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Thinking about a career in food and nutrition or making a career change? Already 

in a nutrition program or internship and wondering what’s next? This practical 

guide will walk you through all aspects of becoming a registered dietitian nutri-

tionist (RDN), from school to internship to taking the registration exam and landing 

your first job. Perfect for prospective RDNs, including students, interns, and recent 

graduates, you’ll learn:

• about the myriad career options for RDNs,

• how to navigate your coursework and internship applications,

• tips for studying for and passing the registration exam,

• strategies for landing your first job, and

• advice and inspiration from successful dietitians.
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Foreword

This second edition of Launching Your Career in Nutrition and Di-
etetics by Kyle Shadix and Milton Stokes is a timely update, as the 
profession of nutrition and dietetics continues to expand and evolve, 
both in practice opportunities and consumer awareness.

In selecting a career in nutrition and dietetics, it’s critical to first 
prepare yourself academically and for an internship and then to de-
cide what area of nutrition and dietetics interests you most. Should 
you be a clinical dietitian or a public health nutritionist? Do you like 
being part of a dynamic foodservice environment? How about provid-
ing nutrition services to preschoolers or elderly clients? Maybe you 
would like to develop recipes and educational materials for a food or 
agriculture company, or maybe you would like to give supermarket 
tours. If social justice is your interest, then perhaps you want to help 
fight food insecurity. Does your curiosity about food intake patterns 
or nutrient functions steer you toward research? Is your dream job 
at a health and fitness facility, where you can provide group diabetes 
or diet and exercise classes? Maybe your proficiency in other lan-
guages is the key to consulting as a niche practitioner who translates 
nutrition education materials. These are just a few of the paths you 
may choose to follow! The registered dietitian nutritionists (referred 
to throught the book as RDNs) featured in Chapter 8, “Movers and 
Shakers,” will give you a taste of some of the exciting opportunities 
within your reach.

A career in nutrition and dietetics offers many areas of practice, 
and you can choose to specialize or diversify. I chose to diversify and, 
over the course of my career, have worked as a clinical dietitian in 
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medical, surgical, and obstetrics and gynecology units; in a clinic 
with expectant moms and babies; in an agency developing programs 
for grades K–12 and after-school programs; for companies develop-
ing recipes and educational materials; for a national health study 
training interviewers; for schools teaching nursing, foodservice, un-
dergraduate, and graduate students, or workers at child-care cen-
ters; and for agencies developing culturally appropriate menus or 
messaging. In my current role as professor and chairperson of the  
Department of Nutrition and Dietetics at the University of North 
Florida, it has become obvious to me that students need straightfor-
ward guidance from experienced dietetics practitioners. This helps 
students effectively plan their studies, be prepared to apply for and 
succeed in an internship, and gain the knowledge and skills they 
need for successful completion of the RDN exam and entry into the 
profession. Moreover, while serving as President of the Academy of 
Nutrition and Dietetics (then the American Dietetic Association), I 
met hundreds of practitioners in a wide range of work settings. I also 
saw that when students know the many career options available to 
them, they become even more excited about their chosen career!

This latest edition of Launching Your Career in Nutrition and 
Dietetics provides a template for your studies as well as the selec-
tion and application process for a supervised practice experience 
(dietetic internship). Throughout the book, you will find tips for 
gaining valuable extracurricular experiences to help you develop a 
competitive dietetic internship application and launch your career. 
Above all, this book encourages you to seek additional experienc-
es—ask your professors, shadow practitioners, attend professional 
meetings—to learn more about what interests you. But don’t stop 
there: Investigate areas that you think might not interest you—and 
you may be surprised with the results.

Many thanks to Milton and Kyle for writing, and now updating, 
this essential guide. I have long admired their enthusiasm for and 
dedication to the profession. Even more admirable is their commit-
ment to mentoring and helping others “learn the ropes.” Their ad-
vice can help you successfully navigate your studies, the internship 
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application, and passing the registration exam and can give you a 
comprehensive idea of the many opportunities the profession has 
to offer.

