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INTRODUCTION


A Brief History of This Book
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ONE AFTERNOON IN THE ITHACA HIGH SCHOOL CAFETERIA WAY BACK IN THE LATE ’80S



“This book really stinks,” Paul yawned as he pulled the crust off his sandwich, scattering Miracle Whip all over page 12 of Barron’s SAT guide.


“Yeah, what’s the point of the SAT, anyway?”


“To cause us pain and suffering,” Manek mumbled.


“You know what’s wrong with these SAT review books?”


“No, what?” asked Larry.


“They’re all written by embalmed educators who were born before the invention of the number 2 pencil, before the SAT itself, and before The Brady Bunch went on the air.”


“If I wrote an SAT review book, it wouldn’t be so boring.”


“I know what you mean. If I wrote an SAT review book, it would be erudite, yet not bombastic. It would elucidate the turbid depths of this baneful examination and carry students to new heights of academic self-actualization . . .”


“Yeah, and have lots of skin.”


“You know, Larry’s right. If we could write an awesome manual telling confused, bored, and frustrated students like us across this great land how to rock the SAT, we would—”


“We would be making a contribution to society that—”


“. . . could bring us enough funds to pay for college.”


“. . . and a chance to get on The Tonight Show.”


“Tonight? Do you really think so?”


A few months later, after Larry, Manek, and Paul each scored over 1500 on the SAT, they began work on a review book that shared their secrets of SAT success. It was called Up Your Score, and it helped many students get into prestigious colleges that cost more than they could afford.
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YEARS LATER



Over the next six years, Larry, Manek, and Paul grew old and joined bingo and shuffleboard leagues, and the SAT also changed. Because too many students had read Up Your Score and outsmarted the test, the SAT was revised. In order to meet this new challenge, Larry, Manek, and Paul decided to seek out some young blood, searching long and hard for a new coauthor to update the book. Eventually, they decided upon Michael Colton, a brilliant young rebel from Massachusetts who achieved a perfect 1600 by reading Up Your Score and who also baked award-winning chocolate chip cookies.
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Michael’s revision of the book enabled a new generation of youngsters to follow in his footsteps at Harvard, but age eventually caught up with him as well. His references to Full House and Vanilla Ice (both of which were very funny, trust us) now fell on deaf ears. So every two years, Up Your Score found new students who had used the book to earn perfect scores. What emerged over time is a condensed volume of pure, unadulterated test-taking wisdom from kids who have aced the SAT. These student editors all went on to prestigious universities and careers, including a few who became professional test-prep gurus in their own right.


Then, in 2005, the SAT made a bunch of big changes. Instead of a perfect 1600, students now had to shoot for a 2400, thanks to the addition of a Writing section, which included an essay and grammar questions. Accordingly, the book was overhauled, and student editors who had scored all 2400 of those points were quickly found.


“Phew,” said the Up Your Score editors. “That was a ton of work, but luckily the College Board will never, ever completely change the SAT again.”


Then in 2016 the College Board completely changed the SAT again.


We are going to tell you all about those changes in the very next chapter. But first, some good news: We’ve found a ridiculously talented guest editor who will help guide us through the transition.



MEET SAMANTHA



Hey, readers! My name is Samantha, and I’ve been in your shoes. Many times. Too many times . . . and that’s why I’m here as the new guest editor. Most of the comments, tips, and totally-not-lame jokes in the margins of this new, shiny edition of Up Your Score are my doing.


Though my perfect SAT score helped me get a full-tuition scholarship to my dream school, I had to work to get it—all the way from seventh grade to junior year (disclaimer from personal experience: You shouldn’t have to take the SAT as many times as your grandmother’s celebrated her birthday to get the score you want). Then . . . drum roll please . . . I met this book.


Up Your Score is designed to help you get the most done in the most efficient way possible. Great, right? Now, that doesn’t mean it will be painless—the SAT doesn’t work that way. But I can tell you that this book will make your Saturday morning practice sessions a lot more productive and a lot more fun. And you might just end up with an SAT score your mom will want to hang up on the refrigerator. Now start reading!
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CHAPTER
1       


About the SAT
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BEFORE WE BEGIN, ANY QUESTIONS?


WHY DO I HAVE TO READ THIS BOOK IF I WANT TO GO TO COLLEGE?


Good question. The answer is, you don’t. You can choose not to read this book and halfway through the SAT have a nervous breakdown from which you never quite recover despite decades of psychiatric care, which will lead to all of your several marriages ending in bitter divorces that cost you every penny you make as a mediocre professional bowler, until your life is cut short by an agonizing fungal disease for which they find a cure a week after no one comes to your funeral. Next question?


WHAT IS THE SAT?


