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Guide to SAT Subject Tests 
 
At Top Tier Admissions, we field questions every day about all aspects of the admissions 
process. In the past few years, however, we have noticed a major trend emerge. Parents and 
students alike want to know more about SAT subject tests, and their importance in the “grand 
scheme” of the application process. To make matters more confusing, some colleges have 
announced that they will no longer require subject tests. But is that the whole story? Between 
AP exams, SAT or ACT prep, regular classes, and extracurricular activities, it can be 
overwhelming to add yet another test to your plate. So how much do these subject tests really 
matter? 
 
To address these questions, we created this guide to make subject tests more transparent. You 
will find information on everything from which subject tests you should take (if any), when to 
take them, how to do well, and even what to bring with you on testing day. We’ve asked our 
top subject test tutors to chime in with their insider tips throughout this guide.  Let’s start from 
the beginning: 
 

Part 1: THE BASICS 
Q: What are SAT subject tests? 
A: SAT subject tests are hour-long multiple-choice tests that cover a singular academic topic in-
depth. They are scored on a scale of 200-800.  Each test has a different average (in other words, 
they are NOT spread out on a bell curve with a 500 average) and different standard deviation 
from that average. They are administered by The College Board, the same agency that 
administers the SAT. Though certain subject tests are only administered on certain testing days, 
there are currently 20+ different subject tests offered. In the past they were also referred to as 
“Achievement” tests and called SAT IIs. 
 
Q: OK, so should I take them? 
A: The short answer is: YES! These exams are meant to test and highlight your expertise in a 
particular academic field, so think of it as a wonderful opportunity to show your colleges just 
how much you know. We also suggest taking them sooner rather than later in high school, 
directly after you’ve completed a relevant course. For instance, if you take Honors Biology 
sophomore year, you’ll want to take that subject test in the spring while the information is still 
fresh. 

http://www.toptieradmissions.com/
mailto:Info@TopTierAdmissions.com
http://www.toptieradmissions.com/tutoring/sat-subject-test/
https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat-subject-tests/register/test-dates-deadlines


TopTierAdmissions.com Info@TopTierAdmissions.com 781-530-7088 
 

Copyright ©Top Tier Admissions All Rights Reserved 

 
TTA TUTOR TIP: Start studying early, and make sure that you're reviewing all of the material on 
the test, not just the material you've covered in class.  Teachers don't always have time to cover 
the entire textbook or entire time period for an exam. You still have to learn and review it all! 
 
Q: What if the schools I want to apply to don’t require subject tests? 
A: Although many top tier schools have dropped their SAT subject test requirement, we believe 
that they are still critical admissions criteria. The reasoning behind this is plain and simple: 
competition. If you take a look at recent admission rates, you’ll see that the college admissions 
process is only getting more competitive with every application submitted. Subject tests are a 
chance for you to display your expertise and set yourself apart from other students who may 
not have gone the extra mile. If you attend a competitive high school, these tests are even 
more important since admissions officers know you have the best education and great 
teachers—they will be suspicious if no subject test validates this educational advantage.  And, 
conversely, if you go to a less well-known high school, a strong subject test will validate the 
grades on your transcript.  
 
Q: Do SAT subject tests deduct points for wrong answers?  
A: Unlike the SAT, SAT subject tests do indeed deduct points for wrong answers. This is why 
making educated guesses is so important. We cannot emphasize enough the importance of 
going through and eliminating wrong answers first, and then evaluating the remaining answers 
based on your knowledge and the question. Because there is a fraction of a point deducted for 
each incorrect answer, you should only guess if you can eliminate one (or preferably, two) 
answers. And remember: eliminating wrong answers is your safety net! 
 
TTA TUTOR TIP: Subject tests can contain up to 95 questions for you to tackle in just one hour. 
Make the best use of time by answering easy questions first (each question is worth just one 
point) and not allowing yourself to get bogged down with any particular question for more than 
a minute or two. If you get stuck on a question, put a mark next to it on the test booklet and go 
on to the next question. 
 
Q: What’s the difference between percentile and score?  
A: Your score reflects how many questions you answered correctly, whereas the percentile 
indicates how well you did in comparison to every other student who took the exam that year. 
For example, you might have earned a perfect score of 800 on the Biology subject test, but then 
only ranked at the 91st percentile. This is merely a reflection on who else took the exam—other 
top scholars from around the country. It’s annoying that a perfect score doesn’t guarantee a 
perfect (100th) percentile, but it’s certainly not a reason to reconsider taking a test where you 
would excel. Remember that colleges do not see your percentage (although they will know 
which tests have higher averages from experience); they only see your score.  
 
