ARE NBME SHELF EXAMS CURVED

ARE NBME SHELF ExaMs CURVED? UNDERSTANDING THE SCORING AND GRADING PROCESS

ARE NBME SHELF EXAMS CURVED IS A QUESTION THAT FREQUENTLY CIRCULATES AMONG MEDICAL STUDENTS PREPARING FOR
THEIR CLINICAL ROTATIONS. THESE STANDARDIZED EXAMS, DEVELOPED BY THE NATIONAL BOARD OF MEDICAL EXAMINERS
(NBME), PLAY A CRUCIAL ROLE IN ASSESSING MEDICAL KNOWLEDGE ACROSS VARIOUS SPECIALTIES. GIVEN THE HIGH STAKES
INVOLVED, IT’S NATURAL FOR STUDENTS TO WONDER WHETHER THESE EXAMS ARE CURVED, HOW THE GRADING WORKS, AND
WHAT THEY CAN EXPECT WHEN THEY RECEIVE THEIR SCORES. LET’S DIVE DEEPER INTO THIS TOPIC TO DEMYSTIFY THE SCORING
SYSTEM AND PROVIDE USEFUL INSIGHTS TO HELP YOU NAVIGATE YOUR SHELF EXAMS WITH CONFIDENCE.

WHAT Are NBME SHELF ExAMs?

BEFORE WE TACKLE WHETHER NBME SHELF EXAMS ARE CURVED, IT’S IMPORTANT TO UNDERSTAND WHAT THESE EXAMS
ACTUALLY ARE. SHELF EXAMS ARE SUBJECT-SPECIFIC STANDARDIZED TESTS DESIGNED BY THE NBME TO EVALUATE MEDICAL
STUDENTS’ KNOWLEDGE IN CORE CLINICAL DISCIPLINES LIKE INTERNAL MEDICINE/ SURGERYI PEDIATRICS, PSYCHIATRY,
OBSTETRICS AND GYNECOLOGY, AND MORE. TYPICALLY ADMINISTERED AT THE END OF A ROTATION, THESE EXAMS SERVE AS A
BENCHMARK FOR BOTH STUDENTS AND MEDICAL SCHOOLS TO GAUGE COMPETENCY IN VARIOUS MEDICAL TOPICS.

GIVEN THEIR WIDESPREAD USE AND STANDARDIZED NATURE, SHELF EXAMS ARE OFTEN CONSIDERED A SIGNIFICANT COMPONENT OF
CLINICAL GRADES AND CAN IMPACT RESIDENCY APPLICATIONS. THIS MAKES UNDERSTANDING THEIR SCORING SYSTEM CRITICAL.

ARe NBME SHeLF ExAaMs CURVED?

TO ANSWER THE QUESTION DIRECTLY: NBME SHELF EXAMS THEMSELVES ARE NOT CURVED IN THE TRADITIONAL SENSE OF
GRADING ON A BELL CURVE. UNLIKE SOME CLASSROOM EXAMS WHERE A FIXED PERCENTAGE OF STUDENTS RECEIVE CERTAIN
LETTER GRADES, NBME SHELF EXAMS USE A CRITERION-REFERENCED SCORING SYSTEM RATHER THAN NORM-REFERENCED GRADING.

WHAT Does “NoT CuUrVED” MEAN IN THIS CONTEXT?

W/HEN WE SAY THE EXAMS ARE NOT CURVED, IT MEANS THAT YOUR SCORE IS BASED ON YOUR INDIVIDUAL PERFORMANCE
RELATIVE TO A PREDETERMINED STANDARD, NOT RELATIVE TO HOW OTHER STUDENTS PERFORM. For EXAMPLE, IF YOU ANSWER
700/0 OF QUESTIONS CORRECTLY, YOUR SCORE REFLECTS THAT LEVEL OF MASTERY—REGARDLESS OF WHETHER OTHERS
SCORED HIGHER OR LOWER.

