
TEST PREPARATION
The Tutor Doctor Guide to



Getting into a good college can be the start of a great 
career and fulfilling life. But for juniors and seniors, it 
can be a daunting task. After all, as of 2012, according 
to the most current figures available, the US has a total 
of 4,726 Title IV-eligible, degree-granting institutions: 
3,026 4-year institutions and 1,700 2-year institutions.i 
With such a wealth of choices, applying to college can 
sometimes be a confusing and difficult process. There 
are so many variables at play other than just good 
grades and extracurricular activities. It can be hard to 
know where to start.  

Here at Tutor Doctor, we want to make the process 
as easy as possible. That’s why we’ve put the time 
into creating this comprehensive guide to college 
admissions.  Getting into college these days – not just 
the Ivy Leagues – has never been more competitive.  
In order to get an advantage when applying, students 
and parents alike need to master not only the 
academics but the application process as well.
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How Do College Admissions Work?

First thing’s first, in the United States, there is no centralized college 
admissions process. While most schools will follow similar processes, each 
college will have its own set of admission requirements. The admissions 
criteria and requirements for your colleges of choice can be obtained via 
their websites, your school’s college guidance office, college fair events at 
your school or in your community, or by contacting colleges directly.

Another thing to remember is that getting into college takes more than 
just good grades. Many colleges are looking for “well-rounded students” 
so extracurricular activities are taken into consideration along with grades, 
counselor and teacher recommendations, entrance essays, and of course, 
test scores.  

Essentially there are two types of college admissions – formulaic and 
holistic. Formulaic admissions processes look solely at the numbers: GPA, 
test scores, etc. While a lot of colleges have to use this process based on 
the sheer number of applicants, some colleges are trying to take a more 
“holistic” approach; that is, taking into account the actual person behind 
the numbers. Institutions who claim a holistic approach say they are not 
just looking for students with good grades. Their focus is on interesting 
students who will contribute to the campus community in meaningful ways. 
That’s the idea, anyway. How much this translates into practical reality is 
subject to debate.  

While a lot of colleges say they are 
emphasizing a holistic admissions 

process, you have to look at the numbers 
to see what really matters when applying 

to colleges in the U.S.
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Factor Considerable 
importance

Moderate 
importance

Limited 
importance

No 
importance

Grades in college prep courses 81.5% 10.4% 7.4% .7%

Strength of curriculum 63.7 24.8 8.1 3.3

Admission test scores (SAT, ACT) 58.3 29.5 10.0 2.2

Grades in all courses 51.5 37.4 8.9 2.2

Essay or writing sample 22.2 37.8 22.6 17.4

Student’s demonstrated interest 20.1 34.0 23.9 22.0

Counselor recommendation 15.9 43.9 24.7 15.5

Class rank 15.2 35.3 33.5 16.0

Teacher recommendation 14.1 43.9 28.3 13.8

Extracurricular activities 9.6 40.6 33.9 15.9

Interview 7.8 21.2 27.9 43.1

Subject test scores (AP, IB) 7.5 30.6 32.5 29.5

Portfolio 6.4 9.4 34.3 49.8

SAT II scores 6.0 10.9 23.7 59.4

State graduation exam scores 3.4 10.1 28.4 58.2

Work 2.6 17.1 51.3 29.0

Source: NACAC Admissions Trends Survey, 2013ii

How Important Are Test Scores?

Standardized tests are meant to complement a student’s GPA and other college admission 
requirements. While colleges do try to emphasize well-rounded students, test scores are still  
a major component for many in determining who will attend their institutions. 

We can see from the table below that grades in college prep courses are the main admission
requirement taken into consideration, with curriculum and test scores close behind:
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Do All Colleges Ask 
for Test Scores?

The majority of colleges – in fact, more than 1,450 – do 
require applicants to submit ACT or SAT scores. While you 
should always check directly with the school you’re applying 
to, a list of schools can be found via College Search on 
collegeboard.org.

There are also a few, more selective colleges that require 
applicants to complete SAT Subject Tests, also known as 
the SAT II. Subject Tests reflect high-school level curricula 
and are meant to indicate a student’s college readiness in 
specific subject areas. Some of these include Literature, U.S. 
History, Math, Biology, and numerous languages. There are 
approximately 24-26 colleges that require Subject Tests, 
while another 22-24 recommend them.

There are a few colleges that do not require students to 
submit test scores. Fairtest.org offers a comprehensive list, 
but there are over 850 collegesiii that have test-optional or 
test flexible policies.

Examples of test 
optional/flexible  
colleges:

 • New York University
 • Brandeis University

Examples of  
colleges that require  
ACT or SAT scores:

 • Boston College
 • University of Chicago
 • UC Berkeley
 • Texas A&M

Examples of  
colleges that require/
recommend SAT  
Subject Tests:

 • Harvard University
 • Duke University

https://www.collegeboard.org/
http://fairtest.org/
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What Tests Are Required
and What Are My Choices?

