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HOW TO
STUDY FOR

THE ACT
Everything you need to create an
effective study plan for the ACT

INTRODUCTION
Welcome! This booklet will tell you everything that
you need to know to create an effective study plan
for the ACT. The ACT is a test that covers a lot of
different subjects and figuring out what and how to
study is one of the best things you can do to raise
your score.
This booklet is aimed at students who have never
taken the ACT, but don’t worry if that is not you!
There is still a lot to learn about studying for this test.

We cover some of the basics like what is on the ACT
and four essential time-management tips for testtaking. We also explain more advanced topics like
how to use a diagnostic test to pinpoint weaknesses,
four study techniques to improve learning, and
finally, how to set up a study plan that incorporates
everything we have discussed.
After reading this booklet, you should feel ready to
create your own personalized study plan for the ACT.

WHAT YOU WILL NEED
• At least one complete ACT practice test with
answers or access to an online diagnostic test
for the ACT.
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• A calculator, preferably one that is approved for
use during the ACT. (Search “The ACT calculator
policy” online to see what calculators are
approved for use during the test.)
• A source of ACT test questions and answers, e.g.
a test preparation book or an online site.
• Paper and a pencil.

How to Study for the ACT was made possible through the generous support of
the Woodward Hines Education Foundation.
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THE ACT
The ACT is a standardized test, which means that everyone
answers the same questions and is scored the same way on any
given test. The questions change from test to test. Because the
questions change, some tests may be a little easier and some may
be a little harder, but they always cover similar topics.
The ACT has four sections: English, Math, Reading and Science.
There is also an optional writing section, which isn’t covered here.
It will take about 3.5 hours to complete the test, including breaks,
but excluding the writing section.

ENGLISH:
• 45 minutes
• 75 questions
• Topics: Punctuation, grammar,
sentence structure and style

MATH:
• 60 minutes
• 60 questions
• Topics: Pre-algebra, algebra,
geometry and trig

READING:

SCORING
You will receive a final score out of 36 for each section. The final
score depends on how many questions you answered correctly
(or your raw score). The number of correct answers that you need
for a final score, say 18, will change from test to test. So, you may
need to answer correctly 24 questions on the math section to
receive a final score of 18 on one test, but only 22 on another. Your
overall score is an average of the final score you receive on each
section, i.e. the sum of the four final scores divided by four.

• 35 minutes
• 40 questions
• Passage topics: fiction, social
sciences, humanities, and
sciences
• Question types: a specific
sentence or a paragraph,
what is stated (or said) in the
passage, big picture questions
about main ideas

SCIENCE:
• 35 minutes
• 40 questions
• Topics: data representation,
research summaries, and
conflicting scientists (or
viewpoints)
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TIME-MANAGEMENT TIPS
The ACT test is designed to be very difficult to complete in the time given. The key to coping with this
fact is to use strategies to manage your time. Below are four of the most important, all of which will
help you maximize your score.

TIP #1

Guess! It is very important that you never leave a question blank on the ACT. There is no penalty for
guessing and so, you will never lose a point for a wrong answer. Use the final minutes of each section
to guess remaining questions. You don’t even need to read the question – just guess.

TIP #2

Save your time! You do not need to answer every question on the section of the test to achieve a good
score. Suppose you would like a 20 on the math section of the ACT. This requires that you answer
about 29 questions correctly. A good strategy would be to answer 29 math question plus a few extra
ones to ensure that you hit your target, so maybe 35-40, and guess on any remaining questions. This
will not only increase the amount of time you have per question but allow you to focus on the ones that
are easiest for you.

TIP #3

Read strategically! The reading section is best tackled with a plan. There are many methods to cut
down the amount of time you spend reading so that you can focus on answering questions, but our
favorite is: 1) read the questions; 2) read the passage, keeping in mind the focus of the questions; 3)
answer the questions.

