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Abstract 

A major challenge in the nursing education system is to assist nursing students to be successful in the 
program and on the National Council of Licensing Examination for Registered Nurses (NCLEX-RN). 
Nursing schools have a critical responsibility for contributing to the nation’s need for more qualified nurses 
in order to reduce the impact of the nursing shortage, and maintaining first-time NCLEX-RN pass rate at 
or above the national average. The AACN reports show that as the Baby Boomers age and retire, the 
need for more health care and professional nurses increases in the US (AACN, 2014). In order to meet 
the increasing demand for professional registered nurses, nursing educators in the nursing school are 
responsible to enroll and educate sufficient students to be successful on the NCLEX-RN. A hospital-
based nursing school in the northeastern region of the US has experienced a decline in NCLEX-RN pass 
rates since 2008. The reason for the low pass rate from 2008 to 2013 was unclear. The accreditation 
status of the school was in jeopardy as the accreditor agency evaluated the school’s first-time pass rate in 
2013. The reason for the low pass rate from 2008 to 2013 was unclear. A study conducted by Chen and 
Lo (2015) on student satisfaction, affirmed the importance of studying the student experiences for better 
program accountability. Charalampous and Kokkinos (2014) supported that since the education focuses 
on students, their perspectives are fundamental aspects for program effectiveness. To understand 
student self-regulated behaviors, learning approaches and other factors that impact their academic 
outcomes, the student perspectives on learning and preparing for NCLEX-RN were explored. 

The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to explore nursing student experiences on 
NCLEX-RN including learning styles and approaches. Liew, Sidhu, and Barua (2015) stated that the 
learning approaches and styles in individual students vary and their learning needs are different from one 
to other. There have been studies regarding learning styles among nursing students to improve the 
teaching styles and the curriculum (AlKhasawneh, 2013; Andreou, Papastavrou, & Merkouris, 2014). 
However, studies conducted on learning styles used by nursing students in preparation for NCLEX-RN 
are scarce. Kolb’s experiential learning theory was the framework for the study to predict the preferred 
learning style for nursing students in preparation to NCLEX-RN. Kolb proposed in ELT that “Learning is 
the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience” (Kolb, 1984, p. 38). 
Kolb’s ELT has four learning styles including diverger, assimilator, converger and accommodator where 
“the diverger learns through concrete experience, the assimilator uses reflection and observation, the 
converger utilizes abstract conceptualization, and the accommodator learns through activities” (Poore & 
Cullen, 2014, p. 245). 

 In reviewing studies that used Kolb's learning styles, the most regularly revealed learning styles for 
nursing students were accommodator and diverger (Fleming, 2008; Hallin, 2014; Kolb, 2000). Kolb (1984) 
emphasized students identify their preferred learning style so that they can progress as an effective 
learner. Since the diverger learns through concrete experience and the assimilator uses reflection and 
observation, these styles cannot be excluded fully from nursing students’ learning process. Therefore, this 
study also focused on identifying the preferred learning styles used by nursing graduates to prepare for 
NCLEX-RN in-depth and find out whether the findings are in agreement with theory propositions or 
contrast (Aneshensel, 2012; Baškarada, 2014). A purposive sampling method was used to recruit 
participants. Interviews were concluded when saturation of data was achieved. The final sample for the 
study was nine nursing graduates as three cases defined by the year of graduation from 2011 to 2013. 
Kolb’s experiential learning theory was the framework for the study and Kolb’s Learning Style Inventory 
(LSI) was used to explore learning styles. 



Eight major themes were emerged from the study: (a) a study plan is an important learning approach for 
NCLEX-RN; (b) constant practice of NCLEX-RN style questions and answers is a helpful learning 
approach; (c) note taking and summarizing is an effective learning approach for NCLEX-RN; (d) staying 
focused is a learning approach for NCLEX-RN preparation; (e) commitment to study is crucial while 
preparing for NCLEX-RN; (f) students need to watch and think (Assimilating) while learning for NCLEX-
RN; (g) students learn by doing and thinking (Converging ) for NCLEX-RN and (h) students learn by 
feeling and watching (Diverging) while preparing for NCLEX-RN. 

