SAT vs. ACT: In a Nutshell, How do the Tests Compare?

	What is the difference between the SAT and ACT? They’re both standardized tests and they both factor into the college admissions process. To learn about the differences between the two tests and how they compare, take a look at the chart below.
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When is it administered?

Seven times per year

Six times per year

What is the test structure?

Ten-section exam: Three Critical Reading, three Math, three Writing, and one Experimental. The Experimental section is masked to look like a regular section. 

Four-section exam: English, Math, Reading, and Science Reasoning. An Experimental section is added to tests on certain dates only, and is clearly experimental. 

What is the test content? 

Math: up to 9th grade basic geometry and Algebra II. Science: none.
Reading: sentence completions, short and long critical reading passages, reading comprehension. 
Writing: an essay, and questions testing grammar, usage, and word choice. 

Math: up to trigonometry. Science: charts, experiments. Reading: four passages, one each of Prose Fiction, Social Science, Humanities, and Natural Science. 
English: stresses grammar. 

Is there a penalty for wrong answers?

Yes

No

How is the test scored? 

200-800 per section, added together for a combined score. A 2400 is the highest possible combined score. 

1-36 for each subject, averaged for a composite score. A 36 is the highest possible composite score.

Are all scores sent to schools? 

Yes. If a student requests a score report be sent to specific colleges, the report will include the scores the student received on every SAT taken. 

No. There is a "Score Choice" option. Students can choose which schools will receive their scores AND which scores the schools will see. 

Are there other uses for the exams? 

Scholarship purposes. 

Scholarship purposes. Certain statewide testing programs. 

Best time to register?

At least six weeks before the test date

At least four weeks before the test date



	


Online practice exams can be taken at the following websites:

www.collegeplanning.nelnet.net
www.collegeboard.com
www.number2.com
Small group or private tutoring opportunities:

The Princeton Review: 1-800-2Review   (800-273-8439)

Kaplan: 1-800-KapTest   (1-800-527-8378)
ABOUT THE SAT

The SAT is the test used by most colleges to help decide whether to admit students or not (along with GPA, transcript, recommendations, etc.). Not all schools require the SAT, but the majority of them do. The SAT is the most well-known, with the ACT close behind. 

Where does the SAT come from?

From a dark and cold place... No, not really! It comes from the Educational Testing Service (ETS). ETS is paid by The College Board to create the test. Both groups are private companies.

How is the SAT scored?

There are 3 sections: Critical Reading, Math, and Writing. Each section is scored from 200 to 800. The lowest score you can get on the SAT is a 600; the highest score is a 2400. 

How important are SAT scores?

The weight placed on SAT scores varies from school to school. Colleges and universities also consider high school grade point average and academic transcript, letters of recommendation, interviews, and personal essays when deciding on admissions. In addition, virtually all U.S. colleges and universities will accept ACT scores in lieu of SAT scores. For more specific information about the weight of your scores, contact the admissions offices at the schools you apply to.

Can I cancel my scores?

Yes. If you finish the test and think you want to cancel your scores, you should ask the test supervisor for a "Request to Cancel Test Scores" form. You can submit the completed form immediately at the testing center, or you can think about it for a day or two before mailing it to ETS. However, ETS must receive your request form no later than the Wednesday after the test.

How long is it?

3 hours and 45 minutes

When should I start prepping?

Give yourself 4 to 8 weeks to prepare for the SAT. If you prep with us during the summer, we'll give you a free full-length practice test and wrap-up course session right before your test in the fall. 

How do I register for the SAT?

Registration deadlines fall approximately 5 weeks before each test date. To register by mail, fill out the registration form in the College Board's Bulletin for the SAT Program. You can get a free copy of this publication from your school's guidance counselor, or call ETS at 609-771-7600 and they'll send you one free of charge. You can also register online at www.collegeboard.com.
SAT SECTIONS
Each section of the test is scored on the same point system. You get 200 points for signing your name, and each question you get right gets you closer to a perfect score of 800 in each section. The lowest total score of all three sections combined is 600, with the highest total score of 2400.
MATH

The Math Section consists of problem solving and grid-in questions. You'll answer questions on topics you've learned in school, including basic arithmetic, Algebra I & II, and Geometry. There are some triangle questions on the PSAT and SAT, but you will not have to know trig to solve them. A few things to study include: Sets, Absolute Value, Radical Equations, Exponents, and Functions. Calculator use is allowed, but not required.
What types of math questions are on the SAT?

