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Introduction to the
ASCP Microbiology
Certification

The field of microbiology offers countless
opportunities for laboratory professionals
who want to specialize in identifying and
understanding microorganisms. Among the
most respected credentials in this domain is
the Certification Guide For Microbiology
ASCP pathway, which leads to the renowned
MLS(ASCP) or  M(ASCP) certifications.
Whether you are a recent graduate or an
experienced technologist, earning this
certification signals to employers and peers
that you possess a high level of competence
in clinical microbiology. This guide walks you
through everything you need to know, from
eligibility requirements to exam preparation
and career advancement.

Microbiology laboratory professionals play a
critical role in healthcare. They identify
pathogens, perform susceptibility testing,
and help guide treatment decisions for
infectious diseases. The American Society for
Clinical Pathology (ASCP) Board of
Certification has long been the gold standard
for laboratory credentials in the United
States. For microbiologists, obtaining the
ASCP certification demonstrates mastery of
bacteriology, mycology, parasitology,
virology, and related disciplines. This article
serves as your comprehensive roadmap for
navigating the certification process from

start to finish.

Understanding the
ASCP Microbiology
Certification Options

The ASCP offers several certifications
relevant to microbiology professionals. The
most common pathways include the Medical
Laboratory Scientist (MLS(ASCP))
certification, which encompasses all areas of
the «clinical laboratory including
microbiology, and the Specialist in
Microbiology (SM(ASCP)) certification, which
is designed for those who already hold a
generalist credential and wish to
demonstrate advanced expertise.
Additionally, the Technologist in Microbiology
(M(ASCP)) certification is available for
candidates who meet specific education and
experience requirements focused solely on
microbiology.

Each certification tier reflects a different
level of depth and responsibility. The
MLS(ASCP) is ideal for those working in a
generalist role, while the SM(ASCP) is
tailored for microbiologists who supervise or
lead a microbiology section. The M(ASCP)
certification is appropriate for individuals
whose primary duties involve microbiology
testing without the broader generalist scope.
Understanding which certification aligns with
your career goals is the first step in your
journey.
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Key Differences Between
Microbiology Certifications

When reviewing the Certification Guide
For Microbiology ASCP, it is important to
recognize that each certification has distinct
eligibility routes and examination content.
The MLS(ASCP) examination includes
questions on microbiology as part of a larger
battery of topics including hematology,
chemistry, immunology, and blood banking.
In contrast, the M(ASCP) and SM(ASCP)
examinations focus exclusively on
microbiological disciplines. The SM(ASCP)
examination is more advanced and includes
managerial and educational components,
reflecting the specialist's role in laboratory
leadership.

Candidates often begin with the MLS(ASCP)
certification and later pursue the SM(ASCP)
as their career progresses. However, those
who work exclusively in microbiology may
prefer the direct M(ASCP) route if they meet
the eligibility criteria. Your choice should
reflect both your current role and your future
professional aspirations.

Eligibility
Requirements for ASCP

Microbiology
Certification

Eligibility for ASCP certification depends on
your educational background, laboratory
experience, and the specific certification you
are seeking. The ASCP Board of Certification
maintains several routes to eligibility, which
are outlined in detail in the official
Certification Guide For Microbiology
ASCP. Generally, candidates must hold a
bachelor's degree from an accredited
institution and have completed a certain
number of semester hours in biological

sciences and chemistry. Additionally,
completion of a NAACLS-accredited clinical
laboratory program is required for many
routes.

For the MLS(ASCP) certification, the most
common route is Route 1, which requires a
bachelor's degree plus completion of a
NAACLS-accredited MLS program. Route 2 is
for those who already hold a certification
and wish to add another, such as a certified
MLT(ASCP) seeking MLS(ASCP) certification.
Route 3 involves a bachelor's degree with
specific coursework and at least five years of
full-time laboratory experience. Each route
has specific requirements that must be
carefully documented and submitted to the
ASCP for approval.

For the M(ASCP) certification, candidates
typically need a bachelor's degree with at
least 30 semester hours in biological
sciences and chemistry, including 16 hours
in microbiology courses. Completion of a
NAACLS-accredited program in medical
laboratory technology or microbiology is also
required. The SM(ASCP) certification requires
current MLS(ASCP) or equivalent certification
plus at least three years of full-time
experience in microbiology, with at least one
year in a leadership or supervisory role.

