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Introduction

Welcome to The ACT For Dummies, 4th Edition. This is a nondiscriminatory, equal-
opportunity book. You're welcome to participate whether you are a genius or (like us )
you need a recipe to make ice. Besides, the title is not a slam at you. You're not the dummy;
the test is (and we’ve heard it called worse, believe us — especially the Friday night before
the exam).

About This Book

The goal of this book is to show you exactly how to survive this ridiculous situation. No
matter how excellent your high school teachers are (or were), they prepared you for the Real
World, a world that, alas, has very little connection to the ACT. High school teachers can give
you a good foundation in grammar, reading, science, and math skills (the areas tested on

the ACT), but think of them as the friendly old GPs, the general practitioners whose job is to
keep you well or handle the little day-to-day problems. What do you do when you have a
crisis that’s making you really sick, like the ACT? We like to think of The ACT For Dummies,
4th Edition, as a loony but gifted specialist you can call in when the situation is desperate.

No one wants to deal with the eccentric specialist for too terribly long. The goal of this book,
just like the goal of the expert, is to come in with the Code Blue crash cart, deal with the situ-
ation, and then leave rapidly with as few lives destroyed as possible. This book has one goal:
to prepare you for the ACT — period. It is not our heart’s desire to teach you every grammar
rule ever created or every math formula Einstein knew. No extra “filler” material is included
in this book to make it look fat and impressive on bookstore shelves. If you want a thick book
to use as a booster seat for the vertically challenged, go find War and Peace. If you're looking
for something that you can use to prepare you for the ACT as quickly and painlessly as possi-
ble, again we say to you, welcome to The ACT For Dummies, 4th Edition.

Vou Can Run, but You Can’t Hide

There is no escaping the ACT. Many colleges require you to take this entrance exam before
they will even look at your application. Some colleges will accept scores from either the ACT
or the SAT. (It just so happens that Wiley publishes an SAT I For Dummies book as well, should
you choose to take that exam.) Many students decide to take both tests to see which one
they do better on. Is that a good idea? Absolutely. If you have the option of taking either the
ACT or the SAT, take both.

Many colleges emphasize ACT scores to compensate for grade inflation. That is, some high
schools may give you an A for doing the same level work that would gain you a C in other
high schools. It’s certainly not fair that a person at an “easy” high school has a 4.0 while a
student at a more demanding high school has a 3.0 for doing the same work. Because the
ACT is the same for everyone (students nationwide take the exact same exam), colleges
can use the scores to get inside your head and see what'’s really there. Think of this as an
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opportunity, not a crisis: A good ACT score can overcome a low GPA. In just a few hours one
fine Saturday morning, you can make up a little for years of messing up in school.

In The ACT For Dummies, 4th Edition, you find out which types of questions are on the exam,
which questions to work on carefully, and which to guess at quickly (good news: The ACT
has no penalty for wrong answers; you should guess at absolutely every question you don’t
know), the approach to each type of question, and, perhaps most important, some traps that
are built into each question style. We have been test-prep tutors for many years and have
developed a list of the “gotchas” that have trapped thousands of students over the years. Let
us see whether we can make them trap you, as well.

This book is also full of the substantive information that you need to know, including gram-
mar rules and geometry, algebra, and arithmetic formulas. Naturally, we include some truly
sick humor, on the principle that, as you're groaning at our jokes, you won’t notice that
you're suffering from the questions. (Hey, as the mushroom said to his friends, “Of course,
everyone likes me. I'm a fun-gi!™)

Note to nontraditional students: The days of high school may be just a fading memory for you
(along with your thin waistline and full head of hair). We recognize that not everyone taking
the ACT is a high school junior or senior. Maybe you took a few years off to build your career
or to nurture a family (or to pay your debt to society) and are now having to go back and
review what you thought you had left behind years ago. As the Walrus said, “I weep with you; I
deeply sympathize.” It can be totally frustrating to have to deal with the subjunctive or plu-
perfect or quadratic equations all over again. Postpone your nervous breakdown. Things
aren’t as dismal as they look. You'll probably be surprised how quickly material comes back
to you as you go through this book. If you need more hands-on instruction such as private
tutoring, call a high school or community college. Someone there will almost certainly be able
to recommend a low-cost course or a tutor. The local library can also give you some help.

How This Book Is Organized

The ACT For Dummies, 4th Edition, is organized into seven parts to help you quickly get right
to the chapters you need.

Part I: Coming to Terms with Reality:
An Overview of the ACT

Part I is an overview of the exam, explaining what it tests, how the scoring works, and so on.
You also get some tips on how to do well on the test, plus an overview of what colleges want
from you.

Part II: Serving Your “Sentence””:
English Review and Test

Part Il introduces the English portion of the ACT, explaining the format of the questions, sug-
gesting how best to prepare for the test, and presenting a grammar review that refreshes
your memory on all the piddling little points you once knew but have long forgotten.
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Part I1I: Writing the Writing Test Rightly:
Vou Have a Choice

Okay, so you really don’t have to take the ACT writing test. However, considering that many
colleges and universities require the writing ACT, we recommend you study the chapters in
this section very carefully and plan to do some writing!

Part IV: Don’t Count Yourself Qut:
The Math Review and Mini-Test

The Math materials show you strategies for doing well on this portion of the exam. As a “gift
with purchase,” you also get three math reviews: geometry, algebra, and miscellaneous math.

Part U: Time to Read the Riot ACT:
The Reading Test

Sure you can read, but can you read fast enough to get through all the reading passages and
answer all the questions? This part gives you strategies for doing so, saving you time and
brain cells.

Part Ul: Proven to Cause Brain Defects
in Laboratory Rats: The Science Reasoning Test

This part introduces you to a test unique to the ACT: Science Reasoning. Here, you find out
how to analyze the various types of science passages and graphs, plus get techniques for
doing your best on each type. You also find tips to help you recognize your own strengths
and weaknesses and make the best use of your time.

Part Vll: I'd Rather Wait for the Movie:
Full-Length Practice ACTs

This is the part you've either been waiting for or dreading. Here, you find two full-length
ACTs that look similar to the real deal. Although these questions are not identical to what
you’ll see on the ACT, they’re close enough for good practice.

Part VIll: The Part of Tens

Assuming you’'ve survived all that excitement, the book finishes up with the good stuff, The
Parts of Tens. These are lists of ten points (sometimes nine, sometimes eleven — no one
wants to be too stuffy) to remember. There’s much good stuff in this part, and it’s also a lot of
fun to read.

3
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Icons Used in This Book

>

Some information in this book is really, really important. We flag it by using an icon (and if
Icon, hey, anyone con . . .). For example, if we know of a particular trap that most students
fall for, I put a Traps & Tricks icon next to the explanation. If we have some time-saving tips,
an icon goes next to them, as well. Here are the examples of the icons:

Burn this stuff into your brain or carve it into your heart; it’s the really important material.
If you skip or ignore the Heads Up icons, you won'’t get your money’s worth out of this book.

These are the “gotchas” that can kill you before you know that you're dead. Pay special
attention to the cheesy notes marked with this mousetrap.

Follow the arrow to score a bull’s-eye by using these shortcut tips.

This icon marks sample problems.

This icon points out information pertaining to international students — which questions are
worth doing and which ones are “guess and go on.”

This little ragged edge shows up on chapter pages containing practice tests and questions.
Keep an eye out for it if you want to find those practice sessions quickly!

Where to Go from Here

You've probably heard the joke about the student who was debating over whether to buy
a book at the bookstore. The sales clerk, eager to make his commission, proclaims, “Buy
this book — it’ll do half the work for you!” The student brightens up and exclaims, “Great!
I'll take two!”