There are 54 Math questions broken down into 2 question types: 44, multiple-choice, problem solving questions and 10, student produced grid-in questions. You'll have three math sections; Two 25-minute sections and One 20-minute section. (70 minutes total)

CRITICAL READING
The Critical Reading Section is supposed to test reading comprehension skills. But don't worry! Even the most apprehensive reader can do well on it.

What types of verbal questions are on the SAT?

There are 67 questions broken down into 2 question types: 48 Reading Comprehension questions and 19 Sentence Completions. You'll have three sections; Two 25-minute sections and One 20-minute section. (70 minutes total)
ESSAY (Writing Section)

The essay will require students to read an 80-word passage that makes a statement or claim. Students need to read the passage and write a response to it in which they state a position and back it up with examples from schoolwork, literature, history, or their own experience. The essay doesn't test writing ability, as much as it does other skills, such as organization, idea development, or your ability to support an argument. In fact, the average essay will be graded in just under 2 minutes.
What types of writing questions are on the SAT?

There are 49 Grammar questions broken down into 3 question types, which test you on your grammar, word choice, and usage. You'll have three sections; One 25-minute section, One 10-minute section, and One 25 minute essay. (70 minutes total) The three question types are as follows:
Identify Errors: You'll be presented with a sentence that may or may not have a grammatical or syntax error in it. You'll be asked to identify the error, or indicate if there is no error. 

Sentence Improvement: Students will be asked to look at a sentence and try to improve it, without changing its meaning. 

Paragraph Improvement: These are just like the improving sentence questions except...you guessed it...you'll be looking at and improving paragraphs.

ABOUT THE ACT

Most colleges accept the ACT in lieu of the SAT. One great advantage is that you can take the test several times and choose which score to submit. In February 2005 an optional essay was added to the ACT. Some schools may require the essay, so be sure to ask before you take the test.
How is the ACT scored?
You will receive two sets of scores on the ACT; a Composite Score and Sub-Scores.
Composite Score

You'll earn one score (1 to 36) on each section of the test (English, Math, Reading & Science), and a composite score, which is an average of these 4 sections. Usually, when people ask about your ACT score, they're referring to your composite score. The composite score falls between 1 and 36. The national average is about 21. 

If, for example, you scored 31 on the English, 30 on the Math, 29 on the Reading, and 30 on the Science Section, your composite score would be 30. 
Sub-scores

You'll receive sub-scores in English, Math, and Reading that range between 1 and 18. These scores provide you with more detail about your test performance, but they are not actually used by colleges or universities. 
If you take the Writing Test, you will receive a Writing Test sub-score and a Combined English/ Writing score. The Combined English/Writing score is created by using a formula that weights the English Test score two-thirds and the Writing Test score one-third to form a combined score. This combined score is then reported on a 1-36 scale. (Taking the Writing Test does not affect subject area scores or the Composite score.)

How important are my ACT scores?

The weight placed on ACT scores varies from school to school. Other important factors that schools consider in their admissions decisions are your high school GPA, academic transcript, letters of recommendation, interviews, and personal essays. In addition, virtually all U.S. colleges and universities will accept SAT scores in lieu of ACT scores.) For more specific information on the importance of ACT scores at the schools to which you are applying, contact the admissions offices at those schools. 

Can I cancel my scores?

No. However, you may retake the ACT as many times as you wish, and your scores from each test date are reported separately. Therefore, when you have your ACT scores sent to colleges, you can elect to send only the scores from your most successful test date(s).
How long is it?
Actual testing time is 2 hours and 55 minutes; but with the added 30 minute Writing Test, total testing time is 3 hours, 30 minutes
When should I take the ACT?
The ACT is offered nationally every year in October, December, February, April, and June. It is also given in September in select cities. Students have traditionally taken the ACT in the spring of their junior year and, if necessary, again in the fall of their senior year. However, more and more students are choosing to take their first ACT earlier, such as during the fall of their junior year. This gives them more flexibility to retake the ACT one or more times, or to take the SAT or SAT Subject Tests.

