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Standardized testing is one part of the high school experience that’s shrouded in mystery—or is that just 
stress and confusion? Since students don’t take any specific classes to prepare for these tests (with the 
exception of AP exams), information about them often comes straight from the high school rumor mill. 

With this guide, it’s our goal to give you a clear sense of all the major standardized tests that students may 
need to take throughout their high school careers. Those major tests are:

•	 PSAT/NMSQT
•	 PreACT
•	 SAT
•	 ACT
•	 AP exams
•	 SAT Subject Tests (aka SAT 2s)

(Note: we are not including International Baccalaureate exams in this guide, which only students in specific 
“IB” programs need to take.)

Standardized testing is an important part of a student’s high school trajectory, and it does play a role in 
college admissions. However, we encourage parents and students to keep some perspective. Standardized 
testing is just one of many components that colleges look at when considering students for admission. 
Students are more than just their test scores; colleges recognize that and are looking for interesting, 
dynamic people to accept to their schools.

When it comes to testing, concentrate on what matters most. Not all tests are created equal: different 
colleges use these exams for admissions differently, and some don’t even require any! Because of this, 
students should not blindly take tests, but should be selective about which exams they take based on 
the requirements of colleges they’re interested in and the subjects they think they can perform well in. 
Overburdening a student’s schedule with tests is not the best use of their time or effort.

In the following pages, you’ll find sections for each of these exams with plenty of information, including:

•	 Background on and structure of the exam;
•	 Whether students are required to take it;
•	 The exam’s impact on college admissions; and
•	 When to start thinking about and preparing for the exam.

With this overview in hand, students can be confident that they are focusing on the right exams at the right 
times. Not only can this improve test performance, it can significantly reduce stress for the entire family as well. 

INTRODUCTION

Should my student take the SAT or the ACT?

When is the best time for AP exams?

What the heck does NMSQT stand for anyway?
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Despite what many high schoolers may believe, 
standardized testing wasn’t devised as an instrument 
of torture. Rather, it’s a way of testing students that’s 
intended to control for variations in schools, teachers, 
and classroom environments. When college admissions 
officers look at a student’s grade in a particular subject, 
they don’t always know much about the curriculum, 
teacher’s expertise, homework load, difficulty of 
coursework, etc.. The purpose of standardized tests is to 
level the playing field.

Whether or not standardized tests are the best way to 
accomplish this goal is a topic that is vigorously debated 
in the education community. At Signet, we know they’re 
not always the best way to assess students, but until the 
entire education system goes Test Optional, we’re here 
to help you get as prepared as possible.

STANDARDIZED 
TESTING: A TOOL

For students who plan to go to college after graduating high school, there is generally only one exam that 
they will be required to take: their choice of either the SAT or the ACT. Everything else is optional (and 
there are are even some schools that don’t require an SAT or ACT score; see Appendix C for a list of these 
schools). However, students should keep in mind that individual schools may have their own additional 
criteria, such as SAT Subject Test exams or opting into the essay on the SAT or ACT, that applicants must 
meet in order to be eligible for consideration. This means that students should proactively ensure that they 
are meeting the testing requirements for schools where they may want to apply.

A Note on Requirements

ACT? SAT? 
Both? 
Because all colleges 
equally accept 
the SAT and ACT, 
students should NOT 
take both exams! 
We recommend 
choosing one and 
focusing your efforts.  
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The Basics:

•	 Stands for Preliminary SAT and National Merit Scholars Qualifying Test— BUT it’s just one test.
•	 Run and administered by the College Board, who also administers the SAT.
•	 Typically taken in 11th grade, which is the year that counts toward scholarship and National Merit 

evaluation.
•	 May be offered at your student’s school in 10th grade as well. The College Board also offers a PSAT 8/9 

for eighth and ninth graders that measures the same skills as the PSAT/NMSQT.
•	 The PSAT/NMSQT determines whether students are eligible to be National Merit Scholars. 50,000 

students are selected each year for recognition, and a small group will become Finalists. Finalists are 
eligible for scholarships, most commonly a $2500 award.

•	 Students may be eligible for for other scholarships based on their test scores. They must bubble in “yes” 
to “Student Search Services” when filling out their answer sheet on test day.

•	 Cost: $16 per student, though the fee is sometimes paid by the school. 
•	 Scoring: The PSAT is scored out of a total 1520 points, with 760 points available for the Math section, 

and 760 points available for the Critical Reading and Writing sections combined.
•	 Score Return: Test scores come back approximately 6-8 weeks after the exam. Guidance counselors 

may receive results one week earlier than students.

