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FOREWORD TO THE CANDIDATE
FOR REGISTERED NURSE
LICENSURE

As you begin to study for the National Council Licensing
Examination (NCLEX), remember that you are a winner. You
have succeeded in learning the content and skills necessary for
you to graduate from your nursing program. Your teachers be-
lieve you will practice safe, competent nursing. Now you must
review the essential content to successfully pass the examina-
tion that will enable you to practice as a registered nurse.

Experts in nursing have identified the essentials for nursing
practice and presented them to you in outline form in this text.
Practice tests have been formulated by nurse/teachers from
diploma, associate degree, baccalaureate degree, and nursing

service programs to help you apply your nursing knowledge
through simulated clinical practice test questions.

All that remains is for you to set up a study schedule to thor-
oughly review this content and take the practice tests. The prac-
tice tests will provide rationale and answers to help you “think
through” the underlying principles behind the right answer.
Your study skills should serve as the basis for your review. As
you review, you will develop the confidence in your nursing
skills and decrease your fears of not passing this examination.

Remember, you are a winner! You will pass this test!
Patricia Gauntlett Beare, RN, PhD
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PREFACE

The purpose of this book is to provide the candidate for reg-
istered nurse licensure with a concise review of the informa-
tion needed to pass the NCLEX-RN licensing exam and with
the opportunity to apply this information in answering test
questions that simulate clinical situations. Since the publica-
tion of the first edition, the NCLEX-RN has been converted to
an electronic exam employing computer-adaptive testing
(CAT). To help the candidate become familiar and comfortable
with this new testing scheme, this third edition includes a
computer practice disk with more than 652 questions not
found in the book. This disk helps the student simulate the
NCLEX-RN CAT testing environment, and its scoresheet func-
tions provide valuable feedback that allows the student to tar-
get study to specific subject areas.

The book’s first unit explains the NCLEX-RN test process,
offers tips on how to study for the exam, and provides addi-
tional knowledge and application of content through critical
thinking when answering test questions. The five chapters in
Unit II address, respectively, maternity, pediatric, medical-
surgical, gerontological, and psychiatric nursing. The content
reviews in these chapters are written by noted experts in each
subject area, several of whom are the authors of major text-
books in the field. In addition to content reviews, each of these
chapters also contains test questions in the subject area. Unit
III includes a content review and test on nursing leadership and
management, subjects getting increased coverage on the NCLEX,
as well as tests on growth and development, nutrition, and cal-

culation of dosages. Unit IV consists of 11 integrated practice
tests that, like the NCLEX itself, combine all the subject areas
into each test. These tests are written by nurse clinicians and
educators who have previously written test questions for the
NCLEX and who represent schools or hospitals throughout the
United States. Finally, two appendices provide a list of abbre-
viations commonly used in nursing practice and contact infor-
mation for state boards of nursing. With 1731 test questions in
the book, and another 652 on the enclosed practice disk, the
third edition offers more than 2300 test questions in addition
to comprehensive, outline-style content reviews of the core
subject areas in nursing. The addition of a management chap-
ter and test questions to the text as well as to the disk helps stu-
dents apply this new content to the clinical area.

All test questions, in both the book and the disk, are coded
according to the NCLEX test plan for the subject area and
client needs category that they address. Rationales are pro-
vided for both correct and incorrect answer choices to help the
student learn not just the right answer but why it is the right
answer.

The content presented in this book will enable the NCLEX-
RN candidate to review essential nursing knowledge and ap-
ply this knowledge to test questions in the examination.

Through careful study, candidates will no longer fear the
unknown as they review and master the knowledge, skills, and
abilities to be successful in passing the examination and em-
barking on their careers as registered nurses.
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U N I T I

What You Need to Know
About the NCLEX-RN





The National Council Licensure Examination for Registered
Nurses (NCLEX-RN), developed by the National Council of
State Boards of Nursing (NCSBN), is designed to measure a li-
censing candidate’s knowledge of the nursing process and
client health needs considered necessary for public protection.
Using the test plan, each examination reflects the knowledge,
skills, and abilities essential to meet the needs of clients with
commonly occurring health problems. The examination is
used to determine whether a candidate can appropriately re-
act and respond to various problems commonly associated
with a registered nurse’s (RN’s) responsibilities in typical clin-
ical settings. The examination content is structured in such a
manner that jurisdictional Boards of Nursing can be reason-
ably assured that individuals who pass the examination are
minimally competent to practice entry-level RN nursing and
to protect the health, safety, and welfare of its citizens.

