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How to optimize the calendar of 
assessments

Students must select a testing schedule which allows 
them to fit in all the testing required by their 
prospective colleges and universities
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Key Factors influencing the Testing Plan
• SAT and ACT aligned more closely with HS curriculum

• Summer Testing options

• Continued SAT Subject Test decline

• SAT/ACT essay decline

• Early applications ever on the rise

• Move towards digital testing
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Choosing the primary test

The test they choose will help determine 
timeline and prep needs, so students 
have to make that decision first.
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The SAT is a more rigorous reading test

Prose Fiction Natural SciencesHumanitiesSocial Sciences

Science Science Humanities Narrative Fiction Humanities

Although the ACT forces students to go faster, the difficulty level is more 
consistent. Students should be prepared for the spikes in difficulty on the SAT.
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The ACT has more rigorous STEM content

Between the more 
diverse Math content 
tested and the 
standalone Science 
section, the ACT 
rewards students 
who are more 
confident in their 
STEM abilities.  
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ACT remains a much faster test. The amount of time 
allocated per question is a profound difference.

                  Seconds Per Question

Section ACT SAT

Writing 36.0 47.7 33 %
Reading 52.5 75.0 43 %

Math 60.0 84.2 40 %
Science 52.5

The SAT gives students significantly more time per question; 
that being said, the emphasis on reading and comprehension 
on the SAT requires students to spend that extra time.
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Structurally the two tests are similar

Reading

Writing

Math

No Calculator Math

Optional Essay

Reading

English

Math

Science

Optional Essay

SAT

3:00

:50

2:55

:40

3:55

ACT

Testing Time 3:50

Experimental:20 New!!
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ACT’s new Mandatory Experimental Section

“We are expanding the Tryout program, which helps 
shape the future of the ACT. On National test dates, 
examinees testing under standard timing conditions, 
whether testing with or without writing, should expect 
to take a fifth test after Test 4. The fifth test is 20 
minutes long and doesn’t impact the examinee’s ACT 
Composite score or subject test scores. Examinees 
testing with extended time will not take the fifth test.”

Starting in September the ACT will require all students to take a 20-minute 
experimental section that will not count towards their score. Here is the official 
announcement:

May 17, 2018
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SAT’s Experimental Section

When our tutors took the May SAT, they were also 
given an experimental section. According to one of our 
tutor managers, every student had a different 5th 
section (the experimental). However, the proctors said 
that some of the question in the 4th section were 
experimental, while some of the questions in the 5th 
section counted for points. The test did not specify 
which questions were which.
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How much the essay actually counts in 
admission is uncertain

• Some colleges require the essay only to gather 
their own data

• Other colleges require the essay in the event 
they need to verify the applicant’s writing 
level.

• Colleges have been cagey pertaining to the 
actual weight of the essay in admissions.
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Only 27 colleges require the essay!

Percentage of 
students choosing 
to write the 
optional essay in 
2017: 
SAT: 70 %
ACT: 54%

College or University
Brown University Soka University of America

9 University of California schools Stanford University

Cal Tech United States Military Academy

Claremont McKenna College University of Miami

Duke University University of Michigan–Ann Arbor

Manhattan College University of Minnesota, Morris

Martin Luther College University of Montana Western 
(Only requires essay with an ACT)

Princeton University University of North Texas

Sam Houston State University Wellesley College (Only requires 
essay with an ACT)

Schreiner University
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Which Test To Try First?

Both, to establish dual baselines

– 1.  Start with your STRENGTH.  If none,
– 2.  Prep to your PREFERENCE.  
– 3.  If prep is not yielding results, switch to 

the other test.  If you have to switch, more 
than 80% of the content transfers
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Find your best test before thinking about schedules

• Take a practice ACT and SAT to establish dual 
baselines.

• Compare performance on the (P)SAT and the ACT.  
Concord ACT scores to the SAT scale.

• If you are clearly stronger on one test (70 point SAT 
difference or more), start with that test and go with 
your strength.