Required or Optional Assessment:

•	 The PSAT/NMSQT is optional, but 
recommended if it’s offered at a student’s 
school. 

•	 Taking it is great practice for other 
standardized tests.

•	 It puts students into consideration for National 
Merit and many other scholarships.

Impact on College Admissions:

•	 This exam has no impact on college 
admissions. Rather, it’s a great risk-free 
practice for other standardized testing. 

•	 Becoming a National Merit Scholar may give 
students’ resume a boost, but the actual PSAT 
score does not get reported to colleges.

When to Start Thinking About This Test:

We don't recommend preparing too extensively unless it's in the course of studying for the actual SAT in 
junior year. Preparing too much and too early can lead to burnout. The best preparation is just getting 
familiar with the exam a week or so before and taking the exam seriously on test day. 

WRITING

one 30-minute
section

MATH
two 25-minute

sections

CRITICAL
READING

two 25-minute
sections
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The Basics:

•	 The PreACT is administered by ACT, Inc. and was released in 2016.
•	 The PreACT is the current test that most closely mirrors the PSAT as prep for later standardized testing. 

(The PSAT is prep for the SAT, and the PreACT is prep for the ACT.)
•	 While the PreACT serves a function similar to the PSAT/NMSQT, this exam does not qualify students for 

National Merit recognition.
•	 Your school can choose to offer this test at any point during the school year, usually in 10th grade.
•	 Cost: $12 per student, though the fee is sometimes paid by the school.
•	 Scoring: The PreACT is scored out of a total of 35 points, which makes for a straightforward comparison 

to the ACT, which is scored out of 36 points. 
•	 Score Return: Test scores come back to the school in approximately two weeks. 

Required or Optional Assessment:

•	 The PreACT is optional, but recommended if 
it’s offered at a student’s school. 

•	 It offers good practice at standardized testing.

Impact on College Admissions:

•	 This exam has no impact on college admissions.
•	 It’s a great risk-free practice for other 

standardized testing (especially the ACT). 
•	 A student’s PreACT score does not get reported 

to colleges unless students specifically select 
this option when taking the exam.

Students receive an overall composite score (1-35), as 
well as a STEM score (1-35) based on their Math and 
Science sections. 

When to Start Thinking About This Test:

We don't recommend preparing too extensively 
unless it's in the course of studying for the actual ACT. 
Preparing too much and too early can lead to burnout. 
The best preparation is just getting familiar with the 
exam a week or so before and taking the exam seriously 
on test day. 

MATH

one 40-minute
section

(36 Questions)

ENGLISH

one 30-minute
section

(45 Questions)
READING

one 30-minute
section

(25 Questions)

SCIENCE

one 30-minute
section

(30 Questions)
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The Basics:

•	 In the past, SAT has been an acronym for various things but now the test is officially just the SAT.
•	 The SAT is run and administered by the College Board.
•	 The test can be taken any time, but we recommend students take it in 11th and/or 12th grade.
•	 The PSAT/NMSQT is a good benchmark for this exam.
•	 The SAT and the ACT serve the same purpose in college admissions, and students should choose to 

prepare for and take only one of these exams. We recommend taking both tests as a diagnostic and 
then deciding which exam will be better suited to their college application process.

•	 Cost: $46 without essay, $60 with essay (fee waivers are available).
•	 Scoring: The test is scored out of a total of 1600 points. Each of the two main sections is scored from 

200-800, and the two scores are then added together. The essay is scored separately. Two readers 
evaluate the essay in each of three categories (Reading, Analysis, Writing), and offer scores in each 
category from 1-4. Since there are two readers, the total score in each category ranges from 2-8. The 
highest score on the essay is three scores of 8.

•	 Score Return: Scores come back for the required sections in approximately 3-4 weeks (if you create an 
online account), while essay scores typically come back in approximately 4-5 weeks.

Required or Optional Assessment:

Although there are exceptions (some colleges do 
not require standardized testing for admissions), 
most students will be required to submit a score 
from either the SAT or the ACT. That means the 
SAT is only optional for students who choose the 
ACT instead, or for students who are absolutely 
certain they’re only applying to test optional 
schools.

