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In the high-stakes environment of modern healthcare, the ability to make rapid, accurate clinical decisions is not 

merely a desired skill; it is a fundamental requirement for patient safety and professional practice. For nursing 

students and candidates preparing for the National Council Licensure Examination (NCLEX), the triad of 

prioritization, delegation, and assignmentrepresents the apex of clinical judgment. This specialized domain of

nursing requires a transition from theoretical knowledge to practical application, often guided by the seminal work

of authors like Linda A. LaCharity, Candice K. Kumagai, and Barbara Bartz.

The Critical Role of Clinical Judgment in Nursing

Clinical judgment is defined as the observed outcome of critical thinking and decision-making. It is an iterative

process that involves observing a situation, processing information, and deciding on a course of action. The

NCLEX-RN and NCLEX-PN examinations have increasingly pivoted toward assessing this competency through

complex scenarios involving multiple patients with competing needs. The core challenge is no longer just knowing

'how' to perform a task, but 'when' and 'to whom' that task should be directed.

Defining the Core Pillars

To navigate the complexities of nursing practice, one must first clearly distinguish between the three core pillars 

explored in Prioritization, Delegation, and Assignment: Practice Exercises for the NCLEX Examination:

•  Prioritization: Determining which patient or task requires immediate attention based on acuity, stability, and 

potential for deterioration.

•  Delegation: The process of transferring the authority to perform a specific nursing task to a competent 

individual in a specific situation.

•  Assignment: The distribution of work that each staff member is responsible for during a given work period, 

typically based on their scope of practice.

Theoretical Frameworks for Prioritization

Effective prioritization is not arbitrary; it is rooted in established physiological and psychological frameworks. When

faced with a list of patients, the nurse must apply specific filters to determine the order of intervention.

1. The ABCs (Airway, Breathing, and Circulation)

The most fundamental framework in acute care is the ABC hierarchy. Any threat to the airway takes precedence 

over breathing, which takes precedence over circulation. In modern trauma care, this is sometimes expanded to 

CAB(Circulation, Airway, Breathing) for cardiac arrest scenarios, but for the general NCLEX prioritization, the ABC

sequence remains the gold standard.

2. Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs

In non-emergent settings, Maslow’s Hierarchyprovides a roadmap. Physiological needs (oxygen, food, water,

elimination) must be met before safety and security, which in turn must be met before psychosocial needs (love,



belonging, self-esteem). A patient experiencing severe physical pain usually takes priority over a patient expressing

anxiety regarding their discharge plan.

3. The Nursing Process (ADPIE)

The Nursing Process—Assessment, Diagnosis, Planning, Implementation, and Evaluation—serves as a

prioritization tool. Assessment is always the first step. If a nurse encounters a changing patient condition, the first

action is almost always to assess or gather more data before intervening or notifying a physician.

4. Acute vs. Chronic and Stable vs. Unstable

A critical technical distinction taught by LaCharity et al. is the difference between acute and chronic conditions. An 

acute condition (e.g., a new onset of chest pain) takes priority over a chronic condition (e.g., long-term COPD). 

Similarly, an unstable patient (someone whose vitals are fluctuating or who has just returned from surgery) is a 

higher priority than a stablepatient (someone awaiting discharge or who is 48 hours post-op with no

complications).

The Mechanics of Delegation: The Five Rights

Delegation is a legal and professional act. The National Council of State Boards of Nursing (NCSBN) defines

specific parameters that a Registered Nurse (RN) must follow when delegating to Licensed Practical Nurses

(LPNs) or Unlicensed Assistive Personnel (UAP).



The Five Rights of Delegation Technical Description and Application

Right Task The task must be repetitive, require little supervision, and 
be non-invasive (e.g., vital signs on a stable patient).

Right Circumstance The health sequence and setting must be stable. If the 
patient's condition changes, the delegation must be 
revoked.

Right Person The delegator must ensure the delegatee has the specific 
skills and competency to perform the task.

Right Direction/Communication The nurse must provide a clear, concise description of the 
task, including objectives, limits, and expectations.

Right Supervision/Evaluation The RN remains accountable for the outcome. They must 
monitor the task and evaluate the results.

Delegation Boundaries by Role

Understanding the scope of practice is essential for both real-world practice and passing the NCLEX. The following

table highlights the general boundaries of nursing roles:



Role Allowed Responsibilities Prohibited Actions

Registered Nurse (RN) Advanced assessment, IV 
medications, nursing diagnosis, 
teaching, care planning, unstable 
patients.

N/A (Highest level of accountability).

Licensed Practical Nurse (LPN) Data collection (not initial 
assessment), monitoring findings, 
reinforcing teaching, administering 
most meds (except IV push), stable 
patients.

Initial assessment, care plan 
development, unstable patients, IV 
push meds.

Unlicensed Assistive Personnel (UAP) ADLs (Feeding, bathing), ambulating, 
vital signs (stable), intake and output, 
skin care.

Medication administration, 
assessment, clinical judgment, sterile 
procedures.

Technical Workflow for Prioritization Questions

Approaching a prioritization question requires a systematic algorithmic process. Candidates often fail because they

react emotionally rather than logically. The following step-by-step procedure is recommended:

1.  Identify the 'Who': Look for the patient's age, diagnosis, and current symptoms.

2.  Filter by Stability: Is this patient expected to have these symptoms based on their diagnosis? (e.g., pain is 

expected after surgery, but sudden shortness of breath is not).

