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So, You’re Gonna  

Take The         ?  

Breakin’ It Down: 

The format of the ACT does The format of the ACT does The format of the ACT does The format of the ACT does 
not change.  The same types not change.  The same types not change.  The same types not change.  The same types 
of questions show up every of questions show up every of questions show up every of questions show up every 
time, testing the same types time, testing the same types time, testing the same types time, testing the same types 
of skills & concepts.  Just of skills & concepts.  Just of skills & concepts.  Just of skills & concepts.  Just 
knowing what to expect can knowing what to expect can knowing what to expect can knowing what to expect can 
make a big difference.make a big difference.make a big difference.make a big difference.    

SectionSectionSectionSection    LengthLengthLengthLength    ContentContentContentContent    TypeTypeTypeType    

Part 1: English 45 minutes  
75 questions 

Grammar, punctuation, writing 
style, usage/mechanics 

Multiple Choice 

Part 2: Math  60 minutes  
60 questions 

Pre-algebra, algebra, plane &  
coordinate geometry, trig 

Multiple Choice 

Part 3: Reading 35 minutes  
40 questions 

Four reading passages: social 
studies, natural sciences, 
humanities, & prose fiction 

Multiple Choice 

Part 4: Science 35 minutes  
40 questions 

Figure interpretation, pattern 
analysis, scientific reasoning 

Multiple Choice 

Part 5: Writing  
(optional) 

30 minutes 
 1 essay 

One essay prompt Written Essay 

ACT TipsACT TipsACT TipsACT Tips    

Strategies By Section (con’t) 
There are four passages on the read-
ing test, each with ten questions.  
With only 40 minutes for this section 
of the test, there is simply not enough 
time to read the passages thoroughly.  
Time pressure is something the ACT 
deliberately uses against you, so try to 
use that to your advantage.  Focus on 
the passages that interest you the 
most by topic.  Feel free to skip 
around, just be sure to carefully match 
up the bubbles. 

Never start the reading section by actu-
ally reading the passages.  Start with 
reading the questions first, which will give 
you an idea of what you’re looking for in 
the story.  Then, when you’re reading over 
the passage, circle the parts that might 
seem like the answers to the questions.  
It might seem backwards, but it works. 

Reading 

Try the 4-Step Approach:   
1st - Read the Questions 
2nd - Find the Answer in the Passage 
3rd - Put the Answer in Your Own Words 
4th - POE (cross off choices that don’t agree with your answer) 

Science 

The Science Reasoning test includes 7 
passages with: 3 charts and graphs 
passages, 3 experiments passages, & 1 
“fighting scientists” passage.  The science 
passages are never in any particular 
order.  If you’re stuck in any passage, 
skip it and move on to the next one.  
Remember to keep an eye on your time. 

The Science section of the ACT does not 
really require any scientific knowledge, but 
rather asks you to look up information 
and draw conclusions about the data 
presented.  There’s no need to worry 
about whether or not you’ve had chemistry 
(or other science class) to be successful 
on this portion of the test.     

The best technique (according to The Princeton Review’s Crash Course for the ACT) is to 
ignore the intro to the science passages (with the exception of the “fighting scientist” 
passage).  The intro has a generous amount of useless and confusing information with 
complex explanations of the science involved in the passage.  This info is not necessary 
to be able to answer the questions on the test.  The intent is to slow you down (if not 
intimidate you), so skip it and go directly to the rest of the passage.  

For the “fighting scientist” passage, note 
that it doesn’t have charts or graphs, but 
rather written material with scientists’ argu-
ments.  This part MUST be read to answer 
the questions.  Be sure to read carefully. 

Relax!  Relax!  Relax!  Relax!      It’s Just a Test.
It’s Just a Test.
It’s Just a Test.
It’s Just a Test.    

Even if you’re not a great testEven if you’re not a great testEven if you’re not a great testEven if you’re not a great test----taker, you shouldn’t stress about the ACT.  Think of it as one important taker, you shouldn’t stress about the ACT.  Think of it as one important taker, you shouldn’t stress about the ACT.  Think of it as one important taker, you shouldn’t stress about the ACT.  Think of it as one important 
part of your college application, but not necessarily the most important part.  Your grades, personal state-part of your college application, but not necessarily the most important part.  Your grades, personal state-part of your college application, but not necessarily the most important part.  Your grades, personal state-part of your college application, but not necessarily the most important part.  Your grades, personal state-
ment, and extrament, and extrament, and extrament, and extra----curricular activities matter, too.   According to The Princeton Review, “curricular activities matter, too.   According to The Princeton Review, “curricular activities matter, too.   According to The Princeton Review, “curricular activities matter, too.   According to The Princeton Review, “a bad ACT score may a bad ACT score may a bad ACT score may a bad ACT score may 
keep you out of a school, but a good ACT score alone will never be enough to get you inkeep you out of a school, but a good ACT score alone will never be enough to get you inkeep you out of a school, but a good ACT score alone will never be enough to get you inkeep you out of a school, but a good ACT score alone will never be enough to get you in.”  The test doesn’t .”  The test doesn’t .”  The test doesn’t .”  The test doesn’t 
reflect how smart you are.  In fact, the better you know the ACT, the better you’re going to perform.  reflect how smart you are.  In fact, the better you know the ACT, the better you’re going to perform.  reflect how smart you are.  In fact, the better you know the ACT, the better you’re going to perform.  reflect how smart you are.  In fact, the better you know the ACT, the better you’re going to perform.  
This means you can improve with practice and preparation.  Time to stop stressing and start getting familiar.This means you can improve with practice and preparation.  Time to stop stressing and start getting familiar.This means you can improve with practice and preparation.  Time to stop stressing and start getting familiar.This means you can improve with practice and preparation.  Time to stop stressing and start getting familiar.    

