Clinical Evaluation & Grading

Did I Pass?
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In most nursing courses, you will receive one grade at the end of the semester.  In most schools, the grades include 2 different components: a theory grade and a clinical grade.  Generally, both of these components must be passing grades in order to successfully complete the nursing course.

In nursing, the courses are in a linear progression.  You cannot go on to another nursing course until you have successfully completed the prior nursing course.  Most nursing schools require a letter grade of a “C” in order to successfully complete the course.

Theory Grade

Generally, theory grades are based on tests taken within the course.  Some courses are may have other graded activities such as written papers, projects, and other assignments.    Most nursing courses have a final exam that covers all of the material within that course.

The grading scale for nursing courses is usually higher than that of general education courses.  Below is a typical nursing course grading scale:


A = 100-94


B = 93-85


C = 85-77


D = 77-70


F = 70 & below

Check your student handbook for the exact grading scale at your school.  Some schools may have a higher grading scale while some may have lower grading scales.  You may ask, “Why do I need a higher grade to pass when the classes are already harder?”  There is a logical reason for the higher grading scale.  When you complete the nursing program, you will have to take the NCLEX-RN licensing exam.  The score necessary to pass that exam is higher than most college general education grading scales.  If nursing schools allowed students to pass with lower grades, then a higher percentage of graduates would fail the NCLEX-RN licensing exam.

What if you are ill on the day of the test?  Check your student handbook or course syllabus for policies or procedures required.  Students are expected to take examinations on the date and at the time scheduled.  A typical policy for missing an exam and requesting a make-up exam is below:

Only those students missing an exam for verifiable reasons will be allowed to take a make-up exam.  If a student wishes to take and make-up examination for a verifiable reason, the student must:

1.      Notify the course coordinator prior to the time assigned for the scheduled test. 

2.      Schedule an alternative date for the examination with the course coordinator.  It will be the student’s responsibility to initiate the contact with faculty.  An alternative form of the examination if often be given (i.e., essay and short answer rather than multiple-choice).

The student will receive a grade of ”0” when the above guidelines are not followed.

Clinical Evaluation

In many nursing clinical courses, your clinical grade is based on your clinical evaluation at the end of the semester.  You will probably be evaluated on how well you achieved the clinical objectives of the course along with following the course and school policies.  Most nursing programs use a pass/fail grading system for the clinical component of the nursing courses.  Below is an example of a typical nursing program clinical grading policy:

Clinical Performance Grading System: Clinical performance will be graded on a pass/fail basis. The clinical grade is based on the student's ability to meet the clinical objectives of the course. The student's performance is graded on the following scale: 

S - Satisfactory/Pass

U - Unsatisfactory/Fail

The student must have a grade of "S" at the end of the rotation in order to pass the clinical portion of the course.

To determine whether or not you achieved the course clinical objectives, the instructor may look at your performance when caring for patients along with clinical papers you turned in and other clinical assignments.  You will also be evaluated on whether or not you followed course policies such as attendance, tardiness, uniform policy, etc.

I failed the nursing course.  Now what do I do?

Unlike typical college general education courses, enrollment is limited.  Only a set number of students are enrolled in a course.  In many schools, you are limited as to how many times you can take a nursing course.  It is typical that if you fail a nursing course, you may retake the course one time.  If you do not pass the course on the second attempt, you will be withdrawn from the nursing program and not allowed to re-enroll.  Your school may also have policies limiting re-enrollment to a specific number of times.  A typical policy regarding this may include:


Over the course of the nursing program, you will be able to re-enroll in one 

nursing course due to failure and re-enroll in one nursing course due to 

withdrawal.  You may not repeat more than 2 nursing courses in the curriculum.

The number of students in a nursing course if frequently limited.  The specific number of students in a clinical section is often set by the state board of nursing.  This is done not only so that students can have sufficient attention and supervision by the instructor, but also for the protection of patient safety.  It is typical that the number of students in a clinical group is limited to 10 students.  In some areas, especially specialty areas such as obstetrics and delivery and ICU, the number of student may be limited even further.  

Consult your school’s policy for re-enrollment for specifics. 

(If your nursing program has a website with the program’s grading policies, link that website here.)
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