As much as we wish we could simply transfer test-taking material into your brain in one
dump, we realize that learning it takes effort on your part. Meet us halfway. We've done our
job by showing you what and how to learn; now it’s your turn. We suggest two ways to use
this book:

v First, fine-tune your skills. Maybe you’re already a math whiz and just need help with the
English grammar. Go right to the English portion. Maybe you're a grammar guru who
wouldn’t know a nonagon if you met one in a dark alley. The math review is for you.

v Second, start from scratch. Lock yourself into your room, lay in a sack of food and
some sharpened pencils, and go through this book word for word. Don’t worry; it’s not
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as bad as it seems. Actually, starting from scratch is the preferred method. Many stu-
dents make what we call the “mediocre mistake”: They are good at one section, mediocre
at a second, and dismal at the third. They spend all their time in their worst section
and barely look at the sections that they’re mediocre or good in. Big mistake! If you
spend two hours studying something that’s totally incomprehensible to you, you may
improve your score a few points. If you spend two hours studying your mediocre mate-
rial, you may improve your score by ten or twelve points. Ten points that you gain in
your mediocre section are just as valuable — and a heck of a lot easier to gain — than
ten points you gain in your weakest section. Humor us and read the book from cover to
cover. You'll pick up some great material . . . and a few new jokes along the way.

Making a Commitment

In the real world, you have classes, family obligations, sports practices, and, if you're lucky, a
social life. How on earth are you going to fit studying for the ACT into your schedule? The
answer is that you have to commit to this project and make it a priority. How many hours
exactly should you carve out of your schedule? Here is what we suggest.

This book features two full-length ACTs. Each ACT takes 2 hours and 55 minutes, not includ-
ing breaks. You may take about an hour to review your errors on each exam. (Not that you’ll
make that many mistakes, but we’d like you to review the answer explanations to every ques-
tion, not just to the ones you miss. Doing so provides you with yet another opportunity to
see shortcuts you may not have noticed or traps you luckily avoided.)

Basically, therefore, each exam should take you 4% hours, for a total of 9 hours. In addition,
this book has five general parts (English, writing, math, reading, and science), each of which
should take you about an hour. At the end of each part is a short practice exam requiring
about 30 minutes to take and review. Therefore, each of these chapters is an hour and a half,
for a total of 7% hours.

This book features a very important grammar review that we strongly suggest you spend at
least 2 hours on. Even if you are good at grammar, this section features all sorts of persnick-
ety grammar rules, just the type that (with your luck) you’d get caught on during the ACT.
And finally, the book features three math reviews: geometry, algebra, and arithmetic, each of
which should take you about an hour. Here’s the final timetable:

Activity Time

Five Parts and sets of practice questions at 1% hours per part/set 7% hours

Two practice exams at 4% hours per exam 9 hours

Three math review chapters at 1 hour per chapter 3 hours

One grammar review chapter at 2 hours 2 hours

Time spent groaning in pain at authors’ lame jokes 10 minutes

Time spent firing off letter complaining about authors’ lame jokes 10 minutes (or sending us
your better ones!)

TOTAL TIME 21 hours, 50 minutes

Fear not: You don’t have to do all 21 hours and 50 minutes at once. The book is designed so
that you can start at any unit at any time. You don’t have to have finished the general math
chapter, for example, before you go through the general reading chapter.
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Okay, are you ready? Are you quivering with anticipation, living for the moment when you
can pick up your yellow No. 2 pencil and head for the thrills of a lifetime? (Or are you think-
ing, “These authors got to get a life!”?) Listen, you're going to take the ACT anyway, so you
may as well have a good time learning how to do so. Laughing while learning is the whole
purpose of this book. Take a deep breath, rev up the brain cells, and go for it! Good luck. Just
remember that for you, ACT can come to stand for Ace Conquers Test!
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In this part . . .

Fe reality is that you have to take the ACT. Reality
bites. But by knowing what the ACT looks like and
what you can expect, you may be able to bite back.
Although you are undoubtedly eager to get right to study-
ing for the ACT (Hello, what planet am / from?), please
take a few minutes to go through this introductory mater-
ial. Think of the ACT as a blind date: Knowing a little bit
about what you’ll encounter can lower your anxiety level
at least a smidgen.

In addition, this part features a chapter that gives you vital
info about how to beat stress, avoid careless mistakes, and
recognize common ways you may mess up their scores.
Saving the best for last, this part also has an interview with
an independent college counselor who presents answers to
the question, “What do the colleges want from me?”




Chapter 1
Getting Your ACT Together: The Format

In This Chapter
Packing your bags: What to take to the ACT
Avoiding dead weight: What not to take to the test
Dealing with unusual circumstances: What to do if you’re someone special
Chancing it with sophisticated scoring: What’s that about dumb-luck guessing?
Looking right before your eyes: What’s on the ACT

Examining the strange but true: Horrible (but hilarious) tales of the ACT

A re you the type who jumps in the cold water all at once instead of just dipping your
toe in a little at a time? If so, do we have a table for you! Table 1-1 gives you an
overview of the ACT and shocks you with the entire kit and caboodle all at once.

Table 1-1 ACT Breakdown by Section

Test Number of Questions Time Allotted
English 75 45 minutes
Mathematics 60 60 minutes
Reading 40 35 minutes
Science Reasoning 40 35 minutes
Optional Writing 1 30 minutes

If you add up the numbers, you find that you have 216 questions to answer in 205 minutes;
205 minutes is 3 hours and 25 minutes, or nearly 3% hours. You get one ten-minute break
between tests two and three (the Mathematics and the Reading tests). If you opt to not take
the optional writing test, then you get to happily walk out right after the Science test. If you
include the time in the classroom spent giving out the tests, explaining the directions, check-
ing your ID, and so on, your whole morning is shot. You may as well figure on giving up 4 to
4% hours for this test.

I'd Forget My Head If It Wasn’t Attached:
What to Take to the ACT

If you can’t borrow the brain of that whiz kid in your calculus class, you're stuck using your
own. In addition, be sure that you have the following with you:
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v Admission ticket: By about two weeks before the exam, you should have received your
ticket in the mail. If you don’t have the ticket by then or if you got it but lost it, call the
ACT at 319-337-1270.

1 Pencils: Take a bunch of sharpened No. 2 pencils with you. You may also want to take a
big eraser (nothing personal, everyone makes mistakes) and a small pencil sharpener.

1 Map or directions: Go to the test center a few days before the actual exam, and scope
out your driving route and parking area. Often, the ACT is given at colleges that have
parking lots far, far from the test rooms. Drive to the college a few days in advance,
park your car, and see just how long it takes you to get to the room. You don’t need the
stress of having to run to the test room at the last minute.

1 Clothing: Rumor has it some weird kids are lobbying for a special Nude ACT. Until it
becomes available, you need to have some sort of external covering. Take a few extra
layers. The heat often is turned off for the weekend in many classrooms (the ACT is
usually offered on a Saturday), and the room can be freezing cold. Alternately, in the
summer, schools turn off the air conditioning, making the room boiling hot. Dress in
layers and be prepared for anything.

v Photo ID: Showing the birthmark your boyfriend thinks is so cute isn’t going to cut it
with the proctor. You need to bring a photo ID (student ID, driver’s license, passport,
military ID, FBI Most Wanted mug shot, whatever). If you don’t have a photo ID, you
can bring a letter of identification from your school. (The ACT registration booklet goes
into detail about what this letter entails; we won’t bore you with that information here.)