Applying to Take the NCLEX-RN

In April 1994, RN licensure candidates began taking the
NCLEX-RN on computers at many conveniently located sites
throughout the United States and its territories. In order to sit
for the examination, you, as an RN candidate, need to submit
certain documentation and fees to both the Board of Nursing
in the jurisdiction in which you wish to be licensed and to The
Chauncey Group International, Ltd. (Chauncey). Generally,
two separate submissions of documents and fees are required,
although some jurisdictions may ask that both the licensure
application and fee and the examination application and fee be
sent directly to them.

The Board of Nursing in which you wish to be licensed re-
quires a licensure application along with verification of educa-

tion such as a certificate of completion or an official transcript
from an approved school of nursing. Depending on the juris-
diction, you may also have to submit a licensure fee, applica-
tion fee, and/or temporary license fee. All relevant documents
and fees must be submitted to the appropriate Board office be-
fore you will be allowed to take the examination.

Because each jurisdiction has different requirements, it is es-
sential that you be thoroughly familiar with the specifications
associated with the jurisdiction in which you wish to be li-
censed. In most instances, faculty from the nursing program
that you attended can instruct you as to the necessary forms
and fees to submit. Typically, your program also has the nec-
essary licensure and examination applications for you to com-
plete. If your program does not furnish you with these in-
structions and forms, or if you wish to be licensed in a
jurisdiction other than the one in which you received your ed-
ucation, it is your responsibility to contact the specific Board
office for these forms and/or information, including the
NCLEX™ Candidate Bulletin. Appendix B includes a listing of
all Boards, their addresses, and phone numbers. It is essential
that you complete the licensure application accurately, enclose
the correct fee, and ensure that all additional documentation
is forwarded to the Board as soon as possible. Remember, you
will not be allowed to take the examination until the appro-
priate Board has determined that you are eligible.

Candidates with a physical disability should contact the li-
censing jurisdiction as early as possible to arrange for special
accommodations. Information will be provided as to how to
request the required accommodations as well as what type of
documentation is necessary to initiate the process.

Foreign-educated candidates should recognize that addi-
tional documentation of education and proof of English-
language competency may be required when submitting the li-
censure application. For this reason, if you were educated 
outside of the United States, you should contact the appropri-
ate Board to ascertain what specific documentation and/or 
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examination results are required. In addition, you may want to
contact the Commission on Graduates of Foreign Nursing
Schools (CGFNS) for various requirements that you may have
to fulfill. The address and phone number for CGFNS is:

Commission on Graduates of Foreign Nursing Schools
3624 Market Street
Philadelphia, PA 19104
(215) 349-8767
In addition to applying for a license, you need to apply to

sit for the examination either through Chauncey or through
the jurisdiction in which you wish to be licensed. Examination
applications can be obtained through your school of nursing
or the desired licensing jurisdiction. The examination applica-
tion, along with the fee of $88, may be submitted to Chauncey
at any time, even before completing your education or being
deemed eligible to take the test.

If you have a credit card, you can call Chauncey using their
toll-free number (1-800-551-1912, Monday through Friday,
8:00 AM–8:00 PM Eastern Time) to register for the examina-
tion. An additional fee ($9.25) is charged for this service. If
you wish to phone in your registration, you will be asked for
your credit card number, its expiration date, and the exact
name that appears on your card, in addition to the examina-
tion application information. The money placed on credit card
registration is not refundable.

Once the jurisdiction in which you wish to be licensed 
has determined your eligibility and communicates this to
Chauncey, you are sent an Authorization to Test. This docu-
ment is required to schedule an appointment and must be pre-
sented at the test site in order for you to take the exam. As soon
as you receive this document, verify that the spelling of your
name is correct and that it matches exactly the name included
on the official signed photographic identification you will be
using for admission to the examination. If the two names do
not match, call Chauncey immediately. If your Authorization to
Test and identification do not match, you may be denied ad-
mission to the examination.

