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Medical Schools That Use NBME Exams: What You Need to Know

medical schools that use nbme exams have become a significant part of the
medical education landscape in the United States and beyond. If you're an
aspiring medical student or currently navigating through medical school,
understanding the role of NBME exams can be crucial to your academic and
professional success. The National Board of Medical Examiners (NBME) provides
standardized assessments that help medical schools evaluate students’
knowledge and readiness for clinical practice. But which medical schools use
these exams, and why have they become so widely adopted? Let’s dive into the
details.

Understanding NBME Exams and Their Role in
Medical Education

The NBME is renowned for creating exams that assess the competency of medical
students and professionals. These exams include the United States Medical
Licensing Examination (USMLE) Step 1, Step 2 CK, and various subject-specific
assessments often referred to as Shelf Exams or Clinical Science Exams. Many
medical schools choose to incorporate NBME exams as part of their curriculum
to provide standardized, objective measures of student performance.

What Are NBME Shelf Exams?

Shelf exams are subject-specific tests developed by the NBME to evaluate
knowledge in core clinical disciplines such as Internal Medicine, Surgery,
Pediatrics, Obstetrics and Gynecology, Psychiatry, and Family Medicine. These
exams are typically administered at the end of clinical rotations and serve
as a benchmark for students’ understanding of each specialty.

Why Do Medical Schools Use NBME Exams?

There are several reasons why medical schools prefer NBME exams:
e Standardization: NBME exams allow schools to assess students against a
national standard, ensuring uniformity in evaluation.

e Benchmarking: Schools can compare their students’ performance with peers
nationwide, identifying strengths and weaknesses.



* Preparation for Licensing Exams: Since NBME exams align closely with
USMLE content, they help students prepare effectively for these critical
licensing tests.

e Objective Assessment: These exams reduce subjectivity in grading and
provide credible performance metrics.

Medical Schools That Use NBME Exams: A Closer
Look

While not every medical school relies solely on NBME exams, a significant
number have integrated them into their assessment strategies. Schools across
the United States, including well-known institutions and newer programs,
utilize NBME exams for their clinical assessments.

Examples of Medical Schools Using NBME Exams

Many prestigious medical schools incorporate NBME exams into their evaluation
process. For example:

University of Michigan Medical School: Uses NBME Shelf exams during
clinical rotations to assess students’ knowledge in core disciplines.

University of Washington School of Medicine: Integrates NBME exams as
part of their clerkship evaluations.

University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center: Employs NBME
assessments to ensure students meet national standards.

Morehouse School of Medicine: Utilizes NBME exams for both formative and
summative assessments.

Many osteopathic and allopathic schools recognize the value of NBME exams and
use them to complement their internal exams, helping students maintain a
competitive edge for residency applications.

Variations in Usage Among Schools

Not all medical schools use NBME exams in the same way. Some institutions use
NBME exams as the sole method for grading certain clerkships, while others



use them as part of a larger assessment system including clinical
evaluations, presentations, and internal exams. Some schools may also use
NBME Comprehensive Basic Science Exams (CBSE) during preclinical years to
gauge readiness for Step 1.

Benefits of Taking NBME Exams During Medical
School

If your medical school uses NBME exams, it’s important to understand how to
leverage them for your benefit. Here are some advantages:

Benchmarking Your Knowledge Early

Taking NBME exams during medical school allows you to identify gaps in your
knowledge before high-stakes licensing exams. This early feedback is
invaluable, especially for areas where you might be weaker.

Familiarity With Exam Format and Style

NBME exams mimic the format and question style you’ll encounter on the USMLE.
Regular exposure helps reduce test anxiety and improves time management
skills during exams.

Enhancing Your Residency Application

Strong NBME exam scores can demonstrate to residency programs that you
possess a solid foundation of medical knowledge. Some programs might even
request NBME scores as part of their application review process.

Reducing Surprises on USMLE Exams

Because NBME exams are aligned with USMLE content, they serve as excellent
practice tools. Students who perform well on NBME exams tend to find USMLE
Steps more manageable.

Tips for Success on NBME Exams

Preparing for NBME exams requires a strategic approach. Here are some useful



tips to help you excel:
e Use Practice Questions: Utilize question banks that reflect NBME-style
questions to build familiarity.

e Create a Study Schedule: Align your study plan with your clinical
rotations to avoid burnout.

e Focus on High-Yield Topics: Pay special attention to frequently tested
subjects and common clinical scenarios.

* Review Feedback Thoroughly: Analyze your performance reports to identify
and address weak areas.

e Form Study Groups: Discussing challenging concepts with peers can deepen
understanding and retention.

Impact of NBME Exams on Medical Education and
Licensure

The integration of NBME exams into medical school curricula has reshaped how
students prepare for their future careers. Beyond assessing knowledge, these
exams promote consistency in medical education standards across institutions.

Alignment With USMLE and Licensing Requirements

NBME exams serve as stepping stones toward successful completion of USMLE
Steps, which are mandatory for medical licensure in the United States.
Schools using NBME exams provide students a structured pathway to meet these
requirements, often improving overall pass rates.

