
The SAT vs. the ACT- this information is from Princeton Review: 

ACT questions tend to be more straightforward. 

ACT questions are often easier to understand on a first read. On the SAT, you may need to spend 
time figuring out what you're being asked before you can start solving the problem. For example, 
here are sample questions from the SAT essay and the ACT writing test (their name for the 
essay): SAT: What is your view of the claim that something unsuccessful can still have some 
value?​
ACT: In your view, should high schools become more tolerant of cheating? 

The SAT has a stronger emphasis on vocabulary. 

The ACT has a Science section, while the SAT does not. 

You don't need to know anything about amoebas or chemical reactions for the ACT Science 
section. It is meant to test your reading and reasoning skills based upon a given set of facts. But 
if you're a true science-phobe, the SAT might be a better fit. 

The ACT tests more advanced math concepts. 

In addition to basic arithmetic, algebra I and II, and geometry, the ACT tests your knowledge of 
trigonometry, too. That said, the ACT Math section is not necessarily harder, since many students 
find the questions to be more straightforward than those on the SAT. 

The ACT Writing Test is optional on test day, but required by many schools. 

The 25-minute SAT essay is required and is factored into your writing score. The 30-minute 
ACT writing test is optional. If you choose to take it, it is not included in your composite score 
— schools will see it listed separately. Many colleges require the writing section of the ACT, so 
be sure to check with the schools where you are applying before opting out. 

The SAT is broken up into more sections. 

On the ACT, you tackle each content area (English, Math, Reading and Science) in one big 
chunk, with the optional writing test at the end. On the SAT, the content areas (Critical Reading, 
Math and Writing) are broken up into 10 sections, with the required essay at the beginning. You 
do a little math, a little writing, a little critical reading, a little more math, etc. When choosing 
between the SAT and ACT, ask yourself if moving back and forth between content areas confuse 
you or keep you energized?  

The ACT is more of a "big picture" exam. College admissions officers care about how you did 
on each section of the SAT. On the ACT, they're most concerned with your composite score. So 
if you're weak in one content area but strong in others, you could still end up with a very good 
ACT score and thus make a strong impression with the admissions committee. 



What's the Difference Between the ACT and SAT? 

Test Structure 
and Format ACT SAT 

Length 3 hours, 25 min (with Writing Test)  3 hours, 45 minutes 

Structure 
4 Sections (English, Math, Reading, 
Science) plus an optional Writing 
Test  

10 Sections (3 Critical Reading, 3 
Math, 3 Writing, and 1 Experimental, 
which is unscored) 

 

Scoring ACT SAT 

Score 

Composite of 1-36 based on 
average scores from the 4 test 
sections​
4 scores of 1-36 for each test​
Optional Writing Test score of 0-12 
(not included in the overall score) 

Total score range of 600-2400 
based on adding scores from 3 
subjects​
3 scores of 200-800 for each subject​
Score of 0-12 for the Essay 

Wrong Answer 
Penalty No penalty for wrong answers 

¼ point subtracted from your raw 
score for each wrong answer 
(except for Math Grid-Ins) 

Sending Score 
History You decide which score is sent 

You decide which score is sent​
*Some colleges require you to send 
all scores, check with the college to 
be sure 

 



Content ACT SAT 

Reading  Reading Comprehension Reading Comprehension​
Sentence Completions 

Math 

Arithmetic ​
Algebra​
Geometry​
Algebra II​
Trigonometry 

Arithmetic​
Algebra​
Geometry​
Algebra II 

Science  

Analysis​
Interpretation​
Evaluation​
Basic Content​
Problem Solving 

Not applicable 

Essay 

Optional Final Section​
30 Minutes​
Not Included in Composite Score​
Topic of importance to high school 
students 

First Section​
25 Minutes​
Factored into overall score​
More abstract topic 

 

The table above was taken from Kaplantest.com 


