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INTRODUCTION

Your math placement test can feel like a high-stakes hurdle, but it's actually a powerful tool
designed to help you start your academic journey in the right course. Whether you are entering a
community college, a four-year university, or a graduate program, this exam determines which math
class you will take first—saving you from spending time and money on a course that is either too
basic or too advanced. With proper preparation, you can place into a class that matches your actual
skill level, giving you the best chance to succeed. This guide will walk you through every step of how
to study for a math placement test, from understanding the test format to implementing proven
study strategies. By the end, you will have a clear, actionable plan to boost your score and
confidence.

UNDERSTAND YOUR TEST FORMAT

Types of Math Placement Tests

Before you touch a single algebra problem, find out exactly which test your institution uses.
Common examples include ALEKS, Accuplacer, MPE (Texas), and the SAT/ACT math sections used
for placement. Each has a unique question style, number of questions, time limit, and adaptive
nature. ALEKS, for instance, uses adaptive questioning that continuously adjusts difficulty based on
your answers. Accuplacer is also computer-adaptive but covers arithmetic, algebra, and advanced
topics. Knowing whether you will face multiple choice, free response, or a mix is essential for
targeted practice.

Topics Covered

Every placement exam tests a core set of skills, but the emphasis varies. Typically, you will
encounter:

e Basic arithmetic - fractions, decimals, percentages, and order of operations

* Elementary algebra - solving linear equations, inequalities, exponents, polynomials

* Intermediate algebra - quadratic equations, rational expressions, radicals, systems of
equations

* Geometry and trigonometry - areas, volumes, triangles, right triangle trig, unit circle

e Precalculus and calculus readiness - functions, logarithms, limits, derivatives (for higher
placement)

Check your school’s website or testing center for a detailed breakdown. A clear list of topics will
prevent you from wasting time on material that will not appear.

ASSESS YOUR CURRENT KNOWLEDGE

Take a Diagnostic Practice Test

Start your studying by taking a full-length, timed practice test under real exam conditions. Many
official test providers offer free sample tests online. This initial attempt is not about scoring
perfectly—it is about discovering your baseline. Note your strengths and weaknesses. Did you
breeze through linear equations but struggle with rational expressions? Did factoring triangles
confuse you? Write down every area where you felt unsure or had to guess. This diagnostic becomes
the blueprint for your study plan.

ldentify Weak Areas

Once you have corrected your practice test, categorize each mistake by topic. Use a simple
spreadsheet or notebook to tally errors across arithmetic, algebra, geometry, and advanced topics.
Prioritize the topics where you missed the most questions, but also pay attention to foundational
concepts that appear frequently. If you are weak in exponent rules, you will suffer later when
tackling exponential functions. A targeted approach will yield much faster improvement than a
generic review of all math.

CREATE A STUDY PLAN

Set a Realistic Timeline

How much time do you have before the test? Ideally, give yourself at least four to six weeks. If you
are cramming in one week, focus on high-impact topics like algebra and data analysis. For longer
timelines, build a schedule that dedicates 30-60 minutes per day, five days a week. Spread topics
across sessions rather than cramming everything into one weekend. A consistent daily habit beats
sporadic marathon study sessions every time.
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Break Down Topics by Week

Divide your study period into small, manageable chunks. For example:

Week 1: Arithmetic and basic algebra (fractions, linear equations, exponents)
Week 2: Intermediate algebra (quadratics, factoring, systems of equations)
Week 3: Geometry and trigonometry

Week 4: Functions, graphs, and advanced topics (if needed)

Week 5: Mixed review and full-length practice tests
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Adapt the order based on your diagnostic results. Spend extra time on your weakest areas, but keep
reviewing old topics to prevent forgetting.

Use Spaced Repetition

Instead of studying a topic once and moving on, revisit it at increasing intervals. Review yesterday’s
problems, then again three days later, then a week later. This technique embeds concepts into long-
term memory far more effectively than massed practice. Use digital flashcards (like Anki) or simply
schedule review sessions into your calendar.

GATHER QUALITY RESOURCES

Official Prep Materials

Always start with the test maker’s own resources. For ALEKS, use ALEKS PPL practice modules. For
Accuplacer, visit the College Board'’s official practice tests and study app. These materials mirror the
actual question format and difficulty. Some schools also provide free review sessions or online
tutorials through their math department.

Online Courses and Videos

Khan Academy is an excellent free resource. It offers structured courses in arithmetic, algebra,
geometry, trigonometry, and precalculus, all aligned with typical placement test content. You can
also find playlists specifically for “Accuplacer math prep” or “ALEKS math placement” on YouTube.
Choose videos that explain concepts step-by-step and include practice problems.