• If your score difference is under 60 points, (given the 
roughly 30 points of error on each test) you are within 
the range of indifference, so go with student 
preference. 
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Break out the calendars to plan student testing

It’s ideal to schedule testing out, and lay out all the 
proposed dates before you commence prep. 
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Testing is typically a Junior Year Activity
• The vast majority of students can wait until the end 

of sophomore year to begin test preparation  

• Some students may need a test score as sophomores
– Some students will need a threshold SAT or ACT score for 

Dual Enrollment in Colleges 

– A small number of schools use the sophomore PSAT or 
PreACT to determine placement into advanced tracks or 
AP courses

– Recruited athletes may need to deliver a preliminary score 
to coaches very early in the process, to feel out academic 
fit for a selective institution
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Scheduling your testing
• With deliberate practice and feedback-driven 

preparation, students tend to see score increases 
through 3 official testing administrations.

• Students typically see a significant score increase 
from test 1 to 2, and marginal or sectional increases 
from test 2 to test 3.

• Plan on taking the test three times, even if it only 
takes 1 administration to attain your desired score.

• Schedule testing and preparation around times that 
are most convenient to the student.



19applerouth

Better to start early or delay test prep?
• Some in our field have hypothesized that delaying 

testing until later in Junior year will benefit students.  

• The theory: students who start official SATs later will 
have an edge, whether through maturation effects or 
through greater exposure to high school curricular 
content.

Oct Nov DecAug Mar May Jun

PSAT

When to start testing?
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Does our student data reveal benefits of waiting?

• Our research does not bear out this hypothesis.

• On the contrary, our students who begin testing 
earlier junior year achieve greater score gains and 
higher final SAT and ACT scores than the students 
who wait to do testing later junior year.

Our early testers have the edge in terms of score gains 
and higher final test scores.
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The early tester’s edge

First 
Official ACT

Average
Baseline 

Average
Best score 

Change

Early 25.1 29.1 4.0

Regular 24.8 28.5 3.7

Late 24.1 27.4 3.3

N = 4,502 students
Early: first official test prior to January 1, Junior Year
Regular: first official test prior to April 1, Junior Year
Late: first official test post April 1, Junior Year
Similar findings for the new SAT
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The benefits of starting early for many students

Students who start earlier, assuming they’ve taken 
Algebra 2 (or an equivalent math course as a 
sophomore), will typically have: 

• More distributed sessions

• More contact time and exposure to material

• More time to complete practice tests and official 
tests

• Less pressure and stress when testing comes up 
against application deadlines (“make or break” tests)
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However, some students will benefit from waiting

• Students in Algebra 2 as juniors should not take any 
official tests until the March SAT or the 
February/April ACT at the earliest.

• Students with less exposure to advanced reading 
may benefit from a full semester of Junior level 
English classes.
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Students now have summer testing 
options

The July ACT and August SAT open up new possibilities 
for students to prepare. Some benefits of summer 
testing:

• Summer dates allow students to prep with fewer 
competing academic demands. 

• July and August are academic conflict-free.

• Takes pressure off the fall tests for early 
applications
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Concerns about summer testing:
• Academic burnout: some students need to recharge 

their batteries and take an intellectual break

• Conflicts with family travel or summer camp, may 
lead to inconsistent practice

• Fewer schools offering testing = fewer seats available

The August SAT and July ACT are very popular test dates. Be 
sure to sign up early, as preferred test centers will most likely fill 
up.
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It’s important to finish early: no conflicts with ED/EA

Early 
Decision

Regular 
Decision Total

Applied 6,147 34,266 40,413

Admitted 1,354 2,345 3,699
Acceptance 
rate 22.0% 6.8% 9.2%

Target class 1,354 1,091 2,445
55.4% 44.6%

Any of our students applying to highly competitive schools like Penn, 
where Early confers such an advantage, need to have testing completed 
well ahead of those early application deadlines.
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The benefits of taking the SAT or ACT multiple times

• Super-Scoring!  There is some random variation from 
test to test: taking it several times reduces the 
effects of these fluctuations.

• Gains in Self-Efficacy and confidence through 
repeated testing: The third time is often the charm.

• Spreading out goals over time:  If we are shooting for 
a 150 point SAT increase, we can plan on hitting step 
goals along the way to the final goal.

• Plan on taking an official test 3 times, stop when you 
achieve your goal.  
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Choose a schedule to meet the student’s needs

Aug

AprFeb

July Test
Prep

Jan-Feb 
Test Prep

Mar JunMay

Subjects

Jun

NovJuly-Aug
Test Prep

Dec Mar

Apr-Jun 
Test Prep

JulJun Sep

Refresh
content

Refresh
content

AugMar-May
 Test Prep

OctJun

Jun
Subjects

Summer Prep
Back in Spring

Summer Prep
Winter Testing

Spring Prep
Summer-Fall

Testing

Winter Prep
Spring Testing

Spring Prep
Summer Testing
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Choose a schedule that works with the student

• Avoid major life conflicts, times when activities will 
be at a fever pace: varsity athletics/ club-level sports, 
lead in a school play.

