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Abstract

: Assessing clinical competence in undergraduate
nursing students before entering clinical training is of great importance. The
Objective Structured Clinical Examination (OSCE) is used as a valid tool in
this field. This study aimed to design, implement, and evaluate a novel method
of conducting OSCE for nursing students at the Faculty of Nursing and
Midwifery in Sabzevar, Iran.

: This quasi-experimental study used a pre-test-post-
test design at two time points among 6th- and 8th-semester nursing students.
The exam consisted of ten skill-based and scenario-driven stations, focusing on
evaluating clinical skills and critical thinking. Data were analyzed in SPSS
using a paired t-test.

: Thirty-one nursing students participated in this study. The results
showed that the mean scores of clinical skills and critical thinking significantly
increased by the end of the 8" semester compared to the 6" semester
(P=0.001).

: Changing the timing and structure of the OSCE, particularly
before clinical placement, positively impacted students’ clinical and problem-
solving skills. It is recommended that OSCE be conducted as a comprehensive
assessment tool at the end of the 6™ semester before students enter clinical
training.
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INTRODUCTION

Assessment of clinical competence is a
fundamental component of health professions
education. Since its introduction in the 1970s,
the Objective Structured Clinical Examination
(OSCE) has been recognized as a valid and
reliable method for evaluating clinical skills.
Initially developed for medical education,
OSCEs have increasingly been applied in
nursing and other health sciences programs due
to their structured, standardized approach to
assessing practical competencies.

Miller’s pyramid (1990) provides a framework
for developing clinical competence, consisting
of four hierarchical levels: “knows,” “knows
how,” “shows how,” and “does”. The OSCE
aligns with the “shows how” level, focusing on
demonstrating skills in controlled settings,
making it particularly suitable for early
undergraduate stages where practice and
evaluation are compartmentalized.

In OSCE, students demonstrate specific skills
and behaviors across multiple stations, often
involving interactions with standardized
patients. Examiners score performance using
predefined checklists to ensure objectivity.
Originally, OSCE consisted of 1620 stations,
each lasting about five minutes, assessing
medical students’ clinical skills. OSCEs have
been adapted for nursing, ranging from
assessing discrete technical skills to evaluating
professional competencies such as clinical
judgment and integration of multiple skills.
Some modern OSCEs feature fewer but longer
stations emphasizing comprehensive patient
scenarios. For instance, Ward and Barratt
designed a ten-station OSCE including physical
examination, history-taking, communication,
and interpretation tasks. Other studies have
used up to 20 stations to cover broader skills.

The OSCE has inherent advantages. It allows
both summative assessment, which judges
performance, and formative assessment, which
provides feedback to guide improvement.
Standardization ensures fairness, minimizes
patient risk, and enables consistent evaluation
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across students. However, nursing practice is
complex and context-dependent, influenced by
organizational, ethical, and social factors that
are difficult to replicate in simulations.
Consequently, OSCEs may not fully reflect
real-world decision-making or capture
qualitative competencies such as empathy,
caring, and interpersonal skills. Furthermore,
OSCEs risk reducing nursing practice to
isolated tasks, especially in early assessments
emphasizing technical performance rather than
broader clinical reasoning. Effective OSCE
design must therefore align task complexity
with students’ knowledge and experience.

In Iran, since 2016, the Nursing Sciences
Development Task Force and the Ministry of
Health and Medical Education have mandated
OSCEs as a graduation requirement for nursing
students. This policy aims to improve clinical
competence, enhance teaching strategies,
strengthen internal quality assurance in higher
education, and ensure graduates achieve
baseline clinical proficiency. Faculty members
face the challenge of designing OSCEs that
integrate technical skill assessment with critical
thinking and clinical reasoning.

METHODOLOGY

This quasi-experimental study used a pre-test-
post-test design to assess a novel OSCE plan
for undergraduate nursing students at the
Faculty of Nursing in Sabzevar, Iran. Students
were assessed at two points: the end of the 6"
semester prior to clinical internships, and the
end of the 8" semester following a 1-year
clinical training program. The OSCE aimed to
measure theoretical knowledge, practical skills,
and critical thinking.

The OSCE included ten stations: five dedicated
to fundamental clinical skills (injections,
nasogastric tube insertion, urinary
catheterization, suctioning, and
cardiopulmonary resuscitation or CPR), and
five scenario-based stations focusing on
clinical reasoning in medical-surgical,
pediatric, psychiatric, intensive care, and
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dialysis nursing. All stations were developed
collaboratively by faculty experts, using the
nursing process framework and aligned with
educational needs in clinical practice.
Standardized checklists, based on current
clinical guidelines including American Heart
Association CPR protocols, were used to assess
performance. Each station was scored from 0 to
20, and the overall OSCE score was the mean
of all station scores.

Content validity of the checklists was
confirmed by faculty experts, and reliability
was supported by prior studies reporting a
Cronbach’s alpha of 0.87 for similar tools. To
prevent information leakage, students were
held in quarantine before testing and directed
through separate entry and exit pathways. Each
student had five minutes per station. A single
trained evaluator conducted all assessments to
ensure consistency, objectivity, and fairness.
Data were analyzed using SPSS, and paired t-
tests compared 6th- and 8th-semester scores.

RESULTS

Thirty-one students participated, with a mean
age of 21 years. Eighteen were female
(58.06%) and 13 male (41.93%), with an
average of 120 completed academic credit
units. Overall, scores improved across almost
all stations by the 8™ semester. The most
substantial improvement was observed in CPR
skills, with mean scores rising from 12.48 +
3.88 10 17.70 % 3.08. Other technical skill
stations also showed notable gains. Scenario-
based stations reflecting critical thinking and
clinical reasoning improved from 9.89 + 2.45
to 12.19 £ 3.09, highlighting the impact of
clinical training on students’ ability to apply
theoretical knowledge to complex patient
scenarios.

Limitations of the study include the single-
institution sample, relatively small cohort, and
potential confounding variables such as
differences in instructors’ teaching methods,
student motivation, and test-related stress.
These factors may limit generalizability. Future
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research is recommended across multiple
centers with larger samples to validate and
expand findings.

DISCUSSION & CONCLUSIONS

This study demonstrates that a structured
OSCE, implemented before clinical internships
and repeated after clinical training,
significantly improves nursing students’
technical skills, critical thinking, and clinical
reasoning. The approach serves as both an
evaluative and self-assessment tool, enabling
students to identify and address knowledge
gaps prior to patient care. In fact, the
integration of skill-based and scenario-based
stations enhances the validity of OSCEs by
assessing both objective and higher-order
competencies. Such innovative, student-
centered assessment methods contribute to
producing nursing graduates who are not only
technically competent but also capable of
critical thinking, problem-solving, and
delivering compassionate care. Implementing
this approach within the nursing curricula
supports educational quality, internal
assurance, and preparedness for complex
clinical practice. Structured and well-designed
OSCEs can be valuable tools in bridging
theoretical knowledge with practical
application, ensuring that graduates possess the
necessary skills, judgment, and confidence to
provide safe, effective, and holistic patient
care.
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