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Standardized testing is a not-so-popular but important part of the high 

school experience. In this guide, we’ll focus on the SAT and ACT, the 

two exams that colleges look at as part of their admissions process. Our 

goal is to give students ALL the tools necessary for a successful test prep 

process. That includes understanding the exams, choosing the correct 

exam to focus on, setting a goal score, creating and executing a clear and 

comprehensive study plan, and timing all of these pieces out so that the 

right things happen at the right time. 

We want to emphasize that students do not need test prep tutoring in 

order to prepare for the SAT or ACT. What most students do need is clear 

guidance on how and when to prepare. For many, following the process 

laid out in this guide will suffice. That said, we do believe tutoring can 

benefit many students when it comes to test preparation, or else we 

wouldn’t offer it to our students. 

Think of tutors like accountants for your taxes, or mechanics for your 

cars, or even doctors for your minor ailments—they are professionals with 

a set of expert skills that can make figuring things out a lot quicker and 

more painless. If you’d like more information about SAT/ACT test prep 

tutoring, please email us at info@signeteducation.com. 

INTRODUCTION
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OvERvIEw AND HISTORy  
OF THE SAT AND ACT
The SAT and ACT are both college entrance exams, designed to help schools compare students in a 
standardized fashion. Each test is administered by its own testing body and is based on a slightly different 
philosophy.

The SAT originated in the early 20th century, and was influenced by the placement tests used by the U.S. 
Army in World War I. The SAT was developed with Harvard College as a tool to make college admissions 
more equitable. Thus, it has historically been considered an “aptitude” test, designed to assess a student’s 
academic aptitude, or natural ability for pursuing academics. The questions tend to be complex, requiring a 
lot of reasoning.

A scholar in Iowa did not agree with the SAT’s testing methods, and thus, in the mid-20th century, the ACT 
was born. The ACT was designed to measure whether students had acquired the basic knowledge a high 
schooler was expected to have, rather than measuring a student’s potential intellectual ability. Questions 
on the ACT tend to more closely resemble material students have covered in class, and are presented in a 
more straightforward manner. 

Both tests assess concepts such as reading, math, grammar, writing, and data analysis, but even after 
years of drifting closer to one another, each exam retains its own unique “testing DNA.” As a result of the 
differences between the exams, some students may perform better on one test than the other. This is why, 
as you’ll learn, we recommend students do a diagnostic of both the SAT and ACT before deciding which 
exam to focus on in their preparation.  

It used to be that colleges on the coasts preferred the SAT, whereas midwestern schools favored the 
ACT. While many parents retain this bias, it’s not an accurate reflection of the current testing situation. 
All accredited 4-year colleges accept both the SAT and ACT, and give the tests equal weight when 
considering applicants. Although the SAT used to be the more popular test, the ACT is now the more 
commonly taken and submitted exam nationwide. Choosing between the SAT and ACT is purely a matter of 
student preference and performance. 

The main purpose of the SAT/ACT is to act as a standardized academic indicator that helps colleges 
compare students to one another. While it is by no means the sole deciding factor in the college application 
process, it can be an important one, particularly for selective colleges. The good news is that students can 
choose whichever test works best for them, without fear that one of their top colleges won’t accept it.
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HOw ARE THE SAT AND ACT 
STRUCTURED? 
Here's a brief overview of the test structure for the SAT and ACT.

EvIDENCE-BASED wRITING AND LANGUAGE is 
similar in content and form to ACT English, except 

charts, diagrams, tables, and data analysis questions 
are also included. 35 minutes, 44 questions.

ENGLISH tests grammar, rhetoric, and punctuation  
in the context of several passages. 

45 minutes, 75 questions.

MATH is similar to ACT math, except charts, 
diagrams, tables, and data analysis questions 

are also included. Questions are text-heavy; be 
prepared for a lot of reading! 80 minutes, 
58 questions (in two sections, one with no 

calculator allowed).

MATH tests number theory, arithmetic, algebra, 
geometry, and basic trigonometry. 

60 minutes, 60 questions.

EvIDENCE-BASED READING is similar to ACT 
Reading, except charts, diagrams, tables, and data 

analysis questions are also included, as well as "cite-
your-evidence" questions. 65 minutes, 52 questions.

READING includes basic reading comprehension  
and literary technique questions on four types of  

long passages. 35 minutes, 40 questions.

The SAT does not have a Science section, but these 
types of questions are integrated into all other 

sections of the SAT.

SCIENCE tests ability to read, interpret, and 
synthesize technical information presented in 

passages, charts, diagrams, and tables. 35 minutes, 
40 questions.

ESSAy (optional, last) tests ability to analyze the 
construction of an argument put forth in a several-

paragraphs-long passage. 50 minutes.

ESSAy tests students ability to construct an 
argument, in response to a prompt deemed  

"relevant" to high school students. 
30 minutes.

Four answer choices per question. Four answer choices per question for all sections 
besides Math, which has five answer choices 

per question.

Rights-only scoring (no penalty for guessing). Rights-only scoring (no penalty for guessing).

800 for Math, 800 for Reading and Writing 
combined; total possible score of 1600.

Scored out of 36 for each section; composite 
score out of 36.

SAT ACT
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SAT, ACT AND COLLEGE ADMISSIONS 
Here at Signet, we typically emphasize students’ growth and personal development as a way of building 
meaning in their lives, rather than focusing on college admissions as the be-all and end-all of a student’s 
high school existence.