Best wishes for success and a long and fulfilling career in nutrition 
and dietetics.

Judith Rodriguez, PhD, RD
Professor and Chair, Department of Nutrition and Dietetics, University of 
North Florida
Past President, Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics (2010–2011)



Introduction

Greetings! We are pleased to be your tour guides as you navigate the 
path from dietetics student to dietetics intern and ultimately to prac-
ticing dietitian. We created this book because we wish we’d had an 
instruction manual like this when we were learning the ropes. Now 
that we’re practicing and thriving in this exciting profession, we’d 
like to share our insights and experiences so your career journey can 
be a bit smoother.

In its second edition, this book provides the latest information 
you’ll need for entering and advancing in the field of nutrition and 
dietetics. While some of the information you’ll find in this book can 
be found online (and we’ve provided many links to guide you), we 
think you’ll agree that having it all in one place can be a significant 
time-saver. Along with the practical information, we’ve included can-
did advice and inspiration from several of our esteemed colleagues, 
including a chapter devoted to tips and advice for success from some 

“movers and shakers” in the field.
Our goal is to help you stay energized, focused, and productive on 

your journey to becoming a registered dietitian nutritionist. We hope 
you love the end result—being a dietitian—as much as we do!
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THOUGHT QUESTIONS

• Review the full Registration Examination for Dietitians Study Outline. 
What areas do you think you might be stronger in than others? Explain 
why—this is an important practice because it can help guide your 
dietetics education and supervised practice preparation.

• We’ve named a few resources for exam preparation. Search online for 
additional resources that you might consider. (We know they are out 
there!) Describe their format and approach to exam preparation.

• Do you know what type of learner you are? Take the online Index of 
Learning Styles (ILS) survey developed at North Carolina State Uni-
versity, which can help you identify if you are a sensing and intuitive, 
a visual and verbal, or a sequential and global learner. The survey can 
be found on the university website (www.engr.ncsu.edu/learning-
styles 

The Registration 
Examination for 
Dietitians

C H A P T E R  5
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T he day will come when you’re eligiBle to sit for 

the Registration Examination for Dietitians. When it does, 
celebrate everything you’ve already accomplished, including 

years of course work and many hours of supervised practice. Suc-
cessful completion of the examination means that you will be rec-
ognized as a registered dietitian nutritionist (RDN). Remember that 
the RDN credential is interchangeable with registered dietitian (RD). 
The aim of this chapter is to provide information, guidance, and tips 
for helping you feel confident about this next step and ensuring that 
you choose the right resources to successfully prepare for the exam.

RDN Exam 101
The Commission on Dietetic Registration (CDR), not to be confused 
with the Accreditation Council for Nutrition and Dietetics (ACEND), 
is the independent credentialing agency that awards the RDN (or 
RD) credential to qualified candidates. According to its mission 
statement, CDR “administers rigorous, valid and reliable credential-
ing processes to protect the public and meet the needs of nutrition 
and dietetics practitioners, employers and consumers.”1 All CDR cer-
tification programs are fully accredited by the National Commission 
for Certifying Agencies (NCCA), the accrediting arm of the Institute 
for Credentialing Excellence.

In order to award credentials, CDR contracts with Pearson VUE, 
an examination testing agency, to administer the registration exam. 
Through a certification testing program, the registration exam content 
is designed to evaluate a potential candidate’s readiness to practice at 
the entry level. You’ll be tested on a range of dietetic concepts, proce-
dures, and logic. You’ll need to decipher graphs, tables, and formulas; 
solve nutritional problems; and make management decisions.

It is also important to know that the exam is administered as 
a computer-based test and, more specifically, as computer adaptive 
testing (CAT).2 This is a type of electronic testing that administers 
questions strategically and efficiently in order to determine the test 
taker’s competence. CAT is typically shorter than traditional pen-
and-paper tests and provides you with a score immediately upon 
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completion. More specifics and answers to common questions about 
the computer test will be provided later in the chapter.

