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The math section focuses more heavily on your depth of knowledge instead of your breadth of 
knowledge. Additionally, the SAT saves its most grandiloquent titles for the math section:

What Did the Enzyme Say to the Protein? Time for a Break Down!

MathIn a nutshell…
No Calculator Calculator

Section numbers

Amount of time

Number of questions

Time per question

Very Important Moderately Important

Heart of 
Algebra

Problem 
Solving and 

Data Analysis

Passport to 
Advanced Math

Additional 
Topics in Math

There are no Problem Solving and Data Analysis 
questions on the no calculator section.

The math section has about 4 Geometry questions total. 

Take your compass and straightedge and toss those 
things in the garbage!
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Let’s look at the difficulty levels for a recent SAT math section to see if we can spot some trends. 

What are some things that you notice about the order of difficulty on the math section?

Order of Difficulty
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No Calculator Math

D
if

fi
cu

lt
y Hard ● ● ● ● ● ●

Medium ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

Easy ● ● ● ●

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20
Question Number

Calculator Math

Hard ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

Medium ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

Easy ● ● ● ● ● ●

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32 33 34 35 36 37 38

Question Number

Remember, neither the reading nor the writing section has an order of difficulty.

Easy
17%

Medium
48%

Hard
35%

The pie chart to the left lists the difficulties for the test above. 
From the introduction, we learned what 65% on the math 
section means—a 600!

Since getting the easiest question correct affects your score the 
same way that getting the hardest question correct would, we 
have this little nugget of wisdom

The easy and medium questions make up two-thirds of your
score. It does not make sense to rush to get to hard questions 

at the expense of easy and medium questions!

Question Difficulties



Out of the pure goodness in its heart, College Board has bestowed upon thee some formulas and 
notes that you may need come test day. Let’s look at the given formulas first.

You’ll never be given a formula you don’t currently see. Don’t waste your time looking back at the 
formula box to see if the quadratic formula is there. 

Now, let’s break down some information given that can net you an additional correct answer even 
if you’ve never talked about radians in school. 

Know What You’re Given
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19

An angle measure of 720 degrees was written 
in radians as 𝑎𝜋. What is the value of 𝑎 ?

(Grid-in Box)
degrees = radians



So yeah, those given formulas are cool and all, but depending on where you want your score to 
be, you’ll want to make sure you know the following formulas as well. 

Know What You’re Not Given
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𝐒𝐥𝐨𝐩𝐞 =
Rise

Run
=

𝑦2 − 𝑦1
𝑥2 − 𝑥1

𝐀𝐯𝐞𝐫𝐚𝐠𝐞 =
Sum of what you have

Total number of things
=

𝑇

𝑛
𝐏𝐫𝐨𝐛𝐚𝐛𝐢𝐥𝐢𝐭𝐲 =

Ways to choose what you want

Total number of outcomes

sin 𝜃 =
opposite

hypotenuse
=

𝑦

𝑟

cos 𝜃 =
adjacent

hypotenuse
=
𝑥

𝑟

tan 𝜃 =
opposite

adjacent
=

𝑦

𝑥

𝐄𝐪𝐮𝐚𝐭𝐢𝐨𝐧 𝐨𝐟 𝐚 𝐜𝐢𝐫𝐜𝐥𝐞: 𝑥 − ℎ 2 + 𝑦 − 𝑘 2 = 𝑟2

Where (ℎ, 𝑘) is center of circle 
𝑟 is the length of the radius

Complementary Angle Property
sin 𝑥 = cos(90 − 𝑥) or sin 90 − 𝑥 = cos(𝑥)

Everybody

Shooting for between 500 and 650 

Shooting for more than a 650

For a quadratic in standard form, 𝑦 = 𝑎𝑥2 + 𝑏𝑥 + 𝑐

Quadratic Formula: 𝑥 =
−𝑏± 𝑏2−4𝑎𝑐

2𝑎

Axis of Symmetry: 𝑥 = −
𝑏

2𝑎

Discriminant: 𝐷 = 𝑏2 − 4𝑎𝑐

Sum of Solutions for a Quadratic: −
𝑏

𝑎

Circle Proportion Formulas:

Fraction of Circle =
Central Angle

360
=

Arc Length

Circumference
=
Sector Area

Total Area

Final Value = Original Value(1 ± Rate)

Final Value = Original Value(1 ± Rate1)(1 ± Rate2)

𝐒𝐮𝐫𝐟𝐚𝐜𝐞 𝐀𝐫𝐞𝐚 𝐨𝐟 𝐚 𝐂𝐮𝐛𝐞 = 6𝑠2

where 𝑠 is the side length

𝐀𝐫𝐞𝐚 𝐨𝐟 𝐚𝐧 𝐄𝐪𝐮𝐢𝐥𝐚𝐭𝐞𝐫𝐚𝐥 𝐓𝐫𝐢𝐚𝐧𝐠𝐥𝐞 =
𝑠2 3

4
where 𝑠 is the side length

𝐒𝐥𝐨𝐩𝐞 𝐨𝐟 𝐚 𝐋𝐢𝐧𝐞 𝐢𝐧 𝐒𝐭𝐚𝐧𝐝𝐚𝐫𝐝 𝐅𝐨𝐫𝐦, 𝐴𝑥 + 𝐵𝑦 = 𝐶

Slope = −
𝐴

𝐵

𝐏𝐞𝐫𝐜𝐞𝐧𝐭 𝐂𝐡𝐚𝐧𝐠𝐞 =
Difference

Original
=

Final Value − Original Value

Original Value

𝐏𝐥𝐚𝐜𝐞 𝐨𝐟 𝐌𝐞𝐝𝐢𝐚𝐧 =
Number of Observations + 1

2
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Next, let’s break down the given notes now so that we never have to look at it again. 

Additionally, questions on the math section come in two flavors: multiple choice and student 
response questions. Let’s see how we can use the fact that figures are drawn to scale to put us in 
the best position to succeed on the test. 

EXAMPLE: Use both of the figures below are drawn accurately. Use your visual skills to try to 
answer each as best you can. 

If a figure is not drawn accurately, you’ll 

always see _______________________

Know What You’re Given
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2

In the figure shown above, lines 𝑚 and 𝑛 are 
parallel and line ℓ intersects both lines once. 
The measure of angle 1 is 55∘. What is the 
measure of angle 2, in degrees?

A) 35

B) 55

C) 125

D) 305

𝑚

𝑛

ℓ

1

2

19

In the figure below, 𝐴𝐵 = 24, 𝐷𝐸 = 8, and 
𝐵𝐸 = 20. What is the value of 𝑥 ?

(Grid-in Box)

𝐴

𝐵

𝐶𝐷

𝐸

𝑥2𝑥



Student response questions—known as “grid-ins” in the test prep biz—generally strike fear in the 
hearts of students everywhere. 

Questions get their difficulty from the anticipated percent of students who will get that question 
incorrect. The test writers know that by pulling away the comfort blanket of answer choices, 
students tend to panic and make poor choices.  

Both of these questions are slated as easier questions, but more students will get the grid-in 
version wrong. Here’s some helpful advice on grid-in questions. 

Student Response Questions
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2𝑥 = 20 − 3𝑥

What value of 𝑥 satisfies the equation above?

A) −4

B) −2

C) 2

D) 4

16

2𝑥 = 20 − 3𝑥

What value of 𝑥 satisfies the equation above?

The answer is 4 The answer is 
1

7

You got 9/15 as an answer

Grid in answers cannot contain

• Negatives
• Variables
• Numbers greater than 9999
• Numbers with 𝜋
• Anything with a symbol, like 


