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WHY WE ARE HERE 
The SAT is obviously challenging, otherwise I wouldn’t be 

creating this e-book. Still, we can try to view any challenge as 
a positive; what else would force us to review our learning 
and learn problem solving skills? Okay… I’m mostly kidding. 
Standardized test are a huge bummer, but let’s stay positive, 
review, learn, strategize, and take this on together! Thank you 
for joining me to learn about studying for the SAT without 
losing your cool. 
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THE OVERVIEW 
 

Let’s get started with the basics of what the SAT looks like. 
The SAT contains a Reading section, a Writing and 

Language section, a Non-Calculator Math section, and a 
Calculator Math section. Lastly, it contains an (optional) 

Essay section. As we dive into each section, we will discuss 
timing, strategies, and quick refreshers that will help you to 
succeed. There are some strategies that, all on their own, will 
help you get started. Let’s start there.  

First of all, you really should not cram for the SAT. You 
might be able to pull it off, but it’s certainly not a good idea. 
Reviewing what you’ve learned may not take you too long, 
but what about learning new material? What about learning 
strategies to help on questions when you get stuck? What 
about perfecting the timing? This isn’t an attempt to stress 
you out; this is a reminder that learning takes time and effort, 
and you’re in control of how much you’re willing to put in.  

Next, as mentioned above, it’s 
important to understand the 
difference between reviewing, 
learning, and strategizing. Moreover, 
each of those three aspects deserve 
your attention.  

“Reviewing” encompasses going 
over topics you’ve learned in school or taught yourself. This 
will help you on questions that you should already be getting 
right but that you may make mistakes on if you’ve gone too 
long without practice.  
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“Learning” is just that… learning! There may be topics on 
the SAT, depending on what classes you’ve taken in school, 
that you have not studied yet. In the learning stage, it is 
important to prioritize. If you’ve never taken trigonometry, 
maybe you won’t study the toughest radian questions, but 
you’ll learn the basics. Think about which topics deserve your 
time and which topics would be too much of a stretch. The 
more practice questions you try, the more you’ll get a sense 
for which topics get priority.  

“Strategizing” is key when you don’t know a topic or when 
a question is tricky. Should you plug in the answers? Should 
you use process of elimination? Where should you start? All 
of this is strategizing.  

What else? Use the free resources out there. For example, 
College Board has free practice tests. Why wouldn’t you want 
to get the practice from the writers of the SAT? They know it 
best! Whether you’re working alone or with a tutor, use these 
resources as guidance.  

Next, and maybe most importantly, never leave a question 
blank. Many years ago, the SAT penalized you for wrong 
answers, but that is no longer the case. That means there is 
no reason not to guess! If you’re running out of time, be sure 
to save time to guess on the remaining questions in the 
section. 

Lastly, and I cannot emphasize this enough, ask for help. 
Whether it is a teacher, a friend, a tutor, or a parent, you don’t 
have to do this alone. At the very least, talk through your 
mistakes with someone, even if they have no clue what 
you’re saying. Saying it aloud, forcing yourself to explain, and 
thinking in a new way are key to improving on the SAT. 

Now that you know the basic strategies for studying, let’s 
jump in! 

www.tritutoring.com 4

http://www.tritutoring.com


THE READING SECTION 
 

T he reading section is 65 minutes and there are 52 
multiple choice questions. The section includes five 
passages, followed by related questions. Some of the 
questions are from older literature, some more “science-

y”, some more historical, one is a paired passage, etc.  

What is a paired passage? This passage is, in reality, a pair 
of text excerpts that are on the same topic, though the 
authors have different opinions. The questions for this 
passage come after both texts that are paired. Some 
questions will be about one passage, some about the other, 
and some about both. How do you keep the two authors from 
getting mixed up in your brain? I always put a few key words 
above each passage right after I finish it. I do not mean 
writing an entire summary.  