The SAT and ACT are a bit different. Practically speaking, these tests are all about the colleges. While 
they do serve as a benchmark for college admissions, we are confident that if these tests weren’t around, 
students could be spending their time learning and growing in much more interesting ways. Although there 
are a growing number of test-optional colleges out there, for now, the SAT and ACT are here to stay; as 
long as that’s the case, it’s our job to ensure students are as well-prepared for these tests as possible.

We should note that while the SAT and ACT may be all about college admissions, the reverse doesn’t hold 
true. College admissions is about much more than just standardized testing. While schools do look carefully 
at test scores, they also consider GPA, extracurriculars, recommendations, the personal statement, and 
other elements. High test scores may be required for selective colleges, but even a great SAT/ACT score 
won’t make up for low grades in most cases. 

The charts below reference school categories ranging from “Less Competitive” to “Ivy League.” These 
categories are drawn from Barron’s Profiles of American Colleges, a reputable study of American colleges. 
While your SAT/ACT scores and your grades are not the only determinants of where you can apply, they are 
a great place to start your college search. 

The vertical axis of the chart corresponds to student GPAs (unweighted), and the horizontal axes 
correspond to average SAT scores (by section) or ACT scores (composite) for each school.

So a student with a 3.4 GPA and an average score of 630 on each section of the SAT fits the profile for 
students admitted to Very Competitive schools, and also fits or exceeds the profiles for Competitive and 
Less Competitive schools.

A student with a 3.7 GPA and an ACT composite score of 30 fits the profile for students admitted to the 
Most Competitive schools, and also fits or exceeds the profiles for Very Competitive, Competitive, and Less 
Competitive schools.
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When students are setting their goal score (discussed later on), they should plan on working in a consistent, 
dedicated manner to reach a score that reflects their potential. However, students should also use realistic 
expectations of their potential for improvement when determining their goal scores, and understand 
that very high score increases may require tremendous time and effort. The tools in this guide will help 
students improve their scores, but how much work they put in is up to them. That should be a thoughtful 
determination, as again, standardized testing is only one of several components that’s important for the 
college admissions process.
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wHEN SHOULD STUDENTS  
TAkE THE SAT/ACT?
We definitely want students to spend the right amount of time focusing on standardized testing, but we 
also want them to start SAT/ACT prep only when they need to and not before. The graphic below illustrates 
our ideal recommended timeline for test preparation, which begins with diagnostic exams at the end of 
sophomore year. 

10th
Grade

11th
Grade

12th
Grade

FALL

wINTER

SPRING

SUMMER

SAT ACT

FALL

wINTER

SPRING

SUMMER

FALL

wINTER

SPRING

SUMMER optional SAT prep

SAT prep

SAT (1 of 2)

SAT (2 of 2)

study for SAT
if retesting or an additional sitting is needed

Final SAT testing
if needed

optional ACT prep

ACT prep

ACT (1 of 2)

ACT (2 of 2)

study for ACT 
if retesting or an additional sitting is needed

Final ACT testing 
if needed
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For students who have already passed the start point of our timeline, there’s no need to panic! Students 
should start test prep as soon as possible, and aim for two test sittings during their junior year. If that’s 
not feasible due to a late start, there’s always the following summer or even the beginning of senior year. 
Although it’s ideal to complete testing before senior year, we know sometimes things happen and life 
gets in the way. For students under a time crunch, we’ve created a condensed 8-week study plan that will 
provide the basics of test preparation: https://signeteducation.com/blog/8-week-sat-or-act-study-plan

For the sake of transparency, we want to put this front and center: when we work with students one-on-
one for SAT/ACT tutoring, we recommend that they commit at least 2-5 hours per week to test prep, 
preferably over at least 3-4 months. For some students, optimal results take 6+ months. This is no small 
feat, but with the right strategy, it can be done successfully and with relatively little stress.

In terms of test prep timing, we like to work backwards. We recommend that students complete 
standardized testing before senior year, for several reasons:

•	 Students can meet application deadlines, knowing their test scores are already in place. 
•	 Students can devote more time to other elements of their applications in senior year.
•	 Students can use their test scores to finalize their college list, including both “safety” (acceptance is 

likely) and “reach” (acceptance is uncertain) schools.
•	 Students can re-test in senior year if it becomes necessary.

Test Prep Timing

Choosing a Target Test Date

We advise students to plan for two test sittings in their junior year, ideally one in late fall/winter (Dec-
Feb) and one in early spring (Feb-April). First sittings can be nerve-wracking, and students often score 
significantly better the second time around without much additional effort. This timeline not only gets 
standardized testing out of the way before finals and AP exams, it also allows students to get additional help 
and test again in late spring or summer if needed. Students should be committed to either the SAT or the 
ACT for both test sittings. We’ll review how to choose between exams later in this guide.

Our standard recommendation is to begin studying three months in advance of their test sittings, though 
some students require a prep period of six months or more. This is partially due to the fact that in addition 
to test prep, students are juggling academic courses, extracurriculars, family obligations, and social activities.

Even if students are running a little behind in starting their test prep, we still recommend they try to stick to 
the calendar and take the test twice in junior year (winter and early spring). Scheduling two sittings allows 
students several weeks in between testing dates for reviewing difficult concepts and working toward an 
improved score.

Remember that despite what parents and students may have heard, colleges don’t care which test students 
submit. Students are free to choose either the SAT or ACT in all cases, and they should thoughtfully select 
the test that works best for them. Differences between the two exams include:

Diagnostic Exams
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*These charts are intended to augment diagnostic testing, not replace it; students should still take  
diagnostic tests for both exams before choosing one test over the other.

