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Abstract

The concept of evidence-based practice (EBP) is very relevant in the current societal and healthcare climate that espouses consumerism, budget cuts, accountability, rapidly advancing technology and, of course, litigation. The main aim of evidence-based practice is to optimise outcomes for patients and clients by selecting interventions that have the greatest chance of success. EBP clearly has implications for nurse education and in particular the way in which research is presented and delivered to students. As nurse educators, the importance of introducing EBP at curricular level emerged as a priority. With this in mind, two undergraduate research modules were amalgamated and modified to embed a culture of EBP through the teaching, assessing and delivery of module content. A study aimed at evaluating this approach was undertaken simultaneously. The study design was descriptive exploratory using non-probability convenience sampling. Data collection involved the distribution of two separate questionnaires (Evidence Based Practice Beliefs Scale© and Evidence Based Practice Implementation Scale©). 
Background
The main aim of evidence-based practice (EBP) is to optimise outcomes for patients and clients by selecting interventions that have the greatest chance of success. EBP is defined as a problem solving approach to clinical practice that emphasises the use of best evidence in combination with the clinician’s experience as well as patient preferences and values to make the decision about care and treatment (Melnyk and Fineout-Overholt, 2005).  This approach is advocated in the current Health Strategy, which asserts that improving quality in the Irish health system requires the implementation of internationally recognised evidence-based guidelines and protocols (Department of Health and Children, 2001).  This study arose from both researchers having been afforded the opportunity to attend the Evidence-Based Practice Mentorship Immersion Programme at Arizona State University, USA. The aim of the EBP Mentorship Programme was to prepare staff nurse teams, clinical nurse specialists, advanced nurse practitioners and nurse educators to serve as leaders and mentors in changing organisational cultures through the promotion, implementation, and sustainability of EBP from administration to the bedside. As nurse educators the importance of introducing EBP at curricular level emerged as an immediate priority if these aims were to be achieved.

The Role of Education in Evidence-based Practice 
Teaching concepts of evidence-based practice to student nurses to enable them to recognise and deliver high quality care that is evidenced based is a key outcome of all nurse education programmes. The Irish Nursing Board (An Bord Altranais) requires that “students develop domains of competence and become safe, caring, competent decision makers, willing to accept personal and professional accountability for evidence-based nursing care”(An Bord Altranais, 2005,p.43). It is envisaged that the integration of evidence-based practice into nurse education will improve research knowledge and skills, enhance nursing care and exert a positive influence on continued professional development and lifelong learning among nurses. The question that emerged therefore for the researchers was ‘could the integration of evidence-based practice into an undergraduate nursing research module alter student nurses’ beliefs, values, attitudes and utilisation of evidence-based practice ?’
With this in mind, the researchers undertook to restructure their respective undergraduate research modules (2) and modify them to embed a culture of EBP through the teaching, learning and assessment of the module. Teaching, learning and assessment were structured around the Five Steps of EBP in an attempt to render the principles and process of evidence based practice meaningful for students. Teaching strategies such as team teaching, structured tutorials and the use of a virtual learning environment to facilitate online discussion between staff and students provided for a rich teaching and learning experience. Collaboration with the subject librarian proved to be invaluable. The continuous assessment element of the module comprised an evidence based practice project. It was designed in keeping with the five steps of evidence based practice and on-going support was provided by the lecturers to students throughout the module as they developed their projects. It is hoped that this approach will contribute to the development of conscientious, competent practitioners who are prepared to accept personal and professional accountability for evidence-based nursing practice.  
Aim of Study
The overall aim of the project was to foster a culture of evidence-based practice at undergraduate level and beyond through specifically tailored teaching and assessment methods implemented within the academy. The study also set out to ascertain the attitudes and beliefs, knowledge level and utilization of evidence-based practice of undergraduate student nurses following their undertaking of a research module embedded in evidence-based practice.
Research Design

The study design employed was a descriptive exploratory approach using non-probability convenience sampling. It involved the distribution of two separate questionnaires (Evidence Based Practice Beliefs Scale© (EBPB) and Evidence Based Practice Implementation Scale© (EBPI)), the reliability and validity of which have been previously demonstrated. These questionnaires were developed by Melnyk and Fineout-Overholt (of the Centre for the Advancement of Evidence-Based Practice in Arizona State University). Permission was kindly granted to use the questionnaires by the developers. The sampling frame was a total of 217 students currently pursuing degree level studies in nursing. Of these, 173 were pre-registration undergraduate nursing students and 44 were post-registration undergraduate nursing students. Both descriptive and inferential statistics were used to summarise and interpret the findings of this study using the software package SPSS for Windows (Version 12.). The level of significance was set at 0.05 throughout (p = 0.05), accepting a 5% chance that the observed relationships occurred by chance.
Findings and Discussion
Quantitative data from the questionnaires have generated some interesting statistics on aspects relating to EBP beliefs, attitudes and values and to a lesser degree EBP implementation. In relation to direct patient care, participants strongly agreed that EBP results in the best clinical care for patients (M 4.54 SD 0.624). However, when participants were asked whether they believed that their care was evidence-based their responses tended to cluster around the neutral value on the scale. These findings are reflected in the EBPI scale, suggesting that EBP implementation is an area that requires significant attention. EBP clearly has implications for nurse education and in particular the way in which research is presented and delivered to students. As nurse educators, the importance of introducing EBP at curricular level emerged is a priority. Teaching concepts of evidenced based practice to student nurses to enable them to recognise and deliver high quality care that is evidenced based is a key outcome of all nurse education programmes. If we change the beliefs and attitudes of nursing students through our curriculum we are presented with the very real opportunity to influence practice on a wider scale. Clearly such paradigm shifts carry distinct implications for the education and educators of nurses and requires implementation from undergraduate level (Leufer and Cleary-Holdforth, (in press)). This research-led approach to teaching and learning will enhance not only the employability of students but also foster reflexivity in the practice of teaching within the academy. Findings from this study also reinforce the current evidence that advocates the integration of EBP into nursing curricula.
Conclusion
This study reinforces the current evidence that advocates the integration of EBP into nursing curricula. It is imperative that this endeavour begins as early as possible in the career of the nurse, ideally at undergraduate pre-registration nurse education level. The role of education in maximising positive patient outcomes cannot be underestimated. It is through education, training and support that the professional knowledge base of nurses can be engendered and developed in order to transform clinical nursing practice for future generations. The literature reviewed advocates the integration of EBP in the curriculum. The evidence suggests that theoretical instruction alone improves knowledge but not critical appraisal skills or attitudes. There is a clear need to link theory to practice and the necessity for students to engage in the process of evidence-based practice as opposed to simply being exposed to the principles of it. The role of education in this endeavour is paramount and moreover the choice of teaching, learning and assessment strategies employed crucial. The promotion of a teaching and learning experience which simultaneously simulates real life experiences from nursing practice reinforces not only the principles but more importantly the practice of evidence-based nursing care. As Confucius is purported to have said, “every truth has four corners: as a teacher I give you one corner and it is for you to find the other three.” 
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