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CRITICAL THINKING IN CLINICAL NURSING PRACTICE/RN
EXAMINATION

INTRODUCTION

In response to widespread requests from nursing faculty from all types of nursing programs, the
National Leaguefor Nursing (NLN) has devel oped two tests to measure the critical thinking ability of
nursing students. The RN exam is for graduating students who are preparing to become registered
nurses and the LPN exam isfor graduating students who are preparing to become licensed practical
nurses. Asafirst step in developing thesetests, the NLN brought nursing expertsin critical thinking
from across the country to form a Think Tank on critical thinking. This Think Tank, held in August of
2000, was jointly funded by the NLN, Cross Country Staffing/TravCorps, and Cross Country
University.

Think Tank participants were charged with defining critical thinking in nursing and identifying the
behaviors that operationalize the definition. Twenty-one (21) critical thinking behaviors were

ultimately delineated. The consensus of the Think Tank memberswasthat critical thinking in nursing
should be measured within the context of nursing practice. Therefore, the NLN conducted national

surveys of nurse educatorsin programsthat prepare both registered and practical nursesto identify the
categories that form the content basis for each of the tests.

OBJECTIVE

The objective of thesetestsisto measure the construct of critical thinking as defined by the NLN Think
Tank on critical thinking. All questions are framed in terms of thenursing process and are designed to
measure the critical thinking skills of interpretation, analysis, evaluation, inference, and explanation,
as defined by Facione in The Delphi Report (1990). These skills are operationally defined for the
practice of nursing by the 21 critical thinking behaviorsidentified by the NLN Think Tank on critical
thinking.

PURPOSE
To provide nursing faculty with a standardized examination that can be used as an integral

component of a comprehensive plan for the assessment of the critical thinking ability of graduating
nursing students.
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DEFINITION OF CRITICAL THINKING IN CLINICAL NURSING PRACTICE

Critical thinking in nursing practice is a discipline specific, reflective reasoning process that
guides a nurse in generating, implementing, and evaluating approaches for dealing with
client care and professional concerns.

Application of critical thinking to nursing practice is demonstrated by the ability to:

A. Interpret. Recognize, classify, and describe the significance of data
1 Asks relevant questions/Explores ideas

Validates data

Recognizes issues and concerns

2
3
B. Analyze: Identify the intended and inferential meaning of, and relationships among, data
4 Interprets evidence

5 Considers viewpoints/Recogni zes assumptions

6 Identifies missing information

C. Evaluate: Judge the credibility of information

7. Detects bias

8. Considers legal/ethical standards

0. Uses reflective skepticism

10. Examines alternatives

11.  Judgesworth of evidence

D. Infer: Derive reasonable conclusions from the evidence
12. Predicts consequences

13.  Appliesdeductive/inductive reasoning

14.  Supports conclusions with evidence

15.  Setspriorities

16. Plans approaches

17. Modifies/individualizes interventions

18.  Appliesresearchin practice

E. Explain: Justify the results of reasoning activity based on cogent arguments
19. Determines outcome attainment

20. Revises plans

21. Identifies client’ s perception of results
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RN TEST DESCRIPTION

The 120 individual items on the RN test are framed in terms of the nursing process and assess the
critical thinking ability of nursing students who are near completion of their coursework in diploma,
associate, and baccal aureate nursing programs. Thetest items assessthe construct of critical thinking
as defined by the NLN Think Tank on critical thinking. These tests require asound understanding of
theory basic to the practice of nursing in clinical settingsrelated to adult health, women’ s health, child
health, and mental health in the nine content areas identified by the survey of nurse educators.

