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Knowledge of students of selected universities about expanding professional
competence of nurses and midwives with reference to prescribing
medicines, writing out prescriptions, and referring for diagnostic tests

Abstract

Introduction. Since January 1%, 2016, particular groups of nurses and midwives in Poland are allowed to write prescriptions
and refer patients to diagnostic procedures without doctors’ involvement.

Aim. The aim of the study was to assess what university students know about the changes that expanded the professional
competencies of nurses and midwives.

Material and methods. The study group comprised of 535 students of three different universities. The group was 82% female
and the mean age was 23 years (min.=19; max.=58, SD=4.780). Nursing students were the largest group among the study partici-
pants (177 individuals which meant 33% of the total), followed by Medicine students (145 individuals, 27% of all), Midwifery
(107 persons, 20% of the total), and Public Health (100 persons, 19% of all). As many as 324 respondents (60%) had never par-
ticipated in any medical law-related courses. A voluntary and anonymous survey containing 39 questions divided into 3 parts: 13
questions about knowledge, 26 statements concerning attitudes using a Likert scale, 8 demographic questions) was used. Obtain-
ing an approval from the University’s Ethical Review Board was not required. Pearson’s chi-square test was used to compare
frequency of the correct answers by students of every major. The Kruskal-Wallis rank test with a post-hoc analysis for multiple
comparison of mean rank sums, STATISTICA version 12.5 (StatSoft, Inc.), licensed to MUW, a=0.05, were used to calculate
the differences in summative points for correct answers.

Results. Nursing students were significantly more likely to choose the correct answers, unlike Medicine or Public Health
students (p<0.001), as well as Midwifery students (p<0.002). The answers provided by the students of Medicine, Public Health,
and Midwifery were relatively similar.

Conclusions. The knowledge of students of various Polish universities concerning the expansion of professional competencies
of nurses and midwives was insufficient and needs to be urgently updated. Learning curricula to be modified not only for students
of Nursing and Midwifery but also for other members of therapy team, e.g. physicians and pharmacists as well as specialists

in public health.
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INTRODUCTION

Since January 1* 2016, certain groups of nurses and mid-
wives in Poland are allowed to write prescriptions under
medical order, prescribe certain medication, including writ-
ing prescriptions for these drugs, as well as referring patients
to diagnostic tests on their own, excluding high-risk methods
(hereinafter referred to as expanding the powers of nurses and
midwives — EPN&M), without doctors’ involvement [1,2].

These changes were introduced under the amendment to the
Nurses and Midwives Act [1,2] and constitute one of the ele-
ments introducing the model of Advanced Nurse Practitioner
in Poland [3]. However, they are rights, not duties [4-10]. Still,
the scope of competencies is dependent on one’s level of edu-
cation (whether Bachelor or Master) and completed forms of

postgraduate training (specialist course, specialized training)
in the field of nursing and midwifery [1,2,4-10].

Nursing and Midwifery students entering universities in the
academic year 2015-16 are the group who should gain new
powers defined in the Act and they do not need to receive any
additional postgraduate training. Study schedules for these fac-
ulties were modified at the beginning of the 2015-16 academic
year which means that the content concerning the discussed
professional qualifications has already been included in the
study programs and learning material for particular courses.

However, due to the fact that EPN&M should not only af-
fect nurses or midwives but also doctors and a group of public
health professionals indirectly, in the wider sense, students of
all subjects related to medicine should gain basic knowledge
of EPN&M.
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AIM

The authors looked to check the knowledge of university
students about extending professional competence of nurses
and midwives with special attention paid to prescribing medi-
cines, writing out prescriptions and referring to diagnostic
tests among students of selected universities.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

The authors looked at a group consisting of 535 individu-
als, all students of selected medical universities in Poland.
Some 417 (78%) of them were students of Medical Univer-
sity of Warsaw, 104 students (19%) of Ludwik Rydygier Col-
legium Medicum in Bydgoszcz, and 14 students (3%) of Jozef
Pitsudski University of Physical Education in Warsaw. Ques-
tionnaire return rate reached 41%.

As many as 439 women (82% of the total) and 92 men
(17% of all) participated in the study. Four individuals (1%)
provided no gender information. The mean age of the study
group was 23 years (min.=19; max.=58, SD=4.780, medi-
an=23, mode=22).

Nursing students constituted the largest subgroup among
the study participants (177 persons, 33% of all), followed by
Medicine students (145 persons, 27%), Midwifery (107 per-
sons, 20%), and Public Health (100 persons, 19%). 6 partici-
pants (1%) provided no answer about their studies.

