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Introduction



You are about to embark on the journey of a lifetime. You think that nursing school has prepared you for what lies ahead . . . until you begin your first job and are flooded with a huge patient load, more charting than you can finish, and multiple questions from family members, each requiring an immediate answer (that you don’t have!). You need to get a handle on the situation and get oriented before you start to feel disoriented.


How can you calm the fast pace of your beating heart (or in professional diagnostic terms, your “situational tachycardia”)? Don’t worry, this book is here to help. It’s filled with quotes and advice from several hundred nurses who have been there and done that . . . and now want to make the journey easier for you.


Packed with everything from down-to-earth humor (“There’s nothing like eating popcorn from an unused bedpan!”) to frank insights about maintaining motivation on the job (“Work with your heart. Every chance to learn, love, and be compassionate is a moment well spent”) while including practical tips (“A good pair of bandage scissors will last a lifetime”), this book is designed to help you survive—and even thrive—during your first 100 days as a new nurse.


True to their mission of nurturing others, the nurses who contributed to this book want to help you up, over, and around the hurdles that they themselves faced. They want to make your beginning steps more confident so that you can stride with ease.


Welcome to the ranks.





CHAPTER 1



The Reality Check


“Nursing school definitely did not prepare me for all the poop I cleaned up in my first hundred days as a nurse.”


–Intensive care unit nurse, Lynchburg, VA


Congratulations! You are about to make the world’s most rewarding profession not just your job but your career. It is a lifelong journey like no other.


On the pages that follow, the Voices of Experience will weigh in on why they became nurses. More likely than not, you will hear some of your thoughts echoed in theirs. In turn, you will be given a heads-up as they discuss some of the surprises that come with the territory. Even though the dream has finally come true, there are going to be difficult days. The best thing is to be prepared. So read on to find out just what those reasons for nursing are, and to learn about some of the challenges that await.


MIND THE GAP


From one nurse to another, you should know a well-kept secret about nursing—there’s a bigger gap than you think between nursing school and the “real world.” While you’ll find nursing to be a meaningful and worthwhile profession, every experienced nurse will tell you that you’re in for some eye-opening surprises at the beginning . . . some good, some not.


Wondering what those surprises could be? In this chapter, seasoned nurses describe the surprises they found, so that you’ll step onto the job prepared for the unexpected.



SCHOOL DAZE



“Nothing was done like I was taught in school. Things are dictated by the Policy & Procedures manual created by the institution where you’re working—so know your P&P!”


–OB-GYN nurse, St. Louis, MO


“Simple things not learned in nursing school seemed complex and difficult until mastered. Every night when I came home from work I had to study about words, illnesses, and tests that I had never heard of.”


–Telemetry nurse, Kunkletown, PA


“Because the material you learn in nursing school is so broad, if you are going into a focused area at your new job, it helps to relearn the material specific to that job before you start.”


–Neonatal intensive care unit nurse, Atlanta, GA


“It was a lot more liberating than nursing school—there was more freedom to practice your knowledge in a real setting.”


–Emergency department nurse, Santa Clarita, CA


LEARNING AT THE SPEED OF LIGHT


“The first hundred days were scary, but a good opportunity to learn new things by being patient, asking lots of questions, and doing hands-on training.”


–OB-GYN nurse, Olathe, KS


“I was really surprised at how much I didn’t know. The best thing that I ever did was to accept my limited knowledge base and let the more experienced nurses guide me.”


–Pediatric nurse, Chicago, IL


“I learned that you can’t do everything by the book and you have to expect to make mistakes.”


–Intensive care unit nurse, Franklin, OH


“Be ready to let go of the false belief that you must ‘know everything’ in order to be a good nurse. It will all come together. The imposter syndrome, while rampant among new nurses, doesn’t serve us well!”


–Geriatric nurse, Gaston, OR


PRESSURE


“My orientation was fast and furious.”


–Hospital staff nurse, Charleston, SC


“The most difficult adjustment has been learning to practice the art of caring and the science of nursing in the task-oriented, efficiency-driven environment. My greatest disappointment and frustrations come when the patient most needs my presence, but my assignments allow for three to five minutes with her.”


–Long-term care nurse, Gaston, OR


“Time management and prioritizing were even more important and crucial than I imagined as a student. I had a full load of very sick patients who all needed tons of medications and treatments.”


