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University of Queensland/Ochsner Clinical School
USMLE Step 1 Study Plan for MD

To obtain medical licensure in the United States, physicians must complete the three-part USMLE examination
series. Step 1, which is taken before the start of Year 3, assesses foundational medical science knowledge and is
now reported as Pass/Fail, although the content and rigor of the exam remain unchanged. Step 2 Clinical Knowledge
(CK) is a clinically focused examination that receives a numerical score and plays an important role in the residency
application process. One of the strongest predictors of a student's Step 2 performance is their performance on the
NBME subject (shelf) exams taken during the third year, underscoring the importance of consistent preparation
beginning in Year 1 of medical school. Students are expected to complete Step 2 CK by May 1 of their fourth year.
Step 3, the final licensing examination, is typically completed during postgraduate training and must be passed
before the end of the internship year.

The USMLE website is an important reference that students should regularly review. Another very important resource
is the Educational Commission for Foreign Medical Graduates website which will direct you appropriately as a
University of Queensland student.

Because Step 1 is widely considered the most challenging of the USMLE examinations, preparation should begin on
your first day of medical school at UQ. Success on Step 1 is built through consistent learning and knowledge
integration over time; it is not an exam that can be effectively prepared for in just a few weeks or months.
Students who engage with the material early and build strong study habits throughout Years 1 and 2 are best
positioned for success on both Step 1 and, ultimately, Step 2 CK.

Each year, successful students emphasize how well the UQ curriculum supports Step 1 preparation. Our data
consistently shows that students who perform well in their first- and second-year coursework also tend to perform
well on Step 1. By aligning your Step 1 study with the material covered in the UQ curriculum, you can strengthen
your understanding of key concepts, improve your course performance, and build a strong foundation for success
on your USMLE exams.

Study Resources

There are many resources available for Step 1 preparation, which can feel overwhelming. Rather than trying to use
everything, focus on a small number (3—4) of high-quality resources and use them consistently. Students who have
successfully prepared for Step 1 often recommend concentrating on a core set of resources and mastering them
thoroughly, especially those identified as essential. Keep in mind that some textbooks can be expensive or difficult
to obtain in Australia. Australia Amazon is a good option for purchasing recommended references and textbooks,
and many of these resources are also available electronically through the UQ Library .

UQ will provide each student with a copy of First Aid for the USMLE Step 1 and a two-year subscription to Boards and
Beyond to support your preparation during pre-clinical years. In addition, access to the UWorld USMLE Step 1
Question Bank will be provided early in your second year as part of the USMLE Step 1 Preparation Course. These
resources have been consistently recommended by students and are considered among the most valuable tools for
successful Step 1 preparation.
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https://www.usmle.org/step-exams/step-1
https://www.ecfmg.org/
https://www.amazon.com.au/
https://guides.library.uq.edu.au/
https://www.boardsbeyond.com/login
https://www.boardsbeyond.com/login

USMLE Personalized Learning Stream

The USMLE Personalized Learning Stream (USMLE PLS) is designed for students who plan to take Step 1 as part of
their pathway to practicing medicine in the United States and applying for U.S. residency programs. The USMLE PLS
supports students' self-directed learning through targeted guidance, structured study, formative assessments, and
individualized academic support.

While the USMLE PLS is formally scheduled to begin in Week 18, Step 1 preparation occurs throughout the year, with
learning activities designed to progressively build the knowledge and skills needed for success on the exam.
Participation in the course is mandatory for all UQ-Ochsner students, and students must achieve a passing score on
the NBME Comprehensive Basic Science Examination (CBSE) to pass the course and progress to Year 3.

Recommended resources:

Text resources:

e  First Aid for USMLE Step 1 (essential). This is the most widely used Step 1 study resource and covers
all major exam topics in a concise, high-yield format. Many students use First Aid as their primary
study guide and add notes from lectures, question banks, and other resources throughout their
preparation.

e AMBOSS Knowledge Bank (recommended). AMBOSS is an online learning resource that provides
concise explanations of key medical concepts and topics. Available on both desktop and mobile
devices, it is a useful tool for reviewing content, filling knowledge gaps, and reinforcing learning.
AMBOSS also integrates with Anki, allowing students to quickly access additional information while
studying flashcards.

