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Hello! I hope you find this guide to be helpful for whatever purpose youexploit it.
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1 The SAT
 1.1 Introduction to and Assessment of the Reasoning Test
 1.1.1 The Basics
 Edging out the newer ACT, the SAT Reasoning Test is the most widelytaken standardized college-admissions test. It functions primarily as a factorin admission to American colleges and universities, though it is offered inter-nationally as well. One’s score on the test can also affect his or her eligibilityfor merit-based scholarships (institutional or otherwise). The test is jointlydeveloped and administered by professionals employed by two non-profitgroups: the College Board and the Educational Testing Service (ETS).
 Here is an overview of what is on the SAT Reasoning Test (adapted inpart from here):
 The Critical Reading (often abbreviated as CR) section of the SATtotals 70 minutes in length and comprises 67 questions, of which 48 arepassage-based (they test your ability to read effectively) and 19 are sentence-completion questions (these test your applied vocabulary and ability to rec-ognize words’ relationships within a sentence). The CR section breaks thesequestions into three sections: one of 20 minutes and two of 25 minutes.
 The Math section of the SAT is also 70 minutes long and spread out overthree sections; likewise, two of these are 25-minutes sections, and one is 20minutes long. There are 54 questions: 44 multiple-choice questions and 10free-response (i.e., grid-in) questions.
 The SAT Writing section, added in 2005, is a slightly shorter 60 minutes,which is broken into three sections (one 25-minute essay section to commencethe test, a 25-minute section, and a refreshingly brief 10-minute sectionto round out the SAT). There are 25 Improving Sentences questions, 18Identifying Errors questions, 6 Improving Paragraphs questions, and theessay.
 Also including an unscored experimental section of any subject, the SATtotals three hours and 45 minutes in length (plus a couple breaks); part ofthe test’s difficulty comes from the endurance required to maintain focus forthis long.
 3
 http://sat.collegeboard.org/practice/sat-practice-questions
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1.1.2 Assessing the SAT
 Is the SAT biased against certain groups (e.g., particular gender, races,socioeconomic levels)?
 The College Board and ETS take considerable steps to attempt to ensurethat the questions serve as accurate assessments of students’ ability; see herefor details on the thorough review process that each question undergoes be-fore it appears on an actual test. There are, however, significant disparitiesin student performance among certain groups.
 Consider, for example, the shockingly strong correlation between SATscore and income level. Broken out by $20,000 intervals, there is an averagescore increase of 12 points (out of 800) for each section as we move up anincome level. This is most pronounced on the SAT Writing section, on whichthe average score for those with an annual household income under $20,000is 430 and the average score for those with an annual household incomeover $200,000 is 560, the 29th and 72nd percentiles, respectively. See herefor graphical summaries of the College Board’s findings on the SAT-incomecorrelation.
 Now, we cannot infer bias from this correlation alone. After all, thereis no inherent reason that students from economically disadvantaged back-grounds should not be able to show their skills on the test. However, thereare some insurmountable factors that disproportionately disadvantage low-income students with respect to what is tested on the SAT: they are likelyless exposed to the upper-level vocabulary tested on the SAT, and they aremore likely than high-income students to attend underperforming schools.Another commonly cited explanation for the gap in performance amongincome levels is that high-income students attend preparatory classes in dis-proportionately high numbers, thereby giving them an unfair advantage.Indeed, I have no doubt that this is a factor; but, for the most part, it doesnot need to be. The Official SAT Study Guide is students’ most valuablepreparatory resource, and it can be purchased for the accessible price ofabout $13. (More on utilizing that book later.)
 Though not nearly as dramatic as the aforementioned income-level scoredisparity, there are slight differences in performance by gender on the SAT.Males’ average score (out of 2400) on the SAT is 1524; that of females is1496. However, this disparity may merely be the product of the seemingly
 4
 http://www.collegeboard.com/html/pdf/howsatmade.pdf
 http://economix.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/08/27/sat-scores-and-family-income/
 http://www.amazon.com/Official-SAT-Study-Guide-2nd/dp/0874478529/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1274907782&sr=8-1

Page 6
                        
                        

more self-selecting nature of the male test-taking pool (15% more femalestake the test). This, though, does not explain the gap that persists (andeven exaggerates) at the top end of the scores. In fact, by the time we reach2400, the gap is quite pronounced: the percentage of male test-takers whoreceive this perfect composite score is 87 percent greater than the percentageof female test-takers who achieve this feat. (Note that here, as well as inthe rest of this guide, I distinguish between percentage points and percent.For example, I would say that 15% is 50% more than 10% but only fivepercentage points greater.)
 This gender-performance gap had been even more pronounced before theintroduction of the SAT Writing section; some even cite this as one of thereasons for the section’s inclusion on the test. With regard to specific sectiondisparities, here are the facts. On Critical Reading, males average 503, andfemales average 498; on Math, males average 534, whereas females average499; on Writing, males average 486, and females average 499. Despite theseperformance disparities, there is little direct evidence that questions areunfairly biased against a particular gender.
 Unfortunately, SAT performance is marked by significant racial perfor-mance gaps. Here is a summary of various racial/ethnic groups’ averageSAT scores (adapted from here):
 • The average SAT scores of those self-identifying as African Americanor Black: Critical Reading, 429; Math, 426; Writing, 421. These sumto 1276 (approximately the 24th percentile).
 • The average SAT scores of those self-identifying as American Indianor Alaskan Native: Critical Reading, 486; Math, 493; Writing, 469.These sum to 1448 (approximately the 44th percentile).
 • The average SAT scores of those self-identifying as Asian or PacificIslander: Critical Reading, 516; Math, 587; Writing, 520. These sumto 1623 (approximately the 64th percentile).
 • The average SAT scores of those self-identifying as Mexican American:Critical Reading, 453; Math, 463; Writing, 446. These sum to 1362(approximately the 33rd percentile).
 • The average SAT scores of those self-identifying as Puerto Rican: Crit-ical Reading, 452; Math, 450; Writing, 443. These sum to 1345 (ap-proximately the 31st percentile).
 5
 http://professionals.collegeboard.com/profdownload/SAT-Percentile-Ranks-by-Gender-Ethnicity-2009.pdf
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• The average SAT scores of those self-identifying as another form of His-panic/Latino: Critical Reading, 455; Math, 461; Writing, 448. Thesesum to 1364 (approximately the 33rd percentile). The average SATscores of those self-identifying as White: Critical Reading, 528; Math,536; Writing, 517. These sum to 1581 (approximately the 59th per-centile).
 Luckily, however, these gaps may be lessening with time.
 What does the SAT test? Does it test what I have learned in school, orhow smart I am?
 Some of both.
 In contrast to the ACT’s achievement focus, the SAT is foremost an ap-titude test. Although there is certainly some overlap, the ACT functionsprimarily to indicate what has been learned, whereas the SAT serves as anindicator of the test-taker’s capacity to learn.
 Nonetheless, there are some aspects of the SAT that are indisputablydependent on a student’s previous exposure to material, such as the SentenceCompletion questions (which usually require that one be familiar with thewords being tested) and a few of the Math questions. Even these exceptions,however, are not purely knowledge-based: one’s ability to learn and applyvocabulary is influenced by his or her intelligence, and almost every Mathquestion on the SAT can be solved logically or by smartly applying the givenequations. In general, very little previous knowledge is actually required forsuccess on the SAT. (Knowing grammar rules for the Writing section isdecidedly helpful, though; I discuss and exploit this for your benefit later.)
 Indeed, write Case Western Reverse University professors Meredith Freyand Douglas Detterman, the authors of a 2004 study on the relationshipbetween SAT scores and IQ scores:
 Overall, the results of these studies support two major find-ings. First, the SAT is an adequate measure of general intel-ligence, and second, it is a useful tool in predicting cognitive
 6
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functioning when other estimates of intelligence are unavail-able, too time-consuming, or too costly.
 Their study indicated that the correlation between SAT scores and IQscores may be as high as +.82. Keep in mind, however, that this studywas conducted prior to the inclusion of the Writing section; nonetheless, therelationship between the two scores was likely not significantly affected, asthe correlation among the sections is very strong. The full study can beread here.
 This might not be fully relevant to this discussion, but I must qualify theabove by sharing a post by CCer UT84321 that I read recently:
 I have come to think of the SAT I as analogous to spe-cialized drills that a concert pianist might use. The SATI tests very specialized skills that can be mastered througha combination of talent and effort. They are merely indi-cators/correlates for the ultimate performance someone iscapable of achieving.
 So you master the drills by rote repetition and focusedpractice, with great attention to developing good technique.Some people are able to master the drills on their own, yetothers hire teachers to push, correct, and direct them. Somemaster the drills after 10 practice sessions, others might takedozens. When people say “I don’t test well” they are sayingthey haven’t figured out their path to mastering the drills.
 Someone could master the drills and never really be a cre-ative and expressive performer. But the majority of the topquality performers are capable of the discipline that bothallows and comes from mastering the drills. Hopefully thedrills have been designed so that the techniques they demandare foundational to creative performance.
 7
 http://www.psychologicalscience.org/pdf/ps/frey.pdf
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And schools base their admission evaluations on appli-cants’ mastery of these drills because they believe–rightly orwrongly–that it is part of the data that helps them identifystudents with the potential to perform.
 They are drills, and nothing more. They are neither youridentity nor your future. And they are certainly not a mea-sure of your self worth.
 Does the SAT accurately predict college grades?
 Predictably, SAT scores positively correlate with college-freshmens grades.The correlation is not as strong as one might expect, however. Accordinga recent College Board study, students high-school GPAs correlate slightlybetter with freshman grades than do any of the SATs individual sections.When the sections are summed for a composite out of 2400, the correlationbetween SAT scores and freshman grades approximately equals that betweenhigh-school GPAs and freshman grades. And, as the College Board likes tofrequently point out, the best predictor of freshman grades is a combinationof high-school GPAs and SAT scores (though the correlation is still only amodest +.62).
 So the SAT is not a great predictor of college grades, but we haven’t foundanything significantly better.
 How much do scores change when students retake the SAT?
 Not nearly as much as one might think.
 I often hear people who assume that their scores will jump about 250-300points after taking a preparatory course. This is not a safe prediction torely on. According to a National Association for College Admission Counsel-ing report, the average increases in Math and Critical Reading scores afterpreparatory courses are 10-20 points and 5-10 points, respectively. Also:
 8

Page 10
                        
                        

