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Abstract
Keywords The theory—practice gap remains a persistent challenge in nursing education,
Theory -practice gap, Nursing limiting nursing students' ability to effectively translate theoretical knowledge
education, Clinical learning, into competent and evidence-based clinical practice. The disconnect between
Simulation  -based  learning, classroom instruction and clinical practice compromises students' clinical
Qualitative research, Teaching competence, confidence, and preparedness for professional nursing roles.
strategies. Understanding the factors contributing to this gap and identifying effective

educational strategies are essential for improving nursing education and

ensuring high-quality patient care. This study aimed to identify the factors

Article History contributing to the theory—practice gap between classroom teaching and
Received: 24 May 2026 clinical practice and to identify effective teaching and learning strategies that
Accepted: 06 July 2026 facilitate the integration of theory and practice in nursing education. A
Published: 31 July 2026 qualitative descriptive research design was employed to obtain an in-depth

understanding of participants' experiences and perspectives. Purposive
Copyright @Author sampling was used to recruit seven nursing educators and clinical instructors
Corresponding Author: * with extensive experience in nursing education and clinical supervision from
Syed Uzma Paiam tertiary healthcare institutions in Karachi, Pakistan. Data were collected
Bukhari through semistructured, in-depth interviews using a researcher-developed

interview guide comprising ten open-ended questions. Ethical approval was
obtained from the relevant institutional review committee, and written
informed consent was obtained from all participants prior to data collection.
Participants' confidentiality, anonymity, and voluntary participation were
ensured throughout the study. Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed
verbatim, and analyzed inductively using Braun and Clarke's six-phase
thematic analysis. Two major themes emerged from the analysis. The first
theme, Factors Contributing to the Theory-Practice Gap, comprised
curriculum limitations, resource-constrained clinical environments, inadequate
supervision, heavy workloads, weak academic—clinical collaboration, and
inconsistencies between evidence-based teaching and routine clinical practice.
The second theme, Teaching and Learning Strategies for Bridging the Theory—
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Practice Gap, included simulation-based learning, case-based and problem-

based learning, bedside teaching, reflective practice, structured mentorship,

competency-based assessment, enhanced clinical placements, and strengthened

academic—clinical partnerships as key strategies for improving the integration

of theory and practice. The findings demonstrated that minimizing the theory—

practice gap requires educational and organizational reforms that strengthen

the alignment between classroom instruction and clinical practice. Nursing

institutions should adopt competency-based curricula, expand simulation and

experiential learning opportunities, strengthen mentorship and clinical

preceptorship programs, promote continuous faculty development, and
establish sustainable academic—clinical partnerships to enhance students'

clinical competence and readiness for professional nursing practice.

INTRODUCTION:

Nursing education is a vital component in the
preparation of health care professionals with the
knowledge, clinical competency and professional
judgment to provide safe, evidence-based care to
patients (Baker, 2021; Wang, 2025; Mohebi,
2025). Nursing student learns by combining the
theoretical instruction with supervised clinical
practice, so that they develop cognitive and
psychomotor skills (Karabacak, 2025; Sezer, 2026).
Theoretical learning provides students with
scientific principles, nursing concepts, ethical
values and critical thinking skills, while clinical
practice allows students to apply these principles
to actual healthcare settings (Xie, 2025; Lashari &
Umrani, 2023). Therefore, the effective
combination of theory and practice is believed to
be a basis for quality nursing education and
professional competence (Afaneh et al., 2023;
Lashari, Umrani & Buriro, 2021). Nursing
curricula and teaching methods are constantly
being refined, but the gap between classroom
learning and clinical application is still a major
challenge for nursing educators worldwide
(Daneshfar, 2025; Mani, 2025).

The theory-practice gap is defined as the gap
between the knowledge and skills that students
learn at university (Balouch et al., 2023; Siddiqui,
Lashari & Dahani, 204) and the reality that they
experience in the clinical area (Daneshfar, 2025).
Nursing courses stress evidence-based practice and
standard clinical procedures, but students often
feel there is a disconnect between theory and
practice in the healthcare setting (Kane, 2025).

These inconsistencies often lead to confusion,
undermine students’ confidence and prevent the
development of clinical reasoning and decision
making skills (Yaghmour, 2025). Consequently,
many recently graduated nurses express challenges
in translating theoretical knowledge into patient
care, leading to a lack of readiness during their
transition into professional practice (Rafferty et
al., 2023; Thomas & Merrill, 2023). The theory-
practice gap has received considerable attention
from nursing scholars due to its implications for
educational quality and patient safety (Tang,
2026). Studies suggest the gap is a function of a
number of interconnected factors including
limitations of the curriculum, inadequate clinical
supervision, insufficient opportunities for
simulation-based learning, overcrowded clinical
placements and  inconsistencies  between
healthcare
organizations (Grosman, 2025). Additionally,
clinical preceptors and nursing faculty often do
not communicate well with one another, and
students may be receiving conflicting information
about clinical procedures and standards of
professionalism (Abou Hashish, 2026; Fayaz et al.,
2023). These inconsistencies do not only affect the
students’ competence but also reduce their
confidence in delivering safe and effective nursing
care (Afaneh et al.,, 2023; Buriro et al.,, 2023;
Naryati, 2025).

