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On January 26, 2022, the United States Medical Licensing Examination (USMLE) Step 1

exam transitioned to a pass-fail grading system instead of the conventional three-digit
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Introduction

In early 2022, the National Board of Medical Examiners
(NBME) and the Federation of State Medical Boards made a
monumental decision to shift the United States Medical
Licensing Examination (USMLE) Step 1 grading to pass-fail
from the traditional three-digit score.! This decision was
additionally supported by the Education Commission for
Foreign Medical Graduates (ECFMG) during the Invitational
Conference on USMLE scoring.1 21t is important to note that
less than 10% of representatives from the ECFMG attended
this meeting.? This ruling, as expected, resulted in a stir
among the medical community, with many questioning how
it would affect medical students and the residency selection
process. Two years later, we have data from the USMLE,
which suggests lower passing rates among all medical stu-
dents regardless of their classification as either U.S. or
international medical graduates (IMGs).*>

Since the modification of the grading system to pass-fail in
2022, the Step 1 pass rate among U.S. MD students fell from
95%in 2021 to 91%in 2022. Similarly, the pass rate for U.S. DO
seniors dropped to 89% in 2022 from 94% in 2021. The
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score. This move was intended to decrease the emphasis on Step 1 scores and facilitate
a more holistic approach by programs in the residency selection process. However,
since the implementation of the new grading system, we have seen a lower passing
percentage among all medical students, including U.S. MDs, DOs, and international
medical graduates. In this article, we assess the USMLE Step 1 performance data since
the change in scoring and some factors that may have contributed to the lower passing
rates among all medical students.

decrease in overall pass rate showed a similar trend among
IMGs, with 82% of first-time test takers passing the test in
2021 down to 74% in 2022. The overall pass rate among all
medical students decreased drastically from 88% in 2021 to
82% in 2022.*° These numbers continue to decline among all
first-time test takers, according to the recent data released by
the USMLE for examinees tested in 2023 (~Fig. 1).° The
passing rate saw a 1% drop to 90 in 2023, compared with 91%
in 2022 among U.S. MDs. Similarly, U.S. DOs saw a 3% drop in
first-time pass rate to 86% in 2023, compared with 89% the
previous year. IMGs saw a 2% decline in pass rate down to 72%
in 2023 compared with 74% in 2022. These numbers repre-
sent a significant increase in the number of medical students
who have failed the exam since the grading system changed.
While more analysis and research are needed to assess the
reasons for the decline in the USMLE Step 1 first-time pass
rates since the modification, we address some of the factors
that may have contributed to this pattern below.

A change in pass score: Before 2022, the USMLE Step 1
exam was graded with a passing score of 194.5 However,
most students worked to earn a higher score to increase their
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Fig. 1 Line graph showing United States Medical Licensing Examination (USMLE) Step 1 pass rates among U.S. MD, U.S. DO, and international

medical graduate (IMG) test-takers between 2019 and 2023.

chances of gaining their residency selections of choice. This
changed in 2022, when the pass score shifted to 196.
Although one would expect a drop in overall pass rates
due to the increase in the score required to pass the exam,
this alone would not explain the decline in overall pass rates
from 88% in 2021 to 82% in 2022. In fact, the last time the
passing standard was increased from 192 to 194 in 2018, the
number of students who passed in the same year increased
slightly compared with 2017.>~7

Coronavirus disease 2019 pandemic: The events in 2020
brought significant disruption to the medical community,
ultimately affecting medical student education and assess-
ment.® This disruption continued into 2022 and most likely
significantly impacted pass rates.>8~19 Since Step 1 is com-
prehensive, there may have been exam blocks that were
adversely affected by the pandemic.'®

Lack of effort in studying: Naturally, due to the absence of
the three-digit score and less pressure to perform well to
increase the chance of gaining the residency position of
choice, students allotted less effort in studying as this would
not be reflected in a passing score report.'"1? Medical
students were also reported to have done fewer practice
questions during exam preparation.”

Potential Solutions in Addressing Lower
Pass Rates

Several potential solutions exist to improve USMLE Step 1
pass rates, especially among IMGs and minority students.
The first and most crucial intervention starts with the
medical committee and the curriculum at the respective
medical schools. These curriculums should have a built-in
number of USMLE Step 1 questions that students must
complete with an appropriate target percentage correct as
they navigate the first 2 years of medical school. This would
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allow students to gain the proper level of preparation
regarding practice questions. Medical schools should also
require students to take a certain number of USMLE-style
practice tests, such as the NBME comprehensive basic science
exams, with a target score before they can take the official
test.” This would also enable students to build the stamina
required to successfully pass the exam and address the
underlying lack of study effort that came about after the
change to pass-fail.

Another potential solution to addressing the lower pass
rate is monitoring students closely to identify who might
struggle. This is especially important at larger medical
institutions. Medical schools should use examination scores,
including their own and other preclinical exams, to identify
students who may benefit from additional support. Schools
can offer student support, including help from learning
specialists, student affairs deans, wellness offices, and advi-
sory deans, who can assist and provide a learning plan for
them in preparation for the exam."

Lastly, while commonly overlooked, students with diffi-
culties stemming from health or mental health stressors,
psychosocial or family challenges, and social or situational
stressors can encounter problems in Step 1 preparation.'*
Working with wellness offices and providing resources to
support students with these challenges can foster successful
performances on important exams such as the USMLE.

Conclusion

In summary, the overall pass rates for USMLE Step 1 have
declined since modifying the scoring system in 2022. While
the increase in passing standards and the pandemic may
have played a role in the decline of the passing rates, the
decrease in the number of questions answered in prepara-
tion for the exam suggests that students may have become



less focused on performing well on the exam although the
overall drop in the pass rates in 2023 compared with 2022
were less compared with 2022 and 2021. Medical schools can
implement measures to improve pass rates, such as more
practice tests, more required USMLE questions, and mental
health and social support.
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