Once upon a time
The Development of the ECVP Qualifying Examination

Is it already 25 years ago that we started to plan a Europe-wide qualifying
examination? This is what came to our mind when Monika Hilbe and Stephanie
Muller asked us to contribute to the celebration event. - Yes, it is! Incredible!

The foundation of the College took place in 1995, the Examination Committee was
formed in 1996, and the first examination took place in the cold winter days in
February 1999 in Hannover. The results were sent out on Wednesday, March 3rd, a
memorable day.

It was the aim to establish a globally accepted, Europe-wide, unique, high level and
unifying examination. The design and concept of the exam was the result of
numerous, often exhausting and sometimes quite agitated meetings and discussions
at various places in Europe. The first examination board consisted of 10 members
from 9 different countries, all highly motivated, however, each with his/her own vision.
We realized that there were substantial differences in the understanding and practice
of veterinary pathology throughout Europe. Despite the overall agreement of the
overarching goal among all board members, details required numerous, tiring and
sometime philosophical discussion rounds; - it was a highly firing melting pot. We
had to find our own unifying European way. Two examination board members left the
board causing frustration on both sides. However, at the end, the eight remaining
committee members decided to go in the direction as it stands now, backed up by
ECVP Council. We had to please the traditional European pathologists and, at the
same time, fulfill the requirements of a high level, discriminating examination that
could stand up to the ACVP exam, the globally accepted standard at that time.
Nowadays and becoming hopefully wiser, I would say, this is the European way: not
always easy, not always the fastest but at the end (hopefully) successful. We tried to
include as many different opinions as possible without losing our main goal.
It was a very intensive time with 4 – 5 exam committee meetings per year (since the
College did not have any money, the reimbursement of our expenses came only at
the end of the year (). We worked long hours, however, also enjoyed camaraderie
and friendship at the dinner table late at night. These were highlights and it is where
we got to know and understand each other. E.g. at Bern we were spoiled by Maja’s
husband with delicious food and excellent drinks when we arrived at home at 9pm,
totally exhausted. So, the day went on until late at night. Work in the exam committee
welded the members together.
Realizing that the examination that we proposed was unfamiliar to many trainees and
supervisors in Europe, we planned to prepare the students for the examination and to
ensure that the supervisors could prepare their candidates appropriately. Several
mock examinations took place in different institutions in Europe including Bern,
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Giessen, Nantes and Hannover. We also presented the format and examples of the
proposed examination at the ECVP meetings. Remarkably, the first presentation at
the meeting in Sassari in 1997 made a forceful ripple in the “ECVP pond”. At the gala
dinner just after the annual ECVP meeting the new ECVP examination was on
everyone's lips and discussed highly controversially. In particular the concept of
Comprehensive Pathology was questioned. We were, however, convinced that this
part was essential as a counterpart to the rote learning of the other parts.
Furthermore, it differentiated our European exam from that of the ACVP. Still,
numerous pathologists were very hesitant to accept this kind of examination as a
qualification process for future pathologists. Nevertheless, we were allowed to
continue our work and were very thankful for the continuous support and advice of
numerous experts from Europe and the United States of America. Especially the
positive supportive role of our sister college, the ACVP, needs to be mentioned here.
Without its support and the very early mutual recognition of our initiative, ECVP might
have taken a very different course.
You have to keep in mind that European students and professionals, unless trained
in the United States of America, had no experience with multiple choice questions
and the kind of examination as it was foreseen. In addition, the proposed terminology
was unfamiliar and therefore not acceptable to all pathologists in Europe. This meant
that we had to inform future candidates and supervisors about style and contents of
the exam and what the meaning of terms were such as: morphological diagnosis,
etiological diagnosis, name of the disease/entity, how to formulate a diagnosis and
differentials. Most of these terms have been used differently in European institutions
and were not acceptable for all senior pathologists. Furthermore, we became
conscious of the difference in diseases between Northern and Southern Europe:
While a uniformly enlarged, firm, whitish lymph node in a bovine was most likely
bovine lymphoma in the Northern parts of Europe, it was diagnosed as tuberculosis
in the Southern areas. Taking all this into account and to achieve our goal, mock
examinations and information sessions were organized by board members at various
institutions and meetings.
The first examination in Hannover in 1999 consisted of the following parts (Fig. 1):
1. Histopathology: 18 histopathology slides, 1 ultrastructure print and 1 cytology
preparation; 4.5 hours
2. Gross Pathology: 60 gross slides; 2 hours
3. General Pathology: 40 multiple choice questions and 20 short answer
questions; 4 hours
4. Veterinary Pathology: either one out of 3 parts (A; major) and one out of 7
parts (B; minor); each 50% multiple choice and short answer questions;
4.5 hours
5. Comprehensive Pathology: 5 “problems” in different formats (e.g. data
analysis, abstract review, toxicological pathology study, second opinion
histopathology case); 4 hours
The examination lasted for 2.5 days.
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For Veterinary Pathology a candidate had to select one part of the two sections, A
and B, when they registered for the exam. Part A was the major part, 30 multiple
choice and 30 short answer questions, and consisted of a combination of Small and
Large Animal Pathology, or Laboratory Animals and Toxicological Pathology, or
Exotic/wildlife animals/poultry and fish. Part B, the minor part with15 multiple choice
and 30 short answer questions, included only one out of 7 options (large animals,
small animals, laboratory animals, toxicological pathology, exotic/wildlife animals,
poultry or fish).

