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Understanding the ATLS Pretest: Your First Step Toward Mastery

When preparing for the American College of Surgeons' Advanced Trauma Life Support (ATLS) course, one of the

first questions you’ll encounter is: “What is an ATLS pretest?” In the world of trauma education, the pretest serves

as a diagnostic tool that helps you gauge your baseline knowledge, identify gaps, and tailor your study plan. It’s

more than a simple quiz; it’s a strategic checkpoint that can significantly influence your performance on the final

exam and, ultimately, your ability to deliver high �quality trauma care.

In this comprehensive guide, we’ll explore the purpose of the ATLS pretest, how it’s structured, why it matters, and

practical strategies to make the most of it. Whether you’re a first �year medical student, a resident, or an experienced

trauma surgeon, understanding the pretest’s role will give you a competitive edge.

What Is the ATLS Pretest?

The ATLS pretest is a short, multiple �choice assessment that typically accompanies the ATLS course curriculum. It’s

designed to:

•  Assess your initial understanding of trauma fundamentals.

•  Highlight areas that need additional focus before the in �person or virtual course.

•  Provide a benchmark for measuring progress throughout the training.

Most ATLS courses offer the pretest as an online module accessible through the course portal. Some institutions

may provide a paper version for those who prefer a physical format. Regardless of the medium, the pretest is a

standardized tool used worldwide to maintain consistency in trauma education.

Why the ATLS Pretest Is Crucial

While the pretest may appear as a simple formality, it plays a pivotal role in shaping your learning trajectory:

1.  Self �Assessment – It gives you a snapshot of your strengths and weaknesses before you dive into the 

intensive curriculum.

2.  Targeted Study – Armed with concrete data, you can focus your efforts on the topics that truly need 

reinforcement.

3.  Confidence Building – Knowing where you stand helps reduce anxiety and increases confidence heading 

into the course.

4.  Performance Prediction – Historically, pretest scores correlate with final exam results, giving you a realistic 

expectation of your performance.

Structure of the ATLS Pretest

The ATLS pretest is carefully curated to mirror the core concepts of the full ATLS course. Below is a typical

structure you can expect:

1. Question Format

All questions are multiple �choice, with four options (A, B, C, D). In some cases, a question may be “Choose the best



answer,” while others may allow “Select all that apply.”

2. Topics Covered

The pretest covers the following key domains:

•  Basic Science of Trauma

•  Primary Survey (ABCDE)

•  Secondary Survey

•  Airway Management

•  Breathing and Ventilation

•  Circulation and Hemorrhage Control

•  Disability Assessment

•  Exposure and Environmental Control

•  Initial Management of Specific Trauma Types (e.g., penetrating injuries, fractures)

3. Length and Timing

Most pretests consist of 30–50 questions and can be completed in 20–30 minutes. The exact number may vary

depending on the institution or the specific ATLS module (e.g., ATLS for Residents, ATLS for Physicians).

4. Scoring

Each correct answer awards one point, with no penalty for incorrect or omitted responses. A typical passing

threshold is around 70–80% of the total score, but this varies by institution.

How to Prepare for the ATLS Pretest

Preparation is the key to success. Below are actionable steps to help you excel on the pretest and set a solid

foundation for the full course.

1. Review Core ATLS Materials

Start with the official ATLS textbook and the course handouts. Focus on the chapters that correspond to the pretest

topics.

2. Use Supplemental Resources

Consider the following additional resources to reinforce learning:

•  ATLS Video Series – Visual demonstrations of airway and bleeding control.

•  Trauma Podcasts – Current best practices and real �world scenarios.

•  Peer �Reviewed Articles – Keep up with the latest research on trauma protocols.

3. Practice with Sample Questions

Many institutions provide practice quizzes that mimic the pretest format. Even if the exact questions differ, the

practice sets help you acclimate to the question style and pacing.

4. Create a Study Schedule

Allocate dedicated study blocks leading up to the pretest. For example:

1.  Day 1–2: Basic science and pathophysiology.

2.  Day 3–4: Primary survey ABCDE.

3.  Day 5–6: Secondary survey and airway management.

4.  Day 7: Review and practice questions.



5. Engage in Group Study Sessions

Discussing challenging topics with peers can uncover new insights and solidify your understanding.

Sample ATLS Pretest Questions

Below are three sample questions that illustrate the type of content you’ll encounter. These are for educational

purposes only and not actual pretest questions.

Question 1: Primary Survey – ABCDE

Which of the following is the most appropriate next step after ensuring a patent airway in a patient with suspected

traumatic brain injury?