Textbooks and Problem Books

If you prefer a printed resource, look for used copies of “College Algebra” or “Precalculus” textbooks
from your local library. More targeted options include “Math Placement Test Prep” workbooks
available on Amazon or from educational publishers. The key is to have plenty of practice problems

with answer explanations. Working through 20-30 problems per topic is a realistic minimum.

FOCUS ON KEY CONCEPTS

Algebraic Fundamentals

Algebra is the backbone of most math placement tests. Master solving linear equations and
inequalities, systems of equations, working with exponents and radicals, factoring quadratic
expressions, and simplifying rational expressions. These skills appear in nearly every section. Do not
move on to geometry until you can solve a quadratic equation without hesitation.

Functions and Graphs

Understanding functions—Ilinear, quadratic, exponential, and logarithmic—is crucial for higher
placement scores. Practice evaluating functions, finding domain and range, and interpreting graphs.
Many placement tests include word problems that require building an equation from a description.
Work on translating phrases like “three times a number decreased by five” into algebraic
expressions.

Geometry and Trigonometry

For tests that include geometry, focus on area and perimeter formulas for common shapes (circles,
triangles, rectangles), the Pythagorean theorem, properties of right triangles, and basic trig ratios
(sine, cosine, tangent) in right triangles. Know the unit circle for sin and cos at 0°, 30°, 45°, 60°, 90°.
Most placement tests do not go beyond these basics.

Calculus Readiness

If your goal is to place into calculus, you will need to be comfortable with polynomial, rational,
exponential, and logarithmic functions. Understand function transformations, composition, and
inverse functions. Review the concept of limits graphically and numerically. Some placement tests
include basic derivative or integral questions, but these are less common.

PRACTICE ACTIVELY

Solve Without Looking at Solutions

Passive reading or watching videos will not build deep understanding. After reviewing a concept,
cover the example and try to solve it yourself. Then check your work. This struggle is essential for
learning. When you get stuck, resist the urge to peek at the answer immediately—try a different
approach or break the problem into smaller steps.
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Time Yourself

Most placement tests are timed. Build test-taking stamina by setting a timer for each practice
session. For example, give yourself 60 seconds per multiple-choice question initially, then gradually
reduce down to the real exam timing. When you take full practice tests, simulate the exact
conditions: quiet room, no phone, no interruptions. This will reduce anxiety on test day.

Review Every Mistake Thoroughly

Getting a problem wrong is a goldmine for learning. Ask yourself: Did | misread the question? Did |
use the wrong formula? Did | make an arithmetic slip? Write the correct solution in your own words.
Understanding why you made a mistake prevents you from repeating it. Create an error log and
review it once a week.

USE TEST-TAKING STRATEGIES

Process of Elimination

On multiple-choice questions, eliminate obviously wrong answers first. For example, if a problem
asks for a positive length and one answer is negative, cross it out. Narrowing down options increases
your chance of guessing correctly. On adaptive tests like ALEKS, you cannot skip questions, so
educated guesses are better than leaving an answer blank.

Manage Your Time

Spend no more than one to two minutes on a single question. If you are stuck, mark it and move on.
Some tests allow you to return to skipped questions, but not all. Know your test’s policy in advance.
For adaptive tests, rushing through early questions can hurt your overall score because they set the
difficulty level. Take time on the first 10-15 questions to ensure accuracy.

Answer Easy Questions First

If the test allows you to navigate freely, do all the questions you find easy first. This builds
momentum and ensures you collect those points. Then tackle the harder ones with the remaining
time. Even on adaptive tests, you can use this strategy mentally: if a question seems too hard,
guess and move forward.

TAKE CARE OF YOURSELF

Sleep, Nutrition, and Exercise

Your brain functions best when it is well-rested. Aim for 7-9 hours of sleep each night during your
study period, especially the night before the test. Eating balanced meals with protein and complex
carbohydrates stabilizes energy. Light exercise like walking or stretching can reduce stress and
improve focus. Avoid cramming all night—it will backfire.

Reduce Test Anxiety

Feeling nervous is normal, but excessive anxiety can block your recall. Practice deep breathing
before studying and on test day. Visualize yourself calmly working through problems. Remind
yourself that placement tests are not pass/fail—they simply guide you to the right class. Even if you
do not score as high as you wanted, you can often retake the test after a prep period.

FINAL REVIEW BEFORE THE TEST

Create Summary Notes

In the last two days before the exam, compile a one-page cheat sheet of the most important
formulas and concepts: quadratic formula, exponent rules, area formulas, trig ratios, etc. Do not try
to study every detail. Instead, use this sheet to spot-check your memory. Review