Kathleen Steinberg, a spokeswoman for the College Board,says that on average, students who take the SAT test twiceonly increase their scores by about 30 points.
 Moreover, the College Board reports that the reliability coefficient foreach section of the SAT is around .90 or higher. For reference (from here):
 Nunnally and Bernstein (1994) provided guidance in the in-terpretation of the reliability coefficient by stating that avalue of .70 is sufficient for early stages of research, but thatbasic research should require test scores to have a reliabilitycoefficient of .80 or higher.
 But this does not mean that one cannot prepare effectively for the exam(these general statistics are influenced heavily by the many students whosepreparatory methods are inefficient), which brings us to the next topic.
 9
 http://www.appliedmeasurementassociates.com/White%20Papers/Standards%20for%20Interpreting%20Reliability%20Coefficients.pdf
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1.2 General Strategies
 (For the most part, these suggestions apply similarly to Subject Tests.)
 1.2.1 Approaching the SAT with an Effective Mentality
 It’s just you and the test. Try to zone out everything around you, realizingthat for the four hours that you take the SAT, the test booklet in front ofyou is the only thing that matters.
 Ignore the consequences. If you’re preoccupied with what might happenif you miss a question, it drastically reduces your ability to focus and suc-cessfully answer the question. Put all future consequences out of your mindand try to treat each problem as a fun challenge.
 The answers have already been determined. Maybe this is a mere idiosyn-crasy, but realizing that the answers are sitting somewhere at the CollegeBoard has always helped me. It’s your job to find them.
 Visualization. Visualizing your taking the test beforehand is quite helpfulin facilitating focus and equanimity.
 Find the appropriate balance between calmness and arousal. Of course, youdo not want to be panicked during the SAT. But this should not be taken toofar: a moderate level of arousal is necessary to keep your concentration andpace. There is no general rule here; experiment with various levels of arousaland techniques to achieve and maintain that, and go with what works foryou. (See this for more on the delicate arousal-performance relationship.)
 Don’t harbor negative feelings toward the test. Such an attitude makesyou do badly.
 1.2.2 Logistics
 With regard to sleep the night before the test and what one should eatthe morning of the test, there is likewise no meaningful, generally applicablerule. Instead, each test-taker should go with what feels right for him or her.However, there are a few helpful guiding principles: you’ll probably wantto eat what you normally eat (except perhaps if you do not ordinarily eatbreakfast); get some sleep, but do not oversleep (it may be better to receive
 10
 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yerkes%E2%80%93Dodson_law
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a slightly less-than-ideal amount of sleep than to have overslept). Also, youllprobably wake up at least 90 minutes prior to the administration of the testso that you can become more alert.
 Here are the items that you will want to have with you when you take thetest (adapted in part from here):
 • Your admission ticket, which you should have printed.
 • No. 2 non-mechanical pencils with erasers. The College Board recom-mends bringing two, but that seems like too few to me. I would gowith at least four; better safe than sorry.
 • A photo ID. This one is often overlooked by students. If you dont havea photo ID with you, you will not be allowed to take the test.
 • An acceptable calculator. Almost every common calculator is accept-able on the SAT (except those with QWERTY keyboards). Unlikethe ACT, the SAT does allow test-takers to use the TI-89. If you arecomfortable with graphing calculators, bring one, as they are occa-sionally helpful in solving difficult questions in unconventional ways.If, though, graphing calculators are mostly foreign to you, do not usethe night before the test to familiarize yourself with a new calculator.And don’t bother saving vocabulary lists to your calculator’s memory:calculators are, of course, allowed on only the Math section.
 • Familiarize yourself with a silent watch with a timer prior to test day.You do not want to have to rely on the testing center’s clock.
 11
 http://sat.collegeboard.com/register/sat-test-day-checklist
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1.3 Omitting Questions
 Because I lose points for incorrectly answering questions as opposed toomitting them, when should I guess on questions that I’m not sure about?
 The oft-cited advice is that, as long as you can eliminate one or morepossible answer choices, guessing is your best bet. Indeed, given the de-duction of .25 points for each incorrect answer (minus 1.25 with respect toopportunity cost), one should theoretically come ahead if he or she guessesafter eliminating one choice (a 25% chance). There are some exceptions tothis rule, though.
 There are some times when you should guess more liberally than thatprinciple suggests. Very rarely do students truly have no idea about whichof the choices is correct. By analyzing patterns in the answers, for example,one could probably get about 25% of Math questions right even withoutknowing the questions. However, this is most applicable on the SAT only ifyou are not aiming for a high score or on AP tests* (on which the thresholdfor a perfect score is relatively low); it is fine if one misses quite a fewquestions in those situations.
 On the other extreme, there are some special considerations that shouldalso result in especially liberal guessing. If you are doggedly aiming fora perfect score on Math, answer every question (missing one almost neverresults in 800), even if you have to blindly guess. Similarly, if you are lookingfor a perfect score on Critical Reading, answer every question; there are noexceptions to this rule. Why? On almost every testing administration, -2raw points was the cutoff for 800 on CR. Because it takes three incorrectguesses to result in an actual loss of a raw point (the College Board rounds.5 in your favor and only works in integers), there is no difference betweentwo incorrect responses and two omissions.
 There are, in contrast, some situations in which you should be very con-servative with your guesses. These appear mostly on the Subject Tests,most notably Math Level 2 (which generally has a predictable curve of ei-ther 43/50 or 44/50, in raw scores, for 800). When taking the test, youshould proceed under the assumption that 44 will be the cutoff. For exam-ple, if, when you finish your initial run through the test, you are uncertainabout two questions that you answered and have thus far left four blank,you should strategically choose to not answer those four questions (even if
 12
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you are somewhat confident in your answers). Even if you missed both ofthose questions about which you were uncertain, you will still get 800 (with44/50). However, if you choose to answer one of the otherwise omitted ques-tions and miss it, your raw score will drop to 43/50, thereby jeopardizingthe 800.
 Also note that you do not lose points for incorrectly answering the free-response questions in the Math section, so there is never a reason to omitthese. This exception is understandable, as the deduction is meant to be acorrection for random guessing.
 Pacing is one of the most important aspects in achieving SAT success. Itis impossible to effectively verbalize the characteristics of a successful pace(as it varies person-to-person), so you will need to experiment with practicetests.
 * I have recently learned that the College Board may be eliminating theguessing penalty for AP tests. If this turns out to be true, omitting on thosetests would, of course, be unwise.
 13
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1.4 The Blue Book and Prep Courses
 1.4.1 The Best Route
 The College Board publishes its own preparatory book for the SAT, TheOfficial SAT Study Guide (often referred to as The Blue Book). The FirstEdition of this book came out in 2004, in preparation for the first adminis-tration of the new SAT in 2005. Released in July 2009, the Second Editioncomprises ten tests; most of these were in the original book, though.
 If you are preparing for the SAT, you need this book (either edition isacceptable with respect to the actual practice tests, but the Second Editionis highly preferable because it has corresponding official solutions online).It will surely prove to be your most valuable preparatory resource: it is theonly guide whose tests were written by the same people who will be writingthe actual SAT that you take (in fact, the first three tests in The Blue Bookwere previously administered). Because much of preparing for the SAT(especially with respect to the Critical Reading section) is getting a sense ofhow the College Board and ETS write their questions and what the properthought processes are in order to arrive at their answers, no other company’spractice tests will hold nearly as much value–they may even throw you offby presenting questions that are not the same in type, content, or difficultyas those on the actual SAT.
 There are, however, some successful SAT-takers who have claimed thatother companies’ tests were valuable when they ran out of Blue Book tests;in particular, the other companies’ Math sections are known to be fairlyreliable (Critical Reading is difficult to reproduce). I recommend turningto other tests only when you have exhausted the College Board’s officialresources and you feel that you still have room for improvement. Just makesure that you do not use those tests as meaningful indicators of what you willscore on the actual SAT, as unofficial tests vary wildly in difficulty (mosttend to be harder, though). The Princeton Review’s practice tests seemto be the most well-received of the unofficial tests and may be the mostaccurate in indicating how you will score on the actual SAT. Nevertheless,I must reiterate: The Blue Book is by far the most valuable source forpractice tests. In fact, aside from Direct Hits (which I will touch on soon)and this guide (which I truly hope is helpful), The Blue Book may be theonly resource that you need to realize your potential on the SAT.
 14
 http://www.amazon.com/Official-SAT-Study-Guide/dp/0874477182/ref=sr_1_5?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1275070354&sr=1-5
 http://www.amazon.com/Official-SAT-Study-Guide-2nd/dp/0874478529/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1275070354&sr=1-1
 http://www.amazon.com/Practice-Tests-PSAT-College-Preparation/dp/0375429344/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1275071594&sr=8-1
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There is another potentially helpful source of official tests: The OfficialSAT Online Course. I have not personally tried this out, but most peoplehave positive things to say about it as an alternative when The Blue Bookhas been fully exploited. Additionally, I have been told that some highschools freely offer this course to interested students; consult your guidancecounselors. Signing up for the College Board’s free SAT Question of the Dayis not a bad idea either. You can find an archive of some of those Questionsof the Day here.
 Also, the College Board releases a practice test each year. Here are therecently released tests: 2008, 2009, and 2010. The links include the answers.
 For some test dates you can order a Question-Answer Service packet. Thisis mailed a couple months after you take the test and includes the test thatyou took plus the answer and difficulty level for each question.
 How can I get the most out of The Blue Book?
 The actual strategies in The Blue Book are not very helpful (which is whyI have created this guide), so it is perfectly fine to jump straight into thepractice tests. However, do not feel compelled to time yourself right away;instead, go through the sections carefully and spend as much time as youneed to in order to feel confident that you have answered the questions aswell as you can. You need to first get your question-answering skills downbefore you move on to working quickly.
 Once you finish a section and check your answers, go back to the sectionand attempt to figure out on your own why you missed the questions thatyou did. After you have done this as well as you can (sometimes you mightnot be able to rationalize an answer, and that is OK), go here and checkthe official solutions provided by the College Board for every question thatyou missed or were even somewhat unsure about. The biggest mistake thatpeople make when going through practice tests is that they feel too rushedto get a test done and move on; they erroneously equate the number ofquestions that they have answered to how well they have prepared. Youcan get a lot out of even one test if you take the time to understandwhy you missed each question and how to approach it correctly.On Math questions, for example, do not just glance at the solutions and tellyourself Oh, I can solve those now. Instead, take the time to understand how
 15
 https://satonlinecourse.collegeboard.com/SR/login/splashSecondEditionConsumerLogin.jsp
 https://satonlinecourse.collegeboard.com/SR/login/splashSecondEditionConsumerLogin.jsp
 http://www.atekkie.com/2010/01/18/sat-question-of-the-day-archive-search/
 http://www.collegeboard.com/prod_downloads/prof/counselors/tests/sat/2007-08_sat_preparation_booklet.pdf
 http://www.collegeboard.com/prod_downloads/sat/sat-preparation-booklet.pdf
 http://www.collegeboard.com/prod_downloads/sat/sat-practice-test.pdf
 http://www.collegeboard.com/html/satstudyguide/?excmpid=CBP6-ST-2-guide
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you would solve similar questions and then retry the problems another daywhen the explicit memory of the solutions has faded–hopefully, the implicitmemory of the skills that you acquired to solve the problems is retained.
 Once you are comfortable to move on to timed sessions, do so; ideally,this is no more than three or four practice tests into The Blue Book. Evenat this point, though, do not just forget about the questions that you couldnot get in time. Once time is up, make note of how you would have scoredbut continue working as long as you need to in order to ensure that eachquestion is answered to the best of your abilities. Hopefully, the periodrequired for this eventually reaches the time that you are allotted. In thisway, the time limit will not be a major stressor when taking the SAT, as youhave eased into it while still being aware of it. Some successful test-takerseven like to reduce the time that they give themselves to below what isordinarily given, so that they have a cushion when they are taking the realthing. (For others, that practice of reducing the time is unhelpful, however,as it can lead to habits of careless rushing; see what works for you.) Thisworked very well for me: I was finishing sections in less than half the giventime near the end of my preparation; and I was thus able to take my timeand be very meticulous during the actual SAT, thereby almost completelyprecluding the possibility of a silly mistake. (And it worked, as I got everyquestion correct.)
 Though rather cliched, another point is worth mentioning: do not giveup. Do not be discouraged if your scores do not steadily and consistentlyrise with each practice test, though for many of you they might (and thatis great). As long as you are preparing effectively (i.e., consistent with theabove advice), you will get better.
 1.4.2 A Worse Route
 The “you” of the preceding paragraphs was presumed to be an at-least-moderately-intelligent student with motivation to succeed on the test. Forsuch a person, independently working through practice tests is likely to pro-duce the best results in the least amount of time. However, for students whoare not as independently driven and who are perhaps not aiming for a veryhigh score, preparatory courses may be a preferable means of preparing forthe SAT. But I too often find that students are frequently merely “talked at”during these courses; they are commonly presented with gimmicky strategies(e.g., Joe Bloggs) of limited utility for the already-high-scorer, and there is,
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in general, little engagement. If you can find a skilled tutor who is trulyinterested in working with students in a small-group fashion, some of theseproblems may be significantly mitigated, however.
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1.5 Critical Reading
 The Critical Reading section of the SAT makes up one-third of your totalcomposite score (800 out of 2400). In 2005, it replaced the Verbal section ofthe old SAT. Here is the run-down that I gave in the introductory section:
 The Critical Reading (often abbreviated as CR) section ofthe SAT totals 70 minutes in length and comprises 67 ques-tions, of which 48 are passage-based (they test your abilityto read effectively) and 19 are sentence-completion questions(these test your applied vocabulary). The CR section breaksthese questions into three sections: one of 20 minutes andtwo of 25 minutes.
 There are three main types of passage-based questions: short passagequestions (off of which there are typically just a couple questions), long-passage questions, and dual-passage questions (which require more compar-ative reading and synthesizing of information on your part).
 1.5.1 Sentence Completion Questions
 These questions test applied vocabulary. I say “applied” because thequestions do not merely ask the definitions of words; they require that you,using your knowledge of the words’ definitions, select the most appropriateword in the context of the sentence. Basically, if you know the definitionsof the words that are on the test and you have an understanding of syntax,you will get all the questions on this section correct.
 First, let’s tackle the syntax element. Syntax generally refers to the rela-tionship of the various phrases and clauses of a sentence. In order to under-stand what meaning is most appropriate in the blank, you must understandhow the sentence is put together–this will allow you to know which wordsthe word that you are looking for should semantically (i.e., with respect tomeaning) differ from or agree with. Consider the following sentence:
 Instead of cautiously walking through the apple-tree forest, George care-lessly ran through it.
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The trigger word here is “Instead,” which signals to us that the second partof the sentence will convey a message that differs from that communicated inthe first part of the sentence. Therefore, we know that whatever words werechosen to modify “walking” or “ran,” they have to mean roughly oppositethings. Indeed, if either blue word were omitted, you could probably arriveat a near synonym to that in the above sentence. This is what you will haveto do on the SAT, but usually with more-esoteric words. Here is one moreexample:
 Bob, who welcomed all his fellow mice in for dinner almost every night,was praised as one of the most hospitable in his community.
 We cannot rely so readily on grammatical symmetries for this sentence(e.g., adverb cautiously vs. adverb carelessly). Nonetheless, all the contex-tual information that we need is contained within the sentence. If we wereasked to fill in the blank where “hospitable” now sits, in order to describeBob, we would have to use the only information that the sentence gives usabout him: he is welcoming. Thus, whatever we put in the blank needs tomean something to that effect.
 On the test, there will also be some questions with two blanks. Theseshould be approached in the same way, as they are fundamentally no differ-ent from single-blank questions. In fact, they may even be easier: if you caneliminate either of the choices for an answer, you know that it is incorrect.
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Practice 1
 Try out these questions; I have provided links to all of the words’ defini-tions in case you do not know any of them. I recommend that you answer allthe questions in a section before reading the answers and my explanations,which appear after each section.
 1. Deer overbrowsing has dramatically reduced plant —— in many east-ern United States forests; the few surviving plant species are thosethat regrow quickly or that deer find ——.
 (a) dominance . . . edible
 (b) longevity . . . nutritious
 (c) diversity . . . unpalatable
 (d) mortality . . . inaccessible
 (e) disease . . . toxic
 2. The teacher unabashedly used ——, flattering his students in an at-tempt to coax them to —– research projects for extra credit.
 (a) subterfuge . . . suppress
 (b) coercion . . . accept
 (c) innuendo . . . synthesize
 (d) cajolery . . . undertake
 (e) chicanery . . . glorify
 3. No —— the case exists: in reaching a decision, the court is bound tobreak new ground.
 (a) interest in
 (b) demand for
 (c) precedent for
 (d) authentication of
 (e) record of
 4. Her actions did nothing but good, but since she performed them outof self-interest, they could not be called ——.
 (a) altruistic
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(b) placatory
 (c) benign
 (d) fortuitous
 (e) punctilious
 5. Max Roach is regarded as a —— of modern jazz drumming becausehe was one of the first artists to —— the melodic, rather than merelyrhythmic, possibilities of his instrument.
 (a) pioneer . . . mimic
 (b) progenitor . . . exploit
 (c) devotee . . . jettison
 (d) chronicler . . . explore
 (e) forebear . . . repudiate
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Practice 1 Answers
 I have indicated what the College Board deems to be the difficulty levelof each question (1-5, where 5 is most difficult).
 1. C (3)Initially, look at the first word in each pair to see whether it fits. Be-cause there are “few surviving plant species,” we know that whateverwas reduced has to do directly with the plants’ existence (as opposedto their death). Only choices (A), (B), and (C) fit this requirement, sowe can disregard choices (D) and (E). We know that the plants thatsurvived were not eaten by the deer, so whatever we choose for thesecond blank must indicate why they were not eaten. “edible” and“nutritious” do not work, because they would make the food morelikely to be eaten. Thus, (C) must be the answer; even if you didnot know the definition of unpalatable, you could have figured out theanswer by process of elimination.
 2. D (3)Whatever goes in the first blank must be something similar to “coaxingwith flattery.” “cajolery” works the best for that meaning, so checkthe other word in that pair, “undertake.” That fits as well. (D) must,therefore, be the answer.
 3. C (3)The only meaningful information that we are given is that no similarcase has yet occurred. Because the word in the blank is being negated,we know that whatever the answer is must have to do with there beinga previous analogous occurrence. “precedent for” fits perfectly.
 4. A (4)Pay careful attention to how the sentence is constructed. The firstclause (i.e., “Her actions did nothing but good”) is linked to the sec-ond part of the sentence (which includes a dependent clause and anindependent clause) by the coordinating conjunction “but.” There-fore, “they could not be called ——” must semantically contrast with“Her actions did nothing but good.” The latter clause has a positivemeaning; the clause that we are to complete must thus have a neg-ative meaning. However, because the word that we are to choose isnegated within that clause, it will be a positive word, thereby render-ing the clause negative in effect. More specifically, it will be a word
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that agrees with the idea that she is good and that she does thingsselflessly. “altruistic” fits.
 5. B (5) This question gets a difficulty rating of 5 not for its syntacticcomplexity but for its relatively challenging vocabulary. The sentencemakes it clear that Max Roach laid the foundation for modern jazz bybeing the first to do something. “pioneer,” “progenitor,” and “fore-bear” all communicate something to that effect. Neither “mimic” nor“repudiate” logically fits in the second blank (one is not likely to mimicor repudiate possibilities), so (B) must be the answer.
 One additional tip: I recommend carefully but swiftly reading througheach sentence with the words that you selected as the answers after you havegone through all Sentence Completion questions for that section. Readingthem through later helps because you may no longer be as influenced by aminor detail that you had been focusing on and will then see the big pictureof the sentence.
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Practice 2
 Here are some more practice questions. I am attempting to avoid pullingfrom any of the Blue Book material so that you can use that on your own.Answers are again below; but I will omit explanations this time, as SentenceCompletion questions are generally straightforward with respect to under-standing them once one knows the words’ definitions (which I again linkto).
 1. Since codfish are —— part of the marine ecosystem, their —– wouldadversely affect the animals who depend on them as a source of food.
 (a) a negligible . . . migration
 (b) a vital . . . existence
 (c) a compatible . . . proximity
 (d) an integral . . . extinction
 (e) an inexplicable . . . eradication
 2. The gifted child-poet Minou Drouet, hailed in the 1950s as an artistic——, now lives in relative ——, enjoying a privacy unavailable to heras a child.
 (a) paragon . . . opulence
 (b) dilettante . . . oblivion
 (c) prodigy . . . anonymity
 (d) guru . . . passivity
 (e) charlatan . . . seclusion
 3. The legislator is known on the Capitol Hill for his oratorical spontane-ity, his ability to deliver —— speech.
 (a) an enigmatic
 (b) an abrasive
 (c) an impromptu
 (d) a meticulous
 (e) a lackluster
 4. She was ——, remaining assured and self-controlled even in the mostvolatile of situations.
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(a) ungainly
 (b) autocratic
 (c) unflappable
 (d) egotistical
 (e) demonstrative
 5. The delegates’ behavior at the convention was utterly disgraceful andfully deserving of the —— it provoked.
 (a) rancor
 (b) lethargy
 (c) commiseration
 (d) forbearance
 (e) compunction
 6. Gwen’s ambitious desert hike was impeded by the heat that sappedher strength and resolve, leaving her —— and ——.
 (a) disoriented . . . unerring
 (b) dexterous . . . circumspect
 (c) dehydrated . . . dissolute
 (d) feverish . . . resilient
 (e) debilitated . . . disheartened
 7. Because of their spare, white appearance, ancient Greek statues inmodern museums are often considered ——; yet newly unearthed an-tiquities showing traces of bright pigment are not so ——.
 (a) plain . . . ornate
 (b) elaborate . . . spartan
 (c) ostentatious . . . vivid
 (d) austere . . . unadorned
 (e) commonplace . . . unattainable
 8. Former news anchor Dan Rather had —— for colorful ——: for ex-ample, he once described a political race as “Spandex tight.”
 (a) a distaste . . . aphorisms
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(b) a knack . . . epistles
 (c) a penchant . . . locutions
 (d) a yen . . . paradigms
 (e) an antipathy . . . euphemisms
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Practice 2 Answers
 1. D (3)
 2. C (3)
 3. C (3)
 4. C (3)
 5. A (4)
 6. E (4)
 7. D (5)
 8. C (5)
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1.5.2 Vocabulary
 For most students, the factor most limiting of their capacity to do wellon the Sentence Completion questions is vocabulary. As you could probablydiscern from the previous questions, some of the vocabulary tested on theSAT is not commonplace among most teenagers’ conversations. One way tobuild a robust vocabulary is to read a lot and look up any new words thatyou encounter. This is a great lifelong habit and will likely yield the mostorganic lexicon.
 However, the most effective way to build a vocabulary that will help youon the SAT is to memorize words from books made especially for the test.Because the English language comprises so many words (hundreds of thou-sands), there is, of course, no way to ensure that you will know every wordthat will appear on your administration of the SAT. Nonetheless, rest as-sured: words on the SAT are not randomly selected from the Oxford EnglishDictionary ; the selections are actually somewhat predictable. Preparatorycompanies exploit this by compiling word lists that are actually manageablein their brevity but helpful in their coverage.
 The most efficient source is Direct Hits Volumes 1 and 2. The books donot include many words, but they are very well-chosen and accompanied byinteresting blurbs to help students better remember them. Everyone whotakes the SAT should know the words in these books.
 Once you have completed Direct Hits, additional vocabulary preparationmay not be worth the opportunity cost. But if you are still hungry for morewords, there are several extensive lists out there, including this 1,000-wordlist and this 5,000-word list. (Keep in mind that there will be considerableoverlap among these lists.)
 One of the best ways to approach these lists is to make one run throughthe books while writing down all words that are foreign to you and theirdefinitions onto flash cards. From that point, you can go through just thewords that you do not know, which helps to save time.
 If you have a solid foundational vocabulary before you tackle Direct Hits,you will be well-prepared for the Sentence Completion questions after goingthrough the books; expect to consistently get between 18 and 19 out of 19 on
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the section. (There are occasionally some difficult words that appear in thepassages and their corresponding questions, so this vocabulary preparationwill help you there too.)
 1.5.3 Passage-Based Questions
 These questions test your ability to, indeed, read critically. Unlike theACT Reading section, whose questions’ answers are largely pulled almostword-for-word from the text, the SAT Critical Reading section’s passage-based questions strike, in my opinion, a perfect balance between overly sub-jective and ambiguous questions and those of the type that the ACT has.The reasoning mentality and the strategy with which you approach the ques-tions are perhaps more important with passage-based questions than withany others on the SAT. Only with examples can you get a meaningful senseof how you need to think in order to consistently answer these questionscorrectly, yet one rule is paramount: every correct answer will be supportedby the text. Keep this in mind at all times when answering passage-basedquestions on the SAT.
 Here is a delineation of my process for approaching passages on the SAT:
 • I go immediately to the questions and find any line numberings.
 • Very quickly, I mark these lines in the corresponding passage. Thesefirst two steps should not take more than 10-15 seconds.
 • I then begin to read the passage–focus and speed are crucial here.Obviously, you need to move very quickly, but do not go so fast thatyou cannot comprehend what you are reading.
 • When you begin to approach a marked section, go to the correspondingquestion and read it. Then read the marked section and see whetheryou can answer the question at that time. If not, move on.
 • When you begin to approach a marked section, go to the correspondingquestion and read it. Then read the marked section and see whetheryou can answer the question at that time. If not, move on.
 • Continue this until the end of the passage. At that time, go to anyunanswered questions; these are usually general tone or purpose ques-tions, or ones that require comparing or contrasting aspects of twopassages. Because you have read through the entirety of the passage,you should know exactly where to look.
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Once I refined my execution of this method, I was consistently finishingeach section in less than half the allotted time without sacrificing accuracy.Nonetheless, there are successful test-takers who use slightly different meth-ods. Give my method a try; if it doesn’t work out, don’t feel compelled tostick with it.
 Finding the optimal pace at which you read the passages is crucial. Do-ing practice tests will help you to find this pace, and it will likewise increasethe pace at which you can read for understanding. Another great way toincrease your pace without sacrificing your accuracy is to make yourselfacutely interested in the passage. Your brain will process informationthat it deems unimportant relatively slowly. You must therefore make your-self think that what you are reading is extremely interesting and, in turn,important. Such an attitude will heighten your arousal and, with practice,it need not simultaneously make you more nervous. Hang on to every word;you will understand and remember more in a shorter period of time. Somepeople find visualizing what is described by the passage to be helpful.
 Some guides suggest making notes about the text on your exam booklet,such as summaries of what is going on or thoughts on the author’s purpose.Integrating this process into your thinking is fine; actually writing thesethings down, though, is probably too time-consuming.
 A lot of what I mentioned in the “How can I get the most out of TheBlue Book?” section applies very much to improving on the passage-basedquestions.
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Practice 3
 Try these dual short-passage questions. Answers and explanations arebelow. (* indicates that a line reference would normally appear.)
 Passage 1Being funny has no place in the workplace and can easily wreak havoc on anotherwise blossoming career. Of course, laughter is necessary in life. But ifyou crack jokes and make snide remarks at work, you will eventually not betaken seriously by others. You will be seen as someone who wastes time thatcould better be spent discussing a project or an issue. Additionally, manycorporate-minded individuals do not have the time to analyze commentswith hidden meanings–they will take what you say as absolute and as anaccurate representation of your professionalism in the workplace.
 Passage 2Are we now compelled, as a culture, to be comical, no matter the setting orthe endeavor? And if so, what on earth gave rise to this troubling idea? Onepossible culprit may be corporate America itself, where being funny is nowseen as a valuable asset. Fortune 500 companies dole out big fees to comedyconsultants who offer humor seminars and improv workshops–all in the nameof improved productivity. But how exactly are funnier employees better forbusiness? According to Tim Washer, a former improv performer who is nowa communications executive at IBM, funniness helps foster team-buildingand, of course, learning how to “think outside the box.”
 1. Lines * of Passage 1 (“But if . . . workplace”) serve primarily to
 (a) provide a creative solution to an ongoing problem
 (b) mock a particular way of behaving
 (c) outline the consequences of particular actions
 (d) suggest a more tolerant approach
 (e) criticize a common practice
 2. In Passage 2, the author’s attitude toward the value of “comedy con-sultants” (line *) is best described as
 (a) fascination
 (b) approval
 (c) ambivalence
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(d) skepticism
 (e) hostility
 3. Tim Washer (lines *, Passage 2) would most likely respond to theauthor of Passage 1 by
 (a) arguing that humorous employees can help to create a more pro-ductive work environment
 (b) suggesting that corporate executives spend more time analyzinghumorous comments
 (c) agreeing that humor can harm the careers of ambitious corporateemployees
 (d) challenging the assertion that laughter is necessary in life
 (e) disagreeing that humor occurs regularly in the workplace
 4. Both authors would agree with which of the following statements?
 (a) Workplace culture has gradually changed over time.
 (b) Consultants can help employees learn how to succeed profession-ally.
 (c) Humorous employees are usually popular.
 (d) Humor is not appropriate in all situations.
 (e) Humor is not valued by corporate executives.
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Practice 3 Answers
 1. CLet’s look at each of the options.
 (a) Although he is opposed to humor in the workplace, the authorof Passage 1 does not indicate that it is an ongoing problem, nordoes he provide a creative solution to it.
 (b) Whenever you see a strong word in one of the choices, you musttake special care to ensure that the word’s connotation is sup-ported by the language and tone of the passage. In this case,mock is that strong word. This choice is not supported by thetext, as the author is merely objectively explaining what happensto people who employ humor in the workplace. Now, the authordoes hint at the possibility that coworkers may mock employeeswho attempt to be humorous (“you will eventually not be takenseriously by others”). The author himself or herself, however, isnot mocking the behavior.
 (c) The author is indeed outlining the consequences of being humor-ous in the workplace.
 (d) The only suggestion that the author is making is that employeesshould not be humorous in the workplace, which he supported byoutlining the consequences of such behavior.
 (e) This is an attractive answer, but it is not exactly correct. The au-thor does not indicate that workplace humor is common. More-over, despite the fact that the consequences that the author isoutlining in the referenced lines would support a criticism of work-place humor, the author is not explicitly criticizing it here; he issaying that bad things will happen to people who “crack jokes” inthe workplace. Recognizing these somewhat subtle distinctions isintegral to consistently correctly answering the harder questions.
 2. DThe opening of the passage is most telling of the author’s attitude:
 Are we now compelled, as a culture, to be comical, nomatter the setting or the endeavor? And if so, whaton earth gave rise to this troubling idea? One possibleculprit. . .
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Note the questions and the diction (e.g., “troubling,” “culprit”).The author is clearly not fascinated or approving of workplace humor(there go choices (A) and (B)). He or she is, rather, uncertain of itsrole but is clearly leaning toward an opposed position. skepticism bestdescribes this attitude.
 Another strong word appears here: hostility. Though clearly notfully accepting of the justifications of humor’s role in corporate Amer-ica, the author exhibits a tone that is not nearly aggressive enough toprovide support for this choice.
 3. AThis question is pretty straightforward. Tim Washer is supportiveof workplace humor because it “fosters team building” and facilitates“thinking outside the box.” Only choice (A) is inconsistent with thismentality.
 4. DEvaluate each statement from each author’s perspective.
 (a) The author of Passage 2 implies with the early use of “now” thatworkplace culture has changed. But Passage 1’s author makes noreference (explicit or implicit) to any change over time.
 (b) Passage 1’s author does not mention consultants.
 (c) Passage 1’s author does not mention popularity.
 (d) Passage 1’s author is opposed to humor in the workplace, so heor she would agree. Passage 2’s author calls the idea that humormay be appropriate “no matter the setting” “troubling.” He orshe would also agree.
 (e) The author of Passage 1 would agree, but the author of Passage2 writes, “. . . corporate America, where being funny is now seenas a valuable asset.”
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Practice 4
 Questions 1-2 are based on the following passage.
 From the earliest times, the complications inherent in deciphering themovements of planets in the night sky must have seemed a curse to baffledastronomers. In the long run, though, they proved a blessing to the devel-opment of cosmology, the study of the physical universe. Had the celestialmotions been simple, it might have been possible to explain them solelyin terms of the simple, poetic tales that had characterized the early cos-mologies. Instead, these motions proved to be so intricate and subtle thatastronomers could not predict them accurately without eventually comingto terms with the physical reality of how and where the Sun, Moon, and theplanets actually move in real, three-dimensional space.
 1. The primary purpose of the passage is to
 (a) emphasize the importance of myth in ancient civilizations
 (b) explain how an astronomical problem affected the developmentof a physical science
 (c) predict the motions of planets outside of our solar system
 (d) challenge the major achievements of some ancient astronomers
 (e) compare celestial movements in different time periods
 2. The passage indicates that ancient astronomers were “baffled” (line *)because
 (a) their observations disproved the poetic tales of early cosmologies
 (b) they lacked the mathematical sophistication needed to calculateastronomical distances
 (c) they did not properly distinguish between astronomy and cosmol-ogy
 (d) their theories of planetary movements were more complicatedthan the movements themselves
 (e) they could not reliably predict observable celestial phenomena
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Questions 3-4 are based on the following passage.
 Most advertising researchers who work for and advise businesses assumethat consistent, long-term advertising campaigns are an effective way toproject a solid, enduring image and to maintain an ongoing relationshipbetween consumers and the company’s products; however, there is littlepublished research on the effectiveness of such a strategy. This is partlybecause most advertising studies, in an attempt to control for “backgroundknowledge,” focus on new ads or fictitious brands. Also, while the proverbialwisdom may be to use a consistent, long-term campaign, businesses rarelydo so. More commonplace is the switching of campaigns to gain consumers’interest.
 1. The author indicates that the assumption described in lines * (“that. . . products”) is
 (a) unsubstantiated
 (b) self-defeating
 (c) self-serving
 (d) trendy
 (e) reckless
 2. The passage implies that advertisers frequently attempt to “gain con-sumers’ interest” (line *) by using
 (a) flattery
 (b) novelty
 (c) persistence
 (d) shock
 (e) humor
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Practice 4 Answers
 1. B
 (a) There is no mention of myth.
 (b) Indeed, the passage’s point is that, in trying to determine theplanets’ complicated motions, we learned many foundational as-pects of cosmology.
 (c) The passage is not predicting anything.
 (d) The passage is not challenging anyone’s achievements.
 (e) There is no suggestion that celestial movements have changedover time.
 2. EThe astronomers were baffled because the movements were so compli-cated that they could not understand, and in turn predict, them.
 3. AImmediately following the referenced assumption, we find:
 . . . however, there is little published research on the ef-fectiveness of such a strategy.
 The author clearly believes that the assumption is not well-supported.
 4. BCompanies “gain consumers’ interest” by changing up their marketingcampaigns. novelty describes such a practice.
 37

Page 39
                        
                        

