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INTRODUCTION


“I didn't know what I wanted to do after college, so I applied to the business schools at Harvard and Stanford. I think all I needed to do was send a transcript and fill out a basic form. I got accepted at Harvard, but Stanford asked me to get a year of work experience first, so I decided to go to HBS. Getting in just wasn't that big a deal.”


If it were only so easy…The words above were spoken by a member of Harvard Business School's (HBS's) Class of 1968, and what is undoubtedly clear to you is that times have certainly changed. These days, HBS receives approximately 9,000 applications each year for the 900 available seats in its next incoming class. Meanwhile, Stanford gets more than 6,000 applications for its roughly 400 spots. Obviously, getting into a top MBA program now requires more than sending in a transcript and sitting back and waiting for an acceptance letter. In fact, the business school application scene has become so competitive that this graduate—and countless others—laments, “I never would have gotten in today.”


Competition for a place in the leading business schools' student body is intense and truly global. Every year, admissions officers shake their heads in wonder at the amazing candidates they simply do not have room to accept. Even if you have a competitive profile, many other highly qualified candidates want that place, too—and will battle you for it. In the end, whether you succeed or fail depends on how you communicate with your target school's admissions committee. And with competition this fierce, you cannot expect to be able to write a standout application in a single afternoon.


We have written this book—and included numerous exercises and examples—to guide you in using your time wisely and effectively to make the most of the application process. After more than a decade of helping MBA applicants get into the top American and international business schools, we know what it takes to compel an admissions committee to send that coveted letter of acceptance. That is not to say that we possess special admissions “secrets” or “shortcuts,” however—those simply do not exist. A successful application requires time and work, and this book will help ensure that your efforts are targeted and productive.


In this book, we give you the tools to identify and tell your unique stories so that your best qualities shine through in your applications. We will show you how to brainstorm effectively, draft outlines for your essays, make personal statements truly personal, tailor your résumé to the admissions committee's needs, approach your recommenders strategically, prepare extensively for your interviews and much more.


Although the business school application process can certainly be stressful, it definitely does not need to be. With some basic organization and a straightforward strategy, completing your application can actually be enjoyable and rewarding!


We encourage you to visit our Web site, www.mbamission.com, where we offer complete and detailed analysis of the essay questions for the top American and international business schools, as well as free weekly writing tips, lesser-known facts about the leading MBA programs and exclusive interviews with these schools' admissions directors. Explore our blog and return to it frequently—we are constantly updating it and adding new, free resources.


Of course, the information in this guide and the analysis and tips on our site are no substitute for working with a dedicated mbaMission professional. Each MBA candidate is unique. We all have distinct personal stories to tell, and we all face challenges in telling them. mbaMission consultants are specifically trained to help you share your experiences in the most interesting and compelling way possible and to guide you in taking advantage of every opportunity along the way that might help you gain admission to your ideal MBA program.


We hope you enjoy and benefit from this book. If you need additional advice on any element of applying to business school, please feel free to contact us for a free consultation.


Jeremy Shinewald


info@mbamission.com


www.mbamission.com


646-485-8844









CHAPTER 1


FUNDAMENTALS OF AN MBA CANDIDACY




    As you contemplate the strength of your MBA candidacy, several questions

    will no doubt arise: “Are my grades good enough? What is a strong

    GMAT score? How much work experience do I need?” Before you begin

    working on your applications, you first need to understand the components

    of your profile. By considering these questions well in advance of

    your application year, you will be able to outline the steps you must take

    to become a competitive candidate, reduce your potential for disappointment

    and simplify the task of applying to business school. In this chapter,

    we will introduce you to the core aspects of your profile that the admissions

    committees will be evaluating:




	Your Statistics — GMAT/GRE Score and GPA


	Your Professional Experience


	Your Community Profile


	Your Personal Profile


	Your Fit with Your Target Programs





Thereafter, we briefly touch on the components of a business school application:




	Your Scores, GPA and Transcript


	Your Résumé


	Your Essays


	Your Interview


	Your Recommendations


	Your Short-Answer Responses





YOUR MBA PROFILE


YOUR STATISTICS


The GMAT




    Here is a simple truth about business schools: they are all quantitatively

    rigorous. Myths abound about one school or another being a “quant

    school,” but anyone who has gone to business school will tell you that

    earning an MBA is a highly analytically and quantitatively driven academic

    experience, period. So, when admissions committees examine your

    “numbers,” they are first and foremost asking, “Will this candidate be

    able to handle our academic program?”



        Your GMAT score(s) and grades reveal your “intellectual horsepower,”

        with your GMAT score(s) holding more sway in general—though assigning

        a specific weight to one metric or another is impossible. We must

        note that no particular set or level of scores will guarantee that you will

        get into a top school. Some MBA programs even brag about the number

        of candidates with 780 scores they reject each year (780 is considered a

        whopping GMAT score—the highest possible score is 800). Meanwhile,

        most leading business programs will accept a few applicants with scores

        that dip into the mid or high 500s (see Table 1, because other components

        of these applicants’ profiles are so strong that the candidates’ low

        GMAT scores can be viewed as aberrations. So, there is no hard and

        fast rule about what score is “good enough” for any given program or

        candidate, but a good way to get a sense of your competitiveness is by

        consulting the average/median GMAT scores and ranges for students at

        your target schools.