1 Eyeglasses: Students frequently forget their reading glasses at home and then squint for
the next four hours. The ACT itself is enough of a headache; you don’t need eyestrain,
as well. And if you wear contacts, be sure to bring cleaning/wetting solution in case
you have to take the lenses out and reinsert them. (Hey, all those tears can really mess
up your lenses!)

v A snack: True, your break is only ten minutes between tests two and three, but that’s
enough time to gobble down something to jump-start your brain. We often suggest
taking an energy bar or some peanuts, something with protein and carbohydrates.
Scarfing down a candy bar is actually counterproductive; your sugar levels rise only
momentarily and then drop down below where they were before you had your choco-
late fix.

v A watch: If your watch has an alarm, turn it off so that you don’t disturb the other stu-
dents. If you don’t know how to do so, borrow another watch. The proctor will take a
beeping watch away from you.

v A calculator: ACT gurus finally joined the 20th century and agreed to allow students to
use calculators. Although the ACT information bulletin has an entire quarter page
detailing which calculators can and cannot be used, for all practical purposes, you can
use any calculator (yes, even a graphing calculator) as long as it doesn’t make a noise.
You may not use a laptop computer (don’t laugh; you’d be surprised by how many of
my students want to bring one to the test!) or a pocket organizer.

What Not to Take to the ACT

Believe it or not, you shouldn’t take some things to the test, such as the following:

* Books and notes: Last-minute studying won’t do you much good. Forget the books; you
won’t be allowed to take them into the test room with you. (Just be sure to tell this to
your parents. We once had a student whose mother drove all the way to the test center
with her daughter’s ACT prep book, thinking the girl needed it for the test. The mom
actually pulled the girl out of the test to give her the book, resulting in the girl’s nearly
being disqualified from continuing.)
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The watch game: Using your watch to simplify the test

Here's the deal. The proctor — whom you're pretty sure
you saw on America’s Most Wanted last week — tells
you at 8:47 that you may begin a 45-minute section. You
have 75 questions. The time is now 9:29, and you're on
question 30. How are you doing for time? Can you relax
and slow down, or are you entering Panic City?

Who needs this kind of stress? It's like adding on

make life easier by resetting your watch. What's your
lucky number? Three? When the proctor tells you to
begin, set your watch for 2:15. That way, you're count-
ing down the minutes to your lucky number. A glance at
your watch tells you how many minutes you have left.
Who cares what the time is outside in the real world?
You can use your watch as a stopwatch for the exam,

another whole math problem. Don’t strain your brain; notas a timepiece.

1 Scratch paper: You may not bring your own scratch paper, and no scratch paper will be
given to you during the exam. Fortunately, the exam booklet has plenty of blank space
on which you may do your calculations.

Normal Is Boring: Unusual Circumstances

Not everyone takes the ACT under the same conditions. You may have a special circum-
stance that can allow you to change the date of the ACT or the way you take your exam. Here
is a brief list of special circumstances and how they affect your ACT.

1 Learning disabilities: If you have a diagnosed learning disability, you may be able to get
special accommodations. You may have extended time, but you must specifically
request this on your application form. Please note that in order to get special testing,
you must have been diagnosed LD professionally and must have a current, individual-
ized plan at school. Talk to your counselor for further information.

1 Physical disabilities: If you have a physical disability, you may be allowed to take a test in
a special format — in Braille, large print, or on audiocassette. If your disability is physi-
cal, do not complete a registration folder; write to the ACT Universal Testing and
receive a form called “Request for ACT Assessment: Special Testing.” This booklet
explains your options.

1~ Religious obligations: If your religion prohibits you from taking a test on a Saturday, you
may test on an alternate date. The ACT registration bulletin specifies dates and loca-
tions in each state.

1 Military duty: If you're an active military person, you don’t complete the normal regis-
tration form. Instead, ask your Educational Services Officer about testing through
DANTES (Defense Activity for Nontraditional Educational Support).

Anything’s Better than Nothing:
Guessing for Points

Scoring on the ACT is very straightforward:

»* You get one point for every answer you get right.
v You get zero points for every answer you omit.

1 You get zero points for every wrong answer.

11
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P The ACT is absolutely wonderful in that it does not penalize you for wrong answers. (The SAT
subtracts a fraction of a point for every question you miss. The ACT does not.) Therefore,
guessing on the ACT obviously works to your advantage. Never leave anything blank. We sug-
gest that you save a couple of minutes at the end of each section just to go through the test
and make sure that you've filled in an answer for every single question.

Vour Number’s Up: Scoring

We once had a frustrated student tell us that the scores on the ACT looked like measure-
ments to him: 34, 29, 36. However, the ACT has four scores, which makes for a very strange
set of measurements! The ACT scores are nothing like high school scores based on percent-
ages. They are not even like the more familiar SAT scores that range from 200 to 800. The
ACT scores are as follows:

v Each test (English, Mathematics, Reading, and Science Reasoning) goes from 1 (low) to
36 (high). The Writing scores go from 1 (low) to 6 (high).

v You also have a composite score, which is the average of the four test scores.

v Three of the tests have subscores. The subscores in English, Mathematics, and Reading
range from 1 to 18. Don’t assume that the subscores determine the total score. That

would be too easy and too logical. The subscores are determined independently and
do not necessarily add up to the total score in a section.

1 A percentile score tells you where you rank in your state and nationwide.

So How Do 1 Know that I'm a
Genius? What Scores Mean

Look at the percentiles. Just knowing you got a 26 doesn’t tell you much. You need to know
whether a 26 is a 50th percentile, a 75th percentile, or a 99th percentile. If you got a 36, be
prepared to be accepted at any college nationwide!

What Do They Want from Me? What Is Tested?

The following subjects are tested on the ACT:

1 English: The ACT tests English grammar. You are expected to know the fundamentals of
usage, diction, and rhetorical skills. For example, you must understand sentence con-
struction — what makes a run-on and what makes a fragment. You need to know how
to distinguish between commonly confused words, like affect and effect or principal and
principle. You must be able to use the proper forms of words, distinguishing between
an adjective and an adverb. If you don’t have a strong grammar background (you prob-
ably have been studying literature for the past few years and haven’t had grammar
since about the seventh grade), don’t panic. This book features a gruesomely exhaus-

110N tive grammar review with just about everything you’ll need to know.
M Ng,

(2

Surprisingly, the ACT English Test is one of the strongest portions of this exam for inter-
national students. You learned all these picky grammar points as you learned English.
You may be much more comfortable with the rules than native English speakers are.

IN]Z(;?
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v Mathematics: The ACT requires basic skills in arithmetic, geometry, and algebra. If you
have had two semesters of algebra, two semesters of geometry, and a general math
background, you can answer probably 90 percent of the questions. Unfortunately, the

ACT also tests a little bit of trigonometry. If you have not had trigonometry, don’t worry.

This book gives you the few things you need to know. In addition, the test has only a
few trig questions (usually just four), and they are often so close to the end that many
students don’t even get to them anyway. Trig should be the least of your worries.

You don’t have to know calculus. The ACT has no calculus questions. Happy day!

1 Reading: You are expected to be able to read a passage in a relatively short amount of
time and answer questions based upon it. Your reading skills are probably pretty set
by now. If you are 17, you are not going to change the way you’ve been reading for the
past 12 years. However, this fact does not mean you cannot improve your reading
score. Chapter 12 shows you tricks that you can use to improve your speed and tells
you how to recognize and avoid traps built into the questions.

1” Science Reasoning: You are not required to have any specific science background. The
passages may test chemistry, biology, botany, physics, or any other science, but you
do not have to have had those courses. The test gives all the information you need to
answer the science questions in the passages or in diagrams, charts, and tables.