*Although the essay is optional, some colleges will strongly 
recommend or require it. Double-check with colleges on your 
list, and if in doubt, opt in on the essay.

READING
one 65-minute

section (52 multiple 
choice questions)

MATH - 
CALCULATOR

one 55-minute
section (30 multiple 
choice & 8 grid-in)

ESSAY
one 50-minute

section*

WRITING &
LANGUAGE
one 35-minute

section (44 
multiple choice 

questions)

MATH - NO
CALCULATOR

one 25-minute section 
(15 multiple choice 

& 5 grid-in)
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When to Start Thinking About This Test: 

•	 At the start of summer after sophomore year, students should take diagnostic tests for the SAT and ACT 
to determine which test they will pursue. 

•	 Students with a heavy junior year course load, or who scored lower on their diagnostic exams, may 
want to prep more intensively over the summer in anticipation of having less time for preparation during 
the school year or needing a longer test prep timeline.

•	 We recommend planning for two test sittings in junior year: one in the winter of junior year (Dec-Feb), 
which leaves plenty of time to re-test in the spring (Feb-April) if necessary. We rarely recommend taking 
the test a third time, but if so, this timeline leaves room to take it one last time in late summer/early fall 
of senior year.

•	 This leaves plenty of time to retest in late summer or even early fall of senior year if necessary, although 
we only recommend this option if students need to retest. 

•	 The SAT has a significant impact on college admissions. 
•	 ACT or SAT scores, along with school performance, extracurriculars, recommendations, and the 

personal statement, form the key components of a college application. 
•	 Most colleges will make data on their average SAT scores available to students, which can help  

students determine whether a particular school is a “likely” or “reach” option for them, as well as help 
set a goal score. 

•	 Some students believe that great SAT scores can outweigh poor high school performance. While there 
is some interplay between the two, this is generally not the case.

Impact on College Admissions:
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The Basics:

•	 Like the SAT, the name of this test was an acronym in the past but is now just the ACT.
•	 The exam is run and administered by ACT, Inc.
•	 The test can be taken any time, but we recommend students take it in 11th and/or 12th grade.
•	 The Pre-ACT is a good benchmark for this exam. 
•	 The SAT and the ACT serve the same purpose in college admissions, and students should choose to 

prepare for and take only one of these exams. Students can make this determination by taking both tests 
as a diagnostic and then deciding which exam will be better suited to their college application process.

•	 Cost: $46 without essay, $62.50 with essay (fee waivers are available).
•	 Scoring: The test is scored out of a total of 36 points. Each of the four main sections is scored from 1-36, 

and students then receive a composite score that is the average of all four sections.
•	 Score Returns: Scores come back for the multiple choice sections in approximately 2 weeks (if you 

create an online account), while writing scores typically come back in approximately 4 weeks.

Required or Optional Assessment:

With very few exceptions (there are some 
colleges that do not require standardized testing 
for admissions), students will be required to 
submit a score from either the SAT or the ACT. 
That means the ACT is only optional for students 
who choose the SAT instead, or for students who 
are absolutely certain they’re only applying to 
test optional schools.

Impact on College Admissions:

•	 The ACT has a significant impact on college 
admissions. 

•	 ACT or SAT scores, along with school 
performance, extracurriculars, 
recommendations, and the personal statement, 
form the key components of a college 
application. 

•	 Most colleges will make data on their average 
ACT scores available to students. This can help 
students determine whether a particular school 
is a “likely” or “reach” option for them, as well as 
help set a goal score. 

•	 Some students believe that great ACT scores 
can outweigh poor high school performance. 
While there is some interplay between the two, 
this is generally not the case.

*Although the essay is optional, some colleges will strongly 
recommend or require it. Double-check with colleges on your 
list, and if in doubt, opt in on the essay.

MATH
one 60-minute

section (60 questions)

ENGLISH
one 45-minute

section (75 questions)

WRITING

one 40-minute
section, optional

READING
one 35-minute

section 
(40 questions)

SCIENCE

one 35-minute section 
(40 questions)
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When to Start Thinking About This Test: 

•	 At the start of summer after sophomore year, students should take diagnostic tests for the SAT and ACT 
to determine which test they will pursue. 

•	 Students with a heavy junior year course load, or who scored lower on their diagnostic exams, may 
want to prep more intensively over the summer in anticipation of having less time for preparation during 
the school year or needing a longer test prep timeline.