Scheduling an Appointment

Once you receive the Authorization to Test, you may call any of
the Sylvan Prometric (Sylvan) Technology Centers where you
wish to be tested or the Sylvan toll-free number (1-800-800-
1123) to schedule an appointment. Be sure to have your Au-
thorization to Test available when you call because you will be
asked for your authorization number, identification number,
and expiration date for testing (determined by the appropriate
Board of Nursing), as well as your name and phone number.
Sylvan personnel will verify your name and address as shown
in the computer.

If you are a first-time candidate, you will be scheduled
within 30 days of calling, if you desire. If you are a repeat can-
didate, you will be scheduled within 45 days, if you desire.
You do not need to call for an appointment as soon as you re-
ceive the Authorization to Test. Even if you do call immediately,
you do not need to schedule an appointment within the 30 or
45 days. You may schedule your examination appointment at
a time convenient for you, but you must schedule an ap-
pointment before the expiration date shown on the Authoriza-
tion to Test.

Because you have the opportunity to make a specific ap-
pointment, be sure to select a time that is convenient for you.

Do not schedule your test at the same time as another critical
event. Schedule the examination when you will be able to de-
vote 100% of your mental energies to the examination. If,
however, you have scheduled your examination and later learn
that it will not be convenient, you can reschedule the ap-
pointment by calling the Sylvan Technology Center where you
are scheduled or the central toll-free number at least 3 days be-
fore the appointment date. You will first have to cancel the
original appointment and then make another one.

Once you have called for an appointment, be sure to write
the location, date, and time somewhere so that you will re-
member the information. You will also be given directions for
finding the site. You might want to put all of this on your Au-
thorization to Test because you will need to bring it with you to
the examination.

If you lose your Authorization to Test, call Chauncey to re-
quest another. If you discover it missing immediately before
your examination, you should still call Chauncey so that the
Sylvan Center can be alerted that you do not have the docu-
ment. You will probably still be allowed to test provided you
have sufficient identification.

Basis for the 
Examination Content

The purpose of the NCLEX-RN is to help Boards of Nursing de-
termine whether licensure candidates are minimally competent to
practice entry-level nursing, thus protecting the public. In order
to accomplish this purpose, it is necessary for the NCSBN to
know what an entering nurse actually does on the job. Once this
is known (based on a job analysis), an accurate evaluation in-
strument (examination) can be created to measure a candidate’s
knowledge, skills, and abilities relative to these activities.

The primary purpose of a job analysis is to ascertain the fre-
quency with which certain tasks are performed by entering
nurses, as well as the criticality of these tasks (i.e., which tasks, if
performed incorrectly, could do serious or critical harm to the
patient). Some tasks, such as performing cardiopulmonary re-
suscitation, may not be done on a regular or daily basis; however,
if they are not done immediately and correctly, the patient could
die. Although it is important to know both the frequency of per-
formance and the criticality of incorrect performance, the criti-
cality is the more important factor. Accordingly, the criticality of
a task is given greater weight in the development of a test plan.

The July 1988 NCLEX-RN was the first administration of
the examination using the results of a job analysis completed
in 1986. Since then, a new job analysis has been conducted
every three years to ensure that the examination reflects tasks
performed on the job. The most recent job analysis was com-
pleted in 1996.

Examination Content (Test Plan)

The examination is not designed to merely measure your abil-
ity to recall or recognize certain facts. Its primary purpose is to
assess how well you can apply the facts learned in school to
common nursing situations. Accordingly, most items in the
examination relate to your ability to (1) apply information or
knowledge acquired in one situation and correctly transfer
that knowledge to a similar situation; or (2) analyze a complex
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relationship by breaking it into simpler components, making
comparisons, or identifying the relationships between or
among certain pieces of information. Remember, the exami-
nation is designed to measure how well you will respond in
typical, real-life clinical settings. The examination content is
based on the following premise:

Upon entry into nursing practice, the registered nurse is expected
to care for the client and/or to assist the client’s significant others
in the provision of care. The registered nurse is expected to iden-
tify the health needs and/or problems of clients throughout their
life cycle and in a variety of settings, to plan and to initiate appro-
priate action based upon nursing diagnoses derived from these as-
sessments, and to evaluate the extent to which expected outcomes
of the plan of care are achieved.1

Based on this premise, and the results of the job analysis, the
test plan2 (specifications for constructing each form of the ex-
amination) consists of four categories of client needs that are
further subdivided to define the content associated with each
client need. The percentage of questions allocated to each
client need subcategory is shown in Table 1–1.

