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Executive Summary: Doctor of Education: Leadership, Learning and Community  
 

Students’ Voices: A Qualitative Study on Self-talk and Motivation to Complete  
Nursing School 

Julie Fagan, Plymouth State University 
Dissertation Defense: March 24, 2022 
Executive Summary: March 24, 2022 

 
Introduction: The purpose of the study was to examine the self-talk of recently 
graduated nursing students and identify themes related to their self-motivated persistence.  
 
Problem of Practice: The problem of practice is that too many nursing students drop out 
of college, and data are needed on the self-talk they use to motivate themselves to persist. 
The current and growing shortage of nurses impacts the safety of healthcare, and more 
nursing students need to graduate to help alleviate the shortage.  
 
Research Method: This was a qualitative study that used a grounded theory approach to 
code narrative responses to an open-ended prompt to analyze self-talk themes from three 
cohorts of participants who graduated from one nursing school within the past three 
years. The eight themes that emerged from the data were member-checked and compared 
to constructs within an existing model of student persistence.    
 
Summary of Findings: Hand-coding and software analysis of the narrative responses 
shows that nursing students do use self-talk to motivate themselves to persist when they 
face challenges in nursing school, and their self-talk themes are consistent with constructs 
from an existing model of student persistence and existing research on college student 
retention. The data from this study address a gap in the scant literature on how nursing 
students overcome challenges and how they use self-talk to persist. 
 
Limitation(s) of Study: The study focused on nursing students who graduated from one 
public university in northern New England. The sample size of 26 participants was small 
and primarily homogenous for gender, age, and diverse backgrounds of ethnicity and 
language.  
 
Implications/Significance of Study: The data from this study provide new 
understanding of self-talk and its relationship to nursing student persistence. With this 
contextual information, nurse educators can begin to address students’ fears, hopes, and 
perceived capabilities to succeed in an effort to provide more effective academic and 
emotional support. Further research can investigate challenges, self-talk, and persistence 
factors among more diverse populations of nursing students.  
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Chapter 1: Problem of Practice 

Too many nursing students drop out of college, and data are needed on the self-

talk that nursing students use to motivate themselves to overcome the challenges they 

face and graduate. The number of nursing students who fail to complete their education 

and become licensed to practice is not a trivial concern, and the problem is larger than 

derailed academic goals or lost time and tuition costs. The high rate of nursing student 

attrition, which ranges from 30-50% (Bakker et al., 2018; Fontaine, 2014; Mooring, 

2016; Ten Hoeve et al., 2017; Walker, 2016) is alarming because the global health care 

system and the people it serves depend on having enough nurses to provide safe patient 

care (Rosseter, 2019; USAHS, 2021). Currently, the number of nurses is not adequate to 

ensure safe care, which can be defined as a lack of avoidable infections, errors, and 

preventable deaths (Carnevale et al., 2015; Jacobs, 2021). The increasing nursing 

shortage is exacerbated by the care needs of a steadily aging baby-boomer generation and 

the dearth of nursing faculty to educate more students (Bakker et al., 2018; Carnevale et 

al., 2015; Kukkonen et al., 2016; Peterson, 2009; Salsberg, 2018; Ten Hoeve et al., 

2017). Every student who enters nursing school now is needed in the workforce (Haddad 

& Toney-Butler, 2019; Walker, 2016), but many students drop out before they complete 

their education.  

Finding a solution to the nursing shortage is crucial to ensuring safe patient care, 

and one logical step is for more of the nursing students who do enroll in college to 

succeed and graduate. However, available research yields little information on what self-

talk nursing students use to motivate themselves to persist through the challenges of 

nursing education, and how self-talk may be used to overcome those challenges and 
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persist. This lack of insight into students’ self-talk and motivation to finish nursing school 

perpetuates the nursing shortage by hindering educators from effectively supporting 

students to graduate and be eligible for licensure. Based on the enduring drop-out rate, 

current supports are not adequate, and with insight on how students use self-talk to 

remain motivated, nursing faculty may be able to offer better guidance for students to 

graduate and enter the nursing profession. Hearing insights directly from students 

themselves may help educators design and implement effective support strategies that 

build resilience for all students without ignoring or marginalizing students from diverse 

or under-privileged backgrounds. In short, educators who listen to the voices of nursing 

students through their self-talk about challenges, motivation, and persistence may lead 

them toward effective options for persisting in the face of adversity. For this study, the 

term persistence refers to completing a college degree (Tinto, 2017), and self-talk refers 

to positive self-talk.  

Although students may use self-talk to discourage themselves from completing 

their education, extensive data exist on the barriers to college student retention. Some of 

the well-documented reasons for dropout are common to college students in all majors, 

such as financial strain, need for faculty and peer support, transition to the college 

environment, feeling they don’t belong within the campus community, and academic 

struggles (Harrell & Reglin, 2018; Kelly et al. 2012; Martin, 2017; Slanger et al., 2015; 

Thompson & Thornton, 2002; Tinto, 1993; Tinto, 1998; Tinto, 2017; Williams, 2010). 

Less data exist on why students remain in college and how they motivate themselves to 

overcome adversity. Therefore, this research focuses on experiences and self-talk of 

nursing students who do persist and graduate.  
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 Global Perspectives  

There is a global and historical context to the current shortage of nurses. Although 

nurses are seemingly everywhere in clinics and hospitals throughout the world, there is a 

growing shortage which is dangerous for patients due to increased medication errors and 

preventable infections and deaths (Carnevale et al., 2015; Jacobs, 2021). The World 

Health Organization estimates that more than one million additional nurses were needed 

in the U.S. by 2020 (Haddad & Toney-Butler, 2019), and an additional 200,000 are 

needed each year through 2026 (Rosseter, 2019; USAHS, 2021). Unfortunately, the 

average of 155,000 nursing students who graduate each year (Salsberg, 2018) and enter 

the profession has been insufficient to meet workforce demands (Carnevale et al, 2015; 

Kukkonen et al., 2016; Peterson, 2009; USAHS, 2021).  

Multiple factors have led to the high demand and low supply of nurses. Carnevale 

et al. (2015) highlight labor and health care statistics showing that nursing faculty are 

retiring in greater numbers than can be replaced, restricting how many students can enroll 

in nursing programs, and thousands of qualified student applicants are rejected due to a 

shortage of nurse educators (AACN, 2021). At the same time, aging baby boomers’ 

health care needs increase demands on hospitals, nursing homes, clinics, and other patient 

care facilities. The U.S. currently has a larger population over age 65 than ever before in 

history, and nearly half of all registered nurses are above the age of 50 (Carnevale et al., 

2015; USAHS, 2021). Increased access to health care coverage under the Affordable 

Care Act, combined with high numbers of nurses retiring and shortages of nursing faculty 

to teach nursing students, will likely perpetuate a tenuous safety situation for patients and 

stressful, unsatisfactory work conditions for nurses (Carnevale et al., 2015; Mehta et al., 
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2020; USAHS, 2021). More recently, the grueling impact of COVID-19 on nurses 

through staggering workloads, physical and emotional exhaustion, COVID-19 infections 

among nurses, and the death of more than 1,200 nurses in the U.S. from the virus has 

increased the effects of the nursing shortage on patient care and the profession (Jacobs, 

2021). This cycle of work-related stress, job dissatisfaction, and depletion of the 

workforce may exacerbate and prolong the shortage of nurses in all U.S. practice settings 

and impact the safety of patient care. To replenish the number of nurses, more nursing 

students need to complete their education and become licensed to practice. 

Students’ decisions to remain in college or drop out are complex and based on a 

variety of factors with uniquely personal significance. Some of these well-documented 

reasons are common to college student attrition in all majors, such as financial strain, 

need for faculty and peer support, transition to the college environment, feeling they 

don’t belong within the campus community, and academic struggles (Harrell & Reglin, 

2018; Kelly et al. 2012; Martin, 2017; Slanger et al., 2015; Thompson & Thornton, 2002; 

Tinto, 1993; Tinto, 1998; Tinto, 2017; Williams, 2010). However, nursing students face 

additional challenges to persistence based on an especially rigorous curriculum, 

emotional stress from caring for sick and dying patients, and questioning if they belong in 

their chosen profession based on self-perceived clinical competence (Bakker et al., 2018; 

Bakker et al., 2019; Deary et al., 2003; Figen & Avci, 2020; Jeffreys, 2004; Jeffreys, 

2006; Jeffreys, 2015; Kukkonen et al., 2016; Merkley, 2016; Ten Hoeve et al., 2017; 

Williams, 2010; Williams, 2020). Overall, the global and national attrition rate of 

students from nursing schools is a serious problem (Jeffreys, 2015), ranging from a 
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typical 30% (Bakker et al., 2018; Fontaine, 2014; Ten Hoeve et al., 2017; Walker, 2016) 

to as high as 50% (Mooring, 2016). It is important to understand these numbers. 

There are numerous social factors that affect students’ decisions to leave or 

persist. Factors may be especially complicated for students from families and 

communities that are considered underprivileged because the qualities and characteristics 

that determine safety, belonging, and fit within privileged society are equally present on 

college campuses. Financial security, academic preparedness, shared commonalities 

among peers, and an innate assumption that college is the pathway to a successful adult 

future are factors that may elude underprivileged students (Christie et al., 2004; Irvin et 

al., 2012; Michel & McNamee, 2019; Silva & Snellman, 2018). Maslow’s hierarchy is 

widely accepted as a model for understanding that basic human needs for safety and 

physiological survival must be satisfied before addressing more complex processes such 

as learning, and the concept of safety refers to physical preservation as well as personal 

stability, protection, and freedom from anxiety and chaos (Maslow, 1987). From this 

context, psychological safety in academic settings is an important consideration for 

retention efforts. In order to learn effectively, students need a secure sense of emotional 

well-being (Turner & Braine, 2015), and students who lack psychological safety are less 

likely to feel they belong within the academic community (Duffy et al., 2020; Garriott et 

al. 2019; Harper, 2020). When students feel disconnected from their campus peers, they 

demonstrate decreased well-being, lower academic performance, less assistance seeking, 

and are excluded from campus resources and group identities (Destin et al., 2017; Duffy 

et al., 2020; Garriott et al., 2019; Jury et al., 2019). Overall, students who feel insecure, 

marginalized, or disconnected may not see enough reason to remain in college to finish 
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their degree. Given these complex factors, the need for more data on the self-talk that 

students use to remain motivated in the face of adversity is especially compelling.  

The nursing profession presents a different culture to students in which skills, 

knowledge, language, and attitudes hold new meanings that define competence and 

impact self-efficacy (Bakker et al., 2019; Deary et al., 2003; Merkley, 2016; Ten Hoeve 

et al., 2017). Studies indicate that it is crucial for college students to feel like a part of 

their learning community in order to persist and achieve academic success (Hausmann et 

al., 2007; Jury et al., 2019; Tinto, 1990; Won et al., 2018). In nursing, factors that 

promote retention and persistence clearly show that a sense of belonging is vital for 

students to maintain feelings of competence and motivation to complete the program 

(Bakker et al., 2018; Jeffreys, 2004; Talbert, 2012; Walker, 2016). Additionally, nursing 

students need to feel they belong in the profession, and acceptance by nurse mentors 

during clinical practicums is an important factor (Gilbert & Brown, 2013). With more 

data on how students define and experience belonging, and how belonging influences 

their intrinsic motivation to persist, formal and informal social networks established 

within institutions of higher education and clinical sites may be designed to provide 

academic and emotional safety nets for the needs of all students regardless of their 

privilege status. 

Steep class differences exist between students who leave versus those who 

complete their education (Christie et al., 2004; Irvin et al., 2012; Michel & McNamee, 

2019). Students from working class backgrounds may perceive college as the path to a 

better future, but the campus norms may be foreign to them. Students from 

underprivileged backgrounds may be less prepared than their more privileged peers 
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(Destin et al., 2017; Jury et al., 2019; M. Jeffreys, personal communication, February 7, 

2020), and classrooms that feel ambiguous, unwelcoming, or personally challenging may 

threaten their sense of safety and lead to dropping out (Fairlamb, 2020; Silva & 

Snellman, 2018). In comparison, students with a strong sense of emotional well-being 

and belonging are likely to stay and persist to graduation (Harper, 2020). Characteristics 

of emotional well-being include being receptive and flexible, self-confident, assertive, 

and willing to try new things and maybe get them wrong (Turner & Braine, 2015), all of 

which relate to concepts of resilience and contingent self-worth (Fairlamb, 2020). On the 

contrary, students who feel academically or emotionally overwhelmed may not feel they 

have the option of getting something wrong because to some students who feel insecure 

in their academic community, even asking for help reinforces that they do not belong 

(Smith, 2020). Students who perceive the possibility of failure may thus self-sabotage 

their opportunity to persist if their perceived self-worth is contingent on academic success 

(Fairlamb, 2020).  

Acceptance into the culture of nursing is an important aspect of becoming a nurse, 

and unique considerations for belonging are relevant to nursing student persistence. 

When addressing the problem of nursing student attrition, the challenges common to all 

college students must be considered along with interventions to specifically address 

insecurity from academic, emotional, and cultural stressors. Strategies to support student 

resilience should simultaneously sustain the diverse and specific needs of underprivileged 

students who face further barriers to inclusion and psychological safety. Decisions to 

remain in college or drop out may be based on students’ perceptions of contributing 

factors rather than the actual situation, (Jeffreys, 2015), a reality that underscores the 
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importance of gaining insight on students’ inner thoughts and self-talk. With better 

understanding of what students tell themselves to overcome adversity, educators may be 

able to counteract students’ feelings of incompetence or poor fit within the learning and 

professional communities and support them toward graduating and becoming nurses.  

Local Context 

In the United States, the average ratio is 12.8 nurses per 1000 people. In New 

Hampshire, that ratio is 9.2 nurses per thousand (NH Business Review, n.d.). What this 

statistical difference means for patients in New Hampshire is that the care they receive 

may be less safe, and nurses more overworked, than in states with higher ratios of nurses 

per population. Medication errors, hospital-acquired infections, unintended hospital 

readmissions, and preventable deaths occur more frequently when nurses are overworked 

due to low staffing levels (Carnevale et al., 2015; PSNet, 2019; Rosseter, 2019; USAHS, 

2021). These safety problems are preventable with higher staffing levels, and the current 

shortage of nurses puts patients at risk in all health care settings. Anecdotal reports from 

local nursing programs reveal an attrition rate of nursing students comparable to the 

global norms. Since nursing students are the sole source of future nurses who can provide 

patient care, student drop-out threatens patient safety in local hospitals and clinics.  

Increasing the number of nurses available to practice through retention of current 

and future nursing students has the potential to mitigate the local nursing shortage. 

However, this goal is not easy to achieve, and improved persistence rates depend on 

complex interactions between student attitudes and characteristics, affective and 

academic factors, and integration of students into the nursing profession (Jeffreys, 2015). 

According to Jeffreys (2015), student perceptions of these factors and how they influence 
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persistence are more important than the factors themselves. In other words, more insight 

is needed into students’ perspectives on what keeps them in school and the reasons why 

they decide to persist versus drop out when they encounter difficulties. The need for more 

insight relates to the well-known research by Dweck (2006) on growth mindset, which is 

based on the premise that an attitude of growth potential and effort can positively impact 

a person’s situation through perceptions that prompt and maintain motivation to improve 

and succeed. Although Dweck does not specifically address self-talk, her techniques 

suggest asking questions and repeating positive messages to oneself, which supports the 

idea that what people say to themselves matters for the attitudes they hold and the actions 

and decisions they choose based on those attitudes. 

In the nursing program at this researcher’s university, faculty have added more 

support strategies over the past several years to reduce student attrition rates, including a 

cohort model of learning to promote belonging, faculty tutoring to boost academic 

achievement, a team-building course for first-year students to foster self-efficacy, and 

peer mentoring and student-centered advising to create a sense of community. Even with 

these efforts, internal program statistics show a steady student attrition rate averaging 

15% from the first to second years in the program, improved from 30% attrition since 

implementing the supports (Department of Nursing, 2021). Nursing faculty may be more 

effective in preventing attrition if they know from the students’ experiential perspectives 

and self-talk how they motivate themselves to persist.  

Self-talk 

One way to understand student motivation is through their self-talk. Self-talk is a 

mode of reflection on inner experiences which likely plays a role in the self-regulation of 
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cognition and behavior (Alderson-Day & Fernyhough, 2015), and the self-talk messages 

that students use as they progress through college reflect their own perceptions of ability 

and success (Morin et al., 2018). Essentially, self-talk is the inner voice people use to 

direct their thoughts and actions, reflect on perceptions and behaviors, and guide 

decisions (Duncan & Cheyne, 1999; Morin et al., 2018; Perrone-Bertolotti et al., 2014; 

Sanchez et al., 2016; Sokolov, 1972; Vygotsky, 1986). In other words, the self-talk that 

nursing students use may help them overcome adversity when they feel challenged or 

consider dropping out, yet there is scant data on this topic. Within the contexts of self-

efficacy (Bandura, 1997) and growth mindset (Dweck, 2006) these internal messages 

likely contribute to decisions based on what nursing students think of their goals, their 

belonging among peers and within the nursing profession, and their ability and 

competence to graduate and enter the nursing profession. 

The use of self-talk is well researched and accepted in the field of sports 

psychology with quantitative studies indicating a positive impact of motivational self-talk 

on athletic performance (Hatzigeorgiadis et al., 2014; Pitt et al., 2014; Weinberg et al., 

2012; Zourbanos et al., 2009). Based on Bandura’s (1997) well-known concept of self-

efficacy, it makes sense that similarly positive messages would increase nursing students’ 

feelings of self-esteem through confidence and competence for academic effort and 

overcoming emotional challenges. If educators gain a clear understanding of what 

nursing students tell themselves to stimulate their attitudes, behaviors, and actions toward 

finishing their education, the attrition rate of nursing students may decrease. This study 

examines the self-talk of nursing students who graduated within the past three years to 

identify self-talk themes and consider the relationship between self-talk and persistence. 
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Advocacy and Ethics 

Every aspect of human society is impacted by safety factors in health care, from 

the daily lives of individual patients and their families to the functioning of communities 

and nations. From this premise, relevant goals for advocacy and change include 

supporting success of nursing students toward graduation because doing so will increase 

college retention rates for students, thereby increasing the number of nurses licensed to 

practice and alleviating the nursing shortage for improved quality and safety of patient 

care at all levels of the health care system. This research is aligned with the ethical 

paradigm of social justice and takes a humanistic approach (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2016) 

to the needs of nursing students and the global patient population they serve as care 

providers. Nursing students deserve a reasonable chance for success from their academic 

efforts, and completion of their education may help alleviate the nursing shortage, which 

is directly tied to patient safety (Carnevale et al., 2015; Jeffreys, 2015; Rosseter, 2019; 

USAHS, 2021; Walker, 2016). The current global student drop-out rate of 30-50% does 

not seem equitable, and the long-term need for more nurses warrants mitigation of 

preventable student attrition (Bakker et al., 2018; Jeffreys, 2015; Mooring, 2016) as these 

students are the sole source for future practice. Simply stated, if too many nursing 

students fail to graduate, there will not be enough nurses to provide safe care in U.S and 

global health care systems.  

From a positive perspective of advocacy, nurse educators may better identify and 

implement strategies to retain students who have already shown their interest and aptitude 

for nursing by enrolling in that major if they know what intrinsically motivates them to 

persist through adversity. One way to explore intrinsic motivation is through students’ 



STUDENTS’ VOICES: A QUALITATIVE STUDY ON SELF-TALK                        12         
  

self-talk. For retention strategies to be genuinely student-centered and focused on 

promoting the ethical principles of self-determination and autonomy (Shapiro & 

Stefkovich, 2016), educators should listen directly to students’ experiences and needs, 

and eliciting students’ self-talk as a source of motivation is one way to begin this process.  

 Within the paradigm of justice, two main ethical dilemmas may be addressed 

through this research. First, the clear and immediate need to improve patient care safety 

through increasing the number of nurses may be met by supporting more nursing students 

to graduate and become eligible for licensure. As a side benefit to increasing the number 

of nurses in the profession, the job satisfaction of existing nurses may increase through 

better nurse to patient ratios. The second ethical dilemma that may be addressed is the 

expectation nursing students have for completing their degree and applying it toward 

their chosen profession. It may be considered unethical for colleges to continue taking 

students’ tuition money and squandering their time and effort if 30-50% of those students 

remain likely to drop out. Educators and college administrators bear some responsibility 

to provide better statistical odds and to search for more effective support strategies when 

existing ones are not adequate. By focusing on students’ voices and perceived 

experiences through their self-talk, this research promotes and upholds the ethical 

concepts of autonomy and self-determination (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2016) relevant to 

success.  

 The problem of practice within this study does not present any ethical dilemmas 

beyond the potential for researcher bias. Students who graduated within the past three 

years submitted anonymous narratives based on a prompt from the two research 

questions, and any emotional or psychological impact from that process should be 
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minimal. The potential for researcher bias was mitigated through member checking and 

triangulation of the data and explicit documentation of the research process to expose any 

points for bias influence. Additionally, comparing the themes from participant narratives 

to constructs from Tinto’s (2017) persistence model lends validity to the researcher’s 

conclusions. 

