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Introduction

The mission of the National Council of
State Boards of Nursing (NCSBN) is to
lead in nursing regulation by assisting
its member boards, collectively and
individually, to promote safe and effec-
tive nursing practice in the interest of
protecting public health and welfare.

NCSBN serves as a consultant,
liaison, advocate and researcher to its
members, and as an education and
information resource to policymakers
and the general public. This publica-
tion provides statistics, for the year
2003, on the licensing activities of
NCSBN’s member boards and its two
licensure examinations, the National
Council Licensure Examination for
Practical Nurses (NCLEX-PN® examina-
tion) and the National Council
Licensure Examination for Registered
Nurses (NCLEX-RN® examination).

Part I

The data reported in Part I of this
document include licensing statistics
of the 60 state and territorial boards
of nursing. The numbers of new
licenses by endorsement and examina-
tion, as well as the total number of
active licenses, are provided for each
jurisdiction.

The data included in this publication
provide licensing statistics for the
period July 1, 2002 - June 30, 2003.

Part II

On April 1, 1994, NCSBN began admin-
istering the NCLEX examination via
computerized adaptive testing (CAT)
for both the NCLEX-RN examination
and NCLEX-PN examination. Because
the examinations are now available on
a year-round basis, candidate perform-
ance is summarized and reported for
each quarter, representing a three-
month period of time.

This publication provides the exam-
ination statistics for a one-year period,
January - December 2003. It also pro-
vides summary statistics for April
1994-2003.

INTRODUCTION
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PART I: 2003 LICENSURE
STATISTICS

Part I

2003 Licensure Statistics

The data reported in this section indi-
cate licensure processing activity and
data on the total number of individuals
licensed to practice within each juris-
diction during NCSBN’s fiscal year
2003. All data was obtained from state
and territorial boards of nursing.

Estimates were provided where the
exact figure requested for this collec-
tion of data was unknown.

Data are presented in a series of
tables. Table 1 lists the National
Council of State Boards of Nursing
(NCSBN) member boards, the geo-
graphic locality within which a board
has responsibility for regulating nurs-
ing practice (JD), the types of licenses
for which a board has licensing author-
ity, and whether or not the board is
empowered to issue licenses or certifi-
cates to practice in a specialty area of
nursing. Tables 2-5 provide data
related to new licenses issued by
endorsement or examination, total
numbers of active licenses (both RN
and LPN/VN) by jurisdiction, and grad-
uates of foreign nursing programs
licensed, by jurisdiction. Table 6 pro-
vides a summary of licensing activities
by examination and endorsement for
RNs, LPN/VNs and graduates of foreign
nursing programs. Tables 7 and 8 pro-
vide the numbers of active specialty
licenses, issued within each jurisdic-
tion, by specialty license category.
Figure 1 provides a review of the num-
bers of active licenses for the years
1993-2003. Unless noted otherwise,
all percentages are calculated in terms
of column totals.

Note that nurses in Puerto Rico are
licensed by virtue of passing Puerto

Rico’s Spanish-language examination.
In addition to taking this examination,
some nurses also take the NCLEX-RN®
and/or NCLEX-PN® examination. The
Puerto Rican examination only allows
nurses to practice in Puerto Rico; if
they would like to practice elsewhere,
they must take the NCLEX examination.

Key Terms

Registered Nurses (RNs) and Licensed
Practical or Vocational Nurses (LPN/VNs)
obtain licensure by endorsement (if
licensed in another jurisdiction) or by
examination (if the applicant has never
taken the appropriate NCLEX examination).

ACTIVE LICENSE figures are based on the
reported actual or estimated total number
of individuals holding an active license
within a jurisdiction and represent the
nurses available for employment. Due to an
unknown number of individuals holding
active licenses in more than one jurisdic-
tion, the total number of active licenses
nationwide may be higher than the total
number of nurses.

ADVANCED PRACTICE LICENSES/AUTHOR-
ITY TO PRACTICE figures and tables contain
data for Advanced Practice Registered
Nurse (APRN) groups: Certified Registered
Nurse Anesthetist (CRNA), Certified Nurse
Midwife (CNM), Certified Nurse Specialist
(CNS), CNS-PSYCH/Mental Health and Nurse
Practitioner (NP).