The SAT was developed in 1927 because colleges wanted an objective way of comparing students. It used to be that they had no way of knowing that Eggbert’s D average at Impossible High School was actually much more impressive than Betty’s B average at Easy Academy. The goal was for the SAT to give an accurate measure of a student’s ability to do college work. A certain bunch of SAT prep book authors think that it fails miserably in its attempt to do this. The SAT has undergone several revisions to make it more relevant and useful, with mixed success. But through all these revisions, one thing has not changed: The SAT is and will continue to be an important part of the college application process. While there are a lot of factors that admissions officers look at in an application, the bottom line is that your SAT score can make the difference between acceptance to and rejection from a college.


Trust me, it won’t kill you to trade in your Saturday morning Netflix binge sesh for a chance to jump-start your future. Grey’s can wait.


—Samantha


WHAT EXACTLY IS ON THE SAT?


The SAT changed in 2016. The new test—the one you will be taking—is three hours long, plus an extra 50 minutes if you decide to take the optional Essay. It is broken into two sections, Evidence-Based Reading and Writing, and Math. The Reading and Writing section is further broken into two tests. The Reading Test is 65 minutes long and asks 52 questions; the Writing and Language Test gives you 35 minutes to answer 44 questions. The Math Test asks you to answer 58 questions in 80 minutes, including a short section where no calculator is allowed. There is also an optional essay that comes at the end, and you will be given 50 minutes to analyze an argument and write about it.


While this book focuses on the main SAT, it is important to figure out which SAT Subject Tests (if any) you want to take based on your career interests and the requirements of specific colleges.


The SAT also offers Subject Tests (or “SAT IIs”) that cover individual subjects such as literature, foreign languages, history, math, and various fields of science. Some of the more selective colleges require applicants to take one to three of the SAT Subject Tests. They’re completely different and separate from the SAT, which tests general “scholastic aptitude” and is the focus of this book. While good scores on Subject Tests can enhance your application, they are generally not as important as your SAT score.


WHAT’S NEW ABOUT THE NEW SAT?


In 2014, the College Board announced that it was overhauling the SAT.  It seems students—or at least those who read Up Your Score—were insufficiently afraid of the old test. So they found ways to make a new one that was even more hideous than the last one—albeit more related to the skills you actually need in college. The College Board describes all the changes they’re making to the test on their website (collegeboard.org), but their description comes in the form of hyper-wonky PR speak. We’ll tell you about the changes straight up.


Let’s start with the Big Picture changes.


The SAT is and always has been a reasoning test. This means that the College Board is looking to test your ability to puzzle through, reason with, and analyze a problem. They are not testing your knowledge of facts. The big change in 2016 was that the SAT redefined what they mean by reasoning. The skills they want to test are:


The ability to back up your answer with evidence. You might have noticed that the new Reading and Writing Test is now called the Evidence-Based Reading and Writing Test. That’s because the SAT is now not only going to ask you a question about a passage, it’s going to ask you to prove your answer. Sometimes this will mean a follow-up question where you point out which line of the passage supports your previous answer.


Knowledge of vocabulary that is actually used in the world. Monadnock, crithomancy, limn. These are all words that you might have seen on the old SAT, but you won’t on the new one. The new SAT will definitely throw some tough words at you (like obfuscate, paradigmatic, or puerile), but they will be the kind of words you might use in a college paper.* There will also be a greater emphasis on the meaning of words in context. For example, the SAT might ask a question like the following about the seemingly simple word interests.


*Key word: “might.”


—Samantha


“In the 2000s, the United States government had interests in the Middle East.”


As used in the above sentence, the word “interests” most nearly means which of the following?


A) passions


B) concerns


C) hobbies


D) curiosities


The correct answer is B. All four of the answers are synonyms of the word interests, but “concerns” is the only one that makes sense in this context. If you hadn’t read the sentence, answering this question would be impossible. This emphasis on context is much more pronounced on the new SAT than it was on the old one.


Crithomancy, FYI, is the art of reading the future in uncooked dough. *


*I wonder if you can crithomancize your SAT score? Sure would have given me some relief back in the day.


—Samantha


Math that colleges want you to know. When you go to college, you are going to be doing a lot more statistics and algebra than geometry problems. That’s just a fact. The new SAT reflects this, with a much greater emphasis on data analysis and algebra, and the inclusion of some new concepts, like (basic) trigonometry and complex numbers.


The ability to solve math with your brain. Another new, scary feature of the SAT is the No Calculator section. How will you know that you cannot use a calculator? Simple: There will be a big icon of a crossed-out calculator on the top of every page, and your proctor will be bellowing at you to put away your TI-84. This section often scares off potential SAT-takers, but it shouldn’t. Most of these problems do not involve much hairy arithmetic. There is a greater focus on algebraic manipulation than on long division. But yes, you will need to sharpen your mental math game to get through this section in time. That’s why we’ve included quite a few “mental math” tricks in our math chapter.


