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Standardized Testing FAQs 

 

 

Lakeside realizes that standardized testing can prompt anxiety and confusion.  In the pages below, the college counseling office answers the most commonly asked 

questions by Lakeside students and parent(s) and guardian(s).  It is critical to remember that while standardized testing is an important part of the college application—

and at some colleges, an extremely important part—it never surpasses the transcript in its level of importance at U.S. colleges.  Therefore, as students begin to take 

these tests, they should find the appropriate balance between their school work, studying for these exams, and sitting for them.  In other words, standardized testing 

should never be completed at the expense of students’ school work.  Below are the questions that are addressed and on which page you can find each. 

    

 

What are the ACT, SAT, SAT Subject Tests, APs, and PSAT? 2 

Does any colleges require students to take the ACT and SAT? Are there colleges that require neither? 4 

When should students take the tests for the first time?  When should each be taken?  4 

How do students know which SAT Subject Tests they prepared to take?  5 

How do students know which AP tests they are prepared to take?  6 

Should students hire tutors or take test prep classes to prepare for these tests?  7 

Is taking the SAT/ACT prior to second semester of junior year ever a good idea? 7 

How do students report test results to colleges?  8 
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What are the ACT, SAT, SAT Subject Tests, APs, and PSAT? 

 

ACT >>>>> While the ACT originated in the Midwest, is has become popular nationwide and is accepted by every U.S. college.  In fact, in recent admissions cycles, 

more students in the United States took the ACT than the SAT.  Scored on a scale of 36, and divided into five sections—English, Reading, Math, Science, and Writing 
(which is optional, though many colleges to which Lakesiders apply require it)—each of which is sub-scored on a scale of 36, the ACT frequently caters to students that 
are comfortable working at a slightly faster pace.  The ratio of questions to time is smaller than on the SAT (in other words, on average, students have less time on the 
ACT to tackle each question).  All questions are multiple choice and students earn points for what they answer correctly; in other words, there is no penalty for guessing 
incorrectly. Students can register for the ACT by creating an account at www.actstudent.org.  Some quick details about the sections are below, which are listed in the 
order in which they appear on the test: 

● The English section is 45 minutes and has 75 questions, in each of which students are provided passages and asked to identify which parts of sentences are 

grammatically incorrect.  

● The Math section is 60 minutes and has 60 questions. Most of the questions cover material from algebra I and II and geometry, and there are a few questions 

that dip into precalculus. Thus, students should not take the ACT until they have completed most of the precalculus course. 

● The Reading section is 35 minutes and contains 40 questions. Students read passages and answer questions about them. 

● The Science section is 35 minutes and contains 40 questions. Students are asked to read and interpret data, charts, and graphs. While the test does not 

necessitate knowledge of the principles of biology, chemistry, and physics, some data is presented in forms that is more common to one discipline. Thus, 

students should complete at least two of the three courses in biology, chemistry, and physics above before taking the ACT. 

● The Writing section is 40 minutes long and is the only section that is not multiple choice. Students are given one prompt that presents three perspectives on one 

issue, and students are asked to create their own analysis of this complex issue. While this section is optional, the college counselors encourage students to take 

it to ensure they meet the requirements of all schools.  

SAT >>>>> There are five sections to the SAT, which are, in order: Reading, writing, math with a calculator, math without a calculator, and an optional essay (which 

all Lakesiders should take because many colleges popular among Lakesiders require the essay). Students will receive two scores on a scale of 800 in verbal and 
quantitative reasoning, as well as sub-scores in reading, writing, science (science-like questions are peppered throughout the math and reading sections), and math.  
Most questions are multiple choice, with the exception of the essay prompt and a few questions in the math section.  There is not a guessing penalty, so students should 
not leave any questions blank. The ratio of questions to time is larger than on the ACT, meaning that on average, students have more time to answer each question. To 
register for the SAT, students visit www.collegeboard.com and create an account.  Some quick details about each section are below: 

● In the reading section, students answer 52 questions in 65 minutes based on passages they have read, and the complexity and reading level of passages is 

higher than on the ACT. There are science-like charts sprinkled throughout this section, about which students are asked to answer questions.  Because of the 

high level of reading tested, students should complete at least one semester of American Cultural Studies or American studies before taking the SAT, unless 

they have earned As in freshman and sophomore English, demonstrating their strength in critical reading. 

● The Math section demands a firm understanding of algebra, some understanding of trigonometry and statistics, and very little knowledge of geometry. Students 

answer 58 questions in 80 minutes (totaled for the calculator and non-calculator sections). The  exam asks students to generate equations from written 

http://www.actstudent.org/
http://www.collegeboard.com/
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problems that represents the best way of finding the variable or constant in question. There is more reading on the SAT Math section than on the old SAT or the 

ACT, and because there are precalculus questions, students should take the SAT only after completing most of Lakeside precalculus.  