Question bank resources:

UWorld and UWorld self-assessments (essential). This resource is most useful during the final six months
of Step 1 preparation. Keep in mind that UWorld self-assessments often overestimate actual Step 1
performance.

Additional Step 1 Question Banks

e AMBOSS — Generally considered the second-best question bank after UWorld, with challenging
questions and excellent learning tools. It can be expensive, so some students choose to share the cost
with a study partner.

e  USMLE-Rx Qbank — A good starter question bank that emphasizes broad, foundational concepts and
integrates well with First Aid for the USMLE Step 1.

e Kaplan USMLE Step 1 QBank — Comprehensive question bank with detailed explanations and strong
coverage of basic science concepts.

e MedBullets USMLE Step 1 Qbank — Free question bank with approximately 1,000 questions; useful as
a supplemental resource.

Video-Based Learning Resources

e Boards and Beyond (Essential) — One of the most highly recommended Step 1 resources. Use it to
supplement topics covered in the UQ curriculum and watch relevant videos alongside your
coursework to reinforce foundational concepts.

e Pathoma — Considered very important by many students for pathology review. Dr. Sattar's
explanations are particularly helpful for understanding high-yield pathology concepts that frequently
appear on Step 1.

e Sketchy Microbiology, Pharmacology, and Pathology — Widely regarded as valuable study tools,
especially for microbiology and pharmacology. The visual memory aids and storytelling format help
students retain large amounts of information and improve long-term recall. Sketchy Pathology can
also be useful, though Micro and Pharm are generally considered the highest-yield offerings.
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https://www.nbme.org/institutions/assess-learn/subject-exams/comprehensive/basic-science/
https://www.kaptest.com/usmle/practice/usmle-step-1-qbank?srsltid=AfmBOoox1z7l2sgtkbJpwIpSQed0cvkvK7dAa1DKl65E7iX37yIuEZqa
https://step1.medbullets.com/

Flashcards and Spaced Repetition
Flashcards are one of the most effective ways to reinforce long-term retention through spaced repetition.

e Anki (Essential) — A free, spaced-repetition flashcard platform widely used by medical students
preparing for Step 1. Consistently completing your daily reviews is critical for maximizing its
effectiveness. There are YouTube tutorial available to help with setup, card management, and study
strategies, as well as active online communities that provide support and guidance.

¢ AnKing Deck — One of the most popular premade Anki decks for Step 1 preparation. The deck is free
to download and organizes cards by:

o Organ system (e.g., cardiology, renal, neurology)

o Resource (e.g., Boards and Beyond, First Aid, Sketchy)

o UWorld questions and concepts

e AnkiHub (Optional): Students may choose to subscribe to AnkiHub, which allows automatic

synchronization and updates to the popular AnKing flashcard deck through a shared, cloud-based
platform. Subscription costs are approximately S6 per month or $45 per year. Students who are unable
to afford a subscription may apply for the AnkiHub Scholarship Program, which provides free or
reduced-cost access for eligible students.

e Zanki Deck — A highly regarded premade deck available through online medical student communities. It
incorporates content from major Step 1 resources, including:

o Boards and Beyond

o First Aid
o Sketchy
o UWorld
o Pathoma

Zanki remains a popular option for students seeking comprehensive, high-yield flashcards aligned with
the most used Step 1 study materials.

Secondary resources
e Firecracker — app for studying for your USMLE Step 1 and Step 2CK
e UQ Anatomy Notes
e Daddy Goljan Podcast — entertaining lecturer (Dr. Ed Goljan); free recordings on Spotify
e Dr. Ed Goljan YouTube lectures
e http://JGMalcolm.com/tactical-test-taking-skills provides a fascinating approach to test-taking
e Blueprint - helps you create a schedule and keep you accountable to a study plan.

