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Before We
Dive In,
Any Questions?

Yeah. First off, do | really have to read this book?
Excellent question. The answer, of course, is no. You can skip
reading this book and go take the test without preparation. You
will, however, get a lower score and likely be rejected by the college
of your choice, attending instead the prestigious Uncle Bert’s
Institute of Shrugging, where you will have the opportunity to
major in Nothing and minor in Candy Crush Studies. Or, you

can congratulate yourself on picking a book that will carry you

to ACT greatness without reducing you to sobs of boredom

or dry heaves of despair. After reading this book, you will get

a higher score and be accepted to Super Harvard (it’s located
within Harvard University, but it’s much harder to get into), before
moving on to a life of wonder and excitement. The choice is yours.

What are standardized tests and why do colleges love
them so much?

"The whole point of standardized tests is to provide colleges with
an “objective” assessment of your academic ability. Think about

it: Your grades are only as impressive as the school that gives the
grades, and your recommendations are only as worthwhile as the
teachers giving those recommendations. A standardized test score
is important because it is standardized, meaning that everyone
takes the same test.

We know that makes the standardized tests sound super
important and, thus, super terrifying. But this also means that
standardized tests are a great opportunity to improve your college
application. The standardized test is just one test (unlike your
grades, which reflect all of your classes), and you can improve your
score by studying and preparing. In other words, the standardized
test pays back huge returns on your investment of time and energy.

What exactly is on the ACT?
The ACT is three hours and 25 minutes of test-taking

deliciousness. It begins with an enticing appetizer of an



Classic Rejected
ACT Essay Prompts

I. Is caramel too sweet?
Discuss.

2. Should | start watching
Breaking Bad? It just
seems like such a
commitment.

3. What was the effect

of Mikhail Gorbachev’s
domestic economic policies
on contemporary Marxist
political philosophy?

4. Are you thirsty? But,
like, how thirsty?

%Many =
engineering A7
programs, A — I
intluding MIT’s, vequive
the Writing section.

So yau"re still not
of £ the hook.
—Ava

Before We Dive In, Any Questions? [X:TelTagh g ]-F.-Yog g ||

English Test, which covers grammar and style. The English Test
asks 75 questions in 45 minutes and is kissed with a delicate
foie-gras foam. Then, to cleanse the palate, we get the Math Test,
which ranges from pre-algebra to basic trigonometry. This asks
60 questions in 60 minutes and comes with a refreshing arugula
salad. We're then served a rich and creamy Reading Test, which
includes one passage each from Fiction, Humanities, Social
Science, and Natural Science and is drizzled with a bacon-
and-prune reduction. It asks 40 questions in 35 minutes. And

I hope you saved some room, because we still have the Science
Reasoning Test, which can include passages and graphs about
Biology, Chemistry, Physics, and Earth Science experiments. This
section asks 40 questions in 35 minutes and is crammed full of
tender duck meat. In 2005, the ACT added a dessert: an optional
Weriting Test, in which students are given 30 minutes to write an
essay in response to a prompt. This always comes at the end of the
test, and it is always made of chocolate.

The “optional” Writing Test is a little confusing. We will go
into greater detail in the chapter about the Writing section (as
well as provide info about recent changes to that test), but we'll
give you a little teaser: Unless you're applying to an engineering
program,ff' the Writing section is not really optional. You must
eat dessert!

Each section of the test includes questions from multiple
“subsections.” For example, the English Test has 40 usage/
mechanics questions and 35 rhetorical skills questions, with the
questions all mixed together. Sometimes you won' be able to tell
whether you are answering a usage question or a rhetorical skills
question. Does it matter which is which? Of course not! You just
have to get it right! We will discuss the different subsections in
much greater detail when we get into the relevant chapters for
each section. For now, here is a handy chart of the subsections
within each section, which you can print out and show to your
friends to become the most popular kid in school:
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ACT QUESTIONS
ENGLISH Usage/Mechanics 40 qUCSU:AOns
Rhetorical Skills 35 questions
MATHEMATICS Pre-Algebra/Elementary Algebra 24 questions
B R 16 quesins
Plane Geometry/ Trigonometry 18 questions
READING Prose Fiction 10 questions
Social Science 10 questions
Humanities 10 questions
Natural Science 10 questions
SCIENCE Data Representation 15 questions
Research Summaries 18 questions
Conflicting Viewpoints 7 questions

SAT or ACT?

Upshot: The ACT
is way better, in my
humble and correet
opinion.

—Devon

So what’s the big difference between the SAT and the ACT?
As we mentioned, the ACT was created as a correction to the
older SAT. While the SAT is intended as a reasoning test, one
that determines a student’s ability to work through confusing or
tricky questions, the ACT is designed to test whether a student
knows the content of a standard high school curriculum. In other
words, while the SAT tries to test a student’s ability to wrestle
with a problem, the ACT is designed to test what a student knows.
At least, that is the difference in theory. In truth, both the

ACT and the SAT require reasoning and knowledge. But they

are still very different tests, So . . .how are they different?

There are quite a few differences between the tests, but the
fme that needs to be mentioned front and center is that the ACT
is noticeably faster than the SAT. If you average out the number
of questions over the tora] time of the test,

the SAT gives you
70 seconds per problem. The ACT gives y -

ou 49.“Big whoop,’




{'Somebody .’
N

onte destvibed

the ACT asa bl |

“lish{:ning vound” of
the SAT. ['ve deﬁini{:el\/
found this to be true.

—Devon

Quick and Easy
Ways to Improve
Your College
Application

. Create an app that
generates healthy quinoa-
and-kale salads using wind
energy, and distributes the
salads via Facehook to the
hungry.

2. Never stop succeeding.
Not for one second.

3. Staple a $10 bill to your
list of extracurricular
activities.

4. Promise to donate a new
state-of-the-art science
or performing arts center
designed by a Pritzker
Prize-winning architect.
Ask your mom to pay for
this. Don’t forget to say
please.
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you might say, “that’s only 21 seconds less.” Think about it this
way: The SAT is giving you more than 40 percent more time
on every question. That is a difference that you can feel.”

‘The other big difference between the tests is that they are
created with different philosophies. This might seem strange,
because they are both trying to do the same thing: determine a
student’s preparedness for college. But the SAT is all about testing
your ability to reason your way through a problem. So the test
writers are more likely to create questions that feel “tricky;” or, to
some students, seem needlessly complex.

Here's a typical scene of your head wrestling with a tough
SAT problem:

Eves: Reading, reading. Done.

Brain: I don't get it.

Evgs: Okay, let me try again. Reading, reading. Done.

Brain: Oh, okay. Now I think I get it, let me try this.
(Does some stuff.) Didn't work. I want to climb out of
this skull and move to Azerbaijan.

MouTa: I'm hungry.

Brain: Not now, Mouth. Eyes, try reading it again.

Eves: Reading, reading, Done.

Brain: Oh! I missed that it said "excep1.” Eyes, you suck.

Evgs: That's needlessly aggressive.

Brain: Okay, let me try ... this! (Does stuff.) Yes! It worked!

MouTs: I'm hungry.

Brain: Enough, Mouth.

(Curtain)

The ACT, on the other hand, is all about testing your
knowledge, so the test writers are more likely to create questions
that are straightforward, as long as you know the material being
tested. Most ACT questions look like the ones you've been doing
for homework since freshman year.






