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What is the GMAT? 

From evaluating arguments to 
synthesizing data, the GMAT is focused 
on testing your ability to use sound logic 
with basic analytical skills. While it helps 
to have a broad set of knowledge, the 
GMAT is NOT a test of vocabulary, brute 
computation, or business knowledge. 
The difficulty of the GMAT is in solid 
application of very simple reading, 
writing, and analytical skills.

Quantitative Section
The GMAT Quantitative section measures your ability to reason quantitatively, solve 

quantitative problems, and interpret graphic data. This section out of all three tests and four 
total sections gives students the most stress - reasonably so in many cases. You must do well 
enough on Quant to get into a top MBA program. Period. Not negotiable. (At least among the 
places I send students each year - mostly HBS and GSB) 2014 was really the last days of free 
passes because you are former military, saved dolphins, cured cancer, etc. You have to get this 

section together. Applying to US schools from overseas . . . doubly important for you. !!

Two types of multiple-choice questions are used in the Quantitative section: 
Problem Solving
Data Sufficiency
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Test Timing

Analytical Writing: 30 min.

    Analysis of an Argument

Integrated Reasoning: 30 min.

    Multi-Source Reasoning  
    Table Analysis 
    Graphics Interpretation  
    Two-Part Analysis

Optional break 8 min.

GMAT Quantitative: 75 min.

    Problem Solving  
    Data Sufficiency

Optional break 8 min.

GMAT Verbal: 75 min.

    Reading Comprehension  
    Critical Reasoning  
    Sentence Correction

Total Time: 226 min.

“The GMAT exam measures 
higher-order analytical skills 
encompassing several types of 
reasoning.” 

-GMAC, makers of the test



Both are intermingled throughout the Quantitative section and both require basic 
knowledge of arithmetic, elementary algebra, and commonly known concepts of geometry. 
Noticed that I used “basic” and “elementary” - yeah, I mean it. This is NOT sophisticated. So 
anyone who tells you it is is either ignorant or trying to scare you. Everything you need to 
crush GMAT quant you coulda/shoulda learned in middle school (ages 11-13). You know 
how well you did in math back then. Use that as your gauge. 

Not that this will be easy, but it isn’t the raw math that usually Fs people up. Your 
reasoning skills are more likely to kill you. Memorizing formulae is not even close to useful. 

You have to improve your reasoning skills. Data Sufficiency is not likely a question 
type you’ve ever experienced. Here’s the good news - it can totally be gamed! Here’s the bad 
news, if you think DS is easy, you’ve already been hosed. Toast. Toasted. Crushed.

You MUST get to a point of competency with DS as a question type. AND you must 
have your math basics on lockdown. It helps to have quick recall of basic multiplication 
tables and simple formulae but you really, really do not need to memorize sophisticated 
geometry formulae. Keep your eye on mastery of the basics and learning DS. 

Verbal Section
The GMAT Verbal section measures your ability to read and comprehend written 

material and to reason and evaluate arguments. The Verbal section includes reading sections 
from several different content areas: sciences, non-fiction literature, history, etc. No detailed 
knowledge of the topics is required. To be fair, if you hate science passages (this comes up all 
the time!), read more of them to prepare. You will get one on the test. It’s better to have 
prepared yourself mentally for that. 

Three types of multiple-choice questions are intermingled throughout the Verbal section: 
Reading Comprehension
Critical Reasoning
Sentence Correction

All three require basic knowledge of the English language, but the Verbal section is not 
a test of advanced vocabulary. Vocabulary lists are useless for anyone with basic command of 
English. 

What you will likely need to improve….
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Grammar and syntax. 

The biggest embarrassment for most students is their performance on Sentence 
Correction. You think you know how to speak properly and therefore can correct a few 
sentences . . . hahahahahaha. sigh. So you need to take a mercenary approach to SC. Don’t let 
the GMAT lure you into traps. If you answer SC based on what you want to hear, you’ve 
probably lost the battle. You have to take what they’ve given you and choose the best, not 
find what you want. You need to eliminate 4 wrongs to find the right answer. Focus: 
eliminate 4 wrong based on solid grammar/usage/syntax reasons.

For RC and CR you should know exactly what the answer is before you scan through 
the answer choices. Again, don’t let the GMAT lead you down the path they want . . . you 
need to find the right answer among the wrongs. Focus: find the 1 answer that answers the 
question completely, avoid distractions - know what you want to find BEFORE you look at 
the answer choices.

