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Introduction

Embarking on a surgical career is a demanding journey that requires dedication, skill, and rigorous assessment. 

For residents in the United States, one of the pivotal milestones is the ABTS American Surgery in Training 

Examination. This exam serves as a comprehensive benchmark, evaluating a trainee’s knowledge, clinical

reasoning, and readiness to progress in the surgical field. Understanding the structure, content, and preparation

strategies for this examination can significantly influence a resident’s success and confidence.

In this guide, we provide an in-depth look at the ABTS in Training Examination, covering everything from its

purpose and format to proven study techniques and essential resources. Whether you’re a first �year resident or

approaching your final year, this article will equip you with the information you need to approach the exam with

clarity and purpose.

What Is the ABTS American Surgery in Training Examination?

The ABTS American Surgery in Training Examination is a standardized test administered by the American Board of

Surgery (ABS). It is designed to assess the knowledge base, clinical decision �making, and surgical fundamentals of

residents who are in the midst of their surgical training. The exam is a critical component of the residency

evaluation process, often influencing promotion decisions, board eligibility, and future career opportunities.

Purpose and Significance

The exam’s primary goals are:

•  To verify that residents possess a solid foundation in core surgical disciplines.

•  To ensure that trainees can apply evidence �based medicine to patient care.

•  To provide objective data for program directors and accrediting bodies.

•  To help residents identify gaps in knowledge and focus their learning.

Who Takes the Exam?

All surgical residents in accredited programs are eligible to sit for the ABTS in Training Examination. It is typically

taken at various points during residency, often before the final year or during a scheduled review session. Some

programs may require the exam as a prerequisite for certain milestones, such as eligibility for the final board

certification exam.

Exam Structure and Content

Understanding the format and content of the exam is the first step toward effective preparation. The ABTS in

Training Examination is a multiple �choice test that covers a broad spectrum of surgical knowledge.

Question Types and Distribution

The exam typically consists of 200 multiple �choice questions, divided into the following categories:

1.  Basic Sciences (30%) – Anatomy, physiology, pathology, pharmacology, and microbiology relevant to surgery.

2.  Clinical Knowledge (45%) – Diagnosis, management, and treatment of common and complex surgical 



conditions.

3.  Procedural Skills (15%) – Practical aspects of operative techniques, perioperative care, and surgical 

instruments.

4.  Professionalism & Ethics (10%) – Ethical decision �making, patient communication, and legal considerations.

Timing and Scoring

Participants have 3.5 hours to complete the exam, with a brief 10 �minute break midway. The scoring is cumulative,

with each correct answer contributing to the final score. The ABTS uses a standard setting method to determine

cut �off scores for passing, ensuring fairness across all test takers.

Exam Delivery

The exam is administered in a computer �based format at designated testing centers. Residents can schedule their

exam dates through the ABTS website, selecting a location that best suits their residency schedule.

Preparation Strategies for Success

Preparing for the ABTS in Training Examination requires a structured, evidence �based approach. Below are proven

strategies that have helped many residents achieve their desired outcomes.

Create a Realistic Study Timeline

Begin by mapping out a study schedule that spans at least 12 weeks before the exam date. Allocate time for:

•  Reviewing core content each week.

•  Completing practice questions.

•  Assessing progress with mock exams.

•  Focusing on weak areas identified during practice tests.

Use Active Learning Techniques

Passive reading is less effective for long �term retention. Incorporate the following active learning methods:

•  Spaced repetition – Review material at increasing intervals to strengthen memory.

•  Teaching peers – Explaining concepts to colleagues reinforces understanding.

•  Flashcards – Digital or physical cards help recall key facts quickly.

•  Case �based discussions – Analyze real patient scenarios to apply knowledge.

While the exam covers a wide range of subjects, certain topics appear more frequently. Prioritize 
these high �yield areas:

•  General surgery fundamentals (e.g., abdominal emergencies, wound management).

•  Orthopedic surgery basics (e.g., fracture classification, joint replacement principles).

•  Vascular surgery (e.g., aneurysm management, endovascular techniques).

•  Neurosurgery fundamentals (e.g., brain tumor staging, spinal cord injury care).

•  General anesthesia and perioperative care.

Choosing reliable study materials is crucial. Below are recommended resources:

•  “Sabiston Textbook of Surgery” – Comprehensive coverage of surgical principles.

