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Purpose: The objective of this study is to explore and examine the approaches utilized by preceptors in guiding graduate nursing 
students toward developing critical thinking skills within governmental nursing colleges in Iraq.
Methods: The study involved 215 preceptors employed in Al governmental nursing colleges in Iraq. Purposive sampling was used to 
select participants who had at least two years of nursing preceptorship experience. A survey instrument consisting of two open-ended 
questions was used to collect data, and descriptive and inferential statistics were used to analyze the data.
Results: Most preceptors (82.8%) agreed that critical thinking is important to graduate nursing education, and 93.5% agreed that 
critical thinking skills are adequately taught during preceptorship. Case studies (92.1%), simulation (87.4%), and problem-based 
learning (81.9%) were the most commonly used methods to enhance critical thinking skills in nursing students during preceptorship. 
The study identified six main challenges, including managing the diverse needs and abilities of students, integrating students into the 
clinical environment, educators’ lack of knowledge, selection criteria, teaching strategies, and language.
Conclusion: The study concluded that most preceptors acknowledged the significance of critical thinking in nursing education and 
felt that these skills were effectively taught during preceptorship. Preceptors employed different techniques like case studies, 
simulation, and problem-based learning to enhance critical thinking abilities in nursing students.
Keywords: critical thinking, preceptorship, graduate nursing education, teaching strategies, challenges, methods, Iraq

Introduction
Critical thinking is essential to higher education as it is vital for success in many fields, including nursing.1 Thinking 
critically enables individuals to make informed decisions, evaluate evidence, and solve complex problems.2 Nursing 
preceptorship is a crucial component of nursing education, where nursing students learn clinical skills and decision- 
making in real-life clinical settings.3,4 Critical thinking is vital for nurses to make informed decisions, solve problems, 
and provide safe patient care.5,6 Numerous studies7,8 have highlighted the importance of critical thinking in nursing 
practice and the need for its development in nursing education. For instance, a study by Huang et al9 found that nurses 
with higher critical thinking skills were more likely to provide safe patient care. Additionally, a study by Tanner (2016)10 

emphasized that critical thinking is a crucial skill for nursing students to develop during their education to provide safe 
patient care. Furthermore, studies have been conducted to investigate the relationship between critical thinking and 
various measures of success in nursing education.5,11–14 Other researchers have explored the effects of nursing education 
on the development of critical thinking skills in students.15–17 The relationship between critical thinking and clinical 
decision-making has also been studied.18,19 Additionally, studies8,20–22 have investigated the link between moral reason-
ing and critical thinking in nursing students and practicing nurses from different nursing programs. The perception of 
critical thinking in nursing education has been explored, and studies23–25 have specifically examined the critical thinking 
abilities of nursing faculty. Despite the importance of critical thinking in a nursing preceptorship, some studies have 
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identified gaps in its development. For example, a study26,27 found that nursing students faced challenges developing 
critical thinking skills during preceptorship due to a lack of guidance and support from preceptors.28–30

The gap in this study is the lack of comprehensive research and understanding regarding the specific strategies and 
approaches used by preceptors to develop critical thinking skills in nursing students.

While preceptorship programs are commonly used in nursing education to facilitate the transition from student to 
practicing nurse, there is limited information available on the specific methods employed by preceptors to enhance 
critical thinking abilities in graduate nursing students in Iraqi governmental nursing colleges.

Identifying this gap is crucial because critical thinking is an essential skill for nursing professionals, enabling them to 
analyze complex situations, make sound clinical judgments, and provide safe and effective patient care. Understanding 
the specific strategies used by preceptors in this context can help improve the quality of nursing education and contribute 
to the development of competent nursing professionals in Iraq.

By investigating the preceptors’ methods of preceptoring on critical thinking, the study can shed light on the specific 
techniques, instructional approaches, and educational resources utilized by preceptors to promote critical thinking in 
nursing students. This knowledge can then be used to inform the design and implementation of effective preceptorship 
programs that effectively develop critical thinking skills among graduate nursing students in governmental nursing 
colleges of Iraq.