How Scores Are Calculated 

Verbal and Quantitative sections are scored on a scale of 0 to 60, but scores above 51 are 
like unicorns - don’t expect to ever see one. The Total GMAT score ranges from 200 to 800 and  
is determined by:

The number of questions you answer
The number of questions you answer correctly or incorrectly
The level of difficulty and other statistical characteristics of each question

The Quant, Verbal, and Total GMAT scores are determined by an algorithm that takes 
into account the difficulty of the questions and how you answered them. When you answer 
easier questions correctly, you get a chance to answer harder questions, making it possible to 
earn a higher score. When time has expired on the section, the computer calculates your 
scaled score and after the verbal section calculates both your verbal scaled score and your 
GMAT total score. 

The AWA is scored by human and machine, independently, on a scale of 0 to 6, with 6 
being the highest score and 0 the lowest. A score of three or lower indicates an off-topic or a 
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blank response. If the independent scores vary by more than a point, a third (human) reader 
will score the essay.

The IR score is computed based on the number correct, and as of 2017 the IR section is 
still not adaptive.

GMAT scoring confuses most applicants. 
Here’s the good news, there’s no “Passing” score on the test. There really isn’t. Instead 

there are benchmarks you want to reach to avoid being considered a weaker candidate. 

What do I like to see when reviewing a candidate for MBA admission?

Quantitative scaled score > 47
-and-

Verbal scaled score > 40

If you achieve that, your GMAT is fine.

Business schools accept candidates with a range of scores. Reaching 760 on the GMAT 
does not necessarily make you a stronger candidate than a student with a 690. 

The good news, bad news of business school is that top tier programs are far harder to 
manipulate with test scores than you may think. Better programs get 5 to 10 times as many 
applications as they have spots available. They look at each applicant as a whole person. 

Good News: 
You will be judged for the work you have done so far, 
The work you intend to do as stated in your essays,
Your undergraduate performance, 
Your GMAT score, and
How you fit into the class they are building.

Bad News?
All of the above.
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Your GMAT will not make up for poorly conceived long-term plans, nor will it make up 
for sloppy essays. The one area it regularly helps students compensate is in ameliorating a 
weak undergraduate GPA. If you have a weak - anything less than 3.7 for BA or BBA and less 
than 3.5 for BS - but not horrible – below 2.5 - undergraduate GPA, a strong performance on 
the GMAT can demonstrate competence. You may still need to discuss your GPA in the 
supplemental essay or during your interview. It can be very difficult to overcome a GPA 
below 2.5, but you will need much more than a strong GMAT to compensate.

A strong GMAT is 

Quant greater than 48 

and Verbal greater than 43.  

Not either or, but both.  

How to Prepare 
“Because the exam measures reasoning rather than subject matter knowledge, you most likely 

will not find it helpful to memorize facts.” -GMAC

The GMAT contains several question types specific to the GMAT in a timed setting. 
Before sitting for the exam you want to familiarize yourself with the question types as well as 
the pacing required to complete the exam successfully. The test does not require that you 
study advanced English vocabulary or mathematical concepts. But for best results, you 
should be able to demonstrate proficiency with basic arithmetic, algebra, geometry, and basic 
English vocabulary and grammar.

Caution! Accessing live Integrated Reasoning, Quantitative, or Verbal 
test questions in advance or sharing test content during or after you 

take the test is a serious violation, which could cause your scores to be 
canceled and schools to be notified. 

Practice Tests? 

Having taught for both large and small GMAT prep companies, I’ve seen the full range 
of advice on taking practice tests. This is the biggest question students have before they’ve 
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even started to prep. Which is kind of ridiculous. 
Here’s the scoop, my students who do best take no more than 2 practice tests before 

they sit for the real test. In 2014 (last time I measured!), the median score among all of my 
students was 750, 98th percentile. That includes students who started in the 500s and 
students who started in the 700s. I will only allow them to take GMATPrep tests and they sit 
for the IR and essay at least once in addition to the GMAT portion. The test is long enough to 
be a challenge to keep focus. If you take practice tests continually you are training for the 
duration but not for the best performance. Marathoners don’t run marathons to train. They 
train at much shorter distances in order to conserve their energy and excitement for race day. 
Can you sit for 4 hours? Can you focus on the game in front of you for 30-75 minutes at a 
time? Yes? Okay, you’ll be fine. 

Train for Time 
1. Use your time wisely.