THIS APPROACH AIMS TO ENSURE FAIRNESS AND CONSISTENCY ACROSS DIFFERENT ADMINISTRATIONS OF THE EXAM. SINCE THE
NBME REGULARLY UPDATES AND CALIBRATES ITS EXAMS, SCORES ARE STANDARDIZED TO MAINTAIN RELIABILITY OVER TIME.

How Is ScorING DoNE oN NBME SHeLF ExAaMs?

NBME SHELF EXAMS USUALLY REPORT SCORES AS A NUMBER BETWEEN O AND 100, WHICH REPRESENTS YOUR SCALED SCORE.
THIS SCALED SCORE IS ADJUSTED THROUGH PSYCHOMETRIC METHODS TO ACCOUNT FOR VARYING DIFFICULTY LEVELS AMONG
DIFFERENT TEST VERSIONS. THE PROCESS INVOLVES CONVERTING YOUR RAW SCORE (THE NUMBER OF QUESTIONS YOU
ANSWERED CORRECTLY) INTO A SCALED SCORE THAT IS COMPARABLE ACROSS DIFFERENT EXAM FORMS.

IN ADDITION TO THE SCALED SCORE, MANY MEDICAL SCHOOLS CONVERT THESE INTO PERCENTILES, PASS/FAIL OUTCOMES, OR
LETTER GRADES BASED ON THEIR OWN GRADING POLICIES.



How Do MebicAL ScHooLs Use NBME SHELF SCORES?

SINCE THE NBME DOES NOT CURVE EXAMS BY RANKING STUDENTS AGAINST EACH OTHER, THE INTERPRETATION OF SHELF EXAM
SCORES CAN VARY DEPENDING ON YOUR MEDICAL SCHOOL’S POLICIES.

GRADING PoLicies AND PAss/FAIL THRESHOLDS

MOST SCHOOLS SET A PASSING THRESHOLD BASED ON ESTABLISHED STANDARDS OR NATIONAL AVERAGES. FOR INSTANCE, A
SCORE ABOVE A CERTAIN SCALED SCORE, SUCH AS 60 or 70, MIGHT BE CONSIDERED PASSING. SOME SCHOOLS MIGHT USE MORE
GRANULAR GRADING SYSTEMS THAT TRANSLATE SCALED SCORES INTO LETTER GRADES LIKE HONORS, HIGH PASS, PASS, OR FAIL.

NORM-REFERENCING AT THE INSTITUTIONAL LEVEL

ALTHOUGH THE NBME ITSELF DOESN’T CURVE THE EXAMS, SOME MEDICAL SCHOOLS MAY APPLY THEIR O\WN NORM-REFERENCING
OR GRADING CURVES WHEN ASSIGNING FINAL CLINICAL ROTATION GRADES. THIS MEANS YOUR SHELF EXAM SCORE MIGHT BE
CONSIDERED ALONGSIDE OTHER STUDENTS’ PERFORMANCES WITHIN YOUR COHORT.

HO\)VEVER, THIS INSTITUTIONAL CURVING VARIES WIDELY. SOME SCHOOLS RELY STRICTLY ON CRITERION-REFERENCED GRADING,
WHILE OTHERS INCORPORATE A COMPARATIVE ELEMENT TO HELP DIFFERENTIATE STUDENTS.

\WHY DoesN’T THE NBME CUrVE SHELF ExAMs?

THE NBME’S GOAL IS TO MAINTAIN CONSISTENT STANDARDS ACROSS ALL TEST-TAKERS NATIONWIDE AND OVER TIME. CURVING
AN EXAM BASED ON HOW OTHER STUDENTS PERFORM CAN INTRODUCE VARIABILITY AND MAKE IT DIFFICULT TO COMPARE SCORES
FAIRLY BETWEEN DIFFERENT COHORTS OR YEARS.

BY USING A CRITERION-REFERENCED SCORING SYSTEM COUPLED WITH PSYCHOMETRIC SCALING, THE NBME ENSURES THAT EACH
STUDENT’S SCORE REFLECTS THEIR ACTUAL KNOWLEDGE AND SKILLS RATHER THAN THE RELATIVE PERFORMANCE OF THEIR PEERS.

