to process and understand as 

they often need to translate phrases into their native language and will need a longer 

period of time to read and process thoughts, particularly in a stressful situation 

(Mitchell. et. al. 2017; 16-22). Mentors may struggle to find this additional time, as time 

is a limited resource for nurses (Lu. et. al. 2012; 4-12. Juntunen. et. al. 2016; 133). 

When a student is not fluent in the language, literature shows that nursing staff may 

discriminate against the student (Mattila. et. al. 2010; 153-157. Lu. et. al. 2012; 4-12), 

stunting the learning experience of being part of a team of professionals and posing a 

challenge to the mentor, who needs the support of her colleagues as she mentors the 

international student (Lu. et. al. 2012; 4-12). Students feel that their lack of Finnish 

skills cause anger in nurses (Mattila. et. al. 2010; 153-157. Pirinen, 2015; 26-27) and 

one article reveals that “language barriers caused problems where students felt left out 

from the team” and emphasizes that poor language skills result in two times more 

unfair treatment during their clinical placements when compared with students who are 

“at an intermediate level” linguistically (Elo. et. al. 2017, 77-78). 

Another issue that arises is the difficulties with verbal communication. International 

students may be resistant to speaking to a larger group of people as they are fearful of 

criticism (Mitchell. et. al. 2017; 16-22. Hansen. et. al. 2012; 264-250), and 

misunderstandings are more common when speaking with colleagues or with patients 

(Crawford. et. al. 2013; 796-801. Lu. et. al. 2012; 4-12). The speech of the international 

student may be unclear as they attempt to speak quickly (Lu. et. al. 2012; 4-12) or their 

foreign accent can be difficult for others to understand (Hansen. et. al. 2012; 264-250), 
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causing communication to be difficult with the mentor nurse and others throughout the 

period of clinical placement. 

5.3.2 Isolation and discrimination 

International students often feel alienated (Elo. et. al. 2017; 77-78. Hansen. et. al. 

2012; 4-12. Mattila. et. al. 2010; 153-157. Mitchell. et. al. 2017; 16-22), which can lead 

to actively isolating themselves, and sometimes they have no choice but to be alone as 

they are discriminated against (Lu. et. al. 2012; 4-12). Literature shows that "ethnic 

students do encounter prejudice, discrimination or racism in their nursing education” 

(Mattila. et. al. 2010; 154). These negative experiences of exclusion lead to a decline in 

their confidence as well as in their learning experience as a student in the clinical 

placement. As students experience difficulties, the focus on learning decreases as 

energy is directed to protecting themselves and anticipating more negative 

experiences. The feelings of isolation or the active exclusion from the staff discourages 

and demotivates the students, sometimes even so much that they question their desire 

to become nurses, though it is important to note that to some students, adversity leads 

to an increased motivation to succeed. (Mattila. et. al. 2010; 153-157.) Mentoring a 

student who feels unmotivated and overwhelmed by negative feelings is challenging 

and can be quite frustrating. 

International students felt that they were not always trusted at their clinical placements. 

Independent work was limited, because the mentor or other staff members did not trust 

their clinical skills, usually due to their lack of Finnish skills. (Pirinen, 2015; 25-28.) 

Students also had a feeling of being a burden at the placement, and before starting the 

clinical placement, they had feelings of fear and anxiety. Feeling of being a burden was 

usually linked to their lack of fluent Finnish skills, not their clinical skills. (Pirinen, 2015; 

26-27.) 

5.3.3 Cultural aspects 

There are some cultural considerations when mentoring an international student. 

“Development of meaningful relationships” may be difficult due to dissimilarities in 

culture between staff and student (Mooring, 2016; 205). International students who 

come from a non-Western education system need to adjust to a new way of being 



24 

TURKU UNIVERSITY OF APPLIED SCIENCES THESIS |  Karoliina Brownie, Maiju Kuivala and Olivia 
Olamba N’Djeka 

taught (Mitchell. et. al. 2017; 16-22), where asking questions is not disrespectful but 

encouraged and information is acquired through conversation and from a place of 

equality between mentor and student. Students may feel uncomfortable with this kind 

of “active learning model” and “critical thinking”, which nurse mentors expect. (Hansen, 

2012; 246.)  Sense of time and communication styles also vary between cultures. For 

example, it is considered impolite in Finland to voice one's opinions and offering advice 

without anyone asking for it. In other countries, however, Finns' way of staying silent 

and not spontaneously offering help is seen rude (Hartikainen, 2010; 43-44).   

