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Introduction
Early exposure training for university students in the medical field 
is seen as “an educational method that attempts to motivate stu-
dents by exposing them to the field of medicine and medical care 
at an early stage of their education,” and it is deemed to have great 
educational significance because it fosters students’ humanity and 
motivation to learn [1]. Modern youth are becoming caregivers 
without the opportunity to witness or participate in parenting [2].
Globally, many countries have been experiencing super-low birth-
rates and aging populations, and medical students’ experiences 
of contact with pregnant women and infants are becoming rarer. 
Practical training can also be a major stressor for students, as the 
relationship with teachers is a stress factor [3]; it is thus necessary 
to build relationships with teachers from an early stage. 

At the authors’ affiliated university, the nursing college promotes 
social gatherings to facilitate faculty and student interactions. Each 
social gathering theme is decided by a faculty member, and stu-
dents who wish to participate are invited to apply at the begin-
ning of the academic year. In fiscal year 2019, the social gathering 
theme was “Implementation of Parenting Classes and Life Classes 
by University Students,” hence characterizing a community health 
education extracurricular activity. Students and faculty mem-
bers volunteered to participate in parenting classes in Kanagawa 
monthly. Volunteering students were not evaluated, albeit we as-
sumed that they gained novel experiences compared with those 
gained by conventional early exposure training.Therefore, this 
study aimed to examine nursing students’ experiences when par-
ticipating in volunteer community health education.

Methods
Participants
The survey participants, totaling 13, were nursing school students 
at a university in Kanagawa area who volunteered for parenting 
classes about 20 couples, conducted from July to November 2019 

in Kanagawa. Homogenous sampling was used for this study. The 
survey was conducted by asking students to describe their impres-
sions after participating in parenting classes, and the contents were 
inductively analyzed.

Data Analysis
Descriptions regarding students’ learning and awareness were ex-
tracted and coded from their feedback content after participating in 
parenting classes, and subcategories and categories were extracted 
according to code similarities.

Qualitative data from the report were analyzed using the content 
analysis methods as guidance. Each interview was individually an-
alyzed. Steps in the analysis were: 
1.	 Verbatim records of recorded interview data were created, di-

vided into content units with one meaning each, and all units 
describing uncertainty were extracted.

2.	 Similar or repeated content was accurately summarized to cre-
ate codes. 

3.	 Similar codes were grouped into subcategories.
4.	 This process was repeated at a higher abstraction level to ob-

tain categories.
To assure credibility and validity throughout the entire study, a 
qualitative research specialist, in midwifes were asked to super-
vise, examine and verify the concepts and categories. Furthermore, 
during analysis, three researchers (the first author and two coau-
thors) conducted the categorization independently.

Ethical consideration
Before the provision of written informed consent, the students 
were verbally informed that their personal names would not be 
disclosed, that they would not suffer any disadvantages owing to 
participation in this study, and that the data they would provide 
would not be made public. This study was conducted in confor-
mance with “Ethical Guidelines for Medical and Health Research 
Involving Human Subjects”.
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Details of volunteer activities
Study participants attended parenting classes in Kanagawa. The 
first half (60 minutes) of the class comprised lectures on “mental 
health after childbirth,” “what to do when your baby cries,” and 
“how to give a bath,” and the second half (60 minutes) comprised 
a simulation of bathing a baby and of a pregnancy experience. The 
students’primary function was to support the pregnant women in 
the class through wearing a pregnant woman experience jacket, 
and promoting the pregnancy experience via a system that encour-
ages involvement with the baby by enabling one to experience fe-
tal movement. Four to five students participated in each class, and 
one or two teachers supervised them. Teachers advised on fetal 
knowledge and how to deal with future parents.

Results
Seventy codes and 22 subcategories were extracted from the par-
ticipants’ impressions. Hereinafter, categories will be indicated us-
ing and subcategories using < >. Seven categories were extracted: 
[interest in and awareness of the couples’ relationships, feelings, 
and behaviors], [opportunities for experiencing stimuli related to 
midwifery care and understanding the pregnancy process], [learn-
ing throughout their entire participation in parenting classes], 
[learning through experiencing the work of public health nurses 
and midwives], [learning and experiencing joy through the rela-
tionship built with the couples in the practical portion of the class], 
[opportunities to increase learning motivation], and [opportunities 
for self-reflection] (Table 1).