Clinical learning environments play a very
important role in the ability of students to connect
theoretical knowledge with practical skills (Pu,
2025). Supportive learning  environments,

educational institutions and
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including effective mentorship, constructive
criticism, and opportunities for reflective practice,
enhance students’ confidence and foster
professional growth (Li, 2025; Peda, 2025). In
contrast, lack of supervision, excessive clinical
instructor workloads, lack of learning resources,
and  inconsistent evidence-based  practices
contribute to student anxiety and reduce
opportunities for meaningful learning (Alcasoda,
2025). In a recent qualitative study, nursing
students reported that academic and clinical
environments were important contributors to the
theory-practice gap, highlighting the need for
improved collaboration between educational
institutions and healthcare facilities (Tambunan et
al., 2024; Balouch et al. 2023; Lashari & Umrani,
2023). Recently, education reforms have focused
more on learner-centered approaches to encourage
the integration of theory and practice(Mir, 2025;
Lashari et al., 2023). Simulation-based education,
problem-based learning, case-based discussions
(Buriro et al., 2023; Lashari & Umrani, 2023),
reflective practice, competency-based assessment,
and structured mentorship have all been shown to
positively affect students’ clinical competence and
confidence (Adams, 2026). These approaches
provide students with opportunities to apply
theoretical concepts in safe and controlled settings
before encountering real clinical situations.
Nevertheless, isolated educational interventions
are inadequate without institutional support and
longterm  academic-clinical collaboration to
ensure a seamless transition between classroom
teaching and clinical practice (Afaneh et al., 2023;
Lashari et al., 2023).

Innovative teaching strategies are essential in
bridging the gap between theory and practice in
nursing education (Lashari & Umrani, 2026;
Makhmudov, 2026). Recent research has shown
that simulation-based education creates a safe
learning environment where learners are able to
develop clinical reasoning, psychomotor skills,
teamwork, and communication skills before they
interact with real patients (Dzhumatovich, 2025).
High-fidelity simulation, virtual simulation, and
structured debriefing sessions provide learners
with the opportunity to apply theory to realistic

clinical scenarios, enhancing self-confidence,
clinical judgment, and readiness for practice.
Similarly, problem-based and case-based learning
promote critical evaluation of complex patient
scenarios, foster the application of evidence in
decision-making, and stimulate reflective thinking,
thus addressing the gap between theoretical
teaching and clinical practice (Daneshfar &
Moonaghi, 2025; Komuhangi et al,
2025).Another crucial element in bridging the
theory-practice gap is the creation of robust
academic-clinical ~partnerships. Collaborations
between nursing schools and healthcare
institutions promote uniformity in teaching,
supervision, and assessment, and offer students
consistent guidance during clinical placements
(McCamey, 2025). Clinical preceptors and
nursing faculty complement one another in
experiential learning by mentorship, constructive
criticism, and role modelling of evidence-based
practice (Zhu, 2025) . Well-established academic-
clinical partnerships have been shown to provide
students with richer learning experiences and
greater opportunities to integrate classroom
knowledge with clinical practice (Thomas &
Adha, 2023; Singh et al., 2025).

Faculty development also contributes significantly
to the quality of nursing education (Amin, 2025;
Lashari, Umrani & Buriro, 2023; Fayaz et al.,
2023). Nursing educators and clinical instructors
should be equipped with pedagogical knowledge
and clinical skills to ensure that educational
practices are in line with the modern healthcare
standards (Amin, 2025).
development opportunities such as training in
simulation pedagogy, competency-based
education, evidence-based teaching strategies, and
digital learning technologies allow faculty to
provide more effective learning experiences for
nursing students (Mani, 2025; Lashari & Umrani,
2023). Similarly, healthcare organizations ought to
invest in ongoing education programs for clinical
preceptors to ensure consistency between
academic expectations and clinical practice
(Sawalha et al., 2026; Fayaz et al, 2023). Although
there is a growing scholarly interest in this issue,
the theory-practice gap remains in various
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healthcare systems and educational contexts
(Daneshfar M. &., 2025). The majority of the
existing literature has concentrated on
enumerating barriers or assessing stand-alone
educational interventions, with a scarcity of
qualitative studies that take a more broad
approach to investigating the views of nursing
educators and clinical instructors about
sustainable strategies to bridge this gap in
particular institutional settings (Ahangama, 2026).
Educational ~systems, clinical settings and
availability of resources differ considerably
between countries and institutions and therefore
findings in one context cannot easily be
transferred to different contexts (Parvin, 2025).
Thus, contextspecific qualitative evidence is
needed to inform educational practices and
institutional policies that effectively support the
integration of theoretical knowledge with clinical
competence (Ugwu et al.,, 2023; Lashari et al.,
2023; Daneshfar & Moonaghi, 2025).

Problem Statement:

Theory-practice gap remains a major and ongoing
problem in nursing education (Daneshfar M. &.,
2025). It affects nursing students’ ability to
translate classroom knowledge into competent
clinical practice (Wang, 2025). Nursing curricula
are intended to combine scientific knowledge and
practical skills (Mani, 2025).Students often face a
discrepancy between the evidence-based concepts
taught in the academic environment and the
reality of clinical practice (Craig, 2025). These
inconsistencies lead to poor clinical competency,
low confidence, impaired clinical decision-making
and high anxiety in nursing students when they
are involved in patient care (Han, 2025). Recent
evidence has shown that poor integration of
theoretical instruction with clinical learning may
negatively impact patient safety, quality of care and
graduates’ preparedness for professional practice
(Daneshfar & Moonaghi, 2025). Moreover,despite
ongoing educational reforms, barriers such as
inadequate simulation facilities, lack of faculty
preparation, inconsistent clinical supervision,
limited opportunities for experiential learning,
and weak collaboration between nursing

education institutions and healthcare
organizations continue to widen the theory-
practice gap (Komuhangi et al., 2025; Sawalha et
al., 2026;Praxmarer-Fernandes, 2025).

