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INTRODUCTION:
YOUR BLUEPRINT
FOR SUCCESS IN
MEDICAL-
SURGICAL
NURSING

Earning  your  medical-
surgical  (med-surg)
certification  is  a
significant  milestone
for  any  registered
nurse. It validates your
specialized knowledge,
d e m o n s t r a t e s  a
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
excellence,  and  often
opens doors to career
advancement  and

higher  compensation.
However, preparing for
the  exam—whether  it
i s  t h e  M e d i c a l -
Surgical  Nursing
Certification
( M E D S U R G - B C ™ )
through  the  American
Nurses  Credentialing
Center  (ANCC)  or  the
Certified  Medical-
Surgical  Registered
Nurse  (CMSRN®)
through  the  Medical-
Su rg i ca l  Nu r s i ng
Certification  Board
(MSNCB)—can  feel
overwhelming.  A  well-
structured  Med  Surg
Certification  Study
Guide  is  not  just  a
tool; it is your roadmap
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to  confidently
mastering  the  vast
content.  This  article
p r o v i d e s  a
comprehensive  guide
on  how  to  build  and
use a study plan, what
topics to prioritize, and
which  resources  will
best  prepare  you  for
exam day.
Whether  you  are  a
seasoned  med-surg
nurse  or  transitioning
into  the  specialty,
understanding the core
components  o f  an
effective  study  guide
wil l  save  you  time,
reduce  anxiety,  and
m a x i m i z e  y o u r
retent ion.  We  wi l l
cover  everything  from
foundational  nursing
concepts  to  complex
pathophysiology,  test-
taking  strategies,  and
the best review books
and  question  banks.
Let’s  dive  into  the
essential elements of a
high-yield  Med  Surg

Certification  Study
Guide  that  will  help
y o u  e a r n  t h a t
c r e d e n t i a l  w i t h
confidence.

UNDERSTANDING
THE MED-SURG
CERTIFICATION
EXAM

Before  you  open  a
single book, it is critical
to  know the  structure
of  the  exam  you  are
targeting.  While  both
the ANCC and MSNCB
exams  cover  similar
content,  there  are
n u a n c e s  i n  t h e i r
b l u e p r i n t  a n d
emphasis.  A  thorough
study  guide  should
reflect  the  actual  test
blueprint.

ANCC
MEDSUR
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G-BC vs.
MSNCB
CMSRN:
Key
Differenc

es
ANCC
MEDSURG-BC:
150 questions
(including 25
pretest), 3 hours.
Focuses on the
nursing process,
professional
roles, and care
coordination.
Requires 2 years
of full-time
practice and
2,000 hours in
med-surg.
MSNCB CMSRN:
150 questions, 3

hours.
Emphasizes
clinical
management
across body
systems, with a
strong focus on
pharmacology
and patient
education.
Requires 2 years
of practice and
2,000 hours in
med-surg, plus
30 hours of
continuing
education.

You r  s tudy  gu ide
should  first  align  with
the  specific  exam  you
plan  to  take.  Both
exams test your ability
to apply knowledge in
clinical  scenarios,  so
y o u r  g u i d e  m u s t
include  case  studies
and  rationale-based
explanations.

CORE CONTENT



4

4 Med Surg Certification Study
Guide

2022-07-02

AREAS FOR YOUR
MED SURG
CERTIFICATION

STUDY GUIDE

A comprehensive Med
Surg  Certification
Study  Guide  must
systematically  cover
t h e  m a j o r  b o d y
systems  and  nursing
domains. Below are the
key  areas  you  should
organize into separate
chapters or modules.

1.
Cardiovas
cular
System
This is often the largest
section. Focus on heart
failure, coronary artery
disease,  arrhythmias,
hypertension,  and
shock.  Understand
h e m o d y n a m i c

monitoring,  lab  values
(troponin,  BNP),  and
pharmacology  (beta-
b l o c k e r s ,  A C E
i n h i b i t o r s ,
anticoagulants).  Your
study  guide  should
i n c l u d e  n u r s i n g
interventions for acute
coronary  syndrome
and  management  of
post-MI  patients.

2.
Respirato
ry
System
Topics  such  as  COPD,
asthma,  pneumonia,
pulmonary  embolism,
a n d  m e c h a n i c a l
ventilation are staples.
Know arterial blood gas
interpretation,  oxygen
delivery  systems,  and
h o w  t o  m a n a g e  a
patient  with  a  chest
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t u b e .  P r i o r i t i z e
understanding  the
pathophysiology  of
COPD vs.  asthma and
the  nursing  role  in
w e a n i n g  f r o m
ventilation.

3.
Endocrine
System
Diabetes  mel l i tus
(types  1  and  2)  is  a
must.  Additionally,
c o v e r  t h y r o i d
disorders,  adrenal
insufficiency,  and
s y n d r o m e  o f
i n a p p r o p r i a t e
antidiuretic  hormone
(SIADH)  vs.  diabetes
ins ip idus .  Insu l in
administration,  sliding
scales,  and  patient
e d u c a t i o n  f o r
hyperglycemia  and
hypoglycemia  should
be  prominent  in  your

guide.