The Math test is also a reading test. If you’re one of those students who skipped learning the ABCs and focused solely on SOHCAHTOA and completing the square, you’re in for a bit of a shock. Many of the math questions on the new SAT are very, very wordy. It can be intimidating to turn the page and see that a math problem is TWO PARAGRAPHS long. Again, the bark here is worse than the bite. In some ways, the detailed, minutely explained problems are clearer than the shorter SAT problems of yesteryear. But pay attention during our Reading chapter. The same reading skills discussed there also apply to the new, wordy Math section.


There is also increased emphasis on science, history, and social studies—and a lot more infographics. While the old SAT included a variety of types of reading passages, they did not draw from natural science texts or include charts and graphs. Nor did they tend to be actual historical documents. Don’t be surprised to see passages in the new reading test that include infographics, or excerpts from documents like The Federalist Papers. (The good news is that you aren’t expected to be familiar with these documents.)


Finally, the new optional Essay asks you to analyze, rather than emote or philosophize. The old SAT Essay asked students to answer very broad questions, like “Is violence ever justified?” and students were expected to write about their own ideas. The new, now “optional” (more on that in Chapter 6) Essay will provide you with a passage and ask you to analyze it. What claim is the author making? How does the author establish this claim? What evidence is used?


The big idea here is that the new SAT wants students to use the same kinds of skills they will use in college. When you sit down in Anthropology 101, the professor will not say, “Do you think violence is ever justified? Write a five-paragraph response in twenty-five minutes. Go!” What the professor will do is give you (a ton of) reading and ask you to analyze it. With every change to the test, the College Board has college readiness firmly in mind. Will the new test achieve this goal? Only time will tell.
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There are also a few smaller changes that you need to know about.


•  You have much more time for the Essay. The old Essay gave you an insanely short 25 minutes; the new one gives you a still-annoying-but-far-more-reasonable 50 minutes.


•  There is no guessing penalty.* The old SAT deducted 0.25 point for each wrong answer. The new SAT does not. This means you MUST guess, because there is no downside and there’s at least a 25 percent chance that you’ll guess right. For more on best-practices guessing, go to Chapter 7.


*If you’re just about out of time on a section and still have unanswered questions, fill in all of their bubbles with the same letter. I’m a “B” girl, myself.


—Samantha


•  The new score is out of 1600, not 2400. If you are hoping to score a 2400, even the new perfect score will disappoint you.


•  The new score report will include a bunch of subscores. We’ll go over these on page 19.



WOW, THAT’S A LOT OF INFORMATION TO PROCESS. CAN YOU JUST TELL ME IF IT’S HARDER OR EASIER?


From the tests released so far (a few of which can be seen at collegeboard.org), the Math Test looks a little harder, primarily because it includes some new concepts from higher math and because the problems can be wordy. The Reading and Writing Tests look to be the same difficulty as before. You will need to get used to the old-timey English of the historical documents and not lose your mind when you see a chart. But after reading this book, neither of those changes will freak you out. The new Essay requires a bit more brainwork, but you have more time to do it, so this comes out equal as well.


AND WHAT ABOUT THE ACT? HOW IS THAT TEST DIFFERENT FROM THE NEW SAT?


Actually, the new SAT is a lot more like the ACT than it used to be. The ACT is designed to test whether a student gained the skills taught in your average high school curriculum. It includes a Science section, in which natural science passages are presented along with graphs and charts. The new science passages in the SAT Reading Test resemble these ACT science passages. Like on the new SAT, the ACT Essay is optional.






	 


	NEW SAT


	ACT







	Material Tested


	Standard high school curriculum; Evidence-Based Reading and Writing Tests include tables and graphs; Math includes a No Calculator section and a section where students supply their answers


	Standard high school curriculum; Science Reasoning section includes tables and graphs; Writing section has a greater emphasis on punctuation







	Length


	180 minutes plus 50-minute optional essay; 154 questions


	175 minutes plus 40-minute optional essay; 215 questions







	Format


	Multiple-choice questions, grid-in questions, optional essay prompt


	Multiple-choice questions, optional essay prompt







	Highest Possible Score


	1600


	36







	How the Test Is Scored


	Evidence-Based Reading and Writing is worth up to 800 points, as is the Math section. These two scores are added together for a composite score.


	Each of the four required sections (English, Math, Reading, Science) is scored out of 36, then averaged for the overall score.








Perhaps the biggest remaining difference between the tests is that the ACT requires you to answer more questions faster. Both tests are accepted at all universities and colleges. On the previous page is a handy chart that outlines the nitty-gritty details.


WHAT IS A “GOOD SCORE” ON THE SAT?


Each section of the test is scored on a scale of 200 to 800. So the perfect combined score is 1600 (Evidence-Based Reading and Writing plus Math), and the score you really, really don’t want to get is a 400.* The Essay, which is scored separately, is scored from 2 to 8 on each of three traits, and these numbers are not combined into an overall score. So you are hoping for an 8, 8, 8.


*But look on the bright side—there’s no possible way you can get a 0. People have tried.


—Samantha


NO, SERIOUSLY, WHAT SCORE SHOULD I SHOOT FOR?


