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Peg Tittle used to work for LSAC designing the reasoning questions that go on the LSAT™ and has, for about 15 years, written for several similar tests.


She is the author of a critical thinking/logical reasoning textbook, Critical Thinking: An Appeal to Reason (Routledge, 2011), which has over 500 pages of explanations and analyses.


She has an M.A. in Philosophy (which is all about argument—the LR), a B.A. in Literature (there’s the RC), and a B.Ed. (pedagogy, and more pedagogy). All things considered, she has over 40 years of teaching experience, over 10 of which were spent tutoring for the LSAT™.





 
An Introduction



There are no LSAT™ tutor forums in which tutors celebrate successes, lament failures, and share strategies. (At least, none that I was aware of.) (Though, honestly, I didn’t look.) So initially I was unaware that my approach to tutoring for the LSAT™ was relatively unique.[1] I became aware of this only after several of my students told me so—students who came to me after study with other tutors, popular LSAT™ ‘big books’, and pricey courses.


I also discovered that my approach was relatively successful. This didn’t surprise me, in theory, because it’s based on proven pedagogical principles. But to discover its effectiveness in practice was very gratifying.


So that’s the first reason for this book: to share this (possibly) unique and (generally) effective approach to the LSAT™.


The second reason is that I’m no longer tutoring.[2] So this book is my legacy. It is, essentially, a transcript of what I’ve said out loud to every student I’ve worked with.


(And I do miss it. Most of my students were in their 20s and law-school-bound, so they matched—often surpassed—me in enthusiasm and intelligence. This has been invaluable for someone who lives in a cabin on a lake in a forest—that is, like a hermit. [And whose few neighbours have the lethargy and inertia of middle age, and the intelligence of … those not law-school-bound.] And so, to my past students, thank you for over a decade of delightful interaction.)





[1] In retrospect, this shouldn’t’ve been surprising. Most tutors are simply people who aced the LSAT™, and although some people who score well on the LSAT™ can teach others how to do the same, it doesn’t necessarily follow that they have any pedagogical knowledge and skill.


[2] Why did I stop? Mostly because LSAC threatened to sue me for not having a ‘coaching licence’—by which they mean a licence to use copyrighted LSAT™ questions while tutoring (you’d think the LSAC licensing department would be a bit more precise with their language, but … ). I didn’t know I had to have such a licence. I was using LSAT™ questions that were legally obtained (through the purchase of their PrepTest books)—and not photocopying them, nor even posting them online, but just discussing them. And I’d been using textbooks in my classes for years and years without paying for a licence to do so. 


And, but, you’ll say, surely there are hundreds of tutors out there who don’t have a licence. Yeah, there’s an irony …


LSAC first contacted me about licensing ‘out of the blue’, but they (specifically, their Director of Licensing Services) quickly decided that all was well: “Thank you for your detailed response [I’d explained, in response to their initial email, that I tutor by phone, exclusively through discussion of the questions: I have a copy of the PrepTest in front of me, my student has a copy of the PrepTest in front of
















 
RC Fundamentals



The RC passages on the LSAT™ are quite possibly going to be the most difficult reading passages you’ve encountered to date. There are two reasons for this.


First, they’re written at a grad school level (compared to news items, which are now written at a grade nine level). So the vocabulary is high level; there are many words for which you won’t know the meaning; as you practice doing the RCs, stop and look up every word you cannot define (there are LSAT™ word lists out there, but you learn the meanings of words better when you learn them in context). The sentence structure is also high level: the sentences will be long (break them up if you have to; re-read if you have to), there may be clauses within clauses (read one chunk at a time), there will be semi-colons and colons (know what each of these indicate).


Second—and this reason will surprise you—in a sense, the RC passages are poorly written. Let me explain. When we prepare an RC set, first we have to reduce our source to a maximum of 500 or 600 words (I can’t re-member what the specs are for the LSAT™, and it doesn’t really matter). Then we have to craft ten independent questions. As you see, they don’t use all ten, but that’s the commission. ‘Independent’ means not only that each question must test a different element of the passage, but also that each answer option must represent a different element. No overlap. When I wrote my sets, I highlighted the material I used as I used it; as you can imagine, by the time I got to question #9 or #10, I’d run out of material to use. What to do? Abandon ship? No. I’d go back and edit the passage, changing ‘the person’ to ‘people’, replacing ‘and’ with a semi-colon, etc., slowly gaining enough wordage to write a whole new sentence about which I could write a question.


