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Every year, millions of high school students are tested. The College Board and American College Testing, Inc., the masterminds behind the SAT and ACT exams, administer more than 7 million exams annually. These are not the first tests you have taken, and they will not be the last. You have had pop quizzes, classroom tests, unit exams, midterms, and finals. Chances are, you have also taken some form of standardized test administered by your state or school district. Tests are part of your life and will be throughout your educational experience.

A word about taking tests seems in order. All these tests have already given you an idea of the type of test taker you are. Some students take tests in stride: ‘‘Okay, another test. Let me write it down on my calendar next to the other three that day.’’ Other students become anxious and worry that they will not do well, thus making it difficult to do well. News flash—not everyone who gets A’s on tests is brilliant. A large part of how well one does is based on attitude, but most of what makes the difference is strategy. Many learning centers will tell you, "It’s not just how smart you are; it’s how smart you take the test."
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The major standardized tests students take in high school are the PSAT, SAT I, and ACT. Colleges across the country use them to get a sense of a student’s readiness to enter their ivy-covered halls. These tests or boards as they are sometimes called, have become notorious because of how important they can be. There is a mystique that surrounds them. People talk about the magic number that will get you into the school of your dreams.

Beware! There is a lot of misinformation out there. First and foremost, these are not intelligence tests; they are reasoning tests, designed to evaluate the way you think. These tests assess the basic knowledge and skills you have gained through your classes in school, and they also gauge the knowledge you have gained through outside experiences. The material on these tests is not curriculum-based, but the tests do emphasize those academic experiences that educational institutions feel are good indicators of your probable success in college. There are many fees and deadlines associated with testing. Application fees, late fees, score report fees, rushed score fees, withholding fees, removal fees, duplicate fees—the list goes on and on. This is another instance when it is crucial that you spend time with your counselor to learn how the testing system works. To keep the fees from mounting up, watch your deadlines and plan when and where you want your scores sent. Your guidance department will have the criteria and necessary forms.

Test Scores and College Admissions

How does standardized testing fit into the college entrance equation? Your grades and the level of the courses you take will carry the most weight in the college selection process. If you have not selected a college-preparatory course load and kept up with your grades, good SAT scores are not going to save you at the last minute. On the contrary, putting all your eggs in one basket is a bad idea. Standardized test scores should be a reflection of your cumulative knowledge and academic performance in school. When colleges and universities see scores that are way out of proportion to a student’s GPA and the quality of the courses taken, a red flag goes up. (Remember: red flags!) Admissions committees start asking questions like: What was this student doing throughout high school? Was this student choosing not to challenge herself? Are these scores valid or a fluke? Will this student know how to use the opportunities we have available and be successful here?

There needs to be a correlation between what admissions counselors see on your transcript and the scores you earn on standardized tests. These scores will be viewed with the other parts of your application, probably second or third in order of priority. Recently, standardized testing has received less emphasis, especially among highly competitive liberal arts colleges.

Even if you are planning to apply to a college that does not require SAT I or ACT scores, it would be prudent for you to have them in your records for the future. You might enter a college that does not require these scores, only to decide halfway through sophomore year that you want to transfer to another school. At that point, are you going to want to sit through a standardized test? Having the test scores will allow you more freedom of movement.

A Few More Words About the SAT

Because the SAT I figures so large in your college selection process, I want to say a few words specifically about the SAT process. First, know your test-taking calendar in advance. Registration for the test is about six weeks before the test date. Don’t register late, because late fees can add up. Before you start to fill out the test application, find out where you want to take the test and the codes for the test center and for your school. You can sign up online for the SAT I (and all the College Board tests) at www.collegeboard.org or by phone. Check your application booklet for the correct toll-free telephone number. You will need a credit card to use either method.

Watch your test-taking timetable carefully and revamp it if things change for you. For example, if you take your first SATI and get a 1520, you probably don’t need to take the test again. The same is true of your SATII Subject Tests scores and schedule. Your counselor will get a copy of your test results. Discuss with him or her how your test results compare with the range of scores for college entry for previous students from your high school. Your school has a track record of entry statistics with colleges, and your guidance department can make this information available to you. Knowing where you stand in the range can help you decide whether you need to take the test again.