1.6 Mathematics
 The Mathematics section of the SAT makes up one-third of your totalcomposite score (800 out of 2400). Here is the run-down that I gave in theintroductory section:
 The Math section of the SAT is also 70 minutes long andspread out over three sections; likewise, two of these are 25-minutes sections, and one is 20 minutes long. There are 54questions: 44 multiple-choice questions and 10 free-responsequestions.
 Because the Math section is relatively straightforward and causes littletrouble for most CCers, I will keep this section brief.
 1.6.1 Learning How to Solve the Questions
 The math that is tested on the SAT Math section is not very advanced.You won’t have to do any calculus on the SAT; you won’t even need to knowtrigonometry (though it may help sometimes). Indeed, unlike the ACT Mathsection, which covers some pre-calculus topics, the SAT Math section goeslittle beyond what the average student completing geometry has learned.This characteristic of the section contributes to its validity as a predictorof a student’s potential to succeed in future math classes, as opposed to itsbeing an indicator of what has been learned.
 Now, do not take this as meaning that the Math section is particularlyeasy–basic, yes; but easy, not necessarily. You will still have to use a rathersignificant degree of reasoning to work through the questions. The best wayto get good at solving SAT Math questions is to solve SAT Math questions;it is that straightforward. As I previously discussed in the section aboutThe Blue Book, you need to take the time to understand why you missed aquestion and how to solve it correctly. The SAT won’t ever ask two questionsthat are perfectly analogous (i.e., just having different numbers plugged in);but the same types of problem-solving methods will predictably recur, andyou will be able to recognize the most effective strategy for approaching thatproblem.
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Among these typical strategies are plugging in numbers (an often-citedtechnique for good reason: it works well very frequently), drawing diagrams(usually for sorting out data), illustrating the question, or using the graphingfeature of your calculator (often helpful as a shortcut way to solving someof the function questions). With respect to that last technique: if you arenot comfortable using a graphing calculator, know that graphing will neverbe necessary to solving a question.
 With practice, many students who do not actually consider themselves tobe particularly strong at math are nonetheless able to score 700 or higheron the Math section.
 See here for a basic and concise overview of nearly all of the knowledgethat you will want to have to succeed on the Math section. Remember,though, that your problem-solving skills will be more important than yourknowledge.
 However, if you feel that you need more concentrated mathematics prac-tice than you get from taking practice tests, you may want to check out this,which many people have found to be helpful.
 1.6.2 Solving Them Quickly but Correctly
 Even more than either of the other two sections, the SAT Math sectionrequires great precision. The potential for error and the lack of marginfor error are daunting: misreading the question, mishandling your units,plugging in something wrong into your calculator, making a mistake on aneasy mental calculation–all could result in throwing away what would havebeen, for example, a score of 800.
 The most obvious ways of protecting against this (the elimination of allerrors cannot be ensured, but the chances can be minimized to nearly neg-ligible levels) are through maintaining unrelenting concentration and estab-lishing an appropriate pace. Many people, when taking practice tests, areperhaps a bit too casual: they dismiss silly mistakes as something that willnot happen when they are taking the test “for real.” Like pace, concentra-tion can be improved with effective practice.
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An additional strategy is to mark the questions that you deem to be ofhighest risk for error and then go back to redo them. When I am goingthrough the test, I put a mark on my answer sheet next to approximatelythe quarter of questions that I think have the biggest room for error. Then,when I have finished the section, I, instead of merely checking my work(which does not actually facilitate the discovery of errors with great relia-bility), completely reread and redo each of those questions. I then divideany remaining time among the unchecked questions, which usually yields asuperficial but worthwhile review of each.
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1.7 Writing
 The Writing section of the SAT makes up one-third of your total compositescore (800 out of 2400). Here is the run-down that I gave in the introductorysection:
 The SAT Writing section, added in 2005, is a slightlyshorter 60 minutes, which is broken into three sections (one25-minute essay section to commence the test, a 25-minutesection, and a refreshingly brief 10-minute section to roundout the SAT). There are 25 Improving Sentences questions,18 Identifying Errors questions, 6 Improving Paragraphsquestions, and the essay.
 Although the SAT does not explicitly test any grammatical terms, havinga firm understanding of English grammar serves as an invaluable foundationfor confidently answering each of the Improving Sentences and IdentifyingErrors questions. Having an especially good ear for what sounds right mayget you a good score a lot of the time; but it is unreliable, especially thesedays, when colloquialisms and grammar errors pervade our speech. So herewe go.
 (In writing this guide, I have attempted to integrate concepts that theSAT will test into the presentation of grammar. Some of the grammar ter-minology can be intimidating; but if you spend the time to truly understandthe concepts that I present, I am confident that (assuming an essay score of10 or higher) you should be able to consistently score 750 or higher on theWriting section, almost regardless of where you started.)
 1.7.1 Grammar Guide
 It seems most appropriate to begin with the parts of speech, many ofwhich will likely be familiar to you. Many relevant discussions stem fromthem, and they are presented here as well.
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Noun
 The Noun: any entity, often defined as a person, place, thing, or idea.Nouns come in various forms, some of which have overlap:
 Common noun: a nonspecific entity; is not capitalized, except when be-ginning a sentence. Examples: dog, computer, printer, ground, person,painter, stupidity.
 Proper noun: a specific entity; must be capitalized. Examples: Bob,Microsoft, United States, Texas.
 Singular noun: a single entity; may be proper or common. Examples:house, President, shirt, beauty.
 Plural noun: multiple entities; may be proper or common. Examples:houses, Presidents, shirts.
 Collective noun: a single noun that refers a group of entities. Exam-ples: jury, team, family. Depending on the context and intended meaning,collective nouns may be either singular or plural; I will discuss this morelater.
 Count noun: noun that can be pluralized. Examples: world, army, book,pencil.
 Noncount noun: noun that cannot be pluralized; also called mass noun.Examples: clutter, rice, furniture. Some words can be count or noncountnouns, depending on the sense that the word is being used in. One exampleof such a word is will : in one sense (that relating to determination), the wordis a noncount noun; in another sense (that relating to a legal document),the word can be pluralized.
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Concrete noun: a noun referring to an entity that can be perceived withone of the five senses. Examples: pen, air, bed, Fred, wall.
 Abstract noun: a noun referring to an entity that cannot be perceivedwith one of the five senses. Examples: beauty, intelligence, determination,depression. Abstract nouns are usually noncount nouns.
 Pronoun
 The Pronoun: any word taking the place of a noun. To guide thediscussion of pronouns, I will explain person, case, and anaphora. As youwork through this section, you will likely notice the great number of errorsthat directly relate to pronouns.
 Person
 • First-person pronouns refer in whole or part to the speaker or writer;I, me, myself, mine, my, we, us, ourselves, ours, and our are thefirst-person personal pronouns.
 • Second-person pronouns refer in whole or part to the reader or lis-tener; you, yourself, yours, and your are the second-person personalpronouns.
 • Third-person pronouns refer to neither the speaker or writer nor thereader or listener; he, him, himself, his, she, her, herself, hers, her, it,itself, its, one, one’s, they, them, themselves, theirs, and their are thethird-person personal pronouns.
 • I will discuss pronoun case (and its implications on the SAT) in amoment, but there are many SAT-relevant aspects to pronouns thatshould be studied now, all of which can be categorized under the um-brella of errors in person and number.
 Shifting person and number: On the SAT a sentence must not changeperson, unlike the style that I employed earlier in this guide, in which Ifrequently shifted from one to you to students to avoid sounding overlyformal. Consider the following sentence:
 If one wants to avoid losing their leg, you must not bite yourself ex-cessively.
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one is in the third person (it refers generically to a single person whois not the speaker or listener), whereas you is in the second person. Thisis incorrect; one of these must be changed to eliminate the discontinuity.(This sentence contains another pronoun error, which I will discuss soon.)Consider another example:
 If students want to do well on their tests, one would be wise to answerthe questions correctly.
 It is highly unlikely that multiple students would be taking a single test,so test must be pluralized to eliminate the number shift. Upon learning thisidea, however, students tend to overgeneralize by assuming that all pluralpossessive pronouns must be followed by plural nouns. This is, indeed,generally the case, but do not forget what we learned just recently: noncountnouns cannot be pluralized. The following pair of sentences (using the wordwill, which can be either count or noncount) is, therefore, correct:
 Driven by their great will, all of the frogs continued until they reachedtheir destination.
 Nonetheless pragmatic, though, the frogs made sure that their willswere in order before they embarked on their quest.
 Noting the additional error that occurred in the first example sentencereveals an important concept that is frequently tested on the SAT: thatthey, them, and their are always plural. This contrasts with the typicalhabits of most people, and even contradicts the recommendations of manygrammarians; so it is worth stressing. The most common singular substi-tutes for they and them are he or she and him or her, respectively. Thesealternatives are, unfortunately, quite clunky, though. Another solution isto pluralize the subject of the sentence. Consider these variations in thefollowing corrections of the first example sentence:
 If one wants to avoid losing his or her leg, he or she must not bitehimself or herself excessively.
 If people want to avoid losing their legs, they must not bite themselvesexcessively.
 Note that, in the second sentence, care was taken to pluralize leg in orderto comply with the previously stated rule about avoiding number shifts.
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Case
 • A pronoun in the subjective case (also called the nominative case)is the subject of a verb. These pronouns “do” something or “are”something. The subjective pronouns are I, you, he, she, it, we, they,and who. (who is usually a relative pronoun, which I will discuss later.)
 • A pronoun in the objective case (also called the accusative case) isthe object of a verb or preposition. These pronouns are me, you, him,her, it, us, them, and whom. When the pronoun is the object of averb, it is either a direct object or an indirect object. I cannot seedistinguishing between these two forms as being useful on the SAT,however, so I will not elaborate on that.
 • A pronoun in the possessive case (also called the genitive case) modifiesa noun. The possessive pronouns are mine, yours, his, hers, its, our,theirs, and whose.
 Nouns also take all three forms, but in English there is no distinction inhow we write or speak nouns that are in the nominative or objective cases.For example, one can say that Bob ate the city, or that the city ate Bob. Inthe first clause (I will discuss clauses in detail later) Bob is in the subjectivecase; in the second clause Bob is in the objective case, as it is the directobject of ate.
 Case errors in comparisons: In everyday speech we often use theincorrect case in comparisons. Specifically, we tend to use the objective caseinstead of the subjective case. This error stems from our tendency to omitthe verb in the second part of the comparison. Now, this habit itself is notungrammatical; but it does lead to the aforementioned case error, whichis ungrammatical. Consider the following sentence, which would not likelyeven raise an eyebrow if used in normal speech:
 You are a better runner than me.
 You is being used in the subjective case here (although we cannot tell thisby just looking at the word, as you is one of those pronouns that do notvisibly inflect between the subjective and objective cases); it is the subjectof the verb are. me, which is in the objective case, is being compared tothe subjective you. This discontinuity must be fixed by changing me to I.
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This may sound somewhat awkward, but this feeling should go away if youactually say the otherwise implicit verb, as in:
 You are a better runner than I am.
 This error appears frequently on the SAT.
 Gerund errors with the possessive case: This error is one of themost pervasive and least commented-on in the English language. One findsmention of it only rarely even in grammatical handbooks. Because I havenot yet established all of the necessary grammatical foundation to explainthis, I will address this at the conclusion of the “Parts of Speech” section.For now, though, I will leave you with an example of this error:
 I looked up and saw a person stealing my burrito!
 Case errors with prepositions: Although this rule is relatively straight-forward, I will save describing it until I cover prepositions. Speaking of thatadverb. . .
 Case errors with relative pronouns: I won’t go into detail abouthow the concept of restrictive and non-restrictive clauses applies to relativepronouns; all you really need to know is what they are. who and whoeverare subjective relative pronouns. whom and whomever are objective relativepronouns. The relative pronouns that, which, and whichever can be in eitherthe subjective or objective case. The rules for determining which case isbeing used apply similarly to relative pronouns: if the pronoun is the subjectof a verb, it is in the subjective case; otherwise, it is in the objective case.Because who visibly inflects between the cases, I will present two sentencesusing that word and its variation to example when each case is appropriate:
 I caught the turkey whom I knew.
 I want to catch the turkey who knows me.
 In the first sentence I is the subject of the verb knew, and whom (whichis referring to turkey) is the object of that verb. (Ordinarily, the object ofa verb will appear after it. It is important to note, though, that relativepronouns are usually exceptions to this.) In the second sentence who (whichis also referring to turkey) is the subject of the verb knows, and me is theobject of that verb.
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(It’s also worth noting that the relative pronoun which does not work withpeople and that who only works with people and personified turkeys.)
 Errors with making the possessive case: In order to make a singularnoun possessive, we generally add an apostrophe and then an s. In orderto make a plural noun possessive, we generally add merely an apostrophe ifthe word already ended in an s. These basic guidelines are exampled below:
 dog → dog’s
 pencil → pencil’s
 George → George’s
 dogs → dogs’
 pencil → pencils’
 the Georges → the Georges’
 If, however, the plural noun does not end in an s (as is the case with, forexample, women), you must add an apostrophe and an s.
 Another issue arises when we are forming the possessive with a compoundnoun (i.e., a noun phrase). When each of the nouns within the noun phraseis possessing at least one of whatever the noun that is being modified is, weuse the possessive case for each of the compound noun’s nouns, as in:
 Ironically, Bob’s and Fred’s cars broke down at the same time.
 If the noun that is being modified is possessed jointly by the nouns in thecompound noun, use the possessive on only the noun closest to the nounthat is being modified, as in:
 My mother and father’s mansion should satisfactorily suit my housingrequirements.
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Case errors with compound subjects and objects: Contrary towhat many people’s speech may suggest, each noun in a compound subjector compound object must be inflected to the same case as the other nouns’case in that phrase. Consider these ungrammatical sentences:
 Him and Bob went to the store together.
 Sally, Joe, and her are about to start a new pasta club.
 I do desire that you apprise my pet and I of the reasons for yourelection to depart.
 These sentences should be corrected thus:
 He and Bob went to the store together.
 Sally, Joe, and she are about to start a new pasta club.
 I do desire that you apprise my pet and me of the reasons for yourelection to depart.
 In the third sentence pet and me is the compound object of the verbapprise.
 Case errors with appositives: Appositives define or elaborate on thenouns that they are adjacent to, as in (the appositives are underlined):
 My friend Bob is a good swimmer because he is a fish.
 A loyal turkey, Sam was eaten without objection.
 My mother, Sue, is a female.
 My company, the best accounting firm in the nation, likes to makemoney.
 (In case you’re curious about why commas were used in the third sentencebut not the first, it has to do with restrictive versus non-restrictive modi-fication. In general, when a modifier restricts what it is modifying, we usecommas; if not, we don’t. This is usually true for appositives. For example,if we write My friend, Bob, the modification is non-restrictive, meaning thatBob is your only friend. Similarly, if we write My mother Sue, the modifi-cation is restrictive; this implies that you have more than one mother.)
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Anyhow, appositives must match the case of the noun that they are mod-ifying. For example:
 We revolutionaries are free.
 They have left us revolutionaries no option.
 The best students in the class, she and I, will receive poor grades onthe paper.
 I will give the two best students in the class, her and him, poor gradeson the paper to facilitate this example sentence.
 Anaphora
 In its most general sense, anaphora refers to any verbal reference. All pro-nouns are, thus, anaphoric; they refer to nouns. A pronoun’s referent is oftencalled its antecedent ; but I will herein use the former term (i.e., referent)because antecedent implies to me that the referent must appear before thepronoun, which is untrue. There are three main types of anaphora, which Iexplain in the context of pronouns:
 • Exophora occurs when a pronoun’s referent is found in a differentcontext than that in which the pronoun is found. With respect to theSAT’s Identifying Errors questions, an exophoric pronoun would referto something that is not in the given sentence.
 • Endophora occurs when a pronoun’s referent is, in the context of theSAT’s Identifying Errors questions, in the given sentence.
 • Cataphora, a type of endophora, occurs when a pronoun’s referentcomes after that pronoun, as in:
 Although she did not know what time it was, Sally started jump-ing on her clock.
 Sally is the referent, and she is the cataphoric pronoun.
 Exophoric pronoun errors: In the context of the SAT, exophoric pro-nouns are always incorrect. That’s right: the referent for a pronoun, forthe SAT’s Identifying Error questions, must always appear in the sentence.Clear cataphoric references are acceptable, however.
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Ambiguous reference errors: More than merely appearing in the sen-tence, a pronoun’s referent must be clear. Consider the following sentences:
 The parents told their children that they would be leaving soon.
 The parents told their child that they would be leaving soon.
 The first sentence is unacceptable because they could grammatically andlogically refer to either parents or children. However, the second sentenceis acceptable. The plural they cannot refer to the singular child ; it must,therefore, refer to the only plural noun in the sentence: parents. (This doesget a bit hazier, though, if the writer of the second sentence was tryingto refer to both parents and child. Rest assured, though: most ambiguousreference errors on the SAT will be apparent if you are looking for them.)
 For further example of when a pronoun should be considered ambiguousand when it should be considered acceptable, consider my previous sentence:
 The plural they cannot refer to the singular child ; it must,therefore, refer to the only plural noun in the sentence: par-ents.
 There, it referred clearly to they. Grammatically, however, the singular itcould have referred to the likewise singular child, a fact compounded by thetwo words’ close proximity. But because the referent of it is the subject ofthe previous clause, the reference is clear. If one had meant to refer to child(which was being used in the objective case), he or she would have had toexplicate that* noun as opposed to using the pronoun.
 [* That that reminds me that I should briefly mention demonstrativepronouns and adjectives. They are this, these, that, and those. Each ofthose can be used as a pronoun (as in I want to eat that) or an adjective (asin I want that hippo as a friend). In either case, the reference must also beclear; even the adjectival demonstrative is referring to something.]
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Don’t be fooled by dummy pronouns: Alright, I lied a little bit ear-lier. Dummy pronouns (more formally called expletive pronouns or pleonas-tic pronouns) are the singular exception to the rule that all pronouns musthave endophoric references on the SAT. Why? Well, dummy pronouns donot actually refer to anything. Consider the following sentences:
 It is important to note that one plus one does not equal five.
 Despite appearances to the contrary, it was clear to the particularlyperspicacious observer that Bob’s name was Bob.
 What time is it?
 None of these pronouns have a referent*–either endophorically or exophor-ically. And that’s fine. Just remember this: if a pronoun is trying to referto something (i.e., it is not one of those rare dummy pronouns), you needto be able to find that referent in the sentence; otherwise, the pronoun isbeing used erroneously.
 (* Did you notice the mistake? In order to maintain continuity in number,I need to pluralize referent.)
 Adjective
 The Adjective: a word that modifies a noun or pronoun. Examples:green, nice, mean, amazing.
 Luckily, there is much less to mention about adjectives than about pro-nouns. There are some additional things to mention about participles, but Iwill save those for the section in which I cover verbals (which are participles,gerunds, and infinitives).
 Errors with adjectives in comparisons: There are three terms rele-vant to this error: positive, comparative, and superlative. The positive formof an adjective is its base form (e.g., cold). In order to form the compara-tive form, we usually use the suffix -er or the adverb more (e.g., colder). Informing the superlative form, we generally add the suffix -est or the adverbmost (e.g., coldest).
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The comparative form is used when we are comparing two things, as in:
 Between me and my brother, he is weaker.
 Which of your two cars do you like better?
 The superlative form is used when we are comparing three or morethings, as in:
 Among me and my brothers, I am weakest.
 Which of your eleven cars do you like best?
 A specific diction error: fewer versus less: This error is unlikelyto show up on any given SAT, but it comes up so frequently in everydayspeech that it is worth mentioning. In general, we associate the adjectivefewer with count nouns and number, and the adjective less with noncountnouns and amount. Consider these examples:
 fewer computers
 less computing
 fewer births
 fewer cups of coffee
 less coffee
 less beauty
 fewer beauties
 less hair
 fewer hairs
 less than ten minutes
 less than three miles
 less than five dollars
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The last four examples may seem to depart from the general guidelineslightly, and in a way they do. But, while some of those things may seemcountable and in reference to numbers (e.g., you can count out your moneyand see that you have less than five dollars), the true semantic implicationis related to amount. For example, when we say that there is less thanten minutes left, we are referring not to the actual minutes, but to time.Likewise, when we say that we are less than three miles away, we are referringto distance. And with the dollars example, we are not referring to theactual dollar bills (in which case we would be referring to a number); weare, instead, actually referring to the amount of money.
 This concept has important implications for subject-verb agreement aswell, which I will discuss later.
 Adverb
 The Adverb: a word that modifies an adjective, a verb, or anotheradverb. Examples: quickly, fast, happily.
 An instance in which an adverb is modifying an adjective:
 I want to buy a very hungry alligator.
 The adverb very is there modifying the adjective hungry, which is mod-ifying the noun alligator. An instance in which an adverb is modifying averb, and in which another adverb is modifying that adverb:
 I ran through the wall quite fast.
 In that sentence the adverb fast is modifying the verb ran. That adverbis, in turn, being modified by the adverb quite.
 Errors in placement of adverbs: In general adverbs can be placedquite liberally. We can correctly say, for example, all of the following:
 Quickly, he ran to get his lost lemur.
 He ran quickly to get his lost lemur.
 He quickly ran to get his lost lemur.
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Sometimes, however, the placement of an adverb can change the meaningof a sentence. Consider this example, in which I italicize part of the sentencewith the intent that you will emphasize that part in your mind when youare reading it; this will make the error even harder to spot:
 When I went to Mars last week, I only ate one meal the entire time!
 If you heard this when you weren’t in SAT-Writing mode, your grammat-ical ear would likely have no problem with this sentence. The problem withthe sentence is that it departs from the general rule that adverbs must be asclose as possible to what they are modifying. When I emphasize the nearestcandidate for modification, the result is not so pleasing to the ear:
 When I went to Mars last week, I only ate one meal the entire time!
 This leaves me wondering: what did you do to the rest of the meals? Toreduce this ambiguity, we need to move the adverb next to one meal :
 When I went to Mars last week, I ate only one meal the entire time!
 Incorrectly deciding between adverbs and adjectives: The key tocorrectly identifying whether an adverb or adjective is appropriate is to askyourself What is the word doing in this sentence? If the word is modifyinga noun or pronoun, use the adjective form. If the word is modifying a verb,adjective, or another adverb, use the adverb form. There are some trickysituations, however:
 I feel really [bad/badly] about your situation, Bob.
 Ask yourself whether we are modifying feel or some noun. We are actu-ally modifying I here, so we choose the adjective bad. If we chose badly, themeaning would be that the manner in which we feel is bad. Consider thissentence:
 He is hungry.
 These two sentences actually have very similar underlying grammaticalstructures. feel and is are serving, respectively, as linking verbs to theadjectives bad and hungry. Because bad and hungry modify the subjectof the intervening verb, they are called subject complements; specifically,they are predicate adjectives (predicate refers broadly to the verb and itscomplements and modifiers).
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This does not have to do with adverbs, but elaborating on this topicseems worthwhile. Another type of subject complement is the predicatenominative. Recall that the nominative case (also known as the subjectivecase) means that the noun or pronoun is the subject of a verb. Becausepredicate nominatives define or rename the subject of the linking verb, theymust be in the subjective case. With nouns, the result is perfectly agreeableto the ear (remember that nouns do not visibly inflect between the subjectiveand objective cases):
 Bob is the man.
 man serves as the complement to the subject, Bob, of the linking verb is.Consider this example, which correctly uses a pronoun in the objective case:
 Who is the best runner? The best runner is he.
 The subject complement and predicate nominative he is defining thelinking verb’s subject, runner, so it is inappropriate to use the likely better-sounding, objective-cased him. Here are a couple more examples:
 I gave it to him. That is, the recipient was he.
 The best people are they.
 Redundancy, often committed via adverbs: When a word or set ofwords can alone mean what is intended, it is unnecessary and, furthermore,ungrammatical to indicate the idea again with modifiers. Consider thisquestion:
 That was good, but can you repeat that song again?
 If this will be only the second time that a song is being played, again mustbe omitted. Consider these temporal redundancies; I indicate the word orwords that should be omitted in parentheses after each sentence:
 I’ll meet you there at twelve noon. (twelve)
 The meeting starts at 6 PM at night. (at night or PM )
 The annual meeting is held every year. (annual)
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There are also some phrases that are always redundant, because the wordsthemselves encompass the meaning of the modifying word or set of words.One example: He wrote his own autobiography. There are also some wordsthat, except in colloquial contexts, should only rarely be adverbially mod-ified. One, for example, should not say that something is “very unique”or “somewhat perfect”; the latter word in each of these pairs is an abso-lute adjective. We can, however, say that something is “almost unique” or“probably perfect.”
 While we are on the topic of redundancy, I might as well bring up a phrasethat always frustrates me, mostly because of its pervasiveness: the reasonwhy is because. reason already indicates the “why,” so both because andwhy are redundant. The correct phrase is the reason is that.
 Comparative and superlative adverb errors: Care must be takenin forming the comparative and superlative forms of adverbs. Generally, ifthe adverbial form of word ends in -ly, we must form the comparative andsuperlative forms with more and most, respectively. For example, instead ofasking someone to “work slower,” we should ask him or her to “work moreslowly.” Make sure to avoid redundancy, though: if the adverb alreadyindicates the comparative or superlative, do not use more or most. Forexample, more better is incorrect.
 A specific diction error: due to versus because of : There are someless conservative grammar sources that support the interchangeability ofdue to and because of. Nonetheless, most references maintain the distinc-tion, and it is possible that this could appear on the SAT. Luckily, the ruleis straightforward: due to functions adjectively, and because of functionsadverbially. That is, due to modifies nouns; because of modifies verbs. Con-sider this lot of examples; in each case the phrase that I choose is the onlycorrect one, according to this distinction:
 My failure was due to my lack of success.
 I failed because of my lack of success.
 That is due to his pet snake.
 I said that because of my pet snake’s forcing me to do so.
 Because of the weather, I am hungry.
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My hunger is due to the weather.
 This means that the only time that one can grammatically begin a sen-tence with Due to is when a participial phrase is being employed, as in:
 Due to the weather, the storm went home.
 If we are following the technical distinction, we know that the storm is dueto the weather, but we do not know why the storm went home. If, however,the writer is not following the rule, the storm could have gone home becauseof the weather. This latter meaning “should” have been communicated thus:
 Because of the weather, the storm went home.
 I guess we’ll never know.
 Preposition
 The Preposition: a word that links words and phrases. Examples: on,in under, around, between, upon, past, until, at.
 A commonly cited rule with respect to prepositions is that they cannotappear at the end of a sentence. This is, however, not actually true in mostcases. Now, there are some times when it is wrong to do so, as in:
 Where is he at?
 But this is due to the fact that at is unnecessary, as where already indicateslocation; it is not directly due to the preposition’s being at the end of thesentence. In fact, there are some times when moving the preposition fromthe end of the sentence is incorrect:
 I ran up the restaurant tab. Up what did you run?
 Why is that second sentence wrong? Because run up is a phrasal verb; itconsists of the verb run and the particle (a cool name for the prepositionof a phrasal verb), which is up in this case. The components of a phrasalverb cannot be separated. Some other phrasal verbs: make up, run into,and show up.
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(Make sure that there is no prepositional redundancy if someone did tryto move a preposition from the end of a sentence, as in the person to whomI talked to.)
 The SAT will occasionally test idiomatic phrasal verbs. Some of thesecan be problematic to even well-prepared test-takers who are native Englishspeakers. From various sources I have compiled a list of verbs and theircorresponding prepositions/particles (only some of these are actually phrasalverbs, and only some of those are idiomatic); I have tried to include anyrelevant notes:
 abide by
 absent from
 accuse of
 accustomed to
 agree on / agree upon / agree with / agree to
 For example: We agreed on the best course of action. We agreewith each other and our ideas. We agreed to give. We agreed tothe plan.
 afflicted with
 afraid of
 angry about
 annoyed with / annoyed by
 apologize for
 apply for
 approve of
 argue with / argue about
 For example: I argue with you about food.
 arise from
 arrive at
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associated with
 aware of
 believe in
 belong to
 blame for
 came into use
 capable of
 care about / care for
 For example: I care about your well-being. I care for you in orderto ensure your well-being.
 cater to
 characteristic of
 charge of
 cite as
 committed to
 compare to / compare with / compare against
 Generally, the use of “with” stresses the differences between theobjects of comparison, whereas the use of “to” emphasizes thesimilarities. Also, “with” must be used when “compare” is beingused intransitively, a concept that I will cover later.
 comply with
 composed of
 comprise
 Despite being frequently used, “comprised by” and “comprised of”are not correct. “comprise” means “include.”
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concerned about
 condemn as
 conform with / conform to
 connected to
 conscious of
 consider to be
 consist of
 consistent with
 contrast with
 contributed to / contributed toward
 count on
 debate over / debate about
 dedicated to
 define as
 depart for / depart from
 For example: I departed for Canada. I depart from the typicalthinking.
 depend on / depend upon
 depict as
 desirous of
 differ from
 discriminate against / discriminate between / discriminate among
 For example: I discriminate against people from your school. Idiscriminate among/between my meal choices.
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dispute over / dispute about
 distinguish from
 divergent from
 emphasis on
 endeavor to
 escape from
 excuse for
 fascination with
 fire from
 fond of
 guilty of
 hide from
 hint at
 hope for
 impose on / impose upon
 indebted to
 indifferent to
 insist on / insist upon
 instrumental in
 61

Page 63
                        
                        

intend to
 interested in
 involved in / involved with
 jealous of
 lead to
 limited to
 object to
 oblivious to
 obsessed with
 obtain from
 opposed to
 opposition of / opposition toward
 originate in
 partake of
 participate in
 plan to
 proclaimed as
 pray for
 preoccupation with
 prepared for
 62

Page 64
                        
                        

