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Data Can Strike the Right Balance 
>> Foreword from the Socrato founder, Raju Gupta.  
 
Whether it’s a two year college or four year university, nearly every higher education institute requires 

potential students to submit an ACT or SAT test score along with their application. Though many colleges 
today weigh a multitude of criteria (teacher recommendations, extracurricular activities, etc.) when 

reviewing a student, ACT and SAT scores continue to be an important factor, a “necessary evil” of the 

college application process. 
 

Testing is so important that in top tier schools, like Harvard or Georgetown, they instituted a two-test 
admissions requirement to weed out lower-performing students. By the final years of high school, even 

the most average student is high-strung, stressed and concerned over college admissions testing. They 
wonder, “If one test is going to dictate the direction of the entire future, I better study, right?”  

 
The SAT and ACT are two fundamentally different tests with a common purpose, to compare and rank 

students for admission into college. As a tutor your job is to cut through the hysteria associated with 
college admission testing and guide college applicants toward the right strategy for improving their scores 

on the ACT or SAT. This ebook will give you strategies on picking the right test based on the unique 
strengths and weaknesses of your pupil.  

 
One final note: Data is a powerful tool that, when wielded correctly, can help you get to the core of why a 

student performed a certain way on a test.  Through data, you can gain a deeper understanding your 

student and thusly help improve a student’s final ACT or SAT score.  We hope you will all benefit from this 
ebook and its guidance.  

Thank you.        -- Raju Gupta, Founder of Socrato 
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>>  An overview of the current state of SAT vs. ACT and what 

it means for students, tutors and parents.  
 

Part of the process of “cutting through the college admissions hysteria” is educating yourself on the 
current state of affairs in college testing. When an anxious parent comes up to you and wants to know 

why her daughter Suzy is taking the ACT while her best friends study for the SAT, you will need to have a 
firm answer which is derived from real data, not speculation or guesswork.  

 
For example, many parents want to know 

whether the SAT is more popular than the 
ACT or vice versa, and why. The answer is 

that their popularity is about the same, 
but adoption of the ACT has grown quite a 

bit since 2006. In fact, the ACT now out-

flanks or is nearly equal to the number of 
SAT takers in the US.    

 

Figure 1 - As you can see in the graph to the 

left, in 2010 the SAT and ACT exams are 

about equally popular with over 1.5 million 

students taking each exam. They represent a 

popularity contest between the College Board 

that created the SAT and ACT.org which 

created the ACT test. The Students 

represented here are mostly graduating 

seniors but also include some juniors, 

sophomores and freshman who took the test. Source: CollegeCollegeCollegeCollege    BoardBoardBoardBoard    andandandand    ACT.orgACT.orgACT.orgACT.org 
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Despite the SAT’s longtime hold on students from 1951 onward, the data from 2010 suggests that the 

ACT exam is growing in popularity among students. 
 

Figure 2 - In this graph you will see the year 

over year growth in number of test takers for 

the SAT and ACT test. It is very obvious that 

the SAT exam growth reached a plateau 

domestically and the ACT is growing rapidly. 

We are seeing a number of states that now 

have the ACT as a graduation requirement 

including Colorado, Illinois, Kentucky, Michigan 

and Wyoming. Additional states including North 

Carolina, Tennessee and others might join 

these states in making it a graduation 

requirement, thus driving its growth even 

further. Source: CollegeCollegeCollegeCollege    BoardBoardBoardBoard    andandandand    ACT.orgACT.orgACT.orgACT.org 

 

The adoption of the ACT is a vast 
improvement over twenty years ago. At that 

time, many students facing the gauntlet of 
college admissions didn’t really have a choice whether they’d take the SAT or the ACT to gain admission to 

college. Geography chose for them. 
 

If you were applying to college prior to 2007 and lived on the East or West coast, it was more than a little 
likely you took the SAT. Meanwhile the ACT covered every state that was in-between – the Midwest or 

Heartland. 
 

