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ABSTRACT

Storytelling has returned as a purposeful teaching strategy in nursing education. It offers an alternative to didactic, fact-
centred instruction by placing disease knowledge within lived clinical narratives. This narrative review synthesises
current evidence on storytelling-based learning, including digital storytelling and narrative pedagogy and its influence
on nursing students' disease knowledge, clinical reasoning and professional competence. PubMed/MEDLINE,
CINAHL, Scopus, Embase, ERIC and Google Scholar were searched using Medical Subject Headings and free-text
terms combined with Boolean operators. Primary studies, systematic reviews and theoretical papers published in English
were included and synthesised narratively. The literature suggests that storytelling-based learning improves retention of
pathophysiological and clinical content, strengthens critical thinking and clinical reasoning and supports empathy,
communication, professional identity and humanistic caring ability. Digital and simulation-embedded narratives were
particularly effective in engaging learners and encouraging reflective practice and narrative pedagogy helped students
move from novice thinking toward more expert-like clinical judgement. The evidence is limited, however, by
methodological heterogeneity, small samples and inconsistent outcome measures. Overall, storytelling-based learning
appears to be a useful adjunct to traditional nursing curricula, linking theory with clinical practice while nurturing the
humanistic side of care. Larger, adequately powered trials with standardised outcome measures are needed to establish
its long-term effect on clinical competence and patient outcomes.

Keywords: Clinical reasoning, Narrative pedagogy, Nursing education, Nursing students, Professional competence,
Storytelling
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INTRODUCTION

Nursing education today has to prepare graduates who can
combine expanding biomedical knowledge with the
interpersonal and ethical demands of bedside care.!
Lecture-based teaching is an efficient way to transmit
facts, but it has been criticised for producing fragmented,
decontextualised knowledge that students find hard to
transfer to real clinical encounters.! Nurse educators have
therefore turned increasingly to pedagogies that place
learning within authentic human experience and
storytelling holds a distinctive place among them.??

Storytelling-based learning is the deliberate use of
narrative, whether spoken, written or digitally mediated, to
convey clinical content, model professional reasoning and
evoke the lived experience of illness.? Narrative pedagogy
emerged in nursing education as an interpretive alternative
to behaviourist curricula. It holds that knowing arises from
interpreting the stories shared among students, teachers
and clinicians, not from the one-way transmission of
facts.! The approach draws on a wider intellectual tradition
that treats narrative as a fundamental way in which people
organise experience and construct meaning.*

Two learning theories offer a coherent rationale for
storytelling-based learning in health professions curricula.
Kolb's experiential learning cycle proposes that durable
learning arises from the interplay of concrete experience,
reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation and
active experimentation and narrative case material can
approximate this cycle even without direct patient
contact.’ Mezirow's transformative learning theory adds
that disorienting or emotionally resonant narratives can
lead learners to examine and revise their assumptions
about illness, patients and their own professional role.®

Interest in storytelling has grown alongside digital tools,
which have given rise to digital storytelling, that is, short
first-person multimedia narratives, as a distinct teaching
format in health professions education.” Reviews of this
literature report that a large share of digital storytelling
research has been carried out in undergraduate nursing
programmes, which fits the discipline's long-standing
emphasis on lived experience and reflective practice.’
Storytelling has also been used in clinical placement
education to help students work through emotionally
charged encounters with patients, families and
interdisciplinary teams.®

Despite this growing body of work, the evidence on
storytelling-based learning is scattered across disciplines,
formats and outcome measures, which range from disease-
specific knowledge retention to clinical reasoning,
empathy and professional identity.

This review therefore set out to synthesise the available
literature on storytelling-based learning in nursing
education, focusing on its reported effects on disease

knowledge, clinical reasoning and professional
competence and to identify gaps that need further research.

This article is a narrative literature review informed by
recognised frameworks for integrative and scoping
synthesis, an approach that suits evidence spanning
experimental, qualitative and theoretical designs.®

Rather than pooling effect sizes, the review set out to
describe the range of storytelling interventions used in
nursing education and to synthesise their reported
outcomes narratively.

METHODS

A structured search was carried out in
PubMed/MEDLINE, CINAHL, Scopus, Embase, ERIC
and Google Scholar for literature published between
January 2010 and June 2026. Controlled vocabulary
(Medical Subject Headings, MeSH) was combined with
free-text keywords and Boolean operators to allow for
differences in terminology across databases, as
summarised in Table 1.

Studies were eligible if they were peer-reviewed,
published in English and evaluated storytelling, narrative
pedagogy or digital storytelling among nursing, midwifery
or closely related health-profession students and if they
reported outcomes related to knowledge, clinical
reasoning, competence or related constructs such as
empathy and professional identity.’