NURSING CONTENT AREAS

1. Research:
I dentifies research topics
Reviews/interprets research
Usesresearch in clinical practice

2. Legal/Ethical:
Acts asaclient advocate
Maintains client privacy
Applieslegd and ethical sandardsto client care
Upholds ethica principles

3. Therapeutic Communication Skills:
Utilizes gppropriate interviewing techniques
Applies communication principlesin interpersond relations
Coallahorate with dients, families, and hedth team members
Documents gppropriately

4. Health Care Systems:
Utilizes resources
Considersthird-party payer issues
Manages client care within the context of the practice setting

5. Cultural/Spiritual Considerations:
Considers client perspectives
Solicits dlient opinions
Demongtrates flexibility in gpproach to client care
Recognizes theimpact of culturd diversity and spiritudity on hedth care issues

6. Leadership/Management:
Ddegates hedth care responsibilities gppropriately
Applies gppropriate principles of motivation
Initiates saff development
Manages conflict appropriately
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7. Quality Improvement:
Participatesin risk management
I dentifies variations and indtitutes change
Upholds standards

8. Health Promotion/Illness Management:
Identifies risk factors
Intervenes to reduce risk and promote hedth
Sets priorities
| dentifies safe practice

9. Client Education and Empowerment:
Uses cregtive teaching approaches
Appliesthe principles of teaching and learning
Respects and adapts to individud learning styles
Promotes client autonomy

ADMINISTRATION

This test should be given near the completion of the basic RN nursing program. Test administration
requires approximately two and one-half hours. Studentsrecord their answers on an optical scan shest,
which is provided with the test.

CONFIDENTIALITY

Every effort must be made to maintain the confidentiality of the test. Only test administrators are
authorized to view thetest questions. Immediately after thetest isgiven an administrator should usethe
address labdl that is provided with the test to return the test booklets to the NLN for destruction.

DISCLAIMERS

These tests were devel oped independently by the Assessment & Evaluation Unit of the NLN without
any input from the National League for Nursing Accrediting Commission (NLNAC). The NLNAC
Board of Commissioners independently and separately makes accreditation decisions. Using NLN
tests will not influence NLNAC accreditation decisionsin any manner whatsoever.

Critical thinking is a complex construct that requires a multidimensional assessment approach.
Therefore, it follows that no one instrument would suffice as the sole measure of an individua’s
proficiency in critical thinking. These tests are not designed to be used as the single measure of a
student’ scritical thinking ability. Educatorsare directed to usethistest asanimportant component of
a comprehensive assessment of student critical thinking ability.
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RN TEST SCORING

120 items are scored. Every item addresses nursing process, critical thinking skills, and nursing
content. Sixty-seven of theitemsrelateto safety issuesin the practice of nursing. Test scores are based
on the number of questions answered correctly. A total score and four subscores are provided:

1. Critical Thinking Skills

Interpretation 24 items
Anaysis 24 items
Evaluation 24 items
Inference 25 items
Explanation 23 items
2. Nursing Content
Research 13items
Legal/Ethical 10items
Therapeutic Communication 12 items
Hedlth Care Systems 9items
Cultural/Spiritual Systems 11 items
L eadership/M anagement 11 items
Quality Improvement 11 items
Health Promotior/IlIness Management 27 items
Client Education and Empowerment 16 items

3. Nursing Process

Assessment 27 items
Anaysis 29 items
Planning/Implementation 34 items
Evauation 30 items
4. Safe, Effective Care Environment 67 itams
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SCORING AND NORMS

Norms have been computed so that faculty can compare the performance of their students with that
of studentsin other programs throughout the country. The test report for the Critical Thinking in
Clinical Nursing Practice/RN exam consists of atotal score and four subscores. Sincenotestisa
perfect predictor, these scores should not be used in isolation for decision-making purposes. The
report provides the total number correct, the percentage correct, and the corresponding percentile
rank. The percentile rank indicates the percentage of students falling at or below a specific score
in the normative sample. This enables faculty to compare the performance of their students with a
national sample. Subscores are reported to provide diagnostic information and to suggest areas
that may require further study.

