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1 Can nursing educators learn to trust the world’s most trusted profession 

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought out much of the best in nursing education. 

Educators have adapted and modified teaching sessions and entire programmes in 

previously unimagined timeframes, almost eliminating the phrase, ‘that’s not 

possible'. They worked tirelessly to ensure students experienced minimal disruption 

to their courses while still having meaningful learning experiences.  Students have 

also stepped up and in some countries, have stepped into clinical settings to support 

the nursing workforce. The pandemic will have elementally changed cherished ideas 

around established curriculum, public health, learning experiences and even nursing 

education in ways that will only become clear in future years.  Given the efforts and 

achievements of nursing education, it seems like “kicking Bambi” (Darbyshire, 2014, 

p. 63) to criticise any aspect of the endeavour, but not even a pandemic should 

render nursing or education impervious to critique.   Such a critique inevitably raises 

concerns regarding generalisability and the danger of tarring all of nursing education 

with the same brush.  We hope that we have avoided this universalising trap, but just 

as the claim that ‘I have many black colleagues’ is no evidence of a lack of racism 

and ‘But I know a lot of good men’ does not invalidate misogyny, so too the 

existence of good schools and trusting educators does not invalidate our criticisms. 

 

2 ‘Trust No-one’ (The X-Files) 

For decades, nursing has been voted the world’s number one most trusted 

profession (Advisory Board, 2020). Few would argue against the view that “Nursing 

educators, therefore, have a particular responsibility to ensure that nurses are 

equipped with the attitudes and knowledge required for trusting nurse–patient 

relationships” (Dinç & Gastmans, 2012, p. 235).  It is however one of nursing’s most 
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perplexing paradoxes that some educators, schools and health services seem to 

believe that the best way to prepare students and new RNs for this mantle of 

responsibility is by refusing to trust them at all.  Some students might cheat, so we 

must police everyone’s work and even their very facial expressions with Turnitin, 

proctoring or other surveillance technologies (Morris & Stommel, 2020; Swauger, 

2020). Some students may be disengaged, so we must enforce universal attendance 

policies. Some students may deviate from corporate rebrandings of professionalism, 

so we must enforce micromanaging dress codes (Walker, 2020). Nurses on duty 

may drink from a water bottle, so for spurious rationales, we forbid nurses from 

managing their own hydration (Oliver, 2020).  Nurses may develop critical thinking 

abilities, make collegially determined decisions, or develop autonomous practice, so 

we discourage this by enmeshing them in a web of best practice procedures, 

standards, guidelines, protocols and policies, (Bail et al., 2009) governing their every 

action.  There seems no limit to the ways that the world’s most trusted profession is 

not trusted by their own profession. 

 

In tandem with these measures of mistrust, nursing education also expects students 

to function in relationships of mutual trust with patients, health care colleagues and 

organisations (Mullarkey et al, 2011; Nortvedt et al, 2019).  Within an educational 

ethos where techno-policing students is an accepted norm, it is not far-fetched to 

imagine that some universities may consider buying a new app that promises to 

“Determine how trustworthy a person is in just one minute” using voice tone and 

facial twitches (Feathers, 2021), to reinforce their arsenal of anti-cheating 

technologies. In a further unmistakable incongruity, Macfarlane (2013, p. 368) 

questions why some academics value academic freedom so highly yet deny it so 
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readily to students. If a school of nursing or university were a genuine community of 

scholars, the distinction would not arise and students would be accorded the same 

academic freedom and trust in relation to their learning that faculty take as a given 

regarding their own professional practice. 

 

The new nadir of mistrust is graphically described by Moro (2020) as ‘cop shit’ 

education.  ‘Cop shit’ are often today’s digitalisations of previous distrusts that 

include various policing, punishing and proctoring technologies (Sonnemaker, 2020).  

