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MATH 1 OR MATH
2 SUBJECT TEST:
WHICH ONE
SHOULD YOU
TAKE?

Choosing between the
M a t h  1  o r  M a t h  2
Subject  Test  can  feel
l ike  a  h igh-stakes
decis ion  for  many
c o l l e g e - b o u n d
students.  Both  tests
aim to showcase your
mathematical  abilities,
yet  they  differ  in
scope,  difficulty,  and
the skills  they assess.
Understanding  these
differences  is  crucial
not only for earning a
strong  score  but  also

for  presenting  your
academic profile in  the
best  possible  light  to
a d m i s s i o n s
committees.  In  this
comprehensive  guide,
we ’ l l  b reak  down
everything you need to
know about the Math 1
or Math 2 Subject Test
so  you  can  make  an
informed,  confident
choice.

UNDERSTANDING
THE BASICS OF
MATH 1 AND MATH
2 SUBJECT TESTS

Before  we  dive  into
compar isons ,  i t ’ s
important  to  clarify
what  these  tests  are.
The Math 1 and Math 2
S u b j e c t
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Tests—formerly  known
as SAT Subject Tests in
M a t h e m a t i c s — a r e
standardized  exams
designed to measure a
student’s  mastery  of
h igh  schoo l  math
concepts. Although the
C o l l e g e  B o a r d
discontinued  Subject
Tests  in  2021,  many
universities still accept
these scores as part of
holistic  admissions,
and some international
p r o g r a m s  o r
s c h o l a r s h i p
opportunities  continue
to  reference  them.
Add i t i ona l l y ,  the
decision  framework
remains  valuable  for
students  preparing for
similar assessments or
advanced  placement
exams.
Math  1  covers  topics
typical ly  taught  in
three years of college-
p r e p a r a t o r y
mathematics, including
Algebra  I,  Geometry,

and  some  Algebra  II.
Math  2,  on  the  other
hand,  goes  further,
adding precalculus and
trigonometry.  The  key
distinction  is  depth:
Math  1  i s  b roader
within a lower difficulty
range, while Math 2 is
n a r r o w e r  b u t
significantly  more
challenging.

Content
Coverage
: What
Each Test
Includes
When weighing Math 1
or Math 2 Subject Test
options, content is the
first  major  factor  to
e x a m i n e .  M a t h  1
focuses  on:

Number and
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operations –
including ratios,
proportions, and
complex
numbers at a
basic level.
Algebra and
functions –
linear, quadratic,
and simple
polynomial
functions.
Geometry and
measurement –
Euclidean
geometry,
coordinate
geometry, and
three-
dimensional
solids.
Data analysis,
statistics, and
probability –
interpretation of
graphs, mean,
median, and
basic probability.

Math 2 expands these
topics and adds:

Trigonometry –

right triangle
trig, radian
measure, graphs
of trig functions,
and identities.
Advanced
functions –
exponential,
logarithmic,
rational, inverse,
and
trigonometric
functions.
Precalculus –
conic sections,
sequences,
series, vectors,
matrices, and
polar
coordinates.
Probability and
statistics –
more nuanced
data
interpretation,
standard
deviation, and
expected value.

This  content  difference
means that if you have
not  taken  precalculus
or  trigonometry,  Math
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1  is  likely  the  safer
choice.  Conversely,
strong  precalculus
students  often  find
Math 2 a better match
because it allows them
to demonstrate higher-
level understanding.

DIFFICULTY AND
SCORING: WHAT
THE NUMBERS
REALLY MEAN

A  c o m m o n
misconception  is  that
M a t h  2  i s  s i m p l y
“harder” and therefore
a  lower  score  looks
worse.  In  reality,  the
scoring  curves  are
quite  different.
B e c a u s e  M a t h  2
questions  are  more
advanced,  the  test  is
h a r d e r  f o r  m o s t
students, but the curve
is  more  lenient.  You
c a n  m i s s  m o r e
questions  on  Math  2
and  still  earn  an  800
than you can on Math
1. For instance, a raw

score of  44 out of  50
might yield an 800 on
Math  2,  whereas  on
Math 1 you might need
49  or  50  correct  to
reach the same scaled
score.  This is  because
Math 1  is  taken by  a
w i d e r  r a n g e  o f
students,  including
those who may not be
as strong in math, so a
h igh  r aw  sco re  i s
required to stand out.
When evaluating Math
1  or  Math  2  Subject
Test  scores,  consider
what  percentile  you
are  targeting.  If  you
are  a  s t rong  math
student aiming for top-
tier  universities,  an
800  on  Math  2  is  a
powerful signal. A 700
on Math 1 might  look
weaker in comparison,
e v e n  t h o u g h  t h e
c o n t e n t  i s  l e s s
advanced.  Therefore,
your  choice  should
align  with  your  actual
math  background  and
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your  confidence  in
a c h i e v i n g  a
competitive percentile.

Who
Should
Take
Math 1?
Math  1  is  ideal  for
students  who  have
completed  Algebra  II
and  Geometry  but
have  not  yet  taken
precalculus. It’s also a
good option if you feel
your  strength  lies  in
foundational  algebra
and  geometry  rather
t h a n  a d v a n c e d
t r i g o n o m e t r y  o r
functions.  Additionally,
if  you are applying to
programs  that  do  not
specifically  require
Math 2,  but  you want
to submit a math score
t o  d e m o n s t r a t e

proficiency, Math 1 can
be a solid choice. Some
humanities-oriented
students  also  prefer
Math 1 because it feels
more manageable and
still shows quantitative
competence.

