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physician assistant national certifying examination is a crucial step for aspiring physician assistants

(PAs) in the United States to obtain professional certification and begin clinical practice. This rigorous

exam assesses the knowledge and skills required to safely and effectively perform as a PA in diverse

healthcare settings. Passing the Physician Assistant National Certifying Examination (PANCE) is

mandatory for graduates of accredited PA programs to become certified and licensed. This article

provides a comprehensive overview of the PANCE, including its structure, content, eligibility

requirements, preparation strategies, and the certification process. Understanding these key elements

is essential for candidates aiming to succeed on the exam and advance their careers in the medical

field. The following sections will detail the exam format, eligibility criteria, content areas, scoring

system, and recommended study approaches to ensure optimal readiness.
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Overview of the Physician Assistant National Certifying

Examination

The Physician Assistant National Certifying Examination (PANCE) is administered by the National

Commission on Certification of Physician Assistants (NCCPA). It serves as the primary certification

exam for physician assistants in the United States. The exam rigorously evaluates medical knowledge

and clinical decision-making abilities essential for entry-level PA practice. Successful completion of the

PANCE is a prerequisite for obtaining the Certified Physician Assistant (PA-C) credential. This

credential is recognized nationwide and necessary for licensure and employment as a PA.

Purpose and Importance of the Examination

The primary purpose of the PANCE is to ensure that newly graduated physician assistants possess

the requisite knowledge and competencies to provide safe, effective, and ethical medical care. The

examination supports public health by validating the qualifications of PAs. Employers, licensing boards,

and patients rely on this certification as a benchmark of professional competence. The exam also aids

in standardizing PA education outcomes across accredited programs.

Governing Body: NCCPA

The NCCPA is the official certifying organization responsible for developing, administering, and

maintaining the PANCE. It also oversees recertification and continuing education standards. The

NCCPA collaborates with various medical and PA organizations to ensure the exam content reflects

current clinical practice and medical knowledge.

Eligibility and Application Process

Eligibility to sit for the physician assistant national certifying examination is strictly regulated to maintain

high professional standards. Candidates must meet specific educational and procedural requirements



before applying.

Educational Requirements

Applicants must graduate from an accredited physician assistant program recognized by the

Accreditation Review Commission on Education for the Physician Assistant (ARC-PA). Completion of

this rigorous curriculum ensures candidates have attained a comprehensive foundation in medical

sciences and clinical skills.

Application Procedure

The application process involves submitting proof of graduation, paying the exam fee, and scheduling

the test through an authorized testing center. Candidates must create an NCCPA account to manage

their application and track certification status. The exam is offered throughout the year at designated

Pearson VUE testing centers nationwide.

Timeframe for Exam Attempt

Graduates are allowed to take the exam within a specified period following program completion,

typically within six years. Candidates must pass the PANCE within this eligibility window to obtain

certification.

Exam Structure and Content Blueprint

The physician assistant national certifying examination is a computer-based test composed of multiple-

choice questions. Understanding the exam format and content areas is vital for efficient study planning.



Exam Format

The PANCE consists of 300 multiple-choice questions divided into five blocks of 60 questions each.

Candidates are given five hours to complete the exam, including breaks between blocks. The

questions are designed to test clinical knowledge, diagnostic reasoning, and patient management

skills.

Content Areas and Weighting

The exam content is organized according to organ systems and knowledge categories, reflecting the

scope of physician assistant practice. The major content areas include:

Cardiovascular System

Respiratory System

Gastrointestinal System

Musculoskeletal System

Endocrine System

Neurologic System

Genitourinary System

Behavioral Health

Infectious Diseases

Emergency Medicine



Other Systems and Disorders

Each content area is assigned a specific percentage of questions, with emphasis on commonly

encountered clinical problems and scenarios.

Preparation Strategies for the Examination

Effective preparation for the physician assistant national certifying examination involves a combination

of content review, practice testing, and test-taking strategies.

Study Resources

Candidates should utilize a variety of study materials, including:

Official NCCPA PANCE content blueprint and practice exams

Comprehensive PA review textbooks

Online question banks and flashcards

Study groups and review courses

Study Plan Recommendations

A structured study plan should allocate time to each content area based on individual strengths and

weaknesses. Regular practice with sample questions and timed exams helps improve knowledge

retention and pacing. Consistent review of clinical guidelines and evidence-based medicine enhances

readiness.



Test-Taking Tips

During the exam, candidates should carefully read each question, eliminate clearly incorrect options,

and manage time efficiently. Maintaining focus and utilizing breaks appropriately are also critical to

performance.

Scoring, Results, and Certification

Understanding the scoring process and certification steps following the physician assistant national

certifying examination is essential for candidates.

Scoring Methodology

The PANCE uses a scaled scoring system, with a minimum passing score established by the NCCPA.

Scores are reported as pass or fail, with detailed performance feedback available upon request. The

exam is graded based on the number of correct responses adjusted for question difficulty.

Receiving Results

Official results are typically available within two to three weeks after the exam date. Candidates

receive notification through their NCCPA online account.

Certification and Credentialing

Passing the PANCE grants the Certified Physician Assistant (PA-C) designation. This certification must

be maintained through ongoing professional development and periodic recertification exams.

