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For Ethan,
who taught me more about being a good mom than I ever taught him about the SAT.
Thank you for sharing this journey.
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PROLOGUE
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Freaky Friday

Nothing will distract me. If there’s a fire, keep working. If someone throws up, don’t move. And no freaking out. Skip and come back; shorter is better. Backsolve, plug in, VPP; make sure to answer the question they’re asking …

It’s December 3, 2011, and the line at this middle-class suburban high school in Dobbs Ferry, New York, is short today, not like the last time I was here, nine months ago, for SAT No. 2. Everyone seems more relaxed. Or maybe I’m just more relaxed, since this will be my seventh SAT of the year. I am a veteran.

Back in March there was more nervous energy in the halls, kids on edge, some of them anxiously rehearsing the names of literary characters to use in their essays:

“What’s the boss’s name in Glengarry Glen Ross?”

“Write about Blake.”

“You pre-thought-out your essay?”

I overheard one kid telling a friend, “I’d get a 2400 if my driver’s ed teacher was the proctor.”

On the other hand, I don’t see the girls in flannel pajama bottoms today; at the March test, that’s what they all were wearing. This December crowd seems less nervous but more serious, too.

Okay, the essay. What do I need to remember … What is the thesis? Don’t forget to circle back to your thesis in every paragraph. Write it at the top of your answer book, like Erica said. Don’t forget to do that. And use good vocab—“anomaly,” “redolent,” “circumspect,” “jingoistic”—try to weave in a few of those. Leave a few minutes at the end to double back and check grammar. No pronoun errors, for godsake. Answer the question—yes or no. Agree or disagree. Declare, don’t waffle. Think: “debate team.” Convince the essay grader—build a case.

I want a 12 so badly I can taste it.

A Doogie Howser look-alike is in line in front of me. “It’s my third time,” he says to his friend.

“You’re kidding, right?” the friend asks. “You’ve taken the SAT two times, already? You’re only a sophomore.”

The friend seems impressed. Or maybe that’s stress I hear in his voice, I’m not sure. I’m only half paying attention. I’m in the zone, focused, running down my mental checklist of what I need to remember for the essay:

Don’t forget to work in a counterexample at the end. And use a metaphor, if possible, and a literary example—enough with the Tiger Mom. She hasn’t delivered that 12. Use The Things They Carried by Tim O’Brien—that’s what John, the super-methodical tutor, told me. Actually, he said to use an obscure poet, but that if I couldn’t think of one, Tim O’Brien was a better choice than the Tiger Mom. Please, God, no technology prompts.

The Future Is Always a Surprise

Four years earlier:

“Tell your mother,” she said, guiding my twelve-year-old son, Ethan, into the conference room. Her hand rested gently on his shoulder, as if to say, “Don’t worry, I’ve got your back.” This was the school psychologist, and she’d just finished a round of psychological testing on my son, a legal requirement if Ethan’s status as a student with a disability was to be maintained in the coming school year.

Ethan’s disability is what I’d describe as a mild case of garden-variety ADHD, the kind without the behavior problems. Ethan’s an easygoing kid: he’s happy-go-lucky but disorganized, and needed a lot of “refocusing” during those early years in school. To my mind, ADHD is what we used to call “boys.” Now we have treatment for the condition and legally required “accommodations” at school.

There were a handful of school administrators sitting around the table, gathered there on a spring morning for the annual review of Ethan’s 504 plan. Ethan scanned the adult-filled room sheepishly, then looked down at his shoes. Finally he looked at me and spoke.

“Mom,” he said, “I’m fine with B’s.”

The room was silent—for a moment—and then the door opened and Ethan’s math teacher bounced in with a spring in his step, like Tigger in Winnie-the-Pooh.

“Ethan’s the classic underachiever,” he announced, as if to say, “No big deal, just reporting an observation for the record.”

“I’m fine with B’s” and “Ethan’s a classic underachiever”: I was the only person in the room experiencing a disconnect. Everyone else seemed to think underachievement was fine if you were getting B’s. Or maybe not even B’s; later on I talked to a family who got the same line about their son, another ADHD underachiever, who was getting C’s. And these were high school C’s, which count.

After the math teacher’s report, the conversation turned to me and how I might learn to accept my twelve-year-old son’s expectations for himself.

When I got to my car, I cried.

I was worn ragged from years of doing battle with the schools over every scrap of common sense. There had to be an easier way. It was simply not possible that I was the only mother upset that her son was not living up to his potential, no matter what the school said. Surely there was an alternate universe where mothers were surprised to see a C on the report card after they’d been assured by their sons that they had all A’s.