3.  Apply the ABCs: Does any patient have a compromised airway or difficulty breathing?

4.  Evaluate Timeframes: Is the symptom new/acute (last 2 hours) or old/chronic (last 2 days)?

5.  Determine Action: Does the question ask for the 'first' action, the 'most important' action, or the 'first' patient 

to see?

Mathematical Modeling in Staffing and Assignment

While often overlooked, nursing assignments follow a pseudo-mathematical logic based on Acuity Scoring. Acuity

is a measure of the intensity of nursing care required by a patient. In technical practice, assignments are calculated

using factors such as:

•  Complexity of Care: Number of medications, wound care frequency, and mobility requirements.

•  Level of Stability: Frequency of vital sign monitoring and potential for rapid decline.

•  Psychosocial Needs: Presence of family, mental health status, or cognitive impairment.

An equitable assignment distributes high-acuity patients across multiple nurses to prevent 'cognitive overload,' a

state where a nurse's decision-making capacity is compromised by excessive task demands.

The LaCharity Methodology: From Basics to Complex Scenarios

The 4th edition of Prioritization, Delegation, and Assignment is structured to build what is known as Scaffolded 

Learning. It begins with 'Part 1: Introduction to Prioritization, Delegation, and Assignment' which focuses on the

foundational rules of the NCSBN. It then moves into 'Part 2: Prioritization, Delegation, and Assignment in Health

Scenarios,' where learners must apply these rules to specific body systems (Cardiovascular, Respiratory, etc.).

Case Study Analysis: The Post-Operative Floor

Consider a scenario involving four patients on a post-surgical unit. The RN must decide who to see first:



•  Patient A: A 55-year-old male who had a total hip replacement 24 hours ago and is complaining of pain (Level 

7/10).

•  Patient B: A 42-year-old female who had a cholecystectomy 4 hours ago and has a heart rate of 115 bpm.

•  Patient C: A 68-year-old male with a history of COPD who is on 2L of oxygen and has an SpO2 of 90%.

•  Patient D: A 30-year-old female post-appendectomy who is requesting assistance to the bathroom.

Technical Analysis: Patient C’s SpO2 is normal for a COPD patient. Patient A's pain is expected post-op (though it 

needs management). Patient D can be delegated to a UAP. Patient Bis the priority. A heart rate of 115 bpm 4

hours after surgery could indicate internal hemorrhage or early shock, requiring immediate assessment and

intervention.

Common Pitfalls and Failure Modes in Delegation

Even experienced nurses can fall into traps when delegating or prioritizing. These failures often stem from

organizational culture or cognitive biases.

1. The 'I'll Just Do It Myself' Fallacy

RNs often under-delegate because they believe they can perform the task faster or better. Technically, this leads to 

Role Overload, where the RN is so busy with UAP-level tasks (like bathing) that they miss critical subtle changes

in a patient’s condition (assessment failure).

2. Inappropriate Delegation of Assessment

A common error is asking a UAP to 'check' something that requires clinical judgment. For example, asking a UAP to

'see if the patient's breathing looks better' is a violation of the scope of practice. The RN must perform the

assessment; the UAP can only collect raw data (e.g., the respiratory rate is 24).

3. Failure to Close the Loop

Delegation is a two-way street. A breakdown occurs when the delegatee performs the task but does not report the 

findings back, or the RN fails to follow up. In technical terms, this is a Communication Link Failure, and it is a

leading cause of medical errors.

Next-Generation NCLEX (NGN) Implications

As of 2023, the NCLEX has transitioned to the 'Next Generation' format, which places even greater emphasis on 

the Clinical Judgment Measurement Model (NCJMM). This model requires candidates to:

•  Recognize Cues (Filter information).

•  Analyze Cues (Identify patterns).

•  Prioritize Hypotheses (What is most likely/most dangerous?).

•  Generate Solutions (What can be done?).

•  Take Action (Implementation).

•  Evaluate Outcomes.

The exercises provided by LaCharity, Kumagai, and Bartz are specifically designed to mirror this cognitive

workflow, moving beyond simple multiple-choice questions to complex case-study-based items.

Integration with Electronic Health Records (EHR)

In modern practice, prioritization is often assisted by technology. Many Elsevier eBooks on VitalSource now 

integrate with clinical decision support systems. These systems use algorithms to flag 'high-risk' patients based on 



lab values and vital signs (Early Warning Scores). However, the nurse must remain the final arbiter of action. 

Technology provides the data, but the nurse provides the judgment.

Strategic Summary for Professional Practice

Mastering these concepts requires a shift in perspective. You must stop viewing nursing as a list of tasks and start

viewing it as a series of critical decisions. Whether you are using the 3rd, 4th, or latest edition of the LaCharity text,

the underlying principles remain constant: safety first, assessment before intervention, and always working within

the legal scope of practice.

By rigorously applying the ABCs, Maslow’s hierarchy, and the Five Rights of Delegation, nursing professionals can

ensure that care is not only efficient but, more importantly, safe. The journey from student to competent clinician is

defined by the ability to manage the chaos of a clinical environment through the structured application of

prioritization, delegation, and assignment. This mastery is the hallmark of a professional nurse and the key to

ensuring positive patient outcomes in an increasingly complex medical landscape.
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