prevent from
 prohibit from
 proud of
 provide for / provide with
 For example: I provide for you. I provide you with food.
 qualify for / qualify as
 react to
 reason for
 recover from
 regard as
 related to
 rely on / rely upon
 resentful of / resentful toward
 resort to
 respond to
 responsible for
 result in
 satisfied with / satisfied by
 search for / in search of
 see as
 separate from
 similar to
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stare at
 stop from
 subscribe to
 suffer from
 superior to
 suspect of
 sympathize with
 tamper with
 thank for
 think of
 tired of
 transition from / transition to
 upset with
 vote for / vote against
 wait for
 went about
 work with / work for
 worry about
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Case errors with prepositional phrases: Whenever a noun is theobject of a prepositional phrase, it must be in the objective case. Considerthese ungrammatical sentences, in which the underlined portion indicatesthe prepositional phrase that the error is in:
 I went to the well with she and Bob.
 Between you and I, I never really liked my enemies.
 The objective case for each pronoun should be used:
 I went to the well with her and Bob.
 Between you and me, I never really liked my enemies.
 Verb
 The Verb: a word that expresses being or action. Examples: eat, give,increase, slip. There is a lot to talk about with verbs.
 Subject-Verb Agreement
 Subject-verb agreement appears consistently on the SAT.
 Amounts are singular; numbers are plural. Recall our earlier dis-cussion about deciding whether to use fewer or less. If fewer would be usedto modify a noun, that noun takes a plural verb. If less would be used tomodify a noun, that noun takes a singular verb. Using the verb to be, hereare subject-predicate versions of the list of examples that I gave in discussingthe issue of fewer versus less:
 (fewer) computers are
 (less) computing is
 (fewer) births are
 (fewer) cups of coffee are
 (less) coffee is
 (less) beauty is
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(fewer) beauties are
 (less) hair is
 (fewer) hairs are
 (less than) ten minutes is
 (less than) three miles is
 (less than) five dollars is
 Note that, as we discussed earlier, those final three examples representamounts (time, distance, and money, respectively), not numbers.
 The simple subject of a sentence is never in a prepositionalphrase. And only the simple subject directly (this distinction will becomeimportant later) affects how a verb should be conjugated. Consider theseexamples, in which the intervening prepositional phrases are in brackets:
 The number [of people] is amazing.
 That jar [of pencils] walks very nicely.
 Those hawks [of honor] are honorable.
 The house [with the three doors] is under water.
 Bob [as well as three of his friends] is going to the mall to buy a hotel.
 But. . . Although the previous topic heading is technically always correct,there are times when we will need to consider the plurality or singularityof the object of the intervening prepositional phrase. In order to decidewhether to ignore or pay attention to the prepositional phrase, ask yourselfWhat is this sentence trying to say? Consider these examples.
 A lot of cars is available for purchase.
 The subject of this sentence is the singular lot–one full of cars. If, however,the sentence said this, it would clearly have a different meaning:
 A lot of cars are available for purchase.
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While the simple subject of the sentence is still technically a lot, we mustrefer to the object of the prepositional phrase, the plural cars, because thesentence is trying to say that many cars are available. Consider this sentence,which I wrote earlier:
 The number of people is amazing.
 The sentence is not trying to say that the people themselves are amazing,just that how many there are is amazing. Such an intention contrasts withthat of this sentence:
 A number of people are amazing.
 Here the people themselves are being directly referred to, and the agree-ment reflects this. Similarly, with a percent or fraction, we must refer to theobject of the preposition and have our verb agree with that:
 Three-fourths of all pelicans belong to the minority.
 Three-fourths of my pie is gone on leave.
 Ninety percent of the town is gone.
 Ninety percent of the town’s inhabitants are gone.
 Collective nouns are flexible. Collective nouns can be singular orplural, depending on the intended meaning. For example (note how thepronouns correspond to the singularity or plurality of the subject):
 The group is working toward its goal.
 The group are fighting among themselves.
 The jury has decided its verdict.
 The jury are fighting among themselves.
 When we think of the idea represented by the collective noun as a set ofdistinct entities, we treat the noun as plural, with respect to both pronounagreement and verb agreement.
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Be careful with compound subjects. If and is used to connect the nounsin a compound subject, the subject is almost always plural, as in:
 Bob and I are leaving now.
 The singular exception (get it?) occurs when the subject is a compoundnoun that is representing one idea, as in:
 Macaroni and cheese is good.
 If or is used to connect the nouns in a compound subject, we must consideronly the noun closest to the verb, as in:
 Bob or he is a rabbit.
 The members or their leader is a rabbit.
 The leader or their members are rabbits.
 The rabbit or you are a rabbit.
 Bob, she, or I am a rabbit.
 As these last two sentences indicate, the verb must be conjugated notonly to the singularity or plurality of the closest noun, but to its person.The second-person you took what is in this context a singular are, and thefirst-person I took am.
 Don’t be tripped up by inverted verb structures. Occasionally, averb’s subject will follow it. There are three common types of circumstancesunder which this inversion occurs. An inverted verb structure is often indi-cated by the expletive pronouns there and here. Make sure that the verbagrees with the true subject, which comes later in the sentence:
 There is a dog in the lawn.
 There are three dogs building a lawn.
 There seems to be a house.
 There seem to be houses.
 Here is a monkey.
 Here are the monkeys that knew the other monkey.
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(Don’t forget that there’s is a contraction for there is, so one cannotgrammatically say, for example, “There’s two owls plotting to arrest me.”)
 Special rules do arise, however, with respect to those expletive pronounswhen the subject is compound. Follow these guidelines for the verbs thatfollow those expletive pronouns, which differ slightly from those explainedunder the previous heading:
 • If or is used to connect the nouns in a compound subject, the verbshould match the closest noun:
 There are wells or a wall.
 There is a well or wells.
 • If and is used to connect the nouns in a compound subject and thenoun closest to the verb is plural, the verb must be plural:
 There are hats, a muffin, and an artist in the locker.
 • If and is used to connect the nouns in a compound subject and thenoun closest to the verb is singular, the verb may be either singularor plural:
 There is a muffin, hats, and an artist in the locker. or
 There are a muffin, hats, and an artist in the locker.
 Note that this final rule is unique to inverted verb structures in whichexpletive pronouns appear.
 Another common situation in which an inversion occurs is when we havean introductory prepositional phrase. Make sure that you check the pluralityor singularity of the subject:
 Under the desk are pencils.
 Behind the soda machine is a dollar.
 Behind the soda machine are sand-dollars.
 Inverted structures also commonly appear in questions:
 Why are Bob and Sally working together? not
 Why is Bob and Sally working together?
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Learn the rules for correlative conjunctions. These are the primarycorrelative conjunctions as well as the only ones that are relevant to subject-verb agreement:
 both [noun] and [noun]
 either [noun] or [noun]
 neither [noun] nor [noun]
 For the correlative conjunction involving both, the verb is always plural:
 Both the water bottles and Bob are going to Canada for the winter.
 For the correlative conjunctions involving either and neither, the verbagrees with the closer noun (in both number and person). Consider theseexamples of the proper use of either. . . or :
 Either the shoe or arm is fine.
 Either the shoes or arm is fine.
 Either the shoe or arms are fine.
 Either she or I am fine.
 Either I or she is fine.
 There are either people or a dog in the cabin.
 There is either a dog or people in the cabin.
 neither. . . nor follows the same rules.
 Learn the rules for using indefinite pronouns.
 • When used as indefinite pronouns, each, either, neither, much, any-one, someone, somebody, anybody, anything, and something are alwayssingular. Intervening prepositional phrases are completely irrelevant–there are no exceptions. Consider these examples (note how any pred-icate nominatives must agree in number with the corresponding indef-inite pronouns):
 Each of the brothers is a male.
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Either of you guys is a salamander.
 Neither of the options is viable.
 Much of the number of the patrons is attributable to marketing.
 Anything is fine.
 Each of us is ready.
 (Note that each can be used adverbially as well; in such cases, it isirrelevant to subject-verb agreement, as in They each are eating hotdogs. Note the logically necessary plurality of the object dogs. Hadeach been used as a pronoun, we would have had to change the clauseto Each of them is eating a hot dog.)
 • Some indefinite pronouns are always plural; the intervening preposi-tional phrases are again irrelevant. These are few, others, many, both,and several. For example:
 Few of us are ready.
 Others are arriving shortly to prop you up.
 Many of the errors are acceptable.
 • Some indefinite pronouns’ singularity or plurality depends on that ofthe intervening prepositional phrase. As I indicated earlier, the subjectis never in such a phrase, but this is one of those circumstances underwhich we nonetheless need to refer to the object of the preposition.These pronouns are some, any, all, most, and none. For example:
 Some of you are coming tonight.
 Some of the pie is nice.
 Any of them are able to excavate.
 None of it is enough.
 None of those colors are happy.
 [A special discussion of none is warranted. Describing none as equiva-lent to not one, some grammar-conscious writers insist upon none’s beingsingular without exception. I, instead, recommend sticking with the aboveguideline. Consider this entry from The New York Times Manual of Styleand Usage:
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none. Despite a widespread assumption that it stands fornot one, the word has been construed as a plural (not any)in most contexts for centuries. H. W. Fowlers Dictionary ofModern English Usage (1926) endorsed the plural use. Makenone plural except when emphasizing the idea of not one orno one – and then consider using those phrases instead.
 Likewise, I often see (in several of my school textbooks, for example) anyused in the singular sense even when the object of its intervening preposi-tional phrase is plural. This does not seem to be the prevailing practice,however. In any case, in order avoid getting embroiled in controversy, theCollege Board is unlikely to test agreement with either of those two words.]
 Mood
 There are three primary grammatical moods:
 • Generally, the indicative mood is used to pose a question or make astatement. It is the most common mood. Examples of the indicativemood:
 He is tall.
 Why is he tall?
 We predict an increase in the amount of time that has passed.
 • The imperative mood is used to make commands. The subject of averb in the imperative mood is usually you, which can be and often isomitted. Examples of the imperative mood:
 Clean the sink.
 Leave me alone.
 Decrease the speed.
 Let’s leave now.
 • The subjunctive mood’s uses are difficult to briefly generalize, so Iquote this source:
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The subjunctive mood is used in dependent clauses thatdo the following: 1) express a wish; 2) begin with ifand express a condition that does not exist (is contraryto fact); 3) begin with as if and as though when suchclauses describe a speculation or condition contrary tofact; and 4) begin with that and express a demand, re-quirement, request, or suggestion.
 Consider these example sentences, which I have also borrowed fromthat source:
 She wishes her boyfriend were here.
 If Juan were more aggressive, he’d be a better hockey player.
 We would have passed if we had studied harder.
 He acted as if he were guilty.
 I requested that he be present at the hearing.
 Questions on which knowledge of when the subjunctive is used is help-ful appear quite frequently on the SAT.
 Tense
 Before I explain each tense’s general uses, here are the conjugations of toeat in the first person for each tense:
 Simple present: I eat
 Present progressive: I am eating
 Present perfect: I have eaten
 Present perfect progressive: I have been eating
 Simple past: I ate
 Past progressive: I was eating
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Past perfect: I had eaten
 Past perfect progressive: I had been eating
 Simple future: I will eat
 Future progressive: I will be eating
 Future perfect: I will have eaten
 Future perfect progressive: I will have been eating
 Present Tenses
 Simple present: The simple present tense is used to refer to custom-ary actions (e.g., She travels for work) or being (e.g., My pet is a dog),and it can be used in special future situations (e.g., The test is tomor-row or The election is on Tuesday). (The simple future tense can alsobe employed for that last use, as in The test will be tomorrow).
 Present progressive: The present progressive tense can emphasizethe ongoing nature of an action (e.g., I am walking instead of the moregeneral I walk). Like the simple present tense, it can refer to futuresituations (e.g., He is moving next year).
 Present perfect: The present perfect tense is used when a past actionaffects the present. since is often a trigger for the present perfecttense. The present perfect tense can indicate that an action occurs inthe present as well as in the past (e.g., Since birth, I have lived here).Also, it can refer to a completed action if the writer or speaker wishesto emphasize the past action’s effect on the present (e.g., I have justcompleted my book).
 Present perfect progressive: The present perfect progressive tenseis similar to the present perfect tense, except the former cannot referto a completed action and emphasizes the continuous nature of theaction.
 Past Tenses
 Simple past: The simple past tense refers to an action completed inthe past.
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Past progressive: The past progressive emphasizes the ongoing na-ture of an action completed in the past. It can also be used when weare talking about two concurrent actions in the past (e.g., As my dogwas watching me, I was eating my food) or an interrupted action (e.g.,I was eating when my dog grabbed my bowl).
 Past perfect: The past perfect tense is used to refer a past actionthat occurred before another referenced past action. by often signalsthe past perfect tense (e.g., By the time we arrived, Bob had left).When a prepositional phrase already indicates that an action camebefore another action, the simple past may be used instead of the pastperfect (e.g., Before we left, I went to the bathroom) or Before we left,I had gone to the bathroom).
 Past perfect progressive: The past perfect progressive tense func-tions similarly to the past perfect tense but emphasizes the continuousnature of an action.
 Future Tenses
 Simple future: The simple future tense refers to actions to be com-pleted in the future.
 Future progressive: The future progressive tense is used to refer toactions that will be in progress at a future time (e.g., I will be eatinglunch at noon).
 Future perfect: The future perfect tense is used to indicate that anaction will be completed by a particular time in the future (e.g., I willhave finished my homework by the time you arrive).
 Future perfect progressive: The future perfect progressive tensefunctions similarly to the future progressive tense but emphasizes thatthe action has been occurring prior to the specified time (e.g., I willhave been working on it).
 A specific verb error: to lay and to lie : Using these two verbscorrectly can be difficult, so it is worth going through their basic forms.
 • to lay is a transitive verb; that is, it takes an object (e.g., I want tolay this down). Its three basic forms:
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Base form: lay (For example: I always lay the paper down first.)
 Simple past: laid (For example: Yesterday, I laid the rug on theground.)
 Past participle: laid (For example: I have/had always laid thepaper down first.)
 • to lie is an intransitive verb; that is, it does not take an object (e.g.,I want to lie down). Its three basic forms:
 Base form: lie (For example: I always lie down.)
 Simple past: lay (For example: Yesterday, I lay down on therug.)
 Past participle: lain (For example: I have/had always lain downon the paper.)
 (The next section discusses the past participle.)
 Recognizing past participle errors: The past participle is used alongwith a conjugated form of to have in forming the perfect tenses. For example:
 He has eaten the sandwich.
 eaten is the past participle there. For some verbs, though, the pastparticiple is the same as the simple past tense form:
 They have arrested the criminal.
 I have seized the opportunity.
 Forming the past participle of nearly every verb should be simple for flu-ent English speakers. Nonetheless, it is worthwhile to read through this list,which offers the base form, simple past form, and past participle, respec-tively:
 Base Form Simple Past Form Past ParticipleArise Arose Arisen
 Become Became BecomeBegin Began BegunBlow Blew BlownBreak Broke Broken
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Base Form Simple Past Form Past ParticipleChoose Chose ChosenCome Came ComeDive Dived/Dove DivedDo Did Done
 Draw Drew DrawnDrink Drank DrunkDrive Drove DrivenDrown Drowned DrownedDwell Dwelt/dwelled Dwelt/dwelledEat Ate EatenFall Fell Fallen
 Fight Fought FoughtFlee Fled FledFling Flung FlungFly Flew Flown
 Forget Forgot ForgottenFreeze Froze Frozen
 Get Got GottenGive Gave GivenGo Went Gone
 Grow Grew GrownHang (a thing) Hung Hung
 Hang (a person) Hanged HangedKnow Knew KnownLay Laid LaidLead Led Led
 Lie (to recline) Lay LainLie (tell fibs) Lied Lied
 Put Put PutRide Rode RiddenRing Rang RungRise Rose RisenRun Ran RunSee Saw SeenSet Set Set
 Shine Shone ShoneShake Shook ShakenShrink Shrank ShrunkShut Shut Shut
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Base Form Simple Past Form Past ParticipleSing Sang SungSink Sank SunkSit Sat Sat
 Speak Spoke SpokenSpring Sprang SprungSting Stung StungStrive Strove/strived Striven/strivedSwear Swore SworeSwim Swam SwumSwing Swung SwungTake Took TakenTear Tore Torn
 Throw Threw ThrownWake Woke WokenWear Wore WornWrite Wrote Written
 Several times in the past, the SAT has tested test-takers’ ability to rec-ognize the use of an incorrect past participle.
 Avoiding the passive voice: When the grammatical subject of a verbis logically performing the action of the verb, the verb is in the active voice,as in:
 Bob went home.
 I have talked to Bob.
 If not, the verb is in the passive voice, as in:
 Bob was talked to by me.
 Many gifts have been given out this Christmas.
 In the first sentence Bob is the subject of the verb, but Bob is not theone talking–we find the true logical subject in the prepositional phrase: me.Likewise, in the second sentence gifts is the subject of the verb, but thelogical subject of the verb is nowhere in the sentence.
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Now, the passive voice is not ungrammatical, nor is it always stylisticallyinappropriate. There are times when the passive voice is preferred, suchas when we want to emphasize what would have been the object in theactive voice or when we do not know the true subject. For example, in thatsentence I said, “There are times when the passive is preferred.” Preferredby whom? We don’t find the answer in the sentence, because I employedthe passive and did not identify the true subject in a prepositional phrase.But it worked fine.
 In general, however, we want to know who or what is performing theactions of verbs, so the general practice should be to use the active voicewhenever possible. This is reflected on the SAT’s Improving Sentences ques-tions, on which the passive voice seldom appears in the correct answer.
 (You’ll likely notice that past participles are used in forming the passivevoice.)
 Shifting tenses: A sentence need not be in one tense. For example:
 I want to go to the movies, but I did not used to.
 We shifted from the simple present tense to the imperfect tense, and thatis perfectly grammatical. There are no complex grammatical guidelines fordeciding whether a tense shift is appropriate. All you need is an under-standing of what each tense means (which I attempted to facilitate withmy earlier descriptions) and to logically apply that understanding. Indeed,logic needs to drive your determination of whether a tense is appropriate.For example, we cannot logically say:
 I will eat a hot dog yesterday.
 Likewise, we cannot logically say:
 Before they left the house, they will pack all their belongings.
 Such a shift is simply illogical. As long as you are watchful of the tensespresent in a sentence, spotting illogical shifts should not be problematic.
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It is worth reiterating the common trigger words for the perfect tenses.by often signals the past perfect or future perfect, as in:
 By the time I was ten years old, I had been talking for almost a year.
 By the time you get here, I will have left.
 since (when used as a preposition as opposed to a subordinating con-junction, which I will discuss soon) often signals the past perfect or presentperfect, as in:
 Since birth, I had been a winner; then you came along.
 Since I got here, I have been eating nothing but food.
 Verbals
 There are three main types of verbals, which are technically verbs butfunction as different parts of speech:
 − Participles function adjectively. Present participles, which usuallyhave the suffix -ing, indicate present conditions, as in an eating rabbit (therabbit is currently eating). Past participles describe past states or actions.For example, an eaten rabbit was eaten by something in the past.
 We can use participles in three main ways. First, we can modify a nounadjacently:
 I want a working fan.
 We can also offset the participle to modify a noun; this often involves theuse of a participial phrase:
 Running, he left the building.
 Angry, the frogs were not likely to sign the treaty. or
 Having been angered, the frogs were not likely to sign the treaty. or
 Angered, the frogs were not likely to sign the treaty.
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The last three sentences mean very similar things. In fact, the last twosentences are identical in meaning: you can add Having been to a pastparticiple to make a participial phrase. You can also add Being to angrywith no effect on the meaning.
 We can also use participles in normal verb phrases:
 He is running.
 He has run.
 Mis-modification with phrases: Looking for mis-modifiers is crucialon the SAT’s Identifying Errors and Improving Sentences questions. Whenusing participial phrases and prepositional phrases that have a participle inthem, one must take special care to ensure that the subject of the clausethat the phrase is attached to is what is intended to be modified. The phraseusually comes before the clause, but it can intervene or come after. Considerthese sentences, all of which are incorrect:
 Looking back, he should not have done that.
 Having finished that, it is time for us to move on to the weather.
 In completing their project early, we have saved much time thanks tothe construction company.
 As a veteran patron, this customer service really disappoints me.
 Considering the recent increase, the higher number is not surprising.
 Given the recent increase, the higher number is not surprising.
 When using this medication, irritation or dryness may occur.
 These sentences could be corrected thus:
 Looking back, I see that he should not have done that.
 Having finished that, we move on now to the weather.
 In completing their project early, the construction company has savedus much time.
 I, as a veteran patron, am really disappointed by this customer service.
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Considering the recent increase, I am not surprised by the higher num-ber.
 Given the recent increase, I am not surprised by the higher number.
 When using this medication, you may experience irritation or dryness.
 Exampling some other modifying errors is worthwhile.
 Misplaced limiting modifiers usually occur when the verb of a sentenceis adverbially modified and the intention is to instead modify the verb’sobject.
 Bob almost sold candy to every person in the neighborhood!
 It is more likely that the intended meaning was this:
 Bob sold candy to almost every person in the neighborhood!
 Squinting modifiers occur when an adverb could be modifying eithera word before it or one after it.
 Eating food quickly causes hunger.
 Does quickly eating food cause hunger, or does eating food quicklycause hunger? We need to clarify:
 Quickly eating food causes hunger. or
 Eating food causes hunger quickly.
 Ambiguous prepositional modifiers can usually be avoided only be re-working a sentence’s structure. Consider this ambiguous sentence:
 I stopped the oil flow with my child.
 Did you use the child to stop the flow, or did you and the child stopthe flow together? Consider this example as well (though its not tech-nically a prepositional mis-modifier):
 I want to show my best friend Squidward to everyone in townwearing a salmon suit.
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− Infinitives comprise the base form of a word and to. For example, theinfinitive of eat is to eat. That is the present infinitive; there are also perfectinfinitives, such as to have eaten (e.g., I want to have eaten a hot dog by thetime I get home).
 There is not much to know about infinitives for the SAT. A commonlycited “error” is the split infinitive, in which an adverb intervenes betweento and the base form of the verb, as in to happily eat. This is, however, nota real error.
 − Gerunds function as nouns and always end in the suffix -ing.
 Failing to distinguish between participles and gerunds: Earlier, Ioffered this ungrammatical sentence:
 I looked up and saw a person stealing my burrito!
 stealing is a gerund there. Gerunds need to be treated as nouns, anda noun can be modified by another noun or pronoun only if that noun orpronoun is in the possessive case. So the sentence must be revised thus:
 I looked up and saw a person’s stealing my burrito!
 After all, it is the stealing that most interests the speaker, not the person.If, however, the logical emphasis is on the non-gerund noun, the modifier isbest thought of as a participle, as in:
 I looked up and saw the President walking to his car!
 Clearly, the speaker is referring to the fact that he saw the President; whatthe President was doing was incidental. Thus, we do not use the possessivecase. Consider this sentence:
 I looked up and saw the President/President’s walking toward me!
 In this case either form is justifiable: the speaker could be amazed bythe action (i.e., the President’s walking toward him or her) or the personhimself. Consider these examples, in which the possessive case is renderednecessary because of the intent of the sentence:
 His not being here is frustrating.
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I don’t like my dog’s peeing on the rug.
 My son’s running into me caused my injury.
 The failure of the system was due to its not being well regulated.
 For these sentences the words ending in -ing are participles:
 I don’t want to buy a computer nearing the end of its life.
 Around the corner was my long-lost dog sitting on the sidewalk.
 However, we do make practical exceptions to the general rule that gerundsmust be possessively modified. With indefinite and reflexive pronouns, forexample, using the possessive form is either particularly awkward or impos-sible:
 Everybody’s doing his or her own work helped get the project done.
 I don’t like myself’s not having high self-esteem.
 The first sentence sounds so awkward that you may avoid the possessivecase for that one, but using it is not ungrammatical. In the second sentence,though, we cannot use the possessive form because no such word exists.
 On the Improving Sentences questions of the SAT, it will often ungram-matically precede a gerund (usually being). If you can determine that beingis not being used as a participle, you can rule that answer out. Considerthese sentences:
 I am so happy about it being cheap!
 Such a sentence is incorrect, because the speaker is happy about the cheap-ness. It must be rewritten as:
 I am so happy about its being cheap!
 Incorrectly using a gerund or infinitive as a complement: Whenan infinitive or gerund is the object of a verb, we call it that verb’s com-plement. Some verbs must take infinitive complements; others must takegerund complements; and some can take either. Some nouns also take in-finitive or gerund complements. Follow these guidelines for deciding whetherto use an infinitive or gerund.
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Abstract nouns usually take infinitive complements. Some common ab-stract nouns are tendency, motivation, and desire. So, one would say thatsomeone has a tendency to, for example, exaggerate things.
 The object of a preposition is often a gerund. One says that they needhelp with getting elected.
 (The following lists are adapted from here.)
 Type A Type B Type C Type Dagree advise admit admit toaim allow advise approve of
 appear ask appreciate argue aboutarrange beg avoid believe in
 ask bring can’t help care aboutattempt build complete complain aboutbe able buy consider concentrate on
 beg challenge delay confess tobegin choose deny depend oncare command detest disapprove of
 choose dare dislike discourage fromcondescend direct enjoy dream about
 consent encourage escape feel likecontinue expect excuse forget about
 dare forbid finish insist ondecide force forbid object todeserve have get through plan ondetest hire have prevent (someone) fromdislike instruct imagine refrain fromexpect invite mind succeed in
 fail lead miss talk aboutforget leave permit think about
 get let postpone worry abouthappen like practice
 have love quithesitate motivate recall
 hope order reporthurry pay resentintend permit resistleap persuade resume
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Type A Type B Type C Type Dleave prepare risklike promise spend (time)long remind suggestlove require tolerate
 mean send waste (time)neglect teach
 offer tellought urgeplan want
 prefer warnprepareproceedpromiseproposerefuse
 remembersay
 shootstartstop
 striveswear
 threatentryusewaitwantwish
 Type A: Verbs that take infinitive complements.
 Type B: Verbs that can take an object and an infinitive, as in I willadvise him to stop, where him is the object.
 Type C: Verbs that take gerund complements.
 Type D: Verbs that can take a preposition and a gerund, as in Wetalked about stopping.
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Conjunction
 The Conjunction: Conjunctions like hooking up words, phrases, andclauses.
 − The coordinating conjunctions are and, or, nor, but, yet, and so. Theyhave many uses, including connecting two independent clauses. Clausescomprise a subject and a predicate (the verb and all its complements andmodifiers). Independent clauses are those that can stand alone. Considerthis sentence, in which a coordinating conjunction is used to connect twoindependent clauses:
 I went to the store, and I saw the manager.
 If we had not repeated the subject I, there would have only been oneindependent clause (but with a compound verb):
 I went to the store and saw the manager
 Commas are always used before coordinating conjunctions that are con-necting two independent clauses unless the two clauses are very short andhave the same subject, as in:
 He ate and then he slept.
 Using a comma there would also be correct, though. When a comma isused to connect two independent clauses that are not joined by a coordinat-ing conjunction, it is called a comma splice. In American English (and onthe SAT and ACT), comma splices are incorrect. Consider these examplesof the comma splice:
 I am hungry, I need to eat.
 I don’t like you, thus you must leave.
 You seem nice, however, you just destroyed the Sun.
 I ate my sandwich, then I watched the movie.
 87

Page 89
                        
                        

These sentences could be corrected in a variety of ways: using a coor-dinating conjunction, using a semicolon, or creating two sentences. Justmake sure that, if you do use a coordinating conjunction, the conjunction islogical. For example, one should not say:
 I am hungry, and I do not eat.
 I am hungry, but I am about to go buy food.
 These could be corrected thus:
 I am hungry, but I do not eat.
 I am hungry, so I am about to go buy food.
 I often hear people claim that sentences should not be started with coordi-nating conjunctions, but doing so is perfectly grammatical. Something thatshould be avoided, though, is using coordinate conjunctions redundantly, asin:
 I bought a llama, but I could not afford it, however.
 This could be correct as (among other possibilities):
 I bought a llama, but I could afford it.
 I bought a llama. However, I could not afford it.
 − Subordinating conjunctions (e.g., although, unless, because, if ) intro-duce adverbial clauses, which are a special type of dependent clause (i.e.,a clause that cannot stand alone). Adverbial clauses modify entire inde-pendent clauses. Introductory dependent clauses are often adverbial, as in(underlined words are subordinating conjunctions):
 Although I cannot afford it, I will buy a llama.
 Because I need a drink, I will make this sandwich.
 However, they need not be introductory; in fact, adverbial clauses can befreely moved around a clause. Consider these examples:
 I will go even though I don’t want to.
 The plan will continue as planned unless it does not.
 88

Page 90
                        
                        