So, unlike in good writing, in the RC passages, there is no redundancy, no repetition. At all. We can’t afford it. Not only does this make the passage very dense, very rich, it also means that there are seldom thesis sentences, certainly no summaries or concluding sentences. Even the transition words (like ‘furthermore’ and ‘however’) might have gotten cut. This is bad writing. Good writers connect the dots for their readers; in the LSAT™ RC, you have to connect the dots yourself. And that’s what makes it so hard.


So. There are eight things I recommend you always do when you read an RC. At the beginning, yes, this will make you go very slowly; it might take you an hour for just one RC. But after a while, these things become subconscious habits, and your speed will increase.






	Paraphrase as you go. This will ensure that you actually understand what you read: if you can’t ‘translate’ a sentence into your own words, chances are you don’t really understand it. Miss a sentence, and you may well miss a question.


	Figure out the relationship between each sentence and both the sentence before it and the sentence after it. As I mentioned above, you have to connect the dots. So ask yourself, why is the author telling me this? Is it background information, context I need to understand a (previous or subsequent) claim? Is it a main claim? Is it a minor claim? Is it evidence for a claim? Is it an example, an illustration, of a claim? And so on.


	Engage with the author as you go. Have a conversation. There are two reasons for this. First, you’ll be less likely to stop paying attention. Have you ever been reading your course material and two hours will go by and you suddenly realize you have no idea what you’ve just read? For the past two hours? Yeah. But chances are good you don’t zone out like that when you’re having a conversation with a friend. So have a conversation with the author. It doesn’t have to be complicated; it could be as simple as ‘Oh, this is interesting’, ‘I didn’t know that’, and ‘I definitely agree/disagree with that’. The point is that you engage, not so much the level of your engagement.

      The second reason for engaging is that when you comment about something, you make it ‘personal’, so it goes into your short-term memory to hang on a hanger already in your brain—long enough for you to answer questions about it without having to go back to the passage. Which saves you time. One of my students was doing the okapi passage out loud to make sure she was doing these eight things correctly, and when she got to the bit about how the animal ate a bit of this bush, then moved on and ate a bit of the next bush, she said ‘Oh, it’s a princess okapi’, referring, no doubt, to her six-year-old who never finishes anything on her plate at dinner time. Well, there was a question about the feeding habits of the okapi, and it took all of five seconds for her to see the correct answer and move on to the next question.


	Note the various points of view as you go. The RC passages often have competing points of view: something like ‘One biologist says blah-blah … ’, then maybe in the next paragraph, ‘Another biologist says yadda-yadda … ’, then perhaps near the end, the author will say what they think. And there’s almost always a question testing your comprehension of those competing points of view. If you keep track of them as you go, you won’t have to return to the passage to answer such a question.






These four things, especially #1, 3, and 4, help you see the trees.



The next four things, along with #2 to some extent, help you see the forest.






	At the end of each paragraph, articulate to yourself the main point of the paragraph. Use this as a template sentence: ‘The main point is that … ’ This will force you to finish the sentence with a complete sentence, the main point, and not just a phrase, which would be just the topic. For example, you couldn’t just say ‘The main point is that cold temperatures’. That’s not a complete sentence. ‘Cold temperatures’ is just the topic (probably). You could say ‘The main point is that cold temperatures are becoming more frequent.’ That’s identifying, possibly, the main point of the paragraph: cold temperatures are becoming more frequent. So if you have trouble articulating the main point, first articulate the topic (for example, ‘cold temperatures’), then ask yourself what is the author saying about that topic (for example, ‘cold temperatures are becoming more frequent’).

      This is not as easy as it might seem. Not only do you have to avoid identifying just the topic, you have to avoid giving a summary—a rerun of the paragraph, sentence by sentence. Which is what I hear most often when I ask people what the main point is. As I mentioned above, there is often no thesis sentence at the beginning, no concluding sentence at the end, either of which would convey the main point. Instead, you have to figure it out. Why has the author told you everything they’ve told you in the paragraph?


	At the end of each paragraph, articulate to yourself the main purpose of the paragraph. In this case, use this as a template sentence: ‘The main purpose is to … ’ That will force you to finish the sentence with a verb.

