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INTRODUCTION: WHAT TO
EXPECT FROM THE NYC
SANITATION EXAM

Becoming a sanitation worker with the
New York City Department of Sanitation
(DSNY)  is  a  highly  competitive  and
rewarding  career  path.  With  starting
salaries  that  have  increased  in  recent
years and a robust benefits package, the
exam  typica l ly  at t racts  tens  of
thousands  of  applicants.  The  first  major
hurdle  is  passing the  NYC sanitation
exam questions, which are designed to
assess  your  basic  skills,  physical
abilities,  and  character  qualifications.
Understanding the structure of the exam
and the types of questions you will face
is  essential  for  anyone  serious  about
earning a job as a sanitation professional
in the five boroughs.
The test is not a measure of how much
you  know about  garbage  collection  or
recycl ing.  Instead,  it  focuses  on
foundational  competencies  such  as
reading comprehension, arithmetic, map
reading, and following written directions.
Many  applicants  underestimate  the
exam, assuming it will be easy, only to
be surprised by the strict time limits and
the  specificity  of  the  questions.  By
preparing  strategically  using  sample
NYC sanitation exam questions  and
study  guides,  you  can  significantly
improve your score and your rank on the
list.  In  this  article,  we'll  break  down
every  section  of  the  exam,  provide

insights into common question formats,
and  offer  actionable  tips  for  boosting
your  performance.

UNDERSTANDING THE
STRUCTURE OF THE SANITATION
WORKER EXAM

The  written  multiple-choice  test  is
usually given once every four years or
so,  depending  on  when  the  DSNY
decides to open the hiring list. The exam
covers  several  distinct  areas,  each
weighted differently. Knowing what each
section includes will help you focus your
preparation  on  the  topics  that  matter
most.

Reading
Comprehension
The  reading  comprehension  portion  is
one of the largest sections of the test.
You  will  be  given  a  passage  of  text,
typically  related  to  safety  procedures,
work rules, or municipal regulations, and
then asked to answer questions based
directly on that text. The trick is that the
NYC  sanitation  exam  questions  in
this  section  do  not  require  prior
knowledge of the subject—every answer
can be found in the passage. However,
the  tex t  may  con ta in  comp lex
sentences, legalistic language, or subtle
details that require careful reading.
For  example ,  you  might  read  a
paragraph about the proper way to load
a  collection  truck.  Then  you  could  be
asked: "According to the passage, what
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is  the  maximum  weight  a  sanitation
worker  should  lift  without  mechanical
assistance?" The answer will  be stated
explicitly  somewhere  in  the  text.  The
challenge  is  time  management:  you
need  to  read  quickly  and  accurately
under time pressure.
To  prepare,  practice  reading  dense
material  and  answering  questions
without  looking  back  too  many  times.
Using  practice  NYC sanitation  exam
questions  from  previous  cycles  can
help you get comfortable with the style
and pacing.

Arithmetic and
Mathematical
Reasoning
Basic math is another core component.
D o  n o t  e x p e c t  t o  u s e  a
calculator—calculators  are  almost
always  prohibited.  You  will  need  to
perform  addi t ion,  subtract ion,
multiplication,  and division by hand or
with  scratch  paper.  The  arithmetic
questions  often  involve  real-world
scenarios that a sanitation worker might
encounter, such as:

Calculating the total weight of
recyclables collected over several
routes.
Determining how many trucks are
needed to haul a certain tonnage
of waste.
Working with time, such as
figuring out how long a shift takes
given start and end times.

Word problems in the NYC sanitation
exam questions require you to extract
the  relevant  numbers  and  ignore

distractors.  Some  questions  involve
fractions,  decimals,  and  percentages,
but  nothing  beyond  high-school-level
math.  If  you  struggle  with  mental
arithmetic, practice is your best friend.
Many free online resources can help you
brush up on basic operations.