When I say “a few key words”, I mean just that. You could 
even draw a picture, if that’s the way you process. If you’re 

reading a passage about 
an author who loves 
lemons, write “loves 
lemons, very sour”. When 
you get to the second 
passage, you may find that 
the second author loves 

apples because lemons are too sour. In that case, you could 
just write “loves apples, lemons too sour” and be done. To be 
perfectly clear, the passages will be more complex than 
apples and lemons, but the learning strategy is the same. 
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After answering many passages, you will start to notice 
patterns, types of questions that are used over and over 
again. Working on the common question types is a great 
strategy to efficiently improve your SAT performance; it’s hard 
to improve on reading without a strategy. The main classes of 
questions that I feel are important to master are: 

Overall 

Word choice/meaning 

Paired evidence 

Graphs and charts 

Comparisons (for paired passages, only) 

Overall questions are exactly how they sound; they ask 
about the overall passage. There are many ways to ask an 
overall question, which is why they aren’t always straight 
forward. They could ask about the general theme, the main 
point, a summary, etc. No matter what the wording, process 
of elimination is great for this type of question. Keep in mind, 
this is the SAT. That means, if they pick a right answer, it 
needs to be 100% correct in order to be fair. Look in the 
answers for individual words that don’t really fit. Maybe they 
describe a conversation as a “fight”. Was it a fight? If not, that 
can’t be the answer, even if it seems appealing. Process of 
elimination will allow you to find the answer that isn’t wrong, 
and there has to be just one answer that is right! 

Word choice questions are a bit more straight forward. 
They often ask what a word means in context, giving you a 
line number. Don’t forget the context! The word being a 
synonym isn't enough. Would it also make sense in the 
context of the story or passage? 

Paired evidence questions are the toughest for most 
students. The questions come in pairs: the real question, 
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followed by finding the evidence for your answer. You can 
answer these questions in either “direction”. Maybe the first 
question is obvious. Answer it, and then work on the second 
question by finding which quote (they give line numbers) is 
most helpful in proving your previous answer. What if the first 
question isn’t very clear? Read the options, then go to the 
second question and (quickly) skim the quotes. Does any 
quote perfectly answer the question? If so, pick that quote 
and the answer it points to. 

Totally confused? That’s okay! Here’s a simple example, 
going along with our fruit theme.  

 1. Which fruit does the author prefer? 
  A. Apples 
  B. Lemons 
  C. Oranges 
  D. Grapes 

 2. Which quote is evidence of your answer to the   
 previous question? 
  A. Lines 1-3 
  B. Lines 5-6 
  C. Lines 15-16 
  D. Lines 18-25 

You have two directions to solve in. One option is that you 
remember which fruit the author prefers. In that case, answer 
question 1 first. Then, for question 2, you look for the quote 
that proves your first answer. The other option? Let’s say I 
forget which fruit the author prefers. I would instead skip to 
question 2, find a quote that tells me which fruit is preferred, 
and answer accordingly. So, while these paired evidence 

www.tritutoring.com 7

http://www.tritutoring.com


questions may be the hardest, there are strategies you can 
work towards perfecting! 

There are also some graphs and charts to interpret in the 
context of the passage. Always read the labels and axes of 
the chart; these can be incredibly helpful. Other than that, just 
remember to consider what you have read as you interpret 
the chart. These are generally rather straight forward in 
comparison to some of the other questions. 

Lastly, there are comparison questions that you’ll find in 
paired passages. As I’ve said, paired passages have some 
questions about each passage, but there are a few questions 
that ask you to compare and understand both passages at 
once. This is where those quick summaries come in. When 
you read the question, they will refer to the authors of 
passage 1 and passage 2. This can be confusing to keep 
straight in your mind. Instead, fill in the author’s summary to 
better understand the question. For example, look at how the 
summaries help here:  

What would the author of Passage 1 think of the author’s  
opinion in Passage 2? 

What would the person who likes lemons think of the 
person who prefers apples because lemons are too sour? 

Notice, I filled in a brief summary and the question 
suddenly seems more straight forward. Once you’ve done 
this, the multiple choice options are much easier to sort out. 
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THE WRITING AND LANGUAGE SECTION 
 

T he second section is the writing and language section, 
which is 35 minutes for 44 questions. Similar to the 
reading section, there are passages followed by 
questions, though in this case there are only four 

passages. The writing and language section imitates an 
editing process. For most of the questions, the question 
correlate to an underlined section of the passage. You are 
deciding whether to leave the segment as-is or change it to 
one of the other three options. 

Though there are many strategies that can be used as you 
edit the passage, there are a few main types of questions and 
a few main grammar and punctuation rules that can help you 
rather quickly.  

