Wednesday, February 4, 2009 .

Acalanes High School ¢ Bentley School ¢ Burton Valley * Camino
Pablo Campolindo  Contra Costa Jewish Day School * Del Rey
Donald L. Rheem * Glorietta * Happy Valley ¢ Joaquin Moraga

” 925-377-0977

Lamorinda Schools
College Admissions: The Big Tests

www.lamorindaweekly.com LAMORINDA WEEKLY Page: 15

Lafayette Elementary * Los Perales ¢ Miramonte ¢ Orinda Academy
Orinda Intermediate  Saklan Valley School ¢ Sleepy Hollow
Springhill « Stanley Middle ¢ St. Perpetua School « Wagner Ranch

New Ownership

By Elizabeth A. LaScala, Ph.D.

here are few topics that flood

my Inbox more than questions
about standardized testing. If you
plan to apply to one or more selec-
tive colleges and universities in the
United States, you already know—
or will shortly discover—that most
require applicants to submit scores
from one or more standardized tests.
The big tests are the SAT and the
ACT.

The latest version of the SAT
has 3 sections—critical reading,
math and the newest section, writ-
ing, which requires students to com-
pose a short essay in response to a
prompt as well as answer multiple
choice questions. Generally, scores
on the SAT are tied to critical think-
ing and problem solving skills. The
SAT is “coachable” so students who
put in the time and effort (and par-
ents who write checks) can often im-
prove their scores.

The other big test is the ACT.
It has its origins in the American
College Testing Program which
began in 1959 at the University of
Iowa. The ACT was once used ex-
clusively in the Midwest and South,
but it is now popular throughout the
country. The ACT is more content
oriented than the SAT, and ACT
questions are more directly tied to
what a student learns in grades 7
through 12. The ACT focuses on 4
areas—English, math, reading and
science reasoning. There is an op-
tional writing component, and I rec-

ommend students take it. It is re-
quired by many colleges, and the
scores can help determine the stu-
dent’s placement in college course-
work. Virtually all schools that
require a student to take standard-
ized admission tests will accept
scores from the SAT or the ACT, and
many students submit both.

So now you are probably
wondering “What test should I take
and how much do these scores really
matter in the actual admissions
process?” Students often take the
ACT and the SAT and then decide
which test they prefer. There is a
high correlation between perform-
ance on the SAT and ACT, but once
in a while a student performs much
better on one of them. If so, this is
the test on which to focus your at-
tention.

Students often ask how much
test scores matter. Frequent mail-
ings, popular press, college rankings
and the general hype surrounding
college admissions can vastly distort
the importance students place on
standardized tests. The most recent
report by NACAC (National Asso-
ciation for College Admission
Counseling) states that although test
scores count significantly in the
evaluation of a student’s academic
strengths, the overall GPA and rigor
of coursework take precedence.

Another common concern is
when to test and how to prepare.
Most experts recommend students

take one round of standardized tests
by the end of the junior year. Al-
though test preparation can be help-
ful, it important not to crowd your
school schedule with excessive test
preparation at the expense of your
grades. Many of my clients take
their first SAT and/or ACT with
minimal preparation in the spring of
their junior year. Some wait until
summer. After they get their score
reports, they have more information
about where to focus further prepa-
ration. [ also recommend that stu-
dents take free practice tests.
Several reputable companies offer
proctored practice tests which are
scored and sent back, often with
valuable feedback. This strategy can
be helpful because the scores do not
become part of the permanent
record, and the student benefits from
the practice and analysis of results.
Of course there are always students
who want to prepare more exten-
sively. The kind of preparation you
choose depends on what kind of
learner you are and what you can af-
ford in terms of time and money. If
you benefit from structure and as-
signments to stay on track, a group
seminar approach can do the trick.
If you are a more independent and
self directed learner, you can study
on your own. If costis a factor, there
are several good study guides and
software programs available. My
guiding philosophy is that the best
preparation for both tests is doing

the best academic work possible.
Then you can focus test prep on test-
taking strategies rather than subject
matter.

A Word on Score Choice

The College Board an-
nounced Score Choice in June 2008.
As announced to the public, Score
Choice is intended to reduce student
stress by allowing students to decide
which scores to send to colleges. In
the past, students had to submit all
scores. Since this announcement the
college admissions world has pon-
dered, debated, and criticized the
policy from every imaginable angle.
One common view is that the policy
favors wealthier students who can
afford extensive preparation and
multiple testing attempts. Whether
the focus is on issues of equity or
how the test prep industry benefits
from a business perspective, the
facts that students should know are
very simple:

Students now have a choice of
which SAT scores to provide admis-
sions officers. Colleges have always
determined their own admissions re-
quirements and that has not changed
one iota because of Score Choice.
Since Score Choice was announced,
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institutions across the nation are an-
nouncing their policies with respect
to it. For example, Yale University
recently announced that it will re-
quire applicants to send all scores
from all test sittings.