 As an implication to theory, the results extended Kolb’s ELT by revealing that some nursing students 
learn by watching, when others learn by doing, feeling or thinking. This study results confirmed that the 
nursing graduates gain knowledge by watching, thinking, feeling and doing and transform that knowledge 
in to new knowledge mostly by thinking during NCLEX-RN preparation. The study finding also support 
that the most preferred learning style for nursing students during NCLEX-RN preparation was assimilating 
or watching and thinking style. The recommendations for practice included (a) support nursing students to 
take a deeper learning approach, (b) plan mandatory study strategy seminars, (c) establish a NCLEX-RN 
review center, (d) include higher cognitive level questions on the course examinations, (e) support the 
student after graduation by extending the NCLEX-RN review center, and (f) identify student preferred 
learning styles. Recommendations for future research included (a) a quantitative correlational study to 
examine the major themes, (b) a mixed method study to explore nursing students learning styles and 
NCLEX-RN outcome, and (c) a quantitative comparative study of student learning approaches, learning 
styles and NCLEX-RN outcomes in multiple nursing programs. 

 

 
Title: 
A Multiple Case Study of Associate Degree Nursing Student Experiences on NCLEX-RN© Preparation 
 
Keywords: 
Learning approaches, Learning styles and NCLEX-RN preparation 
 
References: 
AlKhasawneh, E. (2013). Using VARK to assess changes in learning preferences of nursing students at a 
public university in Jordan: Implications for teaching. Nurse Education Today, 33, 1546-1549. 
doi:10.1016/j.nedt.2012.12.017 

American Association of Colleges of Nursing. (2014). Nursing shortage fact sheet. Retrieved 

from http://www.aacn.nche.edu/media-relations/fact-sheets/nursing-shortage 

Andreou, C., Papastavrou, E., & Merkouris, A. (2014). Learning styles and critical thinking relationship in 

baccalaureate nursing education: A systematic review. Nurse Education Today, 34(3), 362-

371.doi: 10.1016/j.nedt.2013.06.004 

Aneshensel, C. S. (2012). Theory-based data analysis for the social sciences. Thousand Oaks, CA: 

Sage. 

Baškarada, S. (2014). Qualitative case study guidelines. Qualitative Report, 19(40), 1-25. Retrieved 

from https://ssrn.com/abstract=2559424 

http://www.aacn.nche.edu/media-relations/fact-sheets/nursing-shortage
https://ssrn.com/abstract=2559424


Charalampous, K., & Kokkinos, C. M. (2014). Students’ big three personality traits, perceptions of teacher 

interpersonal behavior, and mathematics achievement: An application of the model of reciprocal 

causation. Communication Education, 63(3), 235-258. doi:10.1080/03634523.014.917688 

Chen, H., & Lo, H. (2015). Nursing student satisfaction with an associate nursing program. Nursing 

Education Perspectives, 36(1), 27-33. doi:10.5480/13-1268 

Fleming, N.D. (2008). VARK. A guide to learning styles. The VARK questionnaire. Retrieved 

from http://www.vark-learn.com/english/page.asp?p=questionnaire 

Hallin, K. (2014). Nursing students at a university — A study about learning style preferences. Nurse 

Education Today, 34(12), 1443-1449. doi:10.1016/j.nedt.2014.04.001 

Kolb, D. A. (1984). Experiential learning: Experience as the source of learning and development. 

Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall. 

Kolb, D. A. (2000). Facilitator's guide to learning. Boston, MA: Hay/McBer. 

Liew, S., Sidhu, J., & Barua, A. (2015). The relationship between learning preferences (styles and 

approaches) and learning outcomes among pre-clinical undergraduate medical students. BMC 

Medical Education, 15, 44. doi:10.1186/s12909-015-0327-0 

Poore, J. A., Cullen, D. L. (2014). Featured article: Simulation-based interprofessional education guided 

by Kolb’s experiential learning theory. Clinical Simulation in Nursing, 241-247. 

doi:10.1016/j.ecns.2014.01.004 

 
Abstract Summary: 
A major challenge in the nursing education system is to assist students to be successful in the program 
and on the NCLEX-RN. Eight major themes were emerged from a qualitative multiple case study that was 
done to explore nursing student experiences on NCLEX-RN including their learning styles and 
approaches. 
 
Content Outline: 
I. Introduction 

Background and the Problem statement 

• Drop in NCLEX-RN pass rate/Nursing shortage 

Purpose of the Study  

http://www.vark-learn.com/english/page.asp?p=questionnaire


• Explore the student experience on NCLEX-RN preparation including learning styles and 
approaches 

 Theoretical Framework 

• Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory  

II. Research Method   

Design 

• Qualitative Multiple Case Study 

Population and Sample 

• ADN nursing graduates who graduated from 2011 to 2013 (cases defined by the year of 
graduation) 

• Final sample size was 9 

Data Collection, Processing, and Analysis 

• Open-ended semi-structured interview questions. 

