
Using Canvas to Teach Literature Search Techniques in CINAHL & PubMed to Nursing Students
Background 
At the University of California, Irvine, Sue & Bill Gross School of 
Nursing, students begin formal training in their junior year. One of 
the first courses, “Frameworks for Professional Nursing Practice,” 
focuses on “the scope and standards of professional nursing practice.” 
Students must complete a paper on a chosen clinical and ethical 
issue in the nursing profession. Successful completion of this project 
requires the ability to search the published nursing and medical 
literature and retrieve relevant information. 

Since 2007, in cooperation with the course instructor, the Research 
Librarian for Nursing Science has prepared an assignment for 
students consisting of a literature search in PubMed and CINAHL for 
their topic. This assignment followed an in-class instruction session. 

The goal is twofold: to help prepare students for the work needed to 
complete the main course assignment, and to familiarize them with 
the databases and literature search process. Submitted worksheets 
are reviewed by the librarian who provides feedback to each student.

Worksheet Submission by Email – 2007-2014
For the first version of this assignment, each student was required to 
send their completed assignments via email to the librarian based on 
a template distributed during the instruction session. 

Using both PubMed and CINAHL, students were asked to find 2 
articles from each database appropriate for their topic. The articles 
were to be in the English language, and published in the last 10 years. 

Students supplied the complete citation for each article, and the final 
search strategy for both databases. 

Depending on the faculty member responsible for the course, 
students were allowed to choose their own topics, or choose from a 
supplied list. Examples of topics included: 

• Obesity in Pregnancy and the Risk of Pre-eclampsia
• Do-Not-Resuscitate Orders and Living Wills
• The Role of Nurses in Healthcare Reform in the United States
• The Impact of Nurse-Physician Communication/Relationship on

Patient Care
• The Impact of Patient-Provider Communication/Relationship on the

Quality of Care
• The Ethics of Organ Donation in the United States
• Mandatory Flu Vaccination for Healthcare Workers
• Effect of Nurse-patient Ratios on Patient Care and Outcomes
• Issues Surrounding Genetic Screening and Health Insurance
• The Effect of Nurses’ Job Satisfaction on the Quality of Patient Care

The assignment was graded on a 10 point scale: 2 points for each 
section. Points were based on the complexity of the topic, the 
appropriateness of the search keywords, and the relevance of the 
articles selected. Those students receiving 4 points or were required 
to meet with the librarian for a refresher.

SAMPLE SUBMITTED WORKSHEET 

Subject: Nursing Science 110W Assignment
Date:   Fri, 30 Sep 2011 18:05:52 - 0700
From:  Patricia Anteater <panteater@uci.edu>
To:  Steve Clancy <sclancy@uci.edu>
 NAME: Patricia Anteater
Email Address: panteater@uci.edu
TOPIC: Look-alike/Sound-alike Drugs and Medication Errors. (2 points)
 CINAHL:
Search Strategy: (2 points) 

( look-alike OR sound-alike ) AND medication errors
Limiters - Published Date from: 20010101-20111231; English Language
 References: (2 points)
1. Patient safety first. Confusing, look-alike, and sound-alike
medications. Beyea SC; AORN Journal, 2007 Nov; 86 (5): 861-3 (journal
article) ISSN: 0001-2092 PMID: 17998006

2. Don’t confuse look-alike, sound-alike drugs in ED: use ‘multiple
checks and balances’ to avoid errors.(includes abstract); ED Nursing,
2007 Jan; 10 (3): 32-3 (journal article) ISSN:
1096-4304

PUBMED:
Search Strategy: (2 points) 

(sound-alike OR look-alike) AND drugs AND medication errors
Limits: English, published in the last 10 years Sort by: PublicationDate

References: (2 points)
1. Kovacic L, Chambers C. Look-alike, sound-alike drugs in oncology. J

Oncol Pharm Pract. 2011 Jun;17(2):104-18. Epub 2010 Jan 29. PubMed
PMID: 20118216.

2. Lambert BL, Dickey LW, Fisher WM, Gibbons RD, Lin SJ, Luce PA,
McLennan CT, Senders JW, Yu CT. Listen carefully: the risk of error in
spoken medication orders. Soc Sci Med. 2010 May;70(10):1599-608.
Epub 2010 Feb 17. PubMed PMID:20207461.

Advantages 
• Simple template for students to follow.
• No need to create an online worksheet; revision was easy.

Challenges 

• Each email needed to be copied and pasted into a Word document
to facilitate feedback.

• Each submission took a considerable amount of time to grade and
provide feedback.

• Graded worksheet with feedback had to be emailed back to each
student.

• Some emails were missed.
• It was up to each student to create an email, and some students did

not follow the template.
• Many students did not follow best searching practices or complete

the worksheet properly despite instructions handed out in class.
• Based on subsequent interactions with students, the assignment did

not always achieve the goal of teaching basic search techniques.

Worksheet Submission Online via Library Website – 2015-2016
In 2015, it was decided to create an online worksheet based on those used for the 
third-year medical student pediatric and family medicine clerkships. This was hosted 
on the UCI Libraries’ website. Students were provided instructions both in class and 
on the worksheet itself. 

As with the previous assignment, students were asked to find 2 articles (in the English 
language, and published in the last 10 years) each from PubMed and CINAHL. The 
complete citation for each article, the final search strategy including the number of 
results, and any filters or limits used for both databases were required as well. 

Students were allowed to choose their own clinical or ethical topic from a vignette 
found in one of two of the required textbooks. 

Due to several issues with previous submissions, the following was emphasized: 

“Your topic should not be too narrow, or too broad. “Nursing’s role in obesity 
prevention in Santa Ana schools” is an example of a topic that is so narrow that there 
is likely not much, if any, published research to be found. “Nursing in hospitals” is an 
example of a topic that is so broad that searching in the databases would retrieve 
tens of thousands of articles.” 

