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SUMMARY

This study examines whether certain academic, demographic or psychosocial

characteristics of students can be indicators of future success on the Provincial

Nursing Licensing exam. A cohort of 42 third year Nursing students was the study

sample. Data were collected using a self-reporting questionnaire, academic marks,

and graduate interviews. Academic variables that were studied included: first year

nursing marks, college biology marks, final year nursing marks, and literacy level.

Demographic variables that were studied included: age, gender, socioeconomic status

and level of life responsibilities, academic motivation (hours spent studying) and

hours worked at unrelated employment. Lastly, psychosocial variables that were

studied included: test taking anxiety, stress and overall confidence level in terms of

success on the upcoming exam. A comparison was then undertaken between the two

groups- students that passed and students that failed the Licensing exam on their first

sitting- with respect to specific student characteristics. The conceptual framework for

this study is based on Leinbach and Jenkin’s model of the correlation of milestones to

momentum points in the educational experience. Results of this study suggest that

exam anxiety and content review in the months that follow graduation seem to affect

exam performance. Also, certain demographic characteristics such as age and

financial strain seemed to be good indicators of future success.
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RÉSUMÉ

Cette étude tente d’établir si certaines caractéristiques liées aux etudes ainsi
que des caractéristiques demographiques ou psychosociales des étudiantes et des
étudiants peuvent être indicatives du succès futur a l’examen professionnel provincial
d’admission a la profession infirmière. Une cohorte de 42 étudiantes et étudiants de
troisième année en sciences infirmières formait l’échantillon de l’ëtude. Les données
ont été recueillies au moyen d’un questionnaire d’autoévaluation, des résultats
scolaires et d’entrevues avec les infirmières et infirmiers gradués. Les variables liées
aux etudes examinées ont été les résultats de la premiere année d’études en sciences
infirmières, les résultats en biologie au collégial, les résultats de Ia dernière année
d’études en sciences infirmières et le niveau de littéracie. Les variables
démographiques étudiées ont été l’âge, le sexe, le statut socioéconomique, le niveau
de responsabilités sociales, la motivation dans les etudes (les heures passées a étudier)
et les heures consacrées a un travail non lie aux etudes. Enfin, les variables
psychosociales examinëes ont été l’anxiété devant l’examen, le stress et le niveau
général de confiance quant a la réussite de l’examen a venir. Une comparaison des
deux groupes d’étudiantes et d’étudiants, soit ceux qui ont réussi l’examen et ceux
qui l’ont échoué a leur premiere tentative, a ensuite été faite en tenant compte des
caractéristiques particuliêres a chacun. Le cadre conceptuel de cette étude repose sur
le modèle de la correlation entre les jalons (milestones) et les accomplissements
(momentum points) dans l’expérience des etudes de Leinbach and Jenkin. Les
résultats de cette étude laissent entendre que l’anxiété devant l’examen et Ia revision
de Ia matière dans les mois suivant l’obtention du diplôme semblent avoir un effet sur
le rendement a l’examen. Aussi, certaines caractéristiques démographiques comme
l’âge et les difficultés financières semblaient être indicatifs du succès futur.
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INTRODUCTION

This Study was prompted by the poor results on the 2007 writing of the

Quebec licensing exam by graduates of the John Abbott College regular (daytime)

nursing program. While the pass rate for a student’s first sitting of the provincial

licensing exam is on average 79.4% according to the Quebec Order of Nurses (Ordre

des Infirmières et Infirmiers du Québec, 2008), only 57% of John Abbott College

graduates passed the exam. In comparison to other colleges in Quebec, these results

were amongst the lowest in the province, yet the group of graduating students was not

identified as being a particularly weak cohort. The preceding year the pass rate for the

daytime nursing program at John Abbott College was 89%, which is well above the

provincial average. However, the high success rate was based on a small number of

students writing in Quebec that year; the majority choosing to write in Ontario.

Trying to account for such discrepancy in outcomes has obviously prompted

considerable discussion and reflection amongst our nursing faculty. This project is an

attempt to investigate the factors that contribute to the successes and failures of

nursing students in the Quebec licensing exam.



CHAPTER ONE: RESEARCH PROBLEM

1. RESEARCH CONTEXT

The nursing program at John Abbott College has been in existence since the

initial implantation of the Quebec CEGEP system in the mid-i 970s. Since that time,

John Abbott College has contributed to the graduating pooi of Anglophone nurses

that are integrated into practice in the province of Quebec. In recent years, The

Quebec Order of Nurses has changed its licensing exam from a solely multiple choice

exam as it remains in most other areas in North America, to a combination short

answer and simulation exam. While such changes were brought about in an attempt to

improve the exam’s ability to discern the safe practitioner, this drastic change has

brought substantial modifications to college’s curriculum throughout Quebec and to

the way that nursing students are prepared for success on the provincial licensing

exam. While the college’s role is ultimately to prepare our nursing students for

practice in the profession, one cannot disregard the importance of the licensing exam

at the end of the process. For technical and professional programs, an indicator of the

program’s general educational quality is often judged by the performance of its

graduates. A college’s performance on the licensing exam can not only have

implications on program accreditation, but can also impact its ability to recruit

students to its nursing program. John Abbott College’s performance as an educational

institution on the provincial licensing exam in comparison to other programs in the

province has only in recent years become available to us. Our program’s result on this

high stakes exam also, to a certain extent, reflects on the faculty and could make one

question our educational accountability towards our students.

2. THE RESEARCH PROBLEM: INTRODUCTORY REMARKS

While our faculty has taken this as an opportunity to reflect constructively on

our teaching and curriculum, many members of the faculty feel that such a variation
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in success rates is possibly attributable to particular student characteristics. After

considerable discussion on the subject, a number of teachers in our faculty suggest

that based on their teaching experience, certain student behaviors or characteristics

could be responsible for putting them at increased risk for failure at the end of the

program.

2.1. A Preliminary Study

A preliminary analysis of the results of the group that wrote the 2007

licensing exam was conducted by this researcher. The suggested findings are that for

this group of students, there were maj or differences in the group of students that

ultimately passed and failed the Quebec licensing exam. This analysis consisted of

looking at available academic marks in certain courses such as Nursing, Biology, and

English and seeing if there were any differences between the two groups.

The academic marks in certain gatekeeper courses were compared for 46

students that gave written permission to have access to their performance. Of the 46

students, 29 passed the licensing exam and 17 failed. The students who were

successful on the exam had significantly higher averages in their first year nursing

courses and biology marks when compared to students that were unsuccessful.



Table 1
Average Marks in Certain Courses

Fail Pass

Nursing 1 71 79

Nursing 2 68 79

Intro College Lit 75 76

Biology 1 68 77

Biology 2 66 78

In looking at the table above one can see that in first semester Nursing,

students had an 8 point difference in mark from their counterparts who were

unsuccessful in the licensing exam. In second semester Nursing, there is an 11 point

difference. The same can be said for first semester Biology in which successful

students have a 9 point advantage in average. In second semester Biology it becomes

a 12 point advantage. Therefore, on this basis, one could potentially take low scores

in the first year Nursing or Biology as predictors of success in the licensing exam.

A study of the marks obtained in Introduction to College Literature, the only

common English course taken by all college students served as a measure of the

student’s literacy level. Students that passed/failed the licensing exam seemed to do

similarly in these courses with 76 and 75 averages respectively. Within the

‘Introduction to College Literature’ course, students are placed within varying levels

of the same course using placement test scores, however since students all write the

same exams in the Introduction to College Literature course regardless of their

placement, average marks can be considered an equivalent measure of literacy. In

order to find a better indicator of reading and writing ability, in the present study, a

comparison of the average marks for all English courses throughout the program will

be examined as an indicator of literacy.
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Table 2
Average R Scores

Average R Scores

Pass 27.273

Fail 23.576

In this preliminary study, we also looked at student R scores, which is in

essence a cumulative GPA in Quebec. It is the measure of performance in all courses

within a given program. Above, one can easily see a large difference.

Students who were successful in the licensing exam had on average a 4 point

R score advantage at the end of the nursing program. One could speculate that this is

a reflection of that fact that they were academically stronger students who tended to

perform better in their courses.

2.2. Quebec has a unique exam format

The need for systematic examination of nursing student characteristics in

Quebec can also be justified by the argument that our context is quite different from

the studies found in relevant literature on the subject. Not only is our provincial

licensing exam different in format from most other programs throughout North

America, there are also different levels of entry to practice for nurses in Quebec.

Throughout Canada and the United States, depending on the state or province’s

professional legislation, students at different educational levels can have equal access

to licensing or board exams for nursing. Concretely this means that for example, in

Quebec, university graduates (with a baccalaureate) write the same exam as college

(with an associate’s degree) graduates with equal right to practice as a registered

nurse. The research literature on nursing student characteristics and its impact on

licensing exam performance also reflect this reality. The studies come from vastly

different educational contexts. This complicates one’s ability to compare or
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generalize the results from previous studies since it is generally accepted that

university students and college students are quite different in many respects. Certain

authors also caution us to the difficulty in generalizing results from such different

populations and educational contexts and urge educators to engage in individual

assessment and evaluation of their students to determine the significance that certain

factors have on certificationllicensure passing rates (Wilmore & McNeil, 2002).