In the U.S., there are two widely accepted college entrance exams – the ACT and SAT. 
So what exactly are the ACT and SAT tests? 

The ACT, which originally stood for American College Testing, is comprised 
of four curriculum-based tests. It takes the form of multiple-choice questions 
meant to measure skills in English, mathematics, reading, and science. The ACT 
tests are scored on a 36 point scale and the four tests are averaged to provide 
a combined score. There is also an optional writing piece. The ACT test is 
accepted by most major colleges and universities, but you should check with the 
specific school to which you’re applying.iv All information pertaining to the ACT 
exam can be found at act.org.

The other test accepted as part of the college admissions process is the 
SAT, which originally stood for Scholastic Aptitude Test. It is a test that 

is mainly taken by juniors and seniors as a requirement for admission to 
many colleges. Like the ACT, it uses multiple-choice questions. The test 

is divided into three sections: evidence-based reading and writing, math, 
and with the new requirement, an optional essay component. Learn more 
about the test at sat.collegeboard.org. Study materials from the College 

Board are generally available in high school guidance offices.v 

ACT

SAT

http://www.act.org/
https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat
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Which Test Is Right for Me?

In terms of which test to take, colleges compare the ACT and SAT tests equally. Neither the ACT nor 
SAT is more difficult than one another, so what you will need to take into account is what test is best 
for you/your child in terms of layout and subject matter. Here is a summary of the core differences 
between the two:

Test Structure:

Math
Reading
Writing and Language
Optional Essay

Math
Reading
English
Science
Optional Essay

Length: Without essay: 3 hours
With essay: 3 hours 50 minutes

Without essay: 2 hours 55 minutes
With essay: 3 hours 40 minutes

Reading: 5 reading passages 4 reading sections

Science: No science component

Comprises questions that measure 
the interpretation, analysis, evalua-
tion, reasoning, and problem-solving 
skills required in the natural sciences

Math:
Covers algebra, problem-solving and 
data analysis as well as advanced 
math, geometry and trigonometry

Covers six content areas: pre-algebra, 
elementary algebra, intermediate 
algebra, coordinate geometry, plane 
geometry, and trigonometry

Essays:

Optional: The essay will test your  
comprehension of a passage, as well 
as your ability to write an argument 
and support it with evidence

Optional: The essay will test your 
ability to evaluate and analyze  
complex issues

How It’s Scored: Scored on a scale of 400-1600 Scored on a scale of 1-36

Pace: Slower paced Faster paced, approximately a third 
less time per question than the SAT

In terms of cost, the ACT without the optional essay is $38. With the essay, it’s $54.50. That includes 
score reports for you, your high school, and four colleges. It’s free to view your scores online. The SAT 
costs $52.50 and includes reports for you, your high school, and four colleges. Basic registration for 
SAT Subject Tests costs $26, according to the College Board.
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If you’re looking for a more comprehensive diagnostic tool, Tutor Doctor offers 
an ACT or SAT Diagnostic exam. It provides a sample of each test, in order 
to determine which test is most appropriate for the student. To get the exam, 
visit tutordoctor.com to find your nearest Tutor Doctor location.

Test Preparation Tip:

http://www.tutordoctor.com/
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College Readiness Benchmarks

Something else to consider is the fact that the ACT is increasing in market share, 
with 2.1 million or about 64% of the nation’s graduating seniors having taken the 
test in 2016. This may be, in part, because the ACT offers “College Readiness 
Benchmarks”vi that they say can accurately predict how well a student will do in 
a corresponding college course. The Benchmarks show what scores on the ACT 
subject-area tests are required for students to have a 50% chance of getting a 
B or higher or a 75% chance of getting a C or higher in an equivalent first-year 
college course. These can include English, Algebra, Social Science, and Biology. 
The Benchmarks are median course placement values based on a sample of 214 
institutions and more than 230,000 students.vii 

The ACT College Readiness Benchmarks are:

College Course ACT Subject-
Area Test

The ACT 
Benchmark

English Composition English 18

College Algebra Mathematics 22

Social Sciences Reading 22

Biology Science 23
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What Is the Optional Essay Component?

Unlike the old SAT, the essay component in the new SAT is optional, meaning not all students have 
to write it. According to the College Board, the reason for this is that “[in] the past, a single essay has 
not contributed to the overall validity of the assessment. The multiple-choice Evidence-Based Reading 
and Writing section, on the other hand, is deeply predictive of college success.”

The old essay required students to tease out their opinions on a topic. The new essay will instead 
have students first read an approximately 700-word essay and then provide an analysis. 
With the additional reading requirement, the length of the essay section will double to 50 minutes. 
The new essay requirement will also be scored differently, based on three criteria: reading, analysis, 
and writing.

But what does “optional” really mean in this context? Schools can still require essay scores to be 
submitted, so should you write the essay? In the past, some schools have not required the essay, and 
some that previously did, may not anymore as both the SAT and ACT have made this component 
optional.

