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Who cares about Test Scores?
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“ T e s t  O p t i o n a l ”

Test Blind Test Required
UC System
Univ San Diego
Caltech
Reed
Northern Illinois
Northern Michigan
Univ. New England

Catholic Univ
Hampshire College
Idaho State
Loyola
Dickinson
Worcester Polytechnic Inst
Washington State

Georgetown University
MIT
Service Academies
Florida State
Univ of Florida
Univ of Georgia
Georgia Tech
Univ of Tennessee

Permanent Experimenting Reluctant

“You will not be 
disadvantaged in our 
evaluation process if 
you do not include 

scores for consideration 
in your application.”

 

The Rise of Test Optional
“We value the 

information provided by 
standardized testing 
and will continue to 

consider test scores as 
part of our holistic 
admissions review 

process.”
 



SAT v ACT - Scoring

Junior Year Senior YearSummer
Test Prep

SAT
Total Score 400-1600
       200-800 Reading & Writing
       200-800 Math
    

ACT
Composite Score 1-36
       1-36 English 1-36 Reading 
       1-36 Math 1-36 Science
    

All US colleges accept SAT and ACT scores on an equal basis and use a concordance to 
compare students on a common scale.
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ACT

10 m
in break

Math

60 min

10 m
in break

32 min 32 min

Reading & Writing Section
Module 1 Module 2

27 
questions

27 
questions

35 min 35 min

Module 1
22 

questions

Module 2
Math Section

22 
questions

Paper 
ACT

Digital
SAT

Time Questions

98

2152hr
55min

2hr
14min

20 min

Experimental

5 m
in break

English

45 min

75 
questions

60 
questions

Reading

35 min

40 
questions

Science

40 
questions

35 min

SAT

SAT v ACT – Structure & Format

and 
PSAT
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Mostly easy 
and 

medium 
questions

Mostly 
medium 
and hard 
questions

Mostly 
medium 
and hard 
questions

Reading & Writing Section
Module 1 Module 2 Module 1 Module 210 m

in break

Math Section

32 min 32 min 35 min 35 min

New 
Adaptive

Digital
SAT

Module 2A Module 2B

or

Module 2A Module 2B

or
Mostly easy 

and 
medium 

questions

So how is the dSAT able to be so much shorter than the paper test?

Static 
Module

Adaptive 
Module

Static 
Module

Adaptive 
Module

Student performance on each Module 1 determines which version of Module 2
the student will receive, one easier and one more difficult.

SAT v ACT – Adaptive v Static



ACT v SAT – Considerations
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Reading MathWriting Science

53s 36s 60s 53s

71s 105sSAT

ACT

Speed v Complexity

ACT SAT

Paper v Digital

Write on test Scratch paper
Adaptive & weightedEqual question weights

Bring your TI-84 Integrated Desmos
Retain & Recall Cognitive load

Assessment v Reasoning

Concrete
Abstract

Surface Details

De
ep

er
 A

na
ly

sis



ACT v SAT – Content
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Math

Algebra 1

Algebra 2

Geometry

Precalculus

ACT SAT

English v Writing

Reading
ACT SAT

Science

SCIENCE

READING
CHARTS & 
GRAPHS

Some knowledge 
helpful for context

Correlates with
Reading score



ACT v SAT – Accommodations
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ACT
SAT

Power Test vs. Speed Test

ACT also features a larger suite 
of potential accommodations

Fewer than a handful of exceptions
over 30+ years of tutoring



Apr May Jun Jul AugSep Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Sep Oct

ACT v SAT – Testing Timelines
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The best time to take the SAT or ACT is when students can be well prepared and rested, 
but starting early provides more options, which lowers students’ stress levels.

PSAT

AP
EXAMS

ACT ACT ACT ACT ACT ACT ACT ACT ACT

SAT SAT SAT SAT SAT SAT SAT SAT

Junior Year Senior Year



Let’s Take a Moment to Talk about Stress
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Yerkes-Dodson Law
pe

rfo
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ce

arousal
(stress level)

eustress distress

bored &
uninterested

focused
&

engaged

discouraged 
& burnt out



Where to Begin?
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The road to college begins with early conversations between your family
and your college counselor

Talk openly and honestly
about what your student
wants and is interested in

Be sure to leave your meeting
with a clear understanding of 
major deadlines and next steps



Stepping Stones Along Your Journey
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GRADES ACTIVITIES SERVICE

TESTINGLEADERSHIPCOLLEGE
VISITS

APPLICATIONSINTERVIEWSESSAYS



Grades & Academic Rigor
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How important is 
your GPA?

What’s better? 

Higher grades 
or

higher rigor?

Do your freshman 
grades matter?

Senior grades?



Activities, Service & Leadership: What to keep?
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Authenticity
Focus on your main interests

Reevaluate other commitments

Don’t forget about your roots



College Visits
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When?
Fall break & spring breaks

Work into your holiday travel?

In-session vs. Out-of-session

How?
Schedule a tour or an interview

Audit a class or two

Be sure to take notes!

Where? Be curious! Cast a wide net.

Another nearby school “just in case”?



Begin to Build Your College List
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Stay Balanced

Fit Check

Research & Reflection
Know yourself
Clarify what’s important
Visit different schools

Reaches
Targets
Likelies

Size & Location
Majors/Schools
School spirit
Cost

Diversity
Programs abroad
Support services
Career & alumni support



Letters of Recommendation
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Plan for at least two:
Special

Circumstances?

Ideally, junior year teachers, so target your teachers
now and fully engage in classroom discussion.
Ask before the summer – and before everyone else!

STEM teacher Humanities teacher



Brainstorming Your Essay
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Admissions officers will user your essay to…
Gauge your ability to convey complex messages
Review your writing and analytical thinking skills
Understand your level of self-awareness
Evaluate your added value to 
their cohort and overall 
community

Developing

Narrowing

Gathering

Ordering &
Drafting

Thinking

Revising &
Editing
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Writing Your Essay
But please avoid…Be sure to…

Speak directly to the admissions office
Highlight your strengths
Develop and use your voice
Showcase your writing skills
Share your perspective on the world
Talk about your background
Reveal your personality
Describe what you consider to be 
meaningful

Simply writing out your resume
Any of these topics:

Family loss: death or divorce
Sports injury or victory
Service abroad
Not/Making the team/cast/shot
Dealing with learning differences
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Demonstrate Your Interest!

Campus visits

Early
Decision

Virtual Offerings

Correspondence & Digital Engagement

Demonstrated
Interest

Likeliness to enroll if
admitted



To Retest or Not to Retest
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Last Chance to take the ACT or SAT

Junior Year Senior YearSummer
Test Pep

SAT

Sep Oct

SAT

ACT ACT

Senior Year

Be aware of Early Decision deadlines
to report scores.
An extra year of cognitive development
can really help “late bloomers”.

How will you balance test prep with
applications and essays?
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Putting the Final Pieces Together
Application Strategies

Early Action Apply early; find out early
Binding commitmentEarly Decision

Regular Post-fall deadlines 10-15 for
most students

Supplemental Essays
Research required
School specific

“Defend an unpopular 
opinion you hold”

“It’s 2040 – what’s your
headline?”

Additional Essays

Additional Context
Change in academic standing

Major life events

Death of a loved one
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Submit Your Applications

Read all instructions

Check in with your counselor

Send all helpful scores

Review. Proofread. 
Do it again.

Preview, print, and 
final review

SUBMIT!



Thanks for your time and attention.

Questions?

For the latest information, follow us on:

Or write info@prepmatters.com

@prepmattersfacebook.com/prepmatters
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