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Introduction

THE VALUE OF THE PROCESS

After working with over fifty thousand students from around the country across thirty-five years there is one strategy that works every single time for increasing your SAT and ACT scores. If you put the work in, you get results. There is no substitute for hard work on these exams. Now, this book will provide you with some tips and guidelines to maximize your effort, but there is simply no shortcut to these exams. They are difficult and they require effort, but in the end they are manageable. Millions of students have survived the process and you will, too, but you first need to get in the mindset that you will need to hustle. There’s no way around it.

That said we have seen many students who understand this fact but take it to the extreme like their lives depend on it. While these exams are important it’s essential to have some perspective that this is only one step in a long and exciting academic journey. We coach students as much as possible that the process of test preparation is just as important as the result.

If you think about it, up until now in most students’ high school careers there haven’t been exams as critical towards determining their future as the college entrance exams are. There is quite a bit of pressure to score well on these exams as they not only help determine where you go to college but the types of scholarships and grants you could potentially qualify for. However, keep in mind that over your academic career this will not be the last high-stakes exam you will take. There could be others along your journey from master’s exams such as the GRE, GMAT, MCAT, or LSAT to industry certifications you may need for your career like passing the bar or your Series 7.

The point is that if the SAT or the ACT is your first high-stakes exam take this opportunity to have some perspective on the process and remember that you are building a mindset to cope with these highstakes academic endeavors. Regardless of the outcome, if you take the time and effort to prep for these exams you can be confident that you are going into them sitting in a better position than if you didn’t take these exams seriously. While this may sound obvious it’s important to know that you have the capacity to work extremely hard towards a goal and, regardless of the final score, know that you gave it a real shot. This level of mental acuity is critical in not only building confidence towards the exams but having the relaxed mindset necessary during the exam that you have already succeeded by maximizing the process.

The reason this perspective is so important is that there is no strategy, program, tutor, or curriculum that can help you get a better score without the extraordinary amount of effort required on your part. Frankly, there is no reason to read this book or any others if you don’t go into the process with the mindset of “I am ready to work.”

This book will help lift the veil on the test prep industry in order to give each consumer the knowledge they need to maximize their SAT or ACT preparation process. While our strategies are among the best, and you will get a chance to learn them in detail, it’s also important that each student understand how to maximize the process from knowing when to take the exam, which exam to take, and a buyer’s guide on how to shop for a preparation program. Ultimately, this information can only be useful as part of a focused effort towards these exams.

Good luck and get to work! 


Chapter 1

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

I have worked in the supplemental education field for most of my adult life. And by supplemental education, I mean after-school and weekend tutoring. In that time, the majority of my clients and their children, the actual students, have hailed from backgrounds on the high end of the socio-economic scale. This is because tutoring is expensive.

I lived in the Los Angeles metro area for ten years, and, for the most part, made my living either as an in-home tutor or by working in, and managing, tutoring businesses. In my experience as an in-home tutor, I would drive from my small apartment near downtown Burbank, California, a decidedly low–middle- and working-class neighborhood, to places with recognizable names such as Beverly Hills, Bel-Air, Sherman Oaks, and Woodland Hills.

What I encountered was unimaginable wealth. My clients owned enormous homes, multiple expensive cars, and all the best life had to offer. They sent their children, my students, to the most prestigious private schools on the West Coast. And they could easily afford to pay the fees for in-home tutoring. In my time working with these students, I taught test preparation programs for the SAT, ACT, SAT Subject Tests, and Advanced Placement (AP) tests, as well as programs in test preparation for the SSAT and ISEE, private high school admittance tests, study skills, writing, various math subjects, and other academic topics.

The companies for which I worked would often develop programs for school partners, many of which were in disadvantaged neighborhoods. These programs brought my services and the programs I taught to students who would normally not be able to afford test prep and academic programs enjoyed by the wealthiest of families. Thanks to public school districts or large and well-known nonprofit organizations who partnered with my employers, I and my fellow tutors were able to provide the same curricula, materials, and instruction to students seeking to lift themselves up out of difficult economic situations and reach for academic success at college and beyond.

