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Introduction

For healthcare professionals who wish to demonstrate mastery of advanced cardiac life support, the American
Heart Association (AHA) ACLS written examis a pivotal milestone. Whether you are a seasoned emergency
physician, a critical care nurse, or a paramedic preparing for certification, understanding how to locate and apply
the correct answers is essential for success. This article offers a comprehensive guide that goes beyond rote
memorization, focusing on strategies, resources, and practical insights that help you confidently navigate the
written portion of the exam.

Understanding the ACLS Written Exam

Purpose of the Exam

The written exam evaluates your ability to apply evidence based guidelines to real world scenarios. It tests not only
your recall of facts but also your clinical reasoning and decision making skills. A strong performance indicates
readiness to participate in the hands on skills portion and to ultimately provide high quality resuscitation care.

Exam Format and Structure

The AHA ACLS written test typically consists of 60 multiple choice questions to be completed in 90 minutes.
Questions are grouped into five domains:

e Basic Life Support (BLS) fundamentals

¢ Advanced Airway Management

e Cardiac Arrest Management

¢ Post Resuscitation Care

¢ Medical Emergencies (e.g., myocardial infarction, stroke)

Each question presents a concise clinical vignette followed by four answer choices. The test is adaptive in that the
difficulty of subsequent questions may be influenced by your earlier responses, but this nuance does not alter the
overall strategy.

Content Domains
Familiarity with the AHA’s 2023 ACLS Algorithm is paramount. The exam expects you to:

1. Identify life threatening conditions from the vignette.

2. Select the most appropriate initial action.

3. Apply pharmacologic interventions in the correct sequence.

4. Recognize when to transition to advanced interventions (e.g., defibrillation, advanced airway).

Common Themes in ACLS Exam Questions

Cardiac Arrest Management

Questions often simulate a patient in pulseless electrical activity (PEA) or ventricular fibrillation (VF). You must
quickly determine the rhythm, choose the correct defibrillation energy, and decide whether to administer
epinephrine or amiodarone.



Shockable vs Non Shockable Rhythms

Discerning between VF, pulseless ventricular tachycardia (VT), PEA, and asystole is a recurring theme. The exam
tests your ability to match rhythm with the appropriate intervention, such as defibrillation for VF/VT or high dose
epinephrine for PEA/asystole.

Advanced Airway Management

Questions may ask you to choose the best airway device for a patient with a compromised airway, or to determine
the correct sequence for intubation, cricothyrotomy, or supraglottic airway placement.

Pharmacology

The exam probes your knowledge of drug dosages, routes, and timing. Common drugs include amiodarone,
lidocaine, epinephrine, vasopressin, and magnesium sulfate. You must also know contraindications and drug
interactions.

Post Resuscitation Care

After the return of spontaneous circulation (ROSC), questions may focus on temperature management, coronary
reperfusion, and neurological assessment. Your answers should reflect current AHA guidelines.

Strategies for Finding the Correct Answers

Reading the Question Carefully

Begin by identifying the key facts: age, vital signs, rhythm, medications administered, and any comorbidities.
Highlight the most relevant data points and disregard extraneous information that might distract you.

Applying ACLS Algorithms

Visualize the algorithm as a flowchart. Once you know the rhythm, follow the steps in order: assess, call for help,
start CPR, give drugs, defibrillate, and reassess. This mental map reduces the likelihood of selecting an incorrect
answer.

Using the ABC of ACLS

Always remember A = Airway, B = Breathing, C = Circulation. If the vignette hints at airway compromise,
prioritize airway management before proceeding to rhythm analysis.

Time Management

Allocate roughly 1.5 minutes per question. If you're stuck, use the process of elimination: cross out obviously wrong
choices and then choose the best remaining option.

Practice Resources and Study Tools

Official AHA Study Guide

The AHA publishes a comprehensive study guide that aligns with the exam content. It includes practice questions,
algorithm illustrations, and evidence based rationales.

Mobile Apps and Flashcards

Apps like ACLS Flashcards and Resuscitation Trainerprovide bite size review sessions and spaced repetition, ideal
for on the go study.

Practice Exams and Question Banks



Simulated exams mirror the difficulty and style of the actual test. Many third party providers offer question banks
that include detailed explanations for each answer choice, helping you understand the reasoning behind the correct
choice.

Online Courses and Webinars

Interactive webinars featuring live case discussions can reinforce algorithmic thinking. Look for sessions led by
certified ACLS instructors.

Sample Question Analysis

Example Question 1

“A 68 year old man with a history of coronary artery disease presents with sudden loss of consciousness. The
rhythm is pulseless ventricular tachycardia. What is the first step?”

Correct Answer: Defibrillate with 200 J biphasic shock.The rationale is that VF/VT is a shockable rhythm, and
the AHA recommends a 200 J biphasic shock as the initial defibrillation energy.

Example Question 2

“A 45 year old woman is found unresponsive. The rhythm is PEA. Which drug is most appropriate to administer first?”

Correct Answer: Epinephrine 1 mg IV/IO.PEA is a non shockable rhythm; epinephrine is the first line drug per AHA
guidelines.

Example Question 3

“A patient in cardiac arrest has received 3 shocks and 3 doses of epinephrine. The rhythm remains VF. Which of
the following is the next best step?”

Correct Answer: Administer amiodarone 300 mg IV.After 3 shocks and epinephrine, amiodarone is
recommended to address refractory VF.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

Misinterpreting the Question

Some questions are phrased ambiguously. Read carefully to determine whether the scenario describes a rhythm or
a clinical event.

Overlooking Critical Data

Vital signs, drug history, and comorbidities can change the answer. Skipping these details often leads to an
incorrect choice.

Ignoring Time Sensitive Actions

Resuscitation is a race against time. Delaying CPR or defibrillation can be catastrophic. The exam rewards prompt,
guideline concordant decisions.

Tips for Exam Day

Preparation Checklist

* Review the AHA algorithm cheat sheet.
e Ensure your computer or tablet is fully charged.



* Print or download the exam rules and contact information.

Managing Test Anxiety

Practice deep breathing, take short breaks, and keep a positive mindset. Remember that the exam is designed to
assess your knowledge, not to trick you.

Reading Answer Choices

Read all four options before selecting. Some choices are designed to distract by including correct information but
with an incorrect dosage or timing.

Frequently Asked Questions

How many questions are on the exam?

The ACLS written exam consists of 60 multiple choice questions.

What is the passing score?
A passing score is 80% or higher, though the exact threshold may vary slightly by year.

Can | review my answers?

After completing the test, you receive a summary of correct and incorrect answers. This feedback is invaluable for
future study.

How often do | need to recertify?

ACLS certification is valid for two years. After that, you must complete the refresher course and retake the exam.
Conclusion

Mastering the American Heart Association ACLS written examrequires more than memorizing facts; it
demands a systematic approach to problem solving, a thorough understanding of the latest guidelines, and
disciplined study habits. By focusing on the key themes, applying algorithmic thinking, and leveraging high quality
practice resources, you can confidently locate the correct answers and demonstrate your readiness to deliver
life saving care. Good luck, and may your knowledge translate into improved patient outcomes.
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