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Shelf exams are standardized NBME assessments taken during clinical
clerkships. They evaluate your ability to diagnose, manage patients,
apply clinical reasoning, and practice evidence-based medicine. Unlike
basic science exams, shelf exams emphasize application over
memorization — success requires both real clinical experience and
focused, strategic study.



Why Shelf Exams MatterWhy Shelf Exams Matter

Impact clerkship grades (20–50% of rotation grade), directly influencing
honors designations and overall clerkship performance evaluations.
Affect residency applications through clerkship grades, honors
designations, and demonstrated clinical performance across core rotations.

Serve as essential preparation for USMLE Step 2 CK and COMLEX Level 2,
reinforcing clinical reasoning and evidence-based decision-making skills
needed for licensure and beyond.



Understanding the NBME Shelf Exam FormatUnderstanding the NBME Shelf Exam Format

Multiple choice, single best answer format with case-based clinical
vignettes. Timed and comprehensive, integrating multiple disciplines
into each question.

Tests clinical judgment, differential diagnosis, and next-step
management — emphasizing application of knowledge over rote
memorization.



The Most Common Shelf ExamsThe Most Common Shelf Exams
Internal Medicine — The most comprehensive shelf, covering cardiology, pulmonology, nephrology, GI, and
more.
Surgery — Focuses on trauma, acute abdomen, surgical indications, and perioperative care.
Pediatrics — Covers developmental milestones, vaccinations, neonatal care, and pediatric emergencies.
Obstetrics & Gynecology — Tests prenatal care, labor and delivery, gynecologic conditions, and management
algorithms.

Psychiatry — Emphasizes mood disorders, psychotic disorders, substance use, and first-line pharmacotherapy.
Family Medicine — Broad outpatient focus: preventive care, chronic disease management, and USPSTF
screening guidelines.
Neurology — High-yield topics include stroke, seizures, headaches, movement disorders, and lesion localization.
Each exam is administered by the NBME and tailored to the core competencies of its respective clerkship
rotation.



Creating a Shelf
Study Plan

Creating a Shelf
Study Plan

Consistency is key — avoid cramming and passive

reading. Start early, ideally on day one of your

rotation. Use question banks as your primary

study driver.

Weekly structure: balance clinical duties with

daily question practice and focused review. Use

weekends for larger question sets and reinforcing

weak areas.



Building Effective Daily Study HabitsBuilding Effective Daily Study Habits
Before clinical duties: flashcards and quick review of high-yield
topics to prime your mind for the day ahead.

After clinical duties: dedicated question bank blocks with thorough
answer review — 30–60 minutes daily beats marathon sessions.



Question BanksQuestion Banks
UWorld (Gold Standard): The most comprehensive and clinically
rigorous question bank. Teaches clinical reasoning, pattern recognition,
and test-taking skills essential for shelf success. Complete all questions
with thorough review of both correct and incorrect answers.

AMBOSS: Excellent question bank with integrated reference library.
NBME Practice Exams: Most representative of actual shelf format — use
in final weeks. Review every answer explanation deeply; learning from
mistakes is as valuable as answering correctly.



High-Yield Study ResourcesHigh-Yield Study Resources
Master these core resources for shelf exam success: UWorld (primary question bank
— gold standard for clinical reasoning), AMBOSS (question bank + integrated
reference library), OnlineMedEd (structured clinical teaching videos for systematic
review), and First Aid for Step 2 CK (broad high-yield content review).

Anki: leverage spaced repetition to reinforce high-yield facts and pharmacology.
NBME Practice Forms: essential for final-stage prep — most representative of actual
exam format. Key principle: master a few resources deeply rather than spreading
thin across many. Avoid resource overload — consistency with fewer tools
outperforms scattered studying.



Clinical learning provides real-world context and
patient care experience. Shelf learning demands
systematic review, question practice, and guideline
mastery. Top students combine both: use every
patient encounter to reinforce shelf concepts, and
apply shelf knowledge to clinical decisions.

Clinical Learning
vs Shelf Learning
Clinical Learning
vs Shelf Learning



Test-Taking
Strategies
Test-Taking
Strategies

• Read the last sentence first to understand the

question's focus before diving into the vignette

• Avoid premature conclusions — review all clinical

details before selecting your answer

• Focus on the next best step in management, not

just identifying the diagnosis

• Learn common NBME patterns and manage your

time carefully — don't get stuck on a single question



Internal Medicine Shelf ExamInternal Medicine Shelf Exam
Cardiology: heart failure, arrhythmias, ACS
Pulmonology: COPD, asthma, pulmonary embolism
Nephrology: AKI, CKD, electrolyte disorders

Endocrinology: diabetes management, thyroid disorders
Infectious Disease: pneumonia, HIV, sepsis
Recommendation: Complete the full Internal Medicine UWorld Qbank for comprehensive
preparation



Surgery Shelf ExamSurgery Shelf Exam
Trauma, acute abdomen, postoperative care
Surgical complications, vascular disease, GI disorders
Emphasize management decisions and surgical indications

Focus on next-best-step questions in surgical scenarios
Know operative vs. non-operative management criteria
High-yield: bowel obstruction, appendicitis, hernias, wound
complications



Pediatrics Shelf ExamPediatrics Shelf Exam
Developmental milestones, neonatal care, and vaccinations are
foundational topics. Focus on infectious diseases common in
children, congenital conditions, and pediatric emergencies.

Know age-specific presentations and clinical expectations.
Understand immunization schedules, growth charts, and how
pediatric management differs from adult care.