There was also the added problem that for many years not all four year schools and universities accepted 
both tests, which gave the illusion that one test was inferior over the other. As of 2007, both the SAT and 

ACT are accepted by all US schools and universities. So, now many students have the option to choose 
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which of the tests is right for them. Though the info graphic, Figure 3 (below), proves that old habits (and 

geographic trends) die hard.  

 

Figure 3 - Source: Wikimedia Commons 
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Losing the ACT Inferiority Complex 

>>  The ACT and SAT are two very different tests, but they 

fulfill the same role in the admissions process.  
 

Since the year 1901, colleges have used standardized test scores (SAT 
and after 1959, the ACT) as a common baseline in accessing a 

student’s aptitude college.  

 
Despite the fact that they fulfill the same roll in the admissions process, 

the ACT is often plagued with an “ACT is inferior to the SAT” stigma.  
Some experts, like guidance counselor and author David Marcus, 

believe that East Coast parents often perpetuate the myth that the 
SAT is a better test by “holding onto their adolescence”. They took the 

SAT to get into their university, so their child should take the SAT, too.   
 

Know the facts: Since 2007 every 4-year college and university in the 
United States will accept the ACT and SAT, though at some schools, 

submitting the ACT is optional because they are colleges that require 

no standardized test for admission.  

 
With both tests now on equal footing, tutors, parents, and students are left with an important decision to 

make on which test to pursue. After all, the SAT and ACT are very different and often appeal to very 
different kinds of test-takers. So, how do we go about deciding which test is right for whom? 

 
 

Source: Helga Weber, Flickr.com 
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Why Pick Only One Test? 

>>  Focused Efforts + Less Stress = Greater Success 
 

Students often overwhelm themselves unnecessarily when it comes 

to preparing to take college entrance tests.  They often feel that 
they’ll somehow improve their chances by taking both the SAT and 

the ACT multiple times until they improve their scores.  

 
It’s important that as a tutor you drill home the importance of 

selecting the right test, rather than spreading their preparation 
efforts across many tests. Considering that the ACT is 215 

questions long and takes 2 ½ hours to complete and the SAT is 3 
hours and 45 minutes in length and 171 questions long, you can 

imagine how much test preparation it would take to master them 
both concurrently.  

 

The SAT and ACT tests are different in time, length, question count, 
question type (SAT has grid-ins), subject content (e.g. the ACT has 

a Science section), skills (essay is optional in ACT), the way 

questions are graded (negative marking in SAT), score range (ACT: 1-36 points versus SAT: 600 to 2400 
points). With the option to submit either test score as part of one’s application, colleges eventually convert 

each submitted score to a common percentile ranking to compare and rank students. 
 

Plus, there’s the added problem that only 33% students fare equally (in the common percentile 
ranking) on the SAT and ACT.  Hence, it is critical to use diagnostic data to find out what is the 

student's testing style instead of just by what is popular in their geographic region. Despite the fact that 
the ACT and SAT are now accepted in all 50 states by all US colleges and universities, many students 

Source:  Abdulmajeed Al.mutawee, 
Flickr.com 
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don’t select a test based on which one they perform better at. Instead, they choose a test based on what 

their friends are taking or what test their parents might have taken.  
 

This is exactly the sort of behavior that tutor Lynn O’ Shaughnessy writer of 7 Ways to Improve SAT and 
ACT Scores hopes to prevent in students preparing for the college exams. “The worst thing you can do,” 

she says “is take a particular test because your friends are.”  
 

To prevent this behavior in your student, you’ll want to administer diagnostic tests to identify the 
student’s test taking style. You’ll also want to explain the fundamental differences between the SAT and 

ACT to your student. 
  

Each test also demands a different prep style which don’t mesh together easily. Just like you wouldn’t 
want to train for a marathon while also training for a hot dog eating contest, you don’t want to spread the 

student too thin. They may both be exams, but they exercise very different brain muscles and require 
extremely different preparation. Just like there are some inate qualities that separate out a marathon 

winner from a hot dog eating contest champion, some students will just be better at the ACT or SAT based 

on their test-taking personality.   
 