If you feel you have bombed a test, it is possible to cancel your scores within 24 hours by calling the College Board. Be careful about doing this, however. I can’t tell you how many times I have had students in my office upset because they were sure they had blown a test only to find out the next day that they had gotten a 90. In your anxiety, you may not be reading your performance correctly.

Remember that SAT score reports are cumulative, meaning that the College Board establishes a history for you of all the SATI tests you take. When you request a score report be sent to colleges, the score for every test you have taken will appear on it. Think carefully about the implications.

· When you take the test, be prepared. This score will be seen by your colleges of choice. 

· Do not sit for an official test for practice. There are other ways to practice. 

· With multiple test scores, colleges will give you the benefit of the doubt in most cases. If you take two SAT I tests and the first test has a higher math score than the second one, colleges will split the scores from both tests, giving you the higher math and verbal SAT scores in your application records with them. However, if you take the SAT three or four times and have not prepared evenly for each testing situation, your scores will reflect this. This will present a roller-coaster effect to the colleges. Because they cannot get a clear picture of what your real performance is, they will find the average of all of your scores. This will work against you. 

A Few More Words About the ACT

Because more than 1 million students now take the ACT each year, I want to provide some additional specific information about that test, too. Like those of you taking the SAT I, know the dates for the administration of the ACT. Registration is five to six weeks before the test date. There is a late fee and a standby fee, so don’t procrastinate about registering. You can sign up online at www.act.org or by phone. You will need either a Visa® or MasterCard® for both online and phone registration.

It is possible to cancel your score by calling ACT by noon on the Thursday following the test. Check the registration booklet for the correct number. But before you cancel, think twice. Did you really do that badly or do you just think you did? There is really nothing to lose by having the test scored. You control the release of your test scores. ACT will send only those score results you tell it to. If you have taken the test more than once, ACT, unlike the SAT, does not automatically report past test results to your list of schools. In other words, if your score is higher for the ACT you took in April of your junior year than for the test you took in October of your senior year, you can have just the April test score sent. If you like all your scores, you can also instruct ACT to send all your scores, past and current.

Is there any advantage to taking the ACT more than once? The ACT folks will tell you that if you had trouble understanding the directions, felt ill during the test, really think that the test scores do not reflect your abilities, or have taken additional course work or a review course, you should think about taking the test again. ACT publishes statistics that show that of students who take the test as juniors and retook it as seniors, 55 percent increased their composite score, 22 percent had no change in the composite score, and 23 percent decreased their composite score. The average ACT score in a recent year was 21 out of a possible 36.

A Word About Coaching

Coaching is a huge issue in standardized testing today, and the pros and cons are still being debated. In many affluent communities, the perceived need for coaching is part of the culture. In other areas, test-prep courses are seen as an unnecessary extra. The short answer is that there are some students who take professional review courses and see a dramatic increase in their scores, while there are others who take the courses and see little change. Two things tend to hold true: a set schedule of self-review and a longer review program seem to produce the greatest gains.

What should you do? First, think about how you can best spend your time and energy. How will you balance reviewing for the test with your academics and present schedule of extracurricular activities? Are you the kind of person who needs to sit in a regularly scheduled class to fully benefit from learning? Is enrolling in a course where you need to commit 6 to 8 hours for eight weeks a good use of your time? These courses review the entire test. What if you only need to spend time on strategies or maybe only the verbal section? The extra time commitment may interfere with your ability to keep up your grades. Remember: grades are your number one priority!

Perhaps study guides, online sites, and CD-ROM programs, where you can dictate your own time and sections for review, will better meet your needs. There are also private tutors available at $60 to $75 an hour to meet with you around your schedule. They will hone in on your specific needs. Every student is different, and there are many options available for test prep. Talk to your counselor about a test study schedule, the best study guides, and whether enrolling in a review course might work for you.

SAT I REASONING TEST

Why Take the Test?

The majority of colleges and universities across the country require either the SAT or ACT. In scheduling the date to take the test, be aware that scoring the test can take six to eight weeks. The SAT must be completed and scored and a test report from the College Board sent to the colleges of your choice prior to their application deadlines. Sending test reports to schools not on your original SAT application will cost you $6.50 each.