4.
Gastroint
estinal
System
I n c l u d e  h e p a t i c
disorders  (cirrhosis,
hepatitis), pancreatitis,
bowel  obstructions,
and  gastrointestinal
bleeding.  Understand
nutrition, ostomy care,
and  management  of
tube  feedings.  Your
gu ide  shou ld  a lso
address  postoperative
care  after  abdominal
surgeries.

5. Renal
and



6

6 Med Surg Certification Study
Guide

2022-07-02

Genitouri
nary

System
Acute  kidney  injury,
chronic kidney disease,
dialysis,  urinary  tract
i n f e c t i o n s ,  a n d
urological  cancers.
Focus  on  electrolyte
imbalances,  fluid
volume  deficits,  and
t h e  n u r s i n g
interventions  for  a
p a t i e n t  o n
h e m o d i a l y s i s .
P h a r m a c o l o g y  o f
d i u r e t i c s  a n d
medications that  affect
r e n a l  f u n c t i o n  i s
essential.

6.
Neurologi

cal
System
Stroke  (ischemic  vs.
h e m o r r h a g i c ) ,
traumatic  brain  injury,
increased  intracranial
pressure, seizures, and
Parkinson’s  disease.
Your study guide must
cover  neurological
assessments,  Glasgow
C o m a  S c a l e ,  a n d
p r e c a u t i o n s  f o r
p a t i e n t s  o n
a n t i c o a g u l a t i o n
therapy  for  stroke
prevention.

7.
Musculos
keletal
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System
F r a c t u r e s ,
osteoporosis,  arthritis,
and joint replacements.
Understand  traction,
c a s t  c a r e ,  a n d
complications  such  as
c o m p a r t m e n t
syndrome  and  fa t
e m b o l i s m .
Rehabilitation, mobility
aids, and prevention of
deep  vein  thrombosis
are  common  nursing
interventions.

8.
Integume
ntary
System
Pressure ulcers, burns,
wound  care,  and  skin
infections.  Staging
pressure ulcers, wound
healing  phases,  and

dressing  selection
should  be  included.
Burn  management
involves  fluid
resuscitation  (Parkland
formula)  and  infection
control.

9.
Oncology
and
Hematolo
gy
Common  cance r s
(breast,  lung,  colon),
c h e m o t h e r a p y
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ,
n e u t r o p e n i c
p recaut ions ,  and
anemia.  Your  guide
should  cover  the  side
effects  of
antineoplastic  agents,
pain management, and
p a l l i a t i v e  c a r e
principles.
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10.
Periopera
tive and
Emergen
cy
Nursing
P r e - o p e r a t i v e
a s s e s s m e n t ,
intraoperative  care,
p o s t - a n e s t h e s i a
r e c o v e r y ,  a n d
emergency  situations
such  as  anaphylaxis,
cardiac  arrest,  and
triage.  Know the roles
of  the  nurse  in  the
i m m e d i a t e  p o s t -
operative  phase  and
h o w  t o  d e t e c t
complications  l ike
h e m o r r h a g e  o r
infection.

BUILDING AN
EFFECTIVE STUDY
SCHEDULE

Having  a  content-rich
M e d  S u r g
Certification  Study
Guide is only half the
bat t l e .  W i thout  a
structured  plan,  it  is
easy to feel scattered.
H e r e  i s  a  s a m p l e
schedule  designed  for
a 12-week preparation
period,  assuming  you
have about  5–7  hours
per week to study.

Weeks
1–2:
Foundatio
n and
Assessme
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nt
Start  with  a  baseline
practice test to identify
your  weak  a reas .
R e v i e w  t h e  t e s t
blueprint.  Then  focus
on the nursing process,
e v i d e n c e - b a s e d
p r a c t i c e ,  a n d
ethical/legal  issues.
These topics appear in
both  exams  as  core
competencies.

Weeks
3–6: Body
System
Deep
Dive
Devote  one  week  to
each  major  system
( c a r d i o v a s c u l a r ,
respiratory,  endocrine,
gastrointestinal). Use a

c o m b i n a t i o n  o f
textbook  reading,
video  lectures,  and
question banks. Aim to
complete  at  least  50
practice  questions  per
system and review the
rationales carefully.

Weeks
7–9:
Systems
Integratio
n and
Pharmaco
logy
Now  focus  on  renal,
n e u r o l o g i c a l ,
musculoskeletal,  and
i n t e g u m e n t a r y
systems. Also dedicate
a  w e e k  s o l e l y  t o
pharmacology—drug
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classifications,
common brand/generic
n a m e s ,  a d v e r s e
effects,  and  nursing
considerations.  Since
med-surg  nurs ing
heav i l y  r e l i e s  on
m e d i c a t i o n
m a n a g e m e n t ,
m e m o r i z e  k e y
medications  for  each
system.

Weeks
10–11:
Complex
Cases
and Test-
Taking
Strategie

s
P r a c t i c e  w i t h
comprehensive  case
studies  and  multiple-
cho i ce  ques t i ons
designed  to  simulate
the  exam.  Focus  on
p r i o r i t i z a t i o n ,
delegation, and “select
all  that  apply”  (SATA)
questions.  Learn  to
eliminate  distractors
and look for the most
correct  answer  based
on patient safety.

