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Welcome to your MCAT preparation journey!

This guide presents 12 evidence-based study strategies
designed specifically for health sciences students preparing
for the MCAT. These strategies are organized in a logical
progression that will guide you from initial planning through
test day and beyond.

Each strategy includes clear action steps, expected outcomes,
and connections to your overall preparation. Think of these
strategies as building blocks, each one strengthens your
foundation and prepares you for the next phase of your MCAT
journey.
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PHASE 1: FOUNDATION & PLANNING
Strategy 1: Goal Setting & Score Targets

What This Strategy Involves:

Set realistic MCAT score goals based on your target medical schools' median
scores and admissions requirements. Research shows that consistent study
(approximately 10 hours per week) typically yields 1.5-point monthly increases.
Consider how your MCAT score will balance with your GPA and understand
that medical school admissions evaluate applicants holistically. Your score is
important, but it's one piece of a larger picture.

Action Steps for Students:

RESEARCH THE MEDIAN MCAT SCORES FOR YOUR 10-15 TARGET
MEDICAL SCHOOLS (USE MSAR DATABASE)

¢

IDENTIFY THE 25TH-75TH PERCENTILE RANGE FOR EACH SCHOOL
TO UNDERSTAND COMPETITIVE SCORES

i

CONSIDER YOUR CURRENT GPA AND HOW YOUR MCAT SCORE
NEEDS TO COMPLEMENT IT

\

SET A TARGET SCORE THAT'S AMBITIOUS YET ACHIEVABLE BASED
ON YOUR STARTING BASELINE

i

CALCULATE BACKWARDS FROM YOUR GOAL TO DETERMINE THE
STUDY TIME INVESTMENT NEEDED

i

REMEMBER: THE MCAT SCORING RANGE IS 472-528 WITH NO
PENALTY FOR GUESSING




Expected Outcomes:

You'll have a clear, motivating target score that guides all your preparation
decisions. This goal will help you determine how much time to invest, which
resources to prioritize, and when to schedule your exam. You'll approach your
preparation with purpose rather than aimlessly studying.

Connection to Next Strategy:

Once you know your target score, you're ready to create a realistic timeline and
study schedule that will get you there.

Disclaimer:

The following scenarios illustrate how students with different GPAs might
approach MCAT target setting. These are general examples based on publicly
available admissions data. Your individual situation may differ based on many
factors, including extracurriculars, personal statement, letters of
recommendation, and life experiences. We recommend researching the
current admissions statistics for specific schools, as these change annually.
Data sources include the AAMC MSAR database at aamc.org/msar and
individual school websites. We strongly encourage you to consult with your
pre-health advisor for personalized guidance.

EXAMPLES: GPA-MCAT Target Scenarios

Scenario A: Student with 4.0 GPA (Strong Academic Record)

o Context: Excellent GPA demonstrates consistent academic excellence

e MCAT Target: 508-512 for most MD programs; 515+ for top-tier schools

e Strategy: This student has flexibility, a solid MCAT score (509-511) keeps most
doors open. They can focus on balanced preparation without extreme score
pressure. For highly competitive programs (top 20), aim for 515+.

e School Examples: 510 competitive for schools like University of Vermont
(median 511), Medical College of Wisconsin (median 510)

Scenario B: Student with 3.6 GPA (Solid Academic Record)

o Context: Competitive GPA but below many school medians (3.7-3.8)

o MCAT Target: 512-516 to compensate and stay competitive

e Strategy: This student needs an above-average MCAT to balance the GPA.
Target scores at or above the school median (not just the 25th percentile). A
514-515 opens doors to mid-tier MD programs and makes the application
competitive.

e School Examples: 514 competitive for schools like University of Colorado
(median 514), Ohio State (median 513)




Scenario C: Student with 3.4 GPA (Lower Competitive Range)

Context: GPA below most MD program medians; needs strong MCAT
compensation

MCAT Target: 515-518+ for MD programs; 505-508 for DO programs
Strategy: This student must demonstrate academic capability through
MCAT performance. A 516+ signals that the lower GPA doesn't reflect
current academic ability. Consider DO programs where a 3.4 GPA with a
506-507 MCAT is competitive. Strong upward GPA trend and compelling
narrative help.

School Examples: 516+ competitive for schools like Drexel (median 505 GPA,
513 MCAT), or DO programs like Michigan State COM (median 3.5 GPA, 505
MCAT)

Scenario D: Student with 3.2 GPA (Below Traditional MD Cutoffs)

Context: Significantly below MD medians; realistic pathway through DO
programs or post-bacc/SMP

MCAT Target: 518+ for MD programs (very challenging); 505-510 for DO
programs (realistic)

Strategy: Focus on DO programs where this combination is competitive, or
consider a post-bacc/SMP to strengthen academic record before applying
to MD. A 508 MCAT with a 3.2 GPA is competitive for many DO schools. If
pursuing MD, need an exceptional MCAT score (518+) and compelling
extenuating circumstances for GPA.

School Examples: DO programs like Touro University (median 3.4 GPA, 505
MCAT), A.T. Still University (median 3.5 GPA, 504 MCAT)

Key Takeaway: Your MCAT target should reflect both your academic record
and your school preferences. Use these scenarios as starting points, but
always research the median stats for specific schools and consider the full
context of your application (research, clinical experience, personal
narrative).




Strategy 2: Study Schedule & Time Management

What This Strategy Involves:

Create a focused 3-6 month MCAT preparation schedule with a total
investment of 300-350 hours (15-20 hours/week). Balance content review with
practice questions from day one rather than completing content review first.
One common approach is to limit pure content review to 4-6 weeks maximum,
then shift to practice-dominant study where you learn through application and
problem-solving. Cover all subjects early in your preparation, then dedicate
your final month to reinforcing difficult concepts. Plan your test date
strategically for the early application cycle while balancing perfectionism with
realistic timelines.