Well, that depends. First, you have to consider what your goals are. Some of you are reading this book because the NCAA rules require that you get a certain minimum score in order to be eligible to play on an intercollegiate team as a freshman. Some of you want to end up at Harvard, so you’ll want to score in the high 1500s. Schools usually offer the SAT score range of the middle 50 percent of their freshman class to give an idea of what type of score they’re looking for. You can typically find this information on a college’s website.


And remember, these numbers are typical of the scores of the students entering these schools. They are not the minimum requirements, nor do they guarantee admission.


A long time ago, we asked Jim Wroth, then a sophomore at Yale, what his combined math and verbal scores were on the SAT. He said 1760. When we responded that it’s impossible to score above 1600, he explained that he has Yale relatives who date back to the year 1760, so it didn’t really matter what his scores were.


Admissions officers consider many other factors. High school grades and courses, work experience, extracurricular activities, application essays, leadership qualities, the admissions interview, ethnic background, athletic prowess, legacy (having relatives who went to the school you are applying to), and many other things all have an impact on whether or not you get in. Although these other factors are important, your SAT score may be the most crucial. If you are president of every club in your school, the admissions officers may be so impressed with your extracurricular activities that they’ll accept you even if you scored noticeably below the school’s average SAT score. But if you don’t have legacy, your grades are ho-hum, and you have a boring list of extracurriculars, then you will need SAT scores well above the average. (For more on college admissions, see page 352.) Many admissions officers would try to deny this claim, but the admissions records show that if you have an SAT score above the average for the school to which you are applying, and there’s nothing flagrantly wrong with the rest of your application, then you will often get in at all but the most selective colleges. While the other factors on your application are subjective, your SAT score is a big, fat, hairy, “objective” number. Even an admissions officer who claims that the SAT score is not particularly important is going to be subconsciously influenced by this number. It categorizes your application in the admissions officer’s mind as “smart enough” or “not smart enough.” It has an impact on the way an admissions officer interprets virtually everything else on your application.


Your SAT score is what gets you the first glance. Whether the admissions officer keeps reading or not, well, that’s a different story.


—Samantha


WHAT ABOUT THE PSAT?


If you’ve already taken the PSAT and you didn’t study for it, don’t read this. Reading about the awards, recognition, and money that a good PSAT score could have brought you will be depressing.*


*Scholarships! Plaques! Ceremonies! Oh my!


—Samantha


The PSAT follows a format similar to the SAT, but it supposedly contains fewer of the most difficult questions, and it’s 15 minutes shorter. As in the SAT, you’ll see one Evidence-Based Reading and Writing section, and one Math section. It will be scored on a similar scale to the SAT, and the score report will include the same subscores as the SAT. But there is one crucial difference: The PSAT has a P as its first letter. Here’s why:


The P in PSAT stands for three things. The first (and official) thing is easy—Preliminary. The PSAT is a preliminary look at the real SAT. It’s a sneak preview of what the real thing is going to be like and a good chance to practice (which also begins with a P). In fact, your PSAT score report will come with your test book and a computer printout telling you, for each question, the correct answer, your answer, and the level of difficulty of the question. You can use this information to help prepare for the SAT.
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A good score on the PSAT makes you eligible for all sorts of scholarship programs, the most famous of which is the National Merit Scholarship Program.


But the PSAT is more than just a chance to practice. In our mind, the second thing the P stands for is Programs, as in scholarships and special programs. A good score on the PSAT makes you eligible for all sorts of scholarship programs, the most famous of which is the National Merit Scholarship Program. The National Merit Scholarship is based on your Selection Index score, which is double the sum of your reading, writing, and math scores. Recognition by the National Merit Program is a big plus on your college applications, and it can even win you some money. The top 50,000 scorers are recognized by the National Merit Program. The top 16,000 scorers become semifinalists, and 15,000 of them become finalists. About 7,500 of the finalists get big bucks toward college. Sometimes, even if you don’t become a finalist, or you’re not one of the finalists to receive a scholarship from the National Merit Corporation, you still may be eligible to get money from one of your parents’ companies. Also, if you score well on the PSAT but don’t make the final cut, some colleges still might offer you scholarships to attend their school so they can get bragging rights to educating the greatest number of National Merit semifinalists or finalists, and you get your college education for less than you planned on spending—sometimes for free.* This program is described in depth in the “PSAT/NMSQT Student Guide,” which also lists the corporate and college sponsors of the program. You can pick up a copy in any guidance counselor’s office or find it at nationalmerit.org.


*Your bank account will thank you for this when you find yourself trying to strike a balance between caffeine level and size value on the dollar-menu coffees at the campus McDonald’s.


—Samantha


The third thing the P stands for is Applications. The College Board says the PSAT is not used as a college admissions test. But some schools have a space for PSAT scores on their applications. Of course, it’s optional whether or not you tell them your PSAT scores, but it’s impressive if you have good ones.


