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ABSTRACT 

	Aims: This study aimed to examine English language apprehension among nursing student interns in clinical settings by identifying the clinical learning activities that trigger apprehension, the perceived causes underlying it, and the coping mechanisms employed to manage it.
Study Design: A qualitative descriptive research design was employed to capture the lived experiences of nursing student interns.
Place and Duration of Study: The study was conducted at a private higher education institution in Laoag City, Ilocos Norte, Philippines, during the academic year 2025–2026.
Methodology: A total of 10–15 fourth-year nursing student interns were selected through purposive sampling based on self-reported English language apprehension in clinical contexts. Data were collected using a validated researcher-developed survey questionnaire and a semi-structured interview guide. The instruments elicited information on triggering clinical activities, perceived causes, and coping mechanisms. Qualitative data were subjected to thematic analysis to identify recurrent patterns and salient categories grounded in participants’ narratives.
Results: English language apprehension was predominantly triggered by high-stakes communicative tasks, including patient interviews, case presentations, clinical documentation, and interactions with clinical instructors. The most salient perceived causes were limited exposure to English in authentic clinical communication, fear of linguistic errors in evaluative settings, diminished self-confidence, and the pressure inherent in high-risk clinical environments. Participants demonstrated adaptive and maladaptive coping strategies, including deliberate self-practice, cognitive preparation, reliance on peer support, and selective avoidance of communicative situations.
Conclusion: English language apprehension constitutes a critical barrier to effective clinical communication among nursing student interns. The findings underscore the need for context-specific language support and communication training integrated within clinical education to strengthen communicative competence, enhance patient safety, and support professional readiness in nursing practice.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Clinical internship in Nursing Education marks the transition from the structured, theoretical space of the classroom to the dynamic and high-pressure reality of actual patient care, where every verbal and written exchange carries significant consequences. Hence,  among all phases of nursing education, clinical internship is known as the most demanding, particularly in terms of communication. Conveying information accurately, attending to patient needs, and coordinating effectively with healthcare teams are demands that go beyond academic performance — they define the quality of care a nursing intern is able to provide. This is the reason why  Kinas, et al (2025) underscored that what sets nursing internships apart from other forms of professional training is their inherently complex clinical environment — one where failures in communication can directly compromise patient outcomes and safety.  In this light, the capacity to communicate proficiently is not a peripheral skill but a foundational clinical competency, integral to ensuring patient safety and delivering quality care (Grant et al., 2025). 
Despite the critical need to communicate proficiently, both research and direct observation point to a recurring challenge: nursing student interns struggle to communicate effectively due to apprehension in using the English language.  Casual interviews conducted with clinical instructors revealed that student interns visibly struggle during patient interviews, instructor consultations, case presentations, and medical documentation — difficulties that instructors largely attributed to a lack of confidence in using English. 
This observation finds support in existing literature. Schulenberg et al. (2024) reported that a considerable proportion of nursing students experience communication apprehension in high-stakes clinical situations, resulting in reluctance to engage and heightened risk of errors. High-stakes communication, as defined by Hollyday and Buonocore (2015), refers to critical clinical encounters — such as delivering difficult news, discussing patient goals of care, or responding to sudden changes in a patient's condition — where the quality of a nurse's communication directly shapes patient safety and family decision-making. Nursing student interns encounter these very situations under supervised clinical practice, making the ability to communicate confidently in English not just desirable but essential. Indeed, research consistently affirms that nursing students who demonstrate stronger communication skills tend to exhibit more positive attitudes toward clinical practice and adapt more effectively to its demands (Kinas et al., 2025).
Central to this study are three interconnected variables: the clinical learning activities that trigger English language apprehension, the perceived causes that underlie it, and the coping mechanisms that nursing student interns employ to manage it. Triggering activities refer to the specific clinical tasks and interactions — such as patient interviews, case presentations, medical documentation, and consultations with supervisors — during which interns most acutely experience language-related anxiety. The perceived causes, on the other hand, encompass the personal, academic, and environmental factors that nursing student interns themselves attribute to their apprehension, including but not limited to limited exposure to English communication, fear of making errors in front of authority figures, and the pressure of high-stakes clinical encounters. Coping mechanisms refer to the deliberate or instinctive strategies that interns adopt to navigate and reduce this apprehension within the clinical setting. Together, these three variables provide a comprehensive yet focused lens through which the phenomenon of English language apprehension can be understood — not merely as a problem to be diagnosed, but as a lived experience that nursing student interns actively confront and respond to in the course of their clinical training.
English language apprehension has been widely explored among various groups of Filipino learners, however these largely focused on general college students (Gatcho, 2019; Jugo, 2020), teacher education learners (Jugo, 2020), and high school students (Tapado, 2025), with findings centered predominantly on classroom-based communication anxiety. These studies, while valuable in establishing the prevalence of English language apprehension among Filipino learners, do not account for the distinctly high-pressure communicative demands encountered in clinical internship settings. This pronounced contextual gap is what the present study sought to address.
The relative scarcity of research on English language apprehension in Philippine nursing education is surprising considering the country's prominent standing in the global nursing profession. The Philippines is widely recognized as one of the world's leading exporters of nursing professionals, consistently supplying thousands of highly trained nurses to hospitals, clinics, and healthcare institutions across the United States, the United Kingdom, the Middle East, and beyond (University of the Philippines College of Nursing, n.d.). For these professionals, English is far from a mere academic requirement — it is an indispensable clinical tool upon which patient safety, interdisciplinary collaboration, and professional credibility depend. One would reasonably expect that a country producing nurses at this scale and for this level of international demand would have generated a substantial body of research examining how its nursing students navigate English language apprehension, particularly in the high-stakes environment of clinical internship. Yet, the literature tells a different story. Research specifically addressing English language apprehension among Filipino nursing student interns in clinical settings remains remarkably sparse. A recent collaborative study between the Philippine Nursing Association and the Occupational English Test (OET) organization developed a tool for measuring English anxiety among practicing Filipino nurses (OET/PNA, 2025) — a significant contribution, but one that addresses professionals already in the workforce rather than student nurses navigating the early and formative stage of their clinical training.
Furthermore, existing international studies on communication apprehension in nursing contexts have not been sufficiently localized to reflect the linguistic and cultural realities of Filipino nursing student interns. Filipino student interns occupy a particularly complex linguistic position — they are trained in English as the medium of clinical instruction and documentation, yet many communicate in Filipino or regional dialects as their primary language of everyday interaction. This linguistic duality creates a fertile ground for language apprehension that remains largely undocumented in the research literature.
Most critically, no known study in the Philippine context has specifically examined the clinical learning activities that trigger English language apprehension among nursing student interns, the perceived causes rooted in their lived experiences, or the coping mechanisms they develop within the clinical environment. It is precisely this three-fold gap — contextual, experiential, and participant-centered — that the present study aimed to fill.
To address this gap, the present study systematically examines the clinical learning activities that trigger English language apprehension, the perceived causes underlying it, and the coping mechanisms employed by nursing student interns in clinical settings. By generating context-specific and participant-centered insights, the study aims to contribute to the development of targeted communication support strategies that can enhance clinical competence, improve patient safety, and strengthen professional readiness in nursing education.