There is no hard and fast rule when it comes to college essay policies. As with most other admission 
requirements, it is dependent on the school.viii However, The College Board has a great overview of 
college essay requirements, which you can view at:
collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat/register/college-essay-policies.

When it comes to the new SAT’s essay component, your best bet is to check directly with the schools 
to which you’re looking to apply. If, like many students, you have not finalized your college list by test 
day, we strongly recommend taking the optional essay. 

What Do the Scores Mean?

Another major area of difference between the ACT and SAT tests is how they are scored. While good 
scores in either are weighed equally by the majority of colleges, understanding how the scoring works 
can help you prepare for whichever test you decide to take.

ACT
The ACT is comprised of four sections, often referred to as subject areas: English, Math, Reading, and 
Science. Each section is granted a scaled score between 1 and 36. The scaled scores for each area are 
then averaged into a composite score, the range of which is also between 1 and 36.

The scaled scores converted from the raw scores on each of the sections is merely the number of 
questions you answered correctly in each section. There are no point deductions for wrong answers 
on the ACT. The ACT uses scaled scores so that results are consistent across test dates. 

https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat/register/college-essay-policies


10 Tutor Doctor Guide to Test Preparation

SCAle
SCORe

RAW SCOReS
SCAle
SCORe

TeST 1
english

TeST 2
Mathematics

TeST 3
Reading

TeST 4
Science

36 75 59-60 40 40 36

35 73-74 57-58 39 39 35

34 71-72 55-56 38 38 34

33 70 54 – 37 33

32 69 53 37 – 32

31 68 52 36 36 31

30 67 50-51 35 35 30

29 66 49 34 34 29

28 64-65 47-48 33 33 28

27 62-63 45-46 32 31-32 27

26 60-61 43-44 31 30 26

25 58-59 41-42 30 28-29 25

24 56-57 38-40 29 26-27 24

23 53-55 36-37 27-28 24-25 23

22 51-52 34-35 26 23 22

21 48-50 33 25 21-22 21

20 45-47 31-32 23-24 19-20 20

19 42-44 29-30 22 17-18 19

18 40-41 27-28 20-21 16 18

17 38-39 24-26 19 14-15 17

16 35-37 19-23 18 13 16

15 33-34 15-18 16-17 12 15

14 30-32 12-14 14-15 11 14

13 29 10-11 13 10 13

12 27-28 8-9 11-12 9 12

11 25-26 6-7 9-10 8 11

10 23-24 5 8 7 10

9 20-22 4 7 6 9

8 17-19 – 6 5 8

7 14-16 3 5 4 7

6 11-13 – 4 3 6

5 9-10 2 3 – 5

4 6-8 – – 2 4

3 5 1 2 1 3

2 3-4 – 1 – 2

1 0-2 0 0 0 1

Here is a table the ACT provides showing the conversion of raw scores to composite scoresix:

Note: These numbers aren’t final. Rather, they’re meant 
to give you an idea of what the conversion looks like. 
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There is also an optional writing component to the ACT. It is scored by two different readers, who 
provide the essay a score of between 1 and 6 in each of four domains (leading to four different 
subscores from 2-12). Your writing score is then calculated by combining and scaling each of these 
subscores for a total Writing score out of 36. Keep in mind, the essay does not affect your overall 
composite score. It merely gives colleges an idea of your writing skills. 

SAT 
For the purposes of this section, we will focus on the new SAT scoring, as the old one is no longer 
available. The biggest change in the new SAT scoring is that it is going back to an overall score out 
of 1600 as opposed to 2400. The math section will be worth 800, and reading and writing will be 
compiled into a section called “Evidence-Based Reading and Writing.” It will also be scored out of 800. 
The optional essay component will be scored separately, and will not affect the overall writing score. 
Below is a comprehensive overview of what the scoring on the new SAT looks likex:

SAT SCORe RePORTeD DeTAilS SCORe RAnge

Total score Sum of the two section scores. 400–1600

Section scores (2) Evidence-Based Reading and Writing,  
and Math. 200–800

Test scores (3) Reading, Writing and Language,  
and Math. 10–40

SAT Essay scores (3)
*The SAT Essay is optional.

Reading, Analysis, and Writing. 2–8

Cross-test scores (2)

Analysis in History/Social Studies and 
Analysis in Science. Based on selected 
questions in the Reading, Writing and 
Language, and Math Tests.

These scores show how well you use your 
skills to analyze texts and solve problems 
in these subject areas. 

10–40

Subscores (7)

Reading and Writing and Language: 
Command of Evidence and Words 
in Context. Writing and Language: 
Expression of Ideas and Standard English 
Conventions. Math: Heart of Algebra, 
Problem Solving and Data Analysis, and 
Passport to Advanced Math.

