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The SAT, ACT, and AP exams can be your best friends at college and scholarship application time.  But regarding them as an enemy may be a healthier attitude as you learn to attack and conquer them.  Here’s what any good general needs to know and do as he prepares his troops for battle:

Basic Training:  Read, Discuss, Write - The Core of an Education
Encourage daily, extensive, and wide reading.  Become a library-aholic, and encourage your child to branch out if he gets stuck in one genre.  Read to your child, even as he gets older, classics that you both enjoy.  Keep upping the reading level to continue to challenge and feed his mind with new facts, ideas, and words. (Rumor has it that much of the vocabulary of the SAT is based on Dickens, so be sure to include him – A Christmas Carol is a good one to start with if you’ve not read him before). 

Use the Socratic method to help your child dig deeper into his understanding of connections between facts, insights into character and culture, and hints the author leaves about his own biases and worldview.  Try to read what your child is reading – at least skim it to get a flavor – and feel free to use Cliffs Notes-type resources.

Writing is crucial, but is the most challenging part of an education for many children.  There are many good programs, but none can beat YOU, especially in the early years, as you customize his writing to his current passions, abilities, and audience.  Let writing be part of real life, not just a canned assignment.

Working with word roots, math facts, grammar, spelling, and punctuation rules are all important skills in building a strong test-warrior, and playing logic games builds a cunning one.  Daily progress in math will keep you on track to finish Algebra 2 and Geometry by the end of the Junior year.

Scout out the Enemy: Which tests should my child take?
The ACT is composed of English, reading, math, and science sections, and an optional 30 minute essay.  The math section tests skills from arithmetic through trigonometry, and formulas are not given but must be memorized.  The English section tests grammar and vocabulary skills, and also punctuation, sentence structure, and style.  The science portion does not require familiarity with any specific science content, but is rather an exercise in interpreting data from graphs, diagrams, and reading passages.  Teens who are good memorizers, and who have spent time practicing their math skills and doing speed drills tend to do well on this test. 

The SAT has three topics: math, reading, and writing, spread through ten short sections.   In the math section formulas are given; the ability of students to apply them logically to the questions is what is being tested.  The problems are often worded in a convoluted fashion to intentionally confuse students.  The writing portion tests a student’s ability to recognize word usage and sentence construction errors, and the reading portion tests reading comprehension.  The 25 minute essay asks the student to respond to a general question which is usually about values, using examples from history, literature, or personal experiences to support his position.  Students with strong language and logic skills tend to do well on this test.  Both ACT and SAT are offered six times a year, and there is no minimum age requirement. 

SAT Subject tests certify students’ knowledge level in languages, science, math, and literature.  They are offered six times per year, take one hour to complete, and your student can take up to three tests on a given day.  Some competitive colleges specify that certain subject tests accompany the SAT score submitted with the admissions application, so check with the schools your child is interested in applying for. 

Advanced Placement tests allow your child to earn college credit (three to nine credits per test, depending on the score obtained) while in high school without paying tuition for an online or community college class.  It is not required that your child take the AP class before testing, and you’re not required to send the scores to the colleges he is applying for (if he does poorly).  AP tests can be taken in the Junior or Senior years in May; contact your local school no later than March 1.

College-Level Examination Program tests are taken after college admission at a college testing center.  Thirty-four different CLEP tests can be used to earn up to twelve credits each, and to “test out” of up to the first two years of college. 

Make a Battle Plan: Timeline for Success
Determine as early as possible if your child is a better candidate for ACT or SAT, by taking practice tests from test prep manuals or by signing up for pretests.  ACT offers the “Explore” test for 8th and 9th graders, and the “Plan” test for 10th graders, which may be taken at some public schools.  The PSAT is offered in October of each year by most schools, and may be taken in 9th, 10th, and/or 11th grade.  These test results are invaluable for analyzing weaknesses, tailoring your daily study to your needs, and as preparation for “the real thing.”  

In 9th and 10th grades you should include some form of test prep into each school day.  This could be working from a test prep manual, signing up for an online program or class, or just doing the “Question of the Day” (sign up at collegeboard.com).  Also determine if you want/need to take any other tests SAT (Subject tests, AP tests, etc.)

Beginning in 11th grade, at least weekly try a timed practice essay.  Essay prompts can be easily be found in prep-books and online.  Study daily from a test prep manual, and take practice tests at least monthly, analyzing the results carefully.

Take the ACT or SAT at least once in your junior year (usually Feb. or May).  If you get the score you want, you are done!  Yeah!  (If not, continue with the 12 grade prep.)  With the new SAT “Score Choice” program, you only need send the highest score to the universities you’ve chosen, and most colleges have a policy of only considering your highest score anyway.

During the summer between 11th and 12th grade, take several practice tests, either through books or on-line.  Take them under test conditions.  Use your scores to help streamline the rest of your preparation.  Take SAT/ACT in the fall.  This will give you one more chance if you mess up and also have those score available if you are trying for early admission.  If necessary, try again in the winter.

Resources
CollegeBoard.com,  ACTStudent.org,  Sparknotes.com, 

Kaplan’s SAT Score-Raising Classics series, 501 Writing Prompts by Learning Express

The Princeton Review: Cracking the SAT, Cracking the ACT