 This study most closely aligns with improvement research, although the findings 

can only serve as a preliminary step in creating interventions that influence changes to 

increase nursing student graduation rates. The conceptual focus of the research is on the 

voices of nursing students through their self-talk because students’ voices are strikingly 

scarce in the research on attrition and retention. Common challenges faced by nursing 

students are well-documented and consistent throughout the literature, and numerous 

support interventions have been applied to mitigate student attrition. However, the 

student drop-out rate remains high. Research focusing on how nursing students engage in 

self-talk as they navigate challenges and supportive interventions on their quest to 

graduate is rare in the relevant body of literature. Therefore, this study focused on 

students’ voices describing their experiences and their self-talk to fill a research gap in 

what nurse educators know about student motivation and persistence.  

Focused Problem of Practice  

Data are needed on the self-talk that nursing students use to motivate themselves 

to overcome the challenges they face because too many nursing students drop out of 

college. Patient safety depends on having a sufficient number of nurses to practice, yet 

not enough students are finishing nursing school to fulfill the growing demand. 

Motivational factors may be a significant influence on nursing students’ ability to 
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complete the rigorous curriculum, yet little is known about how students engage in self-

talk that compels them to persist beyond challenges. The purpose of this study was to 

examine the self-talk of recently graduated nursing students and identify themes related 

to self-motivated persistence. Knowing what students tell themselves to overcome the 

adversities they face in nursing school and how that self-talk relates to concepts of 

intrinsic motivation, self-efficacy, self-determination, and persistence may help faculty to 

effectively support more students toward graduation and nursing practice. 

Student retention in nursing has remained a problem for decades (Bakker et al., 

2018; Christie et al., 2004; Jeffreys, 2004; Jeffreys, 2015; Kukkonen et al., 2016; 

Merkley, 2016; Talbert, 2012; Ten Hoeve et al., 2017; Valencia-Go, 2005), and 

researchers have developed models and theories on persistence and motivation in order to 

mitigate college student attrition (Jeffreys, 2015; Ryan & Deci, 2017; Tinto, 1990; Tinto, 

1993; Tinto, 1998; Tinto, 2006; Tinto, 2017). The research questions for this study are 

based on Tinto’s student persistence model (2017) and the three main components of 

Ryan and Deci’s (2017) Self-Determination Theory (SDT) because they both incorporate 

constructs of self-efficacy, belonging, and motivation. However, the direct voice of 

student experiences is missing as neither Tinto’s model nor SDT consider how self-talk 

relates to persistence. Themes that emerged from participants’ narrative responses were 

considered within the components of Tinto’s persistence model. 

Central Research Questions and Narrative Prompt 

Two research questions guide the study:  

1. What self-talk do students use to motivate themselves to overcome the challenges 
of nursing school? 

2. How does self-talk impact student persistence? 
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The narrative prompt for participants appears on the Qualtrics survey (Appendix B): 

Think about any times during nursing school that you felt extremely challenged, 

overwhelmed, or thought about dropping out. In the space below, please describe what 

challenged you and what you told yourself (the little voice in your head) that motivated 

you to keep going and finish nursing school. 
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Chapter 2: Review of Knowledge for Action 

 Too many nursing students drop out of college, and data are needed on how they 

use self-talk to intrinsically motivate themselves to overcome the challenges they face. 

Patient safety depends on having a sufficient number of nurses to practice, yet not enough 

students are finishing nursing school to fulfill the growing demand. Motivational factors 

may have a significant impact on nursing students’ ability to complete the rigorous 

curriculum, yet little is known about how students engage in self-talk that compels them 

to persist beyond adversities. Models and theories have been devised to illustrate the 

complex factors involved in motivation and persistence of college students, and Tinto’s 

persistence model (2017) is presented with a review of theoretical and empirical research 

on its constructs and their relevance to self-talk.   

 From Tinto’s (2017) extensive research, persistence refers to completing a college 

degree. For the purposes of this study and review of the literature, the term self-talk refers 

to positive self-talk. Local stakeholder and organization data are presented relative to the 

problem of nursing student persistence because improvements are needed in nursing 

education to better support nursing students and decrease attrition rates. Although a body 

of research has produced evidence to support both Tinto’s model (2017) and use of self-

talk, data remain scant on the role of self-talk as a motivating element in education, and 

even less data exist on how nursing students use self-talk as a motivator for persistence.  

Theoretical Analysis 

Self-talk 

 Self-talk has been defined as the voice inside someone’s head, an inner reflection 

of human experiences that is part of conscious perceptions, actions, and emotions 
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(Jemmer, 2009). Self-talk likely offers important cognitive and regulatory functions such 

as problem-solving, reasoning, and self-awareness (Alderson-Day & Fernyhough, 2015; 

Brinthaupt et al., 2009; DePape et al., 2006). Vygotsky is renowned for his seminal 

research on self-talk, which he considered an essential aspect of human development and 

behavior. He used the term inner speech and described it as the psychological core of the 

relationship between thought and speech and the key to the nature of human 

consciousness (Vygotsky, 1986). He explained the process of this relationship as a 

motive generates a thought, which is then shaped by self-talk into words that guide 

human actions, claiming “there is no sharp distinction between inner and external 

behavior, and each influences the other” (Vygotsky, 1986, p. 88). Vygotsky’s extensive 

experiments with various forms of overt and covert speech and aphasia indicate that both 

motor and auditory neurological mechanisms are needed for normal development of 

thought, and that self-talk triggers the same neurological activity as overt speech. 

Essentially, he found that the human brain responds the same way to self-talk as to words 

spoken aloud.  

 Building on Vygotsky’s research, Sokolov (1972) determined that self-talk is used 

for planning, problem-solving, and recall through the logical processing of sensory data 

and comprehension within a system of concepts and judgments. As such, Sokolov 

proposed that self-talk is verbal thinking as a means of forming, developing, analyzing, 

and synthesizing thoughts and meaning. His experiments on the role of self-talk in 

intellectual activities demonstrate its involvement with verbal, conceptual, and concrete 

thinking as well as perception, memorization, and recall of verbal and pictorial material. 

Sokolov described self-talk as the principal mechanism of thought that guides the goal-
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driven selection, generalization, and storage of sensory information, promoting “the 

enormous significance of inner speech not only in verbal-conceptual but also in concrete 

thinking, as well as in the formation of and functioning of all voluntary acts of man” 

(Sokolov, 1972, p. 264). Like Vygotsky, Sokolov considered self-talk to be a normal, 

common, and essential component of human thinking and behavior.  

 Self-talk is recognized in the literature as a common phenomenon that people use 

to reflect on experiences, evaluate options, regulate themselves, solve problems, and 

motivate their behaviors (Alderson-Day & Ferneyhough, 2015; Lysiak & Puchalska-

Wasyl, 2019; Perrone-Bertoletti et al., 2014). In their review of 50 years of research on 

self-talk, Perrone-Bertoletti et al. conclude that many people cannot prevent themselves 

from generating verbal thoughts, and they found evidence of self-talk in reading, writing, 

and signing by people who are deaf. Their research supports earlier experiments by 

Vygotsky (1986) and Sokolov (1972) in which the same speech areas of the brain were 

activated by self-talk and overt speech. In a study based on Vygotsky’s work, Duncan 

and Cheyne (1999) administered a 27-item self-talk Likert scale to 1132 undergraduate 

students over three semesters to develop a Self-Verbalization Questionnaire (SVQ), 

which was the first such research to measure self-reported self-talk. The study found 

substantial amounts of self-talk among main themes of spatial organization, behavioral 

and organizational planning, and cognitive and attentional reflection. DePape et al., 

(2006) based their later study on Duncan and Cheyne’s SVQ with 126 undergraduate 

students to examine the association between self-talk and emotional intelligence and 

concluded that self-talk is a strategy used by students for reasoning, problem solving, 

self-awareness, and self-regulation. 



STUDENTS’ VOICES: A QUALITATIVE STUDY ON SELF-TALK                        19         
  

 Self-awareness is inherent in the process of personal development and maturation 

that often occurs during college, and it likely plays a role in the decisions students make 

to persist or dropout. Based on a review of the literature on self-talk and self-awareness, 

Morin (2005) proposes that self-talk is a key component of the neurocognitive aspects of 

self-awareness, positively impacting self-evaluation and self-concept by enabling a 

person to be the object of their own attention for social feedback, self-guidance, and 

regulation of emotions and behaviors. In a subsequent qualitative study, Morin et al. 

(2011) found that college students use self-talk to focus on familiar people, school, work, 

planning, and most frequently on themselves. 

  Other researchers have investigated if a focus on self-awareness, planning, and 

behavior has an impact on school performance, which is a relevant question when 

considering students’ decisions to remain in college or drop out. In research based on the 

work of Vygotsky and Sokolov, Robson and Young (2007) used a 15-item Likert scale 

with 90 university students to explore the relationship between self-talk, GPA, and quiet 

versus distracting study environments. They found that 73% of the participants use self-

talk in their daily life, 64% during moments of crisis, 72 % when planning their day, 60% 

when trying to excel at a physical activity, and 79% when weighing the pros and cons of 

a decision (Robson & Young, 2007, p. 6). Basing their research on Vygotsky and Duncan 

and Cheyne, Sanchez et al. (2016) used the Self-Talk Inventory scale and Self-Talk 

Academic Scale with 177 undergraduate students six weeks prior to final exams to 

examine the relationship between self-talk and academic performance. They found 

significant correlations between positive general self-talk and positive academic self-talk 

for both easy and difficult academic subjects. At that time, they noted that no prior 
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studies had analyzed the characteristics or style of self-talk used in everyday life versus 

for particular tasks, and they suggest that students who use positive self-talk in everyday 

life are likely to use it for academic performance.  

 In a literature review of 47 studies on self-talk and its impact on performance, 

Tod et al. (2011) found that most research characterizes self-talk as either positive or 

negative, and instructional (focusing on technical or kinesthetic tasks) or motivational. 

They concluded that, despite scant research, evidence suggests that self-talk positively 

impacts cognition, especially concentration, focus, and reduced anxiety, and can improve 

motor skills through cognitive, motivational, behavioral, and affective means. These 

findings infer that self-talk is common among college students and may support 

autonomous learning, actions, and decisions to persist.  

 Students make autonomous decisions to persist or drop out of college, and their 

self-talk may be revealing. In a mixed methods study with 70 undergraduate students, 

Oliver et al. (2008) examined self-talk in relation to autonomy versus controlling 

environments. Using a recorded think-aloud method of cognitive assessment, data were 

analyzed using qualitative inductive and statistical methods to show that students have 

more positive emotions in situations that support their autonomy compared with 

controlling ones, but there were limitations. The think-aloud sessions were only 10 

minutes long, and the coding process measured word content rather than the meaning of 

words to the students. This study is rare for recognizing the limiting nature of pre-

selected scales for understanding self-talk as insight into lived experiences. Connotation 

of self-talk content may provide insight into the basis of college students’ decisions to 

persist.  
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 Students’ descriptions of their lived experiences are important stories for 

considering their actions and decisions for persisting or dropping out of college, but little 

is known about their use of self-talk. Yost et al. (2015) conducted an exploratory 

qualitative study of the story arcs and themes in career narratives told to family and 

friends. From recorded interviews based on a semi-structured script, Yost et al. developed 

a working taxonomy, concluding that “themes are independent of the story arc because 

they reflect an underlying catalyst that can differ for each individual, regardless of the 

overall framework” (2015, p. 166). This assertion relates to nursing students, whose 

personal story arcs of overcoming adversity to persist likely reflect their individual 

perspectives of barriers and strategies for overcoming them. What students tell 

themselves through self-talk may offer insight into their personal stories.  

 Story arcs are a form of self-narrative, and Ibarra and Barbulescu (2011) argue 

that self-narratives are used to create and negotiate identity, manage stress, and link past 

and future into a continuous sense of self, an especially critical process at times of 

transition because people need to feel authentic as they encounter new circumstances. 

This point is particularly relevant to nursing students who transition from adolescence 

into adulthood during college, and into a professional identity as a nurse while 

simultaneously encountering novel and stressful clinical scenarios as part of their 

learning. Four years of nursing education is a long transition period, and the stories 

students tell themselves through self-talk would likely illustrate their dynamic goals, self-

perceptions, and sources of intrinsic motivation to persist through the process.   

 How narrative reflection impacts academic success may offer valuable insight 

into persistence. Oliver et al. (2010) investigated whether students’ interpretation of self-
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talk during a college lecture was associated with their effort in that class. Immediately 

following the lecture, 146 undergraduate students completed scales of informational and 

controlling self-talk, the State-Trait Anxiety Index, and the Positive and Negative Affect 

Scale along with self-report measures of experience and understanding of the lecture. 

Oliver et al. found a positive association between informational self-talk and positive 

affect, and moderate positive correlation between controlling self-talk and negative affect 

and anxiety. The researchers conclude that self-talk does impact student affect, but 

controlling or critical self-talk might not undermine positive affect if students feel 

competent and satisfied during the learning experience.  

 Self-talk is also used for problem-solving. Dolcos and Albarracin (2014) 

compared the impact of giving self-advice using first person voice versus second person 

in a study on problem-solving behavior with three groups of college students. They found 

that students who used self-talk with a second person (you) pronoun enhanced their 

performance, thus supporting research that self-talk is often used for improving 

performance, self-regulation, and self-evaluation (Alderson-Day & Ferneyhough, 2015; 

Lysiak & Puchalska-Wasyl, 2019; Morin et al., 2011; Tod et al., 2011).  

 Overall, research on self-talk in academic learning is scant and uses pre-selected 

scales that limit choice of what participants report, and even less data exist on how 

nursing students use self-talk. However, self-talk has been researched more thoroughly in 

the field of sports psychology. In a review of 32 studies on the use of self-talk in 

athletics, Hatzigeorgiadis et al. (2011) determined that self-talk is most effective on 

performance when consistently practiced and claim that “overall, the self-talk literature 

has provided strong indications that self-talk is an effective strategy for facilitating 
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learning and enhancing performance (Hatzigeorgiadis et al., 2011, p. 349). In a 

subsequent study, Hatzigeorgiadis et al. (2014) tested the effectiveness of a 10-week self-

talk intervention on competitive performance with 41 swimmers and found a moderate 

time improvement in swimmers who used self-talk compared to the control group.  

 In their study of 295 athletes, Hardy et al. (2005) generated descriptive data on the 

content of self-talk and its use and function for practice and competition. They then used 

that data for a Self-Talk Questionnaire with 164 participants to validate the first study, 

finding that athletes frequently use positive self-talk, especially for competition. 

However, McCormick et al. (2018) found different results in their randomized, controlled 

study of self-talk use by 29 ultra-marathoners over three years of the annual event. They 

found that self-talk did not affect performance, pre-event self-efficacy, or perceived 

control over ability. Contrary to their conclusion, most of the study participants reported 

using self-talk six months after the competition because it helped them with training and 

endurance under adverse conditions.  

 Other research may help explain these disparate findings. In a study that explored 

the relationship between fear of failure and use of self-talk among 59 soccer players, Pitt 

et al. (2014) determined that fear of failure was a significant predictor of self-talk 

frequency when losing versus winning. In contrast, the runners who compete in 

ultramarathons (McCormick et al., 2018) may not experience a fear of failure and may 

already have high levels of self-efficacy for completing such a grueling race. In their 

study of 81 collegiate cross-country runners, Weinburg et al. (2012) found that self-talk 

served as verbal persuasion for the participants during a short one-mile run and increased 

their self-efficacy for the performance.  
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 Each of these studies on the impact of self-talk for sports performance supports 

the mixed-methods findings of Zourbanos et al. (2009), who recruited 355 athletes in 

eight different sports to develop an instrument to assess the structure and content of 

athletes’ self-talk. Through an extensive mixed methods process of analysis, Zourbanos 

et al. found that thoughts play a critical role in athletes’ behavior and emotions. They 

organized 45 positive thoughts into four categories of enhancing physical performance, 

belief in self, concentrating and focusing, and overcoming anxiety. Although focused on 

the field of sports psychology, these four themes could easily refer to academic learning 

and nursing student persistence, and their meaning to nursing students could be revealed 

through their self-talk.   

 Thoughts, words, and actions are interrelated, and they may change over time 

based on a person’s perceptions and sensorimotor processes (Sokolov, 1972). A student’s 

perspective changes over the four years they are in college to become a nurse, and 

research has shown that language is used for solving problems, enhancing performance, 

and making decisions. Through their experiments, Vygotsky (1986) and Sokolov 

demonstrated that self-talk is an extension of thought, and research shows use of positive 

self-talk for self-management, evaluation, planning, orienting, and giving meaning to 

experiences. However, there is a research gap in how nursing students use self-talk for 

these intrinsic activities throughout their experience in nursing school. Examining the 

self-talk of nursing students could yield evidence of their inner thoughts and decisions 

related to their experience of navigating and overcoming challenges during their 

education, and this information could inform more effective support strategies to increase 

persistence rates. Research on self-talk would give nursing students a voice in describing 
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and evaluating the support strategies that faculty and institutions design for them. 

Without this research, students’ voices remain unheard and the impact of self-talk on 

motivating nursing students to persist remains unknown.  

Becoming a Nurse 

 The process of becoming a nurse is directly related to the self-talk of nursing 

students and their decision to persist or drop out due to the inherent difficulties and 

transformational qualities of nursing education. According to Jeffreys’ (2004) extensive 

research on nursing student persistence, nursing education is a complex experience that 

offers unique professional, psychological, and developmental opportunities and outcomes 

for learning, personal growth, and satisfaction derived from providing care to others. 

Forming human connections amidst life and death events and sensitive topics 

encompasses the art and science of clinical practice (Jeffreys, 2015). However, the high 

attrition rate of nursing students is evidence that nursing education is not always 

perceived by students as a positive experience.  

 Jeffreys (2015) proposes that students’ perceptions matter for persistence, and 

they are influenced by personal and affective characteristics, academic and environmental 

factors, and the process of integration into the profession, qualities that are uniquely 

individual for each student. Individualized factors matter because “despite the numerous 

adversities faced by many undergraduate nursing students today, some students persist 

while others do not” (Jeffreys, 2004, p. 45). In a hermeneutic phenomenological study 

with 28 first-year nursing students, Idczak (2007) examined how they make meaning of 

patient care experiences through the science of nursing, based on acquiring knowledge 

and skills, and the art of nursing based on learning to think and feel like a nurse through 
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patient care interactions. Idczak developed five themes from student journals, the 

strongest of which was fear of working with patients. Other themes were developing 

confidence, becoming self-aware, and connecting with knowledge and patients, and she 

concluded that nursing students simultaneously develop identity as a person and as a 

nurse.  

 Nursing students likely make active decisions to persist or drop out as they 

navigate a difficult education process, and their decisions may include evaluation of 

goals, motivation, self-efficacy, and the perceived value in becoming a nurse. Some of 

these factors are components of self-determination theory (SDT), defined by the authors 

as an approach to human motivation that can be used to investigate the inherent growth 

tendencies and innate psychological needs that form the basis for self-motivation and 

personality (Ryan & Deci, 2000). SDT has three main components: autonomy, the need 

to self-regulate experiences and actions for behavior that are congruent with interests and 

values; competence, the need to feel effectiveness, mastery, and ownership for success; 

and relatedness, the need to feel socially connected and cared for by others (Ryan & 

Deci, 2017). The decision to persist in nursing school would be considered self-

determined behavior because it is regulated by choice versus compliance. Deci et al. 

(1991) might call it a motivated process based on the need for autonomy, competence, 

and relatedness, claiming that “perhaps no single phenomenon reflects the positive 

potential of human nature as much as intrinsic motivation, the inherent tendency to seek 

out novelty and challenges, to extend and exercise one’s capacities, to explore, and to 

learn” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 70).  
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 In an essay on embodied learning, Horn and Wilburn (2005) use a constructivist 

approach to suggest that learning occurs from self-directed and autonomous capacity, and 

that language enables learners through reflection to construct new meanings and 

knowledge from their experiences. This point of view implies that self-talk is used in 

reflection and is essential to the process of learning, especially when students are exposed 

to experiences that challenge their sense of competence, such as the fear nursing students 

face when providing clinical care.   

 The connection between nursing student self-talk and SDT rests on the 

assumption that students talk to themselves as they develop personal and professional 

identities, acquired through experiences based on the dynamic integration of internal and 

external pressures, a sense of competence, and feeling that they belong within the nursing 

profession. This developing sense of identity guides their motivation and behavior as they 

learn. According to SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2017), something people feel they should do 

becomes an internalized and powerful motivator of their behavior. In reference to this 

process, Maiese (2017) describes nursing education as transformative learning because 

caring so intimately for patients alters students’ perspectives through critical reflection 

and questioning of their beliefs and assumptions. Students begin college with frames of 

reference, their own sets of assumptions that influence their thinking and actions, and “it 

is by virtue of affective framing that we are able to find definite points, lines, and 

contours of salience in the complex world around us, and thereby able to orient ourselves 

in that world” (Maiese, 2017, p. 206). Encountering the cognitive and affective 

challenges of nursing education, students continually evaluate and reframe their 

perspectives on life, death, and their perceived competence for clinical practice by 
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making sense of highly complex and emotionally charged learning experiences while 

simultaneously developing their personal and professional identity as nurses. Most likely 

nursing students use self-talk as part of this reflective process.  

 People are not detached from their experiences, and the learning process in 

nursing education involves exploring the world from a variety of viewpoints. As Stoltz 

(2015) aptly summarizes, the intellectual synthesis of what is known cognitively, 

emotionally, practically, and aesthetically gives meaning and coherence to people’s 

experiences and knowledge of the world. Considering nursing students’ lived experiences 

during four years of college, insight into their cognitive and emotional perceptions might 

lead to more effective support from faculty and mentors. This support is especially 

important because nursing students are also undergoing the identity-forming process of 

enculturation into the nursing profession. In a study based on her dissertation topic of 

socialization into professions, Simpson (1967) identified a sequential pattern as students 

learn to become nurses. She described how students enter school with existing values and 

learn the knowledge, skills, and expected behaviors of nurses during class and clinical. 