• Look for the time when prep is not going to overload 
the schedule.

• For many high-performing, highly scheduled 
students, the summer is one of the best times.
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Timing of Prep
• Time on task is a strong predictor of performance.

• For every hour in a prep class, anticipate at least an hour of 
homework to reinforce the lessons.

• For every 6 hours of content time, anticipate a timed practice 
test.

• Most students will spend 50-70 hours total, between practice 
sessions, homework, and practice tests.  Thus it’s important to do 
prep when a student has time.

• Ideally allow 8-10 weeks to prepare for a first test.

• Students who are in Algebra 2 in Junior Year should wait until 
March to commence official SAT or ACT tests.
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US Testing Schedules

Schedule for 2019-2020 School Year

Oct Nov DecAug Mar May JunApr

PSAT

Sep Feb

PSAT

Jul
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The ACT’s International shift to CBT

• International students will all take ACTs via TestNav.

• It’s computer-based, not computer-adaptive

• The ACT and SAT have also done pilot programs with 
CBT during school-day testing.

• Computer-adaptive testing (CAT) will change the 
entire playing field when it does happen.
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There will be eventual benefits to CAT tests

Tests will be: 
• shorter 

• more tailored to the individual student

• more able to accommodate students with disabilities

• more conducive to flexible test dates, such as those 
offered by the GRE and GMAT

• able to instantly generate test scores

• more secure, resolving the test-recycling security 
flaw.
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Thinking about the SAT Subject Tests: are 
they necessary? how should they fit in the 

schedule?
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NACAC Survey: Factors influencing admissions 
decisions: Subject tests are ignored by most schools

Importance Considerable Moderate Limited None

Grades in college prep 86.5% 11.5% 1.6% 0.3%

Strength of curriculum 70.7 22.0 5.9 1.3

Admission test scores 57.8 32.0 9.2 1.0

Grades in all courses 45.6 43.9 9.8 0.7

Essay or writing sample 26.4 37.5  19.9 16.3

Demonstrated interest 20.7 27.0 27.6 24.7

Teacher recommendation 17.4 47.7 23.7 11.2

Counselor rec. 17.1 50.0 22.0 10.9

Class rank 16.3 42.2 31.7 9.8

Extracurricular activities 8.9 43.9 34.3 12.9

Subject test scores (AP, IB) 7.0 27.2 33.6 32.2

Interview 6.6 26.3 31.9 35.2

SAT II scores 5.0 11.0 28.0 56.0

Most 
colleges do 

not 
consider 
subject 
tests in 

admissions
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SAT Subject Tests ranked by popularity

The 
language 
tests are 

much less 
popular.  

They may 
eventually 
be phased 

out.

Test Mean Students

Math Level 2 690 144,772

Chemistry 666 73,551

U.S. History 645 70,298

Math Level 1 619 65,319

Physics 667 58,921

Literature 618 56,594

Biology (Molecular) 652 42,253

Biology (Ecological) 625 31,027

Spanish  651 19,302

World History 618 16,657

Test Mean Students

French  636 7,587

Chinese (Listening) 759 5,204

Spanish (Listening) 665 2,982

Latin 613 2,790

Korean (Listening) 768 2,110

French (Listening) 666 1,621

Japanese (Listening) 694 1,332

German  644 706

Italian 695 492

German (Listening) 636 438

Modern Hebrew 608 330
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However, many highly selective colleges 
require or strongly recommend Subject Tests

SAT Subject Tests are required or expected by fewer than 40 of the 
most highly selective colleges and universities - particularly for 
STEM students!  
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SAT Subject scores are heavily skewed to the right!
Score EBRW Math Lit Math 1 E Bio US His M Bio Chem Physics Math 2 Japanese Korean Chinese

