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guess on items that are too difficult, which can 
skew results. “The number of questions a person 
answers is determined by how long it takes for  
the CAT algorithm to confirm that the writer 
has responded consistently above the passing 
standard,” Coghlan explains. “The fewest number 
of questions it takes to determine this is 75; the 
maximum number of questions a writer will be 
asked is 265.”

During the three years between announcing 
the change and launching the exam, CCRNR and 
NCSBN worked with educators and provided
access to several resources to give them the 
information they needed to prepare students for 
the exam, Coghlan says.

However, those who wrote the exam in the first 
half of this year feel differently about how the
change was implemented. “We were told in second 
year that we would be writing the NCLEX and I 
honestly think some of the professors were as 
surprised as us,” Alberta graduate Christine 
Blacquière says.

“For the past four years, we were all taught a 
curriculum based on the [old exam] and at the last 
minute we were given a different test developed by 
a different country with different curricula,” says 
B.C. graduate Nikki Doherty. “When we pointed  
out glaring issues arising from practice exams, we 
were told that when it came to the loads of specialty 
content we were being asked and hadn’t been
taught, we were outright told to give it our ‘best 
guess.”’

Doherty said prep material included information 
about U.S. government branches and health-care 
legislation and questions about private insurance, 

interpreting EKGs, biological warfare, cultural 
care related to larger American minority groups, 
pharmacology, and specialties, including maternity, 
pediatrics and oncology.

Coghlan disagrees with critics who call NCLEX 
an American-centric exam, saying Canadian and 
American regulators, educators and nurses worked 
together to develop the current exam. “The NCLEX 
is not an American exam, nor is it a Canadian
exam: it is a nursing exam. It does not test the
writer’s knowledge of a particular health-care
system, history, or legislation. It tests whether 
an applicant to the nursing profession has the 
knowledge, skill, and judgment needed to provide 
safe care to the public.”

LESS-THAN-HOPED-FOR PASS RATES
On Sept. 1, Canada-wide and provincial/territorial 
breakdowns of the exam results for the first six 
months of the year were released. The national 
pass rate was 70.6 per cent — more than 10 
percentage points below the Canadian pass rate in 
recent years and eight points below the American 
pass rate.

“The preliminary posted pass rates definitely do 
raise some concerns,” says Dawn Tisdale, president 
of the Canadian Nursing Students’ Association 
(CNSA).

“I think the questions every health-care policy-
maker is asking today are ‘how did this happen?’ 
or ‘was it that this wasn’t thought through far 
enough?’” says Linda Silas, president of the 
Canadian Federation of Nurses Unions.

Putting the preliminary results into perspective 
is important this early out. “This data represents 

NCLEX-RN pass rate of educational jurisdictions, Jan. 1 to June 30, 2015

Educational Jurisdiction Exams taken, n Exams passed, n Passed, %

Alberta 1,085 745 68.7

British Columbia 770 635 82.5

Manitoba 223 153 68.6

New Brunswick 265 144 54.3

Newfoundland and Labrador 136 111 81.6

Nova Scotia 254 205 80.7

Northwest Territories and Nunavut 17 14 82.4

Ontario 1,688 1,149 68.1

Prince Edward Island 68 47 69.1

Saskatchewan 195 118 60.5

CANADA 4,701 3,321 70.6

UNITED STATES 113,111 88,584 78.3
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http://www.ccrnr.ca/assets/main-report-canadian-nclex-rn-pass-rate-analysis-q1-q2-2015.pdf

