I. STUDY MATERIALS:

· OG Guide 10

· Kaplan GMAT and GRE Math

· Kaplan GMAT Review

· Manhattan GMAT SC Guide + 3 online tests (these come free if you buy any of their books)

· GMAT Club Online Challenges

· Powerprep – old software x 2 tests

· GMATPrep – 2 tests

II. PREP DETAILS:

(a) Total time for preparation/ How to know when you are ready for the GMAT. I prepped from roughly August 8th to Nov 4th. So, about 3 months in total. I think an important lesson I’d like to share here is that for some people like me who are working full-time, traveling like crazy and have unpredictable, chaotic work schedules, it helps to be a bit mentally prepared before you decide to schedule your exam. I think it would have been very stressful had I scheduled my exam early and been forced to work towards it. For me it was rather important to feel READY for the test when you give it – not too early, not too late. Thus, I actually only scheduled my exam a week before I wrote it (and lucked out, finding a free Saturday – but I would have taken a weekday if I had to). From experience, here’s my template to know when you are ready to write the GMAT:

· You are consistently scoring within 20 points of the same scores (I was doing 740-760 on the GMATPrep and 680-700 on Kaplan, MGMAT)

· You’re getting those scores regardless of how you felt you performed or the perceived level of difficulty of the test

· You are timing fairly well on these tests, once in a while struggling to complete them but usually realizing where you are wasting time -> Time management is a crucial skill on the GMAT, can’t emphasize it enough.

· In my case, by the end of prep, the questions I was getting wrong on these practice tests were only of two kinds: either simple careless mistakes or questions that I would probably answer exactly the same way, given them again (i.e. basic concept flaws or things you would miss easily, without further training).

· I knew that I could improve further, but it would take me another 2-3 months to improve my scores by another 20-40 points. I didn’t have that time. It takes a lot of effort I think to get from 740 to a 780. Hats off to the guys on this Club that make it seem effortless… it’s not hard to see how patient and persevering they are though ( Not to mention darn smart!!!

(b) Prep method: My weak point has always been quant. Not so much the problems themselves, but time management and to get to the level when solving 95/18 comes as easy as breathing and without any resistance at all. I spent a majority of my 3 months practicing and honing my math skills. I first worked through Kaplan GRE and GMAT Math, the DS in this was an especially high quality introduction I thought. DS was my weakest point to begin with…but towards the end it was wayyy easier than PS. In a separate post I am going to put down some tips and tricks to do with both DS and Verbal that I discovered during my prep and which worked for me. I know a lot of these are repetitive by now but let me highlight the key notes of my prep strategy which are useful to share:

QUANTITATIVE

· The OG is invaluable, and the best tool you can have. If you work, really, really work - with the OG, it’s quite enough to be able to do your very best on the exam. I worked through all the DS and PS in the OG

· I followed Ursula’s practice sheet, which had separate identifiers for problems that you were SLOW on or UNSURE about. 

· To build stamina, I always worked at least 40 problems continuously, aiming to complete these in an hour.

· Upon completion, I marked them – especially marking out CARELESS errors and CONCEPT errors but did not go through them immediately – I collected the results of 3-4 practice sessions together so that I wouldn’t necessarily remember the problems.

· Then, I would go back and rework all the problems I got wrong, or ones that I had marked slow or unsure. About 70% of these I was able to solve correctly on the second try. Mostly it was an issue of picking the right strategy and the time it would take, rather than being able to do it correctly!

· DO not be afraid of DS (I was, to begin with). It takes JUST one “a-ha!” moment on the DS I think, which you get to about halfway through practice - to realize how simple it really is. There are certain things to look out for to take a really good guess even on questions that you have no idea how to solve. This is merely a matter of getting used to the “smell” of the GMAT questions, I think! Regular practice with the intention of getting better will definitely help!