There is increasing awareness of this issue, but the
theory-practice gap still exists in different
healthcare and educational contexts, indicating
that current educational interventions have not
fully addressed the underlying issues (Tang, 2026).
Recent systematic reviews have demonstrated the
effectiveness of simulation-based education,
problem-based learning, and competency-based
teaching in improving students’ clinical
competence (Daneshfar & Moonaghi, 2025);
however, there is a lack of qualitative evidence on
nursing educators’ and clinical instructors’
perspectives on practical and sustainable strategies
to minimize this gap in specific institutional
contexts (Roussi, 2026). Understanding the
experiences of those directly involved in nursing
education is important in developing contextually
appropriate  strategies to strengthen the
implementation of the curriculum, improve
academic-clinical partnerships, enhance
mentorship and promote evidence-based clinical
teaching (Sawalha et al., 2026).Consequently, this
study was conducted to explore strategies to bridge
the theory-practice gap in nursing education from
the perspectives of nursing educators and clinical
instructors. It is expected that the results will
contribute to curriculum improvement, faculty
development, institutional policy making and the
preparation of clinically competent and practice
ready nursing graduates.

Research Objectives:

1. To identify the factors contributing to the
theory-practice gap between classroom teaching
and clinical practice in nursing education.

2. To identify effective teaching and learning
strategies that facilitate the integration of theory
and practice in nursing education from the
perspectives of nursing educators and clinical
instructors.
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Research Questions:

Q1: What are the factors contributing to the
theory-practice gap between classroom teaching
and clinical practice in nursing education.

Literature Review:
Theoretical Framework:

Q2. What are the effective teaching and learning
strategies that facilitate the integration of theory
and practice in nursing education from the
perspectives of nursing educators and clinical
instructors.
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Figl: Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory (1984)

The study is theoretically grounded in Kolb’s
Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) developed by
David A. Kolb (1984). Experiential Learning
Theory suggests that learning is a continuous
process of creating knowledge through the
transformation of experience (Pham Thi, 2025).
As Kolb stated, “meaningful learning does not
depend on the acquisition of theoretical
knowledge but on the integration of concrete
experiences, reflection, conceptual understanding
and active application” (Javahery, 2026). The
theory has been widely embraced in the education
of nursing and health professions as it offers a
comprehensive framework for understanding the
development of clinical competence in students by
linking classroom teaching and authentic clinical

experiences (Kolb, 1984; Yardley et al., 2012).

Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory consists of
four interrelated stages: Concrete Experience,

Reflective Observation, Abstract
Conceptualization, and Active Experimentation.
Concrete  Experience is students’ reallife

involvement in clinical situations, simulation
laboratories, and patient care activities. Reflective
Observation is the critical reflection on these
experiences, to identify strengths, weaknesses and
learning opportunities (Cheng, 2025). Abstract
Conceptualization allows the learner to connect
personal experience with theoretical concepts
(Cheng, 2025), evidence-based guidelines, and
professional nursing principles taught in the
classroom. Finally, Active Experimentation is
about applying new knowledge and skills in future
clinical situations, thus completing the learning
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cycle and encouraging continuous professional
development (Kolb, 1984).

The theory is especially relevant to the present
study as it provides a conceptual explanation for
the theory-practice gap in nursing education. If
one or more stages of the Kolb learning cycle are
not supported, it can be difficult for students to
translate theory into clinical practice. For instance,
the experiential learning process can be impeded
by a lack of clinical exposure, poor supervision,
limited opportunities for reflection, or resource-
poor clinical environments, which can result in
decreased confidence and difficulty in applying
evidence-based nursing care (Sumera, 2026).
Conversely, educational strategies including
simulation-based learning, case-based learning,
bedside  teaching, structured  mentorship,
reflective practice, and competency-based clinical
experiences reinforce each stage of the learning
cycle and promote the effective integration of
theory and practice. Therefore, the Kolb’s
Experiential Learning Theory is an appropriate
theoretical framework to interpret the factors that
contribute to the theory-practice gap and to
understand the teaching and learning strategies
needed to promote the integration of theory and
practice in nursing education.

Research Methodology:

Research Design:

This study employed a qualitative
phenomenological research design to explore the
contributing factors to the theory-practice gap
and teaching and learning strategies that facilitate
the integration of theory and practice in nursing
education. A qualitative descriptive approach was
considered appropriate as it offers a detailed and
straightforward description of the participants’
experiences, perceptions and recommendations in
their natural context. The design of the study
allowed the researcher to gain an in-depth
understanding of the views of the nursing
educators and clinical instructors regarding the
challenges that they face in translating theory into
practice and the strategies that are required to
bridge the gap. The qualitative descriptive design
also allowed participants to describe their

experiences in their own way and thus generated
rich data that accurately described current
practices in nursing education.

Sampling Technique:

Participants were recruited using a purposive
sampling technique to recruit those with rich
knowledge and experience in nursing education
and clinical supervision. The study sample
included nine nursing educators and clinical
instructors in tertiary health care institutions and
nursing education settings. Participants were
selected according to predetermined inclusion
criteria which included a minimum of three years’
experience in teaching or clinical supervision and
direct involvement in the undergraduate nursing
education. Purposive sampling was conducted to
ensure that the selected participants were able to
provide in-depth insights on factors contributing
to the theorypractice gap and recommend
effective teaching strategies that can enhance the
integration of theory and practice. Data collection
continued until saturation point was achieved.

Research Instrument:

Data were collected using a researcher-developed
semi-structured  interview guide that was
comprised of ten open-ended questions. The
interview guide was developed based on a
comprehensive review of the nursing education
literature and was consistent with the study
objectives. ~ The questions included the
participants’ perception of the theory-practice
gap, factors influencing the theory-practice gap
between classroom teaching and clinical practice,
challenges faced in clinical education, and
suggestions for improving theory-practice
integration. The semi-structured format allowed
the researcher to maintain consistency across
interviews while also allowing flexibility to ask
probing questions and to explore emerging issues
in more depth. Interviews were collected via
online meeting and some of the participants also
provided the answers of open ended questions
while online google form.so the data was collected
via online meeting to provide time flexibility to the
participants.
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Ethical Consideration:

Prior to data collection, a the participants gave
written informed consent after being told about
the purpose of the study, the interview process and
their rights as research participants. Participation
was voluntary and participants were informed of
their right to refuse to participate or withdraw
from the study at any stage without any
consequences. To maintain confidentiality and
anonymity, each participant was assigned a unique
code P1-P9 rather than any personally identifiable
information. All interview  transcripts and
research documents were securely stored in
password-protected electronic files accessible only
to the researcher. The results were disseminated in
an open and objective way so that the responses of
participants were presented accurately without
amendment and all the BERA ethical framework
conditions were followed.