Table 1.  Experiences of students who participated in the parenting class

Category Subcategories Main code

Interest in and awareness of the couples’ 
relationships, feelings, and behaviors

Awareness and understanding about the 
couples’ reactions and changes through the 
pregnancy experience system

Understanding the couple’s enthusiasm to 
welcome their baby; being more aware of 
the physical characteristics of pregnancy 
through the partner’s experience of preg-
nancy

Interest in male partners’ deepening of un-
derstanding of pregnancy

Interest in the couples’ conversations and 
reactions after the pregnancy experience

Interest in the various behaviors of the cou-
ples

Drawing attention to the positive attitude 
and hard work of the participants

Opportunities for experiencing stimuli re-
lated to midwifery care and understanding 
the pregnancy process

Real feeling of contact with the couples Feelings of having been in real contact with 
couples

Understanding the experience of pregnancy 
through the pregnancy experience system

Feel the experience of being pregnant by 
wearing a pregnancy experience jacket

Valuable opportunities for experiencing 
stimuli related to midwifery care

The opportunity to experience stimuli that 
cannot be experienced in a classroom set-
ting; the value of listening to real couples’ 
conversations and the fears and expecta-
tions of pregnant women

Learning throughout their entire participa-
tion in the parenting class

Gaining new knowledge and experiences. Experiencing roles through engaging in the 
practical experiences with different couples

Learning about the importance of experi-
ence in health education

Learning the importance of pregnancy and 
childcare experiences in health education

Opportunity to learn about the necessity 
and purpose of the parenting classes

Learning about the need for couples to par-
ticipate in parenting classes

Feeling the difficulties related to engage-
ment in nursing practice

Feeling the difficulty when teaching cou-
ples about how to bathe a baby

Learning through experiencing the work of 
public health nurses and midwives

Learn how public health nurses and mid-
wives interact with couples

Learning how to use one’s own midwifery 
experience to treat a baby.

Learning how to relate to couples through 
advice from faculty members

Learning how to relate to partners through 
the advice of faculty members and others

Deepening the understanding of the roles 
of public health nurses and midwives and 
considering career choices

Deepening the understanding about the 
roles of public health nurses and consider-
ing career paths based on the experiences

Learning through the relationship built 
with the couples in the practical portion of 
the class

Learning that the simulation of pregnancy 
deepens the understanding and relationship 
of the couples

Learning how to understand couples 
through the experience of pregnancy and 
fetal movement
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Leaning and experiencing joy from the 
relationship built with the couples in the 
practical portion of the class
 

Experiencing joy from building a relation-
ship with the couples

Joy derived from the couple’s positive 
words and actions toward the interactions 
with students.

Deepening the understanding about how to 
interact with couples

Considerations about which interactions 
may encourage couples to communicate 
with their unborn child.

Opportunities to increase learning motiva-
tion

Increased desire to support pregnant wom-
en and their families

An increased willingness to support the 
health of the child and of the mother

Increased motivation to actively participate 
again

Increased willingness to re-engage in par-
enting classes

Increased learning motivation Increased learning motivation to prepare 
for parenting classes

Opportunities for self-reflection

Reflecting upon one’s behavior and lack of 
knowledge

Reflecting on time allocation owing to ex-
cessive break time

Concerns about participating for the first 
time

Concerns associated with first-time partici-
pation in parenting classes

Feeling that one was able to help the couple The feeling of having provided appropriate 
support for, and being able to play a role in, 
couples’ learning

1. Interest in and awareness of the couples’ relationships, feel-
ings, and behaviors
This category refers to students who witnessed the atmosphere of 
couples’ attitudes toward participation and conversations in the 
class, thereafter, reporting that they had developed interest in and 
awareness of various changes in the pregnant women and their 
partners throughout the educational intervention. This category 
comprised three subcategories and 16 codes: <awareness and un-
derstanding about the couples’ reactions and changes through the 
pregnancy experience system>, <interest in male partners’ deepen-
ing understanding of their pregnant partner>, and <interest in the 
various behaviors of the couples>.

