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CHAPTER  1

Everything You Always Wanted to Know About the ACT
(But Were Afraid to Ask)

[image: Images]

For one thing, it’s three hours and 35 minutes of test-taking deliciousness.

Before We Dive In, Any Questions?

Yeah. First off, do I 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 35 minutes of test-taking deliciousness. It begins with an enticing appetizer of an 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 long passage or two shorter passages 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 Test, which can include passages and graphs about Biology, Chemistry, Physics, and Earth and Space 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 Writing Test, in which students are given 40 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.


Classic Rejected ACT Essay Prompts

1. Is caramel too sweet? Discuss.

2. Should I start watching Orange Is the New Black? 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?



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,[image: Images] the Writing section is not really optional. You must eat dessert!
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[image: Images] Many engineering programs, including MIT’s, require the Writing section. So you’re still not off the hook.

—Ava

Each section of the test includes questions from multiple “subsections.” For example, roughly half of the questions on the English Test are about the conventions of standard English, while the other half are focused on rhetorical skills, with the questions all mixed together. Sometimes you won’t be able to tell whether you are answering a conventions 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:

ACT QUESTIONS



	ENGLISH

	Conventions of Standard English

	50%




	Rhetorical Skills*

	50%




	MATHEMATICS

	Essential Skills (rates, percentages, basic geometry, averages)

	40%




	Higher Math (algebra, functions, advanced and coordinate geometry, statistics, probability, and matrices)

	60%




	READING

	Prose Fiction

	25%




	Social Science

	25%




	Humanities

	25%




	Natural Science

	25%




	SCIENCE

	Data Representation

	35%




	Research Summaries

	50%




	Conflicting Viewpoints

	15%





SAT or ACT?

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 one 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 total time of the test, the SAT gives you 70 seconds per problem. The ACT gives you 49. “Big whoop,” 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.[image: Images]
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[image: Images] Somebody once described the ACT as a “lightning round” of the SAT. I’ve definitely found this to be true.

—Devon

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:

Eyes: Reading, reading. Done.

Brain: I don’t get it.

Eyes: 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.

Mouth: I’m hungry.

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

Eyes: Reading, reading. Done.

Brain: Oh! I missed that it said “except.” Eyes, you suck.

Eyes: That’s needlessly aggressive.

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

Mouth: 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.

[image: Images]


Quick and Easy Ways to Improve Your College Application

1. Create an app that generates healthy quinoa-and-kale salads using wind energy, and distributes the salads via Facebook 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.



Here’s a typical scene of your head wrestling with a tough ACT problem:

Eyes: Reading, reading. Done.

Brain: Got it. Shoot! I don’t remember this. Memory!

Memory: ’Sup?

Brain: Do you flip the numerator and denominator when you add fractions?

Mouth: I’m hungry.

Brain: Can it, Mouth. Memory, we only have 42 seconds left.

Memory: Ummmm . . .

Brain: Hurry! Just 35 seconds left.

Memory: Remember Ms. Peerendonk’s fifth-grade math class? You gotta find the least common denominator.

Brain: Oh, yeah! Thanks.

Memory: Ms. Peerendonk was the one who smelled like red wine and cigarettes.

Brain: That’s enough, Memory, we have to keep moving.

(Curtain)

In other words, the ACT is more about remembering how to solve problems and less about figuring out what the problems are asking you to do.

If you can’t decide which test to take, you can always take both. It can’t hurt (except for the potential loss of sanity . . . ).

—Jon

I took both the SAT and ACT and ended up doing way better on the ACT. The test you choose can make all the difference.

—Devon

A difficult question on the SAT is more likely to make you pull out your hair and say, “I don’t understand what this question is even asking.” And while most of the questions on the ACT require only common knowledge, a more difficult question is more likely to make you pull out your hair and say, “Gosh, I used to know this; how could I forget?” Some people find the SAT too tricky, or even unfair. Some people find the ACT too fast-paced, or think that it requires that you review too much content.

Now let’s get specific: The ACT has a Science Test, while the SAT does not. The Science section tests a student’s ability to read and compare graphs, charts, and data tables as well as their sense of logic. (The SAT introduced graphs and tables to its test in 2016, but it still doesn’t have a full science section like the ACT does.) The ACT tests punctuation more heavily than the SAT. The SAT includes math questions for which you need to provide the answer, rather than pick among answer choices. The ACT math questions are all multiple choice. The SAT has a no-calculator section where the ACT does not.

There are a ton of opinions out there about the relative advantages of the ACT and the SAT, but the best thing you can do is to take a practice test of both the SAT and the ACT,* timed, in a setting that allows you to concentrate for the three-plus hours required to take either test. If you score much higher on one than the other, then . . . take that test! But if the resulting scores are similar (and they probably will be), then what matters is how you felt while taking the tests. Which test was more enjoyable? If this question is impossible to answer, try this one: Which test made you want to pull out a smaller percentage of your hair?

On the following page is a handy chart outlining the differences between the two tests. Remember: Every college in America accepts both ACT and SAT scores. You decide which test you want to take.

How High Should I Reach?

What is a “good score” on the ACT?

