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Nurse educators have been looking for an elusive set of pre-licensure nursing program admission criteria 

resulting in zero attrition and 100% first time National Council Licensure Examination – Registered Nurse 

(NCLEX-RN) pass rate since nursing education left the hospitals and moved into the collegiate setting 

(Romero, 2013). Should face-to-face interviews or essays be required? What is the minimum grade point 

average (GPA) to guarantee not just program completion, but passing NCLEX-RN the very first time? 

Should programs require a minimum score on a standardized nursing admission test and what should the 

score be? Will these preadmission requirements lead to a zero attrition rate due to course or clinical 

failure? Research has determined a system wide approach to program development, evaluation, and 

revision is linked to high rates of continued progression and NCLEX-RN first time pass rate success 

(Carr, 2011; Cole & Adams, 2014; Koestler, 2015; Serumbus, 2016). The system wide approach is based 

on continuous program assessment and evaluation providing data to guide improvements and change 

based on the evidence. 

At a small southeastern university traditional prelicensure Bachelor of Science in Nursing (BSN) program 
the most recent evidence indicates the science GPA of the admission criteria as most predictive of 
program success and has shown the importance of learners “Mastering the Content” of the nursing 
curriculum in order to be successful in both program completion and the first time when taking NCLEX-
RN. Mastering the Content is not just passing courses, achieving the 75% exam average for course 
exams, or obtaining a specific benchmark on a standardized end of course exam (Wiles, 2014). 
Mastering the Content starts with building a strong curriculum founded on the knowledge and skills of 
general nursing practice, exemplary teaching, and student utilization of metacognitive learning strategies. 
Mastering the Content continues with student application of the comprehensive foundation and 
metacognitive strategies to perform an accurate nursing analysis and judgment in order to choose the 
safest, best, or priority nursing action. Implementation of an introduction to nursing school success 
course, identification of and working with at-risk students, course exam review, and ending with an 
NCLEX prep course are also important for learner success in Mastering the Content. 

The results obtained during the continuous process of program assessment and evaluation, 
implementation of the Mastering of Content curriculum and active learning enhancements, and regression 
analysis of student admission requirements support an evidence-based multifaceted system approach to 
program reform. Analysis of the data supported (a) modification of admission criteria, (b) implementation 
of a nursing program orientation course, (c) using technology enhanced active learning strategies to 
promote retention of learning, (d) providing students with opportunities to learn how to develop 
metacognitive learning tools to assist in Mastering the Content, and (e) an NCLEX preparation course. 
The end result demonstrated a greater than 10% increase in NCLEX-RN first attempt pass rates and 
decrease in attrition rate for course failure. 

 

Title: 

Mastering the Content: A Systematic Evidence-Based Approach to Nursing Program Success 

Keywords: 

NCLEX-RN first time pass rate, metacognition and system-wide program revision 

References: 



Carr, S.M. (2011). NCLEX-RN pass rate peril: One school’s journey through curriculum revision, 

standardized testing, and attitudinal change. Nursing Education Perspectives, 32(6), 384-388. Retrieved 

from http://journals.lww.com/neponline/toc/2011/11000 

Carrick, J.A. (2011). Student achievement and NCLEX-RN Success: Problems that persist.  Nursing 
Education Perspectives, 32(2). 78-83. doi: 10.5480/1536-5026-32.2.78 

Cole, L.G. & Adams, M.H. (2014). A multifaceted progression approach to enhancing student 
success. Nurse Educator, 39(6), 285-289. doi: 10.1097/NNE.0000000000000084 

Corrigan-Magaldi, M., Colalillo, G., & Molloy. J. (2014). Faculty-facilitated remediation: A model to 
transform at-risk students. Nurse Educator, 39(4), 155-157. doi: 10.1097.NNE.0000000000000043 

Cox-Davenport, R.A. & Phelan, J.C. (2015). Laying the groundwork for NCLEX success. CIN: Computers, 
Informatics, Nursing, 33(5), 208-215. doi: 10.1097/CIN.0000000000000140 

Docherty, A. & Dieckmann, N. (2015). Is there evidence of failing to fail in our schools of nursing? Nursing 
Education Perspectives, 36(4). 226-231. doi: 10.548/14-1485 

Geist, M.J. & Catlette, M. (2014). Tap into NCLEX success. Teaching and Learning in Nursing, 9, 115-
119. doi: 10.1016/j.teln.2014.02.002 

Horton, C., Potek, C., & Hardie, T. (2012). The relationship between enhanced remediation and NCLEX 
success. Teaching and Learning in Nursing, 7(4), 146-151. doi:10.1016/j.teln.2012.06.002 

Homard, C.M. (2013). Impact of a standardized test package on exit examination scores and NCLEX-RN 
outcomes.  Journal of Nursing Education, 52(3), 176-178. doi: 10.3928/01484834-20130219-01 

Jones, D. E. & Pendergraft, D. (2014). A three-tiered, blended approach to improving first-time test-taker 
pass rates on the NCLEX-RN exam. Retrieved from 
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/ec99/09b4888f51d8d70098c41a8d391798ff6328.pdf 

Koestler, D.L. (2015). Improving NCLEX-RN first-time pass rates with a balanced curriculum.  Nursing 
Education Perspectives, 36(10), 55-57. doi: 10.5480/11-591.1 