● In the multiple choice section of the writing portion, students respond to 44 questions in 35 minutes where they read passages and identify sentences and 

phrases that are incorrect. In the essay portion, students respond to one prompt in 50 minutes. Students are provided a passage or brief document and then 

asked to write an essay explaining how the author builds his or her argument. Students must have not only strong writing skills, but strong critical reading skills 

as well.  

 

SAT SUBJECT TESTS >>>>> Subject Tests are one-hour exams that test students in specific subject areas.  These exams are given on the same day as the SAT, 

and students can take up to three exams in one sitting.  (A listing of the subject test areas is available at http://sat.collegeboard.org/about-tests/sat-subject-tests.) Only 
a small number of colleges require students to submit SAT Subject Test results.  With the exception of Georgetown, which recommends three Subject Tests, there is not 
any school that requires more than two, and very few schools specify which tests students needs to take (those that do are typically engineering and business schools).  
Most Lakesiders take subject tests for the first time at the end of their junior year, though sometimes students opt to take World History, Physics, and/or Mathematics 
Level 2 after the completion of history, Honors Physics, and/or Precalculus, respectively, in tenth grade . A common question is whether students in these courses need 
to take this test in sophomore year for the benefit of their college applications, and the answer is a resounding “no!”  In fact, when parent(s) or guardian(s) push their 
students to take the subject test early on when the students are nervous or hesitant about their ability to do well, they inadvertently damage their students’ confidence 
to succeed on these tests.  Students who take all their Subject tests at the conclusion of the junior year will be perfectly poised for success in the college process. Finally, 
for students who are successful on the ACT, the vast majority of colleges who require Subject tests will take the ACT in place of both the SAT and the SAT Subject Tests, 
thereby eliminating the need for some students to sit for Subject Tests. Students can register for SAT Subject tests through the same account through which they 
register for the SAT at www.collegeboard.com.  
 

 

PSAT >>>>> The Preliminary SAT, or “PSAT,” is administered to sophomores and juniors in October.  This is an opportunity for students to experience the SAT 

before taking it for the first time.  The content of the PSAT is very similar to that of the SAT, except that students are not asked to write an essay. The results of the PSAT 
in junior year also determine whether a student is invited to enter the National Merit competition. Even if a student scores highly in tenth grade, he or she will not be 
eligible to enter the competition.  Lakeside automatically registers sophomores and juniors for the PSAT. 

 

 

AP EXAMS >>>>> Advanced Placement, or “AP” tests, are comprehensive tests administered at Lakeside every year in May. They test the strength of students’ 

skills and content mastery at levels commensurate with introductory-level college classes.  (For a listing of AP tests, click https://apstudent.collegeboard.org/apcourse.)  
Each test is scored on a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 being the highest. Some colleges will give students credit for high scores, enabling students to amass additional credits, 
take a reduced course load in college, or even graduate early. Other schools do not give credit, but will use AP results to exempt students from specific graduation 
requirements and/or to place them out of introductory-level classes. While there is great variation among colleges regarding what benefits students reap from AP test 
results, students should understand that AP results are not required for any college application in the United States (noteworthy is that universities in the United 
Kingdom, such as Cambridge and Oxford, require AP results to apply). While strong scores—typically 4s and 5s—can add an additional dimension of strength to 
students’ applications, students who do not take any AP tests are not disadvantaged at all. In February or March students will receive information from the AP  
Coordinator on how to register for AP exams. 
 

http://sat.collegeboard.org/about-tests/sat-subject-tests
http://www.collegeboard.com/
https://apstudent.collegeboard.org/apcourse
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Does any colleges require students to take both the ACT and SAT?  Are there any colleges 

that don’t require testing? 

There is not any college in the United States that requires students to take the ACT and SAT.  The college counseling office encourages students to sample both tests to 

determine which one is better suited to their strengths. For students that struggle with standardized testing, there are hundreds of colleges nationwide that either don’t 

require any tests, or provide students the option of submitting the ACT or SAT, or SAT Subject Tests, or AP results. These are known as “test-optional” and “test-flexible” 

colleges respectively.  (Visit www.fairtest.org to see a comprehensive listing of schools in both categories.)  

 

When should students take the tests for the first time?  When should each test be taken? 

Most students should take the ACT and/or SAT for the first time during second semester of junior year.  Because all research shows that students’ scores typically rise 

the longer they are in school, and because we do not want students to focus too intensely on the college process prematurely, the college counseling office discourages 

most students from taking the ACT or SAT prior to January of eleventh grade. Between the PSAT and Mock ACT, an opportunity arranged by the college counseling office 

for students to take an “unofficial” ACTat Lakeside, students have ample chances to experience these tests before they sit for “the real thing.” The table below outlines 

when most students should take the variety of exams. 