Two copies of each individual diagnostic profile are routinely provided, one for the examinee and
one for faculty analysis. A summary report for the group is aso furnished, together with arecord
of each examinee's incorrect and omitted responses. Item descriptors for all test questions are
provided. When ten or more students take the test at a given time, the report from NLN will
include an analysis of the responses of that particular group. For each item, the report will indicate
the number of studentsin the group who answered the question correctly, the number of students
who answered the question incorrectly, and the number of students who omitted the question. Item
descriptors for all test questions will accompany the test report.
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BLUEPRINTS OF TEST CONTENT
Nursing Process/CT Skills Blueprint
ITEMS Assessment | Analysis | Plan/Implement | Evaluate TOTAL
27) (29) (34) 30) (120)
Interpretation (24) 18 - 6 - 24
Analysis (24) 9 15 - - 24
Evaluation (24) - 6 10 8 24
Inference (25) - 8 13 4 25
Explanation (23) - - 5 18 23
TOTAL (120) 27 29 34 30 120
Nursing Process/Content Blueprint
ITEMS Assessment | Analysis | Plan/Implement | Evaluate | TOTAL
27) (29) 34) 30) (120)
Research (13) 1 4 1 7 13
Legal/Ethical (10) 1 2 5 2 10
Therapeutic
Communication 5 1 2 4 12
Skills (12)
Health Care Systems (9) 1 2 3 3 9
Cultural/Spiritual
Considerations (11) 5 1 4 1 11
L eadership/Management 2 3 4 2 11
(11)
Quiality Improvement (11) 1 3 6 1 11
Health Promotion/
[IIness Management (27) 6 12 5 4 27
Education,
Empowerment, & 5 1 4 6 16
Satisfaction (16)
TOTAL 27 29 34 30 120
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CT Skills/Content Blueprint

ITEMS Interpret | Analysis Evaluation Inference Explanation | Total
(24) (24) (24) (25) (23) (120)
Research (13) 2 3 4 3 1 13
Legal/Ethical (10) 1 1 6 1 1 10
Therapeutic
Communication 5 1 1 1 4 12
Skills (12)
Health Care Systems (9) 2 2 1 1 3 9
Cultural/Spiritual
Considerations (11) 4 3 1 1 2 11
Leadership/
Quadity Improvement (11)
1 1 2 6 1 11
Health Promotion/
[1Iness Management (27) 6 8 3 7 3 27
Education,
Empowerment, & 2 4 3 1 6 16
Satisfaction (16)
TOTAL (120) 24 24 24 25 23 120
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Critical Thinking Behaviors Blueprint

A. Interpret 24
1. Asks relevant questions/Explores ideas 9
2. Vdidates data 7
3. Recognizes issues and concerns 8

B. Analysis 24
4. Interprets evidence 13
5. Considers viewpoints/Recogni zes assumptions 6
6. Identifies missing information 5
C. Evaluation 24
7. Detects Bias 4
8. Considers legal/ethical standards 7
9. Usesrreflective skepticism 3
10. Examines dternatives 6
11. Judges worth of evidence 4
D. Inference 25
12. Predicts conseguences 4
13. Applies deductive/inductive reasoning 3
14. Supports conclusons with evidence 3
15. Setspriorities 4
16. Plans approaches 5
17. Modifiesindividudizes interventions 3
18. Appliesresearch in practice 3
E. Explanation 23
19. Determines outcome atainment 10
20. Revisssplans 6
21. Identifies client’s perception of results 7
TOTAL 120
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STATISTICAL CHARACTERISTICS OF THE TEST

Norms are based on the experimental version of the Critical Thinking in Clinical Nursing
Practice/RN exam administered to 1,161 studentsin RN programs in the spring of 2001.

Number Raw Standard Meanp? Relighility * Standard Error
of Items | Score Deviation® (%) of Measurement
Mean * 5
Total Test Score 120 86.6 1343 72.17 0.88 458
Critical Thinking Skills
Interpretation 24 17.77 317 74.03 0.61 197
Andyss 24 17.15 319 71.46 0.58 207
Evauation 24 17.76 341 73.99 0.65 2.02
Inference 25 17.34 315 69.38 0.54 214
Explanation 23 16.58 334 72.10 0.63 2.03
Nursing Process
Assessment 27 20.30 3.60 75.20 0.67 207
Andyss 29 20.30 3.63 70.01 0.60 2.30
Plarylmplementation 4 2453 4.48 72.13 0.71 243
Evaluation 30 2147 3.96 71.56 0.65 234
Content Areas
Research 13 8.90 2.37 68.43 0.60 1.50
L egal/Ethical 10 794 1.60 79.44 0.42 121
Communication 12 8.75 204 72.89 053 1.4
Health Care Systems 9 6.44 156 7153 0.30 131
Cultural/Spiritual 11 8.41 194 76.41 055 131
L eadership/Management 11 7.78 201 7068 053 138
Quality Improvement 11 7.73 182 7024 0.40 14
Hedlth Pf"”@j’gr?a”g';,'ﬂg'ﬁ 27 1903 323 7050 0.53 222
Education & Empowerment 16 11.63 242 7271 051 168
Safety 67 48.28 7.63 72.06 0.80 342