“I don’t know how that happened,” Ethan would say, and he meant it. He didn’t know, not until his mom called the school to get the story, which was usually some variation of: “He didn’t turn in his homework,” or “He had all A’s, except for one test where he got an F. That brought his grade down to a C for the semester.”

Ethan always managed to look on the bright side, no matter how many times this happened, and it happened constantly because he could never anticipate the problems before they arrived. His school life was like Groundhog Day, which is how I knew the seventh-grade special ed teacher was dead wrong when he called me in to give me a lesson in parenting. He said (I am quoting) I should “take away Ethan’s safety net” and “let him fail a little” as he handed me a xeroxed sheet of instructions from Outward Bound to clarify the theory. Intentionally letting a child fail might work with a kid who can see beyond the next five minutes, but that kid was not my son in seventh grade. To Ethan, the future always came as a surprise.

I had had enough. For me—and this was where I parted ways with the school—the issue wasn’t grades. I would have been proud of Ethan’s B’s if the math teacher had bounced in and said, “Ethan’s a hard worker.” But that’s not what he said, and it wasn’t what I was seeing. Ethan was taking the easy path, and the school was in his camp. The administrators thought Ethan, a happy-go-lucky, disorganized middle school boy with ADHD, should determine his own academic goals.

I had about one gasp’s worth of fight left in me, so I called my friend Catherine. Catherine was another mom in the district. We’d met (and bonded) in the comments of a disgruntled mother’s blog post (that disgruntled mother may have been me—I can’t quite remember).

Catherine was no fan of the middle school. Whenever the subject came up she said the school motto should be Your child: not the little genius you thought he was. Catherine’s husband, a professor at NYU, was equally disaffected, and after wrangling with the administration for three years, they had called it quits and taken their son Chris out of the district.

Chris was one year ahead of Ethan, and Catherine had been urging me for months to “Call Mr. Lauber.”

Mr. Lauber is the director of admissions at Fordham Prep, a Jesuit high school in the Bronx where Chris was finishing his freshman year. I hadn’t called, because I didn’t think my father would approve. “We’re not Catholic,” I’d tell Catherine. Her family wasn’t Catholic either, but she was way past the issue of sending her son to a Catholic school, and she didn’t seem the least bit concerned about the two-train commute down the Hudson River with a layover in Harlem every day, either. That’s not the kind of thing most parents who live in the suburbs would even consider.

Catherine’s advice that day was the same: Call Mr. Lauber.

I decided I would.

By nightfall I’d collected myself and was ready to have the conversation with my father.

“Oh, the Jesuits,” he said, when I told him. “They’re wonderful educators.” Which surprised me. I had been expecting resistance. Apparently my father was tired of the struggle, too.

The next day, which happened to be the day after the last day of Fordham Prep’s school year, I made an appointment with Mr. Lauber for Ethan and me to come in. Mr. Lauber asked me to bring a copy of Ethan’s report card.

The next morning, Ethan put on a jacket and tie and we drove to the school, where we found Mr. Lauber sorting textbooks. He teaches Greek and Latin in addition to his duties as the director of admissions. Everyone at the school has more than just one job, as far as I can tell.

We sat in Mr. Lauber’s office and he asked Ethan a few questions about school and things he liked—icebreaker questions. Ethan seemed nervous.

Then he asked to see Ethan’s report card. I handed it to him and he looked it over while Ethan and I sat quietly, waiting for the verdict.

“It’s okay,” he said. “Not great.”

I explained to him that the C in science was an error and that I was in the process of having it corrected, as if that one grade were the deal breaker.

“I’ll tell you what,” he said, looking at Ethan. “Take the SSAT, and if you do well, you’re in.” Then he added, “Do you want to come to Fordham Prep?”

“Yes,” Ethan said, though I’m pretty sure what he really meant was “I know it’ll be good for me, but I don’t really want to work any harder.”

The SSAT (not related to the SAT) is one of the entrance exams required for admission to private secondary schools. By that morning in Mr. Lauber’s office, there was one test date left—in June—before the next school year. Ethan would have exactly one shot.

We picked up a copy of the SSAT study guide on our way home so he could prepare. I wouldn’t swear on my mother’s life that Ethan “studied” for the SSAT, though he did crack the book every day, which was exciting to see. He seemed to know, somewhere inside, that he needed to be functioning better. Otherwise he would have balked, and he didn’t. He was trying.

