The ACT English test in Mechanics and Rhetoric:
The ACT English section contains 75 multiple-choice questions relating to the mechanics and style of the English language. You will have 45 minutes to complete this section.

The test uses five prose passages of varying lengths and complexity to evaluate your understanding of mechanics and rhetoric. Mechanics consist of grammar, punctuation, diction and sentence structure — the more concrete “rules” of language. Rhetoric indicates elements of style, such as organization and tone.

Each passage is generally followed by 15 multiple-choice questions concerning some aspect of the passage’s mechanics or rhetoric. Many passages contain underlined sentences or phrases that you will be questioned about specifically. Other questions (usually those examining rhetoric) will address the passage as a whole.

What Is (and Isn’t) Tested

Spelling is not tested on the ACT English test. Nor are specific rules of grammar, although it is useful if you know them. Likewise, vocabulary lies beyond the test’s scope, but it is to your advantage to have as wide a range as possible.

The practical application of English is tested. For example:

· the difference between a fragment and a run-on

· word use, such as “affect” versus “effect”

· the appropriate use of adjectives and adverbs

Your ability to analyze a passage in terms of style, tone, and structure is also important.

How the ACT English Test Is Scored

The ACT English section is scored much like the test as a whole. The questions you answered correctly (the ACT does not penalize incorrect answers) are added to determine your raw score. This is then converted to a scale score between 1 and 36, with 1 being poor and 36 being excellent.




The English test also receives two sub-scores, one for mechanics and another for rhetoric. These scores are between 1 and 18, with 1 being poor and 18 being excellent. They are offered more for your convenience, as indicators of strengths and weaknesses, than for consideration by college admission boards.

The national average score for the ACT English section is 20.6.

ACT Reading Comprehension

Analyze and understand reading passages.

The ACT reading comprehension test contains 40 multiple-choice questions measuring your critical and analytic reading skills. You are given 35 minutes to complete this section.

The test quotes four passages from four separate categories:

· Prose fiction

· Social Studies

· Natural Sciences

· Humanities

Each passage comprises 25% of the final score.

What Is (and Isn’t) Tested

In general, the ACT reading comprehension section evaluates two things: your understanding of what a passage states directly and your understanding of what it implies. More specifically, the reading comprehension section assesses how well you analyze a text, including:

· determining its main ideas

· locating and interpreting significant details

· understanding its sequence of events, including causal relationships

· making comparisons

· drawing generalizations

· defining context-dependent words, phrases and statements

· analyzing narrative voice and style



You will not be tested on spelling, vocabulary, or grammar, although this knowledge is useful and can aid in understanding difficult texts. Nor will you be asked about specific “facts” in a text. Only your analytic and interpretive abilities are examined in the ACT reading comprehension section.

How the ACT Reading Comprehension Test Is Scored

The ACT reading comprehension portion is scored similarly to the ACT and most of its other section. The number of questions you answered correctly is added to determine a raw score. This is then converted to a score between 1 and 36, with 1 being poor and 36 being excellent.

The reading comprehension section also receives two sub-scores: one for the Social Studies/Sciences passages, and another for the Arts/Literature passages. These scores are between 1 and 18, with 1 being poor and 18 being excellent. These scores are provided more for your information than for consideration by college admission boards.

The national average score is 21.4.

ACT Essay

As the only optional section, the ACT essay spotlights your writing skills.

Although the ACT essay section is the only optional part of the test, some colleges require applicants to complete it anyway. The ACT essay section consists of a writing prompt and 30 minutes in which to develop a well-written response.

What Are the Guidelines?

The ACT essay prompt generally concerns a social issue relevant to high school students. For example: should dress codes be required in public schools? Your response must be a well-structured argument supporting a definite point of view.

Your score is based on the essay’s:

· clearly stated thesis

· focus (few digressions or redundancies)

· logical organization

· proper grammar, vocabulary and sentence structure

Tips on Crafting a Successful ACT Essay

The most important advice when writing your ACT essay: Have a thesis. Take a position — a clear, decisive one — and support it with appropriate examples. This also means staying focused. Don’t repeat yourself or pursue rhetorical dead-ends.

Other tips you should keep in mind:

· Be specific. Your examples and evidence are stronger when they are more concrete. Instead of simply stating that a dress code is negative, explain why.

· Vary sentence structure. Don’t fall into a rut by writing sentences of the same length and order. Mix them up.

· Provide counter-examples. Be aware of differing viewpoints. Many readers support dress codes; acknowledge their arguments and explain why you disagree.