2. material and methods 

2.1 Research Design
This study adopted a qualitative descriptive research design to examine English language apprehension among nursing student interns in clinical settings. This design was selected for its suitability in generating rich, participant-centered accounts of complex phenomena grounded in real-world contexts. It enabled the systematic exploration of interns’ lived experiences, particularly in identifying the clinical learning activities that trigger apprehension, the perceived causes underlying it, and the coping mechanisms employed to manage such experiences within high-stakes clinical environments.

2.2 Locale of the Study
The study was conducted at a private higher education institution in Laoag City, Ilocos Norte, Philippines. The institution offers a Bachelor of Science in Nursing program with an integrated clinical internship component, wherein student interns are immersed in supervised patient care across various clinical settings. Within this environment, English is utilized as the primary medium for formal communication, including patient interactions, clinical documentation, case presentations, and consultations with healthcare professionals, thereby providing a relevant and information-rich context for examining language-related apprehension.

2.3 Participants and Sampling
The participants comprised fourth-year nursing student interns enrolled during the academic year 2025–2026. A purposive sampling technique was employed to select participants who self-identified as experiencing English language apprehension during clinical internship activities. This criterion ensured the inclusion of information-rich cases directly relevant to the phenomenon under investigation. A sample size of 10 to 15 participants was deemed adequate to achieve data saturation, allowing for the identification of recurring patterns and the development of meaningful thematic insights.

2.4 Research Instruments
Data were collected using two complementary instruments: a researcher-developed survey questionnaire and a semi-structured interview guide. The survey questionnaire was designed to systematically identify the clinical learning activities that trigger English language apprehension, as well as the perceived causes and coping mechanisms associated with it. To complement this, the semi-structured interview guide facilitated in-depth exploration of participants’ lived experiences, allowing for the emergence of nuanced and contextually grounded insights. Both instruments underwent expert validation by a panel consisting of a language and communication specialist, a research expert, and a clinical instructor to ensure content validity, clarity, and contextual relevance.

2.5 Data Collection Procedure
Data collection was conducted in two sequential phases. In the first phase, the survey questionnaire was administered to identify prevalent patterns of English language apprehension among participants. In the second phase, in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with selected participants to further elaborate on their experiences and perspectives. Ethical standards were rigorously upheld throughout the study, including voluntary participation, informed consent, and the assurance of confidentiality and anonymity. Participants were also informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any stage without penalty.