      There are only so many things a paragraph can do, so I suggest that you keep a running list of possibilities, and every time you come to a paragraph whose purpose isn’t already on your list, add it. Then when you write the test, it won’t take very long to figure out the purpose of a paragraph, because you’ll have so many possibilities already in your head.

      Here’s a starter list:



	Introduce a topic

	Make a claim

	Elaborate on a previously made claim

	Provide an example to illustrate a claim

	Present a hypothesis

	Present evidence in favour of a hypothesis

	Present evidence against a hypothesis

	Present an argument

	Present a refutation

	Present a counterargument

	Make a comparison
 





      This step enables you to figure out the relationship between one paragraph and the preceding and subsequent paragraph. Which goes a long way to doing the last two steps …


	At the end of the passage, articulate to yourself the main point of the passage as a whole. There is often a question testing your comprehension of the main point of the passage. When you craft your ‘main point of the passage’ sentence, be sure to account for all of the paragraphs (except for whole paragraphs that are just illustration). Often one of the wrong answers to the main point of the passage question is the correct main point of a single paragraph. However, as with ‘main point of the paragraph’ task, don’t craft a sentence that summarizes all of the content, in this case, paragraph by paragraph.

      It can be helpful to use a two-part sentence to express the main point of the passage as a whole: ‘Although astronomers used to think blah blah, we now understand that yadda-yadda.’


	At the end of the passage as a whole, articulate to yourself the main purpose of the passage as a whole. For a while, this was tested a lot, then not very much, but now I’m seeing it again. Again, you can prepare a generic list, adding to it as you work through RCs. Consult the list you prepared for paragraphs; with some adaptation, they can apply to whole passages. For example, a passage may …


	Argue for a point of view/hypothesis/theory

	Argue against a point of view/hypothesis/theory

	Compare points of view/hypotheses/theories

	Present an alternative to a standard/traditional approach

	Show the contributions of a particular artist/scholar








And as with the LR questions, I advise reading the passage first, as I’ve suggested above, then read each question, stare into space, anticipate the correct answer, then just skim the options for that answer; if it’s not there, then go back and read the options more carefully (perhaps after making sure you didn’t misunderstand the question). And if that fails, yes, you’ll have to go back to the passage. But hopefully, if you’ve done the eight things above, you’ll know exactly where to look.


Keep in mind that some questions require a ‘global’ understanding of the passage; they can’t be answered by just looking at one sentence or even one part of the passage. This is another good reason to read the (whole) passage before going to the questions; it’s also something to keep in mind when you have to go back and look for the answer—you may have to put a few parts together to get to the right answer.


For the paired passages, the RCs that have two passages, there are two additional things I suggest you do:





	As you read the second passage, note all the connections to the first passage: similarities and differences, small stuff (e.g., both use the word ‘perspicuity’ or passage A mentions birds, but passage B does not) and big stuff (e.g., both have the same main point or passage A considers and refutes the counterargument that is presented in passage B).





I used to advise doing this graphically, actually drawing lines connecting the bit in the second passage with the related bit in the first passage, but, sadly, online practice and testing makes this more difficult for most people.





	At the end of the second passage, after you’ve formulated the main point and main purpose of each passage, articulate to yourself the relationship between the two passages. As with main purpose, there are only so many relationships, so keep a running list. Here’s a starter list:




	Same topic, different perspective (one passage might talk about flowers from an aesthetic point of view, the other from a biological point of view)


	Same topic, different time periods (feminism in the 1920s; feminism in the 2020s)


	Pro / Con


	Advantages / Disadvantages


	Evidence in favor / Evidence against


	Argument / Refutation


	Argument / Counterargument


	General / Specific (e.g., the failing health of our oceans; the critical situation of coral reefs)


	Theory / Application (this one is harder to see if the application passage comes first)


	Problem / Solution (harder to see if the solution passage comes first)


	Puzzle-Mystery / Explanation









Otherwise, there’s nothing particularly different, or more difficult, about the paired passages, compared to the regular passages. The questions can seem a bit more challenging as they often require you to consider both passages, but then again, many questions that accompany the regular passages require you to consider two different paragraphs.


And that’s the end of my RC Fundamentals.





Well, except for the part where I do an RC out loud, illustrating those eight, and then later, those additional two things.


And, similar to the LR, I recommend starting with just one RC passage at a time. When you can achieve your target score on just one passage (1 or 2 wrong per passage, for a score in the 160s), step up to two passages back to back. Then three, then four.
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