TIP #4

Increase your odds! There are some questions that are not so hard that you just guess right away, nor
so easy that you know the answer. For these questions, the best strategy is to cross out the answers
that you know are wrong and then guess. This will increase your odds of getting it right.
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There are many other ways to improve your time-management while taking the ACT.
We encourage you to research these techniques further and to use them.

STUDY TIPS
The best learning happens when you think in detail about the new material. This process of thinking in
detail weaves the new information into what you already know, making it available to you whenever
you need it. There are a lot of ways to achieve this, but we think three are particularly effective:
practice, teach and reflect. Our four tips show you how to use these methods every time you study.

#1 SPACE OUT YOUR BREAKS
Cramming is universal. We all do it, but the sad news is that
it doesn’t work. To learn something, you need to think about
it a lot and in detail, which takes time. You should practice,
take a break to let it sink in, and then practice again. You
also need to take frequent breaks. People - all people - are
unable to focus on a task for more than about 20 minutes,
which means that you should stop frequently to recharge
and refocus.

#2 DO A LOT, READ A LITTLE
The second study strategy is: do a lot, read a little. People
who are the best at studying use the following technique.
First, they do a few questions. Then, they read the answers. If
they got a question wrong, they study the answer closely. If
they understand, good. If they don’t understand the answer,
they read an explanation about how to answer the question.
Once they understand the explanation, they start over doing a few more questions, reading the answers and seeing
if now, they understand. Success in studying is about diving
in, not reading a lot of stuff.

HOW TO SPACE OUT
YOUR STUDYING
If you space out your studying,
you will learn the material better,
but how much should you space
it out? You have two options.
You can space out your studying
during the study session, changing
subjects and then returning to
what you have already studied OR
you can space out when you study
over hours, days, weeks or months.
What should you do? Both! The
best option is to space out your
studying during a study session
and to space out when you study.
Each option forces you to recall
the material, an important part of
learning, and by doing so on the
short and long term, you will learn
the material more deeply.
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STUDY TIPS (CONT.)
#3 TEACH OTHERS
The third and most fun strategy is to teach others. Teaching
requires that you learn the material extremely well. While you are
teaching, you may suddenly realize that you don’t understand
something as well as you thought, or you might find another
faster or better way to do a question.
You can either teach what is on the test, e.g. how to calculate
the perimeter of a square, or techniques to improve your speed
or accuracy on a specific type of question, e.g. the best way
to answer math questions with variables. It is best to prepare
something in advance, but you can also teach your friends on the
spot. Whatever you do, try to limit your explanation to no more
than five minutes. After the lecture is over, assign questions so
that everyone can practice what they just learned.

#4 REFLECT
The fourth and final strategy is to always reflect on what you
have learned at the end of each study session. Take a few
minutes to summarize what you did and the specific things that
you mastered. You can write a paragraph or two, make a list, or
summarize each new technique. This will not only help to cement
the knowledge, but also provide a nice reminder of things to
review in future study sessions.
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STUDYING
WITH OTHERS:
IS IT WORTH IT?
When setting up your study plan,
you will need to decide whether
you will study alone or with others.
We have talked about one benefit
of studying with others – you can
teach others! – but there are
more. Working with others is an
excellent way in which to keep
yourself motivated and on-track
(or accountable). That is important
because studying is hard and
having others help you can be
a fantastic advantage. The risks
however are worth considering.
The first is that not everyone in
the group may be as dedicated to
studying as you and so, you may
get less done. The second is that
people in groups sometimes share
misleading or wrong information.
So, what should you do? Pick who
you will study with wisely! Make
sure that they are motivated and
if possible, know the material well.
That way, you get the awesome
benefits of studying with others
without needing to worry about
the risks.

