
 

 

ACT Helpful Hints (Study Guide) 

 

1. Do all underline portions first. These are grammar questions only. 

2. Do all box questions last. These are based on a whole paragraph or on the whole passage. 

3. This portion of the test is 45 minutes with 75 questions in five passages. 

4. On average getting 50 of the 75 questions correct, you will score a 21 on the English portion. 

5. Answer all questions. You can write in the test booklet. 

6. Two types of questions: mechanics (grammar) and usage (editing and revision skills).  

7. Most tested grammatical rules: 

 

I. WHO VS. WHOM 

Who—subject or predicate nominative (follows a linking verb) 

Examples: Who told you that? 

  You are who? 

  The teacher, who is in the library, could not tell the students how to get on the computers. 

 

Whom—objective case—direct objects or indirect objects (follows an action verb) and an object of the 

preposition 

Examples: Whom will you hire next? 

  The newspaper will interview whomever the editor chooses. 

 

II. SUBJECT-VERB AGREEMENT 

Here and There are never subjects. They are inverted sentences (the subjects will come after them). 

The subject is NEVER in a prepositional phrase. 

Examples: Out of the bushes sprang a leopard. (Leopard is the subject; bushes is the object of the 

preposition) 

  There is never enough time. (Time is the subject) 

 

III. CONJUCTIONS “OR” AND “NOR” WITH SUBJECTS 

If a compound subject uses the contraction “or” or “nor,” the subject closest to the verb determines if it 

is singular or plural. 

Example: Neither Yuri nor Sarah likes the menu. (Sarah is the closest subject to the verb, hence the 

subject is singular and the verb must be singular {is}) 

 

IV. PRONOUN-ANTECEDENT AGREEMENT 

Any pronoun ending in BODY, THING, and ONE are always singular. EACH, ANY, EITHER, 

NEITHER, and NONE are always singular. 

Examples: Everyone should get out his/her paper. 

  Each of the trees has different colors in the fall. (Each is the subject and not trees; trees is 

an object of the preposition, hence it cannot be the subject) 

 

V. AMBIGUOUS PRONOUN 

Ambiguous (unclear) pronoun is a pronoun that is unclear of who or what it is modifying. 

 

VI. UNNECESSARY SHIFT IN VERB TENSE 

Stay in the same verb tense in sentences and paragraphs. Don’t shift tenses. Also, try to stay in active 

tense (action verbs only; no helping verbs) 

Example: Akira waits for the bus and worked on the computer. (NOT CORRECT; one verb is in 

present and the other is in past tense) 

 Akira waits for the bus and works on the computer. (CORRECT) 

 

VII. RUN-ON SENTENCES AND FRAGMENTS 

To avoid fragments, make sure that all sentences have a subject and a verb. 

Example: Jennifer has two race car magazines. Which she bought at the store. 

  Correction: Jennifer has two race car magazines, which she brought at the store. 

 



 

 

Run-on sentences are two or more sentences connected together but not punctuated correctly. 

Example: Deelra ran the hurdles in record time Shawna placed second. 

 

To fix a run-on, there are three ways. 

1. Put a period after the first sentence and capitalize the first word in the second sentence. 

Example: Deelra ran the hurdles in record time. Shawna placed second. 

 

2. Put a comma and conjunction between the two sentences. 

Example: Deelra ran the hurdles in record time, and Shawna placed second. 

 

3. Put a semicolon between the two sentences. 

Example: Deelra ran the hurdles in record time; Shawna placed second. 

 

VIII. COMMAS AND SEMICOLONS 

A. COMMAS 

1. Sets off nonessential clauses (mini-sentences). Nonessential clauses can be 

taken out of sentence and the sentence does not change its meaning. 

Example: The sailboat, which looked like a toy in the storm, rounded the point into 

the breakwater. 

REMEMBER: “That” is always essential; therefore, no comma should be used 

with “that.” 

2. Sets off appositive phrases. Appositive phrase is a noun phrase that renames 

or describes the noun it follows. 

Example: The palomino, a beautiful horse with almost golden hair, it often seen in 

parades. 

3. Sets off interjections and parenthetical expressions. Interjections are words 

that show emotion (wow, hey) and parenthetical expressions interrupt the 

thought (for example, by the way, however) 

Examples: Wow, did you see that falling star. 

  I would have told you, by the way, but you weren’t home. 

4. Used before a conjunction ONLY when it is setting off two or more sentences. 

Example: the wind shifted, and the sunlight streamed down. 

5. Sets off a list of items.  

Example: Mona said that Amy Tan, James Baldwin, and Charles Dickens were her 

favorite authors 

6. Used to separate adjectives to lessen confusion 

Example: The prom was a happy, exciting occasion. 

