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Why did the NCLEX change?



The Beginning

• “Is the NCLEX measuring the right 
things?”

• Growing awareness: Adverse effects 
could be prevented with CJ decision-
making

• NCSBN begins investigating potential 
to measure CJ skills at entry level

• Clinical Judgment Measurement 
Model development

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

• Clinical judgment, clinical reasoning, & critical 
thinking have been important parts of nursing 
education

Kavanaugh and Szweda 
(2017) study identifies that a 

deficit in clinical judgment 
exists in entry-level nurses



• Education regarding critical thinking, clinical decision making, and clinical 
judgment has already become a standard part of nursing curricula

• Clinical judgment, even at the entry-level, is critical to patient safety and 
public protection

Literature Review Findings

novice nurses 
involved in 
nursing errors

50% 
errors 

attributed to 
poor clinical 
decision making

65% 
employers 

satisfied with 
clinical decision 
making skills of 
novice nurses

20% 





Conclusions

Clinical judgment is an important and necessary skill, even at the entry-level

The current NCLEX addresses clinical judgment indirectly but is limited 
by the item types available 

Providing a more direct, evidence-based measure of clinical judgment 
requires both additional research and the use of new item types
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Measuring Clinical Judgment





Recognize Cues

• Setting and 
resources

• Demographics 
and history

• Normal and 
abnormal 
findings

• Special 
equipment

• Time pressure(s)

Analyze Cues

• What impacts 
data analysis?
• Demographics
• History

• What 
pathophysiology 
relates to the 
clinical 
presentation?

• What are the 
client needs?

• Potential 
complications

Prioritize 
Hypotheses

• What is the 
priority need?

• What are the 
other needs of 
the client?

• What impacts 
the needs of the 
client?
• Resources
• Demographics
• History

Generate 
Solutions

• What 
interventions 
are needed to 
address the 
client’s needs?

• Are there any 
interventions 
that are 
inappropriate?

• What impacts 
the list of 
interventions?
• Resources
• Demographics
• History

Take Action

• What action(s) 
should be 
taken?

• Is there a 
priority action?

• What impacts 
the action(s) 
chosen?
• Resources
• Demographics
• History

Evaluate 
Outcomes

• What outcomes 
are expected?

• Were the 
outcomes 
achieved?

• Are resources 
needed to 
evaluate the 
outcomes?

• What should be 
assessed?

• What should be 
reassessed?

Clinical Judgment Measurement Model Layer 3



What do the new items look like?



NGN Case Study



Sample Case Study
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Our scenario



Recognize Cues item





Analyze Cues item

Condition X Condition Y Condition Z

Condition X, Condition Y, or Condition Z.





Prioritize Hypotheses item





Generate Solutions item





Take Action item





Evaluate Outcomes item





Case Study – Summary
• Real-world nursing scenario
• Six items with clinical judgment focus (in order):

- Recognize Cues
- Analyze Cues
- Prioritize Hypotheses
- Generate Solutions
- Take Action
- Evaluate Outcomes

• Setting – Wherever entry-level nurses are
• Eligible content – Anything in the Test Plan



More ways to measure clinical judgment

• The case study is the main way but not the 
only way the NGN will measure clinical 
judgment

• Two “standalone” item types will also be 
used
‒ Trend items
‒ Bowtie items



“Bowtie” Item

Sample Bow-tie Item



Sample Trend Item



What does the test look like?



Approved NGN Test Design
Design Specification NCLEX Today Next Generation NCLEX (NGN)

Time Allowed 5 hours 5 hours

Delivery method Variable-length CAT Variable-length CAT *

Total Items (min – max) 75 – 145 85 – 150

Total Scored Items (min – max) 60 – 130 70 – 135 

Case Studies N/A 3 (18 items) 

Standalone items (traditional 
NCLEX + bowtie + trend, etc.)

60 – 130
(None are bowtie/trend)

52 – 117
(About 10% are bowtie/trend)

Unscored (Pretest) Items 15 15**

* Items within a Case Study are static, not adaptive
** May include case studies, bowtie items, trend items 



How does scoring work?



A new approach to scoring

• NCLEX prior to April 1 – A candidate’s response to an 
item is either correct or incorrect
• Points possible: 0 or 1

• Next Generation NCLEX - A candidate’s response may 
be partially correct and receive partial credit
• Points possible: 0, 1, 2, 3, etc.

• Three methods of scoring on NGN



What are the benefits of partial credit scoring?

• Measurement precision

• Appropriateness
• Fairness

CORRECT: 1 pointINCORRECT: 0 points



What are the benefits of partial credit scoring?

• Measurement precision

• Appropriateness
• Fairness

1 point0 points 2 points 3 points 4 points



New Scoring Methods

• Partial credit scoring model for polytomous items
• 0/1 scoring rule
• +/- scoring rule
• Rationale scoring

• Extension of previous scoring model
• Partial knowledge is still of value



0/1 Scoring Rule

• Classic approach to scoring exam questions
• 1 point for a correct response
• 0 points for incorrect responses
• Multipoint items 

• Total score = sum of all correct responses
• Used when candidates are instructed to 

choose a specific number of responses



+/- Scoring Rule
• Used when candidates are instructed to choose an 

unspecified number of responses
• Example: Select All That Apply
• Allows candidates to over or under respond

• Scoring
• Earn points: (+1) for selecting correct information
• Lose points (-1) for selecting incorrect information

• Identifying more pertinent information results in higher 
scores

• Max points = number of correct options
• Min points = 0

• No negative scores



Rationale Scoring Rule

• Requires a full understanding of paired information
• Concepts require justification through a rationale
• Both X and Y must be correct to earn a point
• Max points = dyad, 1 point; triad, 2 points

• Dyad examples
• A nurse must do X because of Y.
• A client has X as evidenced by Y.

• Triad examples
• A nurse must do X because of Y and Z.
• A client has X as evidenced by Y and Z.



Post NGN Launch



April 1, 2023 NGN Launch

• Some of the work supporting the NGN launch:

• 127 item development panels 
• 600 plus nurse contributors in item development 
• 680,000 NCLEX candidate participants in the Special 

Research Section 
• 143 NGN presentations conducted, reaching more 

than 22,000 attendees 



The NGN Work Continues

Ongoing clinical judgment item development 



NCSBN Resources
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Questions
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