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Background Stages of Second Language 
Acquisition

Support Strategies and 
Interventions It is estimated that approximately 20-25% of nursing 

students in the United States speak English as an 
additional language. The failure rate, specifically for 
nursing students who speak English as an additional 
language, is approximately 1.5 to 2 times higher than 
native English-speaking students.

Nurse educators must be aware of the unique challenges 
faced by students who speak English as an additional 
language. In addition to fostering success in nursing 
school, strategic interventions will ensure the students 
success in their nursing careers. 

Relevance Student Challenges
Communication skills in clinical settings

• Effective communication with patients and interdisciplinary team 

members is essential in nursing. Language barriers can impede the 

delivery of quality nursing care.

• Students who speak English as an additional language are not as 

likely to voice differences of opinion in the clinical setting.

• Studies demonstrate that EAL students may struggle with medical 

terminology, which can impact their ability to understand and 

engage with coursework and clinical practice.

Cultural Differences 

• Students who speak English as an additional language may also 

experience cultural differences that affect their learning and 

interaction in clinical settings. These cultural challenges can include 

variations in communication styles, health beliefs, and practices. This 

may influence their educational experience and acceptance by other 

members of healthcare teams.

• It can be difficult for students who speak English as an additional 

language to adapt to healthcare practices that are not congruent 

with their own culture. 

Academic Support Services 

• Language labs/Writing support – Writing labs can be helpful 

with sentence structure and translation but often staff in 

writing labs do not understand medical terminology.

Faculty and Peer Support 

• Mentorship programs - Professional integration strategies, 

such as mentorships, have been shown to enhance nursing 

student success. Programs that incorporate structured 

mentoring and professional networking contribute to higher 

retention rates, improved NCLEX pass rates, and increased 

student satisfaction.

• Peer-assisted learning or tutoring - Tutoring services can 

support nontraditional students, particularly in first-year 

courses (i.e. pathophysiology and pharmacology). 

• Cultural sensitivity training – All faculty can benefit from 

participating in cultural diversity training that promotes 

recognition of  implicit bias.

Curriculum Adjustments 

• Integrating language support into the nursing curriculum 

• Modified assessment methods – EAL students tend to      

perform poorly on multiple choice exams. One option that has 

demonstrated efficacy for testing is linguistic modification, or 

the process of simplifying, clarifying, and enhancing the 

language used in exam questions or evaluations to make them 

more accessible and easier to understand 

Institutional Policies 

• Admissions criteria and language proficiency requirements – 

there is evidence to support the use of English proficiency 

testing for international and domestic students who speak 

English as an additional language.

• Institutions need clear rules regarding using translation 

software to avoid inadvertent plagiarism.
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The demographic landscape of the United States is becoming  
increasingly diverse, necessitating that the nursing workforce 
reflects this diversity. To ensure culturally competent care and 
to address the varying needs of the population effectively 
nursing programs should be prepared to support students 
who speak English as a second language. 

Additionally, there has been an overall decline in student 
enrollment in nursing programs. This highlights the  
importance of nursing education programs supporting 
students who are currently in their programs, particularly 
those who speak English as an additional language.

Performance in nursing courses and on standardized tests is 
directly related to the time that the student who speaks 
English as an additional language has lived in the English-
speaking environment. This connection is strongest in 
Medical-Surgical and Informatics course but is weaker for 
Critical Thinking assessments. This suggests that while 
spending more time in the U.S. helps students improve their 
language skills and adapt to the education system, other 
factors— including study habits and support from 
instructors—also play an important role in their success.

To understand the here are two levels of language acquisition 
proficiency:
• Social communicative language is acquired through everyday social 

interactions such as face-to-face conversations. 
• Academic communicative language is acquired through the exposure 

to an academic setting. Academic communicative language requires 
higher order of thinking such as analysis, evaluation, and 
interpreting abstract concepts. 

• It can take 5–7 years to be proficient in academic communicative 
language. 

• Students who communicate fluently in social settings may not 
always have proficiency in academic language.
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