	College Admission Testing:
The ACT has Tried Harder
By David Stoffer, Educational Consultant
The New SAT was overhauled in 2005. This revamping was done to address critics, the most famous being Richard C. Atkinson, the University of California’s outgoing president of the U.C. public university system. He and others accused the exam of not being an accurate reflection of college bound students’ readiness for college. President Atkinson specifically told the College Board that if the SAT did not add a writing section, the University of California would no longer require the SAT for admission. With the risk of losing 12% of the SAT test takers and hence millions of dollars, The College Board promised to add the writing section to the exam. 
Criticism has always been present with the SAT.  However, since the revised exam's establishment, the new SAT has faced additional problems. Students, parents and counselors complain about its length. The three hour and 45 minute test stretches to a five hour ordeal when you add in breaks and instructions. Since the exam’s redesign, average SAT scores had their sharpest drop in 31 years. Some blame this slippage on student exhaustion.  Scoring mistakes on the October 2005 SAT further damaged the exam’s reputation. The College Board reported that 4,411 students had scores sent to colleges that were incorrect and lower than their true scores. 
With the SAT’s recent problems, the ACT (American College Test) is growing in popularity for that reason. A record 1.2 million 2006 graduating high school seniors took the ACT, which accounts for 40 percent of that year’s graduating seniors. While this is still less than the 1.5 million students who took the SAT during that period, the gap is shrinking. 
History of the exams
The ACT surfaced in 1959 to finally provide the SAT competition. The ACT has slowly gained popularity over the years yet, even today, it does not enjoy the same respect the SAT does. The ACT, much like Avis Auto Rental, is in the process of trying harder and is succeeding! Below I will show you why.
The SAT has been in existence since 1922. Originally, the SAT was a prep school exam used to place students into colleges and universities that had similar SAT scores.  After WW II the SAT’s role began to reverse and the SAT became an admission selection instrument. 
From the ACT’s inception, the SAT was considered an east and west coast oriented admissions exam to be used especially for elite college and university admission. The ACT, on the other hand, the test of choice for students from the Midwest and south and used more for placement once the student was admitted. 

Time and familiarization with the ACT has changed the public’s perceptions although there continues to be a gross misconception by many misinformed people.  At the present time every Ivy League school accepts either the ACT and/or the SAT exams for admissions consideration. The ACT is administered in every state and many foreign countries. It is used universally for practically every college and university that uses these exams as admission criteria. In 2006, the number of East Coast students taking the ACT increased.  During that year the number taking the ACT increased by nine percent. In states like New Jersey the increase went up 33 percent. 
How do the tests differ?
Aside from the age and history of each test, there are some significant differences between the two tests.  The SAT is an aptitude test that measures reasoning and logic whereas the ACT is an achievement test that measures performance on high school subjects.  The SAT sub tests cover Reading, Math and Writing/Grammar.  The ACT covers Math, Reading, Science and Grammar (Writing is optional).  There is evidence that certain types of students do better on one test versus the other.  Depending on abstract reasoning ability, vocabulary development, rote memorization, coaching, distractibility and endurance over time a person’s scores may be significantly different depending on the tests.  Composite scores differ and the way wrong answers are scored can work in or against one’s favor.  More and more students are advised to take both tests to determine which test is better suited to demonstrate their strengths.    
How do you compare the exams?
Below you will find the Concordance Table used to compare the ACT and the SAT exams. Use the Composite score on the ACT and your combined Critical Reading and Math scores on the SAT and see which is higher. The scores below are based upon the new SAT and colleges and universities are generally using only the Critical Reading and Math scores to determine your composite score by adding those two together. The writing score is used for other reasons such as comparing you writing to your college admission essay to see if it was plagiarized.
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 Is there a difference in what the exams analyze?
Different competencies are tested on the two exams. The ACT tests the student’s recall while the SAT is more a logic and reasoning exam. I believe that the student, who has difficulty with exams but has excellent recall and knows how to study will achieve well on the ACT. The ACT is much more like an exam a student would take in high school. 
The ACT scores differently than does the SAT. The ACT takes off one point for every wrong answer, be it answered or left blank. The SAT, on the other hand, takes one off for every answer left blank but one and a quarter off for every incorrect answer. This makes the two exams produce very different test measurements.  This gives rise to the word concordance which is given to this comparison table. Concordance means comparing two unlike tests of measurements and allows us to make some type of comparison between the scores obtained on the two tests. This table is updated yearly and can be found on the Internet. 

