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NAVIGATING THE KENTUCKY
STATE BOARD OF COSMETOLOGY
PRACTICAL EXAM: YOUR
COMPLETE GUIDE

Becoming  a  licensed  cosmetologist  in
Kentucky  is  a  rewarding  journey  that
culminates in a pivotal moment: passing
t h e  K e n t u c k y  S t a t e  B o a r d  o f
Cosmetology Practical Exam. This hands-

on assessment is your final gateway to a
professional career in hair, skin, and nail
services.  For  many  aspiring  beauty
professionals, the practical exam is the
most anxiety-inducing step. But with the
right preparation, knowledge of what to
expect, and a clear understanding of the
board’s requirements, you can walk into
the  testing  center  with  confidence.  This
comprehensive guide covers everything
you need to know about the Kentucky
State  Board  of  Cosmetology  Practical
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Exam,  from  its  structure  and  grading
criteria to insider tips for success.

UNDERSTANDING THE ROLE OF
THE KENTUCKY STATE BOARD OF
COSMETOLOGY

T h e  K e n t u c k y  S t a t e  B o a r d  o f
Cosmetology  is  the  regulatory  body
responsible for licensing and overseeing
cosmetologists,  estheticians,  nail
technicians, and cosmetology schools in
the Commonwealth. Its primary mission
is to protect public health and safety by
ensuring that all practicing professionals
meet rigorous standards of competency
and sanitation.  The board designs and
administers  both  written  and  practical
examinations.  While  the  written  test
assesses your theoretical knowledge, the
Kentucky  State  Board  of  Cosmetology

Practical Exam evaluates your ability to
perform  actual  services  safely,
efficiently,  and  according  to  state
regulations. Passing this exam is a non-
negotiable requirement for licensure.
The  board  updates  i ts  rules  and
procedures periodically, so it is essential
to  check  the  official  Kentucky  State
Board  of  Cosmetology  website  for  the
most  current  candidate  information
bulletins before scheduling your exam.
The  practical  exam is  administered  at
approved testing sites across the state,
often  at  cosmetology  schools  or
dedicated  testing  centers.

WHAT IS THE KENTUCKY
COSMETOLOGY PRACTICAL EXAM
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FORMAT?

The practical exam is a timed, simulated
salon experience. You will be required to
perform a series  of  services  on a  live
model (or mannequin, depending on the
specific  test  version).  The  entire  exam
typically  lasts  between  two  and  three
hours, though this can vary based on the
number  of  procedures  you  must
complete.  The  exam  is  divided  into
distinct  sections,  each  focusing  on  a
different  aspect  of  cosmetology.  The
Kentucky  State  Board  of  Cosmetology
Practical Exam covers the following core
areas:

Sanitation and Safety
Procedures – This is the most
critical component. You will be
observed on your hand washing,

disinfection of tools and
implements, proper draping, and
overall cleanliness throughout the
exam.
Hair Care Services – including
shampooing, haircutting (both wet
and dry), thermal styling, and
chemical services such as
permanent waving and hair
coloring or lightening.
Skin Care Services – typically a
basic facial procedure, including
cleansing, steaming, extraction,
and mask application.
Nail Care Services – manicure
and pedicure procedures, including
shaping, cuticle care, and polish
application.

Depending  on  the  exam  version,  you
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may be tested on all  these areas or a
subset.  The  Kentucky  State  Board  of
Cosmetology  uses  a  standardized
scoring rubric. Each procedure is broken
down  into  individual  steps,  and  an
examiner scores you on each step. You
must achieve a minimum passing score
overall.  Some steps are designated as
“critical”  –  a  failure  to  perform  them
correctly (for example, not disinfecting a
tool before use) can result in automatic
failure  of  that  procedure  or  even  the
entire exam.

