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INTRODUCTION

Whether  you  are  a  student  just  finishing  your  cosmetology
program or a seasoned nail technician looking to refresh your
credentials, the nail technician exam is a crucial milestone. This
exam, often referred to as the state board nail exam, tests your
knowledge  of  sanitation,  anatomy,  product  chemistry,  and
practical application. Many aspiring professionals find themselves
searching for nail exam questions and answers to help them
prepare. Understanding the format and the types of questions
asked can mean the difference between passing with confidence
and facing a stressful retake. In this comprehensive guide, we will
walk  you through common nail  exam questions and answers,
offer practical study strategies, and help you master the material
you need to succeed on your test day.

UNDERSTANDING THE NAIL TECHNICIAN EXAM

The nail technician exam is typically divided into two main parts:
a  written  theory  test  and  a  practical  skills  test.  The  written
portion covers topics such as nail anatomy, sanitation protocols,
product chemistry, and client safety. The practical exam requires

you  to  perform  services  like  manicures,  pedicures,  and  artificial
nail  applications  while  an  evaluator  observes  your  technique.
Because each state board in the U.S. sets its own standards, the
exact number of questions and time limits can vary. However, the
core concepts are nearly universal, making a solid bank of nail
exam questions and answers an invaluable resource for any
candidate.

Why Nail Exam Questions
Matter
Studying with actual or sample exam questions helps you identify
your weak areas. It also trains you to read questions carefully.
Many students fail not because they lack knowledge, but because
they misread a question or rush through the answer choices. By
working  through  nail  exam  questions  and  answers
repeatedly, you build both speed and accuracy. Additionally, the
process of self-assessment allows you to focus your study time on
topics that need the most attention.

COMMON WRITTEN NAIL EXAM QUESTIONS AND
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ANSWERS

The written portion of the exam is where you demonstrate your
theoretical  understanding.  Below  are  key  categories  you  will
encounter along with example questions and detailed answers.

Anatomy and Physiology of
the Nail
Questions about nail structure are almost guaranteed to appear.
You will need to know the parts of the nail unit, how nails grow,
and the function of each component.

Question: What is the correct term for the visible part of
the nail plate that extends beyond the fingertip?
Answer: The free edge.
Question: Which part of the nail unit contains blood
vessels and nerves?
Answer: The nail bed.
Question: What is the function of the cuticle
(eponychium)?
Answer: It protects the nail matrix from infection and acts
as a seal between the nail plate and the skin.

Be  prepared  to  label  a  diagram of  the  nail.  Common  terms
include  lunula,  nail  matrix,  nail  grooves,  and  hyponychium.
Understanding the growth cycle and how damage to the matrix
can affect nail growth is also important.

Sanitation and Safety
Procedures
Infection  control  is  the  most  heavily  tested area on any nail
exam.  Questions  focus  on  proper  disinfection  protocols,  hand
washing,  and  the  difference  between  cleaning,  sanitizing,  and
sterilizing.

Question: What is the minimum contact time required for
an EPA-registered disinfectant to kill bacteria on a hard
surface?
Answer: Typically 10 minutes, but always follow the
manufacturer’s instructions.
Question: Should metal tools be immersed in disinfectant
solution?
Answer: Yes, metal implements can be immersed, but
they must be completely submersed and then removed
with clean tongs.
Question: What should you do if you accidentally cut a
client’s skin during a service?
Answer: Stop the service, put on clean gloves, apply
antiseptic to the wound, and cover it with a bandage.
Dispose of all contaminated tools properly and disinfect
your work area.

Many state boards require you to know the steps for performing a
proper hand wash, including the duration (at least 20 seconds)
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and the correct use of nail brushes.

Product Knowledge and
Chemistry
You will be asked about the ingredients in nail polishes, acrylic
systems,  gels,  and  removers.  Understanding  the  function  of
monomers and polymers is essential for artificial nail questions.

Question: Which ingredient in nail polish helps the product
dry quickly?
Answer: Film-forming agents and volatile solvents like
ethyl acetate.
Question: What is the primary difference between UV gel
and LED gel?
Answer: LED gel cures faster under LED lamps, while UV
gel requires a UV light and may take longer. They also have
slightly different photoinitiators.
Question: Why is it important to use a primer before
applying acrylic nails?
Answer: Primer dehydrates the nail plate and removes
oils, improving adhesion and preventing lifting.

Nail Disorders and Diseases
Recognizing common nail conditions and knowing when to refuse
service is a critical skill. Expect multiple-choice questions about

symptoms and treatments.

