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Ultimate Surgical Tech Study Guide for CST Exam Success

Becoming a Certified Surgical Technologist (CST) is a pivotal step toward a rewarding career in the operating room.

The CST exam, administered by the National Board of Surgical Technology and Surgical Assisting (NBSTSA), tests

a broad spectrum of knowledge—from basic anatomy and sterile technique to advanced instrument handling and

patient safety protocols. Many candidates feel overwhelmed by the sheer volume of material they must master. This

comprehensive study guide is designed to break down the exam into manageable sections, provide targeted study

strategies, and equip you with the confidence needed to pass with flying colors.

Why a Structured Study Guide Matters

Success on the CST exam is not just about memorizing facts; it’s about understanding how those facts interconnect

in a real surgical environment. A structured study guide offers:

•  Clear Roadmap: Organized chapters mirror the exam’s content outline, ensuring you don’t miss critical topics.

•  Efficient Time Management: Dedicated study schedules help you allocate time wisely across high �yield areas.

•  Active Learning Techniques: Practice questions, flashcards, and scenario �based reviews reinforce retention.

•  Stress Reduction: Knowing what to study and when reduces exam anxiety.

Below, you’ll find an in �depth exploration of every subject area covered on the CST exam, along with actionable tips

and resources.

Exam Overview: What to Expect

The CST exam consists of 200 multiple �choice questions, divided into four content categories:

1.  Clinical Foundations – 70 questions (35%)

2.  Operating Room Practices – 60 questions (30%)

3.  Patient Care and Safety – 40 questions (20%)

4.  Professionalism and Ethics – 30 questions (15%)

Each category tests both knowledge and application. The exam is timed at 3 hours, so pacing is essential.

Understanding the format—especially the emphasis on scenario �based questions—will help you anticipate the

types of questions that will challenge you most.

1. Clinical Foundations

1.1 Human Anatomy & Physiology

Mastery of anatomy is the backbone of surgical tech competency. Focus on the following systems:

•  Musculoskeletal: Bones, joints, muscles, tendons, and ligaments.

•  Circulatory: Heart, major vessels, blood flow, and blood pressure regulation.

•  Respiratory: Lungs, alveoli, airways, and gas exchange.

•  Digestive: Gastrointestinal tract, liver, pancreas, and biliary system.

•  Integumentary: Skin layers, sweat glands, hair follicles.



•  Neurological: Central and peripheral nervous systems, cranial nerves.

Use visual aids—color �coded diagrams, 3 �D models, and mnemonic devices—to cement spatial relationships. For

example, the “S” shape of the femur or the “C” curve of the sigmoid colon.

1.2 Pharmacology Essentials

Understand the classes of drugs frequently used in surgery:

•  Antibiotics: Penicillins, cephalosporins, macrolides.

•  Analgesics: Opioids, NSAIDs, local anesthetics.

•  Anticoagulants: Heparin, low �molecular �weight heparin, warfarin.

•  Vasodilators: Nitroglycerin, nitroprusside.

•  Others: Antiemetics, sedatives, antibiotics used for prophylaxis.

Memorize drug mechanisms, indications, contraindications, and common side effects. Flashcards and spaced

repetition apps (e.g., Anki) are especially effective for this section.

1.3 Sterile Technique & Infection Control

Proper sterile technique is non �negotiable. Review the following protocols:

•  Hand Hygiene: Alcohol �based rub, scrubbing with soap, glove changes.

•  Personal Protective Equipment (PPE): Gloves, gowns, masks, eye protection.

•  Instrument Sterilization: Autoclaving cycles, chemical sterilants, inspection.

•  Operating Room (OR) Layout: Zones, traffic flow, instrument tables.

•  Infection Control Guidelines: CDC, WHO, and local hospital policies.

Practice donning and doffing PPE in a simulated environment. Repetition builds muscle memory, ensuring you can

perform these tasks quickly under pressure.

2. Operating Room Practices

2.1 Surgical Instrumentation

Familiarize yourself with the most common instruments and their uses. Create a “toolbox” cheat sheet with the

following categories:

•  Cutting: Scalpels, scissors, bone cutters.

•  Dissecting: Hook, forceps, dissector.

•  Clamping: Hemostatic forceps, vessel loops.

•  Retracting: Retractors (e.g., Babcock, Hohmann).

•  Measuring: Calipers, rulers, depth gauge.

