
585-466-4022    info@chariotlearning.com    http://chariotlearning.com    http://roots2words.com 

CHARIOT      LEARNING 
 

Helping high schoolers succeed in tests, school, and life 

h 

 

 
 
 
 
  Meet the New SAT 



2  Chariot Learning © 2015 

Meet the New SAT: TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 3 

INFLUENCES 4 

SCORING 6 

READING 8 

WRITING 10 

MATH 12 

ESSAY 14 

RECOMMENDATIONS 16 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
© 2015 Chariot Learning, LLC. All rights reserved.  
 
Selected graphics and text excerpted from Test Specifications for the Redesigned SAT. 
 
College Board and SAT are registered trademarks of the College Board. PSAT/NMSQT is a registered 
trademark of the College Board and National Merit Scholarship Corporation. The College Board was not 
involved in the production of and does not endorse this program.  
 
 

https://www.collegeboard.org/pdf/sat/delivering-opportunity/test_specifications_for_the_redesigned_sat_031715.pdf


Chariot Learning © 2015  3 

Meet the New SAT: INTRODUCTION 

 

The SAT has reigned as one of America's most influential and impactful tests since the College 

Board administered its first multiple-choice college entrance exam back in 1926. As you'd 

expect, the exam has changed quite a bit over nearly a century of notoriety and number 2 

pencils. This newest revision, however, may say more about the SAT's future than its storied 

past. 

 

That the SAT is changing should come as no surprise to anyone at least marginally connected to 

students in high school. The College Board has been releasing information over time towards 

two important deadlines: 

 

October 2015: Students will take the new format PSAT. 
 

March 2016: Students will begin taking the new format SAT. 

 

This means that students in the high school graduating class of 2017 will be the first to take the 

new SAT if they choose. Of course, they don't have to, since any of these students can take the 

current format SAT through January 2016 and the substantially unchanged ACT at any time. 

But knowing what lies ahead makes such momentous decisions easier to make, so allow us to 

share what we know, and more importantly what we think, about the new SAT. 

 

 

WHAT’S THE SAME? 

The SAT is still a timed standardized test challenging critical reading, math, grammar, and 

writing ability. 

 

WHAT’S NEW? 

This SAT now focuses on different skills and content areas than previous iterations. 

 

WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE? 

Students approaching this test as they did the previous one will find themselves confused and 

unprepared in many essential areas. This is a new test, both structurally and philosophically. 
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Meet the New SAT: INFLUENCES 

 

According to the College Board, the redesigned SAT continues to emphasize reasoning while 

adding a clearer, stronger focus on the knowledge, skills, and understandings most important 

for college and career readiness and success. While they would have you think this substantial 

revision was demanded by colleges, the trigger seems to have been more economic than 

academic in nature. 

 

The year 2012 marked the first time more high schoolers took the ACT than the SAT. The 

margin was only a few thousand more that year, but has ballooned dramatically as teens 

throughout historically SAT-focused regions like the Northeast discovered the friendlier test out 

of Iowa City. After nearly nine decades, the SAT’s reign as America’s predominant college 

entrance exam has ended. 

 

This matters because the new SAT has adopted a great many of the features that once set the 

ACT apart. But that rival test is not the only profound influence on the new SAT. If the ACT is 

the new test’s father, Common Core is most assuredly its mother. David Coleman, the current 

president of The College Board, is considered one of the lead architects of the contentious 

Common Core State Standards. The new SAT is lashed tightly to the Common Core and 

integrates all of its major pillars. 

 

  

 

3 KEY SHIFTS IN ENGLISH LANGUAGE ARTS 

1 Regular practice with complex texts and their academic language 

2 Reading, writing, and speaking grounded in evidence from texts, both literary and informational 

3 Building knowledge through content-rich nonfiction 
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3 KEY SHIFTS IN MATHEMATICS 

1 Greater focus on fewer topics 

2 Coherence: Linking topics and thinking across grades 

3 Pursue conceptual understanding, procedural skills and fluency, and application with equal intensity 

 

 

 

While Common Core is maligned in many circles, few dispute the benefit of the higher level 

thinking skills and academic rigor the standards promote. If Common Core survives the 

ineptitude of its initial implementation, a standardized test that assesses its standards could 

become a very powerful and popular instrument, especially as a state exam. 

