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Development of critical thinking skills and clinical decision-
making skills major component of advanced practice nurse (APN) 
training
• Higher level thinking difficult in transition from role of nurse to 

advanced practice provider
• Advanced Health Assessment (AHA) → foundational course to 

develop these skills
• Need standardized approach to teaching and evaluating APN 

students’ clinical skills in AHA 
Simulation endorsed by AACN and NONPF to enhance 
preparation of APN students for clinical practicums1,2
• Objective Structured Clinical Exams (OSCEs) → AHA courses to 

evaluate students’ clinical competence3,4,5,6
• Formative simulation experiences more effective than case studies 

to prepare APN students for summative OSCEs3,4,5,6
Local Problem: Insufficient preparation of APN students for first 
clinical course
• Added formative SP experiences and summative OSCEs to AHA in 

2018
• Inadequate preparation and poor performance on OSCEs → 

development of teaching tool to enhance critical thinking and 
clinical decision-making skills and prepare for OSCEs

Background

The purpose of this project was to develop and implement a teaching 
tool to enhance APN students’ critical thinking and clinical decision-
making skills with the goals of improving their preparation for 
summative OSCEs and their first clinical course. 

Project Goals

Development of critical thinking and clinical decision-making 
skills in AHA requires multifaceted approach
• Formative simulation and case studies alone insufficient to prepare 

for OSCEs
• Episodic Tool → effective to enhance these skills
Future Implications:
• Determine impact of Episodic Tool on clinical performance
• Implement in other APN programs to determine tool effectiveness 

in other settings
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Episodic Tool Development
• Created using the traditional components of subjective, objective, 

assessment, and plan (SOAP) template
• Six Episodic Tools → specific chief complaint for each major body 

system (HEENT, respiratory, CV, GI, musculoskeletal, and 
neurological)

• Brief history scenarios: three age and gender combinations for each 
chief complaint → discussions about the physical exam, including 
abnormal findings and special tests, across the lifespan

Measures and Data Analysis
• Summative evaluation: oral clinical exams (OCEs), OSCEs, and 

Physical Exam Teaching Assistant (PETA) exams
• Comparison: pre-implementation (2018 and 2019) OSCE scores 

versus post-implementation OCE (2020) and OSCE (2021) scores
• Control: pre-implementation (2018 and 2019) PETA scores versus 

post-implementation (2020 and 2021) PETA scores 
• Welch’s t-tests → analyze differences

Methods
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• Pre-implementation mean OSCE score 80.7% (n=251) and post-implementation mean 
OCE/OSCE score 87.7% (n=277)

• Statistically significant difference in OCE/OSCE scores after implementing the Episodic 
Tool (P < 0.0001)

• No statistically significant difference between two-station (2018) and three-station (2019) 
OSCE scores (P = 0.1967); between the OCE (2020) and OSCE (2021) scores (P = 0.307); 
or between the pre-implementation and post-implementation PETA scores (P = 0.266)

• Faculty and student feedback → Episodic Tool aided in developing critical thinking and 
clinical-decision making skills and in preparing for OCEs/OSCEs

Results

Faculty-led session with 2 faculty and 10-14 students
• Piloted in 6 sessions over a 14-week semester

Students divided into small groups of 2-3 students to complete 
subjective component of tool

• Each group given the same chief complaint
• Each group given a different age and gender combination to represent 

the lifespan (pediatric, adult, and older adult) 

Students given a brief history for their specific patient to complete 
remaining components of tool

Faculty-led discussion to highlight differences in history and physical 
exam components across age and gender spectrum

Tool Implementation

Episodic Tool
Example of Completed Sections for FacultyExample of Episodic Tool for Students

Conclusions

Discussion

Teaching tool successfully developed and implemented into an 
AHA course
• Use in face-to-face or virtual settings
• Feedback → practical and easy to use; promoted consistency 

between sections; contributed to learning
Episodic Tool effective teaching strategy
• Significantly improved performance on the summative evaluation 

components requiring critical thinking skills
• Average improvement in OCE/OSCE score of 7% when using the 

Episodic Tool
Limitations:
• COVID-19 pandemic (2020) → learning transitioned to online; 

OCEs instead of OSCEs 
• OSCE cases updated in 2021 → changed one case; edited rubrics 

for other cases → may have contributed to improvement
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