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How To Prepare For A Math
Placement Test

Understanding the
Purpose of a Math
Placement Test

A math placement test is not a pass-or-
fail exam. Instead, it is a diagnostic tool
used  by  colleges,  universities,  and
community colleges to determine which
mathematics course best matches your

current  skill  level.  Many students feel
anxious  about  these  tests ,  but
understanding their purpose can reduce
that anxiety. The goal is to place you
into  a  class  where  you  can  succeed,
whether  that  is  remedial  algebra,
college  algebra,  precalculus,  or
calculus. Taking the time to learn how
to prepare  for  a  math placement
test  can save you time,  money,  and



frustration in the long run.

When you place into the correct course,
you  avoid  the  struggle  of  being  in  a
class  that  is  too  advanced  or  the
boredom  of  repeating  material  you
already know. Preparation is the key to
demonstrating your  true  ability.  Many
students underestimate the importance
of  reviewing  old  concepts,  but  a
strategic  study  plan  can  make  a
significant  difference  in  your  score.  Let
us  explore  the  most  effective  methods
for getting ready.

Why Math Placement

Tests Matter for Your
Academic Journey

Your score on a math placement test
can  influence  your  entire  first  year  of
college. A high score may allow you to
skip  prerequisite  courses  and  enroll
directly  in  credit-bearing  classes.  This
can save you a semester or even a full
year of tuition. On the other hand, a low
score  may  require  you  to  take  non-
credit  remedial  courses,  which  can
delay  your  graduation  timeline.
Understanding how to prepare for a
m a t h  p l a c e m e n t  t e s t  i s  a n
investment in your academic future.

Many students do not realize that these
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tests  also  affect  financial  aid  eligibility.
If  you  are  required  to  take  remedial
courses,  you may use up your financial
aid credits before reaching your degree
requirements.  Additionally,  some
majors  require  a  minimum placement
score for entry. Engineering, computer
science,  nursing,  and  business
programs  often  have  specific  math
prerequisites.  Preparing  thoroughly
ensures  that  you  have  access  to  the
opportunities you want.

Step 1: Review the
Test Format and

Content

Before you start studying, you need to
know what you are up against. Different
schools  use  different  placement  tests.
The  most  common  ones  include  the
ACCUPLACER,  ALEKS,  SAT  Math,
ACT  Math,  and  institution-specific
exams.  Each  test  has  a  un ique
structure. For example, the ALEKS test
is  adaptive,  meaning  the  questions
become harder as you answer correctly.
The  ACCUPLACER  is  also  computer-
adaptive  but  focuses  on  arithmetic,
elementary  algebra,  and  college-level
math.



Check Your School's
Requirements

Visit your college's website or contact
the academic advising office. Ask which
test you will take, how many questions
it includes, and what time limit you will
have. Some schools allow you to retake
the  test  after  a  waiting  period,  while
others  use  the  first  score  as  final.
Knowing these details helps you tailor
your  study  plan.  Learning  how  to
prepare for a math placement test
starts with understanding exactly what
will be on the exam.

Identify the Topics Covered

Most math placement tests cover these

core areas:

Arithmetic: fractions, decimals,
percentages, ratios, and order of
operations
Elementary Algebra: solving
linear equations, inequalities,
exponents, and polynomials
Intermediate Algebra:
quadratic equations, functions,
radicals, and systems of
equations
Geometry and Trigonometry:
area, volume, angles, sine,
cosine, and tangent
College-Level Math: limits,
derivatives, integrals, and
advanced functions

Focus your  energy on the topics  that
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are  most  relevant  to  your  desired
placement.  If  you  are  aiming  for
calculus,  you  need to  master  algebra
and  trigonometry.  If  you  only  need
college  algebra,  you  can  skip  the
calculus  material.

