
 
 

 

The “Redesigned” SAT  
 
The new SAT is set to be implemented for the spring of 2016.  While there have been other 
recent changes to the test’s format, it is clear that this new version represents the College 
Board’s sharpest departure from its traditional design.  The SAT will remain largely an aptitude 
test, but the updated version will tend to emphasize critical analysis and real-world problem-
solving, and a new scoring system will no longer punish students for incorrect responses.  It also 
seems rather clear that many of these revisions (i.e. heavier accent on reading comprehension, 
reduced focus on “isolated” vocabulary, emphasis of depth over breadth on math sections) are 
designed to deemphasize “test prep.”  And one final point must be acknowledged—while the 
College Board continues to publicize and promote these changes, no one can be completely 
sure of what every alteration will look like or what their full ramifications may be. 
 
 

The “Old” SAT The “New” SAT 
10 shorter sections 5 longer sections  

(Writing & Language, Reading, 2 Math, Essay) 

5 answer choices 
1/4-point penalty for incorrect response 

4 answer choices 
No deduction for incorrect response 

3 scores (Critical Reading; Math; Writing) 
Each 200-800 points (potential of 2400) 

2 scores (Reading and Writing; Math) 
Each 200-800 points (potential of 1600) 

25-minute Essay Section mandatory 

 Can be structured creatively or 
traditionally 

 Scored as part of Writing Section 

50-minute Essay Section optional 

 Emphasis on reading comp., critical 
analysis, and organized writing 

 Scored separately (range of 2-12) 

No science-specific questions Some science-specific questions included in 
each of 4 multiple-choice sections 

“English” sections (CR and Writing): 

 based on “predictable” errors 

 vocabulary emphasized 

 punctuation not tested 

“English” sections (W&L and Reading): 

 emphasis on rhetoric and analysis 

 vocabulary deemphasized 

 punctuation tested 

Math sections: 

 basic math, Algebra I & II, Geometry 
o breadth over depth 

 some “tricky” problems 

Math sections: 

 Pre-Algebra thru basic Trigonometry 
o heavy emphasis on Algebra 

 reduction of “tricky” problems 

 
  



The New SAT vs. the ACT 
 
While the folks at the College Board continue to deny that the new edition of the SAT has been 
designed to be more like the ACT, it is clear that the impending changes make the two tests 
more similar than ever before.  The ACT’s scoring system, which encourages educated guessing, 
and its inclusion of a science-specific section has made it more appealing to many students; in 
recent years, more students nationwide are now taking the ACT than the SAT, which certainly 
leads us to believe that the College Board has used the ACT as a model in its redesign.  
However, a key overall difference still remains—while the ACT is designed to be an 
achievement exam, the SAT remains largely a test of aptitude. 
 

The “New” SAT The ACT 
5 longer sections  
(Writing & Language; Reading; 2 Math; Essay) 

5 longer sections 
(English; Math; Reading; Science; Essay) 

4 answer choices 
No deduction for incorrect response 

Most sections have 4 answer choices (Math 5) 
No deduction for incorrect response 

2 scores (Reading and Writing; Math) 
Each 200-800 points (potential of 1600) 

5 scores (one for each section) 
Each 1-36 points 
Composite score of 1-36 (average of tests with 
exception of Essay, which is scored separately) 

50-minute Essay Section optional 

 Emphasis on reading comp., critical 
analysis, and organized writing 

 Scored separately (range of 2-12) 

30-minute Essay Section optional 

 Designed to be relatable to students 

 Emphasis on reading comp., critical 
analysis, and organized writing 

Some science-specific questions included in 
each of 4 multiple-choice sections 

Science Section—40 questions 

 Essentially a reasoning test—science 
knowledge is not emphasized 

“English” sections (W&L and Reading): 

 emphasis on rhetoric and analysis 

 vocabulary deemphasized 

 punctuation tested 

“English” sections (English and Reading): 

 emphasis on rhetoric and analysis 

 vocabulary deemphasized 

 punctuation tested 

Math sections: 

 Pre-Algebra thru basic Trigonometry 
o heavy emphasis on Algebra 

 word problems/problem solving 

 12 questions without answer choices 

Math section: 

 Pre-Algebra thru basic Trigonometry 
o balanced range 

 word problems/problem solving 
 

 
Overall, we view it as crucial that all of our students take each test at least once, as some 
individuals can perform quite differently on the two tests.  And while “test prep” can certainly 
make a difference, there is no substitute for: 

 working hard in class, and 

 reading a significant amount outside of class. 