Three weeks later, of course, in true Ethan fashion, we had a worst-case-scenario experience on test day. Ethan had gone out with his friends for pizza the night before the test and woke up a few hours later with a terrible case of food poisoning.

The next morning at the crack of dawn, I drove him across the county to a testing center, where he took a mini-me SAT. He’d stopped retching by the time we got there, but he took the test on fumes, praying the whole time he’d make it through without throwing up. When I picked him up afterward, he was positively green, but he had survived.

And he had scored just above the line Mr. Lauber had drawn. He was in.

When I told my parents I’d be sending my non-Catholic suburban son on two trains into the heart of the Bronx each morning come fall, I was ecstatic. (I had decided on the two-train commute because Ethan would be riding with Chris, who had been making the trip for a year, and Ethan couldn’t take the afternoon bus in any event because he would be staying late for sports.)

Leaving the safety of the suburbs every day was quite an adventure for my little boy, and the commute produced a whole new realm of mishap to manage from my corporate office in Manhattan. A few months into the school year, Ethan mentioned that he and Chris were leaving the Harlem station, where they had to change trains, to get breakfast at a local bodega, so there was that to worry about. The ride home was even more suspense filled because, as it turned out, Ethan and Chris often took different trains after school, so Ethan had to manage that leg of the trip on his own. There were days when Ethan fell asleep on the ride home, waking up discombobulated and an hour past our station, with no idea what to do. I had to teach him to set his watch alarm before nodding off. And there were a few frantic calls that he’d gotten on the wrong train altogether and needed to know how to get back on the right one. I’d sneak out of meetings and Google the answer, then we’d text each other until he was safe and sound on the correct Metro North train to our town.

One night he got off the train after track practice holding his pants up with his hand, even though he’d worn a belt to school. Belts are part of the Fordham Prep uniform.

“Ethan,” I said. “Those aren’t your pants!”

“Yes they are,” he insisted for the whole ride home. We bickered about it until we were inside the house, where I made him show me the tag, which of course revealed that the pants were a few sizes larger than the ones he’d worn to school. He’d mistaken his khakis for a bigger kid’s pants in the locker room after track practice. I still feel bad for that other boy, who’s probably scarred for life after having to squeeze into pants three sizes smaller. (We never did figure out whose pants they were.) A few months later, the same thing happened with someone else’s sneakers.

Despite the mishaps, Fordham Prep was the perfect school for Ethan. Perfect in every way except for the fact that, although I could see that Ethan was working harder, his grades did not improve. He continued to get mostly B’s with the occasional A and C thrown in for good measure.

At times it seemed as if Ethan couldn’t catch a break. Freshman year there were the concussions—three minor ones in one month—which rendered my unfailingly optimistic son mildly depressed and out of focus for several months before he was himself again.

Sophomore year things were looking up until November, when Ethan came down with a case of mononucleosis so severe he was like Rip Van Winkle. I have never seen anyone sleep that much in my life: sixteen hours a night, every night, for an entire year, which, believe me, is terrible for the GPA.
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Which brings me to the story of how I came to take the SAT seven times in one year. By the end of Ethan’s sophomore year, heading into the all-important junior year, I had a son with a B average, taking non-honors courses and not excelling in extracurriculars (though he is a very good piano player).

I had seen more studying going on during those first two years of high school, but there was a lot of convalescing, too, not to mention the socializing and the video games. Ethan was a “normal” kid who got B’s and C’s, not one of the stressed-out strivers you read about.

In fact, he was just like me when I was in high school. And while it was true that I’d had a successful career despite my average grades and scores, the world was different now. When I graduated from college, in 1989, unemployment had been falling sharply for six years straight, and the world was brimming with opportunity. Twenty years later, the land I would be sending my little tadpole into was a different place. At summer’s end, the middle of the Great Recession, millions were out of work and the news was filled with worry that we were heading into a double-dip recession or, worse, that we were already in one. That August, the economy created no new jobs at all.* The days when you could la-di-dah your way out of Bennington, into the Radcliffe publishing course, as I did, and from there to a guaranteed starter job in the industry—a job, not an internship—were gone.

In truth, I was only subliminally aware of how bad things were. I was keeping my head down, avoiding the news. Not intentionally—my conscious thought was that I was too overwhelmed by work and family to read the paper, and I was. But looking back I see myself hunkered down. Which was probably just as well.

So I didn’t know the numbers, not then, but I could feel them. I could feel that I would be sending two children into a hard world. The older of those children, Ethan, was a boy who was “happy getting B’s” and had gotten an awful lot of them.