800 99+ 99+ 99 99 98 97 96 91 88 81 87 60 64

790 99+ 99 98 98 96 96 94 88 84 77 72 42 48

780 99+ 98 96 97 95 93 91 84 82 73 66 33 37

770 99 98 95 96 93 91 88 80 78 69 62 25 31

760 99 98 92 94 91 88 85 77 75 65 55 22 26

750 99 97 90 91 88 84 81 72 71 62 52 17 23

740 98 96 87 88 85 80 77 68 68 59 48 15 20

730 97 95 84 84 82 76 73 65 64 55 45 13 18

720 96 95 80 80 78 72 69 61 61 52 41 11 16

710 95 94 76 77 76 67 65 58 58 50 38 10 14

700 94 92 73 73 72 63 61 54 54 48 35 9 12

690 92 91 69 69 68 59 57 51 51 44 33 8 11

680 91 89 66 65 65 56 52 47 48 41 32 7 10

670 89 88 62 61 61 51 49 44 44 38 29 6 9

660 86 87 58 58 57 48 45 41 42 35 28 5 8

650 84 86 53 55 53 43 41 38 38 32 26 5 8

640 81 83 50 51 49 40 38 35 35 28 25 4 7

630 78 81 47 47 46 37 34 33 32 26 24 3 6

620 75 79 44 44 42 34 31 30 30 23 22 3 5

610 72 76 40 40 38 31 28 27 27 21 21 3 5

600 69 73 37 38 35 28 25 24 25 18 20 3 4

590 66 70 34 34 32 26 23 22 23 15 19 2 4

580 63 67 32 32 28 23 20 20 20 13 17 2 3

570 60 64 28 29 26 21 18 18 18 11 17 2 3

560 56 60 26 26 23 19 17 16 17 10 15 2 3

550 52 57 23 24 20 17 15 14 14 8 14 1 2

540 49 53 22 21 18 15 13 13 13 7 13 1 2

A 700 gets 
you 

94% SATV
92% SATM

73% Math 1
 61% Bio

54% Chem
48% Math 2
12% Chinese 
9% Korean

https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/pdf/understanding-sat-scores-2016.pdfhttps://secure-media.collegeboard.org/digitalServices/pdf/sat/sat-percentile-ranks-subject-tests-2015.pdf
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What’s a good score?

Test Mean Students

Math Level 2 690 144,772

Physics 667 58,921

Chemistry 666 73,551

• With mean scores in the solid 600s, A good score is 
in the 700s.  

• As only the most selective schools require these, 
any score under a 700 is generally a liability.  

• For more selective schools, a score in the mid-700s 
is recommended for the Subject Tests. 
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SAT Subjects during the 4 years of HS

Freshman Year Possibly Biology or another science (e.g., Physics, Chemistry) 
based on schedule

Sophomore Year
Possibly a science based on schedule to correspond with APs.  
Some students take World History in June.  Some students 
take Math 1 or Math 2 in the Spring.

Junior Year
Biggest year for Subject Tests.  Language with listening in 
November.  Sciences in Spring.  Literature, Math 2 and US 
History in May/June. Languages without listening in June.

Senior Year
Possible retakes in August, October, November.  Language 
with listening in November- will miss Early deadlines.
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SAT Subject Testing Schedules

Schedule for 2019-2020 School Year

Oct Nov DecAug Mar May Jun

*No 
subjects

It’s important to note that not all exams are offered all 
months. Languages with Listening exams are particularly 
tricky - November is a big month for those.
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Required versus Recommended versus Will Consider

• If you are coming from a strong feeder high school, 
recommended typically means “expected.”

• The shift from Required to Recommended allows 
students with less access to educational resources to 
apply on equal footing.  

• For those students with ample access to educational 
resources, the expectation is that you will take and 
submit those scores. 

• Schools that will “consider” your scores will integrate 
them into your profile as supplemental information. 
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The May versus June debate
• The most popular SAT Subject dates are May and 

June, sandwiching the AP exams.

• It is student preference whether to do the extra prep 
for the Subject Test slightly before or after the AP 
exam. Don’t do both!

• Some teachers will add on SAT Subject content in 
class after the AP exam is complete.

• Students can’t take SAT Subject tests and the SAT on 
the same day, so plan wisely.
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Elements to Successful Prep
• Mock tests: testing effects

• Distributed practice

• Starting early

• Time on Task

• Finishing strong

• Having a goal (use Collegeboard.org/Naviance to 
calibrate)
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Our Services
• SAT & ACT prep (online, private, group)

• SAT Subject and AP prep

• HS subject assistance

• Study Skills

Helping prepare students for higher scores and grades since 2001