Available in the UQ library online resources:

Guyton and Hall Textbook of Medical Physiology (13™" ed)
Robbins Basic Pathology (10" ed)

Clinical Anatomy by Systems

Neuroanatomy: An lllustrated Colour Text (6 ed)

The Developing Human (11* ed)

Medical Pharmacology at a Glance (8" ed)

Review of Medical Microbiology and Immunology (15™ ed)
A Primer of Clinical Psychiatry (2" ed)
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gbi90aa-h3I&t=3s
https://www.ankihub.net/step-deck
https://firecracker-dailyreview.andro.io/
https://open.spotify.com/show/1uD6090Kkg01b4zr2ouNiM
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL2jLXj1Ew6y_FfOuZFKwixycJFbooSDeU
http://jgmalcolm.com/tactical-test-taking-skills
https://cramfighter.com/

Timeline for Study
Year 1

During Year 1, your USMLE preparation should be integrated with the topics you are learning in the UQ curriculum.
Prepare for CBL and TBL sessions in advance, actively participate in tutorials, and use Boards and Beyond to reinforce
concepts covered in class. Be sure to watch all relevant videos, including topics not explicitly covered by UQ, to
ensure you are not missing important Step 1 content. As you progress through each block, unsuspend the
corresponding Anki cards to support long-term retention and review. Additional resources such as Sketchy
Pharmacology and Pathoma can also be valuable for strengthening your understanding of pharmacology and
pathology concepts.

Summer

While summer is a great time to rest, travel, and recharge, it is important to maintain some momentum with your
Step 1 preparation. Many successful students recommend keeping up with their daily Anki reviews, watching any
Boards and Beyond videos they may have missed during the academic year, and strengthening areas where they
feel less confident. Consistent, low-intensity study over the summer can help reinforce foundational knowledge
and make the transition back to coursework in Year 2 much smoother.

Year 2

During Year 2, you should begin to increase the intensity of your Step 1 preparation while continuing the study
habits that served you well in Year 1. During the first semester, you will still be learning new material, so continue
to integrate your UQ coursework with resources such as First Aid for USMLE Step 1, AMBOSS, and Boards and
Beyond. It is also important to become familiar with the style of questions used on the USMLE, which can differ
significantly from UQ assessments. When reviewing question banks, take time to read the explanations for both
correct and incorrect answers, and add key points to your First Aid notes. Continue using Anki daily to reinforce
learning and support long-term retention. If you performed well in Year 1, consider volunteering as a peer tutor, as
teaching others is an excellent way to strengthen your own understanding of the material.

During Semester 2 of Year 2, your focus should shift from learning new material to consolidating the knowledge
you have built over the previous three semesters. During this period, the UWorld Question Bank becomes one of
your most important study resources. Students should aim to complete the entire question bank at least once
before sitting for Step 1. For most students, this means completing approximately one 40-question block six days
per week throughout the semester. While this may seem challenging at first, prioritizing UWorld questions will
help guide your studies, identify knowledge gaps, strengthen test-taking skills, build exam-day stamina, and
increase your confidence as you approach Step 1.

The Step 1 Exam is approximately eight hours long, success requires both knowledge mastery and the ability to
maintain focus over an extended period. As part of your preparation, consider completing at least one full-length
simulated exam using the UWorld Question Bank to build up the stamina and test-taking endurance needed for exam
day. It can also be helpful to keep a running list or create an Anki deck of common mistakes and recurring test-taking
errors identified during your practice questions. Reviewing these notes in the days leading up to the exam can help
reinforce key lessons and reduce avoidable errors on test day.

Scheduling the USMLE Step 1 Exam

Per the UQ-Ochsner Doctor of Medicine Program Rules, students enrolled in the UQ-Ochsner MD program are

required to attempt the USMLE Step 1 examination before commencing Year 3. In addition, the Ochsner Clinical
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https://programs-courses.uq.edu.au/requirements/program/5741
https://medical-school.uq.edu.au/ochsner-clinical-school/ochsner-years-1-and-2/usmle-step-1

School Guidelines state that UQ-Ochsner students must have a passing score on USMLE Step 1, and no recorded
findings of student misconduct at the University, to be deemed in good academic standing during Years 3 and 4.
Therefore, a passing score on USMLE Step 1 is required for students to participate in extracurricular activities, such
as away rotations, leadership positions, volunteer activities, research opportunities, and conferences.

Because USMLE Step 1 is not offered during certain scheduling blackout periods, students should plan their
examination timeline well in advance. Prometric testing centers do not administer USMLE examinations during
major holidays, including Christmas, and typically observe a blackout period during the first two weeks of January
for annual system maintenance and scheduling updates. Although testing is available throughout much of
December, appointment availability becomes increasingly limited as the holiday period approaches, and testing
seats often fill quickly.