Invariably, though, whether the students with whom I worked were disadvantaged students from depressed socio-economic conditions or the children of wealth, these students all had one factor in common. Someone was paying a large amount of money for these programs. Wealthy parents paid the tutoring company directly for one-on-one attention from a tutor, often in their homes, while middle income families accessed these programs through modestly priced small-group classes and workshops at suburban tutoring centers. Lower income families accessed these same programs through their school district or a large, prestigious nonprofit organization in larger workshops and bootcamps. Whether I was working in the Los Angeles, New York, or Boston metropolitan areas, in the big city or in the close suburbs, there was a network of school districts, communities, and organizations in place to help students access the high-quality, expensive tutoring programs I taught.

Unfortunately, not every student has this opportunity. Perhaps your family resides in a rural community. Perhaps you participate in a homeschooling program. Perhaps your family lives in an urban environment without access to the resources that would connect students to test prep or tutoring programs. Only a small percentage of high school students in the United States can access high-quality test prep programs due to either cost or convenience, and often both.

While more and more high schools have begun to offer home-grown test prep programs, these programs often fail to result in any significant improvement in test scores. The reason for this failure can be surprising. When the staff at a typical high school develops a test prep program for the SAT or ACT, they often focus the instruction on the content of the test, meaning reviews of math concepts, grammar drills, and extra high school English classes. The mistake being made is that the SAT and the ACT are standardized tests covering topics that most high school juniors should have long mastered. These home-grown programs ignore the structure and format of the tests and misunderstand why the tests are structured the way they are structured.

In this book, we hope to provide a beacon of hope to educators, guidance and college counselors, school administrators, parents, and students. In these pages, you will find step by step instructions on how to build your own successful SAT or ACT program. Based on our years of experience doing this both in our tutoring centers and for our school and nonprofit partners, you can create a program that meets the needs of the students, provides an actionable plan for score improvement, and places results in the proper context for college application success.

This book will be organized in two distinct fashions. First, we will lay out the process for creating and completing a full SAT or ACT test prep program. This will include discussions of the tools and materials available, the environments in which programs work best, best practices for structuring a successful program, and how to supplement instruction with homework and practice tests. The best way to achieve your goals is to have a clear and organized plan.

Second, we will address the concerns of the different stakeholders in the test preparation process. How you use this book may very well depend on who you are in the test prep and college application process. If you are a parent, your questions and concerns will often be quite different than if you are the superintendent of a small, rural school district. If you are a student, your resources are probably quite different from those of an administrator at a community center. If you are a guidance counselor at an under-resourced public high school in a small, urban environment, your needs are often very different than if you run a home-school co-op.

Despite the fact that the SAT and the ACT are standardized tests, the program that best suits the needs of students studying to improve their results on these tests is a highly personalized and individualized experience. Every single SAT or ACT program I have taught has gone “off script” at one point, or more likely at several points. Beyond the academic reasons that I have had to adjust my teaching style and techniques, each individual with whom I have worked has had a different background; different family dynamic; different goals; and different social, emotional, and academic needs.

The SAT or ACT program you hack into being will be unique to you and your circumstances—and that is a good thing. The point is to build it to your needs and goals. In addition to a discussion on how to set realistic goals based on academic performance and previous scores, we will also look at how different circumstances and resources can lead to programs that look different from each other but can be equally successful.

Think of this book as the blueprint for designing your own SAT or ACT program. Each person who reads this book and uses the information to build a program will have different resources available. To push this analogy further, you might build the countertops in the kitchen from marble or you can use granite. Some may only have laminate available, but in the end, you will have the countertops you need to get the job done.

STUDENTS

If you are a high school student reading this book in order to build your own personal SAT or ACT program, congratulations on being one of the most self-motivated students I will have ever encountered. One of the reasons why test prep tutoring and classes work so effectively is that the vast majority of students are not self-motivated enough to log on to Khan Academy to practice for the SAT, for example, without external motivation. This is not a criticism of high school students. The biggest flaw with online learning is that it is counterintuitive to how humans learn.

Humans are pack animals. Generally, we learn best by working together. This is why group instruction, from preschool through graduate school and beyond to corporate trainings and the like, is still the most common method for instruction and for learning. In group settings, not only do students learn from the instructor, students learn from each other.