Documenting Your Eligibility

When you apply for ASCP certification, you
must submit official transcripts, proof of
program completion, and documentation of
laboratory experience if applicable. The
ASCP reviews each application carefully to
ensure all requirements are met. It is
advisable to gather all documents well in
advance of the application deadline. Many
candidates find it helpful to consult the
official Certification Guide For
Microbiology ASCP on the ASCP website to
verify their specific route and requirements
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before submitting an application.

Examination Content
and Structure

The ASCP microbiology examinations are
comprehensive assessments of your
knowledge and skills. The MLS(ASCP)
examination consists of 100 multiple-choice
questions covering all areas of the clinical
laboratory, with approximately 20 to 25
percent dedicated to microbiology. The
M(ASCP) examination focuses entirely on
microbiology and includes 100 questions.
The SM(ASCP) examination contains 100
guestions that cover both technical
microbiology content and laboratory
management topics.

The microbiology portion of any ASCP
examination typically covers bacteriology,
mycology, parasitology, virology, and
mycobacteriology. Questions assess your
ability to identify microorganisms, select
appropriate testing methods, interpret
results, and apply quality control principles.
You will also encounter questions about
specimen collection and handling, safety
protocols, and emerging pathogens.

Detailed Breakdown of
Microbiology Content Areas

For those following the Certification Guide
For Microbiology ASCP, understanding the
detailed content breakdown is essential for
focused study. Bacteriology represents the
largest portion, covering gram-positive and
gram-negative bacteria, anaerobic
organisms, and fastidious bacteria. Expect
guestions on biochemical testing,
antimicrobial susceptibility testing, and rapid
identification methods. Mycology includes
identification of yeasts and molds, while
parasitology covers intestinal parasites,

blood-borne parasites, and tissue parasites.

Virology questions address viral isolation
methods, serological testing, and molecular
detection techniques. Mycobacteriology
includes acid-fast staining, culture
techniques, and susceptibility testing for
tuberculosis and nontuberculous
mycobacteria. Quality control and laboratory
safety are integrated throughout the
examination, reflecting their importance in
daily laboratory practice.

Exam Format and Delivery

All  ASCP certification examinations are
administered via computer at Pearson VUE
testing centers worldwide. You have two and
a half hours to complete the examination,
and results are provided immediately upon
completion. The questions are multiple-
choice with four answer options. Some
guestions may include images, such as
microscopic views of organisms or
biochemical test results. The examination
uses scaled scoring, with a passing score of
400 on a scale of 0 to 999.

Preparing for the computer-based format is
straightforward. Familiarize yourself with the
testing interface by reviewing the ASCP
practice examination resources. The actual
testing environment is quiet and controlled,
allowing you to focus entirely on the
questions. You will have the opportunity to
flag questions for review and change
answers before submitting your final
responses.

How to Prepare for the
ASCP Microbiology
Examination

Effective preparation is the key to success
on any ASCP certification examination. A
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well-structured study plan should include
review of core content, practice with sample
questions, and assessment of your strengths
and weaknesses. The Certification Guide
For Microbiology ASCP recommends
dedicating at least three to six months to
preparation, depending on your familiarity
with the material and your work schedule.

Begin by obtaining the official ASCP
examination content outline, which provides
a detailed listing of topics and their relative
weight on the examination. Use this outline
to create a study schedule that allocates
time proportionally to each content area. For
example, if bacteriology represents 40
percent of the microbiology content, you
should spend approximately 40 percent of
your study time on bacteriology topics.

Recommended Study Resources

Several resources are available to help you
prepare for the ASCP microbiology
examination. Textbooks such as "Clinical
Microbiology Made Ridiculously Simple" and
"Bailey & Scott's Diagnostic Microbiology"
provide comprehensive coverage of
essential topics. Review books specifically
designed for ASCP certification, such as
"ASCP Board of Certification Study Guide"
and "Microbiology: An Evolving Science," can
help focus your study efforts.

