
pe exam pass rates by year
PE Exam Pass Rates by Year: Trends, Insights, and What They Mean for Aspiring
Engineers

pe exam pass rates by year reveal a fascinating story about the evolving
landscape of professional engineering licensure. For many aspiring engineers,
understanding these pass rates is crucial not only for setting realistic
expectations but also for tailoring their study strategies effectively.
Whether you’re preparing for the Fundamentals of Engineering (FE) exam or the
Professional Engineer (PE) exam, knowing how pass rates have shifted over
time can offer valuable insights into the exam’s difficulty, changes in
testing formats, and the overall preparedness of candidates.

In this article, we’ll dive deep into the trends of PE exam pass rates by
year, explore factors influencing these outcomes, and provide practical tips
for those gearing up to take this critical step in their engineering careers.

Understanding PE Exam Pass Rates by Year

The PE exam, administered by the National Council of Examiners for
Engineering and Surveying (NCEES), serves as the gateway for engineers
seeking licensure in the United States. Pass rates fluctuate annually due to
several factors such as changes in exam content, candidate demographics, and
even external circumstances like the COVID-19 pandemic.

Historical Trends in PE Exam Pass Rates

Looking back over the last decade, PE exam pass rates have generally hovered
between 60% and 80%, depending on the discipline and whether it’s the morning
or afternoon session of the exam. For instance, disciplines like Civil
Engineering tend to have higher pass rates compared to more specialized
fields such as Electrical or Mechanical Engineering.

- In the early 2010s, pass rates were relatively high, often reaching above
75% for many disciplines.
- Mid-decade, a slight dip was observed, attributed partly to updates in exam
format and increased rigor.
- Post-2018, with the introduction of computer-based testing (CBT) for some
exams, pass rates began to stabilize as candidates adjusted to the new
format.
- The 2020-2021 period saw some fluctuations due to pandemic-related
disruptions, including testing center closures and rescheduling.



Why Do Pass Rates Vary Across Years?

Several elements contribute to the year-to-year changes in PE exam pass
rates:

1. **Exam Format Changes:** Transitioning from paper-based to computer-based
testing can impact candidate performance. Some candidates find CBT exams more
convenient, while others prefer traditional methods.
2. **Exam Content Updates:** The NCEES regularly updates exam specifications
to reflect current engineering standards and practices. Such changes can
affect pass rates as candidates need to adapt their study materials.
3. **Candidate Preparedness:** The background, education, and experience
level of test-takers vary annually, influencing overall success rates.
4. **External Factors:** Events like the COVID-19 pandemic introduced
unprecedented challenges, affecting candidate readiness and exam
accessibility.

PE Exam Pass Rates by Discipline

It’s important to note that PE exam pass rates differ significantly based on
engineering discipline. Some fields are traditionally more challenging, while
others see consistently higher success rates.

Top Performing Disciplines

- **Civil Engineering:** Typically experiences some of the highest pass
rates, often between 70%-80%. This is partly because it’s one of the most
popular and well-established disciplines with abundant study resources.
- **Environmental Engineering:** Pass rates here are also relatively strong,
thanks to a growing emphasis on sustainability and regulatory compliance in
engineering education.

Disciplines with Lower Pass Rates

- **Electrical Engineering:** Known for its complexity, the PE exam in this
discipline often sees pass rates closer to 60%-70%.
- **Mechanical Engineering:** This discipline can be challenging due to the
breadth of topics covered, resulting in pass rates generally in the mid-60%
range.

Understanding these variations can guide candidates toward focused study
strategies tailored to their discipline’s unique demands.



Impact of Exam Format on Pass Rates

The move from pencil-and-paper testing to computer-based testing (CBT) has
been one of the most significant changes in the PE exam's recent history.
Since 2018, many PE exams have transitioned to CBT, which has several
implications:

- **Testing Flexibility:** CBT allows for year-round testing windows instead
of fixed exam dates, which can reduce candidate stress and improve
preparation timing.
- **Exam Length and Structure:** Computer-based exams are typically shorter
and more focused, which changes how candidates approach studying and time
management.
- **Adjustment Period:** Initial years of CBT saw some variability in pass
rates as candidates and educators adapted to the new format.

Overall, while CBT has modernized the exam process, it requires candidates to
be comfortable with digital test-taking environments.

Strategies to Improve Your Chances: Lessons
from Pass Rate Trends

Analyzing PE exam pass rates by year isn’t just about numbers—it’s about
learning how to succeed in an evolving testing landscape. Here are some
practical tips inspired by trends and candidate experiences:

1. Stay Updated on Exam Specifications

Since the NCEES updates the exam content periodically, it’s vital to use the
latest study materials aligned with current exam topics. Keeping an eye on
official announcements ensures your preparation matches what you’ll face on
test day.