    Table 1. GMAT Scores and Ranges at Top MBA Programs, Class of 2015


[image: images]


1 Denotes the percentage of students included in the calculation of the school's GMAT range (e.g., 80% excludes the highest and lowest 10%; 50% excludes the highest and lowest 25%).


    2 Fuqua had released no official figures for the Class of 2015 by the publication of this guide

        but offered statistics on its site that represent “a typical class.”


    

    For reference, the average GMAT score at schools that are generally considered

        the top 16 programs (according to various popular rankings) is

        approximately 716 (though the GMAT is scored in 10s). Anything 700

        or above is generally considered a “safe” score, meaning that it would be

        sufficient for any leading school.


     


    ADMISSIONS MYTHS DESTROYED: I MUST SCORE A 750!

      


    

    At mbaMission, we frequently hear variations on this question:

    “Do I need a 750 to get into a top MBA program?” Although a

    score of 750 on the GMAT can only help, it is definitely not a

    prerequisite. We wanted to dispel this myth and put some who

    believe it at ease. Here are a few simple reasons this is just not

    the case…




    1. The Average Is Lower: Average GMAT scores at the top 15

    MBA programs range from approximately 700 to 730. Clearly,

    if the high end of the GMAT average range is 730, the schools

    cannot expect applicants to have a 750. That would mean that

    every applicant would be above average, and that just is not

    possible. Still, if a candidate’s score falls below the average, this

    generally places a greater burden on the other components of

    the individual’s application—so, for example, maybe his/her

    work experience would need to be stronger than others’, or

    maybe his/her extracurriculars would need to stand out even

    more. Or maybe we are straying from our main point! The bottom

    line is that mathematically speaking, many people have a

    GMAT score below 750.


    

        2. Dee Leopold Says So: mbaMission spoke recently with Dee

        Leopold (May 2014), the managing director of MBA admissions

        and financial aid at Harvard Business School, who told

        us point blank that she assesses each individual differently and

        neither expects nor demands a target GMAT score. The school

        just happens to attract a large number of great applicants with

        high scores, and thus its average remains high. Dee said that

        she would closely examine a journalist’s Quant score and pay

        particular attention to an engineer’s Verbal score, for example.

        She is concerned that people obsess over target GMAT scores

        and specifically said that she will not provide candidates with

        GRE guidance because she does not want to trigger similar

        anxieties with regard to that exam as well. She grudgingly acknowledged

        that no matter how many public declarations she

        makes to the contrary, applicants simply refuse to believe that

        she does not have a target—and then insisted again that she

        does not!



        3. Too Few Applicants Have a 750 or Higher: The top 15 MBA

        programs accept approximately 7,000 candidates each application

        season. Only approximately 3,700–4,600 GMAT test

        takers earn scores of 750 or higher each year (depending on

        whether GMAC counts tests taken or individual test takers),

        and some are earned by people who do not ultimately apply

        to business school at all, do not apply to any of the leading

        schools, take the test only to become a GMAT instructor, pursue

        an EMBA or part-time MBA instead, are rejected because

        other aspects of their profile render them uncompetitive… and

        the list goes on. Basically, the top 15 MBA programs do not receive

        applications from enough applicants with 750s to entirely

        populate their incoming class, as evidenced by the schools’

        mid-80% GMAT ranges, which are typically 650–750.



        4. All Schools Take the GRE!: Applicants do not really even

        need to take the GMAT anymore. Of course, if you do take the

        GMAT, you should strive to achieve the highest score possible,

        but if the GMAT is not even required, you obviously would

        not need to score a 750 to be accepted. (Note: London Business

        School is the sole “GMAT only” holdout among highly

        regarded MBA programs; although the GMAT is “preferred” at Dartmouth Tuck and UCLA Anderson, these schools do

        accept the GRE.)



        We want to be unequivocal: 750 is a great GMAT score, and

        anyone with such a score should be delighted. However, if you

        do not fare so well on the exam, you should remain quite hopeful

        and maintain a positive mind-set, keeping in mind that the

        admissions process is holistic and encompasses far more than

        this single metric.




 




    A myth persists that competitive applicants must achieve an 80th percentile

    score on both sections of the GMAT: Quant and Verbal. As we

    explain in the next “Admissions Myths Destroyed” later in this chapter,

    this may have been true years ago, but it is no longer true today. In fact,

    percentiles are not an ideal way of comparing applicants, because these

    metrics have “spread” so much over time. Currently, only two scores, a

    50 or 51 out of 51, even allow an applicant to claim to be in the 80th

    percentile or higher on the Quant portion of the test. At mbaMission,

    we now look to raw scores instead and regard a 46, 47 or higher as indicating

    a strong quantitative performance, though we also recognize that

    applicants must understand their abilities within the additional context

    of their GPAs or other certifications (as we explain later in this chapter in

    the section on GPAs). With respect to a candidate’s Verbal score, we see

    far less “clustering” of scores near the top and consider a 35, 36 or higher

    competitive, though again, this also depends on many different variables.


    

        We feel compelled to note that a 46 or 47 raw Quant score and a 35 or

        36 raw Verbal score would prove your academic competencies in either

        of these areas separately, but when these raw scores are combined, the

        resulting aggregate score would be less than 700. As a result, you would

        need to perform above this minimum “competency” level to serve the

        schools’ interest in keeping their student GMAT average high for the various rankings. All this said, we emphasize yet again that there is neither

        a minimum nor a “magic” high score that will get you into your dream

        MBA program—or keep you out.


