Nursing English: A subject evaluation and discussion of
classroom interaction.
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Abstract : This survey elicited the first year nursing students’ attitudes about Nursing English. Their responses were then
analyzed. Valuable insights into the learning needs of the students and the effectiveness of teaching strategies and facili-
ties were gained. The findings indicate that the subject is viewed as relevant and interesting. The results of the survey
will be used to inform future developments in the subject and to better meet the needs of Nursing students undertaking

this subject.
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At the end of semester one in 2001 it was decided to perform a subject evaluation of the Nursing English subject
taught at the Red Cross Junior College of Akita. The purpose of that evaluation was to investigate the effective-
ness of the teaching program and to attempt to gain some feedback as to the student’s feelings about the interac-
tion style used in the classroom. The first part of this article will report the findings of the subject evaluation and

the second will discuss the findings regarding classroom interaction and active learning.

Subject evaluation serves a number of purposes. Its primary role is to determine the effectiveness of the education
that students are receiving (Ewan and White 1984). While assessment of student performance is an essential com-
ponent of helping students learn, assessment of teaching is an essential component of helping teachers to offer bet-
ter subjects and courses. There are three main areas in which a subject or course should be evaluated; effective-
ness, acceptability and feasibility. Effectiveness involves the achievement of course objectives, retention of learn-
ing and occurrence of expected and unexpected outcomes. Acceptability involves the appropriateness of objec-
tives, student satisfaction with resources and teaching methods, the learning environment and whether assessment
methods were appropriate. Feasibility involves the time required for development, teaching and study of the sub-
Ject as well as cost and facilities required (Ewan and White 1984). The topics covered in this subject evaluation
address the issues of effectiveness and acceptability.

Evaluation is a mutual effort between the teacher/s involved with the subject and the group being evaluated
(Billings and Halstead 1998). Therefore it is important that the students be informed as to the purpose of the eval-
uation and its potential benefit to them as consumers of learning. The students were informed that the subject
evaluation would be used to assess the effectiveness of the subject content and presentation with the aim of

improving the subject both for them and for other students in the future.

1) Lecturer, Nursing Department 2 ) Lecturer, Nursing Department
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The subject survey used in this evaluation is based on the 400 item subject evaluation form used at Monash
University in Australia. From these 400 possible questions a number of questions are chosen that best reflect what
the teachers need to know about how the students experienced the subject. As well as these questions information
about demographic data and previous English language education and exposure was sought. A further part of the
questionnaire dealt with teaching style and student participation and the findings of this section of the question-
naire will be discussed later in the article.

Demographic data and English study history

The survey was undertaken by 86 first year nursing students enrolled in the Nursing English subject. 80 female
students (93%) and 6 male students (7%) participated with the youngest student being 18 years old and the oldest
39 years of age. 85% of students had studied English with native English speakers while at high school and 14%
had not. This reflects the Japanese Education Department’s increased used of assistant language teachers (ALTSs)
in schools over the last 10 years. Students were asked how long they studied English for at home with 22% saying
that they studied for less than 30 minutes, 71% studying for 30 minutes to one hour, 5% studied for more than 2
hours and 2% did no English study at home. 29% of students studied English using the television or radio and
79% did not. Only 9% of students had studied English at a special language school.

The students were asked about what part of studying English was hardest for them. 57% reported that listening
and speaking were hardest, with 37% listing writing as the hardest element of English study and 6% listing read-
ing of English as the hardest skill. The results of this question have had a direct result on teaching methods uti-
lized, and skills practiced, in this subject. Students were asked if they had talked to foreigners other than the
ALTs employed by their schools. 50% had spoken to foreigners, 49% had not and 1% were not sure. Since the
subject uses a variety of native speakers, both in the classroom and on tape, this question is significant. Listening
to a variety of accents can increase the students’ listening and comprehension skills, an area that was identified as
a source of difficulty in an earlier question. 77% of the students have taken the EIKEN (The Society for Testing
English Proficiency-STEP) test while 23% had not. 35% of those who had taken the test took it in 3rd grade, 22%
in pre 2nd grade, 15% in 4th grade, 4% in 2nd grade and 1% in 5th grade. An important area of future research
might involve the usefulness of STEP test results as an indicator of success in this subject. 91% of students
enjoyed watching American movies or listening to American music but experience in this subject indicates that
most foreign movies are watched with subtitles. Only 24% of the students have traveled abroad, further limiting
their exposure to native English speakers. This information has proved valuable in planning class content and

activities.