Application for Eligibility
Before taking the registration exam, you must apply to become eligi-
ble. To start this process, your dietetic internship, coordinated pro-
gram, or individualized supervised practice pathway (ISPP) program 
director will fill out an online form to notify CDR that you are eligible 
to take the test. When CDR has processed the information and your 
eligibility has been established, the testing agency (Pearson VUE) 
will be contacted. Pearson will then send the candidate an “Autho-
rization to Test” e-mail, a link to the Registration Examination for 
Dietitians Handbook for Candidates, and instructions for submitting 
the application fee, which is currently $200 for the registration ex-
amination. The entire process, from when your director notifies CDR 
to when you are contacted by Pearson VUE, typically takes three to 
four weeks.

Next, when registering for your examination on Pearson VUE’s 
website, you will need to do the following:

• Sign in to the CDR/Pearson VUE web portal using the user-
name and password you received upon creating your Pearson 
VUE account.

• Begin the scheduling process by choosing your exam under 
the “Pre-approved Exams” section of the website.

EXAM RESOURCES:  FROM THE COMMITTEE ON 
DIETETIC REGISTRATION

• Registration Examination for Dietitians Handbook for Candidates

• Registration Examination for Dietitians Study Outline, which is up-
dated every five years to reflect measured changes in practice 
identified in the entry-level dietetics practice audit

Both are available at the CDR’s website under the “Graduating 
Student Information” section (www.cdrnet.org/program-director 
/grad-info-student).
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• Select, on the “Additional Questions from CDR” page, wheth-
er or not your name should be released along with your exam 
scores to your program director.

• Agree not to disclose any information about the exam to any-
one else. In order to proceed with the application, you must 
select “I Agree.”

• Use the calendar tool to see available test times and select a date.
• Review the appointment details and proceed to checkout to 

pay for the testing appointment.
• Agree to the CDR policies to schedule your exam. The system 

will display the exam policies for cancellation and reschedul-
ing.

If online registration is completed successfully, you will receive 
another e-mail from Pearson VUE to confirm your examination 
time and location. You have one year from the time you are autho-
rized by CDR to schedule and take your examination. If you do not 
take the exam during this one-year period or if you do not pass the 
exam, you must contact CDR to be reauthorized to retake the test. 
You will also have to repay the examination fee and wait 45 calendar 
days between testing experiences. For other questions about special 
accommodations due to a disability and required documentation 
for accommodations, refer to CDR’s Registration Examination for 
Dietitians Handbook for Candidates.3 All accommodation requests 
must be submitted to Pearson VUE using the forms found on their 
website.

Anatomy of the Exam
All examinees are given a minimum of 125 questions including 25 
pretest questions (which will not be scored). These pretest questions 
are being tested for future exams, but you won’t know which ques-
tions they are, so concentrate on answering all the questions as best 
as you can. Although you must answer at least 125 questions to re-
ceive a score, the maximum number of questions is 145. This range 
allows you more questions to answer correctly, if needed, to demon-
strate your competency. See Figure 5.1.
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Flow Chart:  Registration Eligibility Application Processing
Effective October 1, 2015

* Business Days

1
Students Complete All 

Academic and Supervised 
Practice Requirements as 

Determined by 
Program Director

2
Registration Eligibility Application 

Completed by Program Director and 
Forwarded to CDR via Online Process 

with Supporting Documents 

Time:  Variable

3
CDR Processes Eligibility Information and 

Sends Acknowledgement of Receipt to 
Program Director

Time:  3-6 Days*  

4
Class Eligibility 

Submission 
Approved?

6
Forward to CDR Exam Manager  

for Electronic Submission to Pearson 
VUE . CDR Transmits Examination 

Eligibility Data to Pearson VUE

Time:  1 Day*

5
Contact Program Director Being Audited or 
for Discrepancy Resolution.  Discrepancies 

May Include Missing or Inappropriate 
Forms; Missing Signatures, etc.