    [image: ]


    Source: GMAC, July 1, 2014


    Regardless, you should certainly do your best to score above the average at

        your target school(s), and to that end, we recommend a few ways of ensuring

        you attain the highest GMAT score possible for you:




	
Study: 

    This advice may seem obvious, but many candidates

    do not fully understand that the GMAT is not a test you can

    simply take “cold.” In fact, our friends at Manhattan Prep and

    Kaplan GMAT inform us that to truly be well prepared for the

    exam, candidates should dedicate a minimum of 12–13 weeks to

    study—nine weeks in the classroom and three to four weeks of

    self-guided study thereafter.


    	
Take the test sooner rather than later: 

        Many candidates do not

        realize that they can take the GMAT up to five years before

        submitting their application. Admissions offices generally prefer

        test scores achieved within the previous four years, but our point

        is that you do not have to take the test only during the year in which you apply. Further, by taking the test earlier, you leave

        yourself sufficient time to retake it if you do not score as well

        as you had hoped (though you can take the test only once per

        month). Also, by taking the GMAT early, you will free up time

        closer to the submission deadline to dedicate to other parts of

        your application.


    	
Take the test more than once: 

        You may be surprised to know that

        admissions committees actually encourage candidates to take the

        GMAT multiple times—they want you to do your best, because

        they consider only your highest test score when calculating their

        class average, and this average is later used in the all-important

        MBA rankings. By retaking the test and achieving a higher

        score, you might help improve your target school’s average and

        thus help boost its position in the surveys. If your GMAT score

        happens to be weak (i.e., is outside the school’s published range),

        taking the test again is crucial. If you take the test once, score a

        590 and then give up, your target school will not be impressed.

        Even if your score does not ultimately improve the second or

        even third time, your perseverance will reflect positively on you

        in the admissions committee’s eyes. Although it may seem paradoxical,

        two 590s are better than one.







    Your GMAT score is especially important if you graduated from college

    more than five years ago, if you have no quantitative academic or professional

    background or if your undergraduate GPA was below the average

    for students at your target school(s)—a high GMAT score can sometimes

    help offset a low GPA. That written, we must stress again that your GMAT

    score is not everything. Be careful not to invest too much time studying

    and studying, only to raise your score by ten points. If you have taken

    the GMAT three or four times and your score has not notably improved,

    the test is probably telling you something, and you would likely be better

    served directing your efforts to other elements of your application instead.




 


    

        ADMISSIONS MYTHS DESTROYED: 

        YOU NEED AN 80TH PERCENTILE 

        SCORE TO GET IN!

      

    




    More and more MBA applicants feel they “need” to score in the

    80th percentile on both sections of the GMAT exam (particularly

    the Quant side) to get accepted to their target program(s),

    but this is simply not true. Here are several reasons why:


    

    1. The Admissions Officers Say No!: Those pesky admissions

    officers are constantly trying to get in the way of admissions

    myths. The following is an excerpt from an mbaMission interview

    with the assistant dean of admissions at allegedly

    “GMAT-focused” Columbia Business School.


    

        mbaMission: In the admissions mythology, there is this sense that

    a “safe” GMAT score is a 700 total score with an 80th percentile

    on both sides of the test [Quant and Verbal], but Quant scores in

    particular have really been going up, meaning the percentile for

    some previously high scores has dropped. So these days, even a 48

    out of a 51, for example, will not be an 80th percentile Quant

    score. Should candidates be worried about the percentiles, or are

    you looking at their Quant scores in absolute terms?


    

    Amanda Carlson: I know exactly what you’re saying, and what I

    can tell you is a resounding, emphatic “No.”… People do not have

    to have this 80/80 type of a breakdown to be admitted. I can’t be

    emphatic about that enough.


    

    You might say to yourself, “Yes, but that is just one admissions

    officer.” Touché! So let us share what Bruce DelMonico, the

    straight-shooting assistant dean and director of admissions at the Yale School of Management, told mbaMission in an email

    exchange:


    

        “We don’t need to see the proverbial 80/80 split … . We don’t

            have any cut-offs or thresholds, but we do tell candidates that if

            they can get to the 60th percentile or above, that will serve them

            well. Again, we certainly have taken people whose percentiles are

            lower, but ideally you’d want to be at or above 60%.”

        

    



    And when mbaMission spoke with Dee Leopold, the managing

    director of MBA admissions and financial aid at Harvard

    Business School, she was explicit about how the school assesses

    each candidate on his/her individual merits, rather than on a

    target GMAT score, which is a natural lead-in to our second

    rationale…



    2. An 80th Quant Percentile Is Not What It Seems: These

    days, a 49 out of 51 will not get you an 80th percentile score—

    a 49 is a 79th percentile score. So you need to have either a

    perfect 51/51 or a 50/51 to even score in the 80th percentile or

    higher. As Manhattan Prep instructor Ron Purewal noted to

    us at mbaMission, “The meaning of the Quant percentiles has

    fundamentally changed. The percentiles just reflect the changing

    demographics of the GMAT pool.” Indeed, the pool has

    been profoundly affected by an influx of international applicants

    who earn high scores on the Quant section, but many

    never apply to top schools in the United States. As a result, the

    overall Quant scores are rising, and the percentiles are falling,

    obscuring what the admissions officers at the top 15 schools

    actually see in their applicant pool. Ron continued, “It’s obviously

    not true that the majority of people walking around at

    top b-schools are all sporting 50s or 51s on the Quant section.”


