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General Test Info 

 
• The SAT exam is 3 hours and 45 minutes long, and it is divided into 10 sections. 

• The Critical Reading portion consists of: 

o two 25-minute sections, made up of sentence completion and reading 

comprehension. 

o one 20-minute section, again made up of sentence completion and reading 

comprehension. 

• There is also one 25-minute experimental section on the exam, which may or may not 

be Critical Reading. 

 

Basic Test-Taking Principles 

 
• An advantage of a standardized test is that you can learn to think like the College Board, 

the company that creates and administers the SAT. 

• Process of Elimination 

o When you don’t know the right answer to a multiple-choice question, look for 

the wrong answers instead. They are usually easier to find. 

o Even if you have no idea what the answer is, take a guess! The SAT no longer 

penalizes students for guessing incorrectly. 

 

Advanced Tips 

 
• Take advantage of the order in which questions are asked. Questions get harder as they 

progress (except for the reading comprehension questions). 

• Starting off with easy questions can lead to a false sense of security. Do not let 

overconfidence be your downfall! 

• As the hardest questions are at the end of each section, don’t rush through the easy ones 

just to get to them. Focus on the questions you have a better chance of figuring out. 

• Slow down! Focus your energies on the easy- and medium-level questions. 

• When completing an easy question, go with your gut. When you approach medium/hard 

questions, realize that the answer that “seems right” likely isn’t. 
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Critical Reading 

 
• Tests your reading ability and your vocabulary. So, get memorizing! 

• To practice, read articles in newspapers, scholarly journals, and science magazines. 

Always keep a dictionary nearby! 

 

 

 

General Strategies 

 
• Trust your instinct on the easy questions, but rethink your initial guesses on medium- 

level questions. 

• Eliminate “obvious” answers on hard questions. 

• Read actively. Be on the lookout for specific info you need to answer a question. 

• Read the questions carefully to determine what is really being asked. 

• Don’t overanalyze or reinterpret the text. 

 

 

 
Strategies for Answering Longer Passages 

 
• Read the italicized blurb that precedes each passage. This will help you identify the 

main idea of the passage. 

• First, read the passage once and get its overall gist. Don’t focus on details. 

• Make sure you understand what a question is asking, and then go back to the passage 

to look for the answer. 

• Remember, reading comprehension questions aren’t arranged in order of difficulty! 

• Read only what you need. Most of the answers will be located in a small portion of the 

passage. 

• Read the question, and if possible, answer it in your own words before looking at the 

answer choices. 

• Use Process of Elimination. 

https://www.amazon.com/Ultimate-SAT-Vocabulary-Guide-2017-ebook/dp/B01JLZPGE4/
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Types of Reading Comprehension Questions 

 
• Big Picture questions test 

o The primary purpose: 

▪ Why did the author even write this? 

▪ These questions usually contain the phrases “in order to” or “serves to.” 

▪ For these questions, you can just go back to the passage and find the 

relevant parts. 

o The author’s overall tone or attitude. 

o The logic in an argument and the connection between ideas. 

• Little Picture questions test 

o Whether you understand significant information in the passage. 

o Your ability to locate specific information in a text. 

o Your ability to differentiate between big ideas and minute details. 

• Analogy questions 

o Are rare, but you should still know how to tackle them. 

o These questions are often worded something like, “The situation described in 

lines xx to xx is most analogous to…” 

o First, read the relevant section of the passage. What is described? Now, which 

answer is similar to that? 

• Except/Not/Least 

o What idea is not supported by the passage? 

• Inference 

o These questions expect you to draw conclusions based on the presented 

evidence. Some clues are: diction (word choice), tone, and specific details. 

• Function 

o Why did the author include this detail/word/sentence/quote/paragraph? Look 

back at the lines surrounding the given lines in a question. 

• Suggest/Infer/Imply/Agree 
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o What does the passage suggest or imply? 

o What inference can be made from the passage? With which answer would the 

author most likely agree? 

o With these questions, the answer is often about a minor point that you may have 

overlooked. 

