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Mistakes Are Significant
• SAT: 1 question ≈ 10 

points on 200-800 
scale

• ACT: 1 question ≈ 1 or 
2 points on 1-36 scale



Root Causes of Mistakes

• Lack of familiarity with content
• Failure to read carefully
• Assumption that questions are like the 

ones in high school classes
• Nervousness/time stress 



Mistake #1



SAT

• Students likely to write
x + 10 + 2x – 25 = 180

3x –15 = 180
3x = 195

x = 65
• Forget the problem asks for y
• One-step solutions common in 

ACT

• Students likely to find the 
midpoint of M and A, which turns 
out to be answer choice C

• Why? Students are used to being 
given endpoints and being asked 
for the midpoint

• There will always be “right” wrong 
answers to catch the careless 
student



Solution #1

• Awareness!
– Students must be told that the SAT and ACT 

are not “normal” tests
• Encourage careful review of problem 

before answering and moving on
– Have students underline the quantity or value 

requested in the wording of the problem



Mistake #2



SAT

• Students assume answers are right 
where line references point

• Answer can be several lines away
• Students end up picking anything 

ACT

• Information will always be directly in 
the passage

• Similarly worded answer choices work 
to confuse and overwhelm students 
under time pressure

• Details can be obscure



Solution #2

• Read carefully!
– Pay attention to word order, and exactly, not 

approximately what the reading is saying
• Read more than you think you have to!
– Students are used to getting an answer in a 

single line, right where they expect it
– Sometimes, necessary main idea is somewhat 

removed from the line reference
– Don’t pick anything that “sounds good” 

without substantiating it with specifics



Mistake #3



SAT
Formulas on the first page of every mathematics section

• Students barely use them, because they don’t remember they’re 
there.

ACT
No formal list of formulas. 

Some are given most of the time:
• Law of Sines and Law of Cosines
• Less common volume formulas

Even these!



Solution #3

• The broken record method
– Keep letting students know that they have 

formulas at their disposal in the SAT
–Make sure students know they must have 

formulas memorized for the ACT
• Students should know common plane 

geometry and coordinate geometry 
formulas for ACT
–Make sure they know how to use them too! 



Mistake #4



SAT: The Truth About Omitting
Scenario: Student A

• Math
– 54 questions total

• 40 correct (C)
• 0 incorrect (I)
• 14 omit

– Raw score = C – .25*I
• 40 – (.25*0) = 40

– Scaled score = 620 

Scenario: Student B
• Math

– 54 questions total
• 40 correct (C)
• 14 incorrect (I)
• 0 omit

– Raw score = C – .25*I
• 40 – (.25*14) = 36.5 = 37

– Scaled score = 580 

• These scores aren’t really statistically different (they’re within the ± 40-point range 
designated by The College Board. Why omit so many?!

• **Student B is a worst case guessing scenario – even random guessing yields an 
expected result of (1/5)*14 = almost 3 more questions correct!

43 – (.25*11) = 40.25 = 40 raw = 620 scaled!

• When students eliminate answer choices and make informed guesses, they can expect 
to gain even more



ACT: The Truth About Omitting

Students cannot lose points for 
incorrect answers on the ACT

NEVER OMIT on the ACT

Guess randomly if necessary



• For the SAT
– Students should make 

informed guesses whenever 
possible – it pays to guess

– Example
• After marking up and 

recalling shaded area strategy 
(whole area minus white 
area), most students know 
the area of the whole 
rectangle is 60, so answers 
can be narrowed to (D) and 
(E)

• Omitting should be a last 
resort

• Informed guessing is possible 

Solution #4

After some thinking, this 
problem is at worst a 

50/50 shot



Mistake #5



SAT

• Intimidating math problem

• There’s no “set method” or 
“formula” to fall back on

• Students end up leaving blank or 
randomly guessing

ACT

• “Sciencey” words and terms can be 
overwhelming

• Easy to jumble information

• Students get discouraged quickly 
and lose confidence



Solution #5

• Encourage students to do something
– Plug numbers in
– Use answer choices to work backwards

• Fear of being wrong must be overcome
–More than half the time, inertia is the problem
–When students can’t see the endpoint 

immediately, they lose confidence
– Encourage taking possible first step – will lead 

to a solution much of the time



Summary

• Mistakes are costly, but preventable
• Resolving even one or two of the five 

discussed would constitute major progress
• Most important factor: experience
– Learning from mistakes
– Learning to spot tricky scenarios
– Learning to play the structure of the test 

correctly


