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Dear editor,
Clinical education is the most important part and the

heart of professional nursing education. Nursing students
can develop their theoretical knowledge by working in a
clinical environment and gain sufficient proficiency (1).
The acquisition of clinical skills and abilities requires stu-
dents to gain experience in real environments with repe-
tition and practice under the supervision of professors. It
is estimated that clinical courses account for about 50% of
nursing bachelor’s programs, which indicates their impor-
tance (2). The world health organization (WHO) has desig-
nated 2020 as the “International year of the nurse and the
midwife”, which is a unique opportunity to pay more at-
tention to nursing education (3). Meanwhile, the outbreak
of COVID-19 in late 2019 and its announcement as a pan-
demic in 2020 by the WHO has led to the closure of many
universities around the world, including nursing schools,
interrupting the theoretical and clinical training of stu-
dents. Although theoretical training was resumed, though
with many challenges, with the help of e-learning meth-
ods, how nursing students’ clinical training courses are
going to be conducted in hospitals is still problematic and
ambiguous.

1. Traditional Clinical Education Challenges

Various studies show that the quality of clinical educa-
tion to nursing students has not been good, facing chal-
lenges such as a large number of students, insufficient
number of nursing professors experienced in the clinic,
and the lack of space and educational facilities in hospi-
tals (4-6). With the spread of COVID-19 and the issuance
of preventive social distancing guidelines, nursing pro-
fessors and planners faced yet another major challenge,
namely the management of the number of the students
attending clinical settings. In fact, a large number of stu-
dents, the lack of clinical learning spaces, and the limited

time to train each specialized course have made it difficult
to reduce the number of students in each department to
comply with health guidelines.

In addition, there is a concern that hospital admin-
istrators will not accept having nursing students in the
clinic. This is especially true for freshmen who, due to be-
ing a beginner, cannot actively and effectively participate
in real patient care and, in some ways, cause overcrowding
and failure of social distancing.

The use of personal protective clothing by students
and teachers, to be able to participate in clinical practice,
and the lack of some facilities and related equipment in
nursing schools are among other challenges and concerns
of students and professors when attending hospitals. This
is especially important for a number of special units and
wards, such as intensive care units and infectious disease
wards, where most COVID-19 patients are admitted.

On the other hand, during the COVID-19 outbreak,
some wards have been shut down or dedicated to COVID-
19 patients. Also, a reduction in patients’ referrals to clin-
ics and hospitals due to fear of being infected, a reduction
in elective treatments such as some surgeries, and even re-
duced number of accidents and traumas due to reduced
travels and traffics between cities have led to fewer clinical
cases for teaching students.

Students’ and their families’ worry about being in a
hospital setting and the anxiety caused by the possibility
of being infected or passing the disease on to the family are
other issues that need attention and management. These
issues affect the students living in dormitories in one way
and the students living with their families in another.

2. Virtual Clinical Education Challenges

With the pandemic of COVID-19, and since the exact
time of the disease’s disappearance and its definitive treat-
ment are unclear, it appears necessary for countries and so-
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cieties to try to live with the disease and resume their nor-
mal processes and lifestyles. Accordingly, it is necessary to
consider measures for the educational processes of nurs-
ing students, especially in the field of clinical education.
One way to do this is to move towards virtual clinical ed-
ucation. Virtual education and e-learning are among the
topics raised in the education of medical students since
many years ago and with advances in information tech-
nology and electronic tools, such as educational software,
multimedia tools, web-based platforms, virtual education
systems, virtual reality, and virtual patients. Although clin-
ical education without directly facing the patient and the
disease in real environments seems somewhat impossi-
ble, the use of virtual teaching methods as complementary
techniques in clinical education can be effective in teach-
ing practical skills and techniques to students. Despite the
effectiveness of virtual clinical education, as confirmed in
various studies (7-9), its implementation in the current sit-
uation is a challenge for some countries.