By choosing zeroing in on one test, instead of tackling two, you and your student are bettering your 
chances that they will reach their goal. Remember, a few percentile points score improvement can 

improve their chances of admission in college of their choice. Wouldn’t you prefer to put all your test 
preparation efforts in one basket, instead of trying to raise both scores only marginally? 
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Which Test for Which Student? 
>>  Comparing the SAT and ACT testing styles side-by-side 

 
You may be able to get students to self-identify which test 

may be for them before they even take their first diagnostic 
exam. Of course, it’s important to administer a diagnostic 

exam (even though you have an inkling which test might be 

right for your student), but it’s also important to get students 
to share their own strengths and weaknesses as a test-taker. 

It’s all part of the process of accepting which exam is right 
for them and why.  

 
According to Prep Matters, a tutoring company which 

specializes in helping students achieve excellence through 
standardized testing preparation, students that are prone to 

test anxiety tend to do better on the ACT since the ACT is not 
a memory test and anxiety tends to inhibit memory. They 

also point out that the SAT is not a speediness test. They 
explain, “Having all day to do questions on the SAT wouldn’t 

change the fact that there are vocabulary words you simply 
don’t know, or there are certain math questions that are just 

too tricky.”  

 
Source: Tangolarina, Flickr.com 
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Meanwhile, students who take the ACT and do well often feel 

that they could have answered all the questions if they had 
more time to do so - which is one reason one of the first 

questions you should ask your student is how long can they 
keep still without fidgeting. According to an article in the New 

York Times, the ACT is usually a better fit for students who 
have difficulty focusing. The ACT lasts two hours, 55 minutes 

(plus 30 minutes with the optional writing test). The SAT lasts 
three hours, 45 minutes. 

 
The SAT’s length makes it a better fit for students who tend to 

approach questions slower and more analytically. It’s often 
called the “intelligence test” because it measures a student’s 

problem-solving and reasoning abilities in Reading, Math an in its required Writing portion. Conversely, 
the ACT is a “content-based test” which includes sections on English, Reading, Math, and Science.  It is 

often thought to be a better measure of how well balanced a student acadmeically is and how well they 

understood their high school curriculm. Experts often believe that underachievers do better on the SAT 
than the ACT, because the SAT leans on reasoning to derive answers.  To the overachiever, the ACT 

makes more sense because it is more straight-forward and similar to the tests they’ve already 
experienced in school.  

 
The ACT also has a narrower gender gap than the SAT, too. Of course, that shouldn’t mean that all girls 

should take the ACT and boys should choose the SAT, it just probably means that girls tend to be part of 
the high achiever group that tend to like the straightforward and curriculum-based ACT test.  

 
The most important question to ask, according to a helpful New York Times article about the topic, might 

just be asking the student directly (after explaining the differences of the two tests) which test they think 
they might do better on. They probably can easily tell you, based on what you’ve said, which test sounds 

Source: SAT vs. ACT, DHSCatalyst.com 
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the most comfortable to them. Though you’ll need data to back up their claims, you should never 

underwrite the importance of the test-takers confidence in themselves.  
 

To help your students out with selecting the right test, it’s smart to create a chart such as the one that 
Oakville Test Prep created and placed on their website intitled ACT vs SAT. (pictured below) 

 

Source: Oakville Test Prep, “ACT vs SAT ” 
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Use PSAT and PLAN Scores to Choose 

>>  Help determine your student’s potential for SAT or ACT 

with real test data 
 

Imagine you’re a budding artist who’s just received a commission for a 
portrait.  This is a career make or break job and your options are to 

either use oil colors or use acryllic, but your expertise is in using oil 

colors. 
 

Which would you choose? Which path promises a greater 
likelyhood of success?   

 
Naturally, most people will choose the path where they have the highest 

chance of success.  The key is to recognize where your strengths reside. 
 

One fantastic indicator of where your student’s strengths might be is the 
preliminary SAT or PSAT, a standardized test administered by the 

college board that over 3.5 million students take every year. Another 
indicator of how well a student might perform is the PLAN, the ACT’s college readiness test for 10th grade 

students. Much like the PSAT, this “pre-ACT” test is a powerful predictor of how well a student will perform 
on the ACT.  