These are often introduced while the educators and schools involved eschew all 

irony by continuing to espouse ‘adult learning’.  These students are indeed adults 

who become responsible and accountable for the care of some of society’s most sick 

and vulnerable people. They cannot be encouraged and prepared to develop the 

necessary critical, ethical and system-changing skills to fulfil these responsibilities if 

treated as untrustworthy children within an infantilisation (Macfarlane, 2013) culture 

during their nursing education.  It may be a thought experiment but consider the trust 

that must exist between spouses and partners.  We trust our partners when they say 

that they are working late or going out with some friends rather than installing a 

surveillance app on their mobile phone or hiring a private investigator to track them 

in order to verify that they have been honest.  The prospect of such a relationship 

grounded on a ‘trust but verify’ foundation being anything less than a short-lived 

mistake seem slim, yet many in nursing education appear to expect pedagogical 

relations with students to develop within such an ethos.  

 

Technologies and policies designed to detect and deter dishonesty also appear to be 

disproportionately skewed towards student infractions.  We are unaware of any 
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similar mechanisms routinely deployed by schools to counter the global academic 

fraud of predatory journals and conferences (Darbyshire, 2018).  Nursing faculty 

worldwide regularly participate in this cybercrime (Umlauf & Mochizuki, 2018) by 

buying publication of their papers in such journals, accepting positions on their 

‘editorial boards’ and presenting at their “fraudulent conferences” (Bowman, 2014) in 

order to inflate their CVs (Pond et al., 2019).  Such faculty dishonesty occurs 

globally, frequently, deliberately, in plain sight and with impunity.  We posit that this 

constitutes a far greater threat to the academic integrity of the discipline of nursing 

than some students’ coursework dishonesty. 

 

It should be possible to use plagiarism detection software to do more than ‘catch 

cheats’.  Many nursing journal editors will attest to receiving plagiarised, salami-

sliced or duplicate publication submissions from authors who are not naïve, 

neophyte students who do not understand the conventions and standards of 

academic publication, but postgraduates or even senior faculty.  Students need to 

learn conventions and practices of academic writing, publishing integrity and 

honesty. Ideally, as some suggest (Mphahlele & McKenna, 2019), surveillance 

technology such as Turnitin could be part of a positive project that supports students 

to develop more ethical academic writing rather than something used against them. 

It seems likely however, that as long as such potentially valuable technology is 

embedded within “conditions dominated by mistrust and malpractice”, then “Writing 

confidence and the development of brave writers and thinkers who can engage in 

discourses in their discipline are difficult to promote” (Penketh & Beaumont, 2014, p. 

11). 
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We have some empathy with faculty and schools unable or unwilling to trust 

students.  Faculty mistrust of students does not emerge from thin air, it is forged from 

the horizontal violence of their own mutual distrusts.  The culture of many a “toxic 

university” (Smyth, 2017) is entwined with the aberrant argot of neoliberalism and 

managerialism that has created what Deem (2008) calls “a deep corrosion of trust”, 

where “The managerialist paradigm starts from the unfounded presumption that 

academics cannot be trusted, and that academic work has to be 'managed', curbed, 

audited and generally distrusted” (Deem, 2008, p. 278).  Substitute student for 

academic here and Deem’s concerns apply just as aptly to the mistrust of students. 

This “undercurrent of mistrust and suspicion” (Cotter & Clukey, 2019, p.141) and the 

pervasive competitive culture that conditions faculty to fear peers taking what is 

rightfully theirs, pervades some university cultures and nursing academia and is 

easily fanned outwards towards students. 

 

3 Punitive pedagogy 

The dark side of nursing education, its punitive, oppressive character has thrived 

widely acknowledged yet largely unchallenged for generations.  Today’s academic 

precariat and students disciplined through all manner of sanctions, are direct 

descendants of the 1950’s-1970’s nursing fear factories that openly celebrated the 

“breaking” of students and new faculty as a badge of honour (Pope, 2008, p.1-12). 

This is who we were.  A more disturbing question for nursing and nursing education 

is, ‘Is this who we still are?’  Some universities now police and punish students for 

newly designated ‘offences’ that have become a source of university income 

generation.  Amid today’s COVID-19 pandemic, we may imagine that schools 

penalising unwell students awaiting COVID-19 test results or those who test 
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negative, for attendance infringements defies belief, but it does not. 