•	 We recommend planning for two test sittings in junior year: one in the winter of junior year (Dec-Feb), 
which leaves plenty of time to re-test in the spring (Feb-April) if necessary. We rarely recommend taking 
the test a third time, but if so, this timeline leaves room to take it one last time in late summer/early fall 
of senior year.

•	 This leaves plenty of time to retest in late summer or even early fall of senior year if necessary, although 
we only recommend this option if students need to retest. 
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WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN 
THE SAT AND ACT?
As we’ve mentioned previously, all 4-year institutions in the US accept the SAT and the ACT without bias. 
Students should NOT take both exams; instead they should practice exams to determine which test they are 
more naturally suited to and where they stand to gain the biggest score increases. There are some structural 
and stylistic differences between the two tests that can help students decide which test to focus on:

Note that some scholarships may require one test or the other. Be sure to research what is required of you 
before making your final decision on what test to take. 

For additional guidance on deciding whether to take the SAT or ACT, or to set up free diagnostic testing, 
please don’t hesitate to reach out to us directly!

EVIDENCE-BASED WRITING AND LANGUAGE is 
similar in content and form to ACT English, except 

charts, diagrams, tables, and data analysis questions 
are also included. 35 minutes, 44 questions.

ENGLISH (always first) tests grammar, rhetoric, and 
punctuation in the context of several passages. 

45 minutes, 75 questions.

MATH is similar to ACT math, except charts, 
diagrams, tables, and data analysis questions 

are also included. Questions are text-heavy; be 
prepared for a lot of reading! 80 minutes, 
58 questions (in two sections, one with no 

calculator allowed).

MATH (always 2nd) tests number theory, arithmetic, 
algebra, geometry, and basic trigonometry. 

60 minutes, 60 questions.

EVIDENCE-BASED READING is similar to ACT 
Reading, except charts, diagrams, tables, and data 

analysis questions are also included, as well as "cite-
your-evidence" questions. 65 minutes, 52 questions.

READING (always 3rd) includes basic reading 
comprehension and literary technique questions on 

four types of long passages. 35 minutes, 
40 questions.

The SAT does not have a Science section, but these 
types of questions are integrated into all other 

sections of the SAT.

SCIENCE (always 4th) tests ability to read, interpret, 
and synthesize technical information presented in 
passages, charts, diagrams, and tables. 35 minutes, 

40 questions.

ESSAY (optional, last) tests ability to analyze the 
construction of an argument put forth in a several-

paragraphs-long passage. 50 minutes.

ESSAY (optional, last) tests students ability to 
construct an argument, in response to a prompt 

deemed "relevant" to high school students. 
30 minutes.

Four answer choices per question. Four answer choices per question for all sections 
besides Math, which has five answer choices 

per question.

Rights-only scoring (no penalty for guessing) Rights-only scoring (no penalty for guessing)

800 for Math, 800 for Reading and Writing 
combined; total possible score of 1600.

Scored out of 36 for each section; composite 
score out of 36.

SAT ACT

SIGNETEDUCATION.COM 11



The Basics:

•	 AP stands for “Advanced Placement.” (Finally, an acronym that stands for something!)
•	 Students can test in 38 different subject areas.
•	 These exams are intended to follow the completion of a high school AP course in that same subject. 
•	 AP tests are run and administered by the College Board, who also administers the SAT. 
•	 Students typically take APs in 11th and/or 12th grade, though this may vary from school to school.
•	 Cost: $94 per exam if paid to the student’s school, $85 if paid directly to College Board (fee reduction 

waivers are available which reduce the cost to $53 per exam).
•	 Scoring: Each AP test is scored from 1-5. A score of 3 and higher is a passing score.
•	 Score Returns: AP exams are administered in May and scores typically come back in July, although they 

may take up until September 1st. Scores are delivered online only.
•	 Exam Structure: The structure of each AP exam differs depending on the subject, but most contain a 

blend of multiple choice questions and written essay components. Some exams also require listening/
speaking exercises or submission of portfolios for specific assignments or projects.

Required or Optional Assessment:

•	 AP courses and exams are entirely optional at most schools, although some schools are beginning to 
require students take a few AP classes. 

•	 While most students who have completed an AP course will be encouraged to take the corresponding 
exam, it’s not required. 

•	 Students may also elect to take AP exams without having completed an AP course in the subject, 
although this is highly unusual. As a general rule, we don’t recommend it.