HOW TO USE A

DIAGNOSTIC TEST
The best study plan is one that helps you to improve your ability to answer questions you do not
already know how to answer. In order to identify these questions, you need to understand what you
know and what you don’t. A diagnostic test can do that! A diagnostic test is an ACT test in which
the wrong answers are broken down by question type, allowing you to pinpoint exactly what needs
more work.
There are a couple of ways in which to complete a diagnostic test. You can write an actual ACT
test on one of the appointed days in which the ACT will provide a copy of your questions, answers
and the answer key. You can also use online ACT diagnostic software that breaks down your
answers for you. The best, and the one that we suggest, is to take an ACT practice test and use our
guide to categorize your wrong answers by question type. By doing it yourself, you will understand
a lot more about how the ACT is put together and so, how to study more effectively for it.

INSTRUCTIONS
• Take an ACT practice test. You can do it all at once or a section at a time over a couple of days.
• When you are done, mark every question that you did not read or did not answer at all. Do not use
these questions as part of your diagnostic.
• Use the tables to list every WRONG answer by category. If you aren’t sure which category a
wrong answer belongs to, guess. Close is good enough!
• List the 2-3 categories with the most wrong answers under each table.
• Under Reading, circle the passage type with the most wrong answers in total.
• Keep those lists! You will need them to complete your study plan.
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ENGLISH
Category

Examples

Punctuation

Commas, periods, apostrophes, colons, dashes,
question marks, exclamation marks

Grammar

Subject-verb agreement, adjectives, adverbs,
pronouns, comparisons, superlatives, verb tense

Sentence Structure

Incomplete sentences, sudden changes in the
verb tense

Style

Concise writing, ambiguous wording, sentence
order, idioms, word selection

Wrong Answer

List the categories with the most wrong answers.

MATH
Category

Examples

Pre-Algebra

Types of numbers, factors, order of operations,
mean, mode, median, percentages, fractions,
probability
Solving a series of equations, exponents,
inequalities, functions, word problems, functions

Algebra
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Geometry

Area, perimeter, volume, circles, polygons,
triangles, angles, Pythagorean Theorem

Trig

Sine, cosine, tangent, cosecant, secant,
cotangent, graph of a sine or cosine function

List the categories with the most wrong answers.

Wrong Answer

THE ACT
READING

Thethe
ACTpassage
is a standardized
test,the
which
means
that
everyonefiction,
answers
the same
questions
and is scored
Circle
type(s) with
most
wrong
answers:
social
sciences,
humanities
or sciences.
the same way on any given test. The questions change from test to test. Because the questions change,
some tests may be a little
easier and some may be a little harder, but they
alwaysAnswer
cover similar topics.
Category
Examples
Wrong
Line
orACT
Paragraph
Questions
specific and
line or
paragraph
The
has four sections:
English,about
Math,aReading
Science.
Thereinis also an optional writing section,
the passage
which isn’t covered here.
Stated
Questions about what is said or stated in the
It will take about 3.5 hours to complete the test, including breaks, but excluding the writing section.
passage
Big Picture

Sub-Headline

Big picture questions about main ideas in the
passage

List the categories with the most wrong answers.
English:
·
40 questions
·
Passage topics: fiction, social sciences,
·
45 minutes
·
75 questions
humanities, and sciences
·
Question types: a specific sentence or a
·
Topics: Punctuation, grammar, sentence structure
and style
paragraph, what is stated (or said) in the passage, big
picture questions about main ideas
Math:
Category
Examples
Wrong Answer
Science:
·
60 minutes
·
60 questions
·
35 minutes
Data Representation
Graphs, drawings, charts, tables
·
40 questions
·
Topics: Pre-algebra, algebra, geometry and trig
Reading:
·
Topics: data representation, research summaries,
·
35 minutes
and conflicting scientists (or viewpoints)
Research
Summary
Descriptions of experiments or observational
studies

SCIENCE

Conflicting Scientists Questions in which you are asked to compare
You will receive a final score
of 36 for on
each
section.
or Viewpoints
two out
viewpoints
one
topic The final score depends on how many questions you

answered correctly (or your raw score). The number of correct answers that you need for a final score, say 18,
will change from test to test. So, you may need to answer correctly 24 questions on the math section to receive
a final
of 18 on with
one test,
onlywrong
22 on answers.
another. Your overall score is an average of the final score you
List
thescore
categories
thebut
most
receive on each section, i.e. the sum of the four final scores divided by four.
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HOW TO

SET UP A STUDY PLAN
You are now ready to set up a personalized study plan. Below we answer the when, what and
how of creating an effective study plan that will help you to reach your goal on the ACT.