As they begin to self-identify as nurses, they internalize the values, goals, and role 

performance expectations of nurses, eventually adopting professional behaviors. Being 

accepted as a nurse by other nurses becomes their final goal in this process of narrative 

identity.  

 With a longitudinal qualitative design that coded data from the Mills Longitudinal 

Study of 83 women at ages 21, 27, 43, 52, and 61, Pals (2006) examined the process of 

narrative identity and describes it as accumulated memories of emotionally significant 

experiences that people interpret to contain self-defining meaning. Patterns of self-
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identification become life stories, and ego-resiliency at age 21 tends to predict positive 

resolutions at age 52 because “difficult experiences challenge identity and are critical 

building blocks within the life story that reflect and meaningfully shape how adults 

progress through their lives” (Pals, 2006, p. 1106). Applied to the context of nursing 

students who form an identity while navigating the emotionally and cognitively 

challenging environment of nursing education over four years of college, the self-

narratives they construct from a continual series of perceptions, reflections, self-

evaluations, and weighing of their options take on significant meaning. Students’ self-talk 

likely mirrors their constructed narratives and would thus influence their decision to 

persist or drop out when they encounter challenges.  

 Humans are capable of self-awareness and reflection, which play a direct role in 

self-regulation of attitudes and behaviors based on environmental and intrapersonal 

factors that impact their motivation and performance (Ryan & Deci, 2017). This process 

reflects autonomous choices because “engaging our capacities for autonomy often means 

resisting or redirecting temptations, cultural seductions and pressures, and strong 

controlling forces, both external and internal to the person” (Ryan & Deci, 2017, p. 650). 

Applying this perspective to a nursing student in college who may be lured away from 

studying by family obligations, employment responsibilities, or social activities, SDT 

would claim that students make the autonomous choice to study based on their sense of 

competence and feelings of connection to remaining a nursing student at that college with 

goals of joining the nursing profession. A sense of autonomy, competence, and belonging 

must repeatedly overcome their temptation to stop studying and engage in a distracting 

activity.  
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 Persistence also depends on students having a strong sense of self-efficacy, which 

Bandura (1997) describes as a person’s belief in their capabilities. Bandura’s seminal 

research suggests that people with strong self-efficacy are likely to set high aspirations, 

consider their long-range potential, and commit themselves to success while making 

realistic decisions. A student with self-efficacy for learning and mastering the knowledge 

and skills in nursing education would likely demonstrate competence and autonomy for 

achieving clinical and academic expectations. Autonomy is associated with both goals 

and motivation because self-directed, autonomous motivation occurs in the absence of 

external rewards or incentives (R, 2016). Autonomous students may show accountability 

for achieving their future as a nurse through effort and a growth mindset, believing that 

improvement is possible through continued hard work (Dweck, 2006). An autonomous 

student with high self-efficacy is more likely to succeed than a student who has a vague 

future goal, focuses on failure, or demonstrates weak effort. Nursing students continually 

face these decisions throughout their education, and a long series of interconnected 

actions leads to either persistence or dropout. However, what is not known is the self-talk 

nursing students use when making these decisions. Examining their self-talk may 

illuminate what self-narratives and autonomous choices mean to nursing students and 

how they make the decision to persist.  

Persistence  

 As nursing students encounter and overcome adversities during their education 

and make decisions to persist or drop-out based on their self-perceived goals and abilities, 

they likely use self-talk to evaluate and weigh their options. Persistence refers to 

completing their college degree (Tinto, 2017), and the challenges students face in nursing 



STUDENTS’ VOICES: A QUALITATIVE STUDY ON SELF-TALK                        31         
  

education are well-documented and include academic rigor, emotional stress from caring 

for sick and dying patients, and the process of enculturation into the nursing profession 

(Bakker et al., 2018; Bakker et al., 2019; Deary et al., 2003; Figen & Avci, 2020; 

Jeffreys, 2004; Jeffreys, 2006; Jeffreys, 2015; Kukkonen et al., 2016; Merkley, 2016; Ten 

Hoeve et al., 2017; Williams, 2010; Williams, 2020). Findings from a descriptive study 

with 323 undergraduate nursing students (Shinde & Hiremath, 2014) identify supportive 

strategies including positive thinking, emotional, social, and spiritual connections, and 

diversion activities. However, current faculty and institutional supports offered to nursing 

students have not improved the attrition rate of 30-50% (Bakker et al., 2018; Fontaine, 

2014; Mooring, 2016; Ten Hoeve et al., 2017; Walker, 2016), thus necessitating a more 

effective approach. Given the gravity of their decision to persist or drop-out, data on what 

nursing students say to themselves that motivates them to persist may help nurse 

educators offer more effective support through strategies designed to target students’ 

needs. However, data on self-talk of nursing students are strikingly sparse in the 

literature.  

 College student attrition has been the focus of researchers for decades. Tinto’s 

extensive data on student retention (1990; 1993; 1997; 1998; 2006; 2017) point to several 

main factors when students decide to leave including congruence between expectations 

and students’ experiences with the campus and curriculum; a sense of belonging among 

peers, faculty, and the campus community; intrinsic and extrinsic motivation; self-

efficacy and value of the curriculum to the students’ goals; and competing demands of 

financial need, work responsibilities, and family obligations. In a study based on Tinto’s 

work, Pleitz at al. (2015) measured discrepancies between academic and social 
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expectations and experiences of 225 college students. The findings support Tinto’s focus 

on sense of belonging with evidence that making friends was more difficult than students 

expected; students felt less connected to the college community than they had anticipated; 

and there was less diversity on campus than they expected. Academic expectations were 

not as important of a factor, but students were more likely to leave the college if their 

expectations were unmet.  

 Tinto’s seminal research on student persistence in higher education is extensive 

and provides deep insight into the complex factors that lead students to remain in college 

or drop out. His overriding conclusion is that student retention is influenced by frequent 

and rewarding interactions with peers, faculty, and staff through mentoring and formal 

and informal activities both inside and outside the classroom (Tinto, 1990; 2006; 2017). 

This picture of student engagement and immersion in the academic and social aspects of 

college developed into Tinto’s focus on learning communities, described as collaborative 

and interdisciplinary arrangements that connect learners with each other and with 

instructors and mentors (Tinto, 1998). However, Tinto acknowledges that, despite 

decades of research and the resulting growth in businesses that focus on ways to increase 

student retention, little gain has been made in the percentage of students who finish 

college (Tinto, 2006). He summarizes the complexities by stating that “leaving is not the 

mirror image of staying” (Tinto, 2006, p. 7) as it does not tell the whole story of why 

some students do persist. As with all college students, knowing why some nursing 

students leave college does not provide adequate insight into how and why others do 

persist.  
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 Despite extensive research, Tinto concludes that little is known about the long-

range character and complex factors of attrition and retention, which he perceives as 

highly fluid processes of individual decisions to leave or stay that occur within interactive 

formal and informal academic and social campus systems (Tinto, 1993). He recognizes 

the need to better understand student experiences because “in many respects departure is 

a highly idiosyncratic event, one that can be fully understood only by referring to the 

understandings and experiences of each and every person who departs” (Tinto, 1993, p. 

37). Over the course of time that students spend in college and undergo the process of 

personal and professional maturation into adulthood, the link between student 

involvement, learning, and persistence depends on the meaning and perceived value of 

students’ own lived experiences (Tinto, 1993). This conclusion is certainly relevant to the 

experiences of nursing students who encounter academic and emotional adversity both 

similar to those of other college students and unique for their relationship to the 

intimately difficult dynamics of providing personal care to sick and dying patients in 

clinical practicums (Bakker et al., 2018; Bakker et al., 2019; Deary et al., 2003; Figen & 

Avci, 2020; Jeffreys, 2004; Jeffreys, 2006; Jeffreys, 2015; Kukkonen et al., 2016; 

Merkley, 2016; Ten Hoeve et al., 2017; Williams, 2010; Williams, 2020). Research on 

the self-talk of nursing students might lead to better understanding of their experiences 

and what compels them to persevere beyond the difficulties. 

 Tinto’s research led to development of the persistence model in Figure 1. As 

depicted, goals, self-efficacy, sense of belonging, and students’ perception of the 

curriculum interact to influence motivation, which leads to persistence. Tinto (2017) 

explains that motivation is malleable and “given the goals that lead students to begin 
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college, it is argued that the impact of college student experiences on motivation can be 

understood as the outcome of the interaction among student goals, self-efficacy, sense of 

belonging, and perceived worth or relevance of the curriculum” (p. 255). The 

components may hold unique meaning for each student and their decision to persist or 

drop out, and students’ self-talk could clarify those meanings. 

Figure 1  

Tinto’s Student Persistence Model 

 

 Tinto’s (2017) research indicates that not all students have clear goals, and their 

intrinsic and extrinsic motivators for achieving those goals are susceptible to influence 

from college experiences. In the context of college success, self-efficacy is a 

manifestation of student self-perception based on their experiences and interactions with 

others and the sense of control they have over their environment. A student with a high 

level of self-efficacy is more likely to achieve their goals. Tinto (2017) proposes that a 

sense of belonging, shaped by internal and external factors, is essential to persistence but 

does not ensure it, and developing a bond with peers, mentors, and instructors relies on 

meaningful engagement inside and outside the classroom. Students’ perceived value or 
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relevance of the curriculum influences their motivating or demotivating attitudes and 

behaviors including focus, effort, and quality of academic work, and they may not 

succeed in classes that hold little interest to them. Given these factors, some students may 

persist despite a low level of belonging or perceived relevance of the curriculum if the 

extrinsic benefits of completing their education are enough to compel them to finish. 

Tinto’s explanation of his persistence model points to the highly complex and 

individualized nature of student persistence versus dropout, with each component holding 

personal meaning for students. Therefore, the voice of students through their self-talk 

would best explain how each component impacts their decision to persist or leave. 

 Through development and testing of a new instrument, Cowin (2001) assessed 

self-perception among 506 nursing students and 528 experienced nurses with the 

assumption that accurate appraisal of their self-concept can contribute strong predictors 

to help resolve low rates of recruitment and retention. Overall, the findings show that new 

nurses lack confidence within a stressful work environment, partly based on a theory-

practice gap, and that they experience physical and emotional exhaustion from their 

work. Interestingly, the students rated their confidence as high and expected to feel 

confident as new nurses. However, this discrepancy in self-perception between students 

and new nurses makes sense in the context of Tinto’s model (2017). Assuming that 

nursing students are intrinsically motivated through high self-efficacy and self-perceived 

goals of becoming nurses, success is associated with autonomy and perceived value of 

their learning. Essentially, Cowin’s findings support Tinto’s model and imply that 

students are more likely to successfully navigate the challenges of nursing school if they 

identify and utilize effective coping strategies that enable them to internalize the values, 



STUDENTS’ VOICES: A QUALITATIVE STUDY ON SELF-TALK                        36         
  

goals, and behaviors of the nursing profession. Integrating this implication with research 

on self-talk, the need to understand how self-talk compels nursing students to persist 

becomes more important.   

 Academic and social integration seem to be vital factors in students’ decisions to 

remain at college. In a study with 605 undergraduate students at two midwestern 

universities, Hartley (2011) evaluated student resilience within the context of Tinto’s 

theory on retention. Using the Sense of Belonging subscale of the Perceived Cohesion 

Scale, the Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale, the Social Support Questionnaire, and the 

Mental Health Inventory, Hartley determined that resilience factors of tenacity, tolerating 

stress, and spirituality contribute to students’ ability to negotiate stressful college 

situations. Additionally, students with strong commitment to the challenges of college 

academic work had higher GPAs. These findings support the components of Tinto’s 

persistence model (2017). In further support of Tinto’s model, Kelly et al. (2012) used a 

descriptive survey design with a modified Delphi technique to query 280 undergraduate 

students on their perceptions toward social factors that encourage and discourage 

persistence. The findings show that positive relationships with professors and peers 

encourage persistence, and persistence decreased with isolation and burnout from 

perceived workload.  

 Jeffreys (2015) proposes that all students bring their own values and beliefs into 

their education, and these personal factors consciously or unconsciously guide students’ 

thinking, decisions, and actions. Like Tinto, Jeffreys’ research on persistence (2004) 

focuses on self-efficacy and belonging, which she sees being enhanced by positive 

interactions with others, and she asserts that student persistence is related to how closely 
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student educational experiences match their expectations for personal, academic, and 

professional outcomes. Manifestations of a poor fit include absences, a focus on failure, 

inadequate studying, incomplete assignments, and stress and general dissatisfaction 

(Jeffreys, 2004). Educators who notice these behaviors may attribute them to personal 

qualities or lack of student ability rather than a mismatch between expectations and 

experiences, and they may be able to offer more support if they know how students use 

self-talk to evaluate their experiences and expectations over time. 

 From the context of both Tinto’s work and SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2017), Brooman 

and Darwent (2014) measured changes among 248 college students in the first five weeks 

of college using the Self-efficacy Scale, the College Academic Self-Efficacy Scale, the 

Autonomous Learning Scale, and a scale being piloted to assess social integration. Over 

the five-week period, they found that self-efficacy and study habits did not change, but 

self-efficacy was higher for students who lived on campus. Sense of belonging scores 

confirmed the researchers’ prediction that students settled in during this transition time. 

In a discussion of transitions for college students, Murff (2005) noted significant 

stressors, mainly from academic and test pressure, fear of failure, financial challenges, 

and strain on personal relationships. To counteract adversities, Murff proposes that 

having strong social support congruent with educational goals is associated with 

increased feelings of self-efficacy, self-confidence, and self-determination for students.  

 Results from a study by Holdan et al. (2018) with 124 math students lend another 

viewpoint to the retention picture. Holdan et al. explored the relationship between 

students with low scores on the Grit Scale, performance in a course, and their personal 

attributes as described by faculty. They define gritty students as committed to their goals 
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and capable of withstanding obstacles, setbacks, failures, and challenges. Study results 

show a weak correlation between grit score and final grades, with the lowest grit-scoring 

students earning the highest grades. Faculty reported the low grit students as quiet and 

prompt at completing assignments, and Holdan et al. suggest these unexpected findings 

may indicate that confidence is a possible mediator, and grit may be a better predictor of 

long-term achievement rather than short-term academic success. Confidence, and self-

efficacy for achievement, are seemingly complex qualities that could best be explained in 

students’ own words.  

 In a retrospective study, Jeffreys (2007) concluded that nursing student attrition 

affects the workforce and advises nursing programs to select students with a high 

potential for success, identify at-risk students early, and implement strategies to support 

them. Jeffreys echoes Tinto’s list of factors that influence student dropout, including low 

self-efficacy, motivation, financial concerns, and role conflicts with work and family 

(2004). Significant data exist on nursing student attrition, and many findings are 

congruent between quantitative and qualitative studies.   

 Through a review of 50 years of research on nursing student attrition, Merkley 

(2016) concludes that academic institutions offer abundant resources to support student 

learning. She cites complex reasons for students’ decisions to leave, with special focus on 

their disillusionment with clinical settings. This emphasis aligns with Mooring’s 

literature review on nursing student retention (2016) in which she concludes that 

persistence barriers are specific to the varied needs of individual students. Mooring 

suggests that retention efforts should focus on students as individuals with an emphasis 

on the soft skills of decision-making, coping, creativity, emotional security, time 
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management, conflict resolution, and effective communication. Many of these skills are 

especially relevant in clinical practice, which is where Merkley discovered the most 

student dissatisfaction. Reasons for dropout are complex as Glossop (2002) found in a 

review of 10 years of data in a mixed methods study based on exit interviews with 179 

nursing students. Common reasons for leaving nursing school were family difficulties, 

academic challenges, financial stress, health problems, and having chosen the wrong 

career. 42% of the students reported more than one reason, and 22% of the students had 

not sought help prior to dropping out. An overall theme of stress is implied in students’ 

reasons for leaving nursing school, but there is no data on why some persisted despite the 

difficulties. 

 Kukkonen et al. (2016) found similar themes in their qualitative study through 

semi-structured interviews and written narratives with 25 nursing students who dropped 

out. Common among the reasons for leaving were academic demands, difficulty 

balancing studying with other responsibilities, and obligations to family and work. In a 

mixed-methods study, Glogowska et al. (2007) compared data from semi-structured 

interviews with two groups of nursing students: 13 who dropped out and 9 who 

considered leaving but stayed. Students in both groups identified many of the same 

factors, citing academic challenges, burden of competing demands, financial strain, lack 

of support, negative clinical experiences, and a perceived mismatch between theory and 

practice. The students who decided to persist cited their determination, commitment, and 

informal and formal support, and “it appears that the difference between the two groups 

lies in the extent to which students had been able to resolve the difficulties they 

encountered” (Glogowska et al., 2007, p. 73). This statement supports components of 
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Tinto’s model (2017), yet no further information is available on how the successful 

students acted on their commitment and determination. Insight into students’ self-talk 

might provide valuable information to guide nursing educators who want to offer 

effective strategies for improving persistence rates. Self-talk would reflect students’ 

stories of what they need to succeed and how they use that support.   

 Nursing students’ stories and insights provide compelling evidence of their 

expectations, experiences, and reasons for persisting or leaving nursing school. Thematic 

analysis from 144 non-returning nursing students’ stories of school and home during their 

first year created two categories of best and worst events (Martin, 2017). Worst events 

yielded themes of social isolation, despite 88% of students living within 35 miles of 

campus; illness, injury, and work demands; academic workload; and problems with 

roommates. Stories of best events described themes of campus social life and athletics; 

classroom success; finding help; and maintaining connections with family and friends at 

home. In accordance with Glogowska’s (2002) statement, students’ abilities to resolve 

their difficulties may explain why some reported positive social experiences while others 

felt isolated. Through a case study design with 15 nursing students (O’Donnell, 2009) 

noted highly complex and contextualized reasons for student attrition that match Martin 

and Glogowska’s findings, along with the fact that many students failed to access existing 

support systems.  

 It is possible that self-efficacy and confidence are not contributing factors to 

nursing student success. In a descriptive correlational study to examine relationships 

between nursing students’ past academic performance, self-esteem and self-efficacy, and 

their academic success during the first semester of nursing school, Peterson (2009) found 



STUDENTS’ VOICES: A QUALITATIVE STUDY ON SELF-TALK                        41         
  

no significant relationship between self-esteem and academic success or self-efficacy and 

academic success, although self-esteem and self-efficacy were significantly correlated 

with each other. Qualitative data may help explain the complexity of these associations. 

In a study to explore factors that contribute to nursing student success in a two-year 

associate degree program, Rogers (2010) interviewed six senior students and three 

faculty. The themes that emerged include support systems, motivation, clinical 

experiences, critical thinking skills, ability to prioritize roles and responsibilities, diligent 

study habits, and faculty support. Overall, no one factor guaranteed success, and a 

combination of factors related to student qualities, skills sets, and collaboration led to 

persistence.  

 Understanding how nursing students’ attitudes and experiences change over time, 

leading to their persistence or dropout, may lend an important perspective to the complex 

array of factors involved in their decision. Ten Hoeve et al. (2017a) conducted a 

longitudinal quantitative survey with 123 nursing students at 4 universities over a two-

year period. Their purpose was to explore attitudes over time, whether and why students 

considered leaving, and what intrinsic and extrinsic factors motivated them to stay. Using 

the Nursing Orientation Tool and Nursing Attitude Questionnaire at four intervals during 

the study, the researchers found significant changes over time. Students had a more 

positive perception of nursing after their first year, although it decreased after the second 

year despite stable scores on the caring subscale. Students developed a better balance 

between school and personal life but had a decrease in empathic behavior. During the two 

years, 45% of students dropped out, and 24% of those who stayed had considered 

dropping out. Dissatisfaction with clinicals was the main reason for leaving. Intrinsic 
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motivators to stay included perseverance, wanting a diploma, and wanting to be a nurse. 

Extrinsic motivators included support from family, friends, tutors, and university staff.   

 Ten Hoeve et al. (2017b) conducted a separate qualitative study with 17 nursing 

students from four universities to examine which factors affect their decisions to persist 

or leave their nursing program. Through semi-structured interviews, they discovered that 

a discrepancy often exists between students’ expectations and what they encounter in 

school, but attrition is much less likely when students are intrinsically motivated. Reasons 

for leaving echo similar studies, but their reasons for persisting offer fresh insight. 

Students stayed because they felt satisfied with the program and faculty, had positive 

clinical experiences, felt supported by peers, family, and friends, and claimed a sense of 

perseverance and motivation. Students who never considered leaving reported no 

problems with communication, feeling unwelcome at clinical sites, or collaboration with 

peers. These factors are consistent with the soft skills that Mooring (2016) suggests 

emphasizing for better retention. Students who persisted placed importance on being 

welcomed as a team member at clinical sites, a finding that is consistent with sense of 

belonging and forming a professional identity.  

 Based on the research related to nursing student persistence and attrition, complex 

and consistent factors are involved in students’ decisions to complete their nursing 

education or dropout. Study results identify themes analogous to the components in 

Tinto’s persistence model (2017) and the three main components of competence, 

relatedness, and autonomy in SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2017). As Jeffreys (2004) suggests, 

persistence and retention are voluntary; some nursing students do decide to persist. Their 

decisions are highly personal, and much more information is needed in students’ own 
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words for nurse educators to understand how students experience adversity, why some 

students do not access support, and how students who do persist overcome challenges to 

succeed. Insight into these areas could be found through exploring the self-talk of nursing 

students who persist, and the information gleaned from self-talk themes can be compared 

to Tinto’s persistence model to confirm validity.  