Most juniors take the test at least once. Fifty percent take it twice, which allows for at least one chance to show improvement.

What to Bring?

See the PSAT for dos and don’ts.

Timing

The SAT I and SAT II Subject Tests are given on the same test dates—the first Saturday of each month from October through June. You can use a test date for either the SAT I or SAT II, but not for both.

Most juniors take the test in May or June. This works well because, for the most part, they have completed their course of study for eleventh grade. They can use this knowledge for the test, and it also gives them time to review their PSAT results. The tests are scheduled before final exams, which leaves time to study for both. Take either a May or June test; do not sign up for both. The results of the May test will not be returned to you before you sit for the June exam. You need time to see how you scored on the first test so that you can establish a study schedule to address weak areas and raise your next scores.

No one timetable, however, fits all needs. For example, some juniors might be applying to colleges that require three SAT II Subject Tests. Or they might be taking AP courses as juniors and want to take the AP exams in May. If you are facing decisions like these, you might consider other timing options for the SAT I. Talk to your counselor. You may be ready to take your SAT I earlier in order to leave time for the AP or SAT II exams.

Strategies

· Know that the detailed personal profile questions in the center of the SAT I application form are optional. The statement of intent is the only area that must be copied and signed in the center. However, the information that you provide on the personal profile will enable colleges to identify your interests. If there is a match, you will receive material from them to help you with your college selection process. 

· Know that test questions of the same type are grouped together and range from less to more difficult, except for the critical reading section. Start with the easy questions and do not linger over any one question too long. Know that the test is scored differently. Each correct answer is worth one point, and a portion of a point is deducted for incorrect answers except in the grid-in portion of the math test. No points are lost for omitting a question. 

· Understand that you are not expected to know everything on the test. If you answer half the questions correctly and omit the rest, you can still get an average score. 

· Grid in carefully and use the correct answer sheets for the right sections. Erase completely and follow the directions for gridding the student-response questions. 

· Remember that the directions and question types are the same as the PSAT. You are already familiar with them. Each minute you save by not reading the directions is a minute more you can spend taking the test. 

ACT

Why Take the Test?

There was a time when the ACT was offered as an alternative to the SAT, but more and more it is being used by students in certain parts of the country as their primary—and sometimes only—college entry test. In twenty-five states, more than 50 percent of the students take the ACT as compared to nineteen states for the SAT. This is the result of greater acceptance on the part of admissions offices of the ACT as a predictor of success at their colleges and universities. All the Ivy League institutions accept the ACT.

The ACT, unlike the SAT I, is curriculum-based. It tries to measure what students have learned in their classes, and, by measuring this knowledge base, it tries to predict their success in college. Since knowledge is cumulative, the test is targeted to juniors in high school. Because the ACT is comprised of subject tests, those colleges that require SAT II Subject Tests will often take the scores on the ACT exams in lieu of the SAT II tests.

For students for whom English is their second language, the fact that the ACT is comprehension-based will sometimes offer them a better chance at achieving a high score. For students who are planning to enter a junior college, the ACT is an excellent test to take. It may be used by the colleges for placement into appropriate course levels. If you are interested in a junior college, be sure and check if it is used. The ACT has added an interest inventory section in which students respond to a series of questions about their interests. Along with their test scores, students receive a graphic and descriptive section about particular careers to explore.

What to Bring

See the PSAT for dos and don’ts.

Timing

A September testing date is available in some states. This date is not used by the SAT program, so it allows students to focus their attention on this test only. Otherwise, with the exception of no February test date in New York, the test is given five times a year from September until May. Some students will take the test in June of their junior year. If you are using the test for placement purposes or taking the test to have ‘‘one in the bank,’’ meaning you are applying to colleges that do not require either the ACT or SAT or are not planning to enter college right after graduation, register for the test in December of your senior year. If you later change your mind about going on to college and find that a standardized test is required, you will have one.

Strategies

· Look at both the SAT I and ACT and the requirements of your colleges to determine which one you should choose. 

· Review before you take the ACT. Because the test is content oriented recent, participation in the subject and/or thorough review of materials will increase your score. 

