
The MCAT Experience: A Personal Narrative

I always thought hurdles were something that you jumped over. This belief never turned out to
be false as I felt that somehow I always managed to finish a race, overcome all obstacles in my
way, and just somehow cruise. However, I finally reached a hurdle on my journey to medical
school where my feet stayed cemented in the ground. I tried to jump, I tried to jump again, I tried
to run around it, I considered all avenues to reach my next checkpoint, but I just could not do it.
It was the adversity that made me finally learn how to jump this unique, tremendously difficult,
and vast hurdle. This hurdle is one that every premed student must run up to and overcome - the
MCAT.

The 100th percentile is where I “should” have been scoring in considering my undergraduate
grades. I never really thought that this was unachievable, as I have always been one to believe in
myself. I started my journey in May 2019 right after my junior year semester concluded. I signed
up for an August exam and I was ready to dive in, learn, and relearn material that I encountered
in my biology and chemistry courses.

My hopes and dreams of a great score lasted about a day. That great score on the computer
screen popped up and zoomed by my eyes; I tried to grasp it, tried to run to where it was going, I
reached out as far as I could, but it was gone. Content review came and went in 6 weeks. I
pretended to know what I was learning, I pretended like it was working, I pretended that I could
still succeed. Then it arrived - my first full length practice exam, an AAMC one, after I
completed my content review. 495. 31st percentile. 2 months away from my exam. I was hurt. I
was stressed. I was failing not only all my supporters, but myself.

Was I even smart, was I even capable of becoming a doctor? It was like there were millions of
balloons in the room I was sitting in, blown up by negative, stressful, and anxiety provoking
thoughts that all popped in my face at once. What was I going to do? There was only one thing
that I could do - keep pushing forward. I lied to myself, telling myself that this was just a
practice exam, that it was a fluke, that I still had 2 months to go, and that I had so much time to
improve. I cleaned up the explosion and put my head down to grind some more.

I turned to other resources, reading posts, and watching videos of people who scored in the top
few percentiles. As great as these resources were, I found a trend among almost all of them.
These students rarely ever had an issue with the material or the exam. They scored high on all
their practice exams. I felt so alienated; did these students even know the exam dipped below
500? But at last, they did well, so maybe their tips and tricks will help me too, right? Nope.

I was still struggling. I turned to third party exams (Next Step, now Blueprint) along with the
holy grail UWorld that every student swears by. Oh, I did ANKI too, the magical flashcard



resource. I really fooled myself in thinking by just doing these things that I would start doing
well. I thought by just going through the motions, doing what others did, and completing practice
exams, that I would find success like the others. Oh, how I was wrong.

I hit a point of limbo in my second month of studying. I did not know what to do, I clearly did
not learn enough from my content review, but I was still 2 months from my test. I did not want to
exhaust my resources so far away from my test, so I just would do flashcards every day. I tried to
memorize as many things as possible, but this was not the answer. It is almost impossible to
memorize thousands of flashcards and simply put, this is not how you succeed on the MCAT. I
basically wasted a month of studying doing this tactic that clearly did not work.

I could not figure out why I was struggling as much as I was. Chemistry was never an issue for
me in undergrad but the MCAT chemistry and physics section was another beast. I was forgetting
formulas, I was reading physics questions and my brain would go blank, and I was scared to see
an organic chemistry problem. I was anxious to take the test even though I had never had test
anxiety before. So, what did I do? I hoped I would not see physics on my exam, I hoped I could
squeeze my way past an organic chemistry question by sheer luck. I bottled up the material I was
not comfortable with and threw it into the ocean. I was struggling on concepts I aced in college
just a year or two ago and I just shrugged it off that I would get it right on test day, rather than
spending the time to master these topics.

The critical analysis reading section (CARS) was another test on its own in my opinion and it
still pains me to think about this section. I never liked reading but I never thought I could not
read. How could I read a passage in this section and get every question wrong that was being
asked? How was I running out of time all the time? The answers never came and so I just
overlooked this section, similarly to those specific chemistry and physics questions that I prayed
would not be on my real exam. I always read that CARS was hard to improve and hard to
practice for and thus I just did not even try to improve. I hoped for the best and received the
worst.

