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UNDERSTANDING THE SAT
JAPANESE SUBJECT TEST

The  SAT  Japanese  Subject  Test  is  a
standardized exam designed to evaluate
a  student’s  proficiency  in  the  Japanese
language.  Administered by the College
Board, this test was previously part of
the SAT Subject Tests suite.  While the
College  Board  discontinued  Subject
Tests  in  the  United  States  after  June
2021,  many international  students and

inst i tut ions  st i l l  reference  th is
assessment  for  placement,  scholarship
considerations,  or  as  a  benchmark  of
language ability. For those who took the
test earlier, or for learners who wish to
understand  the  structure  and  content,
the SAT Japanese Subject Test remains a
valuable  tool  for  measuring  listening
comprehension,  reading  skills,  and
knowledge  of  Japanese  grammar  and
vocabulary.
In  this  comprehensive  guide,  we’ll
explore  everything  you  need  to  know
about the SAT Japanese Subject Test: its
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format,  content  areas,  scor ing,
preparation  strategies,  and  how  it
compares  to  other  Japanese  proficiency
exams. Whether you are a high school
student  planning  to  take  the  test,  a
parent helping your child prepare, or an
educator looking for reliable assessment
information,  this  article  will  provide
clear,  actionable  insights.

What Is the SAT
Japanese Subject
Test?
The SAT Japanese  Subject  Test  was  a
one-hour,  multiple-choice  exam  that
measured  a  student’s  abi l i ty  to

understand  wr i t ten  and  spoken
Japanese. It assumed approximately two
to  four  years  of  high  school  Japanese
study or equivalent experience. The test
was offered only once or twice per year,
typically in May or June, and was scored
on a scale of 200 to 800.
Unlike general SAT tests, which focus on
reasoning and critical  thinking,  subject
tests  like  Japanese  directly  evaluate
content knowledge and language skills.
The  SAT  Japanese  Subject  Test
specifically  assessed:

Listening comprehension –
understanding short spoken
dialogues and narratives.
Reading comprehension –
interpreting authentic texts such
as signs, advertisements, and
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short passages.
Vocabulary and grammar –
knowledge of common kanji,
particles, verb conjugations, and
sentence structures.

Because the test was discontinued in the
U.S.,  students  now  often  turn  to  the
Japanese  Language  Proficiency  Test
(JLPT) or the AP Japanese Language and
Culture  Exam.  However,  for  college
admissions purposes, some international
s t u d e n t s  m a y  s t i l l  e n c o u n t e r
requirements  for  Subject  Test  scores,
especially  if  they  apply  to  universities
outside the United States or to programs
that previously required them.

Test Format and
Content
The SAT Japanese Subject Test consisted
of  approximately  80  to  85  multiple-
choice  questions.  The  entire  test  was
divided into two main sections: listening
and reading. The listening section lasted
about  20  minutes  and  included  30–35
questions. The reading section covered
the  remaining  40–50  questions  and
lasted  about  40  minutes.

LISTENING SECTION

In the listening portion, test takers heard
short  recordings  of  native  Japanese
speakers.  These  recordings  included
e v e r y d a y  c o n v e r s a t i o n s ,
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announcements,  and  brief  narratives.
Students answered questions about the
main  idea,  specific  details,  and  implied
meanings.  The  listening  component
tested  both  formal  and  informal
Japanese, and some questions required
understanding of cultural context. Each
recording  was  played  only  once,  so
active listening was essential.

READING SECTION

The reading section evaluated the ability
to  understand  written  Japanese.
Questions  covered:

Kanji recognition – identifying
correct readings and meanings of
common kanji.
Vocabulary in context –
choosing the appropriate word or

phrase to complete a sentence.
Grammatical structures –
selecting correct particles, verb
forms, and sentence connectors.
Reading comprehension –
interpreting passages on topics
such as daily life, culture, and
history.

All  writing  in  the  reading  section
included  both  kanji  and  kana,  so
s tudents  were  expec ted  to  be
comfortable  with  at  least  300  to  500
kanji  characters.  The difficulty  level  was
comparable to the N3 level of the JLPT,
though the format differed.
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Scoring and
Reporting
Each correct answer earned one point,
and there was no penalty for guessing
(unlike  the  general  SAT  at  that  time).
The raw score was converted to a scaled
score  between  200  and  800.  The
average  score  for  the  SAT  Japanese
Subject  Test  was  typically  around
600–650, and a score of 700 or above
was considered strong. Percentile ranks
were  also  provided  to  help  colleges
understand  a  student’s  performance
relative  to  other  test  takers.
Because  the  test  is  no  longer  offered,
s tudents  may  need  to  p rov ide
alternative  evidence  of  Japanese

proficiency,  such  as  AP  scores,  JLPT
certificates,  or  transcripts  showing
grades in Japanese courses. However, if
a student took the SAT Japanese Subject
Test in the past, they can still  request
score reports from the College Board.

Preparing for the
SAT Japanese
Subject Test
Although  the  test  is  discontinued,
s tudents  prepar ing  for  s imi lar
assessments  can  still  benefit  from
understanding its preparation strategies.
For  anyone  learning  Japanese  for  a
subject  test,  consistent  practice  and
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immersion  are  key.

BUILD A STRONG VOCABULARY AND
KANJI FOUNDATION

Master high-frequency kanji (up to grade
2 or 3 level in the Japanese education
system).  Use  flashcards,  spaced
repetition apps, and practice writing to
memorize readings and meanings. Aim
to  recognize  at  least  400  kanji  in
context.