 

These tests are not submitted to colleges, however, students do have the option of being contacted by 
schools if they fit into a certain score range. If high enough, students who take the PSAT may also qualify 

for a National Merit Scholarship. By using these tests results in conjunction, you might have a good idea 
on which test is right for a student without making them take a full practice test first. 
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How Analytics Can Determine Potential 
>>  Glean insights into what lies behind student performance 

 
The problem with most test reports is that they only skin deep 

and over simplify what goes on behind the scenes.  
 

Today, you can use technology to dig much deeper into what 

test scores are saying about a student’s performance. You can 
actually use scores on practice tests to determine which test 

students should be taking (SAT or ACT) based on the little 
differences which make up the test taking experience. The test 

preparation can be distilled into bits of information which delve 
deeply into: 

 
• Subject and topic knowledge 

• Test familiarity  
• Skills tested 

• Difficulty level  
• Format of questions 

 
Behavior during testing can be also be tracked. You can measure various activities and variables to 
determine how confident a student is when taking one test over the other.  Some variables you  might 

test are: 
 

• Time taken 
• Changing responses 

Source: Cocoen, Flickr.com 
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• Topics skipped or left over 

• Other external variables 
 

Personalized reporting based on numerous dimensions have become a reality. Using Socrato’s 
Bubblesheet Grader, for example, you can transfer what’s on your bubblesheets to receive smarter 

bubblesheets which provide granular reporting that helps pinpoint your student’s strengths and 
weaknesses.  
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What is Socrato? 

>>  Socrato is a tool for educators and students to improve 

their test scores using analytics 
 
The Socrato software was designed to simplify the 
way students can practice tests and automate 

complex reporting and assessments tasks for tutors 
and teachers. Moreover it will help you to 

understand individual strengths and weaknesses 
and create personalized learning plans to improve 

scores. 
 

Test Library 
 

The Socrato web service features a library of public 

and private tests for admissions test prep and state 
standardized test prep. Practice our public tests or 

create your own test for your students to practice. 
Browse the library  

 
Online Test Prep Tools 

Identify your student’s strengths and weaknesses. Use our test prep tools to dynamically create focused 
practice sessions for topics you want to practice. Monitor your progress over time. View our list of 

features  
Grade Your Paper Bubblesheets 
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A lot of exams such as the ACT and SAT are still paper based and manually grading and scoring your book 
tests leave you with a lot of questions on what to work on. Try Bubblesheet Grader now. 

 
Performance Reporting 

 
Socrato’s easy to use reporting engine makes it easy for students and 

teachers to generate diagnostic and performance reports. Hone in on your 
strengths and weaknesses by section, topic or sub topic. Track your 

performance history. Or, learn what question types cost you the most points 
and more. View sample reports  

 
Group / Class Management 

 
Students can study or practice with their friends while educators can 

manage multiple students or groups using Socrato. Track attendance, 

manage students for multiple instructors or generate group level reports for 
a class or your entire school. Learn more.  

 
Learning Plan Management 

 
The Socrato software allows teachers and tutors to create individualized learning plans for students. Get a 

quick handle on students’ specific academic needs, focus efforts more effectively and efficiently to improve 
their overall subject knowledge.  
 

Interested? Try Socrato out before you buy it with our Basic membership 

account. It’s free!  
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More SAT & ACT Resources  

>>   
 

Concordance Table for SAT and ACT at CollegeBoard.org  

Bubblesheets Grader from Socrato 

A New York Times Opt Ed about the ACT vs SAT.  

Tips for successfully raising your SAT & ACT score – ABC15.com, Arizona  

All four-year U.S. colleges now accept ACT test– USAToday.com 

Should You Combine Your Student’s ACT or SAT Test Results into a Superscore?  

Do Colleges Really Care about SAT Scores?  -- Socrato Learning Analytics Blog  

Lower SAT or ACT Scores? These Colleges Don’t Require Tests from About.com 

Here’s a Tutoring Company with a Formula for Helping Students Choose the ACT or SAT 


