OVERVIEW
This BOI provides you with the information needed to complete each of the Steps of the USMLE. Please read it
carefully and regularly check the USMLE website for announcements. By using this guide and our website, you
will learn what to expect from each USMLE Step.

PURPOSE AND MISSION OF THE USMLE
The USMLE is a three‐Step examination for medical licensure in the United States. It is sponsored by the FSMB
and the NBME. The USMLE program supports medical licensing authorities and physicians in the United States
through development, delivery, and continual improvement of high‐quality assessments across the continuum
of physicians’ preparation for practice.

WHY IS THE USMLE IMPORTANT?
The USMLE assesses an examinee's ability to apply knowledge, concepts, and principles and to demonstrate
fundamental patient‐centered skills. These skills constitute the basis of safe and effective patient care. Health
care consumers throughout the nation enjoy a high degree of confidence that doctors who have passed all
three Steps of the USMLE have met a common standard.

EXAMINATION COMMITTEES
Examination committees, composed of medical educators and clinicians, create the examination materials.
Committee members broadly represent the teaching, practice, and licensing communities across the United
States. At least two committees of experts critically appraise each test question or case and revise or discard
any materials that are outdated or inconsistent with current medical practice.

HOW TO PREPARE
Sample items are available free of charge on the USMLE website under the section titled Practice Materials. You
may also purchase an at‐home online self‐assessment by visiting the Students & Residents section of the NBME
website. Practice materials and self‐assessments are available to all USMLE examinees.

HOW TO REGISTER
To apply for USMLE examinations, you must submit an application through the appropriate organization.
Appointments at some test centers fill up quickly. Examinees are encouraged to schedule at their preferred test
center as soon as they have received their scheduling permit. More information about scheduling is on pages 17
and 18 of this guide.

www.usmle.org
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ELIGIBILITY FOR THE USMLE

CHANGE IN ELIGIBILITY STATUS
If your eligibility for a Step or Step Component changes after you submit your application but before your
scheduled test date(s), you must promptly notify the organization that registered you for your examination.
Failure to notify the organization that registered you for your examination of your change in status may result
in a finding that you engaged in irregular behavior. If you take a Step or Step Component for which you are not
eligible, results for that examination may not be reported or, if previously reported, may be canceled, at the
discretion of the USMLE program.

GRADUATES FROM UNACCREDITED MEDICAL SCHOOLS IN THE US OR CANADA
If you graduated from an unaccredited medical school in the US or Canada and are eligible for initial licensure
as a physician by a US medical licensing authority, you may take the USMLE only upon specific request by that
medical licensing authority. The medical licensing authority should submit the request to sponsor you to the
USMLE Secretariat in advance of your application for each Step.

SEQUENCE OF STEPS
If you meet the eligibility requirements, you may take Step 1, Step 2 CK, and Step 2 CS in any sequence. You
may take Step 3 only after passing Step 1, Step 2 CK, and Step 2 CS.

NUMBER OF ATTEMPTS AND TIME LIMITS
An examinee may not take the same Step or Step Component more than six times, including incomplete
attempts. All attempts at a Step or Step Component are counted toward the limit, regardless of when the
examinations were taken.
Information regarding state‐specific requirements for licensure can be obtained on the FSMB website. Note:
combined degree (eg, MD PhD) students should reference the USMLE website for more specific information
regarding exceptions to time limits.

RETAKING FAILED EXAMINATIONS
You may not take the same Step or Step Component more than three times within a 12‐month period. Your
fourth and subsequent attempts must be at least 12 months after your first attempt at that examination and
at least six months after your most recent attempt at that examination. This includes incomplete attempts.

www.usmle.org
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ELIGIBILITY FOR THE USMLE

RETAKING PREVIOUSLY PASSED STEPS
If you pass a Step or Step Component, you are not allowed to retake it, except to comply with a time limit
imposed by a US physician licensing authority for completion of all Steps or by another authority recognized by
the USMLE program. Visit the USMLE website for more information. If you have not yet passed Step 3 and need
to retake a previously passed Step 1 or Step 2 examination in order to meet a time limit imposed by a US
physician licensing authority or another authority recognized by the USMLE program, you should understand
that if you fail a retake, you will no longer be eligible to take Step 3. In order to meet the examination
requirements for Step 3 eligibility, you must have achieved a passing performance on the most recent
administration of the examinations intended to meet those requirements.