PRACTICE LISTENING DAILY

Listen  to  Japanese  podcasts,  watch
anime or drama with Japanese subtitles,
and try to shadow native speakers. The
listening  section  of  the  SAT  Japanese
Subject  Test  required  speed  and
accuracy, so training your ear to various

speeds and dialects is helpful.

STUDY GRAMMAR AND SENTENCE
PATTERNS

Focus  on  particles  (は、が、を、に、で、へ、と),
verb  conjugations  (te-form,  ta-form,
passive, causative), and polite vs. plain
forms. Use textbooks like Genki or Minna
no Nihongo  to  cover  N4 and N3 level
grammar.

TAKE PRACTICE TESTS

Although  official  practice  materials  for
the  SAT  Japanese  Subject  Test  are
limited,  you  can  find  sample  questions
online  or  in  old  College  Board  books.
Time  yoursel f  to  s imulate  exam
conditions.  Analyze  your  mistakes  to
identify weak areas.
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Comparison with
Other Japanese
Tests
Students  often  wonder  how  the  SAT
Japanese Subject Test compares to the
JLPT or the AP Japanese Exam. Here is a
brief overview:

JLPT (Japanese Language
Proficiency Test): Focuses purely
on listening and reading, with no
speaking or writing. The SAT
Japanese Subject Test was similar
in that it did not include a writing
or speaking component, but it
placed more emphasis on cultural

context and kanji recognition. The
JLPT N3 is roughly equivalent to
the SAT Japanese Subject Test in
difficulty, but the formats differ.
AP Japanese Language and
Culture: This exam includes
speaking and writing tasks, plus
cultural knowledge. It is more
comprehensive than the SAT
Japanese Subject Test and is
recognized by many U.S. colleges
for credit or placement. The AP
exam is also still active, unlike the
discontinued Subject Test.

For  s tudents  target ing  co l lege
admissions in the United States, the AP
Japanese Exam is now the more relevant
choice. However, if you are applying to a
university that accepted the SAT Subject
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Test  historically,  check  their  current
policy.  Some  international  universities
still value the SAT Subject Test scores if
t h e y  w e r e  t a k e n  b e f o r e  t h e
discontinuation.

Why Consider
the SAT Japanese
Subject Test
(Historical
Context)
Before  2021,  many  selective  colleges
recommended  or  required  two  SAT
Subject  Tests.  For  students  proficient  in

Japanese, the SAT Japanese Subject Test
was  an  excellent  way  to  demonstrate
language  ability  and  stand  out  in
applications. Even though the test is no
longer offered, legacy scores can still be
reported.  Moreover,  understanding  the
test’s  structure  helps  current  learners
gauge their proficiency level and prepare
for other exams.
For  international  students,  especially
those in countries where the SAT Subject
Tests were administered after 2021 (the
College  Board  discontinued  them
globally  at  the end of  2021),  the  test
may  still  be  relevant  if  they  took  it
earlier. However, no new administrations
are available.
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Alternatives and
Next Steps
I f  you  are  a  high  school  student
interested in showcasing your Japanese
skills for college, consider the following
alternatives:

AP Japanese Language and1.
Culture Exam – offered annually,
includes multiple-choice and free-
response sections, and is accepted
by most U.S. colleges.
JLPT – widely recognized by2.
employers and universities in
Japan and internationally. Levels
N2 and N1 are especially valued.
Japanese language courses3.

with high grades – transcript
evidence can be compelling if
supported by teacher
recommendations.
Portfolio or oral interview –4.
some colleges allow you to
demonstrate proficiency through
an interview or writing sample.

If  you  have  already  taken  the  SAT
Japanese Subject Test, be sure to include
your score in the testing section of your
college  applications.  A  strong  score
(700+) can still add value, especially if
you are applying for Japanese language
programs or international studies.
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Preparation
Resources
To  build  skills  equivalent  to  the  SAT
Japanese Subject Test, use the following
resources:

Textbooks: Genki I and II, Minna
no Nihongo, Japanese for Busy
People.
Kanji study: Remembering the
Kanji by James Heisig, or apps like
WaniKani and Anki.
Listening practice: NHK News
Easy, JapanesePod101, and Netflix
with Japanese audio.
Practice exams: Look for retired
SAT Japanese Subject Test

questions on the College Board
website (archived) or in second-
hand prep books.

CONCLUSION

The SAT Japanese Subject Test was once
a valuable  tool  for  students  aiming to
demonstrate  their  Japanese  language
proficiency to colleges. Although the test
has been discontinued, its structure and
content  remain  instructive  for  anyone
seeking  to  assess  or  improve  their
Japanese  skills.  By  understanding  the
listening  and  reading  demands  of  the
exam, students can better  prepare for
alternative  assessments  like  the  AP
Japanese Exam or the JLPT. Ultimately,
consistent  study,  authentic  language
exposure,  and  a  solid  grasp  of  kanji,
grammar,  and  culture  will  serve  any
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learner well—whether they are preparing
for  a  standardized  test  or  simply
pursuing fluency. If you have a past SAT
Japanese  Subject  Test  score,  use  it

confidently;  if  you  are  starting  your
journey,  explore  the  many  other
pathways  to  certify  your  Japanese
ability.