It is also difficult to detect a trend in exam results at the college since these

have only become available to us in 2006 when there were an adequate number of

students writing the Quebec exam. In previous years, before the change in reciprocity

laws, student could apply to write the Ontario exam, which many chose to do because

it remains a multiple choice exam, a format that many students are more comfortable

with.

2.3. Lack of Exam Transparency from our Professional Order

An additional difficulty is that our Provincial Licensing Exam is administered

by our Professional Order (L’Ordre des infirmières et infirmiers du Québec) a few

months after our students have graduated. With so much riding on success, it

becomes very much a high stakes exam. While high stakes exams are important in

making sure that students meet educational standards and outcomes and to ensure

educational accountability, it becomes particularly difficult when the feedback

provided regarding our students’ performance remains general. This hinders our

ability to ensure alignment with our curriculum and address our students’ difficulties.

This being said however, some authors disagree with and go as far as stating that it is

unethical to develop curriculum based on a test even one as important as this (Kher

Durlabhji & Lacina-Gifford, 1992).

While no one can deny the pressure to churn out graduates due to the present

nursing shortage throughout North America and elsewhere, educational institutions
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have the responsibility to be accountable for the quality of instruction offered. While

there seemed to be a documented movement in the 1970’s from certain educational

institutions to study student characteristics that could predict passing the state board

exams (Larkin, 1977), this was done primarily to recruit the best students from the

pooi of applicants. The present study is different in the sense that it would not impact

admission criteria, but rather identifies ‘at risk’ individuals for early intervention and

remediation. Identifying variables that put students at risk and early intervention is

seen by our faculty as a promising first step to improving our program. The faculty

could also use this data from this study to inform a wide range of educational

decisions regarding our program.

3. GENERAL OBJECTIVES

If it were possible to associate certain student characteristics with an increased

risk of failing the provincial licensing exam, it could then become the first step in

early intervention with students identified as being at risk. This study could therefore

contribute to student success in the nursing program, which has always been an area

of focus and priority at John Abbott College, as is the case for most educational

institutions.



CHAPTER TWO: CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

1. RELEVANT LEARNING THEORY

This study takes a constructivist perspective in which learning is centered on

the student and their needs. Understanding the students and what they bring to the

educational experience is essential knowledge if one is to facilitate learning. It is the

belief of constructivist educational theorists such as Vygotsky (1978) and McKeachie

(1980) that new knowledge is constructed by the learner through a process of relating

new information to prior knowledge and experience. Young adults studying in our

program are not blank slates or empty receptacles that we fill with information, but

rather human beings with a multitude of different life experiences and strengths. The

teacher’s role in this process is to help students recognize the newly introduced

concepts can be pertinent to or an extension of previously incorporated knowledge.

This perspective highlights the importance of the individual’s characteristics as a

student. Students are active in the learning process and construct their knowledge

with the teacher’s guidance. Yet not every student is equally prepared for this

process. Certain questions however, need to be further investigated: What behaviours

or characteristics predispose nursing students to doing better in the program? What

skills or prior knowledge might the student lack to effectively build a foundation of

nursing knowledge that will lead to success?

It is of fundamental importance to understand the factors such as the

background and other characteristics of students. At the CEGEP level, we are dealing

with young adults for the most part. Recognizing that their method of knowledge

acquisition differs from children for example, seems a logical first step to take in

tailoring education to meet our student’s needs. We have learned from Knowles

(1980) that adult learners are increasingly self-directed and have previous life

experiences that will influence their new learning. The faculty’s role then becomes in
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essence to maximize the use of the student’s own experiences within the learning

process. Knowles’ view takes for granted however that the students have equal ability

to organize their knowledge, when we know as teachers that this is not always the

case. There needs to be a recognition that students are different and cannot be

approached in a standard manner. This was demonstrated by Gardner (1983) in her

Theory of Multiple Intelligences. Students have a wide range of skills sets and some

are better at certain things. For example, interrelational skills in which the person is

‘people smart’ and are good listeners and communicators and intrarelational skills in

which the person is able to look within and understand his/her emotions and values in

order to understand themselves and others are fundamental to the profession of

nursing. It is a nurse’s everyday reality to deal with people and families in difficult

situations and to ‘help them work through it’ while maintaining an empathetic

attitude. One becomes a good nurse with the ability to reflect on one’s performance

and evaluate honestly if their performance was up to par. It goes without saying

therefore that students with more interrelational and intrarelational skills have an

easier time adapting to the clinical environment and performing in the Nursing role.

Students may also not have optimal environments outside of school to

facilitate the incorporation of vast amount of knowledge needed to practice as a

nurse. The majority of college students are within Erikson’s (1997) developmental

stage of Intimacy versus Isolation in which it becomes the young adult’s purpose to

establish lasting relationship with friends and significant others. Unfortunately, this

developmental focus on their social and often economic responsibilities is detrimental

to their study time. Some students are not ready to sacrifice the need to work in the

labour market (often over 20-30 hours per week) for educational success.

Knowles (1978) recognizes that learning is an internal process with the locus

of control residing within the individual. However, what happens if the student is ill

prepared for this task? It then becomes the teacher’s responsibility to facilitate

learning while imparting the study skills that the student will need to be successful.
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Here we are taking about metacognition and the ability of the students to reflect on

their knowledge and figure out what they don’t know (Garner & Alexander, 1989).

Again, in order to help students to reach their full potential, one must recognize that

students are different and may need different approaches. While some students may

have an easier time figuring out where gaps in their knowledge are, others may

necessitate early intervention to point these out to them. Some students may be

dealing with past experiences of exam anxiety, fear of failure, previous bad study

habits, etc. which has affected their confidence in their scholastic ability. It then

becomes the teacher’s role to help students to feel positively about learning and to

recognize their learning styles and what study strategies might work for them.

Teachers must create learning environments that nurture this diversity in our student

population to increase student success.

The guiding feature of the conceptual framework that underlies this study is

based on the model proposed by Leinbach and Jenkins (2008) from the Community

College Research Center Teachers College at Columbia University. Leinbach and

Jenkin’s model proposes as a research tool or guide for faculty that wish to keep track

of student data sets to understand patterns of progression and achievement over time

to improve long-term student success. The authors’ model consists of correlating

different momentum points to an identified milestone. Milestones are identified by

Leinbach and Jenkins as “measurable educational achievements that include both

conventional terminal completions, such as earning a credential or transferring to a

baccalaureate program and intermediate outcomes such as completing developmental

education or adult basic requirements” (p. 2). As for momentum points, they are

defined as “measurable educational attainments, such as completing a college-level

math course, that are empirically correlated with the completion of a milestone” (p.

2).

According to Leinbach and Jenkins (2008), studying the attainment of

milestones via the achievement of momentum point data helps to elucidate patterns to
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identify potential barriers to educational success. The authors feel that faculty should

have the task of designating the significant momentum points that could indicate a

student’s chances of attaining the milestone. Such data sets, if collected

longitudinally, can be used to track the success of certain interventions on student

success over time.

The authors strongly suggest that demographic data be collected in respect to

milestone achievement. The demographic characteristics that Leinbach and Jenkins

(2008) suggest may impact milestone achievement and should be disaggregated are

race, gender, age, English as second language, student status (full or part time), and

financial aid/Socio-economic status.

In the present study, the milestone (or dependent variable) would be passing

the Quebec licensing exam on the first sitting. The momentum points could be certain

student characteristics such as course averages for particular ‘gatekeeper’ courses or

sets of courses that have been demonstrated in a review of literature to have an impact

on attainment of the designated milestone. Although such associations do not prove

causality, they can highlight important relationships between variables that can clue

faculty into which dimensions should be addressed in order to make efficient use of

their time, efforts, and available resources.



CHAPTER THREE: LITERATURE REVIEW

Several studies were examined in this review of literature. The majority of

these studies were correlational studies that linked certain student characteristics with

performance on the nursing board/licensing exams or doctoral dissertations. The

majority of these studies are from the United States which has a very different

educational and health care reality compared to Canada. Unfortunately, very little

material is available from Canadian sources, in particular from Quebec, thus

explaining the focus on American studies. Important themes emerged from this

review of literature and will be presented in the following section. These emerging

themes, which can be regrouped into academic, demographic, and psychosocial

factors, should be taken into account when considering nursing students’ performance

on licensing exams.

1. ACADEMIC FACTORS

1.1. Grade Point Average of Nursing Courses

Grade point average (GPA) seems to be the most studied variable when

looking at student success on board/licensing exams. Typically authors tend to look at

student performance in their nursing courses as indicators of success. The results of

these studies indicate that this variable could in fact be a very good predictor of

success.

