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An introduction

to nursing...

As I struggled my way through nursing school, I never expected my first job
as a nurse to feel like this; I was too busy dreaming of the day when I could
hold the title of Registered Nurse.

I never expected to come home crying. I never expected that, at times, I'd

mumble the words “I hate my job.” I never expected many of the challenges I
face daily-but here I am, six weeks into my first hospital job, fighting to
make it. Here I am, figuring out what it means to be a nurse, learning what
to expect.

It is early afternoon, and I have just finished administering my last midday
medication. I emerge from the patient’s room to find that five call bells are
buzzing; there is no other nurse or aide in sight. I begin to wonder if
everyone 1is purposely disappearing in order to test the new kid.

I walk into the closest room. The patient asks me to adjust her bed; I begin
elevating its head.

“Tell me when to stop,” I say.
“Stop,” she says. “No, no, go up some more.wait..back down..a little more up.”

Buzz. Buzz. Buzz. I feel the anxiety building inside. I have several
assessments to document, two wound dressings to change and endless other
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menial tasks to complete. Buzz. Buzz. Buzz. I pull the covers up to the
woman'’s neck, give her the call bell and ask if she needs anything else while
silently hoping she doesn’t.

I walk out of the room; four call lights are still on. Buzz. Buzz. Buzz. I
look desperately for someone to whom I can delegate something—a critical
survival skill they drilled into our heads in nursing school. There’s still
no one around, so I run to the next room.

The patient in this room has been incontinent of bowel. I will need to do a
complete bed change, give the patient new briefs and new clothes, thoroughly
clean him and provide skincare; this will take a while. Buzz. Buzz. Buzz. 1
feel a little sick. Then I remember that Room 25 wants his pain medication
promptly at 1:51 p.m., and I have nine minutes before he’ll be leaning on the
bell.

I roll my patient to the left over the mass of soiled bedding, then to the
right, pull the soiled sheets and pad away and straighten the fresh bedding.
Then I pull the blankets up to his neck and hand him his call bell.

“Is there anything else I can do?” I ask, managing a smile.

Buzz. Buzz. Buzz. My anxiety is choking the words as they come out of my
mouth. If he says he needs something, I may not survive this day...

I walk out of the room; three call lights are still on!
Where is everyone? I scream silently, heading to the next room.

I reposition the third patient; I toilet the fourth; I give Tylenol to the
last, then sit down to document all that I have done. Then I remember Room
25's pain medication. I jump up to pull it from the Pyxis (the medication-
dispensing machine) and bring it to his room. I feel overwhelmed and
stressed—certain that the other nurses and aides are hiding so that I'll have
to answer all the call bells. I chuckle as I imagine them all hiding in the
supply room together. A more likely explanation is that they themselves are
tied up. Given the number of severely ill patients in this hospital, the
nurse-to-patient ratio is unrealistically Llow.

Either way, I'm too stressed, overwhelmed and naive to the profession to
know. What I do know is that there’s rarely anyone around to help, and it is
wearing on my soul.

I knew that, as a new nurse, I'd need to take my licks. I was warned about
passive aggression by the staff, and how nurses are sometimes said to eat
their young. Perhaps this is happening here, or perhaps my fellow nurses also
feel stressed and overwhelmed.

I expected some of the challenges I face, but I never imagined that it would
be like this.

Today I missed my lunch again. I haven’t used the bathroom in more than eight
hours, and I still have a pile of work to do before the end of my shift.



Buzz. Buzz. Buzz.
Mustering a smile, I walk into the patient’s room.

“Can I help you?” I ask.

n

“I need to use the bathroom,” she says.

Tenderly, I help move her legs to the side of the bed. Patiently, I wait
while she eases herself forward. Gently, I help her to a standing position
while she finds her balance on her walker. I walk with her to the bathroom. I
help her with her pants and briefs. I wipe her bottom and add protective
cream. Then, carefully, I help her back into bed.

I pull the blankets up to her chin, hand her the call bell and ask, “Is there
anything else I can do for you?”

n

She grabs my arm. “You’'re a good nurse,
gentle.”

she says. “They’re not all so

My heart feels full, my anxiety melts away, and I remember why I wanted to be
a nurse. I could never have expected it to feel this fulfilling or be this
meaningful. And yet I'm still figquring out what it means to be a nurse.

A day in the life of a nurse is hard, with challenging patients, demanding
doctors, and a nearly endless task list. A day in the life of a new nurse is
brutal, with layers of additional challenges—learning new systems and
procedures, establishing working relationships. It can seem at best daunting,
at worst impossible.

Sometimes, like just now, my patients give me a little reminder of why I do
what I do; most of the time, I have to remind myself.

So while working through my day, I find myself chanting a little mantra. I
say: “I do what I do to touch people’s lives, to give them a glimpse of
kindness in a world that is so often unkind.”

And I recall my own personal experience—the one that helped me persevere
through nursing school.

For many months I lived bedside with my two critically ill sons during their
hospitalizations—one during treatment for brain cancer when he was one year
old, the other with an anoxic brain injury when he was thirteen. During those
hospitalizations, a handful of nurses absolutely transformed our experience.
They offered hope, they offered joy, they provided safe and competent care,
and they conveyed genuine concern and acceptance. Through the ways they cared
for us, they made the unbearable almost tolerable.

Those nurses made such an impression on me that now, every day, I strive to
emulate them. Every day, I strive to touch someone’s life the way they
touched mine. A part of who they are as nurses has become part of who I am as
a nurse. It’s entered into my mantra and my philosophy—and, hopefully, into
the way I care for my patients.



Did those nurses cry during their early days on the hospital floors? Did they
struggle to adjust to the nursing profession? I don’t know—but I do know that
they must have persevered.

And so will I.
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