Impact on College Admissions:

•	 AP courses and exams are usually optional at most schools, though some high schools are beginning to 
require students to take a few AP classes.

•	 While grades in AP courses themselves have some impact on college admissions, colleges generally want 
to see a corresponding strong exam score as well.

•	 They reflect rigorous academic standards and help contextualize the level of difficulty of a student’s 
coursework in high school. 

•	 Many colleges will offer credit hours for AP exams if students receive a high score (typically 4 or 5). 
•	 Students can send one free score report automatically by bubbling in a college code on the exam, and 

can order separate reports to send to additional schools.
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When to Start Thinking About This Test: 

•	 AP exams are always administered in May, so students enrolled in an AP course should be studying for 
the exam consistently (daily or every other day) 4-6 weeks out from the test date.

•	 For thorough preparation, we recommend students begin assessing their knowledge and lightly 
preparing from February-May.

•	 Students should be prepared to take their preparation into their own hands. AP courses are generally 
good preparation for the exam, but this can vary significantly based on teacher, class environment, etc.

•	 Students may take AP exams in senior year, though college admissions offices will not see these scores 
before making acceptance decisions. However, students who stay focused on their studies through 
senior year by taking a rigorous course load (including AP exams) do make a good impression on 
admissions offices. This can be especially important for waitlisted students! You may also be eligible to 
receive college credit based on senior year AP scores. 
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The Basics:

•	 These tests are administered by the College Board, which also administers the SAT.
•	 Students typically take these exams in 11th and/or 12th grade, though some students start earlier.
•	 There are 20 SAT Subject Tests in five different areas: Math, Science, English, History, and Languages.
•	 Cost: A registration fee of $26 covers one test date, on which you can take up to three Subject Tests. 

Additional tests cost $21 per test (except for language tests with listening which cost $26 per test and 
are only available in November).

•	 Scoring: The test is scored on a scale of 200-800.
•	 Score Return: Students with online accounts will receive their scores in approximately 3-4 weeks. 
•	 Exam Structure: All SAT Subject Test exams are one hour long; all questions are multiple choice.
•	 Students can take up to three SAT Subject Tests in the same sitting, but cannot take both the SAT and 

SAT Subject Tests on the same day.

Required or Optional Assessment:

•	 SAT Subject Tests are optional, although some colleges require them.
•	 While students do not need to be registered in any specific courses in order to take an SAT Subject 

Test, it is recommended that they have taken some kind of corresponding coursework, and performed 
well in it, prior to registering for the SAT Subject Test in a given subject. 

Impact on College Admissions:

•	 SAT Subject Tests can impact college admissions, particularly for colleges that require applicants to take 
SAT Subject Tests in order to be considered for admission. 

•	 For a list of colleges that require SAT Subject Tests, see Appendix C.
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When to Start Thinking About This Test: 

•	 Generally, the best time to take a subject test is on the heels of a rigorous course in the corresponding 
subject.

•	 For students who intend to apply to selective colleges (which often require them), consider taking SAT 
Subject Tests starting at the end of 10th grade, and continuing through 11th grade. There is no benefit to 
taking them any earlier; students should test only when they are prepared to score well.

•	 If students are unsure whether they will need SAT Subject Tests, we recommend that they plan to take 
them at the end of junior year. By that point, students should have an idea of the colleges they will apply 
to, which will help them make an informed decision.

•	 Students should start preparing for the SAT Subject Test at least six weeks prior to the test date.
•	 We recommend completing SAT Subject Tests by the end of junior year, if possible. That leaves plenty of 

time to retest in late summer or even early fall of senior year, though we only recommend this option if 
absolutely necessary.

•	 Language with listening tests are only available in November.
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We know this can all seem a bit overwhelming, but remember that being informed is half the battle. Keep in 
mind that this glossary includes every test any high schooler might take, so you might not need to take all of 
these tests. Even if you do take all the tests, it will be over the course of 3 years!

So what do you do now?

If you’re in 9th grade: 
•	 Don’t worry about any of this yet!

If you’re in 10th grade: 
•	 You may be taking the PSAT or PreACT at school; there’s no need to go out of your way to take this.
•	 You may also consider taking an AP exam or SAT ST in May if you are taking a related course. (See full 

subjects listed in Appendix D.)
•	 This summer, you might consider starting to prep for the ACT or SAT.

