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Executive Summary 

Preparing for the Nationwide Mortgage Licensing System (NMLS) exam can be a significant stepping-
stone for aspiring mortgage professionals. This rigorous test is designed to ensure that you have the 
necessary knowledge and skills to thrive in your career as a mortgage loan originator. 

In this comprehensive guide, you’ll find effective study tips, proven exam strategies, and a detailed 
breakdown of key topics that will help you pass the NMLS exam on your first attempt. This guide is 
designed to help aspiring mortgage professionals master the NMLS exam and pass it on their first try. 

Whether you’re just beginning your journey or looking for extra support, this guide covers everything you 
need to succeed. You’ll Learn:
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•	 Key Topics Breakdown: A detailed review of the most important areas of the NMLS exam, including 
federal laws, general mortgage knowledge, loan origination activities, ethics, and more. 

•	 Essential Study Tips: Proven methods to help you retain important information and stay on track with 
your study plan. 

•	 Exam Strategies: Learn effective test-taking techniques to manage time, eliminate wrong answers, 
and approach tricky questions with confidence.

By following this guide, you’ll gain the tools and insights necessary to feel fully prepared, reduce stress, 
and increase your chances of passing the NMLS exam on your first attempt. Ready to take the next step 
toward your mortgage career? Let’s get started! 
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Why Passing the NMLS Exam is Essential 

If you’re aiming to become a licensed mortgage loan officer, passing the NMLS exam is a crucial hurdle. 
This exam is a standardized test that evaluates your understanding of federal and state-specific 
mortgage laws, as well as your ability to apply these laws in real-world scenarios. 

Aspiring mortgage professionals often face significant 
pressure when preparing for the NMLS exam. With a 
pass rate hovering around 55-60%, it’s essential to 
approach your preparation with dedication and a solid 
strategy. By understanding the importance of the exam 
and its role in your career, you can stay motivated and 
focused on achieving your goal. 

Whether you’re transitioning from a related field or 
starting fresh in the mortgage industry, passing the 
NMLS exam can unlock many opportunities. It serves as 
a testament to your knowledge and skills, allowing you 
to confidently pursue roles that require NMLS licensure. 

Successfully passing this exam not 
only demonstrates your competence 
but also positions you as a trustworthy 
professional in the eyes of potential 
employers and clients. 

Understanding the Structure of the NMLS Exam 

The NMLS exam consists of a national component and, in some cases, a state-specific component.  
The national component covers topics such as federal mortgage laws, ethics, and mortgage loan 
origination activities. 

It’s important to familiarize yourself with the structure of 
the exam, as this will help you allocate your study time 
effectively and ensure you cover all necessary areas. 
Understanding the format and types of questions you’ll 
encounter can help alleviate anxiety and improve your 
confidence on exam day. 

If you’re taking a state-specific component, the content 
will vary depending on the state in which you’re seeking 
licensure. These exams typically focus on state-specific 
laws and regulations governing the mortgage industry. 
Be sure to research the specific requirements for your 
state and incorporate them into your study plan. 

The national component of the NMLS 
exam comprises 120 questions, of 
which 115 are scored. You will have 190 
minutes to complete this section, so 
time management is crucial. 
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Topics for the NMLS Exam 

Understanding federal mortgage laws is a fundamental aspect of the NMLS exam. Topics such as the 
Truth in Lending Act (TILA), Real Estate Settlement Procedures Act (RESPA), and Equal Credit Opportunity 
Act (ECOA) are covered extensively. Familiarize yourself with these laws and their implications for 
mortgage lending. 

Ethics and fraud prevention are also critical topics. The NMLS exam evaluates your ability to recognize 
and mitigate unethical practices in the mortgage industry. Study ethical principles and scenarios to 
develop a strong foundation in maintaining integrity as a mortgage professional. 

Additionally, mortgage loan origination activities are a significant focus. You’ll need to understand the 
loan application process, underwriting procedures, and risk assessment. Review each stage of the 
mortgage loan origination process and practice applying this knowledge to real-life scenarios. 

Understanding the key areas of the NMLS exam is essential to your preparation. Below is a breakdown of 
the major topics covered in the exam, along with tips on how to study them effectively: 

Key Topics Breakdown 

1. Federal Mortgage-Related Laws (24% of the Exam) 
This section covers key federal regulations that govern 
mortgage activities, such as: 

•	 TILA (Truth in Lending Act) 

•	 RESPA (Real Estate Settlement Procedures Act) 

•	 ECOA (Equal Credit Opportunity Act) 

2. General Mortgage Knowledge (20%)  
This section tests your understanding of key mortgage 
concepts, including:

•	 Types of mortgage products (e.g. fixed-rate, adjustable-rate) 

•	 Mortgage-backed securities and the secondary  
mortgage market 

•	 The role of government-sponsored enterprises  
(e.g., Fannie Mae, Freddie Mac) 

Study Tips: 

Study Tips: 

Focus on the purpose and 
requirements of each law. 