Time:  Variable 

7
Candidate is Emailed Eligibility
Confirmation Letter From CDR

Time:  1-2 Days*

8
Pearson VUE Receives Candidate 
Information and Emails Candidate

Authorization to Test

Time:  1-2 Days*

9
Candidate Registers on Pearson VUE 

Website, Schedules Exam Appointment
and Submits Fee to Pearson VUE

No

Yes

10
Pearson VUE Sends Examination
Confirmation E-Mail to Candidate

Time:  1-2 Days*

FIGURE 5.1. 
Flow chart of registration eligibility application processing

Source: Commission on Dietetic Registration
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There are four domains, each with multiple subtopics that you’ll 
be asked about on the exam (see Figure 5.2). These domains reflect  
competencies and knowledge that you should have gained during the 
didactic dietetic program and supervised practice preparation. They 
are updated regularly based on measured dietetics practice. The 
most recent dietetics practice audit took place in 2015, and based 
on this report, a new exam outline will take effect January 1, 2017.4 
Therefore, make sure to use the most up-to-date version of the CDR’s 
Registration Examination for Dietitians Study Outline, Handbook 
for Candidates, and other materials.

Tips and Resources for Exam Preparation
In the weeks and days leading up to the exam, it is very common to 
feel stressed and to doubt your knowledge. Although it is easier said 
than done, you will stay more focused and better prepared for the 
exam by figuring out ways to cope with these feelings, like utilizing 
wellness and counseling services or making time for physical activity 

HOW IT WORKS: COMPUTER-BASED TESTS

The registration exam is a computer-based, multiple-choice test. If 
you’ve taken the GREs, you will be familiar with the testing environ-
ment and question procedure. Here are the rules:

• The exam appointment is for 3 hours, which includes 2½ hours to 
take the examination and 30 minutes to complete an introducto-
ry tutorial and exit questionnaire.

• This tutorial provides instructions on taking the examination 
and a set of practice questions. A practice test is included in the 
Study Guide for the Registration Examination for Dietitians. Exam 
candidates can purchase the guide through the Academy of Nu-
trition and Dietetics store (www.eatrightstore.org).

• There is no skipping of questions to ponder and return later. You 
must answer each question as it comes before the computer will 
offer the next question.

• Items are administered in random order according to test spec-
ifications.
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FIGURE 5.2. 
Domain areas of the credentialing examination

DOMAIN I: 
Principles of 

Dietetics  
(12%) 

DOMAIN II: 
Nutrition 
Care for 

Individuals 
and Groups 

(50%) 

DOMAIN III: 
Management 
of Food and 

Nutrition 
Programs and 
Services (21%)

DOMAIN IV: 
Foodservice 

Systems  
(17%)

Topic A: 
Functions of 
Management

Topic A: 
Menu  

Development

Topic A: 
Screening 

and  
Assessment

Topic B: 
Human 

Resources

Topic B:  
Procurement, 
Production, 
Distribution, 
and Service

Topic B:  
Diagnosis

Topic C: 
Financial 

Management

Topic C: 
Sanitation 
and Safety

Topic C: 
Planning and 
Intervention

Topic D: 
Marketing 
and Public 
Relations

Topic D: 
Equipment 
and Facility 

Planning

Topic D:  
Monitoring 

and  
Evaluation

Topic E: 
Quality  

Improve-
ment

Topic E:  
Sustain- 
ability

Topic A:  
Food Science 
and Nutrient 
Composition 

of Foods

Topic B: 
Nutrition and 

Supporting 
Science

Topic C:  
Education 

and Commu-
nication

Topic D: 
Research

Topic E:  
Management 

Concepts

or relaxing activities such as yoga or cooking—whatever works for 
you from previous experience.