Action Steps for Students:
Here's an approach that many students have found effective. Remember, you
can adapt this to fit your individual learning style and schedule

STARTING POINT: CALCULATE TOTAL PREPARATION TIME
HOURS PER WEEK X NUMBER OF MONTHS (300-350 HOURS)

l

COUNT BACKWARDS TO ESTABLISH YOUR START DATE (3-6 MONTHS
PRIOR)

l

BLOCK OUT 15-20 HOURS PER WEEK IN YOUR CALENDAR AS NON-
NEGOTIABLE STUDY TIME

l

DIVIDE YOUR SCHEDULE INTO PHASES

l

BUILD IN CONSISTENT DAILY STUDY ROUTINES RATHER THAN
MARATHON WEEKEND SESSIONS

l

INCLUDE BUFFER TIME FOR UNEXPECTED LIFE EVENTS OR
CHALLENGING TOPICS

l

SCHEDULE YOUR STUDY SESSIONS AT TIMES WHEN YOU'RE MOST
ALERT




Here's an approach that many students have found effective. Remember,
you can adapt this to fit your individual learning style and schedule:

1.Calculate Your Total Preparation Time: Determine your available
study hours per week (realistically 15-20 hours for most students) and
multiply by the number of months until your target test date to ensure
you reach 300-350 total hours.

2.Design Your Weekly Schedule Structure: Consider allocating your
weekly hours using a practice-dominant approach:

o Weeks 1-6: 40% content review, 40% practice questions, 20%
review/analysis

o Weeks 7-12: 20% targeted content review, 60% practice questions,
20% review/analysis

o Final 4-6 weeks: 10% content reinforcement, 70% practice/full-
lengths, 20% review/analysis

3.Build in Regular Practice Tests: Schedule practice tests every 1-2
months throughout your preparation (not just at the end), including 4-6
full-length exams with AAMC tests reserved for final preparation.

4.Cover All Subjects Early: Try to ensure you've touched every MCAT
subject within your first 6-8 weeks, even if not deeply mastered, so you
can practice integrated passages more effectively.

5.Plan Flexible Review Time: Reserve 20-30% of your study time for
addressing weaknesses identified through practice rather than
following a rigid content schedule.

6.Time Your Test Date Strategically: One common approach is to plan
for an early application cycle (May-June MCAT for June application
submission) while allowing enough preparation time without
perfectionism paralysis.




Expected Outcomes:

You'll likely have a more realistic, sustainable study schedule that balances
content learning with extensive practice application, may help prevent
burnout through consistent pacing, and builds both knowledge and test-
taking skills simultaneously rather than sequentially.

How This Contributes to Your Journey:

This practice-integrated approach may help prevent the common mistake
of spending months on pure content review only to discover you can't
apply knowledge under timed, passage-based conditions. By practicing
from the start, you learn what you actually need to know (not everything in
every textbook) and develop reasoning skills alongside content mastery,
with the aim of more efficient preparation and better score outcomes.

Connection to Next Strategy:
With your timeline established, Strategy 3 will help you select the specific

resources, both for content review and practice, that will fill this schedule
effectively.




Strategy 3. Resource and Budget Planning

What This Strategy Involves:

Consider researching, evaluating, and selecting a comprehensive yet
manageable combination of MCAT resources tailored to your learning style and
budget, including understanding the free and paid options available. Many
students find it helpful to understand both free and paid options available.

Action Steps for Students:

STEP 1: ASSESS YOUR BUDGET REALITY
DETERMINE YOUR TOTAL MCAT PREP BUDGET AND FINANCIAL LIMITS

!

STEP 2: RESEARCH FREE RESOURCES FIRST
CONSIDER EXPLORING KHAN ACADEMY, ANKI DECKS, AND AAMC FREE MATERIALS,
R/MCAT COMMUNITY, AND FREE CARS READING SOURCES

!

STEP 3: IDENTIFY STRATEGIC PAID INVESTMENTS
IF THE BUDGET ALLOWS, PRIORITIZE AAMC EXAMS AND SECTION BANKS, THEN QUESTION
BANKS, CONTENT BOOKS, AND OPTIONAL TUTORING BASED ON BUDGET

l

STEP 4: EVALUATE RESOURCE QUALITY
CHECK FORUMS FOR SCORE CORRELATIONS AND PRIORITIZE
RESOURCES WITH DETAILED EXPLANATIONS AND PASSAGE REASONING

!

STEP 5: SELECT YOUR FINAL RESOURCE COMBINATION
CHOOSE ONE CONTENT SOURCE, ONE QUESTION BANK, 4-6 PRACTICE
EXAMS, ONE ANKI DECK, AND BOOKMARK CARS READING MATERIALS

!

STEP 6: RESIST RESOURCE OVERLOAD
TRY TO COMMIT TO YOUR SELECTED TOOLKIT AND FOCUS ON MASTERING
MATERIALS RATHER THAN COLLECTING OR SWITCHING RESOURCES

!

OUTCOMES ACHIEVED
BUDGET-CONSCIOUS TOOLKIT WITH GREATER CONFIDENCE IN QUALITY AND
STRATEGIC INVESTMENTS, HELPING TO REDUCE DECISION PARALYSIS

10




1.Assess Your Budget Reality
o Start by determining your total available MCAT prep budget
o ldentify financial constraints or flexibility
o Keep in mind that successful preparation is possible at all budget levels
2.Research Free Resources First
Consider exploring these free resources that students have found valuable:
o Explore Khan Academy MCAT collection (comprehensive video content
review)
o Download the Anki app and explore pre-made MCAT decks
(Milesdown, Jacksparrow)
o Access AAMC Official Prep Free resources
o Join free study commmunities (Reddit r/MCAT, Student Doctor Network)
o ldentify free CARS reading sources (The Economist, The Atlantic,
academic journals)
3.1dentify Strategic Paid Investments
o Priority tier: AAMC Full-Length Exams 1-4 and Section Banks
o High-value tier: Comprehensive question bank subscription with
detailed explanations
o Optional tier: Content review books, additional practice exames,
targeted tutoring
4. Evaluate Resource Quality
When researching resources, you might look for:
o Reviews and score correlations in MCAT forums and communities
o Detailed answer explanations, not just correct answers
o Resources that emphasize passage-based reasoning over pure
memorization
o Be cautious of resources with poor MCAT correlation based on
community feedback
5.Select Your Final Resource Combination
A suggested combination of resources can be:
o ONE content review resource (book set OR Khan Academy videos)
o ONE primary question bank for daily practice
4-6 full-length practice exams (prioritize AAMC official exams)
ONE Anki deck for spaced repetition
Bookmarked free CARS reading sources
©.Resist Resource Overload
o Keep in mind that more resources don't necessarily mean equal or

better preparation.

o Consider focusing on mastering your selected materials rather than
collecting options.

o Try to avoid switching resources frequently

o Committing to your chosen toolkit can help reduce decision fatigue.