    

        3. Your Score Is Predictive, Not Your Percentile: The reason

        we want to destroy this myth is that percentiles have shifted

        over time, which has created confusion. Raw scores, on the

        other hand, do not shift and are a far better predictor of performance.

        A 47 Quant score today represents exactly what a 47

        Quant score represented years ago, because the score is standardized.

        The admissions officers can go through data and correlate

        student performance with scores, so they should be able

        to predict whether an individual with a 47 Quant score will

        flunk out or hit a home run. This is not true of a percentile that

        fluctuates up and down.



        4. The GMAT Is Not the Sole Measure of Competency: The

        GMAT is only one piece of the puzzle with respect to measuring

        a candidate’s aptitude. Let us say that you were evaluating an

        individual who had a 3.6 GPA in business administration, had

        completed Level I of the Chartered Financial Analyst (CFA)

        and had earned a 47 raw Quant score (68th percentile) on the

        GMAT. Would you place a bet that this person could manage

        MBA-level finance, accounting, economics and quantitative

        methods courses? His CFA Level I achievement alone says that

        he can, as does his GPA! His GMAT Quant score is actually not

        all that relevant for assessing his quantitative abilities, because

        that box has already been checked via his other accomplishments/

        stats. Now let us say that you were evaluating a 3.8 English/

        economics double major with a 33 raw Verbal score (69th

        percentile). Would you feel comfortable allowing her into your

        class, confident that she could quickly read and digest information?

        I imagine you would be. A person’s GMAT score, GPA

        and other designations work together to inform the admissions

        officers—not just that applicant’s GMAT percentile(s)!


    

        What is dangerous about the fixation on percentiles is that it

        is driving candidates to misplace their priorities. Ron Purewal

        noted that he sees many applicants with scores of 48 or 49

        who spend time trying to lift their scores to 50. This is worrying

        to us, not only because we want people with scores of 48

        and higher dedicating time to other parts of their profiles and

        applications instead, but also because we are concerned that

        some applicants with a score of 48 (or lower) may unnecessarily

        become disheartened and decide not to apply. Let us be very

        clear, high scores and high percentiles are great, but applicants

        need to look past superficialities and statistics to understand

        the bigger picture, in context. 

    


     


    

        Let us end this section on the GMAT with a note on the now not so “new”

        portion of the exam. In June 2012, the Graduate Management Admission

        Council (GMAC)—the body that administers the GMAT—added

        a new section to the test called Integrated Reasoning (IR), which requires

        that candidates use data sets to make judgments (this a pretty gross oversimplification,

        but explaining the GMAT in detail is beyond the scope of

        this book). The IR section of the GMAT is still going through a process

        of calibration, meaning that admissions officers are waiting to see how

        people perform on this kind of task in business school before they can

        correlate the success of the student and the success of the IR test taker.

        All of this is to say that as of the printing of this book, the verdict on

        the importance of the IR section in the schools’ evaluation process is not

        yet clear. Most admissions officers are still unsure what to make of the

        section—and many have admitted this directly to us. So, as of August

        2015, you should not be too concerned about your performance on the IR

        section, though you should of course still do your best. You never know

        when it will become important.

    


The GRE




    You may be wondering, “All of this emphasis is put on the GMAT, but

    what about the GRE? Aren’t schools interested in the GRE these days?”

    Yes, most top business schools do indeed accept the GRE, and the test is

    on even footing with the GMAT at virtually all schools. After all, why

    would admissions committees offer the option of taking the GRE only

    to disenfranchise those applicants who then take it? In fact, many of the

    schools that have begun accepting the GRE have stated that they do so

    because they are trying to broaden their applicant pool.



        The following is an excerpt from an mbaMission interview with MIT

        Sloan’s senior director of admissions, Rod Garcia, that addresses the issue

        of the “legitimacy” of the GRE in business school admissions:


    

    	
mbaMission: What can you say about the GRE? Applicants

        often worry that they are identifying themselves negatively if

        they take the GRE. Can you dispel that myth?


    	
Rod Garcia: I don’t know why people have that perception.

        Right now, about 5% of our applicants apply with the GRE.

        So, with a small number of applicants and a test that has

        changed its scoring, I can’t offer a lot of data, but I can tell you

        that the GRE is definitely not inferior.


    




    Meanwhile, Harvard Business School’s managing director of MBA admissions

    and financial aid, Dierdre “Dee” Leopold, told mbaMission,

    “We view these tests equally and have no preference.”



        So, why might you consider taking the GRE rather than the GMAT?




    	If you are a cost-conscious applicant, you may appreciate that

        taking the GRE costs $195, whereas you will need to pay $250

        to take the GMAT.


    	If you are applying to joint degree programs, these require that

        you take the GRE—so why study for two tests?


    	If you have struggled with the GMAT, particularly the Quantitative

        section, you may do better on the GRE, because it does

        not cover the same kind or level of quantitative topics, such as

        data sufficiency.