TIPS FOR PREPARING FOR NBME SHELF ExAMs

SINCE THE NBME SHELF EXAMS ARE NOT CURVED, YOUR GOAL SHOULD BE TO MAXIMIZE YOUR OWN UNDERSTANDING AND
PERFORMANCE RATHER THAN WORRYING ABOUT HOW OTHERS MIGHT PERFORM. HERE ARE SOME PRACTICAL TIPS TO HELP YOU
SUCCEED:

® Focus oN HiGH-YIeLD CONTENT: USE REVIEW BOOKS AND QUESTION BANKS TAILORED TO THE SPECIFIC SHELF EXAM
YOU’RE PREPARING FOR, LIKE UWorRLD, AMBOSS, or THE NBME PRACTICE EXAMS.

o PRACTICE WITH NBME SeLF-ASSESSMENTS: T AKING OFFICIAL NBME PRACTICE TESTS CAN FAMILIARIZE YOU WITH THE
EXAM FORMAT AND HELP YOU GAUGE YOUR READINESS.

* UNDERSTAND THE SCORING SYSTEM: KNOWING THAT THE EXAM IS CRITERION-REFERENCED CAN REDUCE ANXIETY ABOUT
COMPETING WITH PEERS AND ENCOURAGE A MASTERY MINDSET.

* RevIiEW INCORRECT QUESTIONS THOROUGHLY: LEARNING FROM MISTAKES IS CRITICAL TO IMPROVING YOUR KNOWLEDGE
AND TEST-TAKING SKILLS.

o MANAGE TIME EFFECTIVELY: PRACTICING TIMED EXAMS CAN HELP BUILD ENDURANCE AND PACING STRATEGIES TO



COMPLETE THE TEST COMFORTABLY.

INTERPRETING Y OUR NBME SHELF EXAM SCORE

ONCE YOU RECEIVE YOUR SCALED SCORE, IT’S NATURAL TO WONDER HOW WELL YOU DID. HERE ARE A FEW INSIGHTS INTO
INTERPRETING YOUR RESULTS:

NATIONAL AVERAGES AND PERCENTILES

NATIONAL AVERAGES FOR SHELF EXAMS VARY BY SUBJECT BUT OFTEN HOVER AROUND THE MID-60s To MID-7 0S SCALED
SCORE RANGE. PERCENTILE RANKINGS, IF PROVIDED, GIVE YOU AN IDEA OF WHERE YOU STAND COMPARED TO OTHER TEST-TAKERS
NATIONALLY.

IMPACT ON CLINICAL GRADES

SINCE SOME MEDICAL SCHOOLS INCORPORATE SHELF SCORES INTO FINAL CLINICAL ROTATION GRADES, PERFORMING WELL CAN
ENHANCE YOUR OVERALL GRADE. CONVERSELY, FAILING OR SCORING SIGNIFICANTLY BELOW THE AVERAGE MAY REQUIRE
REMEDIATION OR ADDITIONAL STUDY.

THE BoTTOM LINE ON ARE NBME SHELF EXAMS CURVED

IN SUMMARY, NBME SHELF EXAMS ARE NOT CURVED IN THE WAY MANY STUDENTS IMAGINE. THEY USE A STANDARDIZED,
CRITERION-REFERENCED SCORING SYSTEM THAT MEASURES INDIVIDUAL PERFORMANCE AGAINST PREDETERMINED BENCHMARKS.
\/HILE YOUR MEDICAL SCHOOL MAY APPLY INTERNAL GRADING POLICIES THAT INCLUDE SOME FORM OF RANKING OR COMPARISON,
THE NBME ITSELF DOES NOT ADJUST SCORES BASED ON PEER PERFORMANCE.

UNDERSTANDING THIS CAN HELP YOU FOCUS ON YOUR OWN PREPARATION AND MASTERY OF MATERIAL RATHER THAN STRESSING

OVER COMPETITION. BY APPROACHING YOUR SHELF EXAMS WITH A SOLID STUDY PLAN AND CONFIDENCE IN YOUR ABILITIES,
YOU’LL BE IN THE BEST POSITION TO SUCCEED AND MAKE THE MOST OF YOUR CLINICAL EDUCATION JOURNEY.