BACK TO THE SAT. WHAT ABOUT SUNDAY TEST DATES?


The College Board offers the SAT seven times a year between August and June; most students take the test on a Saturday morning. However, those students who cannot take the SAT on a Saturday for religious reasons have the option of taking it on Sunday, usually the day after the scheduled Saturday test. On your registration form you need to fill in the special 01000 test center code, and you must also send in a signed letter from your clergyperson on official letterhead explaining that religious convictions prevent you from taking the SAT on a Saturday. When you sign up for one Sunday test, you must take the rest of your tests on Sundays as well.


Because the test given on Sunday is exactly the same as the Saturday test, you cannot register for both. The test is scored on the same scale, and percentages are calculated the same way for Sunday test takers as for Saturday test takers. In the end, therefore, there is no advantage or disadvantage to registering for a Sunday test. Only do it if you have to, or if you are convinced that being one day smarter is going to make the difference.


WHAT IF I WANT TO APPLY FOR EARLY DECISION OR EARLY ACTION?


Many students now take the SAT in October and/or November of their senior year in order to meet the deadlines for Early Decision or Early Action. Under these programs, seniors generally know by the end of December whether they will have a low-stress second semester. By applying for Early Decision, you commit to attending the school if your application is successful. (This means that you can apply for Early Decision at only one school.) There is no such restriction with Early Action policies, which in general means you can apply for Early Action to more than one school. Some schools, however, have a “Single-Choice Early Action” policy—you aren’t obligated to accept their offer of admission, but you can’t apply to any other schools under Early Action. If you’re seeking early admission anywhere, make sure you know what the school’s policy is.


Taking the SAT in your junior year can cut down on stress and make maximum use of any studying you did for the PSAT. You also then have time for a do-over (not that you’ll need it, of course).


*This is one of the worst causes of blacklisting, right under wearing socks with sandals and accidentally calling your teacher “Mom.”


—Samantha


Note: Some schools that are eager to attract good students may send you their “Priority” or “Distinguished Student” applications. These can also count as early admission options. If you’ve already applied for Early Decision or Single-Choice Early Action elsewhere, check to see that these don’t violate the agreement. Don’t be one of those “broke the early admission rule and got themselves blacklisted” kids.* So not cool.
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WHAT SPECIAL SKILLS WILL I NEED TO TAKE THE SAT?


Several abilities are necessary. First, you must be able to stay awake, which can be difficult even though you will be sitting for upward of four hours in the most uncomfortable chair imaginable. (This is the reason for the sections on yoga in Chapter 8 and concentration in Chapter 2.) Second, you have to be able to sign a statement in cursive alleging that you, not some cyborg clone, are taking the test (see page 333 for practice). Third, you must be able to read. (And if you’re reading this, you’ve probably already cleared that hurdle, unless you’re just looking at the pretty design of the pages.) Fourth, you must know a lot of math and reading and writing stuff so that you can answer the questions correctly. (That’s what most of this book is about.) Fifth, you need to understand the proper strategies for taking the SAT and the many ways you can outsmart the test. (We explain all the tricks.) Sixth, you need to be able to fill in all the little circles on the computerized answer sheet, without going out of the lines. (We’ve provided several columns of little circles for practice and have done extensive experimentation to identify the most efficient way to fill them in. See page 330.)


Other useful skills are eating for endurance and stealth snacking.* These skills are covered on pages 38 and 346.


*Good bladder control is also a great trait to have. Utilize the bathroom breaks wisely.


—Samantha


SO ALL I HAVE TO DO IS READ THIS BOOK?


That, plus practice tests. In the extremely unlikely event that you do that and still do miserably on the SAT, do not whine. Just make the best of going to college in the Australian outback. In addition, there are a number of small details that could go wrong during the test regardless of what you learn (or do not learn) from this book. A few examples:


—Samantha


1. You fall asleep the night before the test and do not wake up until it is over.


2. You lose your admission ticket, so they never even let you into the testing center.*


*This is a real phenomenon. Print two admission tickets and put one in your (or your parent’s) car and one in your bag the night before. Then you will have virtually no excuse for not having it the next day.


3. You fall asleep during the reading passage about the history of celery.


4. You fall asleep while the proctor is reading the directions.


5. All four of your number 2 pencils break, and you end up having to use chalk.


6. You don’t know the answer to question 6 on the test, so you skip it. However, you forget to leave number 6 blank on your answer sheet. Then, you put the answer to question 7 in the space for question 6, the answer to question 8 in the space for question 7, etc. You don’t realize that you have done this until you wake up in the middle of the passage about the history of celery and try to find your place. (Seriously, if you mess up your answer sheet like that, the proctor will probably give you some time to rearrange your answers after the test is over. Raise your hand and ask.)


Some distractions can be remedied. For example, if your desk squeaks, it’s too hot, there’s a fan blowing your papers around, or you’re left-handed and the desks are made for right-handed people—tell the proctor! Although some proctors bite, most don’t carry any dangerous diseases, and the occasional proctor will even try to help you. (See “A Test Taker’s Guide to Proctors”.)