Although holding virtual rounds and clinical confer-
ences will prevent the transfer of the clinical training load
to hospital wards and conference rooms and allow for com-
pliance with COVID-19 preventive guidelines, professors’
unfamiliarity with how to conduct virtual clinical rounds
and their inability to suddenly shift from conventional ed-
ucation to virtual education are the problems that most
nursing schools face. Also, designing good and quality clin-
ical scenarios that can transfer care concepts and nurture
relevant skills in students through virtual education is a
difficult task and requires teamwork.

Besides, the design of an interactive virtual clinic on
the Internet, where students can practically face a clinical
case, take all usual care procedures step by step, and re-
ceive feedback, requires the multidisciplinary collabora-
tion of nursing and virtual education professors, as well
as IT professionals. In addition, designing and preparing
such a platform requires facilities and time.

Educational videos are another solution that can be
used to promote clinical education amid the COVID-19 pan-
demic. In addition to shortening students’ time of pres-
ence in the clinic, these videos can resolve the shortage
of inadequate referrals of different clinical cases to hos-
pitals and provide the opportunity to obtain the relevant
knowledge in a safe environment without the possibility
of being exposed to a disease or an infection. However, it
should be noted that using some educational videos avail-
able on the Internet may not have the necessary educa-
tional effectiveness because they either do not fit the tar-
get audience or educational goals or lack the right educa-
tional design. Also, many standard educational videos are
not available for free to all countries and all users or can-
not be expected to be effective due to language barriers.

On the other hand, making educational videos that meet
the educational needs and goals of the target audience and
have the desirable educational design requires spending
money, time, expertise, facilities, and multidisciplinary co-
operation, which in the current situation may not be pos-
sible for all countries.

The novelty of the concepts of augmented reality and
virtual reality in teaching clinical procedures and the lack
of familiarity of all professors and educational managers
with these concepts on the one hand, and the dependence
of these technologies on factors such as special tools for de-
sign and use, their high costs, and being time consuming,
on the other hand, have challenged the possibility of using
these capabilities to improve students’ professional qual-
ifications in all countries and all nursing schools, which
may be even impossible for some of them, at least in the
current situation.

Issues such as countries’ electronic infrastructure, In-
ternet services, virtual learning infrastructure, lack of ac-
cess of all students to the Internet, undesirable Internet
speed, lack of access to required hardware such as laptops
and smartphones by all students, and Internet costs can
also be among the challenges related to the use of virtual
clinical education.

Finally, nursing is a care-oriented discipline whose hu-
manistic aspects are predominant and should be consid-
ered in education. Therefore, many professors and nursing
professionals have questioned the ability of virtual clinical
education in transferring many basic concepts of care and
humanity, such as empathy, touch, and establishing effec-
tive communication, to nursing students.

3. Conclusions
The sudden emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic,

which has led governments to impose restrictions to con-
trol the disease, has posed serious challenges to academic
education. On the other hand, the rapid transmissibil-
ity of the disease, the lack of a definitive treatment for
it, the need to follow preventive (e.g., using personal pro-
tective equipment) and social distancing guidelines, and
the dependence of nursing students’ education on hospi-
tal settings have made clinical education particularly dif-
ficult. The responsibility of educational authorities and
nursing professors for the effective teaching of students
while maintaining their health against the disease has left
them with decision-making dichotomies. Overall, nurs-
ing schools need to address the issue of virtual clinical
education; nevertheless, this itself is a new challenge for
many countries. Therefore, reviewing curricula, reduc-
ing the duration of clinical education courses, changing
clinical teaching and evaluation methods, establishing in-
ternational communications to use other countries’ ex-
periences, providing free access to useful educational re-
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sources for all communities, governmental measures, and
financial support for the development of virtual educa-
tion, ensuring educational justice for all students, and
plans to empower teachers in the field of virtual education
can partly help face the challenges of nursing education
amid the COVID-19 crisis. Despite all the challenges ahead,
nursing educational authorities have to quickly develop
short-term and long-term plans to shift from “post-COVID-
19 education” to “education amid COVID-19”.
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