Supporting Curriculum Development

Data from NBME assessments help medical schools refine their curricula to
better address knowledge gaps. This continuous improvement cycle benefits
future cohorts and enhances the quality of medical education.

Encouraging Lifelong Learning

Regular exposure to standardized exams fosters habits of self-assessment and



continuous learning, which are essential qualities for practicing physicians.

Looking Ahead: The Future of NBME Exams in
Medical Schools

As medical education evolves, the role of NBME exams is likely to expand.
With ongoing changes in healthcare demands and licensure processes, schools
may increasingly rely on these assessments to ensure graduates are competent
and ready for practice.

Technology advancements could also enhance the exam experience, incorporating
adaptive testing and more interactive platforms. Additionally, the COVID-19
pandemic has accelerated the adoption of remote proctoring and online exam
delivery, trends that NBME is actively exploring.

For medical students, staying informed about how your school uses NBME exams
and actively engaging with these assessments can make a significant
difference in your learning journey.

Navigating medical school can be challenging, but understanding the role of
NBME exams provides clarity and direction. Whether you’re at a university
that uses these exams exclusively or as part of a broader evaluation system,
embracing the process will prepare you not only for your licensing exams but
for a successful career in medicine.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are NBME exams and why are they important in
medical schools?

NBME exams, developed by the National Board of Medical Examiners, are
standardized assessments used to evaluate medical students' knowledge and
readiness for clinical practice. They are important because they help ensure
students meet national standards and are prepared for licensing exams like
the USMLE.

Which medical schools commonly use NBME exams in
their curriculum?

Many accredited U.S. medical schools incorporate NBME exams into their
curriculum, including institutions like Johns Hopkins University, University
of Michigan, and University of California, San Francisco, among others, to
assess student progress and readiness for USMLE Step exams.



How do NBME exams influence the grading system in
medical schools?

NBME exams often serve as standardized benchmarks that contribute to course
grades or clerkship evaluations, providing an objective measure of student
knowledge alongside clinical performance and other assessments.

Are NBME exams used only for preclinical or clinical
years in medical schools?

NBME exams are used throughout medical education but are especially prevalent
in clinical years to assess students during clerkships. They help prepare
students for USMLE Step 2 CK and ensure competency in clinical knowledge.

Can NBME exams help medical students prepare for the
USMLE Step exams?

Yes, NBME exams are designed to mirror the content and format of USMLE Step
exams, making them an excellent tool for medical students to gauge their
readiness and identify areas needing improvement before taking the actual
licensing exams.

Do international medical schools also use NBME
exams?

Some international medical schools adopt NBME exams to align their assessment
standards with U.S. medical education and licensing requirements,
particularly for students intending to practice in the United States.

How frequently are NBME exams administered in
medical schools?

The frequency varies by institution, but NBME exams are typically
administered at the end of courses or clerkships, often multiple times
throughout medical school to monitor student progress and readiness for
licensing exams.

Are NBME exam scores shared with residency programs?

While NBME exam scores are primarily used for medical school assessment,
performance on NBME subject exams can sometimes be included in the Medical
Student Performance Evaluation (MSPE) or transcripts, which residency
programs review during the selection process.



Additional Resources
Medical Schools That Use NBME Exams: An In-Depth Exploration

medical schools that use nbme exams have become increasingly prominent in
shaping the assessment frameworks of medical education across the United
States and beyond. The National Board of Medical Examiners (NBME) is a
pivotal organization responsible for creating standardized exams that
evaluate the knowledge, skills, and readiness of medical students and
professionals. Understanding which medical schools implement NBME exams, how
they integrate these assessments into their curricula, and the implications
for student outcomes is essential for prospective students, educators, and
institutions aiming to optimize medical training.

The Role of NBME Exams in Medical Education

NBME exams are widely recognized as gold standards for testing medical
knowledge and clinical reasoning. These assessment tools include a variety of
exams such as the Comprehensive Basic Science Self-Assessments (CBSSA),
Subject Examinations (also known as Shelf Exams), and the United States
Medical Licensing Examination (USMLE) Step exams. The primary goal of these
exams is to ensure that medical students meet rigorous competency standards
before progressing to residency and independent practice.

Many medical schools that use NBME exams integrate them at multiple points
during the curriculum to benchmark student performance objectively. These
schools leverage NBME tools not only for summative evaluations but also for
formative assessments that guide both students and faculty in identifying
knowledge gaps and tailoring learning interventions.