Each section of the ACT is scored on a scale from 1 to 36. Then the four sections are averaged to give you a composite score between 1 and 36. If you score a 36, then you are thrown a parade and given hugs and maybe even asked to be a guest editor for this book.[image: Images] If you score a 1, then you’re kicked out of the country.

[image: Images] And if you score a 42, the graders recognize that your test transcended reality and discovered the meaning of life.

—Zack

For real, what score should I shoot for?

Totally depends. If you’re aiming for Yale, then you want to score 34 or higher. You want to shoot for a 31 for Bates College, a 28 for Sewanee, or a 26 for Seattle University, to pick some random examples. Schools almost always post the average scores of incoming freshman on their websites. But remember that these numbers only reflect the typical scores of students entering these schools. They are not minimum requirements, nor do they guarantee that you will be accepted.

THE ACT VS. THE SAT: A HANDY CHART



	 

	ACT

	SAT




	MATERIAL TESTED

	Standard high school curriculum; more advanced math knowledge; stronger emphasis on punctuation; Science section tests ability to read tables and graphs.

	General reasoning and problem solving; includes a few tables and graphs; requires that students come up with their own answers for some math problems; includes a no-calculator section.




	LENGTH

	175 minutes; 215 with essay. Per-question time: 49 seconds

	180 minutes; 230 with essay. Per-question time: 70 seconds




	FORMAT

	Multiple-choice questions; optional essay

	Multiple-choice questions; grid-in questions; optional essay




	ACCEPTED BY

	All four-year colleges and universities

	All four-year colleges and universities




	SECTIONS

	English, Mathematics, Reading, Science, and an optional Writing section

	Evidence-Based Reading and Writing, Math, and optional essay




	OFFERED

	Seven times per year (September, October, December, February, April, June, and July)

	Eight times per year (August, October, November, December, January, March, May, and June)




	HIGHEST POSSIBLE SCORE

	36

	1600




	HOW THE TEST IS SCORED

	Each section is scored on a scale of 1 to 36, and the final score is your average; no points are deducted for wrong answers.

	Each of the two sections is worth 800 points, and your composite score is the sum; no points are deducted for wrong answers.




	DO COLLEGES AUTOMATICALLY SEE ALL MY SCORES?

	No. You can take the ACT multiple times and submit only your best test-date score.

	Depends. Some colleges require you to submit all your scores. Many allow you to use Score Choice, which lets you choose which test-date score you send.





And remember, your ACT score does not exist in a vacuum. It’s considered alongside your grades and curriculum, your essays, your extracurricular activities, and your recommendations. If you are the president of your school’s green energy club and you spearheaded the initiative to install solar panels on a third of the homes in your town, then wrote a novel about the experience called The Girl Who Kissed the Sun, which won a Pulitzer Prize, then you may still be accepted if you score below a school’s average. If, on the other hand, your greatest achievement so far is memorizing the theme song to Crazy Ex-Girlfriend (and sometimes you forget how the end goes), then you might need to score a little above the average to make up for your lackluster résumé.

But, as we said, your ACT score is the hairy, scary number that college admissions officers call “objective.” The ACT score (or SAT score, if you go that route) is the one number that compares you, on a level playing field, to every other student who is applying to that school. This means that while the score is far from the only factor in deciding whether you will be admitted to your dream school, it is one of the most important factors. Again, this is both an intimidating fact and a gigantic opportunity.

What about the PreACT?

Some high schools administer the PreACT, a practice ACT that’s designed to give sophomores an idea of their current score range and point out areas where they might need to study. At one hour and 55 minutes long, it’s an hour shorter than the ACT without the writing test. Here are the PreACT sections: English (45 questions), Math (36 questions), Reading (25 questions), and Science (30 questions). If your school does not offer you the PreACT, you can order a test at act.org.

Who writes the ACT?

Well, back on page 2 we told you about Everett Franklin Lindquist creating the ACT. The company he started now employs tons of test writers. They create multiple ACTs every year. The company also writes exams that are used within specific professions (like English language and career readiness tests).

And that’s the whole truth.

The True Story of the ACT-bot

Is that really the whole truth?

Since you asked, no. But what we are about to tell you is a secret, so secret that if anyone found out that we told you, we would be “taken care of.” So keep this between us. . . .

The Lindquist story is a cover-up! Here’s how it actually went down:

Fifty years ago, in the Jornada del Muerto desert of New Mexico, a group of archaeologists unearthed an interesting fossil. It didn’t look like an Elasmosaurus platyurus, or even a Dunkleosteus dinichthyidae. Peering closely, one archaeologist said that, more than anything, it looked kind of like a piece of an enormous killer robot from outer space. (It also kind of looked like Abraham Lincoln from a certain angle, but we digress.)

That’s when the ground began to quake. The archaeologists slowly backed away. A metal arm the size of a Mack truck burst out of the ground! The archaeologists shrieked and ran as the arm grabbed one of their cars and hurled it toward a gas station, where it exploded. Then the gas station also exploded, sending out fiery shrapnel in glorious, slow-motion 3-D!

This fight scene brought to you by Michael Bay.

