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Your Ultimate Surgical
Tech Study Guide:
Mastering the
Foundations of the
Operating Room

Becoming a surgical technologist is both a
challenging and deeply rewarding career
path. You are the linchpin of the operating
room, the professional who ensures that

every instrument, suture, and sponge is
exactly where it needs to be before the
surgeon ever makes an incision. However,
the road to the OR is paved with rigorous
coursework, hands-on labs, and high-
stakes certification exams. Without a solid
surgical tech study guide, it is easy to
feel overwhelmed by the sheer volume of
information you need to master.

This article serves as a comprehensive
resource designed to help you organize
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your study efforts, focus on high-yield
topics, and build the confidence you need
to succeed. Whether you are just starting
your program or are deep in review for the
Certified Surgical Technologist (CST)
exam, this guide will help you approach
your studies with clarity and purpose.

What Exactly Does a
Surgical Technologist
Do?

Before diving into study strategies, it is
essential to understand the breadth of
knowledge required for this role. A surgical
technologist, often called a scrub tech or
operating room technician, is a member of
the sterile surgical team. Your primary

responsibilities include preparing the
operating room, setting up sterile
equipment, passing instruments to the
surgeon, and maintaining a sterile field
throughout the procedure.

This role demands a deep understanding
of anatomy, medical terminology, asepsis,
and the specific steps of countless surgical
procedures. A strong surgical tech study
guide will not just help you pass a test—it
will prepare you to think critically and act
quickly when a patient’s life is on the line.

Core Subject Areas
Every Surgical Tech



To build a truly effective study plan, you
need to break down the curriculum into
manageable domains. The following are
the fundamental areas that will appear on
both your in-class exams and your
certification test.

Human Anatomy and Physiology

You cannot hand the right instrument if
you do not know the anatomy of the area
being operated on. Focus on body
systems, organ locations, and the
relationship between structures. Pay
special attention to the skeletal system

iovascular
gﬁfY@f’l“or open- eart slufrggy)' and’the

abdominal cavity (for general surgery).
Use diagrams and labeling exercises as
part of your surgical tech study guide
to reinforce spatial memory.

Medical Terminology and
Pharmacology

Surgical language is precise. You must
understand prefixes, suffixes, and root
words to quickly interpret a surgeon’s
orders. Additionally, you need to know the
common drugs wused in the
OR—anesthetics, antibiotics, hemostatic
agents, and muscle relaxants. Create a
drug table that includes the generic name,
classification, dosage, and common side
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effects. This is a staple of any solid
surgical tech study guide.

Asepsis and Sterile Technique

Infection control is the most critical skill
you will learn. You must understand the
principles of sterile field, how to gown and
glove, how to open sterile supplies without
contamination, and how to manage breaks
in sterile technique. Many students find
this area challenging because it requires
both conceptual knowledge and precise
motor skills. Use checklists and practice in
simulation labs to embed these habits.

Surgical Instrumentation and

Equipment

You will need to identify, handle, and pass
hundreds of instruments—from scalpels
and forceps to retractors and specialized
laparoscopic tools. An effective surgical
tech study guide groups instruments by
function (cutting, grasping, clamping,
retracting) and by surgical specialty. Use
flash cards with high-quality images. In
the real OR, you will need to know the
difference between a Kelly clamp and a
Rochester clamp instantly.

Surgical Procedures and Counts

You must learn the common steps for
procedures such as cholecystectomy,
appendectomy, hernia repair, cesarean



section, and total joint répyedifark Treeh §ngﬁi9éliﬂFBody System and

positioning, skin prep, incision type, key
instruments used, and post-operative
care. Also, master the count protocol for
sponges, sharps, and instruments—this is
a patient safety issue and a frequent exam
topic.

How to Design Your
Own Surgical Tech
Study Guide

Every student learns differently, but the
most successful surgical techs share
common study habits. Here are actionable
strategies to build a personalized surgical
tech study guide that works for you.

Specialty

Do not try to study everything at once.
Create a schedule where you focus on one
surgical specialty per week. For example,
Week 1: General Surgery. Week 2:
Orthopedics. Week 3: Obstetrics and
Gynecology. Within each week, cover the
relevant anatomy, typical procedures,
instruments, and pharmacology. This
modular approach prevents cognitive
overload and helps you make connections
between topics.

Use Active Recall Techniques

Simply reading notes is not enough. Write
out the steps of a procedure from
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memory. Practice saying the names of
instruments aloud while closing your eyes.
Use free online quiz platforms to test
yourself on sterile technique. Active recall
is scientifically proven to strengthen long-
term retention, making it a cornerstone of
any rigorous surgical tech study guide.