ABBREVIATIONS are followed by the
category of advanced practice/authority to
practice license:

CNM - Certified Nurse Midwife

CRNA - Certified Registered Nurse
Anesthetist

CNS-PSYCH - Clinical Nurse Specialist-
Psychiatry and/or Mental Health
(including all its subspecialties)

CNS - Clinical Nurse Specialist (all
others)
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Table 1. Boards of Nursing Empowered to License Registered Nurses, Licensed Practical/Vocational Nurses or

Other Categories of Nursing Personnel

JD Board of Nursing RN LPN/LVN Other Specialty Groups
AK Alaska Board of Nursing YES YES YES
AL Alabama Board of Nursing YES YES YES
AR Arkansas State Board of Nursing YES YES YES
AS American Samoa Health Services Regulatory Board YES YES YES
AZ Arizona State Board of Nursing YES YES YES
CARN  California Board of Registered Nursing YES NO YES
CAVN  California Board of Vocational Nurse and

Psychiatric Technician Examiners NO YES NO
co Colorado Board of Nursing YES YES YES
CT Connecticut Board of Examiners for Nursing YES YES YES
DC District of Columbia Board of Nursing YES YES YES
DE Delaware Board of Nursing YES YES YES
FL Florida Board of Nursing YES YES YES
GAPN  Georgia State Board of Licensed Practical Nurses NO YES NO
GARN  Georgia Board of Nursing YES NO YES
GuU Guam Board of Nurse Examiners YES YES YES
HI Hawaii Board of Nursing Professional and

Vocational Licensing Division YES YES YES
IA Iowa Board of Nursing YES YES YES
ID Idaho Board of Nursing YES YES YES
IL Illinois Department of Professional Regulation YES YES YES
IN Indiana State Board of Nursing YES YES YES
KS Kansas State Board of Nursing YES YES YES
KY Kentucky Board of Nursing YES YES YES
LAPN  Louisiana State Board of Practical

Nurse Examiners NO YES NO
LARN  Louisiana State Board of Nursing YES NO YES
MA Massachusetts Board of Registration in Nursing YES YES YES
MD Maryland Board of Nursing YES YES YES
ME Maine State Board of Nursing YES YES YES
MI Michigan CIS/Bureau of Health Services YES YES YES
MN Minnesota Board of Nursing YES YES YES
MO Missouri State Board of Nursing YES YES YES
MP Northern Mariana Islands Commonwealth

Board of Nurse Examiners YES YES YES
MS Mississippi Board of Nursing YES YES YES
MT Montana State Board of Nursing YES YES YES
NC North Carolina Board of Nursing YES YES YES
ND North Dakota Board of Nursing YES YES YES
NE Nebraska Health and Human Services System YES YES YES
NH New Hampshire Board of Nursing YES YES YES
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PART I: 2003 LICENSURE
STATISTICS

Table 1, continued

JD Board of Nursing RN LPN/LVN Other Specialty Groups
NJ New Jersey Board of Nursing YES YES YES
NM New Mexico Board of Nursing YES YES YES
NV Nevada State Board of Nursing YES YES YES
NY New York State Board for Nursing YES YES YES
OH Ohio Board of Nursing YES YES YES
0K Oklahoma Board of Nursing YES YES YES
OR Oregon State Board of Nursing YES YES YES
PA Pennsylvania State Board of Nursing YES YES YES
PR Commonwealth of Puerto Rico Board of

Nurse Examiners YES YES YES
RI Rhode Island Board of Nurse Registration and

Nursing Education YES YES YES
SC South Carolina State Board of Nursing YES YES YES
SD South Dakota Board of Nursing YES YES YES
N Tennessee State Board of Nursing YES YES YES
TXRN  Texas Board of Nurse Examiners YES NO YES
TXVN  Texas Board of Vocational Nurse Examiners NO YES NO
ut Utah State Board of Nursing YES YES YES
VA Virginia Board of Nursing YES YES YES
VI Virgin Islands Board of Nurse Licensure YES YES YES
VT Vermont State Board of Nursing YES YES YES
WA Washington State Nursing Care Quality

Assurance Commission YES YES YES
WI Wisconsin Department of Regulation and Licensing YES YES YES
WVPN  West Virginia State Board of Examiners for

Licensed Practical Nurses NO YES NO
WVRN  West Virginia Board of Examiners for Registered