1–15
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SAT CR+M (Score Range) ACT Composite Score SAT CR+M (Single Score)

1600 36 1600
1540–1590 35 1560
1490–1530 34 1510
1440–1480 33 1460
1400–1430 32 1420
1360–1390 31 1380
1330–1350 30 1340
1290–1320 29 1300
1250–1280 28 1260
1210–1240 27 1220
1170–1200 26 1190
1130–1160 25 1150
1090–1120 24 1110
1050–1080 23 1070
1020–1040 22 1030
980–1010 21 990
940–970 20 950
900–930 19 910
860–890 18 870
820–850 17 830
770–810 16 790
720–760 15 740
670–710 14 690
620–660 13 640
560–610 12 590
510–550 11 530

In order to get a full picture of which test to take, it’s helpful to know what the scores of the ACT and 
SAT mean against one another. Here is a comprehensive overview of the scoring of both testsxi:
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When Should I Take the Test?  

The ACT and SAT should be taken no later than Spring of Junior year. Most students take the SAT or 
ACT twice with incremental improvement the second time even without prep (score improves more 
with prep).

Many find it best to avoid June if possible so it doesn’t conflict with finals. After all, you want to be 
able to focus on the ACT/SAT and finals separately to give yourself the best chance. Click on the links 
below to find out about test dates and registration deadlines:

How Many Times Should I Take the Test?  

While taking the SAT or ACT more than once does not necessarily guarantee a higher score, in 
the experience of our experts, most students see at least some increase each time they take an 
official exam. In fact, most students take them at least twice as they prepare for college applications. 
Research from the College Board and ACT shows that while there is no guarantee of a higher score, a 
student who takes the test more than once will likely see some sort of increase in their second sitting. 
And remember, these statistics include students who haven’t done much preparation, in which case 
they would likely not see a bump in score as they have done little or nothing to improve their subject 
knowledge and/or test-taking skills. Tutor Doctor finds many students take the SAT or ACT a second 
time during Spring of Junior year or early Fall of Senior year. 

impact of Repeat Testing SATxii  ACTxiii 
Improve from 1st to 2nd test 55% 57%
No change from 1st to 2nd test 10% 21%
Decline from 1st to 2nd test 35% 22%

AveRAge inCReASe 40 POinTS 
(600–2400 SCAle) 

1 POinT 
(1–36 SCAle) 

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

ACT Test Dates:
http://www.act.org/content/act/en/products-and-services/the-act/taking-the-test.html#identification

https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat/register/dates-deadlines
http://www.act.org/content/act/en/products-and-services/the-act/taking-the-test.html#identification
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What Scores Do Colleges See?

SAT Score Reporting
Score Choice gives you the option to choose which scores – both by test date for the SAT and by 
individual test for SAT Subject Tests™ – you send to colleges. As always though, make sure you  
check with the individual colleges you’re planning on applying to, as score choice policies can vary.  
Some colleges will use the highest section score across all test dates, while others use the highest 
composite score from all test dates. And some ask for all scores. What’s promising is that even the 
more selective colleges are becoming more flexible, but it’s important that you understand the  
score-use policies for each individual school to which you plan on applying. 

ACT Score Reporting
If you have taken the ACT (either with or without the writing component) more than once, a separate 
score is saved for each test date. The ACT will only release the score from the test date that you 
request. This makes sure only your preferred score is used during the application process.  
If you want to, you can ask the ACT to send the score from more than one test date to an institution. 
However, you cannot use different scores from different dates to create a new score; you must use a 
single score from one date as is. 

Do colleges prefer one test over the other?
Officially, all accredited institutions in the U.S. – including Ivy League schools – accept both ACT and 
SAT scores. Research has shown that there is no advantage to taking one test over the other, rather 
you should take the test that will provide you the best chance to get a high score. Colleges are 
looking for a better score in either test, so ensure you’re taking the test that best suits you.
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What Is Test Preparation  
and Why Is It Necessary? 

The harsh reality is, that unlike fifty years ago, a college degree is a requirement for 
most jobs in the marketplace today. What that means for students is that more and 
more people are looking to go to college every year. The competition to get into 
the top colleges in the country has never been more competitive. And it’s not just 
domestic competition either. The number of international students who attended 
U.S. colleges and universities increased by 10 percent to a record high of 974,926 
students in the 2014/15 academic year.xiv

Everyone is looking for an edge over their peers, and one such advantage is great 
test scores. While we’ve seen that GPA and curriculum are very important in college 
admissions, a great test score can mean the difference between a good and a great 
college. What’s great about these standardized tests is that, with the right tools and 
work, they can be prepared so that anyone can excel. 

In terms of preparing for the ACT and SAT exams, there are numerous ways to go. 
Self-study, one-to-one tutoring, and class study are all amongst the most popular 
methods. The question remains, what option is best for you? 

