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Abstract 

Assessing students' ability to think critically before beginning a nursing program and 

again at the completion of the program helps to determine to what degree students' critical 

thinking skills are developed throughout the whole of the nursing curricula. This study evaluated 

the statistically significant improvement in critical thinking scores of nursing students from entry 

to program completion. The relationship of critical thinking exam scores and NC LEX-RN® 

success was a lso evaluated but it was found that the scores and the change in scores did not 

predict NCLEX-RN® success . 
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Standardized c ·t· 1 T 
' n ica hinking Assessments and NCLEX Success 

Achievino professio 1 . · . 0 
na m11s111g practice and passing the NCLEX-RN® licensure exam 

are key outcomes of nursing · d · (D · · 
grn uates aley, Kirkpatrick, Frazier, Chung, & Moser, 2003). 

However, success on the licens · , · · · 
lll e exam 1s not only the culrn111at1on of the nursing program 

curricula but also the student' s · · · .c • k' · · 
p1epaiat1on 101 ta mg the exam as well as elements cnt1cal to 

nursing practice; some such elements as problem solving and critical thinking. As nursing has 

become a much broader and more complex profession, there is a wealth of information needed to 

gain a foundation in nursing practice. Students also need to possess the vital skill of thinking 

critically about their patients. With patient acuity rising, nurses are being called to care for 

patients with many different clinical manifestations (Cise, Wilson, & Thie, 2004). As stated by 

Ryan and Tatum (2012), "critical thinking is a significant vehicle supporting empowerment 

among nurses" (p. 89). It is critical thinking that enables the nurse to make decisions regarding 

the care of patients . 

NCLEX-RN® success carries an impact on new nurses and potential employers but also 

on the schools of nursing from which they graduate. Successfully completing the nursing 

licensure exam is the culmination of the program for nursing students and is an indicator of the 

program's effectiveness (Daley et al., 2003). Employers are not eager to employ a nurse prior to 

f I I t. f tl1e NCLEX-RN® exam due to costs associated with orienting a staff success· u comp e 1011 o , 

b I t b S lccessful at passina the exam and require additional time to retest. mem er t mt may no e t ' o 

Moreover, professional licensure exam failure may not be favorably viewed by potential 

b · d s a concern about the level of nursing care (Daley et al. , 2003) . employers and may e v1ewe a ' 

. 1 . ccessful at passina the NCLEX-RN® exam are affected N ursmg graduates w 10 ai e unsu o 

· 11 s of waoes emotional distress, and the financial by their failure also by potentia os ' 0 ' 
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consequences that may occ . ' ur as a result of lie +'. -1 ensure iai ure (Nibert & Young, 2001). Vance and 

Davidhizar reported that unsuccessful ca . . 
nd1dates can also experience feelings of grief or 

inadequacy as a result of the te f [; · 1 . 
s mg a1 ure (as cited in Nibert & Young, 2001). Many of these 

new graduates will attempt the licens ure exam for a second time but some will not continue to 

pursue licensure potentially contributino to the ov . 11 . . l 
o eia mnsmg s 1ortage. As professional 

licensure is required to work as · ·l a muse, t 1ese graduates may find themselves at the completion 

of a degree program but unable to work in their studied field . 

Critical Thinking in a Nursino Prooram 
b b 

As success on the NCLEX-RN® licensure exam is the culmination of years of schooling 

and preparation, ensuring that nursing students have all the necessary preparation to be 

successful not only on the examination but in their professio1i as nurses is the ultimate goal of 

education. Many pre-assessment tests have been created to help nursing students identify weak 

areas of knowledge as well as preparing these same students for the examination itself. These 

tests can also help nursing programs to identify changes that may need to be made in curricula in 

order to improve their students ' success. 

There are many different types of pre assessment tests available for use with nursing 

students. The California Critical Thinking Skills Test, California Critical Thinking Disposition 

d W 
. GI er Critical Thinkino Appraisal Tool are a few tools that have been 

Inventory, an atson- as ' o 

· . · l l · k. a ability but are not specifically designed to be used with nursing 
used to measure cnt1ca t 1111 mo 

?O 
1 

O) "The most commonly used standardized, norm referenced testing 
students (Romeo, - · 

· · ila toda)' include the Education Resources, Inc. (ERI), 
· . d · to I1lll·smo CUITJCl programs mtegrate ll1 o 

(
HESI) and Assessment Technologies Institute (ATI)" 

Health Education Systems, Inc. ' ' 

- -
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(Holstein, Zarnuilli & Tab 
~ ' , oas, 2006. p.30l ). 

