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ABSTRACT

This paper reports on a collaborative pilot study,
conducted with asample of twenty-six undergraduate
nursing students attending clinical placements in an
Australlan rehabilitation sefting. It reports on a
component of the study that aimed to measure the
impact of the rehabilitation clinical placement on the
development of positive attitudes towards people with
acquired disabilities. The Scale of Attitudes toward
Disabled Parsons (SADP) was administered to
students on entry to, and exit from, the five-day
clinical placement.  Comparison of the results
revealed no statistical difference. However, given
that the majority of students (76%) already hald
positive artitudes to peaple with disabilities on entry to
the clinical placemant, the findings need to be

cautiously interpreted.

Keywords: attitudes, attitude scales, undergraduate
students, rehabilitation nursing, disabllity, clinical
praclice

INTRODUCTION

Attitudes that underlie tha behavicur of health
professicnals can have a significant impact on their
offectiveness as service providers and on the
satisfaction experienced by people with disabilitles
(Gething, 1997). More specifically, attitudes can
create or maintain negative behaviours that “limit

successful rehabilitation, integration and
independence of disabled people In the
community" (Antonak & Livneh, 1988, p. B5).

Historical evidence outlined by Cocks and Stehiik
{1996) indicates that health care staff not spacialising
in rebabilitation can lack awareness of, and sensitivity

to, the comprehsensive needs of people with acquired
disabilities.  Although difficult to measure, the
literature suggests that on-going research on
aftitudes towards peocple with disabiliies is
warrantsd. This paper repans on a pilot study
designed 1o evaluate the effectiveness of a specialty
clinical arsa for nursing students by measuring thelir
attitudes to persons with disability before and after
the rehabilitation clinical placement.  Following a
review of the literaturs, the research design will be
outined and the findings presented. The paper
coneludes with a discussion of the findings and
directions for funther research

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Psople with acquired dissbilitiss often require lengthy
rehabilitation following their traumatic injury or
sudden exacerbation of chronic iliness. The attitudes
of rehabilitation professionals and nurses impact
significantly on the psychosocial process of
adjustment for a person with an acquired disability
accessing rehabilitation services (Antonak & Livneh,
1988, p.13-14). Studies have recommsnded the
development of strategies that aim to improve
professional attitudes towards individuals with
disabilities (Mantziou, Brocalaki, Andrea, Kienas,
Chatira & Kotzabassaki, 2002). Research using
cohonts of medical students has found that the more
positive the attitude towards people with disabilities,
the more likely it is that the participant will be
comfortable managing complex rehabilitation
situations (Tervo, Azuma, Palmer & Redinus, 2002).
It Is recognised that all aftitudes consist of a
cognitive, aftactive and behavioural component, and
are learned through interactions between people and

the environment {Antanak & Livneh, 1988, pp. 7-10).
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The Impact of a clinical placem:ntin rehabilitation (cont’d)

In paricular, attitude development has been linked -

to the nature of the professional education
experience and the preparation received for clinical
practice (Bergman & Hansan, 2000).

The intemational literature commonly repons that
nurses receive [ittle formal preparation In- the
provision of care that facilitates ongoing recovery
and adaptation of people with acquired disabilites
(Neal, 2001; Nolan and Nolan, 1999; Brown and
Johnson, 1997). Commentaries by Australlan writers
Pryor (1999), and Borbasi and Evans (2000) pose
possible reasons for these findings. Pryor (1999)
highlights the paucity of I(lterature discussing the
relationship between rehabilitation and nursing,
while Borbasi and Evans (2000) contehd that
rehabilitation nursing has not traditionally been a

speciality to which undergraduate students have

been exposed. Consequently, the rale of the
rehabilitation nurse has been undervalued. A
contributing factor may be the focus on acute care
that pemeates the biomedical ideologies gaverning
our health systems, ignoring the needs of patients
living with chronic or disabling conditions (Wass,
2000; Short, Sharman & Speedy, 1988; Brown &
Johnson, 1997). It is not surprising therefore that
studies on attilude measurement report inconsisterit
findings using a variety of methodologies.

A number of studies have been conducted with
undergraduate students using atttude scales. The
original Attitude to Disabled Persans scale (ATDP)
was developed by Yucker, Block and Younng (19686,
cited In Antonak, 1982, p. 22). This scale was later
used as the basis of a modifled instrument
developed by Antonak (1981, 1982) who formulated
the Scale of Amtudes Toward Disabled Persons
scale (SADP), to replace the ATDP (Antonak, 1982).