•  Others: Needle holders, suction devices, irrigation syringes.

Know the sterilization status of each instrument, and be able to identify instruments by shape, color, and labeling.

Flashcards that pair instrument images with their names accelerate recall.

2.2 Surgical Procedures Overview

While you won’t be performing surgeries, understanding procedural flow is essential. Focus on the following

common operations:

•  General Surgery: Appendectomy, cholecystectomy, hernia repair.

•  Orthopedic Surgery: Arthroplasty, fracture fixation, spinal surgery.

•  Gynecology: Hysterectomy, cesarean section.



•  Cardiac Surgery: Coronary artery bypass grafting, valve repair.

•  Neurosurgery: Craniotomy, spinal decompression.

For each procedure, map out the sequence of steps, the instruments used at each stage, and the typical team

roles. Flowcharts and decision trees help visualize these processes.

2.3 Team Communication & Role Clarity

Effective communication in the OR reduces errors. Study these core principles:

•  SBAR (Situation, Background, Assessment, Recommendation): Structured hand �off technique.

•  Closed �Loop Communication: Confirming orders and actions.

•  Team Dynamics: Roles of surgeon, anesthesiologist, circulating tech, scrub tech.

•  Conflict Resolution: Strategies for addressing disagreements calmly.

Role �play scenarios with peers or mentors to practice these communication skills. Remember, clear, concise

language is vital in high �stakes environments.

3. Patient Care and Safety

3.1 Pre �operative Assessment

Key tasks include:

•  Patient Identification: Two �identifier policy (name, date of birth).

•  Consent Verification: Ensure informed consent is signed and documented.

•  Allergy Check: Medications, latex, food, environmental.

•  Vital Signs & Baseline: Blood pressure, heart rate, temperature.

•  Positioning: Safe, comfortable, and compliant with the surgical plan.

Simulate patient intake to reinforce these steps. Consistency is key to preventing errors such as wrong �site surgery.

3.2 Intra �operative Monitoring

During surgery, you’ll monitor:

•  Vital Signs: ECG, pulse oximetry, capnography.

•  Fluid Balance: Input vs. output, blood loss estimation.

•  Temperature Control: Hypothermia prevention.

•  Equipment Function: Surgical lights, anesthesia machines.

Practice interpreting monitor readings and responding appropriately. Quick recognition of abnormal values can

prevent complications.

3.3 Post �operative Care

After surgery, your responsibilities include:

•  Instrument Count: Verify all instruments, sponges, and needles.

•  Wound Care: Dressing application, sterility checks.

•  Patient Transfer: Safe movement from the OR to recovery.

•  Documentation: Accurate recording of surgical details.

Review the hospital’s post �operative protocols and practice each step in a simulated setting.

4. Professionalism and Ethics



4.1 Ethical Principles

Understand the core values that guide surgical technology practice:

•  Autonomy: Respecting patient decision �making.

•  Beneficence: Acting in the patient’s best interest.

•  Non �maleficence: Avoiding harm.

•  Justice: Fair distribution of resources.

Case studies illustrating ethical dilemmas—such as handling a patient’s refusal of surgery—can sharpen your

moral reasoning.

4.2 Legal & Regulatory Knowledge

Familiarize yourself with:

•  HIPAA: Protecting patient privacy.

•  OSHA: Workplace safety standards.

•  State Licensing: Requirements for surgical technologists.

•  Medical Malpractice: Liability and documentation.

Keeping abreast of these regulations protects both patients and your professional standing.

4.3 Continuing Education & Career Growth

Staying current is a hallmark of a true CST. Consider these avenues:

•  Certifications: Advanced surgical technology (AST), specialty certifications.

•  Conferences: Annual meetings, workshops.

•  Peer �reviewed Journals: Reading latest research.

•  Mentorship: Learning from experienced surgical technologists.

Incorporate a continuous learning plan into your career strategy. The CST exam is just the beginning.

Effective Study Strategies

5.1 Create a Personalized Study Schedule

Allocate time based on your strengths and weaknesses. Example schedule:

1.  Week 1 �2: Anatomy & Physiology (daily 1 �hour review).

2.  Week 3 �4: Instrumentation & Sterilization.

3.  Week 5 �6: Surgical Procedures & Team Dynamics.

4.  Week 7: Patient Care & Safety.

5.  Week 8: Ethics & Professionalism.

6.  Week 9: Practice Exams & Review.
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