· Aim for a larger context. If you can, convert the prompt into more universal terms. Dress codes are not only undesirable, you might argue, but also enforce conformity and obedience.

How the ACT Essay Is Scored

The ACT essay is subjected to a special scoring process. It is assigned two readers, each of whom rank it on a scale of 1 to 6, with 1 being poor and 6 being excellent. Their two scores are added together to achieve a new number between 2 and 12, with 2 being poor and 12 being excellent. This equals your writing sub-score.

You will also receive a combined English/Writing sub-score. This is the result of adding 2/3 of your English score to 1/3 of your writing score and converting that sum to a scale score between 1 and 36 (as with the rest of the ACT).

.
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Remember to ask the colleges you want to attend if they require an ACT essay. Even if those that you are applying to do not require it, the ACT essay is still a great way to showcase your writing skills.

Test Strategies for English and Reading:

General

· You are not penalized for questions you answer incorrectly (points are not deducted). This is why it is so important that you make a guess for EACH question. You are scored on the number of questions you get right.

· Answer every question, even if you have no idea. There is no penalty for getting them wrong or for leaving them blank. Your raw score is calculated by just adding the number you got right.

· Mark a minus sign next to questions you do not think you know the answer to or that are time consuming. You can come back to them at the end.

· Mark a plus sign or circle questions that you feel you can answer but that will take more time to answer. You can come back to these questions later.

· Or, write a checkmark next to any answer to which you need to return. Whatever marking you make, ensure that it is large enough to notice and that you know what it means.

· Be sure that when the moderator says that there are only a few minutes left, you start filling in the remaining blank ovals with a guess -- even if you do not have time to read the question thoroughly or to make an educated guess. DO NOT leave any blank answers. 

· Write ALL over the test booklet! Circle, underline, make notes, etc. Do whatever you need to do to get the answer!

· CROSS OUT answers that you can eliminate. If you can erase two incorrect answers, you have a 50-50 chance of selecting the correct answer. This improves your odds dramatically!

· GO WITH YOUR FIRST INSTINCT! Do not try to reason your way out of each response. There is only ONE correct answer.

· The ACT tests your general knowledge and information you have retained, but it also tests your reasoning skills. You do not necessarily need to have facts memorized to answer a question correctly. There are often hints in the question itself that can help you eliminate incorrect responses.

· Blacken all ovals completely, and erase all incorrect markings completely. You do not want to be penalized for not filling in an oval completely, even if you have selected the correct answer. Do NOT make stray marks on your answer sheet. Practice, practice, practice! Practicing will not be as helpful if you do not time yourself. Pretend you are in a real test situation and test in a quiet location. Time limits make most students nervous, so to get used to this pressure situation, and time yourself!

Reading

· Focus on the Big Picture and refuse to get too bogged down in the details of a passage, unless a question asks you to do so. Questions that point to specific lines or areas of the passage that will be quick detail questions to answer (“surface questions” that do not cover the Big Picture of the passage) can be good to answer first because the answers are easily chosen. Many of these questions do not require you to read the entire passage, so assess this first. These usually begin with “According to the passage. . .” and “The author states. . .”

· When reading a passage, identify the scope, topic, and purpose of the passage. This will help you eliminate wrong answers. Some of the purposes of a passage may lead to questions about this purpose, which may be to convince, persuade, rebut, compare, evaluate, explain, describe, critique, or argue for/against.

· Look at topic sentences in the passage to help you answer broad questions about the author’s organization and purpose.

· Skim, don’t read! Skim the passage to confirm your guesses and to look out for traps or surprises in answer choices. Some choices may refer to details that do not exist in the passage.

· Remember that an inference is something that is most certainly true about a passage, but you will not find it stated directly in the passage! Do research in the passage by skimming, and use process of elimination.

· Cover the answer choices and make a guess as to what the answer is. Then uncover the choices and pic the one closest to your guess.

· Be careful about you outside/prior knowledge of the subject matter you are reading. All questions will be based on the passage and not general information or your prior knowledge about, say, history or science.
Common wrong answer types: 

Out of scope: raises a point that was never mentioned in the passage

Distortion: takes words and phrases from the passage and recombines them in a way that distorts what the passage is saying.

Extreme: a type of out-of-score question that goes further than the passage does; uses wording such as always, all, every, never, no, or none.

180 degrees or au contraire: does the opposite of what the question asks or directly contradicts information in the passage. 

Misplaced detail: accurately summarizes information that is actually in the passage but does not answer the specific question asked.

Half-right, half-wrong: sounds good at first but suddenly falls off a cliff!

· For science or reading passages, read the questions associated with that passage first. This helps you focus your reading since you have to read very quickly.