If you’re in 11th grade: 
•	 This is the prime year for taking the ACT or SAT! Students usually begin prep in the summer before or fall 

of 11th grade and plan to take their first test in the winter or spring.
•	 Many students also take APs or SAT Subject Tests in May of junior year. To see if you should consider this, 

refer to the subject listing in Appendix D.

If you’re in 12th grade:
•	 Fall of senior year is the last chance to take the ACT, SAT, or SAT Subject Tests in time for college 

application deadlines. Keep in mind that students cannot take the SAT and SAT Subject Tests on the same 
test administration date!

•	 Even once college applications are in, many students choose to take AP exams in May of their senior year. 
While these do not “count” in college admissions, they can often be used as college credit once a student 
matriculates!

Taking Your First Real Test and Creating a Study Plan:

With the exception of the PSAT/NMSQT and the PreACT, we recommend that students always preview test 
material (by using an official practice test) before their official test date. Some students believe that a good 
“starting score” comes from sitting for an official test without having looked at any sample materials. However, 
this is usually a waste of precious time, money, and energy! 

If that doesn’t convince you, keep in mind that official tests also generate official score reports. Some testing 
agencies require that ALL score reports are sent to the schools where a student is applying, so those “practice” 
scores might be considered an official part of a student’s application. 

All standardized test makers provide free “real” exams and questions on their websites, so — at the very least 
— students should take a look at those materials before officially committing to a test. We recommend that 
students take an official practice test as a diagnostic, create a study plan that works toward a realistic goal 
score, and choose an appropriate test date based on their performance and timeline. For more information, 

WHAT TO DO NEXT
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check out our blog post “How to Self-Study for a Standardized Test” (http://bit.ly/2z3hLqP).

If students and/or parents feel lost when it comes to creating a more robust, personalized study plan, please 
reach out to us at Signet for more information. We can help families create specific and detailed study plans 
and provide as much support in implementing those plans as families require.

Why Official Materials Matter: We encourage students to study using official practice materials whenever 
possible. This is because official materials are created by the test makers themselves, so they are the closest 
a student can get to replicating the actual testing experience. Third-party study materials may be good 
supplements but should only be used if a student has already gone through all the official practice materials 
available for a given exam.

Test Accommodations: All of the exams listed in this guide offer accommodations for students who require 
them. Common accommodations include large-print exams, Braille, extended time, use of a computer for 
essays, and additional breaks, although these are not the only accommodations available. Students who need 
accommodations must request and qualify for them ahead of time, so they should begin the process well in 
advance. School guidance counselors or testing coordinators can usually help with this process, but families 
can also contact Signet for guidance.

WANT MORE ADVICE FROM SIGNET?
In addition to these guides, we also send out a weekly newsletter for each grade level, where we provide 
additional details about all the important milestones of high school, including standardized testing. To get up-
to-the-minute information on all things test-related that students and parents need to know, you can sign up 
here: http://eepurl.com/AtPqj
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TEST WHAT'S IT FOR? DO I HAVE TO TAKE IT? WHERE CAN I FIND MORE 
INFORMATION? 

PSAT Benchmarking for the  
SAT. The PSAT is also the 
qualifying exam for  
National Merit  
ScholarSHIPS.

No. the PSAT is optional but recommended if it's 
available at a student's school.

College Board website: 
https://collegereadiness.college
board.org/psat-nmsqt-psat-10

PreACT Benchmarking for the ACT. No: the PreACT is optional but recommended if 
it's available at a student's school.

ACT website: 
http://www.act.org/content/
act/en/products-and-services/
preact.html

SAT Demonstrating mastery 
of high school knowledge 
and preparedness for  
college.

Likely: most colleges require students to take 
either the SAT or ACT*, although some schools 
are now test-optional.

College Board website: 
https://collegereadiness.
collegeboard.org/sat

ACT Demonstrating mastery 
of high school knowledge 
and preparedness for 
college.

Likely: most colleges require students to take 
either the SAT or ACT*, although some schools 
are now test-optional.

ACT website: 
http://www.act.org/content/
act/en.html

SAT  
Subject 
Tests

Demonstrating subject-
specific knowledge for 
college admissions.

Maybe: some colleges require applicants to sub-
mit SAT ST scores.

College Board website: 
https://collegereadiness.college
board.org/sat-subject-tests

APs Demonstrating subject-
specific knowledge for 
college admissions and 
earning college credit.

