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New Nurse Orientation Checklist

Mastering the Transition: Your Essential New Nurse Orientation Checklist

Starting a new job in nursing is both exhilarating and deeply daunting. You have spent years in classrooms, clinical rotations, and labs, but
nothing  fully  prepares  you  for  the  reality  of  walking  onto  a  new unit  as  a  licensed  professional.  The  anxiety  of  fitting  in,  the  pressure  to
perform, and the sheer volume of information can feel overwhelming. This is precisely where a well-structured new nurse orientation
checklist becomes your most valuable tool. It transforms chaos into clarity, ensuring that you build a solid foundation for a safe and
rewarding career. This comprehensive guide will walk you through every critical phase of orientation, from the paperwork you need before
day one to the deeper skills you must master as you progress toward independence.

Orientation is not just a human resources formality; it is a crucial safety mechanism and the bridge between academic theory and clinical
practice. A thorough orientation reduces medication errors, improves patient satisfaction, and significantly decreases turnover rates among
newly graduated nurses. By following a detailed checklist, both the preceptor and the new nurse can track progress, identify gaps in
knowledge early, and celebrate milestones along the way. Let's break down the essential components of a new nurse orientation checklist,
step by step.

Pre-Orientation: Before You Set Foot on the Unit

The first  items on  your  new nurse  orientation  checklist  start  long  before  you put  on  your  scrubs.  This  phase  sets  the  stage for  a  smooth
transition and avoids last-minute scrambling.

Essential Paperwork and Credentials

Licensure verification: Ensure your nursing license is active and any multistate compacts are recognized by the state where you are
working.
Certifications (BLS, ACLS, PALS): Confirm that your Basic Life Support and any advanced life support certifications are up to date.
Many facilities require this before your start date.
Immunizations and health screening: Complete the employee health requirements, including TB test, flu shot, hepatitis B series,
and any COVID-19 mandates.
Background check and drug screening: Sign and submit the necessary consent forms as required by the facility.

Technology Access and Learning Modules

Modern  healthcare  is  heavily  digitized.  Before  your  first  shift,  you  should  have  access  to  the  hospital's  learning  management  system.
Complete any mandatory online modules covering topics like fire safety,  infection control,  HIPAA, and workplace violence prevention. This
proactive step frees up valuable time during your orientation for hands-on learning.

The First Week: Building Your Foundation

Your first week is about orientation to the facility, the unit culture, and the basic logistics of daily work. The new nurse orientation checklist
for this period should feel like a roadmap for your first few shifts.

Unit Tour and Introduction to Key Personnel

Physical layout: Locate the supply rooms, medication rooms, clean and dirty utility rooms, break room, emergency exits, and code
cart.
Meet the team: Introduce yourself to the unit manager, charge nurse, preceptor, clinical educators, and support staff (unit
secretaries, patient care technicians, transporters).
Identify key contacts: Know who to call for pharmacy, respiratory therapy, social work, and dietary services.

Understanding Unit Policies and Schedules

Shift schedules and call-offs: Review the process for requesting time off, reporting a sick day, and swapping shifts.
Break and meal policies: Understand designated break times, how to coordinate coverage, and where staff meals are kept.
Dress code: Confirm scrubs, lab coat, ID badge, and any specific uniform requirements (e.g., closed-toe shoes, no artificial nails).

Electronic Health Record (EHR) Training

Spend dedicated time learning the electronic health record system. Your new nurse orientation checklist  should include specific tasks like
logging in,  finding patient  charts,  viewing lab results,  entering vital  signs,  and starting the medication administration record (MAR).  Many
facilities offer a computer-based training lab or a dedicated day with an informatics nurse.

Clinical Skills and Competency Validation

This is  the heart of  your orientation.  The checklist  here ensures you can perform safely and confidently.  Your preceptor will  validate each
skill, often using a formal checklist from the unit.



Medication Administration Safety

Five rights of medication administration: Right patient, right drug, right dose, right route, right time. Also include the newer rights
like right documentation, right reason, and right response.
Pump programming: Practice setting up IV pumps, including smart pumps with drug libraries. Learn how to troubleshoot alarms.
High-alert medications: Review the facility's policy on insulin, heparin, opioids, and chemotherapy agents.
Medication reconciliation: Understand the process for taking a medication history and updating the home medication list.

Patient Assessment and Monitoring

Head-to-toe assessment: Your preceptor will observe you performing a complete physical assessment, focusing on system-specific
nuances (e.g., lung sounds for respiratory patients, neuro checks for stroke patients).
Interpretation of vital signs: Know age-appropriate normal ranges, when to escalate abnormal vitals, and how to use early warning
score systems like MEWS (Modified Early Warning Score).
Equipment use: Demonstrate correct use of pulse oximeters, blood pressure cuffs, thermometers, cardiac monitors, and glucometers.