–Pediatric nurse, El Cerrito, CA



ORGANIZATION



“I don’t think I realized how much a nurse was truly responsible for. We are the ones who keep everyone coordinated. Everyone depends on you to get ‘it’ done—no matter what ‘it’ might be!”


–Intensive care unit nurse, Parkton, MD


“In the first hundred days you learn that nursing is not all patient care. There’s a ton of paperwork to be done as well.”


–Telemetry nurse, Brick, NJ


“My first hundred days was all about the process of how to get things done. All it takes is one glitch in the process to slow your shift to a screeching halt. You realize there are multiple ways to accomplish any task.”


–Orthopedic nurse, Seabrook, TX



WORKING ON THE HEALTH-CARE TEAM



“Not all nurses remember what it was like to be a new nurse. If they had remembered, it would not have been ‘baptism by fire.’”


–Surgical nurse, Carversville, PA


“Most nurses were actually very supportive and informative despite rumors of the opposite, but there were still a few that weren’t. Watch out for those few!”


–Emergency department nurse, Hagerstown, MD


“I wasn’t prepared for the range of personalities of the doctors and nurses I was working with. You have to quickly adapt to each personality over the course of the day.”


–Surgical nurse, Des Plaines, IL



PATIENTS AND PATIENCE



“In some ways, patient care was easier than it was in nursing school because my instructors weren’t breathing down my neck. However, in other ways it was harder because I was on my own.”


–Surgical nurse, Ashland, KY


“There is so much you didn’t learn in school, especially the actual meaning of caring; it’s something you have within you, not something you learned in Caring 101.”


–Orthopedic nurse, Winona, MN


“As an RN you are dealing with the different lifestyles of patients and their family members. One really has to be tolerant of others.”


–Oncology nurse, St. Paul, MN


“You need to have a strong sense of yourself, so that you know what you can give to patients and where you may need guidance or assistance.”


–Pediatric nurse, Baltimore, MD


RESPONSIBILITY FOR LIVES


“Patients can crash on you in seconds. No two days are ever the same.”


–Emergency department nurse, Berlin, NJ


“I never thought that I would be taking care of eight patients at a time who were each extremely sick. . . . It was really scary.”


–Surgical nurse, Barnesville, GA


“My first patient coded on the O.R. table and did not survive. Realizing the patient’s life is dependent upon what you do, and even what you don’t do, is sobering.”


–Operating room nurse, Lynchburg, VA


A RANGE OF EMOTIONS


“I never would have guessed how emotional it is to be a new nurse. In one day I would feel extremely proud of myself, disappointed in myself, angry, sad, stressed, or even all of these at once.”


–Cardiac intensive care unit nurse, Columbia, MD


“It was everything I thought it would be and more: hectic, exhausting, and rewarding all at the same time.”


–Home-care nurse, Cerritos, CA


“I learned and saw more in my first hundred days than I ever thought I would see in my entire career. It was overwhelming but exhilarating.”


–Medical telemetry nurse, Piedmont, CA


If you think all of that is a lot to deal with, don’t worry! Starting with the next chapter, this book will give you all the info you need to travel comfortably through uncharted territory and master each challenge you come across. Chapter 2 deals specifically with preparing yourself before you even begin your first job.





CHAPTER 2



Starting Off on the Right Foot


“Make sure you have a nice comfy pair of shoes—there are many miles to be walked.”


–Emergency department nurse, Egg Harbor Township, NJ


Your choice of where to accept your first nursing job will set the stage for the rest of your career. Rather than feeling alone with the enormity of this decision, know that you are in good company—experienced nurses want to help you get the information you need to choose a job and give you practical advice on how to begin that job with confidence.


This chapter will aid with finding a job, determining what questions to ask about potential positions, and rating the possibilities. It will also describe some tools of the trade that will make your workday easier. Remember: The pathway to success starts even before your first day on the job!


EXPLORE JOB CHARACTERISTICS


One of the best ways to know if a nursing position is the right fit for you is to find out as much about it as you can in advance! That way, you head off any surprises and will be well informed (and therefore more relaxed) during your first hundred days on the job. Here are some questions to ask before you accept a job offer:


QUESTIONS FOR THE EMPLOYMENT OFFICE


[image: image] Do you have a new-graduate orientation program? How long does it last, and how is it combined with regular work hours?


