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ABSTRACT 

The goal was to find a tool th t 1 · h · · 
a , ear Y m t e program, would assist nursing 

school faculty in identifying the student at risk for failing the National Council 

Licensure Exam (NCLEX). To assist in this endeavor, HESI has developed an exit 

exam that is highly accurate in predicting success on the NCLEX. HESI also 

constructs an exam that is unique to each nursing school ' s program of instruction, and 

tests the mid level student over the specific program content that they have completed. 

This study sought to identify if a significant relationship existed between the student 

scores for the Program Specific HESI and the student scores for the Exit HES! exam. 

The results of this study demonstrated that a student who failed the Program 

Specific HESI had a 62% risk of also failing the Exit HES! exam, regardless of 

remediation provided at the time of failing the Program Specific HES!. A Chi Square 

statistical analysis resulted in a p value of 0.001. Since, the HES! tests the student's 

ability to critically think, it can be inferred from this study that short term remediation 

programs which are geared to helping the student pass the Program Specific HESI , do 

not benefit the student's critical thinking ability on a long term basis . 

II 



Ill 

COPYRIGHT 

Copyright © 2006 by Holly Joan Gillon all rights reserved 



iv 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

To my husband who has been there for me through all of the ups and downs for the past 

3 8 years. You give me strength to do what "I think I can." 

To my daughters, you supported and cheered me on. I am as proud of you as you are of 

me. 

To my committee chair; Dr. Luck. You never turned me away even when I dropped in 

unannounced; which was most of the time. Thank you for your patience 

and help in completing this project. 

To my committee members ; Dr. Lowrance and Mrs. Danielle White. You always had an 

open door, a smile, and words of encouragement. 

To Dr. Burgess, my mentor, my friend. You always answered my calls, had an open 

door, took that moment to say "just the right thing," and gave such wise 

advice . 

I thank you all for the roles that you have played in my life 



V 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Abstract 
····· ·· ·· ··· ·· ·· ······ ······•• ... .... ............. .... ..... .. ..... .... ..... ......... ..... ... ..... ...... ..... ......... .... ii 

Copyright. ..... .... ... ..... .. .. ......... .... . 
.... .... .. .... ..... ........ ......... .............................. ... .... .. ..... ... iii 

Acknowledgements .. ............. . 
····· ·· ···• • .. .... ..... .. .... ....... .... . ........ ..... ... ........... .... ..... .... .. ..... iv 

Table of Contents ... ... ..... .... ....... .. .. ........... ... ......... ... ... ....... .... ..... .. .... ....... .. ... .. ... .......... ... . v 

Chapter 

I. Introduction ... ..... ... .... ... ... .. ...... ... ... .. .. ... .. ... ....... ... ... ....... ........ .... ... ... ....... ..... .... 1 

Statement of the Problem .. .... .. ....... ... .... ..................................... ... ... ........ 1 

Purpose of the Study ... ... .... .... ........ ... ...... ...... ...... ... .. ... ..... ... ..... .. ..... .... ... .. 3 

Significance of the Study ..... .. .. .... .. ................... .... .... ... .... ... .. ....... .... ..... ... 3 

Research Questions ....... ... ... ....... ..... ... ..... ........ ............... .... ..... ........ ...... .. 3 

Hypothesis ....... .... ........ ... .... ..... ...... ... .... .. ... .. ....... ... .. ..... ..... ... ..... ... .... .. ..... 4 

Limitations ....... ..... ... ... .... .. ....... .. ................................ .... ... ..... .. ........... .... 4 

Assumptions ..... .... ... .. ...... .. ..... ........ .. ... ... .. ... .... ..... .... ... .... ... ..... .... .. .... .. ... . 5 

Definitions of Terms ..... ... ........ .. .... ... ..... .... ...... ..... ... ... .. .... .. .. .. .... .. ....... .... 5 

II . Review of the Literature ... ..... .. ... .... .. .... .... .. ...... .... .. .. ..... ... .. .... ....... ... ... ........... 7 

III. Methodology ..... ........ .. ..... .... .. .... ... .... .......... .... .......... .. .. ·· ·· · ·· · .. · ··· · ··· ···· ·· ·· ·· · 13 

Overview .. ..... ....... ..... ....... ....... .... ..... •••••• .. •• ••••••• ••• .. ········ .. ················· ·· .. 13 

Research Design .... .... .. ...... .... ........ • • • • • • • · · · • · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · 13 

San1ple Set. .. ...... ... ....... ... .... •• .• .. •• •· .. . ··· ·· · .. ·· ······ ···· ···· ···· ·· ·· ··· .. ········ ······· ·· 13 

Instrument .... .... ... .. .. ..... • • • • • • · · • · .. · · · · · · · · .. · · .. .. · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · ·· · · · ·· · · · · · · .. · .. · · · · · 14 