Q: Can I cancel my scores? 
A: Yes, according to the College Board website, you have until 11:59 p.m. Eastern Time on the 
Thursday after the test date to cancel your scores. Note that ALL of your scores from that day 
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will be cancelled—you cannot pick and choose if you took multiple subject tests on that 
particular day. You can also cancel your scores on the day of the test (for instance, if you got 
sick in the middle of the testing period) by asking the test coordinator for a Request to Cancel 
Test Scores Form. Keep in mind that if you cancel your score, it does not get scored at all and 
you can’t ever get it back. 
 

Part 2: WHAT TO TAKE AND WHEN 
 

Q: Which tests should I take? 
A: This really depends on your academic strengths, who else is taking the exam, what classes 
you are taking in school, and where you are applying. Consider average test scores (see chart!) 
to gain an understanding of where you might fall on the score spectrum. Begin your study when 
you begin the corresponding class, and then as you get closer to the test date, take a practice 
test at home with a timer to gauge how prepared you are. This is also a good time to work with 
a tutor. You’ll notice that some tests, like the Literature, World History, and Math I, have 
average scores below 620—this means that if you miss even a few questions, you might not 
score in the 700s. Other exams, like Chinese and Korean with Listening, have much higher 
average scores because most students who take these exams are native speakers. Each test has 
a different set of test-takers. 
 
If you’re applying to a liberal arts college, it’s best practice to take a mix of humanities, 
language, and STEM exams (at least one math exam, if possible). The point is to show that 
you’re an expert on the subject, but also to show that you have a diverse set of strong 
academic skills. If you’re applying to a school with specific subject test recommendations or 
requirements, be sure to take those seriously. Cornell, for instance, specifies their subject test 
requirements for each undergraduate college/school. If you were to apply to the Cornell School 
of Engineering, you would have to take Mathematics (any level) and a science subject test of 
your choice. Make sure that you know the requirements for schools you might want to apply to 
when you are crafting your testing schedule! And, again, match tests with your classes. If you 
are taking AP US History, AP Biology, and AP French then you would want to take the 
corresponding subject tests in addition to the AP tests in the spring.  
 
TTA TUTOR TIP: Be selective about the tests you take and take enough practice tests ahead of 
time to determine which tests will best serve your application. Keep in mind that this is your 
time to shine, so choose subjects that you feel most confident about.  
 

SAT Subject Tests # Taken Mean 

Literature 56,594 618 

US History 70,298 645 

World History 16,657 618 

Math I 65,319 619 

Math II 144,772 690 

Biology E/M E: 31,027 E: 625 
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*Data courtesy of the College Board website 

 
Q: How many SAT subject tests should I take? 
A: Although this depends on your courses and college list, as a general rule, you should aim to 
take exams in the subjects that match up with your class schedule. Your subject tests should 
also correspond to your academic niche and back up your extracurricular interests, if possible. 
Again, if you are taking an AP class with a corresponding subject test, take both. These tests 
only last one hour, so take a practice test well before the test date to see where you are 
scoring, then prep if you have to push up the score. In terms of numbers, different schools may 
require a set amount of subject tests. For example, Georgetown dropped their “requirement” 
of three SAT subject tests, but they still “strongly recommend” that students submit three 
scores. We want our students to have options, so it would be wise to choose at least three tests 
and prepare well for them. With that said, if you are aiming for very top colleges, you will want 
to submit even more to show the value of your strong grades with clear data.  Remember, you 
are being compared to students from around the world, so subject tests can help you stand out.  
Though students are allowed to take up to three SAT subject tests in one sitting, be mindful not 
to overwhelm yourself and space out your testing! 
 
Q: Is sophomore year too early to take SAT subject tests? What’s the timing on all of this? 
A: Many students and families share the misconception that standardized testing begins junior 
year. Year after year, this leads to cramming, confusion, stress, and low scores. We cannot 
emphasize this enough: get your testing done early. If sophomore year you are taking an 
advanced math class and AP Biology, for example, then you will be in a good position to study 
for the Math II and Biology SAT subject tests. Your brain is already primed to tackle that 
material, so take advantage of your in-class preparation and get it out of the way. One more 
test now means one less thing later, and trust us when we say that you won’t want anything 
else on your plate junior spring.  

M: 42,253 M: 652 

Chemistry 73,551 666 

Physics 58,921 667 

Chinese w/Listening 5,204 759 

French w/Listening 1,621 666 

German w/Listening 438 636 

Japanese w/Listening 1,332 694 

Korean w/Listening 2,110 768 

Spanish w/Listening 2,982 665 

French 7,587 636 

German 706 644 

Modern Hebrew 330 608 

Italian 492 695 

Latin 2,790 613 

Spanish 19,302 651 
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Note that though SAT subject tests are offered throughout the year, not all tests are offered on 
every testing date, and subject tests are NOT offered at all on March testing dates. As you plan 
ahead, remember that a good time to re-take subject tests would be August or January. 
 