FREQUENTLY AskeD QUESTIONS

ARE NBME SHELF EXAMS CURVED?

No, NBME SHELF EXAMS ARE NOT CURVED. Y OUR SCORE IS BASED ON THE NUMBER OF QUESTIONS YOU ANSWER CORRECTLY
OUT OF THE TOTAL QUESTIONS ON THE EXAM.

How ARE NBME SHELF EXAM SCORES CALCULATED IF THEY ARE NOT CURVED?

NBME SHELF EXAM SCORES ARE CALCULATED USING A SCALED SCORING SYSTEM THAT REFLECTS YOUR PERFORMANCE COMPARED
TO A NATIONAL REFERENCE GROUP, RATHER THAN APPLYING A CURVE TO ADJUST SCORES.



Do NBME SHELF EXAMS HAVE A PASSING SCORE CUTOFF?

YEes, EACH NBME SHELF EXAM HAS A RECOMMENDED PASSING SCORE SET BY THE NATIONAL BOARD OF MEDICAL EXAMINERS,
WHICH IS USED BY MANY MEDICAL SCHOOLS AS A BENCHMARK.

IF NBME SHELF EXAMS ARE NOT CURVED, HOW CAN | INTERPRET MY SCORE?

YOU CAN INTERPRET YOUR NBME SHELF EXAM SCORE BY COMPARING IT TO NATIONAL PERCENTILE RANKS AND THE RECOMMENDED
PASSING SCORE TO UNDERSTAND WHERE YOU STAND RELATIVE TO OTHER TEST TAKERS.

\WHY DON’T NBME SHELF EXAMS USE A CURVE?

NBME SHELF EXAMS USE A STANDARDIZED SCORING SYSTEM TO ENSURE FAIRNESS AND CONSISTENCY ACROSS DIFFERENT TEST
ADMINISTRATIONS, ELIMINATING THE NEED FOR A CURVE.

CAN MY MEDICAL SCHOOL APPLY A CURVE To NBME SHELF EXAM SCORES?

W/HILE THE NBME DOES NOT CURVE SCORES, SOME MEDICAL SCHOOLS MAY APPLY THEIR OWN GRADING ADJUSTMENTS OR
CURVES WHEN DETERMINING FINAL COURSE GRADES.

DoEes THE LACk oF A CURVE MAKE NBME SHELF EXAMS HARDER?

NOT NECESSARILY. THE EXAMS ARE DESIGNED TO ASSESS KNOWLEDGE FAIRLY USING STANDARDIZED SCORING, SO THE DIFFICULTY
IS CONSISTENT ACROSS ADMINISTRATIONS WITHOUT RELYING ON A CURVE.

How cAN | PREPARE KNOWING THAT NBME SHELF EXAMS ARE NOT CURVED?

Focus ON MASTERING THE MATERIAL THOROUGHLY SINCE YOUR SCORE DIRECTLY REFLECTS YOUR KNOWLEDGE AND
PERFORMANCE WITHOUT ADJUSTMENT BY A CURVE.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

ARE NBME SHELF ExaMs CURVED? AN IN-DEPTH ANALYSIS oF GRADING PRACTICES AND STUDENT IMPLICATIONS

ARE NBME SHELF EXAMS CURVED IS A QUESTION FREQUENTLY RAISED BY MEDICAL STUDENTS NAVIGATING THE RIGOROUS
LANDSCAPE OF CLINICAL EVALUATIONS. GIVEN THE HIGH STAKES ASSOCIATED WITH THESE STANDARDIZED EXAMINATIONS,
UNDERSTANDING THE GRADING METHODOLOGY—PARTICULARLY WHETHER A CURVE IS APPLIED—IS ESSENTIAL FOR SETTING
REALISTIC EXPECTATIONS AND EFFECTIVE PREPARATION STRATEGIES. THIS ARTICLE DELVES INTO THE NUANCES OF THE
NATIONAL BoARD OF MepICAL EXAMINERS (NBME) SHELF EXAMS, EXPLORING THEIR SCORING MECHANISMS, THE EXISTENCE OR
ABSENCE OF CURVING, AND HOW THESE FACTORS INFLUENCE MEDICAL STUDENTS’> ACADEMIC TRAJECTORIES.