Waterhouse and Beeman (2003) found that University of Delaware nursing

students with a C or less GPA in their senior year were more likely to fail the nursing

licensing exam. MacMillan and Fujita (2005) had similar results with dental assistant

students from Indiana University. They found that GPA was a significant predictor of

success for subsections of the dental assistant national board. Again, these results

were consistent with Stankovich (1977) who compared the GPA of three nursing
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courses offered at Macomb County Community College in Michigan with three

scores on the subtests of the board exams. She found that a significant linear

relationship (R=0.68) existed between grades in nursing course and the scores on the

exam. Despite the fact that Beicher’s (1989) study looked at overall nursing success

in the program, not necessarily performance on the licensing exam, her results are

relevant in that she found that students obtaining a C or less, that she identified as

marginal students, were less likely to be successful in the nursing program at Miami-

Dade Community College in Florida. Another interesting aspect of this study is that

the author discriminates between first semester/year GPA in nursing and cumulative

GPA at the end of the two year program, which could be a very interesting distinction

to make in terms of teacher intervention. The ability to identify ‘at risk’ students

within the first year of the nursing program would give teachers significant time for

interventionlremediation with these particular students as opposed to identifying them

in their final semester, which would leave relatively little opportunity. Fletcher,

Halpin & Halpin (1999) also found first semester GPA to be a good predictor variable

for success and advancement in a graduate engineering program at Auburn University

in Alabama with high levels of student attrition (50-60%). This would seem to be

logical, as future success depends on academic preparation in the earlier stages and

that if students were unsuccessful initially or realized they did not like the program

they would be more likely to drop out. The authors used ANOVA and those analyses

were followed by a Fisher’s LSD test. However, the strongest single predictor

variable was first quarter college grade point average (Eta of .639 for advancement to

a major in engineering program and .454 for graduation from the College of

Engineering).

Some studies conflicted with this finding however. Bondmass, Moonie, and

Kowalski (2008) found that a higher GPA was not associated with passing the

NCLEX-RN in the first sitting. This study took place in a 16 month baccalaureate

program, however the university is not identified. The authors themselves admit to

being surprised by their result and recognize that their conclusions are not consistent
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with the majority of literature on the subject including a 1996 meta-analysis by

Campbell and Dickson. Campbell and Dickson (1996) conducted a 10 year review of

nursing studies at the University of Alabama which investigated correlates of

retention, graduation, and success on the NCLEX and found that grades in nursing

and science courses were the most effective cognitive predictors of success. This was

also the finding of Lyons et al. (1997) at Thomas Jefferson University in

Pennsylvania. They did not find an association between first semester GPA and

academic success.

The positive correlation of most studies is not surprising in that GPA is a

reflection of overall student performance in the program. The academic mark is

translated by many educators as being a relative indicator of the ‘quality’ of the

student. It seems evident that students who did not perform well throughout the

program would have more trouble with a licensing exam covering the same content.

If a clear positive correlation can be obtained, these results could justify early

intervention to improve student success.

1.2. Mock Examination

Certain authors have looked at student results on the mock board exams as an

indicator of success on the real thing. MacMillan & Fujita (2005) found that mock

board exam correlated with pass/fail status of certain subsections of the dental

assistant national boards on a study that included 23 dental hygiene students. Bonis,

Taft, and Wendler (2007) found that simulated NCLEX-RN examinations throughout

their nursing program with a student body of 315 students improved success on the

NCLEX-RNs from 87.76% to 94.81% at the University of Wisconsin-Eau Claire. The

authors attribute these results to improving student ability to understand and analyze

questions through repeated practice. These results were similar to Bondmass,

Moonie, and Kowaiski (2008) results that administered 16 content (mock) exams to

187 students throughout their nursing program. Their NCLEX-RN success rates
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improved 8.5% after having added standardized exams throughout the program

curriculum from the past 5 year mean pass rate of previous graduates.

Mock exam results have potential not only as an indicator of success, but the

exam can also be used as an educational tool. Our mock exams are referred to as

OSCEs (Objective Structured Clinical Examination) and are integrated into our

program from the very beginning. This is a method of examination used in nursing to

assess a student’s performance in a given clinical situation with a simulated patient.

OSCEs are meant to simulate reality. These simulations are timed and the students

are not given specifics of the scenario before walking in. These mock exams also

have a short answer component in order to make them as similar to the OIIQ

licensing exam as possible. In the first year of our program, mock exams or OSCEs

are not marked and are offered for formative purposes; however they can still be

useful as a diagnostic tool. Performance on these exams could justify offering

remediation on certain areas of content to marginal students. Keeping track of the

areas of the curriculum that students have difficulty with and offering remediation

might help them do better in the long run. It also seems quite evident that giving

students the opportunity to review nursing content and practice test-taking skills

could certainly serve to increase preparedness for the licensing exam.

1.3. Student Literacy

Another area that seems promising in our ability to detect potential student

difficulty within the program and ultimately with the licensing exam is students’

incoming literacy level. Many educational institutions measure students’ reading,

writing and mathematical ability on admission. In a 2002 study of 200 high school

students, researchers at Kansas University, Davis, Caros, Grossen, and Douglas found

that the strongest contributor to success on high stakes exams were high school

students’ reading and clarity of writing ability. This study further suggests that

reading proficiency should be the primary focus of remediation. Wilmore & McNeil
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(2002) prediction model from the University of Texas at Arlington (which will be

discussed later on) seemed to indicate that as Graduate Record Examination (GRE)

which is a measure of student reading and math ability increased by a point, ExCet

(Educational Certification) increased by 0.02 units in a study of 337 university

students, which is sufficient grounds according to the researchers to support the

usefulness of their proposed predictive model. In fact, Dean & Fisher (1992) study at

Saint Petersburg Junior College in Florida findings based on multiple regression

analysis indicates that pre-admission predictors for successful completion of the

NCLEX-RN exam on the first attempt included a Multiple Assessment Programs and

Services (MAPS) reading score of greater than 38. Although dating back from 1977,

Larkin’s study at Prince George’s Community College in Maryland looking at factors

to explain why students were failing the state board exam, found that reading skills

accounted for 56% of the variance.

A particularity of nursing pointed out in the literature is that these programs

are heavy in content knowledge. Reading ability becomes essential to seeking out

knowledge and being successful in the program. We have stepped beyond ‘learning to

read’ to ‘reading to learn’ and difficulties in reading proficiency can quickly become

an important stumbling block if not addressed early on (Spencer et al. 2008).

Incoming students present with a wide range of performance levels, making early

intervention obligatory for students whose literacy skills will impede their success.

Spencer et al. (2008) suggest helping student with study skills, scientific terminology

and vocabulary development to aid in reading comprehension. They also suggest

choosing textbooks that are at the appropriate literacy level to help students engage

with what they are reading.

1.4. Science Marks

Some authors seem to support the theory that students who have higher

science marks will do better in the licensing exam. The previously discussed Dean &
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Fisher (1992) study finding based on multiple regression analysis also indicated that

pre-admission predictors for successful completion of the NCLEX-RN exam on the

first attempt included a final grade in the microbiology laboratory course of a B or

better.

2. DEMOGRAPHIC FACTORS

2.1. Age

The practice of nursing used to be reserved to young (18-25), unmarried

women. Surprisingly, Campbell and Dickson’s 1996 meta-analysis seemed to

indicate that age was one of the most effective demographic predictors for success on

the Licensing exam. Research seems to indicate that the older you are, the better you

will do. Frerichs (1975) looked at age in relation to academic success as measured by

GPA among 1435 female Illinois Community College nursing students and found

that older students (over 25) had one grade point higher on average than their younger

counterparts.

2.2. Gender and Race

In Wilmore & McNeil (2002) prediction model, generated from 219 graduate

students from a large Texas University, gender and race were positive correlations to

successfully predicting ExCet scores. Within their prediction equation, female

candidates score 2.3 units higher than male candidates and white students score 2.5

units higher than their minority counterparts. The scatter of the residuals was random

and around zero indicating that the model was a good fit, however the coefficient of

determination of the model was only 31%, which is rather low but is generally

acceptable in Educational research. This is supported by the Dean & Fischer (1992)

study that found that gender (male) and race (black) tended to contribute to being

unsuccessful in passing the NCLEX-RN.
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3. PSYCHOLOGICAL FACTORS

A study by Cusick & Harckham (1973) of 425 Nursing students that took

place in Westchester County or the Bronx in New York examined certain personality

traits such as achievement, orderliness, persistence, congeniality, altruism, and

respectfulness with the ability for students to pass the Nursing state board exam.

Their study found no such association between the affective domain and success on

the licensing exam. However this is contradicted by a study by Lyons et al. (1997)

than found that academic, demographic, and psychosocial variables were predictive

of nursing and allied health students’ academic performance. The authors used the

psychosocial questionnaire developed by the Center for Medical Education and

Research at Jefferson Medical College to measure the following attributes: loneliness,

test anxiety, general anxiety, self-esteem, extroversion, external locus of control,

neuroticism, stressful life events and depression, early relationship with parents as

predictors of academic success. MANOVA was used followed by univariate analyses

of variance and Duncan test for pairwise comparisons between the two groups

(female med students and female allied health professional students). This showed

that nursing students (as a subcomponent of allied health professionals) scored

significantly higher on intensity of loneliness, general anxiety, and depression scales.