Relevance

Two questions in the subject evaluation can be grouped under the heading of relevance, in which information was
sought as to how relevant the subject was to the students involved in studying the discipline of nursing. The first
question was ‘the subject was relevant to the requirements of my profession’ (graph 1) and the second was that
‘the subject was challenging’ (graph 2). 90.5% of students agreed or strongly agreed with the first statement and

88% agreed or strongly agreed with the second.
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These findings indicate that the subject was both relevant and interesting to the students involved.

Organization

Several questions dealt with the topic of organization in which the lecturers sought information as to whether the
subject has been presented in a logical and clear manner. 83% of students agreed or strongly agreed that the lec-
turers had clearly explained what was expected of students (Graph 3) and 88% of students agreed or strongly
agreed that the amount of material covered in the subject had been reasonable (Graph 4). 82% of students felt that
the lectures were well organized (Graph 5) and 95% agreed or strongly agreed that the explanations given in class
had provided sufficient detail (Graph 6). To the question regarding organization of the teaching of the subject
94% agreed or strongly agreed that the teaching of the subject had been well organized (Graph 7) and 86% of stu-
dents felt that the number of students in the classroom was appropriate for effective student participation (Graph
8). The result of these questions will influence planning of future subject plans.

Graph 3. It has been made clear Graph 4. The amount of material covered
what was expected of students. has been reasonable.
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Assessment

A number of questions related to assessment of the subject were included in the subject evaluation form in order to
determine how effectively the lecturers had evaluated the subject in terms of amount and quality of assessment.
When students were asked to judge whether or not they had been given enough information about the exam to
enable them to have a clear understanding of what was expected of them during assessment of this subject 99% of
students felt that they had been adequately informed (Graph 9). 97% of students agreed or strongly agreed that the
examination was a fair assessment of the subject (Graph 10). 97% of students felt that the exam was a fair test of
the subject as it had been taught and 83% agreed that the exam was a fair test of their knowledge about the subject
(Graph 11). When asked about grading of the examinations 87% felt that they were graded fairly and carefully
(Graph 12) and 88% agreed or strongly agreed that the examinations covered the important aspects of the subject
(Graph 13). These results were very gratifying for the lecturers and provided valuable information in relation to

assessment activities in the future.
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Graph 13. Examinations have covered the important aspects of the subject.
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Teaching staff
Three questions were asked about the teaching staff of this subject, with the intention of gauging student satisfac-

tion with the style of teaching and the interest level shown by the teaching staff. 72% of students agreed or
strongly agreed that the lecturers gave them sufficient assistance when asked but 35% of students did not express
an opinion on this matter (Graph 14). Efforts have been made as described above to make the students aware of
how they can access the teachers for assistance. 96% of students agreed or strongly agreed with the statement that
the teaching staff exhibited sound knowledge of the subject matter (Graph 15). 74% of students felt that the lec-
tures stimulated their interest in the subject while 19% neither agreed nor disagreed and 7% disagreed with the
statement (Graph 16).

Graph 14. The lecturers gave me Graph 15. The teaching staff exhibited

sufficient assistance when asked. sound knowledge of the subject matter.
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Graph 16. The lectures stimulated
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Facilities

In an attempt to access the level of satisfaction with the facilities provided for this subject two questions were
included which dealt with this issue. 33% of students felt that the library facilities for this subject were adequate
but 49% of students did not express an opinion which leads the lecturers to suspect that they had not made any
effort to utilize the library as a learning resource for this subject (Graph 17). For the question related to teaching
material choices and preparation 96% of students felt that they were well prepared or chosen (Graph 18). The
lecturers involved in this subject will attempt to inform the students of the library facilities and encourage them to
make better use of them in the future.
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Workload and ease of understanding

The remaining questions in the survey dealt with the areas of student workload and how easy or difficult the stu-
dents found it to understand the subject content. In answer to a question regarding the amount of material cov-
ered by the subject 10% of students felt that the amount of content should be increased or greatly increased while
90% felt that it should be unchanged. No students expressed a need for the content to be reduced (Graph 19).
80% of students felt that the number of lectures should remain unchanged and 19% felt that the lectures should be
increased. Only 1 student felt that the number of classes should be reduced (Graph 20). Due to timetable con-
straints and the demands of other subjects it would not be feasible to increase the number of classes in this subject

and the majority of students are satisfied with the current situation.
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65% of students said that the workload for this subject was average, 11% felt that if was heavy or very heavy and
25% felt that it was light or very light. This has led the lecturers to increase the amount of individual study and
homework required of the students in the second semester of this subject.