2. Opportunities for experiencing stimuli related to midwifery 
care and understanding the pregnancy process
This category investigated opportunities for experiencing stim-
uli related to midwifery care that cannot be experienced in con-
ventional clinical practice learning, and for understanding the 
pregnancy process. Students reported that these were achievable 
through their interaction with pregnant women and their partners. 
It comprised three subcategories and six codes: <real feeling of 
contact with the couples>, <understanding the experience of preg-
nancy through the pregnancy experience system>, and <valuable 
opportunities for experiencing stimuli related to midwifery care>. 

3. Learning throughout their entire participation in parenting 
classes
This category refers to parenting class experiences that provided 
opportunities for students to gain considerable practical knowl-
edge and experience through simulating the bathing of a baby and 
the experience of pregnancy. These experiences also enabled stu-
dents to learn the necessity and importance of health education 
and the difficulties related to nursing practical work. There were 
four subcategories and 16 codes for this category: <gaining new 
knowledge and experience>, <learning the importance of experi-
ence in health education>, <opportunity to learn the necessity and 
purpose of parenting classes>, and <feeling the difficulties related 
to engagement in nursing practice>.

4. Learning through experiencing the roles of public health 
nurses and midwives
This category refers to the guidance and advice for students, pro-
vided by public health nurses, midwives, and faculty members, 
that provided them the opportunity to concomitantly learn how to 
treat couples and consider career choices. There were three subcat-
egories and nine codes for this category: < learn how public health 
nurses and midwives interact with couples >, < learning how to 
relate to couples through advice from faculty members >, and< 
deepening the understanding of the roles of public health nurses 
and midwives, and considering career choices>.

5. Learning and experiencing joy through the relationship 
built with the couples in the practical portion of the class
Students reported learning that the relationship between couples 
deepened after they became familiar with the pregnancy experi-
ence system that simulates fetal movement. They also reported 
having the opportunity to consider how to relate to the couples 
through enjoying the relationships that they built with them. There 
were three subcategories and seven codes: <learning that the sim-
ulation of pregnancy deepens the understanding and relationship 
of the couples>, <experiencing joy from building a relationship 
with the couples>, and <deepening the understanding about how 
to interact with couples>.

6. Opportunities to increase learning motivation
This category refers to students’ reports that learning how mid-
wives interact with pregnant women increased their desire to help 
them, leading to an increase in their own learning motivation. It 
comprised three subcategories and eight codes: <increased desire 
to support pregnant women and their families>, <increased moti-
vation to actively participate again>, and <increased learning mo-
tivation>.

7. Opportunity for self-reflection
This category refers to students’ reports that, while reflecting on 
the lack of adjustment such as time allocation and lack of knowl-
edge, it is demonstrated, through teachers’support, that couples 
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find their role helpful; it comprised three subcategories and eight 
codes: <reflecting upon one’s behavior and lack of knowledge>, 
<concerns about participating for the first time>, and <feeling that 
one was able to help the couple>.

Discussion
Interest in and awareness of the couples’ relationships, feelings, 
and behaviors, opportunities for experiencing stimuli related to 
midwifery care, and understanding the pregnancy process.

Through participation in the parenting class, the students gained 
valuable insights by experiencing the understanding of pregnant 
women by their partners and the changes in their relationships. Ad-
ditionally, they had opportunities that could stimulate their interest 
in midwifery, like when they experienced how nurses interact with 
pregnant women and their partners and what pregnancy is like.

However, a report has shown that students’ nursing practice ex-
periences are often negative, described through expressions like 
“anxiety,” “reluctance,” and “being unsure [4].” In this study, 
students were able to gain interest in and awareness of the cou-
ples’ relationships, feelings, and behaviors, and to stimulate their 
interest and understanding of the midwife role and how to provide 
midwifery care; these yielded positive descriptions from students 
regarding parenting classes, that may stem from their motiva-
tions, as the current sample comprised students who volunteered 
for classes. Since the participants were interested in midwifery 
or public health nursing, this implies that they were able to gain 
considerable insight into their future aspired profession and also 
more interest in the midwifery care environment apropos pregnant 
women and their partners. Furthermore, there may be a difference 
between the volunteer work during parenting classes and actual 
nursing practice experiences; for example, the pregnant women 
and their partners participating in parenting classes were all gener-
ally healthy. In reality, in clinical nursing practice, people are often 
diseased, and that may hinder nurses’ ability to understand and 
relate to care receivers. Hence, healthy care receivers may have 
been easier for students to deal with.