Professional Nurses YES NO YES
Wy Wyoming State Board of Nursing YES YES YES
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Table 2. Registered Nurses: New-in-State Functions, by Jurisdiction

Examination Endorsement Total New-in-State
JD n % n % n %
AK 511 0.72 711 0.87 1,222 0.78
AL 1,494 2.09 949 1.16 2,443 1.56
AR 988 1.38 490 0.60 1,478 0.95
AZ 1,403 1.97 2,601 3.18 4,004 2.56
CARN 9,197 12.88 10,220 12.51 19,417 12.42
CT 871 1.22 1,740 2.13 2,611 1.67
DC 112 0.16 648 0.79 760 0.49
FL 4,677 6.55 8,690 10.64 13,367 8.55
HI 321 0.45 2,200 2.69 2,521 1.61
IA 1,095 1.53 599 0.73 1,694 1.08
ID 446 0.62 520 0.64 966 0.62
IN 1,958 2.74 1,496 1.83 3,454 2.21
KS 1,124 1.57 961 1.18 2,085 1,383
KY 1,430 2.00 1,012 1.24 2,442 1.56
LARN 1,616 2.26 711 0.87 2,327 1.49
MA 2,108 2.95 2,178 2.67 4,286 2.74
MD 2,123 2.97 2,145 2.63 4,268 2.73
ME 561 0.79 812 0.99 1,373 0.88
MI 2,939 4.12 2,380 291 5,319 3.40
MN 3,076 4.31 1,206 1.48 4,282 2.74
MO 1,874 2.63 1,934 2.37 3,808 2.44
MP 215 0.30 9 0.01 224 0.14
MS 1,141 1.60 763 0.93 1,904 1.22
NC 2,882 4.04 3,241 3.97 6,123 3.92
ND 257 0.36 3,241 3.97 3,498 2.24
NE 775 1.09 346 0.42 1,121 0.72
NJ 1,927 2.70 3,976 4.87 5,903 3.78
NM 411 0.58 1,282 1.57 1,693 1.08
OH 3,684 5.16 1,322 1.62 5,006 3.20
0K 1,133 1.59 637 0.78 1,770 2.06
OR 1,053 1.48 1,643 2.01 2,696 1.72
PA 3,158 4.42 4,394 5.38 7,552 4.83
RI 376 0.53 1,039 1.27 1,415 0.91
SC 1,371 1.92 2,051 2.51 3,422 2.19
SD 411 0.58 290 0.35 701 0.45
TN 2,113 2.96 2,196 2.69 4,309 2.76
X 5,746 8.05 4,158 5.09 9,004 6.34
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PART I: 2003 LICENSURE

STATISTICS

Examination Endorsement Total New-in-State
JD n % n % n %
VA 1,906 2.67 3,134 3.84 5,040 3.22
VT 508 0.71 586 0.72 1,094 0.70
WA 1,418 1.99 2,140 2.62 3,558 2.28
WI 0.00 0.00 3,214 2.06
WVRN 780 1.09 770 0.94 1,550 0.99
Wy 194 0.27 285 0.35 479 0.31
Total 71,383 100.00 81,706 100.00 156,303 100.00

otal new-in-state processing includes 3,214 licenses for Wisconsin not available by specific function category.

No information available for American Samoa, Colorado, Delaware, Georgia, Guam, Illinois, Montana, Nevada, New Hampshire, New York,
Puerto Rico, Utah and the Virgin Islands.
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Table 3. Licensed Practical/Vocational Nurses: New-in-State Functions, by Jurisdiction