 In support of the need to hear from students themselves, Tinto points out that 

“quite simply, effective retention programs are marked by an enduring commitment to 

the students they serve” (Tinto, 1990, p. 37). Educators may expect academically capable 

students to succeed without considering students’ perceptions of their experience, but 

“good academic performance results in retention only when accompanied by positive 

psychological outcomes” (Jeffreys, 2015, p. 429). Despite affirming that each student 

situation is unique, and that personal traits and experiences influence their decision to 

persist, Jeffreys did not address student use of self-talk as a motivator for completing 

their education in her research (M. Jeffreys, personal communication, February 7, 2020). 

Likewise, Tinto did not consider the impact of self-talk on persistence when developing 

his model (V. Tinto, personal communication, February 14, 2020). Research on the self-

talk of nursing students is needed to understand how they use it to overcome challenges 

and complete their education within the context of goals, self-efficacy, sense of 

belonging, perception of the curriculum, and motivation.    

 Goals and Motivation. Students who enter nursing education do so with the 

intent of becoming a nurse, a specific focus on joining a profession. However, they may 

set this goal without a clear understanding of the skills and knowledge mastery required 

to complete the program or with an unrealistic idea of the nursing role (Bakker et al., 
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2019; Jeffreys, 2004; Kukkonen et al., 2016). Better insight into what motivates students 

to achieve their goals is needed. In a series of six experiments, Righetti et al. (2011) 

examined the interpersonal components of individual goal pursuit and how it may be 

affected by advice from someone with the same or a different viewpoint. They explain 

that “people do not pursue goals in a social vacuum; rather, they are surrounded by 

interaction partners with the potential to influence and support their goal 

accomplishments” (Righetti et al., 2011, p. 733), and the findings support their 

hypothesis that advice from people whose viewpoint matches student perceptions adds to 

motivation. In other words, support from like-minded mentors motivates students.  

 Morrow and Ackerman (2012) found similar data with 156 first-year college 

students. Through an online survey and completion of the Sense of Belonging Scale and 

the Academic Attitudes Scale, they found that all motivational attitude variables were 

significant predictors of persistence, and having distinct goals was a strong motivator for 

students to finish college. Perceived access to a job or success in society after graduation 

and a high perception of peer support increased their likelihood of persisting. To study 

the role of motivating factors for predicting college student success, Slanger et al. (2015) 

examined ten cohorts of first-year students through 6,043 records from the College 

Student Inventory. Their findings highlight the various trajectories that students take 

toward success. Especially interesting was evidence that well-rounded, confident students 

may begin with a lower GPA but will improve their grades and increase their course load 

over time, and students who enter college with narrowly defined career plans may be less 

tolerant of challenges during their college experience.  
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 Nursing students enter college with a narrowly defined career plan, and they face 

significant challenges to persistence in the form of academic rigor and emotional 

stressors. With a mixed methods approach to gain insight into the lived experiences of 

nursing students, Dearnley and Matthews (2007) collected data from 18 practicing nurses 

at five points over a two-year period. From the data, they constructed a process of 

motivation development that begins with fear and excitement; evolves into a passion for 

nursing and learning; sparks students’ personal and professional awareness along with 

their confidence, self-esteem, and motivation; and culminates in students becoming 

professionals with the requisite patterns of thinking, reflecting, and acting. During this 

transformation, “it appeared that in changing their ways of knowing, the fear of not 

knowing was removed, and confidence and motivation bloomed” (Dearnley & Matthews, 

2007, p. 388).  

 Time and experience may promote motivation. In a quantitative study with 315 

nursing students, Nilsson and Stromberg (2008) surveyed their motivation level and what 

influenced it. Contrary to some research that cites fear and anxiety during clinical as an 

attrition factor, these students reported higher levels of motivation during semesters with 

clinical practicums, and 125 of the students reported their goal of becoming a nurse as a 

motivating factor. It is possible that clinical experience fostered motivation, self-efficacy, 

and competence. Overall, the research confirms that motivation and persistence are 

highly individualized, and gaining insight through self-talk may help educators 

understand how to best support nursing students to persist. 

 Self-efficacy and Competence. How students perceive their capability is also 

highly individualized, and available data link motivation with self-efficacy and 
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competence. From the perspective of SDT, competence is a prerequisite for motivation 

but is not a sufficient condition by itself for intrinsic motivation when the topic is not 

compelling to students (Deci et al., 1991). Through ethnographic design, McGregor 

(2007) interviewed nine nursing students, three from each of three years, in three sessions 

per student. Based on the themes from those interviews, McGregor conducted an 

interpretive reanalysis of one student who failed and found that nursing students face 

pressure to conform to the expectations of their instructors at the expense of their own 

sense of self. Pressure to conform can evolve into a fear of failure, leading to further 

problems. When nursing students fear failure or negative feedback from faculty, they 

may create a façade of competence to please the instructor, a behavior that complicates 

their actual skill level and thus their motivation and ultimate chance for success.   

 Students’ self-perceived competence in clinical learning has been the focus of 

other research. McKenzie and Brown (2017) investigated the association between death 

anxiety (DA) in nursing students and the age and illness of patients. They found students 

experience more DA when caring for older and terminally ill patients, and some students 

disengage from their patients due to DA. In this case, DA decreases their self-efficacy 

and motivation to provide quality care. In a longitudinal mixed-methods study, Randle 

(2003) conducted unstructured interviews with 56 nursing students at the beginning of a 

course and administered the Tennessee Self-Concept Scale to 39 students at the end of 

three years. Her purpose was to measure the self-esteem of two cohorts of nursing 

students to identify changes in self-esteem and explore the interpretations that students 

ascribe to their experiences. She found that “the association between personal control and 

self-esteem is explicit, as people derive an important part of their self-esteem from the 
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control they believe they have over internal and external factors” (Randle, 2003, p. 52). 

Randle found that most nursing students begin with normal self-esteem levels and finish 

with below average levels. Their self-esteem was greatly affected by the perceived power 

of staff nurses over the students during clinical practicums, and professional identity was 

linked to that power. In a similar finding to the negative impact of DA on the quality of 

patient care students provided, students in Randle’s study shifted their focus from patient 

care needs to striving for the perceived power that came with being a nurse.  

 It is unclear to what degree competence and self-efficacy are linked to feelings of 

power, but the process of becoming a nurse, and feeling competent, incorporates 

individual motivation and goals for each student. Insight into students’ self-talk may 

provide valuable information about their goals, self-efficacy, and motivation for 

persistence. In her book on growth mindset, Dweck (2006) describes a study in which 

college students who did poorly on an exam were given the chance to look at other 

students’ exams. Students with a growth mindset chose to look at tests with a score 

higher than theirs, and students with a fixed mindset chose to look at tests with lower 

scores. This study illustrates Dweck’s assertion that people with a growth mindset 

assume that ability is developed through effort and learning, while people with a fixed 

mindset think ability must be proven. Maybe nursing students with a growth mindset 

maintain a sense of competence, motivation, and self-efficacy despite the adversities they 

face in clinical settings. Research on students’ lived experiences and self-talk could 

illuminate how a combination of learning experiences and personal qualities influence 

their self-efficacy, goals, and perceived competence to persist in school.  
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 Belonging and Autonomy. Belonging and autonomy could be considered 

opposites in the context of persistence. On one hand, students who have a sense of 

belonging benefit from feeling a good fit within their academic community and feel 

valued by that group. On the other hand, students who have a sense of autonomy benefit 

from feeling they have control over their learning, their actions, and their decisions. 

Research shows that belonging and autonomy work together as supportive factors to 

promote student persistence. To propose and test a motivation model based on SDT, 

Lavigne and Vallerand (2007) analyzed data from 728 high school students to examine 

how science teacher support of student autonomy in science class influences student 

perceptions of autonomy and competence. The questionnaire evaluated need satisfaction, 

autonomy support, and future intentions along with demographic variables. Results 

showed that intentions to pursue future science fields were intrinsically motivated, and 

students who intended to pursue future studies in science reported higher levels of 

autonomy support from teachers and greater self-perception of autonomy and 

competence. Although this study did not examine sense of belonging or relatedness, it 

can be inferred that students felt valued by the teachers who offered autonomy support.  

 Positive academic outcomes are associated with a strong sense of belonging 

across multiple studies. Won et al. (2018) identified that perceived belonging to both peer 

groups and their institution increases students’ academic motivation, self-regulated 

learning strategies, and self-efficacy. Feeling connected also aids adjustment to college 

life and retention (Pleitz et al., 2015; Won et al., 2018). With a group of 127 students in 

7th grade, Soric (2009) investigated connections between learning experiences, autonomy, 

and motivation as determinants of students’ thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Soric’s 
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findings confirm Dweck’s (2006) assertion that intrinsically motivated students who are 

successful and self-determined, versus feeling controlled by others, attribute their success 

to intrinsic factors within their own control. On the contrary, unsuccessful students 

attribute their failure to causes outside of their control and have little incentive to persist. 

In the context of nursing students, these findings could infer that nursing students with a 

sense of autonomy and intrinsic motivation for their learning will attribute their success 

to their own competence and effort, thus increasing their likelihood of persisting. How 

students associate these factors in their own perspectives could be gleaned through self-

talk, providing valuable information to educators about student support needs. 

Diversity   

  The constructs of motivation, self-efficacy, goals, sense of belonging, and 

persistence are especially relevant to students from underprivileged backgrounds who 

may be an underrepresented minority on campus. A competent student may not put in 

enough effort to succeed if they are disengaged from learning opportunities, manifested 

by missing class, incomplete assignments, or poor study habits. Jeffreys (2004) addresses 

these issues when describing a poor fit between students’ educational expectations and 

experiences, noting that the problem of poor fit may be especially significant for students 

who perceive themselves to be a minority within the campus community. In a study 

based on Jeffreys’ research, Johnson et al. (2009) examined to what degree data from the 

Personal Background and Preparation Survey (PBPS) would predict dropout from 

nursing school. The PBPS assesses risk factors of personal, financial, family, academic, 

self-concept, support, leadership, discrimination, community service, and long-term 

goals. Findings show that the PBPS consistently and significantly identified students at 
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risk for dropout, and that underrepresented minority students were at twice the risk of 

dropping out of nursing school in the first or second year.  

 Maslow’s hierarchy is an accepted model for understanding that basic human 

needs for safety and physiological survival must be satisfied before addressing more 

complex processes such as learning. Safety refers to physical preservation as well as 

stability, protection, and freedom from anxiety and chaos (Maslow, 1987). From this 

context, the concept of safety in academic settings is an important consideration for 

retention efforts. To learn effectively, students need a secure sense of well-being and 

emotional safety (Turner & Braine, 2015), and campus social and academic norms may 

feel foreign to students from underprivileged backgrounds or to students who perceive 

themselves to be a minority. Classrooms that feel ambiguous, unwelcoming, or 

personally challenging may threaten their sense of safety and lead to dropping out (Silva 

& Snellman, 2018). In comparison, students with a strong sense of emotional well-being 

and belonging are likely to stay and persist to graduation (Harper, 2020). For some 

students who feel insecure in their academic setting, even asking for help reinforces that 

they do not belong (Smith, 2020), and they may question their competence for becoming 

a nurse. The combination of these factors and the common challenges faced by all 

nursing students puts students from diverse backgrounds at especially high risk of 

dropout from nursing school.  

Summary of Theoretical Sources 

 Research on self-talk and persistence indicates that numerous factors contribute to 

the problem of nursing student attrition, and that self-talk is likely used by students when 

making the decision to remain in school or drop out. The literature shows that self-talk is 
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considered a common activity and is used as a motivational strategy for success in sports 

and education. Research based on components of Tinto’s student persistence model 

(2017) confirms a relationship between student goals, self-efficacy, perception of the 

curriculum, sense of belonging, motivation, and persistence to complete college. 

However, little is known about students’ private thoughts related to persistence. This gap 

is especially significant for nursing students because their high attrition rate (Bakker et 

al., 2018; Fontaine, 2014; Jeffreys, 2015; Mooring, 2016; Ten Hoeve et al., 2017a; 

Walker, 2016) impacts the safety and quality of health care (Carnevale et al., 2015; 

Jacobs, 2021; Rosseter, 2019; USAHS, 2021). Students from diverse backgrounds are at 

particularly high risk of dropout (Johnson, 2009). Research is needed to close the gap in 

understanding the self-talk of nursing students and how it promotes their persistence to 

graduate from nursing education programs. Although Tinto’s model can be used as a 

conceptual framework for exploring and understanding nursing student persistence, the 

voice of students themselves is missing.  

 Students’ voices and their influence on persistence can be examined through the 

self-talk nursing students use to intrinsically motivate themselves to overcome adversity 

and succeed. Without data on students’ self-talk, nurse educators cannot fully understand 

the direct impact of goals, self-efficacy, sense of belonging, motivation, and perception of 

the curriculum on students’ decisions to remain in nursing school or drop out. Because 

the current dropout rate of nursing students has such grave consequences for the quality 

and safety of health care, the lack of data on self-talk of nursing students makes a 

compelling argument for research in this area.  
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Empirical Analysis  

 This review of literature includes quantitative and qualitative research on self-talk 

and how it relates to motivation and persistence toward achieving a goal. Too many 

nursing students fail to complete their education, a problem that impacts the safety and 

quality of healthcare in the local region and beyond (NH Business Review, n.d.; PSNet, 

2019; Rosseter, 2019; USAHS, 2021). Insight into the self-talk of nursing students may 

enable educators to more effectively support them to graduate and become licensed to 

practice. However, scant data exist on how self-talk is used to achieve a long-term goal 

such as completing college or how nursing students use self-talk to motivate themselves.  

 Research on self-talk and persistence encompasses several academic disciplines 

including nursing, educational philosophy, psychology, and higher education. Therefore, 

the literature review searched the Academic Search Premier, CINAHL, SocINDEX, 

PsycARTICLES, and ERIC databases using combined terms of student retention, student 

attrition, student persistence, nursing student, nursing education, grit, resilience, self-

efficacy, student stress, student success, self-talk, inner dialogue, inner narrative, intrinsic 

motivation, self-determination, and academic and sports performance. Given the personal 

and experiential nature of constructs such as self-efficacy, motivation, and competence, 

qualitative data that lend a rich and illustrative context to validate quantitative research 

has been included to establish an understanding of how self-talk may relate to nursing 

student persistence.  

Self-talk 

 In the field of psychology, self-talk is considered an important factor in how 

people evaluate events, acquire wisdom, consider the future, and make decisions. Lysiak 
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and Puchalska-Wasyl (2019) based their qualitative study on a dialogical approach which 

assumes that people can take multiple perspectives through self-talk, and their research 

purpose was to verify the role of self-talk through thematic coding of 200 self-talk 

narratives from 200 adolescent and young adult participants. Narratives were recorded 

and transcribed prior to content analysis by four judges, and any discrepancies were 

discussed to promote reliability. The large number of narratives and detailed procedure 

for data collection and analysis lends validity to the findings, which comprise the themes 

of reflecting on achievements and failures, thinking about feelings and challenging 

events, evaluating choices and decisions, redefining past experiences, and planning for 

the future. These themes align with the view of self-talk in the field of psychology, and 

this research supports the need to explore the self-talk of nursing students whose 

decisions to persist likely include evaluation of experiences and future options based on 

their perceived and actual achievements and failures. 

 In one study of nursing students’ use of motivation strategies, Maenpaa et al. 

(2020) used a phenomenological approach with semi-structured interviews of 12 students 

to explore their previous three years of nursing education to identify positive and 

negative events that influenced their learning and motivation. Through a deductive 

analysis of the interview data, the researchers identified seven motivational strategies 

including self-talk. Students reported using goal-oriented self-talk that focused on 

achieving performance or mastery goals including grades, graduation, course credit, 

employment, becoming more knowledgeable, reaching personal goals for learning, and 

finding meaning in their education process. These findings confirm several constructs in 

Tinto’s model, such as perception of the curriculum, motivation, goals, and self-efficacy. 
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This study represents a rare focus on nursing students’ use of self-talk and other strategies 

over time in relation to motivation and persistence.  

 In higher education, little is known about the common usage or substance of self-

talk. With 264 college students, Vickery (2019) used a cross-sectional survey of imagined 

interactions to investigate the frequency and content of everyday topics represented in 

participants’ self-talk. Bivariate analysis showed that self-talk most frequently focuses on 

feelings and relationships along with reminiscing about events and making plans. These 

self-talk themes are consistent with Lysiak and Puchalska-Wasyl’s findings (2019) and 

with earlier research, and they are relevant to college students undergoing the transition 

from adolescence to adulthood. When nursing students consider their options to persist or 

drop out, they likely reflect on their relationships with people internal and external to the 

campus community, reexamine their performance on academic tasks, and evaluate their 

chances for goal achievement based on their successes and failures.  

 In research on self-talk for improvement of specific educational tasks, Shadinger 

et al. (2020) examined if recitation of a positive self-talk statement prior to giving a 

speech would reduce college students’ anxiety for public speaking. For this study, 314 

students used a scripted positive self-talk statement prior to giving a speech, and 72 gave 

their speech without self-talk. Using a pre-and posttest design, 233 participants 

completed a scale of Personal Report of Public Speaking Anxiety (PRPSA) with good 

reliability, and semi structured qualitative interviews were conducted after the speech. 

Quantitative results used a paired samples t-test to evaluate impact of the intervention on 

student speech anxiety scores on the PRPSA instrument. A statistically significant 

decrease in PRPSA scores was found from Time 1 to Time 2, and analysis shows a 



STUDENTS’ VOICES: A QUALITATIVE STUDY ON SELF-TALK                        55         
  

reduction in student anxiety for public speaking at twice the level of the control group 

where the positive self-talk was not used. Fifty-three students from the sample completed 

the qualitative interviews with data indicating that students felt decreased anxiety about 

public speaking after using the self-talk intervention. For this specific educational task, 

self-talk had a positive effect on student performance.  

 Psychological research indicates a relationship between self-talk and motivation, 

and this association was investigated in the field of education by Toste et al. (2020) 

through a meta-analysis of motivation and reading achievement for K-12 students. They 

reviewed 132 research articles representing 185 independent samples and 1,154 reported 

effect sizes. All articles were double coded to ensure accuracy with a mean interrater 

agreement of 93.57%. The researchers found a statistically significant, moderate relation 

between motivation and reading, although the reported effects do not describe the range 

of student characteristics that may influence their reading achievement. Many personal 

attributes can impact motivation, competence, and thus performance outcome. 

Additionally, the research results examined a single aspect of student achievement and 

did not consider student self-talk.  

 Self-talk is an accepted strategy for enhancing performance in sports. As an 

analogy to physical warm-up before a competition, Brewer et al. (2019) developed and 

evaluated a 5-minute structured mental warm-up for soccer players that involved goal 

setting, imagery, emotional arousal regulation, and self-talk. Using a pretest-posttest 

design with 101 male soccer players to pilot the strategy, researchers then tested it with 

29 female and 30 male soccer players in separate studies. Reliability was good for both 

the Mental Readiness Form (MRF) and the piloted questionnaire, and the repeated-
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measures ANOVA performed on MRF scores showed a significant group-by-pretest–

posttest interaction. Participants in the mental warm-up intervention group reported 

improved mental readiness to perform from pretest to posttest, whereas participants in the 

control group reported no change in mental readiness to perform from pretest to posttest. 

For all three studies, athletes who used the mental warm-up reported significantly greater 

readiness to perform and to use mental skills to improve their performance.  

 In a randomized-controlled study, Hase et al. (2019) assigned 62 participants to 

one of three self-talk groups prior to performing four dart-throwing tasks: instructional 

self-talk, motivational self-talk, and a control group. The researchers analyzed 

cardiovascular data, demand and resource evaluations from the Stressor Appraisal Scale, 

and a self-report check using ANOVAs. There were no significant effects for self-talk 

group by task on demand resource evaluation score or challenge and threat index. Despite 

the lack of statistical significance, the baseline-to-final task changes represented small 

and medium effect sizes. Participants in the motivation self-talk group improved their 

performance over the four tasks, but there was no improvement for those using 

instructional self-talk. The researchers concluded that athletes in a challenge state may 

benefit from motivational self-talk, an intervention akin to the mental warm-up describes 

by Brewer et al. (2019). Likewise, nursing students who feel challenged by the rigors of 

their education may benefit from motivational self-talk.  

 In a qualitative study to examine how goal-directed self-talk may help basketball 

players to self-regulate during competition, Latinjak et al. (2019) had 34 participants 

record the self-instructions they used in each of four competitive situations. With content 

analysis and interrater agreement between 93-100%, the results show that self-talk serves 



STUDENTS’ VOICES: A QUALITATIVE STUDY ON SELF-TALK                        57         
  

the functions of regulating cognition and behavior, motivating players to reach mastery 

goals, and activating their emotional states. The researchers also concluded that athletes’ 

self-talk may serve specific functions based on the psychological demands of each 

situation they face in competition. Essentially, athletes may alter their self-talk as needed 

to remain motivated for enhanced performance, and it would be helpful for educators to 

know if nursing students use self-talk to remain motivated.   