Despite this, the ariginal ATDP instrument (with two '

subsequent revisions) continues to be widely used.
Antonak indicated however, that ~ the mora
contemporary SADP tool is useful for “measuring the
effectiveness of rehabilitation counselor training
programs and attitude change programs® (1982, p.
28). This is the rationale for choasing this partlcular
instrument for this study.

The ATDP has been used in the majority of studies
conducted within the last decade (Thompson,
Emrich & Moare, 2003; Mantziou et al, 2002; Penny,
2002; Hunt & Hunt, 2000; Goddard & Jordan, 1998;
Paris, 1993; Gething, 1992). Hunt and Hunt (2000)
used the ATDP scala (Form A) to measure attitudes
of carers over a two-day sports camp for people with
disabiiitiss, and compared these scores to a contral
group. Fifty-four University students from various
health care 'majors were studied. Findings
suggested that the clinical experienca alone was not
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great-enough to praduce a change in atltudes
(Hunt & Hunt, 2000). A recent study which used
both tha ATOP and the SADP to examine if gender
and age variables of medical students impacted on
aftitude towards disability, found that attitude scores
on the SADP were less positive than on the ATDP
scale (Tervo, Azuma, Palmer & Redinius, 2002).
The SADP was validated in 1982 and has also been
used in recent studles using a pre and post-test
design (Packer, lwasiw, Theben, Sheveleva and
Metrofanova, 2000; Martin & Ligon, 2000). Martin
and Ligon (2000) used the scale to survey 19 social
work students to evaluate the effects of different
theorelical, instruction methods. Packer et
al used the scale to compare attitudes
among cohorts of occupational therapy
and-médical students, and identified the
importance of positively Influencing
students’ altitudes towards peaple with
disabliities prior to beginning their careers
in health (2000, p.39).

While. research findings on . attitude
change. following theoretical or clinical
instruction are - inconslstant, . educatian
programs have been found. to be
generally effective in preparing studsnts
and staff for working with people with
disabilities (Wagner & Stewart, 2001;
Goddard & Jordan 1998; Greene 1997,
Timms, McHugh, Carroll & James 1997,
Qermann & Lindgren, 1995; Edwards &
Kittler, 1991; Ouellette & Ahn, 1891). For
exampls, Greens (1997) found that
purpaseful - education resulted in an increase in
occupational therapy students’ appreciation of client
needs-for dignity, equality and justice. Likewise,
Oormann and Lindgren's (1995) study with
undergraduate -nursing students using the ATDP
scale, found that students improved their level of
sonsitivity to the needs of clients with disability
following an education program. Edwards and
Kittler -{1991), and Ouellete and Ahn (1991),
reported similar posltive outcomes after studying
the effects of rehabilitation clinical placements in
Braln Injury Units. However, Yamamoto, Randall,
Takeda and Leelamamit's (1998) study found that
madical students were lass sensitive to the nseds of
people who had what they termed “mental”
disabilities at the end of a four-year education
program, compared to the beginning of the
pregram. Penny’s (2002) recent study with
occupational therapy students also concluded that
particlpants’ - attitudes to people with mental
illnesses .changed in a negative way fallowing
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fieldworR placement.

As research an the effect of specialty disabillty
educalion programs for Australian nursing students is
scant, this pilot study aims to contribute to.the
knowledge educators require in preparing students
for this field of health care. The project was designed
1o explore the effect of ,a rehabllitation clinical
placement on undergraduate nursing students'
aititudes towards people with disability. This paper
reports on only one of the three aims of the larger
research project, namely, to measure the impact of a
clinical placement in rehabilitation on the
davelopment of positive attitudes In undergraduate
nurging students towards people with
acquired disabilities.

RESEARCH METHOOS

Approval was sought and granted from
two human research ethics commiltaes,
one academic and one clinical, before the

project was commenced.
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Study Design

This wés. .a thres-pant -pilot study,
amploying multiple methods.in a pra/post-

reviewe

pan reported here. pertains to the survey.
of undergraduate nursing . .students’
attitudes towards people with. disabilities
on entry to, and. exit from,. a. clinical
placement, using. the Scale of Atitudes
Toward Disabled Persons scale (SADP)
(Antonak, 1982).

Intervention

Undergraduate nursing students were assigned to a
five-day clinical placement in a designated in-patient
rehabilitation facility in Australia, All studants were
participating in the same Bachelor of Nursing
program, but were rostered to one of four clinical
units for the duration of their placement. A registered
nurse experienced in rehabilitation was assigned to
facilitate each group of eight students on the
placement. In each' clinical- unit - other . registered
nurses also provided support.