•  A. Administer intravenous fluids

•  B. Initiate rapid sequence intubation

•  C. Perform a cervical spine immobilization

•  D. Begin chest tube insertion

Correct Answer: C. Perform a cervical spine immobilization

Question 2: Hemorrhage Control

A 30 �year �old male presents with a penetrating chest wound. The patient is hypotensive and tachycardic. What is the

priority intervention?

•  A. Apply a tourniquet to the limb

•  B. Perform a left thoracotomy

•  C. Insert a pericardial drain

•  D. Initiate massive transfusion protocol

Correct Answer: B. Perform a left thoracotomy

Question 3: Secondary Survey

During the secondary survey, which of the following findings would most likely indicate a need for immediate

surgical intervention?

•  A. Bruising over the abdomen

•  B. Hemodynamic instability with a pulsatile abdominal mass

•  C. Laceration on the scalp

•  D. Soft tissue injury to the arm

Correct Answer: B. Hemodynamic instability with a pulsatile abdominal mass

Common Mistakes to Avoid on the ATLS Pretest

Even seasoned trauma professionals can fall into pitfalls during the pretest. Here are some common errors and

how to sidestep them:

•  Over �reading Questions – Focus on the key words; avoid getting lost in the narrative.

•  Ignoring Time Management – Allocate roughly 30–45 seconds per question to stay on track.

•  Skipping the “All of the Above” Option – Carefully evaluate each choice; “All of the Above” is often correct but 

not always.

•  Relying Solely on Memory – Combine rote learning with concept application.

•  Neglecting the Review Section – After finishing, revisit questions you missed to understand the rationale.



Using Your Pretest Score to Guide Your Study

Once you’ve completed the pretest, analyze the results in depth:

1.  Identify Weak Topics – Mark the subjects with the lowest scores.

2.  Prioritize Study Resources – Allocate more time to those areas.

3.  Set Specific Goals – For example, “Achieve at least 90% on the airway management section.”

4.  Track Progress – Re �take the pretest after each study block to measure improvement.

Beyond the Pretest: Maximizing Your ATLS Experience

The pretest is only the starting point. To truly master the ATLS curriculum, integrate the following strategies:

1. Hands �On Skills Labs

Participate actively in simulation labs. The tactile experience reinforces theoretical knowledge.

2. Peer �Teaching Sessions

Explain concepts to classmates; teaching is one of the most effective ways to cement knowledge.

3. Reflective Journaling

After each module, jot down key takeaways and questions that arise. This practice promotes deeper learning.

4. Engage with Instructors

Ask clarifying questions during lectures or office hours. Instructors often provide insights beyond the textbook.

5. Post �Course Review

After completing the full ATLS course, revisit the pretest questions and compare your answers. Understanding why

you improved helps solidify long �term retention.

After the Pretest: Next Steps

Upon receiving your pretest results, you’ll typically move to the next phase of the ATLS training. Here’s what to

expect:

•  Enrollment Confirmation – Many institutions use the pretest score to confirm eligibility.

•  Customized Study Plan – Your instructor may tailor the course based on your pretest performance.

•  Access to Course Materials – You’ll receive the full curriculum, including textbooks, videos, and practice 

exams.

•  Pre �Course Workshops – Some programs offer optional workshops to address common pretest deficiencies.

ATLS Pretest for Different Audiences

The ATLS pretest can be adapted for various professionals:

•  Medical Students – Focus on foundational concepts and basic life support skills.

•  Residents and Fellows – Emphasize advanced airway techniques, massive transfusion protocols, and surgical 

decision �making.

•  Advanced Practice Providers (APPs) – Tailored to the scope of practice within emergency and trauma 

settings.

•  International Trainees – Often include language �specific adaptations and cultural context.



ATLS Pretest vs. Final Exam: What’s the Difference?

While both assessments evaluate trauma knowledge, they serve distinct purposes:

•  Pretest – Diagnostic tool to identify gaps before the course.

•  Final Exam – Summative assessment to certify competence after the course.

Because the pretest mirrors the content of the final exam, a high pretest score often predicts strong performance

on the final exam.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

Q1: Can I take the ATLS pretest multiple times?

Most institutions allow one attempt, but some may permit retakes after a waiting period. Check with your course

administrator.

Q2: Is the pretest mandatory for all ATLS participants?

While optional in some settings, many programs require it to ensure participants are adequately prepared.

Q3: Does the pretest count toward my final ATLS score?
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