Detailed

Breakdown of
Exam Sections
SANITATION AND SAFETY: THE
UNSEEN FOUNDATION

Examiners  are  trained  to  watch  for
sanitary practices from the moment you
enter  the  testing  station.  You  are
expected to set up your workspace with
all necessary implements, disinfectants,
and  protect ive  gear.  A  common
requirement  is  to  demonstrate  proper
hand  washing  before  beginning  any
service. Throughout the Kentucky State
Board  of  Cosmetology  Practical  Exam,
you must maintain a clean station, avoid
cross-contamination between clients (or
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models), and dispose of used materials
correctly.  Failure  in  this  section is  the
leading  cause  of  unsatisfactory  exam
results.

HAIRCUTTING AND STYLING

For haircutting, you will likely be asked
to perform a basic haircut (e.g., a one-
length blunt cut or a layered cut) on a
mannequin  or  live  model.  You  must
demonstrate  even  tension,  accurate
sectioning,  and  clean  lines.  Thermal
styling  requires  proper  use  of  a  blow
dryer,  curling  iron,  or  flat  iron,  and  you
must show safe handling to avoid burns
or  damage.  Chemical  services  –
permanent  waving  and  hair  coloring  –
are often separate timed events. For a
perm,  you  must  correctly  wrap  rods,
apply  solution,  and process.  For  color,

you must mix product, apply evenly, and
process  according  to  manufacturer
instructions.  The Kentucky State Board
of Cosmetology emphasizes safety with
chemicals:  gloves  must  be  worn,  and
you must follow all label instructions.

SKIN CARE – THE FACIAL
PROCEDURE

In  the  skin  care  portion,  you  will  be
asked  to  perform  a  complete  facial.
Steps typically include cleansing the face
and neck, analyzing skin type, steaming,
extract ions  (us ing  a  comedone
extractor),  applying  a  mask,  and
finishing with moisturizer. You must also
perform a  hand  and  arm massage  as
part  of  the  facial.  Sanitation  is  again
crucial: all creams and implements must
be from a disinfected environment, and
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you  must  avoid  double-dipping  with
spatulas.

NAIL SERVICES – MANICURE AND
PEDICURE

For the manicure, you will shape nails,
push back cuticles, and apply polish. A
pedicure  includes  soaking,  foot
smoothing, cuticle care, and polish. You
may also be required to perform a basic
nail art or a French manicure, depending
on the exam version. The Kentucky State
Board  of  Cosmetology  Practical  Exam
expects  you  to  be  proficient  in  both
classic  and  modern  nail  techniques.
Safety  with  electric  files,  if  used,  is
assessed.

HOW TO PREPARE FOR THE
KENTUCKY STATE BOARD OF
COSMETOLOGY PRACTICAL EXAM

Preparation goes beyond practicing your
skills. You must also familiarize yourself
with the test environment, timing, and
the  specific  procedures  on  the  exam.
Here are strategic steps to ensure you
are ready:

Review the Candidate
Information Bulletin: Download
the latest bulletin from the
Kentucky State Board of
Cosmetology website. It lists
exactly which services will be
tested, required supplies, and
allowable products. The bulletin
also provides detailed scoring
criteria.
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Practice with a Timer: The exam
is strictly timed. Practice each
service within the time limit. For
example, a haircut might have a
30-minute window. Use a
stopwatch to build speed without
sacrificing quality.
Master Sanitation: Develop a
rhythm of cleaning as you go.
Sanitize tools between steps,
change gloves when switching
from one client to another (or from
one procedure to another), and
keep your station organized. Many
candidates fail because they
neglect a simple step like
disinfecting their comb after use.
Use a “Checklist” Approach:
Create a mental or physical
checklist for each procedure. For a

facial: (1) sanitize hands, (2) drape
client, (3) cleanse, (4) analyze, (5)
steam, (6) extract, (7) apply mask,
(8) remove mask, (9) moisturize,
(10) massage. Tick each step in
your head.
Take Mock Exams: Many
cosmetology schools offer mock
practical exams. Participate in as
many as possible. They simulate
the pressure and give you
feedback from instructors who
understand the Kentucky State
Board of Cosmetology’s
expectations.
Know Your Products: Use the
same brands and types of
products you plan to bring to the
exam. Familiarity with your tools
and products reduces errors.
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Ensure all products are properly
labeled and not expired, as
examiners may check.