 

 

 

 

WHAT’S THE SAME? 

The College Board still presents the SAT as its flagship college and career readiness assessment. 

 

WHAT’S NEW? 

Academically, the SAT integrates the educational priorities of the Common Core. Structurally, 

this test looks a whole lot like the ACT. 

 

WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE? 

The Common Core is hardly in favor among students or parents these days. The ACT, on the 

other hand, is more popular than ever. The big question, then, will be whether students will 

choose the new SAT over the ACT. 
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Meet the New SAT: SCORING 

 

The SAT has always stood out as the classic standardized test, in which a population of test 

takers would earn raw scores that would then be scaled according to the standard distribution in 

a classic bell curve. This aspect of the SAT is not changing. In fact, the new test brings everyone 

back to that familiar 1600 scale: 200-800 for Evidence-Based Reading and Writing plus 

200-800 for Mathematics. Students will also receive 2-8, as opposed to the current 2-12, for 

each of three traits for Essay, the results of which will be reported separately. 
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The big change is the shift away from the wrong answer penalty, often erroneously dubbed the 

guessing penalty. The College Board is taking another page from the ACT handbook in 

implementing “rights-only scoring,” in which testers earn a point for each correct answer but 

lose nothing for incorrect answers. This is a radical departure for an organization that was 

philosophically opposed to allowing test takers to improve their scores through random 

guessing. However, teens almost unanimously prefer the rights-only scoring structure and have 

been flocking to the ACT in large part to escape the wrong-answer penalty. 

 

The third substantial change to SAT scoring is the addition of a variety of seven subscores and 

two cross-test scores. The cross-test scores, which may yet be altered or removed entirely, are 

interesting in concept. Scores in Analysis in History/Social Studies and Analysis in 

Science will be based on selected questions across Reading, Writing and Language, and Math. 

Considering how few schools pay attention to ACT subscores, however, these alterations may 

prove of little practical consequence. 

 

 

 

WHAT’S THE SAME? 

Students still receive a raw score of 1 point per correct multiple-choice answer. The raw score is 

still converted to a scaled score. 

 

WHAT’S NEW? 

Back-to-basics 1600 scoring and the elimination of the wrong-answer penalty make this test 

more appealing to students and parents alike. Subscores and cross-test scores may prove equally 

enticing to both admissions officers and educational administrators looking for granular 

insights into test taker abilities. 

 

WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE? 

The move away from the traditional wrong-answer penalty may be one of the biggest 

improvements to the SAT, at least from a student perspective. The retro scoring paradigm, on 

the other hand, is a likely response to all those colleges that continued to evaluate students on a 

1600 scale by ignoring the SAT Writing section. Schools will be hard pressed to ignore Writing 

now that it is folded into the 200-800 Evidence-Based Reading and Writing score. 
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Meet the New SAT: READING 

 

SAT Reading, known at one time or another as Critical Reading or just plain Verbal, has 

transformed dramatically over the decades. Who could forget such classic question types as 

Analogies or Antonyms? 

 

But the new SAT will continue the College Board’s attenuated move from testing vocabulary to 

testing passage-based reading. Sentence Completions, the last vocabulary intensive question 

type, are being relegated to the dustbin of flashcard history. With their removal, the SAT 

Reading Test will focus entirely on the assessment of specific comprehension and reasoning 

skills in relation to appropriately challenging passages across a range of content areas: 

 

1. Emphasis on words in context 

2. Emphasis on command of evidence 

3. Inclusion of informational graphics 

4. Specified range of text complexity 

 

Numbers 1 and 2 on this list are nothing new, but this redesigned SAT will be testing these 

concepts more rigorously. Number 4 won’t matter much to students but may be of interest to the 

consumers of student test scores: admissions officers and educational administrators. Number 

3, on the other hand, is interesting for a couple of reasons. 