Tutoring works because students have access to support and expertise provided by a real, live person. While not always as effective as in-person tutoring, live tutoring over the internet is still generally more effective than video and text based lessons, because there is a person who can respond to the needs of the student, especially when the student has a question that may seem tangential to the immediate topic.

Colleges that offer online courses do not merely post the readings and assignments on the internet. Invariably, the courses are centered around either live or recorded lectures by professors. Merely seeing the face and hearing the voice of the professor explaining the topic results in a vast improvement in engagement and student performance.

Not all students have either the opportunity to take or the wherewithal to afford a test prep course, either in person or online. Whether you live in an isolated rural area or have severe financial constraints, you can use the blueprint provided by this book to build your own SAT or ACT program to meet your specific needs. While you are better served by working with an educator, whether a teacher from school, a tutor, or a concerned parent, you can build and complete a program on your own. It requires self-discipline.

The most important step for students in this process is the first step. Setting realistic, achievable goals can set you on the path for success. This includes not only setting goals for your test scores, but goals for the colleges and universities to which you plan to apply. Students have a tendency to either shoot too high or too low when building their college list. This is often because students only choose schools for their list based on having heard of those schools through casual conversation and popular culture. Many students have heard of the most prestigious colleges and universities, like the Ivy League schools, because they are often featured as locations in movies, television shows, and novels, and students are often aware of the local community colleges and noncompetitive four-year schools from peers who have attended these institutions or have selected them as safety schools.

Most people don’t realize that there are over four thousand colleges and universities in the United States alone, and almost everyone can find a school that is a good match for their academic and social needs. Even though it doesn’t seem like this is a part of the test preparation process, building an appropriate college list is integral to success in test prep. You don’t know how far you need to go unless you set a goal.

PARENTS

It is more difficult than ever for parents to help their children with academics. Factors far outside the control of any one individual have caused massive changes in education and the college application process. Changes in education theory have led teachers to adjust their methods for explaining concepts in class. The most obvious example of this is the myth of “new” math. While math has not changed, some of the methods teachers use to explain the concepts have changed. The frustration parents feel when they can no longer help their children with homework has become such a cultural touchstone that popular films such as The Incredibles 2 as well as other films and television shows have utilized this frustration for comedic effect.

The college application process is more complicated as well. More students than ever are applying for admission to colleges in the United States. Additionally, individual students are applying to more colleges on average than students did even ten or twenty years ago. Due to the increase in applications from both these factors, colleges are more and more selective than ever.

As late as the 1980s, only approximately 30 percent of high school students attended college at all. Due to policy changes enacted by the Clinton administration beginning in 1993, that percentage has risen to over 70 percent of high school students who eventually attend some form of college.

The average number of colleges to which students apply has also steadily risen. Based on the information available from the 1970s through the 1990s, most students applied to anywhere from three to five colleges on average. They did so by filling out paper applications by hand or by carefully typing their responses onto applications. The average number of schools to which students apply today has risen from seven just a decade ago to ten according to a 2018 survey by researchers at the National Association for College Admission Counseling (NACAC). News reports of students who have applied to over twenty colleges and universities have become more common as well.

One of the most selective universities in the country, Harvard, is a perfect example of the result of these increases in applications. In the late 1980s, Harvard saw an average of 5,000 students apply each year for approximately 1,000 freshman seats. In 2017, Harvard saw approximately 40,000 students apply for 2,000 freshman seats. Despite doubling the number of students accepted and matriculating into Harvard, the acceptance rate has plunged from 20 percent to 5 percent over the last thirty years.

Parents are understandably concerned about what they can do to maximize their children’s chances to attend the college of their choice. Increasing hard numbers like grade point averages and test scores is one way to do so. Tutoring for the SAT and ACT has grown by leaps and bounds over the last thirty years.

Unfortunately, not all parents have access to a reputable tutoring center and even when the local high school offers test prep, the program is not always as useful and successful as it could be.

Whether on their own or by joining together at a local community center, parents can put together a successful test prep program using the suggestions and tips in this book. Parents will find information on what space will work best for a test prep class, how to organize a syllabus, and what materials will provide the most effective learning experiences.