UNDERSTANDING NBME SHELF ExAMS: PURPOSE AND STRUCTURE

NBME SHELF EXAMS SERVE AS STANDARDIZED ASSESSMENTS DESIGNED TO EVALUATE MEDICAL STUDENTS’ KNOWLEDGE AND
CLINICAL REASONING IN VARIOUS CORE CLERKSHIPS SUCH AS INTERNAL MEDICINE, SURGERY, PEDIATRICS, PSYCHIATRY, AND
OTHERS. ADMINISTERED AT THE CONCLUSION OF THESE ROTATIONS, THE EXAMS TEST A COMPREHENSIVE RANGE OF TOPICS
RELEVANT TO EACH SPECIALTY. TYPICALLY COMPOSED OF MULTIPLE-CHOICE QUESTIONS, THE ASSESSMENTS AIM TO BENCHMARK
STUDENTS’ MASTERY AGAINST NATIONAL STANDARDS.

THE PRIMARY GOAL OF THESE EXAMS IS TO PROVIDE AN OBJECTIVE MEASUREMENT OF A STUDENT’S COMPETENCE IN A GIVEN
CLINICAL DISCIPLINE. RESULTS OFTEN CONTRIBUTE SIGNIFICANTLY TO CLERKSHIP GRADES, WHICH ARE CRITICAL COMPONENTS OF
THE OVERALL MEDICAL SCHOOL TRANSCRIPT AND CAN IMPACT RESIDENCY APPLICATIONS.



ARE NBME SHeLF ExaMs CurVED? THE OFFICIAL STANCE AND PRACTICAL
REALITIES

TO DIRECTLY ADDRESS THE CORE INQUIRY—ARE NBME SHELF EXAMS CURVED?—IT IS IMPORTANT TO CLARIFY THAT THE NBME
ITSELF DOES NOT OFFICIALLY APPLY A CURVE TO SHELF EXAM SCORES. INSTEAD, THE EXAMS ARE SCORED BASED ON A
PREDETERMINED SCALE THAT CONVERTS RAW SCORES (NUMBER OF CORRECT ANSWERS) INTO SCALED SCORES OR PERCENTILES.
THESE SCORES ARE DESIGNED TO BE CONSISTENT AND COMPARABLE ACROSS DIFFERENT EXAM ADMINISTRATIONS, REFLECTING A
STUDENT’S RELATIVE PERFORMANCE ON A NATIONAL LEVEL.

HO\X/EVER/ THE PERCEPTION OF A “CURVE” ARISES BECAUSE INDIVIDUAL MEDICAL SCHOOLS AND CLERKSHIP DIRECTORS MAY
IMPLEMENT THEIR OWN GRADING ADJUSTMENTS OR NORMALIZATION PROCESSES WHEN TRANSLATING RAW OR SCALED SCORES
INTO FINAL GRADES. THIS DISTINCTION IS CRUCIAL: WHILE THE NBME PROVIDES STANDARDIZED SCORES, THE APPLICATION OF A
CURVE—IF ANY—OCCURS AT THE INSTITUTIONAL LEVEL RATHER THAN BY THE EXAM ADMINISTRATORS THEMSELVES.

How NBME Scores ArRe CALCULATED

THE NBME USES PSYCHOMETRIC ANALYSES TO CONVERT RAW SCORES TO SCALED SCORES, STANDARDIZING RESULTS TO
ACCOUNT FOR VARIATIONS IN EXAM DIFFICULTY ACROSS DIFFERENT TEST FORMS. THIS PROCESS, KNOWN AS EQUATING, ENSURES
FAIRNESS BY ADJUSTING FOR MINOR DIFFERENCES IN QUESTION DIFFICULTY TO MAINTAIN CONSISTENCY IN SCORE INTERPRETATION
OVER TIME.