And I didn’t have two nickels saved for college. Budgeting is not my forte—though I am a master worrier, and a warrior—and I needed a plan for Ethan to go to college: how to get in and how to pay for it. But judging from everything I read, B students didn’t seem to attract a lot of merit aid. There was nothing we could do about that now; by the end of sophomore year, a student’s GPA is pretty much locked in. Was I supposed to call the colleges and let them know about my son’s concussions and mono? Of course not, but doors had been closed.

I was beginning to feel frantic, which is why I started poking around the SAT. The test seemed to offer a last-ditch chance to turn things around.

Somewhere in that search, I read an article about SAT scores and merit aid. “High scores = money.” That was the gist.

A possibility presented itself. Ethan could study for the SAT, earn high scores, and get a scholarship at a decent school somewhere.

Of course, most of the people I knew in my small town hated the idea that I planned to train my son to get top SAT scores, but what choice did I have, really? I feared for my son’s future. The fact that I had managed to succeed despite mediocre grades was irrelevant. Those were kinder, gentler times.

So I cooked up a plan that took on a life of its own.


* The August 0 was eventually revised upward to 104,000, still well below the number needed to absorb all the new high school and college graduates looking for their first jobs. But as Ethan returned to school, the official number of net new jobs was 0.
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THE PERFECT DO-OVER
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How It All Began

I’m a forty-eight-year-old mother of two teenagers, and this whole crazy “perfect score project” started out as a scheme to rescue my kid from … sliding by. I thought maybe I could motivate Ethan to care about the SAT, just a little, if I climbed into the trenches myself.

Initially, though, the number of test-prep options left me agog (over a million on Google). My original idea was to try out twelve different methods of test prep the year before Ethan would be taking his first SAT. But as I saw how vast and complicated the realm of SAT prep appeared to be, I kept adding layers to the idea. What was at first simply the notion of taking an official SAT at school with the kids mushroomed into a vow to take the test every time it was offered in 2011 (seven times in all). And I’d try out different locations for each test, which turned out to be a total of five. (I didn’t anticipate the issue of test centers booking up early and ended up having to repeat a few). I wanted to see if the location played any role in the test experience, so I chose schools ranging from an elite private school in the suburbs to an urban public school in the Bronx.

My journey would start with the first SAT of 2011, on January 22, and Ethan would take his first SAT exactly one year after me—in January of 2012. We’d overlap in our preparation about halfway through the year because (a) juniors take the PSAT in the fall (October of 2011 for Ethan; SAT No. 5 for me), so he’d need to study; and (b) I know my son well enough to realize he does better with some spare runway to build momentum.

In spite of the escalating nature of the project, I was excited about the “study together” part and assumed that by halfway through the year, with four SAT experiences under my belt, I’d have my bearings and be able to adroitly show my son “the SAT ropes.”

Let’s clarify something from the start, though: I did not expect Ethan to pull off a perfect SAT score (though I wouldn’t have discouraged him from trying had he wanted to do so of his own accord). I found that by putting the pressure on myself, not on him, I was able to hold the bar reasonably high without having to nag or push (too much). I was “modeling” the behavior that I was hoping to cultivate in my son. In the end Ethan came up with his own number, which we both agreed was the right one.

The Question of the Day

Daunted by the million hits on Google, I started with the College Board Question of the Day. My friend Catherine told me to sign up. She was a year ahead of me with her son Chris and was studying for the SAT alongside him, and I thought it looked like fun. You could say Catherine was my first SAT mentor.

The first week I tried answering the Question of the Day I got most of the questions wrong, which was unnerving. Now, granted, I was trying to answer on the fly from a BlackBerry while cooking breakfast and getting kids out the door—but still, it was upsetting. The second week I decided to focus and see if I could answer the questions if I paid attention. I did better, though I still missed the few math questions. I was encouraged, though.

By week three, I was so into it that I gave myself permission to take the later train to work if I needed a few extra minutes to get the question right. I’d become hooked on these questions. What began as a little fun with the Question of the Day had developed into a full-blown habit. My fourth week, I hit the jackpot: all seven questions right. I was over the moon. I told my children, friends, and family, made an announcement on Facebook and Twitter—even went so far as to write a blog post, declaring to the world: I’m going to get a perfect SAT score!

There was no turning back.

The Wrath of Perfectionism

From the beginning, that word “perfect” had people riled up—so much so that I started to feel self-conscious. I’d backpedal if I sensed someone was going to take issue with the word, and I’d lean on the “project” part, to ease people’s anxiety about “perfect.”