[¢]

o

o
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Expected Outcomes:

¢ You will likely have a curated, budget-conscious resource toolkit covering
all your preparation needs.

e Confidence in resource quality and exam correlation

e Strategic investment in high-impact materials

* This approach can help eliminate decision paralysis and resource anxiety

e Understanding that preparation success is achievable regardless of
budget level

How This Contributes to Your Journey:

This strategy can help to prevent two common pitfalls: under-resourcing due
to cost concerns (potentially creating preparation gaps) and over-resourcing
through unnecessary spending on redundant materials. Making informed,
budget-aware resource decisions early can help you focus your mental energy
on actual studying rather than constantly second-guessing materials or
worrying about financial stress. This foundation can help to ensure you have
the right tools without breaking the bank.

Connection to Next Strategy:
With your resources selected and budget allocated, Strategy 4 will help you

create the optimal physical and mental study environment to maximize the
effectiveness of these materials.




Strategy 4: Study Environment Setup

What This Strategy Involves:

Establish a dedicated, distraction-free study space with all your active
learning materials organized and accessible. This space should signal to your
brain that it's time to focus. Supplement your primary study location with

mobile apps (Anki, practice question apps) for flexible study sessions during
downtime, commutes, or breaks between classes.

Action Steps for Students:

DESIGNATE A SPECIFIC LOCATION AS YOUR "MCAT STUDY ZONE"
(DESK, LIBRARY CARREL, COFFEE SHOP)

l

ENSURE THIS SPACE HAS GOOD LIGHTING, COMFORTABLE SEATING,
AND MINIMAL DISTRACTIONS

l

KEEP ALL MATERIALS ORGANIZED: BOOKS, NOTEBOOKS, FLASHCARDS,
HIGHLIGHTERS AND SCRATCH PAPER

l

REMOVE OR SILENCE DIGITAL DISTRACTIONS (PHONE ON AIRPLANE
MODE, WEBSITE BLOCKERS INSTALLED)

l

SET UP YOUR SPACE TO MIMIC TEST CONDITIONS: QUIET, NEUTRAL
TEMPERATURE AND DESK SETUP

l

DOWNLOAD ANKI MOBILE APP FOR STUDYING DURING COMMUTES OR
WAITING PERIODS

l

CREATE A "STUDY KIT" YOU CAN TAKE TO THE LIBRARY: HEADPHONES,
WATER BOTTLE, SNACKS AND SUPPLIES

l

COMMUNICATE BOUNDARIES WITH ROOMMATES/FAMILY ABOUT YOUR
STUDY SPACE AND TIMES

13




Expected Outcomes:

You'll have a consistent environment that primes your brain for focused work.
When you sit down in your study space, you'll transition into "study mode"
more quickly. You'll waste less time searching for materials or getting
distracted. Your mobile setup will allow you to capitalize on small pockets of
time throughout the day, adding 30-60 minutes of additional review without
feeling overwhelming.

Connection to Next Strategy:

With your foundation established (goals, schedule, resources, and
environment), you're ready to begin the diagnostic process that will customize
your preparation.

PHASE 2: ASSESSMENT & DIAGNOSIS

Strategy 5: Diagnostic Assessment and
Performance Tracking System

What This Strategy Involves:

Take the AAMC diagnostic test immediately, before any content review, to
establish your baseline performance and identify specific knowledge gaps.
Throughout your preparation, maintain a detailed error log of every missed
guestion, categorizing by topic, question type, and reason for error using either
your own tracking system or a paid platform that automates this process. Track
detailed analytics continuously across all subjects and sections. Conduct
thorough post-test analysis after each practice exam to identify persistent
weaknesses and score trends, then make strategic adjustments to your study
plan based on performance patterns.

14




Action Steps for Students:

TAKE THE AAMC DIAGNOSTIC TEST IMMEDIATELY

l

ANALYZE YOUR DIAGNOSTIC RESULTS

l

CHOOSE YOUR ERROR TRACKING METHOD

l

LOG EVERY MISSED QUESTION CONSISTENTLY

CATEGORIZE ERRORS BY TYPE
l

REVIEW YOUR ERROR LOG WEEKLY

l

TRACK PERFORMANCE METRICS OVER TIME

¥

CONDUCT POST-TEST ANALYSIS AFTER EACH FULL-
LENGTH TEST

l

ADJUST YOUR STUDY PLAN BASED ON DATA

15




1.Take the AAMC Diagnostic Test Immediately: Complete this before any
content review to establish your true baseline across all four sections.
2.Analyze Your Diagnostic Results: [dentify which subjects and question types
caused the most difficulty, noting specific content gaps and reasoning
weaknesses.
3.Choose Your Error Tracking Method: Select the approach that fits your budget
and organizational style:
Option A: Manual Error Log (Free) - Create a spreadsheet or notebook with
columns for: Question ID, Subject, Topic, Question Type, Why You Missed It, Correct
Concept, Review Date - Advantages: Free, fully customizable, develops
metacognitive awareness through manual entry - Best for: Students on tight
budgets or those who learn better through writing/manual organization
Option B: Automated Tracking System (Paid) - Purchase access to platforms like
UWorld, Blueprint, or similar services that automatically categorize errors and
generate analytics - Advantages: Automatic categorization, visual analytics, trend
identification, time-saving - Cost: Typically included with question bank
subscriptions ($200-300 for 3-6 months) - Best for: Students who prefer automated
analytics and have budget flexibility
4.Log Every Missed Question Consistently: Whether using manual or
automated tracking, record every incorrect answer from practice questions,
section banks, and full-length exams with specific details about why you missed
it.
5.Categorize Errors by Type: Identify whether mistakes stem from content gaps,
misreading passages, timing pressure, careless errors, or faulty reasoning. This
reveals patterns that guide your study adjustments.
6.Review Your Error Log Weekly: Spend 30-60 minutes each week analyzing
error patterns to identify persistent weak areas that require targeted review.
7.Track Performance Metrics Over Time: Monitor your scores by section and
subject across multiple practice tests to identify improvement trends and
stagnant areas.
8.Conduct Post-Test Analysis After Each Full-Length Test: Within 48 hours of
each practice exam, try to thoroughly review every missed question and analyze
section-by-section performance trends.
9.Adjust Your Study Plan Based on Data: Use your error log and performance
tracking to consider reallocating study time toward persistent weaknesses and
away from content you've already mastered.

