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Abstract

The quality of theoretical assessments in undergraduate nursing education is
crucial to shaping students’ clinical reasoning, professional judgment, and
overall readiness for professional practice. Despite growing emphasis on
competency-based education, persistent challenges, including cognitive
misalignment, inconsistent moderation practices, limited assessment literacy,
and contextual constraints, continue to undermine the credibility and fairness of
these assessments.

Aim: To develop and validate evidence-based best-practice guidelines to
strengthen the design of theoretical assessments in undergraduate nursing
education.

Methods: The study was conducted in two sequential phases. The first phase
gathered, synthesised, and integrated evidence from a scoping review,
moderation report analysis, qualitative interviews with nurse educators, and a
student survey. This process generated 13 draft guidelines with 60 operational
statements. A Delphi study was used in the second phase to establish expert
consensus amongst 15 national and international nursing education experts on
the guidelines and operational statements. Consensus was set at >80%
agreement on clarity, relevance, and applicability.

Results: All guidelines achieved consensus in the Delphi study. The validated
guidelines emphasise the need for assessments based on cognitive taxonomy
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principles; constructive alignment to enhance theory-practice integration;
adherence to core assessment principles; and institutional responsibility for
educator development and quality assurance.

Conclusion: The guidelines provide structured guidance to enhance the
validity, fairness, and contextual responsiveness of theoretical assessment
design. When implemented, they have the potential to strengthen quality
assurance processes and advance equitable, competency-driven nursing
education in South Africa.

Keywords: Bloom’s Taxonomy; constructive alignment; Delphi study; evidence-
based guidelines; quality assurance; and theoretical assessment design

Introduction

Theoretical assessments in nursing education serve a dual purpose: they evaluate
students’ conceptual understanding and prepare them for the complexities of clinical
reasoning and professional judgement in practice (Smith, Benbenek, and Petersen
2025). However, misalignment between assessment tasks, learning outcomes, and the
cognitive level of questions remains a persistent problem across nursing education
globally (Ilaslan et al. 2023; dos Reis et al. 2022). Many assessments focus
predominantly on lower-order cognitive tasks, limiting students’ ability to demonstrate
analytical, evaluative, and problem-solving skills essential for safe, evidence-based
practice (Melnyk and Fineout-Overholt 2022; Hui 2025; Boud and Bearman 2024).

Internationally, similar challenges in theoretical assessment design have been reported
across both high- and low-resource contexts. Studies from Australia, Indonesia, Nigeria,
and Turkey highlight persistent concerns regarding over-reliance on lower-order
cognitive assessments, limited integration of theory and practice, and inconsistencies in
assessment standards (Ajjawi et al. 2024; Lestari and Sirozi 2025; Fasanya, Negedu,
and AbdulWaheed 2023; Koksal and Ulum 2018). In addition, the increasing shift
towards competency-based education globally has intensified the need for assessments
that not only evaluate knowledge acquisition but also measure clinical reasoning,
judgement, and decision-making in authentic contexts (Villarroel et al. 2024). Despite
these developments, a gap remains between assessment theory and its practical
implementation, particularly in professional programmes such as nursing.

In the South African context, challenges such as inconsistent moderation practices,
insufficient educator training in assessment design, and limited institutional support
further compromise the effectiveness of theoretical assessment design (Prichard et al.
2024). Additional challenges, including linguistic diversity, large class sizes, and heavy
academic workloads, further compromise both student performance and curriculum
integrity (Donough, Daniels, and Mthimunye 2022). Despite a growing emphasis on
outcomes-based education and competency development in nursing, there remains a
lack of clear, practical, and evidence-informed guidelines to support educators in
designing quality assessments.
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Effective assessment in higher education is widely recognised as a cornerstone of
teaching and learning quality, particularly in professional programmes such as nursing,
where students must acquire both theoretical and clinical competencies (Dsilva 2024).
When thoughtfully designed, theoretical assessments can serve as powerful tools to
reinforce learning, foster critical thinking, and prepare students for the demands of
clinical environments (Shohani et al. 2023). However, international evidence indicates
that many assessments remain focused on recall rather than higher-order thinking,
limiting the development of cognitive agility and clinical reasoning (Akib and Muhsin
2020; Ellis et al. 2023; Wong and Kowitlawakul 2020).