Relative to the ACT, the SAT has:
•	 a higher average reading level (generally  

harder passages);
•	 more reading throughout the test, including  

in math and writing;
•	 more switching between types of problems  

(for example, there are charts and graphs in  
the writing section)

Relative to the SAT, the ACT has:
•	 a lower average reading level; more demanding 

timing (more questions in less time);
•	 a separate science section (although this is 

mainly reading comprehension around charts 
and graphs, not actual science)

Students can also use the following chart to evaluate their own strengths against each test’s format and 
structure. Students should circle the statements in each row that best describe themselves. Total the 
number of circles in each column, and then use the Totals row to determine which test is likely a better fit. 
If it's a tie (which happens), students should do the more involved diagnostic process we describe on the 
next page. 

I am a slower reader quicker reader

I am good at understanding 
complicated reading

skimming

I am quick to pick things up not always the 
quickest, but work 
hard to get good 
grades

both quick and hard 
working

Time pressure terrifies me doesn't faze me

I am good at memorizing things or 
recognizing familiar 
question types

strategically 
approaching test 
questions

Solving problem types 
I've never seen before

can be really 
frustrating

doesn't faze me

I prefer abstract reasoning cranking out straight-
forward problems

cranking out any 
type of problem

I usually run out of time on 
rests

finish tests with time 
to spare

Outside of class I like 
to

read really tough 
books or articles, 
slowly

devour entertaining, 
popular books

devour tough books 
(or avoid reaching  
altogether)

Totals

And the winner is! SAT ACT EITHER
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In order to choose one test or the other, students should do a diagnostic: take a practice test for each exam 
and then choose between them based on results. In addition to helping choose the right test, diagnostic 
exams pinpoint students’ test-taking strengths and weaknesses and help them structure test prep more 
effectively. They also establish a baseline for the test prep process and assist in setting a goal score.

Here’s how to undertake the diagnostic process:

•	 Research each test. Students should get familiar with the test format and structure prior to taking 
diagnostic exams. To do this, flip through a practice test of each type, do several problems, and read all 
of the directions. (The practice tests students look at for research should be different from the tests they 
use as diagnostics.)

•	 Gather official practice exams. Use only official, full-length practice tests for the SAT and ACT, available 
free of charge at the College Board and ACT websites, respectively. Students should not use practice 
exams from third-party companies as diagnostics. The reason is that third-party companies aren’t 
using the same metrics used by the test administrators to come up with sample questions. Third-party 
practice tests might be too easy or too hard, not contain the right mix of problems, or lack the precise 
scoring needed to accurately diagnose between the SAT and ACT. (Note: If your student chooses to do 
a diagnostic test with Signet, we always use official tests.) 

•	 Administer the tests under realistic conditions. Students should block off two Saturday or Sunday 
mornings (ideally not in the same weekend!) to complete their diagnostic exams. They should use an 
actual answer sheet, No. 2 pencils, and a test-approved calculator. Each test will require about 4 hours 
to complete; use a clock or stopwatch to time the sections accurately. Students should refrain from 
conversation, using their phones, and other distractions to simulate the real test-taking environment. 

•	 Self-evaluate while taking the exams.  Students can mark questions they are unsure of with a question 
mark. After each section, they can reflect briefly on how they felt about the material covered and the 
amount of time they had. These qualitative pieces may play a role in determining which exam students 
should ultimately pursue. A more complete list of self-evaluation questions appears in Appendix B.

•	 Score and review the exams. Official practice materials come with an answer key to score the exam. A 
parent or other adult should grade any essays based on the example responses posted on the College 
Board and ACT, Inc. sites. Since the tests are scored differently, students or parents can compare them 
using a concordance table (Table 7 and Table 15 here): https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/pdf/
higher-ed-brief-sat-concordance.pdf

•	 Choose an exam! When a student scores significantly higher on one test than the other, their decision 
is clear. This will likely be the case for a small number of students. A larger number of students will do 
equally well on both tests, which is where the qualitative assessments and self-evaluations come in. If a 
student felt better taking one exam, that may be the better test for them to pursue. Professional analysis 
from Signet or another qualified tutoring company can also shed a lot of light on the matter. 

Some students may be inclined to “hedge their bets” and study for both the SAT and ACT. We strongly 
discourage this! The biggest reason is that it dilutes students’ energy: instead of putting all their efforts toward 
one test, they are spreading themselves thin by working to get familiar with two different test formats.

This diagnostic process will help students decide which test is the better fit for them at the start of the test 
prep timeline. Students should avoid second-guessing this process and trust that diligently working on one 
exam is the right method for improving their score.  
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In a few rare instances, students may find that changing exams is appropriate. If the study process isn’t 
going well, contact us and we can help a student determine whether they may benefit by switching exams.

what about using a student’s PSAT as a diagnostic? While the PSAT can serve as a stand-in for the SAT 
in a pinch, it’s not ideal because it isn’t a full-length exam. The same goes for the PreACT, which is the 
equivalent of the PSAT for the ACT. 

Setting a Goal Score

Once a student has determined which test to focus on, the next step is to set a goal score. This is the target 
they are working toward with their test preparation. In general, the more a student wants to improve their 
score, the more time and effort they should expect to put into studying. However, there are limits to how 
much students’ scores can improve, and it’s important to set realistic goals.