A safe, effective care environment is achieved by (1) pro-
viding integrated, cost-effective care to clients by coordinating,
supervising, and/or collaborating with members of the multi-
disciplinary health care team; and (2) protecting clients and
health care personnel from environmental hazards.

Health promotion and maintenance of the client is ob-
tained by (3) assisting the client and significant others through
the normal expected stages of growth and development from
conception through advanced age; and (4) managing and pro-
viding care for clients in need of prevention and early detec-
tion of health problems.

Psychosocial integrity is achieved by (5) promoting the
client’s ability to cope with, adapt to, and/or problem solve sit-
uations related to illnesses or stressful events; and (6) manag-
ing and providing care for clients with acute or chronic men-
tal illnesses.

Physiological integrity focuses on (7) providing comfort
and assistance in the performance of activities of daily living;
(8) managing and providing care related to the administration
of medications and parenteral therapies; (9) reducing the like-
lihood that clients will develop complications or health prob-
lems related to existing conditions, treatments or procedures;

and (10) managing and providing care to clients with acute,
chronic, or life-threatening physical health conditions.

Computerized Adaptive Testing

In April 1994, the NCLEX-RN examination underwent a sig-
nificant change by converting from a paper-and-pencil ad-
ministered test to a computerized adaptive test (CAT). Since
then, the examination has been administered by computer at
a convenient location on a day convenient for the candidate
with only a small number of candidates being tested at the
same time. Results are available to the candidate’s licensure ju-
risdiction within 48 hours of taking the test.

With CAT, there is still a maximum amount of time allowed
(5 hours) and a maximum number of items presented (265),
but each candidate receives an examination that is tailor-made
to fit the ability level of that individual. It is very unlikely that
any two candidates would receive exactly the same set of
items, as no two candidates have exactly the same ability. The
selection of items presented, as well as the number of items, is
based on how well a candidate answers the preceding items (a
determination of his or her ability).

A minimum of 75 items, of which 15 are experimental items
(unscored items used solely to determine how well they work
and their difficulty) are presented. Because the experimental
items are not identified, candidates should answer all items as
if they were scored. The maximum number of items presented
is 265, including the 15 experimental items. The number of
items presented does not, however, automatically indicate
whether a candidate has passed or failed.

All items have a known difficulty level; that is, an item is ei-
ther easy or difficult for the candidate population to answer
correctly. This information is obtained by analyzing the ex-
perimental items given to a large number of candidates. If
every candidate answers an item correctly, it would be con-
sidered easy. If only a few candidates answer an item correctly,
it would be considered difficult.

At the start of the examination, you will be presented with
an item that has a low or moderate difficulty level. If you an-
swer the item correctly, you will be given a slightly more dif-
ficult item. If you answer the initial item incorrectly, you will
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Table 1–1. NCLEX-RN Test Plan

Categories Percentage of Test Questions

A. Safe, Effective Care Environment
1. Management of Care 7–13
2. Safety and Infection Control 5–11

B. Health Promotion and Maintenance
3. Growth and Development Through the Life Span 7–13
4. Prevention and Early Detection of Disease 5–11

C. Physosocial Integrity
5. Coping and Adaptation 5–11
6. Psychosocial Adaptation 5–11

D. Physiological Integrity
7. Basic Care and Comfort 7–13
8. Pharmacological and Parenteral Therapies 5–11
9. Reduction of Risk Potential 12–18

10. Physiological Adaptation 12–18



be given a slightly easier item. The computer continues select-
ing items based on how well you responded to previous items.
If you miss an item, the next item will be slightly easier. If you
answer the next item correctly, the following item will be
slightly more difficult. Throughout the examination, you will
be presented with items that are targeted to your ability level;
they will be neither too easy nor too difficult for you. The com-
puter is programmed to stop presenting items when one of the
following conditions has occurred:

1. Your measure of competence is known to be above or be-
low the passing standard and at least 75 items have been
answered 

2. You have taken the maximum number of items (265)
3. You have tested for the maximum number of hours (5)
Before the computer stops the test, all candidates are pre-

sented with a sufficient number of items covering the test plan
to determine accurately whether they possess the necessary
knowledge, skills, and abilities to practice competently. Re-
gardless of your level of competence, you will be tested on
every aspect of the test plan.

