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Given at the “You CAN Homeschool High School” Seminar, LDSEHE Conference, May 11, 2011, Virginia Beach 
Over the past few years, as my three oldest children have faced SAT and AP exams, I’ve come to regard pre-college testing as an enemy to be vanquished.  Indeed, one of the SAT prep books we’ve used calls the ETS (or Educators Testing Service, which writes the SAT) the Evil Testing Serpent, and the SAT is Slimy Atrocious Torture.  For the sake of this class, let’s view pre-college testing as a fortress that must be attacked and conquered.

Medieval warriors knew very well how to besiege a fortress, intimidating and weakening the enemy until he surrenders.  Let’s learn a few of their time-honored techniques.

**Before we ever think about gathering an army and marching out to battle, a lot of groundwork needs to be done: recruiting soldiers, inspiring them to believe in “the cause,” training them in combat, preparing weapons.  Years of work and experience go into creating a successful army.  Similarly, college entrance exams are not gimmicks – both the ACT and SAT do a good job of assessing the academic background of a student.  Your children cannot do well on them if a few months of study follow years of educational neglect.  Every day as your children read, study, talk, think, and write, they are adding irreplaceable drops of knowledge and wisdom to their bucket.  Little by little they become more confident in their ability to face down difficult tests.

Here are some crucial things to include in your army’s “Basic Training.”  The handout “Favorite High School Resources” contains specific recommendations for curricula that are useful here.

1. 
THE most important thing you can do for your children’s future testing success is to become a family of bookworms.  Of course we read to our non-readers, but continuing to read more advanced books as family read-alouds keeps children progressing in their understanding of complex sentence structure, vocabulary, cultural references, etc.   This also gives you opportunities to have those invaluable discussions, including....

2. 
Ask questions.  You know generally what your children knows, and by asking “leading questions” (the Socratic method) you can get them to dig deeper into their understanding and make connections between facts.  This skill doesn’t require any sort of curriculum, and can be done while washing dishes, driving in the car, etc. – wherever you’re together.

3. 
Essay tests have been added since 2005, and though currently considered optional by many colleges, they will probably soon be required, so be prepared.  Writing should be part of each day, especially during the high school years.  There are many good programs which teach essay writing, but the main thing is PRACTICE.  

4. 
A good grammar background is essential.  Your child must be able to pick out grammar errors in sentences to score well.  Though he will not be asked what the pluperfect tense is, he’ll be expected to use the right tense in his essay and elsewhere.  I think a little bit of sentence diagraming goes a long way to helping kids visualize how sentences are put together, which helps them to recognize fragments and run-ons.

Read, Discuss, Write  is the core of an education.  Should your child be discussing his math and science lessons with you?  YES!  Should he be writing about them?  Of course (though in math the writing is mainly numbers).

**But Wait!  There’s more!

5. 
Logic skills are key, and building an analytical mind is actually great fun.  Games, puzzles, toys, building sets, and mystery stories that allow a child to analyze clues all play a part in teaching thinking skills.  Some formal logic is also useful to older children, and will help them understand syllogisms and identify fallacies (which makes them good voters!)

6. 
Word roots are often neglected in schools, but are a crucial part of a good education.  Learning them builds math, science, and foreign language vocabulary and boosts reading comprehension skills at all levels.  Playing Greek and Latin word-root games helps children understand that the words they use every day have a LONG history.  They came from somewhere, and are related to each other in various ways.  (Lists of science-related root words available on my blog).

7. 
Speed is important.  Memorize math facts and work with them until they are down cold.  For written problems I prefer to have a child check his own work and correct any errors, as this encourages accuracy.  Make sure he is on a track to have FINISHED Algebra 2 and a strong Geometry course by the end of 11th grade. 

8. 
Gaining “Real World Experience” inspires educational confidence in your children.  Find ways to help them feel successful in their academic progress.  Receiving positive feedback on their work from extended family members, taking outside classes, joining co-ops, etc. can all make your child feel that he has what it takes to succeed OUTSIDE your family circle.

You may be wondering “WHEN do I do all this?”  Well, that’s easy.  You do it all the time – from the time they’re little until they’re big.  You don’t have to do it all at once though.  Focus on one thing, then another, then another, then come back to the first when they need another dose of it.  You can’t eat the elephant all in one bite.  These basic things that you do are NOT just test prep – they ARE your child’s education.  In our home every day the kids do some reading, some math, something “writing-ish” like grammar, vocabulary, spelling, and/or composition, and at least one more subject (like science or logic).  It doesn’t have to be complicated.

So our army has been through Basic Training and is ready for combat. 