Freshman None 

 

Sophomore 
PSAT in October and the Mock ACT in November. Sophomores who are strong history students can choose to take the World History subject test 
and/or the AP World History exam. Also, sophomores who have completed precalculus may consider taking the Math 2 subject test since they will 
have covered the test material at that point in time. Finally, sophomores who have completed Honors Physics and earned As may consider taking 
the the Physics subject test. Students considering taking the aforementioned subject tests should consult with their course teacher. 

  

Junior  
PSAT in October and the Mock ACT in November or December. During second semester, students should take the ACT or SAT at least once; the PSAT 
and Mock ACT will have given students a sense of which test is better suited for them. During their first meeting with a college counselor in the 
winter of 11th grade, students will develop a testing plan based upon their areas of interest and the colleges they are contemplating. Students 
considering AP exams should discuss which tests are good fits with their teacher and advisor as well as their college counselor. 

 

Senior 
SAT/ACT and Subject Tests vary by student and will be decided in consultation with the college counselor.  Students considering AP exams for May 
should discuss which tests are good fits with their teacher and advisor as well as their college counselor. 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.fairtest.org/
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How do students know which SAT Subject Tests they are prepared to take? 

Listed below are all the SAT Subject tests, with the exception of those in the languages that Lakeside does not teach (German, Italian, Korean, and Modern Hebrew).  

Next to each Subject test is the Lakeside course after which students are prepared to sit for that exam. Because many of these exams, such as those in the sciences, test 

student’s knowledge of very specific content, students should take Subject Tests in May or June at the completion of the corresponding course and while the material is 

still fresh in their minds. For students who complete honors precalculus in grade 10, they should consider sitting for the Subject Test  if they feel confident about their 

mastery of the material and if they are eager to begin their standardized testing. For some sophomores, beginning standardized testing is daunting, and pushing them to 

sit for an exam this early runs the risk of damaging their confidence for future standardized exams.   

English  

Literature American Cultural Studies II or American Studies 

History  

United States History U.S. History or American Studies (outside preparation is necessary; students should discuss with their teacher) 

World History 

Foundations of the Modern World (H100) and Contemporary World History (H200) cover the eras that make 
up most of the subject test, though additional preparation is strongly recommended because the courses do 
not cover all of the content on the test. Students (including those who have taken Big History H101) should 
consult their teachers’ midway through sophomore year to decide if they are well-suited to succeed. 

Languages  

Chinese with Listening 
Chinese IV (High-performing students in Chinese III can discuss with their teacher whether they are well-
suited to take the Subject Test at the completion of level III.) 

French 
French IV (High-performing students in French III can discuss with their teacher whether they are well-suited 
to take the Subject Test at the completion of level III.) 

Latin Latin IV/V 

Spanish 
Spanish IV (High-performing students in Spanish III can discuss with their teacher whether they are well-suited 
to take the Subject Test at the completion of level III.) 

Mathematics  

Mathematics Level 1 Algebra 2 and Geometry 

Mathematics Level 2 Precalculus 

Science  

Biology M Advanced Cellular & Molecular Biology 

Chemistry Honors Chemistry 

Physics 

 
Advanced Physics or Honors Physics (with extensive  outside studying for the latter) 
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How do students know which AP tests they are prepared to take? 

With the exception of the universities in the United Kingdom, there are not any colleges in the United States that require AP exams during the admission process.  

Students who earn strong scores on these tests (4s and 5s) are encouraged to share these results in their applications, but those that do not have AP scores are not 

disadvantaged. Many Lakesiders have been admitted to the most selective universities with few—and sometimes even none—AP results.  As students contemplate 

taking AP exams, they should consider the time commitment involved. Many of the exams are as long as three hours, and both the test itself and studying for it can be 

tiring and time-consuming. By May, students are often struggling to stay energized for final exams. Thus, while students who are eager to take AP exams should not be 

discouraged from doing so, they should also make sure that they do not take so many in one year that they burn out for finals. 

English 

English Language and Composition American Cultural Studies II or American Studies 

English Literature and Composition All Senior Year English electives 

History and Social Studies (On all History tests, there is additional content not covered in Lakeside classes for which students need to prepare on their own) 

Comparative Government and Politics Comparative Government (this course if offered at Lakeside in alternating years) 

Macroeconomics Macroeconomics 

Microeconomics Microeconomics 

Psychology Psychology 

United States History U.S. History or American Studies 

World History   Foundations of the Modern World (H100) and Contemporary World History (H200)  

Language 

Chinese Language and Culture Chinese IV 

French Language and Culture French IV 

Latin Latin IV/V or Latin IV (varies from year-to-year; discuss with teacher) 

Spanish Language and Culture Spanish IV 

Spanish Literature and Culture Spanish IV, but students need to review the reading list on their own. 