Examination Endorsement Total New-in-State
JD n % n % n %
AK 38 0.11 75 0.63 113 0.24
AL 788 2.32 210 1.78 998 2.15
AR 714 2.10 207 1.75 921 1.98
AZ 600 1.76 334 2.83 934 2.01
CAVN 4,259 12.53 556 4.70 4,815 10.36
CT 321 0.94 317 2.68 638 1.37
DC 28 0.08 168 1.42 196 0.42
FL 2,401 7.06 1,675 14.17 4,076 8.77
HI 169 0.50 127 1.07 296 0.64
IA 877 2.58 107 0.91 984 2.12
ID 170 0.50 79 0.67 249 0.54
IN 1,256 3.69 296 2.50 1,552 3.34
KS 622 1.83 232 1.96 854 1.84
KY 655 1.93 274 2.32 929 2.00
LAPN 973 2.86 224 1.90 1,197 2.57
MA 612 1.80 230 1.95 842 1.81
MD 461 1.36 666 5.63 1,127 2.42
ME 15 0.04 92 0.78 107 0.23
MI 1,133 3.33 202 1.71 1,335 2.87
MN 1,093 3.21 151 1.28 1,244 2.68
MO 991 291 347 2.94 1,338 2.88
MP 7 0.02 0 0.00 7 0.02
MS 570 1.68 179 1.51 749 1.61
NC 903 2.66 622 5.26 1,525 3.28
ND 196 0.58 51 0.43 247 0.53
NE 325 0.96 54 0.46 379 0.82
NJ 584 1.72 211 1.79 795 1.71
NM 150 0.44 181 1.53 331 0.71
OH 1,896 5.58 343 2.90 2,239 4.82
0oK 1,006 2.96 146 1.24 1,152 2.48
OR 297 0.87 154 1.30 451 0.97
PA 1,461 4.30 475 4.02 1,936 4.16
RI 30 0.09 82 0.69 112 0.24
SC 534 1.57 362 3.06 896 1.93
SD 89 0.26 55 0.47 144 0.31
TN 1,235 3.63 466 3.94 1,701 3.66
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Table 3, continued

PART I: 2003 LICENSURE

STATISTICS

Examination Endorsement Total New-in-State
JD n % n % n %
X 3,674 10.81 831 7.03 4,505 9.69
VA 1,504 4.42 480 4.06 1,984 4.27
VT 79 0.23 54 0.46 133 0.29
WA 818 2.41 238 2.01 1,056 2.27
WI 0.00 0.00 679 1.46
WVPN 352 1.04 210 1.78 562 1.21
WY 112 0.33 57 0.48 169 0.36
Total 33,998 100.00 11,820 100.00 46,4971 100.00

otal new-in-state processing includes 679 licenses for Wisconsin not available by specific function category.

No information available for American Samoa, Colorado, Delaware, Georgia, Guam, Illinois, Montana, Nevada, New Hampshire, New

York, Puerto Rico, Utah and the Virgin Islands.
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Table 4. Total Number of Active Licenses: Registered Nurses and Licensed Practical/Vocational Nurses, by Jurisdiction

Registered Nurses Licensed Practical/Vocational Nurses Total Number
D n % n % n %
AK 7,215 0.22 729 0.08 7,944 0.19
AL 45,445 1.42 17,474 1.97 62,919 1.54
AR 29,069 0.91 15,134 1.71 44,203 1.08
AS 46 0.00 104 0.01 150 0.00
AZ 52,338 1.63 10,161 1.15 62,499 1.53
CARN 280,653 8.74 280,653 6.85
CAVN 67,310 7.60 67,310 1.64
co 51,282 1.60 10,264 1.16 61,546 1.50
CT 52,840 1.65 11,427 1.29 64,267 1.57
DC 18,944 0.59 2,258 0.25 21,202 0.52
FL 181,497 5.65 57,038 6.44 238,535 5.82
GAPN 30,144 3.40 30,144 0.74
GARN 90,000 2.80 90,000 2.20
HI 15,698 0.49 2,982 0.34 18,680 0.46
IA 38,901 1.21 9,772 1.10 48,673 1.19
ID 13,374 0.42 3,658 0.41 17,032 0.42
IL 142,644 4.44 26,626 3.01 169,270 4.13
IN 72,643 2.26 26,690 3.01 99,333 2.43
KS 33,650 1.05 8,350 0.94 42,000 1.03
KY 48,206 1.50 13,720 1.55 61,926 1.51
LAPN 21,020 2.37 21,020 0.51
LARN 43,866 1.37 43,866 1.07
MA 102,792 3.20 19,751 2.23 122,543 2.99
MD 55,625 1.73 9,437 1.07 65,062 1.59
ME 19,396 0.60 3,242 0.37 22,638 0.55
MI 116,657 3.63 27,165 3.07 143,822 3.51
MN 66,520 2.07 22,520 2.54 89,040 2.17
MO 71,947 2.24 22,424 2.53 94,371 2.30
MP 495 0.02 49 0.01 544 0.01
MS 30,157 0.94 12,223 1.38 42,380 1.03
MT 10,407 0.32 3,188 0.36 13,595 0.33
NC 96,954 3.02 21,210 2.40 118,164 2.88
ND 8,382 0.26 3,174 0.36 11,556 0.28
NE 19,337 0.60 6,497 0.73 25,834 0.63
NH 18,510 0.58 3,063 0.35 21,573 0.53
NJ 100,419 3.13 18,935 2.14 119,354 291
NM 17,003 0.53 32173 0.37 20,276 0.50
NV 17,243 0.54 2,691 0.30 19,934 0.49
NY 231,137 7.20 68,836 .77 299,973 7.32
OH 147,166 4.58 40,877 4.62 188,043 4.59
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PART I: 2003 LICENSURE