Critical Thinking in Clinical Nursing Practice — RN Information Bulletin

OTACHI880501P

10




12 The mean and the standard deviation are based on the raw score, i.e., the number of items answered correctly.

3 The mean p is the average percentage for each test and subtest. Thisis found by dividing the mean score by the number
of itemsfor that test or subtest. This vaue is the same as the average difficulty value of the test, expressed as a
percentage.

4 The rdiability coefficient is an estimate of the consistency with which the trait under consideration is being measured. The

reliability estimate reported here is Cronbach’s Alpha. The range of the coefficient is between 0 and +1. This estimate is
based on inter-item consistency, requiring only one administration of the test.

5 The standard error of measurement (SEM) is reported to help assess the accuracy of measurement of an individual’s
score. The SEM estimates the variation in a score one would expect to seeif an individua were tested repeatedly. In
practiceit is estimated (with 68 percent confidence) that an individud’s true score will fall within + 1 SEM of the observed,
or actual, score on atest. Therefore, small differences are not likely to indicate significant differences among the
performances of students. (To obtain the value of the SEM, we employ values of the standard deviation and reliability that
have greater precision than shown in the above table))
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PARTICIPANTS IN THE THINK TANK ON CRITICAL THINKING
Co-sponsored by NLN, Cross Country Staffing/TravCorps, and Cross Country University

Rosalinda Alfaro-Le Fevre, MSN, RN, President, Teaching Smart/Learning Easy, Stuart, FL

Bette Case, PhD, RN, President, Clinical Care Solutions, Chicago, 1L

Sandra Ceslowitz, EdD, RN, Test Consultant/Project Manager, National League for Nursing

Josephine Disparti, EdD, RN, Test Consultant/Project Manager, National League for Nursing

Neil Edmundson, BS, Senior Marketing Consultant, Modern Marketing Concepts, Endicott, NY

Arthur Ellen, PhD, Senior Psychometrician, National League for Nursing

Marsha Fonteyn, PhD, RN, Associate Professor, University of San Francisco - School of Nursing,
San Francisco, CA

Janice R. Ingle, PhD, RN, Dean Health Sciences, Southern Union State Community College,
Opdlika, AL

OlgaLanina, MS, Assessment and Evaluation Operations Manager, National League for Nursing

Joanne Lavin, EAD, RN, CS, Professor, Kingsborough Community College, Brooklyn, NY; Test

Consultant, National League for Nursing

Mary E. McDonald, MA, RN, CS, Educationa Assessment Consultant, National League for Nursing

Fran Monahan, PhD, RN, Professor and Director SUNY Rockland Community College,
Department of Nursing, Suffern, NY

Lisa Rebeschi, MSN, RN, Assistant Professor, Southern Connecticut State University,
New Haven, CT

M. Gaie Rubenfeld, MS, RN, Associate Professor, Eastern Michigan University, Ml

Bernard Rose, BA, Director of Assessment and Evaluation, National League for Nursing

Jon Rosen, MPH, RN, CEO, Graphic Education Corporation, Columbia, MO

Barbara Scheffer, MS, RN, Associate Professor, Eastern Michigan University, Ml

Sonny Sutton, BA, RN, Executive Director, Professional Development Center, American Mobile
Healthcare, San Diego, CA

Cesarina Thompson, PhD, RN, Professor and Chairperson, Southern Connecticut State University,
New Haven, CT

Terry Vaiga, EdD, RN, Director of Professional Development and Research, National League for
Nursing

Rosemary Westra, MS, RN, Manager of Continuing Education & Career Development Resources,
Cross Country/TravCorps & Cross Country University, Boca Raton, FL
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ITEM WRITERS

Nursing expertsfrom acrossthe country participated in the development of itemswithin the framework
of the NLN test blueprint. Critical thinking behaviors and content areas were assigned and writers
followed NLN guidelinesto create nursing process multiple-choice itemsthat addressed the blueprint
of the test. The NLN acknowledges the contributions of the following individuals who developed
itemsfor thistest in cooperation with the NLN Assessment and Evaluation staff.