The majority of questions have no instructions, just four 
options (one of which is “no change”). In this case, it is 
assumed that you make the best overall decision, as if editing 
the text. These are generally related to grammar, punctuation, 
or word choice. Shortly, we will go through the common 
mistakes you are asked to fix. 

Sometimes, there are questions that have brief 
instructions. Though these sometimes still test grammar, 
punctuation, and word choice, the most important thing to 
find is something that achieves the goal of the instructions.  

Another type of question you will see will ask you whether 
or not you want to delete an underlined section. Of the four 
multiple choice options, you will have two that are “yes, but 
have different reasons, and two that are “no”, also with 
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different reasoning. Like paired evidence questions, you can 
answer these in two directions. The most obvious way is to 
first determine if you should logically delete that segment, 
narrow it down to two options, and then find the most 
accurate reason. The other way to answer, if you’re unsure of 
whether it should be deleted, is to look at the reasoning first 
and consider which reasoning best fits the circumstance and 
the yes/no answer it is matched with. 

Lastly, and most painfully, there are questions that ask you 
to rearrange some of the sentences. These, to be blunt, are 
not fun. They involve rereading multiple sentences in order to 
best determine the order that the sentences should be 
placed in to be most logical. Though these are not awesome, 
you can use a strategy similar to the paired passages! If you 
take each of the sentences in question and summarize them 
(quickly) down to a few words, you can more easily think, 
which order makes the most sense for these thoughts? These 
questions take time, so if that is something you struggle with, 
you should practice but also plan to prioritize other questions 
on the real test. Always remember: every question in a 
section is worth the same number of points. So, if you 
spend three minutes to get one really tough question right 
when you could have gotten three easier questions right, 
that may not be the best use of your time.  

There are also some quick grammar and punctuation rules 
that we see all the time on the writing and language section. 
Though grammar can be complex, we can simplify some of 
these concepts into brief rules that you’ll find over and over 
again. 
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A semicolon will only be used between two full 
sentences. A proper use of the semicolon should be able 
to be replaced with a period. 
I love apples; I buy them at the store. 

A colon should be used before a list (when there isn’t a 
leading phrase like “such as”) or before an “aha revelation 
moment”.  
I bought so much at the store: apples, oranges, and 
lemons. I do have a favorite fruit though: oranges. 

Two full sentences can be connected with a comma 
and then one of the FANBOYS (for, and, nor, but, or, yet, 
so). Two full sentences cannot be connected with just a 
comma. 
I love apples, and I hate lemons. Oranges have a thick 
skin, so I have a hard time peeling them. 

When you see a sentence with the word “while”, 
reread it carefully. You’ll notice it greatly impacts the 
grammar of the sentence, so read it carefully and trust 
your gut. In the following example, when I simply add a 
“while” at the start, we no longer need one of the 
FANBOYS because the first segment is no longer a full 
sentence. 
I went to the store, but my dogs sat at home barking. 
While I went to the store, my dogs sat at home barking. 

Transition words are often tested to be sure you 
understand appropriate placement. When there is a 
transition between two sentences or two thoughts, you 
should first decide if the sentences “agree”, in which case 
you want a transition word like “moreover”, or if they 
“disagree” or contrast, in which case you want a transition 
word like “however”.  
I went to the store for fruit, however I left with only 
vegetables. 
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The difference between “its” and “it’s” continues to 
baffle students. Always remember that “it’s” can be 
elongated to “it is”, while “its” is possessive. 
The grocery store changed its logo.  
The apple is red. It’s not green. 

Way back when, you learned the differences between 
“their”, “they’re”, and “there”. Hopefully you remember… 
but just in case… “their” is possessive, “they’re” means 
“they are”, and “there” is used everywhere else.  
I went to the store. Their apples were bruised and they’re 
unhappy about it. There were only five left. 
Don’t just read these rules over and over again. Apply 

them to your writing, edit writing for others, and work on 
many (many) practice questions. These seem easy, and they 
can be, but if you’re going to learn the rules, you want to get 
every relevant question right. This requires practice and 
understanding. 
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THE MATH SECTIONS 
 

T here are two math sections on the SAT: the non-
calculator section followed by the calculator section. The 
non-calculator section has only 20 questions in 25 
minutes, while the calculator section has 38 questions in 

55 minutes. Unlike the other sections we have discussed, 
within each math section, questions generally go from easiest 
to hardest (with one exception that we will discuss). This 
means you can think about the two sections as if you’re in a 
race car. The non-calculator section is like going from 0 to 60 

mph in a lap of the track. You go from 
easy to hard, and you don’t have long to 
get there. The calculator section is 
longer, so it’s more like going from 0 to 
60 mph in 2 laps. You go from easy to 
hard, and you spend a bit more time at 
each speed because you have two full 
laps to get there. 