Passing Standard

The minimum passing level was determined by the National
Council’s Board of Directors, based on input from a panel of
nurses who evaluated a typical examination. The panel was in-
structed thoroughly in the definition of “minimally compe-
tent” and what this term means in real life. After there was con-
sensus as to the meaning of this term, the members were asked
to individually evaluate each item in terms of “the percentage
of 100 minimally competent RN candidates who would an-
swer the item correctly.” If an item was considered relatively
easy, a greater percentage of candidates would be likely to an-
swer the item correctly. If an item was considered more diffi-
cult, a smaller percentage of candidates would answer the item
correctly. Individual decision making was done for each of the
items presented. Based on the statistical data and definition of
minimal competence, a passing score could be established.
With this methodology, there is no percentage of items that
must be answered correctly, nor is there a predetermined per-
centage of candidates who will pass.

Item Format

The examination consists of a number of multiple-choice
items involving a clinical setting (situation) on which a ques-
tion is based, or an individual statement or question relating
to a client and/or family members. Following each situation or
introductory statement, you are required to select which of
four choices best responds to the question being asked. Be-
cause the examination is designed to measure an individual’s
competence to practice safely in the work setting, the items
generally relate to various “real-life” situations in which nurs-
ing intervention and decision making are required. Although
you must possess basic nursing knowledge (i.e., facts about
the human body and the way it operates), the primary focus is
on whether you are able to correctly apply these concepts in a
variety of typical clinical settings.

Each item includes an introductory statement, problem or
question (stem) to which the candidate must respond. Follow-
ing the stem are four choices (options). Only one of these op-
tions is correct (key); the other three are known as distractors.

Distractors are created in such a way that they may seem cor-
rect to someone who is unfamiliar with or uncertain about
nursing terminology, procedures, or general practice. The
items are not designed to “trick” candidates. Rather, they are
constructed in such a manner that it is possible to discriminate
between candidates who are minimally competent (qualified
to enter the profession) and those who are not.

Examination Administration

The following points highlight what you should expect on
your test day:

1. Try to arrive at the site one half hour before your 
appointment so that you will have ample time to
check in.

2. Bring your Authorization to Test and two pieces of iden-
tification, one of which must be an official identifica-
tion that includes your photograph and signature. The
name on this identification MUST MATCH the name
on your Authorization to Test. If it doesn’t, you may not
be permitted to test.

3. Once your identification has been confirmed, you will
be asked to sign a log book, provide a thumbprint, and
be photographed.

4. At this time, you will be given basic instructions re-
garding the computer operation and administration
procedures. If you have any questions regarding the in-
formation, be sure to ask for clarification.

5. Before entering the testing room, you will be required
to place all of your personal belongings in a locker and
will be given a key to the locker. The lockers are small,
so do not bring anything large into the center. The only
item that you can bring into the testing room is your
primary piece of identification.

6. You will be shown to a pre-assigned computer. Before
you begin testing, you and the test administrator will
confirm that the photograph that appears on the com-
puter screen is the one taken during sign-in and that it
is a photo of yourself.

7. During the examination, you will be monitored by the
test administrator and a videotape will be made of
everyone in the testing room. An audio monitor inside
the room will permit the administrator to hear any
noise being made by those being tested.

8. If you have any questions during the examination or if
you wish to take an unscheduled break, raise your hand
and the test administrator will assist you.

9. Before the actual examination, you will be given a prac-
tice test so that you can be familiar with the two keys
that are needed to answer an item.

10. Based on each response given, the computer will select
the next appropriate item for you. Because the correct-
ness of each answer that you select determines the dif-
ficulty of the next item, you will not be allowed to re-
turn to a previously shown item, nor will you be able
to skip an item. You must respond to every item pre-
sented and then go on to the next item. The computer
will stop automatically when (1) a decision regarding
your competency can be made and you have answered
the minimum number of items, (2) the maximum num-
ber of items have been delivered, or (3) the maximum
testing time has occurred.
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11. Each item presented, as well as your response, is stored
immediately. Therefore, if your computer stops work-
ing for any reason (e.g., a power failure), when it is
restarted you will be able to resume testing at exactly
the same place.