    The GRE has a reputation for being “easier” than the GMAT, and information

    provided by Educational Testing Services (ETS), the company

    that administers the GRE, in fact bears this out. ETS produces a GREGMAT

    comparison tool that reveals, for example, that a 165 GRE Quantitative

    Reasoning score, which is strong enough for a 90th percentile

    GRE Quant score, equates to a 47 GMAT Quant score, which is just a

    68th percentile GMAT Quant score. What does this say? A strong GRE

    performance equates to a comparatively weaker GMAT performance—

    in other words, doing well on the GRE is easier than doing well on the

    GMAT.


        

    However, before you get too excited about the GRE and think that it

    is therefore a “better” or “easier” path to business school admittance,

    remember that admissions officers are not interested in standalone percentiles.

    Indeed, this is why a 165 GRE Quant score will not get you

    credit for a 90th percentile GMAT Quant score, but for a 68th percentile

    score. Admissions officers fully understand how the two tests compare

    and therefore expect applicants to have higher GRE scores to compensate

    for the differences in the exams. Further, the schools benchmark current

    candidates’ GRE scores against those of past applicants and can thereby

    interpret your score relative to that of others who either succeeded or

    failed in their academic program.


        

    Because admissions officers are far less transparent about GRE scoring,

    offering you guidance as to what a competitive GRE score would be is rather difficult at this time. We imagine that as the GRE becomes a more

    popular choice among applicants and as rankings bodies such as Bloomberg

        Businessweek and the Financial Times begin demanding information

    on students’ GRE averages, admissions officers will start to become more

    communicative about their expectations. That said, the popular rankings

    are not currently considering the GRE in their school evaluations, so this

    alternate test can present an opportunity for candidates who have proven

    through their grades that they have the quantitative abilities to manage

    an MBA program (such as via a 3.9 GPA in mathematics). If such an

    individual were to find standardized testing a challenge, the GRE might

    be the better option, because the schools could then accept this candidate

    knowing that his low GRE score would not affect their standing in any of

    the rankings. Some regard the GRE as a “back door” to business school

    for this reason.




    The advice we offered with respect to taking the GMAT holds true for

        the GRE as well:




    	
Study: Preparing for the GRE by taking a GRE study course is

        strongly recommended over taking the test “cold.”


    	
Take the test sooner rather than later: Your GRE score is good for

        five years, though schools prefer to see results from a test taken

        within the previous four years.


    	
Take the test more than once: Admissions committees will accept

        your strongest GRE score, so if at first you do not succeed, try,

        try again!





YOUR GPA


    Admissions committees consider your GPA another important indicator

        of your ability to succeed in the challenging academic environment that

        is the MBA classroom. But as with your GMAT/GRE score, there is no “right” number you must have. The average GPA of students at the top

        MBA programs is approximately 3.5 (see Table 2), but admissions committees

        also take into account your major, your class ranking (if available),

        the institution you attended (though to a lesser degree—dozens of schools

        from around the world are represented in each MBA class) and any trends

        over time (e.g., did you get all As toward the end of college that offset a

        few early Cs?). In addition, admissions offices each have their own way of

        converting scores that do not follow the traditional 4.0 scale.


    Table 2. Average GPAs at Top MBA Programs for the Class of 2015










	 

	Average GPA






	Harvard Business School

	n/a






	Stanford GSB

	n/a






	Wharton

	n/a






	Columbia

	3.5






	Chicago Booth

	3.57






	MIT Sloan

	n/a






	Kellogg

	n/a






	Yale

	3.57






	Tuck

	3.5






	Michigan Ross

	3.4






	Darden

	3.52






	Duke Fuqua

	n/a






	NYU Stern

	3.51






	UC Berkeley Haas

	3.61






	Cornell

	3.3*







	UCLA Anderson

	3.5







* Median GPA rather than average.


    In particular, admissions officers want to see evidence of your quantitative

        abilities. If your transcript does not include any management, economics, finance or math classes that prove you have done well in quantitative subjects

        in the past, you will need to find another way of demonstrating your

        competencies in these areas. Or, if your GPA is weak in general (less than

        3.0), you must find a way to “reposition” yourself as more mature than

        you were in college and as someone who is now ready to be a dedicated

        and motivated student. How can you accomplish this? Here are three

        ways:




    	
Alternate transcript: You can build a strong “alternate transcript”

        to submit with your application by taking two or more courses

        at a local college in subjects that your transcript lacks but that

        would prove your ability to manage MBA coursework—namely,

        economics, statistics, calculus, accounting and finance—and by

        earning As in these classes. These classes would of course need to

        be completed before you apply to business school, and earning As

        in the courses is key to reassuring the admissions committees of

        your capabilities in these areas. Economics, statistics and calculus

        should command your primary focus, because they are generally

        considered more rigorous subjects.


    	
Designations: By passing Level I of the CFA exam—which covers

        many topics first-year MBA students study—you will reveal that

        you have the maturity and drive to dedicate yourself to a rigorous

        self-guided study program and that you have strong pre-MBA

        knowledge. Note, however, that the CFA program is remarkably

        time consuming and requires several months of intense study;

        in addition, the Level I exam is only offered twice a year, and

        candidates must wait several months to receive results. Thus, we

        recommend addressing this task well in advance of your targeted

        MBA application year. Pragmatically speaking, because of the

        time commitment this exam requires, we only recommend this

        course of action if the CFA relates directly to your career interests.

