
 

Top 5 Things Parents Should Know About ACT or SAT Prep 
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1. Excellent results can be worth remarkable sums of $$$. 

We have seen countless families save tens and even hundreds of thousands of dollars  
because they got one or multiple scholarships from a better ACT or SAT score.  We  
have even seen full rides offered because of it.  The importance cannot be understated. Many schools use 
test scores as the cut off for scholarship and/or admission.  If $1000 in prep yields a $10,000 yearly 
scholarship that is worth $40,000 or more, I’d say it is wise to work diligently for excellent results.  While I by 
no means am banking on my kids getting a perfect score, I will do all I can to ensure they succeed on the test 
as it is often one of the best return on investments to help pay for college.  

2. Good prep takes time. 
Many people want a quick fix.  Our society is all about instant gratification.  While at times a few quick tips can 
make a big difference, generally to improve one’s ACT or SAT score often takes an investment in time. It’s 
similar to what many have said: “The only way to eat an elephant is one bite at a time.” Good scores start in 
the early years with solid grammar skills, a good understanding of middle school math (a huge portion of the 
exam), and excellent reading comprehension.  These are all things that students can and should be working 
on well before it comes time to take the ACT or SAT.  Once junior year rolls around, practice with former ACT 
or SAT tests is essential to gain mastery on gaps in understanding as well as to learn the specific strategies 
and techniques needed to succeed on each test.  My kids are currently in elementary school, and I try to 
ensure they have mastery of their basic grammar (like comma rules they are learning) and essential math (like 
percents and fractions) while having them read almost daily. 

3. Prep when a student has margin to do so. 
Since I believe solid prep is important and takes time, if at all possible, I recommend high school sophomores, 
juniors and seniors prepare for the exam with practice tests when they have the margin to do so.  With so 
many extracurricular activities students are involved with, we often see students struggle to get through the 
necessary work when they have a heavy load during a particular season.  Ideally, students should work 
towards success on a standardized test when they have time in their days to put in the necessary work.  For 
example, if a student plays a fall sport, maybe wait until winter to prep.  There are also several great summer 
tests that are great options! 

4. A student’s motivation matters. 
Most high school students aren’t known for their high motivation to study, but a student’s motivation is a key 
piece in the preparation puzzle. If a student doesn’t have buy in, it will often take longer, and the results will 
likely be worse than it would be for the student who is hungry for an improvement. I suggest listening to your 
student and coming up with the study plan together.  If prep is solely the parent’s idea, it seldom works.  If, 
however, the student is asking for the prep and is ready to work hard after seeing some colleges he wants to 
attend or understanding what a few more points will do to save him money in scholarships or simply seeing 
his peers get great scores, success is likely to follow. 

5. Extra time can be a lifesaver, but get it set up years in advance. 
If you even remotely suspect your student may need extra time, get her tested EARLY! ACT and SAT will 
almost always reject someone for extra time if there is no documented record of her needing the time in prior 
years. That extra time often makes a dramatic difference on test scores, so if you think you may need it, 
pursue it several years before it comes time to take the ACT or SAT.  