WHO MAKES UP THE SAT?


The conventional answer to this question is that it is made up by the College Board, a shadowy nonprofit based in New York City. However, we have discovered that this answer is a cover-up. The real truth about who makes up the SAT is revealed here for the first time in history. . . .



THE STORY OF THE EVIL TESTING SERPENT


In the beginning, there was no SAT. Students frolicked in their high school paradise without knowledge of evil, able to pick freely from the Tree of College.


But then the Evil Testing Serpent silently slithered into the high school through the hot-lunch loading dock. The Serpent, an unfathomably long, mighty, mucus-encrusted beastie, was determined to bring evil and pain into paradise. So it devised a plan that would put an end to the happiness of high school students.


This is how the Testing Serpent’s plan was to work. For more than three hours, students would have to answer an incessant string of questions. The questions would be both boring and tricky. Students who gave too many wrong answers would have miserable futures and then die. It called this hideous ordeal the Slimy and Atrocious Torture (SAT).


The Serpent inflicted the SAT on the oppressed masses of students for many years, and its power increased as it drained their meager life forces. Gradually, all resistance was crushed, and the tormented youths became accustomed to taking the SAT. Parents and teachers began to view the SAT as a national institution. Long, bleak years of misery appeared to lie ahead for civilization.


Could no one defeat the Testing Serpent? Would this merciless beast continue to strangle its victims into submission? Would Saturday Night Live ever be funny again? Was there no hope for humanity? Well, it turned out there was. Four ordinary students, born under the tyranny of the Serpent, suffered through the unholy SAT with the rest of their comrades. But afterward, they made a secret blood vow to avenge the misery they had suffered at the fangs of the Serpent. They delved into the mysteries of the SAT in the hope of uncovering its weaknesses and defeating it. They soon discovered many ways of psyching out the Testing Serpent and outsmarting the SAT. They transcribed their revelations in a stirring document wherein they demonstrated that although the Serpent was mean, their readers would be above the mean. The high school paradise was soon restored, and students once again were able to pick freely from the Tree of College.


Since these SAT warriors published their manifesto, the Evil Testing Serpent has undergone two devious transformations in order to rule the high school world once more.


One night, as it lay stewing in its miserable cave in midtown Manhattan, an idea formed in its so-called mind. Why not make the test harder? Maybe add some statistics and obscure scatterplot graphs! Add some reading passages from 1783! Add a 50-minute Essay, but make it optional so that kids either feel the misery of taking it, or the misery of guilt for not taking it! The Evil Testing Serpent quivered with delight! But not to worry. With the help of a new guest editor, the gallant fighters vowed to fight the Serpent, no matter what form it took. Once again. So they stealthily searched for its cave, found its secrets, and revised the document. It is that document you now hold in your sweaty, trembling hands.


Here, the cruel tricks of the Serpent will be revealed and you will be shown how to use your understanding of its methods to your own advantage. Throughout this book, the Serpent will make loathsome appearances and will secrete foul venom all over the pages to protest our revelations of its weaknesses and its trickeries. Fear not. Soon you will be able to recognize the Serpent’s infamous tricks and you will live forever free of the fear of the Slimy and Atrocious Torture.
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SAT SCORING


Fewer people know how the College Board really derives an SAT score than know whether or not the government has UFOs buried in a bunker in Nevada. This information hovers in a cloud of confidentiality and “we’ll call you back” messages. The College Board claims that this information is known only by a few members of their statistics department and that no single person knows the entire system. On one occasion, they even told us that we can’t call the department that could explain this system because they don’t have a phone.*


*Come on. It’s the 21st century. We don’t buy that anymore.


Despite this veil of secrecy, by piecing different information together, we were able to find out quite a bit about how the College Board takes the number of questions you got right and translates them into a percentile and SAT score.


—Samantha


WHAT IS A RAW SCORE?


The raw score is a number based solely on how many questions you got right.


WHAT IS A PERCENTILE?


Your percentile is based on the percent of test takers who had a lower raw SAT score than you. If, for example, you’re in the 64th percentile, your raw score was higher than the scores of 64 percent of the other people taking the test.



WHAT ABOUT THE OTHER SCORE—YOU KNOW, THE IMPORTANT ONE?


The other score you receive is the numerical score, which is on a scale of 200 to 800 for each section. This is the score that is shrouded in so much mystery.


Many people believe that SAT scores are set up on a bell curve, which means that most people would get a score just above or below a 500 and that an equal number of people would get scores an equal distance from the average. This would mean that if 620 people got an 800 on the Math section, 620 people would also get a 200. And it would mean that the average score on the test should be 500. But none of these things is true. The College Board admits that the average score on each section is not 500. For the class of 2015, the average math score was 511, the average reading score was 495, and the average writing score was 484.


