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Project  Access USA 
Standardized Tests and Scores 

Standardized tests are a very common part of the US college admissions process, and while they can 

seem intimidating, they can actually be a great way to showcase your academic skills and passions, 

as well as preparation and excitement for college. There are several different types, which we will 

explore below to help you decide which are the best fit for you: 

ACT/SATs 

In order to apply to most US colleges, you either have to take the SAT or ACT. Both are multiple-
choice tests, and are completed via pen-and-paper in person.  

What are the differences between the SAT and ACT? 
This table compares the difference between the two tests:  

Test SAT ACT 
Time 3 hours (+50 mins if taking the 

writing section) 
2 hours, 55 mins (+40 mins if 
taking writing section) 

Sections • Math 

• Evidence-Based 
Reading/Writing 

• Writing (Optional) 

• English 

• Math 

• Reading 

• Science 

• Writing (Optional) 

Cost US without Writing:  $46 
US with Writing: $60 

US without Writing: $50.50 
US with Writing: $67.00 
Non-US without Writing:  
$150.00 
Non-US with writing: $166.50  

Max. Score 1600 36 
Avg. Score 1060 21 

How do I sign up? Where and when can I take the tests? 
You can sign up for the SAT here and the ACT here. There are also accommodations for those with 
special needs or for ESL learners, so be sure to check on their websites for these before you sign up! 
You can take the test anytime September – July. You can take the tests as early as 13 years old, 
although the test includes curriculum from later years. For the ACT, there is also a gifted program 
for selected 6-8 graders, and it is typically recommended to take the tests in the fall or spring of 11th 
grade so you have plenty of time to retake the tests in fall of 12th grade if you need to.  

Which test is better for me? 
If you prefer science, we definitely recommend trying out the ACT! However, we recommend if 
you’re able, to take both tests and see which one you score better on. This is becoming more of a 
common practice and since they’re created differently, how you score on one doesn’t necessarily 
impact how well you’ll do on the other one. You should also check out the universities you’re 

https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat
https://www.act.org/
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applying to for specific requirements. We also strongly recommend taking the writing portion, as 
most universities require it. 

What if I get a low score on my test? Can I still attend a good 

university? 
Yes! At the end of the day, this is only a standardized test and is in no way an indication of how 

passionate and capable of a person you are. You can definitely try again, and in fact, it is highly 

encouraged! For many students, it can be helpful for them to get a sense of the timing and format of 

the test, or to take it after learning a bit more coursework in school. If you took the SAT, you could 

also try the ACT, whose format you might prefer (or vice versa!).  You can also take SAT Subject 

Tests to highlight other academic areas in which you might be more passionate about.  

Many colleges also list their average SAT/ACT acceptance ranges, but it is important to note that 

you do not have to have a score in that range to get in, and that as part of their applications 

processes, colleges look at a wide range of who you are, from your extracurriculars, volunteer 

experience, interviews, high school classes, and more! The SAT/ACT is only a small portion.  

Are there any fee waivers available? 
For both the SAT and the ACT, if you are financially eligible, you are able to take the test (with or 
without writing) twice entirely free. For the SAT, you are able to have unlimited score reports sent if 
you are financially eligible. For the ACT, you are able to send your score reports to an additional 
twenty colleges for free (on top of the six you are already provided). For the ACT, if you are income 
eligible, you are also provided with free study resources through their fee waiver program, which 
you can check out here! The SAT fee waiver website is available here.  

What other free study resources are available? 

We strongly recommend taking a free full-length practice test beforehand, as timing is very 
important during the tests. There are many great study resources available for the SAT here, here, 
here, and here, as well as a great list of ACT resources here.  

SAT Subject Tests 

The SAT Subject Tests are supplemental tests offered in specific areas that you can take offered by 
the College Board. There are 20 different SAT Subject Tests: Math Level 1 (college-preparatory skills 
including algebra and geometry), Math Level 2 (elementary functions, trigonometry, algebra, 
geometry), Biology E/M, English, U.S. History, World History, and Languages (full list of 9 languages 
here). Each subject test is 1 hour long, multiple-choice, and scored on a scale of 200-800 points.  

The SAT Subject Tests are offered six times each year (with the exception of Language with 
Listening tests, which are offered in November), so you should check dates in advance and register. 
You can take between 1-3 subject tests in one day. It is recommended that you take SAT Subject 
Tests immediately after completing the subject, so if you complete Biology in 10th grade, it would be 
beneficial to take it right after. For language tests, it is recommended you study for at least two 
years before taking the test.  

Taking the SAT Subject Tests can be a helpful way to show that you’re prepared for college, as well 
as your passion for specific subjects which were not shown on the SAT. They are also required by 

https://mysuccess.act.org/resource/fee-waiver-program/?_ga=2.29797951.1876886578.1561599677-2024299769.1561599677
https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat/register/fees/fee-waivers
https://www.khanacademy.org/test-prep/sat
https://www.testpreppractice.net/SAT/Free-Online-SAT-Practice-Tests.aspx
https://www.4tests.com/sat
https://magoosh.com/hs/sat/2018/free-sat-resources-ultimate-list/
https://www.onlinecollegeplan.com/free-tools-resources-act-prep/
https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat-subject-tests/subjects/languages
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several colleges as part of the application process, so may be required. You should also check out 
the colleges you’re applying to for specific requirements, as well as deadlines for sending in scores. 