· Know the test format. This test is very different from the SAT, so you will need to become familiar with the ACT’s approach and format. For one thing, the ACT does not penalize you for guessing. 

· Know how the ACT reports scores. ACT scores are reported differently than SAT scores. If you take the test more than once, you may choose which score you want sent to schools. This is different from the SAT, where each time you take the test your score is placed on your score report in a cumulative fashion. ACT will only release those scores that you specifically request. You can probably figure out the strategy here. There is an intricate balance between trying to put your best foot forward and integrity. Many colleges are beginning to request that all scores be reported to them, or they may ask a question on their application addressing this point. If you are asked directly, respond honestly. Approaching this process with integrity is always the best way to enter a college that will be a good match for you. 

SAT II SUBJECT TESTS

Why Take the Test?

The SAT II Subject Tests (formerly known as the Achievement Tests) measure a range of knowledge in a broad variety of subject areas and the ability to apply that knowledge. The subject tests are used for two purposes. Some colleges and universities use them to determine whether a student meets their standards for admission, and scores may also be used to determine placement in college courses for entering freshmen.

What to Bring

See the PSAT for dos and don’ts.

Timing

Given throughout the school year starting in October, SAT II Subject Tests coincide with SAT I dates, but not all SAT II tests are given on each date. You may register for as many as three SAT II tests on each date.

If the SAT II Subject Tests are to be used for placement purposes, students may elect to take the SAT II Subject Tests in the spring of their senior year, as long as they can stay motivated to do well. If using the tests for entry purposes, students have several options. Juniors might take the SAT II: Writing Test and one other SAT II test in April. They might then repeat the Writing Test in June and take one or two additional SAT II tests. In October and November of senior year, students might take additional SAT II tests or repeat earlier ones to raise their scores. Most students take the Writing Test more than once because there is a component of this exam that is graded subjectively. It is an important test and the one most requested by colleges.

Scoring may require anywhere from six to eight weeks. Consider this when you are calculating your admission deadlines. Your testing should be completed a minimum of nine weeks prior to your deadline. It is sometimes possible to submit a note to the admissions committee to say that you are having scores of a recent testing rushed to the school and to request that it holds its consideration of your application until this last piece arrives.

Strategies

· Schedule a test as close to completing a course in that subject as possible. If you are presently earning a strong A in a regular course or a B in an honors-level course, consider taking a test in that subject. 

· Review the content for each test. There is a definite advantage in setting up a study schedule and refreshing your knowledge of the information. 

· Limit to two the number of tests that you take on any test date. Although you may sign up to take as many as three tests in one sitting, you will need to devote ample time for study in each subject area to ensure that you have covered the materials on the test. 

· Know that you may change your mind on the day of the test about the number of tests you want to take. If you signed up for three tests and decide at the test center to take only two, you need only to notify the test administrator at the site. There will be no refund. 

· Know that you can also change your mind on the day of the test about which tests you are going to take. Test centers are given extra exams for this reason. 

· Know that for the listening tests, students may be required to bring their own cassette players that comply with testing requirements, or cassette players may be supplied by the test center. Check the requirements ahead of time. 

· Make sure you know which test schools require as you make your final college list. 

· Know that Score Choice is available for SAT II Subject Tests only. Score Choice allows you to sign up on your application or make the request at the test center to have your scores withheld until you release them. Colleges that require SAT II scores for admission usually request three tests. By implementing Score Choice you can take several different tests or repeat the same test more than once without having any scores reported to the colleges. After receiving your test results, you choose which   test(s) on which date(s) you want released to your colleges. You can use several methods to send reports: go on line, call, use Score Sender, or fill in the school codes on the Additional Report Request Form that is mailed back to you with your entry slip. You will be charged a fee for each college if you use Score Choice unless you are sending these scores as part of other SAT test reports. 

· Use SAT II Subject Tests to highlight your strengths. Supplement your application with the SAT II Subject Tests in those subjects in which you are not taking an AP-level course. Whenever possible, test in your junior year because it is that transcript and test scores that will be reviewed by colleges for entry. 

AP TESTS

Why Take the Test?