1 Optional Writing Test: You are not required to take this test, but we suggest that you do.

The ACT folks added this section to test your writing ability (an extremely important
component for college success). Don’t worry, you've been writing for years. And the
ACT people know that you can’t possibly write a perfect essay in a measly 30 minutes.

What they will be focusing on is your thesis, your organization, and your ability to sup-

port your thoughts.

Practice Makes Perfect: Repeating the Test

Are you allowed to repeat the ACT? Yes. Should you repeat the ACT? Probably. Decide
whether to repeat the ACT based on your answers to the following questions:

1 What errors did I make the first time around? If your mistakes were from a lack of knowl-
edge, that is, you just plain didn’t know a grammar rule or a math formula, you can

easily correct those mistakes with studying. However, if you made mistakes because you

were careless or if you daydreamed during the exam, that may be a personality quirk
that you're not going to change. Very few people who are careless test-takers change
their test style overnight.

1 Why do I want to repeat the test? Is your ego destroyed because your best friend got
a better score than you did? That is probably not a good enough reason to retake the
ACT. Do retake the exam if you are trying to get a minimum qualifying score to enable
you to get into a college or into a scholarship program.

1 Can I go through this all over again? How seriously did you take studying the first time

around? If you gave it all you had, you may be too burned out to go through that again.
On the other hand, if you just zoomed through the booklet and didn’t spend much time

preparing for the test, you have a second chance to show your stuff.

1* Were the mistakes caused by factors that were not my faultz Maybe you were in a fender-
bender on your way to the exam, or perhaps you stayed up late the night before in an
argument with your parents or your boyfriend or girlfriend. If you just weren’t up to

par when you took the exam, definitely take it again, and this time be sure to get a good

night’s sleep the night before.

Chapter 1: Getting Your ACT Together: The Format
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Chapter 2
Succeeding on the ACT

In This Chapter

Mellowing, chilling, and relaxing before and during the ACT
Giving careless mistakes the raspberry by knowing ten critical points to double-check

Identifying and sidestepping ten easy ways to mess up your score

0 n the wall of my office, we have a padded cushion that is imprinted with the words,
“BANG HEAD HERE!” We’ve found that most of our students use it either to reduce
stress (we guess one headache can replace another!) or — much more commonly — to
express their exasperation over unnecessary, careless (we're trying not to say it, but okay —
dumb!) mistakes. Going through the material in this chapter about how to relax and how to
recognize and avoid common mistakes can prevent your having to be a head-banger later.

Four Stress-Busters to Help Vou Survive the ACT

Most people are tense before a test, with butterflies dancing in their stomachs. The key is to
use relaxation techniques that keep your mind on your test and not on your tummy.

Counting to four

Breathing is grossly underrated. Breathing is good. Take a deep breath until your belly
expands, hold it for four counts, and then expel the air for four counts. Try not to take short,
shallow breaths, which can cause you to become even more anxious, because your body is
deprived of oxygen.

Stretching

Rotate your head around to stretch out and relax your neck muscles. (We suggest keeping
your eyes closed while doing this so the proctor doesn’t think that you're trying to cheat.)
Hunch and roll your shoulders to help relax your back and spine. You'll be sitting for more
than three hours, so maintaining good posture is crucial. Shake out your hands like you have
a writer’s cramp. Imagine that all your tension and stress is going out through your finger-
tips. Extend and push out your legs like you're pushing something away with your heels.
Point your toes back toward your knees and hold that position for a count of three.
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Practicing visualization

Don’t do this during the test; you just waste time and lose concentration. However, before
the exam or during the break, practice visualization. Close your eyes and imagine yourself

in the test room cheerfully looking at questions that you know the answers to, filling in the
bubble grids to the right answers, finishing early, and double-checking your work. Picture
yourself leaving the exam room all uplifted, and then five weeks later, getting your scores and
rejoicing. Think of how proud of you your parents are. Imagine getting an acceptance letter
from the college of your dreams. Picture yourself driving a fire-engine-red Ferrari ten years
from now, telling the Time magazine reporter in the passenger seat that your success started
with your excellent ACT scores. The goal is to associate the ACT with good feelings.

Thinking positively

Any time you feel yourself starting to panic or thinking negative thoughts, make a conscious
effort to say to yourself, “Stop! Don’t dwell on anything negative.” And then switch over to a
positive track. Suppose that you catch yourself thinking, “Why didn’t I study this math more?
[ saw that formula a hundred times but can’t remember it now!” Change the script to, “I got
most of this math right; if I leave my subconscious to work on that formula, maybe I'll get it,
too. No sense worrying now. Overall, I think I'm doing great!”

Points to Always Double-Check

One father’s favorite thing to say before his child takes a test is, “Always double-check! If
your mother and [ had double-checked before we left the hospital with you, we might have
brought home a normal child . ...”

Mental and emotional child abuse aside, that dad has a point. Double-checking is integral to
getting what you want. The test-makers know what types of careless mistakes students make,
so they build those mistakes into the test. This section shares some of the most common
areas in which test-takers get sloppy.

Exponents

Make sure that as you multiplied like bases, you added the exponents (x° x x° = x'%), and that
as you divided like bases, you subtracted the exponents (x’ + x* = x°). Forgetting this and just
multiplying (x° x x° = ¥*) or dividing (x’ + x* = x°) instead of adding or subtracting is all too
easy to do.

Common-sense connections

Think about what a math question is asking. If you are asked to find the weight of a child, and
your answer is 400 pounds, something went haywire somewhere. If McCaela is bicycling, and
you deduce that she bikes at a rate of 220 mph, sign that woman up for the Olympics!
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Decimal places

If a question has two or more answers with the same digits, you know that the decimal point
is being tested. If the choices are .05, 0.5, 5, 50, and 500, double-check that your decimal
point is in the right place.

Operations signs

Double-check all operations signs (+, —, +, and X) when you move from one side of the equal
sign to the other side.

Political correctness

The grammar and reading portions of the ACT contain very few correct, negative-sounding
answers. If a passage talks about people, especially those in a minority group, it never says
nasty things about them. The entire ACT is sweetness and light; if your answer is petty and
mean-spirited, it is probably wrong.

-ing and other beware! words

Always double-check the words that give you trouble: lie or lay and affect or effect, for exam-
ple (see Chapter 4). Pay close attention to the -ing words as well.

Context

When you're taking the English and Reading tests, read a few sentences before and after the
sentence you're working on. You won'’t get tripped up by an answer choice that seems cor-
rect in the sentence but isn’t because of text that precedes or follows the sentence.

Grammar

To double-check your work, insert your answer into the sentence and read it again. Does
your answer still make sense?

Completed answer grid

If you've read through this book, you’ve seen the following information a gazillion times, but
it bears repeating: Wrong answers on the ACT are not penalized. You lose no points for a mis-
take. Therefore, it behooves you to answer every question, even if you have to make wild
guesses to do so. When you see that you have only a minute or two left, fill in an answer for
every question left in the test. You may pick up several points for lucky guesses.

17
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Ten Dumb Things Vou Can
Do to Mess Up Vour ACT

Throughout this book, you discover techniques for doing your best on the ACT. We'’re sorry
to say, however, that there are just as many techniques for messing up big-time on this test.
Take a few minutes to read through them now to see what dumb things people do to blow
the exam totally. By being aware of these catastrophes, you may prevent them from happen-
ing to you.

And no — no booby prize is awarded to the student who makes the greatest number of these
mistakes.

