
What’s makes the New SAT different? 

Lots, actually!  

While, in a nutshell, we could say that the New SAT is much like its competitor, The ACT, there is a lot 

more which makes it different—let’s look closer. 

Pre-March 2016 SAT New SAT ACT 

Quarter point penalty for 
guessing 

No penalty for guessing No penalty for guessing 

Three sections: Math, 
Reading, Writing 

Three sections: Math, Reading, 
and Writing & Language 

Four sections: English, Math, 
Reading, and Science 

Composite score based on 
three scored sections:  
Math, Reading, and Writing 

Composite score based on two 
scored sections:  
Math and Evidenced-Based 
Reading and Writing 

Composite score based on four 
scored sections:  
English, Math, Reading, and 
Science 

Composite score reported 
from 600-2400 

Composite score reported from 
400-1600 

Composite score reported from 
1-36 

Required Essay Optional Essay (although 
required by many colleges) 

Optional Essay (although 
required by many colleges) 

Five answer choices Four answer choices Four answer choices 

Duration: 3 hours, 45 
minutes 

Duration: 3 hours, 45 minutes 
without Essay  
or 4 hours, 35 minutes with 
Essay 

Duration: 2 hours, 55 minutes 
without Writing (the essay) 
 or 3 hours, 25 minutes with 
Writing 

 

 

 



So, what all is different here? 

 

The ACT resemblance – The New SAT is a very different exam from the pre-March 2016 SAT and, for 

that matter, any other test. The similarity with ACT is, however, unmistakable given the removal of 

wrong-answer penalty and the four answer choices instead of five.  

Scoring – The New SAT has gone from a 2400 scale (800 Points in Math, 800 Points in Reading, 800 

Points in Writing) back to the 1600 scale (800 Points in Math, 800 Points in Reading/Writing) 

No Penalty – Whereas the old SAT used to deduct a quarter point for every incorrect answer, the New 

SAT has taken the ACT's lead and will have no penalty for incorrect answers. 

Optional Essay – Like on the ACT, the essay is now optional on the New SAT and most colleges will 

accept your test results without the essay. The more competitive ones, however, will still prefer the 

essay score. Unlike the old SAT, the essay on the New SAT doesn’t ask for a personal opinion. Instead, 

it will ask you to write a third-person analysis of the argument presented in a given passage and is twice 

as long at 50 minutes.  

Vocabulary – The New SAT has done away with the sentence completion section which used to test you 

on obscure vocabulary words. Instead, the College Board has incorporated more relevant vocabulary 

words in the reading/writing sections of the test. 

Reading and Writing – The New SAT has two tests in the verbal section: The Reading Test and the 

Writing and Language Test. The Sentence Completion questions have been removed and the focus has 

now shifted on the multiple-meaning words. For the first time, SAT Reading features Evidence-based 

questions that relate to one another. The passages in the verbal section will be based on significant 

historical or scientific documents and may include informational graphics, such as charts. 

Math – The Math section on the New SAT focusses on application based, multiple step questions. It 

tests you on higher-level Math, including Trigonometry and has one set of “extended thinking” grid-in 

question worth four points. Whereas the old SAT allowed students to use a calculator in all Math 

sections, the New SAT has a Math section which tests graphing concepts and suchlike where students 

are not allowed to use calculators. 

Exactly what does it mean for you? 

Things to take comfort from: 

 Relax and make a guess when in doubt as there is no more negative marking on the SAT. 

 There are only 4 answers choices instead of 5, so that’s one less thing to worry. 

 If you weren’t particularly good at sentence completion, then that’s one more thing off your 

worry list. 

http://blog.prepscholar.com/new-sat-essay-prompts-how-are-they-different


 The vocabulary will now be tested only in context, which makes it easier for you to prepare for 

it.  

 

Things to watch out for: 

 The reading passages are now more complex so you need to understand the context. 

 The focus of the Writing Test has shifted to rhetorical skills and diction, including commonly 

confused words and homophones.   

 The math section now focusses more on Algebra and ‘real world’ math problems. 

 You can expect Data Interpretation Science questions in the Math, Reading, and Writing 

sections. 

Any tips from us at Wiley?  

 Make ‘focus’ the key – While the old SAT had several smaller sections, the New SAT has lesser 

but longer sections. Hence, you need to practice maintaining your focus on each section for a 

longer period of time. 

 Divide time judiciously – since the sections are longer in the New SAT, you will need to manage 

time better and not let on tricky passage trip you up. 

 Decide whether or not to attempt the Essay – yes, it’s important! 

 Finally, take the New SAT and ACT both at least once to know which one is best suited to your 

strengths.  

All the best! 

 
 