All of these sta ct ·ct·- d 11 a, 1ze assessments contain a 
critical thinking exam. 

The ATI Critical Thinking Entrance/~ ,· 
Exit Exams assess the student's ability to use the 

critical thinkino process and . d . ::, ' we1e es1gned as a no - . . . . n mnsmg exam to be adm1111stered at the 

beginning and the completion of the . o. 
PIOoram (Assessment Institute Technologies, LLC, 2012). 

Assessment Technologies Institute LLC (201 " . . 
, 2) believe that nursmg students must develop the 

skills necessary to thinkino c ··f 11 b · 
o 11 ica Y ecause the ul t1mate outcome is safe, efficient, and 

effective nursing care" (Assessment Technologies Institute, 2012). 

Critical thinking as defined by the American Philosophical Association Delphi Report "as 

a purposeful, self-regulatory judgment which results in interpretation, analysis, evaluation, and 

inference as we! 1 as explanation of the evidential, conceptual, methodological, criteriological, or 

contextual considerations upon which that judgment is based" (Facione, 1990, p. 2). Critical 

thinking is a major component in nursing practice. A nurse's ability to make decisions based on 

patients and their care is paramount to safe and effective nursing practice. As stated by Riddell 

(2007), "it would be a reasonable assumption that teaching critical thinking will improve clinical 

performance" (p. 125). 

Critical thinking is also a skill that is recognized by accrediting bodies such as the 

N 
· I L fi . N . · o (NLN) and the Commission on Collegiate Nursing Education 

at1ona eague 01 u1smo ' 

· · c lleoiate Nursino Education addresses critical thinking in its 
(CCNE). The Comm1ss10n on o o o 

c · 1 N · a Practice Critical thinking is a 
Essentials of Baccalaureate Education for Pro:i:ess10na ursmo ' . 

. . d that "underlies independent and interdependent 
skill that is required of nursmg practice an ' 

. . t" of Colleges of Nursing, 2008, p. 3). It is also a 
decision making" (American Assoc1a ion 

l NCLEX-RN® exam. Per the 20120 NCLEX-RN® 
d ·1 d test plan fort 1e 

component of the etai e 
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Detailed Test Plan, "all task statements re ·. 
1 quue t 1e nurse to apply the fundamental principles of 

clinical decision making and critic·1l thinkino t · · 
' b o nursmg practice" (National Council Of State 

Boards Of Nursing, 2010, p. 9) 

During the 2005-2006 academic year, the College of Nursing at a midwestem university 

implemented a multifaceted student assessment program developed by Assessment Technology 

Institute (A TI). This assessment program includes testing students' critical thinking ability as 

they enter and exit from the nursing curriculum and also assessing their knowledge in six content 

areas whi le enrolled in the courses where that content is taught. The purpose of this study was to 

investigate: hmv students ' ATI critical thinking scores change from admission to completion of 

the program and the relationship between students' scores on the Critical Thinking exams and 

the licensing exam (NCLEX-RN®). 

Subjects 

The following data was collected on 242 undergraduate BSN nursing students from a 

7009 and May 2011: A TI Critical Thinking miclwestern university who graduated between May -

. . cl NCLEX-RN® first-time pass/fail. This study was approved by Entrance/Exit exam scores an 

. . , . t·t t·onal review board. the u111vers1 ty s 111s 1 u 1 

Methods 

·1able to nursino faculty tlu·ough the ATI web 
All student A TI assessment scores are avai o 

site www.atitesting.com . d E ·t ATI Critical Thinking exam scores were analyzed 
Entrance an . xi 

by a paired t-test. the faculty by the Board of 
CLEX-RN® are forwarded to 

Student results on the N . ·r ti Entrance score, Exit score, 
eel to detenmne I 1e . . rearession was us 

Nursing of that state. Log1st1c o . NC LEX-RN® pass/fail. 

d to predict first-tune . . ould be use or change 111 scoies c 
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Results 

Data analysis revealed ti . I . 
1at t 1ere is a statistica!l , . o . . 

.· . . . . . ) s1t:>111ficant difference between entry 
c11t1cal thmkmg and exn criti 1 1 . . 

ca t 1111k111g exam scores (See Table 1) 1-1 . . . . . . · owever , with simple 
log1st1c regressions predictino NCLEX . 