Losing concentration

When you're in the middle of an excruciatingly boring reading passage, the worst thing you
can do is to let your mind drift off to a more pleasant time (last night’s date, last weekend’s
soccer game, the time that you stole your rival school’s mascot and set it on the john in the
principal’s private bathroom). Although visualization (picturing yourself doing something
relaxing or fun) is a good stress-reduction technique, it stinks when it comes to helping your
ACT score. Even if you have to pinch yourself to keep from falling asleep or flaking out, stay
focused. The ACT is less than five hours of your life. You've probably had horrible blind dates
that lasted longer than that, and you managed to survive them. This, too, shall pass.

Panicking over time

Every section on the ACT begins with directions and a line that tells exactly how many
questions are in the section and, therefore, how many minutes you have per question. It
isn’t as if this is some big mystery. You can waste a lot of time and drive yourself crazy if
you keep flipping pages ahead, counting up how many more questions you have to do. You
can do what you can do; that’s all. Looking ahead and panicking only wastes time and is
counterproductive.

Messing up numbering on the answer grid

Suppose that you decide to postpone doing question number 11, hoping that inspiration will
strike. But now you accidentally put the answer to question 12 in the blank for question 11 . ..
and mess up all the numbers from that point on. After you answer question 30 and suddenly
realize that you just filled in bubble number 29 and have one bubble left — aaargh! Stroke
City! It’s easy for me to say, “Don’t panic,” but chances are that your blood pressure will go
sky-high, especially when you eyeball the clock and see that only one minute remains.

If you have a good eraser with you (which is one of the things I suggested in Chapter 1 that
you bring with you), the wrong answers on the answer grid should take only a few seconds
to erase. But how on earth are you going to resolve all those problems and reread and rean-
swer all the questions? You'’re not; you're going to thank your lucky stars that you bought
this book and took the following advice: When you choose an answer, circle that answer in
your test booklet first and then fill in the answer on the answer grid. Doing so takes you a
mere nanosecond and helps you not only in this panic situation, but also as you go back and
double-check your work.
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Throughout this book, we remind you that random guesses can’t hurt you on the ACT
because there is no penalty for wrong answers. Never leave a bubble blank. Make a random
guess. Fill in the bubble; then put an arrow in the margin of the test booklet (not on the
answer grid) to remind yourself to review that question. Because you have all the bubbles
filled in, you won’t make a numbering error like we described earlier in this section.

Rubbernecking

Rubbernecking is craning your neck around to see how everyone else is doing. Forget those
bozos. You have too much to do on your own to waste precious seconds checking out anyone
else. You don’t want to psych yourself out by noticing that the guy in front of you is done
with his section and is leaning back whistling while you're still sweating away. Maybe the guy
in front of you is a complete moron and didn’t notice that the booklet has yet another page of
problems — so he did only half the section. After the exam booklet is put in front of you,
don’t look at anything but it and your watch until time is called.

Try not to sit by the clock in the classroom. Because everyone looks at the clock constantly,
you may become self-conscious, thinking that you're being checked out. People staring at you
every few seconds can be quite distracting. You need to keep your mind entirely on what
you’re doing, instead of continually looking up and catching someone’s eye.

Cheating

Dumb, dumb, dumb! Cheating on the ACT is a loser’s game — it’s just plain stupid. Apart from
the legal, moral, and ethical questions, let’s talk practicality: You can’t predict what types of
grammatical mistakes will show up in the questions; what are you going to do, copy a text-
book on the palm of your hand? All the math formulas that you need can’t fit onto the bottom
of your shoe. Copying everything that you think you may need would take more time than
just learning it. Besides, the ACT tests critical reasoning skills, not just rote memorization.
The test never asks a question as straightforward as, “How many degrees in a triangle?” The
questions require thinking and reasoning, not just copying down a formula. Short of having a
brain transplant, cheating is impractical.

Worrying about previous sections

Think of the ACT as five separate lifetimes. You are reborn four times and so get four more
chances to “do it right.” Every time the proctor says, “Your time is up. Please turn to the next
test and begin,” you get a fresh start. The ACT rules are very strict: You cannot go back to a
previous section and finish work there or change some of your answers. If you try to do so,
the proctor will catch you, and you’ll be in a world of hurt. But suppose that you're too ethi-
cal even to consider going back to earlier material. There’s still the problem of worrying
about the previous test. If you're now working on math, you shouldn’t be wracking your brain
trying desperately to remember what that frustrating, it’s-on-the-tip-of-my-tongue grammar
rule was. Forget one test as soon as you enter the next. Think of it as you would think of a
new boyfriend or girlfriend in your life: out with the old, in with the new.

Worrying about the hard problems

The ACT contains some incredibly hard problems and questions. Forget about ’em. Almost
no one gets them right, anyway. A ridiculously few total 36’s are scored every year, and if you
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get into the 30s, you're in a superelite club of only a few percent of the thousands and thou-
sands of students who take the ACT annually. Just accept the fact that you either won’t get to
or can’t answer a few of the hard questions and learn to live with your imperfection. If you do
go fast enough to get to the hard questions, don’t waste too much time on them. Scan them;
if you can’t think of how to begin, choose an answer at random. Then go back and double-
check your easy questions. Keep reminding yourself that every question counts the same in
a section, whether that question is a simple 1 + 1 = 2 or some deadly word problem that may
as well be written in Lithuanian.

Transferring information from problem
to problem or section to section

Each question exists in its own little world. If x = 17 in question number 15, it does not neces-
sarily equal that in question number 16 (unless a note says something like, “Questions 15 and
16 refer to the following information”). Now that sounds incredibly simplistic, but it’s surpris-
ing how many people transfer information from problem to problem. This practice is espe-
cially prevalent in dealing with symbolism questions. If you learn in a symbolism question that
A\ =25, it is highly unlikely that it will be equal to 25 in another triangle problem.

Forgetting to double-check

If you finish a test early, go back and double-check the easy and medium questions. Don’t
spend more time trying to do the hard questions. If a question was too hard for you five min-
utes ago, it’s probably still too hard for you. Your brain capacity probably hasn’t doubled in
the last few minutes. If you made a totally careless or dumb mistake on an easy question,
however, going back over the problem gives you a chance to catch and correct your error.
You’re more likely to gain points by double-checking easy questions than by staring open-
mouthed at the hard ones. Remember: Every question counts the same. A point you save by
catching a careless mistake is just as valuable as a point you earn, grunting and sweating, by
solving a mondo-hard problem.

Looking back and doing “coulda-shoulda”

Don’t discuss the questions with your friends in the bathroom during break. They don’t
really know any more than you do. Your friends may all tell you that they got answer A for
question five — but maybe answer A was the trap answer and they all fell for it. If you get
depressed because you chose answer B, you're only hurting yourself. Maybe B was right all
along, and you alone brilliantly recognized and circumnavigated the trap. Why put yourself
through this grief? The same is true after the exam. Forget the postmortem. You did what you
did; no sense fretting about it until you get your scores back.



Chapter 3

Reading the Admissions Committee’s
Mind: What Colleges Want

In This Chapter

Pinpointing what the colleges really want from you
Masterminding the right mix of academics, sports, and extracurricular activities
Preparing for the all-important essay and interview

Eliminating the biggest mistake most anxious applicants make

Fe number one question that we're asked by our students is, “What do colleges want
outta me?” We took that question to an expert, Jill Q. Porter, M.S., of La Jolla, California.
An independent college counselor, Jill has helped thousands of students get into the schools
that best meet their needs and fulfill their dreams. She visits dozens of colleges every year,
talks with the admissions officers, and knows what’s important to them. She’s great at
debunking some of the rumors that make the rounds. Here are her answers to 11 of the
most important questions a student recently posed in an interview.

What's the Number One Thing
That Colleges Look For?