Overall, the identified gap highlights the need for research that explores the methods employed by preceptors in 
preceptoring graduate nursing students on critical thinking in Iraqi governmental nursing colleges, providing valuable 
insights for improving nursing education and enhancing the quality of patient care in Iraq.

The aim of this study is to investigate the methods employed by preceptors in preceptoring graduate nursing students 
on critical thinking in governmental nursing colleges in Iraq.

Materials and Methods
Study Design
This study was utilized a cross-sectional research design to investigate the methods employed by preceptors in 
preceptoring graduate nursing students on critical thinking in governmental nursing colleges in Iraq. A cross-sectional 
design is appropriate for this study as it allows for the collection of data at a single point in time, providing a snapshot of 
the current practices and methods used by preceptors in this context.

Participants
The study comprised 215 preceptors employed in Al governmental nursing colleges in Iraq. The participants were 
selected using a convenience sampling technique. The inclusion criteria for the preceptors were having at least two 
years of nursing preceptorship experience and being employed in one of the Al governmental nursing colleges in 
Iraq.

Data Collection and Instrument
A paper-based assessment and the survey instrument used in the study was based on previous studies31,32 that consisted 
of four open-ended questions as follows:

Statement 1: The Definition of Critical Thinking Includes Analyzing, Evaluating, and Synthesizing Information 
to Make Decisions and Solve Problems Effectively
This statement highlights the foundational concept of critical thinking, which involves the cognitive processes of 
analyzing, evaluating, and synthesizing information. By emphasizing these components, individuals can develop 
their ability to think critically and make informed decisions in various situations. This understanding of critical 
thinking provides a framework for evaluating its application in the context of preceptorship and graduate nursing 
education.
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Statement 2: Critical Thinking Skills are Adequately Taught During Preceptorship
This statement asserts that preceptorship programs effectively incorporate the teaching of critical thinking skills. The 
study findings indicated that a significant percentage of preceptors agreed that critical thinking skills are adequately 
taught during preceptorship. This suggests that preceptorship serves as an appropriate platform for fostering and 
enhancing critical thinking abilities in graduate nursing students.

Statement 3: Critical Thinking is an Important Aspect of Graduate Nursing Education
This statement recognizes the significance of critical thinking in the field of graduate nursing education. Critical thinking 
is essential for nurses to navigate complex clinical scenarios, make sound judgments, and provide safe and effective 
patient care. By acknowledging the importance of critical thinking in graduate nursing education, stakeholders can 
prioritize its integration into the curriculum and ensure that students develop this vital skillset.

Statement 4: Critical Thinking is an Essential Skill for Healthcare Professionals to Provide Safe and Effective 
Patient Care
This statement highlights the essential nature of critical thinking in healthcare practice. As healthcare professionals, 
nurses are responsible for making critical decisions that impact patient outcomes. By utilizing critical thinking skills, 
nurses can analyze complex information, evaluate options, and determine the most appropriate course of action. This 
skillset is crucial for ensuring safe and effective patient care, as it enables healthcare professionals to identify and address 
potential risks, consider alternative approaches, and adapt to changing circumstances.

These four statements capture key aspects of critical thinking and its relevance to preceptorship and graduate nursing 
education. They provide a foundation for understanding the role of critical thinking in the study and its implications for 
nursing practice.

Data Analysis
The data collected from the questionnaires were analyzed using descriptive and inferential statistics. The descriptive 
statistics used included means, frequencies, and percentages. The inferential statistics used included chi-square tests to 
compare perceptions between the preceptors.

Ethical Considerations
The study followed the principles outlined in the Declaration of Helsinki. Ethical approval was obtained from the 
institutional review board of Ninevah University before the commencement of the study. Informed consent was obtained 
from all participants before they completed the questionnaire. [IRB, No:72. Date:14/12/2022]

Limitations
One limitation of this study is using a self-administered questionnaire, which may result in social desirability bias. 
Additionally, the study was conducted in only Al governmental nursing colleges in Iraq, and the findings may not be 
generalizable to other settings.