Mathematics 

Calculus AB Accelerated Calculus AB 

Calculus BC Accelerated Calculus BC or Honors Calculus BC 

Computer Science A Computer Science III 

Statistics Accelerated Statistics 

Science 

Biology Advanced Molecular & Cellular Biology 

Physics C (both tests) 
 
Advanced Calculus-based Physics 
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Should students hire a tutor or take test prep classes to prepare for these tests? 

This is a personal decision and varies widely depending on the student. While some students perform strongly and have the scores necessary for the colleges that 

interest them, other students sometimes choose to do some prep on their own (there are tons of guidebooks that offer students opportunities to learn strategies and 

even take practice tests on their own—and for no cost, except for the book itself) or to work with a tutor or take a class. Before taking a class or tutoring, students 

should have taken the PSAT and Mock ACT, and have a strong sense of which test plays to their strengths. The earliest at which students should consider prepping is 

summer before junior year if they plan to take fall or winter tests. Students who plan to test second semester for the first time should wait to discuss test prep with with 

their college counselor. (Students for whom hiring a tutor or taking a class would be financially unfeasible can talk to their college counselor about choosing a test prep 

company that provides financial aid.  Some tutoring companies, for instance, will discount their fees by the same percentage that Lakeside reduces their cost of 

attendance through Lakeside’s financial aid program.) 

 

 

Is taking the ACT/SAT prior to second semester of junior year ever a good idea? 

Only in select cases. Students who have completed precalculus and earned As in their 10th grade English classes can consider this option. Otherwise, the college 

counselors discourage students from taking the ACT or SAT prior to second semester of 11th grade. Both tests have content that is covered in precalculus; thus, students 

who take precalculus do not learn some of material until further into the school year. Because both tests assess students’ abilities to read high-level passages, only 

students who feel confident in their critical reading skills should test prior to second semester of 11th grade. 
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How does my student report his or her test results to colleges? 

Students themselves have the responsibility of sending scores to the colleges to which they apply. Lakeside does not list standardized test results on its transcripts, and 

almost  all colleges and universities in their application instructions state that they want official reports from the testing agencies. 

 

SAT 
Students send reports from their College Board accounts at www.collegeboard.com, which can also include Subject test scores if the student chooses.  While 
students can send their scores to four colleges at no charge when they register for the SAT, the college counseling office encourages students to refrain in order to 
see their scores first.  Colleges nationwide “superscore” the SAT, which means that if students submit scores from multiple test dates that they will mix-and-match 
the highest critical reading, math and writing scores to determine a new (and higher!) composite score. If a student has taken the SAT multiple times  (colleges 
discourage students from doing more than three sittings) some colleges will allow them to choose which test dates they wish to send. Others require that all SAT 
results be sent.  Even in the latter circumstance, colleges will still superscore the results. 
 

 

ACT 
Students send score reports from their ACT accounts at www.actstudent.org. Reporting ACT scores is different from reporting SAT results if the student wants to 
send more than one ACT composite. With the SAT, all sittings, including Subject Tests, are in one report. In the case of the ACT, students must send a separate report 
for each sitting they wish to send, and they will pay for each sitting. While some colleges do not require all ACT results, others will, though they have no way of 
knowing if there are scores that have not been sent. Because of the financial burden that sending ACT results to colleges can entail for families, Lakeside believes it is 
the student’s choice whether he or she chooses to honor those colleges’ requests for all scores. Finally, some colleges superscore the ACT while others do not. 
Students should read colleges’ application instructions or contact their admission offices to learn whether they superscore the ACT. 
 

 

SAT SUBJECT TESTS 

Students send score reports to colleges in the same way they do with the SAT (see above). In the case of Subject Tests, students always have the choice to choose 
which scores they send to colleges. If they take the same Subject Test twice, they can choose to send only the highest score. If they take multiple Subject Tests in 
different areas, they can choose the two highest. If the student plans to submit only an ACT result to colleges and not an SAT score, the student is able send an SAT 
report that includes only Subject Test results.  

 

AP TESTS 

Unlike the tests listed above, the student never sends an official report to colleges when they apply for admission. Instead, the student self-reports these scores in 
their applications (there is a designated section for AP results). Then, once they have enrolled at a college in May, students send an official score report from the AP 
testing agency to the college registrar. Instructions on how to send these sores will be given when students take AP exams. 

 

http://www.collegeboard.com/
http://www.actstudent.org/