Bachelor’s degree students constituted the largest subgroup
among the study participants (288 individuals, which means
54%) (majors: Nursing, Midwifery, and Public Health). There
were 151 students (28%) of a one-cycle Master’s degree pro-
gramme in Medicine and 82 students (15%) of a second-cycle
degree programme. 14 persons (3%) did not provide any infor-
mation on this issue.

The study group was mostly composed of first-year stu-
dents (218 persons, 41%), followed by second-year students
(135 persons, 25%), fourth-year students (57 persons, 11%),
third-year students (53 persons, 10%), and fifth-year students
(44 persons, 8%). Sixth-year students constituted the small-
est subgroup among the study participants (20 persons, 4%). 8
persons (2%) provided no information about their education. .

Some 324 respondents (60%) have never acquainted them-
selves with medical law and 208 (39%) said that they had al-
ready taken a course in medical law. Also, 3 individuals (1%)
did not provide such information.

Additionally, some 409 participants (76%) had neither
graduated from any other major nor studied another major at
the same time. Some 83 respondents (16%) were students of
another major and 37 individuals (7%) had graduated from
another major before. Also, 6 individuals (1%) provided no
answer to that question.

METHODS

In a voluntary and anonymous survey conducted between
May and June 2015, the authors used an original question-
naire. Its validity was tested at the Division of Teaching and
Outcomes of Education, Faculty of Health Science, Warsaw
Medical University, which revealed that it was a reliable re-
search tool that might be used for analyzing students’ knowl-
edge and attitudes toward extending professional competence
of nurses and midwives [11].
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The questionnaire consisted of three parts and comprised
a total of 39 questions. The first part consisted of questions
checking students’ knowledge about extending professional
competence of nurses and midwives. There were 13 close-end-
ed questions: 6 questions with 5 answer options, 5 questions
with 4 answer options, including one correct answer and an
“I don’t know” answer option, and 2 questions with 3 answer
options.

The second part of the questionnaire comprised of ques-
tions concerning the students’ attitudes toward the issue and
it consisted of 18 statements on extending professional com-
petence. Attitudes toward the statements were assessed by the
study group using a Likert scale (1 — strongly disagree, 3 — no
opinion, 5 — strongly agree). The third part of the questionnaire
focused on socio-demographic data about the study group and
comprised 8 questions about gender, age, major, year and
mode of studies, concurrent studies, taking up employment
in a certain profession and the present experience of learning
medical law.

Ethical Review Board

The authors of the present study did not apply for approval
of the Ethical Review Board of Warsaw Medical University
for this study. This was due to the fact that, according to the
statement issued by the Ethical Review Board of MUW : “The
Ethical Review Board do not give any opinion on surveys, ret-
rospective, and other non-invasive studies” [12].

Statistical analysis of the study results

Pearson’s non-parametric chi-square test was used to com-
pare the frequency of correct answers to questions about
knowledge by the major. On the other hand, the Kruskal-Wallis
rank test with a post-hoc analysis for multiple comparison of
mean rank sums was used to calculate potential differences in
summative points for correct answers provided by students of
different majors. STATISTICA statistical package version 12.5
(StatSoft, Inc.) licensed to MUW was used in the analysis. The
a priori significance level was established for all analyses at
a=0.05.

RESULTS

Over one-third of the study group (39%) provided a correct
answer to the question concerning the legal act introducing
the amendments extending professional competence of nurses
and midwives in the field of prescribing medicine, writing out
prescriptions and referring patients to diagnostic tests. A simi-
larly large group of the respondents (35%) failed to provide
any answer. A half of the Nursing students (53%) and nearly
a half of the Midwifery students (46%) pointed to the correct
answer. See Table 1 for detailed information.

Almost one third of the study participants (29%) were able
to point to the effective date of the amendments concerning
the new powers of nurses and midwives. Nearly a half of the
Nursing students (42%) and less than one-fourth of Midwifery
students selected the correct answer (21%). See Table 2 for
more detailed information.

Half of the study participants (51%) were aware that the
new competencies that nurses and midwives received are their
rights, not duties. Among the group directly interested in new
changes, the correct answer was provided by a large majority
of Nursing students (70%) and almost a half of the Midwifery
students (43%). See Table 3 for more detailed information.
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A question about the students’ knowledge of particular
groups of nurses and midwives demonstrated that the respond-
ents did not know the particular provisions about prescribing
medication and writing prescriptions on their own, without
doctors’ involvement (Table 4), prolonging medical orders
for certain medication and writing out prescriptions for these
drugs (Table 5), as well as referring patients for diagnostic
tests (Table 6) by nurses and midwives. Students of Nursing
and Midwifery provided answers that were similar to those
given by the entire group of the study participants.