Larocque, S. & Luhanga, F.L. (2014). Exploring the issue of failure to fail in a nursing 
program.  International Journal of Nursing Education Scholarship, 10(1), 1-8. doi: 10.1515/ijnes-2012-
0037 

March, A.L. & Robinson, C. (2015). Assessment of high-stakes testing, hopeful thinking, and goal 
orientation among baccalaureate nursing students.  International Journal of Nursing Education 
Scholarship, 12(1), 123-129. Doi: 10.1515/ijnes-2014-0075 

McCarthy, M.A., Harris, D., & Tracz, S.M. (2014). Academic and nursing aptitude and the NCLEX-RN in 
baccalaureate programs.  Journal of Nursing Education, 53(3), 151-160. doi: 10.3928/01484834-
20140220-01 

McDowell, B.M. (2008). KATTS: A framework for maximizing NCLEX-RN performance. Journal of Nursing 
Education, 47(4), 183-186. doi: 10.3928/01484834-20080401-04 

http://journals.lww.com/neponline/toc/2011/11000


Reinhardt, A., Keller, T., Orchart-Summers, L., & Schultz, P. (2012). Strategies for success: Crisis 
management model for remediation of at-risk nursing students. Journal of Nursing Education, 51(6), 305-
311. doi: 10.3928/01484834-20120409-03 

Romeo, E.M. (2013). The predictive ability of critical thinking, nursing GPA, and SAT scores on first-time 
NCLEX-RN performance. Nursing Education Perspectives, 34(4), 248-253. doi: 10.5480/1536-5026-
34.4.248 

Santo, L., Frander, E., & Hawkins, A. (2013). The use of standardized exit examinations in baccalaureate 
nursing education. Nurse Educator, 38(20, 81-84. doi:10.1097/NNE.0b013e3182829c66 

Schroeder, J. (2013). Improving NCLEX-RN pass rates by implementing a testing policy. Journal of 
Professional Nursing, 29(25), 543-547. doi: 10.1016/j.profnurs.2012.07.002 

Sears, N.A., Othman, M., & Mahoney, K. (2015). Examining the relationships between NCLEX-RN 
performance and nursing student factors, including undergraduate nursing performance: A systematic 
review. Journal of Nursing Education and Practice, 5(11), 10-15. doi: 10.5430/jnep.v5n11p10 

Serumbus, J. F. (2016). Improving NCLEX first-time pass rates: A comprehensive program 
approach. Journal of Nursing Regulation, 6(4), 38-44. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S2155-
8256(16)31002-X 

Simon, E. B., McGinniss, S. P., & Krauss, B. J. (2013). Predictor variables for NCLEX-RN readiness 
exam performance. Nursing Education Perspectives, 34(1), 18-24. doi: 10.5480/1536-5026-34.1.18 

Sosa, M. & Sethares, K.A. (2015). An integrative review of the use and outcomes of HESI testing in 
baccalaureate nursing programs.  Nursing Education Perspectives, 36(4), 237-243. doi: 10.5480/14-1515 

Thomas, M.H. & Baker, S.S. (2011). NCLEX success: Evidence-based strategies. Nurse Educator, 36(6), 
246-249. doi: 10.1097/NNE.0b013e3182333f70 

Wiles, L.L. (2015). “Why can’t I pass these exams?”: Providing individualized feedback for nursing 
students. Journal of Nursing Education, 54(3S), S55-S58. doi: 10.3928/01484834-20150218-02 

Yeom, Yei-Jin. (2013). An investigation of predictors of NCLEX-RN outcomes among nursing content 
standardized tests.  Nurse Education Today, 33, 1523-1528. doi: 10.1016/j.nedt.2013.04.004 

Abstract Summary: 

Mastering the Content is a proactive system wide approach to a less than desired NCLEX-RN first time 

pass rate based on a meta-analysis of the research on best practices improving pre-licensure RN 

program success. The approach includes continuous program data, active and metacognitive learning 

strategies, and individualized student study plans. 

Content Outline: 

1)    What is Nursing Program Success 

a)    Consistent 100% NCLEX-RN First Time Pass Rate 

b)    Accreditation and Regulatory Requirements 

2)    NCLEX Pass Rate is Less Than Desired 



3)    Best Practices 

a)    Review of the Literature 

b)    Meta-Analysis Results 

4)    Steps to the System-Wide Approach 

5)    Gathering the Data 

a)    Comprehensive Program Evaluation 

b)    Admission Criteria 

c)    Progression Requirements 

d)    Review of the curriculum 

i)      Content 

ii)    Teaching methods 

iii)   Learning activities 

iv)   Assessments of learning 

6)    Using the Data 

a)    Tailor admission requirements for your program 

b)    Standardized testing results analysis 

c)    Form a curriculum committee 

d)    At-risk student identification 

7)    Integrating Best Practices 

a)    Adjust the curriculum 

b)    Adopt active learning nursing education products 

c)    Faculty buy-in and Super User 

d)    Student motivation and positivity 

e)    Metacognition 

f)      Continuous evaluation 



8)    Specific Best Practices 

a)    Nursing Program Success Course 

b)    Support and Remediation for At-risk Students 

c)    NCLEX Prep Course in Final Semester 

9)    Positive Results 

a)    Attrition 

b)    Examination results 

c)    NCLEX-RN 

10)Conclusion 
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