5.4 What problems arise when mentoring exchange student 

5.4.1 Language barrier 

Language barrier caused significant problems in the mentorship by limiting exchange 

students’ participation, minimizing direct contact and encounters with the clients and 

patients and therefore causing exchange students to feel isolated and homesick. This 

lack of exchange students’ and clients’ or patients’ face-to-face contact diminished the 

opportunity to learn intercultural nursing. (Koskinen. et. al. 2003; 284-285.) Students 

were afraid that they would not be able to communicate with the staff and patients. 

Some patients expected exchange students to speak Finnish, which was hard for the 

students. Communication with exchange students and other staff was difficult if only a 

few staff members spoke English. Some students felt that they required their mentors 

present at all times due to the language barrier. (Lauas, 2012; 25-36.) 

Some areas of nurses‘ work had to be dismissed due to language barrier and lack of 

time, for example, using computer programmes was difficult since it had to be done in 

Finnish (Lauas, 2012; 25-36). The language barrier was connected with the student‘s 

personality. Extroverted, motivated students with initiative were able to cross the 

language barrier. The language barrier was lower if the student did not use dialect but 

spoke standard English. Language was a minor problem in the units where some 

patients could speak English and where the students could have their own patients. 

(Koskinen. et. al. 2003; 281.) 
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5.4.2 Difficulties with adapting 

Students found it hard to adapt and adjust due to a different environment and they felt 

lonely, isolated, frustrated and homesick in the host culture (Koskinen. et. al. 2003; 

278-284). Koskinen (2003; 281) portrays that there are two types of exchange 

students; "learners” and “adventurers”. The two types are described as follows: ”The 

mentors grouped the students into ‘learners’ and ‘adventurers’ based on their motives 

for international study and learning motivation. Learners were interested and extrovert 

with initiative and adjusted well to the Finnish nursing practice. Adventurers did not 

adjust, due to stress caused by the differences, and escaped from their placements. 

They studied with their own schedule and did not negotiate the placement with their 

mentors“ (Koskinen. et. al. 2003; 281). According to Koskinen et. al. (2003; 283), also 

students’ maturity was linked to their overall intercultural learning. The more mature the 

students were, the better they adjusted to the stress caused by the intercultural 

differences and the fewer problems there were in the relationship. 

Sometimes exchange students were not able to have an influence on how they adapt 

to the new environment. In some placements exchange students felt that they were not 

part of the team, and they were left alone. Student felt that others were afraid of 

encounters with them. This was often caused by the language barrier. (Lauas, 2012; 

26-27.) If the length of the exchange period was short, time to learn culture in depth, to 

make local friends or to establish local contacts outside the placement was difficult. 

This caused the students to feel homesick throughout their stay and wore out their 

mental resources. (Koskinen. et. al. 2003; 282-283.) 

5.4.3 Lack of information and orientation 

Exchange students found the lack of information and orientation at the beginning and 

throughout the clinical placement as a major problem. Worries before starting the 

placement were, for example, where the clinical placement is, how to find their way 

there, who to contact, where to find information and basic knowledge about the 

placement beforehand such as what kind of patients and specialized fields there is, 

how many patients and what age groups. Exchange students tried to find information 

from the internet beforehand, but usually this information was not available in English. 
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Exchange students felt that this lack of information made it difficult to prepare for the 

clinical placement and they were not sure what to expect. (Lauas, 2012; 25-35.) 