Step 2: Take a
Diagnostic Practice
Test

The  most  effective  way  to  begin  your
preparation  is  by  taking  a  diagnostic
practice test. This gives you a baseline
score and reveals  your  strengths and
weaknesses.  Many  schools  offer  free
practice  tests  on  their  websites.  You
can  also  find  official  practice  materials

for the ACCUPLACER and ALEKS online.
Taking  a  timed  practice  test  under
rea l i s t ic  cond i t ions  he lps  you
understand  the  pace  you  need  to
maintain.

When  you  review  your  diagnostic
results,  pay  close  attention  to  the
questions you missed. Categorize them
by  topic.  I f  you  not ice  that  you
struggled with factoring polynomials or
solving  systems  of  equations,  make
those  topics  a  priority.  This  targeted
approach  is  a  core  part  of  how  to
prepare for a math placement test
efficiently.



Step 3: Create a
Structured Study

Plan

Once you know your weak areas, create
a study schedule. Aim for at least two to
four  weeks  of  consistent  review.
Studying for thirty minutes to an hour
each  day  is  more  effective  than
cramming for  several  hours  the night
before. Break your study sessions into
focused  blocks.  For  example,  spend
Monday  on  fractions  and  decimals,
Tuesday  on  l i near  equat ions ,
Wednesday on quadratics, and so on.

Use Active Learning
Techniques

Passive  reading  is  not  enough.  You
need  to  work  through  problems
actively. Use these methods to reinforce
your understanding:

Work through example
problems: Do not just read
solutions. Write them out step by
step.
Explain concepts aloud:
Teaching someone else is one of
the best ways to learn.
Use flashcards: Create cards for
formulas, properties, and key
definitions.
Try mixed practice: After
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mastering one topic, mix it with
others to simulate the test
experience.

Active  learning  helps  you  retain
information longer. When you practice
recalling steps and formulas, you build
automaticity.  This  is  especial ly
important for  a timed test  where you
cannot afford to hesitate.

Step 4: Master
Foundational
Arithmetic and
Algebra

Many  students  who  score  lower  than
expected on placement tests have weak

foundations in arithmetic and algebra.
These topics are the building blocks for
higher  mathematics.  If  you  struggle
with  fractions,  negative  numbers,  or
basic  equations,  you will  find it  difficult
to  succeed  in  advanced  courses.
Focusing on fundamentals is  a crucial
part of how to prepare for a math
placement test.

Key Arithmetic Skills to
Review

Adding, subtracting, multiplying,
and dividing fractions and mixed
numbers
Converting between fractions,
decimals, and percentages
Understanding ratios and
proportions



Order of operations, including
parentheses and exponents
Working with negative numbers
and absolute values

Key Algebra Skills to Review

Solving linear equations and
inequalities
Evaluating and simplifying
algebraic expressions
Factoring polynomials, including
trinomials and difference of
squares
Solving quadratic equations by
factoring, completing the square,
and using the quadratic formula
Graphing lines and understanding
slope-intercept form
Solving systems of linear

equations
Working with exponents, radicals,
and scientific notation

If you have time, also review functions,
doma in  and  range ,  and  bas i c
trigonometry. Even if  these topics are
not heavily tested, they can boost your
confidence  and  help  you  place  into  a
higher  course.

Step 5: Utilize Online
Resources and Study
Aids

You do not need to buy expensive prep
books to succeed. There are many free
and low-cost resources available online.
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Webs i tes  l i ke  Khan  Academy,
Purplemath,  and  PatrickJMT  offer
comprehensive  video  lessons  and
practice  problems.  The  official  College
B o a r d  w e b s i t e  p r o v i d e s  f r e e
ACCUPLACER  practice  questions.  For
the  ALEKS  test,  you  can  find  guided
tutorials  and  sample  assessments.

Additionally,  consider  using  YouTube
channels that specialize in math review.
Search  for  specific  topics  like  "solving
rational  equations"  or  "graphing
exponential  functions."  Watching
someone work through a problem can
clarify steps that seem confusing in a
textbook. Using multiple resources is an
effective  strategy  in  how  to  prepare
for  a  math  placement  test.