 

B. SEMICOLONS 

1. Sets off two sentences without a conjunction. 

Example: My computer is not working; I need to call a technician. 

2. Sets off two sentences that uses conjunction adverbs (however, therefore, 

nevertheless, for example [transition word]). Remember a comma must follow 

the conjunction adverb. 

Example: Cancer is a serious disease; however, heart disease kills more people. 

3. Sets off a list of items if a comma is used within the series 

Example: I have done oral reports on Maya Angelou, a poet; Billy Joel, a singer; 

and Mario van Peebles, a director and actor. 

 

      IX. APOSTROPHES 

      Apostrophes are used to make a word possessive (show ownership) or to make a contraction (if a letter      

      is missing). NOTE: apostrophes are never used to make a word plural. 

 

      X. COLONS 

      Colons are used when a making a list of items. Colons can NEVER follow prepositions and verbs. 

 



 

 

XI. PRONOUN USAGE AFTER “THAN” OR “AS” 

If “than” or “as” is followed by a pronoun at the end of the sentence to show a comparison (elliptical 

clause), it must be followed by a nominative case pronoun (I, we, you, he, she, it, they); otherwise, use 

objective pronouns. 

 Examples: Sal is taller than she. (Understood that a verb will be following she; she is) 

   The team chose Chun as its captain rather than him. (Understood that no verb will follow 

him) 

Examples: Miklos, as well as he, is saving money for basketball camp. (Understood that the verb 

is following he) 

  The results of the poll elated Paul as much as her. (Understood that no verb will follow 

her) 

 

 

XII. USAGE PROBLEMS 

1. THAN VS THEN 

Than is used to show a comparison or as a preposition, and then deals with time. 

2. BETWEEN AND AMONG 

Between deals with two people or items, and among deals with more than two people or items. 

3. ITS VS IT’S 

Its shows possession or ownership, and it’s is the contraction for it is. 

4. THEIR, THERE, VS THEY’RE 

Their shows possession or ownership (hence “heir” in the word; a person who gets a deceased person’s 

property); there is a place (hence “here” in the word); and they’re is the contraction for they are. 

 

XIII. MISPLACED OR DANGLING MODIFIERS. 

 A misplaced or dangling modifier occurs when a phrase or clause is not in the correct location of a 

sentence; therefore, it is not describing correctly the word it should. Remember a phrase or clause 

follows the word it describes. 

Examples: Untended and overgrown since last summer, Marlene helped Keshia in her garden. 

(NOT CORRECT: how the sentence is written, Marlene is untended and overgrown). 

  Marlene helped Keshia in her garden, untended and overgrown since last summer. 

 

Trying out the new exercise equipment, the new gym is a great improvement over the old one. 

(NOT CORRECT: how the sentence is written, the gym is trying out the exercise equipment). 

 Trying out the new exercise equipment, Jim said the new gym is a great improvement over the old 

one. 

 

XIV. TRANSTIONS 

 Transitions are used to change thought. They are used as either compare or contrast. Find the odd man 

out; this will be your answer. 

 

 

8. Most often (editing/ revision) skills tested: 

 

• REVELANCE OF MATERIAL 

• SENTENCE PLACEMENT/ PARAGRAPH FORMATION 

• TONE 

• TRANSITION OF THOUGHT 

• EXCESSIVE WORDINESS OR REDUNANCE 

• VAGUE OR AWKWARD EXPRESSIONS 

• ADDING/ DELETING SUPPORTING MATERIALS 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

     READING 

 

1. This portion of the test is 35 minutes with 40 questions in four passages.  

2. There are four sections: Prose Fiction (English story); Social Science (history); Humanities (the 

arts); and Natural Science (science). These are set up for the longest to shortest passages. 

3. Do the line specific questions first. The answer(s) will be there. 

4. Read the first paragraph and last paragraph of each passage. This will give you a general overview 

and main idea of the passage. 

5. Read every first and last sentence in each paragraph. Most answers will be found here. 

6. Circle names and dates. This will help with questions that pertain to chronological sequence(s). 

7. Search and Destroy. Read the questions first and then try to find the answers. 

8. On average getting 22 of the 40 questions correct, you will score a 21 on the Reading portion. 

9. Pace yourself. You have around 9 ½ minutes on each section. 

 

 

 

ALL TESTS 

 

1. Do not panic. 

2. Pace yourself. 

3. Do all the questions you know the answers to and go back to the more difficult questions. 

(Remember: you can only do this during that specific portion of the test.) 

4. At the five minute warning, (if you are not finished) guess at the remaining questions and then go 

back to find the correct answers. 

5. Do not leave any answers blank. 

6. Good Luck! 

  

 