PREVIOUSLY LICENSED PHYSICIANS
If you have already been granted a physician license by a US medical licensing authority based on other
licensure examinations, such as the Federation Licensing Examination (FLEX), the NBME certifying
examinations, or National Board of Osteopathic Medical Examiners COMLEX‐USA, you may not be eligible to
take the USMLE. Please contact the appropriate registration organization with questions about your eligibility
(see page 29).

www.usmle.org
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EXAMINATION DAY AND TESTING

PERSONAL BELONGINGS—WHAT YOU CAN BRING INTO THE TESTING ROOM
Personal items are prohibited in the secure areas of the testing center. For computer‐based examinations (Step
1, Step 2 CK, and Step 3), the only items you are allowed to bring into the testing room are soft‐foam earplugs
without strings. Earplugs must be removed from the packaging and be ready for inspection by test center staff
during check‐in and must remain at your workstation during all breaks. Earplugs are prohibited for Step 2 CS. Visit
the USMLE website for more information.
For Step 2 CS, the entire test center, including the orientation room and the restrooms, is considered a secure
testing area. The only items you are allowed to bring into the secure testing area are your white lab coat
(pockets must be empty) and a standard stethoscope, without digital amplification, electronics, or any other
enhancement. (Should you forget to bring one, there are a limited number of standard stethoscopes
available at the test center). If you require an amplified stethoscope and wish to bring one to the exam,
you must request a personal item exception (PIE) by contacting disabilityservices@NBME.org or by calling
215‐590‐9700 for additional information on how to request a PIE. All other equipment, including pens, gloves,
writing paper, and other medical equipment, is provided by the test center. Visit the USMLE website for more
information regarding the Step 2 CS examination experience and test center regulations.
For all Steps, if you bring personal items to the test center, you must store them in a small designated locker
outside the secure testing area or in the designated storage area for Step 2 CS; electronic devices must be
turned off. Turning down the volume is not sufficient. All personal items are subject to inspection.

ADMISSION TO THE TEST
Check‐in Procedures
Step 1, Step 2 CK, Step 3
You should arrive at the test center approximately 30 minutes prior to your scheduled testing appointment. If
you arrive after your appointment time, you may not be admitted. If you arrive more than 30 minutes after
your scheduled testing appointment, you will not be admitted and must pay a fee to reschedule your test. Your
rescheduled test date(s) must fall within your eligibility period.
Step 2 CS
You should arrive at the test center at the time listed on the confirmation notice you received. There will be
an on‐site orientation to demonstrate the equipment available for you to use in the examination rooms and
to review examination rules and procedures. If you arrive during the on‐site orientation, you may be allowed
to test after signing a Late Admission Form. If you arrive after the on‐site orientation, you will not be allowed
to test and must pay a fee to reschedule your test. Your rescheduled test date must fall within your eligibility
period.
All Steps
When you arrive at the test center, you must present a paper or electronic copy of your scheduling permit and
a valid, unexpired government‐issued photo identification. Please review your scheduling permit for additional
identification requirements. Acceptable forms of unexpired identification include:
▫
▫
▫
▫

Passport
Driver’s license with photograph
National Identity Card
Other form of unexpired, government‐issued identification
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EXAMINATION DAY AND TESTING

Your name, as it appears on your scheduling permit, must exactly match the name on your form(s) of
identification. Your identification must contain both your signature and a recent photograph. Please review
your scheduling permit for details and limited exceptions. If the name listed on your scheduling permit is not
correct, contact the organization that registered you for your examination immediately.
If you do not bring your scheduling permit on paper or electronically (eg, via smartphone) and acceptable
identification on each day of your exam, you will not be admitted to the test and will be required to pay a fee
to reschedule your test. Your rescheduled test date(s) must fall within your eligibility period.
Security Procedures
For Step 1, Step 2 CK, and Step 3 ONLY
During check‐in, test center staff will scan you with a handheld or walk‐through device designed to detect
prohibited items and ask you to empty your pockets and turn them inside out before entering the testing
room to confirm that you have no prohibited items. You will be asked to repeat this process each time you
return to the testing room after a break. Additionally, your photo ID and fingerprint may be scanned
electronically, and you must sign the test center log each time you enter or exit the test room.
Before you enter the test room, test center staff will give you laminated writing surfaces and markers to use for
making notes and/or calculations during the testing session. You will be instructed to write your name and CIN,
as shown on your scheduling permit, on one of the laminated writing surfaces provided. Writing surfaces and
markers should be used only at your assigned testing station and only after you have entered your CIN in the
computer to start your test session. If you have filled the laminated writing surfaces and need additional space
for making notes, raise your hand to ask test center staff for a replacement. You must return laminated writing
surfaces to test center staff at the end of the testing session. Do NOT write on anything (eg, skin, clothing,
tissue) other than the laminated writing surface. Failure to comply may result in a finding that you engaged
in irregular behavior.
Test center staff will escort you to your assigned testing station and provide brief instructions on use of the
computer equipment. You must enter your CIN to start the examination. A brief tutorial is available before each
examination. You must run the sound check for the audio headphones either before the examination begins or
during the tutorial, so that problems can be resolved before you start the examination.
For Step 2 CS ONLY
In addition to having your photo ID scanned electronically, you will be asked to place your personal belongings
(eg, pens, study materials, cell phones) in small bins, which are inaccessible for the duration of the examination
day. Any personal belongings that you may need during breaks or during the examination, including your lab
coat and stethoscope, can be placed at your seat in the orientation room. After the onsite orientation, test
center staff will scan you with a handheld or walk‐through device designed to detect prohibited items and ask
you to empty your pockets and turn them inside out before entering the testing room to confirm that you have
no prohibited items. Please note that every area of the testing center is under video surveillance at all times;
examinees are escorted by proctors at all times, with the exception of restroom breaks.
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EXAMINATION DAY AND TESTING