Common Procedures and Skills

Your new nurse orientation checklist should include, at minimum, demonstration of:

Starting and maintaining IV access
Blood draw and specimen collection
Wound care and dressing changes
Catheter insertion and care
NG tube placement and feeding
Tracheostomy care and suctioning (if applicable)
Code blue response role (review of code cart, defibrillator use)

Policies, Protocols, and Documentation

Understanding  the  rules  that  govern  your  practice  is  just  as  important  as  clinical  skills.  Your  orientation  must  cover  the  facility's  specific
policies.

Key Hospital Policies

Infection control: Isolation precautions, hand hygiene protocols, and proper use of PPE.
Patient safety: Fall prevention, pressure injury prevention, safe patient handling and mobility techniques, and use of bed alarms.
Code of conduct: Zero tolerance for bullying, harassment, or discrimination. Understand chain of command for reporting concerns.
Informed consent: Know the nurse's role in verifying consent and witnessing signatures.

Charting and Legal Documentation

Your new nurse orientation checklist should emphasize accurate, timely, and complete documentation. Learn the facility's standards for:

Nursing notes (narrative, charting by exception, or electronic templates)
Flow sheets for vital signs, intake/output, and pain reassessment
Incident reporting: what constitutes an event, how to document it, and the importance of never altering the original record
Handoff communication: using SBAR (Situation, Background, Assessment, Recommendation) or a similar structured tool

Communication and Teamwork Skills

Nursing is a team sport. Orientation is the perfect time to practice interprofessional communication. Your checklist should include activities
that build these competencies.

Delegation and Supervision

Understand what tasks you can delegate to licensed practical nurses (LPNs) or unlicensed assistive personnel (UAP). Review the facility's
delegation policy. Practice giving clear, concise directions and following up to confirm completion.

Conflict Resolution and Assertiveness

Role-play common scenarios where you need to speak up, such as disagreeing with a physician's order or addressing a colleague's unsafe
behavior. Your orientation should provide a framework for respectful yet firm communication.

Patient and Family Education

Demonstrate the ability to teach patients about their medications, disease processes, and discharge instructions. Use simple language and
the teach-back method to verify understanding.

Safety and Emergency Preparedness

A dedicated section of your new nurse orientation checklist must focus on keeping everyone safe.
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Emergency Codes

Code Blue: Cardiac arrest response – locate the code cart, know your role as a first responder, practice chest compressions and bag-
mask ventilation.
Code Stroke: Rapid identification of stroke symptoms, activation protocol, and transport to CT.
Code Sepsis: Recognize signs of sepsis, initiate sepsis bundle, and administer fluids and antibiotics within the golden hour.
Fire safety: RACE (Rescue, Alarm, Contain, Extinguish) and PASS (Pull, Aim, Squeeze, Sweep) for fire extinguishers. Know evacuation
routes.

Workplace Violence Prevention

Learn de-escalation techniques, how to recognize escalating behavior, and when to call security. Review the facility's response plan for
violent incidents.

Mentorship, Preceptor Feedback, and Self-Reflection

Orientation is not a linear checklist of tasks; it is a relationship-driven process. The quality of your orientation often depends on the strength
of the bond with your preceptor and your own proactive engagement.

Weekly Check-Ins

Schedule regular meetings with your preceptor and nurse educator to review progress. Use the new nurse orientation checklist as a progress
tool. Ask specific questions: "I am still struggling with central line dressing changes. Can we schedule an extra practice session?"

Self-Assessment and Journaling

Keep a personal journal documenting wins, challenges, and questions. This reflection helps solidify learning and gives you concrete evidence
of growth. Many new nurses note increased confidence after recording a successful code blue or a difficult patient conversation.

Transition to Independent Practice

As you near the end of your orientation, you should gradually take on a full patient assignment with your preceptor supervising from a
distance. The final items on the checklist should include:

Managing a full patient load for a shift with preceptor only as a resource
Completing all charting independently
Handing off care to the oncoming nurse using SBAR without prompting
Receiving a satisfactory final evaluation from the preceptor and educator

Conclusion

A new nurse orientation checklist is far more than a bureaucratic list; it is your lifeline during one of the most challenging transitions in your
career. By systematically working through each section—from pre-employment paperwork to independent patient management—you build a
strong, safe, and confident foundation for nursing practice. Remember that orientation is a time to ask questions without hesitation, to lean
on your preceptor’s wisdom, and to celebrate every small success. The checklist ensures that no critical step is overlooked, protecting both
you and your patients. As you complete each item, take a moment to acknowledge your growth. You are not just learning a new job; you are
becoming a fully integrated member of a healthcare team, ready to provide compassionate, competent care. Keep this checklist close, revisit
it often, and let it guide you through the most important start of your nursing career.