        If it does not, then pursuing the alternate transcript option will suffice. If you have earned a Chartered Professional Accountant

        designation, this can also attest to your discipline, maturity and

        ability to manage MBA course work.


    	
The GMAT: A strong GMAT Quant score should generally offset

        a lack of quantitative coursework.





    Ironically, your “stats” (your GPA and GMAT/GRE score together) need

        to be interpreted qualitatively. Although no one would have trouble understanding

        that an engineer with a 3.8 GPA and a 750 GMAT score

        could perform well academically in business school and would help boost

        a school’s averages for rankings purposes, most cases are not so cut-anddried.

        Can a mathematician with a 3.7 GPA and a 630 GMAT score

        manage the program, and how would this person’s stats affect a school’s

        averages (and in turn, its position in the various rankings)? What about

        an art history major with a 3.1 GPA and a 730 GMAT score? The admissions

        offices will carefully examine all the evidence and come to a

        conclusion as to whether you can manage their program’s work and how

        you might contribute to the school’s averages (and rankings). And what

        might work for one school may not for another. Remember, though, your

        stats are just one piece of the “holistic” puzzle. What else do admissions

        committees examine?


YOUR PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE


    Admissions officers want to be sure that beyond possessing the necessary

        academic skills, the candidates they admit will be able to participate

        meaningfully in the MBA classroom and will be successful professionally

        after they graduate. Your career trajectory and professional accomplishments

        to date (presented in your résumé, essays, recommendations and

        interviews) serve as a strong indicator for admissions officers of your classroom

        and professional potential.


    As we have thus far noted about several other elements of an applicant’s

        candidacy, no set rule is in place as to the “right” amount or type of work

        experience, nor is there a “right” career trajectory. Each year we hear from

        a few candidates who fear that their professional position is a liability.

        One day we might hear, “I am a school teacher, and there are so few of us

        in business school. If only I had gone into consulting or banking, I would

        have a much easier path into the school of my dreams.” Then, the next day

        we might hear, “I am a consultant. There are so many of us in business

        school. If only I had chosen a career in education, I would have a much

        easier path into the school of my dreams.” The truth is that no easy path

        into a top business school exists for any candidate, and although bankers

        and consultants are certainly well represented in the top MBA programs,

        this is not evidence of a bias among admissions officers. Instead, this is

        simply a function of the nature of these workplaces—most bankers and

        consultants complete two or three years on the job and then need an

        MBA to progress past a certain point. In contrast, no teacher truly needs

        an MBA to progress.


    Conveying your performance in past endeavors is the best way of demonstrating

        your potential to the admissions committees. Places are available

        at all the top business schools for high-performing teachers, consultants

        and bankers alike—but not for low-performing individuals in any field.

        The leading MBA programs want their students to represent a diversity

        of experience in their classrooms, and they want candidates who exhibit

        the promise of achievement—not just a certain job title—going forward.


    One thing the admissions committees seek to learn in examining your

        professional experiences is whether you tend to take on increasing responsibility

        in your work. This may be evidenced by promotions or by simply

        having had a notable impact on your department or company through

        informal influence (without a promotion). After all, the lowest man on

        the totem pole can have the greatest influence in a project’s outcome if he

        is willing to speak up and get buy-in for his ideas.


    Admissions committees are also interested in the kind of impact you

        have had on others, in either formal or informal ways, such as via direct

        management, mentorship or training roles. If you have never managed

        another employee or a team, do not worry. Many candidates applying to

        business school are in the same position. Leadership and management are

        actually two different things, and admissions committees take both into

        account. Whereas management entails directly supervising other employees,

        leadership can include such broad interpersonal activities as mentorship,

        training, coaching, influencing and persuading others to adopt your

        ideas, taking responsibility for an outcome, helping a floundering teammate

        and creating open and productive communication within a team.

        More simply, for our purposes, management is the use of one’s position to

        gain the best outcomes, and leadership is the use of persuasion to gain the

        best outcomes. Mine your personal and professional history for examples

        of both, and if examples are lacking, start seeking opportunities now to

        contribute to others and to take responsibility for the outcome of your

        work, so you will be able to discuss these in your application. If your job

        provides an insufficient outlet for leadership, look for opportunities in

        your extracurricular and community service activities.


    At most leading MBA programs, students have an average of approximately

        five years of work experience (see Table 3), but we remind you

        that an average derives from a wide range, meaning that some students

        are above this figure and some below. Every year, candidates with varying

        degrees of experience are accepted to business school, and having more or

        less than the average is neither good nor bad. The key factor is what you

        have been able to accomplish during the years you have worked (whatever

        the number) and the kind of potential this demonstrates with respect

        to your post-MBA goals. Admissions committees will look beyond your

        industry, company name, title and years of experience and focus instead

        on performance!


    Table 3. Average Work Experience at Top MBA Programs for the

        Class of 2015










	 

	Average Years of Work Experience






	Harvard Business School

	n/a






	Stanford GSB

	4






	Wharton

	5






	Columbia

	5






	Chicago Booth

	5






	MIT Sloan

	5






	Kellogg

	n/a*







	Yale

	n/a






	Tuck

	5






	Michigan Ross

	5






	Darden

	n/a






	Duke Fuqua

	5






	NYU Stern

	4.6






	UC Berkeley Haas

	5






	Cornell

	5






	UCLA Anderson

	5







    * Kellogg instead reports a range of 2 to 12.