As with coordinating conjunctions, illogic and redundancy must be avoided.These sentences are incorrect:
 Although the man is nice, he gave to charity.
 Even though he is ready, he will nevertheless not go on stage.
 nevertheless is a conjunctive adverb (as are words like however and thus)and, therefore, has the same semantic effect as even though.
 − Correlative conjunctions are used in pairs. Some common ones are:
 both. . . and. . .
 either. . . or. . .
 neither. . . nor. . .
 not only. . . but also
 whether. . . or
 The only exceptions to these: also is sometimes omitted in the fourthconjunction pair, and or may be omitted in the fifth conjunction if thealternative would be a negation (for example, I don’t know whether to goor not may be abbreviated as I don’t know whether to go). Here are someexamples of these conjunctions:
 Both Bob and Bob’s dog are leaving soon.
 I want either a moon or a star.
 He is neither mean nor nice.
 He not only went to the store, but also tore it down.
 Whether you stay here or go build a museum is up to you.
 The phrases so. . . that, as. . . as, and just as. . . so too also fit this form andare worth mentioning:
 He is so hungry that he could eat a piece of fruit!
 I am as hungry as an eater!
 Just as you are a moose, so too am I an animal.
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Correlative conjunctions provide a good opportunity to broach paral-lelism, which (roughly speaking) requires that words that are used in similarstructural ways must be parallel. Let’s first explore this with correlative con-junctions in particular: the words on either side of the second part of thecorrelative conjunction must be parallel in form. To better understand whatcorrect parallelism implies, consider these examples of incorrect parallelismwith both. . . and (the red areas must be parallel to each other):
 I like both dancing and to sing.
 That sentence is incorrect because to have, an infinitive, is not parallelwith running and eating, which are both gerunds.
 Bob both likes to eat and to walk.
 The infinitive to walk is not parallel with the conjugated verb likes. Thiscould be corrected by writing likes both to eat and to walk or likes to botheat and walk.
 Bob looked both in the window and the mirror.
 One phrase has a preposition; the other does not. This can be correctedby writing both in the window and in the mirror or in both the window andthe mirror.
 These rules apply similarly to the other correlative conjunctions. Also, therule about gerunds and infinitives applies even when there is no correlativeconjunction, as in:
 Bob likes eating, walking, and to have a great time.
 This sentence is incorrect because to have is the only infinitive; the othersare gerunds. Prepositional parallelism must also be observed:
 We went to the theater on the fourth day, the fifth day, and on thesixth day of the show.
 The sentence can be grammatically rewritten in either of the followingtwo ways:
 We went to the theater on the fourth day, on the fifth day, and on thesixth day of the show.
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We went to the theater on the fourth day, the fifth day, and the sixthday of the show.
 Articles (e.g., the and a) must also be parallel:
 I read the first, second, and the third books.
 Likewise, this sentence can be rewritten as:
 I read the first, second, and third books. or
 I read the first, the second, and the third books.
 For more examples of how to apply the principle of parallelism, considerthese pairs of sentences from here (sentences in italics are not parallel):
 Phuong Tran has wit, charm, and a pleasing personality.
 Phuong Tran has wit, charm, and she has an extremely pleasant per-sonality.
 In English class, Tashonda learned to read poems critically and toappreciate good prose.
 In English class, Tashonda learned to read poems critically and sheappreciated good prose.
 He wanted three things out of college: to learn a skill, to make goodfriends, and to learn about life.
 He wanted three things out of college: to learn a skill, to make goodfriends, and learning about life.
 Coach Espinoza was a brilliant strategist, a caring mentor, and a wisefriend.
 Coach Espinoza was a brilliant strategist, a caring mentor, and friend.
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We found the film repulsive, offensive, and embarrassing.
 We found the film repulsive, offensive, and we thought it was embar-rassing.
 Mr. Nguyen kept his store clean, neat, and conveniently arranged.
 Mr. Nguyen kept his store clean, neat, and he made it convenientlyarranged.
 Professor Ali rewarded his students for working hard on the finalproject and going beyond the call of duty.
 Professor Ali rewarded his students for their hard work on the finalproject and going beyond the call of duty.
 Comparisons, moreover, must be logically parallel. That is, the thingsthat are being compared must be grammatically parallel (as was exampledabove) and of the same logical type. For example:
 My team’s uniforms are better than your team.
 Uniforms cannot logically be compared to a team in this context, so thesentence is incorrect. Consider this sentence:
 Similar to my computer, your computer’s monitor has poor resolution.
 Only monitors, not computers, can have poor resolution, so this is illogical.Consider this sentence:
 The President’s agenda, like his predecessor, focused on appeasing thesuperficial interests of his constituency.
 An agenda is being compared to a President, which is illogical. Using apronoun, we could correct the sentence thus:
 The President’s agenda, like that of his predecessor, focused on ap-peasing the superficial interests of his constituency.
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The following sentences illustrate another comparison error that appearsfrequently on the SAT:
 Mexico is better than any country in North America.
 He is better than anyone.
 When the object of comparison is included in what it is being comparedto, the comparison is illogical. We can usually fix this by using other or else:
 Mexico is better than any other country in North America.
 He is better than anyone else.
 All that’s left to mention, I believe, is diction. The SAT will occasionallytest your ability to recognize an incorrect word, usually one that is spelled orpronounced very similarly to the intended word. Because there is no generalguiding principle behind appropriate diction, this section is somewhat diffi-cult to prepare for. However, if you would like to try to do so, I recommendreading through this. If you choose not to, though, you won’t be penalizedmore than one question at the most. (If you do use that Web site, you candisregard all entries on proper nouns and any issues that seem especiallyesoteric.)
 (It looks as though, in the end, everything ended up fitting under “Partsof Speech.”)
 I should reiterate that grammatical terms will never be explicitly testedon the SAT. Nonetheless, relying merely on your auditory intuition is woe-fully unreliable and is generally unsuccessful at tackling the more difficultquestions. For that reason, I wrote this guide.
 I hope that you found this grammar guide helpful. If you understand allthe concepts that I presented and you take a couple practice tests to helpyou apply the material and get a hang of the section, it is reasonable toexpect to miss very few, if any, questions on the SAT Writing section.
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1.7.2 Improving Sentences Questions
 These questions test your ability to choose the best variation on a givensentence. In deciding which choice is “best,” you should first consider gram-mar. If an option is ungrammatical, it will never be the correct answer.When you are going through the choices initially, you are on the hunt forany mistakes; this usually narrows your choices significantly and can occa-sionally lead you to a single correct answer.
 If choices remain after filtering out the ungrammatical ones, you must nextconsider the clarity of the sentence. Are all of the pronouns as unambiguousas they can be? Does the sentence flow logically? Are the conjunctionsconsistent with the intended meaning of the choice? These questions shouldbe running through your mind.
 If more than one choice remains after applying these techniques, go withthe more concise choice. Once ungrammatical choices are eliminated, thecorrect choice will be the shortest one the vast majority of the time. Keepin mind, however, that the College Board would not consider a choice bettersimply because it was shorter than another; there is typically an unneces-sarily wordy, awkward spot that contributes to the length.
 1.7.3 Identifying Errors Questions
 These questions test your ability to recognize usage errors and incorrectgrammar. A sentence with four underlined words or phrases will be pre-sented. If one of these four underlined portions contains an error, select itas the answer. If you think that there is more than one error, you have madea mistake. If there is no error, select (E) as the answer.
 These questions are relatively straightforward and do not require a deepstrategy; if you know your grammar (as I hope you do if you have gonethrough the previous posts), you will do very well. The only strategic thingI do is to mark each question that I think has no error. When I have finished,I return to the marked questions to ensure that there is truly no error. Whilethere is no predetermined number of questions that will have no error, it isgood to keep in mind that approximately 20% of the questions will have noerror on any given test. But don’t let this fact cause you to second-guessanswers that you had been confident about.
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1.7.4 Improving Paragraphs Questions
 Compared to the rest of the Writing section, these questions have less todo with grammar and more to do with well-organized writing. Diction andclarity also come up.
 Among other things, you’ll be asked to provide better alternatives forsentences and phrases, to fix the syntax of a sentence, and to rearrangesentences within the paragraphs. For the most part, the questions are not asobjective or straightforward as the rest of the Writing section, so your bestpreparation will be to work through the Improving Paragraphs questionsfrom The Blue Book. Once you get a hang of these, however, they canbecome quite easy.
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Practice 5
 Try these questions. The first eleven are Improving Sentences questions,the next eighteen are Identifying Errors questions, and the final six areImproving Paragraphs questions. (Answers and explanations appear below.)
 1. By the beginning of 1755, events are reaching a stage that made warbetween Britain and France all but inevitable.
 (a) No change
 (b) will reach
 (c) could reach
 (d) having reached
 (e) had reached
 2. The chair of the school board announced a plan to build two newelementary schools during an interview with a local news reporter.
 (a) No change
 (b) The chair of the school board announced that two new elementaryschools were planned to be built during an interview with a localnews reporter.
 (c) The chair of the school board, during an interview with a localnews reporter, announced a plan building two new elementaryschools.
 (d) During an interview with a local news reporter, the chair of theschool board announcing a plan to build two new elementaryschools.
 (e) During an interview with a local news reporter, the chair of theschool board announced a plan to build two new elementaryschools.
 3. The new political science curriculum at some high schools in India,encouraging teachers to use cartoon and newspaper clipping to provokeclassroom debate on contemporary issues
 (a) No change
 (b) India, which encourages teachers to use cartoons and newspaperclippings, and provokes
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(c) India is encouraging teachers to use cartoons and newspaper clip-ping and then provoking
 (d) India encourages teachers to use cartoons and newspaper clip-pings to provoke
 (e) India so encourages teachers to use cartoons and newspaper clip-pings as provoking
 4. The museum experienced a greatly increased number of visitors in oneyear, and analysts cited the museum’s expansion, free admission, andnew family-oriented education center to be reasons for their appeal.
 (a) No change
 (b) to be a reason for their
 (c) as being reasons for their
 (d) as reasons for its
 (e) as a reason for its
 5. Critics often equate the popular appeal of a work of art with inferiority,forgetting that Shakespeare wrote his extraordinary plays primarily toplease his audience.
 (a) No change
 (b) Critics often equate the popular appeal of a work of art withinferiority, they forget
 (c) Critics, who often equate the popular appeal of a work of art withinferiority, forgetting
 (d) Often equating the popular appeal of a work of art with inferiorityare critics, they forget
 (e) The popular appeal of a work of art often equated by critics asbeing the same as inferiority, they forget
 6. The beaver is the largest rodent in North America, it has a large, flat,nearly hairless tail; webbed hind feet; and short front legs with hairyclaws.
 (a) No change
 (b) The beaver being the largest rodent in North America, it
 (c) The beaver, the largest rodent in North America, which
 97

Page 99
                        
                        

(d) The largest rodent in North America, the beaver
 (e) The largest rodents in North America, the beaver
 7. To persuade his parents to let him study abroad, Kenneth describedother students’ positive experiences, explains how foreign study wouldbenefit his future career, and assured them that he could get financialaid.
 (a) No change
 (b) explained how foreign study would benefit his future career, andassured
 (c) explaining how foreign study is beneficial to his future career, andassures
 (d) he explained how foreign study would benefit his future career,and assuring
 (e) in explaining how foreign study would benefit his future career,and he assures
 8. The art classes at the village museum are more important for theirsocial value than for their educational contributions.
 (a) No change
 (b) than in the contributions they make educationally
 (c) rather than for the contributions they make educationally
 (d) instead of for their educational contributions
 (e) not the educational contributions they make
 9. The vice president of the United States is also the president of theSenate, the vice president is not a senator and does not vote on Senatematters except to break a tie.
 (a) No change
 (b) the vice president, who is not
 (c) however, the vice president, not being
 (d) although the vice president is not
 (e) and the vice president, who is not
 10. Although numbered among the most technically demanding pieces evercreated for piano, Frederic Chopin wrote compositions that emphasizenuance and expressive depth over mere technical display.
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(a) No change
 (b) Frederic Chopin wrote compositions emphasizing
 (c) when Frederic Chopin wrote compositions, they emphasized
 (d) Frederic Chopin’s compositions that emphasized
 (e) Frederic Chopin’s compositions emphasize
 11. By painting them this afternoon, the walls would be completely dryby tomorrow evening.
 (a) No change
 (b) If they would have been painted
 (c) Were they to be painted
 (d) After painting them
 (e) They would have been painted
 12. Learning a foreign language is difficult not only because most lan-guages contain an enormous number of words and because people needto use a language often to become comfortable with it. No error
 13. Nellie Lutcher did not achieve success quickly: she had been givinglive performances for over a decade before she will record her first hitsong. No error
 14. Ken Alice N’doye, who earned a reputation as a caterer and thenopened her own bakery, but first learned to cook by preparing food forher own family. No error
 15. The introduction of paraffin wax in 1830 enabled candle makers toproduce candles that burned more clean than those made with tallowor beeswax. No error
 16. The sculptures of Michael Kapetan function as sundials, kept time bycasting shadows that show the path of the Sun. No error
 17. It is now generally agreed that the rings of the planet Saturn arecomposed of several billion small ice particles. No error
 18. Cuban music was so popular in the Colombian city of Cali thus becomingthe basis for the dance scene that predominated there during the 1940s.No error
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19. The X chromosome was named “X” because researchers were baffledby its behavior, not because of its resemblance to the letter X. Noerror
 20. A big vegetable salad is generally more nutritious than a low-fat pastadish, but either meal would be good choices for the health-consciouseater. No error
 21. Seventy-five percent of the apples sold in New York City come fromthe West Coast or overseas, even though New York State producesmore than enough apples to meet the city’s needs. No error
 22. Despite the heavy rain, the television reporter, accompanied by herloyal film crew, were willing to wait outside the hotel until the delegatesfinished their meeting. No error
 23. The number of travelers which reached the Americas, by accident ordesign, well before Columbus is enormous, if we are to believe everyclaim. No error
 24. The people sitting behind me in the movie theater were talking through-out the film and would not keep their voice down even after being askedto do so. No error
 25. Of the more than 50 entries in the high school science fair, Sarah’sproject was declared more innovative by the panel of six judges. Noerror
 26. Perhaps the most extraordinary feature of the African elephant is theiramazingly versatile trunk. No error
 27. Langston Hughes may be best known for his poetry, but includedamong his many published works are a sizable a collection of shortstories. No error
 28. In 1988 a Soviet icebreaking ship helped free three gray whales thathad become trapped in the Arctic ice after they had swam into thecoastal waters of Alaska to feed. No error
 29. The Bactrian camel is well adapted to the extreme climate of its nativeMongolia, having thick fur and underwool that keeps it warm in winterand also insulate against summer heat. No error
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Questions 30-35 refer to the following passage.
 (1) Over 5,000 years ago, the early Egyptians used the wind to power theirsailing ships. (2) Windmills were invented in Persia in the ninth century,where their first use was to grind grains. (3) Windmills were later usedto pump water and run sawmills. (4) Today, windmills, or wind turbines,are used primarily to generate electricity, especially in Europe. (5) Anotherrenewable energy source with many useful applications is solar power.
 (6) In recent years, wind power has demonstrated many advantages overconventional power source. (7) Because wind power is a renewable resource,it does not deplete Earth’s natural resources.
 (8) Wind power may seem to offer a perfect solution to the world’s increas-ing need for safe, clean energy sources. (9) Many people worry that birds,particularly birds of prey, may be harmed by wind turbines. (10) Somepeople are also concerned that large wind farms may interrupt birds’ migra-tory patterns, although they counter that conventional electrical power linespose much more of a threat to birds. (11) Also, you have the fields of largewind turbines that are typically placed on ridgelines in hilly or mountainousregions, where many people feel that they spoil the beauty of the naturallandscape. (12) Finally, because wind is variable even in the windiest lo-cations, maintaining a steady supply of wind-generated electricity poses asignificant challenge.
 30. Which of the following sentences would be best to place at the begin-ning of the passage–before sentence 1?
 (a) People stopped building windmills when steam power replacedwind power as an economical way of generating energy.
 (b) Since ancient times, people have produced flour by using stonesto grind grain.
 (c) Even in works of fiction, such as Don Quixote de la Mancha,windmills appear.
 (d) Sailing ships operate on many of the same principles as windmills.
 (e) The harnessing of the wind to generate power for human activityhas ancient origins.
 31. In context, which of the following is the best way to deal with sentence5?
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(a) Change “Another” to “An equally.”
 (b) Change “with” to “that is known to have.”
 (c) Change “many useful” to “widespread practical.”
 (d) Move it to the beginning of the next paragraph.
 (e) Delete it from the passage.
 32. In context, the second paragraph would be most improved by including
 (a) a brief list of reasons that some people prefer conventional powersources to wind power
 (b) information on how ancient windmills differed from modern ones
 (c) additional examples of advantages that wind power has over con-ventional power
 (d) a list of countries that depend on windmills to produce energy
 (e) an account of how windmills are constructed
 33. In context, which of the following is the best version of the underlinedportion of sentence 10?
 Some people are also concerned that large wind farms may interruptbirds’ migratory patterns, although they counter that conventional elec-trical power lines pose much more of a threat to birds.
 (a) they would like to argue
 (b) their argument for wind power is
 (c) the people who were for wind power argued
 (d) people in favor of wind power argue
 (e) to argue in favor of wind power means
 34. In context, which of the following is the best version of the underlinedportion of sentence 11?
 Also, you have the fields of large wind turbines that are typically placedon ridgelines in hilly or mountainous regions, where many people feelthat they spoil the beauty of the natural landscape.
 (a) Fortunately, there are
 (b) Granted, there are also
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(c) In addition, not everyone welcomes
 (d) In this case, the exception is
 (e) Alternatively, this points to
 35. In context, where should the following sentence be placed?
 It presents problems of its own, however.
 (a) Before sentence 2
 (b) Before sentence 4
 (c) Before sentence 8
 (d) Before sentence 9
 (e) Before sentence 12
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Practice 5 Answers
 1. ETopic: Verb TenseCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
 We see by, which is a trigger that lets us know that one of the perfecttenses should be used. Choice (E) is, then, the only possible answer.Additionally, the other choices’ tenses are incorrect (we are speakingabout 1755, which is in the past).
 2. ETopic: Ambiguous modificationCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
 Choices (A) and (B) are incorrect because during an interview with alocal news reporter could be indicating when the announcement wasmade or when the schools will be built. Choice (C) is incorrect becausethe plan itself is not building schools. Choice (D) is incorrect becausethere is no conjugated verb. Choice (E) is correct because the mod-ification is unambiguous; we know that the announcement was madeduring the interview.
 3. DTopic: VerbsCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
 Choice (A) is incorrect because there is no conjugated verb. Choice(B) is incorrect because, if we disregard the independent clause, thesentence ungrammatically reads, “India. . . and provokes.” Likewise,choice (C) reads, “India is encouraging. . . and then provoking.” Choice(D) is correct. Choice (E) is incorrect because it does not follow thecorrect form of so. . . as.
 4. DTopic: Number Agreement, Correct PrepositionsCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
 The correct form is cited as. This leaves choices (D) and (E), only oneof which is appropriately plural.
 5. ATopic: Comma SplicesCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
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Choice (B) connects two independent clauses without a coordinatingconjunction; an ungrammatical comma splice results. Choice (C) hasno independent clause. Choice (D) also has a comma splice, as doeschoice (E).
 6. DTopic: Comma Splices, Number Agreement, Participial PhrasesCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
 Choice (A) has a comma splice. Choice (B) does not use the participialphrase correctly; it could have been written as Being the largest rodentin North America, the beaver, however. Choice (C), when we omit thedependent clause, reads, “The beaver. . . which.” Choice (E) does notemploy proper agreement: rodents is plural, but beaver is singular.
 7. BTopic: Parallelism, Verb TenseCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
 The verbs in a list such as this must be parallel in form and consistentin tense. Only choice (B) satisfies this requirement.
 8. ATopic: Parallel ComparisonsCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
 What follows than must be parallel with for their social value.
 9. DTopic: Comma Splices, SubordinationCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
 Choice (A) creates a comma splice. Choices (B), (C), and (D) arenonsensical syntactically. Choice (D) correctly subordinates the de-pendent clause. (This sentence was probably directed toward SarahPalin.)
 10. ETopic: Participial PhrasesCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
 Recall that the subject of the clause that a participial phrase is ad-jacent to must be what that phrase is adjectively modifying. Choices(A) and (B) illogically indicate that Chopin is a musical work. Choice(D) has no independent clause.
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11. CTopic: Participial Phrases, Verb TensesCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
 Choices (A) and (D) create mis-modifying participial phrases: thewalls did not paint themselves. Choice (B) has the incorrect tense(the sentence would have had to be reworded as If they would havebeen painted this afternoon, the walls would have been completely dryby tomorrow evening). Choice (E) creates a comma splice.
 12. CTopic: Correlative ConjunctionsCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
 Choice (C) is ungrammatical because the correct form is not only. . . butalso
 13. DTopic: Verb TenseCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
 In context, it is illogical to use the future tense.
 14. CTopic: CoordinationCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
 When we omit the dependent clause, the sentence reads, “Ken AliceN’doye. . . but first learned.”
 15. CTopic: Adverb-Adjective ConfusionCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
 more clean is modifying burned, a verb. Thus, the adjective cleanshould be the adverb cleanly.
 16. BTopic: SyntaxCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Com-mon sense suffices.
 The sentence makes no sense with the verb in its current location.
 17. ETopic: Dummy PronounsCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
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There is no error. Don’t forget that some pronouns are not trying torefer to anything (informally called “dummy pronouns”); in this case,it is one of those pronouns.
 18. BTopic: Correlative ConjunctionsCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
 The correct form is so. . . that.
 19. ETopic: The Absence of a TopicCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
 There is no error.
 20. DTopic: Number AgreementCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
 either meal is singular, but good choices is plural. (D) is a good choice.
 21. ETopic: The Absence of a TopicCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
 There is no error.
 22. BTopic: Subject-Verb AgreementCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
 Recall that intervening phrases do not affect agreement, so the sen-tence incorrectly reads, “the television reporter. . . were willing.”
 23. ATopic: Relative PronounsCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
 Recall that the relative pronoun which should not be used with people.
 24. CTopic: Number AgreementCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
 More than one person will have one more than one voice.
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25. DTopic: Comparative-Superlative ErrorsCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
 When we are comparing from among three or more entities, the su-perlative, not the comparative, form must be used. The superlativeform of innovative is most innovative.
 26. CTopic: Number AgreementCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
 their is plural (in the College Board’s eyes, that is); elephant is singu-lar.
 27. DTopic: Subject-Verb AgreementCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
 Don’t be fooled by the inverted construction; even though the subjectcomes after the verb, they must still agree. collection is singular; areis plural.
 28. CTopic: Past ParticiplesCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
 Recall that the past participle of swim is swum.
 29. CTopic: Subject-Verb AgreementCould the answer be determined by using the grammar guide? Yes.
 At first glance, the dependent clause (i.e., that keeps it. . . ) could bemodifying either fur and underwool or underwool. If that were thecase, keeps would be correct as either singular or plural. However,insulate is plural, so we know that the compound subject is beingmodified.
 30. EThe first paragraph is talking about windmills and begins with a his-torical perspective.
 31. ENone of the rest of the passage refers to solar power; to bring it up is
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going off topic*.(* Did you notice the lack of parallelism? We can’t mix gerunds andinfinitives.)
 32. CA single example does not support the scope of the first sentence’sclaim.
 33. DOnly choice (D) is unambiguous and in the correct tense.
 34. CThe author is providing an additional objection.
 35. DThe sentence most clearly contrasts with sentence 8, which is consis-tent with the semantic implication of the conjunctive adverb however.
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1.7.5 The Essay
 The SAT essay tests your ability to write in a superficially good way.That’s right: the thoughtfulness and clarity of conception that ordinarilycharacterize effective writing apply much less on the SAT. The graders willspend about two minutes (at most) on each essay, and the result is a rathershallow and formulaic analysis of your writing. They do, after all, have toget through hundreds of thousands of essays within a couple weeks.
 You will be presented with a prompt–one that has two justifiable sides.Your job is to select a side and support it with examples. Do not veer offtopic (you will receive a score of 0) or attempt to find a middle ground;pick a side and stick with it. Pick whichever side you can more easily andcogently support.
 There is no prescribed format for the essay. You don’t need five para-graphs, your thesis need not be at the end of your first paragraph (thoughthis is generally a good idea), and you don’t need an elaborate introductionand conclusion. Try to shoot for around a three-sentence introduction anda two-to-three-sentence conclusion. It is commonly cited that three exam-ples are necessary for a great score; this is false. A single, well-supportedexample is always preferable to three, scarcely-supported examples. Mostpeople find that going with two examples works best for them.
 Because of the time constraints, the essay graders will begin to noticecorrelations and use them to more efficiently assess the essays. One of theseis length: longer essays, on average, tend to be better. As a result, graderswill automatically associate length with quality. Again, there is no requiredlength, but I highly recommend that you aim to fill up both pages.
 Practicing the typical good writing habits is important. Vary your sen-tence types, employ descriptive and appropriate vocabulary when you feelcomfortable doing so, and try to establish good fluidity (by smartly usingconjunctive adverbs, for example). Avoiding salient grammatical errors isimportant, but the technical and rigorous approach to grammar that char-acterized my coverage of the rest of the Writing section is not relevant to theessay; minor mistakes will not affect your score and may even go unnoticed.
 As for what examples are acceptable, just about anything will fly. How-ever, historical and literary examples, as opposed to personal examples, tend
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to result in higher scores more often; but, again, any type of example can besuccessful if done well. And the point of the essay is to assess your writingskills, not your knowledge of literature or history, so carefully and plausiblyfabricating some historical details or books is not a bad idea. (Stay awayfrom citing very specific statistics, though; they are almost never believable.)
 It is impossible to ensure that you will receive a 12 on the essay (eachgrader’s score between 0-6 is summed). Indeed, because of the great inherentsubjectivity and graders’ hesitancy to hand out 6’s, 12’s are quite rare (eachgrader would have to give a 6). Indicative of the randomness of the gradingare the facts that 11’s are about three times as common as 12’s (meaningthat the graders gave different scores) and that about 4% of essays are sentto a third, supervisory grader (meaning that the graders’ scores varied bytwo or more on a six-point scale). Moreover, 9’s are nearly twice as commonas 10’s. These statistics do not reflect favorably on the College Board.However, it is possible to consistently score 10 or higher; a great essay willalmost always receive at least 5 from each grader.
 Luckily, you won’t need a 12 to score well on the Writing section of theSAT. In fact, on every administration (so far, at least) you can receive 800with a 10 as long as you do not miss any multiple choice questions. If youdo manage to get 12 on the essay, you can usually miss up to two questionson the multiple choice and still pull off a “perfect” score overall.
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1.8 Scoring
 To calculate your raw score on one of the three sections, assign one pointto correct answers and deduct a quarter of a point for each incorrect answerto a multiple choice question (that is, this deduction does not apply to free-response Math questions). Omitted questions do not directly affect yourraw score, though the opportunity cost is still one point. The deduction forincorrect, as opposed to omitted, questions is designed to compensate forrandom guessing.
 Once you have completed that tallying, round your score to the nearestinteger value; .5 rounds up (which is in your favor). So incorrectly answer-ing two questions is essentially the same as omitting two questions, but athird missed question can cause a significant drop. I explained some of theimplications of this in my earlier discussion of when deciding whether toguess or omit.
 The raw score can then be converted to the scaled score (out of 800).It is in this conversion that the curve of the test comes into play. Thiscurve is not, as some people believe, an artificial adjustment of the aver-age that is applied occasionally if students’ performance on the test wasbelow average. Instead, the curve is inherent in the conversion; there is nopredetermined, “normal” scaled score to which a given raw score converts.The College Board employs a multifaceted approach to determining the ap-propriate curve, including consideration of a sample group’s performanceon the test prior to the regular administration and the test-taking group’sperformance on the unscored, experimental sections. Rest assured: varia-tions in difficulty among the tests are compensated for. This means thatit does not really matter which month you take the test as long as you arewell-prepared.
 See here for selected historical curves. Note, though, that the curves as oflate have in general been slightly less forgiving than they used to be, mostnotably on the Math section. The reason for this is not clear.
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1.9 The PSAT
 The Preliminary SAT (PSAT) is offered each October. The test is mostcommonly taken by juniors, but some high schools encourage sophomoresand freshmen to take it as well. Unlike the SAT, which is scored out of 2400,the PSAT is scored out of 240; each section is still worth one-third of thetotal composite score, however. Beyond the PSAT’s being shorter (just overtwo hours) and its not having an essay component, the test is very similarto the SAT in content and style of questioning.
 Some people have reported that they found the PSAT to be easier. How-ever, I did not find this to be case. Also, the PSAT Math section supposedlycovers even more basic concepts than the SAT Math section does, but againI noticed no difference. In any case the tests are very similar. For this reasonpreparing for either test will benefit you on the other. So preparing for thePSAT as you would the SAT (a process that I explained earlier) is probablyyour best bet. Just make sure to try at least one PSAT practice test so thatyou are familiar with the format.
 The determination of raw scores and scaled scores works on the PSAT asit does on the SAT. The only difference is that the PSAT, as a result of itshaving fewer questions, tends to have even less-forgiving curves.
 Luckily, however, having an ultra-high PSAT score is not important. Theprimary reason that students take the PSAT (aside from being occasionallyforced to by their schools) is to qualify for some sort of honor from theNational Merit Scholarship Corporation. Only students’ junior-year scorescan qualify them for these honors, which I explain below:
 • Around April of a student’s junior year, he or she may be notified ofhaving a PSAT score that puts him or her among the top 50,000 high-school juniors who took the PSAT. This is approximately the 96.5thpercentile.
 • In early senior year, those 50,000 students are notified about whetherthey are Semifinalists (the top 16,000) or Commended (the next 34,000).Students’ scores determine which they qualify for, and neither Semifi-nalist nor Commended status confers a monetary value in itself. (Someschools do, however, give scholarships that are dependent on thesehonors.)
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• Semifinalists are asked to produce additional application materials,such as an SAT score, a high-school transcript, and an essay. TheSAT score must be high enough to affirm, in the eyes of NationalMerit, a student’s PSAT score. The minimum acceptable SAT score isrumored to be around 1900-2000. As long as a student sends in thesematerials and meets the SAT-score threshold, he or she will be becomea Finalist. About 15,000 students become Finalists.
 • Based on an assessment of the additional materials sent in (the PSATscore is now irrelevant), 8,000 National Merit Scholars are chosen.These students each receive $2,500 (significantly more if the collegesthat they attend give scholarships for this honor).
 The Commended score cutoff is a national threshold; it applies similarlyto all students. It typically hovers between 201 and 205. The Semifinalistscore cutoffs, on the other hand, vary from state to state. Here are the mostrecent cutoffs:
 State CutoffAlabama 208Alaska 211Arizona 210Arkansas 203California 218Colorado 215
 Connecticut 218Delaware 219
 District of Columbia 221Florida 211Georgia 214Hawaii 214Idaho 209Illinois 214Indiana 211
 Iowa 209Kansas 211
 Kentucky 209Louisiana 207
 Maine 213Maryland 221
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State CutoffMassachusetts 221
 Michigan 209Minnesota 215Mississippi 203Missouri 211Montana 204Nebraska 207Nevada 202
 New Hampshire 213New Jersey 221New Mexico 208New York 218
 North Carolina 214North Dakota 202
 Ohio 211Oklahoma 207
 Oregon 213Pennsylvania 214Rhode Island 217
 South Carolina 211South Dakota 205
 Tennessee 213Texas 216Utah 206
 Vermont 213Virginia 218
 Washington 217West Virginia 203
 Wisconsin 207Wyoming 201
 New England/Mid Atlantic Boarding Schools 221
 If your parents work for a participating company, you could receive signif-icant scholarship money at lower thresholds. Additionally, there are otherdistinction programs that National Merit runs. National Hispanic Recog-nition Program recognizes 5,000 Hispanic students year. Specifically (fromhere):
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To qualify for this program, you must be at least one-quarterHispanic/Latino. Hispanic/Latino is an ethnic category, nota racial category, and you may be of any race. For purposesof the NHRP, you must be from a family whose ancestorscame from at least one of these countries: Argentina, Bo-livia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Cuba, Domini-can Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras,Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Puerto Rico,Spain, Uruguay, or Venezuela.
 Here are the most recent qualifying scores:
 Region Name Qualifying ScoreNew England 184Mid Atlantic 184
 South 193Southwest 182Midwest 193
 West 184
 A 3.5 GPA (on a 4-point scale) is also required; this can be weighted orunweighted. There is no directly associated monetary award, but, again,some colleges will award scholarships to qualifiers.
 National Merit offers a program for African-American students as well,called the National Achievement Scholarship Program. Approximately 700students are chosen to receive $2,500 scholarships.
 When National Merit Semifinalists are chosen, they are given an oppor-tunity to select two “first-choice” schools, which will be notified of this se-lection. In doing so, it is best to pick schools that award scholarships basedon the honor or that consider demonstrated interest in making admissionsdecisions (the latter fact can be found by searching a school’s Common DataSet). Don’t just select a top school because you think that it will make youstand out; a significant number of top schools’ applicants are Semifinalists.
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1.10 SAT Subject Tests
 SAT Subject Tests (formerly called the SAT II) test your knowledge andskills in specific subjects. There are twenty different Subject Tests that areoffered. Here is some commentary about each of them.
 Literature: Poses interpretation questions based on passages and poetryfrom various eras. In some ways, it is a more difficult version of the CriticalReading section of the SAT. Some basic knowledge of literature terms isrequired. Getting a score of 800 is very difficult. Because of the numberof practice tests that it contains, this book is a good preparatory resource.(800 is the 99th percentile; 790 is the 99th percentile. Around 59/61 (rawscore) is required for 800.)
 United States History : Supposed to be slightly more detail-oriented thanthe AP US History exam. The curve is rather generous, however. Thoughdesigned for the AP test, this book is an excellent resource for the SubjectTest and has sufficient but well-presented detail. (800 is the 98th percentile;790 is the 97th percentile. Around 79/90 (raw score) is required for 800.)
 World History : The test’s difficulty is largely mitigated by its very gen-erous curve. (800 is the 97th percentile; 790 is the 96th percentile. Around78/95 (raw score) is required for 800.)
 Math Level 1 : Although this test does not go in-depth as Math Level 2does, the questions require slightly more problem-solving skills. Moreover,the curve is very unforgiving. I recommend against taking this test unlessyou have not taken pre-calculus yet. Note as well that some schools donot accept this test (such as the University of California system). (800 isthe 99th percentile; 790 is the 99th percentile. Around 49/50 (raw score) isrequired for 800.)
 Math Level 2 : The test covers some pre-calculus topics, but the questionsare fairly straightforward. If you are looking for very rigorous practice tests,check out Barron’s. For more realistic and efficient preparation, PrincetonReview has accurate tests. Sparknotes also has some decent practice tests;plus, they’re free (they have some for a few other subjects as well). (800 isthe 89th percentile; 790 is the 86th percentile. Around 43-44/50 (raw score)is required for 800.)
 117
 http://www.amazon.com/Kaplan-Subject-Literature-2010-2011-Test/dp/141955347X/ref=sr_1_3?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1277244004&sr=8-3
 http://www.amazon.com/United-States-History-Preparing-Examination/dp/1567656609/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1277244106&sr=1-1
 http://www.amazon.com/Barrons-Subject-Test-Math-Level/dp/0764136925/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1277244736&sr=1-1
 http://www.amazon.com/Cracking-Subject-2009-2010-College-Preparation/dp/0375429107/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1277244798&sr=1-1
 http://www.amazon.com/Cracking-Subject-2009-2010-College-Preparation/dp/0375429107/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1277244798&sr=1-1
 http://testprep.sparknotes.com/testcenter/sat2/math2c/

