
                                                                                                                                                      

ACT vs. SAT: Which one is best for you? 

ACT Overview: 

The required portion of the ACT is divided into four multiple choice subject tests: English, mathematics, 
reading, and science reasoning. Subject test scores range from 1 to 36; all scores are integers. The English, 
mathematics, and reading tests also have subscores ranging from 1 to 18. (The subject score is not the sum 
of the subscores.) The composite score is the average of all four tests. In addition, students taking the 
writing test receive a writing score ranging from 2 to 12, a combined English/writing score ranging from 1 
to 36 (based on the writing score and English score), and one to four comments on the essay from the essay 
scorers. The writing score does not affect the composite score. 

On the ACT, each question correctly answered is worth one point. Unlike the SAT, there is no penalty for 
marking incorrect answers on the multiple-choice part of the test. Therefore, a student can answer all 
questions without suffering a decrease in their score for questions they answer incorrectly. Only correct 
responses count! To improve the result, students can retake the test: 55% of students who retake the ACT 
improve their scores, 22% score the same, and 23% see their scores decrease.  

You'll have 2 hours and 55 minutes of dedicated test time to complete the subject tests, not including 
breaks. 

If writing is a weak area, you might want to take the ACT and skip the writing section, since it's currently 

optional (although some schools require it). 

For testing dates and deadlines as well as registration details visit http://www.actstudent.org. You can also 

purchase practice testing materials here if need be. 

 

 

 

 

 

SAT Overview: 

The SAT consists of three major sections: Critical Reading, Mathematics, and Writing. Each section receives 
a score on the scale of 200–800. All scores are multiples of 10. Total scores are calculated by adding up 
scores of the three sections. Each major section (reading, writing, math) is divided into three parts. There 
are 10 sub-sections, including an additional 25-minute experimental or "equating" section that may be in 
any of the three major sections. The experimental section is used to normalize questions for future 
administrations of the SAT and does not count toward the final score. The test contains 3 hours and 45 
minutes of actual timed sections, and eleven minutes. The questions range from easy, medium, and hard 
depending on the scoring from the experimental sections. Easier questions typically appear closer to the 
beginning of the section while harder questions are towards the end in certain sections. This is not true for 
every section (the Critical Reading section is in chronological order) but it is the rule of thumb mainly for 
math and the 19 sentence completions on the test. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mathematics
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reading_(process)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reasoning
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Integers
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reading_(process)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mathematics
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Writing
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Norm-referenced_test


                                                                                                                                                      

For registration, testing deadlines, and test dates visit sat.collegeboard.org. You can also access practice 
testing materials here. 

 

Which Schools Accept the ACT or SAT? 

Most schools accept either the ACT or the SAT or both as admissions requirements. It is all contingent upon 

the school’s preference. Make sure that you research the schools that you would like to apply to. In order to 

find out what test you need to take. The map below lists states that mainly accept the ACT or SAT, but this is 

not final! This is to act as a guide each college is different. 

 

 
 

 

 

Key Differences Between the SAT and ACT: 

 The ACT tests you in science; the SAT doesn’t.  
 The ACT focuses on your high school education; the SAT tests how well you’re able to apply the 

information you’ve learned.  
 The essay is optional on the ACT and required on the SAT. Before you let that sway you, keep in mind 

that some colleges may require scores on the essay if you’re taking the ACT. Check with the 
admissions department for each university in your college search to make sure you know what’s 
required.  

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/5/5b/SAT-ACT_Preference_Map.svg


                                                                                                                                                      

 The SAT deducts points for wrong answers in the multiple-choice sections, so randomly guessing 
could lower your score. There are no penalties for incorrect answers on the ACT, so make sure you 
fill in all the ovals in each section.  

 Math accounts for ¼ of your score on the ACT and 1/3 of your score on the SAT.  
 

Students taking the SAT will find that the questions get more difficult as they progress. The ACT has a more 

constant level of difficulty. Also, the ACT math section is all multiple choice whereas the SAT math section 

has some questions that require written answers. Finally, the essay for the SAT comes first; the ACT 

optional essay is last. 

Which Test to Take? 

Do you like logic puzzles, riddles and brain-teasers? Are you detail-oriented? Is your vocabulary strong? If 
that description sounds like you, the SAT might be the best test for you. On the other hand, if you retain 
information well from your high school classes and science is one of your strengths and potential majors, 
you may be better suited for the ACT.  

The best way to know for sure is to take practice tests and see how you do, and to compare your scores on 
those tests against the requirements at each university on your list. Also, some colleges prefer one test over 
another, so if you find a college that requests one, let that factor in to your final decision. You can take both 
tests if you like, but it’s not required. 

 

Additional Resources: 

http://www.campusexplorer.com/college-advice-tips/807873C1/SAT-or-ACT-Which-Should-You-Take/ 

http://www.petersons.com/college-search/test-prep-act-sat.aspx 

 

 

http://www.campusexplorer.com/college-advice-tips/807873C1/SAT-or-ACT-Which-Should-You-Take/
http://www.petersons.com/college-search/test-prep-act-sat.aspx