Bernadette Butler, EdD, RN, Medical College of Ohio School of Nursing, Toledo, OH

Nancy Dentlinger, MS, RN, Redlands Community College, El Reno, OK

Elizabeth E. Hand, MS, RN, Saint John Medical Center, Tulsa, OK

Cheryl A. Hettman, PhD, RN, Franciscan University of Steubenville, Steubenville, OH

Pamela Hinckley, MSN, RN, San Bernardino Adult School, San Bernardino, CA

Arlene Horner, MS, RN, CNS, Sioux Valey Hospital, Sioux Falls, SD

Pat Koral, MSN, RN, The Christ Hospital School of Nursing, Cincinnati, OH

CynthiaM. Marvulli, MPA, RN, CNA, Riverview Medical Center, Red Bank, NJ
LisaMassarweh, MSN, RN, OCRN, Kent State University, Ashtabula, OH

Laurie Materna, PhD, RN, Milwaukee Area Technical College, East Troy, WI

Caral A. Mottola, PhD, RN, Nassau Community College, Garden City, NY

JoAnn Barnes Mullaney, PhD, APRN, BC, Salve Regina University, Newport, RI

Marilyn H. Oermann, PhD, RN, FAAN, Wayne State University College of Nursing, Detroit, M|
Pamela Porter, MSN, RN, United States Navy, Manassas, VA

Diane Reynolds, MSN, RN, OCN, Long Idand College Hospital School of Nursing, Brooklyn, NY
Diane M. Tomasic, EdD, RN, West Liberty State College, West Liberty, WV

Sue Web, MSN, RN, Wayne State University College of Nursing, Detroit, M

Judith M. Wilkinson, PhD, RN, ARNP, Nurse Educator/Consultant, Marietta, GA

George A. Zangaro, MS, RN, National Naval Medical Center, Bethesda, MD

ITEM REVIEWERS

Aspart of thetest development process faculty in nursing education programsthroughout the United States
extensively reviewed thistest for content validity. The faculty reviewed each item for content accuracy
and assessed the items for relevance to the critical thinking definition. The NLN acknowledges the
assistance of the following faculty:

JuliaW. Aucoin, DNS, RN, Tennessee Technical University, Cookeville, TN

Bette Case, PhD, RN, President, Clinical Care Solutions, Chicago, IL

Ann Crawford, MSN, RN, CS, University of Mary Hardin-Baylor, Belton, TX

Kathy Fabiszewski, PhD, RN, CS, Salem State College School of Nursing, Sdlem, MA
Denise M. Jordan, MA, RN, Ivy Tech State College, Fort Wayne, IN

LauraMahimeister, PhD, RN, Mahlmeister and Associates, San Francisco, CA

LisaJ. Massarweh, MSN, RN, CCRN, Kent State University, Kent, OH
VirginiaMinichiello, MN, RNC, Northeastern University School of Nursing, Boston, MA
Diane L. Okesen, EdD, RN, ARNP-CNS, Pratt Community College, Pratt, KS

Sandra Peacock, MS, RN, McNeese State University, Lake Charles, LA
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Leah Sak, MS, RN, Salem State College School of Nursing, Sdem MA

Margaret Rafferty, MPH, MA, RN, CS, Long Isand College Hospital School of Nursing, Brooklyn, NY

Katleen L. Skrabut, EdD, RN, Salem State College School of Nursing, Salem, MA
Kathleen Vorholt, MSN, RNC, Kettering College of Medical Arts, Kettering, OH
Sue Webb, MSN, RN, CS, Wayne State University, Detroit, Ml

PILOT EXAM

The NLN gratefully acknowledges the participation of the students at the Long Island College Hospital

School of Nursing, Brooklyn, NY who took the preliminary pilot form of the test.