TTA TUTOR TIP: Always eliminate the wrong answers, even if you are (almost) sure that you've 
found the right one.  Eliminating wrong answers is your safety net! 
 
 

PART 3: PREPARATION AND STUDY TIPS 

 
Q: When should I start my test prep for the SAT subject tests? 
A: We suggest that you begin preparation as soon as you begin the corresponding class so you 
can study for the test right along with your regular homework and exam preparation.  Then, at 
least one month (if not a bit more) before the test date, zoom in on the specific subject test 
material to fine tune your knowledge and become more comfortable with the format. Your first 
step should be completing and scoring a practice test from the College Board Official Guide to 
Subject Tests, which will help you figure out your knowledge gaps and help guide your 
preparation—i.e., what concepts, terms, theories, time periods, you need to work on. We 
highly suggest finding a tutor to help work with you to prepare—they can help you create a 
quality study guide, and teach you unfamiliar or rusty material.  
 
TTA TUTOR TIP: Make a detailed list of the concepts, data, information, etc. that you are unsure 
of at the very beginning of your preparation. For example:  scientific terminology, historical 
figures and dates, and mathematical equations. Then, intentionally fill in your knowledge gaps 
accordingly. Starting from where you feel the weakest and building from there will result in a 
broader understanding of the content.  
 
Q: Should I take practice tests? 
A: Yes! You should be taking practice tests early on (to assess your base knowledge) and 
regularly to gauge your progress. Practicing also helps you predict and perfect your pacing. 
These standardized tests are all about timing, so getting to the point where you have a few 
minutes to review your answers at the end is ideal. This sweet spot only comes with an in-
depth understanding of the test itself and, you guessed it, practice. We advise using the College 
Board Guide. 
 
TTA TUTOR TIP: Make sure that you take at least two additional timed practice tests to assess 
your progress before your official sitting. 
 
Q: For subjects like World and U.S. History that emphasize dates and events, do I need to 
know every single detail? 
A: Sometimes, the amount of content can seem overwhelming, particularly with exams like 
World History and U.S. History. In reality, it’s important to focus on the big-picture, rather than 
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trying to fit every ounce of information in your head. For example, if you can remember which 
presidents served in which era (even if you can’t remember their exact dates), you’ll be able to 
quickly narrow down the possibilities on multiple-choice questions. 
 
TTA TUTOR TIP: For history exams, make sure that you know all bolded dates, figures, and 
events, and what we call a “sentence summary” of their importance.  That is all you need for 
multiple choice. Perfectionism is your enemy here! 
 
Q: If math isn’t my strong suit, should I take Math I? 
A: Unfortunately, if your goal is to attend a high-ranking and competitive school, the Math I SAT 
subject test won’t demonstrate your expertise since it’s the same level of math that is covered 
on the SAT. If you are attempting to compete with top tier applicants, then Math II is the way to 
go. And as we mentioned above, you need at least one year of rigorous Pre-Calculus 
background to tackle the Math II SAT subject test along with Trigonometry and Algebra II. 
 
For more SAT subject test myths and misconceptions, click here.  
 
Q: I keep getting overwhelmed with the amount of reading on the Literature exam. Any 
advice? 
A: The Literature SAT subject test can be tough since it’s easy to get overwhelmed with the 
sheer volume of text covered. It’s important to craft a strategy and be a detective here; pull out 
key information as you read as opposed to focusing on each and every detail. You have to mine 
the passage only for the information needed to answer those 6-9 short questions. 
 
TTA TUTOR TIP:  Remember that you don't need to understand every bit of every 
passage.  Perfectionism is your enemy here! 
 

Q: I got below a 700 on my SAT subject test. Should I retake it? 
A: The decision to retake a subject tests depends on the level of school you are hoping to 
attend. Ideally, we advise our students aim to submit scores of 700+ on at least three SAT 
subject tests. You know yourself best, so if you receive a 680 but you know that some 
additional time and commitment would get you well into the 700s, then allocate some time in 
your schedule to study for this exam and blow it out of the water. Be sure to pay attention to 
the average score chart above when weighing your academic strengths and determining which 
test(s) you will take.  
 