 

The dirty little secret in test prep (at least one of them) has been that ACT Science is not really a 

test of science, but rather reading. Students need to bring very little science knowledge to the 

exam. Instead, they need to be able to understand text, graphs, tables, and charts based on a 

variety of science topics. This new SAT Reading Test riffs on that testing philosophy by 

incorporating the informational graphics into science and social studies passages. Test takers 

may not mind this; in our area, at least, students seem to be well-prepared to work with graphs, 

tables, and charts. 
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READING TEST SUMMARY 

Time Allotted  65 minutes 

Total Questions 52 questions 

# of Passages 
3,250 words total from 4 single passages and 1 pair; 500–750 words per 

passage or paired set 

Passage Topics U.S. and World Literature, History/Social Studies, Science 

 

 

 

 

 

WHAT’S THE SAME? 

This portion of the SAT still tests a suite of passage-based reading skills across a variety of 

independent and paired passages. 

 

WHAT’S NEW? 

Students won’t be sorry to see Sentence Completions gone. Also absent from the new SAT are 

the short passages. The main addition to the new Reading Test will be graphs, tables, and charts 

as part of select passages. Also new, but perhaps opaque to test takers, will be a continuum of 

text complexity. Some passages will be more complex, which presumably will mean more 

challenging to read than others. 

 

WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE? 

This new test marks the end of an era: with a new emphasis on practical vocabulary in context, 

students won’t need to stress so much about “SAT words” though certain classes of words still 

matter. Reading for thesis will matter more than ever. 

 

The SAT Reading Test looks like a hybrid of the ACT Reading and Science Tests. Most students 

will be happy to trade tough vocab words for simple graphs and tables. 
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Meet the New SAT: WRITING 

 

Testing grammar and writing has caused the College Board all kinds of headaches over the last 

decade. Everything seemed peachy back when colleges looked at the SAT II Writing Test as 

proof of English language proficiency. But once the College Board essentially stapled that test to 

the SAT in 2005, in large part to appease those selfsame colleges, things went south. Not only 

did the last SAT revision open the door for the rise of the ACT, but even the SAT Subject Tests 

have lost their luster. 

 

Nonetheless, the assessment of grammar adds value to a college entrance exam. Rather than 

give up on testing this content, the College Board is learning from the mistakes of the past by 

lashing this section more tightly to the exam as a whole. No longer can colleges marginalize the 

grammar portion of the SAT when it is part of the larger Evidence-Based Reading and 

Writing! 

 

This new SAT Writing and Language Test requires students to demonstrate proficiency with the 

standards of the conventions of standard written English by revising and editing a range of 

passages. Students are expected to identify and revise both mechanical and rhetorical errors. 

While this passage-based approach may be new to the SAT, anyone who has seen the ACT 

English section knows exactly what this will look like. In fact, many test takers will do a double-

take trying to figure out which exam they are taking; the two tests are THAT similar. 

 

 

In the College Board’s defense, their spin on this proven formula for assessing grammar and 

writing includes new SAT themes like text complexity, informational graphics, and cross-test 

scores in history and science. Yes, you will find graphs on this Writing test. 
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WRITING AND LANGUAGE TEST SUMMARY 

Time Allotted  35 minutes 

Total Questions 44 questions 

# of Passages 1700 words total from 4 passages; 400–450 words per passage 

Passage Topics Careers, History/Social Studies, Humanities, Science 

 

 

 

 

WHAT’S THE SAME? 

This section still tests conventions of standard written English including grammar, usage, 

punctuation, and rhetoric. 

 

WHAT’S NEW? 

The new SAT Writing Test abandons single-sentence question types in favor of a passage-based 

structure. The test also goes well beyond grammar and usage to test development, organization, 

and effective language use. 

 

WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE? 

This section is significantly transformed from the previous SAT Writing Test with its emphasis 

on single-sentence grammar questions. However, students will hardly be surprised by the new 

Writing Test since it looks almost exactly like the ACT English Test! What differentiates the two 

is the SAT’s inclusion of informational graphics and cross-test scores. 

