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Introduction

Becoming a certified surgical first assistant (SFA) is a pivotal step for any surgical professional who wishes to 

broaden their scope, enhance operative efficiency, and provide superior patient care. The certification process, 

typically administered by the American Association of Surgical Assistants (AASA), is rigorous and demands a solid 

grasp of surgical fundamentals, advanced procedural techniques, and the ability to anticipate and respond to 

intra �operative challenges. Central to this journey is the surgical first assistant exam questionsthat test a

candidate’s knowledge, critical thinking, and clinical acumen.

Many aspirants find themselves overwhelmed by the sheer breadth of material covered in the exam. From basic 

anatomy and physiology to complex laparoscopic maneuvers, the test is designed to evaluate whether a candidate 

is truly ready to assist in the operating room. In this comprehensive guide, we’ll walk you through everything you 

need to know about the exam, from its structure and key content areas to realistic practice questions and proven 

study strategies. Whether you’re a seasoned surgeon looking to add the SFA credential to your résumé or a 

medical professional new to the field, this article will equip you with the knowledge and confidence to tackle the 

surgical first assistant exam questions head �on.

Understanding the Surgical First Assistant Certification

What Is the Role of a Surgical First Assistant?

The surgical first assistant is a vital member of the operative team, responsible for tasks that facilitate the surgeon’s

performance. These tasks include:

•  Maintaining the surgical field and providing exposure

•  Assisting with tissue retraction and manipulation

•  Controlling hemostasis and managing suturing

•  Operating instruments and devices under the surgeon’s direction

•  Ensuring patient safety and adhering to sterile protocols

Because the role demands both technical skill and a deep understanding of surgical principles, the certification

exam is structured to assess both knowledge and practical application.

Exam Overview

The AASA certification exam is a multiple �choice test administered by a computer �based testing center. The key

features are:

•  60–80 questions covering a wide range of surgical disciplines

•  Time limit: 90 minutes

•  Pass mark: 70 /% (variable by year, but generally around 70–75 /%)

•  Questions are grouped into thematic sections such as anatomy, surgical techniques, instrumentation, and 

patient safety

While the exact format may evolve, the core focus remains on assessing the candidate’s readiness to perform in a

real operating room setting.



Key Content Areas Covered by the Exam

Anatomy and Physiology

Strong anatomical knowledge is the foundation of surgical practice. Expect questions that test your ability to:

•  Identify key anatomical landmarks on imaging and cadavers

•  Understand the relationships between organs, vessels, and nerves

•  Apply physiological principles to anticipate intra �operative changes

Basic Surgical Principles

These questions evaluate your grasp of fundamental concepts such as:

•  Hemostasis and bleeding control techniques

•  Wound healing stages and infection prevention

•  Sterile technique and contamination avoidance

Advanced Surgical Techniques

Because many first assistants work in high �volume, complex cases, the exam probes advanced skills, including:

•  Laparoscopic and robotic instrument handling

•  Endoscopic suturing and stapling techniques

•  Management of intra �operative complications

Instrumentation and Equipment

Proficiency with a wide array of tools is essential. Questions may cover:

•  Identification of instruments and their uses

•  Proper maintenance and sterilization protocols

•  Troubleshooting equipment failures during surgery

Patient Safety and Ethics

Ensuring patient safety is paramount. Expect questions on:

•  Informed consent and patient communication

•  Legal and ethical responsibilities of the surgical team

•  Protocols for managing adverse events and complications

Sample Surgical First Assistant Exam Questions

Below are realistic practice questions that reflect the style and difficulty of the actual exam. Reviewing and

answering these will help you gauge your readiness and identify areas that need further study.

Question 1: Anatomical Landmark Identification

During a laparoscopic cholecystectomy, which of the following structures is most commonly used as a landmark to

identify the cystic duct?

1.  Common hepatic duct

2.  Gallbladder fundus

3.  Calot’s triangle

4.  Phrenic nerve

Answer: Calot’s triangle (C)



Question 2: Hemostasis Technique

Which of the following is the best initial step to control a bleeding hepatic artery during liver resection?

1.  Apply a tourniquet around the artery

2.  Use a bipolar cautery device

3.  Inject epinephrine solution

4.  Administer a vasodilator

Answer: Use a bipolar cautery device (B)

Question 3: Instrumentation Knowledge

Which instrument is primarily used for tissue retraction during a thoracotomy?

1.  Hegar dilator

2.  Retractor blade (e.g., Langenbeck retractor)

3.  Scissors (e.g., Mayo scissors)

4.  Suture needle holder

Answer: Retractor blade (B)

Question 4: Patient Safety Protocol

A patient develops sudden hypotension during a colorectal resection. Which action should the first assistant take

immediately?