Solid preparation leading up to test day also helps relieve some 
of the potential anxiety. After all of the academic classes and super-
vised practice hours you’ve completed, a month of exam preparation 
is usually sufficient. Do not wait too long! We recommend taking the 
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test as soon as you can after completing your course work or super-
vised practice while allowing yourself at least a few weeks to review 
exam material. After you’ve picked a date, set up a study calendar to 
stay on track and schedule time to cover everything you need. You 
may also consider a review course, which can reduce some of the 
work involved in preparing for the registration exam because it offers 
structured lectures, study materials, sample questions, and plenty of 
practice. Although they can be expensive, review courses are usually 
designed to help focus your attention on the material that matters 
most.

Test Day
The evening before the exam, prepare everything you need to take 
with you the next day. It is imperative that you take your valid gov-
ernment-issued photo ID. Without the ID, you will not be admitted 
to the exam. Get a good night’s sleep, eat a well-balanced breakfast 
the morning of the exam, and allow yourself plenty of time to travel 
to your testing center.

Once seated at the testing station, you’ll have a 30-minute tutori-
al to become familiar with the computer process and to review the in-
structions. An online or simple handheld calculator will be provided 
for you by the testing center, so get familiar with this before starting. 
You have exactly 2½ hours to complete the exam, which begins when 

WANT TO PRACTICE FOR THE EXAM?

Many test prep books and review courses are available. To find re-
sources or exam study materials, ask your advisers or mentors for 
recommendations; also ask your peers and recently registered di-
etitians to hear their experiences. The Academy of Nutrition and 
Dietetics offers an online student exam prep (StEP) resource, with 
a database of more than 700 questions on topics such as basic di-
etetics principles, nutrition care, management, and foodservice 
systems, plus practice quizzes and test-taking tips from successful 
RDNs. The resource is available for purchase at the eatrightSTORE 
(www.eatrightstore.org).
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you click on your first question. Remember that after advancing you 
cannot go back to review answers, change responses, or skip ques-
tions, so give each question adequate consideration before moving 
on. If you need to leave the room in the middle of the exam, you must 
have the proctor’s permission, and you will not get that time back 
(you cannot pause or extend the testing time).

Fortunately, you’ll get your results right at the testing center, fol-
lowing completion of the exam. A score of 25 or higher (on a scale of 
1 to 50) is needed to pass.

If You Don’t Pass…

There is always a second chance if you don’t pass the exam on your 
first try, and this doesn’t mean you won’t be a successful RDN. If 
you complete the exam but do not get a passing score, you can apply 
for reauthorization to retake the exam by contacting CDR directly to 
reapply and pay another examination fee to Pearson VUE. And re-
member that even though the RDN credential may be necessary for 
certain careers, a degree in nutrition and dietetics alone still offers 
viable career options. Some examples are certain jobs in food sales, 

SITUATIONS THAT CANCEL YOUR RIGHT TO 
TAKE THE EXAM

• It’s been over a year since the date listed on your authorization 
to test e-mail.

• You fail to cancel your testing appointment before the 48-hour/
two-day deadline.

• On test day, you arrive late or don’t have a valid government- 
issued photo ID, or the name on your valid government-issued ID 
does not match the name on your Pearson VUE profile.

• You are caught cheating.

• You sit for the exam but fail to complete it within 2½ hours.

• You abort the examination before it’s completed. 
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public health nutrition, and foodservice management. Someone with 
a degree in dietetics, nutrition, or food science could certainly be a 
step ahead of someone who does not have this type of education.

References
1. Commission on Dietetic Registration. About CDR. https://www 

.cdrnet.org/about. Accessed January 12, 2016.

2. Commission on Dietetic Registration. Entry-level Registration 
Examinations for Dietitians and Dietetic Technicians Q&A / fact 
sheet. https://www.cdrnet.org/vault/2459/web/files/CBTFACT2014 

.pdf. Published September 2014. Accessed January 12, 2016.

3. Commission on Dietetic Registration. Registration Examination  
for Dietitians Handbook for Candidates. https://www.cdrnet.org 
/vault/2459/web/files/CDRRDHandbook2015-1.pdf. Accessed 
January 12, 2016.