The number of international students who 
attended U.S. colleges and universities 

increased by 10 percent to a record high of 
974,926 students in the 2014/15 academic year.
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Types of Test Preparation

One-to-One Test Preparation
With most companies that offer one-on-one test prep including Tutor Doctor, students take an 
authentic diagnostic test, which is then scored and analyzed. They then go over the student’s detailed 
score report with them to identify the areas of greatest potential improvement. After that, a custom 
course is prepared for that student. This is a flexible outline that the tutor can adjust over time to 
continually address the student’s changing needs. Lessons are completed during in-person tutoring 
sessions with the student. Additional online quizzes and worksheets are completed between sessions. 
The student’s performance on every concept and question type is tracked, and video solutions are 
offered to every problem the student sees. Students can flag problems for review at future sessions, 
enabling the tutor to review those problems quickly and move on to the next concept. Additional 
diagnostic tests are given to assess the progress, and parents receive weekly progress reports to keep 
them in the loop.

Small group Test Preparation
Similar to one-on-one sessions, except that the course is “customized” at the class level, so students 
don’t receive individually customized lessons and quizzes. This is a great way to get general exposure 
to test prep, covering all of the most commonly tested concepts, and strategies to address them.  
Additional diagnostic tests and emailed progress reports are included. The level of customization is 
the ONLY difference.

large group Test Preparation
These are typically offered in school. They are less effective, as they typically lack the accountability 
measures that keep students working hard throughout the course. It would effectively work the same 
way as the Small Group Course, without the benefits of customization or individualized help.

“My office had a student increase from a 
22 to 33 on the ACT due to experienced 
tutors, a strong curriculum, and mostly 
the student’s sheer dedication to his 
college admissions goals and dreams.”

– Chris lien
Tutor Doctor Owner and 
Education Consultant
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Why One-to-One  
Test Preparation? 

First thing’s first, any type of test preparation will help 
you get a better score on the ACT or SAT. However, some 
are more effective than others. Results from a nationwide 
study showedxv that students who took private SAT prep 
classes saw an average increase of 60 points on their SATs 
compared to those who didn’t participate in any sort of 
prep classes. This means they were more likely to get into 
more selective colleges.

When it comes to the ACT, Tutor Doctor found that 
students who participate in small class prep see a 3-5 point 
bump in their scores, while those who received one-to-one 
tutoring saw an average increase of more than 5 points. 

“We had one student go from 
a 22 to 24 (which gets her 
70% off the difference of out 
of state and in-state tuition!) 
after only six sessions, and 
one go from a 15 to 22.”

“We have tutored a high 
school drop-out for 22 hours. 
He needed a 19 just on the 
Reading portion to earn his 
diploma. Tutor dealt  
with lack of motivation,  
self-confidence, and low 
ability level. Along with all  
of those obstacles, the 
student said that if he didn’t 
pass, he would never take it 
again. No pressure, right?!
Pre-Test: 13;  Post-Test: 16;
ACT – drumroll, please – 21!”

– Stacy Parkelj
Tutor Doctor Owner and 
Education Consultant

– Alison Parker
Tutor Doctor Owner and 
Education Consultant
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How to Prepare for the SAT 

We’ve gone through a high-level summary of what the SAT is comprised of. However, to really begin 
to prepare to take the test, it’s best to know exactly what the SAT requires of students.

What does the SAT test look like?

Reading
The SAT Reading Test focuses on the skills and knowledge that you’ve already learned in high 
school and that provides the foundation for your college learning. For this section, it’s not about 
memorization, it’s about how you analyze and use information. 

According to the College Board, the Reading Test always includes:

 • One passage from a classic or contemporary work of U.S. or world literature. 

 • One passage or a pair of passages from either a U.S. founding document or a text
  in the great global conversation they inspired. The U.S. Constitution or a speech by 
  Nelson Mandela, for example.

 • A selection about economics, psychology, sociology, or some other social science.

 • Two science passages (or one passage and one passage pair) that examine foundational  
  concepts and developments in Earth science, biology, chemistry, or physics.xvii

Based on these, the Reading Test will ask you to use evidence to answer questions, use context clues 
in a passage to figure out which meaning of a word or phrase, and examine hypotheses, interpret 
data, and consider implications.

The main difference between this section on the new and old tests is that the new SAT won’t have 
vocabulary in isolation, there will be context clues. That doesn’t mean you should ignore vocabulary, 
but rather you should also include advanced reading and practice being able to define words 
based on the context in which they appear. What will be more important here than flash cards or 
memorization are practice questions. The College Board offers some, but you can also look at the  
SAT Reading Test for practice. And don’t forget to read, read, read. The more you read, the more 
you’ll understand. 

You can find all of this information on the College Boardxvi website.Note:
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Writing
The Writing and Language component of the SAT essentially asks you to act 
as the editor and revise passages put together especially for the test and that 
include intentional errors. It’s simple, the SAT is evaluating that you can read, 
find mistakes and weaknesses, and then fix them. 

All the questions will be passage-based, and there is less a sense of trying to 
“trick” students. Rather, the test emphasizes logic. It will be looking for students 
to determine words in context, analyze topical passages such as social studies or 
science, identify the main ideas expressed, and demonstrate their grasp of basic 
English principles. 