· Study the question and make an educated guess before you even look at the answers. Most times, the answer you think up is among the choices or it is similar to the answer choices. If you look at the answers before reading the question, your thoughts can be swayed toward a certain answer, or you might try to make a certain answer fit. (It is ok to read the questions associated with passages first.)

· There are thousands of online resources for ACT prep. You can practice during Saturday sessions, after school, or at home or in a library. Perform a Google search for ACT prep, or go to the websites listed below (and countless others) to find practice questions, tips, and tricks. Go through as many questions as you can a day.

· http://www.actstudent.org/
· http://www.testpreppractice.net/ACT/Free-Online-ACT-Practice-Tests.aspx

· http://www.act-sat-prep.com/
· http://ghsweb.k12.ar.us/counselors/testprep.htm (other links included on this site)

· http://www.dailygrammar.com/archive
English

· The most common types of grammatical errors are verb/subject agreement, plural versus possessive, apostrophe errors, sentence structure errors, awkwardness, verbosity, redundancy, and the incorrect use of idioms (www.petersons.com/testprep/tips).

· Common sentence structure errors are sentence fragments, run-on sentences, misplaced modifiers, and lack of parallelism (from Barron’s How to Prepare for the ACT, p. 99). 

· There may be up to EIGHT (this is an estimate) questions in the grammar section that have to do with redundancy. If a sentence appears to be verbose or sound awkward, it probably is. You want the response that is the most clear, concise, or to the point.

· Note that some passages are anecdotes or narratives written in an informal or first-person point of view. Some questions want you to select the best answer not based on grammatical correctness but on general flow and how the underlined portion fits (or does not fit) with the rest of the passage. Consider style and tone of the whole passage. (Getting Into the ACT, p. 60)

· Consider the writing style used for each section. The correct answer choice will be the one that works best with the writing style used.

· When asked a question about something that is underlined, consider how the underlined portion fits with the rest of the section.

· Examine each answer choice to see how it differs from the others.

· For items that include "No Change" as an answer choice, choose this as your answer only if you are sure none of the other answer choices are correct.

· Reread the underlined portion with your answer choice to be sure it is correct.

Writing Section Tips

· Organization of your response is very important. Use a five-paragraph essay that includes an introduction, supporting paragraphs, and a conclusion.

· Plan your response before you begin to write it.

· Stay with the topic throughout your response.

· Vary your sentence structure and word choices.

· Use specific examples wherever possible.

· Write legibly.

· If you have time, check your grammar, usage, punctuation, and spelling.

USAGE/MECHANICS

· Punctuation

· Comma

· Semicolon

· Colon

· Hyphen

· Apostrophe

· Dash

· Question Mark

· Exclamation Point

· Quotation Marks and Parentheses

· Verbs

· Subject-Verb Agreement

· Parts of Verbs

· Present

· Past

· Present Participle

· Past Participle

· Verb Form and Verbals

· Infinitives

· Gerunds

· Participle

· Pronouns

· Personal Pronouns

· Interrogative Pronouns

· Demonstrative Pronouns

· Relative Pronouns

· Indefinite Pronouns

SENTENCE STRUCTURE

· Sentence Fragments

· Run-on Sentences

· Connectives

· Modifiers

· Adjectives and Adverbs

· Misplaced Modifiers

· Dangling Constructions

· Illogical Comparisons

· Consistency and Tense

· Verbs in Subordinate Clauses

· The Present Infinitive

· Mood

· Subjunctive

· Indicative

· Imperative

· Parallelism

· Transitional Words and Phrases

RHETORICAL SKILLS/WRITING
· Descriptive Writing

· Narration

· Explanation of a Process

· Comparison and Constrast

· Cause and Effect

· Persuasion

· Organization

· The Main Idea

· Supporting Material

· Transitional Words and Phrases

· Opening and Closings

· Style

· Formal Writing Style (official)
· Informal Writing Style (casual)
· Esoteric Writing Style (hidden meanings)
· Elevated Writing Style (high style, artistic writing)
· Word Choice

· Diction

· Imagery and Figurative Language

· Wordiness

· Omissions

WEBSITES 

English Grammar & Style:

http://www.dailygrammar.com/archive.shtml
http://www.grammarbook.com/english_rules.asp
Reading & Literary Devices/Style

http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/english/melani/lit_term.html


List/definitions of literary terms

http://www.testpreppractice.net/ACT/Reading-Comprehension-ACT-Practice-Tests.aspx


Practice ACT Reading passages
TIPS:

· Cover the answers and try to answer the question or fill in the blank on your own. Then pick the choice closest to your guess.