•  “Schwartz’s Principles of Surgery” – Concise explanations ideal for quick review.

•  “Current Surgical Therapy” – Up �to �date evidence �based guidelines.

Practice questions mirror exam style and help identify knowledge gaps.

•  ABTS Question Bank – Official questions with detailed explanations.



•  Kaplan Surgery Review – Extensive question sets with high �yield explanations.

•  USMLE World (UWorld) Surgery Module – High �quality questions applicable to surgical exams.

Structured courses provide focused review and test �taking strategies.

•  ABS Review Course – Tailored to ABTS exam content.

•  Online Bootcamps – Interactive sessions with faculty and residents.

•  Program �specific review sessions – Many residency programs offer in �house review days.

Simulated exams are essential for building stamina and evaluating readiness.

•  Schedule full �length mock exams at least once a month.

•  Analyze results to pinpoint weak areas.

•  Adjust study focus accordingly.

Key Study Topics to Emphasize

Below is a deeper dive into the critical domains you should prioritize during your review.

General Surgery

Master the core principles of abdominal surgery, including:

•  Appendicitis, cholecystitis, diverticulitis management.

•  Resection techniques for colon and gastric cancers.

•  Management of traumatic injuries and shock.

•  Post �operative complications and their prevention.

Orthopedic Surgery

Focus on:

•  Fracture classification and fixation strategies.

•  Joint arthroplasty indications and postoperative care.

•  Spinal surgery fundamentals, including decompression and fusion.

•  Bone �growth biology and pharmacologic adjuncts.

Vascular Surgery

Key concepts include:

•  Aneurysm surveillance and repair thresholds.

•  Endovascular vs. open surgical approaches.

•  Thromboembolic disease management.

•  Vascular access for dialysis and cardiopulmonary bypass.

Neurosurgery

Essential topics cover:

•  Brain tumor classification and management strategies.

•  Spinal cord injury assessment and treatment.

•  Intracranial aneurysm rupture management.

•  Neurocritical care principles.

Anesthesia & Perioperative Medicine

Review:



•  Anesthetic agents and monitoring techniques.

•  Pre �operative assessment and optimization.

•  Post �operative pain management and delirium prevention.

•  Infection control and sterile technique.

Exam Day Tips and Strategies

Preparation is only part of success; how you approach the exam day can also impact your performance.

Logistics and Planning

•  Confirm exam time and location 48 hours before the test.

•  Arrive at least 30 minutes early to settle in.

•  Bring a valid ID, exam confirmation, and a water bottle.

Time Management During the Test

Allocate time wisely:

•  Answer easier questions first to secure quick points.

•  Mark difficult questions and return to them after finishing the rest.

•  Keep an eye on the clock—aim to finish each section with a few minutes to review.

Stress Reduction Techniques

Maintain composure:

•  Practice deep �breathing exercises before the exam.

•  Use positive self �talk to stay focused.

•  Take short mental breaks during the 10 �minute pause.

After the Exam: Next Steps

Once you receive your results, it’s essential to interpret them accurately and plan accordingly.

Interpreting Your Score

The ABTS provides a percentile ranking and a pass/fail status. Compare your performance to the cohort average to

gauge relative standing. If you did not meet the passing threshold, identify the low �scoring domains and create a

targeted study plan for the next attempt.

Using Feedback for Growth

Many exam platforms offer detailed explanations for each question. Use these insights to:

•  Clarify misunderstandings.

•  Update your knowledge base.

•  Identify patterns in question difficulty.

Program Implications

Program directors often use exam results to make decisions about:

•  Promotion to the next training level.

•  Eligibility for advanced fellowships.

•  Board certification timelines.

Common Challenges and How to Overcome Them



Residents often face obstacles during exam preparation. Here are typical challenges and strategies to address

them.

Time Constraints

Balancing clinical duties with study can be tough. Mitigate this by:

•  Scheduling short, focused study blocks during downtime.

•  Using mobile apps for quick review during commutes.

•  Prioritizing high �yield topics when time is limited.

Information Overload

The breadth of content can overwhelm. Counter this by:

•  Breaking down subjects into manageable subtopics.

•  Using concept maps to visualize relationships.

•  Limiting daily study sessions to 2–3 hours with breaks.

Exam Anxiety
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