Conference abstracts without accessible full text, purely
anecdotal opinion pieces and studies reporting only
patient-level rather than student-level outcomes were
excluded.

Titles and abstracts identified in the search were screened
for relevance and potentially eligible articles were then
assessed in full against the inclusion criteria. For each
included study, the data extracted were author and year,
country, study design, sample size, a description of the
storytelling intervention, the comparator where applicable
and the outcomes reported.

Because the included designs ranged from randomised and
quasi-experimental trials to qualitative and mixed-
methods studies, a formal risk-of-bias assessment was not
undertaken. Methodological features such as sample size,
use of a comparison group and outcome measurement
tools were noted instead, to put the strength of each study's
findings in context, in line with prior integrative reviews
in this field.®

Study selection

The search and screening yielded systematic and
integrative reviews, randomised and quasi-experimental
trials, qualitative studies and theoretical or descriptive
papers on storytelling-based learning, from countries
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including the United Kingdom, China, Iran, Taiwan, South
Africa, Japan, Australia and Canada.” Digital storytelling
has been studied mainly within undergraduate nursing
curricula, more than in other health professions.’

Characteristics of included studies

Table 2 summarises the design, sample, intervention and
key outcomes of representative studies included in this
review. The studies show how varied storytelling formats
are, from live oral narrative and reflective writing to digital
video and interactive web-based stories and they cover
both pre-registration nursing and midwifery education.

Effect on disease knowledge

Several studies report that narrative formats improve the
acquisition and retention of disease-specific content
compared with conventional instruction. In a quasi-
experimental comparison, digital storytelling built into an
oncology curriculum produced a significantly greater post-
test improvement than routine teaching, which points to a
measurable knowledge benefit alongside gains in
reasoning.'”

A systematic review of simulation-based learning, which
often uses narrative patient scenarios, likewise found
improvements in students' knowledge and skill acquisition
in most of the included studies.!> A broader systematic
review of digital storytelling in health professions
education found that most studies reported positive
learning-level outcomes, with undergraduate nursing the
largest single setting.”

Effect on clinical reasoning and critical thinking

Narrative-based teaching is consistently associated with
gains in clinical thinking and reasoning. In a cluster-
randomised trial of biweekly narrative teaching sessions
that combined storytelling, role-play and reflective
writing, vocational nursing interns in the intervention
group scored significantly higher on clinical thinking and
core competency than those receiving standard
apprenticeship training.” A mixed-methods study used an
outcome-present state test model, which combines patient
narrative with structured reasoning and reported improved
open-mindedness, a core dimension of critical-thinking
disposition, among psychiatric nursing students. !

Related approaches built on dialogue and reflection, such
as Socratic inquiry and argumentation, have also produced
statistically significant improvements in most domains of
a validated critical-thinking rubric.'*

This fits the wider view that clinical reasoning is a
recursive cognitive process that depends on knowledge,
experience and structured teaching strategies, with
narrative and case-based approaches forming an important
part.'” Simulation using structured clinical-judgment

models has produced similar gains in nursing students'
clinical reasoning, which reinforces the value of narrative,
case-anchored formats over content delivered in the
abstract.?’

Effect on professional competence, empathy and
humanistic care

Beyond cognitive outcomes, storytelling-based learning is
repeatedly linked to the humanistic side of nursing
competence. A large quasi-experimental study of narrative
pedagogy in a paediatric nursing curriculum found
significantly higher scores on a validated caring-ability
inventory among students who received narrative teaching
and qualitative accounts described deeper empathy toward
hospitalised children.!!

Similarly, a narrative-pedagogy death-education module
within a palliative care course improved nursing students'
death attitudes, coping and attitudes toward caring for
dying patients.'? These findings agree with evidence that
structured empathy education, in which narrative and
perspective-taking exercises are a core component, is
generally effective in undergraduate nursing curricula.?!

Storytelling has also been linked to professional identity
formation, as nursing students expressed a wish to have
their own stories and lived experiences recognised as part
of what makes a nurse.??

Engagement,
considerations

satisfaction  and  implementation

Nurse educators describe storytelling, in qualitative
accounts, as an engaging and memorable teaching strategy
that turns abstract course content into vivid, retrievable
clinical images.'® Web-based interactive storytelling
introduced into pre-registration midwifery education has
similarly been reported to increase student engagement
with complex curricular content.!” Earlier work that used
digital storytelling to prepare students for the emotional
realities of clinical placement found that it helped soften
the so-called shock of reality that students meet when
moving from the classroom to clinical settings.?