Data Analysis:

The data were analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s
(2006) six-phase thematic analysis. This inductive
approach allows for the systematic identification,

analysis and interpretation of patterns within
qualitative data. Once the interviews were done,
the audio recordings were transcribed word-for-
word, and the data were read several times to
become acquainted with the data. Manual
derivation of initial codes from meaningful
statements pertinent to study objectives. Similar
codes were then clustered into possible subthemes
and themes, which were continually reviewed,
refined and defined to ensure internal coherence
and meaningful representation of the participants’
experiences. The final analysis yielded two major
themes(1) Factors Contributing to the Theory-
Practice Gap and (2) Teaching and Learning
Strategies for Bridging the Theory-Practice Gap
and their subthemes. The themes were then
analyzed within existing nursing education
literature and Kolb's Experiential Learning Theory
to gain an in-depth understanding of the factors
affecting the theorypractice gap and the
educational strategies required to enhance the
integration of theory and practice within nursing
education.
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Theme 1: Factors Contributing to the Theory-Practice Gap

Factors Contributing to the Theory-Practice Gap

Heavy Workloads

Excessive workload reducing
time for learning and

st I I refloction.

s

Weak Collaboration

Poor communication between
academia and clinical settings.

7

Evidence-Based Teaching

Discrepancy between teaching and
clinical practice.

Fig 2: Graphical Representation of Theme 1

Subtheme 1.1: Curriculum Limitations

Curriculum limitations was one of the most
significant factors leading to the theory-practice
gap in nursing education. Participants reported
that the existing curriculum was largely
theoretical, with few opportunities for experiential
learning and simulation-based education and
integration of contemporary clinical realities. They
pointed out that while nursing students get a good
theoretical education in the classroom, they often
graduate without adequate preparation to deal
with the intricacies of today’s healthcare settings.
Participants also indicated that the delay in
curriculum updates, a strong emphasis on rote

learning, and lack of exposure to real-life clinical
experiences hinder students from applying
theoretical knowledge to safe and competent
clinical practice.

P1: They get a lot of theory in the curriculum, but they
need more exposure to simulation and clinicals before
they go into the hospital to have more opportunity to
practice what they learn.

P7: The nursing curriculum still teaches the ideal
evidence-based procedures but rarely prepares students
for the realities of overcrowded tertiary care hospitals
where staffing shortages, limited resources and heavy
patient loads necessitate rapid clinical decision making.
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Participants’ opinions suggested that the
curriculum content should not only be theoretical,
but also include practical experiences reflecting
real clinical practice. The disconnect between a
curriculum and the realities of healthcare may
hinder students’ preparedness and confidence in
clinical settings (Hepburn, 2025). Recent findings
in nursing education research have also shown
that traditional curricula that focus on theoretical
instruction  without  providing  sufficient
experiential learning are a major contributor to
the persistence of the theory-practice gap (Thinh,
2025; Carreiro, 2026). Research recommends
implementing  competency-based  education,
simulation through scenarios, and continual
revision of the curriculum to ensure that graduates
are equipped with both theoretical knowledge and
practical skills (Daneshfar & Moonaghi, 2025;
Komuhangi et al., 2025). The results support
participants’  perceptions  that  curriculum
modernization is necessary to bridge the gap
between academic preparation and practical
expectations (Bukhari, 2025).

P5: The curriculum needs to be more hands-on
with case discussions and simulation sessions so
that students feel confident in applying what they
learn in the classrooms to actual patient care.

Generally, participants agreed that limitations of
the curriculum continue to be a significant barrier
to effective integration of theory and practice.
Theoretical knowledge is the backbone of nursing
education but its effect is trivialized when students
are not provided with sufficient opportunities to
apply that knowledge in realistic learning
environments. Curriculum design that includes
competency-based teaching, simulation and
regular review, in partnership with healthcare
institutions, can go a long way in bridging the
theory-practice gap and preparing future nurses
better for professional practice.

Subtheme 1.2: Resource-Constrained Clinical
Environment

The resource-poor clinical environment was
consistently  identified as another major

contributing factor to the theory-practice gap.
Participants described tertiary care hospitals as
high-pressure environments with equipment
shortages, insufficient staffing, crowded wards,
and excessive patient loads. In such circumstances,
healthcare professionals are often obliged to
modify or abbreviate routine nursing procedures
to meet immediate clinical needs. As a result,
students may observe practices that differ from
those taught in the classroom, leading to
confusion regarding evidence-based care and
professional standards. They felt that students’
exposure to such environments reduces their
ability to consistently apply theoretical knowledge
in clinical placements.

P1:Students can’t always do the procedures the way they
learned them because hospitals don’t always have
enough equipment or staff.

P7: In tertiary care hospitals, severe nurse-to-patient
ratios, shortages of essential equipment, and constant
workflow pressures force nurses to adapt procedures,
making it difficult for students to reconcile textbook
standards with everyday clinical realities.

The participants' experiences illustrate how
organizational resource limitations directly
influence students' clinical learning.  When
evidence-based procedures cannot be consistently
implemented because of inadequate resources,
students may struggle to distinguish between ideal
nursing practice and necessary clinical adaptations
(Alsadaan, 2025; balona, 2025). Recent evidence
indicates that resource-constrained learning
environments reduce opportunities for skill
acquisition, increase clinical uncertainty, and
hinder the development of professional
confidence among nursing students (Sawalha et
al.,, 2026; Daneshfar & Moonaghi, 2025). The
literature further emphasizes that investments in
clinical infrastructure, simulation laboratories,
and adequate staffing are essential to provide
learning environments that support the
application of theoretical knowledge in practice.
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P5: Limited resources and busy clinical settings
sometimes prevent students from following every step they
learned in theory, which makes learning more difficult.