• You are NOT allowed to jump back and forth between test sections.You are NOT allowed to jump back and forth between test sections.You are NOT allowed to jump back and forth between test sections.You are NOT allowed to jump back and forth between test sections.    
• You are NOT allowed to return to earlier sections to change your answers.You are NOT allowed to return to earlier sections to change your answers.You are NOT allowed to return to earlier sections to change your answers.You are NOT allowed to return to earlier sections to change your answers.    
• You are NOT allowed to spend more than the allotted time on any section.You are NOT allowed to spend more than the allotted time on any section.You are NOT allowed to spend more than the allotted time on any section.You are NOT allowed to spend more than the allotted time on any section.    
• You CAN move around within a section, during the time allotted for that You CAN move around within a section, during the time allotted for that You CAN move around within a section, during the time allotted for that You CAN move around within a section, during the time allotted for that 

portion of the test.portion of the test.portion of the test.portion of the test.    

Things every college student needs to know: 

3 
You need to know how to con-You need to know how to con-You need to know how to con-You need to know how to con-
centrate on reading a textbook centrate on reading a textbook centrate on reading a textbook centrate on reading a textbook 
regardless of the background regardless of the background regardless of the background regardless of the background 
noise.  This skill alone can propel noise.  This skill alone can propel noise.  This skill alone can propel noise.  This skill alone can propel 
you to graduating with honors.you to graduating with honors.you to graduating with honors.you to graduating with honors.    

You need to know it’s important You need to know it’s important You need to know it’s important You need to know it’s important 
to accomplish something during to accomplish something during to accomplish something during to accomplish something during 
your senior year of high school.  your senior year of high school.  your senior year of high school.  your senior year of high school.  
Kids who coast that last year Kids who coast that last year Kids who coast that last year Kids who coast that last year 
aren’t mentally or emotionally aren’t mentally or emotionally aren’t mentally or emotionally aren’t mentally or emotionally 
prepared for the workload col-prepared for the workload col-prepared for the workload col-prepared for the workload col-
lege will dump on them.lege will dump on them.lege will dump on them.lege will dump on them.    

You need to know this is when You need to know this is when You need to know this is when You need to know this is when 
all those AP classes you took all those AP classes you took all those AP classes you took all those AP classes you took 
pay off.  You could actually pay off.  You could actually pay off.  You could actually pay off.  You could actually 
“place out” of most of your “place out” of most of your “place out” of most of your “place out” of most of your 
freshman year, saving you time freshman year, saving you time freshman year, saving you time freshman year, saving you time 
and up to $25,000.and up to $25,000.and up to $25,000.and up to $25,000.    

Souce:1001 Things Every College Student Needs to Know by Harry H. Harrison, Jr. (Copyright 2008) 



Basic Strategy  Tips 
Mark It Up 

 You should write on the test booklet!  One of the big-    
 gest mistakes you can make on the ACT is doing the    
 work in your head.  So go ahead and write down formu- 
 las, cross out the answer choices you know to be  
 wrong, circle important sections in the reading passages,  
 & underline key words/phrases.  When it comes to the  
 Math and Science sections, it’s best to show your work  
 and solve the problems on paper.  Don’t be tempted to   
 just plug everything into your calculator (which are al- 
 lowed on the test).  The wrong approach is to rush  
 through the problems, thinking that it takes too long to  
 write stuff down.  The ACT is full of partial, mislead-  
 ing, and distracting answers designed to throw you off,   
 so avoid the pitfall and put that pencil to work.   

Bubble trouble 
 Who knew filling-in a bunch of bubbles could be so dis-    
 tracting?  The fact is that you waste more time and   
 get distracted by jumping back and forth between prob-    
 lems and filling in the bubbles.  Don’t do one question at  
 a time, but rather sections at a time, then fill in the  
 bubbles for that section.  See why writing in the booklet  
 is such a good idea?  Work through problems by section,  
 circling the answer choices in the booklet.  For example,  
 on the English test, complete an entire passage of 15  
 questions before bubbling in the answers for any of  
 them.  Do the other sections of the test the same  
 way, passage by passage.  If you’re constantly shifting  
 between solving problems and bubbling, you aren’t spending  
 your test time effectively. 