16



Expected Outcomes:

You'll have concrete data showing exactly where you stand and what needs
work- no guessing or vague feelings of "I'm bad at chemistry." Your error log
becomes a personalized study guide, directing you to high-yield review areas.
You'll notice patterns in your mistakes that reveal not just content gaps but also
test-taking weaknesses (reading too quickly, second-guessing yourself, etc.).
Over time, you'll see measurable improvement in previously weak areas, which
builds confidence and motivation.

How This Contributes to Your Journey:

This strategy transforms your preparation from generic to personalized. Instead
of reviewing everything equally, you focus on your specific gaps, making your
study time 3-4x more efficient. The diagnostic baseline shows you exactly how
much improvement you need, making your goal feel achievable. Continuous
tracking prevents you from wasting time on content you've already mastered
while neglecting persistent weaknesses. The data also helps you identify when
you've plateaued and need to change approaches.

Connection to Next Strategy:

Your diagnostic data reveals what content you need to master. Now you'll
systematically build that knowledge across all MCAT subjects.

17




PHASE 3: CONTENT MASTERY

Strategy 6: Comprehensive Content Mastery
System

What This Strategy Involves:

Master all four MCAT sections (Biological and Biochemical Foundations,
Chemical and Physical Foundations, Psychological, Social, and Biological
Foundations, and Critical Analysis and Reasoning Skills) systematically, with
special emphasis on high-yield topics like biology, biochemistry, general
chemistry, and psychology. Ensure deep understanding of foundational
concepts: amino acids, stoichiometry, thermodynamics, kinetics and visual
pattern recognition across all subjects. Create and regularly update
comprehensive reference sheets for physics equations, amino acid properties,
metabolism pathways, and psychology concepts. Focus on comprehension
over memorization, connecting molecular biology to systems physiology for
integrated understanding.

Action Steps for Students:

MONTHS 1-2: SYSTEMATIC CONTENT REVIEW

l

CREATE REFERENCE SHEETS AS YOU LEARN

l

PRIORITIZE HIGH-YIELD TOPICS (SPEND 60% OF
CONTENT TIME HERE)

l

BUILD CROSS-DISCIPLINARY CONNECTIONS:

l

TEST UNDERSTANDING, NOT MEMORIZATION

l

REVIEW REFERENCE SHEETS WEEKLY

18



1.Months 1-2: Systematic Content Review
o Follow your content review book chapter by chapter, taking notes
actively

o Don't skip "easy" chapters, the MCAT tests connections between topics
o For each topic, ask: "How does this connect to other systems/concepts?"

2.Create Reference Sheets as You Learn:
o Amino acids: structure, properties, pKa values and metabolic roles

o Physics equations: with units, when to apply, common problem types

o Psychology/Sociology: key terms, theories, researchers, study types

o Biochemistry: metabolic pathways with regulation points and energy

yields

o Organic chemistry: reaction mechanisms, functional groups, synthesis

strategies
3.Prioritize High-Yield Topics (spend 60% of content time here):
o Amino acids and protein structure/function
o Enzyme kinetics and regulation
o Metabolism (glycolysis, TCA cycle, oxidative phosphorylation,
gluconeogenesis)
o Stoichiometry, equilibrium, thermodynamics, kinetics
o Electrochemistry and redox reactions
o Research methods and experimental design
o Health disparities and social determinants of health
4.Build Cross-Disciplinary Connections:

o Example: Connect protein structure (biochem) » to muscle contraction

(biology) » to force and work (physics)
o Example: Connect neurotransmitters (biology) » to psychological
disorders (psych/soc) » to drug mechanisms (chemistry)
5.Test Understanding, Not Memorization:
o After each topic, explain it aloud as if teaching a classmate

o Apply concepts to novel scenarios: "What would happen if this enzyme

were inhibited?"
o Do practice questions immediately after content review to test
application
©.Review Reference Sheets Weekly:
o Don't just create them and forget them, active review is essential
o Quiz yourself using the sheets, then check your accuracy
o Update sheets when you discover gaps or make errors

19



Expected Outcomes:

You'll develop a deep, interconnected understanding of MCAT content rather
than isolated facts. Your reference sheets become powerful review tools that
consolidate hundreds of pages into digestible formats. You'll be able to
approach novel passages with confidence because you understand
underlying principles, not just memorized information. When you encounter
unfamiliar scenarios on the MCAT, you'll be able to reason through them
using foundational knowledge.

How This Contributes to Your Journey:

Content mastery is non-negotiable; you can't reason through passages
without foundational knowledge. However, the MCAT doesn't test rote
memorization; it tests application and integration. This strategy ensures you
build both breadth (covering all topics) and depth (understanding
principles). The reference sheets also serve as efficient review tools in your
final weeks. Most importantly, understanding connections between topics
prepares you for the interdisciplinary nature of MCAT passages.

Connection to Next Strategy:
Knowing content is necessary but insufficient. Now you need to transform

that knowledge into long-termm memory and develop the ability to apply it
under pressure.




Strategy 7: Active Learning and Application
Protocol

What This Strategy Involves:

Employ evidence-based active learning techniques to maximize retention and
application skills. Use spaced repetition flashcards (Anki with image occlusion)
at scientifically-proven intervals (1 day, 3 days, 1 week, 2 weeks and 1 month) to
build long-term memory. Create concept maps to visualize relationships
between topics. Teach concepts aloud to identify gaps in understanding.
Develop passage-based reasoning skills through daily practice that connects
concepts across disciplines and applies knowledge to novel experimental
scenarios. Maintain active recall practice until test day to prevent knowledge
decay.

Action Steps for Students:

IMPLEMENT SPACED REPETITION DAILY (20-30
MINUTES):

!

CREATE CONCEPT MAPS WEEKLY

!

TEACH CONCEPTS ALOUD (FEYNMAN TECHNIQUE)

!

PRACTICE PASSAGE-BASED APPLICATION DAILY (30-
60 MINUTES):

!

CREATE VISUAL SUMMARIES

!