These factors correlated with poorer first semester GPA, but only account for 18% of

the variance. The authors (Lyons et al. 1997) could not seem to account for the

difference between the two groups, yet it is well documented in the literature that

health care personnel suffer from a higher percentage of mental illness, such as

anxiety and depressive disorders due to occupational stress, than the general

population (Weinberg & Creed, 2000).

4. SPECIFIC OBJECTIVES / RESEARCH QUESTIONS

In order to clarify terminology: In this study college nursing students are

students who are currently registered in the two or three year nursing program at John

Abbott College. The Quebec licensing exam refers to the provincial exam
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administered by the Quebec Order of Nurses which graduates must write and pass in

order to legally practice as a nurse in Quebec. By the term performance, the author of

the present study is referring to the pass or fail status of the first sitting of the Quebec

licensing exam. Student characteristics are the identified momentum points that were

found in the review of literature to potentially have an impact on the attainment of the

milestone: passing the Quebec licensing exam. The momentum points are the factors

that emerged from the review of literature: Performance in first year nursing courses

(GPA), performance in science courses (GPA), overall nursing course performance

(GPA), and student literacy. Demographic data will also be collected. In addition to

the demographic data that Leinbach and Jenkins (2008) suggests collecting, anxiety,

stress, and hours worked per week at non-nursing related job will also be included as

variables of study due to their possible influence as identified in the relevant literature

on our milestone attainment. Three Research questions will be investigated in this

study:

1. Do academic factors such as first year nursing marks, college
biology marks, final year nursing marks, and literacy level have
an association with passing the Quebec licensing exam on the
first attempt?

2. Do demographic factors such as age, gender, socioeconomic
status and level of life responsibilities, academic motivation
(hours spent studying) and hours worked at unrelated
employment have an association with passing the Quebec
Licensing exam on the first attempt?

3. Do psychological factors such as test taking anxiety, stress and

overall confidence level in terms of success have an association

with passing the Quebec Licensing exam on the first attempt?



CHAPTER FOUR: METHODOLOGY

1. POPULATION AND SAMPLE

The target population of this study are all CEGEP nursing students registered

in the province of Quebec. University level nursing students are not included in the

population because even though they have equal access to practice, they are not

necessarily similar to college nursing students. For example, the educational

backgrounds are dissimilar between the two groups. In Quebec, nursing programs can

be offered in French or English, the two official languages of Canada. In this study,

there is no distinction in terms of language however (French or English programs)

because nursing students in Quebec have the same exit profiles and competencies that

are imposed by the Quebec Ministry of Education. Both French and English students

also take the same exam (in their respective languages).

The sample was one of convenience. Sixth semester John Abbott College

nursing students were the cohort for this study. An explanation of the study was

provided at the beginning of one of their nursing classes in the final week of their

program. Students had an opportunity to ask questions before soliciting recruitment

for the study. Questionnaires were handed out in class to all students who were

present. Of the 49 students who were present, 45 chose to participate in the study by

signing the consent form and completing the questionnaire. Therefore, the initial

sample size for this study consisted of 45 graduating students that were becoming

candidates to the nursing profession and would be eligible to write the licensing exam

in September 2010. However, only 42 pass/fail results were received from the OIIQ

indicating that some students either did not ultimately graduate, did not write the

licensing exam, or chose to withhold consent to sharing their results with John Abbott

College. Regardless of the reason, the pass/fail status is an essential variable to the

analysis; therefore, the final study sample size is 42.
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2. INSTRUMENTS

A questionnaire was circulated and data were collected in May 2010. A copy

of the questionnaire can be found in Appendix A. The questionnaire consisted of a

variety of questions that students were asked to either circle the appropriate answer or

to write a response. Question 1 and 2 collected demographic data on age and gender.

Question 3 (Resides with), 4 (Children or Dependants) and 5 (How do you pay for

your books/college fees?) were created to elicit information on the participant’s

socioeconomic status and weight of life responsibilities. Life Responsibilities

encompass the number of dependants/children that the student has to support and

whether or not they live alone is hypothesized to affect how much time must be

devoted to supporting themselves. Question 6 (Mother Tongue) elicits information

about their linguistic comfort with English, the language of instruction at John Abbott

College. Question 7 (Average hours worked per week in a job), 8 (Average hours per

week spent studying in general), and 9 (Average hours per week spent studying

nursing) were designed to elicit data about how much time the participant had free to

dedicate to studies in general and nursing specifically. Question 10 (Are your nursing

textbooks helpful?) gets at literacy level because nursing textbooks are typically

densely written and complex to read. If students did not use their textbook or found

them to be not particularly helpful, this could be an indication of their literacy level.

Question 11 (Do you get anxious when writing exams?), 12 (If yes, rate you anxiety

level), and 13 (How would you measure your typical stress level in your life?) elicits

data on exam anxiety and generalized anxiety. Responses to Question 14 were

measured using a Likert scale question (How much do you feel classroom assigned

readings will help you to be successful on the licensing exam?) that again measures

students commitment to doing their assigned reading and perhaps is a measure of

their literacy. The assumption here is that if students do not do their readings, they are

either not motivated to do so because it is not a meaningful activity for them or are

unable to do so. Question 15 is another Likert scale question (How successful do you

feel you will be on the licensing exam?). This question is meant to measure self-
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confidence and belief in their ability as a student to be successful. Question 16 is an

open ended question (Do you have a study strategy for the coming months?). This

explored if they had given any forethought to the required preparation for such an

exam. Question 17, also an open ended question, asked them to describe their study

strategy if they had one. Lastly, Question 18 asked them to expand on the reason if

they do not have one.

The questionnaire was then complemented with data from the student

transcripts. Their academic marks in predetermined courses that were identified in the

review of literature as having predictive value were analysed. These were Nursing 1,

Nursing 2, Nursing 5, Nursing 6, Biology 1, Biology 2, English 101: Introduction to

College Literature, English 102, English 103, and English DBW: English for specific

programs.

The above variables (appearing in the questionnaire) were examined in

relation to the pass/fail status on the September 2010 writing of the Licensing exam.

A small sample of former students who were unsuccessful on the licensing exam was

interviewed using the guiding questions that are provided in appendix. This was done

to explore the graduate’s view of what may have contributed to their success or

failure. In total, 4 unsuccessful former students were interviewed. The results of these

interviews were then compared to interviews with a small sample of former students

that were successful on the licensing exam. In total, 5 successful former students were

interviewed. The majority of interviews for both groups were done over the phone

and lasted anywhere from 10-15 minutes with the exception of two, which were face

to-face. These interviews not only allowed for the graduate’s insight on contributing

factors but also allowed for triangulation of data in identifying the contributing

factors.
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3. ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Permission to engage in this research project was obtained by the John Abbott

College Ethics Review Board prior to commencing the study. A letter attesting to

their approval can be found in appendix.

Although students were recruited from a captive audience, it was made clear

that they did not have to participate if they did not wish to. In fact, 5 students chose

not to participate. The purpose of the study, what it entailed and what would be done

with the results were explained to the class. Students were also informed that if they

wished to withdraw their consent at any time, this would be possible. Students were

given consent forms to sign with all of the information repeated in writing. A copy of

the consent form can be found in appendix. Participants were given copies of the

consent form for future reference. The copies included the researcher’s name, phone

number and e-mail address in the event that participants had questions in the future or

wanted to withdraw their consent at a later date.

While students could not be promised anonymity as the data had to be

correlated to their pass/fail status, they were promised confidentiality of their results.

The envelope that contained the questionnaires was kept sealed until August 2010,

well past the date that participants had officially graduated from John Abbott College.

Within the consent form, participants gave the researcher permission to access their

student transcripts.

In a separate document circulated by the Nursing Department, students

authorize the OIIQ to release their pass/fail status to Nursing teachers at John Abbott

College.

All questionnaires, consent forms, and OIIQ release forms will be kept in the

researcher’s home for a period of 5 years. After this time the documents will be
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destroyed using a shredder in order to maintain the confidentiality of the collected

research data.



CHAPTER FIVE: PRESENTATION AND INTERPRETATION OF
RESEARCH RESULTS

Of the 42 research participants who wrote the Quebec licensing exam in

September 2010, 36 passed and 6 failed. The success rate for this sample of students

is 86%. The analysis of the data had to be modified given the low number of failures.

This study was intended to be a correlational study, but given the small sample size,

in particular the small number of failures, even non-parametric tests, such as the Chi

square test were not possible. Instead of conducting statistical tests, the averages of

data from students who passed were compared to students who failed. We also

compared the various demographic features of students who passed to those who did

not.

1. FEATURES OF THE SAMPLE

The sample was composed of third year nursing students from John Abbott College

exclusively. They were all female. The majority of participants were between the

ages of 18 and 25 which is fairly typical for a college cohort, however, there was still

a wide range of ages in the sample of participants (26% of participants were between

the ages of 26 and 40). The large majority of students reported English as their

mother tongue. Only 15% of participants reported French or “other” as their mother

tongue.

