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Disclosures

• I own no stock in any of the board 
review materials included in my talk

• I receive no fee from the ACC to give 
this lecture

• I only feel strongly that if fellows and 
early faculty must pay over 1900 
bucks to take this exam, they should 
not have to take it more than once
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When they are offered

• For this year:
– Exam is Nov. 4-5, or Nov. 5-6, 2009
– Half-day session is Nov. 5, full day is either 
Nov. 4 or Nov. 6

– Registration:  b/w Mar. 1 and May 1 
(registration fee:  $1905 – up from $1655 
last year, and $1,245 four years ago!)

– Late registration:  b/w May 2-June 1 (will 
cost an extra non-refundable $400)

– Additional $500 if taking exam outside USA
– Cancel by Sept. 1, 2009 (for 85% refund)
– Score reports by early Feb. 2010

• Register at www.abim.org
• Register early to secure your testing center!



Format

• All computer-based (with a marker board so 
you can take down notes)

• ABIM contracts with Pearson VUE computer 
testing centers to administer the exam

• 1 ½ day exam

• One day – Four 2-hour sections (total 8 
hours) to complete a total of 200 MCQ’s

• Half day – Two sections, total 4 hrs, 15 min.

–ECG section: 35-40 tracings in 2:15

– Images section: 35-40 video images 

(echoes, v-grams or aortograms, 

and angiograms) in 2 hours



Content area of the boards



How you are scored

• Must pass BOTH of two parts:  

– 1)  ECG’s alone

– 2)  MCQ’s and images (together they count as 
one part)

• Most candidates who fail, fail the ECG part of the 
boards (do NOT underestimate this section!)

• Images section can be challenging; fortunately, if 
you do poorly in this section but well on MCQ’s, 
you can still pass 

• No penalty for guessing on MCQ’s

• There is a penalty for guessing on ECG and 
imaging sections; don’t overcode!



Cardiology boards passing rate

2003   2004   2005   2006   2007  2008

Number of first-time

test takers 710     746     762     767    783     764

Pass rate (%)              83      84       84       86      88       87

Repeat test takers:  In 2008, there were 228 repeat test-

takers, with a pass rate of 44%



Sources to use to prepare – ECG’s

• O’Keefe – The Complete Guide to 
ECG’s – get this book and go through 
it in its entirety at least TWICE

– Over 80 practice ECG’s; the coding 
sheet is nearly identical to the one 
used on the boards

– Approach to ECG interpretation

– ECG differential diagnosis

– ECG criteria

– Common dilemmas to ECG 
interpretation

• ECG-SAP – If you want extra practice, but not 
essential.  Coding sheet in this module is very different 
from what is used on the Boards.  Use this ONLY after 
going through O’Keefe’s book at least TWICE.



ECG coding sheet – know it cold



Tips for ECG section

• Don’t underestimate it!

• Pay attention to the clinical heading above each 
ECG.  It often gives away the diagnosis.

– Example:  60 yo woman with acute renal 
failure � hyperkalemia

• Generally know your electrolyte disorders

• Again, go through O’Keefe’s book TWICE cover to 
cover

• Time is of the essence



Sources to use to prepare – MCQ’s

• ACCSAP 6 (ACCSAP 7 is now available)
– Great sections on valvular heart disease, adult 

congenital, arrhythmias and EP (including drugs)

– 264 practice questions are high-yield, very 
representative of MCQ’s on the boards

• Mayo Clinic Cardiology Review (Murphy)
– Great sections for physical exam, valvular heart 

disease, congenital, EP

– Old editions (1 and 2) are good for the MCQ’s at end 
of each chapter; 3rd edition does not have MCQ’s

• Braunwald board Review question book
– Questions are difficult but it is a great review with 

well referenced answers

• Cleveland Clinic Board Review book
– Questions are okay, but there are some errors



Tips for MCQ sections

• Know your class I and your class III 
recommendations

• Focus on common diagnostic and therapeutic 
problems that may be presented in a complex 
manner, rather than the zebras

• Themes of emphasis may differ from year to year 
(devices and HF management; pregnancy and 
heart disease; congenital heart disease 
management)

• There may be curve ball questions that the ABIM is 
trying out – don’t be psyched out



Sources to use to prepare – images

• Mayo Clinic Cardiology Review

–Study the atlas of all images well (echo, 
cath, v-grams, EP tracings, hemodynamic 
tracings, CXR’s)

• Echo Manual (Oh et al, from Mayo)

–Nice compendium of still-frame echo 
images

• Mayo Clinic DVD series



Sources to use to prepare – board 
review courses

• Not necessary (I didn’t take one)

• Expensive (registration and hotel > $2000)

• Mayo Board Review course – content is 
excellent, format is geared towards the Boards 
specifically

• Mayo Clinic Board Review DVD’s – same 
content as the actual course, many fellows 
swear by these DVD’s.  Allot ample time if you 
plan to go through all of them (over 40 hours 
of content).

• ACC Board review course – a thorough review 
of general cardiology, but not targeted to 
boards format



Sources to use to prepare – other

• Be very familiar with the tutorial materials that 
the ABIM releases (don’t wait for them to send 
you by mail; some people reportedly got 
nothing in the mail)

• Go to the website www.abim.org to download 
sample cases, and the online tutorial 

• ACC website – sample MCQ’s and answers

–http://www.acc.org/education/programs/bro
chures/question/questions_0902.htm

–http://www.acc.org/education/programs/bro
chures/question/answers_0902.htm



Pitfalls
• Not being familiar with the ABIM tutorial materials 

(go to www.abim.org; don’t wait to receive sample 
test material in the mail)

• Underestimating the ECG part of the Boards 
(prepare well, know the coding sheet, don’t 
overcode, and keep track of time) 

• Overuse of the electronic calipers for ECG section 
(time-sink).  I barely used them.

• Not studying imaging coding sheets in advance

• Not budgeting your time properly during the exam

• Not registering early to take the test locally



Final tips

• Take Boards as soon as you are eligible – don’t 
wait

• Don’t let the testing center people or computer 
gliches get to you

• Don’t overcode the ECG’s and imaging section

• Suggest starting to prepare at least 3 months 
in advance where you can set aside some days 
each week and some weekends to study

• You don’t need to be a genius to pass.  Have a 
study plan and stick to it.



• Senior fellows and junior faculty 
colleagues at Emory

– Jacob Green, MD

– Jose I. Mendez-Martinez, MD

– Michael C. McDaniel, MD

– Byron Robinson Williams III, MD
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