—Jon

A titanic robot pulled itself from the ground, blotting out the very sun with its fearsome head. The archaeologists called the army, which sent its best helicopters and tanks. But the robot grabbed the helicopters and tossed them at the tanks, causing explosion after explosion after explosion.

It was basically the coolest thing ever.

But then things got a lot less cool. The robot introduced itself as the ACT-bot. It told the assembled archaeologists, armed servicemen, and gas station attendants that it did not want to conquer the world. Rather, it wanted to test everyone on his or her ability to tackle college-level work within a time constraint. Waaaaay worse than taking over the world.

[image: Images]

“In-how-many-ways-can-a-group-of-four-fruits-be-selected-from-a-basket-of-ten-apples-and-six-pears-so-as-to-always-include-an-apple?” boomed the robot’s staccato voice.

“Huh?” said an archaeologist with a PhD from Yale.

“bzzzzzzz!!!” A loud buzzer sounded from the  robot’s chest. “Too-slow!” The archaeologist was vaporized—along with the laminated copy of his PhD that he carried in his pocket.

“Correct-the-following-sentence,” the ACT-bot continued. “Marsha-and-Brady-and-Sam-spent-the-afternoon-taking-a-nap.”

Private James McCurdy, from Galveston, Texas, answered heroically. “‘Naps!’ It should be ‘naps’!”

A loud “correct!” echoed across the dunes.

Legend has it that the pedagogy-obsessed ACT-bot now resides in an undisclosed location, carrying out its grim machinations on a grand scale by pumping out test after test.

That is terrifying and believable. Do I need any special skills to take the ACT?

If you’ve been attending high school for the past three or four years, you will not need any special skills. The ACT-bot does, however, demand the mastery of some normal skills. Ask yourself, can you do all of the following?

1. Can you carry a form of photo identification? You’ll need to bring a passport, driver’s license or permit, or school or state ID to the test center to prove that you are yourself. If you don’t have any of these, you can bring an ACT Student Identification Form, which you can find on act.org.

2. Can you stay awake for three hours and 35 minutes? We will talk about endurance and focus in the next chapter, but right off the bat you should know that you need to be conscious for the duration of the test.

3. Can you read? Obviously you can, because you’re reading this—unless you’re listening to this as an audiobook, hopefully being read by Benedict Cumberbatch.[image: Images]

[image: Images] I only listen to audiobooks read by Ryan Gosling. If you listen closely enough, you can hear his abs contracting.

—Zack

4. Can you fill in little bubbles? If not, here’s a refresher: Put your pencil over the desired bubble. Lower the pencil until it touches the page. Move the pencil back and forth. Make sure to practice this at home before the real test.

5. Can you flip pages? This might be tough. Think of this as clicking a “next page” button on an iPad, but in real life. Don’t be too rough! You might rip out the page. Make sure to practice this at home before the real test, too.

6. Do you remember everything you ever learned about math, reading, science, and grammar? If you can’t immediately recall every detail of everything you’ve ever learned, don’t worry. We are going to cover everything you need to learn (or remember) in the following chapters.

7. Do you know how to efficiently move through a long standardized test? Don’t worry about this one either. Starting in the next chapter, we’re going to talk a lot about effective strategies to get the most out of your three hours and 35 minutes.

8. Do you know what is appropriate test-taking attire? How to snack effectively? How to sit properly? We’ll cover all this in the last chapter of the book.

A Series of Pep Talks

[image: Images]

I have to admit, this whole “prepping for the ACT thing” is really harshing my mellow. Any advice for how to get psyched to study?

We’ve discovered that when it comes to getting pumped to study, one man’s pep talk is another man’s funeral dirge. So we’ve enlisted the help of some outsiders to offer a variety of perspectives. Let’s begin with some positive-minded advice:

Pep Talk from a College Professor: “The knowledge tested on the ACT is, for the most part, the kind of knowledge that will be very useful in college. Preparing for the ACT is, in a way, like preparing for college, and a good score on the ACT will translate to a head start in your first university courses. Also, college professors should be paid more. Just sayin’.”

Pep Talk from a Graduate of Harvard University: “Getting a high score on the ACT increases your chances of matriculating at my alma mater. You’ll be able to cheer on the Crimson Cockatoos against the dreadful Yale Periwinkles (you probably don’t understand those words yet, but you will). You’ll learn a great deal, place into a terribly prestigious law school, and, of course, take your nightly cognac at the Harvard Club in New York City. Oh, and Harvard graduates don’t pay for groceries.”

Like all Harvard grads, he majored in Condescension.

—Jon

Excuse me? Majored? At Harvard we call them “concentrations.”

—Harvard Grad

Pep Talk from a Test-Prep Book Publisher: “A perfect score on the ACT will open up a world of opportunities for you, including the possibility that you could become a guest editor for Up Your Score: ACT, the 2020–2021 edition!”

Pep Talk from Another High Schooler: “One night, all of my friends were heading out to a raging party. ‘pRty 2nite,’ they tweeted. ‘No cn do. : (ACT krammin,’ I twote back. Then the raging party was hit by lightning and my friends all suffered minor burn damage. Now I’m the least-burned kid at school, which has been a major boost to my popularity.”