“What? Do you think the person who wrote The Happiness Project is happy?” I’d ask. “It’s a project,” I’d say. “It’s about the journey.”

I almost caved and called it “The Higher Score Project.” One night, during dinner, I received a call from the marketing expert for the group that was designing my website. She told me that “the team” wanted me to know they all hated the word “perfect” and were in agreement that I should switch “perfect” to “higher”: The Higher Score Project. I said okay, though it didn’t feel right, and immediately logged on to GoDaddy, where I purchased every conceivable variation of HigherScore.com. Then I returned to the dinner table, where I told my kids the new name.

“You just lowered the bar—a lot,” said my daughter, Daisy. Ethan nodded in agreement.

After word of the project got out in my very small town, I began to feel as though people were seeing me as “the mom who pushes her kids too hard.” I was sure I could feel people staring when I’d walk into local shops and could practically hear what they were thinking. “There’s that lady who’s pressuring her son about the SAT.” I’d try to convince myself it had to be my imagination, but then something would happen that would substantiate my fears. One time, I walked into a restaurant and a “friend” I hardly knew sidled up to me, a few glasses of wine into her evening, and whispered, “Don’t worry, I don’t believe what they say.”

A few months after I’d finished my seventh and final SAT, I was waiting in line with some other moms to meet with the guidance counselor assigned to the juniors. It was parent-teacher conference night at Ethan’s school, and the guidance line seemed longer than it had in prior years. I knew the woman sitting next to me a little better than the others because our sons were friends.

“So what’s this SAT thing I hear you’re doing?” she asked.

I didn’t want the other parents within earshot to hear. They’d think I was insane.

“I took the test seven times last year,” I whispered, “to see if I could motivate Ethan.”

The woman looked perplexed, so I continued. “I was overwhelmed,” I said. “I didn’t know which prep class to sign him up for”—as if that explained why a middle-aged woman would subject herself, willingly, to seven SATs.

She still looked confused, so I went on digging my hole.

“It started with that Question of the Day from the College Board,” I said, “and I don’t know exactly how it happened, but before I knew what hit me, I was into it—like, really into it.”

Out of the corner of my eye I noticed one mom lean in a little and another tuck her hair behind her ear, subtly. I could feel what they were all thinking: “Does this woman know something about the SAT?”

Right then, the guidance counselor opened his office door and a mother walked out confidently, her “what’s next” checklist restocked. She was infused with a little more clarity than the rest of us, who were all waiting patiently for a turn with the college gatekeeper. The mother with whom I’d been whispering was called in next. She walked into the office, but before closing the door she turned around and asked—from clear across the room—“What’s the one thing I need to know?”

I felt like Katie Couric had just asked me one last question before the commercial break.

God, I hope I don’t embarrass my son.





THE ONE THING YOU SHOULD KNOW


• Taking full, timed practice SATs using College Board material (only) is an essential ingredient for success on the SAT.

• Mimic the actual test conditions as closely as possible, including the five-minute breaks and bubble sheets.

• It’s critical to review all mistakes until you understand them so well that you are able to explain them to someone else.

• Keep track of how many questions you got wrong or guessed at and categorize them (e.g., three triangle problems wrong, four verb agreement mistakes).

• The SAT is every bit as much about performance on test day as it is about the knowledge being tested. Experienced tutors advise taking ten full practice tests prior to sitting for the real SAT, and the most exclusive test-prep companies have their students take fifteen or more full tests—before ever taking an official test. The College Board offers twenty-one practice SATs and plenty of extra practice problems, between the Blue Book and the online course.





A few weeks after declaring my goal, I had breakfast with an SAT tutor. I told her all about my plan: the perfect score, the different methods I would try, the various test locations, and so forth.

She looked at me with eyes of pity and didn’t say a word.

“But I answered the Question of the Day right seven days in a row,” I said. “Isn’t that what I’ll be doing on the SAT?”

She smiled, but remained silent, so I went on: “One year, twelve methods, seven SATs …” I couldn’t get a word of feedback out of her. “But it’s my lucky year,” I said in a last-ditch attempt to shake loose some sort of reaction. My birthday was scheduled to fall on 11/11/11 that year, and I was feeling lucky.

Not a peep.

My lucky year didn’t unfold at all the way it was supposed to.

Trying to Light the Fire

The project started as a way to help Ethan—to ignite a fire and motivate him—but not too far into it I got a teensy bit crazed. (Okay, maybe it was more like possessed.)