What to Bring to
the Exam
The  candidate  bulletin  will  list  exactly
what  you  must  bring  and  what  is
prohibited. Typically, you must bring:

Your own kit with all necessary
implements (combs, brushes,
shears, clippers, etc.)
Disinfectant solution in a labeled
spray bottle
Clean towels and drapes
Gloves (nitrile or latex)
Mannequin heads (if required) –

pre-shaved or with hair suitable for
the haircut/perm
Chemical products (permanent
wave solution, hair color, etc.)
Nail supplies (files, buffers, cuticle
oil, polish)
Skin care products (cleanser,
toner, mask, moisturizer,
extraction tools)

You are typically not allowed to bring cell
phones, smartwatches, or any electronic
devices  into  the  testing  area.  Arrive
early, well-rested, and with your model
(if live models are used) who is prepared
and  has  no  contraindications  for  the
services.

COMMON MISTAKES TO AVOID
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DURING THE KENTUCKY
COSMETOLOGY PRACTICAL EXAM

Understanding frequent pitfalls can help
you steer clear of them. Examinees often
make these errors:

Rushing Through Sanitation: In1.
a hurry, candidates skip
disinfection steps. Always visibly
clean and disinfect before and
after each service. If the examiner
sees you using a dirty tool, you
may fail that section instantly.
Ignoring the Clock: Spending too2.
much time on one procedure
leaves no time for others. Use time
management. If you get stuck,
move on and come back if possible
– but in a practical exam, you
cannot skip a required step.

Practice pacing.
Poor Communication with3.
Model: For live models, you must
explain what you are doing and
ensure their comfort. Lack of
communication can be seen as
unprofessional.
Not Reading the Procedure4.
Instructions Carefully: The
examiner will read instructions
aloud. Listen carefully. For
example, if the haircut requires “2
inches off all over,” do not cut 1
inch or 3 inches.
Failing to Check for Allergies5.
or Contraindications: For
chemical services on a live model,
you must perform a patch test or
at least ask about allergies. This is
both a safety requirement and a
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professional best practice.
Overcomplicating Services:6.
Stick to basic, clean execution.
Don’t try to show off advanced
techniques that may go wrong.
The Kentucky State Board of
Cosmetology values precision and
safety over creativity.

AFTER THE EXAM:
UNDERSTANDING RESULTS AND
NEXT STEPS

Your  score  will  be  calculated  by  the
examiner  immediately  or  within  a  few
days, depending on the testing method.
You will receive a pass/fail notification. If
you  pass,  congratulations!  You  then
submit  your  passing  score  along  with
your  wr i t ten  exam  resu l t s  and
application fees to  the Kentucky State

Board  of  Cosmetology  to  receive  your
l i c e n s e .  I f  y o u  f a i l ,  d o  n o t  b e
discouraged. You are allowed to retake
the practical exam. The board typically
requires  a  waiting  period  before  re-
examination – usually 30 days. Use this
time to review the areas where you lost
points.  Many test takers find success on
their  second  attempt  after  targeted
practice  on  sanitation  and  the  specific
procedure  that  caused  failure.
It is worth noting that the Kentucky State
Board of Cosmetology Practical Exam is
a demanding but fair  assessment.  The
board’s goal is not to trick you, but to
ensure that every licensed cosmetologist
can work  safely  and competently  in  a
salon  environment.  Achieving  your
license  opens  the  door  to  a  fulfilling
career where you can help clients look
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and feel their best.

FINAL TIPS FOR SUCCESS ON THE
KENTUCKY STATE BOARD OF
COSMETOLOGY PRACTICAL EXAM

Stay Calm and Breathe: Anxiety
can cause shaky hands. Practice
relaxation techniques. Remember,
you have trained for months or
years.
Dress Professionally: Wear

comfortable, clean, all-black or
salon-appropriate attire and
closed-toe shoes. Look like a
professional.
Hydrate and Eat Well: A long
exam requires energy. Bring a
water bottle (check if allowed at
the test site) and a small snack for
break times, if permitted.
Make Eye Contact and Be
Courteous: Treat the