“Grades and the level of coursework. If you get straight A’s but you take basket weaving and
lint picking, schools aren’t going to be impressed. If you take five solids, like physics, calcu-
lus, Spanish, history, and English lit, and get a few A’s and a few B’s, schools are going to be
very impressed. It isn’t just the grades but the difficulty level of the classes that’s important.”

How Important Is the ACT, Really?

“The ACT is crucial. Do you think the colleges would spend so much time and money sepa-
rating students by their ACT scores if the schools didn’t consider the scores important? The
colleges need to have some universal measure of skills, something that can put all students
on an equal footing. Some kids don’t have the chance to take calculus in their high schools,
or they go to schools that just plain don’t offer AP (Advanced Placement) classes. By having
everyone take the same test, schools have a fairer and more equitable frame of reference.”
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Do Schools Care Whether ] Repeat the ACT?

“The answer to this question depends on the college. The very top-tier colleges don’t expect
you to take the ACT six or seven times and may be dubious if you do so. Twice is enough

for the top schools. Second-rung schools don’t mind if you take the ACT three or four times.
Check directly with the individual school to find out its policy.”

Can | Take the ACT Instead of the SAT 12

“Many schools in the Midwest accept ACT scores in lieu of SAT I scores. Other schools let
you take both exams and evaluate both scores. My suggestion is that you plan to take both
exams. You want to keep your options open. What if you suddenly decide you want to go to a
different college, one you hadn’t considered before? By the time you realize you need an SAT
score, it may be too late to take the test. Automatically plan on taking both tests, if possible.”

It just so happens that your friendly neighborhood bookstore has copies of The SAT I For
Dummies (Wiley) to help you prepare for that exam. Could life get any better?

It 1 Mess Up Big-Time on the ACT,
What Can 1 Do to Compensate?

“Adjust your expectations. Reality is the name of the game when it comes to college planning.
Although we’d all love to go to Status U., most of us have to settle for less. If you do very
badly on the ACT and don’t have time to take it again, there’s nothing you can do but look at
another school. You always have the option of transferring after your first or second year.

“Keep in mind that schools do get last-minute openings. Even if you think your ACT score
absolutely disqualifies you from your Dream School, send in the application and try to get on
a wait list. You never know how lucky you can get.”

What Classes Do Vou Recommend That |
Take as a Senior? Junior? Sophomore?

“In general, the more challenging and complete your course load, the more likely you are to
get accepted by a good college. And let me warn you: You can’t slack off your senior year.
Many students tell me that they work superhard their junior year and then take easy classes
their senior year because it’s too late for the colleges to get those grades. Wrong. Some
schools don’t send out confirmation notices until the end of March of the senior year. That
means they get the first-semester grades and know whether you've signed up for and then
dropped classes your senior year. Remember, the application form is a legal contract. If you
write that you're taking a bunch of hard classes, which you actually stayed in for a day and
dropped, you're lying to the college, and that’s called fraud.
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“Enough of scaring you. Here’s what most colleges are looking for: three years of math (four
is even better); four years of English; two to three years of language (any language is fine; you
won'’t get extra points for taking a ‘classy’ language like Latin); two to three years of science;
and two years of social studies. As far as the math goes, you don’t have to take calculus
unless you're trying to get into a math, engineering, or architecture program. And physics
isn’t required by all colleges, either.”

How Helpful Are Charity Work and Sports?

“Colleges expect you to have some sort of community involvement. The key is doing some-
thing you enjoy. Don’t sign up to work at a preschool if you don’t have patience with small
children, for example. The newspaper is always full of organizations requesting volunteers;
somewhere, there’s a perfect match for you. In my opinion, it’s more important to be very
involved with one charity than to sign up for ten different charities just to have them on your
application form. The schools aren’t dumb; they’ll know what you're doing.

“As for sports, they show you're well rounded. You don’t have to play varsity sports, just be
involved in something, even intramurals. A word of caution: Sports are not more important
than grades. Don’t let your athletics stand in the way of your academics.”

What Should 1 Say on the College Essay?

“I stress individuality. Show the colleges who you really are. College admissions officers read
hundreds, maybe even thousands, of essays every year. They don’t award points when you
say what you obviously think the college wants to hear. They’re impressed when you let your
personality shine through. If you're archconservative and take pride in campaigning for right-
wing candidates, mention your experiences. If you are really into pyramid power, channeling,
and New Age stuff, talk about that. The key is to write about something you enjoy.

“And it goes without saying that your writing should be well organized and grammatically
correct. With spell-checkers (both mechanical and that type called ‘parents’), there’s no
excuse for turning in a sloppy essay.”

What Will They Ask Me in the Interview,
and What Should 1 Say?

“Colleges have two basic types of interviews, those done by alumni and those done by col-
lege staff. The alumni interviews tend to be a little less formal, but that doesn’t mean you
don’t have to take them seriously.

“In both types of interviews, the most important thing is to show you are seriously interested
in this school. Demonstrate that you’ve done your homework. By that, [ don’t mean bring in
your algebra scratch paper, but indicate that you've done your background reading on the
college. Mention some programs you find impressive or something about the history of the
school. Above all, be very careful not to annoy the interviewer by asking some trite question
that’s already been answered in the promotional literature. For example, asking ‘How many
students are on campus?’ is lame when that number is given in the school bulletin. Ask ques-
tions that relate to your personal goals in college.”
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How Can I Decide Which School Is Best for Me?

“This is the big question. First, be realistic. Everyone wants to go to the best schools in the
country, but we can’t all get accepted there. Although you should have one Dream School
just for fun, be prepared by having several more realistic schools as backups.

“Next, look at affordability. Be absolutely sure that you can afford a school before you go
through all the visitations and applications (which cost money). You may think you’ll get a
scholarship and financial aid, but they are getting harder and harder to acquire and rarely
cover all the costs. Figure out just exactly how much you have to contribute, and then have
a realistic talk with your parents about how much they can help. Yes, you can get a job
during school, but that money usually goes toward daily expenses and fun, not tuition and
books. You may be able to work only part-time, remember.

“Of course, the physical comfort of a school is vital. By that I mean, would you enjoy living in
that particular city and on the campus? If you're a big-city sophisticate, you may not want to
live in a small college town in the Midwest that has few of the extras you grew up with. If you
are a laid-back, small-town type, life in the big city may be so distracting that you don’t con-
centrate on your studies. And you have to like the campus, too, because you'll probably live
on it for at least a few years.

“And last, | always recommend thinking about long-range internships and job opportunities.
If you want to be a schoolteacher, for example, does the college have a good student-teaching
program? Are there jobs in the community for teachers after you graduate? Many students
fall in love with the city in which a school is located and want to stay there after they gradu-
ate. You're only in high school now and may not be thinking as far ahead as graduation and
job hunting, but they should be a vital part of your decision on colleges.”

What's the Biggest Mistake Most Students
Make in College Planning?

“Relying on misinformation. The school grapevine and rumor mill are always working. I have
students come to me who are convinced that they can have a mediocre ACT score and still
get into their Dream School ‘because a friend of a friend at school, this guy who plays water
polo, did it.” Check your facts. You may want to believe what you hear, but trust me, much of
it will be wrong. Read the school bulletin. Talk to the admissions office or to an alumnus of
the school. Talk to your high school guidance counselor or get help from an independent
counselor.

“The second biggest mistake is choosing a college based solely on how much money it will
give you in scholarships or financial aid. Although money is critical, it need not be your only
reason for attending a school. Somewhere out there, you can find a school you love, one that
fits you to a T. You don’t have to settle for the first school that offers you money, thinking
that you won’t find anything better. Your college experience is something you’ll remember
forever. It will affect your friendships, your career, and the rest of your life. Don’t just settle
for ‘good enough’; look for ‘just right.””
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In this part . . .