How do I register for the ACT?
Registration deadlines fall approximately five weeks before each test date. You can get registration materials from your school's guidance counselor, or call ACT, Inc. at 319-337-1270 and they'll send you a registration packet. You can also register online at www.act.org.
ACT SECTIONS
Each section of the test is multiple choice, and receives a score between 1 – 36.

ENGLISH
The English Test includes 5 passages to read. Portions of the passages will be underlined, and you must decide whether these portions are correct as they stand, or whether one of the answer choices is better. This is a 45 minute section with 75 questions, with an optional 30 minute essay component. (See WRITING for details) Examples of English content:

Usage/Mechanics - Look out for modifying phrases followed by commas - is the noun being modified right after the comma? Misplaced modifiers are an example of a common tested element. 

Rhetorical Skills - The largest number of style errors stems from redundancy. Put simply, redundancy means saying the same thing twice. (Ex. Cheap and inexpensive gifts can be found in the shopping district) 
MATH
Questions on the ACT Math Section are pretty straightforward and cover topics from a typical high school math class. Geometry questions account for a greater percentage of the ACT Math Section than do any other type of question. This is a 60 minute section with 60 questions. Use of a calculator is allowed. Examples of Math content: 
Pre and Elementary Algebra - Algebra is all about solving for an unknown quantity. The unknown is usually represented by a variable such as x or y. (Ex. 3x + 7 = 28)

Intermediate Algebra/Coordinate Geometry - Some coordinate geometry questions can be solved by putting them into the format y = mx + b, where m is the slope of the line and b is the y intercept. Your calculator should be able to do this for you.

Plane Geometry/Trigonometry - There are only four trig questions on the ACT. Two of these questions are among the easiest on the test, and you should plan to do them even if you never took trigonometry. Questions based on right triangle relationships (SOHCAHTOA) are frequently seen.
READING

The Reading Section is based on 4 types of passages: prose fiction, social studies, humanities, and natural sciences. The passages are usually excerpts from various books and magazines. This is a 35 minute section with 40 questions. Examples of Reading content:

Prose Fiction - Usually a short story or a selection from a short story or novel.

Social Studies - Passages in this category cover a wide array of topics. Expect to run into subjects like anthropology, archaeology, business, economics, sociology, psychology, political science, education, geography, or history.

Humanities - Film, language, literary criticism, music, philosophy, radio, TV, theater, personal essays, memoirs, architecture, art, and dance are all topics you may encounter on the Humanities passage.

Natural Sciences - From astronomy to zoology, anything related to science would be used for this type of passage. 
SCIENCE

Even though the word "science" appears in the title, this section doesn’t resemble the science tests you’ve had in high school. This section presents you with science-based passages and requires that you answer questions about them. This is a 35 minute section with 40 questions. Examples of Science content: 
Data Representation - Expect to be tested on your ability to read graphs, tables, diagrams, and illustrations.

Research Summaries - These passages are easy to spot; they have six questions attached to them. Questions deal with interpreting results and designing experiments.

Conflicting Viewpoints - These passages typically present two or three conflicting viewpoints on a scientific phenomenon. Students are tested on their ability to understand, analyze, and compare alternate viewpoints and hypotheses. 

WRITING
This is an optional 30 minute component which will be combined with the English score. Each essay will be evaluated on the evidence it gives of the student's ability to do the following:

· express judgments by taking a position on the issue in the writing prompt 

· maintain a focus on the topic throughout the essay 

· develop a position by using logical reasoning and by supporting their ideas 

· organize ideas in a logical way 

· use language clearly and effectively according to the rules of standard written English 

Students' essays will be scored holistically — that is, on the basis of the overall impression created by all the elements of the writing. Two trained readers will read each student's essay, each giving it a rating from 1 (low) to 6 (high). 

The sum of those ratings is the Writing sub-score, which can range from 2 to 12. If the readers' ratings disagree by more than one point, a third reader will evaluate the essay and resolve the discrepancy. In addition to the sub-score, students receive positive and constructive feedback on their essays in the form of reader comments.

Scoring Guidelines

These are the descriptions of scoring criteria that trained raters will follow to determine the score (1–6) for each essay.

Score 6 = Essays within this score range demonstrate effective skill in responding to the task. 