Results
A total of 215 preceptors participated in the study. Of these, 61.4% (n=132) were female, and 38.6% (n=83) were male. 
Most preceptors fell in the age range of 35–44 years (39.5%, n=85) and had more than five years of experience in 
preceptorship (63.3%, n=136). (Table 1)

Most preceptors (82.8%, n=178) agreed that critical thinking is important to graduate nursing education. Additionally, 
93.5% (n=201) of preceptors agreed that critical thinking skills are adequately taught during preceptorship. (Table 2)

Preceptors reported using various methods to enhance critical thinking skills in nursing students during preceptorship. 
The most used methods included case studies (92.1%, n=198), simulation (87.4%, n=188), and problem-based learning 
(81.9%, n=176). Concept mapping and reflective writing were used less frequently, with 32.1% (n=69) and 24.2% (n=52) 
of preceptors reporting their use, respectively. (Table 3)
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The survey, which included 215 preceptors, identified six main challenges: type of student, socialization, educator 
lack of knowledge, selection criteria, teaching strategies, and language.

The most frequently reported challenge was the type of student, with 92.1% of preceptors reporting difficulty in 
managing the diverse needs and abilities of students. This was followed closely by socialization, with 89.3% of 
preceptors citing challenges in integrating students into the clinical environment. Educator lack of knowledge was also 
a significant challenge, with 74.4% of preceptors reporting feeling unprepared to teach students in certain areas.

Table 1 Demographic Characteristics of Preceptors

Characteristic n %

Gender

Male 83 38.6

Female 132 61.4

Age Group

25–34 58 27.0

35–44 85 39.5

45–54 49 22.8

55 and above 23 10.7

Years of Experience in Preceptorship

1–2 years 28 13.0

3–5 years 51 23.7

More than 5 years 136 63.3

Table 2 Perceptions of Preceptors

Statement Agree Disagree

The definition of critical thinking includes analyzing, evaluating, and synthesizing information to make 

decisions and solve problems effectively.

207 96.30% 8 3.70%

Critical thinking skills are adequately taught during preceptorship. 201 93.50% 14 6.50%

Critical thinking is an important aspect of graduate nursing education. 178 82.80% 37 17.20%

Critical thinking is an essential skill for health care professionals to provide safe and effective patient care. 212 98.60% 3 1.40%

Notes: Chi-Sq = 47.071, DF = 3, P-value = 0.000.

Table 3 Methods Used to Enhance Critical Thinking Skills

Method Preceptor2s (n = 215)

Case studies 198 (92.1%)

Simulation 188 (87.4%)

Problem-based learning 176 (81.9%)

Concept mapping 69 (32.1%)

Reflective writing 52 (24.2%)
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Selection criteria, teaching strategies, and language were also identified as challenges by the majority of preceptors, 
with 66.5%, 63.7%, and 49.3% of respondents, respectively, citing these issues. These challenges highlight the 
importance of ongoing education and training for preceptors, as well as the need to adapt teaching methods and strategies 
to accommodate diverse learners and changing clinical environments. (Table 4)

Discussion
The demographic characteristics of preceptors in preceptoring graduate nursing students on critical thinking in govern-
mental nursing colleges in Iraq were examined in this study. A total of 215 preceptors participated, with 61.4% (n=132) 
being female and 38.6% (n=83) being male. The age distribution of preceptors indicated that the largest proportion fell 
within the range of 35–44 years (39.5%, n=85). Furthermore, a significant percentage of preceptors (63.3%, n=136) 
reported having more than five years of experience in preceptorship.

The gender distribution among preceptors revealed a higher representation of females compared to males. This 
finding aligns with the general trend observed in the nursing profession, where women constitute a substantial majority of 
the workforce. The predominance of female preceptors may reflect the overall gender composition of the nursing field, 
which could potentially influence preceptorship practices. It would be interesting for future research to explore any 
gender-related differences in teaching approaches, mentoring styles, or student outcomes within preceptorship programs.