STATISTICS
Registered Nurses Licensed Practical/Vocational Nurses Total Number
D n % n % n %
0K 32,485 1.01 16,629 1.88 49,114 1.20
OR 38,042 1.18 4,053 0.46 42,095 1.03
PA 200,102 6.23 54,184 6.12 254,286 6.21
RI 17,359 0.54 2,610 0.29 19,969 0.49
SC 41,165 1.28 11,261 1.27 52,426 1.28
SD 10,802 0.34 2,157 0.24 12,959 0.32
TN 69,149 2.15 26,647 3.01 95,796 2.34
TXRN 173,695 5.41 173,695 4.24
TXVN 75,233 8.50 75,233 1.84
urt 19,278 0.60 3,518 0.40 22,796 0.56
VA 88,920 2.77 27,635 3.12 116,555 2.85
VT 8,987 0.28 1,848 0.21 10,835 0.26
WA 64,444 2.01 14,017 1.58 78,461 1.92
WI 69,950 2.18 14,547 1.64 84,497 2.06
WVPN 6,731 0.76 6,731 0.16
WVRN 22,516 0.70 22,516 0.55
WYy 5,104 0.16 1,073 0.12 6,177 0.15
Total 3,210,456 100.00 885,559 100.00 4,096,0151 100.00

Uncludes 792,786 total number of active licenses reported in 2002 for American Samoa, Colorado, Connecticut, Georgia PN and RN,
Montana, New Hampshire, Nevada, New York, Utah and in 2001 for Illinois.

No information available for Delaware, Guam, Northern Mariana Islands, Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands.
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Table 5. Number of Graduates of Foreign Nursing Programs Licensed, by Jurisdiction*

RN Graduates of LPN/VN Graduates of
D Foreign Nursing Programs Foreign Nursing Programs
CARN 4,355
MA 143 16
MD 198 20
ME 18
MO 112 2
MP 217 7
NJ 1,967 7
NM 136
X 1,258
wy 1 0
Total 8,405 52

*Information provided by 10 boards.

Table 6. Summary of Licensing Activities

New-in-State

Registered Nurses

Licensed Practical/Vocational Nurses
Total

Active Licenses

Registered Nurses

Licensed Practical/Vocational Nurses
Total

Graduates of Foreign Nursing Programs
Registered Nurses

Licensed Practical/Vocational Nurses

Total

156,303
46,497

202,800

3,210,456
885,559

4,096,015!

8,405
52

8,457*

Uncludes 871,247 total number of active licenses reported in 2002 for American Samoa, Colorado,
Connecticut, Georgia PN and RN, Montana, New Hampshire, Nevada, New York, Utah, Washington and in

2001 for Illinois.
*Information provided by 10 boards.
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PART I: 2003 LICENSURE

STATISTICS
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Table 8. Total Number of Active Advanced Practice/Authority to Practice Licenses Within the Member Board

Jurisdictions

Active Licenses

Abbreviation Category n %
CNM Certified Nurse Midwife 6,206 4.4
CRNA Certified Registered Nurse Anesthetist 26,220 18.5
CNS-PSYCH Clinical Nurse Specialist — Psychiatry and/or

Mental Health (including all its subspecialties) 6,824 4.8
CNS Clinical Nurse Specialist (all others) 6,049 4.3
CNS - no designation  Clinical Nurse Specialist (no designation) 120 0.1