Graph 21. Overall, the workload for this subject was-
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The subject was felt to be easy to understand by 20% of students and of on average level of difficulty by 53%
while 27% felt that it was difficult to understand. This is not an unexpected finding given the variety of English
experience noted in the demographic data earlier in this article.
Graph 22. In terms of ease of understanding, the content of this subject was---
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Legend: VD= very difficult, D= difficult, Av= average, E= easy, VE= very easy
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79% of students agreed that the pace of presentation of material was average while 16% found it very fast and 6%
found it slow. This again is probably due to a variety of English proficiency skills within the class but the majori-

ty of the class was able to deal with the pace of presentation without difficulty.
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The last question in this section of the questionnaire dealt with student expectations of the subject. 87% of stu-
dents said that they found the subject better than their initial expectations while 12% found it met their initial
expectations and 13% were disappointed in the subject. This result is of concern to the lecturers and further
efforts will be made to better understand why these students were not happy with their experience of the subject.
The majority of students were happy with the subject as it is currently presented but improvements can always be
made.
Graph 24. Compared to my initial expectations, this subject has proved to be---
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Classroom Interaction

Students were also asked these questions as follows:

1. Do you think studying Nursing English helps you to learn about Nursing? 92% of students answered yes, 3%
answered no and 5% were not sure. Among the students who answered no, one said she doesn’t think it is useful

as it is something she studied upon taking the entrance examination. The other two answers were that they think
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there will not be any opportunities for them to use English in the workplace setting. On the other hand, 23% of
students strongly believe that they enjoy learning nursing English as the English proficiency is necessary in work-
ing with non-Japanese patients. The majority of the students (77%) agree that they find the subject interesting
because the class contains pair-work, classroom presentations and conversational English as well as learning about
nursing and medical terminology.

The second question asked students whether they had noticed changes in the classroom interaction compared to
their high school classes.

2. Do you have the impression that there has always been a silent moment during the class? 36% of students
answered yes while 47% said no and 3% were not sure. The third question asked about contributing during class.
3. Are you comfortable in the classroom or do you find it awkward to give comments in front of other students in
the classroom? Some of the reasons given by those students who answered that yes they had been rather quiet

included the following:

- TI'was concerned about disturbing other students 9 (25%)
- Ididn’t prepare for the class 8 (22%)
- I was not confident 8 (22%)
- There’s always somebody who answers the question 5 (14%)
- Ididn’t know when to interrupt the teachers 5 (14%)
- I'wastired 1 (3%)

It was revealed that 25% of students find it awkward to raise a hand in the classroom. They answered that they felt
uneasy about standing out among other students especially when they did not know each other well at the begin-
ning of the semester. As mentioned earlier in this paper, this questionnaire was administered at the end of the first
semester, so there will probably be more positive answers towards the end of the year.
Lack of confidence and preparation for the class was the second most common answer. Of the 86 students, 32 said
they were always prepared for the class, while 54 said they were not. This number clearly indicates that the stu-
dents can become very quiet when they are not ready for the class, and therefore lose confidence instantly. 8 stu-
dents answered that they find it quite challenging to take risks and to give his/her opinion as they are afraid of los-
ing face in front of others if their answer is wrong. One of them also mentioned that she gets nervous and quiet
when she is being called on.
14% of the students said they were not sure when to interrupt the teachers and ask questions. It was interesting to
learn that they find it extremely difficult to judge when to start reading the text out loud. Most said they did not
want to be the first one to read as they feel embarrassed if their pronunciation is not correct. They said it would be
much easier if the instructor encourages them to read the text altogether by showing them when to start.
One female student said that she was often worried about disturbing her classmates. She was obviously one of the
most talkative students. Those who answered that they did not know when to interrupt the teachers said the class-
room atmosphere did not allow many students to talk at the same time, so they had to think that there would
always be someone to answer the question.
Overall, most students have given a positive answer about learning English through Nursing English, but at the
same time, this questionnaire has given the teaching staff many insights, leaving us with extra objectives to
achieve. First of all, we need to remember that it is important to let them talk freely in a relaxed environment. It
is also necessary for us to show them that their learning style can be changed in this English class. Most of them
have been used to the passive way of learning English throughout high school, but in this English class, students
are expected to be more flexible and to find ways of participating in the class voluntarily.
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