Despite the potential lack of professional tutoring services available to parents, either due to location or finances, finding a partner, such as a nonprofit organization like the Boys & Girls Club or the Girl Scouts, a fraternal organization like Rotary or the Lions Club, or your local school district or community college, can be invaluable, if only for the types of spaces they can provide.

The most important thing to remember is that you are not alone. Working together with other parents will result in a more successful experience for students. Pooling resources and partnering with each other can reduce costs for each individual and provide stability and regularity to a test prep course, which can ensure a higher degree of success.

EDUCATORS AND ADMINISTRATORS

We live in a time when communities have reduced school budgets to the bare minimum and beyond. Schools across the country struggle to assemble a complete staff, and programs in the arts and sciences are cut mercilessly. Guidance and college counseling programs have been reduced to a shadow of their former selves. This has resulted in an understandable decimation of services.

This is not a critique of school administrators, faculty, or staff. There are forces at play far beyond the control of individual high school principals and teachers. What has happened over the last thirty to fifty years is a systemic problem that has laid greater and greater pressure and responsibility on local administrators and teaching staffs.

The result is that guidance or college counselors can no longer spend the time necessary to get to know individual students like they might have done in decades past. A school which might have boasted a staff of six or eight guidance or college counselors could now have a staff of only two, three, or four counselors.

Additionally, more is expected from guidance and college counselors than ever before. In addition to managing the college application process and doing so for a far larger percentage of students than in decades past, counselors must often also work with special education departments on an increasing quantity of individualized education plans and the accompanying accommodations, registration concerns, and disciplinary issues.

With their caseload doubled and their workload increased by far more than just mere numbers college counselors are no longer able to guide students through the college application process as closely as they would like to.

School administrators have dealt with overcrowded and underfunded schools for decades. Despite that, our school systems continue to innovate and look for new ways to educate students regardless of increased pressure and oversight.

Teachers perform nothing short of miracles with fewer and fewer resources for more and more students. They achieve successful results despite societal pressure, which puts more blame on them in exchange for less respect.

An area which has fallen behind is support for programs that build test-taking and study skills. Schools are currently very good at building knowledge. When students put in the work, giving teachers the attention and respect they deserve, they will finish a high school career with a strong knowledge base in language arts, math, science, and social studies. High school students can expect to enter college with a knowledge base that will set them up for success dealing with college-level material.

However, high school students struggle with other aspects of college. They lack a strong base of skills in preparing for tests, writing efficiently when confronted with an extemporaneous topic, decoding confusing questions, and analyzing dense texts. This program begins the process that will help students master those skills.

Historically, test prep programs offered by high schools, whether public, charter, or private, have tended to fail because teachers, counselors, and administrators have focused on revisiting the academic content within the SAT or ACT. This fails because it doesn’t actually address what the SAT and ACT are testing. They are not tests of knowledge but of critical thinking and decision-making under pressure.

Administrators, counselors, and teachers can utilize this book to build a successful test prep program that is effective, cost-efficient, and flexible. The best piece of advice I can give to educators is that they should trust the process and trust themselves. They have already provided a knowledge base that their students need to do well on the SAT or ACT. Now is the time to broaden the instruction to encompass analytical reading, critical thinking, and problem-solving skills that will help students improve their results on the SAT or ACT and beyond.

NEXT STEPS

This book is a guide. You have to do the work, whether you are a student, parent, teacher, counselor, or school administrator. This includes doing all of the preparation necessary to ensure program success for the weeks, and sometimes years, before an SAT or ACT program begins. Clearly, the first time you hack an SAT or ACT program into existence you will most likely be doing so with barely enough time to complete the program before your targeted test date, but use that first attempt as a tool for learning how to do it better next time. And then the time after that. Especially for schools and nonprofit organizations, our hope is that you build up a real program that can help students for years to come.

Furthermore, while the goal is to hack an SAT or ACT program into being while spending as little money as possible, you may need to spend some money. There are quite a few resources available for free, especially on the internet. You’ll frequently utilize resources you already have, such as teaching spaces, seating, and other tools. But some things just cost money, such as printing paper and educational supplies. Hopefully you can reduce the cost, but be aware of this old adage: you’ll only get as much out of this as you put into it.