ADDITIONALLY, PERCENTILE RANKS ARE PROVIDED, INDICATING HOW A STUDENT’S PERFORMANCE COMPARES TO A NATIONAL
COHORT. For EXAMPLE, A 7 5TH PERCENTILE SCORE MEANS THAT THE STUDENT PERFORMED BETTER THAN 750/0 OF TEST-TAKERS
NATIONW IDE.

INSTITUTIONAL GRADING PoLICIES AND THEIR IMPACT

MEDICAL SCHOOLS OFTEN ESTABLISH GRADING RUBRICS THAT INCORPORATE NBME SHELF EXAM SCORES ALONGSIDE CLINICAL
EVALUATIONS, PROFESSIONALISM ASSESSMENTS, AND OTHER COMPONENTS. IN MANY INSTANCES, SCHOOLS APPLY GRADING
CURVES OR SET SPECIFIC CUTOFF THRESHOLDS BASED ON THE DISTRIBUTION OF SCORES WITHIN THEIR OWN STUDENT COHORTS.

FOR EXAMPLE, A SCHOOL MIGHT DESIGNATE THE TOP 209% OF STUDENTS AS “HoNors,” THE NEXT 50% As “HigH PAss,” AND
THE REMAINDER AS “PASS,” EFFECTIVELY CREATING A CURVE RELATIVE TO PEER PERFORMANCE. THIS CAN SOFTEN THE IMPACT OF
AN ABSOLUTE RAW SCORE BY CONTEXTUALIZING IT WITHIN A LOCAL COHORT, WHICH MAY BE ADVANTAGEOUS IN
PARTICULARLY CHALLENGING ROTATIONS OR EXAM ADMINISTRATIONS.

IMPLICATIONS FOR MEDICAL STUDENTS: STRATEGIES AND CONSIDERATIONS

UNDERSTANDING THAT NBME SHELF EXAMS THEMSELVES ARE NOT CURVED BY THE ADMINISTERING BODY BUT MAY BE CURVED AT
THE INSTITUTIONAL LEVEL HAS SIGNIFICANT IMPLICATIONS FOR STUDENTS” PREPARATION AND MINDSET.

PrePARATION FOCUSED oN MASTERY OVER COMPETITIVE RANKING

SINCE NBME SCORES REFLECT NATIONAL STANDARDS, STUDENTS AIMING FOR HIGH PERFORMANCE SHOULD PRIORITIZE
COMPREHENSIVE CONTENT MASTERY AND CLINICAL REASONING SKILLS. FOCUSING SOLELY ON OUTPERFORMING PEERS WITHOUT
SOLIDIFYING FOUNDATIONAL KNOWLEDGE MAY BE INSUFFICIENT, AS THE RAW-TO-SCALED SCORE CONVERSION EMPHASIZES
ABSOLUTE CORRECTNESS RATHER THAN RELATIVE RANKING.



AWARENESS OF SCHOOL-SPECIFIC GRADING PRACTICES

STUDENTS ARE ENCOURAGED TO FAMILIARIZE THEMSELVES WITH THEIR MEDICAL SCHOOL'S GRADING POLICIES REGARDING SHELF
EXAMS. UNDERSTANDING WHETHER A CURVE IS APPLIED, HOW CUTOFF SCORES ARE DETERMINED, AND THE WEIGHT OF THE SHELF
EXAM IN THE OVERALL CLERKSHIP GRADE CAN INFORM STUDY PLANS AND REDUCE ANXIETY.

THE ROLE OF PERCENTILES AND NATIONAL BENCHMARKS

PERCENTILE SCORES PROVIDED BY THE NBME SERVE AS VALUABLE BENCHMARKS. FOR INSTANCE, SCORING CONSISTENTLY ABOVE
THE 7 OTH PERCENTILE GENERALLY REFLECTS STRONG PERFORMANCE. HO\)(/EVER, STUDENTS SHOULD INTERPRET THESE
PERCENTILES IN THE CONTEXT OF THEIR SCHOOL’S GRADING SYSTEM AND COMPETITIVE ENVIRONMENT.