“The articles that you find should reflect current, in-depth research on your topic. 
Examples of acceptable article types include original research studies, review articles, 
systematic reviews, and practice guidelines. They should NOT be editorials, letters to 
the editor, commentary, news items, brief reports, anecdotes, book chapters, etc.” 

“This is meant to be an individual assignment; no group work allowed. Competency in 
searching the published nursing and medical literature is the goal.”

Advantages

• Online, standardized template for students to use.

• Easy to verify submissions; no need to email each student.

Challenges

• No way to provide feedback online; each submission still needed to be copied and 
pasted into a Word document, and then emailed back to student with feedback.

• Each submission STILL took a considerable amount of time to grade and provide 
feedback to each student.

• Many students did not follow best searching practices or complete the worksheet 
properly despite instructions handed out in class, and present in the worksheet.

• The assignment did not always achieve the goal of teaching proper search 
techniques. 

Worksheet Submission Online via Canvas – 2017
With the adoption of the Canvas learning management system (LMS) at UCI in 2016, the 
assignment was reconfigured to make it more accessible to students and to bring it in line 
with other Nursing School course assignments. Many of the features were based on a similar 
worksheet that had been designed previously for a medical school course. 

Canvas (https://www.canvaslms.com/) contains the core LMS features instructors are familiar 
with, such as a grade book, message boards, quizzes, file sharing, and the ability to post a 
variety of course content. Canvas supports a wide variety of pedagogical styles, and provides 
the tools needed for traditional classes, flipped and hybrid environments, and classes that are 
fully online. Many other University of California campuses are already using or piloting Canvas 

Two “Quizzes” were created on Canvas. 

• Quiz #1 was a 20 question, automatically-graded quiz was created to teach a few basic facts
about the published medical/nursing literature and the mechanics of finding it using CINAHL and
PubMed.

The goal for this quiz was to impart the information in the most painless way possible. Each
question contained short introductory text or a video which provided the information necessary
to answer the question.

• Quiz #2 was a retooling of the previous online worksheet containing 5 questions.

• Students were informed about the assignment during the in class library session and in the
course syllabus.

Quiz #1 Introduction to CINAHL & PubMed: Instructions to Students 
PubMed@UCI is an important medical literature database containing over 27 million citations 
that cover medicine, nursing, dentistry, and other health-related fields. PubMed has many 
options that allow you to focus and refine your search strategy and search results. PubMed is a 
freely accessible resource, however PubMed@UCI has additional features that will allow you to 
locate the full text of articles more easily. 

CINAHL Plus with Full Text (Cumulative Index of Nursing and Allied Health Literature) is a 
premier database for the nursing profession containing over 5.3 million records, and includes 
more than 5,000 journals with full text articles for more than 770. It also contains full-text 
evidence-based care sheets, quick lessons and continuing education modules. 

One of the goals of this online assignment is to ensure that UCI nursing students are familiar 
with both CINAHL and PubMed and will use them to search the published literature effectively. 
This is a critical skill that will serve you throughout your career. This quiz is meant to be a 
learning experience. 

Each student will have up to two chances to take this required 20-question quiz. Many 
questions include the link, “Click here for more info” or “For more info, watch the video 
below” providing more information on how to use these resources more efficiently. These 
short tutorials will help lead you to the correct answer. In addition, explanations of correct and 
incorrect answer choices can be reviewed once the quiz is submitted. 

To maximize your test score, it is recommended that you view the tutorials before you 
provide answers to the questions. Some users with the Safari web browser may have difficulty 
watching the videos. If this occurs, please use a different browser, such as Chrome.

Advantages 

• The quiz was more integrated with the coursework, and seen by students as just
another course assignment rather than something separate.

• Quiz #1 was automatically graded by the Canvas system and, based on most students’
performance on
Quiz #2, seemed to serve the purpose of teaching the fundamentals.

• Canvas allows the embedding of documents and media (videos) to provide instruction
for eachquestion as needed.

• Canvas allows feedback to be added for each correct or incorrect answer providing
further feedback as students are taking the quiz.

• Students were allowed to take each quiz up to 2 times. The goal was education, not a
grade.

 Challenges 

• Each submission STILL took a considerable amount of time to grade and provide
feedback.

• Feedback was initially not visible to students due to the librarian’s inexperience with
Canvas.

Quiz #2: Conducting a Literature Search in PubMed & CINAHL 

The object of this assignment was to allow students to practice basic searching skills and 
identify two research articles from both CINAHL Plus with Full Text and PubMed relevant 
to the clinical or ethical issue they chose. 

Guidelines as to the acceptable article types (in-depth research, not editorials, letters 
to the editor, commentaries, news items, brief reports, pamphlets, anecdotes, book 
chapters, etc.), and the appropriateness of their topics (not too narrow or broad) were 
the same as in previous years.

Survey Given at the End of the Quizzes

Future Directions & Options

Canvas Assignment vs. Quiz

• Creating an assignment has a few advantages over a quiz.

• The worksheet can be made available as a fillable PDF form which can
be uploaded by the student when complete.

• Uploaded PDFs are viewable within Canvas and can be annotated
with comments and highlighted in a similar fashion to markup within a
Microsoft Word document. This makes the feedback provided by the
librarian more easily accessible.

• Students are able to finish the PDF while offline and upload

• the file when finished negating the need for allowing multiple attempts

Canvas Quiz plus Assignment 

• The auto-graded 20 question quiz appeared to be fairly successful in
imparting basic information to the students.

• The quiz coupled with a Canvas assignment may be a cleaner and less
“cluttered” approach.

• The success of this new approach will not be realized until more
feedback is available from the course instructor and student skill levels
are further assessed.
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