Resource limitations therefore represent not only
an organizational challenge but also an
educational concern that affects the quality of
clinical learning. Participants emphasized that
improving clinical infrastructure, ensuring the
availability of essential equipment, and creating
supportive learning environments would enable
students to translate theoretical knowledge into
competent, evidence-based nursing practice more
effectively.

Subtheme 1.3: Inadequate Supervision

A major factor contributing to the theory-practice
gap was inadequate clinical supervision.
Participants commented that good supervision
allows students to combine their classroom
learning with clinical skills through observation,
guided practice and constructive feedback.
However, due to the scarcity of clinical instructors
and the competing duties of ward nurses, students
frequently carried out procedures without
adequate supervision. Participants felt that lack of
supervision reduced the possibility of immediate
feedback, reduced students’ confidence and had a
negative effect on clinical competence. Hence,
good supervision was regarded as a prerequisite for
transforming evidence-based nursing knowledge
to safe patient care.

P1: Supervision is important in understanding the use of
theoretical knowledge in the care of real patients and
students require guidance in the performance of
procedures.

P7: When teachers have too many students at the same
time, clinical learning is not effective. There is less
individual supervision, limited feedback, and students
struggle to make connections between theory and
practice.

Participants consistently pointed out that
supervision is not about checking students’ work,
but a space for reflection, clarification and

confidence building. Similarly, recent studies have
indicated that supportive clinical supervision
enhances students’ competence, professional
confidence, and evidence-based decision-making,
whereas inadequate supervision contributes to
clinical uncertainty and undermines theory-
practice integration (Nalubega et al., 2026;
Daneshfar &  Moonaghi, 2025). Hence,
continuous supervision by trained clinical
instructors is fundamental to improve the quality
of nursing education.

P5:Students’ clinical duties are under the supervision of
clinical instructors who are available to teach and
support their learning.

In general, students’ confidence in applying
theoretical knowledge in clinical settings is limited
by lack of supervision. Participants broadly agreed
that increasing instructor availability, decreasing
student-to-instructor ratios, and strengthening
structured  supervision are important for
improving clinical learning and closing the
theory-practice gap.

Subtheme 1.4 Heavy Workload

Heavy workloads were also cited as a major factor
to the theory-practice gap. Participants reported
that tertiary healthcare institutions are busy places
with high patient numbers, staff shortages and
administrative duties that often make it difficult
for nurses and clinical instructors to spend
adequate  time  teaching the  students.
Consequently  students are given little
explanation, demonstration and feedback during
clinical placements which makes it difficult to
consolidate the theoretical knowledge through
practical experience. Clinical staff are also more
likely to concentrate on immediate patient care
over their educational duties due to heavy
workloads.

Pl:Heavy workloads reduce the time awailable for
teaching students during clinical practice.

"The high patient turnover, staff shortages, and
busy ward routine mean nurses have little time to
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mentor students in line with evidence-based
standards."

Participants’ experiences suggest that workload
pressures directly impact the quality of supervision
and students’ opportunities to learn. Similar
findings have been reported in recent nursing
education research, which shows that high
workloads  restrict clinical teaching, limit
opportunities for reflective learning, and add to
students’ anxiety and poor clinical preparedness
(Sawalha et al, 2026; Nalubega et al,
2026;0shodi, 2025)). Increasing the number of
staff and providing clinical instructors with
protected teaching time have been suggested as
effective ways of improving clinical education.

P5: Sometimes the crowded clinical environment hinders
the instructors from providing individual guidance to
each student.

In conclusion, participants agreed that heavy
workload reduces the effectiveness of clinical
teaching and supervision. Addressing staff
shortages and ensuring protected educational time
for clinical instructors can greatly improve
students’ ability to integrate theory and clinical
practice.

Subtheme 1.5: Weak Academic-Clinical
Collaboration

Poor collaboration between nursing schools and
health care institutions was consistently identified
as a key contributor to the theory-practice gap by
participants. They described the working in
isolation of nursing educators and clinical staff
which results in discrepancies between classroom
teaching and ward  expectations. Poor
communication of curriculum aims, learning
outcomes and clinical competencies may result in
student confusion and impede the translation of
theoretical knowledge to practice. Participants
therefore considered academic-clinical
collaboration to be vital for providing consistent
educational experiences.

P1: There is a need for regular contact between schools
of nursing and hospitals to help bridge the theory-practice
gap.

Joint appointments between academic faculty and
hospital staff would keep classroom teaching in
touch with current clinical realities.

The participants' suggestions strongly back the
need for integrated partnerships between
educational institutions and health care
organizations. There is recent evidence that
collaborative  curriculum  planning, shared
supervision, standardized clinical guidelines, and
regular communication between faculty and
clinical preceptors improve teaching consistency
and enhance students’ clinical competence
(Daneshfar & Moonaghi, 2025; Komuhangi et al.,
2025). Strong academic-clinical partnerships are
also needed to enable implementation of
competency-based education and evidence-based
clinical practice (Sharpnack, 2025).

P5: A continuous collaboration among nursing schools
and clinical institutions is needed to bridge the theory-
practice gap.

participants perceived
collaboration as one of the most effective ways of
bridging

To summarize,

theory and  practice.  Better
communication and  partnership  between
educational institutions and health care facilities
would ensure consistent teaching, better
supervision and improved preparedness of
students for professional nursing practice.