2. ACADEMIC FACTORS

In order to answer the first research question academic factors, such as

average grades in certain courses that emerged in the review of literature as ones

having the most predictive value in terms of performance on the nursing licensing

exam were examined. In the following table, the first column indicates the average

mark for participants that were successful on the nursing licensing exam. The second
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column indicates the average mark for participants that were not successful on the

nursing licensing exam on their first sitting in September 2010. The third column is

the difference between the two averages. Mock exams were not studied as they come

too late in our Nursing program at John Abbott College (at the end of their third year)

in order to intervene in any constructive way with the graduates. Generally speaking,

average marks were higher for participants that were successful on the exam, the

difference was very small and likely not very significant.

Table 3
Average Marks in Nursing, Biology, and English Courses

Course Average mark for Average mark for Difference in
participants who participants who average mark

passed the licensing failed the licensing
exam exam

Nursing 1 79.9% 79.6% 0.3%

Nursing 2 77.0% 76.2% 0.8%

Nursing 5 73.0% 69.7% 3.3%

Nursing 6 74.3% 73.2% 1.1%

Biology 1 77.9% 76.5% 1.4%

Biology 2 74.7% 76.3% -1.6%

English 101 79.4% 78.5% 0.9%

English 102 79.9% 86.2% -6.3%

English 103 82.0% 79.3% 2.7%

English DBW 88.3% 82.3% 6.0%

2.1. Nursing

One can see in Table 3, that contrary to the results of the preliminary study of

the academic marks of the 2007 graduates (on page 14 in Section 2.1), the average

first year nursing marks show virtually little difference (0.3% and 0.8% for Nursing 1

and 2 respectively) between both groups. As for the nursing marks in third year, there

is a slightly higher difference (3.3%) in Nursing 5. There is very little difference in

average for Nursing 6 also at 1.1%. Although there is a slightly higher percentage in

Nursing 5, this is virtually insignificant, in practical terms. A three point difference in
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average in one particular nursing course could not reasonably justify encouraging the

student to participate in remedial classes.

2.2. Biology

There is also very little difference in the averages of first year biology marks,

and ironically in Biology 2, students that were unsuccessful in the licensing exam

actually had a slightly higher average. Again, this is a noteworthy difference from the

results of the preliminary analysis of academic marks of the 2007 graduates.

Unfortunately, the small difference in first year nursing and biology marks makes the

justification of additional resources and intervention difficult to justify. It is also

disappointing since the anecdotal evidence, from both nursing and science teachers at

John Abbott College, suggested that these marks might be the best predictors of

success.

2.3. Literacy

There is an underlying assumption here that average English marks translate

into literacy and written expression ability. One can definitely argue that this is the

case since the ability to read and express oneself in writing are the main objectives of

these college English courses. Notwithstanding, average English marks throughout

the three years of the program do not seem to be predictive indicators of whether or

not a nursing graduate will pass the licensing exam. Oddly, students that failed the

licensing exam in September 2010 had a 6% higher average in English 102.

Table 4
Mother Tongue

Passed Failed
Language Frequency Language Frequency

English 2985% English 5=r3%

French 2=6% French 0

Other 3=9% Other 1=17%
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Using the data from the questionnaire, of the students that were successful on

the Licensing exam, 85% of participants report that English is their mother tongue,

6% report French as their mother tongue, and 9% report “other”. Of the students that

were unsuccessful on the licensing exam, 83% of participants report that English is

their mother tongue and 17% report “other”. One can argue that the two groups of

participants (those passing or failing the licensing exam) are relatively similar in

terms of mother tongue. At 85% and 83% respectively reporting English, John Abbott

College’s language of instruction, as their mother tongue, this variable is not

identified as predictive of performance on the exam.

Passed

Table 5
Are Your Textbooks Helpful?

Failed

Frequency Frequency

Yes 35=97% Yes 583%

No 1=3% No 1=17%

Passed

Likert scale
measurement
1

2

3

4

5

Frequency

2=6%

8=22%

13=36%

13=36%

0

1

2

3

4

5

Frequency

0

1=17%

2=33%

3=50%

0

Likert scale 1: not at all, 5: very much

When looking at the variable related to the textbook being helpful, there is

quite a large difference between the two groups of participants. In a comparison of

both groups, 3% of passing students compared to 17% of failing students found their

Table 6
Were the Classroom Readings Helpful?

Failed

Likert scale
measurement



38

nursing textbooks were not helpful to them and presumably spent less time reading

from them. However, when looking at the Likert scale measure of how helpful the

assigned classroom readings are, nearly 74% of total participants give 3 or 4 as a

response. When comparing both groups however, roughly 72% of participants that

passed as opposed to roughly 83% of participants that failed gave a 3 or 4 on the

Likert scale. This second variable was included in the questionnaire to validate the

responses to the first. Here there are contradictory results. Using the first variable,

one could suppose that failing students spent less time studying from textbooks that

they did not find as helpful, yet using the second variable, one can see that more

failing participants rated their assigned classroom reading (that come from their text

for the most part) as being higher on the helpful scale. One could possibly argue that

students hesitate to be completely honest with a teacher about how helpful the

textbook or assigned readings that “teachers” chose are. What is clear in terms of

literacy is that it is hard to draw conclusions from these numbers and perhaps the only

thing that can be said is that in general, failing students found their nursing textbook

to be less helpful.

During the graduate interviews, one former student made reference to the poor

translation of the Licensing Exam. In spite of the fact that in Quebec, the two official

languages are French and English, our professional order conducts most of its

business and correspondence in French to cater to the majority of its members. While

graduates have the option to write the exam in English, in the past the John Abbott

College nursing department has received several complaints from its graduates at

various times that the exams were not well translated making several of the questions

difficult to understand. An example of poor translation is the use of the word

“scarring” instead of “healing”. While the terms are very similar, on a practical level,

the terms make reference to very different things and can alter the graduate’s

response on the exam. Our college, in collaboration with the other 2 Anglophone

colleges offering nursing programs in the Montreal region which had received similar

complaints from their graduates, communicated this information to the order however
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it seems to remain an unresolved issue for our Anglophone students. The former

student stated, “For one question, I was not even able to identify it as a question. It

was a statement, so I did not know what they wanted me to answer. I asked for the

French version of the exam so that I could understand what they expected.” Errors in

exam translation can certainly have a direct impact on student performance regardless

of a graduate’s literacy level and unfortunately the impact of this difficulty as a

contributing factor remains unknown.

3. DEMOGRAPHIC FACTORS

Table 7
Average Age

Passed Failed

Age Frequency Age Frequency

18-20 16=44% 18-20 0

21-25 11=31% 21-25 4=67%

26-30 3=8% 26-30 0

31-40 6=17% 31-40 2=33%

The second research question focussed on demographic factors such as age,

gender, socioeconomic status and level of life responsibilities, academic motivation

(hours spent studying) and hours worked at unrelated employment. When looking at

the gender of this sample, no conclusions can be drawn because all participants in this

study were female. In terms of age, however there is a distinct difference between the

two groups. Of the participants that were successful on the licensing exam, the

majority of students were between 18 and 20 years of age (44%), only 31% were

between 21 and 25 years of age, and only 17% were between 31 and 40 years of age.

In the group of students that failed the exam, the majority of participants were

between 21 and 25 years of age (67%) and 33% were between 31 and 40 years of age.

It would seem that in this research sample being an older student seems to decrease

one’s chances of passing the licensing exam.
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Table 8
Average Number of Dependents

Passed Failed

No. of Dependants Frequency No. of Dependants Frequency

0 32 0 4

1 1 1 2

2 1 2 0

3 2 3 0

Table 9
Living Conditions

Passed Failed

Living conditions Frequency Living conditions Frequency

Resides with parents 24=67% Resides with parents 233%

Resides alone 4=11% Resides alone 233%

Resides with friend(s) or 8=22% Resides with friend(s) or 233%
significant other significant other

In the questionnaire, certain questions were included to elicit information

regarding the participant’s socioeconomic status. One such question was the number

of children or dependents that the participant had to support financially. While the

great majority of both groups reported having no children or dependents (86%), 11%

of students that were successful on the exam reported having between 1 and 3

children or dependents, compared to 33% of students that were not successful. Here

again, one can see a link between having children or dependents and a student’s

ability to pass the licensing exam. Another promising avenue of investigation is the

fact that roughly 67% of graduates who passed the licensing exam lived with their

parents, compared to roughly 33% of their peers that did not pass. In comparing the

two groups, only 33% of students who were successful lived on their own or with a

friendlsignificant other in contrast to 66% of their peers who did not pass. This could

potentially mean that students living on their own (or are responsible for their portion

of rent) have more life responsibilities, predisposing them to failure in the nursing

program.
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Table 10
How do you Pay for Books/College Fees?

Passed Failed

Source of Income Frequency Source of Income Frequency

Government loans 5=14% Government loans 4=66%
(financial aid) (financial aid)
Independently 10=28% Independently 0

Help from family 21=58% Help from family 2=33%

Table 11
Employment

Passed Failed

Average No. of Frequency Average No. of hours Frequency
hours worked while worked while in
in school school
0-l0hrs 28=78% 0-l0hrs 2=33%

11-20hrs 6=17% 11-20brs 3=50%

21-30brs 2=5% 21-30hrs 1=16%

31-40hrs 0 3l-40hrs 0

41+hrs 0 41+hrs 0

Further data to support this point is that students that did not pass the exam

were nearly 5 times more likely to be dependent on loans to pay for their studies and

books. In addition, nearly 60% of successful students report having help from their

families in comparison to 33% of their peers who did not pass. Could financial strain

and life responsibilities play such an important role in performance on the Licensing

exam? More support for this line of thinking is that 78% of students that were

successful on the licensing exam report working only 1-10 hours per week. In the

group of students that were unsuccessful, 50% report working 11-20 hours per week.