Given what has been happening over the last year, with the advent of the novel coronavirus and the rapid transition to social distancing, remote learning and work, and heavy use of online resources, it is more important than ever for students, parents, educators, and administrators to look for ways to hack a successful test prep program into existence. At Livius, we have addressed this radical change by quickly pivoting all of our test prep programs, including private tutoring, classes, and informational meetings, to online programs. This is not so different from public and private K-12 schools and colleges across the country.

There are multiple video chat and digital whiteboard platforms available for instructors and students to use, and they all have their positives and negatives. The most important factor to consider is that students have live, in-person guidance through the test prep and college admissions process. Online instruction is now a reality for most students in the United States and across the world, however, it is only as effective as the program, curriculum, and instructor.


Chapter 2

THE BUYER’S GUIDE ON SAT/ACT TEST PREP OPTIONS

There are many options for test prep available, from online to in-center to after-school programs. With so many options, it can feel overwhelming to know what to look for when evaluating a program, especially in order to find one that’s the best fit for your child. This chapter will serve as a buyer’s guide of sorts to help you understand what to look for when considering test prep options.

To really understand how these services work, it helps to know where the industry itself got started, as well as how it’s changed over time.

HOW THE TUTORING AND TEST PREP INDUSTRY HAS CHANGED

Let’s jump in the time machine and travel back to the second century BC, when a man by the name of Livius Andronicus thrived writing poems, comedies, and even translating famous Greek works like the Odyssey into Latin. Today he’s referred to as the founder of Latin literature.1

What many people don’t know is that Livius was born into slavery. He spent much of his earlier years in service to a Roman noble family. Livius leveraged his substantial writing talents to create curricula that could be used to educate this family. He worked with each of the family members individually to support their educational growth. His tutoring work eventually earned him his freedom, and from there he went on to write some of history’s most recognized classical plays.

Now let’s move a little forward in time. In 1946, after World War II, there was a dramatic rise in students matriculating to college. While the SAT had already been around for twenty years by that point, never before had there been such demand to take the exam. Test preparation was virtually nonexistent in much of the country at the time. However, in New York City, a businessman by the name of Stanley Kaplan launched a tutoring business that claimed to raise student scores by one hundred points. The Federal Trade Commission ended up investigating his claims, ruling in the end that the average increase was more like twenty-five points, but that his methods did, in fact, increase scores. From there, demand for his services skyrocketed. This eventually led to the Kaplan Test Prep we know today.2

Thousands of years after early academic creators like Livius, the need for personalized education remains. The last few decades have shown the monetization of this demand, with the tutoring industry exploding into one of the fastest-growing business models in our economy. And it’s expected to maintain that growth, with some estimates surpassing $120 billion by 2021.3

In many ways, this is great news for parents, because it means there are a bevy of options to choose from. With growth, however, come concerns about accountability. As in any industry, there are people who prey on the fears of the consumer, offering guarantees, false promises, and unsavory practices that border on cheating. One aim of this buyer’s guide is to arm readers with knowledge so they can make informed decisions about the best kind of test prep for their child or themselves.

On the other hand, test preparation and tutoring have made significant positive developments in the last few decades, particularly in the last ten years. Perhaps the most noteworthy development is that with our progress in online learning, it’s never been easier to find high-quality and affordable options for tutors, no matter where you live.

To start, let’s take a look at the different tutoring programs available to students today.

TYPES OF PROGRAMS

There are three major program types to consider when you’re seeking test prep for the SAT or ACT:

1. Private Tutoring: In this arrangement, a student and a tutor work in a one-to-one setting to focus on individual academic needs as they relate to the subject being studied. Private tutoring is always live but can be done online or in person.

2. Group Classes: Group classes are the most traditional and cost-effective format for SAT preparation. Classes range from a handful of students to fifty or more.

3. Independent Study: With access to online programs and curriculum, independent study has never been easier. If you have the motivation and determination to study on your own, this is a flexible and affordable educational option. For example, you can use this book as a guide to help you create your own program. We won’t offer an in-depth exploration of independent study in this chapter, however. While they can be successful for a very specific type of student, they often can’t offer the same benefits as live tutoring and classes.