Subtheme 1.6. Gap between Evidence-Based
Teaching and Clinical Routine Practice

One of the biggest challenges for nursing students
is to see the differences between evidence-based
procedures taught in classrooms and routine
practices in clinical settings, participants said.
Although classroom teaching is about perfect
standards of care, nurses in busy hospitals often do
change procedures due to resource limits, staffing
shortages and organizational needs, they said.
These inconsistencies can confuse students about
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professional standards and lower their confidence
when applying theoretical knowledge.

P5:Sometimes students see practices in hospitals that are
different from what they learned in the theory classes.

P7: They teach students the ideal evidence-based
procedures, but the reality of the tertiary hospitals often
requires nurses to modify those procedures due to limited
resources and overwhelming workloads.

The experiences of the participants showed that
the gap between theory and practice is still mainly
caused by inconsistencies between education and
practice. Current nursing education research also
indicates that students experience uncertainty
when clinical practice deviates from classroom
instruction, leading to decreased confidence and
difficulty implementing evidence-based care

(Nalubega et al., 2026; Sawalha et al., 2026).

Theme 2: Teaching and Learning Strategies to Bridge the Theory-Practice Gap

Researchers recommend regular curriculum
updates, evidence-based clinical guidelines and
collaborative educational partnerships to reduce
inconsistencies and enhance integration of theory
and practice (Luzipo, 2026).

P9: Students feel more confident when clinical practice
is being carried out under the same evidence-based
standards that they are taught in the classroom.

Finally, participants pointed to inconsistencies
between the theoretical instruction and the
routine clinical practice as a central reason for the
theory-practice gap. An effective way of improving
students’ confidence, clinical competence and
transition into professional nursing practice
would be aligning classroom teaching with
contemporary clinical realities and standards that
are evidence-based.

Teaching and Learning Strategies for Bridging the Theory—Practice Gap

et e

Simulation-Based

Structured
Mentorship

Competency-Based
Assessment

Enhanced Clinical

Placements

Strengthened

Academic—Clinical

Partnerships

Subtheme 2.1: Simulation Based Learning

Simulation-based learning has been developed as
one of the most effective educational strategies to
combine theoretical knowledge and clinical

practice. The participants repeatedly emphasized
that simulation labs provide a safe and controlled
environment for nursing students to practice
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clinical procedures before working with real
patients. By repeated practice in simulated
settings, psychomotor skills, clinical reasoning,
confidence, and decision-making are enhanced,
and students experience less anxiety during
clinical placements.” Participants also noted that
simulation provides students with the opportunity
to make mistakes without jeopardizing patient
safety and that it prepares students for complex
clinical situations faced in the healthcare
environment.

P6:Effective strategies for bridging the theory-practice
gap include clinical simulations, case studies, skills
demonstrations, supervised clinical practice and regular
feedback from educators and clinical instructors.

P7: Simulation, highfidelity simulation, skills lab
scenarios, are important for practicing complex
procedures safely before going into crowded wards; They
teach students how to deal with high stress situations,
while giving them confidence in their clinical skills.

In the participants’ view, simulation-based
education was an essential link between classroom
learning and bedside practice. Their experiences
support recent evidence that high fidelity
simulation improves clinical competence, critical
thinking, confidence and patient safety by
providing learners with the opportunity to practice
realistic scenarios in a riskfree environment
(Daneshfar & Moonaghi, 2025; Sawalha et al,,
2026 ; Dzhumatovich, 2025). Structured
debriefing after simulation exercises also provides
students an opportunity to reflect on their
performance, identify knowledge gaps, and
enhance evidence-based clinical decision making.

P5: Simulation laboratories provide students with
practical experience prior to clinical experiences and
allows them to apply theoretical knowledge with
confidence in patient care situations.

Simulation-based learning is thus a cornerstone of
contemporary nursing education. They concluded
that the increased use of simulation facilities,
along with the integration of scenario-based
training throughout the curriculum, would

significantly narrow the theory-practice gap and
enhance students’ readiness for professional
practice.

Sub-theme 2.2: Case-based learning and
Problem-based

The participants identified case-based and
problem-based learning as effective ways to
improve students’ ability to apply theoretical
concepts to real clinical situations. They said that
discussing real patient cases helps students think
critically, reason clinically, and make collaborative
decisions while they are able to relate theoretical
principles to real nursing interventions.
Participants believed that learning in real patient
situations fosters students’ understanding of
complex health problems and prepares them for
evidence-based clinical practice.

P5:Students learn how to apply theoretical knowledge in
patient care through case studies and skills
demonstrations.

P9:We use real patient files from local wards for case-
based learning, which teaches clinical reasoning and
prioritized decision-making and helps students to adapt
textbook knowledge to real clinical situations.

The participants appreciated case-based and
problem-based learning, as these strategies
promote active participation and reflective
thinking rather than memorization. Likewise,
recent systematic reviews have demonstrated that
problem-based learning enhances students’ critical
thinking, evidence-based decision making and
long-term knowledge retention, thus supporting
the integration of theory and practice (Andayani,
2025; Komuhangi et al., 2025; Daneshfar &
Moonaghi, 2025; Martinez, 2025). These learner-
centred approaches also build teamwork and
communication skills required in
multidisciplinary healthcare settings.

P5:Case studies with reflection assist students in
analyzing the clinical situations and developing
appropriate nursing care plans based on theoretical
knowledge.
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In general, participants considered case-based and
problem-based learning as very effective teaching
strategies that enhance active learning and
students’ ability to apply nursing knowledge in
complicated clinical situations.

Subtheme 2.3. Bedside teaching

Bedside teaching was identified as an important
strategy to assist students to translate classroom
learning to safe clinical practice. Participants also
noted that students can learn about professional
practice, develop psychomotor skills and obtain
immediate feedback through direct patient care
under the supervision of experienced nurses. They
also pointed out that bedside teaching builds
confidence and clinical judgment, as students
learn in real healthcare settings under the tutelage
of clinical experts.

P3:Students are able to apply theory to clinical practice
in supervised clinical practice.”