4. Commission on Dietetic Registration. 2015 dietetics practice audit. 
https://www.cdrnet.org/2015-dietetics-practice-audit. Accessed 
January 12, 2016.



Afterword

H i there! it’s us, kyle and milton again. if you’re 

reading this, we hope it’s because you’ve recently earned 
your RDN credential and have kept this guide by your side 

along the way. 
As we said at the start, we wish we’d had something like this book 

when we were learning the ropes. We hope we’ve made it easier for 
you to navigate your way to the RDN credential and that you’re now 
ready and energized to make the most of your career! Being an RDN 
is a rewarding career choice, and we hope you love it as much as we do. 

If you’ve taken our advice, you are probably already volunteering 
for our profession (or working on it), and putting your networking 
skills to good use, which means we’ll run into each other soon enough. 
Though we are nearly 67,000 strong (in the United States alone), the 
nutrition and dietetics community is relatively small (in a good way), 
so it’s likely our paths will cross someday. When you see us, please 
say hello!

We genuinely hope this guide has been a valuable companion to 
you. Good luck, and thank you for all the work you’ll be doing in the 
name of nutrition. 

      Our best wishes,
      —Kyle and Milton 
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A P P E N D I X

Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics
120 South Riverside Plaza,  
Suite 2000
Chicago, IL 60606-6995
Phone: 800/877-1600
www.eatright.org

American Association of Diabetes 
Educators
200 W. Madison Street, Suite 800 
Chicago, IL 60606 
Phone: 800/338-3633
www.diabeteseducator.org

American College of Sports  
Medicine
401 West Michigan Street
Indianapolis, IN 46202-3233
Phone: 317/637-9200
www.acsm.org

American Diabetes Association
1701 North Beauregard Street
Alexandria, VA 22311
Phone: 800/342-2383
www.diabetes.org

American Heart Association
7272 Greenville Avenue
Dallas, TX 75231
Phone: 800/242-8721
www.heart.org

American Society for Nutrition
9211 Corporate Boulevard,  
Suite 300
Rockville, MD 20850
Phone: 240/428-3650
www.nutrition.org
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American Society for Parenteral 
and Enteral Nutrition (A.S.P.E.N.)
8630 Fenton Street, Suite 412
Silver Spring, MD 20910
Phone: 301/587-6315
E-mail: aspen@nutritioncare.org
www.nutritioncare.org

Association of Nutrition and 
Foodservice Professionals
406 Surrey Woods Drive
St. Charles, IL 60174
Phone: 800/323-1908
www.anfponline.org

Dietitians of Canada
480 University Avenue, Suite 604
Toronto, Ontario, Canada M5G 1V2
Phone: 416/596-0857
E-mail: contactus@dietitians.ca
www.dietitians.ca

Gerontological Society of America
1220 L Street NW, Suite 901
Washington, DC 20005
Phone: 202/842-1275 
www.geron.org

Institute of Food Technologists
525 W. Van Buren, Suite 1000 
Chicago, IL 60607
Phone: 312/782-8424
www.ift.org

International Association of  
Culinary Professionals
45 Rockefeller Plaza, Suite 2000
New York, NY 10111
Phone: 866/358-4951
www.iacp.com

National Restaurant Association
2055 L Street NW, Suite 700
Washington, DC 20036
Phone: 800/424-5156
www.restaurant.org

Obesity Society 
1110 Bonifant Street, Suite 500
Silver Spring, MD 20910
Phone: 301/563-6526
www.obesity.org

Retail Dietitians Business Alliance
3015 Main Street, Suite 320
Santa Monica, CA 90405
Phone: 310/392-0448
www.retaildietitians.com

School Nutrition Association
120 Waterfront Street, Suite 300
National Harbor, MD 20745
Phone: 301/686-3100
E-mail: servicecenter@school 
nutrition.org
www.schoolnutrition.org

Society for Nutrition Education 
and Behavior 
9100 Purdue Road, Suite 200
Indianapolis, IN 46268
Phone: 317/328-4627
www.sneb.org
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