A descriptive qualitative study also identified several
practical reasons why educators adopt digital stories,
including their ability to condense complex narratives into
accessible, reusable teaching resources.?* At the same
time, reviews caution that research on digital storytelling
in health professions education is still at an early stage,
with relatively few rigorous empirical studies given its
growing popularity.?

Comparison with other active-learning approaches, such
as problem-based learning for evidence-based practice,
suggests that narrative and case-anchored strategies belong
to a wider move away from passive, content-transmission
models of nursing education.?
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Table 1: MeSH term and keyword search strategy.

Concepts MeSH term(s) Free-text / keyword terms LT
operator
Teachin "Teaching"(Mesh); "Problem-Based storytelling; narrative pedagogy;
g Learning"(Mesh); "Simulation digital storytelling; narrative-based OR
method ..o . .
Training"(Mesh) teaching; case narrative
"Education, Nursing"(Mesh); "Students, nursing students; undergraduate
Learner - " . . . . .
. Nursing"(Mesh); "Education, Nursing, nursing; nurse education; nursing OR
population " .
Baccalaureate"(Mesh) curriculum
Knowledge "Health Knowledge, Attitudes, disease knowledge; pathophysiology
g Practice"(Mesh); "Educational knowledge; knowledge retention; OR
outcome " . .
Measurement"(Mesh) academic achievement
. "Clinical Reasoning"(Mesh); . Y Lo
outcome - Thinking'(Mesh); "Problem Solving"(Mesh), it TR O RIS OR
"Clinical Competence"(Mesh) Judg ’ &
Professional "Professional Competence"(Mesh); prof esswpgl competer.lce; etppathy;
" " ; . 0 caring ability; professional identity; OR
competence "Empathy"(Mesh); "Professionalism"(Mesh) . .
communication skills
Table 2: Characteristics of representative included studies.
| Author, Year Country Design Sample Intervention Key outcomes
Moreau et al’, Canada Systematic 16 HPE Digital storytelling across Learmng e behakur-
. . . . level gains; nursing was the
2018 (review) review studies health professions
most common context
. . . . 13 . . Improved student—patient,
Tlsmpam et AusFraha Inte?gratlve international St.or'ytelllng during student_RN and student—
al®,2021 (review) review clinical placement -
papers educator communication
Biweekly narrative Higher professional
(Cligiize teaching: storytellin, identity and core
Xiao et al’, 2025 China randomised n=82 interns g: storyt - ng, y
. role-play, reflective competency scores (P <
trial ..
writing 0.001)
Zarei et al'’, Quasi- n=32 Digital storytelling in Significant post-test gain in
Iran . . critical-thinking scores vs
2021 experimental students oncology curriculum
control
. 1 . Quas1.- n=588 Narrative pedagogy in Ltz ooy A.bl!lty
Liu et al'’, 2023  China experimental, . : Inventory scores; richer
. students paediatric nursing course o .
mixed-methods qualitative reflection
Zhu et al'?, China Pre—post quasi- n=60 Narrative pedagogy ‘I:I(I)lpirri)vzﬂél;ail}ractg[]gde,
2023 experimental students death-education module sccr))re sg
n=19 OPT clinical- Increased open-mindedness
Ma et al'?, 2023  Taiwan Mixed-methods reasoning/narrative model  dimension of critical
students . : - .
in psychiatry practicum thinking
Malape et al'¥,  South Quasi- n=32 Socratic inquiry, Significant gains in 5 of 6
. experimental reflection and . .2 .
2025 Africa students . critical-thinking domains
pretest—posttest argumentation
Alharbi et al', UK/Saudl Ssisimie ' Slmula.tlon-l.)a'sed learning Irxl'proved.kppwledge and
Arabia . 33 studies (narrative clinical skill acquisition across
2024 . review . .
(review) scenarios) studies
Attenborough . o . . Lecturers viewed
& Abbott's, %ﬁte(?om gﬁghtatwe Eg:zfers SSttr(;l;?elhng as a teaching storytelling as engaging
2020 & Y &y and memorable
Scamell & United iilé(ifﬁi(:;fl Midwifery Web-based interactive Eﬁ?:c;frzgiiggﬁiﬁf; n
Hanley'’,2017  Kingdom students storytelling pre-reg y
study curriculum
Nojima et al'® Japan . . . Simulation-based learning Positive effect on intrinsic
. Scoping review 21 studies . . . motivation and self-
2025 (review) incl. narrative scenarios efficacy
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DISCUSSION