[image: image] Will a preceptor or a mentor be assigned for an introductory period? How long will that last?


[image: image] How much paid time off do you allow for attendance at training and continuing education courses?


[image: image] Do you reimburse tuition costs for higher education courses?


[image: image] What would you say are the top two or three qualities of the most successful nurses currently working here?


[image: image] Do you have a system of merit-based raises, or are there pay increases for length of service?


QUESTIONS FOR THE CLINICAL TEAM


[image: image] How many other nurses work in that capacity, and are some of them recent grads?


[image: image] Are there any choices about shift length or start time?


[image: image] At what point do you pay overtime or differential pay?


[image: image] Would I be required to rotate to other shifts or float to other units?


[image: image] Will I have to be on call? If yes, how often?


[image: image] Are there opportunities for increased responsibility later on in the position?


[image: image] What is the staffing ratio of nurses to patients?



RECOGNIZING A JEWEL OF A JOB



The characteristics of the first organization that you choose to join are crucial to your eventual career success and satisfaction. Here’s a checklist of choices to help you identify the best of what’s out there:


[image: image] Room to grow professionally


[image: image] Colleagues working together as a team


[image: image] Availability of role model or mentor


[image: image] Ongoing educational resources


[image: image] Atmosphere that welcomes input and questions


[image: image] Policies and procedures that are clear and consistent


[image: image] Appreciation of individual talents


[image: image] Variety of tasks and challenges



SCOPE OUT THE SCENE



“Make sure they give you a detailed job description. Get as much information on what duties you will be performing prior to taking the job to make sure you are comfortable with the expectations.”


–Pediatric nurse, Danville, IL


“Talk to the nurses on the floor you will be working on. The nurses are the floor and will give the new grad more insight into how the floor is run.”


–Cardiology nurse, Morristown, NJ


“During the interview with the nurse recruiter, you should ask about the turnover rate on the unit you are going to work. If they have frequent postings, try to find out why the turnover rate is so high.”


–Rehabilitation nurse, Bridgeport, NJ


“Take your own tour of the area. Check out the people you will be working with and see if your personality ‘fits’ in the work environment you are seeking to enter.”


–Rehabilitation nurse, Rancho Sante Fe, CA


SHARE AND SHADOW


Once you’ve chosen a place to work, it never hurts to get yourself situated before your first day. Experienced nurses advise the following:


“Shadowing is a wonderful thing. Shadow a nurse who works on the floor where you are going to start your new job for four hours (or even eight hours if you have the time), just to get a feel for what is in store for you.”


–Medical telemetry nurse, Kunkletown, PA


“I would definitely recommend a ‘share day’ on the unit of choice, to determine if the specialty is all that you thought it would be, rather than get into it because of first impressions as an outsider looking in.”


–OB-GYN nurse, Baltimore, MD


GIVE ME AN “S”


Once you’ve explored what your new work environment will be like, you’ll also want to be prepared with needed supplies. The majority of nurses in a wide range of fields agree that four items that start with the letter “S” are the most useful professional equipment for new nurses. Here are the winners:


Shoes: “Buy the most comfortable shoes you can afford to buy, and remember to replace them often.”


–Oncology nurse, Frederick, MD


Stethoscopes: “Listening to breath sounds is a skill, and having a good stethoscope will help.”


–Intensive care unit nurse, Franklin, OH


Scrubs: “Get a scrub jacket with lots of pockets.”


–OB-GYN nurse, Baltimore, MD


Scissors: “A good pair of bandage scissors will last a lifetime.”


–Medical-surgical nurse, Louann, AR


THE FEET COME FIRST!


What’s the number-one most important tool for nurses? Shoes, of course! Nurses find that being on their toes all day translates into a need to ensure that their feet are well supported. You don’t need to introduce white orthopedic shoes into your wardrobe, but whether you buy clogs or lace-ups, you need to pay particular attention to comfort. Check out the characteristics of each part of the shoe:


[image: image] Broad toe box—your toes should be able to spread out naturally. Toes are vital in maintaining your balance.


[image: image] Deep heel cup—to hold your protective tissue firmly in place. On hard surfaces, your own natural cushioning is stressed.
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