Call me crazy, but I enjoyed studying for the SAT as an adult and, yes, I do realize this is unusual, especially when you consider that my high school scores were abysmal. Actually, maybe an SAT obsession makes complete sense if you look at it through that lens. I’d always assumed I hadn’t done well in high school because I hadn’t tried hard, or cared. That was 1982, and things were different back then. Now I wanted to see what I could do if I did try and did care.

Looking back, maybe I should have called it “The Perfect Do-Over.” But that insight didn’t come until much later. At the time, this was about how I could salvage Ethan’s thirteen years of education, at the very last minute, with the SAT.

I ended up salvaging a lot more than that.
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BACK TO THE FUTURE


There are many shitty things about being a grown-up. You have to make money. You have to do taxes. You have to show up for your bail hearings.… But one of the few upsides of being an adult is that you NEVER have to take the SAT again.

—DREW MAGARY, DEADSPIN
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The SAT, circa 1982

I remember two things about my SAT experience in high school in 1982:


1. It felt like everyone had the playbook except me.

2. I was relieved to find the word “iota” in the analogies section (which no longer exists) because it was the only question I was sure of on the entire test.



My scores were very bad, and they had the effect of whittling down my college choices to the “SAT-optional” schools of the day. I knew of only five such colleges: Bennington, Bard, Sarah Lawrence, Hampshire, and Bowdoin. I didn’t have the grades for Bowdoin, so I applied to the other four.

Out of this experience, I built a story that made sense: I didn’t do well because I didn’t try, and I didn’t try because I didn’t care. Of course I would have done better if I had studied.

As a mother thirty years later, I produced another story that made perfect sense—a story about helping my son perform well on the SAT. In this story, I was trying to rescue my kid from doing the minimum. I wanted to motivate him to study for the SAT without nagging. I didn’t need my son to be a star, that wasn’t the issue. I wanted him to go to a decent college, and I needed a way to pay for it.

Thinking about my son, I didn’t remember any “trauma” or “unresolved issues” or “test anxiety” from my own SAT experience. Why would I? Low scores or not, I had gotten into college, where I had done well, and I had had a successful career in book publishing. I had no idea I was carting around any baggage. One day, though, I was enlightened by sheer serendipity.

A Treasure Trove of Truth

Years ago my parents delivered a box with my name on it, which they’d found in their basement. They told me to throw it out if I didn’t want it, but instead I put it in my basement.

This was out of character for me. I hate clutter. I’m sparse. I feel a sense of accomplishment when I rid myself of things, and it doesn’t even matter what those things are. I love the sensation of seeing Hefty bags filled with “stuff” waiting at the curbside for garbage men to pick up.

But for several years the box sat unopened in my basement.

When I moved houses, I brought it with me to my new basement, where it waited another year or two until I repositioned it in front of my office door, thinking that if I had to trip over it to get into my office I might open it, finally.

Cut to December 2010.

I had to register for the January 2011 SAT. I logged on to the College Board’s website but, feeling nervous, found myself procrastinating. Casting around for something to do that did not involve registering for the SAT, I decided it was as good a time as any to open up that box.

Inside I discovered my very own treasure trove of truth, waiting for me after almost thirty years. The box was filled with water-stained letters, all stuck together in a unity of neglect. The letters seemed so grateful for the fresh air that they fluffed up in anticipation of enlightening their suddenly attentive reader.

The letters had all been written to me in the years 1982 and 1983, my junior and senior years of high school, the exact same period I was about to live through as a mother with my son.

Apparently, we used to hand-write long letters back then. I’d forgotten this. Some of the letters were over ten pages long. They were written on rice paper and yellow legal pads, in ballpoint pen that was smudged from having survived years of basement floods. There were love letters and notes from my parents, letters from best friends, and cards from my long-dead grandmother, who always signed off by saying she’d included a stamp so I’d write back.

There were pages and pages that reflected back to me things I must have said to my loved ones, and if I can distill the realization I was having into one line, it would be this: forget what you think you know—those memories are nothing more than wishes, lies, and dreams.

The letters made it clear that in fact I had had a great deal of anxiety around the “getting into college” process, including the SAT. And, judging by the expressions of concern in the letters, I had been making some bad choices. As an adult, I had believed for years that all I had been showing back then was normal teenage rebellion—not the extreme angst I was reading about now. Clearly, my teen years had been more difficult than I remembered, for me and for people who cared about me.

“Listen to me,” my friend Martha wrote in 1982. “Look inside yourself and ask if what you’re doing is fun. I tell you honey, it isn’t. God, I wish you’d get your act together.”