CoMpARISONS TO OTHER MepIcAL ExAaMs AND CURVING PRACTICES

IN COMPARISON TO OTHER HIGH-STAKES MEDICAL EXAMS, SUCH AS THE UNITED STATES MEDICAL LICENSING EXAMINATION
(USMLE) STEP EXAMS, WHICH ARE ALSO SCORED ON A STANDARDIZED SCALE WITHOUT TRADITIONAL CURVING, NBME SHELF
EXAMS FOLLOW A SIMILAR MODEL. HOWEVER, UNLIKE SOME UNDERGRADUATE OR GRADUATE COURSEWORK THAT EMPLOYS
STRICT BELL CURVES TO ALLOCATE GRADES, MEDICAL LICENSING AND SHELF EXAMS EMPHASIZE CRITERION-REFERENCED SCORING.
THIS APPROACH ALIGNS WITH THE GOAL OF ENSURING THAT ALL PHYSICIANS MEET A MINIMUM COMPETENCY STANDARD RATHER

THAN SIMPLY OUTPERFORMING PEERS. THAT SAID, SOME CLERKSHIPS’ RELIANCE ON CURVED GRADING AT THE SCHOOL LEVEL CAN
INTRODUCE A RELATIVE PERFORMANCE COMPONENT, BLENDING CRITERION= AND NORM~-REFERENCED ASSESSMENT METHODS.

Pros AND CoNs ofF CURVING SHELF EXAM SCORES AT THE INSTITUTIONAL LEVEL

¢ Pros:
o MITIGATES THE IMPACT OF UNUSUALLY DIFFICULT EXAM ADMINISTRATIONS.
© ACCOUNTS FOR VARIABILITY IN CLINICAL ROTATION EXPERIENCES.

o PROMOTES FAIRNESS BY ADJUSTING GRADES RELATIVE TO PEER PERFORMANCE.

o CoNs:
o MAY CREATE COMPETITION AMONG STUDENTS, POTENTIALLY DETRACTING FROM COLLABORATIVE LEARNING.
o CAN OBSCURE ABSOLUTE MASTERY OF MATERIAL IF GRADES ARE BASED PRIMARILY ON RELATIVE PERFORMANCE.

© INTRODUCES VARIABILITY ACROSS INSTITUTIONS, COMPLICATING RESIDENCY APPLICATION EVALUATIONS.



CoNcrLusion: NAVIGATING THE LANDScCAPE oF NBME SHELF ExXAM SCORING

THE QUESTION OF ARE NBME SHELF EXAMS CURVED ENCAPSULATES A BROADER INQUIRY INTO THE FAIRNESS AND TRANSPARENCY
OF MEDICAL STUDENT ASSESSMENTS. WHILE THE NBME ITSELF DOES NOT CURVE SHELF EXAM SCORES, THE GRADING PRACTICES
OF INDIVIDUAL MEDICAL SCHOOLS CAN INTRODUCE RELATIVE PERFORMANCE COMPONENTS THROUGH INSTITUTIONAL CURVES OR
GRADING THRESHOLDS.

For MEDICAL STUDENTS, UNDERSTANDING THIS DISTINCTION IS CRUCIAL. FOCUSING ON THOROUGH PREPARATION TO MEET
NATIONAL STANDARDS, WHILE ALSO BEING COGNIZANT OF LOCAL GRADING POLICIES, CAN OPTIMIZE OUTCOMES IN THESE

PIVOTAL CLINICAL EVALUATIONS. AS THE MEDICAL EDUCATION LANDSCAPE CONTINUES TO EVOLVE, CLARITY AROUND GRADING
METHODOLOGIES WILL REMAIN ESSENTIAL FOR FOSTERING BOTH STUDENT SUCCESS AND EQUITABLE ASSESSMENT PRACTICES.
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