Week 12:
Final
Review
and
Confidenc
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e Building
Take  a  fu l l - length
simulated exam under
t imed  condi t ions.
R e v i e w  o n l y  t h e
quest ions  you  got
wrong. Skim your study
guide  notes  for  high-
yield points. Get plenty
of  rest,  hydrate,  and
plan  your  test  day
logistics.

TOP RESOURCES
FOR YOUR MED
SURG
CERTIFICATION
STUDY GUIDE

Your  study  guide  is
only  as  good  as  the
resources you compile.
Here are some of  the
most trusted tools used
b y  s u c c e s s f u l
candidates:

Review
Books

Medical-
Surgical
Nursing:
Assessment
and
Management of
Clinical
Problems by
Lewis et al. – The
gold standard
textbook. Use it
for deep dives
but not for last-
minute review.
Med-Surg
Certification
Review by the
MSNCB – Official
content outline
and sample
questions.
Sunders
Comprehensive
Review for the
NCLEX-RN® –
While NCLEX-
focused, it covers
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med-surg
essentials
succinctly.
Med-Surg
Success: A
Course Review
Applying
Critical
Thinking to
Test Taking by
Colgrove and
Doherty –
Excellent for
practice
questions.

Question
Banks
and
Online
Courses

BoardVitals –
Specifically
designed for
ANCC and

MSNCB exams
with
customizable
quizzes.
UWorld NCLEX
– Offers high-
quality rationales
and med-surg
questions that
mirror the
complexity of
certification
exams.
Nursing CE
Central –
Provides review
courses and
practice exams
with continuing
education
credits.
YouTube
Channels
(RegisteredNurse
RN,
SimpleNursing) –
Free video
breakdowns of
med-surg topics.
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Flashcard
s and

Apps
Anki – Digital
flashcards with
spaced repetition
for memorizing
lab values and
drug side effects.
Nursing Pocket
Card apps –
Quick reference
for clinical pearls
during study
sessions.

ACTIVE LEARNING
TECHNIQUES TO
ENHANCE YOUR
GUIDE

Passive reading is  not
enough.  Your  Med
Surg  Certification
Study  Guide  should
incorporate  active
recall  and  application.
Here  are  methods  to

make your study time
more effective:

Teach Back:
Explain a disease
process or
nursing
intervention out
loud as if you
were teaching a
new nurse. This
exposes
knowledge gaps.
Concept
Mapping: Draw
connections
between
pathophysiology,
signs/symptoms,
diagnostics,
nursing
interventions,
and medications
for one disease
per map.
Practice SATA
Questions:
“Select all that
apply” questions
are notoriously
tricky. Create
your own SATA
questions about



14

14 Med Surg Certification Study
Guide

2022-07-02

a specific topic
and justify each
selection.
Nursing
Process Grid:
For each major
disorder, write
out the
assessment,
diagnosis,
planning,
implementation,
and evaluation in
a table. This
mirrors how the
exam questions
are structured.
Group Study:
Discuss case
studies with
colleagues.
Verbalizing
reasoning helps
solidify
understanding.

TEST-TAKING
STRATEGIES FOR
MED-SURG
CERTIFICATION

Even the best-prepared

candidate can stumble
without  proper  test-
taking  techniques.
I n c l u d e  t h e s e
strategies in your study
guide  as  a  dedicated
section:

Read the Last
Line First:
Understand
exactly what the
question is
asking (e.g.,
“Which
intervention
should the nurse
implement
first?”) before
getting lost in
details.
Use the ABCs
(Airway,
Breathing,
Circulation) for
prioritization
questions.
Patient safety
always comes
first.
Eliminate
Extreme
Options: Words



Med Surg Certification Study Guide 15

15

like “always” or
“never” are often
incorrect. Look
for moderately
worded answers.
Don’t
Overthink: If
two answers
seem correct,
choose the one
that is a direct
nursing
intervention (vs.
a physician
order).
Time
Management:
Aim for no more
than 60 seconds
per question.
Flag difficult
questions and
return later if you
have time.

COMMON PITFALLS
TO AVOID

Many nurses make the
same  mistakes  when
studying  for  med-surg
certification.  Learn
from  them:

Cramming:
Med-surg content
is too vast.
Spread your
study over at
least 8–12
weeks.
Ignoring
Professional
Issues: Topics
like ethics,
delegation, and
evidence-based
practice are
often overlooked
but heavily
tested.
Skipping
Pharmacology:
Drug interactions
and side effects
are consistently
asked. Dedicate
separate study
time.
Not Using
Practice Tests:
Only through
timed practice
can you build
stamina and
identify weak
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areas.
Relying on One
Resource:
Combine
textbooks,
question banks,
and video
reviews for a
well-rounded
understanding.

CONCLUSION:

TAKE THE NEXT
STEP WITH
CONFIDENCE

Earning your med-surg
certification  is  an
investment  in  your
professional  growth
and  an  affirmation  of
your  expertise  as  a
medical-surgical