My father’s letters read like time capsules, with references to Three Mile Island and Terms of Endearment. “It’s not easy to step back and let you make your own decisions,” he wrote.

The letters from my mother were the most surprising. I’d been telling people for decades how difficult she was, but her letters were downright loving, even—dare I say it—warm. “I want you to get a good education, Debbie,” she wrote, her handwriting looking like she’d penned the words yesterday.

There were amends to be made.

And perhaps my obsession with the SAT had deeper roots than I’d thought.

Registering for the SAT

On December 16, 2010, I registered for the first of seven SATs in my lucky year.



	Name:
	Debbie Stier



	Sex:
	Female



	Birth Date:
	Huh, it never occurred to me until that moment that they might not allow adults to take the SAT. I wasn’t sure if I should lie about my age (I’m not a good liar). I typed in the truth: 11/11/1965.



	Test Center:
	Masters School, Dobbs Ferry, New York. This was the Four Seasons of private schools. As long as they were offering it as a location, why not? Naturally, I assumed that “elite private school” equated to “best test conditions.”



	Test Date:
	January 22, 2011. Good, I thought, noting that twenty-two was twice my lucky number of eleven.



	Address:
	Irvington, New York.




I’d moved to Irvington from New York City a decade before “for the children,” just like almost everyone else in town. It’s a bedroom community just north of the city, and the birthplace of “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.” I visited one Halloween and that was that. I was intoxicated by the festivities and all the candy; I felt like I’d discovered the Promised Land, where children scamper through grassy parks that are as beguiling as any painting you’d find in the Metropolitan Museum. It was the Garden of Eden—for rugrats.




CHOOSING A TEST LOCATION

Don’t assume that “fancy school” means “best test location.” Confirm the following with friends or contact the test center supervisor. (Each test center has a test center supervisor who is responsible for the test and can be found by calling the school and requesting contact information.)

The characteristics of a great test location:


• Classrooms, rather than gymnasiums or cafeterias, are used for testing.

• Full-size desks and chairs are used (versus chairs with attached tablet desks).

• There is a visible clock in the testing room, and a board that displays the “end time.”

• Proctors abide by the official test rules.



These details may sound small, but they can make a big difference in your score. The College Board will allow date and location changes for an additional fee as long as the changes are made before the change deadline, which is noted on the admission ticket (usually about fourteen days prior to the test).



Bells and Whistles

During the registration process I clicked Yes to everything the College Board had to offer, putting over $150 on my credit card:


• SAT registration

• The Official SAT Study Guide (aka the Blue Book)

• The Official SAT Online Course

• Question-and-Answer Service (aka QAS). I wasn’t sure exactly what this was, but yes, I wanted it. I wanted all the trimmings this time around.



It would take months before I found my sea legs and figured out how to make use of the tools, and even longer before I understood them well enough to explain them to someone else. The final step was to print my “SAT Admission Ticket,” which I did, noticing that at the bottom it said:


Important Message:

Report to the gym. Please wear soft-soled shoes.



Very back to the future.




QUESTION-AND-ANSWER SERVICE VS. STUDENT ANSWER SERVICE

The Question-and-Answer Service (QAS) and Student Answer Service (SAS) are available for purchase at the time of registration and for up to five months after the test date. One or the other (not both) is available for purchase for each SAT. The QAS is more expensive and includes the SAT test booklet. The SAS is available the months when the QAS is not offered and is essentially an answer sheet without the questions.

Question-and-Answer Service (QAS):


• Detailed score report, including question type, level of difficulty, correct answer, and your answer

• Includes test booklet

• Available for tests: January, May, October

• Arrives in mail six to eight weeks after test date




Student Answer Service (SAS):


• Detailed score report, including question type, level of difficulty, correct answer, and your answer

• Does not include test booklet

• Available for tests: March, June, November, December



Both reports are worthwhile if you plan to take the SAT again. Knowing the question type and level of difficulty is useful information for preparation.
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HIGH ANXIETY


Most people’s feelings about the SAT and other standardized tests are not entirely rational. The tests have a power out of proportion to their actual content, and they awaken smoldering insecurities in the people who take them.

—DAVID OWEN, NONE OF THE ABOVE



[image: ]

Procrastination

There were five and a half weeks before my first SAT, and I was almost giddy with anticipation. I felt intensely motivated and couldn’t wait to get ready for the test … which turned out to mean a frenzied “clearing of the decks” rather than the more traditional “test prep” involving actual study. There was laundry to do, mail to read, errands to do—and all of these things had to be done first, before I could sit down and open a book.