 



12  Chariot Learning © 2015 

Meet the New SAT: MATH 

 

For those in the know, SAT Math has never really been about the math. Of course, the SAT has 

always tested math concepts ranging from basic arithmetic to higher level algebra and 

arithmetic. But the math section of the SAT really challenges problem solving ability, creativity, 

and logic. Thus, students with excellent grades in math classes often earn merely average SAT 

Math scores because they lack the conceptual understanding to solve tricky test problems. 

 

The redesigned SAT maintains that commitment to prioritizing math manipulation over 

calculation, but also shuffles the content portfolio to emphasize linear equations and 

trigonometry at the expense of basic geometry. The College Board claims the redesigned SAT 

will require a stronger command of fewer, more important topics, but the list of topics across 

four functional areas tested still seems pretty deep: 

  

MATH CONTENT SUMMARY 

Heart of Algebra 
Linear equations, inequalities, and systems; linear functions; 

graphing equations 

Problem Solving and Data Analysis 
Rates, ratios, and proportions; percents; statistics; data analysis of 

both figures and graphs 

Passport to Advanced Math 
Systems of equations; functions; exponents and radicals; factoring 

polynomials; graphing nonlinear equations 

Additional Topics in Math Geometry; trigonometry; radians; complex numbers 

 

In terms of content, the redesigned SAT covers most of the advanced topics previously 

encountered only on the ACT. Structurally, the SAT retains its inimitable grid-in question type, 

the Student-Produced Response. In fact, students will be “treated” to twelve rather than the 

current ten grid-ins on the new test. 
 

 

But the biggest change to SAT Math has nothing to do with the math itself or even the question 

types. Students now have to contend with a no-calculator portion. The College Board claims 

that this change allows the redesigned test to assess fluencies valued by postsecondary 

instructors. However, experience suggests that most high school students are dependent on 

their calculators for even the most basic operations. This single aspect of the SAT, more than 

anything else, may send students screaming to the ACT.
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MATH TEST SUMMARY (CALCULATOR PORTION) 

Time Allotted  55 minutes 

Total Questions 38 questions: 30 Multiple Choice and 8 Student-Produced Response 

Content Distribution by 

# of Questions and 

Percentage 

Heart of Algebra   11 29% 

Problem Solving and Data Analysis  17 45% 

Passport to Advanced Math  7 18% 

Additional Topics in Math 3 8% 

MATH TEST SUMMARY (NO-CALCULATOR PORTION) 

Time Allotted  25 minutes 

Total Questions 20 questions: 15 Multiple Choice and 5 Student-Produced Response 

Content Distribution by 

# of Questions and 

Percentage 

Heart of Algebra   8 40% 

Passport to Advanced Math  9 45% 

Additional Topics in Math 3 15% 

 

 

 

WHAT’S THE SAME? 

SAT Math still tests a wide range of math topics in a way that emphasizes problem solving and 

conceptual understanding. 

 

WHAT’S NEW? 

The new SAT Math Test adds more advanced topics to the pool of tested content and also links 

to other sections through history and science cross-test scores. However, no change is more 

momentous than the addition of a no-calculator portion. 

 

WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE? 

The new SAT has adopted so many features of the ACT that the two are more easily compared 

and contrasted than ever. If one of the biggest differences between the two is that one allows 

calculator use on every math question and the other doesn’t, which would you expect the typical 

high schooler to gravitate towards? 
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Meet the New SAT: ESSAY 

 

Most adults today can remember an SAT that had no written essay portion, since that section 

wasn’t added until March 2005. One wonders if the folks at the College Board ever wish they 

could return to that carefree era, back when the SAT dominated the college admissions 

landscape and before their rivals in Iowa City seemed to outflank them at every turn. Yet, given 

the chance to minimize the role of a writing sample or excise from the SAT entirely, the College 

Board instead appears to be doubling down on the essay. 