Lurking in the dark alleyways of the ACT is your first
opponent, the English Test, one of four separate tests
that you have to battle. The information in this part can
help you to win the fight (or at least lessen the slaughter!).

Remember those persnickety grammar rules you thought
you’d left behind forever? Surprise! They're baaaaaack.
This part refreshes your memory of those rules with a
grammar review — one that uses enough stupid examples
and silly jokes to keep you from dozing off. Following the
grammar review is a chapter that tells you what the exam
actually looks like, which questions are worth doing, and
which questions you may as well just guess at wildly.
Finally, the last chapter in this part is an abbreviated
English test: a dozen questions to make sure that what
you've learned and reviewed is forever imprinted in your
brain. Life just couldn’t get any better.




Chapter 4

Glamour Grammar: The
Five-Star Review

In This Chapter

Distinguishing commonly confused twosomes
Identifying the most frequently tested grammar concepts

Learning to “agree with” verbs and pronouns

rle English Test portion of the ACT tests standard, written English. What’s that? That’s
what I call Arrogant English — stuck-up, highfalutin English. In the real world, you can
use slang and casual English and communicate perfectly well with your buddies, but on the
ACT, you have to use the formal English that you were taught in school. When you knock on
a friend’s door, for example, you call out, “It’s me!” Right? On the ACT, you have to choose,
“Itis L.”

About half of the ACT English Test questions test rhetorical skills — your general writing style
and organization. That’s the stuff you use every time you pick up a pen or turn on your word-
processing program. The other half of the questions test what most people lump together in
the general category they call English: punctuation, sentence structure, and basic grammar,
including diction errors, subject-verb agreement, modifiers (adjectives and adverbs), and so
on. That’s the stuff you probably forget (or intentionally purge from your brain) ten minutes
after being tested on it.

This chapter gives you a basic grammar review that brings back those thrilling days of yes-
teryear when you knew how to use the subjunctive and actually cared about the differences
between adjectives and adverbs. The review starts off with the really easy stuff, but please
don’t get too bored and drop out. The harder, picky stuff comes later, and chances are that’s
the stuff you really need. Besides, to reward you for hanging in there and suffering through
this quagmire, I've put in quite a few trivia points and a couple of jokes as bonuses.

You do not — I repeat, do not — have to fear encountering something like the pluperfect. [ am
very careful not to use technical terms throughout this material. Only teachers care about
the technical names for this stuff. All you need to know is how to use the right rules, not what
to call things.

Subject-Uerb Agreement

1. A singular subject takes a singular verb.

Mozart's music 7s (not are) beautiful.
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2. A plural subject takes a plural verb.

The works of Mozart and Brahms are (not is) beautiful.

(By the way, do you know what Mozart and Brahms are doing these days? Decomposing!)

. A compound subject — two or more subjects often connected by the word and — takes a

plural verb.
A symphony and a fugque are (not is) beautiful.

. The following words are always plural and therefore require plural verbs:

v few: Few people take (not takes) only the ACT and not the SAT.

v both: Both the ACT and the SAT are (not is) entrance exams to college.

v several: Several of my friends have (not has) taken the ACT and the SAT.

v many: Many of my friends wish (not wishes) they had never heard of the ACT.

. The following words are always singular and require singular verbs:

v each: Each question on the ACT has (not have) the potential to be a trick question.

v every: Every question is (not are) to be approached with trepidation and paranoia.

The every words — everyone, everybody, everything, everywhere — are always singular.

. The following words may be singular or plural, depending on what follows them: some,

any, most, all, and none.

v some, plural: Some of the jokes in this book are (not is) beyond hope and should be
given a decent burial.

v some, singular: Some of the humor in this book is (not are) inexcusable.
You can remember these words with the acronym S.A.M.A.N., the first letters of the words.

Think of the sentence, “S.A.M.A.N. (Say, man), can you tell me which words are sometimes
singular and sometimes plural?”

. The following collective nouns look plural but are singular and require a singular verb:

group, public, club, government, union, organization, and collection.

The public 7s (not are) constantly exposed to my sense of humor. My
collection of jokes 7s (not are) not always fully appreciated.

. A prepositional phrase does not affect subject-verb agreement.

When you see a prepositional phrase, draw a line through it and simply read the noun (sub-
ject) next to the verb.

That irate group ef¥—test—takers 7s (not are) bombarding the proctor with
tomatoes.

(Did you remember from Rule #7 that group is singular even though it may look plural?)

Five words are exceptions to Rule #8: Do not ignore prepositional phrases containing the
S.AM.A.N. words.

A1l of the dancers are (not is) wearing new leotards today; all of their
time 7s (not are) spent complaining about the price of workout clothes.

Trivia: Do you know who invented the leotard? It was created by and obviously named after
Jules Leotard, a French trapeze artist.
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9. Some nouns have irregular singular and plural forms.

Singular Plural
criterion criteria
curriculum curricula
bacterium bacteria
phenomenon phenomena
medium media
datum data

Television is my favorite news medium; I get my news from several media.

(Ilove the quote from humorist Fred Allen: “TV is called a medium because it is so rarely well
done!”)

\3
P When in doubt about whether a word is singular or plural, remember that, in general (but not
always), the plural form of the word ends in a vowel (data, criteria) while the singular form of
the word ends in a consonant (datum, criterion).

10. The second subject in an either/or or neither/nor construction determines whether the
verb is singular or plural.

Neither Kimberly nor her parents are (not is) on the cruise.

Neither her parents nor Kimberly 7s (not are) able to afford cruise
tickets.

(Did you hear what happened when the pink cruise ship rammed into the purple one? All the
passengers were marooned.)

‘ygs ur % Many people are so concerned with the subject-verb agreement of neither/nor that they

forget that neither and nor belong together and that either and or belong together. In other
words, the constructions neither/or and either/nor are wrong. Double-check whenever you
see these words.

Pronouns

The next time your grammar teacher asks you to name two pronouns, you can be a smart
aleck and shout out, “Who, me?”

1. A pronoun (a word that takes the place of the noun) must have the same number (singu-
lar or plural) as the noun or noun phrase it is replacing.

Everybody is on his (not their) best behavior during a college interview.

You would probably be wealthy if you had a dollar for each time you’ve heard someone say,
“Yeah, everybody is trying their best.” Because the construction everybody . . . their is so
commonly used, it sounds correct. Red-flag this expression. Whenever you see the word
everybody, triple-check the pronoun to make sure that it is singular.
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2. A pronoun must have the same gender (feminine, masculine, or neuter) as the noun it is
replacing.

The ewe is slowly making her way home from the pasture.
Because a ewe is a female sheep, use the female pronoun her.

3. A pronoun must have clarity (that is, you must be able to tell which noun the pronoun is
replacing).

Matthew asked Franklin to pick up his Taundry off the floor.

Did Matthew want Matthew’s laundry picked up, or did Matthew want Franklin’s laundry
picked up? This reference is unclear — and thus makes the sentence a poor one.

An unclear pronoun reference often requires major reconstructive surgery. In this example,
the entire sentence must be rewritten. Here’s one possibility:

Matthew, disgusted at seeing Franklin's laundry on the floor, picked
it up.

(Now you know perfectly well that the pronoun it is referring to Franklin’s heap of clothes,
not Matthew’s.)

4. A pronoun must be in the proper case: subjective (I, you, he, she, it, we, they), objective
(mme, you, him, her, it, us, them), or possessive (my, mine, your, yours, his, her, hers, its,
our, ours, their, theirs).