If you are a more pessimistic person, you might find these people more motivating:

Pep Talk from a Human Resources Director: “I see résumés all the time from people who didn’t study and did poorly on the ACT. They went to not-so-challenging colleges, where they didn’t have to do any work. So they spent their time playing Frisbee golf, which they always call ‘frolfing.’ At the tops of their résumés, they write that they are ‘Insane Frolfers.’ Most of these people end up frolfing alone in the sewers.”

Pep Talk from a High Schooler Who Is Studying Way Harder Than You: “I’m clocking about three hours of ACT prep per night. My walls are covered in problems that I’ve gotten wrong. I call them my ‘Walls of Shame.’ I weep when I look at my Walls of Shame. When I take the test, I am going to get most of the questions correct. Because the test is graded on a curve (which means your raw score is compared with other raw scores before you are given a final score), I am making it much harder for you to get even a decent score. If you don’t study harder, your average, standard performance will give you a less-than-average, less-than-standard score. I can’t believe I’ve wasted this much study time talking to you. Now I’ll have to punish myself by staring at my Walls of Shame.”

Pep Talk from Your Dad: “The ACT costs money. My money. If you don’t study and prepare adequately you are wasting money. My money. And my money doesn’t grow on trees. Kids these days think that money grows on trees, but if they went out and looked at a tree they’d see that trees have leaves, not money. But they’re too busy with their iPhones and their Xboxes and their eyeliner and their various shows on the CW and . . . (head droops, falls asleep).”

[image: Images]

Pep Talk from a Fifth-Grade Bully: “If you don’t study for this test and do well, I’m going to punch you with my fist.”

Pep Talk from a Tenth-Grade Bully: “If you don’t study for this test and do well, I’m going to post a video on YouTube of you getting punched by a fifth grader. Then I’m gonna make a reenactment of the whole thing with cats and it’s gonna go viral.”

Okay, but what if I study really hard and still don’t do well?

The bad news is that you can study your tail off, memorize every mathematical formula and grammar rule, read your entire biology textbook in a night, and still mess up on test day. This can happen for a number of reasons:

1. Instead of bringing your admission ticket to the test center, you bring a coupon for six free doughnut holes from the Dungeon of Donutz. After you’re rebuffed by the admissions staff, you try to bribe them by offering them the coupon. They consider this for a long time, because c’mon, free doughnut holes. But ultimately they don’t let you in.

Who needs college when you have six free doughnut holes?

—Zack

2. Instead of number-2 pencils, you bring number-3 pencils. Then the optical-scanning devices explode because they cannot compute lead of this type, and your test is destroyed in the fire.

3. You misbubble an answer, which throws off all of your answers by one bubble. You realize this at the very second that the proctor calls, “Time’s up.” You frantically try to erase your bubbles, only to have your test snatched away. You watch your incorrect answer sheet disappear into the pile. You tilt your head back and scream “noooooooooo!!!!!!!!!!!!” to the heavens, but the gods only smirk at your misery.

4. It’s hot in the room and there is a sticky spot on your desk, so you get distracted and totally thrown off your game.

Some of these difficulties can be remedied. Definitely remember to bring your admission ticket and a valid form of identification. Definitely remember to bring some number-2 pencils and calculator. If you discover that your desk or work space has a noticeable flaw (a wobbly chair, a scarred or sticky desktop, a pile of decomposing animal remains), immediately tell the proctor, who should be able to help you out.

That signed picture of you with Taylor Swift does not count as a photo ID.

—Jon

And remember that you can always retake the ACT. You are allowed to take the test up to 12 times, and you choose which scores are sent to colleges. You pick the test date, and those scores (and only those scores) will be released. This means that you cannot “combine” scores (by picking your English score from one date, for example, and the Mathematics score from another). But it also means that you can take the test until you get the scores you want, then send just those scores. This is very different from the SAT. With the SAT, there’s no guarantee that you can send only your best scores. Some colleges look at your most recent scores, others look at the best section scores across all the times you’ve taken the test, and still others will consider only scores from your best test date. The point is, with the ACT, you control which test colleges get to see. This is a great advantage, as you can retake the test without fear of colleges judging you for (or even knowing) how many times you took it.

The Score on Scoring

How is the ACT scored?

Here are the basics: First, they add up all of your correct answers to create a raw score for each section. So if Jeremiah gets 62 correct answers in the English Test, 50 in the Mathematics Test, 32 in the Reading Test, and 33 in the Science Test, his raw score would be: 62, 50, 32, 33.

The raw score is then converted to a scaled score between 1 and 36 on each section. So Jeremiah’s raw score might be scaled to: 27, 29, 29, 27. The composite score, or overall score, is the average of these four numbers. Jeremiah’s composite score would be 28. This is the number that college admissions officers would call his “ACT score.”

If you choose to take the Writing Test, you will receive a Writing score between 2 and 12. A score of 2 is bad, and 12 is good. Simple, right? Not so fast: The score is actually the product of two readers grading four different aspects of your essay—but don’t worry about this for now. We will explain this whole byzantine process in the Writing chapter.


What Does “Scaled Score” Mean?

