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The Five Most Common
Mistakes on the
SAT and ACT




Mistakes Are Significant

* SAT: 1 question = 10
points on 200-800

scale

Test 1
English

* ACT: 1 question = 1 or
2 points on 1-36 scale

Test 2
Mathematics
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Root Causes of Mistakes

Lack of familiarity with content
Failure to read carefully

Assumption that questions are like the
ones in high school classes

Nervousness/time stress




Mistake #1




ACT

9. In the standard (x,y) coordinate plane, point M with

coordinates (5,4) and B has
coordinates (7,3). What are the coordinates of A ?

A. (17,11)
B (92
C. ( 6, 3.5)
% & 350

16. In the figure above, / Il m. What is E. (-3,-5)




Solution #1

e Awareness!

— Students must be told that the SAT and ACT
are not “normal” tests

» Encourage careful review of problem
before answering and moving on

— Have students underline the quantity or value
requested in the wording of the problem




Mistake #2




SAT ACT

20. The author argues that copepods “don’t like prey that 32. According to the fifth paragraph (lines 35-45), studies
flashes” (line 27) because they have shown that the insertion of acupuncture needles

(A) are confused by the lights into acupoints causes nerve stimulation that results in:
(B) want to avoid detection by predators F. signals being sent to the brain and pituitary gland,

(C) rarely encounter luminescence which leads to the release of chemicals.

(D) know that luminescent animals taste bitter signals being sent to the spinal cord, which imme-

(E) are temporarily blinded by the flashes

: ﬁ‘:g{i“nﬂ;mxmﬂ“zmﬁfh“% t‘;'e it mm the spinal cord.

s, e By y.drop X. chemicals being released that numb the spinal cord
Anoddb'mfbeh","o" EEuly, DECHENS i Mg, b fax and prevent siggnals being sent to the grain and
as we know, doesn’t taste nasty, or sting, or do anything pituitary gland

unpleasant to the predator, and you might reasonably ’

expect the copepod to habituate to the flashes after a few That stimulation, researchers believe, sends impulses
tries. But it does not, apparently, and since practically 40 up the spinal cord to a relatively primitive part of the
every animal that has ever been studied habituates to brain known as the limbic system, as well as to the mid-
stimuli that repeatedly prove harmless, there must be brain and the pituitary gland. Somehow this signaling
some other explanation. The most likely possibilityis leads to the release of endorphins and monoamines,
that the copepod itself wishes to remain invisible. Chomp chemicals that block pain signals in the spinal cord and

down the alga and the unfortunate copepod would be, 45 the brain.
for a while, lit up by the glow in its gut, a sitting target
40 for a fish or anyone else with a taste for seafood.

G.
diately blocks the release of chemicals.

H. chemicals being released that amplify signals to

J.




Solution #2

» Read carefully!

— Pay attention to word order, and exactly, not
approximately what the reading is saying
* Read more than you think you have to!

— Students are used to getting an answer in a
single line, right where they expect it

— Sometimes, necessary main idea is somewhat
removed from the line reference

— Don’t pick anything that “sounds good”
without substantiating it with specifics




Mistake #3




SAT

Formulas on the first page of every mathematics section
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The number of degrees of arc in a circle is 360.
The sum of the measures in degrees of the angles of a tiangle is 180.




Solution #3

e The broken record method

— Keep letting students know that they have
formulas at their disposal in the SAT

— Make sure students know they must have
formulas memorized for the ACT
 Students should know common plane
geometry and coordinate geometry
formulas for ACT

— Make sure they know how to use them too!




Mistake #4




SAT: The Truth About Omitting

Scenario: Student A Scenario: Student B

e Math e Math

— 54 questions total — 54 questions total

* 40 correct (C) * 40 correct (C)

* o incorrect (I) * 14 incorrect (I)

* 14 omit * O omit
— Raw score = C — .25%1 — Raw score = C — .25%1

* 40 - (.25%0) =40 * 40 - (.25"14) = 36.5 =37
— Scaled score = 620 — Scaled score = 580

These scores aren’t really statistically different (they’re within the + 40-point range
designated by The College Board. Why omit so many?!

**Student B is a worst case guessing scenario — even random guessing yields an
expected result of (1/5)*14 = almost 3 more questions correct!

43 — (.25%11) = 40.25 = 40 raw = 620 scaled!

When students eliminate answer choices and make informed guesses, they can expect
to gain even more




ACT: The Truth About Omitting

Students cannot lose points for
incorrect answers on the ACT

NEVER OMIT on the ACT

Guess randomly if necessary




Solution #4

For the SAT

— Students should make
informed guesses whenever
possible — it pays to guess

Example

* After marking up and
recalling shaded area strategy
(whole area minus white

- area), most students know
e area of the whole

=

00, SO anSwers

3
P 10 y

. In the rectangle above, the radius of each quarter circle

is 3. What is the area of the shaded region?

(A) 16 - 3n
(B) 16 - 97
(C) 32 -9x

(D) 60 - 3x
(E) 60 - 97




Mistake #5




SAT ACT

5 i i 0y = 27. A student claimed that polycarbonate is more dense
16. For hm.v many integers 1 is (2n '+ 1)(5n:=11) than PA-6. Do the multf of Experiments 1-3 support
a negative number? his claim?

(A) None . No, because in Liquid 8, polycarbonate stayed at
the bottom and PA-6 rose.
es, use in Liquid 8, polyc nate stayed at
(B) One Yes, because in Liquid 8, polycarbo d
(C) Two the bottom and PA-6 rose.

. No, because in Liquid 8, polycarbonate rose and
(D) Three PA-6 stayed at the bottom. M

(E) Four Yes, because in Liquid 8, polycarbonate rose and
PA-6 stayed at the bottom.




Solution #5

« Encourage students to do something
— Plug numbers in
— Use answer choices to work backwards

» Fear of being wrong must be overcome
— More than half the time, inertia is the problem

— When students can’t see the endpoint
immediately, they lose confidence

— Encourage taking possible first step — will lead
to a solution much of the time




Summary

« Mistakes are costly, but preventable

» Resolving even one or two of the five
discussed would constitute major progress

» Most important factor: experience
— Learning from mistakes

— Learning to spot tricky scenarios

— Learning to play the structure of the test
correctly