· An important lesson I learnt was that the things which I thought I would be rusty at (probability, combinatorics, work/ratio problems) were NOT the things I was getting consistently wrong in practice. I soon saw clearly that number properties - especially DS style modulus inequality problems and prime number/ factors/ remainder style problems were the ones I was getting consistently wrong. Whatever your weaknesses are, identify them during your first month of practice I won’t say work to eliminate them– but do the best you can in a period of one or two weeks, get comfortable with guessing on that style of question if you have to. You don’t have to score a perfect mark, or get every question right. Some questions are simply not your style – get over those and on with the rest!

VERBAL

· Once again, work with the OG the most, especially for SC and CR – but don’t rely on style or difficulty level. The verbal seems to be pretty random in that respect, I thought!

· For Verbal, I found the Powerprep and GMATprep practice tests most useful, review these often and take them a second or third time if you can to get different questions. 

· For me, a strategy of elimination works extremely well on Verbal – infact elimination worked even better on the final test. I actually thought GMATPrep was a lot harder!

· On RC as well, elimination worked extremely well for me here. I will post some RC tips in a separate post as well. But what I found, strangely enough is that scanning through the Q&A FIRST, i.e. before I even read the RC passage - helped me tremendously to understand the passage and internalize it better. Go figure!

·  MGMAT SC is a great, great resource – but for me it turned out to be a bit of a damper. I have a good “ear” for Verbal and was doing far better prior to MGMAT than after! So after about two tests on which I tried implementing its “rules” and failed miserably, I decided to go it on my own. This may not apply to everyone – but basically – leave enough time to work with the MGMAT SC if you decide that you need to go that route. Otherwise it can be confusing to learn and implement all that information. 

III. TESTS AND SCORING

As everyone on this site says, I think the official tests are the best predictor of GMAT Scores. I took 2 Powerprep and 2 GMATPrep tests, scoring a 740, 760, 760 and 760. The first one was about 1 month after I started practice, two others in the last two weeks before the exam, with the final one being the day before the exam. Taking an exam the day before, or perhaps two days before – is a great source for getting rid of exam jitters. My AWA practice essentially comprised only of these practice sessions. I actually like the AWA because it gets my thought processes flowing and ready for quant… else I felt like I was going in cold. I also took a paper based Kaplan GMAT test, scoring a 700, and an MGMAT test online getting a 680. The MGMAT scoring system is great – do check it out if you can afford to. The best way to gain access is to buy any one of their books, you get automatic access to all three of their practice tests. The scoring system breaks your mistakes down into the types of areas that the questions are in, which allows you to quickly see what style of mistakes you’re more prone to making. The level of the test is very very high – and frequently the questions are unbelievably long and take eons to solve! I think the point of these other tests is simply to increase your stamina. DO see them completely as a learning experience –without really bothering about your score – or easily adding 60-80 points to the score. Do not lose confidence with these other tests, do not even take them seriously but just as stepping stones or learning points, to learn from your errors. And of course the most critical thing – review, review, review. Every test that you don’t review is really 4 hours wasted!!! Better to do less and practice less and review every bit of what you’ve learnt with a fine-toothed comb then to do a lot of tests and not review them carefully.

The GMAT Challenges – did about 10 of them, they kicked my butt, they made me scratch my head in puzzlement, they were GREAT for time management practice. About three of them I “failed” on – i.e. gave up half way due to time mismanagement. But I learnt and kept coming back. Eventually it just became something I’d do for fun, even after 3 hrs of other practice :D My highest percentile was 91, my lowest 58, on these tests. So a bit all over the place, but sort of got better towards the end. 

IV. EXAM JITTERS

Now, many of you, if you’re like me, would rather have a tooth pulled than take an exam. I hate taking exams on principle, and they pretty much freak me out to the point that I can’t eat, sleep, I get nervous etc etc. Fear of failure or some such thing. It’s a real beast. I tried the following tactics to psyche myself up for the test:

· I told myself I was already in an MBA program of my choice :D And that this was merely a course test with my classmates

· I was really sick just before the exam and so slept for most of the time perforce!! Turned out to be a good thing. But basically, make time for whatever relaxes you in the week before the exam, every day.