A pronoun following any form of the verb fo be, such as is, are, was, and were, is going to be

in the subjective form. This form often sounds pretentious and bizarre (a sure clue that it’s
probably correct on the ACT!). Following are common constructions:

Itis . It was she who . ..
It was he. This is he.
It could be they. It was they.

I finally confessed to my family that it was I who put the dent in the
bumper of the car.

Adjectives and Adverbs

1. Place an adjective (which modifies a noun or pronoun) or an adverb (which modifies a
verb, adjective, or adverb) as close as possible to the noun or pronoun it is modifying.

That rule isn’t followed in this sentence:

WRONG: Nancy and Frank left the neighborhood they had Tlived in for ten
years reluctantly.

This sentence sounds as if Nancy and Frank had been reluctant to live in the neighborhood,
when in fact they were reluctant to leave. Change the sentence so that reluctantly comes just
before left:

RIGHT: Nancy and Frank reluctantly left the neighborhood they had Tived
in for ten years.
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2. An adverb (which modifies a verb, adverb, or adjective) often answers the question
“How?” and may end in -ly.

How do I study? I study reluctantly.

3. Place not only and but also in parallel positions within a sentence. People often place not
only and but also incorrectly. Following is an example of a wrong way to use these expressions:

WRONG: Angelique not only was exasperated but also frightened when she
locked herself out of the house.

See the problem? In this wrong example, the phrase not only comes before the verb was, but
the phrase but also comes before the adjective frightened.

RIGHT: Angelique was not only exasperated but also frightened when she
locked herself out of the house.

Not only and but also precede the adjectives exasperated and frightened, respectively.

Sentence Structure

MPLE 1. A run-on sentence (two or more independent clauses incorrectly joined) must be changed.
‘3} The following is a run-on:

WRONG: Jessimena was furious when she went to the party on the wrong day,
she went home and yelled at her boyfriend, who had given her the wrong
information.

You can choose from five ways to correct a run-on:

1 Make two separate sentences.

Jessimena was furious when she went to the party on the wrong day.
She went home and yelled at her boyfriend, who had given her the
wrong information.

1 Use a semicolon to separate independent clauses.

Jessimena was furious when she went to the party on the wrong day;
she went home and yelled at her boyfriend, who had given her the
wrong information.

1 Use a semicolon, conjunctive adverb, and comma (as in this construction: ; there-
fore,) to separate the clauses.

Jessimena was furious when she went to the party on the wrong day;
therefore, she went home and yelled at her boyfriend, who had given
her the wrong information.

v Use a subordinating conjunction (such as because) with one of the clauses.

Because Jessimena was furious when she went to the party on the wrong
day, she went home and yelled at her boyfriend, who had given her the
wrong information.

+” Use a comma and a coordinating conjunction (as in this construction: , and)
between the two clauses.

Jessimena was furious when she went to the party on the wrong day,
and she went home and yelled at her boyfriend, who had given her the
wrong information.

31
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2. A sentence fragment (an incomplete sentence) must be changed to reflect a completed
thought.

WRONG: Wendy, singing merrily to herself as she walked to class, unaware
that the professor was at that very moment preparing a pop quiz.

RIGHT: Wendy, singing merrily to herself as she walked to class, was
unaware that the professor was at that very moment preparing a pop quiz.

Parallelism

Parallelism (also called parallel structure) means that objects in a series must be in similar
form.

WRONG: I spent my weekend working on a jigsaw puzzle, doing chores around
the house, and finally got out on Sunday evening to play a set of tennis.

Rewrite the sentence so that the verbs are in the same form:

RIGHT: On the weekend, I worked on a jigsaw puzzle, did chores around the
house, and finally got out on Sunday evening to play a set of tennis.

or

RIGHT: I spent my weekend working on a jigsaw puzzle and doing chores
around the house, finally getting out on Sunday evening to play a set of
tennis.
o Items in a series may be nouns, verbs, adjectives, or entire clauses. However, nonparallel
verbs are the items that most commonly have errors. When a clause contains more than one
verb, watch out for this particular error.

Compatrisons

1. Use the -er form (called the comparative form) to compare exactly two items; use the -est
form (called the superlative form) to compare more than two items.

I am taller than my brother Beau, but Darren is the tallest member of our
family.

A particularly difficult comparison uses the words latter and last.

My boyfriend asked whether I would like to go to Chicago, where the
temperature was -5 degrees, or to Los Angeles, where the temperature was
80 degrees. I told him that I preferred the Tatter (not last).

Trivia: Did you know that the name Chicago is derived from a Native American term that
means “place that stinks of onions”?
63'\'“'043,
‘g‘l Comparisons may trap you when you refer to twins. Remember that twins indicates two
= people. The following is a good trick question:

WRONG: Myron and Mayor Thibadeau are identical twins, but Myron is the
oldest by five minutes, a fact that he never lets Mayor forget.



Chapter 4: Glamour Grammar: The Five-Star Review 33

The error is in the comparison because there are only two twins.
RIGHT: Myron is the older by five minutes.

2. Compare only similar objects or concepts.
WRONG: The motor skills of a toddler are more advanced than a baby.
The problem with the preceding sentence is that it is comparing motor skills to a baby. Its
intention is to compare a toddler’s motor skills to a baby’s motor skills. Following are two
ways to correct the error:

RIGHT: The motor skills of a toddler are more advanced than those of a
baby.

or

RIGHT: A toddler's motor skills are more advanced than a baby's.

Diction
[ like to refer to diction errors as twosomes because they are errors that you make when you

swap two (or sometimes three) commonly confused words. This section lists the most com-
monly confused words, along with short-and-sweet definitions and examples.

affect/effect

To affect is to influence or concern.

A good ACT score will positively affect your chances of admission to
college.

(It will positively influence your chances.)
Effect means cause or result.

A good ACT score will have a positive effect on your chances for
admission (a positive result).

A good score will effect a change in which schools you consider (cause a
change).

Affect has another, little-known meaning. To affect also means to pretend.

When I want to get out of meeting with my friends to study for the ACT,
[ often affect a headache (pretend to have a headache).

amount/number

Amount modifies a singular noun.

I have a large amount of respect for the poetry of Dorothy Parker.



34

Part II: Serving Your “Sentence”: English Review and Test

RRLITN

Number modifies a plural noun.

A number of times I have read her poem that contains the Tines, "The Tlads
['ve met in Cupid's deadlock / were, shall we say, born out of wedlock?"

anxious/eager

Anxious means worried or doubtful.

Meg was anxious about the call from her mechanic, knowing that her Tercel
probably needed some repairs.

Fager means joyously anticipating.
The mechanic was eager to work on Meg's car, because he needed cash.
Tercel Trivia: They don’t just make up these names for cars, you know. A tercel is a small

male hawk. Maybe the carmakers wanted to give drivers the idea of being free-flying and
soaring like a hawk.

assurelensure

To assure means to convince.

Quentin talked fast, trying to assure his girlfriend that the heart-shaped
necklace in his locker was, in fact, a belated birthday present for her.

To ensure is to make certain.

To ensure that his girlfriend believed him, Quentin called a friend, who
pretended she was the salesgirl who had sold the item to Quentin.

between/among
Between (note the tw) compares exactly two things.

I have difficulty choosing between cherry Jell-0 and chocolate pudding.
Among compares more than two.

I go crazy when I have to choose among the desserts in a smorgasbord.

Trivia: Can you name five Jell-O flavors that flopped? Apple, celery, salad, cola, and (ugh!)
mixed vegetables.

The word between is often followed by and: I have difficulty choosing between this and that.
A trap answer may have a sentence asking you to choose between this or that; the or is
wrong.



Chapter 4: Glamour Gr