P5: The bedside teaching with the step-by-step guidance
of the preceptor helps students to adapt the standard
nursing protocols to the realworld resource constraints,
while maintaining patient safety.

Participants’ views suggest that bedside teaching
closes the gap between theoretical teaching and
clinical practice through experiential learning.
Likewise, recent studies have reported that
structured bedside teaching improves students’
clinical reasoning, communication skills and
professionalism by providing them with
immediate opportunities to apply classroom
learning to patient care (Nalubega et al., 2026;
Sawalha et al., 2026 ; Mathew, 2026).

P5: Students get realworld exposure through clinical
placements to understand how theoretical concepts are
used in patient care.

It was agreed by the participants that bedside
teaching is still a part of nursing education, as it
provides a platform for experiential learning and
helps students in making the incremental transfer
from theory to independent clinical practice.

Subtheme 2.4 Reflective practice

Another significant strategy in closing the gap
between theory and practice was reflective
practice. Participants believed that encouraging
students to reflect on their clinical experiences
enabled them to recognize their strengths,
pinpoint their errors, and connect patient care
experiences to theoretical concepts. Reflection was
viewed as an opportunity for ongoing learning that
enhances critical thinking and professional
growth.

P1: Students’ clinical performance is enhanced by
continuous  feedback from faculty and clinical
instructors.

P3:During clinical debriefings after rotations, students
reflect on what they see on the wards, discuss mistakes,
and connect what they see at the bedside with what they
learned in their textbooks.

The participants’ responses showed that reflective
learning enhances self-awareness and lifelong
learning. Current literature supports reflective
practice as an effective educational strategy to
improve clinical judgment, critical thinking, and
evidence-based decision-making, and to reduce the
theory - practice gap (Craddock, 2025; Daneshfar
& Moonaghi, 2025; Komuhangi et al., 2025).

P1:Students learn better if they discuss their clinical
experiences and receive constructive feedback after
practice.

Thus, the participants regarded reflective practice
as an integral part of clinical education that
contributes to the ability of students to synthesize
theoretical knowledge with professional nursing
practice.

Subtheme 2.5 Structured Mentorship

Structured mentorship was identified as a key
strategy to address the theory-practice gap in
nursing education. The participants consistently
described mentorship as a supportive relationship,
where experienced nurses and clinical instructors
help the students to apply the theoretical
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knowledge in the real clinical setting. Mentors,
they explained, not only teach students clinical
procedures, but also provide constructive feedback
and emotional support and professional role
modelling that help students make the transition
from classroom learning to bedside nursing.
Structured mentorship was said to build
confidence, enhance critical thinking, and
improve students’ clinical competence through
opportunities for ongoing learning and thoughtful
reflection, participants reported.

P4:Simulation labs build confidence, clinical placements
give realworld exposure and mentorship provides
guidance to help students safely apply theoretical
knowledge in practice.

P7: Mentorship is the glue that holds it all together, an
experienced nurse or preceptor who guides the student
and models realworld clinical judgment, helping them
make sense of the gap between the classroom and the
bedside. These three components enable abstract,

theoretical knowledge to be confidently and safely used
at the bedside.

Mentorship was viewed by the participants as more
than supervision, but rather as an educational
partnership supporting the professional and
personal development of students (Jacobsen,
2025; Wong, 2025). Similarly, recent research in
nursing education has found that structured
mentorship is an effective way to improve clinical
competence, communication  skills, and
professional confidence, as well as helping to
integrate theory into practice (Nalubega et al.,
2026; Daneshfar & Moonaghi, 2025). Mentors
also give timely feedback and facilitate reflection
to help students understand the rationale for
clinical decisions and deal with the complexities of
healthcare settings.

P5:Students need good quality clinical placements and
supportive mentorship to enable them to apply theory in
practice effectively.
Participants generally agreed that a structured
mentorship model is required to bridge the gap
between theory and practice. Thus, formal

mentorship and preceptorship programs should
be incorporated in nursing education to ensure
students receive consistent guidance, support and
opportunities for experiential learning throughout
their clinical placements.

Subtheme 2.6: Competency Based Assessment

Participants stressed that competency-based
assessment offers a more accurate evaluation of
students’ ability to translate theoretical knowledge
into clinical practice than traditional knowledge-
based exams. They argued that assessments should
focus on  measuring clinical  reasoning,
psychomotor skills, communication and decision
making, rather than the more traditional emphasis
on memorization. Participants felt that assessment
of students in realistic clinical scenarios better
reflects the competencies needed in professional
nursing practice and promotes deeper learning.

P1: Students must be assessed on their practical
competence and ability to work safely in clinical areas.
P7: Examination boards should move away from rote-
memorization written tests to continuous, scenario-based
clinical judgment assessments so students are assessed on
their ability to make safe decisions in real clinical
situations.

The participants’ recommendations support a
move towards competency-based education, where
the assessment is directly linked to professional
nursing standards and clinical performance.
Recent studies show that competency-based
assessment enhances the students’ preparedness
for clinical practice by developing critical thinking,
clinical judgment, and evidence-based decision
making (Khan, 2025;Sawalha et al., 2026;
Komuhangi et al., 2025). Good methods to test
students’ competence in real healthcare settings
are OSCEs, simulation-based assessment and
workplace-based  assessments (Yeates, 2025).

P5:Scenario based assessments allow students to show
application of theoretical knowledge rather than just
recall.

In conclusion, competency-based assessment is
considered an important part of the nursing
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education by the participants as it evaluates the
students’ ability to integrate the theoretical
knowledge with safe and effective clinical practice.
Changing assessment strategies to  assess
competence rather than rote learning could have a
significant impact in reducing the theory-practice

gap.