Overall, the reviewed studies suggest that storytelling-
based learning, in oral, written and digital forms, has a
consistent influence on several nursing student outcomes:
disease knowledge, clinical reasoning and the humanistic
and professional aspects of competence. This fits the
theoretical premise that narrative lets learners meet clinical
content as it is actually lived, not as an abstract list of facts
and so supports both cognitive retention and affective
engagement.*

The apparent benefit for clinical reasoning matters
especially because reasoning is central to safe nursing
practice. Narrative case material seems to work as a
scaffold on which students can practise the cognitive
moves of noticing, interpreting and responding that make
up clinical judgement, echoing Benner's account of the
shift from novice rule-following to more intuitive,
experience-based expertise.> Kolb's experiential learning
cycle offers a likely explanation, since a well-constructed
clinical narrative lets students take part vicariously in
concrete experience and reflective observation before
direct patient contact is possible.’

The consistent gains in empathy, caring ability and
professional identity across the reviewed studies suggest
that storytelling-based learning may suit curricular areas
such as paediatric, palliative and mental health nursing,
where humanistic engagement is hard to teach through
procedural instruction alone.!' This is consistent with
transformative learning theory, in which emotionally
resonant narratives can unsettle taken-for-granted
assumptions and prompt deeper reflection on one's
professional role.®

The evidence base does have clear limitations. Many of the
included studies used small, single-site samples and quasi-
experimental rather than randomised designs, which limits
causal inference.'* Outcome measures varied widely, from
validated psychometric instruments to  bespoke
satisfaction surveys, which makes direct comparison and
any quantitative synthesis difficult.?’ In addition, most
digital storytelling research so far has focused on short,
single-module interventions, so the durability of
knowledge and competence gains and whether they
transfer to actual clinical performance, has not been
adequately examined.”

In practical terms, storytelling is best positioned as a
complement to, not a replacement for, other evidence-
based active-learning strategies such as simulation and
problem-based learning, with which it shares the aims of
contextualised, learner-centred instruction.!> Faculty
development in narrative construction and facilitation,
together with wvalidated instruments to measure
knowledge, reasoning and competence, would strengthen
both the practice and the evidence base of storytelling-
based learning.

CONCLUSION

Storytelling-based learning, including narrative pedagogy
and its digital variants, is associated with meaningful
improvements in nursing students' disease knowledge,
clinical reasoning and professional competence, along
with gains in empathy, communication and professional
identity. The evidence is promising but methodologically
heterogeneous and it comes mostly from short-term, small-
scale evaluations. Larger, adequately powered trials with
standardised outcome measures and longer follow-up are
needed to confirm how durable these effects are and to
clarify how storytelling can best be integrated into nursing
curricula alongside simulation, problem-based learning
and other established approaches.

Funding: No funding sources
Conflict of interest: None declared
Ethical approval: Not required

REFERENCES

1. Nehls N. Narrative pedagogy: rethinking nursing
education. J Nurs Educ. 1995;34(5):204-10.

2. Diekelmann N. Narrative pedagogy: Heideggerian
hermeneutical analyses of the lived experiences of
students, teachers and clinicians. Adv Nurs Sci.
2001;23(3):53-71.

3. Benner P. From Novice to Expert: Excellence and
Power in Clinical Nursing Practice. Menlo Park (CA):
Addison-Wesley. 1984.

4. Bruner J. Actual Minds, Possible Worlds. Cambridge
(MA): Harvard University Press. 1986.

5. Kolb DA. Experiential Learning: Experience as the
Source of Learning and Development. Englewood
Cliffs (NJ): Prentice-Hall. 1984.

6. Mezirow J. Transformative Dimensions of Adult
Learning. San Francisco (CA): Jossey-Bass. 1991.

7. 7. Moreau KA, Eady K, Sikora L, Horsley T. Digital
storytelling in health professions education: a
systematic review. BMC Med Educ. 2018;18:208.

8. Timpani S, Sweet L, Sivertsen N. Storytelling: one
arts-based learning strategy to reflect on clinical
placement. An integrative review. Nurse Educ Pract.
2021;52:103005.

9. Xiao L, Peng D, Zhong J, Fang T, Dai L, Peng X, et
al. Storytelling as a transformative tool: how
narrative-based teaching reshapes clinical education
outcomes in vocational nursing internships. Front
Med (Lausanne). 2025;12:1587526.

10. Zarei A, Mojtahedzadeh R, Mohammadi A, Sandars
J, Emami SAH. Applying digital storytelling in the
medical oncology curriculum: effects on students’
achievement and critical thinking. Ann Med Surg
(Lond). 2021;68:102528.

11. Liu F, Yang Y, Zhou H, Mo L, Leng H, Cui C.
Effectiveness of narrative pedagogy in developing
nursing undergraduates' humanistic care ability for
hospitalized children: a mixed-method study.
Heliyon. 2023;9(4):15499.