The College Board uses a lot of averaging and shady crypto-math to determine their curved scores. The National Center for Fair and Open Testing—a watchdog group that believes that all of this information should be available to the public—has suggested that the College Board takes a standard bell curve and shifts it up slightly, allowing more 800 than 200 scores. They also go through a complicated process of evaluating which questions on the test were the most difficult and comparing your performance to that of other people who took the same test and to other people who took the test in the last few years.
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ARE PERCENTILES AND SAT SCORES CONNECTED?


Your score and percentile are definitely connected, although the exact relationship will probably be discovered around the same time as the cave in which Tupac and Elvis have been hiding all these years.


HOW MANY QUESTIONS CAN I GET WRONG AND STILL GET A PERFECT SCORE?


That varies from year to year. Traditionally there has been more leeway on the reading and writing scores than the math scores. On the old SAT, during an average year, you could get one or two reading or writing questions wrong and still score 800, but an 800 in math usually required a true, no-errors perfect performance. But on the new SAT, at least so far, it looks like you need to get all the questions right on all sections to score that sweet 1600.


WHY ARE SCORES ON A SCALE OF 800 INSTEAD OF 100?


When the SATs were first invented, the College Board decided that if scores were on a scale of 0 to 100, people might start to complain that their SAT scores were not on a par with their regular school grades: “I got a 96 in math but only a 90 on the SAT Math section.” To avoid problems like this (and in our opinion to make the test seem more grand and precise than it really is), they set it up on a scale of 200 to 800. Because no one ever gets a 705 or a 692, many people wonder why scores are not on a scale of 20 to 80, the same way PSAT scores are calculated. Again, this is probably a marketing ploy. It sounds better to get an 800 than an 80, and the SAT needed to set itself apart from other tests in order to get thousands of colleges to force kids to pay millions of dollars to take it.


WILL I SEE ANY OTHER SCORES ON MY SCORE REPORT?


Yes, you will see three other test scores. A Reading Test score, a Writing and Language Test score, and a Math Test score will all be given in a range from 10 to 40. You will also see “Cross-Test Scores,” which will range from 10 to 40 and grade you in “Analysis in History/Social Studies” and “Analysis in Science.” And that’s not all! You will also receive subscores, including “Command of Evidence,” “Words in Context,” “Expression of Ideas,” “Standard English Conventions,” “Heart of Algebra,” “Problem-Solving and Data Analysis,” and “Passport to Advanced Math” (seven total). The new SAT is not skimping: You get a lot of scores for your buck!


But do any of these other scores matter? Well, if you want to learn which types of problems you got wrong to prepare for your next attempt, then sure. But in terms of college applications: Heck no. The college admissions officer, and hence you, will primarily care about that composite score in the 400 to 1600 range.



SAT SERVICES


SCORES ONLINE OR BY PHONE


Your scores will be available online about three to four weeks after you take the test. You can also hear them over the phone by calling 866-756-7346, but you won’t get them any earlier this way, and it also costs an extra $15. You might be wondering, How could it possibly cost $15 per student? According to our local phone company, the College Board is probably paying about 50 cents for each toll-free call—so most of the $14.50 left over would seem to be pure profit for the supposedly nonprofit College Board. If every student in America used this service, the Testing Serpent could make more than $20 million a year off it. That’s enough to gold-plate the elevators in the College Board’s office building.


Why should you give the College Board even one more measly dollar? Hasn’t the Serpent already wrung enough moolah out of you, not to mention blood, sweat, and tears? The better option, by far, is to get your scores over the Internet. For no additional fee, you can go to collegeboard.org, click on “SAT,” put in your username and password, and click on “Scores” to see your entire score history. There is one hitch: You must sign up for a College Board account before you take the test. Make sure you do this!*


*Once you sign up, make sure you save your password in a safe place—or multiple safe places. I lost mine approximately seven times.


—Samantha


SCORE SENDER


When you register, you are given the option of requesting that your score report to be sent to up to four colleges at about the same time the report is sent to you. You will need to send score reports when you apply to colleges, so if you have an idea of where you’re going to apply when you take the test, you might as well use the Score Sender option. It saves a step later on. And it’s free. However, if you don’t know where you’re applying and/or you have time to get your scores first (and take the test again, if necessary), you can wait and request score reports for your colleges later. The score report is cumulative and shows all of your scores for up to six SATs and six SAT Subject Tests.


The College Board lets you request score reports over the phone, by mail, or on the Internet, and once again the Internet is much more convenient. Using the College Board’s site (sat.collegeboard.org/scores/send-sat-scores), you can send as many reports as you want for the extortionate cost of $12 per report.


Remember, it takes about three weeks for your scores to be mailed after you request them. So if you have a college admissions deadline, plan ahead. But if you forget, there is a rush reporting service. It costs $31 (a price established by a national committee of organized crime bosses), in addition to $12 for each report. Scores are mailed out within two to four business days of your request.