Mobile Apps for On-the-Go
Practice

Apps  like  Photomath,  Mathway,  and
Khan  Academy  allow  you  to  practice
anywhere.  Use  these  apps  when  you
have  spare  time,  such  as  during  a
commute  or  while  waiting  for  an
appointment.  Even  ten  minutes  of
practice each day adds up over several
weeks.

Step 6: Take Full-
Length Timed
Practice Tests

After  you  have  reviewed  the  major
topics, take several full-length practice



tests .  S imulate  the  actual  test
environment as closely as possible. Find
a quiet room, set a timer, and do not
use any notes or calculators unless the
test allows them. Taking timed practice
tests builds your stamina and helps you
manage your time effectively.

After  each practice test,  analyze your
mistakes. Did you run out of time? Did
you  make  careless  errors  on  easy
questions?  Did  you  struggle  with  a
specific  topic?  Use  this  feedback  to
adjust your study plan. Many students
find  that  their  scores  improve
significantly  after  just  two or  three full-
length practice tests. This step is non-
negotiable in  how to prepare for a
math placement test.

Step 7: Develop Test-
Taking Strategies

Knowing the material is only part of the
equation. You also need to use smart
test-taking strategies. These techniques
can  help  you  maximize  your  score,
especially on adaptive tests.

Read Each Question Carefully

It is easy to misread a question when
you are nervous.  Take a deep breath
and  read  the  entire  question  before
looking  at  the  answer  choices.
Underl ine  key  words  l ike  "not,"
"always,"  or  "except."  These  small
details can change the correct answer.
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Eliminate Wrong Answers

If you are unsure of the correct answer,
eliminate  the  options  you  know  are
wrong. This increases your chances of
guessing  correctly.  Even  on  adaptive
tests, educated guesses are better than
random ones.

Manage Your Time Wisely

Do not  spend too much time on any
single question. If you are stuck, mark it
for review and move on. You can come
back  to  it  later  if  time  permits.  On
adaptive  tests,  answering  questions
quickly  and  accurately  is  important
because the test adjusts based on your
performance.

Use Scratch Paper Effectively

Write down your steps. This helps you
avoid mental math mistakes and gives
you a visual reference. If you need to
check your work, your scratch paper will
show your process.

Step 8: Reduce Test
Anxiety and Build
Confidence

Math  anxiety  is  real,  and  it  can  affect
your performance even if you know the
material. The best antidote to anxiety is
preparation. When you have practiced
thoroughly, you will feel more confident
walking  into  the  test.  However,  there



are other strategies you can use to stay
calm.

Practice Relaxation
Techniques

Before the test, take several slow, deep
breaths.  Inhale  for  four  seconds,  hold
for  four  seconds,  and exhale  for  four
seconds.  This  simple  technique  can
lower your heart rate and reduce stress.
You  can  also  visual ize  yoursel f
answering  questions  calmly  and
correctly.

Get a Good Night's Sleep

Do  not  stay  up  late  cramming.  Your
brain  consolidates  memories  during
sleep. A full night of rest will help you

recall  information more quickly.  Eat  a
balanced  meal  before  the  test,  and
avoid  excessive  caffeine,  which  can
make  you  jittery.

Arrive Early and Prepared

Give yourself plenty of time to get to
the testing center.  Bring any required
identification,  a  calculator  if  allowed,
and a water bottle. When you are not
rushed, you can focus better.

Step 9: Know What to
Do After the Test

After you complete the placement test,
you will receive your score. If you are
satisfied with the result, register for the
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course you placed into. If you are not
satisfied,  ask  about  retake  options.
Many schools allow you to retake the
test after a waiting period, sometimes
w i t h  a d d i t i o n a l  p r e p a r a t i o n
requirements.

If  you  decide  to  retake  the  test,  use
your score report to identify areas for

improvement.  Focus your  studying on
the topics that pulled your score down.
Some  schools  offer  free  tutoring  or
review  workshops  for  students  who
want to improve their placement. Take
advantage  of  these  resources.
Understanding how to prepare for a
math  placement  test  also  means
knowing