· Yoga and meditation are a great resource, always. Try them if you haven’t

· Or any other kind of exercise. If you have a schedule, stick to it during your prep time. Although difficult, this is a great stress release and gives you lots of energy.

· Read about test anxiety WELL in advance if you know you suffer from this problem and figure out a strategy for it – wayyyy more impt than knowing what to do on the actual test is to CONVERT your knowledge into results on test day

· Be prepared for everything to go wrong on test day – from your pens drying up to your notepaper running out to running into a problem you have no idea how to solve. Tell yourself you can solve each problem and go through it in your head. Makes you feel much more in control.

· Visualize yourself going through the test and being confident and smooth (notice I did not say, right)

· You have to be mentally prepared to get questions wrong and not get hung up on that. Don’t worry about this, don’t consider this a failure… keep moving. I was shocked during my GMAT prep at how many questions I got wrong (about 9 in quant!!) and still got a 760. (whats that about btw??)

· Talk to loved ones, friends and family who believe in you ( This is important. Everyone has someone in their life who gives them strength, builds their confidence. Talk to these people before your exam!

· Try to ENJOY the test if at all you can. Especially if you enjoyed the prep – think of it as the culmination of a lot of practice. Good to be a little nervous – but enjoy your “stage time” too ( Your chance to perform.

V. Exam Day

I was sick as a dog on Exam Day!!! Having signed up only a week earlier, I couldn’t even cancel with a refund. In two minds, I called the doctor the night before and decided to go on a course of antibiotics, not knowing whether it would make things better or worse. Lucky it seemed to make things a bit better.

My exam was at 1:15 pm. I slept in late, until about 9. Then I got up and did a bit of yoga to help with breathing. Took some home remedies for the cough… had a light brunch at about 11:30 am. Went to the exam hall and it was quite normal – but with biometrics now! Everytime you went into the testing room or came out, you had to verify your fingerprint. Took up about a half minute each way – watch out for that on the breaks. 

They let me take in my tissues, but not my water ( - really stupid rule, I think. Within about 10 mins I was coughing like a banshee. The thing is, while it was bad for me … it must have been far worse for the other test takers! :D  During the AWA I just walked out and asked for some water, wasting about 5 minutes of that section. The lady couldn’t allow me water but offered to get me some cough drops. This was rather nice of her I thought. She also wouldn’t give me an extra booklet. 

I didn’t like the booklets btw. They were kind of plastic ones, which could be wiped off later that you wrote on with markers, and were too long and not wide enough (legal size, I guess). Didn’t like anything about them but had to make do. Very different from working on paper with a pen – the markers write so FAT its hard to decipher sometimes! I despise fat pens and rarely use anything more than a 0.5 mm. Sigh. Ran out of paper as I suspected on the Quant at about the same time as I was running out of time. If you know how much paper you need, put your foot down and demand it up front. Else you run the same risk that I did – 7 questions to go, 12 minutes and no paper!!! I actually didn’t finish the last quant question, and gave the last three questions only about a minute each. Luckily most were DS and not PS, so I could make intelligent guesses. 

Verbal was a breeze, I just enjoyed myself, now that quant was over. Almost every question seemed to be certain, especially when you verified it through elimination. It was actually much easier than GMATPrep I thought. So I don’t know about this “difficulty level” theory. Both quant and verbal overall didn’t really seem to be at 700+ level… or maybe all the psyching had got me to the point that it all seemed easy. Who knows? Just don’t get hung up over the difficulty level and enjoy the test.

End of post. Are you yawning yet?? GOOD LUCK, if you’re still reading, you certainly have the perseverance to ace the GMAT! Cheers :D :D :D 