Procedure ...... .. ...... ..... ... . •• ••······· ······ ···· .. ··· ····· .. . ··· ·· ···· ·· ·· .. ········· ··· · .. ··· ·· .. · 14 

Data Analysis Plan ... .... ........ ..... .. .. .. ... .. ............... .. ... .... .... .. .... ....... ... ..... . 15 



vi 

IV . Presentation of the Findings 16 ······· ··· ········ ··· ·· ·· ·· ·· ········· ····· ·· ··· ···· ············ ······· 

V. Summary and Conclusions ....... .... .. ..... .. ... .. ..... ...... ........... ....... ..... .. ... ... ... ... .. 20 

Recommendations .... ........ ... ....... .. .. ....... ... ... .. ... ... ... ..... ..... ......... ... ..... ...... ..... ....... ...... .... 21 

References .. .. ... ... ... ...... ... ....... ... ..... .... .... .... .. ..... .. ..... .... .. .......... ....... .......... .. .... ... ....... .... 24 

Appendix A: Institutional Review Board Approval ....... ..... .. .. .......... .... .... .. ... .... ..... ... ... 27 



CHAPTER I 

Introduction and Statement of the Problem 

Much of the United State's nu • 
rsmg workforce is made up of aging baby boomers 

who will be retiring within the current or ne t d d . . . . 
x eca e negatively 1mpactmg a profession 

already experiencing a critical shortage Currently th I f • • 
· e supp y o registered nurses 1s at 

8% less than the demand, or 168 3 56 less than the 2 196 904 d d b · ' , , nee e y the nation to 

provide care to the population. By the year 2010 the projected shortage is 275,215 or 

12%, and by 2015 the United States is looking at a shortage of 507,063 or 20% (2003, 

Department of Health and Human Services). It is imperative that more students are 

recruited into nursing schools and that those students succeed in their program of study 

(Kilcullen, 2004; Nibert, 2003 ; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services). The 

study of nursing is rigorous and when students are unsuccessful they often feel a sense of 

failure and diminished self esteem. Failure also delays their entry into the workforce and 

consequently lowers their earning power until they pass the licensure exam. A concern 

for schools of nursing is that failure rates can adversely effect the accreditation and 

reputation of the school (Kilcullen, 2004; Nibert, 2003). It is imperative to identify the at 

risk student and implement interventions for the purpose of nurturing his or her success 

(Daley , Kirkpatrik, Frazier, Chung & Moser, 2003) . 

Success was defined by McQueen, Shelton & Zimmerman (2004) as "a nursing 

' fi · ·t· d passage rate on the national examination for registered program s irst time wn mg an 

nurses" (55) . In fact , an important benchmark used by the accrediting organizations, in 

· · · s the abi Ii ty of the students to pass a 
identifying the success of a nursmg program, 1 

h letion of the program on their first 
nationally standardized licensure test at t e comp 

. . . h . b hmark many schools have implemented 
attempt. To assist m meetmg t 1s enc , 



2 

standardi zed testing as part of their self e 
1 

. . 
va uation of their program (Nibert, Young & 

Britt, 2003). 

The Nurse Entrance Test was not db S 1 e Y ay es & Shelton (2005) as being required 

by some programs to assess student ability prior to b · d · 
emg accepte mto the program. 

Other measurement tools include the use of programs ·fi d · 
pec1 1c exams an exit exams to 

assess student readiness for taking the National Council Licensure Exam (NCLEX). The 

Health Education Systems Incorporated (HESI) Exit Exam helps faculty to identify low 

scoring students who could potentially benefit from beginning a program of remediation. 

(Daley et al. , 2003). Many nursing schools have used an exit exam as a predictive tool to 

aid them in identifying the at risk student. It is not uncommon for a nursing school to 

establish progression policies based on the student ' s results on these exams (Spurlock & 

Hanks, 2004; English & Gordon, 2004). The inherent problem with the exit exams is that 

they are taken by the student at the end of the program, when the student is more 

concerned about graduation rather than remediation. 

This study sought to determine if a significant relationship existed between the 

student's score on the program specific HESI and the successful progression of the 

student to senior level classes. Could the program specific HESI serve as a potential 

early identifier of the at risk student so that earlier remediation could be started rather 

than later at the conclusion of the program? The study also investigated if there was a 

d t' score on the HESI Exit Exam and the significant relationship between the stu en s 

student's passing the NCLEX on the fust attempt. 

d ted at a baccalaureate nursing program in Tennessee 
This field study was con uc 

ago and the program specific HESI two 
that implemented the use of the HESI three years 

f h exams the school established a 
years ago. Since implementing the use O t ese 
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progress ion po li cy based on HESI 
score outcome . h 

s wit the score of 85 being the school-
appo inted passing score. The stud t . 

en s were reqmred t b 0 e successful on the HESI exam 
prior to advancing on to the next level. T 

he student was allowed three attempts, with 

remediation prior to each attempt. If the student . d 
remame unsuccessful , the student was 

required to repeat a capstone course befo tt • 
re a emptmg the HESI again. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to determine if there was a significant relationship 

between the student scores on the program specific HES! d h E · exam an t e x1t HES! exam. 