One SAT Subject Test date is $26, and each Subject Test costs an additional $22 (with the exception 
of the Language with Listening tests, which are $26 each). There are also fee waivers available, to 
cover the costs for up to 6 Subject Tests. The best way to prepare for subject tests is to study well in 
the course you’re taking, although there are free study resources (in a helpful College Board SAT 
Subject Test student study guide) here and Khan Academy here. 

TOEFL 

The TOEFL is the most widely-accepted test for ESL learners to showcase their skills and abilities in 
the English language. It is typically administered online (except in places where internet access is 
unavailable) and consists of four sections: reading (60-80 minutes, 36-56 questions); listening (60-90 
minutes, 34-51 questions); speaking (20 minutes, 6 tasks); and writing (50 minutes, 2 tasks). The 
speaking is the part most students are worried about, but your speaking is recorded and then 
listened to by a group of 3-6 reviewers to help give you the “most fair and objective” result.  

You’ll receive a total score of up to 120 points (30 points per section), but can re-take the test as 
many times as you’d like. Scores are available 10 days after your test, and are valid for up to 2 years 
after. You can send them to four colleges for free. You can register to take the TOEFL online, and 
should do so 5-6 months before you plan on taking the test. Fees for the TOEFL vary by country, and 
fee waivers are available (for half the cost of the test, most often for US based high school students). 
Most universities require a TOEFL test, so it is highly recommended to take, but you should check 
specific requirements beforehand. Free TOEFL testing resources can be found here through ETS 
with links to past questions, through their app here, or  through many places online such as here! 

AP Classes 

AP classes are ways for high school students to take college-level coursework and gain credit. There 
are 38 AP classes students can take, ranging from art, music, English, Calculus, Government, 
Macro/Microeconomics, Biology, and Chemistry.  There are also many languages available, 
including Chinese, French, German, Italian, Japanese, Latin, and Spanish. The full list of AP courses 
is available here, but you should check with your teachers or counsellors to see if they are offered at 
your school. If they are not offered, you can see if there is a teacher who can advise you to take the 
course as an independent study or you can also take them through an online provider.  

Anyone can take AP courses, but you should be sure you’re adequately prepared for the coursework 
beforehand. You can register through the College Board and should do so by November. The AP 
classes end in a final exam that is typically 2-3 hours long and consists of both a multiple-choice and 
free-response section. The exams are scored on a scale of 1-5 points, with 3 points being a passing 
score. Many colleges will provide you college credit or let you place higher in college levels for 
passing AP exams (especially with a score of 4 or 5), but you should check your individual college to 
make sure. There are also awards available if you pass several AP exams.  

Each AP exam costs $94 for students in the US, or $124 for students outside the US. Fee waivers are 
available to reduce the cost by $32 per exam. There is often additional funding provided by states or 
individual schools – you should check to see if yours does! There are many free testing resources 
available - here with the College Board using past tests, or here through AP Practice Exams! 

https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/pdf/sat-subject-tests-student-guide.pdf
https://www.khanacademy.org/test-prep/sat
https://www.ets.org/toefl/ibt/prepare/
https://www.toeflgoanywhere.org/free-preparation-resources
https://www.kaptest.co.uk/course/toefl-free-resources
https://apstudents.collegeboard.org/course-index-page
https://apstudents.collegeboard.org/about-ap-exams/practice-for-exams
https://www.appracticeexams.com/
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IB Diploma 

The IB (International Baccalaureate) diploma can also be a great way to show you are prepared for 
college, and is offered for students aged 16-19 at certain schools. The IB coursework is made of six 
areas: two languages, mathematics, humanities, an experimental science, and a sixth course (ex: 
arts), as well as three additional parts: a section on comprising theory of knowledge (TOK); a section 
on creativity, activity, service (CAS); and an extended essay (EE). TOK questions the student’s 
applicable knowledge, CAS includes 150 hours of an extracurricular/out-of-school activity, and the 
EE is 4000 word essay on a topic of particular interest to the student. The IB is also grounded in 
coursework in primary and middle school.  

The IB program is a very widely-encompassing program that can lead to course credit or advanced 
standing at certain colleges, as students must take exams based on what they’ve learned. Students 
must receive 24 points to pass and receive an IB diploma, with each course being scored 1-7 (with 7 
as the highest score). The highest total score for the IB diploma is 45 points. The TOK and EE 
sections are scored individually, and can collectively add up to three additional points. The CAS 
section awards no additional points, but is required for the diploma. Students can also receive a 
bilingual IB diploma if they score higher than 3 on two language and literature areas. The IB is 
available in higher level (HL) and standard level (SL) coursework, although they are graded on the 
same scale.  

Sources 
 
Princeton Review, “What is the SAT?” https://www.princetonreview.com/college/sat-information 
Princeton Review, “What is the ACT?” https://www.princetonreview.com/college/act-information 
College Board, “SAT Suite of Assessments, “ https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat 
ACT, “ACT Test Registration, https://www.act.org/content/act/en/products-and-services/the-
act/registration.html 
College Board, “SAT Subject Test Areas,” https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat-subject-
tests/subjects 
ETS, “TOEFL Test Basics,” http://www.ets.org/toefl/ 
College Board, “Choosing Your AP Courses,” https://apstudents.collegeboard.org/choosing-courses 
Good Schools UK, ”The IB Explained,” https://www.goodschoolsguide.co.uk/international/curricula-
and-exams/the-international-baccalaureate-explained 
International Baccalaureate, “Understanding DP Assessment,”  
https://www.ibo.org/programmes/diploma-programme/assessment-and-exams/understanding-ib-
assessment/ 
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