• Kolb’s Learning Style Inventory 

• Thematic analysis 

III. Findings    

Results            -Eight major themes    

• An organized study plan helped the students to pass NCLEX-RN. 

• Constant practice of NCLEX style questions was a helpful learning approach that led them to 
NCLEX-RN success. 

• Note taking and summarizing the concepts studied during lecture and NCLEX preparation was a 
successful learning approach. 

• Commitment to study was crucial while preparing for NCLEX. 

• Staying focused was a learning approach for NCLEX preparation. 

• Students learn by doing and thinking (Converging) for NCLEX- 

• Students need to watch and think (Assimilating) while learning for NCLEX 

• Students learn by feeling and watching (Diverging) while preparing for NCLEX. 

 Implications 

Utilizing a study schedule and plan 

• allowed nursing students to become more organized 

Practicing NCLEX-RN style questions constantly 

• helped the nursing students to get familiarized with the type of questions 

• Increase their language skills 

• improve the knowledge, test-taking abilities comprehension and confidence 



• alleviate fear and anxiety and pass NCLEX-RN 

Student who used note taking and summarizing techniques as a key learning approach 

• improved their learning performance, critical thinking skills, understood concepts clearly and was 
successful on NCLEX-RN. 

Staying focused 

• an active learning strategy 

• helped the nursing graduates to become skilled and competent caring nurses 

• decreased barriers to pass NCLEX-RN 

Students with assimilating learning style 

• learning by visualizing the information 

•  thinking logically 

•  organizing the intellectual perceptions 

Converging learning style 

• required practical based learning activities 

• theory blended with practice 

• simulation experience and skills lab practice. 

Students with diverging style 

• learn by feeling and watching. 

•  rationalize the information using their judgment 

•  use practical explorations 

• use different viewpoints 

IV. Recommendations for practice 

• support nursing students to take a deeper learning approach 

• plan mandatory study strategy seminars 

• provide opportunities for students to practice unlimited NCLEX-RN style questions 

• include higher cognitive level questions 

• imitate NCLEX-RN style questions; 

• extend the support for students after graduation to practice questions regularly (6) to identify 
student preferred learning style  

First Primary Presenting Author 
Primary Presenting Author 
Soosannamma Joseph, PhD , RN, CNE  
Cochran School of Nursing 
School of Nursing 
Instructor 
Yonkers NY  
USA 



 
Professional Experience: 2004 ---Present- Advanced Med Surgical Nsg. Faculty-Cochran School of 
Nursing, New York 2008-present –Adjunct Professor- Department of Nursing-Westchester Community 
College-NY 2008-Present –AHA BLS Instructor-New York 2010-Adjunct Professor- Advanced Medical 
Surgical Nursing-Monroe College –New York 2009 –NCLEX Instructor-Kaplan Prep. –New York 2000-
2010-Nursing Administration –Dobbs Ferry Community Hospital-New York 1990-2004- Staff Nurse-
Intensive Care Unit/Telemetry/Med.Surg Units-Dobbs Ferry,NY. 1987-1990-Staff Nurse –Post Surgical 
Unit-Montefiore Medical Center-New York 2009—2013-Reviewer and contributor – Lippincott’s NCLEX 
made incredibly easy. 2013- Sandra Smith’s Review for NCLEX-RN (Reviewer). 2011- Presentation --
Diversity in Education, One Voice International Educator’s Conference, New York-Poster presentation. 
2012-- Giving Through Teaching. Poster Presentation on Guatemala Medical Trip. Cochran School of 
Nursing, NY. 2006--Sigma Theta Tau Honor Mercy College , New York 2015--Golden Key International 
Honor Society Northcentral University AZ.  
Author Summary: Susan is a faculty at Cochran School of Nursing, New York. She has 32 years of 
experience in various nursing positions in hospital management, direct patient care and administration. 
She graduated with a BSN from SNDT Women’s University, India. Her Masters degree in Nursing 
Education is from Mercy College, New York, and the PhD in Education (sp. curriculum and Instruction) 
from Northcentral University, Arizona. She is a Certified Nurse Educator from National League for 
Nursing. 