To avoid scheduling challenges and ensure a smooth transition into Year 3, students are strongly encouraged to
take Step 1 no later than December 31 before the start of Year 3. This timeline allows adequate time to relocate,
settle into New Orleans, and participate in the mandatory orientation activities that occur prior to the start of
Block 1. Early planning is essential to secure a preferred testing date and location and to reduce unnecessary
stress during this critical period.

Students are strongly encouraged to plan their schedule so they can sit for USMLE Step 1 in the United States, as
testing availability in Australia can be more limited and examination fees are generally higher. Careful planning of the
period between arriving in the U.S. and your exam date is essential. Most students benefit from a minimum of four
weeks of dedicated study time, and December of Year 2 should be reserved primarily for Step 1 preparation. To
maximize your chances of success, communicate your study plans with family and friends in advance and create an
environment that supports focused preparation—one that is free from unnecessary distractions, conducive to
learning, and located within a reasonable distance of your Prometric testing center.

Students should apply for the December—February Step 1 eligibility period, which typically becomes available in mid-
September. Please note that if you select an eligibility period that begins before the completion of your Year 2
coursework, the Ochsner Student & Academic Affairs team will be unable to approve your application, which may
result in significant delays to your registration process. Once your application is approved, we strongly recommend
scheduling and confirming your examination date as soon as possible to maximize the likelihood of securing your
preferred testing location and date. Additional information and step-by-step instructions can be found on the UQ-
Ochsner USMLE Step 1 webpage

General advice

Successful students consistently emphasize the importance of being honest with yourself about both your strengths
and areas for improvement. Effective preparation begins with identifying knowledge gaps early and addressing them
intentionally. Step 1 success is built through consistent effort over time, there are no shortcuts. Start early, stay
disciplined, and remember that repetition is one of the most powerful tools for long-term retention and exam
success.

It is also important to remember that your classmates are not your competitors, they are your greatest source of
support. No one understands the challenges of medical school better than the students learning alongside you every
day. Take advantage of opportunities to study together, share resources, ask questions, and encourage one another.
Establishing a small study group early can provide accountability, motivation, and valuable opportunities to discuss
difficult concepts and reinforce learning.

If you find yourself struggling, take time to reflect on the underlying cause. Are you having difficulty retaining
information? Flashcards and spaced repetition tools such as Anki may help. Are you finding it challenging to apply
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concepts or work through clinical scenarios? Additional review using resources such as First Aid, Pathoma, Boards
and Beyond, or other recommended materials may strengthen your understanding. Often, success comes not from
studying more, but from adjusting how you study.

Most importantly, do not hesitate to ask for help. If you are unsure why you are struggling or feel overwhelmed,
reach out to your peers, OMSA tutors, society head, or faculty members. We are here to support you. Small-group
tutors can be particularly helpful in identifying areas for improvement, sharing effective study strategies, and
demonstrating successful approaches to question-based learning. Working through practice questions with others
can also help you develop critical-thinking skills and improve your test-taking approach.

As you prepare, be mindful of the information sources you rely upon. Online forums such as Reddit, Student Doctor
Network, and other discussion boards can sometimes provide useful perspectives, but they may also contain
inaccurate information or create unnecessary anxiety. Whenever possible, focus on trusted resources and guidance
from faculty, advisors, and students who have successfully navigated the process.

Finally, remember to take care of yourself. Regular exercise, adequate sleep, and good nutrition are essential
components of successful exam preparation and should not be neglected. In the days leading up to the exam,
prioritize rest and avoid last-minute cramming. Have a plan for meals, hydration, and breaks on test day. Most
importantly, trust your preparation and be confident in the work you have put in. By exam day, you will have spent
months developing the knowledge, skills, and resilience needed to succeed. Take a deep breath, believe in yourself,
and give yourself the opportunity to demonstrate all that you have learned.

If you have questions or would like additional guidance at any point during your preparation, please contact Dr. Dodd
Denton gdenton@ochsner.org or your Society Head med.ocsStudentAdmin@enquire.ug.edu.au. We are committed
to supporting you throughout your medical school journey and will continue to update this guidance as new
information and resources become available.

Updated: July 2026
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