Research instruments

The SADP, developed by Antonak in.-1981.and
revised in 1982, is a valid and rellable instrument.
Antonak (1982) noted that the SADP measurss
aftitudes towards disabled persons as a group and
consists of 24 items on a 6-paint rating scale, ranging
from =3 to signify “| disagree very much” 1o +3,
signifying * | agree very much”, No neutral response

test design, cperating concymently. The.

option Is provided. Higher scores indicate a more
favourable attitude towards people with disabilities.
The SADP yields rich data emphasising the muiti-
dimensional character of aitudes towards people with
physical, emotional, intellactual, mental and social
disabilities in three domains: civil and legal rights,
aquity "and equality, and antl-normalisation and
discrimination in habilitation programs.

Data Analysis
Participant demographics provided descriptive

statistics and, because the participant numbers were
small, demographic charactaristics were not correlated

" with scores on the attitude scale. Since the SADP has

both negatve and positive agree and disagree
responses, the negative responses were reversed

_before being analysed as suggested by Antonak

(1982). For example, -3 (I disagree very much) was
converted fo zero instead of -3; -2 (I disagree pretty
much) became + 1; -1 (I disagree a little) became + 2;
+1(1 agree a'litle) became + 3; + 2 (| agree prefy
much) became + 4 and +3 (| agree very much)
became+ 5. The sum of the responses to the items
was then calculated and a constant of 72 added to the
total. This last step eliminated negative scores and
allowed'the pre and post-test scares for each student
1o be compared initlally before analysing group means
for the three domains. T-tests were run for all data
although only group means are reported here, as
sample size was insufficient to discriminate on t-
test analysis.

Sample

The cunvenience sample included twenty-six voluntary
sacond..(33%). and third (67%) year undergraduate
nursing students from a Sydney based university. The
majarity (77%) of the sample were female. Some were
enrolled. nurses before commencing the Bachslor of
Nursing program.. Fifty percent aof students indicated
that they had had previcus experience in some type of
disability ‘setting including family settings, and one
third of the sample .was aged 35 years or above. Ages
spanned from 20 %45 years,

Aesults

Variance -amang Individual items on the SADP was
minimal, therefore group means' are reported and
categorised. in threa domains: civil and legal rights,
equity and equalty, and anti-nonmallsation and
discrimination in hauilitation programa.

Domain 1: Civil and legal rights
A range of responses was racorded for items In this
domain ' (see table). Overall, the scores revealed

there was litfle variation between pre and post clinical
scares.
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The Impact of a clinical placement in rehabilitation (cont’d)

students did not agrse with the propasitions that

Strong  positive | Agreeing that: disabled pecple:
mean pre and » shaw a deviant personality profile;
post-test (3~4.5) |« disabled children should e are more accident prone;
be provided with free « need only the proper environment and
public education, opponunity to develop and express criminal
e a disabled Individual is tendencies;
capable of making » engage in bizarre and doviant sexual activity;
moral decislons, " and
s disabled people should o that disabled children have an adverse effect
not be prevented from on ragular classrooms.
having children,

v » disabled adufts should Students strongly agreed pre-test (4) with the
not be involuntarlly propaosition that most disabled people arg willing to
committed 1o an work, however, they were less
institution following supportive of this proposition post-test
arrest, (2.4). |

e disabled people should C :
be given oppertunities Domain 3: Anitl-normalisation and N
for gainful employment, discrimination In habilitation programs <
» equal work g
opportunities should be Once again, the scares revealed there ()
available to disabled was little variation betwseen pre and i
Individuals, post-test scores. There were strong N
e there should be laws to positive responses pre and post-test
pravant employers from (2.0 to 4.5) tor the propositions: Q.
discriminating  against e ' that disableo people should be
disabled people, and :" able to live whers they choose; o
s that disabled people « that adequate housing for disabled " [
should receive at least people is neithes too axpensive nor e o
the minimum wage for too difficuit to build; -
their job. = that disabled pecple ars able to K@)
- adjust to a life outside an —
Mid range mean|Arguing against  the institutional setting; N

pre and post-test | propasitions that:

(2-2.5) s rehabilitation programs
ara toc expensive to
operate, and

o« That disabled people
are like children in many

* 1hat 29ning ordinances should not
discriminate against disabled
people; and

o that disabled pecple should not live with others
of similar disability.