Question: A client presents with yellow-green discoloration
of the nail plate and a foul odor. What condition might this
indicate?
Answer: Pseudomonal bacterial infection (green nails). The
service should be refused and the client referred to a
doctor.
Question: What is onycholysis?
Answer: The separation of the nail plate from the nail bed,
often caused by trauma or infection.
Question: Can you perform a manicure on a client with
visible fungal infection?
Answer: No – fungal infections are contagious and require
medical treatment. The service should be rescheduled.

Client Consultation and
Communication
Professionalism and consultation skills are tested both in writing
and in practice. You need to know the right questions to ask
before a service.

Question: What information should you gather during a
client consultation?
Answer: Medical history (allergies, diabetes, circulation
issues), previous nail problems, desired outcome, and
lifestyle factors.
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Question: Why is a patch test important before using a
new product?
Answer: It checks for allergic reactions and prevents
adverse effects during the service.

PRACTICAL NAIL EXAM QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

The practical portion is where you must demonstrate your skills
live. While you will not be asked written questions, the evaluator
may ask you to explain your steps. Below are common scenarios
and how to answer them.

Manicure and Pedicure
Procedure

Question: What is the correct order of steps for a basic
manicure?
Answer: Remove old polish, shape nails, soak hands, push
back cuticles, apply cuticle remover, clean under nails,
massage, apply base coat, two coats of color, top coat, and
dry.
Question: How should you handle a client with extremely
dry cuticles?
Answer: Use a gentle cuticle oil or cream, avoid cutting
the cuticle, and instead use a wooden pusher to gently
ease them back.

Acrylic and Gel Application
Question: What is the proper ratio of monomer to polymer
for an acrylic bead?
Answer: The ideal bead should be wet in the center with a
dry outer layer. Typically, a 2:1 ratio (monomer to powder)
is used, but this varies by product.
Question: How do you prevent lifting on an acrylic
overlay?
Answer: Ensure the nail plate is properly dehydrated,
apply a thin layer of primer, and cap the free edge with the
acrylic.

Sanitation During Practical
Exam
Evaluators watch for proper disinfection of your station between
clients and during the service. Be prepared to verbalize what you
do.

Question: How do you clean your manicure table between
clients?
Answer: Remove all used items, spray the surface with an
EPA-approved disinfectant, wipe clean with a fresh towel,
and allow proper dwell time.
Question: What should you do with a file that has been
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used on a client with healthy nails?
Answer: It should be disinfected or disposed of if it is a
single-use file. Reusable files must be immersed in
disinfectant after each use.

SAMPLE NAIL EXAM QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS (FULL
LIST)

Below is a set of typical questions you might see on a state board
written exam, with concise answers you can memorize.

Question: Which nail shape is strongest and least likely to1.
break?
Answer: The round or squoval shape.
Question: What is the main ingredient in a nail polish2.
remover?
Answer: Acetone or ethyl acetate (non-acetone remover).
Question: How often should a nail technician wash their3.
hands during a service?
Answer: Before and after each client, and after touching
any contaminated surface.
Question: What does the term "pterygium" refer to?4.
Answer: An overgrowth of the cuticle that adheres to the
nail plate.
Question: Can you apply artificial nails over a client with5.
psoriasis?
Answer: Only if the psoriasis is not active and the skin is
intact. Otherwise, service should be refused.

HOW TO PREPARE FOR THE NAIL EXAM

Preparation  is  key  to  passing  both  the  written  and  practical
exams. Here are proven strategies.

Build a Study Schedule
Start at least four to six weeks before your exam date. Dedicate
two to three hours per day to reviewing your textbook and notes.
Focus on one topic per day – for example, Monday for anatomy,
Tuesday  for  sanitation,  etc.  Use  flashcards  for  key  terms,  and
regularly test yourself with nail exam questions and answers
from your state board study guide.

Practice the Practical Skills
Nothing replaces hands-on practice. Set up a model (friend or
family  member)  and  run  through  the  entire  practical  exam
procedure.  Time yourself.  Have a  checklist  of  steps from the
official rubric. Pay special attention to your safety habits: wearing
gloves, sanitizing implements, and using proper draping. Record
a video of yourself and review your technique. Many students find
that  practicing  while  verbalizing  each  step  helps  solidify  the
process.
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Take Mock Exams
Consider buying a question bank or using online resources that

offer simulated written exams. Taking multiple mock exams helps
you get comfortable with the timing and reduces test anxiety.
When  you  get  a  question  wrong,  review  the  explanation
thoroughly. This is the most effective way to learn from


