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ABSTRACT

Background: Critical thinking is a vital competence in the nursing profession, essential for providing
safer and higher-quality patient care. The rapid evolution and constant changes in the healthcare
industry necessitate a teaching and learning environment that offers ample opportunities for students
to engage in activities that enhance critical thinking, beyond traditional role-playing methods. This
study aims to assess the level of critical thinking among undergraduate nursing students at
International Islamic University Malaysia (IIUM) Kuantan Campus, Pahang, Malaysia.

Methods: A quantitative cross-sectional study was conducted using an online survey. Participants
were selected based on inclusion and exclusion criteria. The brief version of the Critical Thinking
Disposition Inventory (CTDI-CV) questionnaire was utilized. All undergraduate students at the
Kulliyyah of Nursing were invited to complete the survey online. The data were analysed using Chi-
Square and descriptive statistics.

Results: A total of 152 students participated in the online survey. Results showed that 54.6% of
respondents demonstrated strong critical thinking ability, with a mean critical thinking score of 72.14.
Analysis of the socio-demographic profiles showed a significant correlation between the level of
critical thinking and gender and year of study with p-values of 0.018 and 0.038 respectively.
Conclusion: The study highlights the need for more effective teaching strategies specifically designed
to promote critical thinking skills in nursing students.
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INTRODUCTION

Critical thinking is essential for future nurses and
is taught in nursing education. It includes
interpretation,  reasoning,  analysis  and
evaluation. Fundamentals in Nursing courses
have been shown to promote critical thinking in
students, resulting in improved quality of patient
care. Problem-solving learning methods are
important in bridging the gap between theory and
practice in healthcare. With advances in
technology, changes in nursing practice, and the
increasing acute nature of patients, it is
increasingly important to foster critical thinking
skills in nursing students.

This study aims to assess the level of critical
thinking among undergraduate nursing students
at International Islamic University Malaysia
(IUM) Kuantan Campus, Pahang. The study will
examine the relationship between socio-
demographic profiles, academic achievement,
self-directed learning and clinical experience. The
findings will inform educational curricula to
better prepare students for their future nursing
roles and ensure patient safety, which is a major
concern in the Malaysian healthcare system.

LITERATURE REVIEW

We, the researchers, used the Proquest,
ScienceDirect and Pubmed databases to obtain
reliable and relevant articles for this study. We
conducted Boolean searches and used terms such
as "AND" and "OR" to refine our results. The
primary keywords we used were "level of critical
thinking"," "nursing  students"," "nursing
education" and '"problem-based learning" Our
selection followed the Preferred Reporting Items
for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyzes
(PRISMA) flowchart. We only considered articles
that met the following criteria: Full-text
accessibility, peer-reviewed status, publication
between 2019 and 2023, English language, and
focus on the level of critical thinking in
undergraduate nursing students. We excluded
qualitative studies.

Critical thinking is an essential skill for nursing
students that allows them to interpret, analyse,
evaluate and draw conclusions in different
clinical situations (1-3). This competence is crucial
for managing complex and dynamic care needs
and reflects the knowledge, experience and skills
acquired through nursing education (2).
Considering that nurses are constantly confronted
with complex situations and patient care,
assessing the level of critical thinking in nursing
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students is crucial. It allows educators to modify
learning activities to improve these skills (4).
Critical thinking helps nurses identify important
data and recognise problems that require urgent
intervention and includes seven subscales: Truth-
seeking, Open-mindedness, Analytic, Systematic,
Confidence, Curiosity, and Cognitive Maturity
(5-8).

Studies have shown that critical thinking varies
among nursing students in different countries. In
Brazil, 55% of nursing students show moderate to
high levels of critical thinking, while in Iran,
67.7% of students show good levels of critical
thinking (4,9). In China, students showed positive
dispositions in critical thinking overall and in six
subscales (10). Several factors influence critical
thinking, including socio-demographic factors,
gender dynamics, and clinical experiences. Age,
socioeconomic status, and cultural background
shape critical thinking skills, while clinical
experiences in healthcare enhance these skills
through exposure to the real world (3,11,12).
Understanding these factors is critical to
understanding the diversity of critical thinking
approaches in nursing students and improving
their educational outcomes.

METHODS

In this quantitative study, a cross-sectional design
was used to investigate the level of critical
thinking among undergraduate nursing students
at IUM Kuantan Campus. Participants were
selected based on predefined inclusion and
exclusion criteria. The cross-sectional approach
was chosen due to its cost-effectiveness and rapid
implementation. The study was conducted at the
Kulliyyah of Nursing at I[IUM Kuantan and
focused on students from year 1 to 4. A
convenient, non-probability sampling method
was used where participants were recruited based
on availability and accessibility. The sample size
was set at 249 students using Raosoft based on the
total active students, allowing for a 10% dropout
rate.