ways. In summary, the SADP group means raveal only
Low mean pre Arguing strongly against the sm_allldiﬂerences in the positive attitudes that the
and post-test (1) | propositions that: majority (76%) of students held towards people with

disabiiitiss on entry to, and exit from, the clinical
placement. There was no statistical significancs
between pre and post-test group means for the
three domains, civil and legal rights, equity and

¢ Disabled people should
be prohibited from
obtaining a drivers

license. equallty, and’ anti-normalisation and discrimination

Small decrease in | Arguing against the in habilltation programs. Reversing negatively
pre and posi-test | proposition that: scared questions from O (I disagree very much) to 5
means « Repetitive work s (I agree very much) revealed very small changes in
appropriate for disabled high positive scores for 76% of the students. This

people. signifles that on entry to the clinical placement, the

majority of students had the view that people with

_ _ disabilities ought 1o be afforded the same rights and
Domain 2: Equity and equality . respect that all other citizens axpect as a matter of
_ course. This Is an impontant finding, given that the

Qverall, the scores revealed there was little variation group rmeans were negatively influenced by the
betwean pre and post-test scorss. There were low congisten! pattern of some 2-4 individual students

mean scoras pre and post test (1 to 2) showing that
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who had opposile responses to other students for
most propositions.

DISCUSSION

Although the study sample is small, the findings _

reflact those of Bergman and Hanson (2000) who
used the ATDP scale. The. five-day clinical
placement, llke Bergman and Hanson's (2000) two-
day fieldwork placement at a sports camp for people
with disabilities, was not a strong enough factor to
produce a difference in attitudes. The researchers
, hote however, that 88% of their parnicipants had
previous contact with people with disabilities, and
that the experience itself may have had some

favourable atftitudes initially, whilst not
who aliready displayed positive attitudes.

Similarly, particular student
" characteristics may have influenced the
findings in this pllot study. Fifty percent of
the student panicipants had previous
experience with caring for people with a
disability and 33% were mature aged
students aged between 35 and 45 years.
This provides support for Packer et al's
suggestion that ‘those who experience
more contact with persoris with disabilities
appear to have more positive
attitudes” (2000, p. 42). In Packer et al's
(2000) study using the SADP, the
attitudes of threa groups of occuipational
therapy and nursing students were
measured. They determined that students
enrolled in courses taught largely by
people with disabilittes reported the mast positive
aftitudes. Similar conclusions were drawn In Hunf
and Hunt's (2000) study comparing the attitudes of
undergraduate rehabliltation and business majors.
Analysis showed that rehabilitation majors (who
demonstrated the more positive attitudes) were more
likely to be older, female and have - experienced
greater personal contact with people with disabilities
(Hunt & Hunt, 2000). These findings also support the
propasition that more contact leads to a more
positive attitude towards people with disabilities., -

S
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o
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Limitations

While acknowledged as a pilot, ‘this study had
several limitations. The voluntary nature of the study
required drawing on a convenience sample. Random
sampling may have yieided different resuits. The
clinical facility in rahabilitaton was a new facility
offered to students thersfore students were randomly
allocated to this rehabilitation facility by university
staff. The constrainis of fitting in with an organised
clinical program were acknowledged as limitations

‘_‘_——_~——_r—_

further Improving attitudes in students ..

impact on thosa students with least

early in thé pliot. Untike Manin and Ligon's {2000)
methadolegy using the SADP, the pilot did not use a
control group, which would have been a useful
comparison to validate responses. The duration of
the clinical placement (5 days) compared to the
researchers’ preferred duration (10 day experience),

- was nol.possible within the restictions of an

established practical curriculum, Another
consideration that limits interpretation of the findings
is the students’ variable previous experiences and
contact with peopie with disabilities.

CONCLUSION

The pilot study almed to evaluate the effectiveness of
a specialty clinical placement for nursing students
through measuring their atlitudes to people with

- disabilities befora and after the rehabllitation clinical

placement. While the pre/post mean attitude scores
did not reveal statistically significant difterences,
students emtered into the clinical placemant with
unusually high positive mean scores, suggesting the
important influence of prior life experience and/or
education .upen these findings. The resulls, although
constrained by the limitations identified, do support
the contention that further ragearch using a variety of
designs is needed, to clearly elucidate the impact of
clinical ,education on nursing students’ attitudes
towards people with disabilities. Given the significant
praportion of the Australian population wha have a
varlety of digabilities, and their increasing
representation in the health care system, it s
Imperative that research in this area Is not dismissed
as just too difficuit.
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