A taxonomy, such as Bloom’s Taxonomy, provides a useful framework for addressing
this issue by classifying learning objectives across hierarchical levels of complexity,
from remembering and understanding to analysing, evaluating, and creating
(Ergashevich 2024). Research suggests that scaffolding assessments across these levels
promotes deep learning and ensures that students are challenged to progress cognitively
throughout their training (dos Reis et al. 2022). Achieving this requires both educator
expertise and institutional mechanisms to support structured assessment planning.

Equally critical is constructive alignment, a model introduced by Biggs (1996), which
emphasises the coherent integration of learning outcomes, teaching activities, and
assessments. Misalignment among these components can lead to surface learning and
hinder the transfer of theoretical knowledge to clinical practice (Hecker et al. 2024).
Studies have shown that integrated assessments, such as case-based questions, reflective
journaling, and peer learning, enhance contextual understanding and help bridge the
persistent theory-practice gap in nursing education (Luna-Aleixos et al. 2023; Ajjawi et
al. 2020).

Foundational principles of fairness, validity, reliability, flexibility, and transparency
also guide sound assessment design. Validity ensures that an assessment measures what
it intends to measure, reliability ensures consistent grading, and fairness demands clear
language and equitable mark allocation. These principles are especially vital in
multilingual contexts like South Africa, where linguistic barriers and cultural diversity
can influence assessment outcomes. Effective moderation further enhances reliability,
yet inconsistencies in moderation practices remain a common concern in the nursing
education literature (Prichard et al. 2024; Donough, Mthimunye, and Daniels 2025a).

The quality of assessment design is equally dependent on the development and
preparedness of nurse educators. Several studies report that many nurse educators feel
inadequately trained in assessment of theory and practice, often due to limited access to
professional development and excessive administrative responsibilities (Villarroel et al.
2024; Chukwu et al. 2024). Time constraints and lack of structured institutional support
further hinder educators’ ability to design, review, and refine assessments (Abou
Hashish, Alnajjar, and Rawas 2025; Stoltenkamp and Dankers 2023). Evidence
indicates that professional development, mentoring, and collaborative curriculum
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design can improve assessment literacy and enhance educator confidence (Chukwu et
al. 2024; Jin et al. 2021; Calaguas 2023), provided these efforts are supported by
coherent institutional policies and academic leadership.

Given these challenges, scholars have called for context-sensitive, evidence-based
guidelines that translate assessment theory into actionable, practice-oriented
recommendations tailored to specific educational settings (Paterson et al. 2020; Bennett
and Abusalem 2024; Zickafoose et al. 2024). This need is particularly urgent in South
African nursing education, where diverse student populations, transformation
imperatives, and limited resources create a unique and complex teaching environment.

In response, this study developed and validated a comprehensive set of best practice
guidelines and operational statements to strengthen the design of theoretical assessment
in undergraduate nursing education. These guidelines integrate established educational
frameworks with empirical evidence to promote assessments that are cognitively
rigorous, pedagogically aligned, and contextually relevant.

Aim
To develop and validate evidence-based best-practice guidelines to strengthen the
design of theoretical assessments in undergraduate nursing education.

Methodology
Study Design

This study followed a two-phase multi-method design. The European Society for
Human Reproduction and Embryology (ESHRE) Guideline Development Model
(European Society of Human Reproduction and Embryology 2018) was adapted to
guide the study. Phase one comprised four complementary studies. Each study followed
rigorous and context-appropriate research methods, including clearly defined sampling,
data collection, and analysis procedures. Sampling strategies were primarily purposive
to ensure inclusion of information-rich participants, documents, and literature relevant
to theoretical assessment practices in nursing education. Data collection methods
included systematic database searches and structured extraction tools (scoping review),
retrieval and review of moderation reports (document analysis), semi-structured in-
depth interviews with nurse educators, and a validated student survey instrument
(Assessment Experience Questionnaire). Qualitative data were analysed thematically
following established frameworks, while quantitative data were analysed using
descriptive and inferential statistics to examine patterns in student experiences. Detailed
methodological procedures for each component study are reported elsewhere (Donough,
Mthimunye, and Daniels 2025b, 2025a; Donough, Daniels, and Mthimunye 2022).

Study 1- Scoping review: A systematic search of electronic databases was conducted to
identify literature on theoretical assessment design in nursing education. Studies were
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screened using predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria, and relevant data were
extracted and analysed thematically.

