Test-taking Strategies for the ACT English Test

The English portion of the ACT tests your knowledge of the rules of standard written English.  It will be important when taking this test to not rely on what “sounds right” to you as many of us do not always speak using Standard English.  What sounds right isn’t necessarily grammatically correct.
You will have 45 minutes to answer 75 questions which equates to 30 seconds per question.   

General Things to Consider:

1. Spelling, vocabulary and rote recall of grammar rules are not tested. What is tested is your applicational understanding of punctuation, grammar and sentence structural rules.  
2. “No Change” option: Many of the questions on this part of the ACT have “no change” as an answer option.  Do not be afraid to select it.  A study of previous English ACT tests has found that “no change” is the correct answer approximately 25% of the time.  

3. “Omit the Underlined Portion”: When you see this option, give it careful consideration.  Studies of previous tests have found this to be the correct answer 25%- 50% of the time. 

4. Use the answers as clues: Especially if you are unsure what is wrong with the passage, study the answers for clues.  For example, if the answers all have pronouns in them, then the error in the passage will have something to do with pronouns.  If the answers all involve commas or semi-colons placed in various spots in the sentence, then the error is likely the placement or usage of a comma or semi-colon.  

5. If a question asks you to judge a passage, lean towards answers that favor it.

6. The best way to write something is the shortest correct way of writing it.

7. Choose answers that match the level of formality of the entire passage.

8. More than one mistake in the passage: On occasion there will be more than one error in the underlined passage.  Use the answers to help you determine which error on which to focus.  Eliminate the answers with the same error.  

9. This is not a reading test.  Focus your energies on identifying what is incorrect in the underlined passages, not on reading the passage first for on overall general understanding.  (Save that technique for the actual reading test.)  Focus on the sentences with the underlined passages and identifying what is incorrect about them.  

Content Tips:

1. Grammar and usage: These questions emphasize pronoun and verb mistakes, specifically agreement issues.  

2. Sentence structure: Make sure you can identify fragments, run-ons, misplaced modifiers, comma splices and parallel construction.

3. Punctuation: Expect a semi-colon question.  On recent tests approximately ½ of these questions have had to do with comma usage.  Make sure you also can spot apostrophe errors.  

4. Know the difference between its and it’s.

5. Strategy questions: Many of these questions will address the use of transitions.  Others will ask you to do more reading like tasks such as identifying the main point of the passage.

6. Organizational questions: These questions will ask you to reword sentences in a paragraph, paragraphs within the passage or words within a sentence.

7. Style questions: The majority of these questions will deal with your ability to recognize redundancy.  
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