• Vocab-in-Context 

o These questions ask what a word “most nearly means.” You can use Sentence 

Completion techniques here. 

o Rather than making the common mistake of choosing the answer that contains 

the most common definition of the word, look for one that best reflects how the 

author is using the word. 

• Tone/Attitude 

o Attitude and tone usually relate to the author’s feelings or opinion on the subject 

matter for most nonfiction passages. However, they may also relate to the 

author’s overall “voice.” The previous questions should help you answer this. 

o Skim the blurb again for hints. Maybe the blurb says that a passage is “fanciful,” 

so you can imagine a light-hearted tone. 

o Essential Tone/Attitude words: apathetic; equivocal; resigned; contemptuous; 

ironic; solemn; didactic; nonchalant; unabashed; disdainful; nostalgic; 

whimsical; earnest; qualified; wistful. For a complete list, check this out. 

http://www.collegenation.org/sat-tackling-the-sat-critical-reading-tone-words/
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Factors That Make a Bad Critical Reading Answer Choice 

 
1. Extreme words 

On the SAT, you must take every word literally. Doing so, you’ll realize that certain answer 

choices that seem plausible use extreme words and are hence poor choices. 

Some examples of extreme words include all, always, same, superlatives (the best, the biggest, 

etc.) and “less” words (such as pointless, useless, and endless). 

Correct answers are usually presented in more moderate terms such as not all, not always, 

seemed the only, approximately. 

 

 
2. Politically Incorrect Choices 

Avoiding politically incorrect choices is especially important when dealing with a passage that 

refers to a specific person. The overall tone of the passages on the SAT will be positive, 

especially when referring to a woman or a minority. 

 

 
3. Choices that require you to infer beyond the limits of the passage 

Many students mistake inference questions as an opportunity to assume something beyond the 

limits of the passage. If you find yourself thinking up a hypothetical question in your head to 

justify an answer, it’s probably the wrong choice. Remember this is a standardized test. The 

answer must be something that most other students can “infer” from the passage. 

 

Strategy for Answering Short Passages 

 
• Work the passage first, but don’t get bogged down in details. 

• When looking for the answer, still read several lines of text before and after the relevant 

line. 

• Remember, these are not in order of difficulty. 
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Essential Vocab for Reading Comprehension 

 
1. Aesthetic- pertaining to beauty 

2. Allusion- an indirect reference (ex: The expression “If the shoe fits” is an allusion to 

Cinderella.) 

3. Ambivalent- uncertain; having mixed feelings about an idea 

4. Anecdote- a short, true story 

5. Assert- to confidently state a belief 

6. Assess- to examine a situation 

7. Belied- to deceive in appearance; to fail to fulfil a claim 

8. Characterize- to describe the nature of something 

9. Compare- to find the similarities between two or more things 

10. Concur- to agree with 

11. Contempt- hatred 

12. Contrast- to find the differences between two or more things 

13. Conventional- typical 

14. Convey- to show 

15. Debunk- to prove false 

16. Digression- a tangent 

17. Discern- to note the nuances/differences between things 

18. Discredit- to ruin someone’s credibility 

19. Disengaged- detached 

20. Disinterested- unbiased 

21. Dismissive- letting it be known that something is not even worthy of your consideration 

22. Disparage- to belittle; deprecate 

23. Disparity- a huge difference 

24. Dispassionate- not influenced by one’s emotions 

25. Dubious- containing doubt 
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26. Elicit- to draw a reaction from someone 

27. Endorse- to support 

28. Equivocate- to use vague language to hide the truth or for devious purposes 

29. Exemplify- to illustrate by being an example 

30. Hyperbole- an extreme exaggeration (ex: I’m so hungry I could eat a horse.) 

31. Hypothesis- an explanation for something based on evidence 

32. Illustrate- to show 

33. Indifferent- apathetic; showing no concern 

34. Interpret- to explain the meaning of something 

35. Ironic- happening in the exact opposite way as expected; sarcastic 

36. Justify- to prove to be right 

37. Metaphor- a comparison that doesn’t use the words like or as (ex: I am a rock.) 

38. Nostalgia- a longing for the past 

39. Objective- rational and logical; excluding emotions 

40. Partisan- biased 

41. Paradox- a statement that seems contradictory but is essentially true 

42. Personification- attributing human qualities to something inanimate (animals, the 

elements) or an abstract concept. (ex: The shooting stars danced across the sky.) 