My concern as a college advi-
sor is that the already complex ad-
missions process may become more
stressful than ever. Some colleges
may want to see all scores, others
may permit students to choose;
meanwhile, a student must pay strict
attention to each college’s policy in
order to know what to send and
when. This could potentially lead to
gaps in applications and missed
deadlines while a student waits for
the most recent round of test scores.
My advice to students is to prepare
well for whatever test(s) you choose
to take, and use practice tests to gain

confidence and improve chances fot
better scores. Then take the test and
send the scores. And put standard-
ized testing behind you, relax, and
move on to the next step in the col-
lege admissions process.

Elizabeth LaScala, Ph.D. is a cer-
tified college advisor who lives
and works in Lafayette. Dr. LaS-
cala draws on 20 years of
higher education experience to
help guide and support the col-
lege admissions process for stu-
dents and their families. She
has 3 children—one a graduate
of Cal Poly (San Luis Obispo),
one a sophomore at MIT and
the youngest, a junior in high
school. Contact Dr. LaScala at
(925) 891-4491 or
elizabeth@doingcollege.com.

Miramonte Benefit:

Heart of the Home Kitchen Tour—February 11th
By Andrea A. Firth
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Sara Menke with daughter Peyton and son Asher are pictured at the five-seat dining bar in
their newly remodeled kitchen in Orinda

he upcoming Heart of the

Home Kitchen Tour will
showcase six beautifully remod-
eled kitchens throughout Orinda.
From 9:30am to 12:30pm on
February 11th, patrons are invited
to visit the variety of homes and
kitchens that have been assem-
bled for the Tour ranging from a
contemporary Italian-styled
kitchen within a vintage 1930’s
Art Deco home to a country-style
kitchen featuring a warm color
palette with copper hood and sink
to a cozy family kitchen with a
baking station, seating nook, and
recycling features.

Not to be missed is the
newly remodeled kitchen and
pantry in the Menke family’s
Mediterranean style home. It’s
worth the mile-long trek up their
steep and winding street to enjoy
the vista and witness the transfor-
mation of this 1950’s cinderblock
home into an Italian paradise.
“Supposedly this house was built
with more cement than any house

in Orinda,” states Sara Menke, “It
even has a bomb shelter.”

Sara, her husband, and
three young children have lived
in the home for three years. They
worked with Orinda contractor
Jerry Texdale to convert what
had been a red-walled kitchen
with shiny, black marble tops
into a warm, open contemporary-
styled kitchen with Italian ac-
cents that more aptly suits the
style of the home and their fam-
ily. The deep brown cabinets are
made with an exotic Italian
wood, appropriately named
Penelli Sapelli, and paired with
honed granite in honey black
sand and warm yellow and sand-
colored tones on the walls and
floors. The kitchen includes kid-
friendly refrigerator drawers and
a family-fitting, five-seat dining
bar. A spacious pantry adjacent to
the kitchen houses a large refrig-
erator and looks out onto the
patio. Large six to eight foot win-
dows provide impressive views
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of the Moraga Valley on one side
and Lost Valley and the Oakland
Hills on the other.

The Heart of the Home
Kitchen Tour will also include
designers from Studio Mehler in
San Francisco, who will be on
hand in two kitchens to answer
questions. Orinda-based artist
Allison McCrady will offer four
paintings in a silent auction and
Ron Morgan of Loot in
Lafayette will provide a floral
arrangement for the raffle. Sev-
eral other prizes will be avail-
able for raffle ticket purchase at
the kitchens. Proceeds from the
Tour will go toward grad night
for the current Miramonte Jun-
ior class.

Tour tickets cost $25.00 and
are available at McDonnell Nurs-
ery, Orinda Books, Entourage,
Allison McCrady Gallery, Lazy
K Nursery. Miramonte families
can also purchase through the
school’s web store.

Tour Hotline: 925 235-7232.
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One Warm Coat Drive - Over 55 girls from Rheem Elementary school attended a Hawaiian themed party
hosted by 8th grade JM Girl Scout Troop #1540. Guests were asked to bring a used coat to donate to the "One
Warm Coat" organization. 84 Coats were collected and donated to the Monument Crisis Center in Concord.

Submitted by Karen Seyranian
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