Subtheme 2.7 Enhanced clinical placements
Participants  consistently identified clinical
placements as a critical component of nursing
education, providing students with the
opportunity to apply classroom knowledge within
realworld  healthcare environments. They
explained that good clinical placements give
students the opportunity to develop their
psychomotor skills and professional confidence,
while exposing them to a variety of patient
conditions, team work in interdisciplinary care
and real-world decision-making. Participants also
stated that an increased supervised clinical
exposure during the nursing curriculum would
contribute to the students’ readiness for
independent practice.

P1: Clinical placements give students practical
experience, so they can apply their theoretical knowledge
to patient care.

P7: Clinical placements expose students to high-wolume,
realworld healthcare settings, training them to deal with
unpredictable patient situations, resource constraints,
and interprofessional collaboration, while
simultaneously applying theoretical knowledge.

Participants noted that meaningful clinical
exposure enables students to incrementally build
competence and confidence under the supervision
of professionals. Recent evidence suggests that
quality clinical placements enhance students’
clinical reasoning, communication and patient-
care skills, and reinforce the integration of theory
and practice (Nalubega et al., 2026; Sawalha et al.,
2026). To be effective, placements require nursing
schools and healthcare institutions to work

together to align learning objectives and clinical
experiences (McCamey, 2025; Rudland, 2025).

P5: Additional supervised clinical training opportunities
will ensure that students feel confident and competent
prior to entering the professional practice.

There was general agreement among participants
that better clinical placements are needed to
bridge the theory-practice gap. Increasing the
quality, length, and supervision of clinical
experiences would enhance students’ professional
competence and preparedness for contemporary
nursing practice.

Subtheme 2.8. Strengthened academic-clinical
partnerships

The primary approach to maintaining the
integration of theory and practice was to enhance
academic-clinical ~ partnerships.  Participants
emphasized the need for close collaboration
between nursing schools and healthcare
institutions in curriculum development, clinical
supervision, faculty development, and student
assessment, to ensure that academic teaching is
aligned with clinical expectations. They believed
that continued dialogue between educators and
healthcare professionals would foster learning
environments where evidence based knowledge
could be more effectively translated into clinical
practice.

P1:The coordination between nursing schools and
hospitals needs to be improved, and more clinical
training and updated teaching methods are needed to
connect classroom learning with clinical practice.
P4:Joint meetings between academic faculty and
hospital ~administration are important to align
expectations and avoid conflicting routines.

P5; Joint appointments allowing faculty to practice
clinically will ground classroom teaching in today's

bedside reality.

The participants’ recommendations are a strong
endorsement of a collaborative education model
that combines academic and clinical expertise.
Moreover, literature notes academic-clinical
partnerships as a prominent contributor to
curriculum relevance, mentorship enhancement,
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promotion of evidence-based practice, and
bridging the gap between classroom teaching and
patient care (Daneshfar & Moonaghi, 2025;
Nalubega et al., 2026). Partnerships also provide
opportunities for faculty to remain engaged in
clinical practice and to ensure that educational
programs are responsive to changing healthcare
needs (Rudland, 2025; DPearson, 2025).
P5:Continuous cooperation should be established
between nursing schools and clinical institutions to
reduce the theory—practice gap.

P3: Regular curriculum updates, effective mentorship,
and more handson learning opportunities can equip
students to apply theoretical knowledge more confidently
in real clinical settings.

Overall, participants perceived that academic-
clinical partnerships strengthened to provide a
foundation for sustainable improvement in
nursing education. Nursing programs can develop
collaborative relationships among educators,
clinical instructors, health care institutions, and
policy makers to create coherent learning
experiences that effectively link theory and
practice and prepare graduates for safe,
competent, and evidence-based professional
nursing care.

Conclusion

The study examined the views of nursing
educators and clinical instructors on factors
contributing to the theory-practice gap and
teaching and learning approaches that assist in
integrating theory and practice in nursing
education. The findings revealed that the theory-
practice gap is shaped by several interrelated
factors including limitations of the curriculum,
resource-constrained clinical settings, inadequate
supervision, heavy workloads, poor academic-
clinical collaboration, and discrepancies between
evidence-based classroom teaching and routine
clinical practice. These challenges may prevent
nursing students from translating theory into
competent clinical performance which in turn
affects their confidence, critical thinking and
readiness for professional practice. The results also
pointed out the need for an integrated educational

approach that bridges the gap between theory and
practice by linking classroom teaching with real-
world clinical experiences and current healthcare
practices.

The study also identified some effective teaching
and learning strategies that can improve the
integration of theory and practice in nursing
education.  Participants  highlighted  the
importance of simulation-based education, case-
based and problem-based learning, bedside
teaching,  reflective  practice,  structured
mentorship, = competency-based  assessment,
improved clinical placements, and strong
academic-clinical ~partnerships in facilitating
meaningful experiential learning. All these
strategies support the development of clinical
competence, professional confidence and
evidence-based decision making for students of
nursing. The study concluded that experiential
learning opportunities, ongoing supervision and
collaborative  partnerships between nursing
education institutions and healthcare
organizations are essential to minimize the theory-
practice gap and guided by Kolb’s Experiential
Learning Theory. Implementing these strategies
will better prepare future nurses to provide safe,
competent, high quality patient care that is
responsive to the changing demands of modern
health care systems.

Recommendations:

1. Revise the nursing curriculum to include
simulation-based learning, case-based learning and
competency-based teaching methods. This will
enhance students’ ability to apply theoretical
knowledge to real clinical settings.

2.Strengthen clinical supervision and mentorship
through increasing the number of trained clinical
instructors and decreasing student-instructor
ratios. Clinical placements should include regular
feedback and guided practice.

3.Enhance collaboration between nursing schools
and health care agencies through joint curriculum
development, coordinated clinical training, and
shared evaluation of students. Such collaborations
will bring classroom teaching into closer
alignment with clinical practice.
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4.Enhance clinical learning environments with

adequate resources, well-equipped simulation

laboratories, and diverse supervised clinical
placements. These measures will improve
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