This is a significant difference and can really cut into the time that students have to

study. This would mean that 22% of successful graduates compared to 66% of

unsuccessful graduates work over the 10 hour per week maximum recommendation
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from John Abbott College Student services. Unfortunately, it seems to come down to

competing priorities. With limited time, studies may suffer in the face of student’s

social demands.

Passed

Average No. of hours
spent studying in general
0-10 hrs

11-20hrs

21-30hrs

3 1-40 hrs

41+ hrs

Frequency Average No. of hours
spent studying in general
0-10 hrs

11-20 hrs

21-30hrs

3 1-40 hrs

41 + brs

Frequency

2=33%

3=50%

1=16%

0

0

Passed

Average No. of hours
spent studying nursing
0-l0hrs

11-20hrs

2 1-30 hrs

3 1-40 hrs

41+hrs

Frequency

22=61%

13=36%

1=3%

0

Frequency

6=100%

0

0

0

0

This is confirmed by participant responses in term of time spent studying

nursing or studying in general. A high percentage of students who were unsuccessful

(83%) report studying between 0-20 hours per week total for all of their college

courses compared to 95% of successful students. But what about nursing content,

which should be any nursing student’s priority? Nearly 40% of successful students

report studying nursing content over 10 hours per week compared to none of their

unsuccessful peers. Here it could be argued that the short amount of time invested in

Table 12
General Studying (of all college course content)

Failed

23=64%

11=31%

1=3%

1=3%

0

Table 13
Time Spent Studying Nursing Content Specifically

Failed

Average No. of hours
spent studying nursing
0-10 hrs

11-20hrs

2 1-30 hrs

3 1-40 brs

0 41+hrs
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studying long term might contribute to a lack of content knowledge which would

affect their performance on the licensing exam.

4. PSYCHOLOGICAL FACTORS

Finally, in order to provide answers to the third research question we

examined various psychological factors such as test taking anxiety, stress and overall

confidence level in terms of success on the licensing exam.

4.1. Level of Anxiety

Passed

Table 14
Do you get Anxious when Writing Exams?

Failed

Frequency Frequency

Yes 31=86% Yes 6=100%

No 5=14% No 0

Passed

Level of Anxiety

Mild

Moderate

High

Table 15
Reported Levels of Exam Anxiety

Failed

Level of Anxiety

Mild

Moderate

High

Frequency

2=33%

2=33%

2=33%

It has been suggested by some researchers that exam anxiety can play an

important role in exam performance. This variable was therefore included as a study

variable. Indeed, all of the participants that were unsuccessful in the Licensing exam

report exam anxiety, while only 86% of their successful peers report exam anxiety.

To contrast the two groups, 33% of students who did not pass report high levels of

Frequency

13=45%

14=48%

2=7%
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exam anxiety, compared to roughly 7% of their peers who did pass. Ironically

students who were unsuccessful had less mild anxiety compared to their peers, 45%

of successful students compared to 33% of their counterparts report mild level of

exam anxiety. One could suggest that mild levels of exam anxiety can be productive.

One of the major themes that emerged during the graduate interviews with

both groups was licensing exam related anxiety. The most anxiety provoking portion

by far was the OSCE (Objective Structured Clinical Examinations) or the patient

simulations portion of the exam. This was true for all graduates interviewed.

However, the former students who were successful on the exam report being able to

move throughout the multiple stations without carrying forth their anxiety regarding a

previous scenario.

A successful graduate reports, “Of course I was nervous during the OSCE

portion, but I did not give up. I sat down and relaxed between scenarios and after

three of them, it was okay.” Another successful graduate stated, “I felt very nervous,

but I did not have trouble performing. I tried to stay calm and forget what happened

after I left that door. I tried not to think about it again immediately after it happened.”

Two other successful students reported feeling nervous, but confident in their

preparation while one reported that she was extremely nervous and was sure she was

going to fail disastrously, but that this was typical of her reaction to exams

throughout the program, so she knew it did not necessarily mean she had not done

well.

This is in direct contradiction to the experience of graduates who were

unsuccessful on the exam. Unsuccessful graduates describe paralyzing anxiety that

had a direct effect on their performance. One unsuccessful graduate reports, “I had a

lot of trouble with the OSCEs. I was extremely nervous. I was thrown off by the

marker and I felt that there were four eyes watching me. I felt a lot of pressure.”

Another graduate reports, “I knew what to do but could not say it.. .then it was too
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late, I could not go back. I cried between the scenarios because I realized that I did

not say this or that. I was sure I was going to fail.” One unsuccessful graduate

reported that exam anxiety had always been an issue throughout the program. Her

experience was similar, “I was thinking of everything that I needed to say. I was

never able to recover, I panicked.” All of the graduates that did not pass the exam

agreed that they were aware that they were failing throughout the exam. One could

argue that this knowledge, especially since the majority of students felt confident

about their ability to pass at graduation, threw them off. The realization that things

were not going according to plan or that their preparation was perhaps not adequate

surely contributed to their emotional meltdowns and made performing difficult, if not

impossible.

Several students that were suffering from this level of exam anxiety reported

that the anxiety altered their perception of time. During the Licensing exam, students

are given roughly 10 minutes to complete a task, yet they have no timer in front of

them to help them see how much time has gone by. Scenarios are produced with the

expectation that the task can easily be completed by the average student in the

allotted time. During our multiple simulations at the college, we replicate this 10

minute block to help students develop their sense of timing and a certain judgement

of how much time they should spend on each activity during the 10 minute interval.

During periods of extreme anxiety however, perhaps this affects the graduate’s

perceptions and ability to judge time. Unsuccessful graduates report that the time

“flew by” and felt they had “trouble with timing”. One graduate stated, “You know,

these OSCEs are really an unnatural situation. At work, you have more than 10

minutes to assess someone. This is what frustrated me the most when I did not pass.”

It was surprising to hear from many of the unsuccessful graduates that the

OSCE portion of the exam was not what they were expecting. The John Abbott

College nursing teachers simulate these OSCE exams in every course throughout the

program. Certain members of the faculty even participate as markers during the OIIQ



46

licensing exam in order to ensure that our simulations are a good representation of

what they will face upon graduation. But while many unsuccessful graduates agree

that the college’s simulations were similar, some were surprised at the content of the

exam. One student stated, “The exam felt very psychosocially oriented, this was not

what I was expecting.” and another claimed that since 3 months had gone by that she

had forgotten a lot of the specialty content like obstetrics and was surprised to see it

on the exam.

At the time of the graduate interviews, in May-June 2011, the unsuccessful

candidates had had the opportunity to rewrite the exam. They reported feeling much

calmer the second time as they knew what to expect. Several reported making a

conscious effort to relax and stay calm before the second rewrite. One student

reported, “The second time around, I did not study as much, but I passed. The only

difference is that I relaxed and did not work for a full week beforehand. I even had a

massage.” while another tried to “leave my anxiety at the door”.

4.2. Stress

Table 16
Reported Levels of Stress

Passed Failed

Level of Stress Frequency Level of Stress Frequency

None 1=3% None 0

Mild 20=56% Mild 1=17%

Moderate 12=33% Moderate 3=50%

High 3=8% High 233%

Unsuccessful students seem to also suffer from greater levels of overall stress

in their lives. In comparing the two groups, 50% of the students who failed the exam

report moderate levels of life stress compared to 33% of their successful peers.
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However, participants who were unsuccessful on the exam were 4 times as likely to

suffer from high levels of life stress.

Another surprising element that emerged during the graduate interviews was

the effect of life stress after graduation and how it contributes to performance on the

licensing exam. As educators we tend to focus on student’s experiences while they

are with us. At least two unsuccessful students report significant personal life

difficulties in the months following graduation that contributed, it their opinion, to

their failure. One student reports, “We had plans to get married, but that fell apart. I

was constantly fighting with my ex and felt unable to focus on my studies.” another

unsuccessful graduate reports, “I had such a high level of life stress. I thought my

finances would get better when I started to work, but they did not. There was a lot of

tension with my husband and the stress at home made it difficult to study. I tried. I set

at least two hours aside everyday and I would go to the hospital library where things

were quiet, but I was not in the right frame of mind, I was not able to focus.”

4.3. Belief in Success

Table 17
How Successful do you feel you will be on the Licensing Exam?

Passed Failed

Likert scale Frequency Likert scale Frequency
measurement measurement

1 0 1 0

2 0 2 1=17%

3 4=11% 3 0

4 19=54% 4 4=67%

5 12=34% 5 1=17%

Likert scale 1: Unsuccessful, 5: Successful

Ironically, both groups predict that they would be successful on the licensing

exam. The vast majority of both groups, that were ultimately successful and those



48

who failed, measure their confidence of success at 4-5 on the Likert scale (5 being

most confident) at 88% and 84% respectively. One could suggest wishful thinking or

perhaps there is indeed a lack of insight into the potential problems that have built up

over time.

