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When in Rome. . .

By Geneviéve M. Clavreul, RN, Ph.D.

Why it’s important for nurses
on the floor to speak English

Warning - potential controversy ahead!
Since I am not a native English speaker, I believe this permits
me to take certain liberties that my fellow English speaking-only
colleagues won'’t. After much soul searching, I have decided to
express what so many of my nursing colleagues refuse to discuss
for fear of being accused of being culturally insensitive, bigots,
ugly American’s, and of course my favorite—politically incorrect.

What am I getting at? When working on the floor in the hospital

and on the unit, nurses should be speaking English!
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Over the years, I have had numerous discussions with fellow
nurses who are frustrated because a large number of their col-
leagues in nursing insist on speaking primarily in their non-
English native language while at work, on the floors, and in the
critical areas of the hospital. Many of the offending nurses are
also from foreign-training programs, which places an added
stress on them as they assimilate into the working environment
of the American hospital.

The language issue is frustrating and pervasive, as it defi-
nitely does cause tensions in interpersonal relations in the hos-
pital workplace. For example, when several fellow countrymen/
countrywomen are assigned to the same shift and choose to
carry on interminable conversations in their native language,
this then serves to exclude nurses and other workers who do
not understand the language. While I can sympathize with the
ease of conversing in a primary language, I also have experi-
enced the frustration of working a 12-hour shift where a lan-
guage I do not know is almost exclusively used.

Not only is the practice rude, it can be dangerous for the
patients. For instance, one night as I worked at a local Los
Angeles area hospital, I was confronted with my fellow nurses
carrying on conversations with each other exclusively in
Tagalog, also called Filipino. They also conversed with the res-
piratory therapist and the doctor on call in the same language.
During the shift, a code occurred and the staff continued to
conduct the resuscitation effort in Tagalog. So involved were
they in their conversation that the doctor gave me her orders
in Tagalog. Isn't it obvious that this is not a good idea, to give
the nurse on the floor her orders in a language she does not
comprehend?

Many hospitals have a large and growing presence of for-
eign-trained nurses. As our communities become more diverse,
it is beneficial that our nurses reflect the population they serve
(whether we are achieving this goal will be the subject of a
future article). However, many of the foreign-trained nurses
sometimes fail to realize that when working on the floor, their
conversations with peers, superiors, and, yes, even around the
patients, should be in a language that is common to all,

We must get over our reluctance to discuss this problem
freely, for the sake of our profession and ultimately for the sake
of our patients. As healthcare professionals, our concem
with language needs to focus first on the needs of our patients and
second on our own personal comfort. It is vital that patient care
teams communicate with each other in a friendly, businesslike
atmosphere.

Patients with language difficulties must be given the assis-
tance they need to understand everything about their medical
conditions, their medical care plans, and the orders the doctor
has given for their benefit, in a language they understand. They
must also be given any assistance necessary to communicate
their needs, both urgent and routine, to a staff that is receptive,
This makes a person with multi-language skills an especially
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