Keep this in mind as you practice the two sections. Some 
feel overwhelmed when they take the non-calculator section; 
it feels like it's getting hard too quickly. That’s okay! It is! The 
calculator section will give you more questions at your level.  

What is the major exception to “questions generally go 
from easiest to hardest”? The end of each of these two 
sections has a set of “bubble-in” questions. Instead of 
multiple choice, there are questions that you solve and 
bubble-in the number you got instead of just A, B, C, or D. 
These are very important to practice; it’s a whole different 
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experience compared to multiple choice. One thing is most 
important: these questions start back at “easy” and go easiest 
to hardest on their own. This means that, on the non-
calculator section, #16 (the first bubble-in question of the 
section) should be significantly easier than #15 (the last 
multiple choice question of that section).  

There aren’t many of the bubble-in questions, so they go 0 
to 60 mph in a quarter of a lap. You may only find that one or 
two counts as “easy” for you. Still, when you’re getting stuck 
as you reach the end of the multiple choice questions, 
remember that the start of the bubble-ins will be more 
manageable, and remember that they count for the same 
number of points as the other questions in the same section. 

What is the best way to get a sense for what you need to 
review, learn, and strategize within the math sections? 
Practice! Take practice tests and then, instead of just 
correcting your work, correct it and look for patterns. Do 
you always get the systems of equations wrong? Do you 
always forget exponents? The list goes on, but if you find a 
pattern, it’s the time to review, learn, and strategize. 
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THE ESSAY SECTION 
 

T he essay section is 50 minutes and you write one essay. 
The style is a bit counterintuitive when compared to what 
you’re probably doing in your English class. This essay, as 
the directions state, is not an opinion piece. In fact, at no 

point in your essay should you give an opinion. Instead, you 
are writing about how the author of the passage successfully 
made their point. Your thesis will not be your take on the 
passage; your thesis will be about the strategies that the 
author uses to make a clear and persuasive point.  

While reading the passage, you 
should look for examples of 
evidence, reasoning, and stylistic 
language that the author uses to 
make their case. Let’s say, for fun, 
that we are reading a speech (by 
yours truly) about why apples are 
better than oranges. Below is 
how I would explain the 
differences between evidence, 
reasoning, and stylistic language. 

Evidence: Sieber uses the statistic that 72% of people 
like apples to support her claim that apples are better 
than oranges. 

Reasoning: In this article, Sieber suggests that peeling 
an apple is less work than peeling an orange, which 
makes them very appealing. 
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Stylistic: Sieber uses the phrase “imagine the smell of 
your mother’s apple pie” to appeal to the emotion of 
nostalgia.   

The above statements would each be the first sentence of 
a paragraph in which you explore how I (the author) use these 
elements to make a strong and persuasive point. Notice, I 
don’t use long quotes and I refer to the author formally, in this 
case by the last name. I am not required to use one example 
for each of those three categories. Use examples that feel 
straight forward and relevant. 

One last reminder: you should always re-read the 
directions and the prompt before getting started. The 
directions will remind you of what you’re looking for, and the 
prompt will tell you exactly what the author was trying to 
prove. 
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“JUST AS IMPORTANT AS LEARNING 
THE CONCEPT IS LEARNING TO BE 
THOUGHTFUL AND CONFIDENT WHILE 
REACHING AN ANSWER.” 

Many people actually enjoy writing their college essays 
since it gives them a chance to think about their lives and 
what’s important to them. The process of studying for the SAT 
isn’t necessarily fun, but you can get a lot of satisfaction from 
it. There is a benefit, besides your score. Just as important as 
learning the concept is learning to be thoughtful and 
confident while reaching an answer. SAT prep, when done 
correctly, gives you a stronger grasp of the material and a 
better problem solving strategy. 
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