
In summer of 2024, ACT announced it was undergoing two major changes to give students more options and 
flexibility. The science section is becoming optional, and all of the sections will have fewer questions with more 
time per question. 

The changes are designed to make the test more appealing to students, but there is uncertainty around the 
transition. Testing sites will likely be very limited because the online ACT is only administered on school-controlled 
devices and most school sites prefer to offer the paper ACT. It is also unclear whether colleges will move to 
require the science section and how they will handle superscoring the new test.

Because of the uncertainty surrounding online testing availability and college admission policies, Compass advises 
most test-takers in the class of 2026 to pursue the current (“Classic”) ACT or the SAT.

Updates to the ACT 

TIMELINE OF CHANGES

ACT is taking a phased approach to the roll out of its new test. The graphic below indicates when each version 
of the test is available in either online or paper format. In this context, “available” means offered by ACT, not 
necessarily offered at a local testing site. ACT relies heavily on schools to host the ACT, and many schools do not 
offer the online ACT.
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Classic ACT: English, Math, Reading, and Science
Core ACT: English, Math, and Reading 
                  (Science optional add-on)

International
Online

Through July, 
Composite 
scores are 
calculated
using 4 sections 
for Classic 
ACT tests and 3 
sections for 
Core ACT tests.

Beginning in 
September,
all Composite 
scores—
including those for 
Classic
ACT formats—
will be calculated 
using English, 
Reading and Math 
only.

Classic ACT: English, Math, 
Reading and Science

Core ACT: English, Math, Reading 
(Science optional add-on)



MORE INFORMATION
For current details of this update, 
please visit: www.compassprep.
com/act-changes-spring-2025 or 
scan the QR code to the right.

(800) 685-6986
info@compassprep.com

ACT
Classic

ACT
Core + Optional Science

Format Paper-and-pencil or online* at a designated test site that provides the testing device for you. You will not be able use your 
personal device to take the ACT.

Testing Length 2 hours 55 minutes without optional essay (40 min) 2 hours 5 minutes without optional science 
(40 min) or essay (40 min)

Test Scores
1-36  

Composite Score 
Average of 4 Test Scores

1–36 English 
1–36 Math 

1–36 Reading 
1–36 Science

1-36  
Composite Score 
Average of 3 Test 

Scores

1–36 English 
1–36 Math 

1–36 Reading

Sections

4 Required Tests 3 Required Tests

English
Math

Reading
Science

Writing (optional)

45 min  
60 min  
35 min  
35 min 

 
40 min

75 items 
60 items 
40 items 
40 items

1 essay

English
Math

Reading

Science (optional)
Writing (optional)

35 min  
50 min  
40 min  

 
40 min 
40 min

50 items
45 items 
36 items 

40 items
1 essay

10 unscored
  4 unscored 
  9 unscored 

  6 unscored

*Paper-and-Pencil is ACT Classic until September 2025. Online ACT is ACT Classic until April 2025.

English: Every question is posed as an 
incomplete statement that the answer 
choices will complete. Some English 
passages will be shorter. An argumentative 
essay and related questions will be added.

Math: The number of answer choices 
will be reduced from 5 to 4. There will be 
fewer questions on advanced topics (high 
grade level items). There will be fewer 
questions with context, which require 
more time to read. There will be fewer 
questions in Integrating Essentials Skills.

Reading: Some reading passages will 
be shorter. There will be a greater 
percentage of questions in the Integration 
of Knowledge and Ideas category. ACT 
is “refining our approach to selecting 
literary narrative texts in our ongoing 
commitment to featuring authentic diverse 
perspectives.”

Science: At least one passage will address 
an engineering and design topic. There 
will be more items requiring scientific 
background knowledge.

CONTENT AND QUESTION FORMAT CHANGES 

On the three Core sections, ACT is reducing the total number of questions from 175 to 131. Further, 23 of 
the 131 questions will not count towards the tester’s score but rather are “equating” questions used to ensure 
consistent scaling from exam to exam. This structure makes the ACT more efficient to sit for and to administer, 
but the sharply reduced number of “operational” questions can make the scoring feel more volatile and 
unpredictable to students.

The writing section is both optional and almost universally ignored by colleges. Admission test policies regarding 
the optional science section and superscoring are tracked at compassprep.com/new-act-policies.

STRUCTURE AND SCORING COMPARISON


