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Business School 
Applications 
What I Wished I had Known

What does it take to be successful with your bschool app at HSW or even top 10 
schools? For students not “in the know” they think the process is just like getting into college. 
And it kind of is, but there are some key distinctions. Even if you were a competitive 
undergraduate applicant, there is no guarantee that you are a similarly competitive Business 
School applicant. The caliber of your peer group has dramatically risen. AND the number of 
total spots available at top tier schools is far, far fewer when it comes to top 5 programs. So in 
brief, the numbers are against you and your competition is more fierce. Fun, right?

It’s not all bad news, but it would be wise to get your head wrapped around what you 
are getting yourself into BEFORE you jump in. I work with a handful of MBA applicant 1-1 
each year. Our success rate is staggering: 97.8% accepted to #1 school, 68% apply to 2 or 
fewer programs (many apply to only 1). It takes both student and adviser working well 
together to get these kind of results. 

Applying to Business School: 
1. Sign up online. 

2. Fill in application. 
3. Bang out the essays. 

4. Press submit.

1,2,3,4, Easy-peasy, right? Those who graduated from a competitive high school where 
Tiger Mom* looked like a tiger lily know that the process starts long before alerting the school 
that you will apply, step 1 above.

I asked two successful students from very different backgrounds what they wish they 
had known before and during the application process. You’ll notice a few surprises mixed in. 
These are unvarnished responses they sent me by email. Both have now graduated and 
moved into their chosen fields. Names have been changed.
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Meet John 
Mild mannered, Liberal Arts grad in Liberal Arts field, 3 years experience in education 

and technology. 3.8 GPA at a Ohio State. GMAT over 700. Published, award-winning writer. 
Supportive, but awkward letters of recommendation (strong support, but colleagues not 
familiar with bschool).

Meet Brooks
First generation College, intense, driven, decent brand and work experience, Private 

Equity Analyst, 6 years banking and investing. 3.7 GPA Private Liberal Arts school. GMAT 
just under 700. Strong letters. Strong vision.

1: What do you remember as steps in the application process, even long 
before you met me?

John:  
The biggest step in the application process before meeting you was deciding (somewhat 

impulsively) to go to business school. I’d been considering other Master’s programs and 
frankly didn’t think I had the math skills to ever make business school a possibility, but after 
realizing how little value they would add to my pursuit of a fulfilling and lucrative career, I 
came to the conclusion that barring a sudden interest in science, I’d need to go to either 
business or law school to find the type of job I knew I eventually wanted. With a family full 
of lawyers who have spent their lives telling me not to go to law school, the choice to pursue 
business school was relatively simple, even with the daunting prospect of the GMAT. By the 
time I decided, I had to start studying for the GMAT pretty much immediately, so I didn’t 
have much time between making the decision and starting the process.  

Brooks:  
To me, the business school process appeared at first blush to be very linear.
Study for the GMAT, get a good score, apply online, write the essays, get your 

recommendations, interview, and then get accepted.
When I took the Manhattan GMAT courses, I learned a little more about the process 
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from reading the MBA admissions book that came with all the MGMAT materials. That is 
where I learned more about profiling/making sure your essays line up with your 
recommendations, etc.

While working with you I began to fully appreciate that the bschool process is not a 
linear progression and requires significantly more self reflection and strategy than I had 
initially thought after reading the books. The essay portion is difficult and mentally/
emotionally draining. The “why business school/why MBA” thought mapping process we 
went through was something that was much more involved than I had initially thought 
would be based on conversations with my older colleagues who had applied/attended 
bschool before.

2. What was unexpected, irritating, frustrating, delightful, confusing?

John: 
If you have significant holes in your profile (like I did/do), you need to be willing to 

change your application strategy as you go through the process, which can be disheartening. 
It was tough for me to watch the Round 1 deadlines go by after having planned on 
submitting before them, but ultimately I think spending a few more months to get the GMAT 
taken care of was definitely the right move for me, and it stopped me from having to write 
essays while simultaneously studying for the GMAT, which I’d recommend avoiding if 
possible. 

As far as delightful, as much as it doesn’t seem like it in the beginning (or even at the 
time, ever), you do get better at writing essays or solving data sufficiency problems or 
whatever else is rough for you in the process the more you do it. One of the things that I 
think will really help me when I reapply is simply the fact that I’ve gone through this process 
once already, and so I have a much clearer vision about what points I need to hit on in my 
essays to make my profile more compelling. As much as I hate to admit it, there is a bit of 
truth to the idea that the application process is a time for some deliberate self-reflection on 
behalf of the applicant. If you keep that in mind, you’ll get something out of it, even if you 
don’t end up going to business school in the fall.

Brooks:
 
Unexpected: 
• I didn’t think that the GMAT would give me as much trouble as it did.
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• the amount of real quality thinking time that is required to really get at the root of why I 
wanted to get an MBA

• the amount of time needed to reflect on my experiences to date and how they can be 
applied to school

• realizing that bschool can be different things to different people

Irritating/Frustrating: 
• The GMAT (I am just holding a grudge), specifically triangle related data sufficiency 

questions

Delightful: 
• the self reflection
• the fact that you are available almost 24/7

 

3. What helped - a little or a lot?

John: 
Aside from your patient math instruction?  Staying organized (duh) and blocking out 

time to work on applications 5-6 days per week for a few months.  The application process is 
totally doable but it’s not something you can do in a weekend.  I’d also recommend keeping 
your eye on the eventual goal (which shouldn’t be just to go to a great business school, but to 
put yourself in a position to do the type of work you want to do with your life, long-term.)  It 
was a huge relief to get into YYY after working on applications for so long, but I’ve ultimately 
realized that it’s not the best program for me and that accepting my offer there would not be 
the right move.