 In another study on self-talk in sports, Park et al. (2020) examined the degree and 

intensity of self-talk during shooting matches to determine its effect on 170 athletes’ 

internal motivation. They considered effort, value, fun, interest, tension, competence, and 

anxiety as relevant factors for intrinsic motivation. They used the Test of Performance 

Strategies (TOPS) to examine the level of self-talk during shooting matches, a scale with 

5 sub-factors including self-talk, conditioning, imagery and goal setting, relaxation, and 

emotional control. Self-talk was measured as a single factor, and intrinsic motivation was 

measured with the intrinsic motivation inventory for labor workers. Cronbach’s alpha 

values for all subscales indicated good reliability. Using ANOVA, MANOVA, and 

multiple regression analysis, results show a statistically significant difference for intrinsic 

motivation with self-talk used by shooting athletes. Athletes using self-talk experienced 

more fun and interest and perceived higher effort value and competence. It is possible 

that nursing students use self-talk with similar benefits, but little available data exist to 

tell that story.  

 Although the use of self-talk is assumed in the field of psychology and accepted 

and researched in sports performance, scant data exist on self-talk in academic learning, 

on the impact of self-talk for achieving long-range educational goals, or on how nursing 
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students use self-talk to persist in their education. However, research does support 

theoretical evidence for associations between self-talk and self-efficacy, motivation, 

goals, and persistence, three of the constructs in Tinto’s (2017) model of student 

persistence. In one study, Maenpaa et al. (2020) show that nursing students do engage in 

self-talk to motivate themselves, and an assumption could be made that other nursing 

students use self-talk as they navigate the challenges of their education, evaluate past 

events and future options, and make the decision to persist or drop out. However, more 

research is needed in this area.  

Persistence     

 Empirical research shows that the experience of nursing education is highly 

stressful for students, and that persistence is impacted by factors related to self-efficacy 

and motivation. Persistence refers to completing a college degree (Tinto, 2017), and 

attrition in nursing education is a critical problem because the high dropout rate directly 

impacts the quality of patient care with fewer nurses available to practice (Rosseter, 

2019; USAHS, 2021). In a review of research between 1971-2019, Bakker et al. (2020) 

examined 21 studies with a focus on management of nursing student stress and stressors 

and facilitation of transition to practice. The authors note a wide range of interventions 

but limited evidence of their effectiveness, pointing out that anxiety, depression, and 

burnout remain high among nursing students. In semi-structured qualitative interviews 

with 11 nursing students who dropped out of nursing school, Bakker et al. (2019) 

identified several core themes of students ending up in a downward spiral of physical, 

psychological, and social problems, and they experienced an increasing mismatch 

between their expectations and their experiences in the program. Some students felt 
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unprepared for college and had low academic self-efficacy, and others perceived a lack of 

faculty support or role models in clinical settings. These themes echo the components of 

Tinto’s (2017) persistence model. 

 With a descriptive comparative cross-sectional design, Labrague et al. (2018) 

used the Perceived Stress Scale and Coping Behavior Inventory with 547 nursing 

students in three countries to evaluate their level of stress, sources, of stress, and coping 

strategies. With good reliability for questionnaire subscales, they found that students 

experienced moderate levels of stress (2.06 on a 5-point scale) from assignments, 

workload, patient care, lack of competence with knowledge and clinical skills, and 

interactions with clinical staff. Students had an average coping score of 2.21 out of 5, 

with problem-solving as the highest rated coping behavior (2.68/5). Similarly, Senturk 

and Dogan (2018) used the Stress in Nursing Education Questionnaire with 318 nursing 

students to evaluate levels of stress. Using t-test, one-way ANOVA, and Pearson 

correlation, they found stress levels above moderate related to exams, patient care, 

adapting to hospitals, interacting with hospital staff, and anxiety about making errors or 

harming patients. The evidence shows that nursing students routinely face stress during 

their education, especially in clinical, and some students cannot overcome it to persist. 

 In a review of research based on Dweck’s (2006) growth mindset theory, 

Williams (2020) considered both sense of belonging and autonomy as factors in 

persistence, finding that students with a fixed mindset are likely to fear failure and focus 

on displaying competence yet withdrawing from challenges. In contrast, students with a 

growth mindset recognize that intelligence and ability are malleable through effort, and 

they are more likely to adapt their effort after mistakes instead of fearing failure. 



STUDENTS’ VOICES: A QUALITATIVE STUDY ON SELF-TALK                        60         
  

Williams asserts that students need reward for effort, and those with a growth mindset see 

teacher evaluation as a supportive factor that values their potential, thereby promoting 

their sense of belonging within the learning dynamic. Won et al. (2018) propose that 

mounting evidence links sense of belonging to student effort, achievement, engagement 

with learning activities, persistence, and academic success, all of which they associate 

with autonomy. In a study based on SDT with 385 undergraduate students at a large 

university, Won et al. examined two aspects of sense of belonging and their relation to 

three indicators of autonomy as manifested through self-regulated learning. Results from 

an online survey with good reliability for subscales show that students who feel 

connected to school and accepted by their peers use more self-regulated learning 

strategies, creating what Won et al. describe as empirical evidence of a pathway linking a 

sense of belonging with autonomy.  

 Fear, anxiety, and perceived lack of competence may be barriers to students’ 

motivation and persistence to achieve their goals of becoming a nurse (E. Bakker, 

personal communication, February 12, 2020; M. Jeffreys, personal communication, 

February 7, 2020). Many existing tools for evaluating persistence factors rely on fixed 

language and category choices. Motivation to complete a long-term goal such as college 

education involves a highly personalized and complex combination of factors, and clear 

data on themes derived from individual reasons for persistence may best arise directly 

from students’ own words rather than survey choices (V. Tinto, personal communication, 

February 14, 2020).   

 Autonomy and Motivation. Intrinsic motivation is considered a factor in 

persistence, and students who are intrinsically motivated to accomplish a long-term goal 
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are more likely to be self-regulated, or autonomous, in their learning (Ryan & Deci, 

2017) than students who base their worth on success. In a review of research on self-

esteem and contingent self-worth, Fairlamb (2020) defines academic contingent self-

worth (ACSW) as a form of self-perception based on outcomes of academic goals. 

Motivation and success may be temporary and fragile for students with ACSW, and 

failure may lead to abandonment of their goals. Students with ACSW do not feel 

autonomy over their learning and may hinder their own potential if they perceive the 

possibility of failure. In this process, ACSW leads to burnout. Fairlamb’s review is 

congruent with earlier research on the high levels of burnout, stress, and attrition in 

nursing education (Bakker et al., 2018; Gilbert & Brown, 2013; Harrell & Reglin, 2018; 

Kukkonen et al., 2016; Labrague et al., 2018; Merkley, 2016; Senturk & Dogan, 2018; 

Shinde & Hiremath, 2014). Nursing students who place high value on good grades versus 

the intrinsic value of learning may feel less control over their success and thus be 

sabotaging their motivation to persist.   

 In a cross-sectional study of 360 nursing students, Figen and Avci (2020) 

administered the Nursing Education Stress Scale (NESS) and Professional Self-Esteem 

Scale (PSES) to determine the correlation between stress in nursing education and 

professional self-esteem. All scales had excellent reliability, and Pearson’s correlation 

analysis shows a low negative correlation between nursing student stress and professional 

self-esteem, and self-esteem increased each year of school with students who were 

closest to graduation having the highest levels of professional self-esteem. These results 

support the assumption that a sense of belonging to the nursing profession has a positive 

impact on students’ self-esteem as nurses and on their motivation to persist.  
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 In research based on SDT, Sheldon et al. (2020) used online surveys to assess 

student autonomy through three studies. The first study assessed perceived autonomy 

support from others with 1167 psychology students. The second study assessed self-

support versus external support in a longitudinal design with 92 participants. In a third 

study, Sheldon et al. assessed self-support and self-control and authority versus autonomy 

support with 426 psychology students to examine the effects of autonomy support using 

self-talk. With excellent reliability for all scales and measures, correlations among the 

variables show autonomy support from oneself has a higher impact on desired outcomes 

than external support. In the first study, self-supportiveness predicted subjective well-

being more than external support. In the longitudinal study, self-support predicted greater 

well-being after hiking the Pacific Crest Trail and during adjustment to the first six weeks 

of a college semester than did feeling external support or control. In the third study, 

students with higher self-support and self-control in a difficult college course expected 

their self-control strategy to lead to better success and emotional self-control. Based on 

all data, Sheldon et al. associate self-talk as autonomous self-support with positive 

outcomes, defined as increased well-being and meaning in life, and positive expectations 

through intrinsic motivation. These findings substantiate SDT and the researchers’ 

conclusions that what students tell themselves matters for emotional well-being and 

success, and autonomous and supportive self-talk can promote a sense of competence and 

positive outcomes. These findings also support a conceptual model that incorporates self-

talk into Tinto’s (2017) model of persistence (Figure 2) and highlight the gap in research 

on what nursing students tell themselves as motivational self-talk. 
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 Self-efficacy and Competence. Nursing students’ perception of their abilities to 

succeed and their competence with mastery of knowledge and hands-on practice skills 

impacts their likelihood to persist and finish their education. In a qualitative study with 

11 students who dropped out of nursing school in their third year, Bakker et al. (2019) 

found core themes through a six-step process of iterative analysis. Although academic 

difficulty was not a factor for the participants’ decision to drop out, they did report 

ending up in a downward spiral of physical, social, and psychological problems as they 

experienced an increasing incongruency between their expectations of nursing practice 

and the realities they encountered in clinical settings. Over time, the students felt 

increasingly unable to maintain a grip on their learning, and they perceived a lack of 

support and anxiety over potential failure. These themes speak to students’ low self-

efficacy and sense of competence to continue in nursing education. 

 Based on Bandura’s seminal work on self-efficacy, Lugo et al. (2021) evaluated 

changes in nursing students’ self-efficacy for hands-on skills through simulation training 

in their second year of nursing school. With 40 participants in a correlation design, an 

initial assessment of emotional state was measured using a self-assessment manikin and 

visual analog scale. With good inter-rater reliability, experts then rated each student’s 

performance during a clinical scenario, with one expert present in each scenario as the 

actor of the standardized patient in the simulation. A paired sample t-test was performed 

to see if the simulation increased self-efficacy at the group level, and a change in self-

efficacy was computed to determine if simulation increased individual levels of self-

efficacy. There was no increased self-efficacy at the group level, but results from a 

regression analysis show that students who reported increased self-efficacy were rated 
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higher by the experts than students who reported a negative change in self-efficacy. 

Higher self-efficacy for individuals resulted in better performance, with results 

sometimes moderated by overconfidence. Although this research focused on situational 

self-efficacy, it implies that self-efficacy can impact performance, and both self-efficacy 

and performance can be influenced by other student characteristics. Motivation and self-

efficacy are highly complex constructs, and how they relate to competence and the 

decision to persist in a long-term endeavor such as nursing education may best be 

understood through students’ own words. Further research is needed to explore what 

nursing students tell themselves through self-talk as they navigate and overcome 

challenges.  

Summary of Empirical Sources 

  Current research is scant on self-talk in education and how it relates to the factors 

of self-efficacy, autonomy, performance, and persistence. The available data focus on 

short-term, situational tasks, and no data exist on how these factors relate to long-term 

endeavors. Despite the evidence that nursing education is rigorous and stressful, little 

data exist on how nursing students use self-talk to overcome those challenges and persist. 

Research by Bakker et al. (2019; 2020) and Figen and Avci (2020) substantiates data in 

the theoretical analysis on common challenges in nursing education and available 

strategies to support student success. However, the attrition numbers remain high 

(Rosseter, 2019; USAHS, 2021). More information in students’ own words may enable 

nurse educators to improve the available supports so that more nursing students can 

complete their education and become licensed to practice. Research on the self-talk of 

nursing students and how they use it to succeed and persist is needed to fill this gap.   
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Stakeholder and Organization Data 

 This research study focused on recent alumni from the nursing program at a 

regional four-year public university in northern New England. The local nursing shortage 

is a problem, with 9.2 nurses per 1000 people compared to a national average of 12.8 

nurses per 1000 people (NH Business Review, n.d.). What these numbers mean for 

patients in local hospitals is that the care they receive may be less safe, and nurses more 

overworked, than in states with higher ratios of nurses per population. Medication errors, 

hospital-acquired infections, and preventable deaths occur more frequently when nurses 

are overworked due to low staffing levels (Carnevale et al., 2015; PSNet, 2019; Rosseter, 

2019; USAHS, 2021). Safety problems are preventable with higher staffing levels, and 

the current shortage of nurses puts patients at risk in all health care settings.  

 One way to mitigate the nursing shortage is for more nursing students to graduate 

and be eligible for licensure, a dire need according to research on nursing student attrition 

(Bakker et al., 2018; Jeffreys, 2015; Kukkonen et al., 2016; Merkley, 2016; Mooring, 

2016; Talbert, 2012; Ten Hoeve et al., 2017a; Walker, 2016). The lack of nurses 

available to practice is also impacted by nursing faculty shortages. Results from the 2020 

American Association of Colleges of Nursing (AACN) Annual Survey show that nursing 

schools rejected 66,274 qualified applicants due to insufficient clinical sites and shortages 

of faculty (AACN, 2021). In 2020, there were 1,492 vacant nursing faculty positions in 

the United States (AACN, 2021). In other words, qualified student applicants who want 

to become nurses cannot enter nursing school because there are not enough faculty to 

teach them. To compound the problem, too many students who begin nursing school drop 

out. Addressing both the faculty shortage and student attrition is a highly complex 
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problem, but efforts to retain students already in nursing school may be more 

manageable. However, attrition at the local university remains high despite nursing 

program and university supports, and faculty seek to offer more effective strategies to 

improve persistence rates.  

 The four-year Bachelor of Science in Nursing program at the local university has 

graduated nine cohorts of nursing students since 2013, ranging in size from 10 to 32 

students. The program has full approval through the state Board of Nursing and full 

accreditation (10 years) through the Commission on Collegiate Nursing Education 

(CCNE). The university and the Department of Nursing (DON) have congruent 

statements on mission, vision, program, and educational philosophies that focus on 

preparing students for engaged learning and development of professional capabilities for 

service to local and global populations (Appendix A). These statements hold the 

university and DON responsible to nursing students enrolled in its program, as well as to 

the population of patients they will serve as nurses, to promote and support student 

success while maintaining high standards for academic knowledge and hands-on practice 

skills.  

 According to internal DON records (Department of Nursing, 2021), nursing 

student persistence rates within the program have improved over time, ranging from a 

low of 41% in 2017 to a high of 87.5% in 2020. Numerous support strategies exist to 

promote student persistence. Long-standing academic and financial support services are 

offered by the university, and the DON supports nursing students through peer-

mentoring, social activities, advising, professional mentoring, and tutoring. The recent 

improvement in retention may be attributed to a summer bridge program for in-coming 
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first-year and transfer students and the option of affinity housing. Most recently, nursing 

faculty added weekly tutoring for a pre-requisite anatomy and physiology course and an 

open forum for general support with skills for studying and test-taking.   

 The intention of DON supports is to fully engage nursing students in a 

collaborative learning community based on peer and faculty mentoring, autonomy for 

personal and professional development, self-efficacy and recognition of individual 

learning styles, and a sense of belonging through professional role modeling (Personal 

communications, n.d.). There is a sense among DON faculty that student attrition occurs 

for non-academic reasons, meaning highly capable students fail to progress in the nursing 

program because they encounter challenges they cannot overcome. Rather than focus on 

progression failures, research on how successful students navigate and overcome those 

challenges may guide faculty to offer more effective support strategies. Examining the 

self-talk of successful students who recently graduated is one way to identify the factors 

and personal perspectives that motivate and enable nursing students to persist.  

Summary  

 Research data from extant literature provide evidence that student persistence is 

associated with the components of Tinto’s (2017) model, and student self-talk can be 

understood within the context of sense of competence and autonomy for learning. Student 

persistence is the desired outcome, and missing from Tinto’s model and relevant research 

data is an understanding of how self-talk relates to his components of goals, self-efficacy, 

sense of belonging, perception of the curriculum, and motivation. Research data 

demonstrate the common use of self-talk in sports and education, and provide evidence 

that self-talk influences self-regulation, problem-solving, performance, self-awareness, 
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and decision-making, all of which are associated with students’ choices to persist in 

college. However, the research on self-talk almost exclusively uses prescribed choices to 

examine impact on specific short-term tasks. There are scant data on how self-talk is used 

to achieve long-term goals such as completing nursing school. The decision to persist in 

nursing education has a profound impact on the number of nurses available to practice or 

to become nursing faculty. Therefore, amidst the current nursing shortage, student 

persistence has a deep impact on the quality and safety of health care, and nurse 

educators need to know how nursing students use self-talk to motivate themselves to 

finish their education. Research is needed to fill this gap.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



STUDENTS’ VOICES: A QUALITATIVE STUDY ON SELF-TALK                        69         
  

Chapter 3: Methods and Design for Action 

 Too many nursing students drop out of college, and data are needed on how they 

use self-talk to intrinsically motivate themselves to overcome the challenges they face. 

Patient safety depends on having a sufficient number of nurses to practice, yet not enough 

students are finishing nursing school to fulfill the growing demand. Motivational factors 

may have a significant impact on nursing students’ ability to complete the rigorous 

curriculum, yet little is known about how students engage in self-talk that compels them 

to persist beyond adversities. Two questions guided this research: 

1. What self-talk do students use to motivate themselves to overcome the challenges 
of nursing school? 

2. How does self-talk impact student persistence? 
 

This chapter presents the purpose and design of the study to address the research 

questions, including how the research relates to the problem of practice on a global and 

local level, and describes the participants, data sources, and data collection and analysis. 

Each step of the process is explicated to provide transparency and replicability. Likewise, 

limitations of the study are outlined to contextualize the findings and to guide future 

research on self-talk and persistence.   

Study Purpose and Design 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the self-talk of recently 

graduated nursing students to identify themes and explore the relationship between their 

self-talk and motivation and persistence in nursing school. Grounded theory was used for 

its ability to uncover meaning in participants’ own lived experiences as nursing students 

who may have faced and overcome challenges to persist. Lived experiences of students 

are important to consider in the context of their actions and decisions for persisting or 
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dropping out of college because little is known about how nursing students use self-talk 

as a motivator to complete their education. 

Nursing education is widely recognized as being emotionally and academically 

difficult (Bakker et al., 2018; Bakker et al., 2019; Deary et al., 2003; Figen & Avci, 2020; 

Jeffreys, 2004; Jeffreys, 2006; Jeffreys, 2015; Kukkonen et al., 2016; Merkley, 2016; Ten 

Hoeve et al., 2017; Williams, 2010; Williams, 2020), and student attrition rates from 

nursing schools are a serious problem (Jeffreys, 2015), ranging from 30% (Bakker et al., 

2018; Fontaine, 2014; Ten Hoeve et al., 2017; Walker, 2016) to as high as 50% 

(Mooring, 2016). The widespread shortage of nurses poses a threat to the quality and 

safety of healthcare (NH Business Review, n.d; PSNet, 2019), necessitating the need for 

more students to graduate and become licensed nurses. 

 The World Health Organization estimates that more than one million additional 

nurses were needed in the U.S. by 2020 (Haddad & Toney-Butler, 2019), and an 

additional 200,000 are needed each year through 2026 (Rosseter, 2019; USAHS, 2021). 

Unfortunately, the average of 155,000 nursing students who graduate each year 

(Salsberg, 2018) and enter the profession has been insufficient to meet workforce 

demands (Carnevale et al, 2015; Kukkonen et al., 2016; Peterson, 2009; USAHS, 2021). 

Because the global impact of the high attrition rate of nursing students has dire 

consequences for healthcare quality and safety (Carnevale et al., 2015; Jacobs, 2021; 

Rosseter, 2019; USAHS, 2021), understanding how nursing students motivate themselves 

to persist through their education is an important research focus. 

 To better understand self-talk, motivation, and persistence in students’ own words 

from their lived experiences, grounded theory with inductive reasoning (Olson et al., 
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2016) was used based on advice from Tinto, who is well-known for his seminal research 

on college student retention. Additionally, he suggested data collection using an open-

ended prompt for written narratives to obtain rich data while reducing researcher bias, 

and he and strongly discouraged interviews with concern that the personal interaction 

could skew the raw narrative data (V. Tinto, personal communication, February 14, 

2020). Tinto’s advice confirms the use of narrative research described by Creswell and 

Creswell (2018) as a means of studying participants’ lives through their stories. In this 

study, combining narrative data with an inductive grounded theory approach enabled 

students’ voices to be heard.   

Participants and Data Sources 

 Stakeholders and Participants. The target population was novice nurses who 

graduated within the past three years from the nursing program at a local university. 

According to Benner’s (1984) novice to expert model, novice nurses are new to the 

profession, with less than two or three years of practice. They follow general rules to 

guide their clinical decisions as they build a foundation of experience. In this novice role, 

newly graduated nurses may be more likely to reflect on what they learned during nursing 

school than nurses with more years of experience. For this reason, nurses who completed 

nursing school within the past three years were eligible to participate in the study.  

 Nurses are stakeholders who directly benefit from their persistence in college, and 

the perceptions and experiences of these former nursing students were an important 

consideration for strategies intended to promote and support student motivation and 

academic success. Examining self-talk is a means of assessing motivation and its 

relationship to persistence. Consistent with the guiding research questions, participants 
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were recruited by email from a sample of three student cohorts who successfully 

completed the Bachelor of Science (BSN) nursing program within the past three years. 