There are variations among these three main categories, such as hybrid programs or small-group tutoring, but the programs above are the most commonly used by students, and they’re the foundation upon which any other types of programs are based.

A WORD ABOUT ONLINE PROGRAMS

Before we get to the evaluation criteria, it’s important to understand what online really means. Online is its own category of tutoring, though online offerings can also be a part of any type of program listed above.

Within the umbrella of online tutoring, there are two types of programs, asynchronous and synchronous. Asynchronous online programs are ones that do not involve set instruction times, and rather than live, responsive tutoring, they use prerecorded videos or a self-led program to deliver content.

Asynchronous programs typically require students to work independently through a course at their own pace. This means students will be on their own during the instruction—watching, reading, completing practice questions and exams, and absorbing information as best as they can. Conversely, because students are 100 percent in charge of their own schedules, these programs are extremely flexible, which some families may find to be a perk.

These programs can work well for some students, but unfortunately the completion rate tends to be fairly low. Considering the individual student, their schedule, cost, and motivation to complete a self-led program should all be weighed when looking into this option. Will a lack of immediate, live support play a factor in your child’s ability to complete an asynchronous test prep course?

Alternatively, synchronous online programs take place around a schedule of live events, usually including support or instruction from a live tutor. This live interaction can occur in group or one-to-one sessions and sometimes may even take place in person as a supplement to a self-led course (this would be a hybrid test prep option). Asynchronous programs that add in a synchronous element of live tutoring can be extremely successful and see much better results than an asynchronous program alone.

Another important note after working in test prep for many years is this: as long as you have a well-trained tutor, it’s abundantly clear that one-to-one live tutoring is equally effective in both in-person and online learning environments. In fact, due to the high level of engagement, responsiveness, and personalized learning, we consider any one-to-one live tutoring to be the best option for students, whether that session is taking place in person or online. This may be a surprising stance, but it’s one we’ve arrived at carefully.

The biggest concern we see parents raise with online instruction is the lack of an authentic relationship between the provider and the client. Not necessarily between the tutor and the student (which varies), but between the family and the provider itself. Often parents find that they feel anonymous, and that the experience is cookie cutter in nature, lacking in individualization.

Here’s why this might happen: with less overhead for online programs, providers can charge much less. This is good news for parents who find they’re priced out of in-person tutoring, whether centerbased or in-home. However, in some cases, the lower cost can lead bigger providers to turn online programs into a numbers game. When the aim is to serve as many students as possible in order to positively affect revenue, service can really suffer as a result.

This means it’s important to find an online test prep provider that’s truly aligned around many of the same core tenets of quality in-person instruction. These include personalization of test prep, meaningful student engagement, and authentic relationship building with both the student and the family.

If you’re deciding if an online program is right for you and your child, you’ll need to weigh the pros and cons and look closely at what the program offers, both in terms of support and instruction. With a strong online program, you can get an affordable choice that truly does a great job in a one-to-one setting. And don’t worry—an online tutor, when well trained, can help a student stay engaged even from the other side of a computer screen or device. So much about the quality and outcome of your tutoring program depends on the tutor themselves, just as it does with an in-person program.

With online programs, you need to ask questions early and often, and you need to know what you’re looking for. For example, how necessary is an interactive experience? How much individual support do you expect your child to receive? How much training do you want the teacher or tutor to have? How much does cost factor into your decision? How much time remains before the next SAT exam? What’s the best learning environment for your child? Be clear about your own expectations from the get-go, and you won’t be disappointed.

Regardless of whether you’re seeking out an in-person or online option, if at all possible, look for a one-to-one tutoring opportunity—chances are you’ll be pleasantly surprised to see how effective and successful online tutoring programs can be.

EVALUATION CRITERIA

What should you look for when deciding if a program is the right fit? Here’s our list of evaluation criteria for finding the ideal match for your student’s needs and goals.

Instructors/Tutors

Tutors come from a variety of academic and instructional backgrounds. Because of that, they will have different strengths in terms of communication, ability to explain concepts, warmth, engagement with students, and so forth. It can seem daunting when you first begin your search, but don’t panic. You can almost always find someone who is a good fit for your child if you’re ready to spend the time researching and interviewing. Another area to expect variability? Cost. The hourly price ranges from $40 to $10,000. Yes, seriously!