On average, students can increase their SAT score by 100-200 points and their ACT score by 2-4 points 
with consistent, diligent work. Larger increases are possible but may require herculean efforts. 

Every student has different goals, but in general, target scores should be determined by the average 
test scores of current students at the schools on a student’s college list. Those who start this process in 
sophomore or the beginning of junior year may not have a finalized college list, but a goal score is still 
important, as it gives students an endpoint for studying. Not having a goal score means a student never 
knows when they are done with standardized testing!

In order to set a goal score, follow these steps:

•	 Do some basic research on test scores at both reach and safety colleges that interest the student—most 
schools report the SAT and ACT scores of the middle 50% of their student population. (If students don’t 
know what schools they’re interested in yet, try looking up a range: get test scores for several public 
schools, both local and out of state, as well as several private schools.)

•	 Compare the reported scores with the student’s diagnostic scores.
•	 Armed with this information, set a concrete goal score, taking into account how much time the student 

can devote to test prep and how much they can realistically expect to improve over their diagnostic score.

A goal score isn't the final word in test preparation; rather, it’s the target that helps students set their course 
for studying. A goal score determines how much work a student will need to put in and how to structure 
the testing timeline and prep process.

It's important to note that goal scores can and do change. Students who reach their goal score quickly may 
want to aim higher; others may find their original goal unreachable and can choose to take it down a notch. 
Students should periodically reevaluate their goal scores during test prep, and adjust them if necessary. 

Families should keep in mind that a “good” SAT or ACT score is whatever score helps a student meet their 
academic needs. A perfect score is an impressive accomplishment, but no student needs a 1600 on the SAT 
or 36 on the ACT to make it into their dream school; the perfect score may not be worth the extra effort 
required to get it.

In fact, top-tier schools don’t exclusively accept “perfect” candidates! Candidates with perfect scores are 
routinely rejected from top-tier schools, because highly selective schools are looking for a lot more than 
scores. Refer to the charts on page 6 as a starting point for the average scores that correspond with schools 
your student is considering.
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Once a student knows which test they will be taking, when they’ll be taking it, and what score they’re 
targeting, it’s time to sit down and start studying! We highly recommend planning out the entire test prep 
schedule in advance, all the way up to the first exam date. This ensures students have enough time to cover 
all of the necessary material and avoids last-minute cramming sessions, which are much less effective for 
learning and retaining knowledge.

Creating a Test Prep Plan

•	 2-5 hours per week of dedicated test prep. 30-45 minutes per day is ideal for most students, but for 
some, more intensive studying three days a week or on weekends works better.

•	 A structured curriculum that assigns specific times for working on each test section.
•	 Clear goals for each week, as well as for each study session. A clear goal looks like “This week I’ll focus 

on memorizing geometry formulas and spend 2-3 hours practicing flashcards. Next week I’ll move on 
to writing practice, and I’ll spend 4-5 hours on that.” Write these goals down and stick to them.

•	 One to three full-length, timed practice tests taken under realistic conditions. See the Appendix for a 
sample schedule of when students could take these practice exams. 

In addition to creating a study plan based on the above elements, students should also follow these 
principles of good preparation:

•	 Put in consistent effort over time. Ideally, students should be spending time on standardized testing 
daily or every other day over the course of several months, not a few weeks. A useful comparison 
can be to think about the way they might prepare for a musical performance or athletic competition. 
Cramming at the end won’t do much to improve their skills, but daily practice will take them far.

•	 Emphasize skills as well as knowledge. Learning new material is part of standardized testing, but a 
student’s performance during the test itself is also critically important. They need to be able to deploy 
their knowledge in challenging and unpredictable circumstances (i.e., not knowing exactly what the 
questions will be), and develop the vital skill of pattern recognition. Consistent practice will help build 
these test-taking skills, and periodically taking full-length exams will improve students’ endurance and 
focus.

•	 Use quality materials. While third-party materials can be beneficial, students will get the best results 
from their preparation by using materials sourced directly from the SAT or ACT sites. (All links are 
included in the Resources section on page 18). Both provide diagnostic tests and other materials free 
of charge (see the links below). Third-party resources (we like Barron’s) may be useful if your student 
needs additional information, but should never stand in for actual test material. 

•	 Analyze results. Even the most dedicated students rarely build in enough time to review the practice 
problems that they complete. Generally, students should allocate 50-100% of the time they spent 
doing practice questions to reviewing their work. In other words, if they take a 60-minute practice 
section, they should plan to spend 30-60 minutes analyzing their results and noting areas that need 
improvement. Working through incorrect responses and shoring up weak areas of knowledge should be 
test prep’s central focus.

•	 work on the hard stuff. After a decade of preparing students for standardized exams, we still don’t 
know any students who markedly increased their scores by practicing what they were already good 
at! Once challenging areas have been identified, carve out specific study times to focus on these kinds 
of problems, and seek help if needed. Targeted, focused effort can go a long way toward improving a 
student’s score.

SAT/ACT Test Prep Plan: what’s Included
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Seeking Help with Standardized Testing

Many parents and students will look at this plan and feel in over their heads, which is not our goal! There are 
a lot of people selling test prep out there, and we want to make sure parents are informed before investing 
hundreds of dollars registering for a course or hiring a tutor. 

Some students will be able to execute this process successfully on their own. However, it does take a 
considerable amount of time and motivation to create and execute a test prep plan. For families who are 
already overwhelmed, or for students looking to make major score gains, turning to outside help can be the 
right choice.