Study 2- Document review: Internal and external moderation reports of theoretical
assessments were purposively sampled and analysed using qualitative content analysis
to identify recurring issues related to assessment quality, alignment, and standards.

Study 3- Qualitative interviews: Semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted
with undergraduate nurse educators using purposive sampling. Interviews were audio-
recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analysed using thematic analysis to explore
experiences and challenges in assessment design.

Study 4- Student survey: A structured questionnaire was administered to undergraduate
nursing students to capture their experiences of theoretical assessments. Quantitative
data were analysed using descriptive statistics.

Findings from these components were integrated through a process of cross-data
comparison, coding convergence, and synthesis into horizontal concluding statements,
which formed the foundation for the draft guidelines. Using educational frameworks
such as Bloom’s Taxonomy (Sobral 2021; Bloom 1956) and Biggs’ Constructive
Alignment (Biggs, Tang, and Kennedy 2022; Biggs 2003), thematic clusters were
developed, resulting in 13 draft guidelines and 60 related operational statements.

A Delphi study was conducted in phase two to validate the draft guidelines and the 60
operational statements. A structured Delphi survey instrument was developed to enable
panellists to evaluate each guideline and its associated operational statements in terms
of clarity, relevance, and applicability. The instrument used a 4-point Likert scale (1 =
not relevant, 4 = highly relevant) to avoid neutral responses and promote decisive expert
judgement.

The process included a pre-test with three experts to evaluate the clarity, feasibility, and
usability of the instrument. Minor refinements were made prior to full implementation.
The main Delphi round involved 15 national and international experts in teaching,
learning, and assessment. Most panellists were professors, held doctoral qualifications,
and had extensive experience in health professions education, assessment, or academic
quality assurance.

Consensus was predefined as >80% agreement among panellists on each item. All 13
guidelines and 60 operational statements achieved consensus in the first round. The
level of agreement was consistently high, with consensus levels ranging from 86.67%
to 93.33% across the guideline statements, resulting in an overall mean consensus of
91.79%. Most items achieved near-unanimous endorsement across the three evaluation
criteria (clarity, relevance, and applicability), indicating strong expert validation of the
content and structure of the guidelines.
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Feedback provided by panellists focused primarily on minor semantic refinements to
improve clarity and contextual flexibility, e.g. replacing prescriptive terms such as
“must” with “should.” These revisions were incorporated without altering the
substantive intent of the guidelines. As all items met the predefined consensus threshold
without substantive disagreement, additional Delphi rounds were deemed unnecessary.

Research Setting

The study was conducted at a nursing school within a higher education institution in
South Africa. The institution offers both undergraduate and postgraduate nursing
programmes and serves a large, diverse, multilingual student population within a
resource-constrained educational environment. These contextual conditions present
ongoing challenges for the design and quality assurance of theoretical assessments. This
setting, therefore, provided a critical context for examining assessment practices and
informed the development of context-responsive, evidence-based guidelines. The study
specifically focused on the undergraduate Bachelor of Nursing programme.

Ethical Considerations and Trustworthiness

Ethical approval was obtained from the institution’s Research Ethics Committee
(Reference No: HS20/8/19). Participation was voluntary, and informed consent was
obtained. Anonymity and confidentiality were maintained throughout the process
(Creswell and Creswell 2017).

Results: Guidelines and Operational Statements

The final output of the study consisted of 13 evidence-based best practice guidelines
supported by 60 operational statements. These are grouped into four thematic clusters
reflecting key areas in theoretical assessment design (Table 1).
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Table 1: Clustered guidelines for theoretical assessment design

Clustered Guidelines

Description

Use of a taxonomy e.g.
Bloom’s, for
scaffolding of
assessments
(Guidelines 1-2)

Constructive alignment
and theory-practice
integration

(Guidelines 3-4)

Adherence to
assessment principles
and quality assurance
(Guidelines 5-8)

Educator development
and institutional
support (Guidelines 9—
13)

Emphasises the use of a taxonomy to ensure assessments are
pitched at the correct cognitive level and scaffolded from lower-
to higher-order thinking. This is to promote assessment of the
development of students’ critical thinking, problem-solving, and
evaluative judgement.

Advocate for assessments that align learning outcomes, teaching
activities, and assessments. Scenario-based and reflective
assessments are recommended to bridge the gap between theory
and clinical practice.

