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Standardized Testing’s Role in Admissions

● Be Pragmatic

● Don’t over or underestimate testing’s role



“Winter break is over, and it’s time to get serious about 
college admission testing. From here, your actions and 
attitudes — two variables you can control — will have the 
greatest impact on your testing outcomes. Every year, our 
most successful students are those who are organized and 
informed. They have mapped out a thoughtful, strategic, 
manageable, and appropriate course of action. They 
remain focused, resilient, and sensible. And they invariably 
conclude this process with highly satisfying results.”

-Bruce Reed, Compass Prep



Preparing for the SAT/ACT
● Plan ahead by mapping out calendar and test dates

○ Consider academic readiness, extracurricular 
and personal conflicts, application deadlines, 
preparation timelines

● Make an informed decision



Testing Timelines



Typical Timelines: Early
Goal: Complete testing by June of Junior year

● May/June of 10th grade: Consider taking subject tests. Take practice 
SAT and ACT

● Summer between 10th & 11th: Test Prep

● Fall of 11th grade: Take PSAT.  Take first SAT/ACT

● Early spring of 11th grade: Consider repeating SAT/ACT

● May/June of 11th grade: Take subject tests, take final SAT/ACT



Typical Timelines: Traditional
● May/June of 10th grade: Consider taking subject tests

● Summer between 10th & 11th: Foundational test prep with goal of 
taking test in winter of Junior year

● Fall of 11th grade: Take PSAT. Continue test prep.

● Early spring/winter of 11th grade: Take SAT/ACT

● May/June of 11th grade: Take subject tests,  retake SAT/ACT

● Fall of 12th grade: Take additional SAT/ACT as needed



Typical Timelines: Deferred
● May/June of 10th grade: Consider taking subject tests

● Fall of 11th grade: Take PSAT. Take practice ACT. Begin test 
preparation.

● Spring  of 11th grade:  February/April - ACT or March/May SAT

● May/June of 11th grade: Take subject tests,  retake SAT/ACT

● Fall of 12th grade: Take additional SAT/ACT as needed



Did you know? 

● ⅔ of applicants take the SAT/ACT in Fall of 
senior year.

● Typically this is when students see their best 
results due to combo of maturity, summer 
refresher, and experience.



● NEW: August  SAT, no more Jan SAT

● Great for rising seniors - August is perfect timing before 
early action deadlines.

● For rising juniors it’s more complicated - either take the 
test in Nov/Dec or March of junior year.

The only constant in college admissions 
is change



Making an Informed Decision:

1 Take the PSAT

Your score on the PSAT is a 
good indicator of what you 
would score on the SAT if you 
took it today with no prep.

2 Take an ACT 
practice test

Take a full length ACT 
practice test.

3 Compare your 
scores

Compare your practice test 
scores and then determine 
which test to take.













Notable Differences

1. Timing and Pacing

a. SAT allows more Seconds Per Question than ACT. In other words, ACT has speedier 
Questions Per Minute pace.

b. SAT has fewer, longer sections. Fewer breaks.

c. ACT is faster pace, more breaks.

d. Pacing note: remember an easy question is worth just as many points as a hard question. 
Spend your time wisely. 



Notable Differences

1. Science - ACT has a Science section, SAT does not

2. Calculator - ACT allows calculators on all questions. SAT does not allow 
a calculator on ⅓ of the test.



Content Comparison

SAT: Writing and 
Language

35 minutes, 44 questions

33% more time per question 
than ACT 

ACT: English

45 minutes, 75 questions

Quick pace for over-thinkers.

Key Differences

Overall, material is very 
similar.



Content Comparison

SAT: Reading

65 minutes, 52 questions on 
5 passages

● Must focus for 30 
minutes longer than 
ACT English

● Some students feel that 
the sophistication and 
nuance of the SAT 
Reading is tougher

ACT: English

35 minutes, 40 questions on 
4 passages

● Quick pace for slow 
readers. Feels rushed.

Key Differences

SAT places emphasis on 
science questions and 
includes questions on charts 
and graphs. SAT has two-part 
questions asking students to 
identify line in passage that 
supports answer to previous 
question.



Content Comparison

SAT: Math

20 minutes, 20 questions 
without calculator

55 minutes, 38 questions with 
calculator

Multiple choice & fill in the 
blank. Formulas provided.

ACT: Math

60 minutes, 60 questions with 
calculator

All multiple choice. No 
formulas.

Key Differences

SAT - emphasis on algebra I, 
algebra II, and data analysis. 
1 trig question.

ACT - “broad but shallow” 
covers more topics including 
trig - 4 trig questions



Content Comparison

SAT: 

N/A
No Science section on the 
SAT, but data graphics and 
interpretation skills are tested 
throughout Reading, Writing, 
Lang. and Math.

ACT: Science

35 minutes, 40 questions on 
6 or 7 passages

Not much correlation 
between how a student 
performs in Science class 
and Science section.

Key Differences

ACT Science is not testing 
knowledge of bio, chem, 
phys.  It’s testing reading 
comp. and quantitative 
assessment on 
science-related topics. 



Content Comparison

SAT: Essay

50 minutes

SAT provides passage and 
asks student to write an 
analysis of the author’s 
argument.

ACT: Writing

40 minutes

ACT gives the student three 
perspectives and asks 
student to analyze the 
perspectives and develop his 
own opinion.

Key Differences



Test Optional

● Approximately 850 colleges are Test Optional

● See complete list on www.FairTest.Org

● Schools that are test optional may ask applicant to write an additional 
essay or participate in an interview.

http://www.fairtest.org


FAQ’S

● Do Colleges prefer the SAT or ACT?

● What is super scoring?

● Should I take an SAT Subject test?

● Should I take the “optional” essay?

● How many times should I take the SAT/ACT?

● What is Score Choice?



Superscoring - ACT



Superscoring - SAT
March May October Superscore

Evidence-Based Reading and Writing 620 630 670 670

Math 690 650 670 690

Total 1310 1280 1340 1360



Download the 
Compass Guide for 

more detailed 
information:

CompassPrep.com