Map Reading and
Spatial
Orientation
Sanitation  workers  must  navigate  city
streets  efficiently,  so  the  exam includes
a map reading section. You will be given
a  simplified  street  map  of  a  section  of
New  York  City,  with  labeled  streets,
avenues,  landmarks,  and  sometimes
one-way indicators. Then you will answer
questions such as:

What is the intersection closest to1.
the given address?
Which direction (north, south, east,2.
west) must you travel to go from
Point A to Point B?
If a street is one-way, which turns3.
are legal?

The map reading NYC sanitation exam
questions  are  not  extremely  difficult  if
you  are  familiar  with  grid  patterns.
However, the maps often have multiple
labels and symbols, so you need to read
them  carefully.  A  common  mistake  is
confusing  avenue  numbers  with  street
numbers,  or  misreading  the  compass
rose. Practice by looking at actual NYC
maps  and  answering  direction-based
questions.
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Memory and
Observation
Some versions  of  the  exam include  a
memory  component.  You  might  be
shown an image of a street scene for a
short time (perhaps 30 to 60 seconds)
and  then  asked  questions  about  what
you saw. This tests your ability to notice
details such as the color of a vehicle, the
number of trash cans, or the position of
a pedestrian. In recent years, the DSNY
has reduced the emphasis on memory
questions, but they may still appear. To
prepare, practice observing images and
then  recalling  as  many  details  as
possible.

HOW TO FIND QUALITY NYC
SANITATION EXAM QUESTIONS
FOR PRACTICE

One of the best ways to prepare is to use
actual  practice  tests  that  simulate  the
real  exam.  Several  sources  offer  study
materials:

Official DSNY website: The
department occasionally publishes
sample questions or a test guide.
Check the careers page of
nyc.gov/sanitation for any posted
materials.
Civil service exam prep books:
Many books published for NYC civil
service exams include a dedicated
chapter for sanitation worker
exams. Look for titles that contain
"Sanitation Worker Exam" or "NYC
Civil Service Practice Tests."
Online prep platforms: Websites
like TestPrep-Online, JobTestPrep,
and others offer paid practice sets
with hundreds of NYC sanitation
exam questions. These can be

very helpful for getting a feel for
the timing and difficulty.
Library resources: The New York
Public Library system often has
older civil service exam books
available for borrowing. While the
exam format changes slightly over
time, the core question types
remain similar.

When  you  practice,  simulate  test
conditions: set a timer, work in a quiet
room,  and  do  not  use  a  calculator.
Review  your  answers  afterward  and
focus on understanding why you got a
question wrong. This targeted review will
make your study time more effective.

COMMON MISTAKES TEST
TAKERS MAKE WITH SANITATION
EXAM QUESTIONS

Even  experienced  test  takers  can
stumble on the NYC sanitation exam
questions if they fall into these traps:

Reading Too
Quickly
Because time is limited, many applicants
rush  through  the  reading  passages.
However,  skimming  can  cause  you  to
miss key details. The answer is often in a
single sentence. It's better to read the
passage thoroughly once than to read it
three  t imes  because  you  d idn' t
understand  it  the  first  t ime.

Ignoring the
Instructions
Each  section  of  the  test  has  its  own
instructions.  For  example,  in  the  map
reading part, you may be told to assume
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that  all  streets  are  two-way  unless
marked otherwise. Ignoring a small note
in the instructions can lead to multiple
wrong answers.

Spending Too
Much Time on
One Question
If  you  get  stuck  on  a  difficult  math
problem,  mark  your  best  guess  and
move  on.  You  can  come back  if  time
permits.  Every  question  is  worth  the
same number of points, so it's better to
answer ten easy questions than to waste
five minutes on one hard one.

Not Managing
Anxiety
The pressure of the exam hall can cause
mental  blocks.  Practice deep breathing
and  positive  visualization.  Remind
yourself  that  with  proper  preparation,
you  can  handle  the  NYC  sanitation
exam questions confidently.