Regarding age distribution, the majority of preceptors fell within the age range of 35–44 years. This age group often 
represents a stage of professional development and stability in the nursing career trajectory. Preceptors in this age range 
may possess a wealth of clinical experience and knowledge that can positively impact their ability to guide and mentor 
graduate nursing students. However, it is important to consider potential generational differences in teaching approaches 
and learning preferences when developing preceptorship programs. Younger preceptors, for instance, may bring fresh 
perspectives and utilize innovative teaching methods, while older preceptors may draw upon their extensive experience 
to provide valuable insights and guidance.33

The substantial proportion of preceptors with more than five years of experience in preceptorship (63.3%) highlights the 
presence of a seasoned group of mentors in the governmental nursing colleges of Iraq. Such experience can contribute to the 
development of expertise in preceptoring and the cultivation of critical thinking skills among nursing students. These 
preceptors may have a deeper understanding of the challenges and opportunities involved in nurturing critical thinking 
abilities and possess effective strategies for fostering this competency. Leveraging their expertise and creating opportunities 
for knowledge sharing and mentorship within preceptorship programs can enhance the overall quality of nursing education.34

These findings align with the viewpoints expressed by Duron et al,35 Black,36 Choy,37 and Nickerson38 that teaching 
critical thinking is crucial to improve students’ learning and thinking abilities.

The findings from this study indicate that the majority of preceptors recognize the significance of critical thinking in 
graduate nursing education. A high percentage of preceptors (82.8%, n=178) agreed that critical thinking is important to 
the development of nursing students. This consensus among preceptors highlights their understanding of the essential 
role critical thinking plays in preparing future nurses to deliver high-quality and evidence-based care.

Table 4 Challenges Faced by Preceptors Challenge Preceptors (n = 215)

Challenge Preceptors (n = 215) Number (%)

Type of student 198 92.1%

Socialization 192 89.3%

Educator lack of knowledge 160 74.4%

Selection criteria 143 66.5%

Teaching strategies 137 63.7%

Language 106 49.3%
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Furthermore, a significant proportion of preceptors (93.5%, n=201) agreed that critical thinking skills are adequately 
taught during preceptorship. This finding suggests that preceptors feel confident in their ability to effectively incorporate 
and impart critical thinking skills to graduate nursing students during the preceptorship experience. It reflects the value 
that preceptors place on fostering critical thinking abilities as an integral component of nursing education.

The high level of agreement among preceptors regarding the adequacy of critical thinking instruction during 
preceptorship is encouraging. It implies that preceptors are actively engaged in facilitating opportunities for students 
to develop and apply critical thinking skills in real-world clinical scenarios. These preceptors may employ various 
teaching strategies, such as guiding students through patient care situations, encouraging reflection and analysis, and 
providing feedback to enhance critical thinking abilities.

The positive perceptions of preceptors regarding the adequacy of critical thinking instruction during preceptorship 
have several implications. First, it indicates that preceptors themselves recognize the importance of nurturing critical 
thinking skills and are committed to incorporating them into the education of nursing students. This aligns with the 
overarching goals of nursing education to produce competent and thoughtful practitioners who can adapt to complex 
healthcare environments.

Second, the high agreement among preceptors suggests that the preceptorship programs in governmental nursing 
colleges in Iraq have implemented effective strategies for teaching and fostering critical thinking skills. These strategies 
may include structured learning activities, case discussions, collaborative problem-solving, and exposure to diverse 
patient populations. The positive perception of preceptors regarding the adequacy of critical thinking instruction during 
preceptorship may be attributed to the implementation of evidence-based teaching methods and the provision of adequate 
resources and support.

The findings from this study reveal that preceptors in governmental nursing colleges in Iraq employ a variety of 
methods to enhance critical thinking skills in nursing students during preceptorship. The most commonly used methods 
reported by preceptors include case studies, simulation, and problem-based learning.