The ACT scales your raw score by comparing it to all of the other raw scores that kids achieved on that test. Let’s say you get 57 questions correct on the English Test. If most other kids got fewer right, then your scaled score might be a 27. But if most other kids did better, then that raw score of 57 might become a scaled score of 23. It all depends on how other kids did on the same test. (There is some other math involved in scaling scores, but that’s basically how it works.)



Your score report (the sheet with your scores that you receive online and by mail) will list a national rank, which looks like a percent, next to each section score. This tells you the percentage of students in the nation who scored at or below your score. So, if your score of 32 in English earns you a rank of 92, that means 92 percent of the other test takers in the nation scored a 32 or lower, and you should feel awesome. The ACT claims that these scores are supposed to help you decide which subjects to pursue in college, but we all know these percents exist to make you feel great, mediocre, or crummy, depending on your rank.

One nice thing about the ACT is that it does not penalize you for guessing. This means if you’re not sure of an answer, you must guess and put down an answer for every question. We will discuss this in more detail later, but for now you should go ahead and tattoo put down an answer for every question on your forearm like you’re in Memento.*

Finally, you are going to see a few additional numbers that do not matter and are not reported to colleges. In theory, they are for you and your guidance counselor. In fact, they are for nobody, because they are redundant. The first is your “STEM Score,” which represents your performance on the Math and Science portions of the exam. Is it significantly different from your actual score on those sections? No, it is not. Like we said, these numbers are redundant. Your “English Language Arts Score” combines your English, Reading, and Writing scores. Like the STEM Score, this is redundant. Ignore it. Next, you’ll see a truly bizarre section called “College and Career Planning.” Here’s how it works: Via test-analysis voodoo, the ACT uses your scores to determine whether you would be best suited for a career that involves data or one that involves ideas, and whether you will work best with people or with things. Depending on how they’ve placed you, they then spit out a few suggested careers. If your high school has a career guidance counselor, this kind of soul-crushing auto-planning might be familiar. Do yourself a huge favor and ignore the College and Career Planning information. You will also see a score that represents your “Progress Toward Career Readiness.” Just typing that phrase made our happiness wither like an old flower. This score uses an average of your English, Mathematics, Reading, and Science Test scores to allegedly project whether you have mastered the basic skills that you might need when entering the workforce. Don’t worry about that number, it does not matter.

[image: Images]

Proctors can serve as great alarm clocks. When they announce “five minutes left,” finish the question you’re on and immediately bubble in the rest of the answer sheet. Then pick up from where you left off, taking comfort in the fact that you have a 20–25 percent chance of scoring points on questions that you haven’t even looked at yet.

—Ava

How many wrong answers can I get in each section and still get a perfect score?

The answer to this question varies, because your score is scaled, so it depends on the performance of everyone else taking the test on that date. But in general, you have to answer every question correctly in order to get a perfect score. More often than not, toward the top end of the score curve, each question you get wrong will take a point off your scaled score. That’s why our student authors are so darned impressive!

What if the ACT makes a mistake and marks one of my answers as “incorrect” when I really got it right?

We’ve actually never heard of this happening. But there is always a first time for everything, right? If, after looking at your score report, you think that they have made a mistake, you can fill out the Request for Score Verification form (available on act.org) and send it to: ACT Student Services, PO Box 414, Iowa City, IA 52243-0414. Be sure to include your name, address, date of birth, ACT ID, test date, and a check payable to ACT Student Services for the verification fee ($50 for all of the multiple choice tests, and an additional $40 for the writing test).

If they find an error, they will send you a corrected score report and refund the verification fee.

Why is the scoring scale out of 36?

Who knows? We’re pretty sure it has to do either with the ancient Mayan calendar or the lost city of Atlantis. Or it might be a Kabbalah thing. . . .


ACT Scores of Famous Americans

18  William Faulkner

20  John Cena

21  Marilyn Monroe (and Marilyn Manson, coincidentally)

23  That guy who narrates the trailers for disaster movies

26  LBJ

30  Barack Obama

32  Steve Jobs

34  Lil Wayne

35  Supreme Court justice Sonia Sotomayor

36  Beyoncé, because everything she does is perfect



How do I get my scores?

When you sign up for the test, you will create an ACT Web account at actstudent.org. Your scores should be available on the website within four weeks of taking the test. Irregularities either on your information sheet or at the test center can delay your score report. If your score is delayed, pull out all your hair and run screaming through the streets. This is the only guaranteed way to speed up getting your score. The ACT says that almost all scores are reported within eight weeks. If your score takes longer than eight weeks, call the ACT at 319-337-1270 and let out a loud, prolonged shriek into the phone. We can’t ensure any results, but at least you’ll have given it your best shot. . . .

I heard the ACT might also ask me questions where I have to write my own answer, rather than choose a multiple choice answer? Is that true?

Yes and no. Here’s the deal: If you live in a state where the ACT is required, the ACT offers your school the option to administer a separate, additional test that requires you to answer “constructed response” questions—which means you write the answer, instead of picking one. If you live in a state where you sign up for the ACT yourself, then you will not be taking this test. If you live in a state where your school administers the ACT, then your school will inform you whether or not you are taking the constructed-response test. Because this is an optional test that most ACT-takers will never see, we’re not going to cover constructed-response questions in this book, but because we are very kind we will tell you the most important fact about these tests: Colleges do not see the score! That’s right, these tests are only for your principal, your guidance counselor, and you. So even if you are taking the constructed-response test, you should place it way down on your list of priorities, below “Purchasing a more eco-friendly hair conditioner” and “Trying Basque cuisine.”