· You are not penalized for wrong answers, so don’t leave anything blank! 

· Wear comfy, warm clothes; sitting for a long time can make you cold because of blood flow.

· Eat breakfast the day of, and eat a healthy dinner the night before. Brainfood: Veggie omelet and oatmeal!

· Start a good sleep schedule, preferably all the time, but at least a week prior to the test. This will allow you to focus and be awake naturally.

· Study at spaced intervals, a little each day. Psychological studies have proven that if you try to cram the night before, you will not remember the information as well. You can, however, review lightly the day before the test, provided you do not stay up late.

· Keep your normal routine; get up early, plan your clothes the night before, and know your route to the test center.

· Bring your own pencils, a watch, and some earplugs (if noise distracts you).

· Just because it is a times test does not mean you will run out of time. Pace yourself wisely and don’t spend too much time on any worrisome question; mark an answer and move on. If you have time, you can come back to it.

· Don’t STRESS! You can always take it again—even in college!—so don’t worry so much about your scores, and the anxiety won’t get to you.
GENERAL TEST ADVICE
1. Study (just not the night before).

Buy or check out a test book, take an online test or find a tutor. Choose the way to study that works best for you, and start months before you take your standardized test. You will feel more comfortable if you know what to expect. Read a little each day of a newspaper or novel. These represent examples of edited text and proper grammar usage. The ACT will be testing your knowledge of this and will help with your reading comprehension. You should be reading a bit a day anyway!
2. Fill in Answers and Make Educated Guesses.

This test counts your total number of correct answers and does not penalize you for your percentage of wrong answers. On these types of tests, guessing actually could help you. Try to eliminate as many of your choices as you can in order to increase the odds of a correct answer, and don’t leave answers blank. Reserve time at the end of the test (last 3 minutes or so) to go over your answers.
3. Get Some Sleep!

Now is not the time to pull an all-nighter. You will be able to concentrate much better if you are rested and refreshed when you take your standardized test. Teenagers’ brains need between 8 to 10 hours of sleep a night to “recharge” and grow connections. . Do NOT stay up late or go out the night before. Relax and watch a movie, or do something fun to ease your mind. Cramming in practice questions will only stress you out.
4. Eat.

Fix yourself something before your standardized test that will fill your stomach and won’t make you too thirsty during the test. You don’t want to be thinking about your next meal when you should be thinking about English grammar on your ACT! A good protein-rich, high fiber breakfast, such as a veggie omelet with oatmeal and fruit will give your brain the glucose it needs to function properly. ). Avoid doughnuts, though, as only eating sugary, fatty foods can cause your blood sugar levels to rise and plummet, leaving you sleepy when you need to be alert. Bring a snack to eat during breaks, as well, to stave off the hungries. 
5. Bring Extra Pencils.

If you are taking a written test, extra sharpened pencils are a must. That way you won’t waste precious minutes finding another writing utensil if your pencil lead breaks or becomes too dull.

6. Be Prepared to Arrive Early.

Lay out your clothes (comfy ones!), snacks, pencils, and a jacket the night before the test so that you are not rushing around the next morning. Give yourself plenty of time to arrive at the location of your standardized test. If you have never been there before, it is a good idea to actually drive there several days before the test day to make sure you know where to go. You will feel much more prepared and ready to conquer the test! Also, go to the bathroom before the test begins, whether you need to go or not.

7. Take a Deep Breath.

Clear your mind of other concerns and focus on your test. Just because it is a timed test, you don’t need to stress out about not having time to finish. If anxiety gets to you, just remember that you can always take the test again, even during college.
8. Read the Directions.

Have an idea of what the test directions will be and what the questions (stems and choices) will look like before test day. But no matter how many practice questions you’ve answered, be sure to read the directions of each section of your standardized test carefully.

9. Stay Calm.

Even if you encounter a question you don’t know the answer to – and you will – remain cool and composed. 
10. Use Your Time Wisely.

Pace yourself. Do not rush but do not spend more than a minute on any one question. If you do not know an answer, make a guess and move on. You can change it later. Try to answer as many questions you know you can answer first. If you are weak in geometry, save those questions until the end, and focus on algebra, for example. Often, there are more questions per section than minutes per section so WATCH your pace. If you have completed your standardized test and you still have a few minutes remaining on the clock, review your answers if you can. You may have recorded an incorrect answer accidentally, and now is the time to fix it. Wear a watch and watch the clock! Pay attention to the times the moderator writes on the board (or announces), and adjust your pace accordingly.
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