Case studies were reported as the most frequently utilized method, with 92.1% (n=198) of preceptors indicating its 
use. Case studies offer an opportunity for students to engage in critical thinking by analyzing complex patient scenarios, 
identifying relevant information, making clinical judgments, and proposing appropriate interventions. The widespread 
use of case studies by preceptors suggests their recognition of the value of real-life clinical examples in developing 
students’ critical thinking abilities.39

Simulation was also widely employed by preceptors, with 87.4% (n=188) reporting its use. Simulation provides a safe 
and controlled environment for students to practice critical thinking skills by simulating realistic patient care situations.40 

Through simulation, students can actively participate in decision-making, problem-solving, and critical analysis, thereby 
enhancing their ability to think critically in high-stakes clinical settings.41,42

Another commonly utilized method reported by preceptors was problem-based learning, with 81.9% (n=176) 
indicating its use. Problem-based learning involves presenting students with authentic, complex problems or cases that 
require critical thinking skills to identify and address the underlying issues. This approach promotes active learning, self- 
directed inquiry, and collaborative problem-solving, fostering the development of critical thinking abilities in nursing 
students.43,44

On the other hand, concept mapping and reflective writing were reported as less frequently used methods by 
preceptors. Concept mapping, reported by 32.1% (n=69) of preceptors, is a visual representation of relationships between 
concepts, facilitating the organization and integration of knowledge. Reflective writing, reported by 24.2% (n=52), 
encourages students to reflect on their experiences, analyze their actions, and make connections between theory and 
practice. Although these methods were less commonly used, they still offer valuable opportunities for students to engage 
in critical thinking and self-reflection.

The utilization of various methods by preceptors indicates a diverse and multifaceted approach to fostering critical 
thinking skills during preceptorship. By incorporating a range of instructional strategies, preceptors can cater to different 
learning styles and promote the development of critical thinking from various angles.

It is worth considering the potential benefits and limitations of each method. Case studies, simulation, and problem- 
based learning provide hands-on, experiential learning opportunities that closely mirror real-world clinical practice. 
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These methods enable students to actively apply critical thinking skills in a supportive and structured environment.45 On 
the other hand, concept mapping and reflective writing offer opportunities for students to engage in metacognitive 
processes, promoting deeper understanding, self-reflection, and the ability to connect concepts and experiences.46

However, it is important to recognize that the effectiveness of these methods in enhancing critical thinking skills may 
vary depending on the context, student characteristics, and preceptor expertise. Further research could investigate the 
outcomes and effectiveness of each method in terms of student critical thinking competency, clinical decision-making, 
and patient outcomes.

The findings from this study shed light on the challenges faced by preceptors in preceptoring graduate nursing students on 
critical thinking in governmental nursing colleges in Iraq. The survey responses from 215 preceptors identified six main 
challenges: type of student, socialization, educator lack of knowledge, selection criteria, teaching strategies, and language.

The most frequently reported challenge among preceptors was the type of student, with 92.1% expressing difficulty in 
managing the diverse needs and abilities of students. This challenge likely arises from the varying levels of prior 
knowledge, clinical skills, and learning styles among graduate nursing students. The diverse student population may 
include individuals with different educational backgrounds, cultural contexts, and clinical experiences. Preceptors face 
the task of tailoring their instruction to meet the unique needs of each student, ensuring that they receive appropriate 
guidance and support in developing their critical thinking skills. Addressing this challenge requires flexibility, adapt-
ability, and personalized approaches to teaching and mentoring.

Socialization emerged as another significant challenge, with 89.3% of preceptors reporting difficulties in integrating 
students into the clinical environment. This challenge may be related to the transition from a classroom-based learning 
setting to a real-world clinical setting. Graduate nursing students need to acclimate themselves to the clinical environ-
ment, understand the expectations and dynamics of the healthcare team, and develop effective communication and 
collaboration skills. Preceptors play a vital role in facilitating this socialization process by providing guidance, mentor-
ship, and opportunities for students to engage with healthcare professionals and experience the clinical practice firsthand.

