GMAT Veterans Tell All

We asked three successful business school applicants about their experiences with the GMAT. Here's what three GMAT vets (all currently students at elite MBA programs) have to say about taking the test.
Prep Classes

Jeff: "I took a class at Kaplan. I chose the longest program, which was once a week for 10 weeks, mainly because there was no way that I would have the time to take a class two or more times per week. I did most of the homework, but definitely not all, though I did take as many practice tests as possible, including the three that you take as part of the Kaplan course. Most people I knew in New York before school took a course, though I can't really say what most people at Wharton did. My sense is that a lot of people took some sort of class, particularly people without business backgrounds. 

"I thought the Kaplan class was very helpful for a few reasons. First, it forced me to think about the GMAT for at least a few hours per week, which meant I couldn't totally blow off studying. It also helped that they had so many practice tests and questions, so that if there was an area you were weak in, there were literally thousands of practice questions [on that topic]. To get the most out of the class, I would definitely recommend starting it as early as possible, while still finishing the class the week before the exam. 

"I know Kaplan offered a course where you could take all 10 sessions in around two and a half weeks, meeting four times per week, but I would imagine that you couldn't do this with a job. You also wouldn't really have the time to improve your ability to answer questions, because before you could work on a weakness, you would have to be preparing for the next class." 

Robert: "I took the Kaplan course, which, if I remember correctly is -- unofficially -- for those who expect to do well and hope to marginally improve their score into the top categories. I was told Princeton Review is for folks who expect to be in the 500s or low 600s and are hoping for a big jump to the low-to-mid 600s... I think most of my friends did Kaplan. 

"I found the forced studying helpful, but my score didn't improve from the first diagnostic test to the actual result... So, the forced studying was great, but not the resulting score. I would probably recommend studying more outside of class -- I waited until the last two weeks to do a lot of studying." 

Adam: "I bought a ton of GMAT practice tests from the bookstore and registered for Kaplan. However, I had taken the LSAT a few years before and had registered for the Kaplan course for that test too.... I found the classes themselves useless but the two practice tests and the take-home materials extremely valuable. So that's what I did for the GMAT -- I didn't attend one single class except for the two practice tests. The money was worth it just for those experiences and for the practice materials that they give you to work on at home." 

Timing 

We also asked our business school students when they recommended taking the test. The resounding message? The earlier the better! 

Adam: "Long enough that you know your score before you apply. I've never understood those people who take the test in the same period as their application due dates. I'd say take it as early as you can.... I've only known of one kid whose score expired on him and that's because he took it as a college senior (scored a 790 by the way) and then waited seven years to go to b-school. If apps are due in January, the previous fall should be the latest you wait. Why add any additional uncertainty to the process?" 

Robert: "At a minimum, a year. I had mine done well before starting the essays so I could focus on those and get my apps in the first round (which is key). Coworkers took the GMAT while writing essays and were incredibly stressed trying to do both (and didn't get done until the second to third round). I strongly suggest getting them done early." 

Jeff: "Just far enough in advance that you don't have to study and be writing your applications at the same time. I am a big believer in getting your applications in as early as possible (i.e., for the first deadline), so I would say that you should take the test so that you have enough time to recover and then focus on essays. This would also give you the chance to take the test again if you think it is necessary." 