I was a microbiology major in college, I took many biology related courses, I was in a
microbiology research lab, and frankly I loved this subject within the science realm. Therefore,
you must think that I cruised by the biology and biochemistry section, right? Nope. Not even the
slightest. I learned that what I studied in college did not necessarily help me with the questions
being asked. I was not used to the heavy analysis of experimental studies, graphs, and charts. I
was not used to having to memorize all the biochemistry pathways and intermediates. I tried to
do my best, and I did improve slightly over my studying, but it was not enough. I was nowhere
close to my target, I was nowhere close to my potential, and I was nowhere content with myself.



The psychology and sociology section was a blessing to me in some way or another. I do credit
my success in this section to ANKI flashcards. The issue I had though is I knew I could do better
if I tried to understand the terms rather than just memorize them. Though this was my best
section, I was not even content with my score, but I faked a smile at it since it was my highest
section.

I remember being two weeks out of my exam. It was finally time to take the AAMC full length 2
and 3. 505 and 506. Those were my scores. Looking back at it, this was the last red flag that
smacked me right in the face. Sirens were alarming, signaling to me that I was not ready. These
scores were not representative of me or who I was as a student, and these scores would not allow
me to apply to the schools I wanted to. But how could I give up? I had been studying for the past
3 months and everyone knew I was planning to take the exam. I could not postpone it, I could
not let others down, and simply I was too stubborn to tell myself I was not ready. I threw those
red flags to the side and entered the dangerous territory known as the MCAT. I took the exam.

506. 126/123/128/129. 67 percentile. I was devastated, but I was not shocked in the slightest. I
entered the exam room with a feeling I was going to do poorly. I left the exam room with a
feeling that I did poorly. Even with these feelings, there was a glimmer of hope that I was
latching onto. It was as if I was hanging off a large mountain cliff by one finger. I was not dead
yet, but it was only a matter of time that my finger let go. That day came when my score was
released. I felt as if my entire world crashed. Everything I knew, everything I was working
towards, my hard work for the past 3 months and even three years of college felt as if they meant
nothing. My lifelong dream of being a doctor felt out of my reach. I was no longer close to the
finish line and it felt like I was disqualified from the race. One of the last hurdles of applying to
medical school, the MCAT, tripped me up so hard that I did not think I was going to be able to
get back up on my feet. I was defeated, I felt like a failure, I was crushed, I was hurting, I was
stressed, anxious, overwhelmed, I was every emotion that I would not wish anyone to feel.

But I got back up. Slowly, but I did. I could not give up and I could not suffocate on my failure. I
had to learn from my mistakes and tackle this hurdle again. I was not going to choose another
race to compete in, I was a premedical student with a passion to be a doctor and that is what I
was going to become. I was not going to let one exam stand in my way. I had to go back and do
it again. I had to fix what I did wrong, I had to really understand the exam, I had to try harder,
and I had to regain confidence in myself.

I wanted to get back to studying as soon as possible and I considered retaking the exam in
January or in the spring of 2020. Though I wanted to get it over with and have a chance of
applying in the 2020 cycle, I knew I could not force myself to study. I had to be mentally ready
to start again and truthfully, I was not ready until my undergraduate career was over. There was



almost no possibility that I would be able to effectively study while in classes and balancing my
extracurriculars. The new plan was to take the exam in September 2020.

I graduated from college in May, moved back home at the end of the month, and made a plan.
June 1st was the start day of my retake study plan. June 1st was when I truly focused, where I
stayed believing in myself, where I did not give up, and where I sought out to achieve my
dreams.

It would be a lie to say this second attempt went completely smoothly. I hit peaks where I was
happy and content with my progress, but with all peaks came the deep and dark valleys. I would
hit lows that reminded me of my past attempt. I would fail like I failed before, I would get
questions wrong after studying the topic for weeks, and I would get practice exam scores that
were like the summer before. I felt Deja vu days at a time, I felt isolated from society, I felt that I
was wasting my time, that I would never do better, and that maybe I truly was not meant to get a
higher score on the exam. I had to remind myself of what I was doing. I had to remind myself of
who I was, my success in college, and my supporters who knew I could perform well. I had to
stick with my new plan, and that is just what I did.