Page 119
                        
                        

Biology : There are two versions of this test: Ecological and Molecular.All Biology test-takers will take the same first sixty questions, but the nexttwenty will focus on one of those two areas. The test is known to be some-what difficult and has a relatively unforgiving curve. Princeton Review isgenerally considered to be a solid book for this test. (800 is around 98th per-centile; 790 is around 96th percentile. Around 77/80 (raw score) is requiredfor 800.)
 Chemistry : This test goes beyond the material of the typical introduc-tory chemistry class but does not get as in-depth as AP Chemistry does.Princeton Review and Barron’s have pretty good review sections, althoughBarron’s may cover more than you need for the test. (800 is the 93rd per-centile; 790 is the 91st percentile. Around 82/85 (raw score) is required for800.)
 Physics: Like the Chemistry test, the Physics Subject Test is not as in-depth as its AP counterpart (i.e., AP Physics B). There are a few topicsthat appear on the Subject Test, however, that are not in the Physics B orC curricula. Therefore, students enrolled in either of those classes shouldconsider flipping through a review book to familiarize themselves with thosetopics, especially if they are in Physics C without having taken B. PrincetonReview is often cited as the best preparatory book. No calculus appears onthe exam, and the curve is generous. (800 is around 90th percentile; 790 isaround 88th percentile. Around 59/75 (raw score) is required for 800.)
 The remaining Subject Tests are language exams. They tend to have harshcurves, and the percentiles are less meaningful because of the significantself-selection that characterizes their test-taking populations. The offeredlanguages are:
 Chinese (Listening)
 French (Listening or Reading)
 German (Listening or Reading)
 Japanese (Listening)
 Korean (Listening)
 Spanish (Listening or Reading)
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Modern Hebrew (Reading)
 Latin (Reading)
 Italian (Reading)Chinese (Listening)
 French (Listening or Reading)
 German (Listening or Reading)
 Japanese (Listening)
 Korean (Listening)
 Spanish (Listening or Reading)
 Modern Hebrew (Reading)
 Latin (Reading)
 Italian (Reading)
 The College Board publishes its own book for all the Subject Tests; thereis one practice test for each. The College Board also offers a book for theirmath Subject Tests. That book says that there are four tests–two for eachlevel–but only two of these are different from the test in their general guide.The story is the same for their guide for the history Subject Tests.
 Although it is worth it to pick up any relevant official materials for thepractice tests, you will likely have to turn to other preparatory sources (suchas those that I mentioned above) for more practice, as well as review of thematerial. Luckily, though, using official practice tests is not as importantwith the Subject Tests as it is with the SAT Reasoning Test.
 In order to supplement my rather superficial coverage of the Subject Teststhus far, I have asked CCer christiansoldier to offer his thoughts on the tests.Here is the product of his gracious agreement:
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Math I: Math I is often neglected by top students, and withgood reason. Math I presumes only that you have success-fully completed Algebra II. It will test basic trigonometricfunctions, but you will probably remember seeing these inyour geometry class. Some people take Math I because itrequires virtually no preparation. If you have done well inyour high school math classes and are a solid test-taker, youshould have no trouble getting a high score in Math I. Thetrouble is that getting an 800 requires precision; you are of-ten permitted to miss only one question (or no questions).The curve remains steep, and missing only a few questionswill be detrimental to your score. Furthermore, most topcolleges prefer Math II, which has a much more forgivingcurve and is therefore widely considered the “easier” test. Ingeneral, taking Math I is not recommended.
 Math II: Whereas Math I is often neglected, the majorityof top students take Math II. Unlike Math I, Math II has avery generous curve. If it were a test in school, getting an Awould usually be enough to get an 800. Students who havedone well in high school math through pre-calculus and arestrong test-takers will find this a manageable test. It is es-pecially appealing because it requires relatively little prepa-ration. You might have to review some of the finer pointssuch as matrices, but there is usually very little - if any -material that you haven’t seen before. Of course, you shouldpractice, but you probably will not need a lot of review.
 Chemistry: Chemistry is a very popular test among thehordes of math/science-inclined top students. Unlike MathII, it is not a particularly easy test to score well on. The curveis less forgiving than, say, physics. This test’s popularitycan best be attributed to ambitious sophomores fresh out ofAP Chemistry. The material covered in SAT II Chemistryis similar to the material covered in AP Chemistry, but Irecommend you review some even if you are fresh off the APtest. A lot of the material you crammed in April/May hasprobably left you. Scoring very high will require not only asolid grasp of the concepts, but also knowledge of the details.
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The true false questions, which are unique to chemistry, areespecially unforgiving, since all of your usual multiple choicereasoning does not apply. Also note that if you have preppedfor Chemistry Olympiad, this test should be a breeze.
 Biology: Biology comes in two flavors, Ecological andMolecular. The difference between Bio-E and Bio-M is thelast 20 questions. The first 60 are the same for both tests.Much of what can be said of SAT II Chemistry can also besaid of SAT II Biology: the material is similar to the AP test,but you should still review because SAT II allows for finerdifferentiation of high scores than the AP tests do. I willtherefore focus my discussion on whether you should take Eor M. Bio-E tends to have a slightly easier curve, but thedifference is so small that you should simply choose whichsubject you like better. More people tend to choose Bio M,simply because most people with a strong enough interest inBio to even take the test are pre-med types and M is morerelevant to their interests. However, ecology comes late inthe Bio curriculum and accordingly might be fresher.
 Physics: Physics is fundamentally different from Biologyand Chemistry because the curve is so much more forgiv-ing. While students strong in Chem or Bio are occasionallyscrewed by esoteric or poorly worded questions, students whoare strong in Physics succeed consistently. The generouscurve allows you to miss a few “off” questions, so scoring an800 is easier. If you did well on the AP Physics B multi-ple choice, you shouldn’t have much of a problem with SATII physics. However, if you just completed AP Physics C,you should probably review pretty thoroughly. You wouldbe surprised how much simple algebra you can forget duringyour calculus-based odyssey in Physics C.
 Literature: Literature, besides a non-native foreign lan-guage, is appropriately considered the most difficult SAT II.The curve is harsh. The questions can be weird. And itcan be frustrating for the literary-minded to conform theirthinking to the demands of a multiple choice test. This isn’tSAT I Critical Reading. The passages are far more difficult,
 121

Page 123
                        
                        

and the depth of analysis called for is much greater. Unlikethe other tests, the corresponding AP, AP Literature, is of-ten taken senior year - too late to help you unless you arecrazy enough to take if after college admissions season. Manychoose to take Literature without preparing at all; they lookat it as more of an IQ test than anything else, and thereforefind it appealing. Indeed, if you have an analytical mind wellsuited to the purpose of divining the College Board’s way ofthinking, you can do well on this test without any additionalpreparation. If not, you can expect this to be a hard test.Fluency in pre-20th century English is a huge asset.
 World History: The history tests present an interestingconundrum. While they tend to have more generous curvesthan the science tests, they are longer and it is virtuallyimpossible for any review book to contain every possible factthat College Board might decide to test. Sometimes thequestions can be downright random. I remember distinctlythat my US History test asked “Which President’s cabinetwas popularly referred to as Camelot?” King Arthur wasnot a choice. Anyhow, for those of you who get queasy atthe sight of numbers not followed by “A.D.,” the history testmight be your best bet. While AP World History tests yourknowledge of broad trends and change, SAT II World Historyfocuses much more on discrete facts. Preparation is a must.Background knowledge acquired outside of the classroom isalso helpful. A lot of the time, you will find yourself lookingat a multiple choice question and saying “Well who WOULDdo that.” The general characteristics of civilizations andtime periods you learned in AP will be invaluable in yourmultiple choice reasoning.
 U.S. History: Not much can be said of U.S. History thatI have not already said of World. AP US History tends tofocus more on facts than AP World does, so that is helpful.However, SAT II US History questions can be more esoteric,so it’s really a wash.
 Languages: College Board faces a dilemma with its lan-guage tests. On the one hand, it wants to make a test that
 122

Page 124
                        
                        

serves as a meaningful indicator of language development forthose students who speak a foreign language at home. Dothey only know how to shoot the bull with family and friends,or are they genuinely proficient in the language? Againstthat interest, College Board does not want to make the testimpossibly difficult for those who picked up the language inschool. College Board has managed to fail on all counts. Themajority of native-speakers get 800s, while those who learnedthe language in school usually find the test exceedingly dif-ficult. With preparation, you can probably manage the verbtenses and be able to get most of the passages enough to an-swer the questions. Unfortunately, unless you have an excep-tional high school program or have lived abroad for a while,you will run into a fair chunk of idioms and vocabulary thatyou just don’t know. However, a good score on a languagetest is probably the most impressive and meaningful as faras colleges are concerned. If your ear is well trained to yourlanguage (especially if you have lived abroad), it would beto your advantage to take the listening test to score someeasy points. If your school program is not so good and youare responsible for most of your own preparation, you wouldprobably do better to take the Reading test.
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1.11 AP Tests
 By doing well on AP tests, students may be eligible for credit in thecorresponding introductory classes at the college level. For his thoughts onpreparatory materials and on many of the tests themselves, I again defer tochristiansoldier:
 Which review book should I get?
 As a person who literally owns a closet full of review books,I can tell you that most review books are not very good.Barrons and REA tend to be loaded with extraneous de-tails and riddled with incorrect answers to practice ques-tions. Princeton Review focuses too much on the mumbojumbo of studying the test rather than the material that istested (Studying the material IS studying the test!). Ka-plan and McGraw Hill are often too simplified and easy, andthe independently-published books can be unreliable and fewand far in between. You want the secret to review books?Get a lot of them, and read them. In very few cases is thereone review book you can study from and guarantee you willbe ready for the test (unless you had a good class), but thereare even fewer cases where you can study from multiple booksand fail to do well. One book’s strength will cover another’sweaknesses, and you will come out on top for it.
 Moving along,
 AP:
 World History: I will discuss the generalities of all historyAPs (World, Euro, and US) here and then discuss the par-ticulars of each one in its given section. The history APs are,by and large, a test of memory. If you keep up on your read-ing and retain it in at least the mid-term, you will recognizethe majority of the material on any given history AP. If youhave a lot of background knowledge from outside reading,you will be able to figure out most of the ones you don’tknow for sure. The essays do not require incisive analysis;you will usually be able to arrive at a correct response with-out formulating any ideas of your own. The DBQ, if you
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have practiced, should be free points. World History in par-ticular tends to focus on trends and general characteristicsof civilizations and time periods. Some are intimidated bythe test’s breadth, but you shouldn’t be, because you aren’texpected to know more than the most important points ofeach civilization. SELF STUDY FRIENDLY: YES
 European History: While World History focuses on thegeneralities, European History focuses on the particulars.The most important trends - the disintegration of the Mid-dle Ages world order and the emergence of the nation-stateand the like - are in there, but you are expected to under-stand them in greater detail. The DBQ is just like any otherhistory DBQ, but European History allows you a greaterchoice in which essay you write. You will be given two setsof three prompts, and you must choose one prompt from eachset. This is good because, unlike in World History, you canpick a prompt you know a lot about. However, the promptsare very specific, and you will either need a large reserve ofbackground knowledge or excellent historical analysis skillsto give a thorough answer. SELF STUDY FRIENDLY: YES
 United States History: US History strikes a balance be-tween Euro and World, and is accordingly probably the eas-iest history AP. The questions are not so detail-oriented asEuro’s, but the subject matter is not so broad as World’s.The DBQ is just like the other tests’. You are given threeessay prompts, and must choose two of them. This givesyou more freedom of movement than World with less spe-cific prompts than Euro’s. A lot of people find this test theeasiest simply because they are the most familiar with Amer-ican history and are therefore able to retain new facts morereadily. SELF STUDY FRIENDLY: YES
 Art History: Like the other history tests, Art History ismemory-based. There, the similarities end. I’ve heard peo-ple recommend Art History for self-study. Unless you havea phenomenal memory, I would advise against self-studyingthis test. There is a vast bank of artworks that you simplymust memorize. Not only do you have to be able to correctly
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identify them in multiple choice, but you will also have tobe prepared to discuss them on free-response. There are awhole bunch of the free response questions too. Ironically,the long essays where you get to choose whatever artworksyou want to discuss are much easier. If you have a ton oftime (like you’re a freshman), self-studying is possible. Oth-erwise, this will be a huge time-investment. The bright sideis that it requires virtually no artistic inclination. The stu-dents I know who were in it for the history did much betterthan the students who were in it for the art. SELF STUDYFRIENDLY: NO
 Human Geography: Human Geography is a weird one.On the one hand, the material covered is pretty straight-forward. There are very few things you will need to readtwice. On the other hand, unless you have a penchant formemorizing long lists of statistics, there are going to be odd-ball questions that you just don’t know. As in the histories,you can often reason out the answer if you have a solid baseof geography knowledge. The free response questions are likethe Government FRQs, or the Biology/Chemistry FRQs forthat matter. Simple regurgitation of knowledge in a point-by-point fashion, sometimes followed by examples. SELFSTUDY FRIENDLY: YES
 U.S. Government: U.S. Government is exactly what itsounds like. You must be familiar with both the institu-tions of American government and American political his-tory. Background knowledge is helpful, but the history-typequestions are very predictable, so you can probably pickthem up from your textbook or a review book. FRQs arelike Human Geo’s: you simply explain concepts and give ex-amples. SELF STUDY FRIENDLY: YES
 Comparative Government: It has “Government” in thename, and it is appropriately similar to the American Gov-ernment test. However, most find Comparative Governmenta somewhat more difficult test. First of all, most are less fa-miliar with the political institutions of a country like Nigeriathan they are with their American counterparts. Further-
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more, unlike U.S. Gov, where you only have to rememberif something is true, you must remember if a statement istrue for a given country. For U.S. Gov, you only need toremember that we have a bicameral legislature. For CompGov, you must remember that Mexico has a bicameral legis-lature while China does not. Luckily, the bulk of Comp Govassumes that students look at American government as “nor-mal,” and focus on the effects of American-style institutions(or the lack thereof). You essentially see how American insti-tutions in other countries lead to different outcomes, or howthe lack of American-style institutions are tailored to eachcountry’s unique characteristics. Comparative Governmentincludes a Short Definition section, which unsurprisingly asksyou to define given key terms. Simple stuff. SELF STUDYFRIENDLY: YES
 Macroeconomics/Macroeconomics: I will discuss bothMicro- and Macroeconomics together because, unlike anyother two tests (with the exception of the two Physics Cs)there is no effective difference between the two except theobvious one. Macroeconomics tests the economy as a whole;Microeconomics tests the firm. Both tests test theory pri-marily, with some simple applications that will require a littlearithmetic and a few relatively well-known historical exam-ples. However, these are not memory tests like AP US His-tory. Economics wants you to not only be able to regurgitatethe theory, but also apply it to new (relatively basic) situa-tions. The FRQs, which work a lot like the US Governmentones, are very similar from year to year, so you should besure to check them out on the CB website. SELF STUDYFRIENDLY: YES
 Psychology: Psychology is, like the history APs, a memorytest. Unlike the history tests, you can study from your text-book and the review books and expect to know just abouteverything on the test. This is arguably the easiest AP. Ifyou were to self-study one AP, I would say go with eitherthis or Environmental Science. The FRQs are straightfor-ward, much like Human Geo’s. SELF STUDY FRIENDLY:
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YES
 English Language: The English Language free response isquite simply a writing test. You have two plain-and-simpleessays and one DBQ-like essay. The multiple choice is ba-sically SAT CR on crack. For those with good analyticalminds who are naturally gifted at expository writing, thistest is a cinch. You can probably 5 it with absolutely nopreparation outside of reading the rubric for the DBQ-likeessay. For those of you who are not naturally gifted writers,YOU MUST TAKE THIS CLASS. Now I don’t mean youmust take this class to pass the AP test. I mean you musttake this class, period. It develops your expository writingskills, which are essential. A well taught AP English Lang &Comp class is an enormous asset for those who need to workon their writing. SELF STUDY FRIENDLY: DEPENDS
 English Literature: Finally, those literature analysis skillsyou have been working on for years come into AP play. APEnglish Lit’s multiple choice is almost exactly like SAT IILiterature. It can be frustrating trying to figure out notwhat the passages mean to you, but what they mean to thetest writers. Luckily for you English-minded people whodespise literature interpretation multiple choice, the AP Litessays give you a chance to shine. You will be given worksto analyze for two of the essays and will get to use worksof your choice for the final essay. Well, not really works ofyour choice. Works of literary merit. In some cases, theline of literary merit is clear. The Great Gatsby and Hamletare works of literary merit. Harry Potter and Cujo are not.There is a gray area in between, but it’s safest to read offthe suggested works list in past AP prompts so you have abank of works that are assuredly of literary merit. This oneI advise self-studying against, unless you are an especiallygifted analyzer of fiction. You really do need to practice forthese essays. SELF STUDY FRIENDLY: NO
 Chemistry: Unlike Bio or any of the social sciences, Chem-istry is a concept-based test in the spirit of Physics, Calc,and English. Yes, I realize it is weird to say Chem has more
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in common with English or Calc than its fellow sciences Bioand EnviroSci, but it really does. There actually isn’t a lotof information to AP Chemistry. I could probably condenseChem into a glossary of ten pages. I won’t, but I could.However, you have to not only memorize what those conceptsare, but also understand how to apply them. You learn whatproperties make a substance have a lower boiling point andthe properties of elements separately. You may well neverhear in your class that methane has a lower boiling pointthan water, but you will learn everything you need to knowin order to deduce that. Chem is a manageable test, but Iwould not recommend self-studying it. I mean, I’m sure youcould, but I wouldn’t recommend it. It tends to be easier forpeople to pick up facts on their own than it is to thoroughlyunderstand concepts. SELF STUDY FRIENDLY: NO
 Biology: As far as AP is concerned, biology is the science offacts. Lots and lots of facts. More than any test with the pos-sible exception of Art History, biology demands an excellentmemory (or a very good work ethic and patience for memo-rization). Besides Punnet Squares, which are laughably easy,you will not have to do anything except regurgitate informa-tion you learned in your textbook. For some, this is easy.You don’t even have to think. For others, this sounds like anightmare. You have to do the opposite of think; you haveto study. But since there are no especially difficult concepts,this one should be a relatively simple (if laborious) self-studyif that’s what you want to do. SELF STUDY FRIENDLY:YES
 Environmental Science: Along with AP Psych, AP En-viroSci is considered one of the easiest AP tests. In terms ofthe types and emphases of questions, it is more like HumanGeography and Psychology than it is like any other science.You must understand a healthy mix of facts and concepts,but if the facts were the size of a pool of water and theconcepts were the depth, EnviroSci would be both small andshallow. You can easily pick up everything you need to knowfor the test from reading a couple review books. In fact, I
 129