I was procrastinating. It was productive procrastination; it wasn’t as if I was watching TV or relaxing. I wasn’t! I was busy getting ready—to get ready.




CULTIVATE AWARENESS OF DISTRACTIONS

Psychologist Ben Bernstein compiled a nearly definitive list of “distracting activities” in his book Test Success!, many of which were all too familiar to me. Dr. Bernstein advises cultivating awareness of these distractions so you can nip them in the bud.


• Doing laundry

• Shopping online

• Complaining

• Answering e-mail

• Cleaning the house

• Paying bills

• Going to the gym

• Making lists



People procrastinate to avoid the pain of unpleasant tasks, but procrastination causes even more stress and poor performance to boot.



SAT No. 1 was supposed to be a baseline (i.e., no preparation), but of course, I planned to do a little bit of secret studying. No one needed to know my real baseline. I still hadn’t decided which prep method to use; I just knew that I wanted to get my feet wet before test day.

By New Year’s Day, I’d checked off every single item from my to-do list—the first and last time I’ve ever achieved a perfectly clean slate—and there was nothing left to do except prepare for the test. I had twenty-one days left.

Here’s the weird part: at that precise moment of reckoning, when the skies cleared and the fields of obligation were laid bare of tasks, the rocket fuel that had provided me with enough strength to pick up cars as if they were Tinkertoys evaporated, and I was suddenly overcome by the most extreme fatigue I’d ever felt. I melted into a puddle on the couch.

Looking back, I’m sure that was the first of many signs I missed that I was suffering from test anxiety. I had no idea that “inert” could be a symptom.




PHYSICAL SIGNS OF TEST ANXIETY

To perform well, it’s essential to remain calm, and recognizing anxiety’s signals is the first step. Dr. Bernstein lists several symptoms in his book, including:


• You’re overly tired or you can’t sleep.

• You have a headache, a shoulder ache, or some other body ache.

• Your breathing is irregular: you hold your breath or you gasp for air.

• Your mind races.

• You want to run away.

• You speak too fast or too loud.





A few days later, when I realized winter break was over and my kids were headed back to school, I felt hysterical. Only seventeen days left until my first SAT. My friends and family kept calling to see if I was “preparing” yet (I wasn’t), and they did me no favors with their queries even if they were calling out of concern. My father sounded seriously worried.

“Dad,” I’d say, “I’m not studying on purpose. I need to get a baseline. After the test—that’s when I’ll study.”

This calmed him down—a little.

It was as if all of us had been overcome by an acute case of group test anxiety. There isn’t a person in my circle who does not know what a baseline is, or that if the point of the project was for my scores to improve, I should start with the lowest scores possible, not the highest. Rationally speaking, my job on this first test was to establish that low-score baseline. But none of us was being rational. It was as if I were sixteen again, facing the test, and my friends and family were facing the test through me.

That was the problem with blabbing my intention to conquer the SAT. I made people uncomfortable. There was “sympathy anxiety” from the low scorers, and apprehension from the high-scoring crowd, as though a perfect score from me could jeopardize their own status.

No one forgets an SAT score—ever.

My predicament was that I wanted to appear smarter from the get-go than I thought I might turn out to be. For decades I’d been making excuses about my high school SAT scores (“I’m creative …”), but I feared that maybe those high school scores were a legitimate measure of my intelligence—and what if I hadn’t gotten any smarter over the years? No one needed to know that, especially my kids.

An honest-to-God naked baseline was too much, even for me. I had to brush up—for the children.

My bookshelves were already bloated with test-prep guides: the Blue Book, Stanley Kaplan, The Princeton Review, Gruber’s guides, Dr. John Chung’s SAT Math, Tutor Ted, Outsmarting the SAT, Hack the SAT, Perfect 800, Up Your Score, Zen in the Art of the SAT, and so on. Of course, part of that I chalk up to the fact that I’m a book nut; I shop for books the way some women shop for shoes. No matter what the problem, I’m always sure there’s a book (or, more accurately, many books) that will tell me how to solve it, even if I don’t have time to read them all. I’m comforted by their presence, and I like knowing that they’re there … just in case. So I had built myself a cozy nest on the couch with all of my SAT books





DOES CRAMMING WORK?
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“Iloved this book. It answers every question about the SAT—and somehow turns
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this account packed with invalusble insights” —GRETCHEN RUBIN, New York
Times bestselling author of The Happiness Project and Happier at Home
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