** Now we prepare to besiege the enemy.  The first thing that must be done is to scout out the country-side: find out the lay of the land, supply routes, and whether the natives are hostile.  Similarly, the first step toward attacking pre-college testing is to learn about the tests (which you are doing today) and check into the test-use policies of the colleges your child may be interested in attending.  Do they only accept the ACT or the SAT?  Do they require any SAT Subject tests?  What are the average scores for recently admitted freshman classes, and what is the recommended score for homeschool admissions?  Are there other routes to admission, like portfolio evaluations, IF despite all you do your child does not test well?

**Now we need to survey the fortress itself.  The SAT and ACT are very different.  

The ACT is like a fort with tall, thick walls topped with battlements and defenders armed with stones and arrows.  

**The SAT is more like a forbidden castle laced with snares and boobytraps, where you can just hear a siren’s voice singing to you over the walls to lure you to your doom.  (that’s what puts the “evil” in the Evil Testing Serpent.)  The ACT is a straightforward test of knowledge;  the SAT is a logic and intelligence test. 

**The ACT is composed of English, reading, math, and science sections, and an optional 30 minute essay.  Each section receives a scaled score of 1 to 36, and the average score of the four sections serves as the composite score.   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.

One crucial part of “Scouting the Enemy” is to know that on the ACT, points are awarded only for correct answers: there is no penalty for guessing.  So right before your time is up you should fill in a blank for each question – you may get a few right. 

**The SAT has three sections: math, reading, and writing. Each portion of the SAT receives a score from 200 to 800, so a perfect SAT score is now 2400.  Though it does test a basic portfolio of knowledge, the emphasis is on analysis of the given information: the formal name of the test is SAT Reasoning test. Students with strong logic skills tend to do well on this test – you need to be more of a spy or a sleuth when attacking this test than when attacking the ACT.   In the math section formulas ARE given; the ability of students to apply them logically to the questions is what is being tested.  For example, in a right triangle question, there may be other angles and lines in the diagram, and you must figure out what is actually being asked, and which information is included just to confuse you.  Calculators are permitted but rarely required, and while the average student will whip out his calculator at the smallest excuse, looking to apply memorized formulas and rules, the smart student will look for the analytical shortcut involving deductive reasoning skills, thus saving time and frustration. 

The reading portion tests a student’s ability to recognize and correct approximately twenty characteristic usage and construction errors. Examples of typical errors include subject and verb agreement, pronoun choice, modifier placement, and correct idiom. A quality test preparation company will have categorized these errors in their books so that they are easily learned by the student.

The problems are often worded in a convoluted fashion to intentionally confuse students.  The entire ACT is multiple-choice (except the essay of course), but the SAT does have a math section which requires you to write in answers. On the SAT one point is awarded for each correct answer, a quarter of a point is subtracted for each wrong answer, and no points are assigned for an omitted answer.  What that means is: unless you’ve been able to narrow down the choices, you should not make wild guesses on the SAT, and you shouldn’t just fill in answers for the questions that you didn’t have time to read. 

The 25 minute opinion essay asks the student to respond to a general question which is usually about values.  They are asked to use examples from history, literature, or personal experiences to support their position.  The score is twelve points maximum, with two essay readers (English teachers) each awarding from 1 to 6 points.  Critics have proposed that the grade given correlates strongly with the length of the essay and the use of big words, rather than actual quality writing.  For my three children who have taken the test, the real challenge on the essay test was the short time deadline, and none of them did really great on this part.  As homeschoolers they weren’t used to working under this type of pressure, even though we did lots of practice essays.  Luckily, they all did well enough on the other parts of the test to get, overall, excellent scores (the essay is weighted as 30% of the total score of the Writing section).  

**Again, while on the ACT the essay is optional (though I believe you should take it), on the SAT the essay is NOT optional, though many schools (including the CES schools) do not factor in the score of the Writing section when they are coming up with your ACT equivalent (Show chart).

**So, which test should your homeschooler take?  Generally those students with strong reading and writing skills do better on the SAT, while those who excel in math and science do better on the ACT.  However, the only way to really know is to have your child take a practice SAT and a practice ACT under timed conditions. The College Board and the ACT both provide a free downloadable test on their websites (www.collegeboard.com and www.act.org). The tests come with specific instructions for computing scores, as well as score percentile charts that allow you to compare your child’s results with the results of other students. By taking both tests, your teenager will develop not only an understanding of the tests’ structure and content, but also a preference based on each test’s benefits and disadvantages.



What about the other tests you hear about?
**SAT Subject tests: The College Board also offers 20 tests to certify students’ knowledge level in languages, science, math, and literature.  They are offered six times per year, take one hour each, 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.  You should find out about this requirement at the beginning of high school, and work toward competency in that subject.