Obstetrics &
Gynecology Shelf

Exam

Obstetrics &
Gynecology Shelf

Exam

Obstetrics: Prenatal care, labor & delivery, pregnancy

complications (preeclampsia, gestational diabetes), postpartum

care

Gynecology: Abnormal uterine bleeding, contraception

methods, gynecologic cancers, STI management

Management algorithms are heavily tested — know step-by-step

approaches

Focus on next best step in clinical scenarios involving

pregnant and non-pregnant patients



Psychiatry Shelf ExamPsychiatry Shelf Exam
Mood, anxiety, psychotic, and personality disorders —
understand diagnostic criteria, symptom profiles, and first-line
pharmacological and psychotherapeutic treatments for each
category.

Substance use disorders and emergency psychiatry are heavily
tested — know withdrawal timelines, management protocols, and
when to pursue involuntary hospitalization or crisis
intervention.



Family Medicine Shelf ExamFamily Medicine Shelf Exam
Preventive medicine & screening guidelines (USPSTF recommendations
heavily tested), chronic disease management (hypertension, diabetes,
hyperlipidemia), and health maintenance across the lifespan.

Focus on outpatient care principles: well-visits, immunization
schedules, cancer screenings, and managing common chronic
conditions in a primary care setting.



Neurology
Shelf Exam
Neurology
Shelf Exam

• Stroke, seizures, and headaches are high-yield topics

requiring strong clinical reasoning

• Movement disorders (Parkinson's, Huntington's) and

neuromuscular diseases (ALS, myasthenia gravis) are

commonly tested

• Neuroanatomy and lesion localization skills are essential —

know your dermatomes, cranial nerves, and spinal cord

pathways

• Practice identifying deficits from clinical vignettes to pinpoint

lesion location accurately



• Prioritize question banks as your highest-yield activity
• Use small time blocks: lunch breaks, commutes
(audio), and downtime
• Protect weekends for larger, focused study sessions
• Avoid burnout: sleep, exercise, and recovery improve
retention

Managing Time
During Rotations
Managing Time
During Rotations



Common Shelf Exam MistakesCommon Shelf Exam Mistakes

• Starting Too Late: Begin preparing on day one of your rotation — not the week before the exam.
Early, consistent effort compounds over time.
• Reading Without Questions: Passive reading alone is ineffective. Questions drive active recall,
pattern recognition, and clinical reasoning skills.

• Ignoring Weak Areas: Repeatedly practicing strengths feels comfortable but wastes time. Identify
gaps early and target them deliberately.
• Overusing Too Many Resources: Mastering a few high-yield resources beats skimming many.
Stick to UWorld, AMBOSS, and NBME forms.
• Neglecting Clinical Learning: Real patient encounters reinforce shelf concepts. Active clinical
engagement is inseparable from strong exam performance.



Shelf Exam Study Schedule Templates (4-Week Rotation)Shelf Exam Study Schedule Templates (4-Week Rotation)

Week 1: Begin Qbank, identify weak areas, and establish a daily study routine aligned with
your rotation schedule.
Week 2: Continue daily questions, review all misses thoroughly, and reinforce weak content
areas.

Week 3: Complete the majority of your Qbank, focusing on high-yield topics and refining
clinical reasoning skills.
Week 4: Take an NBME practice exam, perform a final targeted review, and address any
remaining weak areas.



Shelf Exam Study
Schedule

(8-Week Rotation)

Shelf Exam Study
Schedule

(8-Week Rotation)

• Weeks 1–3: Daily question practice and structured

content review; build foundational knowledge and

identify weak areas early

• Weeks 4–6: Complete the full question bank with

thorough review of all answers; reinforce weak areas

• Weeks 7–8: Take NBME practice exams and focus

final review on persistent weak areas



Frequently Asked QuestionsFrequently Asked Questions
How many questions should I do daily? Aim for 10–40 questions per day depending on your rotation
schedule and workload. Consistency matters more than volume — a steady daily practice outperforms
sporadic marathon sessions.
Is UWorld enough to pass the shelf exam? For most students, yes. UWorld is the gold standard
question bank, and thorough review of both correct and incorrect answers provides the depth needed
to excel. Pair it with clinical experience for best results.

Should I use Anki for shelf prep? Anki works very well if spaced repetition suits your learning style. It
is especially useful for reinforcing high-yield facts and weak areas identified through question bank
practice. Use it as a complement, not a replacement, for active question practice.
How important are NBME practice exams, and when should I take them? NBME practice exams are
extremely high-yield — they are the most representative of the actual shelf format. Plan to take at least
one NBME practice exam 1–2 weeks before your shelf to identify gaps and adjust your final review.



Shelf exams test clinical application and decision-
making, not just memorization. Success demands
consistent daily study, rigorous question practice, and
active clinical learning. Mastering shelf exams builds
a strong foundation for USMLE Step 2 CK, residency
applications, and delivering excellent patient care.

Final
Thoughts
Final
Thoughts



Key TakeawaysKey Takeaways
1.Start studying day one of your rotation —

early momentum is everything.
2.Prioritize question banks as your primary

study driver.
3.Learn from every patient encounter to

reinforce clinical reasoning.
4.Focus on management decisions, not just

diagnosis.
5.Consistency beats cramming — 30–60

minutes daily wins.



Thank YouThank YouThank You
Apply these strategies for success on your shelf exams.Apply these strategies for success on your shelf exams.Apply these strategies for success on your shelf exams.

Best wishes for your clinical years!Best wishes for your clinical years!Best wishes for your clinical years!
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