0 pass versus fat! but f 1 . . ' none O t 1e variables ( entrance score, 
exit score, change) were statistical! . ·n 

y sigm icant (all P > O. l 0). One reason for this could be the 

smaller sample size that was analyzed . 

Discussion 

In this study, critical thinking score f b' l . · · · so acca ameate nursmg students were exammed as 

they progressed through the curricula. While there was an increase in overall critical thinking 

scores of students at the completion of the program, there was no direct correlation between 

improved critical thinking scores and NC LEX-RN® success. Thompson and Rebeschi ( 1999) 

did not find a correlation between critical thinking and aspects of their nursing curricula. 

Similarly, in the study conducted by Stewart and Dempsey (2005), no direct correlation between 

NCLEX-RN® and critical thinking was found. "There seemed to be no relationship between 

critical thinking disposition and the ability to pass the NCLEX-RN®" (p. 84). However, 

Giddens and Gloeckner (2005) results supported a correlation betvveen critical thinking and 

NCLEX-RN® performance. 
. fi cl . . ficant correlation between improved critical thinking 

While our study did not m a sigm 1 
' 

·l ere is a link between critical thinking and clinical 
scores and NCLEX-RN® success, t 1 

cl Ch (?O 11) studied this link. They found that 
Cl Kuo Yang an ou -

competence. Chang, 1ang, ' ' 
. . . t d with clinical competence (Chang et al., 2011 ). In 

critical thinking ability was associa e . 
. . I I d an effect indicating that years of practice could 

f I. · I practice a so 1a 
addition, years o c mica . 
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enhance critical thinkin O abil. t (C 

o iy hangetal. 2011) Tl ' 1· ' . 11s mk co Id . d' 
1 · k · · · u 111 icate that critical 
t 1m mg m professional pracf . . 

' ice is itself a clinical competency. 

Critical thinking is a broad . 
concept with many different as . 

. . pects when applied to nursino 
practice. It 1s a difficult conce t t 

0 

P o assess and teach. s d 
. tu ents may possess critical thinking 

skills but when faced with a stressful stand .. 
ard1zed assessment such as the NCLEX-RN® 

licensure exam, fail to apply the skill corre 1 . . . . . 
ct y 01 ove1 thmk the questions thereby performing 

poorly. Another variable to address is the tirn 1 .. 
e t 1e assessments are adm1111stered in relation to 

the nursing program as well as student disposition at each. Nursing students just begi1rning a 

nursing program likely are motivated and eager to give their best efr.:oiis be · · ti 
ti g111111ng 1e program, 

whereas, students at the completion of their program are looking beyond to graduation, 

employment, and NCLEX-RN® preparation (Thompson & Rebeschi , 1999) . 

As stated by Giddens and Gloeckner (2005), "there is a need for continued research to 

further understand the relationship between critical thinking and NCLEX-RN® performance" (p . 

88). Nursing programs are committed to providing critical thinking elements into the nursing 

curricula to meet the standards set by accrediting bodies but also to provide nursing students with 

the skills and tools that they need for a future of providing care to patients . 

Recommendations for Practice 

With the validity of pre assessment testing established in predicting NC LEX-RN® 

. d cl t d. es the continued use and widespread use of such 
success in multiple prev10usly con ucte s u 1 , 

. ~ ,an & Britt, J 999; Reiter, Young, & Adamson, 
testing should be encouraged (Lauchnei, Nev 11 

' 

1 t f the NCLEX-RN® Ii censure exam is also 
. · 1t similar to t 1a o 

2007). Creating a testmg environmei . 
·t .· g was not a sionificant factor 111 

d l as shown that "mom or m ' o 
beneficial to students. One stu Y 1' 

However, having a proctored exam more 
"(N' b 't & Young, 2001, p. 21S). 

predictive accuracy 1 ei 
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similar in nature to that of ti 1e standardiz d 

_e and proctored NCLEX-RN R • • 

to better prepare for the test" . ® exam will help students 
mg experience as well as th 

' e stressors that are . 
such a test. ' accompanied by taking 

These recommendations carry a f . . . 
' ' ew unplicat1ons for . . . 

