
1600: SAT Tips You Need
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SAT  V s .  A C T
Most schools will take either the SAT or the ACT, while some schools

will give preference to one over the other. The easiest way to decide

which test(s) you should be taking is first, to check which tests the

schools you are applying to require and second, to find out which test

you will score better on. It’s important to try both exams before

deciding on one. 

Ultimately, you will have to decide based on which exam plays on

your strengths and which exam you can get a better score on. 



IVY  ADMISSIONS -  SAT  TIPS

SAT  V s .  A C T



IVY  ADMISSIONS -  SAT  TIPS

S t u dy  T i p s  &  R e s o u r c e s
When preparing for standardized tests, you should always start by

taking a diagnostic test—this is a practice test completed under testing

conditions, which means sitting in a quiet space and adhering to test

timings. These diagnostic tests will give a baseline score that will help

you discover which tests are better suited to your strengths and

subsequently which will reflect best on your college applications.

Diagnostic tests done under simulated test conditions will also help

you tailor your studying towards areas of weakness. Rather than

continuing to take full-length practice tests to prepare for your exam,

focus more time on sections you are scoring poorly on. Reviewing your

practice test to find which types of questions are giving you trouble is

equally as important as taking the test in the first place. 

Once you have identified the types of problems that you need to focus

your time on, start doing those practice problems without giving

yourself time constraints. Take time to understand the correct answers

and how to arrive at them. Go deeper than the test sections to identify

which question types within each section you are not answering

correctly. Work on building up your accuracy with each question type

before you re-introduce the timing conditions to your practice. You can

select these practice questions from existing practice tests or external

study materials. You can track your progress with each question type

after practice tests with a spreadsheet that breaks down your success

by specific question type. 
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R e a d i n g  S e c t i o n  L a y o u t
The SAT Reading section is the first and longest of the exam.

With five passages and 52 questions to be done in 65 minutes, building

up your precision and stamina will be the key to doing well on this

section. The Reading section will test your comprehension of text

passages as well as information graphics. Of the five passage and

question subsections, there will be one subsection that will require you

to read two short passages and answer questions on them. This is the

breakdown for content on the SAT Reading section: 

One passage from a classic or contemporary work of U.S. or world

literature. 

One passage or a pair of passages from either a U.S. founding

document or a text in the Great Global Conversation they inspired.

The U.S. Constitution or a speech by Nelson Mandela, for example. 

A selection about economics, psychology, sociology, or some other

social science. 

Two science passages (or one passage and one passage pair) that

examine foundational concepts and developments in Earth science,

biology, chemistry, or physics. 

You will be tested on three main concepts. First, the majority of

questions will focus on your analysis skills. These questions will ask you

to evaluate the author’s attitude and purpose, and the passage’s

structure and organization. About 10 of the 52 questions will be

Command of Evidence questions. These focus on the author’s use of

evidence to support their claims. These questions require you to look at

the evidence-based inferences the author is using. In considering the

evidence the author uses, it can also be important to identify what

evidence the author is lacking or choosing not to use. Finally, there will

be about 10 Words in Context questions. These questions ask you to

determine the meaning of a word as it is used within the specific

context of the passage. 
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R e a d i n g  S e c t i o n  S t r a t e g i e s
One way to prepare for the SAT Reading and Writing sections long-

term is to read more than just your class readings on your own time.

Reading news articles from reputable sources can be a quick and easy

way to build up your analysis skills. As you read, pay attention to

structure, point of view, and diction. 

There are also a number of strategies specific to the SAT Reading

section as a whole. As you read each passage, you should always be

paying attention to three important points:  

The author’s point of view refers to whether the piece is written in first

person (I), second person (you), or third person (they) – their point of

view can give clues about their tone. The tone of the passage refers to

how the author is talking about the subjects in the passage. Your first

step in determining the tone of the passage should be to decide

whether the tone is positive, negative, or neutral. Take note of this as

you read. Finally, as you are reading, you should be annotating the

passage and taking note of the layout of the passage and how it is

constructed. Specifically, take note of the type of language being used

(is it simple and straightforward?), take note of the sentence structure

(is the author using short concise sentences, or long run-ons?), and

finally take note of any major shifts or contradictions in the author’s

writing. Annotating the passage and passage mapping is discussed in

the example problems. 
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W r i t i n g  S e c t i o n  L a y o u t
The Writing section is a 35 minutes section with 44 questions. You will

be given four passages to edit and answer questions on as you read

them. For this section, you will also have to focus on the passage layout,

tone, point of view, and word choice. Similar to the Reading section,

you will have to follow the logical organization of the passage and

comment on it. 