Nearly a half of the study group knew that the laws regulat-
ing the subject of referring patients to diagnostic tests shall
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be limited and a detailed list of the tests should be provided
in a regulation (49%). Over a half of Nursing students (63%)
and almost a half of Midwifery students (41%) gave the cor-
rect answer. See Table 7 for detailed data.

Less than a one-fourth of the respondents (24%) knew that
these new regulations should not only affect prescribing medi-
cines but also the food that is intended for particular nutrition-
al uses and medical devices. Less than a half of the students
(41%) did not provide any answer to the question. The Nursing
and Midwifery students, despite being the most affected sub-
groups, responded to the question similarly to the entire group
of the study participants. See Table 8 for more details.

TABLE 1. Students’ knowledge of legal acts amended to introduce new professional qualifications for nurses and midwives.
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(35%) (66%) (18%) (25%) (33%)

TABLE 2. Students’ knowledge about the effective date of amendments
introducing new responsibilities of nurses and midwives.

TABLE 3. Students’ knowledge of whether the new competencies of nurses
and midwives are rights or duties.
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TABLE 4. Students’ knowledge of particular groups of nurses and midwives capable of prescribing certain medicines and writing out prescriptions
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g g
22, 22 zz z2 z%g
. ° Sy 28 = o2 ©F
Question e LE g LI N =
N a8 &= <y} o & o o
=] 0= N 35 S s
= ® 3 £
© =
S 68 4 37 19 8
Yes, each nurse and midwife 13%)  (3%) (21%) (18%) (8%)
L . 61 12 19 16 13
Only nurses and midwives holding a Master's degree
Will any nurse and midwife Y i i (11%) (%) (A1%) (15%) (13%)
be able to prescribe certain Only nurses and midwives holding a Master's degree 129 26 61 26 15
medication and write prescriptions who graduated from a specialised training in this field as well (24%) (18%) (34%) (24%) (15%)
without doctors” involvement? Only nurses and midwives with a Master's degree or specialisation 112 26 38 24 24
who graduated from a specialised training in this field as well (21%) (18%) (21%) (22%) (24%)
I do not know 153 71 20 21 38
29%) (49%) (11%) (20%) (38%)
(




Pol J Public Health 2016;126(2)

Half of the study group (50%) knew that the scope of nurses
and midwives’ qualifications specified in the Act is depend-
ent on their level of education. The Nursing and Midwifery
students also responded to this question in a similar fashion as
the rest of the study group did. See Table 9 for more detailed
information.

Less than one-third of the respondents (30%) were able
to mention the legal act specifying the list of medicines that
nurses and midwives should be capable of prescribing on their
own. Almost a half of the Nursing students (45%) and less than
one-fourth of the Midwifery students (22%) knew the correct
answer. See Table 10 for detailed data.

The respondents did not know the forms of education that,
due to their new powers, would entitle nurses and midwives
to prescribe medication (Table 11), prolong prescriptions for
medicines ordered earlier by doctors (Table 12), as well as re-
fer patients for selected diagnostic tests without doctors’ in-
volvement (Table 13). Nearly one-third of the study group pro-
vided the correct answer. The Nursing and Midwifery students
responded similarly to the rest of the study group

An analysis of easiness of particular questions about the
knowledge of new professional powers of nurses and mid-
wives demonstrated that the questions were difficult for the
students.

Students of different majors provided varied answers with
statistically significant differences. (p<0.000) (Table 15) (Fig-
ure 1). The students of Nursing were far more likely to choose
the correct answers than either Medicine or Public Health stu-
dents (p<0.001) and students of Midwifery (p<0.002) (Table
16). The answers provided by the students of Medicine, Public
Health, and Midwifery did not differ significantly (Table 16).

DISCUSSION

The available literature (PubMed, SCOPUS, ProQuest,
key words: nurse prescribing, years: 2000-2015) consists as
many as 65 publications on prescribing medicines by nurses
and midwives in numerous European and countries around the
world. The issue has been broadly discussed by various au-
thors, presenting various experiences on the country level con-
cerning the competencies for prescribing medicine by nursers
and midwives: problems associated with new laws, attitudes
of healthcare staff toward these rights and economic analyses
[13-19]. A few publications focused on the knowledge of and
attitudes toward these rights among Nursing and Midwifery
students.

No Polish author has ever touched upon the very subject
before (the authors looked through Polish Medical Bibliogra-
phy, key words: nurses AND prescriptions, years: 2000-2015).
Many articles in the available literature devoted to EPN&M
have been published in the trade press rather than in scientific
literature [20-27]. They focused mainly on the scope of pow-
ers and the required qualifications of nurses and midwives and
they did not present any study results concerning knowledge
of and attitudes towards new powers of nurses and midwives
among selected groups of healthcare professionals.