How Low Can You POE? 
 As in Process of Elimination (POE), which is a great   
 technique for the multiple-choice-based ACT.  Every    
 question has one right answer and three (or 4 if it’s  
 the math section) wrong answers.  The lower number of   
 choices you have (by crossing out the answer options you  
 know to be wrong), the better your odds at getting it  
 correct.  Be sure to actually cross out the wrong an- 
 swers in your test booklet, to reduce the possibility of  
 accidentally selecting that choice.  For the Math sec- 
 tion, a similar technique called “ballparkingballparkingballparkingballparking” is effective.    
 It’s still POE, but you try to figure out a rough esti- 
 mate of what the answer could be (without actually   
 solving the problem), then cross out answers too high or  
 low.  Beware: answer choices that could be the solutions       
 for incorrectly solved problems are included in the answer    
 choices, too.  Sneaky!    

Watch for Brain Drain 
 Lots of people have problems staying focused on the     
 ACT.  Four hours is a long time to sit still for a test,  
 especially since it’s between breakfast and lunch.  Hun-       
 ger will kick-in toward the end of the test, so be sure  
 to bring a snack.  Not only will it keep the tummy  
 growls in control, but it will help keep your brain alert.   
 You should start with a good breakfast, too (even if   
 that’s not typical for you).  You’ll get a break after the   
 Math test, so find a quiet place to sit by yourself, eat  
 a snack, and relax.  Hanging with other test takers   
 during the break might be more of a distraction, so   
 wait until AFTER the test to chat.  Be sure to get   
 plenty of rest the night prior to the test.  Also, get  
 your stuff ready the night before: collect your admission  
 ticket, ID, calculator, etc.  Dress in layers since it  
 might be cold/hot during the test, too.   

Source: The Princeton Review’s Crash Course for the ACT (copyright 2006), Kaplan’s Spotlight ACT 25: Lessons Illuminate… (copyright 2007), ACT Strategies for Super Busy Students (2008 Edition).   
Created by Aimee Gutowski for UA Talent Search Programs, October 2008.  

Strategies By Section 
You’ll be tested on your ability to 
properly place punctuation.  Such as if 
you know when to use a period, when 
to use a comma, and when to use no 
punctuation.  Trust your ears.  The 
right answer is usually the one that 
“sounds right” to you.  The ACT loves 
to use comma questions, so brush up on 
the proper use of commas.  

You’ll be given a passage with some 
portions underlined, so you need to decide 
if those portions are correct.  If not, you 
need to fix it.  Get this: 25%25%25%25% of the 
underlined words & phrases are correct 
just as they are.  Be careful of finding 
problems where they don’t exist.  This 
means don’t be afraid to select the “No 
Change” answer choice.   

English
 

The key to getting verb questions 
right is to match the underlined 
verb with the verbs in the rest of 
the passage.  Figure out the verb 
tense in the non-underlined parts 
of the passage, and the answer 
will be obvious.  Avoid passive voice 
whenever you can. 

Another common test question is the use of the 
apostrophe.  It is used for two major things on 
the test: contractionscontractionscontractionscontractions (it is = it is or it has, 
never other meanings) and possessivespossessivespossessivespossessives (also note: 
its = possessive of pronoun “it”).  Also, watch the 
use of homonymshomonymshomonymshomonyms (their, they’re, & there). 

Subject/Verb agreement is a 
definite test question, too.  
Subjects and verbs have to 
agree in sentences.  If you 
have a plural subject, then 
the verb must be plural.  
Also, pronouns must agree 
with the nouns they replace. 

Math 
The Math test of the ACT has 
the exact same kinds of problems 
EVERY time the test is given.  
Here’s the breakdown:  
   

Pre-Algebra - 14 questions 
Elementary Algebra - 10 questions 
Intermediate Algebra - 9 questions 
Coordinate Geometry - 9 questions 

Plane Geometry - 14 questions 
Trigonometry - 4 questions 

 

** Note there’s no calculus questions, so don’t 
bother studying that.  With only 4 questions of trig, 
don’t stress about those questions either. 

You can use a calculator on the ACT, but not 
every kind of calculator is permitted, such as 
those with a Computer Algebra System.  Check 
the website www.act.org to be sure.  Although it 
is possible to answer every question in the Math 
section without a calculator, you should bring one 
just in case.   

Try plugging in the answers 
(PITA) when the ACT tells you 
a little story, then asks how 
many or how much.  Only one of 
the answer choices will work in 
the story, so try plugging in the 
answers to see which one is 
correct.    

Learn to speak math.  Solving 
problems on the ACT isn’t 
just about numbers and calcu-
lations, it’s also about know-
ing your math vocabulary.  
You’d better know the mean-
ing of bisect, reciprocal, 
integer, ratio, product, sum, 
factor, etc.    

Math concepts to know for 
the test: 
• Proportions & probability 
• Percentages 
• Variable manipulation 
• Geometry formulas 

(area, circumference, 
diameter, etc.) 

• Theorems 

The Big Tip-Off:  NEVER, EVER leave a bubble empty.  The ACT does not have a penalty for guessing.  Plus, you might even get lucky and guess 
right!  Running out of time?  Start filling in bubbles!  There’s no one answer choice that comes up most frequently, so pick a letter and stick to it.    


