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Test-taking strategies are made up of processes which test-takers have selected 
and which they may be conscious of or not. The notion of ‘strategy’ implies an 
element of selection. If not, the processes could not be considered strategies. 
These strategies may include ‘opting out of the language task at hand’ or 
utilizing short-cuts to arrive at answers. In these cases, test-takers may use 
‘test-wiseness’ to circumvent the need to utilize their actual language or lack of 
it, in which Fransson (1984) asserts that test takers do not proceed by reading 
the text of a test question but around it. Nevertheless, in the greater number of 
testing situations the opposite is true. True test-taking strategies allow the 
learner with a level of control over the item when they are chosen and 
implemented effectively. Many times, more than one strategy is used to answer 
a question and gain maximum control over an item. 

The Center for Advanced Research and language Acquisition (2015) explains 
that “It depends on how given test takers – with their particular cognitive style 
profile and degree of cognitive flexibility, their language knowledge, and their 
repertoire of test-taking strategies – employ these strategies at a given moment 
on a given task.” Some students may be able to pass nursing exams with the 
limited number of strategies they use well. However, others have a vast number 
of strategies, but may use few or any of them effectively. Test-taking involves 
the cognitive processes that are not readily open or observable for evaluation. 
Therefore, how can it be assumed that students do not know the content, if they 
firstly are unaware of how to take a test. It is like putting a person in a car 
without giving them driving lessons. It does not mean they do not have the 
ability to drive, but simply they have not been trained to drive or operate a car. 
Likewise, students must be taught. However, nursing education has done no 
research on the effectiveness of providing training on ‘test-wiseness
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The advancements in the science of medicine and the emphasis on patient 
safety has  resulted in the demand for increased competency requirements for 
the entry level registered nurse who will practice at the basic level. Increased 
requirements have led to greater rigor in the NCLEX-RN licensure examination 
and higher standards for passing (Wendt & Kenney, 2007). Nurse educators 
exert much effort in identifying predictors of student success on the NCLEX-
RN exam. Nevertheless, nursing students’ rates of failure continue to be a 
persistent problem (DiBartolo & Seldomridge, 2008). 

According to Carrick (2011), student outcomes include test scores, grade point 
average, attrition, standardized assessment test scores, and ultimately NCLEX-
RN performance of nurse graduates. These outcomes serve as feedback loops 
identifying the efficiency of the nursing education system. Likewise, a 
minimum percentage of graduates must pass the NCLEX-RN, otherwise 
putting a nursing program at risk for closure by the state board of nursing. The 
New Jersey State Board of Nursing requires nursing programs to sustain a 75% 
first time passing rate for graduate nurses for three successive years to maintain 
accreditation status. . If a program is unable to meet this criterion, it is placed 
on conditional accreditation, and will have 18 months to meet achieve the 75% 
passing rate.  If the aforementioned outcome remains to be unmet a nursing 
program is put at risk for termination. In the state of New Jersey, it is estimated 
that about 1 in 4 nursing graduates do not pass the NCLEX-RN on their initial 
exam (New Jersey State Board of Nursing, 2015).  Therefore, for nursing 
programs to remain open, it is essential that nurse educators focus on their 
methods of teaching and student approaches to learning to ensure successful 
test taking and learning outcomes. 

Background

Interview Protocol
How did you view tests before taking test-strategy courses? 
How did you perceive tests before the test taking strategy course? 
How were test-taking strategies taught to you during your undergraduate 
education? 
Which strategies were you taught [as an undergraduate nursing student]? 
How did that affect your ability to take tests? 
When taking test previously to learning test taking strategy what emotions and 
thoughts would arise? 
What do you believe have you learned (taken away) from learning test-taking 
strategies? 
Were there advantages and disadvantages of taking test-taking strategy course?  
How do you experience test taking now that you have taken a test-taking 
strategy course? 
How do you perceive tests after taking a test taking strategy course? 
Would you find a test taking strategy course to be valuable during 
undergraduate education? If yes or no, why? 

Methods Conclusions

These students describe their abilities without test-taking 
strategies as being set up to fail as the faculty focused more on 
“subjects” and “content”. Nurse faculty have an ethical 
responsibility to the public and their pupils, in the wake of 
nursing shortage, to ensure that students are taught test-taking 
strategies so they can successfully take formative tests throughout 
their nursing edification and , cumulatively, by ensuring students 
have the ability to pass the NCLEX-RN. 
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The qualitative design implemented was an intrinsic exploratory multiple case 
study. In order to examine how students approach tests and think through 
multiple choice questions during nursing examinations, a multiple case study 
method has been chosen. According to Richards and Morse (2013), this method 
seeks to understand a social situation or process by zoning in on how it is 
played out multiple cases. The researcher begins with a question and moves on 
to a location of it within a microcosm. Although a very controversial method, 
collections of case studies allow the researcher and reader to gain a clear 
picture of examples of a problem. Case studies have been used within social 
research traditionally as providing a voice to less prominent social groups or 
types. 

Collective case studies are designed to compare cases and identify patterns.  
The patterns this qualitative research study will examine include: How do 
nursing graduates who have not passed the NCLEX-RN the initial time 
approach and solve test questions? How does a test taking strategy course or 
training change their former approach and process during test taking? The 
collective case studies will show the value of test taking strategy courses for 
students who have not passed the NCLEX-RN during initial testing and how it 
changed their approach cognitively and emotionally to test taking. As 
aforementioned, this proposed theory was developed from existing works 
which provided a rich theoretical framework for designing this collective case 
study (Yin, 2014).

Purposeful sampling was utilized to identify student nurses who had graduated 
a Baccalaureate nursing program but had yet to successfully pass the NCLEX 
exam, after more than a single attempt. A semi-structured interview was held, 
audio-recorded, and transcribed. Systematic coding and analysis of the yielded 
data was then completed.

Before learning test-taking strategies, the students expressed they perceived 
tests to be designed to ensure students chose the “wrong answer”.  They 
attributes this to the nursing programs not teaching test-taking strategies but 
providing test plans or study guides instead. They explains the emphasis was 
on content and subjects. As a result, the themes emerged of confusion, inability 
to focus, and test anxiety during nursing exams prior to learning test-taking 
strategies. As a result of test taking strategies, the students voiced they are 
better able to identify their strengths and weakness in nursing theory. They also 
expressed increased confidence, renewed determination, and decreased anxiety 
during preparation for and during test-taking. After learning test-taking 
strategies, they explains perceiving tests as measuring their competency as a 
registered nurse instead of ensuring she choose incorrect items. They conclude 
that test taking strategies should be taught “from the door” of a baccalaureate 
nursing program to ensure student test taking success.
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The purpose of this proposed study is to examine the perspective of 
baccalaureate nursing graduates who did not pass the NCLEX-RN on their initial 
examination in search of understanding why a graduate with a Bachelor’s of 
Science degree of nursing does not pass the NCLEX-RN examination on the 
initial test? The patterns this qualitative research study will examine include: In 
baccalaureate nursing graduates who have not passed the NCLEX-RN the first 
time, how do they approach and solve test questions? How does a test taking 
strategy course or training change their former approach and process during test 
taking? 
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