The number of graduates from the nursing program in 2019, 2020, and 2021 was 54. 

Email addresses were available for 51 of the 54 graduates. The timeframe between 

graduation and participation allowed the novice nurses to recall their perceptions, 

experiences, and self-talk with enough detail to provide relevant and rich data.  

 Demographics. Following IRB approval, 51 eligible participants were contacted 

by email (Appendix C) and invited to complete a consent form and a Qualtrics survey 

(Appendix B) that collected demographic data on gender; age at graduation; healthcare 

experience such as a Licensed Nursing Assistant (LNA) prior to or during nursing school; 

number of years to complete the BSN program; and an open-ended prompt for written 

response in narrative format. All nursing students who completed their education within 

the three cohorts were eligible to participate. Exclusion criteria for the study consisted of 

non-completion of the Qualtrics survey, including either demographic data or narrative 

content, or no available email address for contact.  

 From the 51 requests for participation, there were 26 responses that represented 

45% of graduates during the three-year time frame. Of these participants, 25 were female 

and 1 was male. At the time of graduation, 18 participants were age 22 or younger, 7 

were between the ages of 23 and 25, and 1 participant was older than 25. Eleven 

participants had healthcare experience as licensed nursing assistants (LNA or CNA) 

before or during nursing school. The survey responses were evenly distributed among the 

three cohorts and represented about half of the graduates from each cohort with 9 

participants from 2019, 5 from 2020, and 12 from 2021. Most participants completed the 



STUDENTS’ VOICES: A QUALITATIVE STUDY ON SELF-TALK                        73         
  

nursing program in 4 years, and 4 participants took 5 years to graduate. No participants 

took longer than 5 years to complete the program. All participants were fluent in 

speaking, reading, and writing English at the college level.  

 Confidentiality and Record Keeping. Participants were assured of data 

anonymity as part of the consent process. Names and email addresses were maintained in 

a password-protected electronic file. The researcher was aware of who participated and 

their email contact for member checking, but no identifying information was associated 

with individual narrative responses. Narratives were numbered for tracking, and coding 

was performed on deidentified data. Contact information for participants was separated 

from their Qualtrics responses, and contact information and Qualtrics data was stored 

electronically on the researcher’s password-protected computer. Data was backed-up 

online through OneDrive with password-protected access. The computer was secured in 

the researcher’s possession and was accessible solely by the researcher. After completion 

of coding, deidentified aggregate data was sent by email to participants, and deidentified 

participant responses were included in the research findings for internal validity.  

Generalizability 

 Results from this study were based on former students in three different cohorts in 

one nursing program at a small public university in northern New England, though 

findings from this study may benefit nursing students and faculty in other nursing 

programs. Although the data represent the lived experiences of the participants 

themselves, validity and reliability are provided through comparative responses from 

multiple participants whose experiences occurred in various settings at different points in 

time, thus strengthening the external validity of the data (Olson et al., 2016). For internal 
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validity, the themes derived from the narrative responses were triangulated with the 

constructs in Tinto’s existing conceptual model of student persistence (2017). With the 

exception of one study (Maenpaa et al., 2020), no other data on the self-talk of nursing 

students or its relationship to motivation or persistence were available for comparison.  

Data Collection and Specific Practices 

 Rationale. Narrative responses for data collection were gathered using Qualtrics 

as the electronic platform for several reasons. Tinto, as an expert in the field of research 

on college student persistence, strongly advised against a quantitative design, Likert style 

surveys, or interviews for this study (V. Tinto, personal communication, February 14, 

2020). Use of narratives avoided the potential researcher bias of interviews and errors 

from transcription. To confirm Tinto’s advice, Creswell and Creswell (2018) describe 

qualitative methodology and narratives as an effective means of collecting data on the 

lived experiences of participants. Because the researcher was acquainted with the 

participants, use of narratives avoided participants feeling pressured to respond in real 

time during an interview.  

 Narrative Prompt. Use of written narratives enabled participants to tell their 

stories of challenges, self-talk, and motivation during their nursing education. This 

research approach supported the purpose of the study, which was to explore the self-talk 

of recently graduated nursing students to identify self-talk themes and the relationships 

between self-talk and motivation and persistence. To give voice to the participants, they 

responded to an open-ended narrative prompt to convey their experiences, perceptions, 

and descriptions of the self-talk they used during times when they felt overwhelmed or 

considered dropping out of nursing school. Tinto suggested this approach to decrease 
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researcher bias and to enable participants to deeply reflect on and freely express their 

experiences (V. Tinto, personal communication, February 14, 2020). The narrative 

prompt relates directly to the research questions based on Tinto’s model (2017) which 

served as a conceptual framework for the research. The narrative prompt reads as 

follows: Think about any times during nursing school that you felt extremely challenged, 

overwhelmed, or thought about dropping out. In the space below, please describe what 

challenged you and what you told yourself (the little voice in your head) that motivated 

you to keep going and finish nursing school. 

Data Analysis and Evaluation 

 As an exploratory study to discover themes that may fit with an existing 

conceptual model of motivation and persistence, the aim of data analysis was to generate 

themes from a continual comparison of participants’ self-talk in the direction from broad 

to more specific. Data collection and analysis was a simultaneous process. Data were 

hand-coded as narrative responses came in and continued with open and axial coding 

until data saturation was reached with 18 narratives. In qualitative research, sample size 

is guided by adequacy of data rather than the number of responses, and an effective 

sample size is one that provides rich and nuanced information about the phenomenon 

being studied (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022). For this study, saturation is defined as the point 

during data analysis when incoming narratives produce no new themes (Guest et al., 

2020), which occurred with 18 responses.   

 An inductive approach was used to analyze data. Hand-coding was used for the 

first 18 narratives, and the resulting 194 codes were entered into Dedoose software 

(Dedoose, n.d.). Using Dedoose to analyze the data, coding patterns revealed saturation, 
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and the codes were assigned to parent and child code groups. Through repeated coding, 

the original 194 codes generated 12 themes, which were used to code the 8 narratives 

received after data saturation. One additional code of ‘supporting myself’ emerged from a 

narrative and was merged into the theme of autonomy. All 26 narratives were recoded 

using the 12 parent codes as themes inclusive of their child sub-themes. Using Dedoose 

software to organize and analyze codes enabled the researcher to assess data based on 

frequency and content of themes in the narratives.   

 Dedoose software detected broad themes from the data as well as connotations 

and patterns, making it an ideal tool for inductive qualitative content analysis in a 

grounded theory research design. A chart with the 12 themes and brief descriptions was 

sent by email to participants for member checking. They were asked to review the themes 

and alert the researcher if they had experiences or self-talk that were not included in the 

chart. No participants disputed the 12 themes, which were revised to a list of 8 themes 

more closely resembling the constructs of Tinto’s model (2017) used as the framework 

for the research study.    

 Decisions on assigning codes to a parent code were based on the overall 

connotation of the narrative response to honor the participant’s experience and voice. For 

example, some participants referred to friends as a means of external support, whereas 

others used self-talk about friends in the context of belonging within their cohort. 

Therefore, the code of ‘friend’ became a child code to two different parent codes. These 

varied connotations of participants’ self-talk add rich texture to the aggregate data from 

the narratives and help preserve the integrity of individual lived experiences and voices.  
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 The frequency and connotation of themes was acknowledged as providing an 

important context. Because participants’ experiences and self-talk could be interpretated 

with various connotations, a response with multiple meanings was counted multiple times 

to capture its full values. This aspect of data analysis was deemed especially important 

given the need to elicit and respect students’ voices in the process of exploring their lived 

experiences and self-talk, and that information may later inform design of more effective 

support strategies for persistence. The final 8 themes were compared with the constructs 

from Tinto’s (2017) student persistence model: goals, self-efficacy, motivation, sense of 

belonging, and perception of the curriculum.  

Targets and Timelines 

 Following IRB approval in December 2021, the link to a Qualtrics survey and a 

separate consent form in word.docx were sent by email to the 51 eligible participants on 

January 4, 2022. Consent forms were electronically signed by participants and returned 

by email. Additionally, consent for participation was granted by completion and return of 

the survey (Appendix B). Complete Qualtrics surveys were returned by 18 participants by 

January 11. A second invitation was sent on January 18, and 7 additional responses were 

received by January 21, 2022. One additional response was received on January 30, 2021. 

Narratives were assigned a number for the purposes of tracking and confidentiality. The 

first 25 narratives were initially hand-coded by the researcher as they came in, followed 

by repeated coding using Dedoose. Saturation was reached with 18 narratives, but all 25 

were coded for maximum representation of the three participant cohorts. The codes were 

revised, and data were recoded using Dedoose three times to develop a more specific set 

of themes from the original broad list. The response received on January 30, 2022 was 
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coded with the revised code set. Aggregate data from 26 narratives was sent by email to 

participants on February 1, 2022. No participants responded by February 8, 2022 with 

changes or disputes. The timeline for this study was reasonable. Data represented 51% of 

the eligible participants and 45% of the graduates from three cohorts within the three-

year timeframe following completion of their nursing program. Three graduates from the 

2021 cohort were excluded from the study due to lack of a current email address for 

contact. 

 The data cannot be directly applied to an existing improvement effort because 

themes of students’ self-talk serve as a foundational component of designing effective 

support strategies. Nursing faculty may use the self-talk themes from this research to 

better understand the context within which nursing students encounter and overcome the 

challenges of nursing education, but further research is needed to define criteria for 

effective student support strategies. Some questions to ask in defining such criteria would 

be: What is an acceptable benchmark for student persistence? What behaviors should 

faculty recognize as indicators of students feeling overwhelmed by their learning 

experiences? How should responsibility for student persistence be equitably and 

operationally shared by nursing faculty and students? Do expectations of nursing students 

include reasonable consideration for students from diverse and underprivileged 

backgrounds? Based on these questions, a logical next step in the improvement process 

would be to share the research results with current nursing students to co-develop 

effective support strategies for student motivation and persistence. Nursing students’ 

voices deserve to be heard when creating strategies to support their success.   
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Limitations 

 Although this study offers insight into the self-talk of nursing students and its 

impact on motivation and persistence, it had several limitations. Potential researcher bias 

was a limitation. As nursing faculty, the researcher was aware that many academically 

qualified nursing students do not complete their education for unknown reasons. 

Additionally, the researcher was acquainted with the participants as former students, and 

the participants’ familiarity with the researcher may have prompted their inhibition to 

provide responses that were fully truthful in content and depth. To mitigate this potential 

bias, identifiers were removed from responses and anonymity was assured by maintaining 

storage of participant contact information, narrative responses, and demographic data in 

separate electronic files. Moreover, validity of the themes derived from the data were 

based on revised code sets and data saturation, were confirmed by participants through 

member checking, and were compared to Tinto’s (2017) conceptual model. 

 Another limitation of this study was the small sample size and the unique setting 

of one nursing program at a local university. The findings may have been influenced by 

program, institutional, or regional cultural characteristics. Even within the recent time 

span of three years, participant recollections of their experiences and self-talk may have 

been positively or negatively distorted. Additionally, the demographics of the participants 

were not representative of a diverse student population, being overwhelmingly female 

and Caucasian. The researcher did not attempt to encourage participation from graduates 

who were male or who represented diverse ethnic or underprivileged backgrounds. The 

findings may be compared to existing theories and models on student retention, such as 

Tinto’s model of student persistence (2017) and Jeffreys’ (2015) NURS Model. The self-
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talk themes that emerged from this study add to the scant available data on self-talk of 

nursing students and its relationship to motivation to persist in nursing school.  

Summary 

 Given the paucity of research on the self-talk of nursing students and its impact on 

their motivation and persistence, this study design identified themes from student 

experiences. In the context of the current nursing shortage and its direct effect on the 

quality and safety of health care, the focus on nursing student persistence is necessary 

and the findings from this research may be used by nursing faculty to explore and design 

more effective strategies to support students who encounter the well-documented 

challenges of nursing school. The study used grounded theory to best capture students’ 

self-talk themes and perceptions in their own words, giving students a voice in describing 

their lived experiences as nursing students and what motivated them to complete their 

education. An open-ended prompt was used to collect narrative data on how students 

used self-talk to overcome challenges at times when they felt overwhelmed or considered 

dropping out. Inductive qualitative content analysis was performed by hand and using 

Dedoose software to identify self-talk themes and their relationship to motivation and 

persistence. The findings of this study build upon the scant available data on how nursing 

students use self-talk to motivate themselves as they navigate and overcome challenges 

during nursing school. These findings may be applied to improve the effectiveness of 

student support strategies, but more research is needed to fully understand the role of 

self-talk in nursing student motivation and persistence.  
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Chapter 4: Description of Findings and Recommended Actions 

 The purpose of this chapter is to present the research findings, identify the self-

talk themes that emerged from participants’ narratives, and share interpretations of the 

themes in relation to the research questions, study framework, and existing literature. 

From participants’ narratives, data on self-talk of nursing students were coded into eight 

themes which are examined within the context of constructs from Tinto’s (2017) student 

persistence model. From this framework, interpretation of the data lends students’ voices 

to the quandary of nursing student persistence, and nurse educators may be able to 

develop more effective strategies to support student success. Given the current and 

growing shortage of nurses (Carnevale et al., 2015; Haddad & Toney-Butler, 2019; 

Rosseter, 2019; USAHS, 2021) and the high rate of nursing student dropout (Bakker et 

al., 2018; Fontaine, 2014; Mooring, 2016; Ten Hoeve et al., 2017; Walker, 2016), the use 

of self-talk to address the problem of nursing student persistence warrants the attention. 

Advocating for student persistence without including their voices disenfranchises 

students by disregarding their effort, fears, dreams, and lived experiences. Therefore, this 

study on self-talk of nursing students adds to the scant data in the literature and increases 

understanding of persistence so more students can graduate and be ready for practice.   

Discussion of the Findings 

 The themes that emerged from qualitative analysis of participants’ narratives are 

congruent with the constructs in Tinto’s model of student persistence (2017) and the main 

components of SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2017): self-efficacy, belonging, perception of the 

curriculum, motivation, autonomy, coping, and persistence. An additional theme of self-

perception as a nurse was prevalent in the self-talk reported by participants. Each of these 
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eight themes will be considered for their significance to participants’ motivation to 

persist. Quotes from participants’ narratives are included to convey full meaning to the 

researcher’s interpretations and to honor the participants’ voices. Quotes have been left 

intact despite any errors in grammar.  

 Narrative responses were received via anonymous Qualtrics survey from 26 

participants, representing 45% of the students from three cohorts who graduated from the 

nursing program at a small public university in New England within the three years prior 

to the study. Participants answered questions regarding gender, age at graduation, year of 

graduation, number of years in the nursing program, and experience as a licensed nursing 

assistant (LNA or CNA) prior to or during nursing school and responded to a narrative 

prompt: Think about any times during nursing school that you felt extremely challenged, 

overwhelmed, or thought about dropping out. In the space below, please describe what 

challenged you and what you told yourself (the little voice in your head) that motivated 

you to keep going and finish nursing school. The narratives were analyzed using hand-

coding and Dedoose software to identify patterns and themes of the self-talk that 

participants used when they were nursing students to motivate themselves to overcome 

challenges and finish nursing school. Narratives varied in length from a few sentences to 

several paragraphs and revealed a coherent pattern of challenges and self-talk themes. 

Themes that emerged from this study are consistent with existing literature on challenges 

faced by nursing students and align with the constructs of Tinto’s (2017) model of 

student persistence. 

 In response to the research questions, participant data show that nursing students 

face challenges and use self-talk to motivate themselves to overcome these adversities 
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and persist in nursing school. The challenges that participants reported in their narratives 

are consistent with the literature. Echoing empirical studies on nursing student drop out 

(Bakker et al., 2019; Baker et al., 2020; Labrague et al., 2018; Maenpaa et al., 2020; 

Senturk & Dogan, 2018), participants in this study related how a heavy academic 

workload, employment commitments, and family and personal issues caused them to 

question their ability to continue in nursing school.  

 As data sources, the narratives present participants’ lived experiences as nursing 

students in their own words without transcription bias of the researcher. The direct and 

unfiltered voices from participants’ narratives are significant for adding to the scant data 

on what nursing students tell themselves to overcome challenges and persist in their 

education. The one published study on use of self-talk by nursing students (Maenpaa et 

al., 2020) confirms its use and describes the content of self-talk themes of 12 participants. 

Further discussion of the narrative responses from this study is consistent with the data 

from Maenpaa et al. and illustrates the array of self-talk themes that participants used to 

motivate themselves when they were students.  

Themes 

 Although challenges were not allocated a theme, the adversities that participants 

encountered presented barriers to persistence and were inherent in the focus of their self-

talk. All participants described challenges they faced in this context, and it makes sense 

to consider these challenges when discussing themes found in participants’ narratives. As 

one participant reflected on the amount of coursework in nursing, “Junior year, the 

academic work load was immense but I continued to tell myself to set goals, celebrate the 

little success and think every day is one more step/accomplishment toward my future.” In 
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this case, the student felt challenged by the heavy workload, but self-talk enabled her to 

put the academic rigor into a manageable and motivational context. Nine participants, 

over one-third, reported using self-talk to recognize and address specific challenges they 

encountered during nursing school, and these challenges mirror the adversities 

documented in the literature.  

 Personal problems seem especially significant to participants given the extensive 

details they use when explaining them. One participant described “a horrible relationship 

during my nursing school early junior year that involved court which pushed me back a 

year.” Another participant shared that “My first semester of junior year I almost did not 

pass. My brother passed away the summer before that semester and I faced some hard 

emotional mental battles.” In these circumstances, it is difficult to imagine the sheer 

willpower it must have taken these two students to remain focused on the academic 

demands of nursing school, but both used self-talk to persist. The first participant 

described her self-talk as “doing everything in my will to help me achieve my dream. I 

was determined to not let a past relationship define my future.” The second participant 

reflected on “telling myself that I was going to pass and do it for my brother and my 

family.”  Self-talk enabled these two participants to remain motivated to finish nursing 

school.  

 Both of the situations described above support theoretical frameworks (Alderson-

Day & Fernyhough, 2015; Ibarra &Barbulescu, 2011; Morin, 2005; Sokolov, 1972; 

Vygotsky, 1986) and empirical studies (Lysiak &Puchalska-Wasyl, 2019; Maenpaa et al., 

2020; Vickery, 2019) on how people use self-talk to evaluate events, regulate their self-

concept and behavior, and acquire wisdom while making decisions for the future. Table 1 
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shows the eight self-talk themes from participants’ narratives, which represent what they 

told themselves when faced with challenges during nursing school. These themes embody 

participants’ individual and aggregate lived experiences through their self-talk. This 

direct representation between self-talk and lived experience is emphasized because it is 

the closest current research comes to capturing and documenting specific thoughts that 

nursing students have when faced with adversities, and how those thoughts lead to 

persistence or dropout.   

Table 1  

Themes with Sub-themes and Descriptions 

 
 
 Each self-talk theme in Table 1 is discussed for its unique significance to student 

persistence as well as its overlap with other themes. The themes represent aggregate data 

from participants’ narratives and their collective voices as nursing students.  
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 Self-perception as a Nurse. Using code co-occurrence charts in Dedoose, the 

theme most frequently associated with self-talk in the narratives is self-perception as a 

nurse, found in 12 of the 26 responses. As one participant explained in her narrative, “I 

told myself, be the nurse you would want as a patient. Nurses touch so many lives, and 

the world needs more compassionate nurses. By telling myself this, I was always 

motivated to finish so I could be a nurse that people wanted!” Several participants could 

not picture themselves becoming anything other than a nurse, and the future they 

visualized in their self-talk motivated them to overcome challenging workloads and 

difficult personal situations.  

 To get through nursing school, one participant described telling herself about “the 

lives I would impact and save over the years. I knew that nursing school would be a 

challenging road but it would be all worth it once I put the badge on that said RN and 

saved someones life.” The vision of making a profound difference for patients was the 

focus of self-talk for this nursing student, indication that she motivated herself by 

verbalizing a picture of becoming a nurse whose actions would help other people. This 

example is consistent with Vygotsky’s (1986) assertion that self-talk connects and 

influences inner thought and external behavior without sharp distinction between thought, 

speech, and action. The example is also consistent with more recent research (Maenpaa et 

al., 2020) that nursing students use goal-oriented self-talk that focuses on gaining 

knowledge, achieving graduation and employment, and finding meaning in their 

education process.  

 Self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is the second most frequent focus of participants’ self-

talk. Related to self-perception as a nurse and making a difference for other people, the 
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theme of high self-efficacy is found in 11 of the 26 narratives. Self-efficacy refers to the 

perceived capability to achieve a desired goal or outcome (Bandura, 1997), and 

participants with high self-efficacy used self-talk to reflect positively on their ability to 

succeed. Despite feeling challenged or overwhelmed during nursing school, over 40% of 

the participants used self-talk to bolster their perceived capability of success. One 

participant reminded herself to “trust what you know, you have the knowledge you need 

to answer any question on the test, just trust yourself.” Another participant put her 

situation in context, telling herself that “it was challenging but my parents have been 

through worse, I kept going for them to make them proud.” Self-efficacy was expressed 

through self-talk as “you’ve got this,” “knowing I was a good student,” and “do the best I 

could.” These self-talk messages are direct, self-affirming, and sometimes use peer-

inclusionary language such as “knew we could get through it.” Surprisingly, however, 

most of the language related to self-efficacy focuses on the individual participant rather 

than a peer group effort.  