Incorporate Visual and
Kinesthetic Learning

Many surgical tech students are hands-on
learners. Visit your lab as often as possible
to practice setting up a back table,
performing a surgical hand scrub, and
assembling instrument sets. Draw
diagrams of the sterile field boundaries.
Watch videos of actual surgeries (with
closed comments) to see techniques in

action. The more sensory input you
gather, the easier it will be to recall
information under pressure.

Take Practice Exams Under
Timed Conditions

Certification exams like the CST are timed.
To reduce test anxiety, simulate the real
experience. Use official practice tests from
the National Board of Surgical Technology
and Surgical Assisting (NBSTSA). Review
every wrong answer thoroughly and note
why the correct answer is right. This is one
of the most valuable components of a
surgical tech study guide because it
reveals gaps in your knowledge.



Mentor

You don’t have to start from scratch.
Studying alone can lead to blind spots. There are many excellent resources
Connect with classmates to quiz each SPecifically  designed  for  surgical
other on instrument names or to discuss technology students. Use this list to

. . e supplement your own notes.

tricky concepts like positioning for a
nephrectomy. Many hospitals also offer Textbooks and Reference
shadowing opportunities for students. If Manuals
you can, spend a few hours in a real OR
observing a seasoned surgical tech. * Surgical Technology for the

Observation can cement concepts that surgicalilechnologistiAsT)S
. . Widely considered the standard
remain abstract in textbooks.

textbook.
¢ Alexander’s Care of the Patient
TOp Resources to in Surgery - Excellent for in-depth
. N procedure details.
Blﬂld YOUI‘ SurglCal e Surgical Technology: Principles

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Nadia & Alina * Knowledge is power. ¢ Page 7



and Practice by Joanna Kotcher
Fuller - Great for fundamentals.

Online Question Banks and Apps

e Surgical Tech Study Guide
(online platforms) - Many
websites offer spaced-repetition
flash cards and topic-specific
quizzes.

e Pocket Prep - A mobile app with
thousands of practice questions for
the CST exam.

¢ Quizlet - Search for user-created
sets on instrumentation,

pharmacology, and surgical counts.

Video Libraries and Simulators

e YouTube (verified surgical

channels) - Watch actual
procedures to understand flow, but
always verify the source.

e Virtual Surgical Simulation
(VSS) - Some programs offer 3D
modules for step-by-step learning.

Review Courses and Coaches

e Many community colleges and
surgical tech programs host review
boot camps before the certification
exam.

e Consider hiring a tutor if you
struggle with anatomy or sterile
technique. One-on-one coaching can
transform your surgical tech study
guide from a list into a powerful
learning tool.



Overcoming Common
Challenges in Surgical
Tech Study

Every student hits a wall at some point.
Here are the three most common
difficulties and how to handle them.

Memorizing Hundreds of
Instruments

This is often cited as the hardest part.
Break instruments into small groups of
five or six. Practice identifying them by
touch in a covered tray (a skill you will
actually use in the OR). Repeat the name
and function every time you pick one up.
Use mnemonic devices—for example,

'h 8dgedar GHHAe have teeth, Kelly clamps

“do not.”

Understanding the “Why”
Behind Sterile Technique

Students sometimes memorize rules
without understanding the underlying
infection risk. Read about common post-
surgical infections and how they occur.
When you understand that a single break
in technique can lead to a life-threatening
infection, the rules become intuitive rather
than arbitrary. A strong surgical tech
study guide always includes the
rationale, not just the rules.
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Managing Test Anxiety

Simulate exam conditions early and often.
Practice deep breathing before you start a
timed test. Remind yourself that the exam
is designed to assess minimum
competency, not perfection. If you have
been using an organized surgical tech
study guide, you have already done the
work. Trust your preparation.

The Certification
Exam: Your Final
Study Target

After completing your accredited program,
you will sit for the CST exam through the
NBSTSA. This is a comprehensive, six-hour

test covering all the areas mentioned
above. Your surgical tech study guide
should be fully aligned with the exam
outline. Focus on:

e Perioperative care (pre-op, intra-op,
post-op)

e Asepsis and infection control

e Surgical procedures (common and
emergency)

e Instrumentation and equipment

» Math for medication calculations and
dilutions

Many students find it helpful to take a full-
length practice test two weeks before the
exam to identify weak areas. Then spend
the final two weeks drilling those specific
topics. Do not cram new material the night
before—review your summary notes and



Your journey to becoming a surgical
technologist requires dedication,
discipline, and a smart study strategy. By
building a personalized surgical tech
study guide that covers anatomy, sterile
technique, instrumentation,
pharmacology, and procedures, you set

Surgical Tech JpedifGPide both exam success and

every hour you spend mastering your
study materials brings you closer to the
operating room, where your skills will
directly contribute to patient safety and
positive surgical outcomes. Start
organizing your notes today, use active
recall, and lean on the resources available
to you. The OR is waiting for you—be
ready.
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