The best way to start preparing for this is learning your grammar and vocabulary 
rules. This will give you a solid foundation on which to work on the more 
complex ideas. As with the reading section, practice makes perfect. 

Math
On the new SAT, the math section will be weighted more heavily than in previous 
years, as the reading and writing section will combine for a score of 800. 
The math section, not unlike the old SAT, will focus on the three areas of math 
that play the biggest role in different college majors and careers:

 • Algebra, which focuses on the mastery of linear 
  equations and systems. 

 • Problem Solving and Data Analysis, which is about 
  being quantitatively literate.

 • Advanced Math, which features questions that require 
  the manipulation of complex equations.xviii

The math section also draws on additional subjects, including geometry and 
trigonometry. However, the goal is to keep the math section focused on what 
will be most useful for you in college.

The best way to approach the math section is simple – find out what your 
weaknesses are. Do you struggle in trigonometry? Or are simple, manual 
equations where you struggle? Once you identify the areas that need the most 
work, practice – both with and without a calculator. 
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essay
The SAT essay is meant to show you can not only comprehend a passage but write 
an argument and support it with evidence. During the essay portion, you will read 
a passage, explain the author’s argument, and support your explanation using 
evidence from the passage. And remember, in the new SAT you won’t be asked to 
agree or disagree with an argument or write about your personal experience.

The essay prompt will be the same no matter when or where you take the new SAT:

However, the topic for the essay will be different for each test. The test is looking 
to measure your ability to read and interpret the passage, analyze the author’s 
arguments, and present your evidence in writing.

Write an essay in which you explain how [the author] builds an argument 
to persuade [his/her] audience that [author’s claim]. In your essay, analyze 
how [the author] uses one or more of the features listed above (or features 
of your own choice) to strengthen the logic and persuasiveness of [his/her] 
argument. Be sure that your analysis focuses on the most relevant features 
of the passage. Your essay should not explain whether you agree with [the 
author’s] claims, but rather explain how the author builds an argument to 
persuade [his/her] audience.
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“The best preparation 
for tomorrow is doing 
your best today.”

– H. Jackson Brown, Jr.
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How to Prepare for the ACT 

Like the SAT, it’s important to understand the content of the ACT in order to study for it properly.  
The ACT is comprised of four separate components, which includes the optional essay. The ACT  
websitexix has a comprehensive overview of what is required for each, but here is a summary to get 
you started:

The english Subject Test
The English test covers the six elements of effective writing: punctuation, grammar and usage, 
sentence structure, strategy, organization, and style. As per the ACT website, questions covering 
punctuation, grammar, and sentence structure make up the subscore for Usage/Mechanics.  
The questions focused on strategy, organization, and style comprise the Rhetorical Skills subscore.

The test provides five passages, which are followed by a set of multiple choice questions.  
This component tests your English writing and language. You don’t have to memorize  
obscure grammatical terminology.

The Math Test
The math section of the ACT is a multiple-choice exam that will test the math skills you would have 
typically learned up to the beginning of senior year.

The main skills it is looking for are reasoning skills that are required to solve practical math problems. 
You’ll need to know basic formulas and computational, but don’t worry, you won’t have to know 
complex formulas and or do complex mathematical computations.

According to ACT.org, the math section is comprised of six sections that will make up three subscores. 
As per their description, they are as follows:

Pre-Algebra/elementary Algebra
Questions in this content area are based on basic operations using whole numbers, decimals, 
fractions, and integers; place value; square roots and approximations; the concept of exponents; 
scientific notation; factors; ratio, proportion, and percent; linear equations in one variable; absolute 
value and ordering numbers by value; elementary counting techniques and simple probability; data 
collection, representation, and interpretation; and understanding simple descriptive statistics.

elementary Algebra (15-20%)
Questions in this content area are based on properties of exponents and square roots, evaluation 
of algebraic expressions through substitution, using variables to express functional relationships, 
understanding algebraic operations, and the solution of quadratic equations by factoring.

http://www.act.org/
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intermediate Algebra (15-20%). 
Questions in this content area are based on an understanding of the quadratic formula, rational and 
radical expressions, absolute value equations and inequalities, sequences and patterns, systems of 
equations, quadratic inequalities, functions, modeling, matrices, roots of polynomials, and complex 
numbers.

 
Coordinate geometry (15-20%)
Questions in this content area are based on graphing and the relations between equations and 
graphs, including points, lines, polynomials, circles, and other curves; graphing inequalities; slope; 
parallel and perpendicular lines; distance; midpoints; and conics.

 
Plane geometry (20-25%)
Questions in this content area are based on the properties and relations of plane figures, including 
angles and relations among perpendicular and parallel lines; properties of circles, triangles, 
rectangles, parallelograms, and trapezoids; transformations; the concept of proof and proof 
techniques; volume; and applications of geometry to three dimensions.

