
ACT/SAT TEST PREP NAVIGATOR 
 

 

 

History of the exams. 

 

“Standardized Tests” are the most important (and feared) tests that a college-

bound student faces because they figure so heavily in the acceptance to the college of 

their choice.  This section will acquaint you with the college standardized tests, inform 

you of biases that are inherent in the ACT and SAT, and provide you with the means to 

analyze your strengths and weaknesses using a diagnostic worksheet.   
 

 

Standardized Tests and Their Requirements 
 

Students preparing to go to college should be aware that most schools have an 

entrance requirement of one (or more) standardized test(s) to qualify for admissions.  

Each college has its own specific policy as to which test(s) are required.  Many will 

accept either the SAT or the ACT.  Please refer to each college’s admissions office for 

specifics.  Some colleges do not require a standardized test for admissions purposes but 

please be aware they may still use them for merit based financial aid purposes. 

 

 The major tests are: 

 

Preliminary Scholastic Aptitude Test/National Merit Scholastic Qualification Test 

(PSAT/(NMSQT) 

• The PSAT measures developed mathematical and verbal reasoning abilities important 

for academic performance in college. 

• It assesses the ability to reason with facts and concepts, rather than the ability to recall 

and recite them.  

• It allows sophomores and juniors to practice for the SAT test, while simultaneously 

competing for the National Merit Scholarships. 

• Please note, the junior-year PSAT is the test that puts a student into the competition 

for the National Merit Scholarships. 

 

American College Test (ACT) 

• The ACT is a four-part, two hour and forty minute test measuring skills in English, 

Math, Natural Sciences, and Social Studies, and a twenty-five minute Profile Section 

indicating grades, background, and achievements. 

• An optional writing section was added for students in 2005.   

• The ACT should be taken at the end of the student’s junior year and/or early in the 

senior year in order to meet the deadlines of many college scholarship programs. 

 

Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT I) 



• The SAT is a three-part, three hour test measuring the ability to communicate and 

reason with words and abstract concepts in Math, Critical Reading, and Writing 

Sections.  New in 2005 were the added writing and essay section.  

• The SAT should be taken at the end of the student’s junior year and/or early in the 

senior year to maximize the possible score and be considered for admissions at many 

competitive colleges. 

• The SAT is the most widely taken college standardized test. 

• The SAT is the easier of the two aptitude tests (SAT/ACT) to prepare for with an 

advanced game plan to achieve the highest possible score.  However, many students 

report that the ACT is “easier” for them to take, that the subject matter being tested 

was “easier” to get through, and that the exam format is more user-friendly.  

Consequently, some students find that their standardized test scores are actually 

higher on the ACT! 

 

 

Scholastic Aptitude (Subject) Tests (SAT II) 

• The SAT II tests are one hour examinations, usually taken upon completion of a 

related AP course or equivalent, which measure achievement in specific subject areas 

that are required by certain competitive colleges.  Please note that most education 

consultants will recommend that a student engage in these examinations as early as 

the sophomore year of high school, if possible.  Otherwise, the first semester of the 

senior year may be VERY busy, when applications, other standardized tests, AP 

courses, and other outside activities take hold. 

 

REMEMBER:  Check with your Guidance Department or ACT.org or collegeboard.com  

for registration dates and deadlines. 

 

 

The Essential Steps to Prepare for Tests 
 

Most experts feel that the SAT is the easier of the two aptitude tests (ACT/SAT) to 

prepare for in advance.  However, there are six essential steps that a student can take to 

properly prepare for both the ACT and SAT tests.  Following these simple steps is the 

easiest way to guarantee the highest possible score. 

 

1. Get a real ACT/SAT test from your guidance office and become familiar with the 

procedures. 

• How it looks/what is consists of. 

• Assure that there are no surprises, especially in the directions! 

 

2. Take a  practice ACT/SAT test using official timing procedures to achieve an 

accurate result. 

 

• Tests may be found both in on-line and print format.  You may obtain old SATs, 

for example, directly from the college board. 



• Be sure to use official time limits.  Even students with documented learning 

disabilities have difficulty obtaining time-waivers on the SAT.  If your student 

qualifies for time-limit waivers or extentions, your school guidance counselor is 

the point of contact in obtaining them. 

 

3. Diagnose your weakest skills. 

• Pinpoint problem areas. 

• Spend some “quality time” in correcting these gaps.  Do not fall prey to the 

strategy of not preparing for those areas in which you are strongest!  You must 

prepare for these areas, too, but just spend less time there. 
4. Review your weak math skills. 

• Complete additional problems in your weak math areas. 

 

5. Review your weak critical reading skills. 

• Complete additional problems in your weak verbal areas. 

 

6. Rework the wrong answers on your original sample test. 

• Recognize the original errors and understand why they were made. 

• Remedy the errors with improved skills. 

 

Following these practice steps, prepare to take both the ACT and SAT   The steps above 

will help ensure the highest  possible score. 

 

SPECIAL NOTE:  Regardless of the number of times you take the SAT, please not the 

highest scores of each section (Math/Critical Reading/Writing) are used to achieve a 

combined total score at many colleges.  You must contact each college to inquire how 

they treat the scores.  Please also note that when you release scores from the SAT to a 

college ALL previous SAT score data is forwarded.   

 

 

Top 10 Tips to Help You Do Your Best on the SAT 
 

1. Know the test directions.  For every five minutes you spend reading directions, you’ll 

have five fewer minutes available to answer questions.  Learn the directions now. 