The essay shows a clear understanding of the task. The essay takes a position on the issue and may offer a critical context for discussion. The essay addresses complexity by examining different perspectives on the issue, or by evaluating the implications and/or complications of the issue, or by fully responding to counter-arguments to the writer's position. Development of ideas is ample, specific, and logical. Most ideas are fully elaborated. A clear focus on the specific issue in the prompt is maintained. The organization of the essay is clear: the organization may be somewhat predictable or it may grow from the writer's purpose. Ideas are logically sequenced. Most transitions reflect the writer's logic and are usually integrated into the essay. The introduction and conclusion are effective, clear, and well developed. The essay shows a good command of language. Sentences are varied and word choice is varied and precise. There are few, if any, errors to distract the reader.

Score 5 = Essays within this score range demonstrate competent skill in responding to the task.
The essay shows a clear understanding of the task. The essay takes a position on the issue and may offer a broad context for discussion. The essay shows recognition of complexity by partially evaluating the implications and/or complications of the issue, or by responding to counter-arguments to the writer's position. Development of ideas is specific and logical. Most ideas are elaborated, with clear movement between general statements and specific reasons, examples, and details. Focus on the specific issue in the prompt is maintained. The organization of the essay is clear, although it may be predictable. Ideas are logically sequenced, although simple and obvious transitions may be used. The introduction and conclusion are clear and generally well developed. Language is competent. Sentences are somewhat varied and word choice is sometimes varied and precise. There may be a few errors, but they are rarely distracting.

Score 4 = Essays within this score range demonstrate adequate skill in responding to the task.
The essay shows an understanding of the task. The essay takes a position on the issue and may offer some context for discussion. The essay may show some recognition of complexity by providing some response to counter-arguments to the writer's position. Development of ideas is adequate, with some movement between general statements and specific reasons, examples, and details. Focus on the specific issue in the prompt is maintained throughout most of the essay. The organization of the essay is apparent but predictable. Some evidence of logical sequencing of ideas is apparent, although most transitions are simple and obvious. The introduction and conclusion are clear and somewhat developed. Language is adequate, with some sentence variety and appropriate word choice. There may be some distracting errors, but they do not impede understanding.

Score 3 = Essays within this score range demonstrate some developing skill in responding to the task.

The essay shows some understanding of the task. The essay takes a position on the issue but does not offer a context for discussion. The essay may acknowledge a counter-argument to the writer's position, but its development is brief or unclear. Development of ideas is limited and may be repetitious, with little, if any, movement between general statements and specific reasons, examples, and details. Focus on the general topic is maintained, but focus on the specific issue in the prompt may not be maintained. The organization of the essay is simple. Ideas are logically grouped within parts of the essay, but there is little or no evidence of logical sequencing of ideas. Transitions, if used, are simple and obvious. An introduction and conclusion are clearly discernible but underdeveloped. Language shows a basic control. Sentences show a little variety and word choice is appropriate. Errors may be distracting and may occasionally impede understanding.

Score 2 = Essays within this score range demonstrate inconsistent or weak skill in responding to the task.

The essay shows a weak understanding of the task. The essay may not take a position on the issue, or the essay may take a position but fail to convey reasons to support that position, or the essay may take a position but fail to maintain a stance. There is little or no recognition of a counter-argument to the writer's position. The essay is thinly developed. If examples are given, they are general and may not be clearly relevant. The essay may include extensive repetition of the writer's ideas or of ideas in the prompt. Focus on the general topic is maintained, but focus on the specific issue in the prompt may not be maintained. There is some indication of an organizational structure, and some logical grouping of ideas within parts of the essay is apparent. Transitions, if used, are simple and obvious, and they may be inappropriate or misleading. An introduction and conclusion are discernible but minimal. Sentence structure and word choice are usually simple. Errors may be frequently distracting and may sometimes impede understanding.

Score 1 = Essays within this score range show little or no skill in responding to the task.
The essay shows little or no understanding of the task. If the essay takes a position, it fails to convey reasons to support that position. The essay is minimally developed. The essay may include excessive repetition of the writer's ideas or of ideas in the prompt. Focus on the general topic is usually maintained, but focus on the specific issue in the prompt may not be maintained. There is little or no evidence of an organizational structure or of the logical grouping of ideas. Transitions are rarely used. If present, an introduction and conclusion are minimal. Sentence structure and word choice are simple. Errors may be frequently distracting and may significantly impede understanding.

Score 0 = Blank, Off-Topic, Illegible, Not in English, or Void