Advanced Placement courses are an excellent opportunity to build your academic skills and knowledge base for success in college. The rigorous curriculum in each subject area mimics the academic demands of college-level work. AP scores are easily interpreted by colleges and universities because they provide comparability among differing curricula in the same subject area across the nation.

AP scores are applied by colleges in different ways. Some schools will grant credit for AP courses if you receive a 4 or 5 on your exam. Often, these scores are used to determine placement in college-level courses for incoming freshmen. The test reports are not meant to influence college admissions decisions, only placement.

The extra credit achieved by applying your AP credits to your required core college courses can make a lighter freshman course load. You could also use the credits to get into advanced-level courses in those subjects and, therefore, concentrate your studies in the areas you find exciting and interesting. Explore the possibility of obtaining a double major or use the credits to accelerate your college graduation. However you apply your AP credits, they are a good investment to hold on to for security.

What to Bring

See the PSAT for dos and don’ts.

Timing

AP tests are administered beginning in early May, in morning and afternoon sessions. Students usually take the tests in their junior and senior years as they complete their courses in the subject matter. You may run into a situation where you might be testing in two subjects in the same time period. Notify your test administrator, and arrangements will be made for you to take both tests on the same test date. You sign up for your AP test in the guidance office, and more than likely the tests will be given in your own school.

Strategies

· Check with your high school administration for the school’s policies describing the criteria for placement in AP courses, and then talk with your teachers and your counselor for their recommendations. Students are usually enrolled in their junior or senior year as a culminating experience to their high school course work. For instance, a student who has completed four years of Spanish would be enrolled in AP Spanish as a fifth year. There are always exceptions. Students who display a solid foundation and understanding of their subject matter along with good study habits can have excellent success in AP courses in the lower grades. 

· Before signing up for an AP course, consider the balance between your academics and the other commitments in your life. AP courses place a heavy demand on students to complete homework assignments and prepare adequately for testing. Consider carefully the number of AP-level courses you can realistically fit into your schedule. The thought and dialogue that need to go into the decision should involve your support team, teachers, guidance counselor, and the school administration. 

· Before signing up for an AP course, find out if the AP test is mandated by your high school as part of the final course grade. 

· Check your colleges’ requirements carefully to see if they will accept AP scores posted on your transcript as official. Unless your high school has a policy that automatically reports AP scores on transcripts (and most high schools do), you can choose which colleges will receive your AP scores. You are responsible for generating a score report from the College Board to the college(s) of your choice. But if the colleges accept the scores on the transcript, you can save some money. 

· Carefully check colleges’ policies regarding the number of AP credits they will award as you make your final list of colleges. Each AP score of 4 or 5 will usually be granted 3 credits by most colleges. However, some colleges are writing policies that limit the maximum number of credits granted for AP-level courses to 12. 

· Don’t enroll in an AP course to look good on your transcript and then blow off the test. Colleges like to see that you have challenged yourself by enrolling in AP courses, and they usually weight them in their system. They would rather see a C in an AP-level course than an A in a less challenging one. 

TOOLS AND RESOURCES

Here are some print materials and Web sites that will help you learn more about each of the standardized tests you may need or want to take as part of your college entrance process.

Print

The PSAT/NMSQT Student Bulletin, Taking the SAT I, Taking the SAT II, AP Course Description booklet for each subject area, and Preparing for the ACT Assessment booklet are available from your guidance counselor. These booklets include a complete description of the tests, testing tips, and sample questions with explanations. You will learn more information about their scholarship programs and get mini practice tests for free.

Web Sites

· www.act.org offers a full set of sample test questions and answers, strategies, and descriptions of each section on the ACT. You can also register on line for your test dates. ACTive Prep® is the new site for test-prep and college information offered through ACT. Practice on the ACT tests and then use InterACTive University to guide you through a personalized test-preparation program using real ACT questions. 

· www.collegeboard.org offers hints, strategies and practice on line. Download the "Plan for College" and take the PSAT/ NMSQT flyer right off the net. Check out EssayPrep® to practice for the SAT II: Writing Test. Find out about One-on-One with the SAT®, a software program that helps you review for the test. A sample for downloading is available free. You can also register online for all your test dates. 
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