2. Embrace Computer-Based Testing Practice

If you’re taking a CBT version of the PE exam, simulate the testing
environment with practice exams on a computer. Time yourself and get used to
navigating digital interfaces to build confidence.

3. Focus on Weak Areas



Reviewing pass rate data by discipline and topic areas can highlight commonly
challenging sections. Devote extra study time to these topics rather than
spreading yourself too thin.

4. Leverage Study Groups and Review Courses

Many candidates benefit from collaborative learning. Study groups and
professional review courses can provide support, structure, and insights that
individual study might miss.

5. Maintain a Consistent Study Schedule

Given the fluctuating nature of pass rates, consistent preparation over time
is often the key to success. Avoid cramming and instead aim for steady
progress leading up to your exam date.

Looking Ahead: What Future Pass Rates Might
Tell Us

As engineering disciplines continue to evolve with advances in technology and
sustainability, the PE exam will likely follow suit. Monitoring pe exam pass
rates by year can help educators, licensing boards, and candidates understand
how well the exam reflects current industry standards.

Additionally, initiatives to make the exam more accessible and equitable
could influence future pass rates positively. For example, expanded online
resources and adaptive testing might support a broader range of candidates.

Ultimately, staying informed about these trends empowers engineers to
approach licensure with confidence and a clear strategy.

The journey to becoming a licensed Professional Engineer is challenging, but
with a solid understanding of PE exam pass rates by year and the factors
behind them, you’re better equipped to navigate the path ahead. Keep your
focus, adapt to changes, and use the insights from historical data to fuel
your success.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the overall PE exam pass rates by year?
Overall PE exam pass rates typically range between 60% and 75%, varying



slightly each year depending on the discipline and candidate preparedness.

How have PE exam pass rates changed over the last
decade?
Over the last decade, PE exam pass rates have remained relatively stable with
minor fluctuations, reflecting consistent exam standards and preparation
methods.

Which PE exam disciplines have the highest pass
rates by year?
Disciplines like Civil and Environmental Engineering often report higher pass
rates, sometimes exceeding 70%, compared to other disciplines.

Are pass rates for the PE exam higher for first-time
takers compared to repeat takers?
Yes, first-time takers generally have higher pass rates, often 15-20% higher,
than repeat takers across most years and disciplines.

How do pass rates for the morning breadth and
afternoon depth sections of the PE exam compare?
Pass rates for the morning breadth section tend to be slightly higher than
the afternoon depth section, as the depth section tests specialized knowledge
more rigorously.

Has the transition to computer-based testing
affected PE exam pass rates by year?
The transition to computer-based testing, starting around 2014, initially
caused minor fluctuations but overall pass rates have remained consistent
since the change.

Where can I find official PE exam pass rate
statistics by year?
Official pass rate statistics are published annually by the National Council
of Examiners for Engineering and Surveying (NCEES) on their website.

Do PE exam pass rates vary significantly between
different states or regions by year?
Pass rates generally do not vary significantly by state or region, as the
exam is standardized nationally, though minor differences can occur due to



candidate demographics.

What factors influence the yearly pass rates of the
PE exam?
Factors include changes in exam format, candidate preparedness, availability
of study resources, and updates to exam content reflecting industry
standards.

Additional Resources
PE Exam Pass Rates by Year: An Analytical Review of Trends and Influencing
Factors

pe exam pass rates by year offer valuable insights into the evolving
landscape of professional engineering licensure in the United States.
Tracking these pass rates reveals not only the changing difficulty and
structure of the exam but also broader shifts in engineering education,
candidate preparedness, and industry demands. For aspiring professional
engineers, educators, and licensing boards alike, understanding these trends
is crucial for benchmarking performance and identifying areas for
improvement.

Historical Overview of PE Exam Pass Rates

The Professional Engineering (PE) exam, administered by the National Council
of Examiners for Engineering and Surveying (NCEES), serves as a critical
gateway for engineers seeking licensure. Over the past two decades, the
exam’s pass rates have fluctuated, reflecting adjustments in exam format,
candidate demographics, and preparation methodologies.

In the early 2000s, pass rates for the PE exam generally hovered around
60-70% for first-time takers. For instance, in 2005, the average pass rate
for the Civil PE exam was approximately 65%, while the Mechanical PE exam saw
rates near 68%. These figures suggested a relatively consistent level of
candidate preparedness and exam difficulty.

However, by the mid-2010s, the pass rates began to exhibit more variability.
The introduction of computer-based testing (CBT) in 2014 marked a significant
shift in exam administration. This transition initially caused slight
disruptions, with some examinees facing challenges adapting to the new
format. Consequently, pass rates in the first few years post-CBT adoption
showed modest declines in certain disciplines.



Exam Format Changes and Their Impact

The PE exam’s shift from paper-based to computer-based testing fundamentally
changed the testing experience. The CBT format, introduced incrementally
starting in 2014 and fully implemented by 2017, allowed for more frequent
exam administrations throughout the year and enhanced security. However, it
also required candidates to adjust their test-taking strategies.