- . . . . . piact1ce. The biggest being the cost 
ot the standatd1z111g testmo as well . ff 

o as sta to carry out the . . 
. . pt octored exams. However, with the 

proven validity of the tests in !)l"edict· NCL mg EX-RN® s uccess as well as serving as an 

assessment tool of nursing school curricula ti . . . 
, 1e cost becomes a Justified one (Lauchner et al., 

1999; Reiter et al. , 2007). Many schools are currently using these exams and they have become 

fairly common place for students to assess their knowledoe at ct ·rc- . t . f 1 · · 
c 1 1e1en stages o t 1e1r nursmg 

program. These tests are also being looked at as an indication of entry-level competencies for 

hiring graduate nurses (Reiter et al. , 2007). 

With the cost of orienting new graduate nurses and the potential for turnover in the first 

year, these tests can serve as an indication of not only NCLEX-RN® success but a baseline of 

competency thereby decreasing the overall cost of orienting staff and decreasing turnover (Reiter 

et al., 2007). As stated by Ryan and Tatum (2012), "determining the strengths and weaknesses 

in nursing knowledge and the subsequent ability to think critically in the clinical setting offers 

· · ·· t r· t 1eet tl1e 11eeds of RN's and preserve leaders an opportu111ty to customize ouen a 1011 o n 

resources" (p. 93). 

d K
. k (?001) "reported that the cost of replacing an RN is 

Beercroft, Kunzman, an I oze -

, 1 1 . , because of costs related to recruitment, 
between 75% and I 25% of the RN s annua sa al) 

. . . ·a e orientation of replacement employees, lost 
overtime compensation to ensu1e cover, g , 

. ·f' .· "(as cited by Reiter et al., 2007, p. 1 OJS). Messmer, 
productivity and customer satis action ' 
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Allbelleira, and Erb estimated the cost of .· . 
ouentmg a new nurse to be between $20,000 and 

$50,000 per person (as cited by Nibe ·t & y 1 oung, 2001). 

Improved clinical thinking abilities not on! . . . , 
Y impi ove the quality of care, they improve the 

competence of clinical nurses (Chano et al )O 11 ) A . . . 
b · , - · s p1ev1ously discussed, health care is 

changing and patient situations are becomino . d 
o mo1e an more complex. Nurses need to 

continually maintain competencies such as critical ti · k. d 1 . · · 1m mg an earnmg advanced skills (Chang 

et al., 2011 ) . 

The use of these tests can help to ensure that new graduate nurses have received the 

education that will help them to succeed on not only their licensure exam but also in the nursing 

field. They can help students to prepare for these exams by serving as a "mock" licensure exam 

using the same type of testing and the same testing environment as the NCLEX-RN®. The 

results of these exams can help schools or nursing to better evaluate their teaching outcomes by 

seeing hov,, their students perform year after year. Lastly, these tests can help new graduate 

nurses feel more confident in their test taking abilities and knowledge base increasing their 

likelihood of success as well as improve clinical competence when ·working in professional 

practice . 

Conclusion 

With the small pool of nurses graduating from nursing programs each year, setting new 

. . -am and rofessional practice is imperative. While the 
nurses up for success on the hcenswe ex P 

. . . . . . lation between the increases in critical thinking ability 
statistical analysis did reveal a duect cOiie 

. ·ogram there was no statistically significant 
among students at the completion of the nursmg p1 ' ' 

. cl NCLEX-RN® pass rates. Regardless of 
. . 1 ti . king scores mcrease an 

correlation between cnt1ca 1111 . . . 
. . t dents were able to gam cntical 

LEX-RN® pass rates, nu1smg s u 
the results related to NC 
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thinking ability vital to nursing practice throughout the course of the program, in addition to 

having the opportunity to gain practice taking computer based standardized tests similar to the 

NCLEX-RN® licensure exam . 
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Table I. AT! Standardized Assessment Critical Thinking Exam versus NCLEX-RN First-Time 

Pass 

Graduation Date All May-09 Dec-09 May-10 Dec-10 May-11 
Entrance Score for 

Critical Thinking 74.6 74 74.5 76.4 72.6 75.4 Exam 

Exit Score for 

77.4 76.1 * 76.0 
Critical Thinking 77.0* 77.3* 78* 

Exam 

NCLEX First-Time 

Pass 88.8 90 84.4 88.7 89.4 91.5 

Number of 

students (that had 242 so 45 53 47 47 
complete data) 

*Statistically s1g111ficant d1ffe1ence 111 entrance and exit sco1es P · . . <O 01 using a paired t-test. 
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