 
Trigonometry (5-10%)
Questions in this content area are based on understanding trigonometric relations in right triangles; 
values and properties of trigonometric functions; graphing trigonometric functions; modeling using 
trigonometric functions; use of trigonometric identities; and solving trigonometric equations. 

Preparing for the math section of the ACT is much the same as preparing for the SAT. Find out what 
your weaknesses are. Once you identify the areas that need the most work, practice – both with and 
without a calculator.xx

 
The Science Reasoning Test
The science component of the ACT focuses on interpretation, analysis, evaluation, reasoning, and 
problem-solving skills required in the natural sciences. You’ll be provided with sets of scientific 
information, which is given in one of the following formats:

 • Data representation (graphs, tables, and other schematic forms)
 • Research summaries (descriptions of several related experiments)
 • Conflicting viewpoints (expressions of several related hypotheses  
  or views that are inconsistent with one another)

You will then be asked questions that ask you to:

 • Recognize and understand the basic features and concepts in the information provided
 • Analyze the relationship between the information provided and presented hypotheses
 • Generalize from given information to gain new information, draw conclusions,  
  or make predictionsxxi
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The Reading Test
Similar to the SAT section, the reading portion of the ACT looks to test your reading comprehension. 
You’ll be provided a number of passages and then asked to refer to what  
is explicitly stated, while also inferring implicit meaning. Specifically, you’ll be asked to:

 • Determine main ideas
 • Locate and interpret significant details
 • Understand sequences of events
 • Make comparisons
 • Comprehend cause-effect relationships
 • Determine the meaning of context-dependent words,  
  phrases, and statements
 • Draw generalizations
 • Analyze the author’s or narrator’s voice and methodxxii

There are four sections, each with shorter prose passages that are typical of the level and kinds of text 
generally faced in first-year college programs. Topics such as social studies, natural sciences, literary 
narrative (including prose fiction), and the humanities are included.

The Optional Writing Test
The writing test on the ACT is relatively short – 40-minutes – but you will be asked to do quite a lot 
in that time. The essay section will describe an issue and provides different perspectives on it.xxiii  
You are then asked to analyze the perspectives; to state and develop your own perspective, and to 
explain and support your ideas.xxiv It doesn’t matter which position you take, just that you can explain 
coherently and analytically why you took it and the relationship it has to the other perspectives. 
Essentially you are asked to generate, develop, sustain, organize, and finally communicate ideas.

There is room for planning on the exam (which you won’t be scored on), which is a crucial element 
to do well on the test.  Studying for the essay portion won’t be straight forward. You can look for 
practice prompts, as obviously practice makes perfect. It may be worth it to do research on common 
debate topics, to get a sense of the arguments on either side of these issues. 
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Beyond the Tests:  
College Entrance Essays 

In addition to entrance exams, one of the most important elements of college applications is the 
personal essay. The personal essay is one of the best ways for students to differentiate themselves 
from their peers, while also showing their chosen colleges why they would be a good fit.  

Unfortunately, the hard truth is that, while students spend weeks and months putting their essays 
together, admissions officers will likely only spend a few minutes looking at it. That means students 
have to do whatever they can to stand out and be memorable, all while writing a structurally and 
grammatically sound essay. That’s a tall order. Perhaps that’s why there is a huge market for books 
claiming to help students write their entrance essays.

The problem there, according to Chris Peterson of MIT, is that “[everything] about these books, from 
the titles on down, is so suffused with self-congratulation that it should be no surprise the essays 
themselves stink like bad perfume. Hint: These books exist because people at name-brand schools 
realized they could sell aspiring applicants drafts of their essays. They do not, as a rule, provide actual 
good advice.”xxv 

The issue, as Peterson points out, is that these books don’t celebrate the individuality of great college 
essays, rather they look to collate essays that fit into rules that can be summarized for easy digestion. 
So what do you do when you need a little help getting started?

First thing’s first – you should look up essays that worked at the school or schools you’re most 
interested in applying to. A lot of colleges provide examples of essays that impressed them, or that 
students should use as inspiration. Some of the ones we found with a quick internet search will put 
you on the right track:

And there are many more out there, all you need is some time and a search engine to find some great 
examples of entrance essays. 

Secondly, we’ve put together a list of tips based on advice from some of the most selective colleges 
in the country. If you stick with these, you’ll be in a great position to write a brilliant entrance essay.

Johns Hopkins https://apply.jhu.edu/apply/essays-that-worked/

MiT http://tech.mit.edu/V135/N27/application.html

Connecticut College https://www.conncoll.edu/admission/apply/essays-that-worked/

Tufts http://admissions.tufts.edu/apply/advice/past-essays/common-application-essays/

https://apply.jhu.edu/apply/essays-that-worked/
http://tech.mit.edu/V135/N27/application.html
https://www.conncoll.edu/admission/apply/essays-that-worked/
http://admissions.tufts.edu/apply/advice/past-essays/common-application-essays/
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Write About You
One of the biggest mistakes applicants make is writing what they think other people want to hear.  
What would you say to admissions officers if you had 10 minutes to talk to them? It’s not about 
picking the flashiest topic, it’s about being genuine and showing quality thinking.