Focuses on fairness, validity, reliability, and transparency. It
addresses technical and linguistic clarity, diversity considerations,
and alignment with internal and external moderation policies.

Recognises the impact of educator competence, time constraints,
and administrative workload on assessment design quality. It calls
for institutional strategies to support professional development,
workload management, and empowerment through training and
mentorship.

Together, the validated guidelines integrate cognitive, pedagogical, and institutional
dimensions of theoretical assessment design. The complete set of validated guidelines
and operational statements, including the preamble, purpose, scope and relevance
(Donough 2024), can be accessed through the following QR code:

QR code: Evidence-based best practice guidelines to strengthen theoretical assessment design
in undergraduate nursing education
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Discussion

The validated guidelines and operational statements offer comprehensive and evidence-
based best practice guidelines to strengthen theoretical assessment design in
undergraduate nursing education. The guidelines respond to persistent challenges in
assessment quality, alignment, fairness, and educator readiness. Their implementation
is expected to support competency development, enhance academic standards, and
contribute to the broader goal of achieving Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG 4):
Quality Education (Donough, Mthimunye, and Daniels 2025b; Daniels 2026). The
discussion below interprets the significance of the guidelines in relation to key thematic
clusters.

Use of a Taxonomy for Scaffolding of Assessments (Guidelines 1-2)

Results from phase one of the study revealed that many theoretical assessments
disproportionately focused on lower-order cognitive tasks such as recall and
comprehension. This restricted students’ ability to develop higher-order cognitive skills
essential for clinical reasoning, analytical thinking, and problem-solving. Guidelines 1
and 2, therefore, advocate for the structured use of taxonomies, such as Bloom’s
Taxonomy, to ensure that assessments are cognitively appropriate, progressively
scaffolded, and aligned with the NQF level of the programme.

This recommendation aligns with research that supports the use of taxonomies to ensure
that assessments move beyond rote recall and engage students in deeper levels of
learning (Ergashevich 2024; dos Reis et al. 2022; Sobral 2021). By integrating
taxonomy-informed design and reflective practices (e.g., peer review, mentoring, and
reporting on cognitive levels), the guidelines offer a structured pathway for both novice
and experienced educators to transform theoretical assessment from a testing
mechanism into a pedagogical strategy that stimulates higher-order learning and clinical
competence.

Constructive Alignment and Theory-Practice Integration (Guidelines 3—
4)

A critical finding from the study was the lack of alignment between learning outcomes,
teaching activities, and assessment tasks. This misalignment contributed to a persistent
theory-practice gap, where students often demonstrated theoretical understanding
without being able to apply knowledge in real-world clinical contexts. Guidelines 3 and
4 address this gap by promoting constructive alignment, ensuring that what students
learn, how they are taught, and how they are assessed are coherently linked.

This aligns with Biggs’ (1996) concept of constructive alignment and later work by
Hecker et al. (2024) and Villarroel et al. (2024), which emphasises the role of integrated
and authentic assessments in bridging theory and practice. The inclusion of strategies
such as case-based assessments, reflective journaling, and peer-review activities

8
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resonates with research demonstrating that such methods enhance contextual
understanding and learner engagement (Villarroel et al. 2024; Villarroel et al. 2020).

When constructively aligned, assessments move beyond knowledge testing to become
vehicles for applied learning. Alignment ensures that students demonstrate not only
conceptual understanding but also contextual application. In this way, constructive
alignment strengthens knowledge transfer and supports the development of clinically
competent graduates.

Adherence to Assessment Principles and Quality Assurance (Guidelines 5-8)

The third cluster of guidelines reinforces foundational principles of assessment, validity,
reliability, fairness, and transparency, while addressing practical aspects such as
technical quality, language clarity, and moderation. Results revealed frequent
inconsistencies in mark allocation, unclear criteria, and linguistic complexity that
disadvantaged students, particularly those for whom English was an additional
language.

These results echo concerns raised in international assessment literature that fairness
and validity are compromised when assessment tasks lack clarity or inclusivity (Irenka
and Ireland 2021; Villarroel et al. 2020; Bazvand and Rasooli 2022). The guidelines,
therefore, advocate for the use of structured rubrics, cognitively aligned and plausibly
constructed questions, and systematic bias review processes to enhance reliability and
fairness. They also call for regular alignment with institutional and external quality
assurance frameworks (Mosabala 2025; Donough, Mthimunye, and Daniels 2025a).