Q: What do I pack on test day?  
A: Okay…the day has finally come for you to take your SAT subject test(s). Regardless of what 
test you are planning to take, make sure that you pack: 

1. A printed copy of your admissions ticket with photo 
2. At least two sharpened No. 2 pencils and a soft eraser 
3. An acceptable photo ID 
4. Water  
5. Healthy snacks (particularly if you’re taking multiple SAT subject tests on the same day) 
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6. A watch to keep track of time (but one that doesn’t make noise) 
 
If you’re sitting for Math I, Math II or a Language test with Listening, make sure to also pack the 
following: 
 

• Math I and II: 
o An acceptable calculator with fresh (AND extra) batteries! You are allowed to 

bring one extra calculator with you if you’d like. 
• Language Test with Listening 

o An acceptable CD Player (with no recording or duplicating capabilities) that is 
equipped with earphones, portable, and battery operated (no power cords). 

 
Make sure to review more of our test day tips! 
 
TTA TUTOR TIP: Try to stay calm and positive on test day! Use your test booklet as scratch 
paper—you can use it to set up your equations, underline clue words and phrases, etc.  
 

Now go out there and ace those subject tests! As always, let us know if you need help or if you 
have any additional questions. Our tutors are here to help you prepare for the following subject 
tests: 

Biology 
French 

French with Listening 
Italian 
Latin 

Literature 
Math II 
Spanish 

Spanish with Listening 
U.S. History 

World History 
 

PART 4: TTA TUTOR EMILY’S TOP TIPS  
U.S. HISTORY SUBJECT TEST 

 
• Take the SAT U.S. History subject test in May or June after you've completed a year of 

U.S. History. 
• Check with your AP U.S. History or U.S. History teacher on whether your class is going to 

cover all the material on the SAT subject test. If your teacher isn't sure, take a practice 
test from the College Board Subject test guide book to find out. 
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• Make a list of unfamiliar terms, concepts, and eras and review them with a Kaplan or 
Barron's study guide and/or a Top Tier tutor. 

• Be sure to review material you learned at the beginning of the year. 
• You won't need to memorize the names of or exact dates of any battles of the 

Revolutionary War or the Civil War. 
• Don't guess randomly, but do guess if you can eliminate two answers. 
• Take several official and unofficial practice tests, timed. Correct them and learn any 

unfamiliar material with the help of guide books, Wikipedia, or your favorite tutor. 
 

PART 5: TTA TUTOR EMILY’S TOP TIPS  
MATH II SUBJECT TEST 

 
• The Math II is a good subject test option if you are finishing a year of Pre-Calculus. You 

should check with your teacher, however, to discover whether your class will have 
covered all the material on the Math II by test day. If not, you know what to do…study 
on your own or contact us for 3 hours of brush up tutoring.  

• Take an official College Board Math II practice test to figure out any gaps in your 
knowledge base and topics to review. 

• Although the test has 50 questions in 60 minutes, you shouldn't take more than 30-40 
seconds to complete each of the first 15-20 questions. Because the questions increase in 
difficulty, you should aim to complete the first 30 questions in 30 minutes in order to 
have more time for the more challenging questions. 

• Make sure you read the questions very carefully, write down your work, check your 
work, and reread the question before you move on. 

• The easiest way to solve many problems is strategically: working backward from the 
answers, assigning values to variables, or graphing an equation on your calculator. 

• The scale for the Math II is fairly generous. You can often miss 5-7 questions and still 
receive a perfect score. This means you have some leeway for omitting questions, so it 
often makes sense to omit difficult and lengthy questions rather than devote time and 
energy to a question you're unlikely to answer correctly. 

• Complete several timed practice tests. Correct and learn from them, reviewing shaky 
concepts with study guides like Barron's or Princeton Review, or with your favorite Top 
Tier tutor. 

 
PART 6: TTA TUTOR EMILY’S TOP TIPS  

BIOLOGY SUBJECT TEST 
 

• Many biology (even AP) classes don't cover all the material on the SAT Biology subject 
test. Ask your biology teacher or take a practice test to find out in time to prepare 
yourself. 

• If you're more comfortable with topics like biological populations and their interactions, 
energy flow, and ecological communities, take the Biology-E. If you're more comfortable 
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with biochemistry, cell biology, and topics like photosynthesis and cell respiration, take 
the Biology-M. 

• A number of questions ask about scientific experiments and the interpretation of their 
results, so familiarize yourself with concepts like independent and dependent variables, 
control, etc. 

• Because there are 80 questions to get through in only 60 minutes, answer the questions 
that are quick and easy for you first.  

• Don't forget to review human anatomy, plant anatomy, classification of organisms, and 
evolution (concepts often not covered in the typical biology class). 

• Guess on questions on which you can eliminate at least 2 answers. 
• Take several timed practice tests to gauge your performance level.  
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