 

Even noted author Suzanne Gordon experienced nursing’s “punitive culture” 

firsthand.  She was appalled by how senior nurses treated “not only the younger 

members of the profession but anyone, including herself, who had the temerity to 

critique an institutional or individual position or to disagree with institutional policies 

and procedures” (Gordon, 2013).  When even this powerful, seasoned writer and 

acclaimed ally of nursing could feel the full force of nursing’s punitive ethos and 

orchestrated shunning, what chance has a student nurse or new faculty member?  

 

4 Dress code draconianism 

Regulating nurses’ appearance is as old as nursing itself, so when a hospital ditches 

its 50-page uniform policy, telling staff ‘we trust you’ (Brusie, 2018), this becomes 

newsworthy.  A cursory Google search for ‘nurse uniform policy’ reveals hospital and 

university uniform policies; prohibiting hair colour or styles that are ‘not natural’, 

baulking at tattoos or piercings, and even dictating sock colours (see, e.g., Grant, 

2018).  Scorning such policies as hyper-controlling, quasi racist, micromanagement 

is sloppy analysis. They are deeply embedded within a culture and ethos sustained 

by racism, classism and a fundamental perception of students and staff as potential 

untrustworthy adversaries.  Walker’s trenchant analysis of nursing dress codes 

shows these are not harmless rehashings of endless nurse uniform debates but, 

“systemic patterns of harm” disproportionately impacting minority and non-

conforming nurses (Walker, 2020).  Compared to 23-page uniform policies we have 

read, the most concise, sensible dress code emphasises that a hospital is not a 
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nightclub or catwalk and a nursing shift is not a party, saying simply; ‘If you can see 

up it, down it, or through it - don’t wear it’.   

 

Nursing education readily champions ‘empowerment’ and the importance of creating 

empowered nurses.  There is good reason for this as trusted RNs tend to be more 

empowered and effective RNs. As Laschinger and Finegan (2005, p. 11) found, 

“staff nurse empowerment has an impact on their perceptions of fair management 

practices, feelings of being respected in their work settings, and their trust in 

management, which ultimately influence their job satisfaction and organizational 

commitment”. In a more trusting culture, nurse educators might understand and 

enact empowerment sufficiently to “trust nursing students’ own imaginations and the 

wisdom of their own lived experiences to develop proposals for how each individual 

could best show up for themselves, their classmates, and the folx [sic] we serve”. 

(Walker, 2020) 

 

5 Nursing education’s crucible of incivility 

Bullying, humiliation, harassment, belittling, indifference, discourtesy, offensiveness, 

sexism, racism and other destructive behaviours are widely recognised within 

nursing education and practice (Darbyshire et al., 2019). Students’ experiences of 

faculty bullying are globally documented (Del Prato, 2013; Seibel et al., 2018). The 

mantra that students are rights-armed, all-powerful consumers of higher education, 

has now emboldened contra power harassment (Christensen et al., 2020; Lampman 

et al., 2009); where bullying and intimidation of faculty and mentors by students is 

growing (Park & Kang, 2020). Faculty bullying is so “systemic and pervasive” 

(Edmonson & Zelonka, 2019, p.274) as to be barely remarkable (Thompson & 
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Darbyshire, 2013). Nursing education in many places has become a crucible of 

aggressions, harmful to students, faculty, the essence of the university, the 

profession, and any concept of learning. This toxic culture and its contributory 

components, such as foundational mistrust of students, need to be acknowledged, 

challenged and transformed. This cannot be achieved by ever greater surveillance, 

stricter disciplinary policies, or ‘stronger management’.  The answer to nursing 

education’s toxicities surely cannot be more of the same ‘cop shit’ approaches that 

helped create the problem.   