In the chart below, we compare the pros and cons of self-preparation (the method we’ve outlined above), 
preparing with a class, and preparing with a tutor. More detail for classes and tutors follows.

Pros Cons Good For: Not Good For:

Self-Preparation •	 Affordable
•	 Student sets their 

own  
schedule

•	 Material tailored 
to student’s 
needs

•	 Student may 
have a hard time 
sticking to their 
schedule

•	 Student may not 
be studying the 
right things

Students who are 
self-motivated, 
organized, and  
score fairly well  
in diagnostics

Students who 
struggle in  
diagnostics, have 
difficulty with time 
management, or 
feel overwhelmed 
by the process

Classes •	 Can provide an 
average score 
gain

•	 Material is laid 
out in a  
structured way

•	 Social element 
for students

•	 Not tailored to 
the individual 
student

•	 Instructors often  
underpaid and  
underqualified

•	 Social element 
may become 
more important 
than test prep

Students looking  
for an average score 
gain, who need 
some accountability 
to stay on track, or 
who want assistance 
but cannot afford 
private tutoring

Students looking 
for a personalized 
program or high 
score gains

Tutors •	 Can provide 
higher score 
gains

•	 Personalized test 
prep

•	 Significant  
degree of  
accountability

•	 Can help  
navigate family 
dynamics

•	 Cost  
significantly 
more than 
classes

•	 Families have  
to be savvy to 
find a good tutor 
in a sea of  
unqualified  
candidates

Students who need 
assistance with  
accountability or 
want high score 
gains, and families 
who are able to  
invest in a high-
quality tutor

Families on a 
budget, students 
who are capable of 
executing the test 
prep process  
themselves
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Classes
Sometimes referred to as “boot camps,” classes have both benefits and drawbacks. On the pro side, there’s 
a real social element to classes that can sometimes be motivating for students. On the con side, they’re 
often taught by inexperienced and low-paid instructors and are not geared to the goals of the specific 
students in the class; most of the content and advice being offered is fairly generic. And remember that 
social element? We’ve seen many classes that aren’t much more than a chance for high schoolers to 
hang out.

Classes can be a good choice for students looking for an average score gain (50-80 points on the SAT 
or 1-2 points on the ACT), particularly students who didn’t feel like they understood the test well during 
their diagnostic exam. They can also be a good solution for students who need a community and some 
accountability in order to study. Since costs for classes are generally lower than tutoring, they can be an 
alternative for families who cannot afford private tutoring.

On the other hand, classes tend to move too quickly for low-scoring students, and too slowly for high-
scoring students. Generally speaking, we do not find courses to be worth the investment; students are better 
off preparing on their own or seeking one-on-one help from a tutor. That brings us to our next section.

Tutoring
Tutoring is a bit like a nerdy, academic Wild West. Just about anyone can set up shop and call themselves a 
tutor, regardless of their credentials or experience. For the purposes of this guide, we’ll consider three levels 
of tutors.

Amateur tutors are high school students, college kids, or adults without a lot of specific experience 
working with standardized testing. They can go through practice problems with a student but may not have 
a lot of insight to share about the concepts or tests themselves. Amateur tutors might be good for a student 
who grasps the material well but needs accountability to study on a consistent basis.

Professional tutors have solid training, experience with standardized testing, and work with a set 
curriculum. This curriculum may be similar to that of a standard boot camp or class, but because the tutor 
is working with the student on-on-one, the content is paced according to the student’s needs.

On the high end are elite tutors and “boutique” tutoring companies. Elite tutors tap into what a student 
wants or needs, and then design a plan specifically for that student. Elite tutors and professional tutors may 
work in the same companies, but elite tutors will demonstrate a much higher degree of experience and 
autonomy. Some companies devote themselves to building entire teams of elite tutors.

In general, private tutors are helpful because they provide a ton of accountability. Not only is the family 
making an investment in the student’s future by retaining a tutor, but the student is also agreeing to a 
specific course of progress with someone who is not their parent, sidestepping the potential drama of 
familial relationships.

For students looking for more than self-prep, we recommend working with a tutor over attending a class, 
hands down. However, not every student needs outside help to do well on standardized testing. The most 
important element of test prep is consistent effort over time, and students who can execute that on their 
own can definitely see improvements in their scores.
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TIPS AND TRICkS FOR THE SAT AND ACT
Students and parents may hear that good scores on the SAT and ACT are really “about how you take 
the test.” This is true, to some extent—while there is definitely a certain level of knowledge required, 
understanding the format and structure of the tests themselves can boost students’ confidence, and 
potentially their scores as well. We’ve got a few tips for the SAT and ACT that will help students better 
understand the exams they’re taking.

Timing is crucial when it comes to standardized testing. The SAT, for example, allows students an average of 
1 minute and 10 seconds per question, and the ACT allows even less time. Additionally, some sections allow 
more time per question than others. It’s vital that students know when to invest their time in a question, and 
when to answer quickly and move on. 

The key to time management on the SAT and ACT is self-knowledge and self-monitoring. Students need 
a clear grasp of what they do well (that is, quickly and accurately) and what they struggle with (i.e., where 
they need to take time to fully understand the question and avoid mistakes). To build this self-knowledge, 
students can:

•	 keep a log during practice review. Track the questions that the student answered incorrectly or that 
took a long time to finish (we include a sample error log in Appendix B). Note which kinds of questions 
were completed quickly and almost always correctly.  

•	 Pay attention to the phrasing of the question. Sometimes the way the question is asked or presented—
whether in a diagram, equation, or lengthy sentence—affects how a student handles it. Note any 
question formats that are particularly challenging. 