No: AP exams are optional, but it's usually 
recommended students take them after going 
through corresponding AP courses. While col-
leges don't require students take AP exams, there 
are some schools for which it will significantly 
help a student's chances of gaining admission to 
have a few good AP exam scores as part of his or 
her application.

College Board website: 
https://apstudent.collegeboard.
org/home?navId=aru-ap

APPENDIX A: 
HIGH SCHOOL STANDARDIZED TESTS  
AT-A-GLANCE

*Students may take either the SAT or ACT, as all accredited four-year colleges accept both tests without any preference.
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APPENDIX B: 
TIMELINE OF TEST PREPARATION
Since PSAT/NMSQT and Pre-ACT are arranged directly by schools and we do not recommend additional 
prep for them, we have not included them in this overview.

10th
Grade

11th
Grade

12th
Grade

FALL

WINTER

SPRING

SUMMER

SAT ACT AP Exams SAT IIs

FALL

WINTER

SPRING

SUMMER

FALL

WINTER

SPRING

SUMMER optional SAT/ACT prep

SAT/ACT prep

SAT/ACT (1 of 2)

SAT/ACT (2 of 2)

study for SAT/ACT 
if retesting or an additional 

sitting is needed

Final SAT/ACT testing 
if needed

study for AP exams 
(if student is in  

AP classes)

AP exams
(if student is in  

AP classes)

study for any 
additional  
AP exams

any additional 
AP exams

SAT Subject 
Test exams

SAT Subject 
Test exams

take SAT Subject 
Test exams if not 

yet taken

study for AP exams 
(if student is in  

AP classes)

AP exams
(if student is in  

AP classes)
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APPENDIX C:  
COLLEGES AND THEIR TESTING REQUIREMENTS

Schools that require/recommend SAT Subject Tests

Some schools on this list recommend SAT Subject Tests, while others require them. Each college’s policy is 
different; for example, some schools may waive the SAT Subject Test requirement if the student takes the 
ACT with writing. Check with the individual school for the most current details on their testing policy.

https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat-subject-tests/about/institutions-using

Test Optional Colleges

The schools listed here are all test-optional, meaning they do not require students take the SAT or ACT  
to be considered for admission. Check with the individual school for the most current details on their  
testing policy.

https://www.fairtest.org/university/optional
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APPENDIX D: SUBJECT TESTS & AP EXAMS 
LIST OF SAT SUBJECT TESTS
For more information about each individual exam, visit the College Board’s section on SAT Subject Tests.
(https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat-subject-tests/subjects)

English
•	 English

History
•	 U.S. History
•	 World History

Mathematics
•	 Math Level 1
•	 Math Level 2

Science
•	 Biology Ecological/Molecular
•	 Chemistry
•	 Physics

Languages
•	 Spanish
•	 Spanish with Listening
•	 French
•	 French with Listening
•	 Chinese with Listening
•	 Italian
•	 German
•	 German with Listening
•	 Modern Hebrew
•	 Latin
•	 Japanese with Listening
•	 Korean with Listening
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LIST OF AP EXAMS

For more information about each individual exam, visit the College Board’s section on AP exams.
(https://apcentral.collegeboard.org/courses)

AP Capstone
•	 AP Research
•	 AP Seminar

Arts
•	 AP Art History
•	 AP Music Theory
•	 AP Studio Art: 2-D Design
•	 AP Studio Art: 3-D Design
•	 AP Studio Art: Drawing

English
•	 AP English Language and Composition
•	 AP English Literature and Composition

History and Social Sciences
•	 AP Comparative Government and Politics
•	 AP European History
•	 AP Human Geography
•	 AP Macroeconomics
•	 AP Microeconomics
•	 AP Psychology
•	 AP United States Government and Politics
•	 AP United States History
•	 AP World History

STEM
•	 AP Biology
•	 AP Calculus AB
•	 AP Calculus BC
•	 AP Chemistry
•	 AP Computer Science A
•	 AP Computer Science Principles
•	 AP Environmental Science
•	 AP Physics 1
•	 AP Physics 2
•	 AP Physics C: Electricity and Magnetism
•	 AP Physics C: Mechanics
•	 AP Statistics 

World Languages and Cultures
•	 AP Chinese Language and Culture
•	 AP French Language and Culture
•	 AP German Language and Culture
•	 AP Italian Language and Culture
•	 AP Japanese Language and Culture
•	 AP Latin
•	 AP Spanish Language and Culture
•	 AP Spanish Literature and Culture
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