Practice, Practice, Practice!

So how do I study for this test?

Um, read this book?

But then, after you read this book, you will need to practice. A lot of test-prep books include lots of practice tests, but there is really no substitute for the real thing. We recommend that you purchase The Official ACT Prep Guide, 3rd Edition or later, which includes five real ACT tests. By the time you finish Up Your Score, you will know how to move through those tests, how to analyze the test after you’ve finished, and how to learn both from your successes and your mistakes. Other, section-specific study advice will be presented in later chapters.

You should also remember that taking the ACT for real can be a practice opportunity. As we mentioned, you can take the test up to 12 times and choose which test date’s scores you want to send to colleges.


[image: Images]
Introducing Tutor Tips

At Zinc Educational Services, we’ve accumulated a lot of experience helping kids make great gains in their ACT scores. How exactly do we do this? Some of our techniques are obvious (we make kids practice a lot), but some have been crafted over the course of years. Throughout this book, we will unveil some of our trade secrets. Keep an eye out for What Do Tutors Do? passages in the margins!



Whoa, hold up. You want me to read this book, and then take tests in another book?

Reading about strategies and content is all well and good, but learning about the ACT without practicing on real ACTs is like reading about riding a bike without getting on a bike. Think about test taking as if it were the ancient Aztec sport of Severed-Head Basketball. Sure, a coach can tell you how to pass the bloody head and how to shoot the severed head up toward the hoop. He can even tell you how to sacrifice the losing team to Quetzalcoatl, the snake god. But until you get out there and toss around a real severed head, take a couple hundred shots at the basket, and sacrifice some real losing teams, you’re never going to become a champion. And only true champions can earn the glory of also being sacrificed to Quetzalcoatl, praise be upon him.

All that said, if for some crazy reason you still don’t feel like taking a three-and-a-half-hour practice test, here are a few tried-and-true methods for motivating yourself:

1. Set a goal. Every large project feels impossibly long if you cannot see the light at the end of the tunnel. If the schools you are interested in have an average ACT score of 29, write a big “29” on a piece of paper and pin it to your wall. That’s your light at the end of the tunnel. Once you get that score a few times on some practice tests, then you’ve done what you need to do. All that’s left is to take the test. This strategy worked for the founding fathers of America. They just wrote “Become the dominant world superpower” on a piece of paper and got to work.[image: Images]

[image: Images]

[image: Images] This is the less-known, less-exciting first draft of the Constitution.

—Zack

2. Make a schedule. We avoid large projects because it feels like there is an infinite amount of work to be done. It is crucial, then, to break the work into chunks. If you have the time, give yourself a week for each content chapter in this book. If you work on only five to ten pages per day, the whole project will feel much more manageable. While you’re at it, you can schedule in the rest of your life. A typical entry could look like this: “Monday: Wake up. Think about going back to sleep. Go back to sleep. Wake up again. Scratch belly. Brush teeth. Glance at floss. Don’t floss. Shower. Drive to school. Park car. Attend all classes. Look attractive in hallways. After school, drive home. Read five to ten pages of ACT book. Do all homework. Turn on television. Look at television. Love television. Eat dinner. Digest dinner. Brush teeth. Glance at floss. Don’t floss. Get in bed with book. Sleep.” (We will discuss scheduling in more detail in Chapter 3.)

3. Study with friends. Misery loves company. If you study along with some friends, then they can go pick up your book after you’ve thrown it across the room.

4. Treat practice tests like the real thing. If you are going to spend three-plus hours on a practice test, you might as well do it right. Don’t take the test while lying in bed with Game of Thrones playing on your laptop. Go somewhere quiet (there are buildings called libraries, pronounced lie-brare-eez, where people used to go before the internet was invented, that are perfect for this); turn off your phone (there is an off button, we swear, usually on the side or top of your phone); and focus. The harder you try during practice tests, the more you will increase your test-taking ability. Also, getting psyched up and nervous about a practice test is great preparation for getting psyched up and nervous about the real test.

The Digital Future

I read that the ACT might start administering its tests by computer. Is that true?

Yes. In fact, in 2015, the ACT began offering computer-based tests to certain counties and schools across the country. If your school administers the ACT as part of its state, district, or school assessment programs, check to see if the test will be offered on a computer or tablet. Of course, the ACT continues to offer paper-and-pencil versions, if you prefer, and the content of the test remains the same.

Any more questions? No? Good. Now, we cannot lie: The ACT-bot has created a long test and cooked up some tough problems. This is all a recipe for potential anxiety. So in the next chapter, we’re going to talk about some of the ways that stress can secretly (and not so secretly) mess you up, and show you the best ways to crush that stress—just like Spider-Man crushed the Nazi menace in Spider-Man #43, then went on to do very well on the ACT in the much-less-popular Spider-Man #44.