Nurse Practitioners

AC Acute Care 2,253 1.6
AH Adult Health 10,787 7.6
CHP Child Health/Pediatric 6,511 4.6
coL College Health 5 0.0
EMR Emergency 145 0.1
FAM Family 23,948 16.9
FPN Family Planning 77 0.1
GER Geriatric 2,337 1.6
NEO Neonatal 2,397 1.7
WOM Obstetrical and/or Gynecological and/or Women’s Health 5,384 3.8
PSY Psychiatric and/or Mental Health 1,870 1.3
SCH School Health 149 0.1
NP Nurse Practitioner — no specialty designation 38,511 27.2
0TS Other Specialty (unspecified) 1,865 1.3
Total 141,658 100.0

Uncludes 25,915 active licenses reported in 2002 for American Samoa, Colorado, Georgia RN, Montana, New Hampshire, Nevada, New
York, Utah and Washington.
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PART II: 2003 LICENSURE
EXAMINATION STATISTICS

Part II

2003 NCLEX® Examination Statistics

In 1982, NCSBN significantly revised
the State Board Test Pool Examination
(SBTPE). NCSBN changed the examina-
tion from a norm-referenced test to a
criterion-referenced test, implemented
a new test plan and used Rasch’s
(1960) one parameter logistic model
to calibrate items and measure
candidates’ abilities. At this time,
NCSBN renamed the examinations
to the National Council Licensure
Examination for Registered Nurses
(NCLEX-RN®) and the National Council
Licensure Examination for Practical
Nurses (NCLEX-PN®). However, these
NCLEX examinations were very differ-
ent than the NCLEX examinations taken
by candidates today; they were admin-
istered only twice a year in pencil and
paper format and each administration
lasted two days.

In 1986, the NCSBN Board of Directors
funded an initial investigation on the
feasibility of using Computerized
Adaptive Testing (CAT) procedures.
CAT held the promise to make tests
available year round, make tests
shorter by only giving candidates items
that were appropriate for their ability
and provide greater security for the
content of the items. On April 1, 1994,
NCSBN began administering the
NCLEX-RN and NCLEX-PN examinations
exclusively via CAT. Candidate per-
formance is summarized and reported
by quarter and year. This publication
provides a detailed breakdown of can-
didate performance for 2003, as well
as historical data.

CAT

CAT is a method of administering
examinations that combines the power
and speed of current computer technol-
ogy with modern measurement theory.
With CAT, each candidate’s test is
unique; it is assembled interactively as
the individual is tested. As the candi-
date answers each question, the com-
puter calculates an ability estimate
based on all earlier answers. The test
administration software then identifies
the content area for the next item.
Because the test could end at any time
after the minimum number of items has
been answered, it is important that the
test meet the test plan specifications
throughout the entire test. All tests
must meet the test plan specifications.
Next, the software scans through the
available items within the identified
content area for an item that has a
degree of difficulty sufficient to give
the candidate approximately a 50%
chance of answering it correctly. This
item is selected and presented to the
candidate on the computer screen. This
process is repeated for each item, cre-
ating an examination tailored to the
individual’s ability level while fulfilling
all NCLEX test plan requirements. The
examination continues in this way until
a pass/fail decision can be determined.

Setting the Passing Standard

To ensure a consistent standard of
competence in nursing practice,
NCSBN uses a criterion-referenced
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standard, which means that passing or
failing depends solely upon a candi-
date’s level of performance in relation
to that standard. There is no fixed
percentage of candidates that pass or
fail each examination. Because the
practice of nursing changes over time,
it is necessary to periodically reevalu-
ate the appropriateness of the passing
standard. To ensure that the passing
standards for the NCLEX-RN and
NCLEX-PN examinations accurately
reflect the amount of nursing ability
currently required to practice compe-
tently at the entry level, NCSBN’s
Board of Directors reevaluates the
passing standard every three years or
when the test plan changes. In
evaluating the passing standard, the
Board considers information from a
variety of sources. Although there is no
limit on the information that may be
considered, the following information
is typically presented:

1. The results of a standard setting
exercise undertaken by the Panel of
Judges. Currently, this exercise
consists of a modified Angoff proce-
dure, with additional statistical
compromise procedures. A list of
the members on the Panel of Judges
and their qualifications is included.

2. A historical record of the passing
standard and annual summaries of
candidate performance on the
NCLEX examination since the imple-
mentation of CAT in 1994.