Brooks:
• Your GMAT tutoring – being able to sit one on one and work with you on problems helped 

me identify the concepts being tested in the questions.  Also, the fact that you could link up 
a series of similar problems to help me recognize patterns/concepts. It’s like a bespoke suit. 
Very helpful.

• Painting the bigger picture on where I stood in the applicant pool helped me to manage my 
expectations.  I think as a realist, having this knowledge is very helpful.

• One on one sessions for 2-3 hours helped to articulate my why bschool, why mba thoughts. 
Plus, you are an interesting person.

• Mock interview helped a lot.
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4. What did not help or caused more confusion?

John: 
When you tell people you’re going to business school, everyone will have an opinion.  

Even better, a lot of those people will have no basis upon which to form these opinions!  You 
need to pick who you are going to listen to in the beginning of the process so that you can 
listen to them at the end, when you’re going to (hopefully) be making a really important life 
decision.  I’d suggest someone who understands the advantages and disadvantages of 
business schools and who has a thorough grasp on what you’re hoping to accomplish rather 
than a family member/significant other who has other motivations.

The other thing that is tough is the debate around school rankings and whether or not 
they matter.  I have gone back and forth on this throughout the process.  I don’t think a lot of 
people would say that they use rankings or reputation as their primary metric for evaluating 
an MBA program, but at the end of the day, you can only go to business school once (I think).  
You need to make sure that you are incredibly excited about where you’re going to end up, 
and also understand that just because you apply somewhere in October doesn’t mean that 
you’ll be excited to go there if it’s where you get in in January.

Brooks: 
The bschool process itself is pretty confusing and most schools are very good at being 

vague about the type of candidates they are looking for.  I think you were very good at 
pointing out very specific things. For example, explaining that getting in the high 40s on the 
Math is pretty necessary.

5. Where did you go for information?

John: 
You were my primary source of information, although I did a lot research on my own to 

make sure that I felt comfortable evaluating your opinions.  I don’t think it’s a coincidence 
that the two schools where I interviewed were the two schools where I visited as it gave me 
much more information to talk about in my essays than simply gleaning the program 
websites.  For school research, I also found the school-specific guides at www.essaysnark.com 
to be extremely helpful, both specifically in the essay writing/application process and also to 
help gain some more anecdotal information about schools as I was researching.  I also looked 
at a lot of the applicant forums (gmatclub.com, beatthegmat.com, etc.) but didn’t find those 
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as helpful since most people were in a similar situation to me.
For information about industries, career paths, and that sort of stuff, I felt that the 

WetFeet guides were great for me, especially considering I came in with no knowledge of the 
business world.  That being said, for someone finishing up a couple of years in finance or 
consulting, they may not be detailed enough for them to find useful.

Brooks: 
The MBAdmissions book.  gmatclub.com message boards

6. What do you wish you had known or had at the beginning of the business 
school application process?

John:  
The biggest thing is that you need to have your vision of what you want your career to 

look like (and why you need to go to business school to achieve said vision) completely 
thought out before you start any part of the process.  Frankly, I’m still not sure what my 
career goals and aspirations are, but I’ve been able to learn a lot throughout this process 
about different industries and different careers, and one of the reasons why I’m turning down 
my offer of admission at YYY to gain some more business experience is that I feel like I would 
waste my MBA experience playing catch up and learning basic business knowledge and that 
I wouldn’t be able to use my MBA experience to network, get the most out of recruiting, and 
really grow my business knowledge in a way that would allow me to specialize in anything. 

It’s clear that business school is not the place to try to figure out what  

you want to do with your life; rather, once you’ve figured  
that out, it’s a great place to go to try to make it happen (I think). 

Brooks: 
I wish I had known to start the b school application process earlier – it really is a lot 

harder than what the books/websites/people who have gone through it make it out to be.
People should know that in no uncertain terms, the process is pretty freakin’ hard and 

that 90% of it is going to come from the applicant. Even being told exactly what to do doesn’t 
make it any easier.
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((Close interview))
There you have it! Unvarnished, unedited except for school mentions and names. We even left the grammar boo-

boos. Anything you think we should have asked but didn’t? Pressing questions? Ask your questions at 
prepwise.com/prepwise-answers. Kate will get to them as soon as possible. 

FREE RESOURCES 
1. Free account at prepwise.com includes my GMAT guidebook - understanding your score, GMAT 

study plan for different student types, GMAT checklist, MBA application checklist, and career 
resources. 

2. Stay in touch so you’ll know when I run the annual Career Accelerator. It happens once a year and 
is a MUST DO for anyone preparing for MBA applications. It’s so important that I’ll give you the 
the MBA apps bootcamp if you have completed the Career Accelerator. Send me a note to be on 
my update list: hi@prepwise.com (subject: career accelerator!). 

3. Websites: essaysnark.com, beatthegmat.com, gmatclub.com,  
4. Join our Facebook group: Prepwise-Moonshot.
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Haven’t taken the GMAT yet but want to see where you might land?

Take the Quiz!

http://www.prepwise.com/your-gmat-personality/
http://prepwise.com/prepwise-answers
http://prepwise.com
mailto:hi@prepwise.com
http://essaysnark.com
http://beatthegmat.com
http://gmatclub.com
https://www.facebook.com/groups/1683993074959147/
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