The survey findings also revealed that 74.4% of preceptors reported feeling unprepared to teach students in certain 
areas, highlighting the challenge of educator lack of knowledge. Nursing practice is dynamic and continuously evolving, 
with advancements in research, technology, and healthcare delivery. Preceptors may encounter situations or topics that 
require up-to-date knowledge and expertise beyond their current scope of practice. Addressing this challenge necessitates 
ongoing professional development and continuing education opportunities for preceptors, ensuring they remain updated 
on evidence-based practices, current guidelines, and emerging trends in nursing education and healthcare.

Selection criteria, teaching strategies, and language were additional challenges identified by preceptors. The selection 
criteria challenge (66.5%) may refer to the difficulty of identifying appropriate students for preceptorship, considering 
their readiness, motivation, and compatibility with the clinical setting. Teaching strategies (63.7%) encompass the need to 
employ diverse instructional approaches to accommodate different learning styles and engage students effectively. 
Language (49.3%) refers to challenges arising from language barriers, particularly in multicultural and multilingual 
settings where English may not be the first language for students or preceptors.

These challenges underscore the importance of ongoing education and training for preceptors. Professional develop-
ment programs can equip preceptors with the necessary knowledge and skills to address the diverse needs of students, 
adapt teaching strategies, and navigate the evolving healthcare landscape. Furthermore, strategies such as mentorship, 
peer support, and networking opportunities can provide a platform for preceptors to share experiences, exchange best 
practices, and collaborate on overcoming common challenges.

It is crucial for nursing education institutions and preceptorship programs to recognize and address these challenges 
systematically. This can be achieved by incorporating robust preceptorship training programs, establishing supportive 
mentoring relationships, providing resources and tools for effective teaching, and fostering a culture of continuous 
learning and improvement among preceptors.

Implications
The findings of this study have important implications for nursing education and preceptorship programs in governmental 
nursing colleges in Iraq. Firstly, the positive perception of preceptors regarding the adequacy of critical thinking instruction 
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during preceptorship highlights the importance of continued emphasis on critical thinking skills in nursing education. It 
reinforces the need for ongoing professional development for preceptors to ensure they are equipped with the knowledge and 
skills to effectively teach and foster critical thinking abilities in nursing students.

Secondly, the utilization of various methods by preceptors indicates the importance of employing a multifaceted 
approach to enhance critical thinking skills. Incorporating diverse instructional strategies such as case studies, simulation, 
problem-based learning, concept mapping, and reflective writing can cater to different learning styles and promote 
a comprehensive development of critical thinking abilities in nursing students.

Thirdly, the challenges identified in this study, including managing student diversity, socialization, educator knowl-
edge gaps, selection criteria, teaching strategies, and language barriers, emphasize the need for targeted interventions and 
support mechanisms for preceptors. Nursing education institutions should provide comprehensive preceptorship training 
programs that address these challenges and equip preceptors with the necessary skills and knowledge to effectively guide 
and mentor diverse groups of nursing students.

Lastly, the findings from this study can serve as a foundation for further research and exploration of effective 
strategies for enhancing critical thinking skills in nursing education. Future studies could focus on evaluating the 
outcomes of different teaching methods, assessing the impact of mentorship programs on critical thinking development, 
and examining the effectiveness of interventions aimed at addressing the identified challenges.

Conclusion
In conclusion, this study explored the methods employed by preceptors in preceptoring graduate nursing students on 
critical thinking in governmental nursing colleges in Iraq. The findings revealed that the majority of preceptors 
recognized the importance of critical thinking in nursing education and believed that critical thinking skills were 
adequately taught during preceptorship. Preceptors reported utilizing various methods such as case studies, simulation, 
and problem-based learning to enhance critical thinking skills in nursing students. However, challenges related to student 
diversity, socialization, educator knowledge, selection criteria, teaching strategies, and language were also identified.
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