Second, the purpose of this study was to determine if there was a significant relationship 

between the student scores on the Program Specific HES! and the initial NCLEX exam. 

Significance of the Study 

This study is significant because currently the graduating students at this TN 

university are not allowed to sit for the NCLEX exam without first passing the HES! Exit 

Exam, and the junior students are not allowed to progress to their senior year without first 

passing the program specific HES!. This study is significant to the student because this 

progression factor potentially delays their progress through the program and into the 

profession. The study is important to the school because first time failure rates on the 

NCLEX impact the accreditation status of the school. It is important to the faculty and 

the student because early identification of the at risk student will allow for early 

remediation to supplement that student ' s potential for success on these exams. 

Research Questions 

I h 
. 'fi t relationship between the student scores on the program 1. s t ere a s1g111 1can 

specific HESI exam and the Exit HESI Exam? 
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2. Is there a significant relat" h" 
ions 1P between th d e stu ent scores on the Program 

Specific HESI and the initial NCLEX exam? 

Hypotheses 

I. There is no significant relationsh · b 
Ip etween program specific HESI scores and 

Exit HESI Exam scores. 

2. There is no significant relationship betw een exam scores on the program 

specific HESI and the results on the initial NCLEX att t emp. 

Limitations 

A limitation of this investigation is that the results will only be generalizable to 

the baccalaureate program where the study was conducted and not to other populations. 

Additionally, there are only three complete years of Junior HESI progression scores to 

investigate where those Juniors also took the HESI Exit Exam. The data of HESI results 

kept at the School of Nursing were not centralized, thus making the ease of finding 

results difficult. 

Another limitation of this study was the disorganized manner of collection of data 

within the School of Nursing that decreased the sample size from a potential of 209 to a 

122 convenience sample. The convenience sample was not separated by age, sex, or 

race. The Program Specific HESI and Exit HESI exam were the only instruments 

utilized during this study. The students were all from the same nursing program. 

Assumprions 

· d that the HES! exam scores sent to the 
The principal investigator (Pl) assume 

The PI assumed that the records kept by the school 
baccalaureate program were correct. 

h initial NCL EX exam were correct. 
of nursing regarding student pass rates on t e 
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Definition of terms 

I . At risk student: t d 
a s u ent who is at risk ~ · · . 

or fail mg m the program of study or 
failing the NCLEX exam on the first attempt. 

2. Capstone Course: is one that the sch . 
001 of nursmg has determined that the 

student must pass in order to graduate. 

3. GPA: "Cumulative grades on a scale of 4 _0_ 
Minimum cumulative grade of 

[2.8] is required for entry into the nursing program a [2nd] 
s a semester sophomore. 

Students are admitted following successful completion of [co · 1 ]" re pre-nursmg c asses 

(Kilcullen, 2004, 19). 

4. HESI: Health Education Systems Incorporated Exit Exam (E2). "The E2 is a 

comprehensive, computerized, criterion-referenced test designed to be 

administered during the last semester or quarter of the curriculum that also allows for 

comparison with external norm groups and can therefore be classified as a standardized 

test within the domain of nursing" (Nibert, 2003, p.8). 

5. "Low-scoring students were defined as those students whose probability scores 

were in the 69% and below range" [ on the HESI] (Newman, Britt & Lauchner, 2005, 

l 8S) . 

6. NCLEX: National Council Licensure Exam 

7. Predicted passes: students whose probability scores on the exit exam were in 

the 90%-99% range (Nibert et al., 2003) . 

. . " h I I" cy that withheld graduation or permission to 
8. Progression policy : a sc 00 po 1 

. h d obtained a designated score on the E2 [HESI 
take the licensure exam until the student a 

E - l k & Hanks 2004 539). xit Examination]" (Spur oc ' ' 
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9 . R mediation: "was broadly interpreted to be any type of additional study that 

was based on E2 [ exit exam 1 findings . (Nibert & Young, 2005 , 26S) 

\ o. Success: " a nursing program' s first time writing and passage rate on the 

t
. nal examination for registered nurses" (McQueen et al., 2004, 55). 

na 10 



CHAPTER II 

Literature Review 

The Health Education Systems 1 , ncorporated (HESI) . 
exams are being used by 

7 

schools of nursing as tools to assess readiness of th 
e student to take and pass the National 

Council Licensure Examination for Registered N 
urses (NCLEX) on the student's first 

attempt. By using the HESI in this mann h I 
er sc 00 s are attempting to ensure student pass 

rates that will meet accreditation criteria (Spurlock & Hank 2004) M 
s, . any schools have 

established progression policies based on the student's ability to obtain a "school-set 

minimum score" on the HES! exam (Spurlock & Hanks, 2004). Nibert, Young & Britt, 

(2003) noted that only students with a score ranging between 90 to 99.99 percent were 

identified by the HES! as "predicted to pass" and that 36 of the 45 schools in their study 

used the minimum score of 85 for their passing score to allow student progression (50) . 