•	 Create a list of strengths and weaknesses. Use this tracking to create a list of question topics and 
formats that feel straightforward or easy, and another list of topics and formats that are tough. 

•	 Prioritize test questions accordingly. Since every SAT question is worth the same number of raw 
points, students can use their list of strengths and weaknesses to prioritize the easy questions first, both 
on practice exams and the actual test. Mark questions that need more time and return to them after 
reviewing the entire section and answering as many straightforward questions as possible.

A related time management strategy is to use a simple lap timer (most smartphones have one built in) to 
time each section Start the timer when beginning the section, and hit the "lap" button every time a problem 
is completed. This will tell students how long they spent on each question. In general, students should be 
moving more quickly through the first half of the section than through the second, and no single question 
should take up more than three minutes total.
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SAT/ACT verbal Tips:

•	 (ACT only) Remember that Science is really a verbal section. The ACT Science questions are more 
about reading and interpreting charts and graphs than scientific knowledge. 

•	 Don’t read too much. Rather than reading to memorize all the details of a passage, students should 
read to give themselves an overview of key ideas. Then when they get to the questions, they’ll have a 
better understanding of where in the passage to look for the answers. Students should always return to 
the passage itself when answering questions, rather than relying on their memory. 

•	 Don’t overthink it. Remember that there is always a right answer to the question being asked. Answers 
are based on evidence and logic, rather than interpretation or style. Keep the pace up during the Writing 
(SAT) and English (ACT) sections; find the evidence to answer the question and move on. 

•	 Show your work. Annotate passages to minimize re-reading, and take brief notes about questions and 
answers to help understand the thought process behind them when reviewing problems later. It can 
also be helpful to mark the grammatical elements of the Writing/English questions. 

•	 Believe in yourself. Students may psych themselves out thinking they don’t like reading, struggle 
with writing, or aren’t “science-y.” Remember that standardized testing is based on a set of skills and 
strategies that can improve with practice!

SAT/ACT Math Tips:

•	 Use the calculator well. Calculators can help minimize careless errors. Students should practice using 
their test-approved calculator during test prep. Be careful to use the calculator only at the designated 
time; some SAT sections do not permit calculator use. 

•	 work on the page. Working through problems on paper helps minimize errors and allows students to 
come back to challenging questions later and pick up where they left off. Showing your work step by 
step can also clarify what went wrong when answers are incorrect. 

•	 Don’t let perfect be the enemy of good. What counts on the SAT and ACT is the right answer, not 
the right method. For instance, while using algebra is often the most elegant way to find a solution, 
plugging in numbers, backsolving, or estimating can be just as helpful. 

•	 Don’t be intimidated by the test. The math on the SAT and ACT is limited and predictable. Sometimes 
seemingly tough questions are actually easy to answer, if students break them down into their 
component parts and work through them methodically. Complete the easy questions first and then 
come back to focus on the more challenging ones.
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RESOURCES
For Students: 
We recommend using official materials as much as possible.

For the SAT 

•	 The Official SAT Study Guide published by The College Board can be found at https://www.amazon.
com/Official-SAT-Study-Guide-2018/dp/1457309289  

•	 The College Board website includes a great deal of free information about the exams, as well as 
several free printable practice tests to assess your progress and work on your test-taking skills. (https://
collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat/practice/full-length-practice-tests)

•	 The College Board has partnered with khan Academy to provide free, online resources to help students 
familiarize themselves with and practice for the SAT. Using the Official SAT Practice portal, students can 
learn material through readings and videos, practice strategies for approaching challenging questions 
with interactive drills and practice tests, and get a free personalized study plan based on their PSAT/
NMSQT results. The portal also provides regular feedback on your progress, though the system is 
entirely automated, so the amount of truly personalized recommendations you can receive is limited. 
(https://www.khanacademy.org/sat)

For the ACT

•	 The Official ACT Prep Guide includes certified strategies and numerous practice exercises and tests.
(https://www.amazon.com/Official-ACT-Prep-Guide-2018/dp/1119386896/)  

•	 The ACT also has an interactive online prep portal, ACT Online Prep, which provides review materials 
and practice drills/tests for a 6-month subscription. (https://www.act.org/content/act/en/products-
and-services/the-act/test-preparation/act-online-prep.html) 

•	 For a more robust online prep, the ACT has partnered with Kaplan to create ACT kaplan Online Prep 
Live to provide interactive support with topic-based content review videos, practice drills and tests, 
feedback from live instructors, and access to online classes. This resource has paid subscription 
plans ranging from 6 weeks to 6 months, but students who qualify can get free or discounted access. 
(https://www.act.org/content/act/en/products-and-services/act-kaplan-online-prep-live.htm)

For additional resources, we prefer Barron's for additional SAT or ACT practice books. In addition to 
generalized prep books for both exams, they also have specialized books with extra practice in particular 
topics/sections, and others with advanced strategies for students striving for exceptionally high scores.

For Counselors:

Both test companies have extensive sites to support K-12 professionals around various aspects of the tests: 

•	 SAT: https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/educators
•	 ACT: http://www.act.org/content/act/en/products-and-services/the-act-educator.html
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Plan Your Work, Work Your Plan

Many students conflate the processes of planning and working. This means that they are simultaneously 
making decisions about what needs to happen next and trying to execute that plan. When preparing for 
standardized tests, this presents students with significant challenges:

•	 Students don’t have a good sense of how to use their time. 
•	 Students must constantly decide what to do next. 
•	 Students may not have all the resources necessary to work on specific topics or types of problems. 
•	 Students may finish a work session and realize they’ve missed something really big. 