About half of the questions on this section will concern the expression

of ideas. These questions will ask you to improve or evaluate the

organization of content. You will be required to add relevant

information and remove irrelevant information. Further, you will have to

maintain a uniform tone throughout the passage. 

The other half of the questions on this section will concern the usage of

standard English conventions. This means you will have to have a

strong command of English grammar, punctuation, mechanics, word

choice, and phrase structure. 

Some of the Writing passages will include informational graphics. You

will have to evaluate their relevance and usage within these passages. 
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W r t i n g  S e c t i o n  S t r a t e g i e s
The best preparation for the Writing section will be studying the

grammar rules and vocabulary words you learn in your high school

English classes.  As with the Reading section, you will undoubtedly

encounter words in the answer choices that you don’t know. Add these

to a running list of words and their definitions so that you begin to

build your vocabulary. Many of these words will recur on future tests.

Regarding word choice, this section tests your accuracy. One concept

you will be tested on is redundancy in word choice. Pay close attention

to sentence structure and word choice to determine if certain phrases

or words are repeating the same idea unnecessarily. The bottom line is

don’t be redundant. Let’s look at some specific grammar rules the SAT

tests often. You should be able to identify all parts of speech in

sentences before considering these rules.  
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W r t i n g  S e c t i o n  S t r a t e g i e s
Here are some grammar issues that the SAT typically test: 

Colon vs. Semi-Colon

Commas & Oxford Comma

Conjunctions/Transition Words

The difference between a colon and semi-colon is that colons are used

to introduce a word, list, or phrase, while semicolons are used to

separate clauses in a sentence. Semicolons are extended pauses and

can often signal an area where one sentence can be split in two. 

Commas are used for pauses and introductions between dependent

clauses—or phrases that cannot stand alone. The Oxford comma is the

debated comma that goes before “and” or “or” towards the end of a list.

The SAT considers the use of the Oxford comma to be correct. This

section will also test your understanding of conjunctions and transition

words and their usage in a passage. These words are important  for

passage construction. You should be able to correctly determine where

a transition word should go and which type of transition words should

be used. This means understanding the difference between modifying

transition words—such as “also” “again” and “identically”

and contradiction transition words – such as “although” and

“comparatively”. The key difference here is that if you are linking the

same ideas within a sentence or paragraph, use modifying transition

words, whereas when you are linking ideas that contradict one another

or do not logically follow together, use transition words that indicate

the changing direction of the subject material.  

Common transition words include: again, to, and, also, then, equally,

identically, uniquely, like, as, too, moreover, as well as, together with, of

course, likewise, comparatively, correspondingly, similarly, furthermore,

and additionally. 
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M a t h  S e c t i o n  L a y o u t
The SAT has two math sections. The first is a 25 minute no-calculator

section with 20 questions. The second is a 55 minute calculator section

with 38 questions. Both sections get increasingly difficult as you go

through them. The difficulty resets at the start of the calculator section. 

There are two types of questions on the math sections: multiple choice

questions with four answer choices, and write-in questions for which

you will have to write and bubble in the number you get from solving

the problem. The majority of questions fall under the topics of Algebra,

Problem Solving, and Data Analysis. There will also be a few

trigonometry and geometry problems.  
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M a t h  S e c t i o n  S t r a t e g i e s

The best way to prepare for the math section of the SAT is to do

practice problems and review basic concepts you have trouble with. It

is important to keep careful note of the types of questions you are

getting wrong. Use a chart like the one on the next few pages to keep

track of your strengths and weaknesses.  

There are a few other ways to approach the math section that play to

your strengths. Remember that all questions, despite their difficulty are

worth the same amount towards your composite score. That means

that if math is difficult for you, focus your time on getting the earlier

questions correct, as these questions will be easier and will help you

score points. If math is a strength of yours, try to spend less time on the

earlier questions and focus on getting through the entire section. 

        

Time is precious on these sections, which means you triage as you go

through the questions. This means skipping questions you don’t

understand and moving onto questions you can solve more easily.

Remember that the SAT does not penalize incorrect answers so it is

advantageous for you to guess on any questions you do not have time

for or do not know how to solve. 
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M a t h  S e c t i o n  S t r a t e g i e s

Use the below study trackers to help you follow your progress as you

take your SAT practice tests, found on the College Board website.  
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M a t h  S e c t i o n  S t r a t e g i e s

The most important aspect of preparing for the SAT Math sections is

practice. Utilize all eight of the free SAT practice tests that can be

found on the College Board website. By tracking your progress over

anywhere from three to six of these tests, you will be able to see your

weak points and then focus your efforts to improve your skills. It may

seem tedious, but this is the most effective and efficient way for you to

prepare.  