CHAPTER  2

Keeping Your Cool
Anxiety and the ACT

[image: Images]

Here’s a practice ACT-style question:

1. Are you feeling stressed about taking the ACT?

A. Duh.

B. Nope. I’m always successful in everything I take on, with zero exceptions. Zero.

C. Not really. I’m pretty confident that this year all of the answers will be B. My psychic told me so.

D. No. I’m completely insane. blargblargblargblarg.

The correct answer is: A.

Pssst! Stress is good. It means you care about the results. But letting stress rule your thoughts? That’s bad. Instead, use stress as motivation to prepare for the test—because you can beat it. I’ll bet you a Rice Krispies treat.

—Ava

The ACT, like any standardized test, is a stressful prospect. It looms in the future like a dark, somewhat hazy, human-consuming beast. You know that it is long, you know that it is relatively important, and you know that some of the questions can get pretty rough. What’s not stressful about that?

The truth, however, is that preparing for and taking the ACT is totally manageable. There are only so many things you have to learn and only so many strategies you need to practice. But stress can distract you, frighten you, make you a less-effective studier, or simply waste your time.

That’s why we need to talk, right up front, about anxiety. Anxiety is actually one of the ACT-bot’s most nefarious weapons, because it is so subtle and personal. That’s why, around here, we call it “the Darkness.”

Oooh, “the Darkness.” I just got chills.

—Devon

The Darkness: A Maelstrom of Fear

First, we’ll talk a little bit about what the Darkness can feel like, and then we’ll tell you how to manage the stress—and even make it work to your advantage.

One thing to understand from the get-go is that our minds react to stress in a number of different ways. Think of these as stages that you can move through. In fact, you can experience each of these stress reactions over the course of one day—or even one (particularly brutal) hour! Let’s take a look at these stages:

1. OSTRICHING

The regal ostrich is famous for its stress-management strategy. When freaked out, the ostrich digs a hole with its beak, then sticks its head inside the hole until it feels the danger has passed. While we might laugh at this ridiculous strategy (seriously, how is this animal not extinct?), it turns out that we also do this all the time.

When faced with something as frightening as the ACT-bot, one of our first impulses is to think about something else—and think about it really hard. Maybe we sign up for the interpretive dance team and go to every practice. If that’s not enough, we campaign to become captain of the interpretive dance team and demand that the team practice twice a day! In the bookstore, we deliberately avoid the test-prep section (and pester the clerks for interpretive dance books).

This strategy of avoidance is popular because it distracts us from what we fear. And it is effective, because we can react to any intrusion of test stress by signing up for the interpretive dance team in the next town over.[image: Images]

[image: Images] Before I learned how to cope, I was a member of 17 different interpretive dance teams.

—Zack

2. “WORKING”

Once we realize that we are ostriching, we may say to ourselves, “Okay, self, it’s time to grow up, muster some courage, and face the monster head on.” We buy a test-prep book, and then we get to “work.”

What is “working,” with quotation marks? It’s exactly like ostriching, but instead of burying your head in other activities, you bury your head in ACT materials. Sounds good, right? Looks good, too! But here’s the thing: Your body is working, but your mind is not. You make a hundred million flash cards but never look at them; you open up the book and read half of one paragraph, then skip forward a few pages and read another half paragraph.

Maybe you wrestle with a couple of questions, but you stop if they seem too rough. After about 35 minutes of this, you’ve done your “work,” and you’ve put off stress for another day or so.

“Working” is one of the most dangerous forms of stress, because it pretends to be productive. When we “work,” we are putting on a performance of effort in order to satisfy some watching, vengeful god of standardized tests. We are logging hours so that if we fail, we can say, “It’s not my fault; I did my best and put in the time.”

3. BOUNCING

Eventually we might recognize that we are “working” but not really working. We say to ourselves: “Self, snap out of it! We actually have to work, like for real. Stop being such a coward and Do. Some. Stuff.” So we settle into our favorite chair, open to the first page of a practice test, click our mechanical pencil, and jump into it . . . and then realize 10 minutes later that we’ve been imagining a bare-knuckles sing-off between Beyoncé and Adele. We refocus, reclick our mechanical pencil, furrow our eyebrows, and dive back in . . . only to resurface, staring at the exact same problem, having spent five minutes imagining a meat-free, earth-friendly, low-carb, low-sodium bacon cheeseburger.[image: Images]

[image: Images] I prefer a meat-full, earth-unfriendly, high-carb, high-sodium bacon cheeseburger, but that’s just me.

—Devon

What’s going on? Well, this is what neurosurgeons and neuroscientists (probably) call “bouncy brain.” You are willing to focus and do some serious work, but your brain disobeys and takes every available opportunity to go off on a more attractive thought-path.

This might seem surprising, but a bouncy brain is also caused by stress. Even though you have wrestled with your mind and told it to focus, it is still intimidated by the prospect of the ACT. Even though you might want to study, your annoying mind is still afraid.