1.  Notify the surgeon and begin rapid infusion of crystalloid solution

2.  Hold the surgical procedure and wait for the surgeon’s instructions

3.  Increase the anesthetic depth

4.  Apply a tourniquet to the surgical site

Answer: Notify the surgeon and begin rapid infusion of crystalloid solution (A)

Question 5: Ethical Decision �Making

During a complex procedure, the surgeon requests the first assistant to perform a non �surgical task that could

jeopardize patient safety. What should the first assistant do?

1.  Follow the surgeon’s request to maintain teamwork

2.  Refuse the task and discuss concerns with the surgeon

3.  Inform the anesthesiologist only

4.  Ask a colleague for advice

Answer: Refuse the task and discuss concerns with the surgeon (B)

Effective Study Strategies for the Exam

Create a Structured Study Plan

Begin by mapping out the exam’s content outline. Allocate study time based on difficulty and personal proficiency. A

typical 12 �week plan might look like this:

1.  Weeks 1–3: Review core anatomy and physiology

2.  Weeks 4–6: Dive into basic surgical principles and instrumentation

3.  Weeks 7–9: Practice advanced techniques and scenario �based questions

4.  Weeks 10–11: Take full �length practice exams and analyze results



5.  Week 12: Final review and mental preparation

Use High �Quality Study Materials

Invest in reputable resources such as:

•  AASA’s First Assistant Exam Review Manual

•  Peer �reviewed surgical textbooks (e.g., Schwartz’s Principles of Surgery)

•  Online question banks with detailed explanations

•  Video libraries showcasing surgical techniques

Simulated exams are essential for building test stamina and familiarity with question formats. 
When choosing a question bank, look for:

•  Up �to �date content reflecting current guidelines

•  Comprehensive answer explanations

•  Statistical tracking of performance metrics

After each practice test, identify the topics where you lost points. Allocate extra time to those 
areas, and consider seeking mentorship or additional training if needed.

Beyond memorization, the exam evaluates how you apply knowledge in dynamic situations. 
Practice case studies, participate in simulation labs, and discuss complex scenarios with peers 
or mentors.

Exam Day Tips

Arrive Early and Stay Calm

Plan to arrive at the testing center at least 30 minutes before the scheduled start time. Use this time to relax, review

key notes, and mentally prepare.

Read Each Question Carefully

Take your time to understand the question stem and all answer choices. Many exam questions are designed to test

subtle distinctions.

Eliminate Incorrect Options Quickly

Use the process of elimination to narrow down choices, increasing your chances of selecting the correct answer

even if you’re unsure.

Manage Your Time

Allocate roughly 1.2 minutes per question. If you’re stuck on a question, mark it and move on. Return to it if time

permits.

Stay Hydrated and Take Short Breaks

Most testing centers allow brief pauses. Use them to stretch, sip water, and reset your focus.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

Over �Relying on Memorization

While factual knowledge is essential, the exam heavily emphasizes application. Pair memorization with practice

scenarios.

Ignoring Clinical Context



Questions often embed real �world complications. Always consider the clinical scenario before choosing an answer.

Neglecting Soft Skills

Teamwork, communication, and patient safety are integral to the role. Review these aspects as part of your study

routine.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

What is the passing score for the surgical first assistant exam?

The passing threshold is typically around 70 % to 75 %, but it can vary slightly each year. Always check the latest

guidelines on the AASA website.

Can I take the exam more than once if I don’t pass?

Yes. Candidates may retake the exam after a waiting period, usually 30 days. However, repeated failures may

require additional training or remediation.

Is a medical degree required to sit for the exam?

While many first assistants are surgeons, the certification is open to a range of surgical professionals, including

physician assistants, nurse practitioners, and advanced practice nurses, provided they meet the prerequisite

training.

How long does the exam last?

The test is typically 90 minutes, though the exact time may vary slightly depending on the test administration.

Conclusion

Preparing for the surgical first assistant exam questionsdemands a blend of solid knowledge, practical skill,

and strategic study planning. By understanding the exam’s structure, focusing on key content areas, engaging with

high �quality resources, and practicing with realistic question banks, you can build confidence and increase your

likelihood of success. Remember to stay calm, manage your time wisely, and apply clinical reasoning throughout

the test. With dedication and disciplined preparation, you’ll not only pass the exam but also gain the skills needed

to excel as a surgical first assistant and make a lasting impact on patient outcomes.
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