Furthermore, these guidelines highlight inclusivity by recognising diverse student
needs, advocating for plain-language design, and providing reasonable
accommodations. Such practices align with global quality assurance standards that view
inclusivity as central to assessment integrity (Bennett and Abusalem 2024; Shivshankar
2024). These guidelines reinforce the technical and ethical dimensions of assessment
design, positioning fairness as a core pedagogical responsibility rather than a procedural
requirement.

Educator Development and Institutional Support (Guidelines 9—13)

A key systemic finding of this study is that assessment quality is inseparable from
institutional context. Participants identified heavy administrative loads, limited training
opportunities, and a lack of institutional support as major barriers to assessment quality.
Guidelines nine to 13, therefore, extend beyond individual educator responsibility,
calling for institutional commitment to empowerment, workload management, and
professional development.

This resonates with Boud and Bearman (2024), who argue that sustainable assessment
improvement requires institutional culture change, not just educator skill enhancement.
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Similarly, Chukwu et al. (2024) and Villarroel et al. (2024) emphasise that assessment
literacy must be continuously developed through mentorship, peer learning, and
reflective practice.

These guidelines propose practical mechanisms such as educator workshops, peer-
review systems, and designated time allocations for assessment design (Mallari, San
Juan, and Li 2023; Xavier and Meneses 2022; Scaled Agile Framework 2021;
Zickafoose et al. 2024). By doing so, they advance a systemic model of quality
assurance where educators are supported as reflective professionals rather than
overburdened implementers. This final cluster is crucial because it recognises that fair
and rigorous assessment design cannot occur in isolation. It demands an enabling
environment where institutional leadership, policy, and resources work in tandem with
educators’ professional agency to sustain excellence in assessment practices.

Synthesis and Implications

Collectively, the validated guidelines strengthen theoretical assessment practices across
cognitive, pedagogical, and institutional domains. For nurse educators, they provide
actionable strategies to enhance assessment fairness, validity, reliability, and
transparency while supporting alignment between intended learning outcomes and
student learning experiences. They help bridge the gap between theory and practice, as
well as between educator intent and student experience.

For institutions, the guidelines offer direction for embedding quality assurance within
curriculum design and staff development. For policymakers, they contribute to national
and global discussions on the professionalisation of teaching and learning in higher
education, aligning with the goals of SDG 4.

Although developed within a single institutional context, the guidelines were validated
by an interdisciplinary panel of national and international experts across health
professions education, academic quality assurance, and allied disciplines, strengthening
their conceptual transferability to comparable undergraduate programmes.

Limitations of the Study

This study has several limitations. First, the empirical data informing guideline
development were generated within a single institutional context, which may limit the
direct generalisability of the findings. However, validation through a Delphi process
involving national and international experts enhances the broader applicability of the
guidelines.

Second, although the Delphi panel included experts from diverse professional

backgrounds, the sample size was relatively small. While consistent with Delphi
methodology, this may have limited the range of perspectives captured.

10
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Third, the study focused specifically on theoretical assessment design and did not
include clinical assessment practices, which are equally critical in nursing education.

Finally, although the study rigorously developed and validated the guidelines, their
implementation and impact were not evaluated. Further research is therefore required to
examine their effectiveness in improving assessment quality, student learning outcomes,
and moderation practices.

Conclusion

These guidelines offer structured, context-specific, and evidence-based strategies to
empower educators and institutions to design assessments that are fair, valid, reliable
and transparent, and which meet national standards. They address the critical issues of
cognitive misalignment, theory-practice gap, inconsistent assessment standards, and
limited educator development.

Their implementation has the potential to strengthen assessment practices within
nursing higher education by enhancing students’ metacognitive skills, promoting
reflective learning, and supporting the development of graduates who are both
academically and clinically competent. Importantly, the guidelines extend beyond
individual educator practice by emphasising the role of institutional support, quality-
assurance mechanisms, and professional development in sustaining high-quality
assessment design. In doing so, this study contributes to ongoing national and global
efforts to improve teaching and learning in higher education, particularly within
resource-constrained and diverse educational contexts. The findings align with the
broader agenda of advancing equitable and quality education as outlined in SDG 4.

Future research should focus on implementing and evaluating these guidelines across
multiple institutions to assess their impact on assessment quality, student performance,
and moderation outcomes. Further studies should also explore their applicability to
clinical assessment contexts, which were beyond the scope of this study.
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