Who
Should
Take
Math 2?
Math 2 is designed for
students  who  have
completed  precalculus
or are currently taking
it.  If  you are planning
t o  m a j o r  i n
engineering,  physics,
computer  science,
economics,  or  any
math-intensive  field,
taking Math 2 sends a
clear message that you
have tackled advanced
concepts.  Moreover,
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m a n y  s e l e c t i v e
colleges  explicit ly
recommend  or  prefer
M a t h  2  f o r  S T E M
applicants. Even if you
score  slightly  lower
than a  perfect  800,  a
strong  Math  2  score
(e.g.,  750–800)  can
outweigh  a  perfect
Math 1 score because
i t  demonstrates  a
h i g h e r  l e v e l  o f
coursework.

PREPARATION
STRATEGIES: HOW
TO EXCEL ON
EITHER TEST

Regardless of  whether
you choose Math 1 or
Math  2  Subject  Test,
preparation  is  key.
B o t h  e x a m s  a r e
content-driven,  so
reviewing  the  specific
topics  l isted  in  the
official  test
specifications  is
essential.  Here  are
s o m e  s t r a t e g i e s
tailored  to  each:

Preparing
for Math
1
Focus  on  speed  and
accuracy .  Ma th  1
questions  are  more
straightforward  but
numerous, so you need
to  avo id  ca re less
errors.  Practice  with
official  College  Board
tests  (if  available)  or
high-quality third-party
resources. Key areas to
strengthen include:

Solving linear
and quadratic
equations
quickly.
Mastering
geometry
formulas for
area, volume,
and coordinate
geometry.
Interpreting data
tables and



Math 1 Or Math 2 Subject Test 7

7

graphs
efficiently.
Understanding
basic probability
without
overcomplicating
.

Time  management  is
critical.  You  have  60
m i n u t e s  f o r  5 0
questions, so you need
roughly  1.2  minutes
per  question.  Practice
pacing yourself so that
you can complete  the
test without rushing in
the final minutes.

Preparing
for Math
2
M a t h  2  d e m a n d s
deeper  conceptual
understanding. It is not
enough  to  memorize
formulas;  you need to
a p p l y  t h e m  i n
unfamiliar  contexts.

Focus  on:

Trigonometry:
identities, solving
equations, and
graphing.
Functions:
domains, ranges,
transformations,
and
compositions.
Precalculus
topics like conic
sections, polar
coordinates, and
vectors.
Statistics:
standard
deviation, normal
distribution, and
curve fitting.

Use advanced practice
books  and  on l i ne
r e s o u r c e s .  M a n y
students  find  that
taking  a  precalculus
course concurrently or
just  after  completion
yields the best results.
S ince  the  curve  is
forgiving,  you  can
afford  to  skip  a  few
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hard  ques t i ons  i f
needed, but you should
still  aim to  answer  at
leas t  45  o f  the  50
questions.

MAKING THE
DECISION: A STEP-
BY-STEP
FRAMEWORK

S t i l l  u n d e c i d e d
between  Math  1  or
Math  2  Subject  Test?
Here  is  a  pract ical
framework:

Assess your1.
current math
class. If you are
in Algebra II or
Geometry, take
Math 1. If you are
in Precalculus or
Calculus, take
Math 2.
Review your2.
target
colleges’
requirements.
Some schools
explicitly state
“Math Level 2

recommended
for engineering
applicants.”
Follow their
guidance.
Take a3.
diagnostic test
for each. Use
official practice
exams to get a
baseline score.
Compare your
percentile
rankings—a 700
on Math 2 might
be a higher
percentile than a
750 on Math 1.
Consider your4.
intended
major. STEM
majors benefit
from Math 2.
Non-STEM majors
can choose
either, but Math
1 may be
sufficient.
Evaluate your5.
confidence. If
you struggle with
advanced
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trigonometry or
functions, Math 1
may yield a
better absolute
score, which can
be more
reassuring for
applications.

COMMON
MISCONCEPTIONS
ABOUT MATH 1 OR
MATH 2 SUBJECT
TEST

Let’s  clear  up  a  few
myths:

“Math 2 is
always better.”
Not true. If you
haven’t studied
the material,
you’ll score
lower. A strong
Math 1 score is
better than a
weak Math 2
score.
“You need to
get 50/50 for
an 800 on Math
2.” As noted, the

curve is more
generous. Many
students score
800 with 44–45
correct.
“Colleges
prefer Math 2
even for
humanities
applicants.”
Generally, no.
Humanities
programs value
solid quantitative
skills, but they
do not require
the highest-level
math test. Math
1 is perfectly
acceptable.

CONCLUSION

Ultimately, the decision
between  Math  1  or
Math  2  Subject  Test
comes  down  to  your
i n d i v i d u a l  m a t h
background,  your
college goals, and your
test-taking  strengths.
Both  exams  offer
o p p o r t u n i t i e s  t o
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d e m o n s t r a t e
competence,  but  the
r i g h t  c h o i c e  c a n
e n h a n c e  y o u r
application by aligning
with  your  academic
story. Take the time to
a s s e s s  y o u r
preparation  honestly,
consu l t  your  h igh
school math teacher or

counselor,  and  use
official  practice
materials  to  gauge
where  you  s tand .
Whichever  path  you
c h o o s e ,  f o c u s e d
preparation and a clear
understanding  of  the
test structure will help
you  achieve  a  score
you can be proud of.