Years ago I worked at a large public university that had a mixture of traditional (students under twenty-four years of age) and non traditional students (college students over twenty-four years of age) in attendance. This gave me an opportunity to compare older student’s college testing performance with eighteen years old students.
The results were, indeed, fascinating. What I found was a student who was seventeen or eighteen years had a tendency to do better on the ACT than the SAT based upon the Concordance Table. As these students were in or fresh out of high school they could easily recall facts and information from their high school experience. Older students, however, who were out of high school five or more years and who read quite profusely, had a tendency to score better on the SAT than on the ACT, again based upon the Concordance Table. Though their recall of high school facts may have waned, they were able to use logic and reason to attain a competitive edge on the SAT.
Students are expected to send all their SAT scores to their colleges and universities but the ACT allows students to send only your best scores. This is a trap that many students and their families fall for as colleges and universities only use your best scores and will even mix and match your scores. One year I stopped the Northwestern University admissions representative at the national convention and thanked her for admitting a student I had worked with the previous year. This engineering student had very high math scores on his two SATs but Critical Reading (then called Verbal) scores far below Northwestern’s preferred Verbal scores. She said she can’t remember every student who applied but she remembered this young man as the admissions committee used his ACT English score which was considerably higher than his Verbal on the SAT and admitted him. In other words had he not taken the ACT he would have not been admitted. I can’t guarantee every US college and university will mix and match exams but this possibility is reason alone to take both the ACT and the SAT for college admission. This is always a recommendation I make to the college bound student. 
The SAT is especially appealing when scores are dipping, yet ACT scores have been increasing since 2002. Average ACT scores in 2006 were the highest since 1991. Taking both exams twice reduces stress as taking only one exam makes that test critical. By taking more than one exam you know you can’t do any worse than your present score as colleges and universities take only your best score and usually mix and match.
Keep in mind that institutional policy varies from school to school, but many colleges and universities are not requiring the SAT Subject Test scores for students who take the ACT. In addition, some elite colleges that require you to take the SAT Subject Tests waive this requirement if you take the ACT exam. In other words, not only will you have the ACT along with your SAT that will be used for your admission selectivity, but you will have saved yourself additional time and money on the SAT Subject Tests. 
When Should You Take Each Exam? 
Take the ACT and SAT both twice, once each in the spring of your junior year and once each in the fall of your senor year. Studies show that students who take the SAT twice with a SAT prep course improve their scores 81% of the time.  Those who take the SAT twice in the same semester improve only 57% of the time. It is also important to keep in mind that students who take the November SAT tend to score better than do those who take October SAT. Students will argue that November is too late for colleges and universities to use those SAT scores and that is true at a number of admissions offices. I counter that argument by saying a simple telephone call to the admissions office, if your November SAT score is better than your spring of your junior year SAT, will alert that office that a better score will be coming. That will be enough to receive consideration of the better November SAT score.

Send both scores to your possible colleges is my advice. I did a seminar at a college oriented high school in 1992. I heard that the parents were pressuring the counselors to have them “block out” the poorest SAT score. Yes, there is an ethical question with such an action but I asked the audience of over 200 parents, “Why would you want to do that?” A parent in the first row answered, “We don’t want our child to look poorly to the college.” My answer, “Do you realize that most colleges mix and match your child’s scores. You may be hurting your child’s score by “blocking out” the poorest score. Your child’s lowest SAT score may have the highest math score thus lowering his or her higher composite score.”  Perry Robinson, vice president and director of admissions at Denison University states, “We will look at the best score, whether it’s ACT or SAT.” 
Do you need money for college? 

A few years ago a young man, who I was working with on college placement, called me with a question. Ken was his name and he called me quite confused on contradictory information he had received from his high school counselor’s and my advice. It seemed that his high school counselor had suggested Ken not take the second SAT in his senior year as I had strongly recommended. His counselor had told Ken that his 1220 composite SAT score indicated that he was Ivy League material. To avoid confusion it is important to note that the majority of colleges are not using the writing exam for admission consideration. In other words Ken’s SAT scores were a composite (total) score of his Critical Reading (then called verbal) and Math scores.  

I ignored the fact that the counselor was obviously unaware that many, many SAT scores of Ivy League denied students were higher than those of Ivy League acceptances. This counselor was only thinking about college admission and using erroneous information to boot.  

I, again, strongly urged the young man to retake the exam as, after all, he had diligently followed my suggestion to take the PSAT in the fall of his junior year and follow that up with the SAT in the spring. The summer between his junior and senior year he had then taken our SAT prep class. “Why not take the second SAT?” I ask Ken! “After all, you have spent the time taking the exam over the summer and why waste that effort?”

Ken took my advice, retook the SAT and received a 1350 on the second exam. The result was a letter from his college of choice announcing that they had raised his merit scholarship $6,000 per year. When he called me to tell me the exciting news I asked him if he enjoyed the test taking experience. His answer was not surprising, “I dislike taking those standardized tests.” I answered by asking the following question, "A scholarship of $6,000 a year means you received a total of $24,000 for four years. How long were you in that exam (old SAT)? He replied, “Three hours!” I answered; “Twenty-four thousand dollars divided by three means you made $8,000 an hour. If you make that kind of money when you graduate from college I will proudly tell people I once knew you.” There is more to the SAT than just improving you chances of gaining college admittance. Paying for college is a much overlooked factor.

In the final analysis, the decision about what test one should take should be thought out and considered strategically.  The SAT or ACT score is just one factor in a long list of factors taken into consideration for college admissions.  The more competitive the college, the more this is true.  It is important to make sure that your application adequately represents your strengths, talents and achievements.  To do any thing less is to cheat yourself.