MAINTAIN ACTIVE RECALL UNTIL TEST DAY

21




1.Implement Spaced Repetition Daily (20-30 minutes):

[¢]

[e]

o

[¢]

o

Download or create custom cards for weak areas

Do your reviews EVERY day without exception (consistency is key)
Use image occlusion for diagrams, pathways, and structures
Don't just memorize cards, understand the underlying concept
Add new cards from your error log for personalized review

2.Create Concept Maps Weekly:

[e]

[e]

o

o

[e]

Choose one complex topic (e.g., "hormonal regulation of metabolism")
Draw connections between related concepts using arrows and labels
Include multiple disciplines (e.g., connect biochemistry pathways to
endocrine system to behavioral effects)

Use colors to distinguish different types of relationships

Recreate maps from memory to test understanding

3.Teach Concepts Aloud (Feynman Technique):

o

o

[e]

o

After studying a topic, explain it out loud as if teaching a friend
Use simple language, if you need jargon to explain it, you don't
understand it

When you get stuck, that's a gap to review

Record yourself and listen back to identify unclear explanations

4.Practice Passage-Based Application Daily (30-60 minutes):

o

o

[¢]

[¢]

[e]

Start with 1-2 passages per day, gradually increasing

Focus on passages that integrate multiple concepts

Before looking at questions, summarize the passage's main finding
Practice identifying: independent/dependent variables, controls,
conclusions

For each question, identify what concept is being tested

5.Create Visual Summaries:

o

Draw out processes (e.g., action potential, immune response, vision
pathway)

Use flowcharts for decision-making processes

Create comparison tables (e.g., DNA vs. RNA, sympathetic vs.
parasympathetic)

6.Maintain Active Recall Until Test Day:

o

[e]

Even in your final week, continue reviews
Don't switch to passive review (re-reading notes), your brain needs
active retrieval practice

22



Expected Outcomes:

You'll retain information far longer than through passive reading alone.
Spaced repetition will move knowledge from short-term to long-term
memory, ensuring you remember amino acids on test day just as well as you
did when you first learned them. Teaching aloud will reveal subtle gaps you
didn't know existed. Passage practice will develop your ability to quickly
identify what's being tested and apply relevant knowledge. You'll approach
test day with confidence that your knowledge is solid and accessible under
pressure.

How This Contributes to Your Journey:

Active learning is the bridge between "I've seen this before" and "l can apply
this correctly." The MCAT doesn't ask you to recall isolated facts; it presents
novel scenarios requiring application. This strategy ensures your knowledge
is flexible and retrievable. Spaced repetition is particularly powerful because
it prevents the forgetting curve that plagues most students. By the time you
reach full-length practice exams, your foundational knowledge will be
automatic, freeing up mental energy for complex reasoning.

Connection to Next Strategy:
While the previous strategies focused on science content, CARS (Critical

Analysis and Reasoning Skills) requires a completely different skill set that
demands dedicated practice.




PHASE 4: SPECIALIZED SKILLS

DEVELOPMENT
Strategy 8: CARS-Specific Approach

What This Strategy Involves:

Develop a systematic approach to the Critical Analysis and Reasoning Skills
(CARS) section through daily practice with diverse reading materials. CARS
tests reading comprehension, argument evaluation, and logical reasoning,
skills that improve gradually with consistent practice. Focus on developing a
consistent passage analysis method and argument evaluation techniques
rather than content knowledge.

Action Steps for Students:

DAILY CARS PRACTICE (30-45 MINUTES, NON-
NEGOTIABLE)

!

DEVELOP A CONSISTENT PASSAGE ANALYSIS
METHOD

!

MASTER QUESTION TYPES

l

ANALYZE EVERY WRONG ANSWER

!

SUPPLEMENT WITH DIVERSE READING

!

DEVELOP TIMING STRATEGIES

24




1.Daily CARS Practice (30-45 minutes, non-negotiable):

o

[¢]

[¢]

[¢]

o

Start with 1-2 passages per day in months 1-2

Increase to 3-4 passages per day in months 3-4

Always practice under timed conditions (10 minutes per passage)
Use a strategic mix of third-party and AAMC materials throughout
preparation:

= Months 1-2: Use third-party question banks (UWorld, Blueprint, etc.)
for daily practice, PLUS complete 1 AAMC CARS Question Pack
during Month 1to establish baseline familiarity with authentic
guestion style.

= Months 3-4: Continue third-party daily practice, PLUS complete 1
AAMC CARS Question Pack during Month 3 to assess progress and
recalibrate approach.

» Final 6-8 weeks: Use remaining AAMC CARS materials (final Question
Pack and CARS passages from AAMC Full-Length Exams) to fine-
tune skills with most exam-representative content.

Rationale: Staggering AAMC materials prevents end-stage surprises,
allows early calibration to authentic AAMC style, and ensures you're
practicing effectively throughout preparation rather than discovering
late that third-party materials don't fully match exam difficulty or
question construction.

2.Develop a Consistent Passage Analysis Method:

[e]

First pass (5-6 minutes): Read actively, noting main idea and author's
tone

Highlight sparingly: only main claims and transitions

After each paragraph, mentally summarize in 5-10 words

Identify the passage type: persuasive, descriptive, comparative, etc.
Note the author's purpose: What are they trying to convince you of?

25



3.Master Question Types:
o Main idea questions: What's the passage's central claim?

o Inference questions: What logically follows from the passage?
o Strengthening/weakening questions: What evidence would

support/undermine the argument?
o Application questions: How would the author view this new scenario?

o For each question type, develop a specific approach

4.Analyze Every Wrong Answer:
o Why was your choice wrong? (too extreme, not supported, out of scope)

o Why is the correct answer right? (directly stated, logical inference, best

supported)
o ldentify patterns in your errors (rushing, overthinking, missing qualifiers)

5.Supplement with Diverse Reading:
o Read challenging material daily: The Economist, The Atlantic,
philosophy essays
o Practice reading complex arguments outside of MCAT prep
o Focus on humanities and social sciences topics

©.Develop Timing Strategies:
o Practice the "TO-minute rule": 5-6 minutes reading, 4-5 minutes

guestions
o If stuck on a question beyond 1 minute, flag it and move on

o Learn to eliminate clearly wrong answers quickly
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Expected Outcomes:

Your CARS score will improve gradually and consistently ; expect 1-2 point
improvements per month with daily practice. You'll develop a reliable approach
that works under pressure, reducing anxiety about this unpredictable section.
You'll learn to identify trap answers and recognize the logic patterns the MCAT
uses. Your reading speed and comprehension will improve, helping you across
all sections. Most importantly, you'll enter test day confident in your CARS
strategy rather than hoping for "easy" passages.