I started with content review once again, but this time I took notes how I always took notes. I
hand wrote my notes rather than typing them as I did the summer before. I also supplemented all
my content review with practice questions to reinforce my knowledge. This made it so that the
content review phase was not just trying to learn information, but rather I was also testing myself
along the way. Along with content review and relevant questions, I was working hard on my
critical analysis reading section. Starting from day 1, I would dedicate an hour to do at least 3
Jack Westin passages. I would complete them and then review them. I was not sure if any of this
was working, but I had to stick with my plan.

Content review wrapped up after 5 weeks in which I started taking Blueprint practice exams. I
scored a 510 (80th percentile) on my first one. I was elated, shocked, and for once proud of
myself. Was this new plan working? My short term answer was yes. I was on a high, a high that
only lasted 6 days in which the next practice exam came back as a 505. Lower than my real exam
the year prior. Devastation.

I knew I could not fall into the same trap as I did the year before. I could not go into a month of
limbo, where progress was not made. I told myself I had to take a break from practice exams and
crack down on my studying. I turned back to UWorld. However, like the content review phase, I
changed how I would use this resource. I went through and did topic by topic, rather than a large
scale section. For example, I would just do questions on amino acids rather than a mix of all
biochemistry questions. Further, I would take handwritten notes on every question I did. Correct
or incorrect, notes were taken. I would write out relevant information on the topics being asked,



write out relevant formulas, and make note of where I made mistakes. I told myself I could not
overlook anything. I was here to learn; I was here to swim past the murky waters to reach the
shore. I was here to see the light at the end of the tunnel, not hide in fear of the dark in hopes that
the light would come without effort.

Along with UWorld, I started ANKI, and I started much earlier than the previous year. I was
determined to finish the entire MileDown’s deck and have time to hit all the cards multiple times
over review. I also made a point to not lie to myself. I felt that the summer before I would often
say I knew a flashcard where I really did not. This go around, if I had any doubt on the topic or
question on the flashcard, I would make note of it and redo it until I was confident in it. The only
person I was lying to was myself the year before and it only harmed one person - me.

This strategy worked, but it was not instant. I finally got back to taking more Blueprint exams. I
did 3-5 over the month of July into mid-August. After the 505 I got another 505, a 511, and a
510. These scores were clearly not where I wanted to be and in my eyes were not what I was
capable of. However, compared to the low 500 scores the year prior along with knowledge that
these exams were notoriously more difficult than the actual exams, I was content with where I
was at.

I was about 6 weeks out from my actual exam. I was finally finished with all of UWorld and I
had taken extensive notes on all of the topics. I was still going through the ANKI deck daily and
attempting to memorize as much as I could. I was still doing my daily reading passages from
Jack Westin, but most importantly I was still motivated and knew I could improve. I made the
transition from third party resources to solely focusing on the AAMC material. I started with the
Question Banks, then moved to the Official Guide, and then made it to the Section Banks.
Similarly, to my tactic with UWorld, I took hand written notes on everything I encountered.

These last 6 weeks were crucial for me. I had to prove to myself more than ever that I could do it
and that I could succeed. I needed some confidence and more importantly I had to learn the
AAMC logic. I took the AAMC sample 5 weeks out from my exam. I converted my score to
roughly a 515 which I was thrilled about. Could I do it? My goal was to score above the 90th
percentile. I finally hit it, but it was the sample. I took it with a grain of salt and kept pushing
forward. The next week was AAMC 1, followed by 2, 3, 4, and then my actual exam. I got a 513
on AAMC 1. 1 month out. Okay, I have room to improve, I told myself. I kept going through
ANKI and the AAMC practice questions. 512 the week after. Oof, not the direction I wanted to
go, but it was not the end of the world, right? I found areas I needed to improve in. I needed to
grind out my formulas for chemistry and physics, I had to hone in on amino acids and genomic
analysis questions, and make mnemonics for frequently seen psychology terms. I also realized
that my CARS strategy of just practicing was not working. I needed to do more. I started going
through my AAMC full length 1 in depth, using a google document to type out what the passage



was about, what the question asked, why I answered what I did, why it was correct or incorrect,
and the logic behind it. I did this for every question. All these tactics were very time consuming
and I started feeling the time crunch constrict me. 2 weeks out.

