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Introduction

Congratulations on taking the next step toward becoming a Board Certified Behavior Analyst. The BCBA

examination is rigorous—with a first-time pass rate of approximately 64%—but with strategic preparation, you

can succeed on your first attempt (BACB, 2024).

64%

Pass Rate*

185

Questions

4 hrs

Exam Time

*Based on 2024 BACB examination data for first-time test takers.

This guide synthesizes evidence-based study strategies with the specific requirements of the BCBA examination

to provide you with an actionable roadmap to certification.

What You'll Learn

How the 5th Edition Task List is weighted on the exam

A research-backed 12-week study schedule

High-yield concepts and common exam pitfalls

Test-taking strategies from cognitive science

Recommended resources and action steps

Important: The 2026 exam uses the BACB 5th Edition Task List, implemented in January 2022. Ensure all study
materials reference this version (BACB, 2017).
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The 5th Edition Task List

The BACB 5th Edition Task List comprises 185 tasks organized into seven sections. Understanding the exam

weighting allows you to allocate study time strategically (BACB, 2017).

Exam Content Distribution

Section Content Area Weight

A Philosophical Underpinnings 3%

B Concepts and Principles 14%

C Measurement, Data Display, Interpretation 11%

D Experimental Design 7%

E Ethics (Code, Research, Practice) 16%

F Behavior Assessment 13%

G Behavior-Change Procedures 25%

H Selecting and Implementing Interventions 6%

I Personnel Supervision and Management 5%

High-Priority Areas (69% of exam)

Behavior-Change Procedures (25%): Reinforcement, punishment, extinction, stimulus control, transfer
procedures

Ethics (16%): Professional conduct, client rights, supervision, research ethics

Concepts & Principles (14%): Respondent/operant conditioning, verbal behavior, motivating operations

Behavior Assessment (13%): FBA methodology, indirect and direct assessment, functional analysis

Don't neglect lower-weight sections. With 185 questions, even 3% represents 5-6 items that could determine

pass/fail.
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Your Study Schedule

Research on learning and retention supports distributed practice over massed practice (Cepeda et al., 2006). The

following 12-week plan incorporates spaced repetition and interleaved practice.

Weeks 1-4
Foundation

Weeks 5-8
Deep Dive

Weeks 9-11
Practice

EXAM

Week 12

Weeks 1-4: Foundation Building

Review all 185 Task List items systematically

Complete one content section per week

Daily 10-question quizzes to identify weak areas

Begin flashcard deck for key terminology

Weeks 5-8: Deep Dive

Focus on high-weight sections (G, E, B, F)

Complete one full mock exam weekly

Thorough review of all incorrect answers

Apply concepts to clinical scenarios

Weeks 9-11: Intensive Practice

2-3 full mock exams per week under timed conditions

Focus on application questions (scenarios)

Target remaining weak areas

Simulate actual test conditions

Week 12: Final Preparation

Light review only—no new material

Confidence-building activities

Rest adequately (sleep consolidates memory; Walker, 2017)

Daily Structure: 45-60 min new content (morning) → 30 min practice questions (afternoon) → 20 min flashcard

review (evening)
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Mastering Key Concepts

The Four Functions of Behavior

Functional behavior assessment identifies maintaining variables. The four primary functions are represented by

the acronym SEAT (Iwata et al., 1994):

S

Sensory

E

Escape

A

Attention

T

Tangible

Reinforcement and Punishment

The operant conditioning quadrant defines consequences by their effect on behavior and stimulus change

(Cooper, Heron, & Heward, 2020):

Behavior Increases Behavior Decreases

Add Stimulus Positive Reinforcement Positive Punishment

Remove Stimulus Negative Reinforcement Negative Punishment

Exam Tip: Classification depends on the EFFECT on future behavior, not whether the stimulus appears pleasant or

aversive.

Ethics Decision Framework

When facing ethical dilemmas (Bailey & Burch, 2022):

1. Identify relevant Ethics Code sections

2. Consider client's best interest as primary

3. Consult supervisor, colleagues, or BACB

4. Document your decision-making process

5. Act in accordance with the Code
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Test-Taking Strategies

Evidence-Based Study Techniques

Active Recall Spaced Practice Mock Exams Rest Well

Active Recall: Testing yourself produces stronger retention than re-reading (Roediger & Butler, 2011)

Spaced Practice: Distribute study over time rather than cramming (Cepeda et al., 2006)

Mock Exams: Simulate test conditions to reduce anxiety and improve performance

Sleep: Memory consolidation occurs during sleep (Walker, 2017)

Exam Day Pacing

185 questions ÷ 240 minutes = ~1.3 minutes per question

Mark uncertain questions and return after completing all items

Never exceed 2 minutes on a single question initially

Question Analysis Strategy

1. Read the question stem completely before viewing options

2. Predict the answer before looking at choices

3. Eliminate obviously incorrect options

4. Select the MOST correct answer (not merely "correct")

5. Watch for qualifier words: "always," "never," "first," "best," "except"

When stuck between two options: Choose the answer more aligned with the Ethics Code and client welfare.
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Common Mistakes to Avoid

Study Phase Errors

❌  Mistake ✅  Better Approach

Relying on single resource Use multiple materials for varied perspectives

Passive re-reading Active recall through self-testing

Skipping practice exams Complete minimum 5 full-length mocks

Cramming before exam Light review; prioritize sleep

Ignoring weak areas Target lowest-scoring content systematically

Exam Day Errors

❌  Mistake ✅  Better Approach

Changing answers without reason First instinct is usually correct

Leaving questions blank No penalty for guessing—answer all

Getting stuck on difficult items Mark and return with fresh perspective

Overthinking scenario questions Choose straightforward ethical answer

Poor time management Monitor pace at 50-question intervals

Managing Test Anxiety

4-7-8 Breathing: Inhale 4 seconds, hold 7, exhale 8

Grounding: Feel feet on floor, hands on desk

Positive self-talk: "I am prepared. I can do this."

Strategic breaks: Use optional break to reset mentally
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Resources & Next Steps

Recommended Study Materials

Primary Textbooks

Cooper, J. O., Heron, T. E., & Heward, W. L. (2020). Applied Behavior Analysis (3rd ed.). Pearson.

Bailey, J., & Burch, M. (2022). Ethics for Behavior Analysts (4th ed.). Routledge.

Official BACB Resources

5th Edition Task List (free download from bacb.com)

Ethics Code for Behavior Analysts (2022)

BACB Newsletter (exam updates)

Practice Question Banks

BehaviorSchool.com AI Study Tools

Pass the Big ABA Exam

ABA Exam Review

Your 30-Day Action Plan

☐ Download 5th Edition Task List from BACB

☐ Complete diagnostic practice exam

☐ Create personalized 12-week schedule

☐ Set up dedicated study environment

☐ Find study partner or accountability group

☐ Schedule exam date (creates commitment)

Ready to accelerate your preparation?

BehaviorSchool Pro offers AI-powered study tools, unlimited practice questions, and personalized feedback

based on your performance.

Start your free 14-day trial → behaviorschool.com/pro
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