How This Contributes to Your Journey:

CARS is often the most challenging section for science students because it
can't be "studied" in the traditional sense. Many students neglect CARS
practice, then panic when their scores don't improve. This strategy ensures
steady progress through consistent, deliberate practice. CARS skills also
transfer to other sections ; the ability to quickly extract key information from
passages is essential in all four sections. Strong CARS performance also
demonstrates to admissions committees that you can handle the critical
reading required in medical school.

Connection to Next Strategy:
You've built content knowledge, developed active learning habits, and honed

your CARS skills. Now it's time to integrate everything through full-length
practice exams.
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PHASE 5: INTEGRATION & PRACTICE
Strategy 9: Strategic Practice Testing Protocol

What This Strategy Involves:

Take 4-6 full-length practice exams under completely realistic timed conditions
to build test endurance, assess your preparation, and develop section-specific
timing strategies. Schedule practice tests every 1-2 months throughout your
preparation, reserving AAMC exams for your final 6 weeks. Master checkpoint
monitoring (tracking pace at the 20th, 40th, and 59th questions), maintain a
1.5-minute-per-question average pace, and develop controlled rushing
techniques for difficult questions. Dedicate thorough review time after each
exam, at least as long as the exam itself, to maximize learning from each
practice test.

Action Steps for Students:

SCHEDULE PRACTICE EXAMS STRATEGICALLY

l

SIMULATE REAL TEST CONDITIONS

l

MASTER SECTION-SPECIFIC TIMING

l

DEVELOP STRATEGIC GUESSING

l

BUILD 8-HOUR TEST ENDURANCE

l

CONDUCT THOROUGH POST-EXAM REVIEW (4-6
HOURS)

l

PRIORITIZE AAMC MATERIALS
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1.Schedule Practice Exams Strategically:
o Month 1. Diagnostic (already completed in Strategy 5)
o Month 2: First practice exam
o Month 3: Second practice exam
o Month 4-5: AAMC Sample Test
o Final 4 weeks: AAMC FL 1, 2, 3, 4 (spaced one week apart)
o Always take exams on the same day of the week as your real test
2.Simulate Real Test Conditions:
o Start at 8:00 AM (or your actual test time)
o Use the exact break schedule (10 min, 30 min, 10 min)
o Sit at a desk, not on your bed or couch
o Wear earplugs if you'll use them on test day
o Eat the same breakfast and snacks you plan for test day
o No phone, no interruptions, treat it like the real thing
o Use a basic calculator (not your scientific calculator)
3.Master Section-Specific Timing:
o Chem/Phys & Bio/Biochem (95 minutes, 59 questions):
= Checkpoint 1. Finish question 20 by minute 30
» Checkpoint 2: Finish question 40 by minute 60
= Checkpoint 3: Finish question 59 by minute 95
o CARS (90 minutes, 53 questions):
= 10 minutes per passage (including questions)
» Flag difficult questions and return if time permits
o Psych/Soc (95 minutes, 59 questions):
» Same checkpoints as Chem/Phys and Bio/Biochem
o Practice "controlled rushing": if behind, speed up slightly without
sacrificing accuracy
4.Develop Strategic Guessing:
o Ifyou don't know an answer after 1.5 minutes, make your best guess and
flag it
o Eliminate obviously wrong answers first
o Return to flagged questions only if you have time
o Never leave questions blank, no guessing penalty!
5.Build 8-Hour Test Endurance:
o Notice when your focus wanes (usually Psych/Soc section)
o Practice mental reset techniques during breaks
o Stay hydrated but not over-hydrated (bathroom breaks eat into time)
o ldentify which snacks maintain energy without causing crashes
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6. Conduct Thorough Post-Exam Review (4-6 hours):
a.Day of exam: Take a break, don't review immediately
b.Next day: Review every question, even ones you got right
c.For correct answers: Confirm you understood the reasoning
d.For incorrect answers: Add to error log, review related content
e.ldentify timing issues: Which sections did you rush? Where did you

spend too much time?

f.Calculate sub-scores by topic to identify weak areas

7. Prioritize AAMC Materials:
a.AAMC exams are the gold standard, most representative of real test
b.Practice exams are often harder, don't be discouraged by lower scores
c.Use pr exams for practice, AAMC for final assessment
d.Complete all AAMC materials: FL 1-4, Section Banks, Question Packs

Expected Outcomes:

You'll build the physical and mental stamina to maintain focus for 7.5 hours.
You'll develop an intuitive sense of pacing, knowing when you're on track and
when you need to speed up. Your scores will progressively improve as you
integrate content knowledge with test-taking strategies. You'll identify your
optimal break routine and nutrition plan. Most importantly, you'll enter test day
having already "taken the MCAT" multiple times, reducing anxiety and
increasing confidence. By your final AAMC exams, your scores should be within
2-3 points of your actual test day performance.

How This Contributes to Your Journey:

Practice exams are where everything comes together. They reveal whether
your content review and active learning strategies are working. They expose
timing issues, stamina problems, and test-taking weaknesses that you can't
identify through isolated practice. Full-length exams also build confidence,
each one you complete proves you can handle the real thing. The review
process is arguably more valuable than taking the exam itself, as it directs your
remaining study time to high-yield areas. AAMC exams specifically calibrate
your expectations and provide the most accurate score predictions.
Connection to Next Strategy:

Practice exams generate valuable data, but that data is useless without
targeted remediation of your weak areas.
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Strategy 10: Targeted Weakness Remediation

What This Strategy Involves:

Use your error log and practice exam analytics to identify persistent weak
areas, then address them through targeted review, focused flashcard creation,
and additional practice questions. For particularly challenging topics or if you
need accountability, consider selective tutoring (10-20 hours) rather than
expensive comprehensive courses. This strategy is responsive and personalized,
your weak areas are unique to you.

Action Steps for Students:

WEEKLY WEAKNESS IDENTIFICATION (EVERY SUNDAY)

!

CREATE TARGETED REVIEW SESSIONS

!

MAKE FOCUSED FLASHCARDS

l

DO TARGETED PRACTICE

!