520, 98th percentile. What? Was this real? Yes, AAMC full length 3. 10 days out. It was
working, my new study methods were paying off. My confidence was at an all-time high. I could
not believe it. From never breaking a 510 (80th percentile) the year before on any of my practice
exams to now reaching a 520, I thought this was all a dream. I knew I had to keep up with my
flashcards and review my notes for the next 10 days. I knew I still had full length 4, and for once
I was excited to take it and hopefully replicate the 520.

The dream that lasted a few days rapidly turned into a nightmare with a click of a button. “Are
you sure you are completed with your full length 4 exam,” the computer read. Yes, I was
completed with it. I clicked it and the computer loaded. A score came up and I was demoralized.
509, 77th percentile. A drop in 11 points after 5 days. I was 5 days from my actual exam, and I
was right back at square one. I was practically where my actual exam was the year prior. 3 and a
half months of studying for virtually no progress, or so I thought. If there was one thing I learned
this second time around it was to not give up. It was to not let a score define who I was or what I
was capable of. I could not cancel my exam, I could not run away from the truth, and most
importantly I could not give up. I had to trust my process, my hard work, and my determination.
I had to give one last push to finish this race that I restarted.

I shrugged the 509 off as a fluke. I had to ride the confidence of the 520 into my actual exam. I
either could choose to believe one score to be real and the other was a false depiction of my
abilities. I took the high road, I told myself I was capable, and I told myself I could achieve my
goals of scoring over the 90th percentile.

Exam day came and went as if the day did not even happen. It was as if I was on a plane ride
where the time zone just changed in an instance. It started and ended all in the same blink. I
remember going into the exam with mixed feelings. I told myself that I could crush it. I told
myself I was intelligent, I told myself my practice and study habits worked. But despite all of
these words of encouragement from myself, there was a lingering feeling deep inside that
screamed 509. There was a pain in my stomach, there was a fear in my brain, there was a hole in
my heart, but there was only one direction to move in and that was forward. I was taking the
exam regardless and I had to give it my all.

I walked towards the computer and the Pearson employee logged me in. The chemistry section
started immediately. I wanted to scream, I wanted to wave my arms and ask to pause it. I was so
nervous, but the time was here to give it my all. I remember the chemistry section was heavy on
biochem and physics. For me, I was surprisingly happy with this. The year before I dreaded



seeing a physics question on my exam, but this time around it was what I preferred. My timing
for this section was good, I was able to review my flagged questions and feel what I thought of
as “okay.” There were no doubt a few questions I completely guessed on, a few passages that I
was left scratching my head, but all in all, I felt better than the year before.

CARS was a completely different story. I knew this was going to be my lowest section. I had the
fear of another 123, but I knew I had to stick with my plan and trust all the time and practice that
I put into this section. I just wanted a 125 minimum, but obviously was aiming for higher. The
section started rough. Honestly, rough may be an understatement. I felt my stomach drop after
the first few passages. I was so behind in time, I felt my heart racing, my brain began to think
about failure rather than what the passages were about. I was not in good shape, but somehow, I
got through it. I got lucky with a few easier passages in the middle and end of the section that I
managed to end right on time. I could not check any answers, but I never could on any of my
practice exams. I was just happy I answered every question and that it was over with.

Not having the long break after the CARS section was awful. I felt as if I could not have time to
reset myself and I walked into the biology section still thinking about the CARS section and how
I probably bombed it. I remember starting the biology section. I read the first passage and it
absolutely made no sense to me. I was internally screaming; I was the most flustered I had ever
been. Then something happened. Something came over me and told me that I needed to just take
a second and relax. I told myself I had to just quickly try and answer the questions related to this
passage but to not stress over it. I told myself I would come back to it. I told myself I could do
this, that this is my section that I do the best on and that I can replicate it here. Somehow the rest
of the section flew by. Everything felt as if it came naturally. I finished with 30 minutes to spare
and was able to go back to that first passage. I completely re-read it, drew out what it was talking
about, and tackled the questions a second time. I had them all wrong the first go around. I felt
good. I checked every single question in this section. Did I do it? Maybe, but the test was not
over quite yet.