Data from the NCEES indicates that pass rates in the immediate years
following the CBT transition (2015-2017) experienced slight decreases,
particularly in fields where candidates were more accustomed to traditional
test-taking methods. For example:

Civil Engineering: Pass rates dipped from around 65% in 2014 to
approximately 60% in 2016.

Electrical Engineering: Saw a reduction from 68% to 63% in the same
period.

These trends suggest that while CBT offers logistical advantages, it also
introduces a learning curve that briefly impacts candidate success rates.

Year-by-Year Trends in PE Exam Pass Rates

Analyzing pass rates on a year-by-year basis reveals subtle but important
trends across various engineering disciplines. Although fluctuations exist,
some consistent patterns emerge.

Early 2010s: Steady Performance

Between 2010 and 2013, PE exam pass rates maintained relative stability.
Across disciplines such as civil, mechanical, electrical, and environmental
engineering, first-time pass rates generally ranged between 60% and 70%. This
period was characterized by a traditional paper-based format and well-
established preparation resources.

2014-2017: Transition and Adjustment

The transition to the CBT format coincided with slight declines in pass
rates, as previously noted. NCEES data from these years shows:



Greater variability in pass rates across disciplines.1.

Increased emphasis on updated exam specifications and reference2.
materials.

More frequent exam administrations, giving candidates multiple testing3.
opportunities annually.

These changes prompted many candidates to recalibrate their study approaches,
focusing more on digital resources and time management during computer-based
exams.

Late 2010s to Early 2020s: Recovery and Growth

By 2018 and beyond, pass rates began to recover. Candidates became more
accustomed to the CBT format, and preparation materials evolved accordingly.
Notably:

Overall first-time pass rates rebounded, approaching or exceeding pre-
CBT levels in many disciplines.

Online review courses and practice exams tailored for CBT increased in
popularity, enhancing candidate readiness.

Licensing boards and educational institutions incorporated more exam-
aligned curricula.

For example, the Mechanical PE exam saw pass rates climb back to
approximately 70% by 2020, matching or surpassing earlier benchmarks.

Factors Influencing PE Exam Pass Rates Over
Time

Understanding fluctuations in pe exam pass rates by year requires examining
multiple contributing factors beyond exam format changes.

Candidate Preparation and Resources

The availability and quality of preparation materials have a direct impact on
pass rates. Over recent years, there has been a surge in accessible online



courses, practice exams, and study guides specifically tailored to the PE
exam’s evolving format.

Additionally, professional organizations and universities have enhanced their
support systems, offering workshops and mentoring programs. These resources
improve candidate confidence and familiarity with exam content, contributing
to higher success rates.

Changes in Exam Content and Specifications

The NCEES routinely updates the PE exam specifications to reflect current
engineering practices and industry standards. These updates can affect pass
rates temporarily as candidates adjust their study focus.

For instance, the inclusion of more practical, scenario-based questions
aligns with real-world engineering challenges but may require deeper
conceptual understanding. Candidates who adapt their preparation accordingly
tend to perform better.

Demographic and Educational Trends

Shifts in the demographics of exam takers, such as the increasing diversity
and varying educational backgrounds, also influence pass rates. Candidates
from accredited engineering programs generally exhibit higher pass rates,
emphasizing the role of formal education quality.

Conversely, candidates returning to the exam after years of professional
experience may face challenges due to knowledge atrophy or unfamiliarity with
current exam formats, affecting aggregate pass rates.

Comparative Analysis: Discipline-Specific Pass
Rates

While aggregate pass rates provide a general picture, comparing disciplines
highlights distinct patterns.

Civil Engineering: Often sees moderate pass rates around 60-70%,
reflecting the breadth of topics covered.

Mechanical Engineering: Typically enjoys higher pass rates, benefiting
from well-established exam resources.

Electrical Engineering: Experiences more variability due to rapid



technological changes affecting exam content.

Environmental Engineering: Pass rates fluctuate with evolving
environmental regulations and standards.

These differences underscore the importance of targeted preparation aligned
with each discipline’s unique challenges.

Implications for Candidates and Licensing Boards

For candidates, awareness of historical pass rate trends can guide realistic
expectations and inform study strategies. Understanding the impact of exam
format changes and content updates helps tailor preparation to current
standards.

Licensing boards can leverage pass rate data to assess the effectiveness of
exam policies and support mechanisms. Identifying periods of decline or
improvement aids in implementing interventions, such as candidate guidance
programs or exam adjustments.

As the engineering profession continues to evolve, so too will the PE exam
and its associated pass rates. Staying informed about these trends remains
essential for all stakeholders invested in maintaining high standards and
enabling successful licensure pathways.
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