Authors of the present study were the only Polish research-
ers dealing with the issue and providing topic-specific litera-
ture in Polish [1-6].

The issues of prescribing medication, writing prescrip-
tions and referring to diagnostic tests by nurses and mid-
wives constitute a new topic in the Polish scientific literature
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and a very up-to-date one due to the ongoing preparations for
the implementation of changes in law beginning on January
Ist, 2016. Previous studies by the authors of this study focus-
ing on this issue analyzed the attitudes of departmental [2] and
divisional nurses, employees of a children’s teaching hospital
[5]. A study involving students was just a pilot qualitative fo-
cus study conducted among a not numerous group of students
participating in medical law workshops [1,6].

Previous studies carried out among students of majors other
than Nursing and Midwifery were conducted at the Medical
University of Warsaw just as a pilot [10].

Studies conducted among other groups of students, like
Medicine or Public Health of different universities have not
been performed yet, thus the present authors decided to in-
clude in the study also these groups that are not directly in-
volved in the new competencies.

The level of knowledge of expanding the powers of nurses
and midwives with respect to prescribing medicines, writing
prescriptions, and referring for diagnostic tests was clearly in-
sufficient among the study group of students of Nursing and
Midwifery as well as of Public Health and Medicine of se-
lected Polish medical universities. The Nursing students had
significantly better knowledge than students of any other ma-
jor but it was still unsatisfactory. The level of knowledge of the
Nursing students was significantly better mainly with respect
to the basic issues related to the new powers.

Over a half of the Nursing students were able to mention the
legal act that introduces the most important changes concern-
ing the new powers, a vast majority of them (70%) knew that
the powers shall constitute their rights and not duties, but only
42% of them knew when the changes enter into force.

Regardless of the major, the students were not familiar with
the remaining issues covering the detailed knowledge of the
new powers of nurses and midwives. Most students did not
know what will make the powers of nurses and midwives with
a Bachelor’s and Master’s degree different and which forms
of postgraduate education will be required to exercise the ex-
tended powers in practice.

The authors of the present study believe that the results are
not surprising due to the fact that an informational campaign
on the new professional competencies conducted among pro-
fessionally active nurses and midwives was insufficient and
students did not receive any information devoted particularly
to them either, even though they will be able to exercise these
powers after graduation. However, it is surprising that the Mid-
wifery students had a significantly lower level of knowledge
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FIGURE 1. Analysis of correct answers provided by students of different
majors to questions about knowledge of new professional powers of
nurses and midwives.
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TABLE 5. Students’ knowledge of groups of nurses and midwives capable of prolonging medical orders for certain medicines and writing out

prescriptions for these drugs on their own.
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TABLE 9. Knowledge of students of selected universities about extending
professional competence of nurses and midwives with reference to pre-
scribing medicines, writing out prescriptions, and referring for diagnostic
tests.
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to prescribing certain
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of the new professional powers compared to the Nursing stu-
dents. These findings need to be looked into further. However,
particular attention should be paid to the learning curriculum
for Midwifery students which is supposed to enrich the stu-
dents’ knowledge of the new regulations.

With the new professional competencies of nurses and mid-
wives entering into force, teaching standards for these majors
will soon be modified. The curricula for Bachelor’s degree
programs in Nursing and Midwifery will also be adjusted to
the new teaching standards issued by the Ministry of Science
and Higher Education. The authors of this study believe that it
is necessary to modify and complement the learning curricula
with new competencies of nurses and midwives not only for
Nursing and Midwifery students but for other medical majors
as well. According to the authors of this study, all interdis-
ciplinary team members, including doctors and pharmacists
in particular, should be aware of the new competencies since
they will be directly involved in the execution of these powers.

TABLE 10. Students’ knowledge of the legal act in which a list of medicines that nurses and midwives shall be entitled to prescribe on their own will be

published.