Exchange students felt that thorough orientation from the mentor nurse at the 

beginning of the clinical placement was extremely important. A tour around the 

placement, including locker rooms, cafeteria and other essential spaces, introductions 

to the rest of the staff and information about the patients were important to the 

students. Students also wanted to know what was expected of them, what goals they 

should have and how the goals could be achieved. Information about the local culture 

and cultural differences were seen important to introduce as well. All in all, a nurturing 

mentor, who took good care of orientation to a detail at the beginning, was found to be 

extremely important to the exchange student. (Lauas, 2012; 25-35.) 
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6 ETHICS AND VALIDITY 

This thesis is written in accordance with the Finnish Advisory Board of Research 

Integrity. Throughout the research process, the authors have ensured that the research 

was done in compliance with the principles of “integrity, meticulousness, and accuracy” 

by evaluating each source’s relevance to the purpose and aim of the thesis, as well as 

the sources’ trustworthiness in terms of accuracy and thorough research. The writers 

have credited all work that is referenced throughout the thesis to the researchers 

responsible for it and have cited these sources in accordance with Turku University of 

Applied Science’s established guidelines. The results of the research were 

disseminated in an open way that presents the information honestly. (Finnish Advisory 

Board on Research Integrity, 2012; 30.)  

The Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool, which aims to “appraise and describe the 

methodological quality” of various research methods, including mixed, qualitative, and 

quantitative methods, was taken into consideration to increase the reliability and 

trustworthiness of the research. The tool has various criteria for each kind of research 

method, and answers are recorded as “yes”, “no”, and “can’t tell” (Pluye, Robert. et. al. 

2011.) For example, in the qualitative research article “The acculturation, language and 

learning experiences of international nursing students: Implications for nursing 

education”, criteria are answered as “yes” and “can’t tell,” indicating that the quality of 

the research is sufficient for this literature review. 
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7 DISCUSSION 

We chose this topic because it is closely related to our own studies. We all study at 

Turku University of Applied Sciences in Degree Programme in Nursing and two of us 

have being on exchange program during our studies. We have noticed shortcomings 

during out clinical placements in Finland and abroad, and we wanted to address these 

problems and create solutions. We wanted to create a guide that would serve as a 

practical tool for nurses who are mentoring international or exchange students.  

This thesis was carried out as a narrative literature review. We gathered twenty-five 

articles and other resources related to our research topic. These articles and sources 

were relatively easy to find, and result were similar in most of the articles. However, 

there were significantly less research articles on exchange  students  than  

international  students  in  general.  Although the articles we used  came  to  similar  

conclusions,  the  small  amount  of  research  on  the  topic  affected  the  credibility  of  

this  part of  our  thesis, and chapters on mentoring exchange students are shorter that 

we would have wanted them to be.  This clearly shows that there is a need for more 

research on mentoring exchange students. We also found that terms related to 

international students are not defined consistently. The term "international student" was 

often used to describe exchange students, which causes confusion.                                                                                 

Our sources consistently showed similar results in answer to our research questions, 

adding to the credibility of our research results. Adding to the trustworthiness of our 

research, we not only have studies conducted in Finland, but also research from other 

countries. Our thorough content analysis ensured that our results accurately 

represented the information found in our sources. We were careful to choose research 

articles that are credible and relevant by using articles that are less than 10 years old. 

We also chose not to use bachelor’s theses as our sources. We also utilized the Mixed 

Methods Appraisal Tool (Pluye, Robert. et. al. 2011) to verify the validity of some 

articles. All in all, we are satisfied with and confident in the credibility of our research.  

Due to our own experiences in an international degree programme as well as our 

participation in an exchange, we were unsurprised by the research results we found. 

Language and communication problems are the biggest hindering factors and 

problems during international and exchange students' clinical placements (Jalonen, 

2016; 25. Alenius. et. al. 2017; 150. Keogh. et. al. 2008; 108-116. Pitkäjärvi, 2012; 41-
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42. Koivuniemi, 2012; 26-28). International students‘ low level of Finnish can make 

mentoring challenging for both the mentor and student, since,  based on our own 

experience, sufficient Finnish skills are a requirement for satisfactorily completing any 

clinical placement. For exchange students Finnish skills are not a requirement 

(Jalonen, 2016; 26-27), yet mentoring without a common language reduces the quality 

of learning.  

Cultural differences were another major hindering factor (Lehtonen, 2014; 51. Jalonen, 

2016; 37-38. Alenius. et. al. 2017; 149, 155, 158. Hartikainen, 2010; 42-43). Students 

who have not been living in Finland for a long time might find the Finnish nursing care 

guidelines and culture in general difficult to adjust to, which can cause tension 

especially when there is no enough time for discussing these topics with the mentor. 