Spurlock & Hanks (2004) caution on using only the HESI outcomes to establish school 

progression policies. These authors noted that other criteria predictive of student success 

would provide a more well rounded assessment process for the student and would help 

the school better identify the student in need of early remediation. 

Beeman & Waterhouse (2001) studied 21 variables as predictors of success and 

found the grades in the foundation nursing course, "Pathophysiology II , Wellness 

. 1 d II courses and the number of C+ or 
Nursing, Restorative Nursing Intervent10ns an ' 

h t dependable factors that identified a potential 
lower nursing theory grades" were t e mos 

. . 01 ) noted that many schools are reviewing 
student at risk ( 163). Beeson & Kissling (20 

. the rogram during their sophomore 
potential candidate files for acceptance into P 

t dents with a significantly higher grade in 
academic year. They found that sophomore 5 u 
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bio logy and the fo undati onal sopho . 

more nursing courses . 
; .. were more likely to pass the 

CL EX. Students who received O C • 
ne m a nursing c b 

. ourse y the end of the sophomore 
year were more like ly to fail" the NCLEX (p 

125 ). Another study agreed that 

approximately 76% of the students at risk for fail 
ure on the NCLEX could be predicted 

by the end of the sophomore year but cautions that th. . 
is may be too early m the educative 

process to make this determination. A d t · 
e errnmation made this early in the program may 

initiate a "self fulfilling prophecy" or precipitate stud t · • 
en attnt1on from the program and 

that the better time to make this prediction is at the conclus· f th · · • ion o e Jumor year m the 

program (Mills, Sampel, Pohlman & Becker, 1992, 407). 

Strategies to assist the student to succeed include assigning an advisor/mentor to 

the student at the beginning of their academic career and keeping that advisor throughout 

their education process. This enables a nurturing relationship to form and allows the 

mentor to council on success strategies that include fun, rest, exercise, diet, praise, 

listening, and giving of advice (Sayles & Shelton, 2005). Other successful interventions 

include utilizing the student's learning style in planning the lecture content so that 

learning is student focused (McQueen et al. , 2004). 

Endress ( 1997) as cited by Daley et al. (2003) found there to be no difference in 

success on the NCLEX based on race and being foreign born. Many 0ther researchers, 

· · d by the foreign born student (Merrill , 
however identified barriers to learnmg experience , 

1998 ; y oder' 2001 ; Yahiro & Yago, 1997. The English as a Second Language (ESL) 

I d"ffi rences and in many cases, language 
nursing student has the impact of cultura 1 e · 

. 98) also identified the positive role that 
barriers as well (Merrill , 1998). Merrill ( i 9 

. la s in assisting the ESL student to be 
feeling a part of the university commurnty P Y 

. a method of assessing the readiness of a 
successful. Exit exams are bemg used as 



nursing student to succeed on the ti t 1rs attempt h 
w en taking the NCLEX . 

& ;\damson, 2005S). (Nibert, Young 

Daley et al. (2003) found that st d 
u ents who earned h. 

. . a igher final grade on their 
senior rned1cal-surg1cal course and stud . 

' ents with a letter d 
gra e of A or B were more 

consistently predicted to be successful on the NCLEX. 
O ' Reilly (2000) found that the 

GPA in core courses and microbiology were th 
e most favorable at predicting college 

success. 

9 

Exit exams have been used for many years b s h 1 • Y c oo s of Nursmg as a benchmark 

demonstrating program effectiveness in compliance with ac d"t 1· d d ere 1 a 10n eman s and also 

to establish a reputation of excellence in the opinion of the public. The National League 

for Nursing Accrediting Commission (NLNAC) and the Commission on Colleges of 

Nursing Education (CCNE) are accrediting bodies which mandate outcomes based 

program evaluation where strengths and weaknesses are identified. Utilizing an exit 

exam meets this particular benchmark (Morrison, Adamson, Nibert , and Hsia, 2004. ; 

Nibert, 2003.; Billings et al. 1996.; Newman, Britt, & Lauchner, 2000.) The university 

in this study utilized the Mosby Assessment Test prior to adopting the HESI Exit Exam. 