3. The results from the annual
Standard Setting Survey, which
solicits the opinions of employers
and educators regarding the
competence of the current cohort of
entry-level nurses.

4. Information detailing the educa-
tional readiness of high school
graduates who expressed an
interest in nursing.

In April 1998, the passing standard
for the NCLEX-RN examination was
increased from -0.42 logits to -0.35
logits. In April 2001, this standard was
retained for another three years.
However, in April 2004, the standard
was increased to -0.28 logits. The
passing standard for the NCLEX-PN
examination has experienced a similar
increase over time. In April 1999, the
passing standard for the NCLEX-PN
examination was increased from -0.51
logits to -0.47 logits. In April 2002,
this standard was retained for another
three years. The passing standard will
soon be reviewed again and the results
of that review will become effective in
April 2005. It is important to note that
the RN and PN standards are not
directly comparable because they are
based on different item pools and
different scopes of practice.

Pass/Fail Decisions

Candidate performance on the NCLEX
examinations is reported only as a
pass/fail decision. Scores are never
reported. As a result, almost all the
statistics presented here are pass rates
or statistics based upon a pass/fail
decision.

To make pass/fail decisions, the
computer seeks to determine with 95%
certainty whether the candidate’s true
ability is above or below the passing
standard. To do this, three pieces of
information must be known: the
current person ability estimate, the
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precision of that estimate and the
passing standard. After the minimum
number of items has been answered,
the computer compares the candidate’s
ability level to the standard required
for passing. Candidates clearly above
the passing standard pass. Candidates
clearly below the passing standard fail.

If the candidate’s ability level is close
enough to the passing standard that it
is not clear which side of the passing
standard his or her ability falls, the
computer continues asking items. As
more items are answered, the candi-
date’s ability estimate becomes more
precise. After each item, the candi-
date’s ability level is recomputed,
using all of the information (answers to
all the items asked) available at that
point. When it becomes clear on which
side of the passing standard the
candidate’s ability falls, the examina-
tion ends.

Some candidates’ abilities, of course,
are very close to the passing standard.
For these candidates, all items in the
item pool might not provide enough
information to be certain their ability
is truly above or below the passing
standard. These are the candidates

who take the maximum number of
items. Once the maximum number of
items has been administered, the
computer waives the 95% certainty
requirement and makes a pass or fail
decision based upon the candidate’s
final ability estimate. If the candidate’s
ability estimate is above the passing
standard, the candidate passes. If not,
the candidate fails.

If an NCLEX examination ends because
time expires, then the computer did
not have enough information to make a
clear pass/fail decision. If it did, it
already would have stopped adminis-
tering items. However, when the
response patterns of people who ran
out of time were investigated, it was
found that some had been performing
consistently above the passing stan-
dard, and their “true” ability level
appeared to be above passing,
although close to it. A mechanism is
provided for these candidates to pass.
The key word here is “consistently.” If
a candidate’s ability estimate has been
consistently above the passing stan-
dard over the last 60 items, then he or
she will pass, despite having run out of
time.

PART II: 2003 LICENSURE
EXAMINATION STATISTICS
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Table 2. Summary Statistics for First-Time, U.S.-Educated Candidates

NCLEX-RN°®

January-December 2003
Passing Standard -0.35 logits®
Estimated Decision Consistency? 0.91
Average Test Length3 119 items
Percent of Candidates Taking the Minimum Number of Items 51.2%
Percent of Candidates Taking the Maximum Number of Items 12.7%
Average Testing Time 2 hours, 1 minute
Percent of Candidates Taking the Maximum Amount of Time 1.8%

IThe NCLEX-RN® scale uses logits as the unit of measurement. Logits is short for log-odds-units. These
units have no inherent meaning with regard to nursing content and, in fact, have an arbitrary zero point.
Logits are practical because the probability of a correct response can easily be computed when the per-
son’s ability and the item’s difficulty are known. Typically, the logit range on the NCLEX-RN scale is from
-2.00 (easy items or low-ability people) to 2.00 (difficult items or high-ability people).

2Estimated Decision Consistency is an indicator of reliability. Conceptually, it is the proportion of pass/fail
decisions that would remain the same if the same population were retested immediately after their first
test (assuming no learning or fatigue effects) using a different set of items.

3NCLEX-RN® examinations consist of 75 to 265 items. The standard amount of allotted testing time is
five hours.
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