Understand how these laws 
impact mortgage origination. 

Learn the required timing for 
related disclosures. 

Memorize the definitions and 
differences between various 
mortgage products. 

Learn the basics of 
mortgage-backed securities 
and their role in the market. 
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3. Loan Origination Activities (27%) 
This is the most heavily weighted section of the exam  
and covers topics such as: 

•	 Loan application process and borrower qualification  
(credit, income, assets) 

•	 Underwriting guidelines and automated underwriting 
systems (AUS) 

•	 Disclosures (e.g., Loan Estimate, Closing Disclosure) 

5. Uniform State Content (11%) 
Each state has its own set of regulations governing 
mortgage activities. This section tests your knowledge 
of state-specific laws and procedures 

4. Ethics (18%)  
This section focuses on ethical mortgage lending practices, 
including: 

•	 Fraud prevention (e.g., income misrepresentation,  
property flipping) 

•	 Ethical issues related to loan officer compensation 

•	 Fair lending practices and avoiding discriminatory behavior 

Study Tips: 

Study Tips: 

Study Tips: 

Familiarize yourself with the 
loan application (1003 form) 
and understand each section. 

Review common underwriting 
conditions and guidelines. 

Be sure to review any 
state-specific laws and 
regulations, including licensing 
requirements, that are relevant 
to your jurisdiction. 

Understand common 
mortgage fraud schemes  
and how to detect and 
prevent them. 

Review the ethical 
requirements for MLOs, 
particularly around borrower 
treatment and compensation. 
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Essential Study Tips for the NMLS Exam 

While the previous section provided small tips for each section of the exam, creating a larger, structured 
study plan is essential to achieving success. Begin by setting clear goals and outlining a timeline for your 
preparation. Allocate specific time slots each day to focus on different topics, ensuring you cover all 
aspects of the exam. 

Engaging with fellow aspiring mortgage professionals allows you to discuss challenging concepts, 
share insights, and gain different perspectives on exam topics. Collaborative learning can enhance your 
understanding and make studying more enjoyable. 

Here are some crucial study tips to help you maximize your study time: 

1. Start Early and Plan Ahead 
•	 Begin studying well before your exam date to avoid cramming. 
•	 Break the material into manageable sections. 
•	 Create a detailed study schedule with time allocated to each topic. 

2. Use Reliable Study Materials 
•	 Select up-to-date study guides, flashcards, and practice exams from trusted sources. 
•	 Enroll in online courses aligned with the current NMLS exam outline. 

3. Take Practice Tests 
•	 Regularly complete practice exams to evaluate your knowledge and improve time management. 
•	 Focus on reviewing incorrect answers to understand your mistakes and avoid them during the 

real exam. 

4. Understand the Test Format 
•	 The NMLS exam includes 120 multiple-choice questions (115 scored) and allows 190 minutes for 

completion. 
•	 Familiarize yourself with topics like federal mortgage laws, general mortgage knowledge, and ethics. 
•	 Knowing the format can reduce anxiety and improve confidence. 

5. Focus on Key Concepts 
•	 Prioritize high-weighted topics like federal laws and mortgage loan activities. 
•	 While reviewing all topics is essential, focusing on the most significant areas increases your 

chances of passing. 

6. Stay Consistent 
•	 Dedicate time daily to study, review notes, or quiz yourself on key concepts. 
•	 Consistent effort leads to better retention compared to cramming. 

https://www.oncourselearning.com/mortgage/new-license
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Building Confidence for Exam Day 

Building confidence is essential for performing well on the NMLS exam. Leading up to the exam date, take 
care of your physical and mental well-being.  

Visualize success by imagining yourself 
confidently answering questions and completing 
the exam. Positive visualization can help reduce 
anxiety and increase your self-assurance.  
Remind yourself of the effort and dedication 
you’ve put into your preparation. 

Exam Day Strategies to Maximize Your Success 

Developing a strategic approach to taking the NMLS exam can make a significant difference in your 
performance. Start by thoroughly reading each question and highlighting key terms. This ensures you 
fully understand what is being asked before selecting an answer. 

If you encounter a difficult question, don’t dwell on it for too long. Instead, mark it and move on to the 
next question. You can return to it later if time permits. This strategy prevents you from getting stuck and 
allows you to maximize your time on questions you’re more confident about. 

Another effective strategy is to eliminate incorrect answer choices. This increases your chances of 
selecting the correct answer, even if you’re unsure. Identifying and crossing out obviously wrong options 
can help you make more informed decisions and improve your accuracy. 