The Mosby Assessment Test is completed as a paper and pencil exam where results are 

not immediately available to the student. Lauchner, Newman & Britt ( 1999) identified 

the Mosby Test as a "moderate to strong predictor of [National Council Licensure Exam] 

NCLEX success" (SS) , and Daley et al. (2003) found the HESI Exit Exam was more 

than th
e Mosby exit exam. The findings from the fourth 

sensitive in it ' s predictability 

. . f the HESI demonstrated that the exam had 
annual study on the predictab1hty of success 0 

. . the NCLEX where success is designated by 
a 98 .3% accuracy in pred1ctmg success on 

h HESI (Nibert et al. , 2002). Spurlock & 
the student score between a 90-99.99% on t e 



11 ~1nks (_004) addres ed the sensitivit . 
y and specificity of th 

. e HESI as the exam's bT 
to correctly predict outcomes in that t d a I ity 

10 

, s u ents who wer . 
e predicted to pass did in fact ass 

the CLEX and students who did not . P 
receive a predicti . 

. . . on to pass did not pass the 
NCLEX. This 1s important because pro • gress1on pol· · . 

1c1es are bemg based on HESI results 
in many schools. 

The HESI Exit Exam has been rapid! . . 
y growmg 10 popularity. Morrison, et.al. 

(2004) reported a 565% increase in Exit Exam · h' 
use wit ma 4 year period between 1999 

and 2003 . The exit exam offered by HESI is a com t . d . 
pu enze , comprehensive exam 

similar to the National Council of Licensing Examinat1·0 (NCLEX)"' n 1ormatthatthe 

student would experience. The Exit Exam is constructed utilizing the classical test 

theory, follows the National Council State Boards of Nursing [NCSBN] NCLEX test 

blueprint, and is under continual revision identified by annual reliability and validity 

studies (Nibert, 2003). Internal consistency is measured by the Kuder-Richardson 

Formula 20 (KR-20) which is used along with item difficulty , item discrimination, and 

other measures that are part of the HESI Predictability Model (HPM). The HPM is a 

mathematical process which calculates the probability of passing. HESI has been 

supported in the literature as a highly accurate predictor of NCLEX success and utilizes a 

format which has demonstrated success at testing the critical thinking abilities of the 

senior student preparing to enter the workforce. 

. J'd'ty · association with the 
Nibert (2003) identifies this construct va 1 1 111 

. . t construct expected of the entry level RN 
measurement of critical think.mg as an 1mportan 

. d he accuracy in the Exit Exam 's 
novice. The studies to date have demonstrate t 

. 2005S) cautions that the exam is a weak 
predictability of passing the NCLEX. Hanks ( 

al t s that few studies have isolated 
predictor of those likely to fail and Nibert (2003) so no e 



f:ictnrs that identity the student a t ri sk~ . .. . 
01 fat lure of the NCL . 

. EX, that faculties h 
!rid research based ev idence with wh· h . ave not 
, ic to base their benchm . 

I I 

arkmg deci sions of · 
or failing scores that result in placing st d . passmg 

u ents mto rern d. . 
. . e iation. Spurlock and Hanks 

(2004) addressed the prediction of failure · b . . 
issue y identify· h 

mg t at students who scored . . . tn 
the A/B des1gnat1on were predicted to pass. However th . 

, ose sconng less than 90 were 

not definitively predicted to pass or fail. That being the h 
case t ese two researchers took 

the stand that students scoring in the C-H designat · . 
ions were predicted to fail. The 

scoring category AIB has scoring interval of 90-99 99 t C . 
· ' ca egory has an mterval of 85-

89. 99, category D has an interval of 80-84 99 category E/F h • 
· ' as an mterval of70-79.99, 

and category G/H is equal to or less than to 69.99 (Spurlock & Harik 2004) Th s, . e score 

of 85 is the most often used by faculties as the benchmark for progression or remediation 

(Nibert, 2003.; Spurlock & Hanks, 2004). 

Many schools have implemented progression policies based on Exit Exam 

outcomes. These policies would require remediation of the low scoring student and 

retesting. A successful Exit Exam passing score is needed before the student is allowed 

to take the NCLEX. Several authors address the issue of remediation and different 

methods used by Schools of Nursing (Morrison, et al., 2004; Nibert et al. , 2002 & 2003). 

HESI not only offers an Exit Exam and a pre-entrance exam, but will also 

. b ak b the student midway through the 
construct a program specific exam which can et en Y 

. mplex subject matter (Morrison, 
program to assess readiness for progression to more co 

ct· d ent the reliability of 
et.al. , 2004; Spurlock & Hanks, 2004). Few stu ies ocum 

. . however Morrison, et al. (2004) noted 
predictability scores of the program specific exam, 

d . th same pathway as with other 
that the determination of reliability was conducte 111 e 

•fie exam have instituted 
HESI exams. Some schools utilizing the program speci , 



rcnicdia ti on po li c ies based on the stud ., 
ent s score however 

. . , these decisions are bein 
llladc without upport1 ve research. g 
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Numerous studies address then d . . 
ee to identify stud 

. . ents who are at risk for failure 
early on m their program of study becaus th 

' e e conseq 
uences can be great for the student 

school of nursing, and the profession. c ' 
onsequences fo t d 

r s u ents who are unsuccessful 

in their first attempt at passing the Exit Exam ar d . 
e etermmed by the school of nursing. 