As it always does, the psychology and sociology section flew by. I felt that there were a lot of
definitions and fortunately I knew most of them. There were definitely a few questions that I
read, and I knew I had to guess. I did not know a few terms in the answer choices and thus I had
to just click an answer and move on. Similarly to the biology section, I told myself to just relax
and not stress over one question or one passage. I wanted to read everything and have time to go
back and check my work. That is exactly what I did. I had roughly 25 minutes to spare and I was
able to go through every single question. I remember catching a few questions that I misread and
thus selected the wrong answer. I was for once… happy?

Overall, the simplest words I would use to describe each section would be, “okay, bad, great, and
good,” respectively. But truthfully, I had no idea. I felt that I could have bombed it, I felt that I



could have done well, but I would have put my money on just average. I wanted my score. I
could not wait the two weeks, but I guess fortunately, it was only two weeks instead of the
normal month's wait.

I remember doing absolutely nothing for the next two weeks. I personally just could not find
motivation to do anything at all. I felt as if my entire life was on a pause until I saw my score.
Was I going to have to study again? Was I going to start looking for jobs? Was I going to just be
content with my score, or was I going to be proud of myself? The days felt as if they each lasted
an eternity. Time was moving so slow and all I could do was wait. I could not find solace in
thinking I scored in a range I would be happy with, because, well, it was all a hypothetical.
Slowly but surely a week went by which then turned into two weeks. I was days away from my
score reveal and I could feel my anxiety grow. I would have nightmares of the MCAT score
release where I dreamt of being late for my exam, forgetting to answer entire sets of questions, or
even accidently voiding my exam. It was rough, and looking back on it, it was definitely
neurotic, but it was my life at the time.

The day came. Tuesday, September 29th. I remember waking up an hour or so before the 11am
release time. I got my coffee and just sat in my chair for the next hour. I would stare at the clock
watching the minutes slowly turn over. I was refreshing reddit to see when someone posted that
scores were out. 11am hit. The post was released. They were out.

I logged into the AAMC database. The score release tab was shouting my name. My fingers
started to tremble, my heart rate started to climb, my life was about to change in one way or
another. I took a deep breath, hovered my cursor over the button, closed my eyes and clicked the
button. With a shift in my eyelids, my premedical career hit a new milestone. My score was right
in front of me.

517. 94th percentile.

I somehow did it. I reached my goal of scoring over the 90th percentile. My score breakdown
was 130/125/132/130. My feelings and emotions when leaving my test center came to fruition. I
was elated and beyond relieved. From the lowest of the lows, I managed to pick myself back up
and climb back to where I could breathe freely and not be constantly crushed by the stress and
anxiety.

As happy as I was about receiving my score, I knew that it did not come easily. I knew that it
was a score that I did not get organically, it was one that I earned. It was the adversity and failure
in my eyes that fueled me to get back up and keep trying. It was the countless hours of studying
and not seeing improvement that made me realize that my original methods were not effective. It
was the realization that medicine is my dream and passion and that a score was not going to



dictate my future. It was the support from my loved ones that kept telling me that I could do 
better and kept me motivated.

At the end of the day I realized that the MCAT is one of, or possibly even the most difficult exam 
that I had and probably will ever encounter. The issue is that the MCAT is portrayed online by 
many users who score extremely high on their first attempt as “easy.” As much as those posts 
made by high scorers could be useful and do provide effective tips, they do not address the 
adversity and struggle the majority of test takers face. I think it is important to bring awareness 
that many students do indeed have a difficult time taking this exam and that earning a less than 
ideal score can be very detrimental to one’s stress and anxiety. It is vital to know that you are not 
alone and that it does take time and that it is okay if you must retake the exam. It is okay if your 
initial plan does not work out, if your original study method fails, or if you require more time to 
study than you intended. However, it is just as important to stay focused on the end goal, stay 
motivated, continue to work hard, and to never stop believing in yourself.

Lastly, remember that with anything in life there will always be hurdles that you must overcome. 
Some hurdles will be short and easy to be jumped over, but others will appear to be as steep as 
Mount Everest. You may want to not even tackle these hurdles and to just accept defeat, but it is 
critical to remember the race you are running. You must keep your eyes on the end goal and not 
retreat or give up. Regardless if the hurdle trips you up, leaving you feeling that it is impossible 
to get back up, just know that you can. Keep trying, keep pushing, keep believing, and keep your 
eyes on your dream. You are not alone, and you can do anything you put your mind to.