    2 Fuqua had released no official figures for the Class of 2015 by the publication

        of this guide but offered statistics on its site that represent “a typical class.”


YOUR COMMUNITY PROFILE




    In addition to the sincere value that you can bring to your community

    by volunteering in some way, community work is important for you as

    an applicant. Contributing to others shows initiative and motivation on

    your part and can differentiate you from otherwise similar candidates

    who do not go this extra mile. For example, if you take time outside work to volunteer with the aged while your coworker who is also applying to

    business school instead uses that time to shop or watch TV, all else being

    equal, you have an advantage. Simply put, you will have done more and

    revealed a stronger internal motor. Showing personal commitment to and

    passion for a cause or organization and seeking leadership opportunities

    beyond your job indicate that you have strong personal qualities and gives

    the admissions committee deeper insight into your candidacy.






    Still, some applicants mistakenly regard any form of community service

    as a prerequisite for getting into a top MBA program. These candidates

    will thus sign up for a volunteer activity without first considering whether

    it is a reasonable fit for them and/or how their choice could reflect on their

    candidacy in the admissions committees’ eyes. Although community service

    is a positive, it is not a “one size fits all” element of one’s candidacy.

    As you contemplate your current or potential community involvements,

    recognize that the number of “hours served” is not as important as the

    spirit of your participation and the extent of your impact.






    We therefore encourage you to carefully consider your community experiences

    in the same way you would examine and evaluate your professional

    or entrepreneurial ones. Although people can sometimes make mistakes

    in their career paths, most gravitate toward areas or opportunities

    in which they can excel—justifiably to further their own interests. The

    same is true for volunteer opportunities. If, for example, you have always

    enjoyed a particularly close relationship with your grandmother and want

    to share this kind of positive experience with others, you might decide

    to volunteer to spend time with seniors at a retirement home, where you

    would naturally be predisposed toward success. If you were quite passionate

    about your work there, you just might get others involved, expand

    the retirement home’s volunteer program, take greater leadership in the

    program and more. However, if you are not that passionate about the

    elderly, but you live near a retirement home, no matter how convenient

    volunteering there would be, doing so would likely be a mistake for you, because you would lack the spirit of commitment/adventure necessary to

    ensure that the story of your experience there would be compelling to an

    admissions committee.






    Although accomplishments in the community arena can make great subject

    matter for essays and clearly illustrate that you seek to make a difference,

    your charitable involvement does not need to be with a registered

    nonprofit. For example, you can reveal your altruistic spirit and internal

    motor through a simple personal commitment to a neighbor, relative or

    colleague—perhaps by helping this individual with a weekly chore or

    serving as a social outlet if he or she has few friends in the area. You could

    also demonstrate your philanthropic nature via a small neighborhood

    beautification initiative or by organizing fitness classes for colleagues or

    friends. The key is not the organization involved in your activity but the

    impact you have as a result; you must show the admissions committees

    that you aspire to excellence and seek challenges and opportunities for

    leadership.




    If you have not been involved in a community activity up to now, we

    can reassure you that it is never too late to start. Again, admissions committees

    are interested in your impact and your altruistic spirit and commitment,

    rather than total time served. However, the more time you can

    commit to such an activity, the more opportunity you will have to truly

    influence and assist others and the more experiences you will be able to

    discuss in your essays and interviews. So, starting sooner rather than later

    is certainly beneficial.






    Perhaps you have had difficulty committing to any volunteer activities

    because you work incredibly long hours. The admissions committees

    know that such situations exist, and they will take this into account when

    evaluating your candidacy. That said, you can always find something to

    do outside work to show that you are a well-rounded individual and interested

    in more than just your career. For example, try volunteering at a soup kitchen for a few hours each weekend; look into online volunteering

    options; spend some vacation time volunteering internationally. Any true

    effort you devote to a practice or organization outside your office will

    enhance your profile and give you potentially rich fodder for your essays.

    We simply recommend finding something in which you are genuinely

    interested and pursuing that.




YOUR PERSONAL PROFILE




    These days, admissions officers unquestionably want to assemble a diverse

    class. However, diversity should not be misunderstood as being exclusively

    ethnic, national, religious or related to gender. You can also successfully

    demonstrate diversity through your community activities, aspects of your

    professional life or even your personal hobbies and interests. You certainly

    do not have to worry that you must differentiate yourself in some spectacular

    way—for example, you do not need to be an Olympic swimmer or to

    have sold a major start-up to get into business school. If you are helping a

    sibling through school, writing a blog that has achieved some popularity/

    notoriety or completing Ironman triathlons, these are largely uncommon

    personal achievements and can help showcase what makes you unique. In

    fact, rather than leaving these aspects of your life out of your application,

    you should try to increase your involvement in them now so you can use

    them as showpieces. For example, if you have always intended to publish

    a certain article and have almost finished a final draft, now is the time

    to finish it. If you have always planned on earning your CFA charter and

    only have Level III of the exam left to pass, arrange to take the final test

    this year. If you can run 20 miles and have always dreamed of completing

    a marathon, do it this year. Do not postpone these projects any longer!

    We are not suggesting that if you have never run a mile in your life, you

    start training for a marathon now; however, if a goal of yours is reasonably

    in sight and will be otherwise achieved after your applications are due,

    you should accelerate your timeline to ensure that you have completed it

    before the first-round deadline.