Tip: Be careful when you’re tempted to use the rush reporting service. Some colleges specifically state that they will not accept rushed scores.


SCORE CHOICE


Though normally all of your SAT scores will be sent to a college when you send a score report, you can use a service called Score Choice to pick which SAT and SAT Subject Test scores will be sent. While Score Choice doesn’t cost any extra, it still has some pros and cons. In the pro column, if you took the Biology Subject Test twice, you can choose to send only your higher score. However, Score Choice allows you to omit entire tests only—meaning you can’t choose to send your 800 in Reading and Writing and not your 580 in Math from the same test. Additionally, some colleges don’t allow Score Choice. But never fear! Many colleges will “super score” (or look only at the best score you have received in each section) anyway.



REGISTERING ONLINE OR BY PHONE


If you have already registered for any SAT, you can register for another by phone. Just call 866-756-7346. But, if we haven’t beaten it into you by now, here it is again: Registering online is a much better way to go. All you have to do is go to sat.collegeboard.org/register and follow the instructions.


Why should you register online? For one thing, it’s a lot faster. (And cheaper! There’s a $15 fee to register by phone.) Just a few clicks and you’re done. You will also know the moment you sign up where your testing center is. In the event that you lose your admission ticket, all you have to do is print out a new one. And, just when it couldn’t get any better, you can also see your scores online the day they come out, instead of waiting three weeks for the paper report to come. You can also see a copy of your own essay online.



SAT MISTAKES


The College Board is human after all! Well, not exactly “human,” but it does make mistakes.


On the SAT given in October 1996, the Math section contained a flawed question. A student much like you realized that, depending on how one interpreted the unclear (and mean and nasty) problem, there could be different answers. The College Board acknowledged its treachery and rescored the exam, raising the scores of about 45,000 tormented students (13 percent of those taking the exam on that day) an average of ten points.


For the SAT in October 2005, about 4,600 tests were scored wrongly, due to scanning problems with the machines. While this affected only a tiny proportion of students taking the test that day, you can imagine how you’d feel if you were one of the unlucky ones.


If you really think something went wrong with the grading of your test, the College Board offers a score verification service for $55.
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These mistakes just prove that no one (not even the Evil Testing Serpent) is perfect. If you really think a question is unfair—not just that you don’t know the answer, even though we all think those are unfair—there is a (slim) possibility that it is a mistake. The procedure for challenging a question is in the registration bulletin, and your proctor should be able to help you as well.


That should answer most of your practical questions about the SAT, but we did leave one big question still hanging: HOW DO I GET A HIGHER SCORE ON THE SAT?!?!


The answer, of course, is simple: Study.


But, like most simple answers, that is not nearly enough. First and foremost, you need to study more effectively and efficiently than you have before. There are good ways of studying, and there are bad. To learn about the best ways to study for the SAT, check out the next chapter.
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CHAPTER
2       


How to Study
A Primer for the Lazy, the Anxious, and the Disorganized
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How does one become a track star? It’s very simple: Go to the track, run, go to the track again, run again. Repeat. So why are we not all track stars? Because in another sense, all of that practice is incredibly hard. You have to motivate yourself to go every day, even on the days that you are sick, even on the days when there is a RuPaul’s Drag Race marathon on TV.


Studying for the SAT is similar. Really, there are only two things you need to do. One is read—read this book certainly, and it’s a good idea to read high-quality material in general. Two, take practice tests and practice sections. But in truth, actually doing the reading and studying is the easy part. The hard part is finding the motivation to get started.
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GETTING IN GEAR


HOW DO I GET PSYCHED TO STUDY FOR THE SAT?


So how can you realistically motivate yourself to study for the SAT? Here are a few ideas.


1. Try to convince yourself that it is fun and challenging to develop your critical reading skills and learn mathematical facts. (Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha. Nope, no way.)


2. Try to convince yourself that the things you learn in today’s study session will enable you to think critically and to sound articulate for the rest of your life. (Oh, please.)


3. Realize that your crush is attracted to equations and big words. (Keep dreaming.)


4. Note that the average teenager burns approximately 115 calories during an hour of intense studying. (Maybe so, but walking up and down stairs for an hour is much more interesting and burns 350 calories.)


The above techniques do not work because they use positive thinking. The SAT does not inspire positive thinking. You must learn to think negatively. For example:


1. Recognize that if you do not do well on the SAT you will not get into a good college. You will have to go to school in the Australian outback and your studies will be constantly interrupted by kangaroo migrations.


2. Go to the kitchen. Press your tongue against the metal freezer tray and hold it there for ten minutes. Then rapidly yank it away. By comparison, studying for the SAT may actually be pleasurable.


3. Most of the dweebs who deserve to get into the colleges of their choice are probably too busy playing with their TI-89 calculators to have time to read this book. It’s fun to watch dweebs get mad when they don’t get into a college that you get into.


4. The SAT is expensive:










	$57.00


	test fee for the SAT (with essay)







	14.95


	this book
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