Frequently Asked Questions about USMLE Step 1

A guide for Second Year Medical Students at Loyola University of Chicago – 
Stritch School of Medicine

The following is a document that resulted from collaboration between Students Advising Students (SAS), the Teaching and Learning Center (TLC), and the Department of Academic Affairs.  It is meant to provide second year medical students at SSOM with guidance as they prepare for the USMLE Step 1.  
In order to better answer these questions a survey was put forth to the Class of 2008 with the expressed purpose of helping future SSOM students.  The survey yielded a response rate of 66 responses.

Question #1  When should I take the exam?

The first thing to take into account is any unusual or special events that you have towards the end of the second year and during the summer after your second year.  For example, weddings to attend, vacations, or planned medical care.  The current recommendation from SSOM is to study approximately 4 weeks for Step 1.  Any less than 4 weeks and you may feel under-prepared.  Any more than 4 weeks and fatigue and burnout may become a factor.  Generally finals take place during the first week of May.  For the Class of 2008 58% took Step 1 during the week of June 6-10th, with 18% taking the exam earlier than June 6th and the remaining 24% took the exam later than June 10th  (with most of those taking the exam between June 11th-16th).
It is strongly recommended by SSOM to set a firm test date and plan your study schedule backwards from this date.  However it is free of charge to change your exam date as long as the change is made outside of 1 week prior to the original testing date.  Only 4 students actually did change their testing date, with 3 of them stating it was due to lack of preparation.
Question #2  Where should I take the exam?

Although there are several Prometric Testing Centers throughout Illinois and the United States, of the students in the Class of 2008, 71% of them took the exam at the downtown Chicago location (20 N Clark St), with 14% taking it at the Lombard, IL location.  The other 5% took the exam at a different location, most likely near their hometown (parent’s house).  When asked if they would recommend their testing site, only 1 person stated “no” referring to the downtown Chicago location.  The Downtown Chicago location is quite large with many rooms with computers.  The negative of this location is that it is downtown Chicago (either pay to park or take the El train), with the positive being that often they put all Step 1 test takers in a separate room so that “non medical students” are not disturbing you.
Question #3  Should I use the online Q-bank from Kaplan, Inc.?

Of the students surveyed 100% of them utilized Q-bank (please note that “Q-bank” is not the same thing as “Q-bank-IV”, this question refers to the original “Q-bank”).  65% of them found Q-bank “Very useful”, and 26% found it “somewhat useful”.  Only 3 students said “neutral” and 3 said “not very useful”.  About half of the students surveyed actual completed all the questions on Q-bank.
Question #4 Where should I study?

By this time in your medical school career you are quite familiar with the various locations to study.  28 of the students studied at school, 21 at their house, 9 at a community library, 5 at the hospital library, and 3 listed “other”.  Only 1 person that took the survey said they would not recommend studying at their location (school).

When asked if they studied in a group, 37% said “never”, 33% said “occasionally”, 17% said “most of the time”, and 13% said “all the time”.

Question #5 When should I start studying?

Obviously the best answer to this question is to be constantly learning as you go through your first and second years at Loyola.  However, there is a distinct difference between studying for classes and studying for Step 1.  Many students may find it difficult to balance the need to study for class and the pressure to study and review for Step 1.  It is worth noting that 59% of the students stated that they began studying for Step 1 immediately after finals, 14% took some time off after finals and then started studying, while only 12% stated they started studying during second year spring break, another 12% started studying during second year winter break, and only 3% claimed they started studying during their first year.  When asked in retrospect if they would have started earlier, 77% stated “no”, and 23% said “yes”.  All that stated “yes” began studying after finals.
Question #6  How should I study for Step 1?

This is a very difficult question to answer as everyone studies differently.  There are a variety of study books and aids available, not to mention old class notes and Internet resources.  88% of students surveyed did create a set study schedule (for examples please see SAS website).  94% utilized the online shelf exam from NBME paid for by SSOM, with 66% used it early on as a guide to plan studying, 15% used it in the middle of studying to plot progress and 11% took the practice test towards the end of studying to assess preparedness.  
When asked what subjects they felt least prepared for, 26% said pharmacology, 18% said biochemistry, and the rest responded with a variety of other answers.  

Question #7 How can the Teaching and Learning Center (TLC) help me?
The TLC at SSOM offers a variety of programs to assist students prepare for Boards.  Beginning in January, workshops are offered on Successful Test Taking Strategies, Making a Plan, Long-Term Memory Strategies, and Stress Management for Test Anxiety.  In addition, individual appointments are available to define a study plan and strategies that will best meet each student’s content needs and learning style.  The TLC study room has a library of various review books and a 2007 USMLE Structured Packet to assist with prioritizing your study time.  The faculty review sessions are coordinated by TLC under the direction of the MS2 class officers.  All materials are made available on their website www.meddean.luc.edu/tlc under “USMLE”.

Question #8 What are some of the more common review books that students use to study?

When asked what was their most useful resource, the overwhelming majority said First Aid for the Boards (62%), with 28% saying Q-bank, and the rest saying BRS books (pathology and physiology).  Other popular books utilized include: High Yield Series (Embryology and Behavior Sciences especially), Kaplan Study Guides, Pharm Cards, Micro Cards, and Step-Up to the Boards.  Other than review books, old class notes and textbooks are also good options to review.

Question #9 What is it like to take the exam?

Everyone’s test taking experience will be different, depending on when and where you take the exam.  Generally speaking the test is scheduled to begin in the morning (around 8-9 am).  You should arrive about 30 minutes early with your testing permission slip and ID card.  After checking in you will be given white boards to write on for scratch paper.  You will be asked to write your individual testing password on this white board and will be shown to your computer.  You can request airport-style earmuffs if you want them.  You must keep your ID on the desk at all times, and are not allowed to remove any pieces of clothing at any time.  There is a 15 minute tutorial to start the exam, however if you skip the tutorial (you can download it from the USMLE website at any time), you get an extra 15 minutes of break time.  Some people will take the tutorial just to get their nerves under control, while other people prefer the extra break time.

The actual test consists of 7 sections of 50 questions in which you have 1 hour to complete those questions.  If you finish within a section early you can return to any question in that section.  However once a section ends it is gone forever.  Of the 350 questions that you take 50 are “pilot questions” that do not effect your score.  It is unknown to you if the 50 questions are scattered through the test or if an entire section is a practice section.  You are given 45 minutes of break time (60 minutes if you skip the tutorial) that you can use in-between any section.  It is up to you how to divide up your break time.  For example some people will take 2 sections back-to-back without a break and then take a longer break.  Some will take 5 minutes between sections to stand up and stretch and then take a long lunch break.  The computer tells you how much break time you have left.  

Speaking of lunch, don’t forget to either pack one or bring money to run out and buy something.  Some people prefer to stick around the testing center all day.  Other people take a longer lunch break and want to physically leave the center.  Just make sure you keep track of how much break time you have left!

Question #10 What kind of score should I aim for?
Another difficult question to answer.  Generally, the national average is around 217, and SSOM’s average is around 220.  You need a 182 to pass.  How well you want to do depends on a number of factors, such as how much time you have dedicated to study, how well you do on standardized tests, and what your ultimate career goals are.  A good resource to determine what specialties are “competitive” to get into is Iserson’s Getting Into a Residency.  It ranks residencies on a 5-star basis for competitiveness.  Generally speaking, the more competitive residencies want to see higher Step 1 scores.  But you must also remember, that just like the MCAT, Step 1 is only one section of your overall residency application.  Some program directors care a lot about Step 1, some do not list it as a priority.  Taking the NBME exams online is an excellent indicator of how prepared you are.