Page 131
                        
                        

would go so far as to say that you not only don’t need a class,but that unless the class is well-taught by a dynamic teacher,a class is a waste of time. SELF STUDY FRIENDLY: YES
 Physics B: Physics B, like Chem, is a concept test. Withmore math. Physics B won’t require anything above alge-bra and a little basic trigonometry, so most questions won’tbe too bad. Unfortunately, the test (especially the Free Re-sponse) loves to occasionally string these simple operationstogether so that it is easy to slip. There are two approachesto Physics B. You can either thoroughly understand the con-cepts and therefore see how any given problem fits together,or you can practice the hell out of the test until there are veryfew things you haven’t seen before. A healthy mix of bothwould, of course, be best. Since it is hard to teach yourselfthe concepts so thoroughly (the review books are not suffi-cient for that purpose) and also demanding to practice likecrazy, I would recommend against self-studying against thisone. SELF STUDY FRIENDLY: NO
 Physics C: Physics C is a lot like Physics B, only it hascalculus. Very insightful of me, huh? Well, most of the ques-tions will be simple plug-and-chug or concept-based. Thenthere’s those rough ones that want you to put twelve ideastogether to get an answer. Total pain. Mathy, thrill-seekingtypes (conventionally “lame” thrill-seeking, at that) abso-lutely love this test, even more than they love Calc BC. It isapplied calculus! How fun is that? From experience, I cantell you to not self-study this one. The review books avail-able to you are either too simple (PR and McGraw Hill, thatmeans you) or frustratingly complex but off-topic (Barrons).SELF STUDY FRIENDLY: NO
 Calculus AB: Calculus AB is just math. There really isn’tanything about it to distinguish it from the rest of the classesin your math sequence, except there are fewer adults whohave taken it to tell you horror stories about it. The Calcin AB is pretty straightforward. If you understand the con-cepts and have practiced some, you will find very few curve-balls in the AP test. Accordingly, if you must self-study,
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this isn’t so bad a choice. Chances are you won’t be able topick up everything just by reading it, but with a little prac-tice, it shouldn’t be extraordinarily difficult. SELF STUDYFRIENDLY: YES
 Calculus BC: Calculus AB and Calculus BC share both“Calculus” and the B. There’s a lot more in that than youmight think. A fair share of the Calculus BC curriculum isreally the second half of Calc AB; you even get an AB sub-score to see how you did on the AB-based portion. The Cstands for curve-ball, because the BC test throws you someweird ones that AB doesn’t. Parametrics aren’t too bad,but polar coordinates require you to adopt a new way oflooking at the coordinate plane, which can be tough (espe-cially if you are trying to teach yourself). The C part ofthe curriculum is decidedly harder than the A part you leavebehind, but you’re also older, smarter and more practicedin math. Hence the ultra-high 5 rate. If you have takenAB, self-studying BC should be manageable. SELF STUDYFRIENDLY: DEPENDS
 Statistics: Statistics is math, supposedly. The idea thatStats is the “third math test” is misleading. I would givethat title to Physics C, and call AP Stats “AP Reading Care-fully, Knowing Rules, Using Your Calculator, and ExplainingYourself.” There is nothing hard about what you learn inAP Stats. You can use calculus, but you don’t need any-thing past Algebra II. Nonetheless, Stats can be a tremen-dous pain. You get your TI-89 for the entire test, which isnice (imagine the possibilities. . . ), but you also have to readevery question carefully and write. A ton. I had to write somuch for my Stats class, my Stats folder was just as thickas my Literature folder. If you are not good at math, youstill might be able to do well on this test since it is reallyabout rule-following more than anything else. SELF STUDYFRIENDLY: YES
 See here for discussion of which books are best.
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1.12 An Alternative: The ACT
 Everyone should try both the SAT and ACT–whether you’re from Indianaor New Jersey. Well, almost everyone: if you are completely satisfied withyour performance on one of these metrics, there is usually no point in takingthe other test. (In my situation, for example, I have 36 and 2400 onlybecause taking the ACT was state-mandated.)
 Some people (perhaps most) believe that the ACT is easier than the SAT.They, additionally, consider the ACT to be a better, more straightforwardmeasure of the kinds of skills that are needed in college; in essence, they holdthat the SAT seems to be trying to trick them (I find this claim unfounded,however), whereas the ACT is more like the tests that they see in school.This perception is attributable to the natures of the exams: the SAT isforemost an aptitude test, whereas the ACT is primarily an achievement test.What this means in theory is that the SAT tries to test your potential tolearn and that the ACT tries to test what you have learned. Understandably,however, these things are significantly positively intercorrelated.
 In any case, despite the fact that SAT scores and ACT scores tend tocorrelate strongly with each other, some people do better on one test thanthe other. This is why trying both is a very good idea. Do a couple practicetests with each and see where you are; then focus on the test on which youfeel that you have the greatest potential.
 Here are the SAT-ACT score conversions, as estimated by the makers ofthe ACT:
 ACT SAT36 239035 233034 225033 218032 212031 206030 200029 194028 188027 182026 1770
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ACT SAT25 171024 165023 159022 153021 147020 141019 135018 129017 123016 117015 110014 102013 95012 87011 780
 As you likely inferred from the fact that 36 does not quite correspond to2400, 36’s are more common than 2400’s (by a bit more than a factor of two).This is most likely a product of the way in which the scores are calculated:the ACT determines the composite score by averaging the four sections’scores, whereas the SAT additively arrives at 2400, thereby reducing themargin for error.
 Here are the four sections of the ACT and some brief thoughts that I hadright after I took the ACT (I add a couple clarifying notes now in brackets)
 English: The ACT was far more punctuation-focused than Ihad expected, and they had more subjective questions aboutthe passage as a whole than I had anticipated.
 Math: I felt much more crunched for time on the ACT, whichwas mostly a product of my lack of preparation. The ques-tions were certainly different in style from those of the SAT:they were indeed more straightforward application of con-cepts than the SAT’s more reasoning-dependent questions.[It is worth noting that the Math section of the ACT coversmore advanced concepts than the SAT Math section does,
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so in that way it is more similar to the Math Level 2 SubjectTest.]
 Reading : The names of these sections [that is, Reading ver-sus Critical Reading] are more appropriate than I realized.The SAT truly does require test-takers to synthesize and in-terpret much more than does the ACT. To my surprise, therewere quite a few questions that were mere paraphrases of theoriginal text. I think that the SAT does a better job of walk-ing the fine line between straight-from-the-text answers andoverly subjective and unsupportable answers. The vocabu-lary section from the SAT wasn’t missed much, though.
 Science: I’m not quite sure yet how I feel about whether thissection should be on the test. Although I am sure I couldimprove my efficiency with preparation, seven passages feltlike too much for the time allotted.
 I suppose that I am still undecided about the Science section. It doestend to polarize people quite a bit; try it out and see how you do on it.
 Because I did not prepare for the ACT, I cannot comment specificallyabout any preparatory methods or resources. However, I have heard verypositive things about Princeton Review for the ACT (supposedly, officialresources are less important for the ACT). You’ll want probably the officialbook, though. I imagine that many of the tips that I offered earlier in thisguide (especially the content in the grammar guide) would prove helpful onthe ACT as well.
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2 College Admissions
 At some public universities, there are formulas that prospective applicantscan, by inputting their GPAs and test scores, use to calculate whether theywill be admitted. The transparency and objectivity of such systems lead toa straightforward route to acceptance at those colleges: if I earn good gradesand do decently on that annoying standardized test, I will get in. This is notthe case at many colleges, however–especially at the most selective privatecolleges, on whose admissions practices I will focus.
 Many people believe that intelligent students just end up at top schools,that the best math student in a given high school will inevitably be acceptedto MIT, for example. This is false. Also common is the idea that studentswho score very well on standardized tests are ensured acceptance at topschools. I mean, what top college would deny someone who has a perfectSAT score? The answer: any of them. Some people (including many onCollege Confidential) support this reality by claiming that there are justtoo many people who are perfect on paper these days (“If Harvard wantedonly people with perfect numbers, they could still fill their class severaltimes over”). This, too, is false; Harvard could accept all the perfect scorersand have plenty of spots left over. Less than .01 percent of those in eachgraduating high-school class have perfect scores on the SAT, and even fewerhave perfect GPAs and Subject Tests as well. Nonetheless, the implicationof those posters’ claim is valid: great scores (even perfect scores) do notensure acceptance to any top college.
 I could go through each of the other factors that are involved in admissionsand delineate how none of them alone or collectively will ensure admission,and that would be true. But the most effective way of tersely summarizingthe basic nature of competitive college admissions is to explain what collegesmean when they label their admissions with the true but cliched term holis-tic: every aspect of the application is considered and weighed subjectively toarrive at a decision about whether the applicant should be admitted. Thatis, aside from not fulfilling the application requirements, no single thing willdefinitely result in someone’s being rejected, nor will any factor alone resultin certain acceptance. That’s right: there is no minimum GPA or test scorethat you need ; every applicant will be considered.
 This reality comforts some and frustrates others. The former group likesthe idea that applicants are more than just numbers to the admissions offi-
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cers, whereas the latter group is unnerved by the unpredictability inherentin this method. Indeed, because the factors that affect admissions officers’decisions are not uniformly quantifiable or even objective, some decisionsmake little sense at our end. If you are doggedly set on attending a topschool (the Ivy-League-or-bust mentality), you may be having the fear thatyou could do everything “right” and still be rejected from all of your topchoices. And, I concede, that is always a possibility.
 Yet there is an understandable order to admissions. Decisions are notcompletely predictable, but they are not random. Applicants can exploitthis non-randomness. Now, I use exploit in the most benign of ways here;improving your chances to such an extent that being rejected from all ofthe highly selective schools to which you apply is a near-impossibility isvery naturally achievable. You need not resort to painful, artificial ways ofimpressing colleges (by, for example, joining every club, even those in whichyou have only feigned interest). In fact, while that may be an effectivemeans to an end for some applicants, in most cases colleges will recognizethese ploys as such.
 Let’s examine each factor that affects admissions decisions.
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2.1 Test Scores
 There are three main types of tests that may affect an admissions decision(in order of decreasing importance): the SAT Reasoning Test or ACT, SATSubject Tests, and AP tests.
 −Do top colleges favor the SAT over the ACT?
 Some top colleges used to require or strongly prefer the SAT over theACT. For this reason many people still think that top colleges (especiallythe Ivy League schools) still hold the SAT as the superior measure of ability.This, however, is not the official position of any top colleges: they uniformlyclaim that the SAT and ACT are considered equally (see the earlier ACTsection of this guide for the conversion chart). The data that do suggestthat the SAT is preferred are not sufficient for me to confidently considerthose claims to be false. And no one denies the reality that many studentsare accepted to top schools even if they send only ACT scores.
 For this reason, as I indicated earlier I recommend that all students tryboth practicing with both tests to see which they do better on. Some peoplefind one of them to be easier for them.
 −I have taken both the SAT and the ACT and am not sure which to send.
 Using the conversion chart that I provided earlier, see which score is bet-ter. If one score is significantly better, send just that score. If the scores aresimilar, though, you should send both; colleges will apply their own conver-sions and consider the scores from the test that you did better on in theireyes.
 −If I have taken the SAT or ACT more than once, do I have to send allof my scores?
 It depends on which school you are applying to. Some schools want ap-plicants to send all scores (that includes all Subject Test scores). See herefor a list of various colleges’ preferences with respect to the SAT. I, nonethe-less, advice that you contact the schools to confirm (and to see whether thisapplies similarly to the ACT).
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If a school does not care whether you send all scores, you can, for the SAT,use Score Choice. With respect to the SAT Reasoning Test, this optionallows you to send only test scores from certain test dates of your choosing.You cannot, however, select specific sections to send. For example, if youscored 1500 on one administration and 1840 on another, you can send justthe 1840 if you wish, but you cannot send just one or two sections from atest date. But for SAT Subject Tests you can. If, for example, you tookMath Level 2 and Chemistry, you can choose to hide one of these scores,even if they were taken on the same test date.
 Because of the flexibility that Score Choice affords, it is generally a badidea to take advantage of the option to freely send your scores to collegesbefore finding out your scores. You can’t take back scores that have alreadybeen sent.
 −When a school says that it wants all scores to be sent, is that merelya preference, or is it a requirement? Basically, do I really have to send allscores in such cases?
 In most cases when a school asks that all scores be sent, they are commu-nicating a requirement. They cannot enforce this request, however: collegesdo not know whether Score Choice has been used. (Except in situations inwhich they find out through other means, such as when some high schools in-dicate test scores on their students’ transcripts. You can have these removedif you wish, though.)
 −Is there ever a point in sending more than my highest score?
 Yes, there is. Many schools superscore the SAT. A few schools also scorethe ACT, but not as many. Colleges that superscore consider only the high-est score from each section, even if these scores must come from differenttest dates. For example, if a student scores 730 on Critical Reading, 800 onMath, and 800 on Writing on one test day and then scores 800 on CriticalReading, 500 on Math, and 620 on Writing, he or she would have a super-scored 2400. The link that I gave earlier also indicates whether a schoolsuperscores.
 −What score do I need to get into a top college?
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As I indicated earlier, no top school requires a specific score, meaning thatthere is no score that would automatically result in rejection. However, thisshould not be interpreted as an indication that test scores are unimportant,or that low scores will not hurt you. If, for example, all I know about anapplicant is that his or her SAT score is 1500 out of 2400, I would saythat the applicant’s chance of admittance at the most selective schools (i.e.,Harvard, Yale, Princeton, Stanford, and MIT) is very close to 0%. Even ifyou have good grades to accompany that test score, your ability to handlethe work (as well as the meaning of your grades) is called into question.Top colleges will not accept students who they believe are not academicallyqualified.
 −Is it true that there isn’t much of a difference once I reach a certainscore?
 There are two schools of thought on this issue. There are some who holdthat there is a threshold score (2100 and 2250 are often thrown aroundas that number) beyond which score increases do not affect admissions de-cisions. The other school (to which I belong) believes that higher scorescausally correlate with higher chances across the entire score range. Yetconsider this College Confidential post from MIT admissions officer ChrisPeterson:
 There is no difference, for our process, between someone witha 750 and an 800 on the Math SAT II. Literally no differ-ence. Once your standardized scores are sufficient to predictsuccess at MIT - to show that you are academically qualifiedfor MIT - they have reached the limit of usefulness, and wemove on to other things.
 Is this true, though? I don’t think so, at least with respect to everytop college except MIT. Why? Two reasons: one, because, logically, SATscores positively correlate with ability across the entire score range; andtwo, because all the data support the idea that scores causally correlatewith admissions chances across the entire score range. Here is a sampling ofsome of that data (all of these can be found the schools’ Web sites:
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• At Stanford, applicants with 800 on the Critical Reading section ofthe SAT are 64% more likely to be admitted than applicants with700-790.
 • At Stanford, applicants with 800 on the Writing section are 58% morelikely to be admitted than those with 700-790.
 • At Princeton, applicants with 2300-2400 on the SAT are 130% morelikely to be admitted than applicants with 2100-2290.
 • At Dartmouth, applicants with 800 on the Critical Reading section ofthe SAT are 122% more likely to be admitted than applicants with700-790.
 • At Dartmouth, applicants with 800 on the Math section of the SATare 68% more likely to be admitted than applicants with 700-790.
 • At Dartmouth, applicants with 800 on the Writing section of the SATare 118% more likely to be admitted than applicants with 700-790.
 • At Brown, applicants with 800 on the Critical Reading section of theSAT are 39% more likely to be admitted than applicants with 750-790.
 • At Brown, applicants with 800 on the Math section of the SAT are28% more likely to be admitted than applicants with 750-790.
 • At Brown, applicants with 800 on the Writing section of the SAT are46% more likely to be admitted than applicants with 750-790.
 • At Brown, applicants with 36 on the ACT are 119% more likely tobe admitted than applicants with 33-35 and 273% more likely to beadmitted than applicants with 29-32.
 There is no merely correlational explanation for these data; it is illogicalthat higher scorers’ applications tend to be so much stronger otherwise thatthe correlation is fully explained away by these confounding variables. Con-sider, moreover, the results of an analysis that I conducted just over a yearago of the Yale SCEA 2013 results thread on CC:
 Total sample size: 148
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Asian sample size: 58 Average SAT score for an Asian acceptee (17 wereaccepted): 2347
 White sample size: 52 Average SAT score for a White acceptee (16 wereaccepted): 2353
 The acceptance rate over various ranges for Whites and Asians:2310-2400: 47% (29/62) 2210-2300: 10% (3/30) 600-2200: 0% (0/16)
 It is, however, important to note that I have no way of confirming theclaims of those in the original results thread, nor should we immediatelydismiss the issues of self-selection among the posters and the less-than-idealsample size. Nonetheless, the results are compelling; there is no reason tobelieve that low-scoring acceptees would be more reluctant to post thanlow-scoring rejectees.
 In totality, these data strongly suggest that the difference threshold fa-cilitated by the metric (i.e., 10 points) dictates the difference threshold fordiscrimination among scores at the admissions end. At the very least, ifthere is a threshold for consideration, it is very high.
 −So are higher scores always better than lower scores? I mean, 2400 can’tbe viewed as much better than, say, 2380, can it?
 The difference with respect to admissions between 2400 and 2380 is sosmall that I can confidently call it negligible. What that means is thatif you have 2380 on the SAT and get rejected, it was almost certainly notbecause you didn’t score higher. There are other situations in which having alower score would have little or no effect. For example, whether an applicantwho performs well at the International Mathematical Olympiad scores 750or 800 on the Math section of the SAT is of no consequence. That is, ifthere are other objective measures that demonstrate your skill in a subject,the SAT becomes less important.
 For most applicants, however, standardized tests offer the only objectiveindication of students’ aptitudes.
 −I get that there is no minimum score requirement. But what’s a goodscore?
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It’s difficult to answer this quantitatively. But I would say that unhooked(I will elaborate on this term later) applicants with under 2100 or so onthe SAT have an extremely low chance of being accepted unless the restof their applications are very strong (outstandingly so). As your score fallsmuch below that number, your chance very quickly, though asymptotically,approaches zero. Most unhooked acceptees’ scores are probably around 2300or higher. For SAT Subject tests, 750 or higher is a good score (with perhapsthe exception of Math Level 2); this varies a bit from test to test, though(see here for percentiles). Below 700 is subpar for top schools.
 (For less competitive schools, looking at the schools’ SAT ranges for ac-cepted students can be a good indication of how your scores stack up. Fortop schools, these ranges should be ignored.)
 −Is it true that the Writing section of the SAT doesn’t really matter?
 In general, no. There are some schools, however, that do not considerthe Writing section at the moment (e.g., MIT and Cornell, I believe); you’llwant to confirm this with each school, if you are interested, that is. Forother schools, there is no reason to believe that the Writing section is givenless weight.
 −Should I retake?
 This question is, likewise, difficult to answer; many factors come into play.Sure, higher scores are (almost always) better, but does that mean that weshould take the SAT as much as we can until we reach colleges’ deadline forscores? Usually not. Some considerations must be made:
 How do my official scores compare to my scores on practice tests? If youare consistently scoring higher on practice tests than you did on the officialadministration, you should strongly consider retaking.
 Do many of my top choices not want their applicants to use Score Choice?If so, you should take into consideration the negative impact that repeatedlyretaking the SAT and or Subject Tests may have. Three is often cited asthe point beyond which admissions officers may begin to wonder whetheryou are score-obsessed.
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By how much do I feel that I can improve? Even if you have, for example,taken the SAT three times, you should definitely retake if you think thatyou stand a good shot (based on practice tests) of increasing by 150-200+points.
 Am I willing to prepare? Some people are just so tired of standardizedtesting that they no longer have the determination to prepare or try on theactual test. This is not a winning mentality, so it probably isn’t worth it totry again.
 What is the opportunity cost of my preparation? If you could be doingsomething more meaningful (whether respect to admissions or not) insteadof preparing for the SAT, you should do so.
 −How many Subject Tests should I take?
 Most top schools require two Subject Tests. A few of what I would con-sider highly selective schools do not require Subject Tests, but they rec-ommend taking them (e.g., Stanford). Georgetown is the only school thatrequires three Subject Tests (Harvard recently lowered its requirement).
 For most schools, if you send additional Subject Test scores, they can bebeneficial, as long as the additional scores are good. For example, MIT saysthat additional scores will be considered but will not be weighed as heavilyas the required two. Harvard encourages students to send additional scores.
 −Does it matter which Subject Tests I take?
 In general, you should take the Subject Tests on which you will do best.
 However, some schools and programs require that certain tests be taken.Caltech, for example, requires that applicants submit a Math Level 2 scoreas well as a science score. MIT requires a score from Math Level 1 or Level2 and a science score. Likewise, some schools’ engineering programs requireMath Level 2 and science scores.
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Many schools have indicated that sending scores from Math Level 1 andMath Level 2 will not satisfy the two-test requirement. They have alsodiscouraged students from using the Subject Test that is in their non-Englishnative language to fulfill the requirement.
 −How does my PSAT score affect admissions?
 The score itself does not directly affect admissions. Colleges will not evenfind out your score. If you score well (see the numbers from the earlier PSATsection), however, you can become a National Merit Semifinalist by thetime that applications are due. This has but a minor effect on admissions,though: a very large number of the top schools’ applicants achieve this, andit is based solely on test scores, which they will already be considering inthe application process.
 −How do AP test scores affect admissions?
 Partly because AP tests are not designed to be admissions tools, they arenot as influential as SAT and Subject Test scores in admissions. AP scoresare so correlated with the strength of one’s high school (to a much greaterextent than are SAT scores) that giving great weight to them would dis-proportionately disadvantage students from weaker high schools. Moreover,the scale is not nearly as fine as it is with the other tests: students receiveonly a score from 1-5.
 But they are helpful in providing context to students’ grades. For exam-ple, if a student has all A’s in AP classes but a mix of 3’s and 4’s on thecorresponding AP tests, the meaning of those A’s will be called into ques-tion. Similarly, not taking the AP tests for your AP classes will likely forceadmissions officers to speculate in ways that are not in your favor.
 Self-studying for AP tests whose corresponding classes you are not en-rolled in is a good way to demonstrate the ability to independently graspmaterial and the drive to do so. This may have less weight, though, if youindependently study for tests that are known to be relatively easy (e.g.,Psychology, Human Geography, Environmental Science), as it may appearto be a move done not for the interest in the content but for boosting youradmissions chances. See here for additional discussion on self-studying.
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A final factor that may limit the value of AP scores is that they are self-reported; colleges do not request official score reports as they do for SubjectTests and the SAT/ACT.
 2.2 The Transcript
 −Compared to the rest of the application, how important is my high-schooltranscript (i.e., courses and grades)?
 The transcript is the most important part of the application.
 −Are there advantages in taking a rigorous courseload?
 You need to take a demanding, but reasonable, courseload. If your schooloffers AP and honors classes, take them. Not doing so is one of the surestways to essentially kill your viability for top schools. You cannot demon-strate that you are academically qualified for a top school if you do notsucceed in difficult classes. If you do not demonstrate your academic quali-fication, you will not be accepted.
 −Which is more important, my unweighted GPA or my weighted GPA?
 If we assume that you are taking a rigorous courseload, unweighted GPAis more telling. Weighting systems vary significantly from school to school.Keep in mind, though, that admissions officers will be more interested inyour specific grades and in what courses than your grade point average.
 −What grades do I need for top schools?
 As with test scores, no specific GPA is required. However, most unhookedacceptees at top schools will have all A’s with perhaps a couple B’s.
 −Are my grades considered in the context of my school?
 Absolutely. At some high schools, 5 to 10% of the class has a 4.0 un-weighted GPA, whereas at other schools no one in the class achieves that.Colleges will use your class rank, your school’s average test scores, your testscores, your grades, and the grades of other applicants from your school tobetter understand what your grades mean in the context of your school.
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So if you attend a rigorous preparatory high school where, even among atalented group of students, no one gets all A’s, rest assured: if you manageto stay at the top of your class (i.e., top 1-2%), having several B’s will be anon-issue.
 −My school doesn’t rank. Does this mean that colleges won’t understandhow well I have done compared to my peers?
 Although class rank is helpful (especially when the national context ofyour school is known), admissions officers will do their best to understandyour grades in the absence of that information.
 −My school bases rank on unweighted GPA. Will I be disadvantaged if Itake difficult classes?
 Your guidance counselor will indicate how the class rank is calculated.Colleges are aware that some ranks are determined in this way and will,therefore, pay less attention to your rank.
 −Is it true that having an upward trend in your GPA is helpful?
 Yes. In fact, the best–and perhaps only–way to save a relatively weak GPA(you can’t save a very weak GPA) is to have an upward trend. The closera semester is to the time of applying, the more important that semester’sgrades are.
 For example, if you have three B’s freshman year and recover with allA’s for the rest of your high school years, those B’s will matter very little.(Some schools (e.g., Princeton) do not even explicitly consider freshmangrades, but those grades will still affect your rank.) But if you have allA’s for your freshman and sophomore years and then get several B’s duringjunior year, you have thereby hurt your chances significantly.
 −You haven’t even mentioned grades below B. If I get a C, are my chancesbasically gone?
 Every year, there are people who get into top schools who have one ormore C’s, but there aren’t very many who do so. If your C was in junioryear, your chance will be especially impacted.
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−All this talk of scoring 2300+ and needing basically all A’s is scaringme. I don’t feel like I stack up to all these applicants with amazing numbers.Is it even worth it to apply?
 In most cases, yes. I am attempting to strike the appropriate balancebetween conveying that everyone has a chance if he or she applies andcommunicating the reality of the difficulty that applicants to top schoolsface. So if you are at least somewhat competitive numbers-wise for topschools, it is worth applying if you want to attend. But if you have anSAT score that is around, say, 1900, you’re around only the top 20-25%of your class or worse, and your application is not otherwise outstandinglycompelling, your application money and essay-writing time might be betterspent on more realistic options.
 −I got an A- in middle school. Am I relegated to community college?
 No. Middle school grades do not affect your chances (unless, for someodd reason, your school considers middle school grades in determining classrank).
 2.3 Subjective Factors and Other Issues
 Upon hearing that numbers don’t guarantee anything, you might expectthat there are some important subjective elements at play–you would beright.
 −Do I need extracurricular activities to get into a top college?
 Essentially, yes.
 −How many do I need?
 There is no specific number; quality is decidedly more important thanquantity.
 −What counts as an extracurricular activity?
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Anything you do that is not part of your curriculum. Truly, though: ECsneed not be clubs or anything of that sort. Indeed, anything you spendtime on outside of your classes (besides homework) is an EC. Colleges wantstudents who are involved in things; this indicates the capacity to contributeto their campuses in a not-necessarily-academic way. What those things areis not especially important.
 −Does it matter how long I’ve done an activity or how much time I spendon it?
 Yes. Demonstrating dedication to a few select activities is enormouslypreferable to having a long list of things in which you dabbled. Also, joininga bunch of activities during your junior year is not a good indication thatyou are truly interested in those things; it, instead, comes across as a ployto get into college. Admissions officers don’t like that.
 −Do I need leadership positions?
 They aren’t necessary, but they serve two helpful functions: demonstrat-ing, of course, your ability to lead (or at least, they seem to; many schools’club leadership positions these days are little more than a title), and indi-cating your greater involvement in that EC.
 −Is it true that I have to be passionate about something? What if I justam not at this point?
 passion is one of those words that gets thrown around a lot on CC. Inpart, admissions officers are to blame; they repeatedly say that they loveapplicants who are passionate about something. But, in reality, there aren’tmany high-school students who are genuinely passionate about something,nor can I imagine that admissions officers are very accurate in their abilityto gauge passion. Somewhat diverging from his peers at other top schools,a Stanford admissions officer expressed a similar sentiment.
 So I guess that I would sum up the extracurricular side to things by sayingthat you should have a few activities in which you are interested and haveinvested great time as well as couple leadership positions. Are your ECsespecially interesting and unique? Even better. Do your ECs demonstrate aclear focus while still indicating the breadth of your interests? Even better.
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−I assume that volunteering is good to do as well, right? Correct.
 −What should I do during the summer?
 Anything that shows that your summer was meaningful. There are manyways of doing this (e.g., volunteering, other ECs, summer classes, summercamps).
 −What about work experience: is it helpful?
 Yeah, though it’s certainly not necessary.
 −I have a regular family commitment that precludes my being able toactively participate in extracurricular activities or volunteering. Does thisruin my chances?
 Part of the holistically reviewing mentality of top schools is their empa-thetic consideration of applicants’ circumstances. That is, the commitmentwould compensate to some extent for your relatively weak ECs. However, itis does not appear that colleges fully compensate–they can’t merely assumethat everyone with extenuating circumstances would have outstanding ECsif given the opportunity. But don’t forget: even that family commitmentcould count as an EC.
 −I don’t have any awards. Does that hurt my chance?
 I’m going to pull “an admissions officer” and say no but that havingawards will help. Lacking awards is not a glaring absence or detriment toyour application. Nonetheless, succeeding in well-known competitions canbe highly beneficial. Here are some of the most prominent ones (for somereason they tend to be math- and science-related):
 • International Mathematical Olympiad : All interested students maytake the open AMC (American Mathematics Competitions) test. Thereare a few versions of it: AMC 8, AMC 10, and AMC 12 (these num-bers are intended to correspond to a student’s grade, but you cantake a higher test if you wish). High-scorers on AMC 10 and AMC12 can take the AIME (American Invitational Mathematics Exami-nation). 500 of these people will be invited to participate in either
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USAMO (USA Mathematical Olympiad) or the USAJMO (USA Ju-nior Mathematical Olympiad); see here for details on selection and onwhat the tests are like (i.e., difficult). High-scorers on USAMO willbe invited to attend a summer study camp. The six students whobest succeed there will be invited to participate in IMO (InternationalMathematical Olympiad).
 Qualifying for USAMO is a great achievement, and admissions officersrecognize this. As such, doing so will provide a sizable boost to yourchances, especially at a science- and math-minded school like Caltech.Qualifying for the summer study camp affords an even greater boost;historically, an extremely high percentage of these students end upattending top schools. If you make it to IMO and score well, you comeabout as close as you can to having ensured acceptances at top schools,as long as the rest of your application is somewhat strong.
 The Art of Problem Solving series is widely considered a good resourcefor these competitions.
 • International Biology Olympiad : All students may take the open US-ABO (USA Biology Olympiad) exam. Those who well (top ten per-cent) on that exam become Semifinalists and may take a second exam.The twenty highest-scorers on the Semifinalist exam are deemed US-ABO Finalists and are invited to a summer study camp. The mostsuccessful students from there participate in IBO (International Biol-ogy Olympiad).
 Qualifying as a Semifinalist is a good accomplishment, though it isnot as influential in admissions as qualifying for USAMO. Finalists,however, enjoy a great boost in their chances. As is the case withIMO, those receiving medals at IBO generally have their pick amongthe top colleges. (It is worth noting, though, that students who do wellin these difficult competitions do so not out of wanting to improve theirapplications, but by leveraging their natural talent via determination.)
 Understanding everything in this textbook is your best preparationmethod. But once you see the book, you’ll realize that this is no easytask.
 • International Chemistry Olympiad: All students may participate intheir local sections’ open exams. The 900 highest-scorers on that exam(usually top 9-10%) are invited to take the National Exam and aredeemed USNCO (US National Chemistry Olympiad) Finalists. The
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twenty highest-scorers on the National Exam are invited to the sum-mer study camp. Students may then progress to IChO (InternationalChemistry Olympiad).
 National Finalists are afforded a small boost in admissions. For thosewho earn Honors (top 150) or High Honors (top 50) on the NationalExam, the boost is more significant.
 Doing well on your local exam is usually manageable if you have a solidunderstanding of the AP Chemistry material. The National Exam,however, is substantially more difficult. This textbook is often rec-ommended for doing well on that exam. Those who succeed at thestudy camp and, eventually, IChO have generally completed organicchemistry and physical chemistry at local universities.
 What do you mean when you say “unhooked”?
 Whereas some people use the term to refer to the strongest, most com-pelling part of an application, hook, to me, refers to something inherentabout an applicant or his or her status. Here are the common hooks, as Iconceptualize the term:
 • First-generation applicant: This refers to students whose parents didnot attend college. The admissions boost that results is modest atbest.
 • Legacy applicant: This refers to students whose parent or parents at-tended, as undergraduates, the school that you are applying to. Somecolleges give a greater boost to legacy applicants than do others, but ingeneral the boost is likewise modest, unless the parents are big donors.Some non-parental relationships with alumni, such as having a siblingattend, may result in a hook-like boost at some schools.
 • Developmental applicants: This refers to students whose parents arevery rich and have donated large amounts of money (usually in themillions) to the college that they are applying to. In such cases, theadmissions boost is enormous; colleges need money.
 • Recruited athletes: Being a good athlete is a solid EC to have, butbeing officially recruited by a college for sports is especially helpful. Ifthe coach makes a strong pitch for you to the admissions officers andyou are academically qualified in their minds, it’s tough for them tosay no (especially if the school is sports-oriented).
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• Being famous: Self-explanatory.
 • Being an under-represented minority: As it applies to college admis-sions, Affirmative Action aims to diversify college campuses (with re-spect to race and ethnicity). This practice is decidedly controversial,but I won’t get into the issue here. See this thread for what turnedinto a heated and interesting debate about the merits and drawbacksof Affirmative Action. (But don’t bump it please!)
 The commonly referenced under-represented minority (URM) groupsare Hispanic (with the usual exception of Spain), African American,and Native American, though the last group is actually significantlyover-represented for the most part (I don’t think colleges realize this,for whatever reason). African Americans are generally regarded asreceiving a slightly larger boost via Affirmative Action than Hispanics.Despite Affirmative Action, URMs need to be strong applicants; likeall other applicants, they must demonstrate convincingly that theyare academically qualified for the school. More than ever, collegesare faced with far too many qualified URM applicants to be forced tocompromise for the sake of diversity. Nonetheless, Affirmative Actionremains a strong force in admissions today.
 I’m Asian. Do I stand a chance?
 Yes. Asians may face a road that is slightly more difficult than that forWhites (though I don’t see significant evidence of this), but plenty still man-age to get accepted (and in disproportionately high numbers). Considerthese data. At Harvard, Asian applicants are over-represented by about300%; White applicants have about 60% of what their proportional repre-sentation would be. At MIT, Asian applicants are over-represented by about550%; White applicants have about 48% of what their proportional repre-sentation would be. Clearly, it is quite possible to get accepted, no matteryour race.
 −Is a certain gender at an advantage in admissions?
 In general, no. Girls tend to have higher GPAs; guys tend to have highertest scores. It balances out for the most part. At engineering- and science-oriented schools like MIT, though, female applicants may be at a smalladvantage: female applicants there have historically had a chance that is
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160% greater than that for male applicants. MIT claims that this is merelythe result of greater self-selection among the female applicants. However,I question whether that can fully compensate for the significant gap. Atliberal arts colleges, males may be at a slight advantage.
 −Will selecting a less-common major help my chances?
 For top schools, your choice of major is largely irrelevant. The sole ex-ception to this may occur for applicants who select an uncommon majorand have shown great interest in that field throughout high school (e.g., aprospective classics major who has regularly done well in Latin competi-tions).
 −I got caught for cheating at school and was disciplined. Will this hurtmy chances?
 Yes. Top schools receive too many great applicants to accept those aboutwhich they have integrity concerns.
 −I am an international applicant. How does this affect my chances?
 Negatively, for the most part. International applicants hailing from well-represented countries (e.g., China, India, and England) face especially dif-ficult paths. Many such applicants who are admitted have internationalrecognitions.
 −Does where I live in the United States make a difference if I am a UScitizen?
 It can. Students from over-represented states (e.g., New Jersey, Mas-sachusetts, and Connecticut) may have a harder time, whereas studentsfrom under-represented states (e.g., many southern states and those withvery small populations) will be given an extra look by admissions officers.It won’t make a huge difference, though.
 −Is it true that a college won’t accept more than one student from a singlehigh school?
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Some top high schools send dozens of students to top colleges each year;most high schools send none. Colleges have no quotas, but the best indi-cation of how many a college will accept from your high school is historicaldata. That is, if a top college hasn’t accepted a student from your highschool in ten years, you and your three friends don’t stand a great chanceat all being accepted.
 −I got a brochure from a top college. Does that mean that I would probablybe accepted I apply?
 No. Marketing materials from colleges mean, most likely, that the collegegot your name from a College Board list based on PSAT scores. It is not anindication of your chance.
 −I got a “likely letter” from a school that I applied to. Does that meanthat I will be accepted when decisions come out?
 Likely letters are usually given to recruited athletes a couple months beforeofficial decisions come out. Some colleges also give them out to students foracademic reasons in rare cases. If you receive a likely letter, you will beaccepted unless you mess up big before decisions are released.
 −I used to have all straight A’s until I got two B’s my second semester ofsenior year. Will I be rescinded?
 No. Very few applicants get rescinded. It’s going to take some D’s andF’s to get rescinded, and even then you might be able to explain your wayout of it. Nonetheless, don’t take the risk; try to not let your grades falltoo much at the end of senior year. (The University of California systemis an exception in that its requirements for keeping one?s acceptance arerelatively unforgiving.)
 −I think I bombed my AP tests. Will I get rescinded?
 No.
 −How much will a bad essay hurt me?
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Significantly. Admissions officers care a lot about students’ essays, andthey tend to feel very confident about their ability to accurately assess ap-plicants’ personalities based on those essays.
 −How much do typos in the essay hurt me?
 It depends on the nature of the error. A small typographical mistakemay go unnoticed and will likely be unimportant if it is isolated. But ifyou accidentally write the wrong school’s name, it just shows carelessness.Similarly, a mistake-littered essay will reflect very poorly on you. It isworthwhile to proofread your essays (and your entire application) severaltimes.
 −What should I write about in my essay?
 Your goal should be to write a compelling and interesting essay that re-veals something about you that would make a school want you as a student.Also, admissions officers have read a lot of essays; avoiding cliches is impor-tant. Nonetheless, any topic can work as long as it is done well.
 −How important are recommendations?
 They can be very important, but they usually aren’t. What I mean is thatthe vast majority of applicants’ recommendations are good, but not great.Now, if your recommendations are bad?in that the teachers don’t have anoverall positive view of you?your chances fall without a reasonable chance ofrecovery. If your recommendations truly stand out as being overwhelminglypositive (i.e., a veteran teacher claiming plausibly that you are the beststudent that he or she has ever had), you can be helped a lot.
 −How important are interviews?
 The story is similar for interviews. For the most part they are not veryimportant, as most interviewers will give modestly positive evaluations. Ifthe interviewer speaks very strongly on your behalf, you will receive a sub-stantial boost; but, again, this is quite rare. If the interview goes very badly,your chances will take a substantial hit. Likewise, voluntarily not agreeingto an interview will hurt you.
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The story is similar for interviews. For the most part they are not veryimportant, as most interviewers will give modestly positive evaluations. Ifthe interviewer speaks very strongly on your behalf, you will receive a sub-stantial boost; but, again, this is quite rare. If the interview goes very badly,your chances will take a substantial hit. Likewise, voluntarily not agreeingto an interview will hurt you.
 −Is there an advantage in applying early?
 There are three types of early application programs (all of which usu-ally require that applications be in by around November 1; notification istypically by December 15):
 • Early Action: Applicants may apply to as many early action (EA)schools as they wish, as long as they only apply to EA schools. Thereis usually no advantage in applying EA. In fact, it is usually moredifficult to get accepted early; colleges will accept only the slam-dunkapplicants and defer most others. The relatively high acceptance ratesfor EA are largely the result of self-selection among early applicants.
 • Single-Choice Early Action: Single-Choice Early Action (SCEA) issometimes referred to as Restrictive Early Action (REA). With a fewexceptions, applicants who apply SCEA may not apply early to anyother schools. However, students may apply early to in-state publicuniversities and can apply to rolling decisions schools (consult eachschool’s Web sites for details on exceptions). At the moment, Stanfordand Yale are the only schools that currently offer SCEA. There likewiseseems to be no admissions boost in applying SCEA.
 • Early Decision: Early Decision (ED) requires that students attend thecollege if they are accepted (if you are deferred, the binding agreementis waived). The only way that you can be relieved from this is ifthe college accepts a petition that your financial aid is not sufficientto allow your attendance. Nonetheless, you should not apply ED toa school if you need financial aid, nor should you apply ED if theschool is not your first choice. ED does generally afford an admissionsadvantage, though.
 See here for a list of schools with early and rolling programs.
 −What are my chances if I am waitlisted to a college?
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Not very good. Schools usually take a very small percentage of theirwaitlistees. Occasionally, they will take no one off the waitlist. But if youwant to increase your chance, indicate your continued interest and send anupdate or two if you have any extracurricular developments.
 −What is Tufts Syndrome?
 Tufts Syndrome is the practice of waitlisting extremely qualified appli-cants in order to protect yield because those applicants are likely to attenda different school. There is no conclusive evidence for Tufts Syndrome, butthere is significant anecdotal evidence for it. Some say that Tufts Syndromeis merely an attempt to turn down people who the colleges think are notgood fits, but this doesn?t sound very plausible to me. In order to avoidbeing a victim of Tufts Syndrome, show great interest in the school (e.g.,by visiting or applying ED if possible). Tufts and WashU are two schoolsconsidered to occasionally employ Tufts Syndrome.
 −Should I send an arts supplement?
 If you have unusually significant talent, yes. For musicians, it is gen-erally recommended that only students with conservative-like skill send insupplements; you don’t want to waste colleges’ music departments’ time.
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2.4 College Confidential as a Resource
 CC can be intimidating. Some posters confidently disseminate incorrector skewed information. Other posters take every opportunity to belittleURM acceptees by accusing them of being mere products of AffirmativeAction. And yes, those threads with people asking whether they should, forexample, retake 2360 can be frustrating.
 But it can also be a great resource and a helpful community of peoplewho are going through the same process as you are and have similar goals. Ihope that this guide has helped to dissuade some of that initial intimidation.Also, keep in mind that CC reflects a relatively small slice of the population.
 One of CC’s most helpful aspects with respect to admissions is the deci-sions threads. You can find these stickied on many schools’ forums.
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2.5 What Are My Chances?
 Hopefully, this guide has helped in giving a rough idea of your chance.But a more accurate chancing is probably not very important; it shouldn’tchange whether you apply.
 CC chance threads tend not to be particularly helpful. Most posterswho respond to the threads are not well-informed and are merely seekingchance-backs. They also tend to give unhelpful responses (e.g., “The Iviesare reaches for everyone”).
 Just under a year ago I made a self-chancing Excel tool that was designedto take into account various objective and subjective data to calculate arough percentage chance for a given top school. It’s certainly far from per-fect, but most of the feedback that I have received has been positive. Formost people, I suspect that what it produces will be within 10-15 percentagepoints of the reality. Of course, however, the tool cannot account for youressays or recommendations. If you want to give it a try, PM me a requestalong with your email address.
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2.6 The Common Application
 The Common Application is widely used by holistically-reviewing schools.See here for a list of participating colleges.
 You write one main Common Application essay (on a topic of your choice)and send this to every school to which you apply via the Common Applica-tion. Colleges also have a supplemental part, in which they will ask someadditional information and sometimes request a school-specific essay or two.See here for a preview of next year’s Common Application. You can sign upand begin filling out the application on August 1st.
 Note, however, that very few schools require that you use the CommonApplication; most will have their own applications to fill out if you want to.
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2.7 Graduate and Professional School Admissions, Briefly
 −Graduate School Admissions: Because I am not especially knowledge-able about this (and certainly don’t have any first-hand experience), I defer(full thread available here):
 From molliebatmit (Biomedical Sciences)
 There are lots of different kinds of graduate pro-grams.
 Because each graduate program at a university admits stu-dents independently, we can’t help you if you don’t spec-ify your field (history, IR, English, clinical psych, mechani-cal engineering, molecular biology) and the degree for whichyou want to apply (master’s, PhD, MPH). And if you can’tspecify your field and the degree you want, you really haveno business thinking about going to graduate school. Gradschool isn’t something you have to do, and you should bevery comfortable with studying in a pretty specific area forseveral years. (Also note: if you are interested in medicalschool, business school, or law school, this is not the forumfor you. Those are professional schools, and this is the gradschool board.)
 Graduate schools are looking for future scholars inyour field, not “well-rounded” students.
 Very broadly speaking, graduate schools care a lot aboutyour letters of recommendation and your statement of pur-pose – the essay you write about why you want to attendgraduate school in a particular field, and what your qual-ifications are. In some fields, admissions committees careabout things like undergraduate research, writing samples,your work or internship history, or an in-person interview.Graduate schools generally do not care about extracurric-ular activities whatsoever unless they’re directly related tothe field you want to study – often there’s not even a placeto write about extracurriculars on the application.
 Graduate school admissions are not usually asnumbers-based as undergraduate admissions.
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We can’t tell you the magic GPA or GRE score that willhelp you get into the program of your dreams. And actually,that data’s not even generally available on the web – veryfew programs publish their average GPAs or average GREscores. That’s because those numbers aren’t usually used asmajor determinants of your status; a bad GPA/GRE scorewill probably hurt you, but a good one definitely won’t secureyou a spot. You should try to do your best in college andget a good GPA and good GRE scores, but there’s probablyno number that’s going to absolutely keep you out of everyprogram.
 Keep in touch with professors at your school whomyou trust and respect.
 Since graduate school admissions is so field-specific, you’llget the best advice from professors in your field. (And youneed to cultivate relationships with them anyway to get goodletters of recommendation, right?) Before you apply to aset of programs, run your list by a trusted professor friend.Does he/she think you’re aiming too high or too low? Wouldhe/she suggest any “hidden gems” that might fit your re-search interests? Your professors will have a better idea ofyour chances than anyone on the internet, and as a bonus,they often have connections with professors at other schoolsin your field.
 You don’t need to have all the answers early.
 Enjoy college. You should be thinking about whether or notyou’d want to attend graduate school in your junior year.The summer after your junior year is a good time to line uprecommenders, pick programs, and study for and take theGRE (although you can take the GRE in the fall of yoursenior year if it’s easier). You can even take time off aftercollege and do something else for a few years before goingback to graduate school – it won’t hurt your chances as anapplicant, and may even help in some cases. You don’t needto start thinking about graduate school in your freshmanyear of college.
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From UCLAri (East Asian Studies)
 Get out and do.
 Spend more time in undergrad “doing” than “worrying.” Ifyou go out and do a bunch of interesting stuff, get involvedwith a professor on a project, and maybe demonstrate someleadership abilities, you will be a much more interesting can-didate than the 4.0-GPA-but-no-social-skills-types. Profes-sors have to live with you for 4-x-years, and they usuallydon’t want someone who doesn’t do anything but study andregurgitate.
 Graduate school is, at least at the PhD level, about originalresearch and producing something “new”. Even most MAprograms are going to look for research potential. Seriously,a 3.7 with tons of extra stuff on the side is much better thana 4.0 with nothing else.
 Consider the payoff.
 Not all graduate degrees are made equal. An MA in IRfinanced completely with loans may not actually offer youany sort of financial benefit in the long run. Always considerthe payoff. If you plan on working in non-profit after yougraduate, where do you think the money to pay off that $60-100K in loans is going to come from?
 You don’t need to have all the answers late, either.
 If you don’t know what you want to do, don’t go to gradschool. That’s a catastrophically bad idea. A couple ofyears in the workforce will not only make you a bettercandidate, it will tell you WHY you want that MA, PhD,or whatever. Waiting is usually a good idea.
 From WilliamC (Classics)
 Study the websites of the programs you’re interestedin.
 Virtually everything you need to know will be there or at theuniversity’s grad school pages. If you still have questions just
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call them up. And because every school is a little different,you want to do that for every program you apply to.
 Re-align your ideas about “prestige”.
 For most fields, there are few, if any, reliable rankings andthe big name undergraduate institutions will not necessarilyhave the best PhD programs in your field. Here again,your professors will be the best source of information foryou. Remember, most of us are students too - we don’t yethave the perspective and experience of even a brand newassistant professor.
 From AppleLinguist (Linguistics)
 Make (real) contact with individuals in the depart-ments you apply to.
 These are the people that will be part of the admission de-cision making process. Communicate your interests clearlyand try to arrange a campus visit. Meet face to face withthe professors that you would like to work with. Make sureto look at the department website thoroughly because in myexperience, profs will just refer you to the website if it’s aFAQ.
 Grades are not everything when it comes to gradschool.
 If you are particularly worried about it, it may behooveyou to do things that would complement your CV and helpto draw attention away from your grades. For example,you might consider getting some work experience afteryou graduate. That way, though your grades may not bethe best in the bunch, it could still benefit you to havethat experience. Admissions people like work experience,especially relevant WE.
 From ProfessorX (Director of Graduate Studies in an anony-mous historyish field)
 Money matters.
 164

