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MCAT History
Failure rate of 1st-year medical students:

• 20%   in 1928
• 7%   in 1946
“Reduction…due mainly to the Moss Test”

(McGaghie,2002)



MCAT: What Is It?





4 Content Areas
Physical Sciences (PS)
• General chemistry, physics
• 77 questions, 100 min

Verbal Reasoning (VR)
• 55 questions, 85 min

Biological Sciences (BS)
• Org chemistry, biology
• 77 questions, 100 min

Writing Sample (WS)
• 2 essays, 60 min



4 Scores
VR, PS, BS
• scores go from 1 to 15
• average ~ 8.0
• scores equated to 1991 examination

WS
• scores: J,K,L,M,N,O,P,Q,R,S,T
• J is very bad, T is very good

Total Score
• VR + BS + PS appended to WS (e.g., 45T)



Science Content
“Assess knowledge of basic concepts 
and scientific problem solving, 
NOT the ability to memorize scientific 
facts”



Verbal Reasoning (VR)

“ability to understand, evaluate and apply 
information and arguments presented in prose 
texts”

450-600 word reading passages
5 - 10 questions about each passage
all necessary info is in the passage



Writing Sample (WS)
“ability to develop a central idea, synthesize 
concepts, present ideas cohesively and logically, 
and write clearly”
Writing topics do not assess subject-matter 
knowledge



Writing Sample
Each essay scored by 2 readers
• If they disagree, it is scored by an expert
• inter-rater reliability = .86 

Canadian medical schools use WS scores more 
than U.S. schools
Score challenges available
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THE CURRENT PAPER MCAT





Test Day



Paper MCAT
• administered 2 weekends each year

April
August

• ~ 70,000 people each year
• costs $210 in 2006
• 6 hours testing, 8-10 hour day 
• scores in 60 days
• small number of 

computerized MCATs



Common Irregularities
“Bubbling” after time is called 
Copying from others’ answer sheets
Timing errors
Noise
Heat



The Future Computerized MCAT



Computerized MCAT

Fully implement in 2007
• Quicker scores (30 days -> 2 weeks)
• More testing dates (19 days)
• Small, quiet, standardized test sites
• Shorter test day (5 hours)
• Biometric identification (fingerprints, photos)



More testing opportunities
(current)

Paper
• Sat, Sun in April, August
• Reg ends a month before test day

CBT
• Not just weekends (weekdays, too) 
• Not just mornings (afternoon options)
• 19 days (three days have two sessions)
• Reg until test week (BUT…60 days to 

assure close to home)



Advisors predict volumes
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Retake policy
Paper:
• twice a year

Considering:
• Can be registered for only one at a time

(maybe can’t register until scores are out)
• three times per year 

“>3 documentation rule” may become “>4 rule”



Refund Policy
• Changing NOW
• Used to be lenient
• Now it’s tough
• Must cancel 10 business days before test
• In 2007, will be able to reschedule later



Testing locations
• Prometric is doing “capacity planning”
• Prometric will be building new sites
• Number of retakes allowed will impact volumes
• Hear clearly the need for sites in college towns
• Having discussions about sites in colleges



Preparing for the MCAT



Study, study, study

Read the MCAT Student Manual 
Use textbooks, work in a group
Take practice tests under time limits
Read, read, read – then argue!

• Editorials, essays
• Argue for the author’s point of view, and then 

against it.
• What information would help you decide?



E-MCAT.com



















How speeded is the MCAT?
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Gain from extra time
CHANGE in 
Scaled Score N %

-2 3 3%

-1 6 5%

0 44 37%

1 39 33%

2 18 15%

3 6 5%

4 2 1%

Mean 
0.75

Non-disabled
Students
Granted an
Unexpected
Extra ½ time

55% 
improved



How can I improve my 
score?



Average Gains From Retesting

On average, retesters (Apr->Aug) gain:
0.4  in PS
0.6 in VR
0.7 in BS
no gain on WS

Lower initial score                larger retest gain

Higher initial score             smaller retest gain



First-time BS Score

15131197531

R
ET

ES
T

15

13

11

9

7

5

3

1

Change in MCAT Scores on Retest



Gains From Test Prep Courses

 Took a Course 
Between Apr & Aug 
 

Took 1st Course 
Between Apr & 
Aug 

Biological Sciences .2 .4 
Physical Sciences .1 .3 
Verbal Reasoning .1 .2 
Writing Sample 0 0 

 

 

Expected gain after controlling for initial score, 
gender, race and other preparation methods.



Who Gets In?
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