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The COVID-19 pandemic has jeopardized not only global health, 
the economy, and politics but also education (1). Mainly, health sci-
ences programs have suspended on-site practical experiences 
in hospital and community settings (2). The fear of possible 
contagion, the uncertainty about how the training processes 
could take place in risky environments, and the regulations that 
some countries such as Colombia issued restricting the training 
of health workers prevented nursing students from having on-
site practice for almost a year. This paper aims to discuss the 
situation of nursing students regarding their return to nursing 
training practices in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
challenges, and potential strategies for such practices amidst 
the teaching-service relationship.

The pandemic has had a significant impact on the academic 
nursing community. A study conducted in Colombia in which I 
participated (in press activities), with more than 1,600 nursing 
students and recent graduates involved, revealed that, although 
the participants had adequate knowledge, attitudes, and practices 
regarding COVID-19, the prevalence of stress and fear was high. 
These findings concur with those in Mexico in a sample of 912 
students (3); it was observed that stress and fear are correlated, 
and both increase with limited knowledge. Both studies noted a 
significantly higher prevalence of fear and stress due to COVID-19 
than reported in other research conducted in the Philippines, Ban-
gladesh, New Zealand, and Turkey (4). These results point to the 
first challenge: returning on-site training practices under vulner-
able mental health conditions for students.

With the antecedent of affected mental health for students 
and, of course, professors, we faced the return to on-site training 
practices and all kinds of additional challenges presented. Issues 
such as the type and quantity of personal protection equipment 
and the responsibility for its provision and distribution; the con-
centration of students per patient or per available area in square 
meters; the internal epidemiological surveillance system; the pro-
cedure in case of contact with or occurrence of suspected cases; 
the type and material of the uniforms to be worn on the street and 
at practice sites; the type of adequate contact among students 
and between them and the professor, health team, and patients; 
the management of students with comorbidities; collective mental 
haze, among others, are some examples of everyday problems 
during the return to nursing training practices. However, despite 
the challenges, the continuous review of research results, short-
term planning and assessment, adherence to contagion preven-
tion protocols, and flexibility have allowed rising to them gradually 
but firmly. All this resulted from collaborative work between aca-

demia and care, which have joined efforts to guarantee not only 
service to the population but also the training of competent nurs-
es for current demands.

After three months of my first training experience in a pan-
demic, I reaffirm that it is time to take advantage of the crisis 
to rethink nursing training. At a time that calls for flexibility, re-
mote teaching supported by virtual and augmented reality, and 
simulated practice (5), I would add the need to maintain on-site 
practice under the premises of flexibility, autonomy, and innova-
tion. The opening, adaptation, and adjustment of the curricula and 
the teaching-service relationship are imperative. Let us not lose 
sight of the obligation we have, as academia, to train competent 
professionals to cater to the needs of our population. At present, 
we have a unique opportunity to train a nursing force that, in the 
future, will be sensitive to actual problems. Therefore, we need 
to combine various practice alternatives that ensure clinical judg-
ment and technical, critical thinking, and problem-solving skills. It 
is essential to open up to the possibility of on-site and remote sim-
ulated practice, practice in telehealth programs, and, of course, 
strengthening on-site practice. The alternatives mentioned are not 
the only ones, but they are a good starting point.

In the United Kingdom (1), for instance, given the limitation 
of on-site practice settings, nursing students, at their discretion, 
have had the chance to do their training practices in the health 
services available for the pandemic. This initiative enabled stu-
dents to add their training activities to the system’s efforts to con-
tain the pandemic and continue comprehensive care for the entire 
population. Clearly, the initiative entails risks and challenges but 
is an alternative that has responded to the contingency of train-
ing future professionals and the deficit of nurses in these times. 
Rather than replicating this proposed practice, the invitation is to 
consider each of our contexts and devise flexible strategies that 
guarantee students’ skills. Of the British proposal, I highlight the 
deference granted to the student’s autonomy to opt for this prac-
tice model, so I urge academia to promote practical exercises that 
strengthen such autonomy. 

In conclusion, today, when most of the world has prevailed over 
the third wave of infections, with limited on-site practice environ-
ments and a new lockdown, I emphasize the pressing need to stop 
and review the traditional forms of practice in our profession, con-
sider the opportunities that the conjunction has given us, and rein-
vent nursing skills training. Nursing professors are called to take 
these actions in our role as agents for change in times of crisis (6). 
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