2.6 Data Analysis
The collected data were analyzed using thematic analysis, following a systematic process of data familiarization, coding, categorization, and theme development. Responses from both the survey and interviews were examined iteratively to identify recurrent patterns and salient themes related to triggering activities, perceived causes, and coping mechanisms. The analytic process emphasized both convergence and variation across participant responses, ensuring a comprehensive and nuanced interpretation of English language apprehension within the clinical internship context.

3. results and discussion

3.1 Triggering Clinical Learning Activities
The findings reveal that English language apprehension among nursing student interns is strongly associated with specific high-stakes clinical communication tasks. Participants consistently identified patient interviews, case presentations, clinical documentation, and interactions with clinical instructors as the most anxiety-inducing situations.
Patient interviews emerged as the most prominent trigger, as they require spontaneous verbal communication, immediate comprehension, and accurate responses in real time. Participants described experiencing hesitation, mental blocks, and fear of miscommunication when interacting directly with patients. Similarly, case presentations and clinical reporting were identified as significant sources of apprehension due to their formal and evaluative nature, where language performance is closely observed and assessed.
Medical documentation also contributed to apprehension, with participants expressing concern over proper terminology, grammar, and clarity of written communication. Interactions with clinical instructors further intensified anxiety, as these encounters often involve questioning, correction, and performance evaluation. These findings highlight that English language apprehension is not uniformly experienced but is heightened in situations involving evaluation, accountability, and direct patient impact.

3.2 Perceived Causes of English Language Apprehension
The analysis of participants’ responses revealed that English language apprehension stems from a combination of linguistic, psychological, and contextual factors. A recurring theme among participants was limited exposure to authentic English communication in real clinical settings, despite prior academic preparation.
Fear of committing errors emerged as a dominant cause, particularly in the presence of authority figures such as clinical instructors and staff nurses. Participants expressed concern about being judged, corrected publicly, or perceived as incompetent, which led to increased anxiety during communication tasks. This fear was closely linked to diminished self-confidence, with many participants reporting hesitation in initiating conversations or responding during clinical interactions.
Additionally, the inherently high-pressure nature of clinical environments was identified as a contributing factor. Participants described feeling overwhelmed by the responsibility associated with patient care, where effective communication is critical. This pressure intensified their apprehension, as they perceived that any linguistic mistake could have significant consequences. These findings suggest that English language apprehension is shaped not only by language proficiency but also by the psychological demands and situational context of clinical practice.

3.3 Coping Mechanisms Employed by Student Interns
In response to English language apprehension, participants reported employing a range of coping mechanisms, which can be broadly categorized into adaptive and maladaptive strategies. Among the most commonly reported adaptive strategies were self-practice, mental preparation, and peer support.
Self-practice involved rehearsing possible responses, reviewing clinical terminology, and practicing English communication prior to engaging in clinical tasks. Mental preparation included internal rehearsal and the use of positive self-talk to build confidence before communication. Peer support also played a significant role, with participants relying on classmates for reassurance, guidance, and shared learning experiences.
However, some participants also reported the use of maladaptive strategies, particularly avoidance behaviors. These included minimizing verbal interaction, delaying responses, or relying on others to handle communication tasks. While these strategies may reduce immediate anxiety, they may also limit opportunities for skill development and confidence building.
The coexistence of adaptive and maladaptive coping mechanisms reflects the complex ways in which nursing student interns navigate English language apprehension within demanding clinical environments.

3.4 Implications for Clinical Education
The findings of this study underscore the need for targeted and context-specific interventions within nursing education. The identification of triggering activities, underlying causes, and coping mechanisms provides valuable insight into how English language apprehension manifests and is managed in clinical settings.
Integrating structured communication training, simulation-based learning, and confidence-building strategies into the nursing curriculum may help mitigate apprehension and enhance communication competence. Creating supportive learning environments that encourage practice and reduce fear of judgment may also contribute to improved outcomes.
Ultimately, addressing English language apprehension is essential for strengthening clinical communication, ensuring patient safety, and preparing nursing student interns for professional practice in both local and global healthcare settings.


4. Conclusion

This study examined English language apprehension among nursing student interns in clinical settings, focusing on triggering activities, perceived causes, and coping mechanisms. The findings revealed that apprehension is most prominent during high-stakes clinical communication tasks, particularly patient interviews, case presentations, clinical documentation, and interactions with clinical instructors.
The study further identified that English language apprehension is influenced by a combination of linguistic, psychological, and contextual factors, including limited exposure to authentic English communication, fear of committing errors, low self-confidence, and the pressure associated with clinical responsibilities. In response, nursing student interns employ both adaptive and maladaptive coping strategies, such as self-practice, mental preparation, peer support, and avoidance behaviors.
Overall, the findings highlight that English language apprehension remains a significant barrier to effective clinical communication. Addressing this challenge through structured and context-specific communication training is essential to enhance clinical competence, ensure patient safety, and support the professional development of future nursing practitioners.
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