Inclusion criteria included students living on
campus and enrolled as undergraduates’ students
at the Kulliyyah of Nursing, while those on study
leave were excluded. The research instrument
was an adapted version of the Short Form-Critical
Thinking Disposition Inventory-Chinese Version
(SF-CTDI-CV) (13), which was translated and
validated (8). The independent variables included
socio-demographic ~ profiles and  clinical
experience, while the dependent variable was the
level of critical thinking. Reliability was
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confirmed with a Cronbach's alpha of 0.783.
Ethical approval was obtained from the Kulliyyah
of Nursing Postgraduate Research Committee
(KNPGRC) and the IIUM Research Committee
(IREC). Data collection included collecting socio-
demographic data and clinical experiences and
answering questions on the Critical Thinking
subscale. Data were analysed using descriptive
statistics and chi-square tests.

RESULTS

As shown in Table 1, total of the 553 nursing
students at the Kulliyyah of Nursing, 249 were
randomly selected for this study using Raosoft.
152 responded, representing a 61% response rate.
Participants were categorised into age groups:
61.2% were older than 21 years and 38.8% were 21
years or younger. Female participants made up
86.8% of the sample. Year 4 students had the

highest participation rate at 36.2%, followed by
year 2 (23.7%), year 1 (21.1%) and year 3 (19.1%).
In terms of clinical experience, 75.7% of
respondents had more than four weeks of
experience, while 24.3% had less than four weeks.

The study found that 54.5% of students
demonstrated good critical thinking skills, while
45.4% were rated as poor. The chi-square revealed
no significant association between clinical
experience and level of critical thinking.
However, gender and year of study were
significantly associated with critical thinking:
male students and third-year students showed
higher levels of critical thinking. No significant
association was found between age and critical
thinking. The results highlight the need for
tailored interventions to improve critical thinking
skills according to gender and year of study.

Table 1: Summary of the association between sociodemographic profiles, clinical experience and critical
thinking (N=152)

Variables Critical Thinking
Poor (%) Good (%) x2 p-value
Age
21 years old and below 59.3 40.7 0.865 0.352
22 years old and above 51.6 48.4
Gender
Male 30.0 70.0 5.625 *0.018
Female 58.3 41.7
Year of study
Year 1 56.3 43.8 8.432 *0.038
Year 2 63.9 36.1
Year 3 31.0 69.0
Year 4 60.0 40.0
Clinical Experience
Less than 4 weeks 56.8 432 0.091 0.762
More than 4 weeks 53.9 46.1

Note: *significant value is set at p < 0.05
DISCUSSION

Interestingly, this study showed no significant
correlation between the year of study and the level
of critical thinking. This contrasts with previous
research which found that critical thinking skills
tend to improve as nursing education progresses
(19). The lack of correlation between year of study
and level of critical thinking in this study suggests
that factors other than academic progression may
play a more important role in the development of
critical thinking skills in nursing students (14).
Further research is needed to determine these
factors and their impact on critical thinking skills.
The significant association between year of study
and critical thinking, with third-year students
having the highest scores, suggests that critical
thinking development peaks in the middle of the
program. This is in line with the previous findings,
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who found a significant correlation between the
year of study and critical thinking (11).
However, the observed decline in the fourth year
indicates a possible plateau or regression, which
is contrary to the expectation of continuous
growth. This could be due to academic fatigue,
stress related to impending graduation, or
insufficient ~ advanced  critical  thinking
challenges in the curriculum. Similar patterns
have been found in other studies, highlighting
the need for sustained critical thinking
development throughout the nursing program.

Implications for Nursing Education

The results underline the importance of tailored
educational interventions to promote critical
thinking at different stages of nursing education
(15). The observed gender differences suggest
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that educational strategies need to be gender-
specific and may need to address different learning
styles and support mechanisms (16). Furthermore,
the lack of correlation between clinical experience
and critical thinking emphasises the need for high-
quality, well-structured clinical education that
truly engages students in critical thinking processes
(17,18).

Comparison with International Studies

Compared to international studies, the results of
this study show both similarities and differences.
For example, the proportion of students with good
critical thinking skills at IIUM Kuantan is lower
than in some studies from Iran and China (7,11),
indicating  possible areas for curriculum
improvement. The findings in terms of gender and
year of study reflect broader trends, but also
emphasize the unique context of [IUM Kuantan
and point to the need for context-specific
educational strategies.

CONCLUSION

The study provides valuable insights into the
critical thinking levels among undergraduate
nursing students at IIUM Kuantan and highlights
areas for improvement in nursing education. By
comparing these findings with previous studies, it
becomes clear that both universal and context-
specific factors influence critical thinking
development. Future research should focus on
exploring these factors in depth, particularly the
quality of clinical experiences and the impact of
educational interventions tailored to different
demographics, to enhance critical thinking skills in
nursing students comprehensively.
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