4. REALIZING THAT YOU ARE, IN FACT, THE STUPIDEST PERSON IN THE HISTORY OF THE PLANET

But let’s say we are able to face the test. We think, “Okay, ACT, you are quite fearsome, but I’m a competent person, at least sometimes, and I can handle you.” You look at a problem, you wrestle with it for a second, you find an answer, you circle it. Unable to help yourself, you flip to the back and check to see if you got it right. (Don’t pretend you don’t do this.)[image: Images] You’re correct! Hey, hey! Who’s the big scary test now, right? Move over, Watson and Crick, there’s a new discoverer-of-the-double-helix-structure-of-DNA in town!

[image: Images] No! Never flip to the back mid-test! Staple the back of the book shut if that’s what it takes!

—Jon

Then you try the next problem. It’s a little tougher. You try one strategy, then another. Nothing works. Are you supposed to flip the denominator and the numerator? Let’s try it. Nope, your answer is not one of the choices. You’re about to close the book and check into the Sad Sack Hotel for a five-day weep, when BAM! You have an idea! You try it out. You get an answer. Is it one of the options? It is! You flip to the back. . . . You got it right!!!!

Ticker-tape parade! Mark Zuckerberg tweets about how smart you are, and you tweet back: “Oh, Zuck, c’mon, there’s room in the world for two paradigm-changing wunderkinds.” But then you pause. That problem was kind of hard. Let’s try one more. You read it and immediately know that it’s impossible. You don’t recognize a third of the terms. You wouldn’t even know where to look up the concepts they expect you to have mastered.

There’s only one logical conclusion: You are, in fact, the stupidest person in the history of the planet.

Okay, first off: You can’t be the stupidest person in the history of the planet. These three people, at least, are far stupider than you:

1. Amunet, born 327 b.c., Egypt; once asked a slave driver why she had to build pyramids all day. The slave driver chuckled and told her to go ask the pharaoh. She did, and was beheaded.

2. Birgis Khan, born a.d. 1234, Mongolia; great-nephew of warlord Genghis Khan; was told to conquer the 3,000 square miles to the west of the empire; instead, he conquered 3,000 square miles to the north. What a knucklehead! The phrase “as dumb as Birgis” is still used in Mongolia today.

[image: Images]

3. Leif Erikson, born a.d. 970, Iceland; landed in America, but instead of creating a world superpower like the Puritans did, he just picked some grapes and brought them back to Iceland. Did you know that October 9 is “Leif Erikson Day” in the U.S.? Didn’t think so.

But, even though you are not the stupidest person in the history of the planet, it is almost guaranteed that at some point, you will feel like that person. This kind of self-criticism is very dangerous, because it can lead you to the false conclusion that you will never be able to do well on the test, so you shouldn’t try. This is the worst thought that can ever pass through your head. And it probably will, at least once, while you are preparing for the test.

One of the bad things about these stress reactions is that they waste time, leading to even more stress, even more negative reactions, and even more wasted time. It truly is a vicious cycle.

—Jon

And here’s the crazy thing: These four stress reactions manifest themselves when you take the actual test.

You “ostrich” every time you read a problem and immediately say, “Oh, I can’t do that one.” Instead of giving your brain a chance to wrestle with and work through the problem, you look at some of the scarier words and give in to your fear.

You “work” when you write down a series of numbers under a math problem, then try adding them or subtracting them to see if something happens, or when you underline every other word in a reading passage, then copy those underlined words in the margin. You’re not actually thinking during this work, but, rather, creating the appearance of thinking in the hopes that this will trick the ACT-bot into believing that you’re really working, so it’ll reward you with a good score.

Your brain “bounces” when your mind wanders away from a science passage before you are done reading it, or when a whole paragraph passes in front of your eyes without your brain absorbing a single word. When you are taking the test, it is very easy to be overwhelmed without knowing that you are overwhelmed. A bouncy brain is a good indication that you are feeling the stress.

[image: Images]

Finally, you think of yourself as “stupid” every time you give in to frustration. You wrestle and struggle with the problem and come to the conclusion that you are just too dumb to ever hope to solve it.

Altogether, the kind of stress that the ACT-bot inspires is a gigantic roadblock between you and your desired score. Luckily, there are ways of handling the Darkness.

The Light: Studying Without Stress

Before we begin, let’s answer that scariest, worst-possible, despairing question: “Why even try?”

The reason to study and prepare for the ACT is that by doing so you will, of course, improve your score. This will not be the miraculous outcome of some mystical, secret process; it is a simple fact. If you study and practice, your score will improve.

But will it improve enough? Will it be worth the effort?

Of course it will! If you take a practice test right now and score an 18, then bringing your score up to a 23 will open the door to a whole new group of colleges and universities. If you score a 26 on your first practice test, and then after months of studying score a 28, you’ve still pulled yourself above the thousands of





First, Make a Plan
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Still Stressed? Good!
















*The current ACT score report uses the vague titles “Production of Writing” and “Knowledge of Language” to describe rhetorical skills questions. These titles are silly, and we will not dignify them by using them. These questions are about rhetorical skills, period.

*Actual ACT tests can be found in the book The Official ACT Prep Guide, while actual SAT tests can be found in The Official SAT Study Guide. Together, these two books weigh four thousand pounds and are the basis of the home workout guide Getting Ripped by Pumping Books You Don’t Want to Read.

*If you didn’t catch this reference, stream the movie Memento. It’s great.
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