PARTICIPATING SCHOOLS

TheNLN gratefully acknowledges the schoolswho contributed to the quality of thisexam by administering
the experimental form of the test to their students:

Alabama
Wallace College, Dothan

Arizona
Phillips County Community College,
Helena

California

Southwestern College, ChulaVista
Imperial Valley College, Imperial
Sacramento City College, Sacramento

Connecticut
Bridgeport Hospital, Bridgeport
School of Nursing, New Haven

Florida
Manatee Community College, Bradenton

Guam
College of Nursing, Mangilao

Towa
Eastern lowa Community College,
Bettendorf
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Illinois

Southwestern Illinois College, Belleville
Chicago State University, Chicago
Richard J Daley College, Chicago
Millikin University, Decatur

St. Francis Medical Center, Peoria

Kentucky
Hazard Community College, Hazard

Massachusetts
Becker College, Worcester
Northeastern University, Boston

Maryland
Community College of Balto, Baltimore

Maine
Centra Maine Medical Center, Lewiston
University of Main at Fort Kent, Fort Kent

Missouri
Three Rivers Community College,
Poplar Bluff



Mississippi

Jones County Junior College, Ellisville

Meridian Community College, Meridian

Alcorn State University, Natchez

Pearl River Community College,
Poplarville

North Carolina

Richmond Community College, Hamlet

Central Carolina Community College,
Sanford

North Dakota
Minot State College, Minot

New Jersey
Capital Hedlth System, Trenton

New York
Monroe Community College, Rochester

Ohio

Clark State Community College,
Springfield

Trinity Health System, Steubenville

Oklahoma
Oklahoma City Junior College,
Oklahoma City

Oregon

Clackamas Community College,
Oregon City

Pottsville Hospital, Pottsville

Umpgua Community College, Roseburg
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Pennsylvania
Episcopal Hospital, Philadel phia

Roxborough Memoria Hospital, Philadelphia

St Francis Medical Center, Pittsburgh
Western Pennsylvania Hospital, Pittsburgh

North Carolina
Midlands Technical College, Columbia
Central Carolina Technical College, Sumter

Tennessee
Methodist Hospitals of Memphis, Memphis

Texas

Abilene Intercollegiate School of Nursing,
Abilene

El Paso Community College, El Paso

San Antonio College, San Antonio

Virginia
Danville Regional Medical, Danville
Lynchburg General Hospital, Lynchburg

Virgin Islands
College of the Virgin Idands, St. Thomas

Washington
Clark College, Vancouver

Wisconsin
Northeast Wisconsin Technica Institution,
Green Bay
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INSTRUCTIONS FOR USE AND ORDERING

The NLN offers the use of test booklets and answer sheets for test administration, scoring, and reporting of
test results. NLN tests are the property of the NLN. No portion of any NLN test may be reproduced
without the express written permission of the NLN.

When ordering, please include the exact number of tests needed per test title and an authorized purchase
order number, credit card, institutional check, or money order. Allow ten to fourteen business days
before the earliest testing date to ensure sufficient time for delivery.

Test booklets are printed on demand and contain unique barcodes for tracking and added security. To
safeguard the usefulness of NLN tests, it is essential that their contents be treated as confidential material.
All test booklets (used and unused) must be returned to the NLN by a trackable shipping method
at the end of the testing session.

All NLN tests are protected by copyright. As set forth in Section 107 of the Copyright Revision Act of
1976 and further clarified by the Fair Use Guidelines established by the U.S. Congtress, federal law
prohibits the reproduction of standardized tests, test booklets, and answer sheets, in part or in whole, in
print or by photostatic or any other means whatsoever, without the express written permission of the
publisher.

NLN Assessment and Evaluation offers a comprehensive testing program to state or province-approved
schools preparing registered and practical nurses in the U.S. and Canada.

In addition to standardized tests, NLN Assessment and Evaluation offers a wide range of products and
services for both nursing practice and nursing education. These include the Practice Assessment Series of
tests, continuing education modules, and online testing. For further information, contact NLN Customer
Service at (800) 669-9656 or email at CustomerHelp@nln.org.

NLN Assessment and Evaluation subscribes to
the Code of Fair Testing Practices in Education.