Medical Schools Utilizing NBME Subject Exams

A significant number of allopathic medical schools in the U.S. incorporate
NBME Subject Exams as part of their clerkship assessments. These exams cover
core clinical disciplines such as Internal Medicine, Surgery, Pediatrics,
Psychiatry, Obstetrics and Gynecology, and Family Medicine. By adopting NBME
Subject Exams, medical schools benefit from:

e Standardized benchmarking against national cohorts
e Objective measures of clinical knowledge across specialties

e Enhanced preparation for USMLE Step 2 Clinical Knowledge (CK)



For example, institutions such as the University of Michigan Medical School,
Mayo Clinic Alix School of Medicine, and University of California, San
Francisco (UCSF) School of Medicine are well-known for routinely
administering NBME Subject Exams during clinical rotations. These schools
emphasize the importance of these exams in validating student readiness for
residency applications and licensure exams.

Integration of NBME Exams in Preclinical Years

While NBME exams are traditionally associated with clinical years, an
increasing number of medical schools have started using NBME Basic Science
Self-Assessments during preclinical phases. These exams simulate the USMLE
Step 1 experience, providing early diagnostic feedback on students’ grasp of
foundational sciences like anatomy, physiology, biochemistry, and
pharmacology.

Medical schools including Indiana University School of Medicine and
University of Colorado School of Medicine exemplify this trend by embedding
NBME CBSSA exams into their curricula. This approach helps students benchmark
their performance nationally and adjust their study strategies accordingly,
potentially improving Step 1 outcomes and overall knowledge retention.

Benefits and Challenges of Using NBME Exams in
Medical Schools

Medical schools that use NBME exams often report various advantages that
enhance both student assessment and curriculum development. However, the
integration of these exams also presents certain challenges worth
considering.

Advantages of NBME Exam Utilization

e National Standardization: NBME exams provide a uniform assessment
metric, allowing schools to compare their students’ performance against
national averages and peer institutions.

e Data-Driven Curriculum Improvement: Exam results can highlight
curricular strengths and weaknesses, enabling faculty to refine teaching
methods and content delivery.

e Enhanced Student Preparedness: Continuous exposure to NBME-style
questions familiarizes students with licensing exam formats, reducing
test anxiety and improving scores.



* Residency Application Advantage: Strong NBME Subject Exam scores can
bolster residency applications by demonstrating clinical knowledge
proficiency.

Challenges and Considerations

* Resource Intensity: Administering and analyzing NBME exams requires
significant faculty time and institutional resources.

e Student Stress: Frequent high-stakes testing can increase student
anxiety and impact mental health negatively.

e Overemphasis on Standardized Testing: Some educators caution against
relying heavily on NBME scores at the expense of holistic evaluation
methods.

e Cost Implications: Licensing NBME exams involves fees that can strain
smaller or newer medical schools’ budgets.

Comparative Perspectives: NBME Exams Versus
Alternative Assessments

While many U.S. medical schools depend on NBME exams, others employ
alternative or supplementary assessment tools such as the Comprehensive
Osteopathic Medical Licensing Examination (COMLEX) for osteopathic schools or
institution-specific exams designed to meet unique curricular goals.

For example, osteopathic medical schools accredited by the American
Osteopathic Association (AOA) primarily use COMLEX exams, though some also
integrate NBME Subject Exams for certain clerkships. This dual approach
offers students a broader evaluation experience but also demands
adaptability.

International medical schools, particularly those in Canada, the Caribbean,
and the UK, may use NBME exams selectively or rely on other national
licensing exams tailored to their healthcare systems.

How NBME Exam Utilization Affects Student Outcomes

Research indicates that medical schools incorporating NBME exams tend to see



improved Step 1 and Step 2 CK scores, attributable to the alignment of
curricular content and assessment style. Additionally, students exposed to
NBME Subject Exams often report enhanced clinical reasoning skills and better
preparedness for standardized board exams.

However, the predictive validity of NBME exams for long-term clinical
performance remains a subject of ongoing study. Some educational theorists
emphasize the importance of supplementing NBME assessments with longitudinal
competency evaluations, clinical evaluations, and narrative feedback.

Future Trends in Medical School Assessment and
NBME Exams

The landscape of medical education assessment continues to evolve, with NBME
playing a central role in pioneering innovations such as computer adaptive
testing and integrated clinical assessments. Medical schools that use NBME
exams are increasingly adopting digital platforms that facilitate real-time
analytics and personalized learning pathways.

Moreover, ongoing discussions about the pass/fail scoring system for USMLE
Step 1 have prompted medical schools to reconsider the weight placed on NBME
Subject Exams and other formative assessments. This shift may lead to
expanded use of NBME exams as tools for comprehensive competency evaluation
rather than solely high-stakes gatekeeping.

Emerging trends also include the integration of clinical skills evaluations
and simulation-based assessments alongside NBME knowledge tests, fostering a
more holistic approach to medical student evaluation.

In summary, medical schools that use NBME exams benefit from standardized,
reliable, and nationally recognized assessment tools that enhance educational
quality and student readiness for licensure. While challenges exist in terms
of cost, student stress, and overreliance on standardized testing, the
strategic implementation of NBME exams continues to influence medical
education profoundly. As the field advances, these exams will likely adapt
and expand in scope, supporting the development of well-rounded, competent
physicians prepared to meet the demands of modern healthcare.
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