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 Introduction


There is only one time when it is essential to awaken. That time is now.

—Buddha




What Is Zen and What Has It Got to Do with the SAT?

If you've heard the term Zen before, it might have been used in a sentence like "You just have to be Zen about it," which was offered as advice for getting through some unpleasant experience such as sitting at the kids' table at Thanksgiving. The implication is that Zen refers to an ability to endure through anything without much feeling—a way to zone out or just be mellow about everything. Nothing could be further from the truth.

Zen evolved over the last thousand years in Asia as a way to purify one's life through meditation. More recently, people around the world have taken a strong interest in Zen. Many Americans, in particular, have found that the insights and practices of Japanese monks are effective antidotes to our stressed-out way of life.

 Zen practice focuses on opening your mind to the present. Take a moment right now to hear all the sounds around you—traffic noise, birds, the hum of a refrigerator. Listening is a way to bring your attention into the present. Your mind rarely notices what you're hearing. Most of us dwell instead on thoughts that have nothing to do with the present. What will she think about what I'm wearing? How will I ever get all my work done tonight? Why did my history teacher give me that grade? How can I get my parents to let me use the car?

Zen teaches us that the thoughts that preoccupy us are not reality. As they clank around in our heads, reality goes on all around us. The goal of Zen practice is not so much to eliminate these thoughts as to become aware of their existence in our lives and to begin gently nudging them aside in order to give the present moment a larger place in our experience. When we let thoughts and worries about the past and future fall away, we become more aware of our existence in the moment, and we can concentrate on what's right in front of us. We also become aware of ourselves as part of a unity that is the universe.

Reading this book will not teach you to become one with the universe (though you may feel inspired to move in that direction on your own). The focus here is on a less global aspect of Zen practice known as samadhi, which means "being one with an object." In this case, the "object" we're talking about is a test: the SAT.


Samadhi is the state of mind that allows athletes and musicians to perform extraordinary feats. It allows lawyers to draft elegant contracts and artists to paint or draw or sculpt. Samadhi refers to a person's ability to bring total focus to a task through concentration. It is exactly the quality that the SAT demands.



 A Critical Opportunity

How do you feel when you're taking a test and get a question about something you don't know? Your heart rate goes up. You might feel heat in your chest or your temples. If only you had read that chapter more carefully or memorized that formula—but now it seems there's little you can do. You make up some feeble nonsense in hopes of getting partial credit. Whether this happens to you all the time or almost never, it's one of the worst feelings you can experience as a student.

It's also something that you can count on experiencing while taking the SAT. However, on the SAT, this isn't necessarily a bad thing. It may even be a good thing.

In Japanese, the word for crisis (kiki) also means "critical opportunity." That's because every crisis can be a turning point. How you handle a crisis can make the difference between disaster and triumph.

At some point on the SAT, you may face a crisis—the anxiety caused by a question you initially think you can't answer. How you handle this crisis will determine how well you do. (And how you manage anxiety more generally will determine how well you do in lots of different things throughout life.) This book discusses the critical skills you need to do well on the SAT: reading, thinking, and managing anxiety. Reading and thinking are closely related on the test because many SAT questions can't be easily understood. Your brain has to break them down the way your stomach breaks down a pizza with too many toppings. From quirky math questions to complicated reading passages and the twenty-five-minute timed writing exercise, the challenges on the SAT can initially seem tricky if not impossible. Yet the guidance and suggestions offered here will teach you how to handle the test.

 With the SAT, it's not enough to know the material. To excel on the SAT you must be confident about your ability to read carefully and solve problems—even strange, inscrutable ones—under timed conditions. That's what makes the SAT so intimidating. You can't just memorize the material and then regurgitate it; you have to act in the moment. Sure, there are some things you must know for the SAT. In fact, the new SAT is designed to include more content, like a school test. But the SAT will always demand less knowing than the tests you take at school and a lot more figuring out.

That's where Zen comes in. Zen practice trains us to bring our entire attention to the present moment while releasing the mind's hold on fragments from the past and future—ideas, worries, fears, and phantoms that can generate an endless stream of anxiety and self-doubt. You can learn how to manage anxiety in order to cultivate and sustain the presence of mind that will yield right answers because you are able in the heat of the moment to figure out even the toughest SAT problems.


 As you move through Zen in the Art of the SAT, you'll first read about the nature of the test and discover how different the SAT is from the tests you are used to taking in school. Once you're clear about the nature of the test, you're ready to explore some of the primary obstacles many students face—issues connected with reading and anxiety—and how to overcome them. There are self-assessments that can help you gauge whether your reading habits are up to this challenge and what role anxiety plays in your test taking. There is also information that can help you make a study plan, and there's a section about parents. (You might want to encourage your parents to read it, too.) And, while the SAT is different from school tests and doesn't require that you memorize lots of material, there are some things you do need to know such as basic math, some rules of grammar and usage, and ways to approach timed essays. The section called "Some Things You Must Know" covers these basics.





For hundreds of years Zen practitioners have applied mental self-awareness techniques to everything from flower arranging to poetry. This book can help you apply similar ideas to the SAT. Since the test measures your ability to read, focus, and figure things out, sharpening your mental abilities can make a huge difference in your score and in how you feel about the test. Of course, the benefits of this work go beyond the test. The "Life Lessons" section shows how the best test preparation teaches valuable life lessons. As you learn how to ace the SAT, you will gain a deeper understanding of yourself and build your self-esteem and confidence. Additionally, you will discover how you can manage anxiety and turn what initially seems like a crisis into an opportunity. You will learn to do your best on the SAT not through any tricks or secret formulas but rather by getting a firm handle on the workings of your own mind. 