Online question banks and practice
examinations are invaluable tools for
assessing your readiness. The ASCP offers an
official practice examination that mimics the
format and difficulty level of the actual test.
Other commercial question banks, such as
those from LabCE and Medialab, provide
thousands of practice questions with
detailed explanations. Many candidates find
it helpful to form study groups with
colleagues who are also preparing for
certification, as discussing complex topics

reinforces learning.
Practical Laboratory Experience

While textbook knowledge is essential,
practical laboratory experience is equally
important for success on the ASCP
microbiology examination. If you are
currently working in a clinical microbiology
laboratory, take advantage of opportunities
to perform a variety of tests and procedures.
If you are a student, ensure that your clinical
rotations provide exposure to a broad range
of microbiological techniques. The
Certification Guide For Microbiology
ASCP emphasizes that hands-on experience
with organism identification, susceptibility
testing, and quality control procedures
builds confidence and reinforces theoretical
knowledge.

Benefits of ASCP
Microbiology
Certification

Earning ASCP certification in microbiology
offers numerous professional and personal
benefits.  Certified professionals often
command higher salaries than their non-
certified counterparts. Many employers
require or prefer ASCP certification for
laboratory positions, particularly in hospitals
and reference laboratories. Certification also
demonstrates your commitment to
professional excellence and lifelong learning,
qualities that are highly valued in healthcare
settings.

Beyond financial rewards, ASCP certification
provides a sense of accomplishment and
professional pride. It validates your expertise
and dedication to the field of microbiology.
Certified microbiologists are often sought
after for leadership roles, teaching positions,
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and consulting opportunities. The credential
also facilitates career mobility, as ASCP
certification is recognized throughout the
United States and in many international
settings.

Continuing Education and Career
Advancement

ASCP  certification requires ongoing
continuing education to maintain your
credential. This requirement ensures that
certified professionals stay current with
advances in microbiology and laboratory
practice. The ASCP offers a variety of
continuing education opportunities, including
online courses, webinars, and annual
meetings. Many employers provide financial
support for continuing education activities,
recognizing the value of a knowledgeable
and up-to-date workforce.

For those who hold the MLS(ASCP)
certification,  pursuing the  SM(ASCP)
certification represents a natural career
progression. The specialist credential opens
doors to supervisory and managerial
positions, as well as opportunities in
infection control, public health, and
microbiology research. The Certification
Guide For Microbiology ASCP can help
you plan your career trajectory and identify
the certifications that align with your long-
term goals.

Maintaining Your ASCP
Certification

Once you earn your ASCP certification, you
must maintain it through the Certification
Maintenance Program (CMP). The CMP
requires you to earn a specified number of
continuing education credits over a three-
year period. For the MLS(ASCP) certification,
you need 36 CE credits per cycle. For the

M(ASCP) and SM(ASCP) certifications, the
requirement is 36 credits as well, but at least
18 of those credits must be in microbiology-
related topics.

You can earn CE credits through a variety of
activities, including attending professional
conferences, completing online courses,
publishing articles, or participating in
laboratory quality improvement projects.
The ASCP provides a convenient online
portal for tracking your CE credits and
submitting documentation. It is important to
keep accurate records of your activities, as
the ASCP may audit a percentage of certified
professionals each cycle.

Recertification Options

In addition to the CMP, the ASCP offers a
recertification examination option for those
who prefer to test rather than accumulate
CE credits. The recertification examination is
shorter than the initial certification
examination and focuses on current best
practices in microbiology. This option may
be appealing to individuals who find it
challenging to attend CE activities due to
geographic or scheduling constraints. The
Certification Guide For Microbiology
ASCP includes detailed information about
both maintenance options, allowing you to
choose the approach that best fits your
circumstances.

Common Challenges
and How to Overcome

Many candidates face challenges when
pursuing ASCP microbiology certification.
One common obstacle is balancing study
time with work and family responsibilities.
Creating a realistic study schedule and
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sticking to it is essential. Breaking your
study sessions into manageable blocks of 60
to 90 minutes can improve retention and
prevent burnout. Another challenge is
mastering the breadth of content covered on
the examination. Focusing on high-yield
topics and using active learning techniques,
such as practice questions and flashcards,

can help you use your study time efficiently.

Test anxiety is another frequent concern.
Practicing with timed examinations can help
you become comfortable with the pace and
format of the actual test. Deep breathing
exercises and positive visualization
techniques