Ensure you’re getting adequate rest, eating 
nutritious meals, and engaging in regular 
exercise to reduce stress and maintain focus. 
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Exam Day Checklist 

On the day of the exam, arrive early and bring all necessary materials, such as identification and any 
required documentation. Take a few deep breaths before starting the exam to calm your nerves and 
center yourself. Trust in your preparation and give it your best effort. 

Here’s a list of tips to help you perform at your best on exam day: 

1. Get a Good Night’s Sleep 
Rest is crucial for clear thinking and focus. Aim to get at least 7-8 hours of sleep the night 
before your exam to ensure you’re mentally sharp. 

2. Arrive Early and Be Prepared 
Make sure you arrive at the testing center early to avoid any last-minute stress. Bring all necessary 
documentation (like your ID) and make sure you know what is or isn’t allowed in the testing room. 

3. Read the Questions Carefully 
Many questions on the NMLS exam are designed to test your attention to detail. Take your time 
reading each question carefully and avoid jumping to conclusions before understanding what is 
being asked. 

4. Eliminate Wrong Answers 
For tricky questions, use the process of elimination. Cross out the clearly wrong answers, 
narrowing down your choices to increase the probability of selecting the correct one. 

5. Pace Yourself 
With 190 minutes to complete 120 questions, time management is key. Don’t spend too much time 
on any one question. If you’re stuck, mark the question and return to it after answering the others. 

6. Stay Calm and Focused 
If you feel anxious or overwhelmed, take a few deep breaths. Staying calm will help you focus 
better and avoid making careless mistakes. 
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Career Opportunities After Passing the NMLS Exam 

Passing the NMLS exam opens up a world of exciting career 
opportunities in the mortgage industry. With your NMLS 
license, you can pursue roles such as mortgage loan officer, 
mortgage broker, or mortgage underwriter. Each position 
offers unique challenges and rewards. 

Consider exploring different pathways within the mortgage 
industry to find the best fit for your skills and interests. 
Whether you’re passionate about helping clients secure their 
dream homes or enjoy analyzing financial data, there are 
various avenues to explore. 

Networking with industry professionals and attending 
mortgage industry events can further expand your career 
prospects. Building connections and staying informed about 
industry trends can enhance your knowledge and open doors 
to new opportunities. 

Maintaining Your License and Continuing Education 

Once you’ve obtained your NMLS license, it’s essential 
to stay informed about ongoing education requirements. 
Continuing education ensures that you remain up-to-date 
with industry changes and regulations, enabling you to 
provide the best service to your clients. 

Most states require mortgage professionals to complete 
a certain number of continuing education hours each year. 
OnCourse Learning offers a variety of continuing education 
courses designed to keep you informed and compliant with 
industry standards. 

Make continuing education and professional development 
a priority in your career development. By investing in your 
ongoing learning, you’ll position yourself as a knowledgeable 
and reliable mortgage professional, contributing to your 
long-term success in the industry. 

https://www.oncourselearning.com/mortgage/continuing-education
https://www.oncourselearning.com/mortgage/professional-development
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Key Takeaways for Aspiring Mortgage Professionals 

Successfully passing the NMLS exam is a significant achievement for aspiring mortgage professionals. 
By understanding the exam’s structure, utilizing effective study techniques, and developing a strategic 
approach, you can confidently tackle this challenge. 

Remember, preparation is key. With dedication and 
perseverance, you’ll be well-prepared to pass the NMLS 
exam on your first attempt. 

Whether you’re just beginning your mortgage career or 
looking to advance in the industry, passing the NMLS 
exam opens doors to exciting opportunities. Take the 
next step confidently and start your mortgage career 
on a strong foundation. 

Leverage reputable study resources, 
seek guidance from experienced 
professionals, and stay committed to 
your study plan. 
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Empower Your Mortgage Career with OnCourse Learning 

OnCourse Learning is your trusted partner in NMLS 
exam preparation and beyond. Our comprehensive 
range of study materials, expert guidance, and 
industry insights are designed to support you 
throughout your mortgage career. 

By leveraging our resources, you can gain the 
knowledge and skills needed to excel in the 
mortgage industry. Explore our course offerings, 
access exam prep, and connect with experienced 
instructors to enhance your learning experience. 

Ready to take your mortgage 
career to the next level? 
OnCourse Learning has everything you need to get your 
NMLS license. 

Our expert-led pre-licensing courses are the smartest way 
to start your new career in the mortgage industry or add a 
new state license. 

Get NMLS Exam Training

https://www.oncourselearning.com/mortgage/exam-prep
https://www.oncourselearning.com/mortgage/new-license