 

6 ‘Every generation needs a new revolution’. – Thomas Jefferson 

Nursing’s inception within rule driven, religious and military orders ensured that the 

principle of “unquestioning obedience and loyalty to her matron and all others in 

authority” (Riddell, 1925, p.3) was replicated within nursing’s DNA.  The minutiae of 

what is controlled may have changed, but not the inherent belief that nurses will only 

‘do the right things’ if they are systematically policed by those in power whose 

trustworthiness and authority must always remain unquestioned. From history’s ‘lady 

probationers’ to today’s students, patterns of oppressive pedagogies have been 

apparent throughout much of nursing education.  Chastity, poverty and obedience 

were expected good nurse qualities. In many nurses’ living memory, they were 

forced to leave nursing after marriage and were micromanaged and inspected in 

every aspect of their behaviour, appearance and demeanour.  They endured training 

and clinical regimes where only total obedience was acceptable and where any 

questioning equated to disloyalty.  Riddell’s popular Lectures to Nurses spelled out 

expectations in its first paragraph: “No woman should take up the profession of 
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nursing unless she is prepared for hard work, continual self-denial, and constant 

subordination of her own will” (Riddell, 1925, p. 1). 

 

The Curriculum Revolution of the 1990s (Tanner, 2007) promised a transformation of 

nursing education. Behaviourism, Taylorism, constant testing, force-fed content and 

teacher-wielded power could be replaced by connection, caring, student 

involvement, emancipation of faculty and students, political praxis and more (Moccia, 

1990). Students could be freed to learn and develop as thinking, critical adults, rather 

than being “assembled in auditoriums and hosed down with microfacts” (Allen, 1990, 

p. 70). It was an exciting time, full of possibilities, but much of the higher education 

sector it seems, now resembles a neoliberal wasteland (Giroux, 2002; Readings, 

1997; Smyth, 2017), where a largely casualised precariat faculty (Halcomb et al., 

2010; Peekhaus, 2014) bounce between lecturing and marking and where 

auditoriums and cyberspaces full of paying customers perform “learnerism” 

(Macfarlane, 2013, p.370) under the scrutiny of increasingly distrustful authorities.   

 

Being cognisant of Lipscombe’s (2019) wise caution that ‘neoliberalism’ should not 

be used as a kind of ‘boo, hiss’ cliché, we draw upon McGregor’s definition that 

“Neoliberalism is comprised of three principles: individualism, free market via 

privatization and deregulation, and decentralization” (McGregor, 2001, p. 82).  Such 

a definition is however, sparse and does not adequately convey the ‘nature of the 

beast’ of neoliberalism, or the extent to which it reformats every aspect of our world, 

in the forensic detail provided by Smyth (2017) in his discussion of the impact of 

neoliberalism on universities. Neoliberalism is impelled fundamentally by an 

economic and metric view of every aspect of the world and a belief that such aspects 
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should be driven, measured and controlled by competition, radical individualism and 

‘market forces’, with minimal or no government interference.  Under neoliberalism, 

there are no ‘public goods’ or social values that cannot or should not be privatised, 

marketised and monetised.  Within a neoliberal worldview, student and faculty 

cheating makes a perverse kind of sense.  If it is possible and acceptable to buy a 

higher education where students or faculty become consumers or paying customers, 

why would such customers not expect to be afforded the individualistic consumer 

sovereignty that allows them to purchase their coursework, thesis or publication track 

record from an ‘essay mill’ or predatory journal on the open market? Everything can 

be justified when you seek ‘an edge’ over your peers in a grades race or on a tenure 

promotion track.  When everything else in the world can be privatised, why would a 

student not think that they can outsource their consumer demand for coursework to 

the ‘gig economy’ by entering the murky and often dangerous world of contract 

cheating services? (Lancaster, 2016; Yorke et al, 2020). 

