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“New” isn’t always “improved” and the redesigned SAT is a case in point. As an ADHD coach 
with decades of experience helping students prepare for college admissions tests, I’m here to 
warn you about the newest iteration of the SAT, which will be administered beginning in March 
2016. The sample questions I’ve seen raise some serious concerns for students with ADHD 
and/or learning disabilities. While the test duration is still 3 hours, the 2016 version is 
significantly more difficult than previous versions and far exceeds the level of skills taught in the 
average high school classroom. The reading passages are exceptionally dense and require 
inordinate amounts of concentration, critical analysis, and problem solving skills. Here are some 
reactions by students and teachers to sample questions from the new SAT test: 
 

• There were at least 60 words in each of the first 2 sentences of a reading passage! 
• I’ve never, ever heard of the word “fatuity”. 
• You mean I can’t use a calculator for some math questions? 
• The test is still 3 hours long and if some schools request it, I have to spend 50 minutes 

more on the writing section. 
 
In the past, high-stakes tests such as the SAT are an unpleasant fact of high school life, and often 
stand between bright, ambitious kids with ADHD and their dreams of higher education. 
Presently, the situation has worsened and I am deeply troubled about the specific issues posed by 
the redesigned SAT for students with and without disabilities. I now recommend that all students 
consider taking the ACT instead of the SAT. 
 
Institutions of higher education have always claimed to use ACT and SAT test scores to predict 
which students would be successful at their institutions. Theoretically, the tests were supposed to 
let students show colleges what they know as a result of their high school education, and how 
well they can apply that knowledge. Families used to be told that additional preparation for such 
tests was unnecessary and unlikely to result in higher scores—but this was quickly proven 
wrong. When it became clear that test preparation could benefit all kinds of students, many 
commercial companies jumped on the bandwagon and tried to convince families that, “Everyone 
needs pricey, special courses to achieve a high score.” For most students, such spending is 
overkill. Both content (math, reading, grammar, and writing) and test-taking strategies are better 
taught in small group or individual settings; a more effective, cost-effective instructional option. 
 
Students with ADHD and/or learning disabilities face additional test taking challenges, such as 
short attention spans, impulsivity, slow reading rates, and undeveloped time- or stress- 
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management skills. Such students need additional time to process and have difficulty focusing 
for extending periods of time, especially if the material is challenging and tedious. They may 
also experience unusually high levels of anxiety. Unfortunately, even if money is no object, 
commercial/group courses may not be useful for such students, especially when held for 2- to 3-
hour blocks at night, after battling through a full day of academic and other activities. 
Commercial courses often lack sufficient practice and individual feedback necessary for students 
with ADHD and/or learning disabilities. What’s needed is direct instruction and modeling of 
advanced reading, thinking, and test taking skills. Under normal circumstances, individualized 
coaching helps these students earn higher classroom grades and increases their academic 
resilience, as well as improving their college admissions test scores. 
 
What I fear is that even with extensive coaching and preparation, students with recognized 
ADHD/learning disabilities will be at a significant disadvantage when taking the redesigned SAT 
of 2016. I am concerned that, even if they are granted special accommodations, many of these 
students will face a double-edged sword of a test that is both too complex to complete in the 
allotted time, and too long to maintain the kind of focus needed to demonstrate their full 
potential. To make a more informed decision, students, parents, teachers, tutors, and coaches can 
visit https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sample-questions and 
https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/. I would advise most students with ADHD and/or 
learning disabilities that in light of content, sophistication, and overall length, the redesigned 
SAT is not the appropriate test to assess their college readiness, and that they should take the 
traditional ACT.  
 
 
High stakes tests are an inevitable part of the college admissions process. Students, parents, 
teachers, and coaches can all do things to help make preparation and test taking less stressful and 
more productive. Here are tips for college-bound students with ADHD and/or learning 
disabilities: 
 
1. Consider taking the ACT rather than the SAT. If a student’s heart is set on a school that 
requires the SAT, she or he can begin at a community college and then transfer to the preferred 
college after one or two semesters. If a student must take the SAT, she or he needs to prepare 
early, beginning with practice on the preliminary SAT/NMSQT offered to sophomores and 
juniors. The scores can be used to upgrade needed skills during the summer. If a student is gifted 
and interested in scholarships, this test is used to determine eligibility and qualification for the 
National Merit Scholarship Program.  

2. Apply for accommodations as early as possible for all college admissions tests: PLAN, PSAT, 
SAT or ACT. Reapply if necessary. Again, the ACT is a better choice for those with disabilities. 
For example, In 2013, The ACT, Inc. approved nearly 90% of its applications for 
accommodation. This is almost 5 percent of students who took the test. The College Board, 
however, has been granting accommodations to fewer and fewer students. For example, in 2013, 
just 2.3 percent of the SAT’s test-takers took either the PSAT, SAT or AP tests under 
nonstandard conditions. This is a rate more than fifty percent below that of the ACT. 
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3. Build confidence through competence; get tutors, work with teachers, practice and review. 
Schedule frequent, short sessions over two or three months. Build skills in areas of vulnerability 
and those not taught or practiced in school.  

4. Relax before studying or taking practice tests. Try answering questions without the pressure of 
time limits. Share the results with teachers or tutors. Ask for specific help during the school day 
or after class. Discover what clues were missed and identify problems. For example, was there a 
lack of vocabulary, misread questions, or impulsive answers?  

5. De-stress the test preparation and college admission process and focus on the big picture. 
Remember, colleges look for more than test scores. Colleges want students who can learn, 
contribute, and graduate. A student is more than a test score. Any test score is merely a sample of 
student behavior at one point of time, not an evaluation of the student as a person. The character 
and potential of students with ADHD are best illustrated by their grades, extracurricular 
activities, work, volunteer activities, and personal essays.  
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