Although the GMAT exam stresses accuracy more than speed, it is important to use 
your time wisely. On average, you will have about 1.75 minutes for each Verbal question, 
about 2 minutes for each Quantitative question, and about 2.5 minutes for each Integrated 
Reasoning question, some of which have multiple questions within the question - these can 
be painful. Once you start the test, an onscreen clock will show the time you have left. You 
can hide this display if you want, but it is a good idea to check the clock periodically to 
monitor your progress. The clock will automatically alert you when 5 minutes remain for the 
section you are working on. Prepare yourself to feel the timing. You should have a decent 
pace that keeps you on track. For more specifics, see the free resources in your 
prepwise.com/my-account.

2. Answer practice questions ahead of time.
After you become generally familiar with all question types, use the practice questions 

in the Official Guide and through GMATprep’s free software to prepare for the actual test. It 
may be useful to time yourself as you answer the practice questions to get an idea of how 
long you will have for each question when you sit for the actual test, as well as to determine 
whether you are answering quickly enough to finish the test in the allotted time.

UNDERSTAND THE GMAT - PREPWISE �7

http://prepwise.com/my-account


3. Read each question carefully and thoroughly.
Before you answer a question, determine exactly what is being asked. Never skim a 

question or the possible answers; skimming may cause you to miss important information or 
nuances.  

4. Learn how to cut your losses.
Do not spend too much time on any one question. If you are really having trouble with 

it, pick an answer from the best of what remain and move on. The GMAT is a strategy game. 
You will be penalized HARSHLY for not completing all questions in each section. The GMAT 
considers that failure. There is no way to skip a question or to return to a question once 
answered so you must get comfortable with letting go. Your aim is not perfection but 
effectiveness.

Time to Prep for GMAT? 
If you are over 550 and are within 100 points of your target score, you can effectively 

prep for the GMAT over 12 weeks, averaging 10-12 hours a week if taking a long course (9 
weeks or more), 8 weeks, averaging 12-15 hours a week if taking a short course (5-6 weeks, 
like mine), or 3-5 weeks, averaging 12-15 hours a week if working with a great tutor (ahem :).

The students who fail to reach their targets usually fall into two buckets: study and 
execution. Either they did not complete suggested hours of actual study each week (12 hours 
sitting in a library is not 12 hours of study – how many times did you check your email?) or 
did very poor quality study despite putting in the hours or they did not execute well in the 
moment on test day.

Quality of study is determined by your choice of material to study and the intention 
you take in reviewing questions you have answered, including those you answer correctly. 
The GMAT is a logical test. All of the material you technically need is set out in the Official 
Guide. The important education points may not be obvious to you until you have studied 
what makes correct answer choices correct and the incorrect answer choices incorrect.
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Pay attention to the patterns.

Also, make sure you are studying relevant material. If your scaled scores (the 38/43) are 
far apart, you need to shore up the weaker of the two in order to reach your target score more 
efficiently.

If you are between 550 and 600 and aiming for 720, expect to spend 12-15 DEDICATED 
hours a week.

If you are currently in the 470 to 520 range and aiming for 700+, expect to spend 22-25 
hours a week of dedicated study time for 11-15 weeks. In one public course - not 1-1 tutoring, 
two very dedicated students jumped from 470/480 to 720 within 11 weeks. Both focused 
solely and intensely on the GMAT for those 11 weeks – yes, they both had full time jobs at the 
time. It can be done, but it takes a remarkable amount of discipline and focus. Here’s an 
overview of the GMAT study plan they used. Fair warning, the students who take 15 weeks 
are not studying for less time each week, they simply need more time to absorb and revisit 
the material.

Very few students can absorb 22-25 hours worth of material effectively each week for a 
long stretch. Be honest with yourself about the level of intensity you can sustain and your 
most effective learning pattern. Time spent is not always valuable. If your brain is done for 
the day, it needs rest just like your muscles. You wouldn’t keep lifting after you’ve hit agony, 
right? Work to a point of agony, but not beyond. We want you healthy to be fully productive.

The other challenge is execution day of. Sometimes this is just a bad day. Other times it 
points to an internal question mark – you own self doubt. You can’t study your way out of 
doubt. But you can choose to prepare yourself properly and then do what is asked of you on 
test day. Don’t waste your time feeding your ego’s doubt-lust. Prepare and complete. Trust in 
your prep.

For example plans with how to prepare for the GMAT, log into your FREE 
student account: 

prepwise.com/my-account 
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