Fig. 1: Examination format.
The Examination
We had 11 applications, 9 were accepted, and 1 withdrawal. Therefore 8 candidates
were sitting the first examination in Hannover in 1999 (Fig. 2) originating from
Germany, Spain, and Switzerland. Two candidates passed the entire exam and the
College had its first Diplomates by Exam! For the sake of clarity and transparency it
should be mentioned that most of the others passed the exam in the next years, and
played and are still playing an important and leading role in the college. When we
look at the passing rates of the first 5 years, it becomes clear that the first time
candidates took the exam, the passing rate is 41% (Fig. 3a), while the overall passing
rate is 82% after candidates that passed on their second or third attempt; fig 3b). It
concerned us that first exam candidates originated from only 3 schools. However,
time showed the exam’s success since in 2005 they came from 13 European and 2
American schools and 7 pharmaceutical industries (Fig. 4).
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Fig.2: Exam candidates 1999.

Fig. 3a: First time passing rate.
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Fig. 3b: Overall passing rate.

Fig 4: Origin of candidates.
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By the way, the 8 candidates had to face 8 examiners (Neil Watt as chair of the
examination committee with members Wolfgang Baumgärtner, Ulrich Deschl,
Philippe Detilleux, Ronny Lindberg, Marti Pumarola, Maja Suter; and Monique Wyers
(Fig. 5). We were as nervous as the candidates and pretended that we knew what we
were doing, actually we just hoped for the best. We felt great responsibility for the
College but even more for the candidates.

Fig. 5: Examination committee members 1999.
Reading the old protocols, we found some unique wordings how we informed the
candidates about the examination, results and next steps. In the grey boxes there is
an example how students were informed about Comprehensive Pathology, Exotic
animals or General Pathology on the front page of the examination sheath (see
Grey Box 1).
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COMPREHENSIVE PATHOLOGY

EXOTIC ANIMALS

GENERAL PATHOLOGY

This section of the exam tests problem
solving, data analysis and interpretation
skills by MULTIPLE PART questions. The
format of the questions varies and
histopathology slides, photomicrographs,
data tables, tissue/cell analyses and
graphical data may be presented. All of the
information needed to answer the
questions is presented but it is expected
that candidates should interpret and make
critical judgements on the data given in
order to answer the questions.

EXAMINATION NOTES -- PLEASE READ
CAREFULLY BEFORE STARTING THE
EXAM!!!

THE QUESTIONS ARE NOT EQUALLY
WEIGHTED, DO NOT ASSUME THAT EACH
WILL TAKE THE SAME AMOUNT OF TIME
TO ANSWER
READ THE QUESTIONS CAREFULLY!!
ENTER YOUR CANDIDATE NUMBER ON
EACH PAGE!!

This section of the exam tests knowledge
and understanding in General Pathology
by MULTIPLE CHOICE and SHORT
ANSWER questions. The format of the
questions varies.
For MULTIPLE CHOICE questions there are
TWO formats. In BOTH formats a series of
statements are made about the subject of
the question. For questions 1 - 7 only ONE
statement is correct, please answer by
TICKING THE BOX next to the statement
you think is correct. For questions 8 - 12
ONE OR MORE of the statements is
correct, please answer the question by
identifying the combination of statements
which you think is correct and then TICK
THE BOX next to the correct combination.
For SHORT ANSWER questions you may
be asked to LIST features, to DESCRIBE by
a short piece of text, to MATCH between
features or to FILL IN a table.
READ THE QUESTIONS CAREFULLY!!

EXAMINATION NOTES -- PLEASE READ
CAREFULLY BEFORE STARTING THE
EXAM!!!