 I. The Nature of the Test

The koan* refuses to be solved under any [easy] conditions. But once solved the koan is compared to a piece of brick used to knock at a gate; when the gate is opened the brick is thrown away. The koan is useful as long as the mental doors are closed, but when they are opened it may be forgotten. What one sees after the opening will be something quite unexpected, something that has never before entered even into one's imagination. But when the koan is re-examined from this newly acquired point of view, how marvelously suggestive, how fittingly constructed, although there is nothing artificial here!


—D. T. Suzuki, Zen Buddhism




 1. In a Foreign Land

You have just finished the first semester of your sophomore year in college, and you're on a plane heading to Paris for what you anticipate will be the best two-week vacation of your life. This is the first trip you've taken by yourself, and you're thrilled to be on your own. Images of sitting in Parisian cafés and walking around famous museums fill your thoughts. You have never been to a foreign country before, but you are certain that you will feel at home. After all, you have been studying French for six years, and you're thinking about majoring in it.

Imagine your surprise when you discover that nobody appreciates your efforts to speak French. It starts right when you arrive at the airport and try to find a bus to take you to the youth hostel. The bus driver's rudeness begins to seem less awful when you compare it to the clerk's at the hostel. Finally you're checked in, but everything seems really different from home. You aren't sure how the shower works, and you can't even figure out the phone to call your parents.

 Refusing to abandon your romantic images of your trip to Paris, you head out to see the sights and eat exquisite French food. Quickly you are lost, unable to find the restaurant you circled in the guidebook. Everywhere you go, you think the locals are laughing at you, and you become too intimidated to try out your French. You even miss your parents at this point.

Taking the SAT is a lot like going to a foreign country by yourself. You will feel alone and lost—until you take the time to get to know the local scene. No matter how well prepared you are, knowing things in advance is not enough on the SAT. You must expect to do some poking around before you get comfortable with the questions.

Though you have undoubtedly taken many tests, the SAT is different from all of them. School tests measure what you know. When your teacher asks you to explain the causes of the Civil War, if you've studied and understood that chapter, you're in good shape. You write down what you know, and if you know the subject well and can write about it effectively, you will probably get full credit. But what if you haven't studied that chapter? What if you forgot the material? If you don't know the material, you're out of luck. It's not as if you're going to sit there and somehow figure it out during the test.

If you know basic math, can read at your grade level, and have solid writing skills, you have the knowledge you need for the SAT. But how do you "figure it out" when a question makes no sense? To do your best on the SAT, you must manage your anxieties and refocus your thoughts on the question. You must get to know how your mind likes to work on a problem and train yourself to read with focus and attention.

 SAT questions aren't difficult—they're tricky and strange. They pose simple challenges in unfamiliar terms, or they combine familiar terms in unusual ways. There may be questions that initially seem to be written in a foreign language. All the knowledge in the world won't help you if you can't understand what the question is asking. The strangeness of the questions is what makes them difficult, not the material itself. Each question is like a little puzzle for you to figure out. And doing a puzzle takes patience and persistence as well as different strategies.

By the end of your two-week trip to Paris, you may still feel shaky and stressed, but you'll know your way around. You may even have a daily routine set up and know some of the locals in the neighborhood shops. You've figured out what you need to do to get your morning coffee and croissant and how to get to the Latin Quarter and the Eiffel Tower. Just as spending two weeks in Paris will allow you to improve your French and get introduced to the culture and customs of the country, becoming familiar and comfortable with the puzzles on the SAT will allow you to solve them—especially if you focus on building your reading and thinking skills as well as on managing your anxiety.


 2. Walk Through the Open Door

In the movie Cast Away, Tom Hanks plays Chuck Noland, a FedEx executive who finds himself stranded on an uninhabited island when his plane crashes in the ocean. At first, Noland is devastated. He looks around hopelessly at his surroundings. What will he eat? How will he survive? Whether you've seen the movie or not, you know the story—it's the old one about the guy stuck on a desert island.

Hungry and thirsty, Noland notices the coconuts that litter the beach, but he can't get them open. He tries bashing them on rocks, but coconut shells are very, very hard. He gets frustrated, but his hunger and thirst overwhelm his frustration. He must open a coconut. He tries various strategies. Each failure seems to steel his determination, and quickly, instead of getting frustrated at a failure, he moves on to a new idea.

Opening a coconut soon becomes as routine to him as walking on the beach. The trouble is that there are only so many coconuts you can eat. After a few days, he realizes that he'd better find some other things to eat, so he starts trying to catch fish. He goes through the same kind of process with catching the fish as he did with opening the coconuts. He tries everything he can think of until he finally finds a method that works.

 Noland has no choice. If he wants to live, he has to eat. But the method he uses to overcome a series of overwhelmingly difficult situations is the same one you should use to solve the tougher questions on the SAT. Noland learns that continuing with an approach that hasn't worked is a waste of time and energy. Instead, he comes up with new strategies, using whatever tools his surroundings offer, and eventually he discovers what works.

The point is that in a room full of locked doors, you have to find the open door and walk through it. You may think there's something great behind one of those locked doors, but if you can't get to it, it's useless. The open door is the only one that provides a point of entry.

Watch how this works with the following SAT-type math question:


For how many three-digit integers will reversing the order of the digits yield a two-digit multiple of thirteen?



This is the type of question that stops many students cold. Panic sets in because they think that they don't know what the question means. Some students will start to put themselves down, saying to themselves, "I'm an idiot. I can't do this. I'm so stupid. This test sucks." Move beyond judging yourself and the test and focus on the question.

 If you take them one at a time, you probably know what all the words in this question mean. When they are presented all together in this arrangement, getting the meaning out of them on a first reading is about as difficult as getting the milk out of a coconut with
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