
Tests for College Admission 

The Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) and the American College Test (ACT) are the two 

tests currently accepted at most colleges as college entrance exams.  Most colleges and 

universities accept either test.  Their primary purpose is as a tool to predict student 

success in college.  The SAT and/or ACT are typically taken by high school juniors and 

seniors. 

SAT 

The SAT takes 3 hours and 45 minutes to complete, with the optional Writing test.  It 

contains 170 questions in the following areas: 

 Critical Reading (sentence completion and passage-based reading— 

67 questions, 70 minutes) 

 Mathematics (Algebra 1, Geometry and Algebra 2, 44 multiple-choice questions 

and 10 student-produced responses to “grid in,” 70 minutes)  

 Writing  (identifying sentence errors, improving grammar usage, recognizing 

effective sentences/paragraphs, improving paragraphs—49 questions, 60 

minutes) 

 Optional Writing Essay Student will be asked to present and support a point 

of view on a specific issue.  Student will be given 25 minutes to compose a “first 

draft” quality essay. 

Scores are adjusted for guessing.  Correct answers carry full weight while a chance-level 

penalty is applied for each incorrect answer.  The SAT is given seven times a year.  For 

registration, test dates, costs and more information, go to www.collegeboard.com. 

ACT 

The ACT takes about 3 ½ hours to complete, with the optional Writing test.  It contains 

215 multiple-choice test questions in the following four areas: 

 English (Usage/Mechanics and Rhetorical Skills—45 minutes, 75 questions) 

 Mathematics (Pre-Algebra/Elementary Algebra, Algebra/Coordinate 

Geometry, Plane Geometry/Trigonometry—60 minutes, 60 questions) 

 Reading (specific detail, inference and big picture questions—35 minutes, 40 

questions) 

 Science (general Science knowledge: reading data from graphs and tables and 

drawing inferences, understanding experimental designs, and applying principles 

logically—35 minutes, 40 questions) 

 Optional Writing test (students are asked to write 1 persuasive essay in which 

they take a stance on a specific issue and support it with evidence—30 minutes) 

http://www.collegeboard.com/


The ACT is a test of problem-solving skills-- meaning you can improve your 

performance by preparing for it.  ACT scores are based on the number of correct 

answers only.   You should always “guess” on ACT questions you can’t answer, because 

there is no penalty for wrong answers.  The ACT is given five times a year.  For 

registration, test dates, costs and more information, go to www.act.org. 

 

COMPASS 

The COMPASS is an untimed, computerized placement exam developed by the ACT 

company.  Colleges (4-year, 2-year and technical) use this exam t0 evaluate academic 

skills and “place” students in the appropriate level of English and math courses.  It is 

usually given during “orientation” to incoming freshmen who have already been 

admitted, before they are allowed to register for freshman level courses. 

The COMPASS is comprised of three sections: 

 Reading Comprehension (questions are of two general categories: referring 

and reasoning) 

 Writing Skills (assesses basic knowledge and skills in usage)  

 Mathematics (assesses application of basic skills mastered in Algebra 1 or Math 

Tech 1 & 2, Geometry and Algebra 2) 

*The COMPASS exam is also used to determine eligibility for dual enrollment course 

registration at PHS. 

COMPASS sample test questions are available at www.act.org/compass/student, 

www.compasstestquestions,com and at www.testpreview.com/compass_practice.htm 
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