43. Phenomenon- an occurrence 

44. Plausible- believable 

45. Pragmatic- dealing with things realistically 

46. Prove- to show 

47. Provoke- to incite; to give rise to 

48. Qualified- certified 

49. Reconcile- to make peace with; to 

50. Refute- to disprove 

51. Relevant- related to the topic at hand 

52. Repudiate- to reject 



10 
 

 

 

53. Resigned- accepting 

54. Reverent- respectful 

55. Rhetoric- related to speech 

56. Satire- using humor and irony to criticize something usually political or social in nature 

57. Scornful- feeling or showing hatred 

58. Scrutinize- to examine closely 

59. Simile- a comparison that uses the words “like” or “as” (ex: He was as bright as a star.) 

60. Speculate- to guess 

61. Subjective- biased by emotions 

62. Substantiate- to confirm 

63. Undermine- to damage; weaken 

64. Underscore- to emphasize 

65. Yield- to produce/provide; to surrender (in an argument or war) 
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SAT Sentence Completion 

 
• Sentence completion questions arranged in groups of five, six, and eight sentences. The 

questions follow a rough order of difficulty. 

• Steps to answering them: 

o Cover up the answer choices. 

o Read the sentence. 

o Underline the clue. What is the blank talking about? What else does the sentence 

say about its subject? The blank answer will always be exactly the same as the 

clue or the exact opposite. Use the rest of the sentence, looking for “trigger 

words” to determine which. 

o Come up with your own word or choice to go in the blank 

o Process of elimination. 

 

 

 
Trigger Words 

 
About half of the sentence completion questions contain a trigger word. Combining trigger 

words with the clues will make filling in the blank much easier. 

Change-direction trigger words: but, though, although, however, but, in contrast to, rather, 

despite, yet 

Same-direction trigger words: because, and, since, in fact 

Ex: “I really like you, but…” versus “I really like you, and…” 

“but” shows that the second half of the sentence will be negative 

Other triggers: punctuation (semicolon; colon); time (may shift within sentence). 
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Strategies for Answering Sentence Completion Questions 

 

 
1. For the first few questions, go with your intuition. 

Sentence Completion questions are presented in order of difficulty, so the first few questions 

shouldn’t be hurting your brain. 

 

 
2. Look to the other clause for help 

Keep in mind that all the sentence completion questions are compound sentences, meaning that 

they contain two clauses. This will help you to identify the descriptive words, which will give 

you clues about the answer. The key descriptive words will usually be in a separate clause from 

the blank. 

 

 
3. If there is more than one blank in a sentence, it may help to tackle one at a time 

Choose one of the blanks, and then select the possible answers for that blank. Then, think of 

your own word that could fit into the other blank. Then, from among your answer choices, 

choose the one that best matches your own guess. 

 

 
4.  Know your vocabulary! 

 

 

 

5. If you come across a word you don’t know consider: 

• Where have you heard this word before? Often the word will ring a bell, but you won’t 

be able to remember its exact definition. Try to think of a context you may have seen 

the word in. Write down the context next to the word; this may jog your memory. For 

example, you may not know what “disseminate” means, but maybe you remember 

hearing the phrase “disseminate information.” What does one logically do with 

information? “Disseminate” must mean something like “to spread” or “to share.” 

• Keep you prefixes, roots, and suffixes in mind! Break the word down into its component 

parts. For example, you may not know what “multilingual” means, but we know that 

poly means “many” (think of a polygon) and lingual means “related to language” (think 

of bilingual). Hence, we can infer that polylingual means “speaking many languages.” 

• Does the word sound positive or negative? Most words have a positive or negative word 

charge, meaning that they “sound” positive or negative. 

https://www.amazon.com/Ultimate-SAT-Vocabulary-Guide-2017-ebook/dp/B01JLZPGE4/
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