The most frequent consequences however resulted · b • . 
' ' m emg denied eligibility to graduate 

and/or take the NCLEX, and receiving a failing or incom l t d • 
P e e gra e m a capstone course 

until successful in the Exit Exam (Spurlock & Hands 2004 . N 'b y . 
, . , 1 ert, oung & Bntt, 

2003) . 

Consequences of failure on the NCLEX for the profession are the delay of 

additional nurses able to enter a profession already experiencing a shortage. A 

consequence of NCLEX failure for the students is the inability to assume positions that 

they were hired for thus creating a financial hardship, personal feelings of loss, grief and 

inadequacy (Nibert, 2003,; Daley et al. , 2003), and low self esteem (Lauchner, Newman 

& Britt, 2005S). Consequences for the school of nursing revolve around accreditation 

issues and the reputation of the school (Nibert, 2003). 

In conclusion Morrison et al. (2004) discussed the HESI as a benchmark being 
' 

h studied different factors which 
used for accreditation requirements. Other researc ers 

. k ~ unsuccessful progression in the 
would help to identify students who may be at ns or 

(S urlock & HaJiks, 2004; Beeman & 
program or NCLEX passage on the first attempt P 

Waterhouse, 2001.; Beeson & Kissling, 200l) . 
The HESI, however, remains a popular 

. dents who are most likely to pass the 
tool being used by many schools to predict stu 

. olicies (Morri son et al., 2004). 
NCLEX and also as a determinant of progresswn P 



CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

Overview 

This principal investigator (PI) 11 co ected, analyzed . 
. . d d , and Interpreted the data In 

thi s descriptive stu y , ata from graduates of the · 
. past three graduating classes of a 

baccalaureate nursing program in Tenness 
. ee were collected by recording their Program 
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Specific HESI pass/fail results and also record· th . 
mg e1r HES! Exit Exam pass/fail results 

on their first attempt at taking each exam. 
The pass/fail results of the students first 

attempt at taking the NCLEX was also collected Co fid · 1. . . 
. n I entJa ity was mamtamed through 

assignment of numbers to each of the students and not usin f h g names o t e students within 

the study documents. This was done by the PI After numbers w · d h • ere ass1gne , t e 

documents linking the names to the numbers were destroyed by the PI. 

Research Design 

In this study the PI was investigating pass/fail scores of the Program Specific 

HESI exams taken at the junior level, and the Exit HESI exam scores taken at the senior 

level. The descriptive research design used an archival convenience sample of students 

spanning the past three graduating classes attending this university ' s School of Nursing. 

The study was non-experimental and before any research was conducted approval for the 

research was received from the Institutional Review Board of the inStitution. 

Sample Set 

. . I d ollection and did not require 
The design of this study required arch1va ata c 

. The sample was obtained from the HESI score data 
active involvement of participants. 

. The sample set was 
and NCLEX pass/fail data on site within the School of Nursing. 



14 , 1. 111, nr 12- stud ' nt s whose scores f 1 111,1, o t 1e Pro 
gram Specific HESI HE . 

J 11.1s · fa il result on the NC LEX were .
1 

' SI Exit Exam, 
:111 • • ava1 able. 

instrument 

There were two instruments of use. Th 
ese were the HES! . 

exit exam and the 
program specific HESI progression exam. Th p 

e rograrn Specific HES! . 
is constructed 

specific to each individual nursing program and thu . . 
s contains questions covering the 

specific curriculum presented to the student in that program. 
Since nursing programs 

differ in their curriculum sequencing and requirements th p . 
' e rogram Specific HES! is 

individualized for each program. The HESI is an exam which tests the student's ability 

to critically think through clinical situations which arise during the providing of nursing 

care. Nibert (2003) discussed critical thinking as an important, higher level of thinking, 

which a professional nurse must possess. The writers of the exam questions utilize the 

classical test theory when writing the exam questions, and the test designers use the 

Kuder-Richardson Formula (KR-20) to establish internal consistency of the exam. 

Research is conducted annually to provide evidence of the exam' s validity (Nibert, 2003). 

Lewis (2005), references the Validity 5 report which places the predictive accuracy range 

for the HESI Exit Exam from 96.49% to 98.40% for baccalaureate, associate and diploma 

programs. 

Procedure 

. nursing students for the 
The PI first collected the names of the graduating Senior 

-2006 so that the PI would know 
academic years of 2003-2004, 2004-2005 , and 2005 

fall students graduating during those 
Which student records to access. Next, the names 0 

The HESI . which scores to access. 
Years were compiled for the purpose of knowing 

d and the scores . was accesse 
. . h school of nursing, 

examination database which is kept in t e 
' 



.... 1cli junior Program Speci fie HESI exa 15 
l lll l• . m and senior E . 