TIPS TO BOOST YOUR SCORE ON
THE WRITTEN EXAM

Here  are  actionable  strategies  to  help
you achieve a top score:

Start studying early: Don't wait1.
until the last week. Give yourself
at least two to three months of
consistent practice.
Focus on your weak areas: If2.
you struggle with math, spend
extra time on arithmetic drills. If
reading comprehension is tough,
read articles from the New York
Times or city government

publications and summarize them.
Take full-length practice tests:3.
This helps build stamina and helps
you get accustomed to the pacing
of the exam.
Review the test announcement4.
carefully: The exam
announcement (Notice of
Examination) specifies exactly
which subjects will be covered, the
number of questions, and the
passing score. Read it thoroughly.
Use the process of elimination:5.
For multiple-choice questions,
cross out clearly wrong answers
first. Even if you are unsure,
eliminating two out of four options
gives you a 50% chance of
guessing correctly.
Sleep well the night before: A6.
tired brain makes careless errors.
Get at least seven to eight hours
of rest.

WHAT HAPPENS AFTER YOU PASS
THE WRITTEN EXAM?

Passing  the  written  test  is  just  the  first
step. Your score places you on a ranked
list.  The  DSNY  hires  in  order  of  list
number, with higher scorers being called
first.  However,  there  are  additional
hurdles:

Physical Ability Test (PAT): This
is a timed course that simulates
the physical demands of the job,
including lifting, carrying, and
walking with heavy loads.
Background investigation: You
will be screened for criminal
history, driving record, and
residency requirements.
Medical and drug screening:
You must pass a physical exam
and a drug test before being
appointed.
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Because the list can remain active for up
to  four  years,  candidates  who  scored
high on the written exam but do not get
cal led  immediately  may  st i l l  be
considered  later.  However,  scores  are
based  largely  on  the  NYC sanitation
exam questions performance, so make
sure  you  prepare  thoroughly  to
maximize  your  chances  of  a  low  list
number.

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS
ABOUT THE SANITATION EXAM

How many
questions are on
the exam?
The number can vary, but recent exams
have had between 60 and 80 multiple-
choice  questions.  You  typically  have
about  2.5  to  3  hours  to  complete  the
test.

What is the
passing score?
The  passing  score  is  usually  70%  or
higher. However, because competition is
fierce, you should aim for a score in the
90s  to  get  a  high  enough rank  to  be
hired.

Can I take the
test again if I

fail?
Yes, you can apply again when the DSNY
opens the next exam cycle, which occurs
every  few years.  There  is  no  limit  on
attempts, but you must reapply and pay
the application fee each time.

Are the
questions the
same every
year?
The question formats are similar, but the
specific  passages,  maps,  and  numbers
change. Studying older NYC sanitation
exam  questions  is  still  beneficial
because  the  skills  required  remain
consistent.

Do I need to be a
NYC resident to
take the exam?
Not necessarily for the exam itself, but
you  generally  must  become  a  city
resident  within  a  certain  period  after
being  hired  (often  within  90  days  of
appointment). Check the latest notice of
examination for exact requirements.

CONCLUSION: YOUR PATH TO A
SANITATION CAREER STARTS
WITH SMART PREPARATION

T h e  N Y C  S a n i t a t i o n  e x a m  i s  a
competitive  gatekeeper,  but  it  is  not
insurmountable.  By  understanding  the
structure of the test and practicing with
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authentic  NYC  sanitation  exam
questions,  you  can  enter  the  exam
room  with  confidence.  Focus  on  your
reading  comprehension,  brush  up  on
basic math, and familiarize yourself with
map reading. Use the tips and resources
outlined in this article to structure your
study plan. Remember, every point you

earn on the written exam brings you one
step  closer  to  a  stable,  well-paying
career  with  the  DSNY.  Start  preparing
today, and you can turn that test sheet
into  a  t icket  to  one  of  the  most
respected  municipal  jobs  in  New  York
City.