CONSIDER SELECTIVE TUTORING (IF NEEDED)

l

TRACK IMPROVEMENT

l

BALANCE REMEDIATION WITH MAINTENANCE
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1.Weekly Weakness Identification (every Sunday):
a.Review your error log from the past week
b.ldentify your top 3 weakest topics
c.Distinguish between types of weaknesses:
i.Content gaps: You don't know the information
ii.Application issues: You know it but can't apply it to passages
iii. Timing problems: You know it but rush and make mistakes
iv.Careless errors: You misread questions or make calculation errors
2.Create Targeted Review Sessions:
a.Dedicate 2-3 study sessions per week specifically to weak areas
b.For content gaps: Re-read relevant chapters, watch free online
educational videos and create new Anki cards
c.For application issues: Do 10-15 practice questions specifically on that
topic
d.For timing problems: Practice that question type under strict time
pressure
e.For careless errors: Slow down and develop a checking system
3.Make Focused Flashcards:
a.Create Anki cards for every concept you miss repeatedly
b.Include context: Don't just memorize isolated facts
c.Example: Instead of "What is Km?", use "In this enzyme kinetics graph,
how would you calculate Km and what does it represent?"
4.Do Targeted Practice:
a.Comprehensive question banks allows you to filter questions by topic,
use this feature
b.Create custom quizzes of 10-15 questions on your weak topics
c.Repeat until you're consistently scoring 80%+ on that topic
5.Consider Selective Tutoring (if needed):
a.lf you've tried multiple approaches and still struggle with a topic,
consider tutoring
b.Focus on 10-20 hours for specific weak areas, not comprehensive
courses
c.Use tutors for accountability and personalized strategies, not passive
content review
d.Good for: CARS strategy, physics problem-solving, passage analysis
techniques
6.Track Improvement:
a.Revisit old questions on weak topics after 2 weeks
b.You should see improvement, if not, your remediation strategy needs
adjustment
c.Celebrate when weak areas become strengths!
7.Balance Remediation with Maintenance:
a.Don't neglect strong areas while fixing weak ones
b.Continue Anki reviews and practice questions across all topics
c.Aim for 70% of study time on weak areas, 30% maintaining strong areas
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Expected Outcomes:

Your weak areas will progressively shrink as you address them systematically.
Topics that once caused anxiety will become manageable, then eventually
strengths. Your practice exam scores will become more consistent across
sections as you eliminate knowledge gaps. You'll develop meta-cognitive skKills,
learning how you learn best and what remediation strategies work for you.
Your confidence will grow as you prove to yourself that you can overcome
challenging material.

How This Contributes to Your Journey:

Targeted remediation is what separates good scores from great scores. Most
students plateau because they keep studying what they already know (it feels
good!) rather than confronting weaknesses (uncomfortable but necessary).
This strategy ensures you're using your limited time efficiently, focusing on
high-impact areas. It also prevents the frustration of repeatedly missing the
same types of questions. By test day, you'll have addressed all major gaps,
allowing you to perform at your ceiling rather than being held back by a few
weak topics.

Connection to Next Strategy:

You've built content mastery, developed test-taking skills, and addressed
weaknesses. Now it's time to prepare for the final countdown to test day.




PHASE 6: FINAL PREPARATION &
TEST DAY

Strateqgy 11: Test Day Readiness and Mental
Wellness Protocol

What This Strategy Involves:

Two weeks before your exam, shift from intensive studying to test-day
preparation and mental wellness. This includes logistical preparation (visiting
the testing center, finalizing your break routine and planning nutrition),
targeted review of remaining weak areas, and developing stress management
strategies. Throughout your entire preparation, not just the final weeks,
maintain mental health through adequate rest, proper nutrition, exercise,
progress celebration, peer support, and trusting your preparation.

Action Steps for Students:

TWO WEEKS BEFORE TEST DAY: LOGISTICAL
PREPARATION

J

FINAL TWO WEEKS: STUDY STRATEGY

J

THROUGHOUT PREPARATION: MENTAL HEALTH
MAINTENANCE

J

STRESS MANAGEMENT TECHNIQUES

J

TEST DAY MENTAL STRATEGY

J

MANAGING BETWEEN-SECTION EMOTIONS
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1.Two Weeks Before Test Day: Logistical Preparation:
a.Drive to your testing center to know the route and parking
b.Time your morning routine: wake-up, breakfast and commute
c.Finalize your break routine:
i.10-minute breaks: Bathroom, water and quick stretch
i.30-minute break: Eat your planned snack, walk around and mental
reset
d.Decide on earplugs: If you'll use them, practice with them during full-
length exams
e.Plan your caffeine strategy: Same timing and amount as practice exams
f.Choose your test-day outfit: Comfortable, layers for temperature control
g.Pack your test-day bag: ID, snacks (protein-based: nuts, protein bar),
water, earplugs
2.Final Two Weeks, Study Strategy:
a.NO new content, only review
b.Focus on highest-yield topics and remaining weak areas
c.Do your final AAMC full-length exams (spaced 1 week apart)
d.Continue daily Anki reviews
e.Review your reference sheets daily
f.Three days before: Light review only, no full-length exams
g.Day before: Very light review or complete rest (your choice)
h.Trust your preparation, cramming doesn't work
3. Throughout Preparation, Mental Health Maintenance:
a.Sleep: Aim for 7-9 hours nightly; sleep is when memory consolidates
b.Exercise: 30 minutes daily reduces stress and improves cognitive
function
c.Nutrition: Regular meals with protein, complex carbs, healthy fats; avoid
excessive caffeine
d.Breaks: Take at least one full day off per week
e.Social connection: Don't isolate; maintain friendships and support
systems
4.Stress Management Techniques:
a.Practice mindfulness: 5-10 minutes of meditation or deep breathing
daily
b.Reframe anxiety: "I'm not nervous, I'm excited" (research shows this
works!)
c.Visualization: Imagine yourself succeeding on test day
d.Progress celebration: Acknowledge improvements, not just final goals
e.Peer support: Connect with other MCAT studiers who understand the
journey
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5. Test Day Mental Strategy:
o Morning of: Eat your practiced breakfast, arrive 30 minutes early
o During exam: Take each section one at a time; don't dwell on previous
sections
o Between sections: Use your practiced break routine; don't talk to other
test-takers
o If you encounter a hard section: Remember, the MCAT is curved; everyone
finds it hard
o Trust your preparation: You've taken this exam multiple times in practice
o Don't leave early: Use all your time to check flagged questions
6. Managing Between-Section Emotions:
o Don't judge your performance during the exam
o Feeling like you failed a section is normal and often inaccurate
o Reset mentally during breaks: "That section is done; focus on the next
one"
o Remember: You only need to get about 70% correct for a competitive
score

Expected Outcomes:

You'll arrive at the testing center calm, prepared, and confident. Your logistical
preparation means no surprises or last-minute stress. Your mental wellness
practices throughout preparation prevent burnout and maintain cognitive
function. Your stress management techniques help you stay calm during
difficult passages or questions. You'll maintain focus for all 7.5 hours because
you've trained both your mind and body for this endurance event. After the
exam, you'll feel confident that you performed at your best, regardless of how
difficult it felt.