 

2. Know what to expect.  Questions of the same type are grouped together.  Except for 

the critical reading, the easier questions are at the beginning of the section and harder 

questions are at the end. 

 

3. Do the easy questions first.  You earn just as many points for easy questions as you 

do for hard questions. 

 

4. Know how the test is scored.  You get one point for each correct answer.  You lose a 

fraction of a point for a wrong answer, except on the student-produced response 

questions in the math section.  On those questions, no points are deducted for wrong 

answers. 



 

5. Guess smart.  If you can rule out one or more answer choice for a multiple-choice 

question as definitely wrong, your chance of guessing the right answer improves. 

 

6. Don’t panic if you can’t answer every question.  You don’t have to answer every 

question correctly to get a good score.  On the practice test in taking the SAT I:  

Reasoning Test, you can get an average score by just answering about half of the 

questions correctly (and omitting the remaining questions). 

 

7. Omit questions that you really have no idea how to answer.  No points are lost for 

omitting a question.  But don’t forget tip number 5.  If you can rule out any choices, 

you probably should guess. 

 

8. Be careful when filling in the grids on the math questions answer sheet that are not 

multiple-choice questions. 

 

9. Use your test book to do scratchwork to cross off answers you know are wrong and to 

mark questions you did not answer so you can go back if there’s time.  Be sure to 

mark your answers on the separate answer sheet, because you won’t receive credit for 

any answers you marked in the test book. 

 

10.  Know your answer sheet.  It has four pages, and you need to know what answers go 

in which section. 

 

What Does the SAT Measure? 
 

The SAT is an aptitude test.  Like all aptitude tests, it must choose a medium in 

which to measure intellectual ability.  Colleges freely admit that these tests are not the 

only measure of a student.   

 

OK, the SAT is an aptitude test.  The question is—does it measure aptitude for 

college?  Some feel that  the SAT’s ability to predict performance in college is only a 

little better than chance.  In fact, there is a substantial list of colleges that are 

“standardized test optional”.   

 

No test can measure all aspects of intelligence.  Thus, any admission test, no 

matter how well written, is inherently inadequate.  Nevertheless, some form of admission 

testing is necessary.  It would be unfair to base acceptance to college solely on grades, as 

they can be misleading.  For instance, would it be fair to admit a student with an A 

average earned in easy classes over a student with a B average earned in difficult classes?  

A school’s reputation is too broad a measure to use as admission criteria; many students 

seek out easy classes and generous instructors, in hopes of inflating their GPA.  

Furthermore, a system that would monitor the academic standards of every class would 

be cost prohibitive and stifling.  So, until a better system is proposed, the admission test 

is here to stay. 

 



 

 

 

 

Format of the SAT 
 

The SAT is a three-hour and 45 minute test, with two or three 10 minute breaks.  

There are 11 main sections; 3 Math, 3 Critical Reading, and 2 writing section, with the 

possibility of having an experimental section, as well.  Only two hours and thirty minutes 

of the test count toward your score—the experimental section is not scored.   

 

Scoring the SAT 
 

The three parts of the test are scored independently.  You will receive a critical 

reading score , a math score and a writing score.  Each score ranges from 200 to 800.  In 

addition to the scaled score, you will be assigned a percentile ranking, which gives the 

percentage of students with scores below yours.  For instance, if you correctly answer 48 

of the 60 math questions, then you will score better than 90% of the other test takers. 

 

The “2 out of 5” Rule 
 

It is significantly harder to create a good but incorrect answer-choice than it is to 

produce the correct answer.  For this reason, usually only two attractive answer-choices 

are offered.  One correct, the other either intentionally misleading or only partially 

correct.  The other three answer-choices are usually fluff.  This makes educated guessing 

on the SAT immensely effective.  If you can dismiss the three fluff choices, your 

probability of answering the question successfully will increase from 20% to 50%. 

 

Questions and Answers 
 

When is the SAT given? 

The test is administered seven times a year—in October, November, December, January, 

March,  May, and June—on Saturday mornings.  Special arrangements for schedule 

changes are available. 

 

If I didn’t mail in a registration form, may I still take the test? 

On the day of the test, walk-in registration is available, but you must call ETS in advance.  

You will be accommodated only if space is available—it usually is. 

 

How important is the SAT and how is it used? 

It is crucial!  Although colleges may consider other factors, the majority of admission 

decisions are based on only two criteria:  your SAT score and your GPA. 

 

Can I cancel my score? 

Yes.  To do so, you must notify ETS within 5 days after taking the test. 

 



 

 

 

 

Where can I get the registration form? 

Most high schools have the forms.  You can also get them directly from ETS by writing 

to: 

 Scholastic Assessment Test 

 Educational Testing Service 

 P.O. Box 6200 

 Princeton, NJ 08541 

 

 

Can I improve my score? 

Any student can maximize their ACT/SAT scores using proper test preparation methods 

and guidance.  Few high schools provide advance ACT/SAT preparation classes.  The 

alternative is to hire a private test preparation company. 

 

 

The INTERNET also provides access to many ACT/SAT test prep services. 

♦ College Power Prep:  www.powerprep.com 

♦ WebWare for the SAT:  www.testprep.com 

♦ The Princeton Review:  www.review.com/college/ 

♦ Kaplan’s Test Prep:  www.Kaplan.com 

♦ ACT’s Web Site:  www.act.org 

♦ Stanford Testing Systems:  www.testprep.com/wwmain.sat.html 

♦ Number 2:  www.number2.com 

♦ Studyworks:  www.studyworks.com  

♦ Peterson’s: www.petersons.com 

 
 