All Steps
There are no facilities available for family and friends to wait at the center while you test; plan to meet them
elsewhere after the examination ends. All examinees will be required to remove eyeglasses for close visual
inspection by the test center administrator. These inspections will be done at check‐ in and upon your return
from breaks. Jewelry, except for wedding and engagement rings, is prohibited. Hair accessories such as ornate
clips, combs, barrettes, or headbands are subject to inspection. We reserve the right to terminate your
administration if you engage in any activity that may compromise the validity, integrity or security of the
USMLE, including possessing or using prohibited items.

BREAK TIME
Step 1, Step 2 CK, and Step 3
Your test session is scheduled for a fixed amount of time, and the computer keeps track of the time allocated
for each block and for breaks. At the start of the testing session, you have a total of 45 minutes of break time
for authorized breaks and for computer transitions between blocks. Authorized breaks include any time you
spend between test blocks, whether you remain at your seat or leave the testing room. If you complete the
tutorial or other testing blocks early, the remaining time will be added to your total break time.
Once you begin a testing block, you may not leave the room (except in the event of an emergency). If you leave
the room for a personal emergency and you are not on an authorized break, the block and daytime clocks will
continue to run, and the test center will report the incident to the USMLE program. Additionally, the
unauthorized break screen, described in the examination tutorial, will appear on the monitor after a defined
period of inactivity. After the unauthorized break screen appears, you will need to enter your CIN to continue
with the examination. Each time you leave the testing room, you are required to sign out and sign in when you
return. You must present your identification each time you sign in.
If you exceed your allocated or accumulated break time, the excess will be deducted from your total testing time.
Use the time summary feature (explained in the tutorial on your test day) to keep track of your time.
Step 2 CS
Your Step 2 CS administration will include 12 patient encounters. The examination session lasts approximately
eight hours. You will have 50 minutes of break time: 10‐minute break after the third patient encounter; 30‐
minute break (which includes a light lunch) after the sixth patient encounter; and a 10‐minute break after the
ninth patient encounter. The test center is unable to accommodate special meal requests. However, you may
bring your own food, provided that no refrigeration is required. No smoking or use of tobacco products,
including vaping, is allowed in any CSEC center.

STARTING AND COMPLETING THE TEST
Step 1, Step 2 CK, and Step 3
After you start taking an examination, you cannot cancel or reschedule that examination. If you experience a
computer issue during the test, notify test center staff immediately. The testing software is designed to restart
the test at the point that it was interrupted, without loss of time.
The test session ends when you have started and exited all blocks or the total test time expires. You will receive
a notice during checkout that you have appeared for the test. If your test is scheduled for multiple days, be sure
to bring a copy of your scheduling permit with you each day or you may not be permitted to test.
www.usmle.org
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CONTACT US

TEST ADMINISTRATION INQUIRIES
For questions and concerns about your administration, contact the NBME Test Administration office.
Attention: Test Administration
National Board of Medical Examiners
3750 Market Street
Philadelphia, PA 19104‐3102
Telephone: (215) 590‐9700
E‐mail: testadmin@nbme.org

SECURITY CONCERNS
USMLE encourages you to provide information about cheating, violations of the USMLE rules and other
activities of which you are aware that may compromise the security and integrity of the USMLE. Please visit the
USMLE website to report such information.

GENERAL INQUIRIES
Complete information about the USMLE is available on the USMLE website. General inquiries regarding the
USMLE or inquiries for the USMLE Secretariat may be directed to:
Attention: USMLE Secretariat
National Board of Medical Examiners
3750 Market Street
Philadelphia, PA 19104‐3102
Telephone: (215) 590‐9700
E‐mail: webmail@nbme.org

FOLLOW US ON SOCIAL MEDIA
Stay up‐to‐date by following USMLE on Twitter, Facebook, and LinkedIn.

www.usmle.org
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LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS
ACM
ADA
AOA
CCS
CIN
CIS
CK
CS
CSEC
ECFMG
FLEX
FSMB
FIP
ICE
LCME
NBME
PIE
SEP
USMLE
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Advanced Clinical Medicine
Americans with Disabilities Act
American Osteopathic Association
Computer‐based Case Simulations
Candidate Identification Number
Communication and Interpersonal Skills
Clinical Knowledge
Clinical Skills
Clinical Skills Evaluation Collaboration
Educational Commission for Foreign Medical Graduates
Federation Licensing Examination
Federation of State Medical Boards
Foundations of Independent Practice
Integrated Clinical Encounter
Liaison Committee on Medical Education
National Board of Medical Examiners
Personal Item Exceptions
Spoken English Proficiency
United States Medical Licensing Examination
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