 Low self-efficacy is also a self-talk theme in the narratives, especially among 

participants who were between the ages of 23-25 at the time of graduation. This age may 

have meant repeating a required course in the curriculum, and participants older than 22 

may have felt more fear of failure than participants who passed all courses on the first try. 

One participant wrote that “I don’t think one semester went by that I didn’t truly think I 

would fail.” However, this same participant also wrote, “When I would feel this way I 

would tell myself I have all the knowledge I need to succeed. I deserve to be a nurse.” 

Another participant stated that “I really did not have the confidence in myself to succeed. 

I did not trust my instincts. I just pretended I did and hoped for the best.” Empirical data 
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show that fear of failure impacts nursing students’ confidence and self-efficacy (Bakker 

et al., 2019; Lugo et al., 2021), and stress and anxiety are common among nursing 

students (Bakker et al., 2020; Fairlamb, 2020; Figen & Avci, 2020), likely adding to their 

mix of both high and low self-efficacy. Overall, self-efficacy is a common self-talk theme 

for participants to either confirm or doubt their capabilities as nursing students. 

 Belonging. The theme of belonging is explicitly found in six of the narratives. 

One participant specifically mentioned wanting to stay in the program, and others used 

self-talk statements of not feeling alone, or knowing others were going through the same 

difficult experiences. Participants’ sense of belonging came from nursing school peers 

and faculty. One participant described the support she received from a faculty member 

during a time of great personal challenge, explaining how “her nonjudgment, 

understanding, compassionate self always made me feel better about my situation. I never 

felt alone with anything.” In another narrative, a participant said, “My roommate and I 

(who was also a nursing major) had a saying that we knew we could get through it 

because we always did. No matter what the set back was or how hard it seemed to be we 

always managed to have a successful outcome.”  

 Comparing belonging and high self-efficacy on code co-occurrence charts, these 

two themes are found together in four of the narrative responses. The co-occurrence of 

belonging and high self-efficacy may actually be greater than portrayed by code co-

occurrences because belonging and perception of self as a nurse are coded as separate 

themes for this study, although professional belonging could be a sub-theme of 

belonging. For this study, the theme of belonging refers only to camaraderie among peers 

and feeling valued and supported by nursing faculty. None of the participants referred to 
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a sense of belonging among staff nurses during clinical practicums in their self-talk. The 

absence of this context is interesting given existing research on nursing students’ fear, 

anxiety, and low self-confidence associated with clinical learning environments (Bakker 

et al., 2020; Labrague et al., 2018; McGregor, 2007; McKenzie & Brown, 2017; Nilsson 

& Stromberg, 2008; Senturk & Dogan, 2018). It may be that participants in this study 

associated their anxiety over passing with theory courses, not clinical, or that the clinical 

faculty and nurses they encountered were perceived as nurturing and supportive.  

 Perception of the Curriculum. Self-talk related to perception of the curriculum 

is found in nine narratives, indicating that more than one third of the participants used 

self-talk to remind themselves of the value of their academic program and effort. 

Common codes in this theme include “it didn’t make sense to drop out,” “worth it in the 

end,” “build knowledge for nursing,” and “why I went to school.” One participant 

described using self-talk to remind herself that “You’ve got this, this won’t last forever, 

once you’re done you will be a nurse and no longer have all of this work, this knowledge 

could save someone’s life, you will be responsible for someone else.” This excerpt 

supports research (Ibarra & Barbulescu, 2011; Yost et al., 2015) that people use 

individualized story arcs as a narrative to overcome challenges toward a goal, create and 

negotiate identity, manage stress, and link past and future into a continuous sense of self. 

If this participant had not found the rigorous academic work valuable for achieving her 

desired goal, she might not have been as persistent, and her self-talk may have had a very 

different theme.  

 Motivation. The theme of motivation, found in eight of the narratives, is derived 

from coded narrative responses that focus on a sense of accomplishment to meet 
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participants’ own expectations, expectations of friends and family, working toward a 

future, and persisting against perceived barriers. In other words, this theme represents 

participants’ self-talk that reflects on internal and external motivators. One participant, 

who was over age 25 at the time of graduation and had long-term experience as an LNA, 

used self-talk to tell herself that “I needed to keep going and complete my degree so that I 

could support myself and have a fulfilling career.” Another participant had both a short- 

and long-range view in the self-talk she used to motivate herself: “I told myself that you 

only need to get through this day, week, month, year etc. It will be over before you know 

it so enjoy the process of learning.” External support from friends and family was cited 

by several participants, including this one whose narrative response stated, “To be honest, 

it wasn’t just the voice in my head that kept me going. A lot of my motivation and desire 

to complete nursing school came from my friends who kept me grounded.”  

 Participants used self-talk to remind themselves of what they needed for optimal 

learning and for emotional stability throughout the challenges of nursing school. Frequent 

codes of leaning on friends, talking daily to a mother or boyfriend, and appreciating 

feedback from friends, faculty, and family are found in the narratives, and there is an 

overlap between the themes of motivation, belonging, coping, and goals. The overlap is 

not surprising, since motivation is a complex concept that may incorporate internal and 

external facets of self-perception, ability, desired achievements, and various supports that 

compel success. Tinto’s model (2017) reflects this complexity.  

 Interestingly, participants also used self-talk to reflect on how they best learned, 

and they reminded themselves that they benefited from hands-on learning, talking 

through class content with friends, picturing knowledge and skills in their minds, and 
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finding aspects of learning that intrigued them. As one participant wrote, “I’m not a 

learner where I can just read a book and a PowerPoint and understand something. I need 

to be able to see it and/or do it. I need to be able to picture it in my mind and make those 

connections.” For emotional stability, participants used self-talk to remain on an even 

keel. One student wrote that she “did have a break-down once a semester and I really 

allowed myself to have it. I think that it is good to allow yourself to break down and be 

vulnerable when you need it so it doesn’t brew and explode.” This self-talk content is 

consistent with themes found in the literature (Lysiak & Puchalska-Wasyl, 2019; 

Vickery, 2019) on use of self-talk by young adults and illustrates the connection between 

motivation and coping strategies.    

 Autonomy. Although many of the themes already described could be merged into 

the theme of autonomy, this theme was assigned to narrative excerpts that addressed 

ownership of effort, accepting challenges as part of learning, and seeking ways to master 

knowledge and skills. In these ways, nursing students’ use of self-talk directly impacted 

their persistence by serving to motivate their actions toward academic success through 

insight and positive attitudes and behaviors. As one participant noted, “All I kept telling 

myself was if you put in the effort, there’s no way you can fail. I knew that by doing 

everything I was suppose to (studying/paying attention in lab/clinical) then I would be 

successful.”  

 Consistent with research on autonomy (Dweck, 2006; Ryan & Deci, 2017; Soric, 

2009), students who are intrinsically motivated and set their own goals for success tend to 

attribute their success to factors within their own control. Although many participants 

referred to support from family, friends, and faculty in their narratives, self-talk that 
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focused on their own actions was coded as autonomy. In one example, a participant 

described how she “put aside times and had check lists of things to do. By doing this, I 

was able to manage my time successfully.” Another participant told herself that “I 

committed to this path when I applied so now I am going to finish it, if I don’t like the 

work in the end I don’t have to do it.” This self-talk excerpt suggests a high degree of 

both personal accountability and self-determination for the future. The high number of 

self-talk reports that focus on the participants themselves and their attitudes and 

behaviors suggest that many of them took responsibility for their own success. They 

owned their goals and subsequent outcomes of their efforts. There are no self-talk 

excerpts in the narratives that assign blame to other entities such as faculty, difficult 

exams, or demands from family or friends. 

 Coping. Self-talk from participants comprises both internal and external supports 

for coping, including friends, family, faculty, campus counselling services, faith, and the 

need for hobbies to counterbalance academic workload. Several participants referred to 

support from their mothers, including one who said she had “daily conversations about 

what it would be like after I finished and that motivated me.” Coping could be merged 

with themes of self-efficacy, belonging, or motivation. However, it remains a separate 

theme in this study due to the extensive research on challenges that nursing students face 

and the stress and anxiety they endure (Bakker et al., 2018; Bakker et al., 2019; Deary et 

al., 2003; Figen & Avci, 2020; Jeffreys, 2004; Jeffreys, 2006; Jeffreys, 2015; Kukkonen 

et al., 2016; Merkley, 2016; Ten Hoeve et al., 2017; Williams, 2010; Williams, 2020). 

The theme of coping, including internal and external, may be an important focus for 

future research on specific strategies used by nursing students to persist.   
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 Persistence. The associations between coping and persistence are strong, and 

participants’ self-talk on persistence puts their perceived challenges in a time-related 

context of “not much longer” and “past effort should not be wasted by quitting.” The 

participants who reported this specific self-talk theme could see the long-range benefit to 

their work and used self-talk to remind themselves of it. When interpreting the data, the 

theme of persistence could conceivably incorporate all other self-talk themes coded from 

the narratives. Nursing student persistence is not a single focus but comprises aspects of 

the other seven themes in the data table and their interrelated sub-themes.  Coding the 

narratives for these themes supports the constructs of Tinto’s model (2017) and the 

components of competence, relatedness, and autonomy found in SDT (Ryan & Deci, 

2017), confirming the impact of multiple and intertwined factors involved in student 

persistence.   

Relationship of Themes to Demographic Descriptors 

 Some differences were found among narrative responses based on demographic 

descriptors: participants’ age at graduation, number of years for participants to complete 

the program, and LNA experience during or prior to nursing school. Comparisons of 

descriptors with a notable difference in percentage of participants’ self-talk themes are 

found in Table 2. With only one male participant, differences based on gender cannot be 

determined. Negligible differences are found in self-talk themes across the three student 

cohorts, suggesting that participants in all three cohorts used similar self-talk regardless 

of their year of graduation. This finding in the triangulated data suggests that aspects of 

participants challenges and the self-talk they used to motivate themselves may be 

generalizable in this population.  
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Table 2  

Themes Compared with Descriptors 

 

 Differences in self-talk themes between these descriptors may be due to several 

factors. Older students spent an extra year in the nursing program to repeat a class, and 

the pressure to succeed the second time may have increased their focus on coping and 

self-efficacy. Their self-talk related to low self-efficacy may center on a past course 

failure, anxiety about passing a course, or may concern belonging, as repeating a course 

put them a new cohort with fewer social ties. The high percentage of self-talk of older 

students that focuses on belonging would fit this rationale. The one participant who was 

older than age 25 at the time of graduation completed the program in four years, and her 

self-talk themes resemble those of the traditional-age students who completed the 

program in four years.   

 The descriptor with the widest disparity among self-talk themes is experience as 

an LNA. In the three themes of persistence, self-perception as a nurse, and high self-

efficacy, 100% of participants with LNA experience addressed these factors in their self-

talk. As students with an LNA license, these participants were familiar with the 

healthcare environment and the role of nurses, and therefore may have more easily 
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pictured themselves in the nursing profession, a perception that likely increased their self-

talk about capability and persistence to reach their goal.   

 Students with LNA experience may also have felt safe in clinical environments, 

meaning less emotionally overwhelmed by caring for patients who are sick or dying. A 

feeling of safety may be considered key to effective learning (Turner & Braine, 2015). In 

their qualitative study, Bakker et al. (2019) found that some nursing students drop out of 

nursing school from low-self-efficacy related to clinical care, not academic ability or 

knowledge. Anxiety from providing clinical care is well-documented in the literature 

(Figen & Avci, 2020; Labrague et al. 2018; McKenzie & brown, 2017; Senturk & Dogan, 

2018), but may be decreased in nursing students with prior patient care experience. These 

participants’ self-talk focused on high self-efficacy, and connections between healthcare 

experience, self-efficacy, and self-perception as a nurse could be the focus of further 

research to understand the level of professional belonging that nursing students with LNA 

experience feel as they navigate academic and clinical challenges.   

 With less experience in healthcare and with more recently acquired independence 

from parental oversight, participants who were age 22 or younger at graduation used 

more self-talk focused on external support and motivation than did older participants. The 

literature on college student persistence and transition from home to college consistently 

emphasizes the maturation process that young adults undergo during this time (Brooman 

& Darwent,, 2014; Dearnley & Matthew, 2007; Jeffreys, 2004; Martin, 2017; Tinto, 

1993; Tinto, 2017), and students who are a year or two older may be more comfortable 

with their independence, requiring less support. Interestingly, participants reported self-

talk about their mothers or parents, but not fathers.  
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Interpretation of the Data 

 The themes of self-talk that study participants reported using to motivate 

themselves to persist in nursing school, including sub-themes comprised of the original 

194 codes, tell a story much richer than can be found through software analysis of the 

narratives. To read the narratives is to hear these former nursing students at their 

moments of feeling most afraid of failing, most hopeful of passing, most excited about 

saving a life, and most determined to become the nurse they have always dreamed of 

being. The voices in these narratives are unfiltered and represent students’ four years of 

academic, emotional, and sometimes personally tragic challenges to finish nursing 

school. Most importantly, the narratives also represent students’ strengths. Because these 

experiences were so impactful in shaping the nurses they are today, the participants can 

still recall what self-talk they used to keep themselves motivated. At the core of any 

external support from family, friends, or faculty, the participants own their own success. 

Their efforts, and the self-talk that motivated those efforts, enabled them to graduate and 

become nurses.  

 Maintaining a focus on participants’ voices and lived experiences in this study 

provides a vital context to understanding the importance of self-talk and its role in 

motivating nursing students to persist in school. Vygotsky’s (1986) and Sokolov’s (1972) 

seminal research on self-talk is a century old, and numerous studies since that time have 

supported their assertion that self-talk is common and people use it to reflect on 

themselves, evaluate their options, make decisions, and regulate their attitudes and 

behaviors (Latinjak et al., 2019; Lysiak & Puchalska-Wasyl, 2019; Maenpaa et al., 2020; 

Shadinger et al., 2020; Vickery, 2019). The self-talk themes from this study support those 
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earlier assertions. Participants used self-talk during nursing school to reflect on their 

emotional and learning needs, evaluate their abilities to attain the knowledge and skills to 

practice, confirm their desire to become a nurse, regulate their stress, and direct their 

positive behaviors toward overcoming the challenges they faced. Although each 

participant’s story is unique and individual in its approach to persistence, the collective 

data on self-talk fit within Tinto’s (2017) model and add a vital component to 

understanding student persistence. 

Comparison to Tinto Model  

 Tinto’s model of student persistence (2017) was used as a framework for this 

study, and the themes from coded narratives can be compared to each of Tinto’s 

constructs as one measure of validity. In Tinto’s model (Figure 1), goals, self-efficacy, 

sense of belonging, and perception of the curriculum interact to influence motivation, 

which leads to persistence. Figure 2 shows Tinto’s’ model with the addition of self-talk. 

Imagine these constructs for a nursing student: The student feels motivated to persist if 

they have goals of becoming a nurse; feel able to master the required knowledge and 

skills to reach that goal; and feel they belong in their program with curriculum they value, 

faculty they trust, and peers who support them. The scenario is complex, and any unmet 

component could derail the student’s motivation, leading to dropout. The challenges 

students face during nursing school do derail their motivation. However, this study shows 

that students can use self-talk to overcome those obstacles and keep themselves on track.  

 The self-talk themes derived from participants’ narratives mirror constructs in 

Tinto’s model (2017), with the addition of self-perception as a nurse, self-efficacy, 

autonomy, and coping. These themes were added because they arose frequently during 
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coding. Self-efficacy is a construct synonymous with competence from SDT (Ryan & 

Deci, 2017) that describes perceived ability to succeed at a specific task or goal (Bandura, 

1997). As such, it most closely aligns with Tinto’s constructs of goals and motivation, 

and the concept of autonomy found in SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2017).  

Figure 2  

Proposed Conceptual Model of Self-Talk and Student Persistence 

 

 Self-perception as a nurse could be merged with sense of belonging, as it 

inherently addresses belonging to the nursing profession. However, the prevalence of the 

theme in the narratives warrants a separate theme code. Additionally, the literature 

provides data on students’ anxiety and low self-efficacy in clinical learning 

environments, and self-perception as a nurse is a theme worthy of attention when 

educators consider effective support strategies. Self-perception as a nurse may be directly 

related to self-efficacy because a student who does not perceive themselves capable of 

mastering the knowledge and skills for clinical practice might not picture themselves in 

the role of a nurse. Based on participants’ self-talk from this study, self-perception as a 

nurse was a frequent self-talk theme that motivated students to persist.  
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 The theme of coping includes aspects of belonging related to friends; self-efficacy 

related to self-talk aimed at bolstering or confirming ability; and motivation related to 

self-talk about the future that compels students to persist. Coping was assigned to a 

separate theme for this study because participants used self-talk that explicitly describes 

their coping strategies, and these may provide valuable information to nurse educators in 

their efforts to support students.  

 The themes from this study are consistent with the constructs in Tinto’s model of 

student persistence (2017) and components of SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2017), and 

participants’ use of self-talk that focuses on those constructs and concepts suggests a 

relationship between nursing students’ self-talk and their motivation to persist in college.    

Comparison to the Literature 

 Coding of the 26 narratives yields no extraneous themes as outliers to Tinto’s 

model (2017) or existing research data, including the one study that examines themes of 

self-talk for nursing students (Maenpaa et al., 2020). This interpretation of the data is not 

surprising, as Tinto’s model is based on decades of research on college student 

persistence; has been specifically applied to nursing students through Jeffreys’ (2015) 

NURS model; and serves as the framework for numerous studies on student persistence 

and college student retention as discussed in Chapter 2. Likewise, elements of SDT 

(Ryan & Deci, 2017) are present in the coded data, most notably themes of autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness. Autonomy comprises Tinto’s constructs of goals, 

motivation, and self-efficacy, and competence and relatedness are synonymous with 

Tinto’s constructs of self-efficacy and sense of belonging, respectively.  
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 Research by Bakker et al. (2019), Labrague et al. (2018), and Senturk and Dogan 

(2018) shows that nursing students face daunting challenges in classroom and clinical 

learning that may lead to decreased motivation and confidence, and ultimately dropout 

from college. However, little research is available on what keeps nursing students in 

school or how they manage to overcome the challenges they face. In support of Tinto’s 

constructs (2017) and SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2017), one study on self-efficacy related to 

simulated nursing skills practice (Lugo et al., 2021) found that higher levels of student 

self-efficacy resulted in better performance on the skills. Research by Won et al. (2018) 

based on SDT links sense of belonging to student effort, achievement, engagement with 

learning activities, persistence, and academic success, all of which they associate with 

autonomy.  

 In other areas, recent research supports the use of self-talk to reduce anxiety 

(Shadinger et al., 2020) and improve sports performance (Hase et al. 2019; Latinjak et al., 

2019; Park et al., 2020). In K-12 education, motivation has been shown to improve 

students’ reading levels (Toste et al., 2020). Research by Sheldon et al. (2020) on self-

talk substantiates SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2017) and Tinto’s model (2017), concluding that 

what students tell themselves matters for their emotional well-being and success, and 

autonomous and supportive self-talk can promote a sense of competence and positive 

outcomes. The 12 participants in a qualitative study by Maenpaa et al. (2020) reported 

using self-talk as nursing students to overcome adversities and attain goals.  

 The assertion by Sheldon et al. (2020) that self-support may be more beneficial 

for success than feeling supported by others is especially interesting considering the 

emphasis that participants in this study placed on themselves through their self-talk. The 
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sub-themes in Table 1 include substantial use of self-focused language, such as 

statements about participants’ own feelings, actions, capabilities, goals, and learning 

behaviors. Although sense of belonging and external support emerge as strong themes 

from some of the narratives, much of the language used by participants to motivate 

themselves to persist in nursing school reveals a sense of ownership, accountability, and 

self-perception of their capabilities and goals. These findings are in congruence with the 

constructs from Tinto’s model (2017) and with autonomy, relatedness, and competence, 

the three main components of SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2017).  

 Together with data saturation, triangulation of data from three cohorts, and 

member checking of the 12 self-talk themes, comparison with Tinto’s model and SDT 

helps validate the findings from this study. This data on use of self-talk addresses a gap in 

the literature, with the exception of one study (Maenpaa et al., 2020) for understanding 

how nursing students motivate themselves to persist. The data on self-talk can serve as an 

important factor in finding effective ways for educators to better support nursing student 

persistence.  

Organization and Field Impacts 

 There remains much work to be done in the effort to improve nursing student 

persistence. As previously discussed in the literature review, research shows that the 

curriculum is rigorous, clinical learning is emotionally difficult, and nursing students 

experience moderate to high levels of stress while simultaneously navigating the 

transition to independent adulthood typical of traditional-aged college students. Most 

colleges offer an array of academic and emotional supports through advising, tutoring, 

peer mentoring, social events, faculty office hours, and counselling services. However, 
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the support strategy of genuine personal connection is notably missing, although it has 

been inferred in the literature on nursing student dropout for many years (Bakker et al., 

2018; Deary et al., 2003; Figen & Avci, 2020; Glossop, 2002; Jeffreys, 2004; Jeffreys, 

2007; Johnson et al., 2009; Kukkonen et al., 2016; Labrague et al., 2028; Maenpaa et al., 

2020; McKenzie & Brown, 2017; Merkley, 2016; Mooring, 2016; Randle, 2003; Senturk 

& Dogan, 2018; Ten Hoeve et al., 2017a; Ten Hoeve et al., 2017b). Faculty can develop 

genuine personal connections with students through individualized, focused, and attentive 

listening to students: their stories, fears, dreams, hardships, and perceived abilities to 

overcome them. These lived realities and feelings are at the root of students’ decisions to 

drop out or persist, and there is no shortcut strategy that bypasses the need for faculty to 

create and maintain deep and personally engaging relationships with their students if they 

want to offer effective support. These authentic relationships need to exist in conjunction 

with the traditional campus supports of academic and counselling services, mentoring, 

and advising. 