This section of the exam tests knowledge
and understanding in General Pathology
by MULTIPLE CHOICE and SHORT
ANSWER questions. The format of the
questions varies.
For MULTIPLE CHOICE questions there are
TWO formats. In BOTH formats a series of
statements are made about the subject of
the question. For questions 1 - 7 only ONE
statement is correct, please answer by
TICKING THE BOX next to the statement
you think is correct. For questions 8 - 12
ONE OR MORE of the statements is
correct, please answer the question by
identifying the combination of statements
which you think is correct and then TICK
THE BOX next to the correct combination.
For SHORT ANSWER questions you may
be asked to LIST features, to DESCRIBE by
a short piece of text, to MATCH between
features or to FILL IN a table.

ENTER YOUR CANDIDATE NUMBER ON
EACH PAGE!!
READ THE QUESTIONS CAREFULLY!!

ENTER YOUR CANDIDATE NUMBER ON
EACH PAGE!!

BOX 1: Three examples of the Information for candidates
on the front page of the examination sheath:

Finally, the exam was over
Retrospectively it is very interesting how carefully we phrased the information letter
stating the examination results (see Grey Box 2). This underlines how apprehensive
we were about the whole situation. We wanted to establish a globally acceptable,
high level, discriminating exam but did not want to cause damage to any one:
The development and implementation of the exam had been a very intensive, tiring
but rewarding experience. We felt a great relief but were also apprehensive about the
future of the exam.
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Option A: Exam passed

Option B: Exam passed

Option C: A close miss:

CONGRATULATIONS! You are now eligible
to become a member of ECVP and will be
informed officially in due course by Council.

CONGRATULATIONS! You are now eligible
to become a member of the ECVP and will be
officially informed by Council.

Because you passed 4 sections you are able
to take these forward as credits. Should you
decide to complete the ECVP Exam you will
only have to pass histopathology.

The Exam Board were particularly pleased
that someone with just over three years
experience passed the exam as it helps
assure us that we set the exam at the right
level. We look forward to your involvement in
future exams, from our side of course,
particularly in Exotic and Wildlife diseases.

The Exam Board were particularly pleased
that you were brave (you might have a
different word?) enough to sit the Exam. We
look forward to your involvement in future
exams, from our side of course, to show us
how it should be done!

Yours sincerely,

Option D: In case of a less successful
examination following wordings were
used:

The Exam Board would like to congratulate
you on a very creditable result.
As you can see you only narrowly failed
Histopathology. We feel that this was due to
the fact that you did not attempt to answer
some of the questions. In all of those
questions which you did attempt you
performed very well. We understand the
difficulties which some candidates have where
English is not their first language and for this
reason gave extra time for some of the
sections. We are sure that with some extra
practice in answering the type of question
posed in Histopathology you will have every
chance of completing the ECVP Examination
in the future.

I am afraid that because you passed only 2
sections you will not be able to take these
forward as credits. Should you decide to
complete the ECVP Exam you will have to sit
all sections again.
The Exam Board was impressed that you
were willing to sit the exam and is
disappointed that it did not turn out as you
would have hoped. We are sure that you will
receive good support from your colleagues in
xxx should you wish to attempt the exam
again. Please discuss your results with xxx
who, I am sure, will be pleased to offer advice.
Yours sincerely,

BOX 2: Information letters to the candidates stating the examination results.

Summary
The statements of the information letters about the exam outcome indicate a very
personal relationship between candidates and examiners. This was for all of us,
candidates and examiners, a very difficult situation, and the base for many
discussions among examiners. Actually, again not all examiners wanted to continue
to serve on the board any longer based on this experience.
The next years were still very laborious and we felt the critical eyes of our fellow
pathologists around Europe that fortunately decreased over the years. The
continuous acceptance of the exam by the ACVP supported the process; we always
had an ACVP visitor at our exam and we reported to the ACVP Council about our
development. Furthermore, the positive feedback from young European pathologists,
together with the increasing acceptance of the exam by our European colleagues
gave us the energy to continue our work. We realized that the examination is only
meaningful when the majority of the College consists of Diplomates by Exam. This,
however, was a slow process as after 5 years only 13% of all active members had
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entered the College by exam. Fortunately, the exam took off and surprisingly today
81% of all active, certified members are Diplomates by Exam (61% if retired, noncertified and honorary members are included). When we started in 1995, we had a
vision of a European College of Veterinary Pathologists. However, not even in our
most ambitious dreams we would have expected that the ECVP would be such a
strong and successful college. Especially in the days of the first exam in the cold
winter days and evenings in Hannover in 1999, we felt far away from doing
something usefully and successfully.

We wish to thank our fellow Exam Committee members for having *fought” with us
and for their friendship, and all those who supported us in this endeavor, encouraged
us to thrive for our vision and keep moving forward the College boat.
Wolfgang Baumgärtner
Maja Suter
Neil Watt
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