XIt HES! 
c . exam were colle t d i . ,corded as a pass or 1ad on the first atte c e 

:111 l t L mpt at taking each 
exam. After the data was 

co llec ted, the student names were replaced by numbers 

and the corresponding documents 
connecting the names to the nwnbers were destroyed. 

confidentiali ty of student information. 
This was done to ensure 

Data Analysis Plan 

Chi Square was used to analyze the data for significance of relationship. The data 

was tabulated in a table format with intersecting cells. The cells demonstrated the 

number of students who failed the Program Specific HESI and also failed the Exit HES! 

Exam, the number of students who failed the Program Specific HESI but passed the Exit 

HES! Exam, the number of students who passed the Program Specific HESI but failed 

the Exit HESI Exam, and the number of students who passed the Program Specific HESI 

and also passed the Exit HESI Exam. Chi Square was used to determine if any 

significance to the results of the data existed. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Presentation of the p· d ' m mgs 

The PI was able to collect 209 names of h 
. . t e student graduates at a four year 

Baccalaureate University School of Nursing· T 
m ennessee. N t 11 o a data for these students 

was readily available and the number included w d 
as ecreased to a convenience sample of 

122 students whose scores for both exams were availabl Th 
e. e names were changed to 

numbers to ensure confidentiality for the students. 
The PI recorded the scores as pass or 

fail using the pass/fail requirement chosen by the School of Nursing. Because of a 

change in the HESI score reporting, the first year of score reporting the School of 

Nursing designated an 80 as passing each of the HESI exams. In the second year of this 

study, the School of Nursing utilized the score of 800 as passing for each of the HESI 

exams. During the third year of this study the School of Nursing utilized the score of 800 

as passing for the Program Specific HESI and a score of 850 as passing the Exit HESI 

Exam. 

As noted in an earlier chapter, it is not unusual for a School of Nursing to have a 

"school-set minimum score" on the HESI exam (Spurlock & Hanks, 2004). Nibert , 

. b 90 to 99 99 percent were the 
Young & Britt (2003) , noted scores ranging etween · 

h 36 schools invo lved in their study 
"predicted to pass" scores designated by HESI but t at 

heir assing score (Nibert, Young & 
of 45 schools utilized a minimum score of 85 as t P 

Britt, 2003 , SOS) . 

dent who was unsuccessfu l on the 
It should be stated at this point that each stu 

chieved Two 
. . . until a passing score was a . 

Program Specific HESI received remediation 
15 hour summer class was 

d.f d In the first year, a 
1 ferent types of remediation were use · 



. . ·d prior to repeating the exam and prog . 
rcLJ u 11 c ressing onto the . 
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senior year curriculum. In . bscq ucnt years, a mentor was appointed to each stude t . 

,u n to assist the student With a self 
d , program of remediation prior to retaking the HES! 

stu ) exam. 

Research Question and Hypothesis #J 

This question addressed the relationship between stud t 
en scores on the Program 

Specific HES! exam and the Exit HES! Exam with the null hypothesis stating there is no 

significant relationship between program specific HESI scores and Exit HES! Exam 

scores. To determine the significance of these results, a Chi Square statistical analysis 

application was used. The data was formulated in a table (see table 1 ), and the expected 

frequency for each cell was computed utilizing the on-line Chi Square Calculator 

( citation) of Prof. Jeff Connor-Linton from the Department of Linguistics in Georgetown 

University. 

Table 1 

PS Pass 

Exit pass 62 

Exit fail 15 

Total 77 

Degrees of freedom: 1 

Chi-square= 22.7337542972515 

Pis less than or equal to O.OOl 

PSFail Total 

17 79 

28 43 

45 122 

· · reiected. 
. 'ti ant relationship A s1gni ic 

. null hypothesis is :; 
Based on these findmgs the . HESI results. 

d the Exit . ific HESI results an is shown between the program spec 

These 



result s demonstrated that if a student failed the Pro r . 

g am Specific HESI on their first 
attempt, they would have a higher probability off T . 

a1 ing the Exit HESI Exam than those 
who passed the program specific HES! on their first tt 

a empt. These results also 
demonstrated that if a student passed the Program Spe · fi HESI 

CI IC on the first attempt , 

they were more likely to pass the Exit HES! exam than those who failed. 

Research Question and Hypothesis #2 

This question addressed the relationship between the student scores on the 

Program Specific HESI and the scores on the initial NCLEX exam with the null 

hypothesis stating that there is no significant relationship between exam scores on the 

Program Specific HESI and the results on the initial NCLEX attempt. To determine the 
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significance of these results, again, a Chi Square statistical analysis application was used . 

