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Academic
By Matthew 
Pietrafetta

This unique teaching context 
inspired both my teaching and my 
social mission:

Teaching Mission 
I recognized two opportunities that 
raised two key questions: 
Surveying the test-prep landscape, 
I noticed that test-prep instruction 
consisted largely of tips and tricks, 
with very little substance or lasting 
value. However, the skills assessed 
on the SAT and ACT were directly 
related to those skills I was teaching 
Columbia freshmen: Logic, rhetoric, 
grammar, critical reading, and critical 

Academic Approach: Beginnings
I founded Academic Approach in 
Chicago in 2001, but the story begins 
in 1996 in New York City when I was 
earning a Ph.D. in English at Colum-
bia University. While I was teaching 
freshmen in Columbia’s core cur-
riculum—classes on logic, rhetoric, 
grammar, and strategies of essay 
composition—I was also working as 
a test-prep tutor, coaching NYC high 
school students preparing for the SAT 
and ACT. In doing both simultaneous-
ly, I realized that I was teaching the 
same underlying skills to both college 
freshmen and high school students.   
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reasoning. My key question: Could 
I create an approach to test prep that 
was academically enriching, both 
raising scores and building college 
readiness skills? This question in-
spired the creation of our academic 
approach to tutoring as Skills-based 
Test Preparation™.
I also learned that one-on-one tutor-
ing was a powerful form of mentoring. 
I could take my instruction beyond 
the needs of an “average” student 
and, instead, focus on each individual 
student’s learning needs. My key 
question: Could I offer a form of per-
sonalized learning that went beyond 
“average” design? Could I create a 
process for customizing instruction 
to the specific learning needs and 
personality profiles of each student? 
I created the process and represented 
its philosophy with Tests Are Stan-
dardized. Students Are Not™. 

Social Mission 
In addition to my teaching mission, 
I developed my social mission. I rec-
ognized two more opportunities that 
raised two key questions: 
As a young teacher, I attempted to 
reach out to educators at high schools 
to collaborate on supporting the stu-
dents I tutored. To my surprise, these 
teachers did not offer the warmest 
welcome. They did not see test prep 
as legitimate academic work. They 
resented what they called “teaching 
to the test,” which meant just gaming 
the test. My key question: Could I 

build bridges to educators and chal-
lenge the stereotype of teaching to 
the test by teaching beyond the test? 
I wanted to offer test prep that educa-
tors would recognize as academically 
enriching. We refer to this mission as 
Teaching Beyond the Test™.

Perhaps the greater objection teachers 
had to test prep related to equity and 
access. Was it only for the privileged? 
My key question: Could I develop 
an arm of Academic Approach to 
offer services to schools to reach and 
teach all students from a variety of 
backgrounds and readiness levels? 
Through scholarships and pro bono 
programs, assessment and profession-
al development services, and highly 
customized classroom instruction, our 
School Programs division offers access 
to students who otherwise would not 
receive our One-on-One services.  

Where are we now? 
Since 2001, the goal has been to share 
our teaching and social mission, by 
growing both our One-on-One tutoring 
and our School Programs services. 
With five offices serving Chicagoland 
families and hundreds of public-school 
programs, we continue to raise student 
achievement, help students achieve 
their admissions goals, and prepare 
students for the rigors of college. 

Positively Impacting Your Community 
For the past several years, students in 
the Lincolnshire area have been seek-

ing out our services, traveling to our 
offices in Highland Park or Winnetka 
to meet our instructors. To make our 
service more convenient, we have 
now opened our office in Lincolnshire 
to serve you directly. 

Our presence in your community raises 
a new key question: How can we best 
partner with local schools and commu-
nity organizations to meet, engage, and 
serve your families and students?  

We will offer the same high-impact 
instruction we’ve been delivering 
since 2001, raising both scores and 
college-readiness skills for students 
in your community, bringing to 
Lincolnshire our core values as an ed-
ucation company with high standards 
and strong principles of professional 
service. 

In the end, we are who we were in the 
beginning, and our mission remains 
the same: To raise student achieve-
ment through highly personalized, 
academically enriching test prep, 
teaching students to succeed both on 
and beyond the test. 
We are excited now to provide our 
high-impact tutoring conveniently 
and locally for you! 

Academic Approach
847-447-0850
105 Shelter Rd. Suite 205
Lincolnshire, IL
www.academicapproach.com



This month’s Meet Your Neighbors features 

THE WRIGHT FAMILY
Read more about the Wright’s on page 14.
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