Certification is a prerequisite for state licensure and employment.



Maintaining Certification and Recertification Requirements

After initial certification, physician assistants must adhere to continuing education and recertification

standards to ensure lifelong competency and adherence to evolving medical practices.

Continuing Medical Education (CME)

Certified PAs must complete a set number of CME credits every two years, including specific hours in

medical ethics and patient safety. These educational activities keep practitioners current with advances

in healthcare.

Recertification Examination

The NCCPA requires PAs to pass the Physician Assistant National Recertifying Examination (PANRE)

every ten years. This exam assesses knowledge in general medicine or a chosen specialty area,

confirming ongoing proficiency.

Additional Requirements

Certified PAs must also maintain an active license and comply with state-specific regulations. The

NCCPA provides resources and reminders to facilitate compliance with all certification maintenance

obligations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Physician Assistant National Certifying Examination



(PANCE)?

The PANCE is a certification exam administered by the National Commission on Certification of

Physician Assistants (NCCPA) that tests the medical and clinical knowledge of physician assistant

graduates to ensure they are competent to practice.

Who is eligible to take the PANCE?

Graduates from accredited physician assistant programs who have completed their education and

clinical rotations are eligible to take the PANCE.

How many questions are on the PANCE and what is the format?

The PANCE consists of 300 multiple-choice questions divided into five blocks of 60 questions each,

with a total testing time of five hours.

What subjects are covered on the PANCE?

The PANCE covers a broad range of medical topics including cardiovascular, pulmonary,

gastrointestinal, musculoskeletal, endocrine, infectious diseases, psychiatry, and clinical medicine.

How often can you take the PANCE if you fail?

Candidates can retake the PANCE up to six times within six years from the date of graduation from an

accredited PA program, following NCCPA retake policies.

What is the passing score for the PANCE?

The NCCPA does not publish a specific passing score, but candidates must achieve a scaled score

that meets or exceeds the established passing standard to become certified.

How should candidates prepare for the PANCE?

Candidates should use a combination of study guides, practice exams, review courses, and clinical



experience to prepare effectively for the PANCE.

How long is the PANCE certification valid?

Once certified, PAs must pass the Physician Assistant National Recertifying Examination (PANRE)

every 10 years to maintain certification.

Where is the PANCE administered?

The PANCE is administered at Pearson VUE testing centers across the United States and territories.

What is the cost to take the PANCE?

As of recent information, the examination fee for the PANCE is approximately $550, but candidates

should check the NCCPA website for the most current fees.

Additional Resources

1. PA Exam Review: Pearls of Wisdom, Third Edition

This comprehensive review book offers concise, high-yield information tailored for the Physician

Assistant National Certifying Examination (PANCE). It includes a vast array of clinical pearls, practice

questions, and detailed explanations to reinforce key concepts. The book is designed to streamline

your study process and boost confidence through practical tips and focused content.

2. Rosh Review PANCE Practice Questions

Rosh Review provides an extensive question bank that simulates the actual PANCE exam

environment. Each question is accompanied by detailed rationales, helping students understand the

reasoning behind correct and incorrect answers. The platform also offers customizable quizzes and

performance tracking to identify areas needing improvement.

3. The Physician Assistant Exam Review by Andrew Rodican

This book delivers a thorough review of core medical knowledge required for the PANCE. It features



organized content, review questions, and clinical case scenarios to help solidify understanding. Its

clear explanations and practical approach make it a valuable resource for both initial study and final

exam preparation.

4. PANCE Prep Pearls, Fourth Edition by Dwayne A. Williams

PANCE Prep Pearls offers a concise yet comprehensive review packed with key facts, mnemonics,

and clinical pearls. It is structured to facilitate quick recall and efficient studying, making it ideal for

busy students. The book also includes practice questions and rationales to reinforce learning.

5. PA Easy: Physician Assistant National Certifying Exam Review by Dwayne A. Williams

PA Easy presents an accessible and straightforward review of topics commonly tested on the PANCE.

Its user-friendly format includes summaries, tables, and charts that highlight essential information. This

book is particularly helpful for visual learners and those seeking a clear study roadmap.

6. Clinical Practice Guidelines for the PA Exam

This resource compiles the latest clinical practice guidelines relevant to the PANCE, emphasizing

evidence-based medicine. It helps students familiarize themselves with standard care protocols and

recommendations, which are often tested. The guide ensures that examinees are prepared to apply

guidelines in clinical scenarios.

7. Physician Assistant Board Review by Dwayne A. Williams

This review book covers a broad spectrum of topics with detailed explanations and clinical correlations.

It integrates practice questions with answer discussions to enhance comprehension. The text also

includes test-taking strategies tailored to the PANCE format.

8. Kaplan PANCE Prep Plus

Kaplan’s PANCE Prep Plus offers an all-in-one study solution with comprehensive content review,

practice tests, and detailed answer explanations. It includes online resources and adaptive learning

features to personalize study plans. The book is widely respected for its thoroughness and exam-

focused approach.



9. Exam Master Physician Assistant Exam Prep

Exam Master provides a robust question bank with hundreds of practice questions that mimic the style

and difficulty of the PANCE. Each question includes detailed rationales and references for further

study. The system also tracks progress and performance trends to optimize exam preparation.
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