 A real-life account may assist in understanding the very unique and 

simultaneously universal stories behind nursing students’ decisions to persist. Kenda, a 

pseudonym for a nursing student well-known to the researcher, is a current senior in the 

nursing program at a small private college. She decided on this career path while taking a 

LNA course in high school, and family and friends readily describe her innate tendency 

toward authentic compassion, especially with people who are vulnerable. Kenda is a 

traditional-age college student. Although her first language is French, she is fluent in 

English. With a sociable personality, she easily made friends, felt she belonged in the 

nursing program, and passed all her classes during the first two years of school.  
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 Unfortunately, COVID-19 restrictions interfered with her junior year: classes 

moved from in-person to online, clinical practicums were cancelled, and Kenda felt 

isolated and alone. She had no interaction with faculty or peers, no opportunity to apply 

concepts of patient care in clinical settings, and she felt disconnected from the content 

when listening to recorded lectures. She worried about failure and questioned whether 

she wanted to be a nurse. Halfway through the semester, Kenda left school, moved home, 

and considered dropping out of nursing school.  

 Family encouragement convinced Kenda to return to campus in the fall when 

COVID-19 restrictions had eased, and several factors were highly influential in her 

decision to remain a nursing major. First and foremost was the opportunity to connect, in 

person, with faculty and peers. Her sense of isolation lifted, she felt valued by faculty, 

and she eagerly discussed class content with other students. Additionally, clinical 

practicums resumed, and Kenda got hands-on nursing practice. She realized that she is an 

experiential learner who needs to articulate and apply concepts for them to make sense. 

She felt capable of learning again. Through interactions with staff nurses during clinical, 

Kenda identified specific aspects of clinical care that she likes and can now picture 

herself becoming one of the nurses she admires for their knowledge, skills, and 

compassion. With the renewal of meaningful peer, faculty, and professional connections, 

her self-talk changed as she experienced an environment that supports her learning style 

and meets her social and emotional needs.  

 Kenda’s story, though unique, also reveals a shared experience of many nursing 

students: fear of failure, a sense of isolation, or a fear-based disconnect from clinical 

environments. Reasons unrelated to COVID-19 include their own anxiety, not fitting in 
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with peers, indifferent faculty, feeling overwhelmed with the heavy workload, or 

competing demands from family or employment obligations. These factors are well-

documented in the literature, and all can lead to dropout from nursing school. Nurse 

educators may never know why students choose to persist instead of dropping out unless 

they intentionally listen to students’ stories and perceptions, and this lack of 

understanding may prevent faculty from offering effective support at crucial junctions in 

a student’s education. 

Potential Actions for Educators and Leaders 

 Many nursing students will be successful with the current services for academic 

and emotional support, but the enduring 30-50% dropout rate suggests that those services 

are not adequate. Jeffreys agreed that nurse educators do not know enough about why 

nursing students stay in school (M. Jeffreys, personal communication, February 7, 2020), 

and Bakker surmised that nursing students need personal, ongoing connections with 

faculty mentors throughout their time in school. In fact, nursing programs in the 

Netherlands, where Bakker teaches, have recently incorporated weekly meetings between 

nursing faculty mentors and small groups of students (E. Bakker, personal 

communication, February 12, 2020). Despite decades of research in developing his 

student persistence model, Tinto acknowledged that he has not considered how students 

apply the constructs from the model to their attitudes, behaviors, and decisions through 

self-talk (V. Tinto, personal communication, February 14, 2020). This study identifies 

self-talk themes that nursing students used to motivate themselves to persist beyond the 

challenges they faced, and these data validate the constructs of Tinto’s model as well as 

the need for educators to know how students apply those constructs to their own nursing 
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school experiences. The proposed relationship between the constructs of Tinto’s model of 

student persistence and self-talk is thus depicted in Figure 2.  

Limitations 

 Limitations of this study include its small sample size, homogeneity of the 

participants, and their potentially unique experiences in one nursing program at a small 

university in New England. The researcher’s familiarity with the participants may be 

either a limitation or a benefit. Participants may have been reluctant to disclose 

information about their experiences despite assurances of anonymity. Conversely, they 

may have felt an allegiance or camaraderie with the researcher and been fully truthful. 

Member checking the themes was intended to mitigate either possibility, and no 

participants disputed the themes. Anecdotal feedback from numerous participants 

indicates that they appreciated the opportunity to share their experiences and self-talk for 

the research. Despite these limitations, the data tells the stories of 26 individual students, 

and data saturation confirms that their experiences and self-talk share commonalities with 

each other and with existing theories and empirical research. The validity of their similar 

experiences and self-talk through comparison to Tinto’s (2017) model and data in the 

literature confirms the importance of including nursing student voices in strategies to 

support their success.  

 Considering that each nursing student is unique and thus faces their own 

individual challenges, there is likely no universal strategy for educators to offer more 

effective support toward persistence. On the contrary, a strong argument could be made 

that nurse educators must make a concerted effort to establish and maintain deep and 

meaningful connections with their students. Through these interactions and long-term 
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engagement, nursing students may willingly share their stories and self-talk about their 

fears, challenges, hopes, and perceived capabilities. Nurse educators can then better guide 

students through the academic and emotional attitudes and behaviors needed for 

persistence. Some of these attitudes and behaviors are revealed through the self-talk of 

the participants in this study: organizing their time, putting the workload in context, 

talking about coursework with friends, staying grounded, building confidence, and never 

giving up. In short, there is no reasonable alternative to nursing faculty conscientiously 

working to build authentic relationships with their students if they intend to offer 

effective support.  

Recommendations for Advocacy 

 Concrete guidelines and action steps can be made toward implementing action 

steps with research findings, such as creating authentic and meaningful relationships 

between nurse educators and students. Faculty serve as role models, especially in a caring 

profession such as nursing, and can assume some responsibility for building and 

maintaining rapport with students.  

Recommendation 1: Nursing faculty can organize and attend cohort meetings and social 

events at the beginning of each semester to promote a sense of belonging among students 

and between students and faculty.  

Recommendation 2: Faculty can meet with students in small groups outside of class and 

in addition to academic advising to discuss academic, social, or emotional problems 

students may be having. These meetings may establish trust and can also be used to 

celebrate student accomplishments as a means of bolstering self-efficacy.  
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Recommendation 3: Faculty can develop intentional awareness during course instruction 

of the language they use and the contexts within which they discuss clinical practice to 

avoid marginalizing any sub-groups among students. Creating this culture of safety and 

inclusion may increase a sense of belonging for all students.  

Recommendation 4: Faculty can offer and encourage student opportunities to meet 

privately to discuss any personal concerns. During all meetings with students, faculty can 

explicitly ask students what they tell themselves when they feel challenged or 

overwhelmed. With this knowledge, faculty may be able to help students change their 

negative self-talk into more positive and motivating self-talk messages.  

Recommendation 5: From a faculty and program development perspective, nursing 

program faculty and leaders can examine their practices and policies to identify the 

assumptions, expectations, and attitudes they engender. Does the policy language imply 

blame? Are consequences intended as punishment or opportunities for improvement? Are 

students perceived as contributors to the program or merely beneficiaries of the learning 

opportunities?  

Recommendation 6: Faculty can consider inviting students to participate on curriculum 

and program evaluation committees to elicit their input and develop their understanding 

of the larger context of nursing education.  

 Numerous books exist on transformational leadership and shared governance that 

may be useful for including students in program and curriculum development. Inherent in 

the quandary of nursing student attrition and its solution is the voice of students 

themselves to describe their insights and perceptions: what self-talk do they use and how 
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can nurse educators intentionally listen to those self-talk messages to more effectively 

understand students’ challenges and support student persistence.  

Reflective Summary 

 Several components of the recommended improvement strategies have been put 

into place at the local university. Over the past four years, a summer bridge course for in-

coming first-year nursing students has been offered and well-attended, and the project 

was presented by the researcher at a regional nurse educator’s conference. Nursing 

faculty at the local university meet frequently with students for academic and personal 

concerns as well as social events, and the Student Nurses Association has an active peer 

mentoring program. The university offers free tutoring, academic support services, and 

mental health counselling.  

 Even with these supports, more can be done, and the data from this study confirm 

the need for faculty to better understand students’ lived experiences and the content of 

their self-talk. Despite the availability of the aforementioned supports, participants’ 

narratives show that self-talk continues to include fear of failure, low self-efficacy, and 

personal and academic challenges that could thwart persistence. The faculty role could 

include intentional development of trusting relationships with students, yet little in 

academia promotes those efforts. Perhaps the traditional focus on faculty expectations for 

teaching, service, and scholarship could be amended to include student support. If student 

retention is a concern for academic institutions, it may behoove their administrators to 

enable and encourage faculty to develop meaningful connections with students. When 

they feel valued, respected, and heard, students may share their fears, hopes, and the self-

talk they use to persist with their faculty.  
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 Future research on self-talk of nursing students could include more specific 

questions about their challenges and self-talk messages. For this research, the narrative 

prompt was intentionally open-ended because scant data exists on what nursing students 

tell themselves to motivate themselves to persist. Future research can build on this 

foundation to validate the findings and add to what is known about nursing student 

challenges, self-talk and how both are associated with decisions to persist.  

 For this study, email contact proved to be an effective means for communication 

and dissemination of the aggregate data for member checking. Most young adults are 

adept at electronic communication, and no barriers arose with this method. Several 

participants had difficulty opening the word.docx consent form and aggregate data table, 

and sending these as a pdf may be preferable for future queries. When participants did 

encounter this difficulty, they emailed or texted the researcher to report the problem. 

Frequent checking of email and texts is recommended along with prompt replies.   

 The data from this study were triangulated via three cohorts of nursing student 

graduates across a three-year time frame, thus encompassing their lived experiences 

during a total of four years at the university. To strengthen the validity of findings from 

this research, comparison with recent graduates from other nursing programs may be 

helpful. The data from this study can also be brought to current nursing students for 

review and discussion to examine how it compares with their own lived experiences of 

challenges, self-talk, and motivation to persist. Given the individualized nature of the 

challenges students face and the self-talk they use, more data can only benefit the 

understanding of associations between nursing students’ self-talk and persistence in 

college. To emphasize, student experiences and the voices they use to describe those 
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stories matter; students use self-talk to evaluate and reflect on their experiences; and 

students’ self-talk can drive their motivation to persist in nursing school. As part of their 

cultivated mentorship relationships with students, faculty are encouraged to listen 

frequently and attentively.    
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Appendix A. University and DON Statements 

University Vision Statement 

Plymouth State University is a visionary institution at the hub of an ever-growing 

creative community where students, faculty, staff, and alumni are actively transforming 

themselves and the region. We develop ideas and solutions for a connected world and 

produce society’s global leaders within interdisciplinary integrated clusters, open labs, 

partnerships and through entrepreneurial, innovative, and experiential learning (Plymouth 

State University, n.d.). 

University Mission Statement 

Plymouth State University serves the state of New Hampshire and the world beyond by 

transforming our students through advanced practices where engaged learning produces 

well-educated undergraduates and by providing graduate education that deepens and 

advances knowledge and enhances professional development.  With distinction, we 

connect with community and business partners for economic development, technological 

advances, healthier living, and cultural enrichment with a special commitment of service 

to the North Country and Lakes Region of New Hampshire (Plymouth State University, 

n.d.).  

DON Vision Statement 

The Department of Nursing’s vision is to prepare nurses to deliver patient-centered care 

as members of an interdisciplinary team, emphasizing teamwork and collaboration, 

safety, evidence-based practice, quality improvement, and informatics (PSU Department 

of Nursing, 2021).  
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DON Mission Statement 

The Department of Nursing’s mission is to provide nursing curricula that supports 

excellence in nursing education. We educate future nursing leaders to provide innovative, 

high quality, accessible health care to the geographic regions of Plymouth and beyond, 

connecting with local and global health care communities. We teach practices that 

promote the health and well-being of diverse individuals, families, communities, 

populations, and systems. We graduate competent nurses who make sound clinical 

judgments, communicate effectively, and make decisions using the best evidence 

available, to practice in an interdisciplinary global healthcare environment (PSU 

Department of Nursing, 2021).  

DON Program Philosophy 

The Plymouth State Nursing Program derives its philosophy from the Plymouth State 

University values and motto, Ut Prosim: That I May Serve. The Department of Nursing 

embraces innovative and creative approaches to interdisciplinary, culturally sensitive 

nursing practice. The faculty believe the purpose of a collegiate undergraduate education 

is to prepare the professional nurse whose practice is informed by theory and research to 

positively impact communities. The philosophy is further grounded in the competencies 

defined by the Nurse of the Future literature (MA Dept. of Higher Education, 2010) and 

the American Association of Colleges of Nursing (AACN) Essentials of Baccalaureate 

Education (PSU Department of Nursing, 2021).  

DON Educational Philosophy 

The PSU Nursing Department provides a supportive learning environment for nursing 

students in the classroom, clinical arena, and the greater community. The pursuit of a 
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career in the profession of nursing implies a spirit of lifelong learning; in that vein, the 

Nursing Department seeks to partner with students and communities of interest to create 

a mutual teaching and learning continuum wherein we all learn from each other. This 

spirit of inquiry is encouraged through discovery of the arts and sciences of nursing, 

using a problem-solving approach, whereby students and faculty alike find meaning in 

their nursing practice, within a framework of mutual respect. The essence of nursing lies 

in service to people in need; the PSU motto embraces this spirit of service to our 

community (PSU Department of Nursing, 2021).  
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Appendix B. Qualtrics Survey and Research Consent Form 

Self-talk Research Survey 
 

 
Start of Block: Default Question Block 
 
Q1 What year did you graduate from PSU? 

o 2019  (1)  

o 2020  (2)  

o 2021  (3)  

 
 
 
Q2 Gender 

o Male  (1)  

o Female  (2)  

o Non-binary / third gender  (3)  

o Prefer not to say  (4)  

 
 
 
Q6 How old were you when you graduated from PSU? 

o 22 or younger  (1)  

o 23-25  (2)  

o Older than 25  (3)  
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Q4 How many years were you in the Nursing program at PSU? 

o 4  (1)  

o 5  (2)  

o 6  (3)  

 
 
 
Q5 What experience did you have before or during nursing school? Leave blank if none.  

o LNA or CNA  (1)  

o EMT  (2)  

o LPN  (3)  

 
 
 
Q7 In the space below, please describe any times during nursing school that you felt extremely 
challenged or overwhelmed or thought about quitting. What did you tell yourself (the little voice 
in your head) to keep going and finish nursing school? 
 
 
 
 

________________________________________________________________ 
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INFORMED CONSENT FORM  
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE 

VOLUNTARILY IN A RESEARCH INVESTIGATION 
PLYMOUTH STATE UNIVERSITY 

 
INVESTIGATOR(S) NAME: Julie Fagan, MSN, RN 
 
STUDY TITLE: Exploring the Relationship Between Self-talk and Motivation to      
Complete Nursing School 
 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

Data is needed on the self-talk that nursing students use to motivate themselves to 
overcome the challenges they face because too many nursing students drop out of 
college. The purpose of this study is to examine the self-talk of recently graduated 
nursing students to identify themes related to self-motivated persistence. Knowing what 
students tell themselves to overcome the adversities they face in nursing school and how 
that self-talk relates to motivation and persistence may help faculty to effectively support 
more students toward graduation and nursing practice. 
 
You are being asked to be a participant in the study because you graduated from nursing 
school within the past three years.  
 
DESCRIPTION OF THE STUDY 

The aim of the study is to explore the self-talk of nursing students who recently completed 
the nursing program to identify self-talk themes and relationships between self-talk and 
motivation to persist. I hope to learn what students tell themselves to overcome challenges 
during a four-year nursing program. I will ask you to complete a Qualtrics survey with four 
demographic questions and a written narrative to describe your challenges and the self-talk 
you used to overcome them to finish school. The questions and your narrative response 
based on an open-ended prompt will be completed via Qualtrics, and the survey is attached 
to this email. There is no cost to participate in the study.  
 
RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS  

As a participant in this study, you will complete a Qualtrics survey to share your challenges 
during nursing school and the self-talk you used to overcome them and finish school. The 
experiences you share are meant to inform teaching and support practices. You can 
decide what information and experiences you want to share, and no further follow-up 
questions will be asked. Completion of the survey should take no more than 1 hour, but 
you make take more time if you choose to.  
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BENEFITS  
There may be no direct benefits of participating in this study. However, the knowledge 
received may be of value to nursing faculty, future nursing students, and the healthcare 
system through increased numbers of students completing nursing school and becoming 
licensed to practice.  
 
ALTERNATIVE PROCEDURES 

The alternative is to not participate in the study. 

 
CONFIDENTIALITY 
All documents and information pertaining to this research study will be kept confidential in 
accordance with all applicable federal, state, and local laws and regulations. The data 
generated by the study may be reviewed by Plymouth State University's Institutional 
Review Board, which is the committee responsible for ensuring your welfare and rights as a 
research participant, to assure proper conduct of the study and compliance with university 
regulations. If any presentations or publication result from this research, you will not be 
identified by name.  
 
If you choose to participate in this study, you will receive an email following data analysis 
to review and comment on the accuracy of aggregate data, meaning deidentified group data 
in which no responses can be linked to any one participant. All names and email contacts of 
participants will be separate from the Qualtrics survey and stored by the researcher as 
separate electronic files, protected by password and accessible solely by the researcher. No 
participant identification will be released to a third party, and no deidentified data will be 
used for future research. Data will be reported in aggregate format using pseudonyms and 
may be used in presentations or publications. The information collected during this study 
will be kept for 1 year from the date of collection and will then be electronically deleted. 
There will be no hard copies of collected data.  
 
TERMINATION OF PARTICIPATION  
You may choose to withdraw from this study at any time and for any reason. If you choose 
to drop out of the study, you may contact the investigator and your name and email contact 
will be deleted from the participant file. Narrative and demographic data will be anonymous 
and cannot be destroyed for any one participant.  
 
COMPENSATION 
You will not receive payment for being in this study. Participation in this study is strictly 
voluntary. There will be no cost to you for participating in this research. 
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INJURY COMPENSATION 
Neither Plymouth State University nor any government or other agency funding this 
research project will provide special services, free care, or compensation for any injuries 
resulting from this research. Treatment for such injuries will be at your expense and/or paid 
through your medical plan. 
 
QUESTIONS  
As a participant, I agree that all of my questions have been answered to my satisfaction and 
if I have further questions about this study, I may contact Julie Fagan by cell phone at (603) 
991-8482 or jmfagan1@plymouth.edu. If I have any questions about the rights of research 
participants, I may call the Chairperson of the Plymouth State University Institutional 
Review Board at 603-535-2915. 
 
VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION 

I understand that my participation in this study is entirely voluntary, and that refusal to 
participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits to me. I am free to withdraw or refuse 
consent, or to discontinue my participation in this study at any time without penalty or 
consequence.  
 
By signing this consent electronically and completing this survey, I am giving consent for 
my responses to be reviewed and used as aggregate data for research on nursing student 
persistence. No response by any individual student will be connected to that student by 
name or other identifier.  
 
I voluntarily give my consent to participate in this research study. I understand that I will be 
given a copy of this consent form. Signatures: 
 
Participants Name : __________________________      Date ___________    
                                      
I, the undersigned, certify that to the best of my knowledge, the subject signing this consent 
form has had the study fully and carefully explained by me and have been given an 
opportunity to ask any questions regarding the nature, risks, and benefits of participation in 
this research study.  
 
Investigator’s Name: Julie Fagan     
 
Investigator’s Signature   ______________________      Date ____________ 
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Appendix C. Participant Recruitment Email 

Dear PSU Nursing graduate, 
 
 You are invited to participate in a research study for my dissertation topic: 

Exploring the Relationship Between Self-talk and Motivation to Complete Nursing 

school. The purpose of this study is to examine the self-talk that nursing students use to 

motivate themselves to overcome the challenges they face in nursing school. Given the 

current nursing shortage, every nursing student is needed for practice. Your participation 

in this study may provide valuable information to help nursing faculty design more 

effective strategies to support nursing students to succeed and graduate from college. 

 
To participate in this study:  

• Read and electronically sign the attached consent form 
• Return the consent form by email to jmfagan1@plymouth.edu 
• Complete the Qualtrics survey at the link below 

 
The consent form and the Qualtrics survey are separate. Your response on the survey is 
anonymous and cannot be traced back to you. Only aggregate (group) data will be 
reported in the dissertation and no response will be linked to any individual person.  
Your participation in this study would be greatly appreciated. Completing the survey 
should take no more than one hour, although you may take more time if you choose to. 
You do not need to share any information or experiences that you prefer to keep private. 
 
 Please contact me by email, text, or phone with any questions: jmfagan1@plymouth.edu 
or (603) 991-8482. 
 
Thank you! 
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Appendix D. Permission to Use Tinto Model 

Email dated 1/14/21 
 
Julie: 
 
Feel free to use my model.  Let me suggest that before doing so, you should read, if 
you have not already done so, my 2015 article entitled “Through the Eyes of 
Students.”  It reflects a range of recent writings, the most recent of which looks at 
different forms of student engagement and their impact on student motivation and 
persistence. 
 
Sincerely 
 
vincent tinto 
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