USMLE Step 3


Test Overview (from Kaplan Test Preparation website)

The USMLE Step 3 is the third in the series of three USMLE exams that candidates must pass in order to qualify for medical licensure in the United States. It is a 2-day computerized examination with approximately 500 multiple-choice items administered over the first day and a half of testing. These items deal with clinical situations typically encountered by a generalist physician. The exam concludes with a half-day consisting of approximately 9 open-ended computer-based case simulations (CCS). 

The Step 3 exam focuses primarily on patient management (45-55% of the questions). Other "physician tasks" tested include history and physical (8-12%), lab and diagnostic studies (8-12%), diagnosis (8-12%), prognosis (8-12%), and pathophysiology (8-12%). In addition to "physician tasks," each question also falls into one of three clinical encounter frames: initial workup (20-30%), continued care (55-65%), and emergency care (10-20%). 

Multiple Choice Sections


The multiple-choice part of the test is divided into blocks of 25-50 items. You will have 30-60 minutes to complete each block. Detailed clinical situations are provided for each item and are frequently accompanied by pictorial material and laboratory data. Unlike Steps 1 and 2, in which questions in a block do not relate to each other in any way, the questions in a Step 3 block all belong to the same clinical setting. Items in each block represent one of four settings in which you could encounter a patient: 

1. Satellite health center 
2. Physician's office 
3. Hospital 
4. Emergency department 

At the beginning of each block, you are told which clinical setting you are dealing with and are given information about what sort of resources are available in that setting. 

Computer-based Case Simulations (CCS)


Computer-based case simulations (CCS) are a new testing format on the Step 3 exam and comprise the last 3 hours and 45 minutes of testing. Multiple patient cases are used to assess your ability to evaluate history and physical examination information, order diagnostic tests, select initial therapies, and manage the patient as he/she responds to your clinical interventions. The CCS format assesses your clinical judgment in a more "realistic" way than multiple-choice questions do. 

The Step 3 patient simulations are delivered using NBME's PrimumTM Software, which allows simulation of physician/patient encounters in a variety of settings. You manage the case without prompting, typing in a variety of diagnostic and treatment options. The software recognizes thousands of possible entries that you can type into the order sheet and is programmed with results for any intervention or test you choose. 

As you move the case clock forward, you receive the results of the tests you ordered and the patient's status changes based on the underlying medical problem and in response to the specific management decisions made. Acute cases may need to be managed in a short period of case time, whereas patients with chronic problems will require management over months of simulated time. 

Question Formats


There are three question formats used in the multiple-choice sections of Step 3: 

Single Best Answer
These items, which are the most commonly used, typically have four or five answer choices. You will be asked to select the one best response. Some negatively phrased items are used. In these items, the negative word or phrase is capitalized for emphasis (e.g., LEAST, NOT, EXCEPT). 

Multiple Item Sets
In multiple item sets there is a vignette followed by several questions. The items are designed to be answered independently of one another and focus on different aspects of the case presentation. 

Case Clusters
In case clusters, as in multiple item sets, several questions all relate to an initial vignette. However, in case clusters, new information is added as the case unfolds over time from item to item. It is imperative that you answer the questions in the order given since the case changes from one item to the next; you need to answer each item based only on the information revealed about the case up to that point. 

Test Registration 

Registering to take the Step 3 and scheduling your exam date is a multistep process: 

1. Secure the application materials.
Unlike the Step 1 and Step 2 examinations, the individual state medical boards administer the Step 3. Eligibility requirements and application procedures vary among the states. You should request specific information directly from the medical board of the state where you wish to be licensed, or from the Federation of State Medical Boards. Note that most of the states have designated the Federation as the initial contact for Step 3 application information. 

FSMB
Department of Examination Services
400 Fuller Wiser Road, 
Suite 300
Euless, TX 76039-3855
(817) 868-4041
www.fsmb.org 

2. Complete the application and submit with your application fee and a recent photo.
Unlike the Step 1 and 2 exams, your application form for Step 3 will not ask you to select a 3-month period in which you want to take the test. You simply submit your application and allow 4-6 weeks for processing; you will then receive your scheduling permit. 

3. Receive your Scheduling Permit.
Once your application is processed, you will receive a scheduling permit in the mail. The scheduling permit indicates the eligibility period, which starts immediately and goes for about 90 days. 

4. Schedule your test date directly with Sylvan Prometric.
Your scheduling permit will have instructions on contacting Sylvan to select your test date (which must be within eligibility period). Before making the call, you should decide on several dates and your preferred location. Remember that the Step 3 is a 2-day examination that must be taken on 2 consecutive business days! This makes it harder to secure your first-choice dates. Call as soon as you get your scheduling permit! 
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