  

7 Conclusion: What can we all do? 

Developing nursing trustworthiness is no simple binary choice between trustworthy 

or untrustworthy that a nurse can be slotted into. As Selman makes clear, “In matters 

of being worthy of trust, nurses may find themselves judged by patients and their 

families as well as by other health care professionals, managers and administrators, 

professional bodies, and so on, each of whom may have a different expectation of 

what it means to be a trustworthy nurse” (Selman, 2006, p. 112). We do not attribute 

the network of distrust that often enmeshes students, faculty and clinicians to malice 

on the part of nurse educators or schools of nursing.  Rather such fundamental 

distrust is often justified by Margaret Thatcher’s famous ‘TINA’ rationale – ‘There is 
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no alternative’.  Many educators believe this to be true of the ‘real world’ of student 

propensity to cheat and the consequent need for surveillance technologies, perhaps 

because, as Apple suggests, “dominant groups often live in what might best be 

called an epistemological fog. To know is to be called upon to act. Not knowing is 

much easier and allows dominant policies and practices to go forward” (Apple, 2016, 

p. 511). We suggest however that alternatives, often unimagined and untried, do 

exist.  That nurse educators “start by trusting students” as Stommel (2017) 

suggested would be a good start. A radical rediscovery of mutual trust between 

students and educators and between nurses and health services is not an unrealistic 

abdication of pedagogical or managerial responsibility.  It is entirely reasonable that 

educators clarify to new students that so much of nursing, patient care and collegial 

teamwork is founded on honesty and trustworthiness and that students are expected 

to adhere to these principles and to develop such nursing honesty and 

trustworthiness throughout their education.  If students purposely lie, cheat, deceive 

or commit other knowingly fraudulent activity during their nursing program, then it is 

a reasonable assumption that they would also be willing to complete fraudulent 

nursing notes, lie about medications or treatments or otherwise endanger patients’ 

lives.  It is thus justified that expulsion from their nursing programme is a real 

possibility.  Becoming a qualified nurse and nursing itself are not ‘anything goes’ or 

soft options and we should respect and support our students enough to help them 

rise to the many challenges of belonging to the world’s most trusted profession. 

  

Trust is precarious.  It is infused with emotions such as disappointment, betrayal, 

pride, confidence and uncertainty and it resists attempts to order, objectify or 

mandate it.  Trust by definition involves uncertainty, vulnerability and the 
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relinquishment of absolute control (Gilson, 2006). As Scott Webster (2018, p. 153) 

stressed, “the teacher–student relation is one of risk and unpredictability”.  To trust 

someone is to hope, expect or judge that they will behave with honesty and integrity, 

that they will ‘do the right thing’ but it is also to hold open the possibility of 

disappointment or even a sense of betrayal should the person fail to behave in these 

ways.  In today’s audit society (Power, 1999) and post-truth world (Forsyth, 2019), 

mistrust seems to have invaded every aspect of health care and university life. Little 

is trusted, for everything is audited by a multi-billion dollar industry of distrust 

agencies and their inspectors.  Such widespread mistrust in health services may be 

seen to be but an extension of wider societal suspicion; of governments, 

corporations, news and information, experts, facts, climate science and more that 

sees increasing regulation, audit and governance locked in a loop of mutually 

assured trust destruction (Aghion et al, 2010) 

 

Amidst all of this, can nursing education create a system where educators and 

clinicians prepare nurses to become even better than themselves and where 

students relish rising to that challenge? Can we ground nursing education on a better 

foundation than ‘students will lie, cheat and expend minimal effort, so we must police 

and punish this out of them’? Can schools stop inflicting ‘cop shit’ on the many 

because of the shortcomings of the few? Can schools reject perfectionism and 

accept that both students and faculty will stumble and fall, treating this not as abject 

failure but as part of how we all grow as nurses?  Can faculty talk to students about 

‘how they are doing’ as earnestly as they currently examine and grade this? Can 

faculty handle students questioning ‘cop shit’ and making them feel uncomfortable or 

criticised, by modelling critical reflection and collegial conversation rather than 
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donning victimhood mantles and reframing such questioning as student incivility? 

Dismantling nursing education’s ‘cop shit’ culture and replacing it with the trust and 

respect that the world’s most trusted profession is accorded by wider society will 

require concerted, ongoing effort, but we contend that it will be worth it. 
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