12. After 2 hours, the computer will stop automatically and
you will be required to take a 10-minute break. You must
leave the testing room, but you do not have to leave the
Sylvan area. After 10 minutes, you can resume testing.
An hour and a half later, you will be permitted to take an
optional break. Any breaks taken, other than the manda-
tory break, will count against your total testing time.

13. Neither the number of items you answer nor the
amount of time you spend testing is indicative of your
pass/fail status.

14. Immediately following the conclusion of your exami-
nation, your responses are transmitted to a central lo-
cation for processing. Within 48 hours, your results are
electronically transmitted to the jurisdiction in which
you wish to be licensed. A paper copy of your results is
also mailed to that jurisdiction.

Examination Results

Each jurisdiction must complete its own processing of the re-
sults. In general, you should receive your results 2–3 weeks
following the examination.

Candidates who pass the examination will receive a notifi-
cation of pass; no score will be provided. Depending on the ju-
risdiction’s procedures, you may or may not receive your li-
cense with your test results.

Candidates who do not pass the examination will receive a
notice of fail. No numeric score will be provided. You will,
however, be sent a Diagnostic Profile that shows your personal
areas of strength and weakness on the NCLEX test. You should
use the information provided to help you prepare for the re-
examination.

A failing notice will also include information on how often
you can repeat the examination and how soon you can re-
apply for a re-examination. The NCSBN has established a re-
take policy of no more than four administrations per year and
no more frequently than once in any 3 months. Jurisdictions
have the authority to impose other restrictions provided that
their retake policy is no more lenient than the one established
by the NCSBN.

You cannot overcome these restrictions by applying to an-
other state for licensure, changing your name, or applying to
take the examination in another state. The computerized reg-
istration system continues to track candidates after they have
first applied to take the examination. Once you register, you
are assigned a permanent, unique identification number that
is used every time you apply to take the examination.

Examination Review

If you fail the examination, you can request an examination re-
view, but hand scoring will not be available. The reason is that
there is nothing to hand score. The answers you selected were

automatically entered and stored in the computer. Accord-
ingly, there is no possibility that your answers were “misread.”

An examination review is feasible because the exact items
presented to you, along with your responses, were retained by
the computer. If you wish to review your test and your licens-
ing jurisdiction permits it, you will need to submit a written re-
quest and fee to the jurisdiction. Once your request is ap-
proved, your test and answers will be transmitted to the Sylvan
Technology Center chosen by the jurisdiction. This location
may not necessarily be the one in which you took the exami-
nation. Although you can take the examination outside of the
licensing jurisdiction, you will be required to review the exam-
ination within the licensing jurisdiction at the specified site.

You will be shown only the items you answered incorrectly.
The answer you selected as well as the correct answer will be
presented. If you wish to challenge an item, you will be asked
to prepare documentation as to why you should be given
credit for the item.

In all of the years that the NCLEX-RN has been adminis-
tered, there have been very few challenges to the examination
items, and none of the challenges has resulted in a score
change. The reason for this is that before including an item on
an examination, it has been reviewed numerous times by many
individuals involved in the nursing profession, and has been
included in an examination as a try-out item so that adequate
statistics have been obtained. All items have been scrutinized
thoroughly before they are actually presented to candidates
and scored.

Summary

Although CAT may be a new experience for you, you should
not be unduly worried or anxious about the format of the ex-
amination. It is still a multiple-choice test. The main differ-
ences are that the items are displayed on a computer screen in-
stead of on paper and you use two computer keys instead of a
pencil. These are minor differences compared with the many
advantages associated with CAT:

1. Quicker administration of the examination after you
have been determined eligible by the licensing jurisdic-
tion

2. Taking the examination whenever and wherever you
want

3. Taking the examination in pleasant, uncrowded condi-
tions

4. Answering 265 or fewer items
5. Completing the examination in 5 hours or less
6. Receiving results in less time
7. Being able to start work as a licensed RN sooner
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