Individual freelance tutors are often the least expensive option, but you may find in this case that you get what you pay for. They might be good, or even great. But the challenge with an individual tutor who isn’t connected to a center or company is that they have to run their business on their own. Most critically, this means there isn’t the same oversight when it comes to academic rigor. College entrance exams are complicated and frequently changing in terms of content and structure. Is a freelance tutor up to date on these changes? How can you be sure?

In addition, a freelance tutor also has to keep up with the demands of their business, which means running all of the customer service, scheduling, and invoicing. While this is enterprising (and plenty of freelance tutors do excellent work), it also means you may end up working with someone who isn’t as organized or focused as you’d like. Partnering with a tutor from a testing company at the very least allows the tutor to focus on what they do best: teaching. They don’t have to worry about research and development, marketing, sales, or anything else.

That said, a freelance tutor is definitely better than not using a tutor at all! If you choose that route, consider the following:

• You aren’t going to be sure about major changes in the tests unless you research them yourself, so do your homework and ask your tutor about your findings.

• Referrals are critical. They indicate the tutor has connected well with previous students, helped them achieve their goals, and were engaging enough to inspire someone to recommend them to others. A good personal referral is truly a golden ticket in this situation, so ask around.

• Ask the tutor for recommendations of their own, and then call those families to ask about their experience. The most important question to ask is this: Was this tutor personally connected with your child and invested in their success?

Tutors within an established program will usually cost more. Again, you get what you pay for in this case as well. That extra per-hour fee means the tutor has been vetted for you, so it can be easier to find engaged, up-to-date instructional experts in the field. Provided you’re working with a high-quality test prep business that values the interpersonal factor of tutoring, hiring a tutor through a dedicated test prep company means that there’s quality assurance in place, as well as up-to-date training. A great company will recruit great tutors and do everything in their power to keep them on staff.

Many places hire tutors with previous experience in the field, allowing a sort of “tenure,” or industry longevity, to act as a first step in the vetting process. Tutors who know the tests and who have years of experience helping students dive into the information and develop skills and strategies are also most often the same tutors whose interpersonal skills and academic know-how shine. These are the cream of the crop that high-quality test prep companies are seeking out.

When looking at tutors who work within a company, be sure to ask the sales representative specific questions related to training:

What training do you provide for your tutors?

The right answer: We provide [X] hours of both academic/curriculum training (hard skills) and interpersonal training (soft skills). Truth be told, what falls in that X spot isn’t all that important. The exact number of hours is less significant than the fact that planning and implementation has been considered regarding both of these aspects of teaching.

How do you teach your tutors those important soft skills?

The right answer: We encourage our tutors to first engage in active listening. If asked, our tutors should be able to meaningfully tell us about their students. What colleges are they interested in? What movies do they like? What activities do they participate in? This is usually an easy way to tell where a tutor falls on the line regarding their ability to foster a relationship with a student. Often, just asking them to learn about their students can help guide them toward creating more meaningful connections that are an important part of the learning process.

Note: It can be hard for companies to spend time and money on training for both hard skills AND soft skills, especially because teaching soft skills can be more of a nuanced conversation versus a standard practice. In many cases, this is why companies will lean on tenure and previous industry experience when they make a hire. They’re operating under the assumption that after a certain number of years in the field, most tutors who lack these interpersonal skills won’t still be around.

Do you have expert or master-level tutors?

The right answer: Our master-level tutors have at least five thousand hours of experience.

Note: You will pay a premium for this level of experience, and it will be worth it! It’s proof that the tutor is exceptionally good at building a relationship with students, engaging them in instruction, and achieving results.

In the end, the best way to know if a tutor is right for your child is to schedule a one-time meeting. Ask for a free trial, if possible. If that isn’t an option, then ask if you’re able to pay for only a single session. If the company insists on a package deal, then at the very least there must be a policy in place to get your money back or switch tutors until a good match is found. If a company won’t make these kinds of allowances, then it’s probably a sign they aren’t using adequate standards for hiring and retaining their tutors.
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