How This Contributes to Your Journey:

Test day performance isn't just about knowledge; it's about managing stress,
maintaining focus, and executing strategies under pressure. Students often
underestimate the physical and mental demands of a 7.5-hour exam. This
strategy ensures you're prepared for every aspect of test day, not just the
content. Mental wellness throughout preparation prevents the burnout that
causes many students to underperform or postpone their exam. Trusting your
preparation on test day allows you to access the knowledge you've worked so
hard to build.

Connection to Next Strategy:

For most students, this is the end of the MCAT journey; they'll achieve their
target score and move forward with applications. However, if your score doesn't
reflect your abilities, there's a strategic path forward.
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PHASE 7: CONDITIONAL STRATEGY
Strategy 12: Retake Strategy (If Needed)

What This Strategy Involves:

If your MCAT score doesn't meet your target despite thorough preparation, a
strategic retake can significantly improve your application. However, retaking
requires a completely different approach than your first attempt. Wait 5
months to 1 year before reattempting to allow time for genuine skill
development. Conduct a thorough analysis of your previous performance to
identify root causes of underperformance, not just "l was weak in
biochemistry," but why (insufficient practice? test anxiety? or timing issues?).
Develop a completely new study strategy that addresses these root causes
rather than simply repeating your previous preparation methods.

Action Steps for Students:

DECIDE WHETHER TO RETAKE

!

WAIT 5 MONTHS TO 1 YEAR

!

CONDUCT ROOT CAUSE ANALYSIS

!

DEVELOP A NEW STRATEGY

!

CHANGE YOUR APPROACH

!

SET A REALISTIC NEW GOAL

!

TRACK PROGRESS DIFFERENTLY
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1.Decide Whether to Retake:

a.Compare your score to your target schools' 25th-75th percentile ranges

b.Consider your GPA: A lower GPA may require a higher MCAT to
compensate

c.Evaluate whether other application components can offset a lower
MCAT

d.Understand that medical schools see all attempts (but often focus on
highest score)

e.Generally, retake if you're >3 points below your target schools' median

2.Wait 5 Months to 1 Year:

a.Don't rush to retake immediately, you need time to develop new skKills

b.Use this time to strengthen other application components

c.Continue light review (Anki) to maintain knowledge

d.Reflect deeply on what went wrong

3.Conduct Root Cause Analysis:

a.Review your practice exam scores: Where were the consistent weak
points?

b.ldentify the type of problem:

i.Content gaps: Which specific topics did you never master?
il.Application issues: Could you answer discrete questions but
struggled with passages?
ii. Timing problems: Did you consistently run out of time?

iv.Test anxiety: Did you perform better on practice exams than the real

thing?
v.Stamina issues: Did your performance decline in later sections?
c.Be brutally honest: What study habits didn't work?
4.Develop a New Strategy:

a.If content gaps: Invest in a more thorough content review; consider a
different resource

b.If application issues: Shift focus heavily to passage-based practice; less
content review

c.If timing problems: Practice every question under strict time pressure;
develop faster elimination strategies

d.If test anxiety: Incorporate stress management training; consider more
practice exams

e.If stamina issues: Focus on physical preparation; practice full-length
exams more frequently
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5. Change Your Approach:
o Use different resources than your first attempt
o If you self-studied before, consider a study group or tutor
o If you used a course before, consider self-directed study with better
resources
o Take MORE full-length practice exams (8-10 instead of 4-6)
o Don't just study harder; study differently
©. Set a Realistic New Goal:
o Expect 5-8 point improvement with strategic preparation
o If your first score was far below your practice exams, you may see larger
gains
o If you scored near your practice exam average, improvement requires
genuine skill development
7. Track Progress Differently:
o Take a diagnostic after 1 month to ensure your new strategy is working
o Ifyou're not seeing improvement, adjust again, don't wait until test day
o Be willing to postpone your retake if you're not ready.

Expected Outcomes:

Your retake score will reflect genuine improvement because you've addressed
root causes rather than surface symptoms. You'll approach the exam with
refined strategies and increased confidence. You'll avoid the frustration of
scoring similarly to your first attempt because you've fundamentally changed
your approach. Your application will be stronger overall because you've used
the gap time to improve other components. Most importantly, you'll prove to
yourself and admissions committees that you can identify weaknesses, adapt
strategies, and achieve challenging goals.

How This Contributes to Your Journey:

Retaking the MCAT is not a failure; it's a strategic decision that many successful
medical students have made. However, an unsuccessful retake (same or lower
score) can hurt your application, so it must be approached strategically. This
strategy ensures that if you retake, you do it right: with adequate preparation
time, root cause analysis, and a fundamentally different approach. The skills
you develop through this process, resilience, adaptability, self-reflection, are
the same skills that will make you a successful medical student and physician.
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CONCLUSION:
YOUR PATH TO MCAT SUCCESS!

These 12 strategies form a comprehensive, evidence-based framework for
MCAT preparation. They're designed to work together, each building on the
previous ones:

e Strategies 1-4 establish your foundation and planning

o Strategy 5 diagnoses your specific needs

e Strategies 6-7 build content mastery and retention

o Strategy 8 develops critical reading skills

e Strategies 9-10 integrate knowledge through practice and targeted
remediation

o Strategy 11 prepares you for test day and maintains wellness

e Strategy 12 provides a path forward if needed

~ , Remember: The MCAT is a learnable exam. It doesn't test

) A intelligence; it tests preparation, strategy, and endurance. Thousands
CEXY W of students before you have successfully navigated this challenge,
; and with systematic preparation, you will too.

Your journey won't be linear. You'll have breakthrough moments and
frustrating plateaus. You'll master some topics quickly and struggle
with others. That's normal and expected. Trust the process, stay
consistent, and remember why you're pursuing medicine.

You've got this. Now let's get started!
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