Second, students’ behaviors were not evaluated. In nursing prac-
tice education, students are evaluated on their: communication 
with patients, nursing care, and the practical records that they 
conduct. In this parenting class, students were volunteers, only 
receiving the advice of the participating midwives, public health 
nurses, and faculty members, without evaluation. Thus, students 
being in an environment unrelated to educational evaluations may 
have evoked further positive descriptions about parenting classes.

One study indicated that early exposure practice lowers students’ 
ability to self-evaluate, [5] and it is presumed that differenc-
es in self-perceptions and the students’ own immaturity have an 
impact. As some students’ self-evaluation ability may decrease 
owing to negative experiences related to nursing training, future 
studies should assess students’ self-perceptions before and after 
participation in a volunteer community health education program, 
and stakeholders in students’ well-being and educational success 
should provide support for students should negative experiences 
arise.

1. Learning throughout their entire participation in parenting 
classes
Added to better understanding the necessity and purpose of parent-
ing classes, students reported that they gained new nursing knowl-
edge and experiences through their participation. They also men-
tioned grasping the importance of experience in health education 
better, and the difficulties surrounding nursing clinical practice. 
Prior to engaging in parenting classes, researchers informed stu-
dents that the purpose of their participation was simply to “think 
about support for childbirth and childcare, as well as about the 
feelings of pregnant women and their families amid participation 
in health education.” Although not a detailed explanation, students 
still indicated that the learning outcomes of their participation 
went beyond their imagination. Students further reported that they 
learned by taking lectures alongside the participating pregnant 
women and their partners, and by participating in and observing 
the care delivery of midwives and public health nurses in the prac-
tical portion of the class.

Dale [6] has described the act of learning and the rate of memory 
retention in students one week after the experience; specifically, 
10% of what is read and 20% of what is heard remains in the mem-
ory one week later, whereas 70% of what is observed and 90% of 
what is actually experienced remains in memory during the same 
timeframe. Hence, students’ experiences in parenting classes may 
have been more memorable than reading learning-related books or 
videos. Still, although practical learning can be effective in provid-
ing students with actual field practice, if students lack knowledge 
or are not ready, this type of learning method may not inspire a 
greater understanding of nursing practice [7]. Therefore, it is nec-
essary to examine whether the learning outcomes acquired through 
the process are sufficient, such as through assessing whether stu-
dents correctly understand the necessity and purpose of parenting 
classes.

2. Learning through experiencing the roles of public health 
nurses and midwives
Students reported to have experienced, and gained a deepened un-
derstanding about, the public health nurses’ and midwives’ roles. 
They were able to consider/evaluate their career choices, learned 
how public health nurses and midwives conduct care delivery and 
interact with care receivers, and how to interact with care receivers 
through advice from faculty members.

An overview of career development support at medical colleges 
showed that colleges provide students with “self-discovery skills,” 
“self-actualization skills,” “problem-solving skills,” “interper-
sonal skills,” and “self-expression skills” through practical career 
education courses, hence adopting learning methods related to 
engagement in clinical practice [8-10]. Concurring, the authors’ 
affiliated university also supports students in acquiring the abilities 
necessary for career development through lectures, exercises, and 
practical training during their four years of study. In the current 
job-hunting condition provide by the university, students need to 
decide the type of work they want to engage in during the first se-
mester of their third year, participate in internships at hospitals and 
facilities, and then decide where to work.
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By participating in parenting classes, students had the opportunity 
to deepen their understanding of the roles of public health nurses 
and midwives through actually experiencing these roles and re-
flecting about their potential career choices; this may play a part 
in supporting their career development. Kudo [9] clarifies the four 
ability areas necessary for career development, being “power to 
be involved,” “power to gaze,” “power to seek,” and “power to 
scold,” and their specific abilities and attitudes. He states that “the 
ability to write” is the ability to form a career, and that it is a con-
crete attitude to collect and examine multifaceted information on 
career paths and occupations after graduation. From these reports, 
it is considered that the students’ experience of the public health 
nurses’ and midwives’ roles has led to their career development.
Furthermore, to improve the practical skills of first-time learners, 
it is necessary to not only conduct early exposure training as an 
opportunity for students to produce subjective experiences of prac-
tice, but also to make students recognize the learning opportuni-
ties in the experience; moreover, teaching staff and clinical staff 
should be involved in the education process to help students gain 
this awareness [11]. This study showed that students were able to 
deepen their understanding about nurse-care receiver interactions 
by learning about how midwives and public health nurses interact-
ed with participants and receiving advice from faculty members. 
Therefore, the involvement of public health nurses, midwives, and 
faculty members led to a better learning experience for students.

