
SAT vs. ACT 
 

The SAT and ACT are both standardized college admissions tests, and most selective colleges and universities accept either 
one. However, each test has advantages and disadvantages, depending on an individual student’s strengths and weaknesses. 
When students prepare for the test best suited to their skills, they generally score higher. You should do the following two things 
when deciding whether to take the ACT or the SAT: 

1. Find out whether the colleges to which you are applying require one test rather than the other. 

2. If it doesn’t matter which test you take, decide which test is better suited to your skills (i.e., the test on 
which you’ll score better). 

The following chart highlights the major differences between the two exams, which will help you determine which test to take. 

                         SAT                           ACT 

Focus 
of Test 

Measures students’ reasoning and critical thinking skills 
 

Uses tricky phrasing to test students’ deductive reasoning 
and test-taking skills (i.e. your ability to identify what’s 
being asked and your performance under pressure) 
 
If you are good at taking tests, you may want to take the 
SAT.  
 

Measures a students’ knowledge of subject matter learned 
in high school classes 
 
If you got good grades in challenging classes, you may 
want to take the ACT.  

Differences 
In Content 

Has ten sections: Critical Reading (3), Math(3), and  
Writing (3), and Experimental (1) 
 
Focuses on vocabulary, and does not include  
Trigonometry or a science component 
 
Essay topic is usually about something abstract and 
broad in scope 
 

Has four sections: English, Math, Reading, and Science  
 
Focus on grammar and punctuation, and includes  
Trigonometry 
 
The Writing section is an optional fifth section, and the  
essay topic is relevant to high school students. 

Differences 
In Structure 

Multiple choice questions, but students are also required to 
produce answers to mathematical questions 
 
Questions get more difficult as the test progresses 
 
140 questions to be completed in three hours and 45 
minutes 
 
The writing section is factored into your overall scores 

All multiple choice questions 
 
Difficulty of test remains fairly consistent as the test 
 progresses 
 
215 questions to be completed in three hours and 25 
minutes (including the optional writing test)  
 
The writing section is not included in the composite score 
 

Differences 
In Strategy 

Test takers are penalized ¼ point for any 
wrong answer  Test takers are not penalized for any wrong answers.  

Differences 
In Scoring 

Students can earn a maximum of 800 points 
 for each section, for a total combined score 
 between 600-2400  

Students can earn a maximum of 36 points  
per section, which are then averaged together 
to create a composite score between 1-36 

 