International Journal of Research in Medical Sciences | October 2026 | Vol 14 | Issue 10 Page 4964



12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

Nirmala M et al. Int J Res Med Sci. 2026 Oct;14(10):4960-4965

ZhuY,BaiY,Wang A, Liu'Y, Gao Q, Zeng Z. Effects
of a death education based on narrative pedagogy in a
palliative care course among Chinese nursing
students. Front Public Health. 2023;11:1194460.

Ma YC, Jiang JL, Lin YC. The outcome-present state
test model of clinical reasoning to promote critical
thinking in psychiatric nursing practice among
nursing students: a mixed research study. Healthcare
(Basel). 2023;11(4):545.

Malape GT, Makhene A, Mutava E. Evaluating
Socratic inquiry, reflection and argumentation as
strategies  for  critical  thinking.  Curationis.
2025;48(1):2691.

Alharbi A, Nurfianti A, Mullen RF, McClure JD,
Miller WH. The effectiveness of simulation-based
learning (SBL) on students' knowledge and skills in
nursing programs: a systematic review. BMC Med
Educ. 2024;24:67.

Attenborough J, Abbott S. Using storytelling in nurse
education: the experiences and views of lecturers in a
higher education institution in the United Kingdom.
Nurse Educ Pract. 2020;44:102762.

Scamell M, Hanley T. Innovation in preregistration
midwifery education: web based interactive
storytelling learning. Midwifery. 2017;50:93-8.
Nojima K, Yoshida R, Sato S, Fukuda T, Kakinuma
K. Simulation-based education and nursing student
learning motivations: a scoping review. Cureus.
2025;17(5):84375.

Richards JB, Hayes MM, Schwartzstein RM.
Teaching clinical reasoning and critical thinking:
from cognitive theory to practical application. Chest.
2020;158(4):1617-28.

Son HK. Effects of simulation with problem-based
learning (S-PBL) on nursing students' clinical
reasoning ability: based on Tanner's clinical judgment
model. BMC Med Educ. 2023;23(1):601.
Levett-Jones T, Cant R, Lapkin S. A systematic
review of the effectiveness of empathy education for
undergraduate nursing students. Nurse Educ Today.
2019;75:80-94.

Ozaras Oz G, Cakmak NCS, Giinbayi 1. 'I want to
have stories too'. Nursing students' views on nursing
identity and reasons for choosing nursing as a career:

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

a  qualitative Nurse Educ  Pract.
2024;78:104009.

Stacey G, Hardy P. Challenging the shock of reality
through digital storytelling. Nurse Educ Pract.
2011;11(2):159-64.

Beck MS, Sitzman K. Compelling reasons for using
digital stories to teach: a descriptive qualitative study.
Teach Learn Nurs. 2019;14(4):265-9.

Rieger KL, West CH, Kenny A, Chooniedass R,
Demczuk L, Mitchell KM, et al. Digital storytelling as
a method in health research: a systematic review
protocol. Syst Rev. 2018;7(1):41.

Komuhangi G, Neuhann F, Louis VR, Ocan M,
Kinengyere AA, Wacker J. Efficacy of Problem
Based Learning approach for teaching Evidence
Based Practice in midwifery and nursing education: a
systematic review. BMC Nurs. 2025;24:67.

Mercer SW, Maxwell M, Heaney D, Watt GCM. The
Consultation and Relational Empathy (CARE)
measure: development and preliminary validation and
reliability of an empathy-based consultation process
measure. Fam Pract. 2004;21(6):699-705.

Baguley SI, Pavlova A, Consedine NS. More than a
feeling. What does compassion in healthcare 'look
like' to patients. Health Expect. 2022;25(4):1691-702.
Bocking J, Happell B, Scholz B, et al. 'It is meant to
be heart rather than head': international perspectives
of teaching from lived experience in mental health
nursing programs. Int J Ment Health Nurs.
2019;28(6):1288-95.

Lee Y, Oh Y. Levels, antecedents and consequences
of critical thinking among clinical nurses: a
quantitative literature review. J Educ Eval Health
Prof. 2020;17:26.

study.

Cite this article as: Nirmala M, Sreerenjini B,
Roselin Myvizhi JE, Barren JJ, Thakur P, Tippesh
BY et al. Storytelling-based learning in nursing
education: enhancing disease knowledge, clinical
reasoning and professional competence among
nursing students: a narrative review. Int J Res Med
Sci 2026;14:4960-5.

International Journal of Research in Medical Sciences | October 2026 | Vol 14 | Issue 10  Page 4965