Table 18
Do you have a Study Strategy for the Coming Months?

Passed Failed

Frequency Frequency

Yes 32=89% Yes 5=83%

No 4=11% No 1=17%

Similarly, the majority of both groups had study strategies at 89% (students

who passed) and 83% (students who did not pass).
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Table 19
Comparison of Study Strategies Between Two Participant Groups

Various Study Strategies Successful Unsuccessful
Students Students

n=36 n=6

• Complete review of program content (class notes) 26 4

• Study groups 18 3

• Additional readings for clarification 6

• OIIQ study guide i 1

• Activities to reduce anxiety 2

• Practice scenarios with peers or alone 7

• Ask for exam tips from previous graduates 1

• Working as GPL (Graduate Pending License) 5 1

• Have a regular study schedule, persistence in
studying 1

• Case studies to increase critical thinking abilities 1

• Focus on understanding rather than memorization
of knowledge 1

• Review pathophysiology/pharmacology 1

• RN Prep Course 2

• Reduction of hours at work 1

• Prayer 1

Content analysis was performed on the open ended questions at the end of the

questionnaire which asked participants to expand on their study plans for the coming

months. The table above details the strategies that both groups describe and the

number of times they are referred to in the questionnaires.

In the table above, it becomes clear that participants who were successful on

the exam came up with more varied study strategies. One could argue that they used

more varied study strategies as students and had a better understanding of

metacognition or what works for them as learners. Perhaps the more wide-ranging
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group of study strategies was due to the fact that they had given more thought to how

they wanted to approach the review of theoretical content in the crucial months before

the licensing exam. No preferred study strategy emerged from the literature. As each

learner is different, it could be argued that the best approach is the one that has

worked well in the past for the learner. This is why it is essential that learners try

different things in order to find what strategies help the individual to be most

successful. However, as we will see later on, the graduate interviews reveal that the

most important strategy above is to have a regular study strategy and to persist over

time rather than cram at the last minute. It also becomes clear when comparing the

two groups, that the successful graduates were the only ones that seem to value

working on critical thinking exercises (practice scenarios and case studies) in order to

improve their problem solving abilities and to look for additional readings to increase

their content knowledge. They also were the only ones, according to the list, to have a

plan to reduce exam related anxiety.

Upon graduation, students can work as GPLs (Graduates Pending License)

and many choose to do so over the summer. They have a little time to relax and study

before writing their licensing exam in September following graduation. Graduates

typically find work easily due to the nursing shortage in Montreal hospitals and they

serve as replacements for the nurses that are gone on vacation during the summer

months. Almost all graduates work during this period and most do so full-time. It was

always thought by the nursing faculty at John Abbott College that working too much

during the summer was detrimental to the student, giving them much less time to

review their theory content. However, this does not seem to be the case. All gradates

that participated in the graduate interviews worked nearly full-time over the summer

and this did not on the surface appear to contribute to their performance. One

unsuccessful student suggested a new approach for her second writing, “When I was

at work, every patient was an OSCE for me. I would look up relevant information

about the patient and would even ask another nurse what she would have done in this

or that situation.” This means that certain graduates can use clinical encounters as a
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way to remain stimulated and as an opportunity to review pertinent content. In fact,

many students in both groups spoke positively regarding the hiring institution’s

implication in helping them to prepare for success on their exam. This varied from

hospital to hospital, but most offered preparatory sessions including advice on how to

approach the exam. Two students also made reference to the excellence of their

clinical preceptors in the hospital settings that served as mentors and resources to

these graduates. One could speculate that without this work related experience,

students could not be as motivated and may miss many learning opportunities during

this period of time. An argument in favour of this point of view is that 2 of the 4

unsuccessful graduates worked full time over the summer in an unrelated field.

Perhaps this opportunity for additional clinical experience is beneficial and even

essential to knowledge consolidation. Most students commented on how helpful it

was for them to work in preparation.

One element that seems to have made a huge impact on performance on the

Licensing exam is whether or not graduates studied regularly. Successful graduates

report having invested a lot of time over the summer, “I studied the same as when I

was in school. I printed my class notes again and highlighted them as I reviewed. I

really believe that the effort that I put into it made the difference. I studied a lot.”,

Another reports, “Beginning in August, I studied 5 hours per day, 3-4 times per week

for about a month and a half. This is similar to what I did in school, I had a good

base.” In fact, 4 of the 5 successful graduates report studying regularly throughout the

majority of the summer. On the other hand, unsuccessful students report more

cramming behaviour in the weeks prior to the exam. In fact, 3 of the 4 unsuccessful

graduates report attempting to cram in the final weeks. One student reports thinking,

“I did not really study the first time. It was a mistake thinking that experience was

enough. It was just that I worked so much that I was very tired when I got home and

did not feel like studying, but I didn’t do that the second time.”
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Another difference that emerged from the graduate interviews is that the

successful students, as self-predicted in the questionnaires used several and varying

study strategies. They seemed to have a better understanding of what works for them

as learners. Some reported studying with others in groups and others alone depending

on what they found most helpful. Strategies that were ultimately implemented

include: studying with other college or university students, using other school’s study

tools and material, using the OIIQ prep guide, regular group sessions where ideas and

exam strategy were exchanged, etc. Unsuccessful graduates again report far fewer

implemented study strategies. One student reports having bought the OIIQ prep

guide, but not having used it because she ran out of time. In fact, 2 of the 4

unsuccessful graduates report either studying on their own because their friends were

busy working or hiring a tutor for a short period of time but again, this was often

done last minute before the exam.

In short, the graduate interviews turned out to be a very good way to get

insight into what students actually did to prepare over the summer. While their

intentions were good upon graduation, some did not follow through on their initial

plans due to conflicting priorities which ultimately affected their exam performance.

It seems that the period after graduation seems more critical than we initially

suspected. As educators, we like to believe that it is our time investment while the

student is with us that makes the difference. While this may be partially true, perhaps

we need to invest more effort into developing independent study skills in preparation

for the months when their learning will be self-directed for the most part.

Therefore this study seems to point to certain student characteristics: test

anxiety, regular studying after graduation, and financial strain as being important

variables in predicting graduate’s success on the Licensing exam. The ability to

identify “at risk” students using the identified variables above serves to give direction

to teacher’s future interventions.



CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSION, LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY
AND FUTURE RESEARCH

This study examined a variety of academic, demographic and psychosocial

characteristics. Certain contributing factors identified in the literature seemed to

contribute to participant’s performance on the nursing licensing exam, and others did

not.

In terms of using nursing marks as an indicator of success on the licensing

exam, the results of this study seem to be in direct contradiction with the majority of

the study findings in the review of literature and my own preliminary study. While

Fletcher, Halpin, and Halpin (1999) found that nursing average was a good indicator

of success in first year and that Waterhouse and Beeman (2003) found it to be so in

third year. The variable was studied and a significant difference was not identified in

this research project. While there was a large difference in averages in the

preliminary study, the final research project found only a meagre difference in fifth

semester nursing average between the two groups.

This is also the case for the use of average science marks as an indicator of

future success on the licensing exam. This seemed to be a promising avenue after the

review of literature and the preliminary study, but virtually no difference was found

between the two groups. Again this is in direct contradiction to Dean & Fisher (1992)

study looking at science averages and Campbell and Dickson’s 10 year meta analysis

(1996) that found that both nursing averages and science averages were good

predictors of success on licensing exams.

Unfortunately, using average English marks as a reflection of literacy and as a

potential predictor of performance also proved to be disappointing in this study.

While most averages are the same between both groups, there is a slight 6%
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difference between successful and unsuccessful participants in their final ‘English for

Professional Practice’ in last semester. However, this small difference can hardly

justif’ remedial action during the program based on average English marks. One

interesting finding however from the questionnaire was that graduates that were

unsuccessful were less likely to find their textbook and assigned readings helpful.

Perhaps this is a reflection of their difficulty with the task of reading comprehension.

This could be an interesting avenue to pursue at a later date.

Generally speaking however, the use of academic marks as predictors of

future success has certainly not been shown to be a valid measure of future

performance. Unfortunately, this is also the case for certain of the demographic

characteristics identified in the review of literature. In this sample, age and level of

life stress measured by financial strain (hours worked, etc.) and dependents certainly

seemed to increase one’s chances of not being successful in the licensing exam. This

is in contradiction to the findings of Frerichs (1975) and Campbell and Dickson

(1996), who found that the older the student, the more mature and ultimately

successful they will be. Again, this area would warrant further investigation. Perhaps

if replication of the study’s results were possible, this could certainly justif’

increasing funding (via bursaries, etc.) for older students with dependents as a

measure to increase student success.