2 g

z8 ., z2 zz z:S z%g

. ssg &g 22 288 &%

Question he g LE Lz 13 LZ

N} g o a5 =< = S e e

-] n 3 [0 93 S

< Ed

. . 163 27 79 24 31
Regulation of the Minister of Health (30%) (19%) (45%) (22%) (31%)

A list of medicines that nurses o 61 9 27 12 12
and midwives shall be entitled The new Nurses and Midwives Act (11%)  (6%) (15%) (11%) (12%)

to prescribe on their own
and write out prescriptions

Act amending the Nurses and Midwives Act

108 23 35 28 20
(20%) (16%) (20%) (26%) (20%)

for these drugs will be published in:
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TABLE 11. Students’ knowledge of forms of education that, in accordance with new legal arrangements, shall entitle nurses and midwives to prescribe

certain medicines independently.
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TABLE 12. Students’ awareness of forms of education that, in accordance with new legal arrangements, should entitle nurses and midwives to prolong

prescriptions for medication previously ordered by doctors.
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TABLE 13. Students’ knowledge of forms of education that, in accordance with new legal arrangements, shall entitle nurses and midwives to refer

patients for selected diagnostic tests independently.
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in accordance Wlth the new legal spemallzatlon (7%) (3%) (] 0%) (] 0%) (5%)
arrangements, entitle nurses o4 p P " p
and midwives to refer patients Graduation from a Bachelor's degree programme
for selected diagnostic tests (12%) (4%) (22%) (11%) (6%)
independently? I do not know 270 100 59 48 61
(50%) (69%) (33%) (45%) (61%)

TABLE 14. Were the following questions concerning the knowledge of
new professional competencies of nurses and midwives easy?

Question Major
number Nursing Medicine Midwifery  Public health
1 0.53/0.53 0.15%/0.15 0.47/0.47 040/0.40
2 0.42/0.42 0.29/0.29 0.21/0.21 0.15%/0.15
3 0.71/0.71 0.44/0.44 0.43/0.43 0.36*/0.36
4 0.22/0.22 0.19*/0.19 0.23/0.23 0.24/0.24
5 0.32/0.32 0.23*/0.23 0.31/0.31 0.27/0.27
6 0.06/0.06 0.05/0.05 0.04*/0.04 0.05/0.05
7 0.64/0.64 0.41*/0.41 0.41*/0.41 0.43/0.43
8 0.32/0.32 0.22/0.22 0.19*/0.19 0.20/0.20
9 0.60/0.60 0.44*/0.44 0.45/0.45 0.51/0.51
10 0.45/0.45 0.19*/0.19 0.22/0.22 0.31/0.31
11 0.40/0.40 0.23*%/0.23 0.24/0.24 0.26/0.26
12 0.33/0.33 0.14*/0.14 0.26/0.26 0.24/0.24
13 0.34/0.34 0.22%/0.22 0.32/0.32 0.28/0.28

* the lowest easiness value for each question

TABLE 15. Sum of correct answers provided by students of different ma-
jors to questions about knowledge of new professional powers of nurses
and midwives.

ANOVA range Kruskal-Wallis; H (3, N=478)=47.17747,

p<0.00001/
the Kruskal-Wallis ANOVA rank test; H (3, N=478)=47.17747,

Major p<0.00001

Number of
correct answers Sum of Ranks Mean Rank
(No. of valid questions)

Nursing 158 46774.5/46774.5 296.04/296.04
Medicine 126 23467.0/23467.0 186.25/186.25
Midwifery 96 22242.0/22242.0  231.69/231.69
Public health 98 21997.5/21997.5 224.46/224.46

TABLE 16. Analysis of differences in level of students’ knowledge (meas-
ured with the number of correct answers) between students of different
majors.

Post-hoc tests for multiple comparison
of mean rank sums for all subgroups

Major
Nursing* Medicine  Midwifery Public health
R:296.04 R:186.25 R:231.69 R:224.46
Nursing - <0.001/<0.001 0.002/0.002 <0.001/<0.001
Medicine <0001/<0.001 - 0.091/0.091  0.240/0.240
Midwifery 0002/0.002 0.091/0.091  -—--—- 1.000/1.000
Public health <0.001/<0.001  0.240/0.240 1.000/1.000 ~  ------

* Nursing students had significantly better results compared to any other major analysed
here

Limitations of the study results

This is a pilot study due to the fact that another amendment
of the legal provisions regulating the new competencies of
nurses and midwives has been passed since the moment study
was conducted. Some further research study needs to focus on
the changes and has to be based on the most recent interpreta-
tion of the legal provisions in force in Poland expanding the
powers of nurses and midwives to prescribe medicines, write
out prescriptions, and refer patients for diagnostic tests.

Direction for further research

The authors believe that Pharmacy students should also be
included in the study, since they are going to have similar pro-
fessional competencies in the future.

CONCLUSIONS

1. The knowledge about extending professional competence
of nurses and midwives among the study group of students
of selected Polish universities was insufficient and needs to
be urgently complemented.

2. Learning material needs to be modified not only for stu-
dents of Nursing and Midwifery but also for other members
of therapy team, e.g. physicians and pharmacists as well as
specialists in public health.
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