Page 166
                        
                        

At the PhD level, there are assistantships and fellowships.Assistantships are awarded by the department in which astudent will be studying ,and are usually either “researchassistantships,” “teaching assistantships,” or “graduate as-sistantships.” RAs usually carry full tuition remission as wellas a stipend, and require, in return, serving as a research as-sistant to a professor in one’s department. TAs also usuallycarry full tuition remission and a stipend, and require, inreturn, serving as a teaching assistant in one’s department.
 GAs also usually carry full tuition remission and a stipend,and can require many different sorts of “service,” generallywith an inflexible expectation of a certain number of hoursa week (often 20). Examples of graduate assistantships are:tutoring in the Writing Center, serving as a resident assistantin undergraduate campus housing, serving as a trainer in theRec Center, working in the library in some specified capacity,etc. Students who do not receive departmental assistantshipscan (and do) often apply for GAs of various sorts, so theydo not have to fund their own studies.
 Fellowships are a cut above assistantships. Unlike assis-tantships, they are not awarded by the department, but bythe university. Departments must nominate their strongestcandidates. Fellowships always carry full tuition remission,and often require absolutely no service. Some require onlyone year of service out of the three to five years for whichthey are awarded. This service is usually performed asa teaching or research assistant. Because fellowships areuniversity-wide awards, competition is stiffer. GREs areoften a central factor in the fellowship committee’s decisionmaking, because there are few truly interdisciplinary mea-sures by which to rank candidates.
 From DespSeekPhD (History)
 It’s all about your advisor.
 Fit is important. Your advisor is going to be the one to getyou those jobs after dissertation by writing recs and helpingyou network. The best scholarly work on your topic may be
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coming from a person at an institution ranked well belowthe top 10 or 20. However, academics understand this, andthey will respect you coming from that advisor, as opposedto a program that doesn’t fit your interests as well. Theywill wonder, “Why did he go there?”
 There are so many distinctions when it comes to your PhDwork - take a history PhD, for example. Is it European?African? Southern? If it’s Asian, is it East Asia? South-east Asia? Say it’s east Asia. China? Korea? Japan? Whatabout time period - ancient? medieval? early modern? mod-ern? What type of history - social? religious? political?Maybe it’s a comparative field - poverty? race relations?economic development? What about history of science?
 The permutations are rather endless. An advisor that’s do-ing work close to what you want to do can advise you better,making your dissertation better, and giving you better recsfor job hunting. Yes, fit matters - a lot.
 −Business School Admissions: The business school admissions exam isthe Graduate Management Admissions Test (GMAT). High scores on thattest and a very high college GPA are necessary for getting into a top MBAprogram. At least a couple years of work experience is generally consideredto effectively be a requirement as well.
 In general, you’ll want to attend the highest-ranked business school thatyou can attend. See here for U.S. News and World Report ’s rankings.
 −Medical School Admissions: The medical school admissions exam is theMedical College Admissions Test (MCAT). A very high GPA (probably atleast 3.7, preferably higher) and a high MCAT score (around 33-35 or higherout of 45 is competitive) are needed for the most competitive medical schools.In fact, good numbers are needed to get into almost any medical school.Interviews and relevant extracurriculars are also important.
 −Law School Admissions: Quantifiable factors drive law school admis-sions, though Yale Law School is often cited as a minor exception to this
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(they are more holistic). A high LSAT score and a high GPA are both amust for top law schools. If unhooked, applicants with 175+ on the LSATand a 3.8+ GPA will have a great chance at top schools; being below 170and/or 3.7 will make admissions to one of the top law schools (Harvard,Yale, Stanford) very unlikely unless you have a hook, and even then youaren’t in great shape.
 As with business schools, attending a top-ranked law school is significantlypreferable.
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2.8 College Selection
 −Apply to a lot of schools. Some people, upon gaining perspective on thedifficulty and unpredictability of top-college admissions, adopt the mentalitythat it’s not worth it to apply to more than one ”reach” school. In some rarecases, this is an acceptable approach. But if you are aiming for top schoolsin general (though not indiscriminately), the unpredictability of admissionsshould drive you to set a wide net. Every year there are many applicantsto get accepted to only one of the top schools that they apply to. Indeed,there are few applicants who get accepted to a great number of top schools.You don’t have to go overboard and hit every school on the US News andWorld Report top-twenty list, though. The general rule of applying to nomore than three reach schools, however, is misguided.
 Oh, and make sure you have at least two true safety schools (i.e., schoolsto which you are essentially sure that you will be accepted), unless you canget in one early via a rolling admissions program.
 −Consider specific departmental strengths. Although this is most applica-ble to graduate school selection, it can come into play at the undergraduatelevel. If you are deeply interested in a specific field that is not very com-mon, seeing where schools’ departments stack up is very appropriate. Butthe common subjects will have strong departments at most major univer-sities. Your interests, moreover, are always subject to change; undecidedapplicants especially should consider schools that are well-rounded. An ap-plicant who is, for example, merely leaning toward math or science shouldnot choose a narrowly focused school like Caltech.
 −Consider specific departmental strengths. Although this is most applica-ble to graduate school selection, it can come into play at the undergraduatelevel. If you are deeply interested in a specific field that is not very com-mon, seeing where schools’ departments stack up is very appropriate. Butthe common subjects will have strong departments at most major univer-sities. Your interests, moreover, are always subject to change; undecidedapplicants especially should consider schools that are well-rounded. An ap-plicant who is, for example, merely leaning toward math or science shouldnot choose a narrowly focused school like Caltech.
 −Rankings and prestige matter. Sometimes, that is. For many careers,students hailing from well-regarded schools will often receive a more signifi-
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cant consideration. Top-ranked schools also generally afford an advantage ingraduate school admissions in that applicants tend to have more opportuni-ties for meaningful research and can receive recommendations from promi-nent scholars. At law schools as well, students from top colleges are enor-mously disproportionately over-represented. Some of that is likely merelycorrelational (i.e., better students, on average, attend top colleges); some ofit, however, is likely causal, given the extent of the over-representation.
 −Personal fit and quality of life matter more. Visit the school; talk tocurrent and past students?do whatever works for you to get a sense of theoverall feel of a college and how well you will fit into that environment. If,for example, one of your choices is ranked #3 and another is #6, makingthe decision based on those subjective feelings of fit is infinitely wiser thanputting a meaningful weight on that difference in ranking. You can besuccessful coming from any college.
 −Make financial considerations. Don’t attend a top college over a well-regarded but lower-ranked public university if the financial burden is sub-stantial. However, for most students a top college will be cheaper than theirlocal state university, despite those intimidating sticker prices. Consider,for example, Harvard’s exciting financial aid program (Yale’s, Stanford’s,and Princeton’s programs are comparable): families with annual incomesunder $60,000 are not expected to contribute to the cost of education, andeven families who make up to $180,000 a year (or higher if you have anotherstudent attending college or another extenuating circumstance) are askedto contribute 10% or less of their income. Moreover, Harvard and some ofits peers (such as MIT, Princeton, and Yale) are fully need-blind for bothinternational and domestic applicants; that is, the ability to pay does notaffect admissions.
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2.9 Acknowledgements
 A significant number of people gave me their feedback on early draftsof this guide, so I can, unfortunately, offer complimentary blurbs on but acouple of them. I am especially grateful for these reviewers’ thoughts, whosecomments were indispensable and whom I sought out because I already hadgreat respect for them (for purposes of respecting anonymity, I will refer tothem by using their CC usernames):
 Christiansoldier: Many thanks to christiansoldier for his helpful com-ments on my guide. His thoughts on the SAT Subject Tests and APtests were likewise quite informative. He is certainly qualified to offerthem. His standardized testing record is amazing–even within the con-text of top-college admissions: twenty 5’s on his AP tests, seven 800’son SAT Subject Tests, and 2400 on the SAT. In the fall, he will be afreshman at Princeton, where he intends to major in public policy.
 Mifune: I called this a blurb, so I’ll be terse: mifune is one of themost insightful and promising people whom I have ever met (thoughI use met in the most electronic sense). Having recently graduatedhigh school in three years, he will soon be attending Harvard with thehopes of eventually becoming a medical scientist.
 I also thank CCers TurquoiseHexagon (who, by the way, has scored 2400on the SAT three times), Jersey13, and crazybandit for reviewing the guide.
 2.10 About the Author, Briefly
 At the time of writing this, I am a rising high-school senior. You can PMme for any (almost any, that is) reason if you wish to. I will do my best torespond, though my inbox has a tendency to fill up rather often.
 2.11 Good Luck!
 I suppose that my final, general pieces of advice would be to remain ever-thoughtful and to keep everything in perspective (this includes grades, testscores, college admissions, and a lot of things that I have yet to encounter).Anyhow, thanks for reading and good luck.
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