3. Learning and experiencing joy through the relationship 
built with the couples in the practical portion of the class
The students reported that the experience of pregnancy through 
simulations deepened the couple’s understanding of their rela-
tionships, the couple’s relationships per se, students’ relationships 
with couples, and that they enjoyed building their relationships 
with couples. Although the interactions between students and care 
receivers at the practical portion of the classwere short, students 
were still able to observe the couples, consider how to interact 
with them, practice the interactions, and enjoy seeing couples’ re-
sponses. According to a report by Watanabe etal. [12] nursing 
students can experience anxiety before practical training, even in 
the final stages of on-site training. Another study remarked that 
this may be due to the lack of successful experiences in practical 
training [13]. Hence, the accumulation of successful experiences, 
even if to a small proportion and if related to volunteer work, in 
the practical setting of a community health education intervention 
may lead to reduced anxiety about on-site practice for students.

4. Opportunities to increase learning motivation and for 
self-reflection
Students reported having experienced increased learning motiva-
tion, desire to deliver to pregnant women and their families, and 
willingness to actively reengage through participation in parenting 
classes.

Early exposure training is “an educational method that attempts to 
motivate students by exposing them to the field early in their edu-
cation.” In nursing, the importance of early exposure training has 
been reported to assure proper education in basic nursing practices 
[14, 15]. Many who participated in parenting classes were first- to 
third-year students of practical training- in maternal nursing prac-
tice. By participating in the class, these students were exposed to 

the on-field nursing care delivery for pregnant women and their 
families, something that they reported as being promotional to 
their learning motivation and their desire to deliver nursing care 
for this population. Therefore, despite being a volunteer extracur-
ricular activity, parenting classes helped with learning motivation, 
much like early exposure training does. Adults are motivated to 
learn by factors that come from within their hearts, rather than 
external factors, [16] namely, goals that affected a clear vision of 
the future, such as aiming to deliver care to pregnant women and 
their families or to use parenting classes as a learning experience 
to become a good nurse, may have motivated the nursing students 
in our sample to learn.

Moreover, although the students presented, through self-reflec-
tion, negative descriptions regarding their actions during the class, 
their lack of knowledge, and their worries associated with first-
time participation, they also demonstrated positive descriptions 
because they deemed their participation as helpful to the couples 
they interacted with.

The theoretical background of early exposure training describes it 
as an experiential learning model in which learning occurs when 
the experience is meaningful to learners; since self-reflection is 
paramount to find meaning in one’s actions, writing down one’s 
self-reflections about a process is said to be essential for early ex-
posure training [11]. In my view, the result of having the oppor-
tunity for self-reflection from the students was that the experience 
was not just an experience, but was linked to learning from that 
experience.It may thus be important for students to write down 
their impressions about practical educational interventions, so that 
participating in parenting classes can become an effective learning 
experience.

Conclusion
Nursing students’ participation, as volunteers, in community 
health education was shown to be a meaningful learning experi-
ence. Specifically, it was an opportunity for them to gain interest 
in and awareness of the couples’ relationships, feelings, and be-
haviors; to stimulate their learning regarding midwifery care; to 
understand the pregnancy process; to learn about various topics 
regarding midwifery; and to enhance their learning motivation and 
self-reflection.
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