 

To date, the essays on both the SAT and ACT have been exercises in persuasive writing. The 

redesigned SAT moves into uncharted territory by requiring students to produce a cogent and 

clear written analysis, based on both critical reasoning and evidence drawn from the source, of a 

provided text. No more will students be asked to manufacture evidence on the fly when 

everything they’ll need will be right in front of them. 

 

Many students who have traditionally struggled with the impromptu position piece demanded 

by the current SAT may prefer the new analytical writing assignment. However, nobody will 

likely approve of the extended length of the essay, now 50 minutes instead of 25. On the bright 

side, at least the essay will be optional, at least as far as the College Board is concerned. For any 

college that requires the essay, this section is mandatory. 

 

 

ESSAY DOMAIN SUMMARY 

Reading 
Comprehension of a source text, including the text’s central ideas and 

important details and how they interrelate 

Analysis 
Evaluation of an author’s use of evidence, reasoning, and/or stylistic and 

persuasive elements 

Writing 
Cohesiveness of students’ written response to the task as well as students’ use 

of language 
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Interestingly, this portion of the test is still considered provisional pending further research. The 

current scoring rubric departs from the existing 1-6 scale in favor of a 1-4 scale across three 

analytic domains: Reading, Analysis, and Writing. Each essay will ostensibly be scored by 

two graders for combined scores of 2-8. 

  

 

 

 

WHAT’S THE SAME? 

The SAT Essay is, in part, a test of extemporaneous writing skill and understand the relationship 

between claims and evidence. 

 

WHAT’S NEW? 

So much is changed from the previous version of the essay. Not only is this essay optional, but 

students have twice as much time to work on it. Instead of requiring students to write a 

persuasive essay, the new SAT assigns them to analyze a persuasive essay. 

 

WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE? 

This may be the least impactful revision as far as colleges are concerned. Many schools ignored 

the essay even when it was a very familiar and mandatory part of the test. How that the essay 

explores new ground, involves a new scoring paradigm, takes twice as long, and is optional, 

colleges are likely to study the essay before factoring its scores into admissions decisions. From 

a student standpoint, the grueling length of the essay will be discouraging to say the least. 
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Meet the New SAT: RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

The scope of the SAT redesign, in terms of style, content, and philosophy, steers this once 

predictable exam into uncharted waters. To a large extent, the October 2015 PSAT and the SAT 

first offered in March 2016 will be brand new to the world. If you were in the high school 

graduating class of 2017, would you want to be among the first to sit for the new test? 

 

Early indications suggest that the new SAT will be more challenging in many ways than the 

current SAT or ACT, which may be sufficient reason to avoid it. Of even greater concern are the 

entirely new question types and content. The great strength of the College Board has historically 

been the design and delivery of statistically valid college admissions assessments. Until this 

exam has been sufficiently normed and tested, colleges may be hesitant to use its scores for 

admissions purposes. 

 

And isn’t college admissions what these tests are all about? The reason any student sits for the 

SAT or ACT is to earn a score that facilitates entry to that dream school, hopefully with a 

generous scholarship. Based on past history, most colleges are likely to wait for the College 

Board to work out the bugs in the new test before depending on its data. Many schools may want 

new SAT scores for evaluative purposes, but admissions decisions are likely to be based on 

scores from the ACT or current SAT. 

 

At Chariot Learning, we’ve always promoted early preparation. One of the best times for 

students, especially those targeting competitive colleges, to prepare for the SAT and ACT 

is during the summer before 11th grade. Every year, we see students earn their target scores by 

December of junior year—sometimes even before their PSATs—which frees them to focus more 

effectively on high stakes spring tests like finals, APs, and Regents. 

 

A proactive approach to planning and preparing for the SAT and ACT has never been more 

important than now. Some students may naturally find this new “Common Core SAT” a better 

fit for their particular strengths, but most will benefit from focusing on the tests we all currently 

know and, if not love, at least respect. Put your teen or yourself in position to take the SAT and 

ACT early in junior year. 

 

The best plan for the new SAT may simply be to avoid it. 

http://chariotlearning.com/why-is-summer-the-best-time-for-test-prep/