As you can see, “diving right in” is not the best way to keep your head above water! Enter the methodology 
of “plan your work, work your plan.”
 
The basic idea is simple: Before starting work, students draw up a plan for that study session that addresses 
what’s urgent but also what’s important. This allows them to break their work sessions up into chunks of 
time, preventing them from going down a rabbit hole on one subject area and making sure that all their 
study topics get addressed over a period of days, weeks, or months. Then they execute on the plan they’ve 
created, which allows for seamless transitions and more effective study sessions.

Plan your work
  
Before doing any sort of work, students should write out a thorough, deliberate plan for that particular 
work session. The information in this guide, and particularly the Test Prep Planner in Appendix D, can 
assist students with this process. What this plan looks like can be highly variable, and students may need to 
experiment to find what works best for them. Students want to avoid a scenario where they jump around 
between topics or spend valuable study hours obsessing about details which in the grand scheme of things 
aren’t so important.

Instead, students should begin by asking themselves the following questions:
 
1. What kind of time do I have?
2. What’s competing for my attention right now?
3. How can I prioritize my assignments?
4. What’s the best sequence for each of these pieces of work?

From there, students should break their studying or practice problems into 30-minute blocks, and include 
some breaks. This approach means students can see what’s coming up next and have an overview of what 
needs to be done for that session. By scheduling out the whole session, students minimize distractions, 
ensure adequate rest, and avoid spending too much time on items that are not high-priority.
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CONCLUSION
Here at Signet, we always try to put things into perspective. A student’s SAT or ACT score is an important 
and weighty piece of the college admissions puzzle. Test prep should be taken seriously and undertaken in 
a diligent, consistent, and methodical manner. There really are no shortcuts when it comes to standardized 
testing, but the process we have laid out will help students be both efficient and effective when studying for 
these exams.

At the same time, families should keep in mind that standardized testing is a measure of a specific skill set, 
not a student’s self-worth. There’s no real benefit to losing sleep over a minor score gain on the SAT or 
ACT, and a test score is not an indicator of the value a student will go on to provide to the world. Students 
should focus their efforts on their exam of choice, study well, and when the testing process is complete,  
let it go.

work your Plan

Once a student has gone through their priorities and sequenced assignments, all that’s left is to do the work 
according to the schedule they set out!

In general, we encourage students to stick with the plan they’ve created, even if they feel uncomfortable 
or challenged. Seeing the work session through to the end and noting how it went provides concrete 
feedback that will help students adjust their plans in the future. However, there are times when changing 
the plan might be appropriate.

When students get into a particular study topic or set of practice problems, they may realize it will take 
much longer than they thought, or that they need to gather the proper materials before they can really 
begin. In these cases, it’s better to alter the plan for the sake of productivity. But this information should 
also be considered feedback to help students adjust their planning for the future. With practice, they will get 
better at estimating how long studying  will take, and at recognizing which resources they’ll need on hand 
to complete a particular task.
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APPENDIX A: 
TEST DAY TIPS

Most of the “standardized test prep” tips out there focus on learning the appropriate material and 
familiarizing oneself with the test format in advance of the exam date. But being prepared and ready on the 
test day itself is an important part of any student’s test prep plan!

•	 Scout the test site by checking out the location in advance, if possible.

•	 Strive for a low-key evening the day before the test.

•	 Get a good night’s sleep.

•	 Be sure to eat something the morning of the exam. 

•	 Make sure you’re awake! Try some simple stretches and warm-up moves.

•	 Warm up your brain by spending 10-15 minutes doing practice problems.

•	 Bring a bottle of water to the testing site, as well as healthy snacks like string cheese, an apple, or a 

granola bar.

•	 Have a sweatshirt handy, as exam rooms are often chilly.

•	 Bring an accepted ID, your test registration ticket, two sharpened No. 2 pencils, and a test-approved 

calculator, if appropriate. 

•	 SAT policies are here: https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat/taking-the-test/

calculator-policy 

•	 ACT policies are here: https://www.act.org/content/dam/act/unsecured/documents/ACT-

calculator-policy.pdf

•	 Allow plenty of time for any other routines students need to get focused.

SIGNETEDUCATION.COM 21

https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat/taking-the-test/calculator-policy 
https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat/taking-the-test/calculator-policy 
https://www.act.org/content/dam/act/unsecured/documents/ACT-calculator-policy.pdf
https://www.act.org/content/dam/act/unsecured/documents/ACT-calculator-policy.pdf


APPENDIX B: 
CHOOSING BETWEEN THE SAT AND ACT

Although we’ve covered this topic in the guide already, what follows is a step-by-step guide to help 
students choose between the SAT or ACT.

Step 1: Take two diagnostic exams, one SAT and ACT. These should be done under realistic testing 
conditions. 

Step 2: Score the exams. While scoring, students should track their mistakes on an error log like the one 
shown below. Using an error log helps identify difficult topics or question types, as well as behavioral 
patterns that can lead to mistakes. Students should always redo problems that they answered incorrectly at 
a later date.

