SAT Critical Reading TIPS
(adapted from Kaplan’s Critical Reading Workbook)
General Strategies:
1. Think about the question first: if you jump into the answer choices without thinking about what you’re looking for, you’re more likely to fall for a trap.

2.  Pace yourself:  if you run into a hard question, circle it in the test booklet and come back to it later if you have time.

3.  Know when a question is supposed to be easy or hard:  The only section that asks questions in order of difficulty is the sentence completion section.  As answers get “harder,” there will be more distractors—answers that are designed to trip you up—be aware and be careful!

Easy Question:

Known for their devotion, dogs were often used as symbols of __________ in Medieval and Renaissance painting.

(a) breakfast

(b) tidal waves

(c) fidelity

(d) campfires

(e) toothpaste

Harder version of the question:

Known for their ____________, dogs were often used as symbols of __________ in Medieval and Renaissance painting.

(a) dispassion…bawdiness

(b) fidelity…aloofness

(c) monogamy…parsimony

(d) parity…diplomacy

(e) loyalty…faithfulness

Did you fall for (b) because the first word is fidelity?  (b) is a good example of a distractor.

4. Move around within a section: easy problems are worth just as much as the tough problems, so do those first.

5.  Be a good guesser: you are only penalized a fraction of a point if you get an answer wrong, so if you can eliminate one or two wrong answers, you come out ahead by guessing at the answer.

6.  Be a good gridder: always circle the answers you choose in the test booklet so you can cross check your gridding later.  

7.  Two Minute Warning: Locate quick points: When you start to run out of time, locate and answer any of the quick points that remain.  For example, questions that ask you to identify the meaning of a particular word in the passage—these can be done quickly.

8.  Fear not.  Quell your stress: keep moving forward without getting bogged down.  Don’t be thrown if other people around you seem to be moving faster than you are.  And keep breathing!

Critical Reading Question Type 1: Sentence Completions
· Read the sentence for clue words (like although, however, but, and on the other hand)

· Anticipate the answer

· Compare your prediction with each answer choice, and pick the best match

· Read the sentence with your answer choice in the blank(s)

· For hard words, try the following:

· Look in the sentence itself for clues to the word’s meaning

· Think about where you might have heard the word before

· Try to spot familiar roots or prefixes that can help you understand the word’s meaning

· If all else fails, eliminate answers you think are wrong and guess

1.  Don’t pick an answer just because it sounds hard

2.  Don’t choose an answer choice that is the opposite of the correct answer—read carefully!

3.  For two blank questions, scan the sentence and start with the easier blank, then eliminate all the answer choices that won’t work for that blank.  Try the remaining choices in the second blank.

Critical Reading Question Type 2 and 3: Short and Long Reading Comprehension 

· Read the text: skim, but carefully—try to get the overall idea of the passage

· Read the question stem: understand what you are being asked to do

· Locate the material you need: especially if you are given a line reference

· Come up with an idea of the right answer

· Scan the answer choices

· Select your answer

Info You Need to Know:

· Reading passages come from four subjects: humanities, social science, science, and narrative.  The humanities and social sciences passages tend to be easier than science and narrative.

· You will also see “paired passages” that oppose, support, or otherwise complement each other’s point of view.  For these, you are expected to draw comparisons

· You do not need any outside knowledge to answer these questions; all the info you need is in the passage.

· A brief intro will precede the longer passages—it contains valuable info about the author and the passage.  Never skip it as it will help you earn points.

· Try to complete all the short passages first as many test takers find them easier.

Types of Questions:
1.  Big Picture Questions: ask about the overall focus of the passage and the main point.  To answer these correctly, you’ll need to read actively, asking yourself, “Why did the author write this?  What’s the point?”

2.  Little Picture Questions:  these give you a line reference or refer you to a particular paragraph—a strong clue to where the answer is.  Don’t read only the line they give you—read a few lines before and after to get an idea of context.

3.  Vocabulary in Context Questions: The most common meaning of the word is probably NOT the correct answer.  Always look back to the passage to see how the word is used in context.

4.  Paired Passages: The first few questions deal with the first passage, the next few with the second passage, and the final questions deal with them as a pair.  