One area that has been promising as a predictor of future success on the

licensing exam has been certain identified psychosocial factors such as test taking

anxiety. This really emerged as a strong distinguisher between the two groups of

students. Unsuccessful graduates seemed to be paralyzed by fear and unable to cope

with the type of testing they were being subjected to. Graduates that did not pass the

exam report much higher levels of test taking anxiety when interviewed. It became

clear while interviewing the participants that control of their anxiety during the

simulation portion of the exam was key to success. Given the author’s participation as

an examiner for the licensing exam on several occasions, the author has realized that
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the expected performance needed in order to be successful is attainable for a great

majority of students; however, it is the emotional aspect and anxiety that tends to

sabotage performance. It is the author’s perception from such experience that students

develop a certain comfort level when given the chance to practice repeatedly in order

to develop test taking strategies for this type of evaluation. The study therefore

further emphasizes the point that students should be given more opportunity to

practice. We currently offer simulation exams once a semester (so 6 times in total

over the program). It would be interesting to see if doubling student’s possibility of

practicing this exam (twice a semester, so 12 times in total over the program) would

have an impact on comfort level and ultimately their overall anxiety level going into

the licensing exam. Perhaps students would benefit from direct instruction on the

management of test taking anxiety and methods of reducing or controlling it.

Another variable that seemed to contribute to graduate performance was

general “life related strain”. In the current study, financial precariousness and having

dependents seemed to increase student’s risk of failing the licensing exam. The author

suggests that strategies be discussed amongst the faculty and the college to increase

resources that are available to these students. This could take the form of bursaries or

scholarships for students fitting this profile.

Lastly, how students prepared for their exam during the months between

graduation and the exam seemed to have a significant impact on their performance.

Graduates that studied regularly and strategically tended to be successful, while

graduates that relied on their work experience or crammed in the last weeks tended to

be unsuccessful. Some might argue that students are no longer our responsibility after

graduation however, if the ultimate goal is student success then perhaps we need to

better prepare them for the months when they are on their own. Teaching study

strategy throughout the program might better equip students with the skills they need.

Presently students have a short session on study strategies at the beginning of the

program via workshops offered by the library. The author of this study suggests more
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regular sessions offered throughout the program. The sessions should be specific to

preparing for the test taking strategies that we wish our students to develop (i.e., short

answer questions and simulation). Several resources already exist at the college to

support students such as the learning center and could possibly be approached by the

nursing department to develop specific workshops that would help our students to

develop these abilities.

This study has several limitations. The small sample size, in particular the size

of unsuccessful students (n=6) made it very hard to draw any definitive conclusions.

The graduate interviews were an attempt to make up for this fact, but nonetheless this

was a significant limitation. Also, certain variables that emerged from the review of

literature such as mock examination performance and gender were not studied. The

study’s cohort contained only female students, which is exceptional. The author

proposes that this variable be tested in future cohorts that have male students.

Certainly, one could recommend this study be replicated in future years with other

groups of graduates to validate the results of the current study. If several future

cohorts could be studied in a similar same manner, this would produce a larger

sample and would allow one to detect any trends that might exist. Lastly, it would

also be helpful to study the use of simulation as an educational and evaluative

pedagogical tool. The author is not convinced that there is sufficient understanding of

the best way to prepare students for simulation type testing. Further investigation

would permit a refinement of the use of the tool and empirical evidence to support its

relevance to teaching and learning.
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Student Name:

Please circle the appropriate answer:

Gender: Male Female

gcj 18-20 21-25 26-30 over 31

Resides with: With parents Alone With friend(s) or with Significant Other

Children or Dependants: None 1 2 3 4+

How do you pay for your books / college fees?
Government bursaries (financial aid) Independently (yourself) Help from family

Other:

______________________________

Mother Tongue (first language spoken):
English French Other:

_________________________

Average hours worked per week in a job (Employment):
0-10 hrs 11-20 hrs 21-30 hrs 31-40 hrs 41 + hrs

Average hours per week spent studying in general:
0-10 hrs 11-20 hrs 21-30 hrs 3 1-40 hrs 41+ hrs

Average hours per week spent studying nursing:
0-lOhrs 11-20hrs 21-30hrs 31-40hrs 41+brs

Are your nursing textbooks helpful? Yes No

Do you get anxious when writing exams? Yes No

If yes, would you say that your anxiety is:
Mild Moderate High

How would you measure your typical stress level in your life?
None Mild Moderate High

On a scale from 1-5, How much do you feel that classroom assigned readings will
help you to be successful on the licensing Exam?

1 2 3 4 5
Not at all Very much so
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On a scale from 1 -5, How successful do you feel you will be on the licensing exam?

1 2 3 4 5
Unsuccessful Successful

Do you have a study strategy for the coming months?
Yes No

If yes, please describe your study strategy in the coming months to prepare for your
licensing exam:

If no, explain why not:



APPENDIX B:
Sample Student Interview Questions
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Sample interview questions for graduates
that did not pass the licensing exam

How effectively do you balance your work life and studies?

What are your strengths as a student?

What do you need to work on as a lifelong learner in the nursing profession?

What goal did you set for yourself upon graduation?

Did you follow through on this plan?

Did you work during the summer? If so, how many hours?

What do you think contributed to your not passing the licensing exam?

What portion did you have the most trouble with?

Did you feel you were doing well at the time?

Did you feel well prepared?

Now what is your plan?
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Lakthde Ve c1€bat Vci.oii

CEGEP JOHN ABBOTT COLLEGE

21 275 Lakeshore Road, Sainte-Anne-de-Bellevue, Quebec H9X 3L9 Canada

Innovation, Research & Development Committee

Ste-Anne-de-Bellevue, March 8, 2010

Ms. Norma Ponzoni
Nursing department
John Abbott College
1190 De L’Assomption
Laval, Quebec H7E 4C4

Subject: Approval of research project on “Factors affecting the Performance of Nursing
Students on the Quebec Licensing”

Dear Ms. Ponzoni,

After reviewing your application the College’s Innovation, Research & Development
Committee (IRDC) is hereby granting you permission to solicit John Abbott College
Students to participate in your research on Factors Affecting the Performance of
Nursing Students on the Quebec Licensing.

Once the College receives a signed copy of this Approval Letter, stating that you will
comply with our Institutional Research Policy including the section on Ethics Involving
Research on Human Subjects, you will be able to start your research.

If you do not have a copy of our Institutional Research Policy you can ask for one by sending
an email to ids@johnabbott.gc.ca or download a copy available in the IRDC Community on
MyJAC Portal.

The Committee wishes you the best of luck in your endeavour and hopes that your
research is a complete success.

Sincerely,

_________________

Gary Johnson (date) Norma Ponzoni
Chair of IRDC Researcher
Dean of Science & Social Science Programs



APPENDIX D:
Consent Form



68

EXPLANATION OF STUDY & CONSENT FORM

John Abbott College

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE iN RESEARCH

The influence of Nursing Student Characteristics on Performance in the Quebec

Licensing Exam

You are asked to participate in a research study conducted by Norma Ponzoni, from

John Abbott College. The results of this study will contribute to a Master’s thesis from

the University of Sherbrooke.

If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact

Norma Ponzoni by leaving a message at (514) 457-6610 Ex. 5017 or at (450) 667-2695

(home). You may also e-mail me at norma.ponzoni@johnabbott.qc.ca

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

This study is looking at characteristics in nursing students that could help teachers to identify

students that are ‘at risk’ for not passing the licensing exam. The purpose of this study is to

come up with early intervention strategies for students to help them to be more successful in

this exam.

PROCEDURES

If you volunteer to participate in this study, we would ask you to do the following

things:

Complete the attached 2 page questionnaire that should take no more than 10-15 minutes of

your time.

At the end of the program, you will be asked to sign a waiver giving permission to the OIIQ

(your professional order) to tell us whether or not you were successful on the exam. By
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signing this consent form, you authorize me to look at those results and your academic marks

in certain courses at John Abbott College. If you are not successful, I may contact you in

2011 for a brief (hour long) interview.

POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS

None

POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO PARTICIPANTS AND/OR TO SOCIETY

This questionnaire may help you to reflect on a study goal in preparation for your licensing

exam.

CONF1EENTIALITY

Every effort will be made to ensure confidentiality of any identifying information that is

obtained in connection with this study.

The information that you provide today will remain in a sealed envelope until this

summer when you have already graduated from John Abbott College. The collected

data will remain in my home for a period of 5 years, after which time it will be

destroyed with a shredder to protect your privacy.

General information and results of the study (no possible linkage to individual students)

will be communicated to the Nursing Faculty at John Abbott College and possibly to

other interested parties.

For the interviews that will take place in 2011, you have a right to access the transcripts

and to review and edit information if you feel this is necessary.

PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL

You can choose whether to be in this study or not. If you volunteer to be in this study,

you may withdraw at any time without consequences of any kind. You may exercise the

option of removing your data from the study. You may also refuse to answer any
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questions you don’t want to answer and still remain in the study. You may withdraw

your consent at any time and discontinue participation without penalty.

SIGNATURE OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT

I have read the information provided for the study “The influence of Nursing Student

Characteristics on Performance in the Quebec Licensing Exam” as described herein.

My questions have been answered to my satisfaction, and I agree to participate in this

study. I have been given a copy of this form.

Name of Participant (please print)

Signature of Participant Date


