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by Hyuntae Byun
World Editor

In 2016, the College Board will introduce a new 
version of the Scholastic Aptitude Test (colloquially 
known as the SAT). This new version will feature an 
optional essay portion and redesigned vocabulary, 
critical reading, and math question types.

The current iteration of the SAT features four 
sections, including a mandatory essay in addition to 
writing, critical reading, and mathematics sections. 
The new SAT will reduce the number of required 
sections to two: an evidence-based reading section, 
which will adopt many of the functions of the cur-
rent writing section; and a math section.

In addition to structural changes, the new SAT 
questions themselves are being redesigned. For 
example, a significant change involves vocabulary 
questions. Whereas the current version tests 
relatively obscure words, the new version will 
focus on common words. Additionally, there 
will be more emphasis on questions about 
defining words in context.

The shift in vocabulary towards rel-
evant words reflects an overall trend 
of more questions that test applica-
tion of academic concepts in the SAT. 
For example, math questions will test 
application of mathematical concepts. 
The new SAT math section is structured 
around the areas of data analysis, which 
features questions asking students 
to interpret graphs, Algebra, which 
features polynomials and ratios, 
and introductory advanced math 
concepts, which will cover post-
Algebra subjects. Additionally, 
the test will feature ratios, 
percentages, and proportional 
reasoning in order to solve 
science and career-based 
questions.

College Board’s primary 
motivations for redesign-
ing the SAT are to reduce 
stress and inequity 
between test takers. By 
testing applied con-
cepts, the designers of 
the test hope to reduce 
the effectiveness of 

study guides, tutors, and prep programs, which 
generally increase stress and favor more affluent 
test takers. Studies have shown that the current 
SAT consistently favors students from wealthier 
backgrounds. For example, a recent study conducted 
by the National Center for Fair and Open Testing 
found that in 2014, students in higher wealth 
brackets outscored students in a lower bracket on 
every section of the test. Additionally, the report 
found that students from the wealthiest bracket 

outperformed students in the lowest bracket 
by an average of 400 points.

By attempting to 

negate the effectiveness of expensive test prepa-
ration resources, College Board hopes to reduce 
economic-based score disparity. While this is 
admirable, it is unlikely that the new SAT will do 
so. Additionally, despite College Board’s best efforts, 
it is unlikely that the new SAT will reduce stress, 
and the removal of the essay section is impractical 
and illogical.

The primary problem with making a version 
of the SAT that reduces the use of preparation 
resources is that the fundamental principles of the 
SAT ensure that such preparation resources are 
successful in improving the scores of more affluent 
students. As a standardized test, the SAT’s main 
purpose is to objectively evaluate the performance 
of any student across the United States and provide 
a method for colleges to compare students. Subse-
quently, SAT questions inherently follow patterns to 
ensure that questions have only a single, objectively 
correct answer. SAT prep programs take advantage 
of such patterns. The new SAT merely rearranges 
the pattern, but the rise of new programs and test 
resources is ultimately inevitable as SAT tutoring 
organizations begin to crack it.

Additionally, though the new SAT tests more 
familiar material, the magnitude and scaling of 
the SAT means that some claim that stress is still 
unavoidable. The SAT will continue to be a major 

component of the college application for many 
students, which some education experts claim 
means that it will continue to induce stress. 
Also, the scaling of the SAT means that it will 
be equally difficult to score well on the new 
one as the old one. This, of course, will con-
tinue to favor the test preparation industry 
and affluent students.

Finally, the removal of the essay section 
as a mandatory aspect of the test is imprac-
tical. College Board will give individual col-
leges the ability to make the essay section 
mandatory. The SAT section originally added 
its essay section in 2005 after coming under 
criticism from the University of California 
system, which claimed that the lack of a 
writing section meant that the SAT did 
not comprehensively test necessary college 
skills. In 2001, the UC system proposed 
replacing the SAT I with a new standard-
ized test that would more closely reflect 
California’s high school curriculum, includ-
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ing writing skills. 
The College Board added the essay section as a 

mandatory portion in order to appease educators. 
Therefore, it is likely that the UC system and other 
competitive colleges will make the essay manda-
tory on the new SAT, rendering the “removal” of 
the essay section impractical and illogical.

As a result, it is pretty clear that the new SAT 
doesn’t really change much, but is in fact a step 
in the right direction. Though the College Board 
probably won’t be successful in making the SAT 
more equal, its acknowledgement of the problem 
means that it will likely work towards a future 
solution or towards providing every student with 
an equal opportunity to prepare for the test. 
Already, the College Board is experimenting with 
free prep courses in various underperforming New 
York City public schools.

Most importantly, the new SAT by design fea-
tures comfortable question formats and tests more 
relevant concepts. Changes to systematic tests 
such as the SAT can induce panic, but in this case 
there is really nothing to fear and a lot to embrace. 
(Sources: NY Times, CollegeBoard, WS Journal)
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