The data was formulated in a table (see table 2), and the expected frequency for each cell 

was computed utilizing the on-line Chi Square Calculator ( citation) of Prof. Jeff Connor­

Linton from the Department of Linguistics in Georgetown University . 

TABLE 2 

Passed PS HESI 

Passed NCLEX 

Failed NCLEX 

Total 

Degrees of freedom : I 

Chi-square = 4.52571428571429 

Pis less than or equal to 0 .05 . 

34 

35 

Failed PS HESl 

16 

4 

20 

Total 

50 

5 

55 



rhc hi qua re calculations demonstrated that this data was significant to a P 

than or equal to 0 .05 . This data demonstrates that the student who fails the 
,·a\ue less 

\9 

S ecific HESl is at risk for also failing the NCLEX licensure exam on the first 
progra.111 p 

The data demonstrated that a significant relationship between the Program 
atternPt. 

. HESl scores and the NCLEX scores existed, thus the null hypothesis is rejected. 
specific 
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Summary and Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to seek · D . 
m ormation concern· 

. mg what the results of 
the Program Specific HESI exam were telling the facult 

. . . . y at a Baccalaureate Nursing 
rogram 111 a Urnvers1ty m Tennessee. This School f . 

p o Nursmg had established the 

requirement that all junior students must take and h 
pass t e Program Specific HESI prior 

to progressing onto the senior curriculum of study s· h 
. mce t e Program Specific HESI is 

individualized to each School of Nursing, prior studies dem t . 
ons ratmg the usefulness of 

the Program Specific HESI results were not found by this investig t 8 1 
. a or. y comp etmg 

this study, it is hoped that the faculty at this School of Nursing would have a better 

understanding of the interpretation of the scores, as demonstrated through a research 

based study, and be better prepared to make curriculum decisions based on those scores. 

As well as documenting the strength of the Program Specific HESI in predicting the pass 

or fail risk for the student taking the HESI Exit Exam, this study also sought to document 

the significance of the Program Specific HESI in predicting the student ' s success when 

taking the NCLEX on the first attempt. 

The Chi Square Statistical analysis of the results of this study demonStrated 
th

at 

. d II t d for both questions. The faculty 
there 1s a high level of significance to the ata co ec e 

. . f . . or student fails the Program 
at this School of Nursing can feel confident that I a Jllill 

. h ce of also failing the Exit HES! 
Specific HESI that student will have an increased c an 

' 
, t mediation program 

Exam and NCLEX Exam with the school s curren re 



Recommendat. ions 

Thi s study lends itself to being re 
peated. Efforts should b 

. . . h e made to rep h' _ dY utilt zrng more t an one School of N . eat t 1s 
~tu _ ursmg Program 

. . so that generalizabili 
be applicable. Add1t10nally, further delineat' f ty would 

ion o the sam 1 . 
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p e mto categories of · · f · sex age ·ace GPA, repet1t1on o nursmg courses NCLEX ' ' 
1 • , results d 

' an repetition of core cour 
d · · GP ses 

to increase a m1ss1on A would further strength h' 
. . . en t is study. Currently' the School of 

Nursing in this study utilizes a short term remediation 1 . 
p an which ends when the student 

subsequently passes the failed HESI exam. This rese h fi 
arc er eels that further study 

utilizing a semester or academic year long remediation int . c 
ervent1on 1or students failing 

the Program Specific HESI exam, may provide further guidance · t h m o w at type of 

remediation would be most effective for these students. 

The ultimate goal is to find an early identifier of students who are at risk for 

failing the NCLEX. This study has indicated that the Program Specific HESI exam is 

statistically significant in identifying the student who will continue to fail this type of 

exam and the NCLEX. It is, in essence, identifying the "at risk" student. The HESI 

exams demonstrate critical thinking on the part of the student. Since this study 

demonstrated to a significant value that a student who fails the Program Specific HESI 

h . . infer that these students 
as a significant risk of also failing the Exit HESI exam, one can 

. . . th h rt t rm remediation currently 
are weak m their critical thinking ability , and that e s O e 

. . n a long term improvement of 
used by this school of nursing, was unsuccessful at mduci g 

these skills. 
. h. tudy re-design 

h I f Nursing m t is s 
This researcher recommends that the Sc 00 0 

th . . h Jen th to a semester Jong program 
eir current remediation program to mcrease t e g 

Y 
nursing schools 

wh· . 'fi e There are man 
ich can then be studied for potential sigm icanc · 
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• • 

1 

the Program pecif1c HE l exam and further study demonstrating the 
1ti\lJJ \\ \:-

l f the results at this \eve\ of testing, and the how the various formats of 
. ·(1cance o 

51\..111 
- . \d effect the scores on the HESI Exit exam and/or the NCLEX would be 

d·anon wou 
ren1e I 

of interest to th 
e student, faculty, school, and the profession. 
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