A template for students to create their own error log is here: http://bit.ly/2ArdbB9

Test # Question # Topic Tested Answer I chose and 
why I got it wrong the 
first time

Original 
Date

Redone 
Date(s)

68c 1 Comma usage b; Serve it Forth is an 
aside

9/25

68c 14 Add sentence 
question

d; I don't know, went 
over too quickly

9/25

Step 3: Use concordance tables to compare diagnostic scores. This will give students quantitative insight as 
to whether they performed better on the SAT or ACT. Concordance tables can be found here:
http://bit.ly/1UX6y07
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Step 4: Ask self-evaluation questions. A student who scores roughly the same on both tests should choose 
the SAT or ACT based on personal preference. These questions will help students evaluate how they felt 
during each exam:

•	 Did you feel anxious at any point during the exam? Why? (Because you were rushed? Because you felt 
uncomfortable with a certain type of question? Because you were struggling with your calculator?)

•	 Were you able to complete each section within the allotted time? Looking back, were there certain 
questions that were excessively time-consuming? 

•	 How did you react if/when you realized you were behind on time?
•	 What types of questions seemed straightforward to you?
•	 How many questions did you skip or guess on? What types of questions were these?

After contemplating the evaluation questions and filling out the error log, students can use their findings to 
determine their strongest and weakest areas. If timing or anxiety was an issue, students can make a plan to 
address these concerns as they continue practicing. Students with major weaknesses or anxiety may want 
to consider contacting a tutor to help them successfully complete the rest of their preparations.

Step 5: Choose an exam. Armed with this information, students can now make an informed decision about 
whether to take the SAT or ACT. Students should assess which test they scored better on, which test offers 
easier score increases, which test they felt more comfortable with, and how the official test dates fit into 
their schedule. Then, they can focus the rest of their preparation on the test of their choice.
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APPENDIX C: 
GOAL SCORE WORKSHEET
This worksheet is designed to help you set a goal score for either the SAT or ACT.  
Be sure to complete this worksheet after choosing the SAT or ACT.

Exam I am taking (SAT or ACT):  

My diagnostic test score: 

5 Colleges I am interested in attending (include a mix of reach and safety schools):

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Average standardized test scores at each of these schools (typically available on a school’s website under 
Admissions Information): 

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

when are my SAT/ACT test dates?

How much time do I have to devote to studying each week?

what score gains can I realistically anticipate? (average is 100-200 points on the SAT and 2-4 points on 
the ACT):

My Goal Score:
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APPENDIX D: 
TEST PREP PLANNER
The test prep planner contains a Testing Calendar that students can fill in which allows them to see the 
entire trajectory of their test prep process. It also contains a week at a Glance planner where students can 
plan the specific topics they want to address in their studying. Students will need to continually update 
Week at a Glance planner. 

Testing Calendar 

10th
Grade

11th
Grade

12th
Grade

FALL

wINTER

SAT ACT

FALL

wINTER

SPRING

SUMMER

SUMMER

optional SAT prep

SAT prep

SAT (1 of 2)

SAT (2 of 2)

study for SAT/ACT if retesting or an additional sitting is needed

Final SAT testing if needed

optional ACT prep

ACT prep

ACT (1 of 2)

ACT (2 of 2)

Final ACT testing if needed

Reflection Questions: In addition to tracking errors, students should ask themselves the following 
questions on a regular basis to make sure they’re on track. Students might do this once a week, once a 
month, or after every practice test. 

•	 What’s going well in my test prep? 
•	 What’s not going well in my test prep? 
•	 How many weeks do I have until my first official test? 
•	 Am I on track to meet my goals? If not, why not? 
•	 What, if anything, is standing in my way?
•	 Who can I reach out to for help?

After answering these questions, students should review and adapt their study plans accordingly.

         weeks, from            to          weeks, from            to

         weeks, from            to          weeks, from            to

         weeks, from            to          weeks, from            to
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week at a Glance

SAT  /  ACT Important Dates:

Optional prep:

             weeks, from             to 

Prep:

             weeks, from             to 

First Test Date:

Second Test Date:

Optional prep, if needed:

             weeks, from             to 

Final Test Date, if needed:

week / Date(s) Subject(s) to study Hours
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APPENDIX E: 
TEST DATES*

* The dates above are for domestic testing in the United States. For international test dates, please visit the 
following links:

SAT International Dates: https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat/register/international

SAT ST International Dates: https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat-subject-tests/register/
international-registration/test-dates-deadlines

ACT International Dates: http://www.act.org/content/act/en/products-and-services/the-act/
registration.html#scrollNav-1-2

**Anticipated test dates. All dates are subject to change. For the most up-to-date test dates, visit the official 
SAT and ACT links listed below:  

SAT: https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat/register/dates-deadlines

SAT STs: https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat-subject-tests/register/test-dates-deadlines

ACT: http://www.act.org/content/act/en/products-and-services/the-act/registration.html#dates

***No test centers are scheduled in New York for the February and July test dates. No test centers are 
scheduled in California for the July test date.

SAT Test Dates
March 10, 2018
May 5, 2018
June 2, 2018
August 25, 2018**
October 6, 2018**
November 3, 2018**
December 1, 2018**
March 9, 2019**
May 4, 2019**
June 1, 2019**

ACT Test Dates
February 10, 2018***
April 14, 2018
June 9, 2018
July 14, 2018***
September 8, 2018
October 27, 2018
December 8, 2018
February 9, 2019***
April 13, 2019
June 8, 2019
July 13, 2019***

SAT Subject Test Dates
May 5, 2018
June 2, 2018
August 25, 2018**
October 6, 2018*
November 3, 2018**
December 1, 2018**
May 4, 2019**
June 1, 2019**
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