**Advanced Placement tests: AP tests are a beautiful thing if your student wants to earn college credit while in high school, but you don’t want to pay tuition for an online or community college class.  The subjects range from Computer Science to Latin to Music theory.   If your child is doing well in a subject, there is no reason not to try to earn some college credit for the knowledge he has gained.  Most colleges grant from three to nine credits per test, depending on the score obtained.  These tests do not “count” against you if you do poorly.  They don’t affect your admission prospects or your college GPA.  All universities have different criteria for which tests they accept, and whether they fulfill a degree requirement or just count toward electives, so check out the information at collegeboard.com and on the college web site.  

Also on the web site is extensive information, including a syllabus, for the course that preps you for the test.  You do not have to take the course to take the test, but should study the material recommended in the syllabus and use a test prep manual specific to that course before test day rolls around.  

Tests can be taken in the Junior or Senior years in May; you should contact the AP coordinator at your local high school at least by March to sign up.

An additional bonus of AP exams which we’ve experienced in our home is that, after a child has been accepted to college and is suffering from a severe case of spring fever and senior-itis, AP tests looming over him will keep him motivated and studying until the end of the school year. 

**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. Some colleges require that you take a lab for the class you are testing out of, complete an oral exam, or “validate” your CLEP score by taking a more advanced class in the same subject.  It seems that these tests are used mostly at the community college level – more “advanced” schools, like BYU, have their own system of testing out of classes. 

**All right: we’ve got a trained army.  We’ve now surveyed the lay of the land and the fortress itself.  What strategies and weapons do we use to attack it? What’s our Battle Plan?

DO MOCK BATTLES, PRACTICE WITH WEAPONS THAT YOU’LL USE 
One strategy is to have your army do many mock battles under non-emergency conditions identical to what they will face when the real battle starts.  In testing terms, this means that the ACT or SAT should not be the first standardized test that your child takes.  Even if not required by your state, it is recommended that in middle school your child begin taking some tests outside of the home for the sake of reducing test anxiety when it really counts.  Your local homeschool organization may offer group testing.  ACT offers the “Explore” test for 8th and 9th graders, and the “Plan” test for 10th graders, and 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 – contact your local high school guidance counselors for more information.  These test results are invaluable for analyzing weaknesses, tailoring your “daily” test preparation to your needs, and as preparation for “the real thing.”

**WEAPONS:  Just as ballistas, trebuchets, siege towers, and battering rams were essential to an army besieging a fortress, awareness of testing tricks, time-saving tips, and familiarity with question types are essential to subduing the Evil Testing Serpent, and are part of the curriculum of quality test preparation materials.  We’ve found it to be true that students CAN improve their scores by studying testing strategies from a test prep manual.  We’ve used several different ones, and honestly I don’t have a strong preference.  It should be huge and have many practice tests.  We usually check them out of the library several months before the test, and my kids spend an hour or so each day reading through the different sections.  With my oldest daughter I was more nervous, so I signed her up for an SAT prep class being offered in my area, which was a good experience for her, but perhaps not necessary, and I didn’t bother with my next two test candidates.  There are mountains of resources online for test prep, many of them free.

 **So what would a timeline look like for this Battle Plan?

Middle School: 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. 

Ninth and Tenth grades: You should include some form of test prep in each school day.  This could be working from a test prep manual, taking an online program or class, or just doing the ACT or SAT “Question of the Day” (sign up on the web sites).  Also determine if you want or need to take any other tests (SAT Subject tests, AP tests, etc.)

**Beginning in Eleventh grade, at least weekly do 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 February or May).  If you get the score you want, you are done!  Yeah!  

**If you think you could do better, continue with the Twelfth 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.

Need to bone up on math or grammar?   There’s still time.  My son raised his score on the SAT math section by 30 points between his May and November tests by doing a complete review of math from the middle school level on up with the Life of Fred series (and he had fun doing it!) During the summer between Eleventh and Twelfth grades, 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.

**Homeschoolers have historically performed quite well on standardized tests.  But unless your child is a genius, he should expect to put some effort into preparing for these tests.  It’s pretty important not to blow it here..

**Colleges rely heavily on standardized test scores when making freshman admissions decisions.  This is especially true for homeschoolers without a certified GPA.  And the word on the street is that it is getting more and more difficult to transfer into good schools like BYU after beginning your studies at a community college – they’d rather you begin as a freshman at their school.     

**With some careful attention given to this topic in the years and months prior to the test date, you can feel confident that when he enters the testing center with his photo ID and #2 pencils, he’ll have a great chance of succeeding.

Thank you