What is it that makes you different, makes you interesting? That is what schools want to hear about.
 

Keep it Simple
When William Faulkner chided Ernest Hemingway for his use of simple words, Hemingway said  
“Poor Faulkner. Does he really think big emotions come from big words? He thinks I don’t know the 
ten-dollar words. I know them all right. But there are older and simpler and better words, and those 
are the ones I use.”

This is an idea that you should apply to your essay writing. Simple is often better. Using big words 
doesn’t convey big intelligence, it just means you have access to a thesaurus. What colleges are 
looking for more than a large vocabulary, is authenticity.  You’ve already shown them your grasp of 
English in your ACTs and SATs, use the entrance essay to show them you can be clear and concise.

 
Don’t just repeat the information on your application
A lot of information is required in a college application. Don’t just repeat it all in your essay. 
This isn’t the time to tell colleges you’re an honor roll student – they’ll see that in your application. 
Remember, colleges don’t have the resources to do research on their applicants outside of their 
official application. The essay is a chance for them to connect the dots between you on paper and  
you in real life.

Just ask yourself this, what else does the college need to know about me? 

Put yourself in the admissions officer’s position
While it’s important to write about what interests you, it’s equally important to put yourself in the 
shoes of the person who is going to be deciding your future. This will help you narrow down what to 
write about. Is the admissions officer really going to be impressed by your keen interest in House of 
Cards? If you’re applying to film school maybe, but otherwise, is there another topic that might be of 
more interest to them that still shows who you are as a person? 

What colleges really want to see is that you’ll be successful at their institution. Keep that in mind 
when you’re writing.
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edit. edit. edit.
We cannot stress the importance of this enough. A great essay can be marred by grammatical and 
structural errors. Remember, this is an academic institution you’re applying to. They want to see that 
quality is important to you.

You don’t need to write a masterpiece on the first try. A bad first draft is a writer’s best friend. The key 
is to go back, revise, edit, and proofread. Don’t be afraid to make big changes to your drafts. As you 
rewrite you’ll identify areas that need improvement, or some ideas that maybe just don’t fit. And it’s 
OK to start from scratch. If something doesn’t feel right, it probably isn’t.

And don’t forget to get a second opinion. Having someone else proofread your work is important as 
we can miss a lot of small mistakes in our own work. 

Follow the Prompts
Instructions are there for a reason – follow them. Every college has put a lot of thought into their 
essay instructions; they are there for a reason. It helps keep applications consistent so admissions 
officers can compare students fairly and objectively. If the prompt asks you to describe the person you 
admire most in the world, don’t write about your experiences building houses in Ecuador.

Have Realistic expectations
The application essay is important, but it’s not the only piece of the puzzle. As we saw earlier in this 
guide, there are a lot of other factors that go into the decision to accept students. A great essay can 
help your case, but it won’t be the sole deciding factor. On the other hand, an average essay doesn’t 
necessarily mean you won’t get in. So don’t put too much pressure on yourself to write the perfect 
essay. If you keep it personal, concise and ensure it’s as well written as possible, you’ll have put 
yourself in a great position to get into college.
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College Preparation with Tutor Doctor 

While standardized tests are an important factor, the one thing we know for sure is that you are more 
than test scores. Preparing for college is so much more than studying for one test – colleges are 
looking for well-rounded students, who they know will succeed in their program. With Tutor Doctor’s 
college preparation program, we can help get you noticed.

What Can Tutor Doctor Do for You?
College preparation with Tutor Doctor is a comprehensive program. Essentially, our Education 
Consultants and tutors will help you with every aspect of the application process, from choosing the 
right courses to preparing for them to the college application itself.

We at Tutor Doctor know from experience that, when it comes to college preparation, earlier is 
better. We know that real learning takes time. Beginning a tutoring/college preparation program early 
in the semester – or early in your high school career – gives you a chance to learn concepts slowly and 
solidly. Getting the basic building blocks early can prevent difficulty later on; it’s a proactive approach.

At the same time, it’s never too late to get started on the road to college success. With our Education 
Consultants and tutoring experts, we can help you get ready for college – whether you’re a high 
school senior or a freshman looking to get a head start. 

At Tutor Doctor We Can Help You:

 • Choose activities that improve your admissibility  
 • Develop an admissions strategy 
 • Define a financial aid strategy
 • Stay organized and on track
 • Prepare for the ACT and SAT
 • Prepare your admissions essay, and most of all...
 • enJOY HigH SCHOOl

Get in touch now and get 
started on the road to 
college success today.

College admissions are getting more competitive all 
the time, so preparing for the college admissions/
application process is one of the best decisions you 
can make. For more information on Tutor Doctor’s 
college admission programs, contact your local 
office today. You can find them via our website 
tutordoctor.com or by calling us at 1-888-718-8832. 

http://www.tutordoctor.com/
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