    Of course, diversity in the conventional sense is important to highlight

    as well, if you possess it. For example, if you represent a demographic the

    schools typically seek, you should certainly showcase this aspect of your

    profile in your application. Admissions officers want to put together a

    class that represents a wide range of characteristics across the board. So,

    whatever kind of diversity you can offer is an important component of

    your profile as an applicant.






    International experience can also be a diversifying factor in your candidacy,

    and with some schools paying increasingly more attention to this element,

    many candidates worry that they are lacking in this area. However,

    an absence of international experience is not an indicator that you will be

    rejected from a top school any more than having this kind of experience

    is a guarantee that you will be accepted. Admissions committees understand

    that not all jobs—or lives—provide opportunities for international

    experience. If your global exposure is limited at best, consider other ways

    you can illustrate for the admissions committees a connection with or interest

    in other countries and cultures, such as learning a foreign language

    or taking on a work assignment that engages offices outside the United

    States (even if you never actually leave your desk). The ability to deal with

    diversity is a key challenge for business leaders and MBA students alike,

    so the admissions committees want to know that you have encountered

    and grappled with some of the issues posed by spending time in foreign

    environments and/or engaging with different people.


YOUR FIT WITH YOUR TARGET PROGRAMS




    In addition to assembling a competent, driven and diverse class, admissions

    officers want to bring together candidates who are a good fit with

    their school’s community and will go out into the world after graduation

    as positive stewards of the school’s brand. In short, in evaluating your

    candidacy, they want to be sure that you have made the right choice in

    applying to their school. MBA programs vary vastly from one to the next in a number of areas, including location, class size/structure, curriculum,

    pedagogy, academic specializations, recruitment focus, alumni base, facilities,

    rankings and reputation. They also differ culturally and experientially.

    You should therefore thoroughly research the obvious and subtle

    differences between programs when choosing the ones you believe are

    best for you and be ready to discuss the reasons behind your conclusions.






    When admissions committees are evaluating your explanation of why you

    have chosen their school (over others), they will first look for evidence

    that you truly understand their program—beyond the rankings, taglines,

    marketing mantras and most popular classes. They want to know that

    you have extensively investigated the school’s culture, spoken with students

    and/or alumni and really “kicked the tires” of the program to make

    sure it matches your individual needs and style. If it does not, you represent

    a risk in that you could accept a place in their class and then be

    unhappy and/or struggle with the program. So, you must truly do your

    homework on your target school(s) so that you fully understand why you

    are applying and what you will gain from your experience there.




COMPONENTS OF AN MBA APPLICATION




    Now that we understand the various aspects of your MBA profile—what

    you need to have in place to begin applying to schools—let us briefly

    look at the components of the application itself and where the different

    elements of your profile come into play. In later chapters, we will explore

    each of these areas in great depth.




	
Your Scores, GPA and Transcript: 

    Your GPA and GMAT/GRE

    score(s) are the primary indicators of whether you can handle

    the rigors and requirements of an MBA program. So, you must

    have a valid GMAT or GRE score before submitting an application to any school. In addition, you must have earned a degree

    from a four-year college, though some schools will accept one

    from a three-year institution if that is the norm in your country.

    (Note: If you did not attend an English language university, you

    will have to submit a TEST of English as a Foreign Language

    [TOEFL] score as well.)




	
Your Résumé: 

    Virtually all MBA programs will ask you to submit

    a professional résumé. Keep in mind that your résumé should

    not serve as just a record of your professional experiences, but

    also as a summary of your professional, community, academic

    and personal accomplishments. Because your résumé will touch

    on virtually all aspects of your profile, it should be crafted very

    carefully.


	
Your Essays: 

    For each application you complete, you will need to

    write two to five essays. These compositions offer an opportunity

    for you to showcase the various aspects of your candidacy—your

    professional, community and personal profiles and especially

    your fit with the MBA program in question. If your statistics

    represent you well, you will probably not need to discuss your

    academic accomplishments in your essays, but if you did not

    perform at a high level in college or on the GMAT/GRE, you

    can submit an optional essay that explains why the past does not

    predict the future and that more fully demonstrates your current

    abilities.


	
Your Interview: 

    Not every business school applicant will be interviewed,

    but virtually no candidate is ultimately accepted at a top

    MBA program without first being interviewed. Like your essays,

    your interview is an opportunity for you to discuss all aspects of

    your profile. Interviews are typically 30 minutes in length and

    are generally only for those candidates who have passed a “cut,”

    rather than being equally open to all applicants.




	
Your Recommendations: 

    Most schools will ask you for two

    recommendations, almost always professional ones. In these

    important documents, your recommenders can discuss your

    professional successes, personal strengths and sometimes your

    weaknesses, and can reveal your fit with your target school. No

    standard recommendation form is used across all schools. Each

    school poses its own questions and requires its own format, so

    your recommenders will have their work cut out for them if they

    provide recommendations for multiple schools on your behalf.

    Choosing your recommenders carefully is key.


	
Your Short Answer Responses: 

    Each school’s base application

    form can be incredibly time consuming and typically includes

    a number of straightforward questions about your family history,

    education, professional and community service experience

    and other basic elements of your profile. Many candidates

    make the mistake of overlooking this portion of the application

    entirely. Instead, you should carefully and thoughtfully complete

    these forms—doing so will better allow you to showcase your

    strengths across the board.
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