We find that in Finland people are uncomfortable discussing cultural differences 

openly. We hope that our guide will help nurses to take an initiative to bridge the 

culture gap. Mentors‘ complex role was found to be a big factor hindering nurses' 

willingness to mentor international and exchange students. Work load from mentoring 

combined with nurses' regular responsibilities, lack of time, lack of support from the rest 

of the staff and uncertainty of own English and intercultural mentoring skills were more 

than enough to reduce interest in mentoring. (Koskinen. et. al. 2003; 278-285. Alenius. 

et. al. 2017; 158. Jalonen, 2016; 47-51.) We found this  very  understandable  and  

hope  to  see  improvement  in  organizing  the  mentoring  process.    

Major factors supporting mentoring are proper skills in language and communication 

(Alenius. et. al. 2017; 156. Jalonen, 2016; 23-26. Lehtonen, 2014; 45-48), a competent 

mentor (Bartis, 2010; 39-40. Jalonen, 2016; 23-26. Kääriäinen. et. al. 2016; 218-219. 

Lehtonen, 2014; 45-48. Pitkäjärvi, 2012; 42. Mitchell. et. al. 20-21), supportive learning 

environment (Jalonen, 2016; 23-26. Juntunen. et. al. 2016; 133. Kela, 2011; 186. 

Mikkonen, 2017; 78), and using various educational tools (Bartis. et. al. 2010; 38. 

Lehtonen, 2014; 45-48. Mikkonen, 2017; 51, 74-75. Pitkäjärvi, 2012; 49). We think 

these factors are achievable in different clinical units and wards, especially with the 

help of our guide. There is limited time for implementing new educational tools in the 

mentoring of students, however, our guide provides simple tools such as a nursing 

vocabulary to be used for every day mentoring. 

Problems arising during international students’ clinical placements were language 

barrier (Lu. et. al. 2012; 4-12), isolation and discrimination (Elo. et. al. 2017; 77-78. 

Hansen. et. al. 2012; 4-12. Mattila. et. al. 2010; 153-157. Mitchell. et. al. 2017; 16-22), 
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and cultural aspects (Hartikainen, 2010; 43-44. Mitchell. et. al. 2017; 16-22). Problems 

arising during exchange students clinical placements were language barrier (Lauas, 

2012; 25-36), difficulties adapting (Koskinen. et. al. 2003; 278-284) and lack of 

information and orientation (Lauas, 2012; 25-35). We found many of these problems 

relatable because of our own studies and exchange experiences. For example, one of 

us found it frustrating that she didn't understand the local language when doing a 

clinical placement abroad and therefore could not participate in all nursing activities at 

the ward. We have witnessed international students who have experienced 

discrimination during their clinical placement. These experiences are not unique to our 

experiences, but have been studied in many settings. 

Lastly, we find it important to note that even though mentoring international and 

exchange students have many similar aspects, there is one major difference that 

affects the mentoring process. While exchange students come to Finland in order to 

familiarize with a new nursing care culture and to gain new experiences, international 

students are studying to graduate as registered nurses in Finland. Therefore they are 

required a certain level of Finnish as well as nursing skills in order to pass the clinical 

placement, but exchange students can be mentored with a more flexible approach. 
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8 CONCLUSION 

These kinds of studies are clearly needed in Finland and abroad.  We hope that 

someone will study this topic further. This would be a great topic to research especially 

because there were just a few studies about mentoring exchange students. In 

particular, the differences between the mentoring of international and exchange 

students could be studied in more detail. This thesis focused on the mentors‘ aspect, 

and a study focusing on the students’ point of view would be welcomed continuum to 

this study. 

This thesis and guide are useful for nurses who mentor international and exchange 

students, but it can also be useful for teachers, ward managers, international and 

exchange students and student counselors. As we mentioned in the beginning of this 

thesis, according to the Ministry of Education and Culture, Finnish universities and 

universities of applied sciences strive to become more international and culturally 

competent. International degrees will become more common, and intercultural skills will 

be valued more and more. This thesis and guide provide practical tools for tackling 

these challenges related to mentoring non-native students, and helps nurses to 

understand the process of intercultural mentoring and diversity. We hope to take part in 

helping healthcare professionals towards a more international mindset. 
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