WHEN TO STUDY
One question that many students have is HOW much should I study to raise my score by a point or two.
Unfortunately, there is not a ton of good research on that and so we don’t know. What we suggest instead is
for you to make a commitment to study for 10 hours and then take another diagnostic test to see how you are
doing. You can repeat this process as often as you like.
We think that each study session should be about 75 minutes in length. So, you will need to find 8 blocks of 75
minutes to study for 10 hours. Those 8 blocks can be spread out over one week, two weeks or even a month. It
all depends on how much time you have and when you plan to take the ACT.

WHAT TO STUDY
The key to any great study plan is the diagnostic. The diagnostic is what tells you how you should spend your
time studying. If you recall, one goal of taking a diagnostic test is to list your weakest categories for each
section of the ACT. You now have a lot of information about what you need to study. Your job now is to
organize it into smaller pieces. There are two ways to do that. You can take each of your weakest categories
and choose anything to study from that category. So, for example, if geometry is one of your weakest
categories in math, you can choose to study anything from geometry.
Another (and better) approach is to spend a little more time with your diagnostic and breakdown your
weaknesses further. In geometry, you may find that you do well on questions about triangles and angles but
not circles and four-sided figures. List these sub-categories under each category to create a new, more
detailed list of what to study. The choice is yours!
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There is one important exception to the last approach – Reading. If you return to the diagnostic, you will
see that you identified two types of weak categories: types of questions AND types of passages. You need
to make a choice between the two. Some students choose to study a certain type of question, e.g. line or
paragraph, whereas other students choose to focus their time on a specific passage type, e.g. fiction or
science. For the Reading section, you will need to decide what type of weak category you will study before
organizing it into smaller pieces.

COMPLETE YOUR STUDY PLAN
First, you will need to answer some basic questions about when, what, who and where. This is to make sure
that you have everything in place to start studying. Each study session should last about 75 minutes. You will
divide this 75 minutes into three blocks of 20 minutes with five-minute breaks after each block.
The next step is to identify the topics that you will study during each 20-minute block. Use your diagnostic
with its list of weak categories to fill in these topics. Not only can you repeat topics, you should.
Once you know the topics, you must identify the exact questions you will use. You can use drills with
answers or the questions from a full test - just pick and choose the best ones for your topic. You can use
online websites or ACT test preparation books. What matters is that you identify a series of questions with
answers that you can do for about 20 minutes. Write the question numbers and where to find the answers
into each block.
If you are studying with a group of friends, another great use of a 20-minute block is to have someone in
the group teach everyone else. Pick the topic in advance but let the “teacher” decide what questions will
be assigned for that study block.
For a 10-hour study plan, you will need to complete EIGHT separate study sessions of 75 minutes.We have
provided you with an empty study session template as well as one that has been completed. Make copies
of the empty template and complete one for each study session. When all eight are filled in, it is time to
start studying.

Good luck! We know that you are going to do great on the ACT.
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SAMPLE STUDY SESSION
The Basics – This is what you will need to have in place to study.

WHEN WILL I STUDY?

We suggest that you study for 8 blocks of 75 minutes for a total of 10 hours.

Time and Date

Time and Date

WHAT WILL I STUDY?
You will need to a source of ACT practice questions with answers and explanations to study. These
can be found in ACT test prep books and online.

Books, Online Sites
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WHO WILL I STUDY WITH?

Friends can help each by teaching and making sure everyone studies what is on their plan.

WHERE WILL I STUDY?

It is important to find a quiet, distraction free place to study.
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STUDY SESSION
TIME AND DATE:
Topic

Duration

20 minutes

Break

5 minutes

20 minutes

Break

5 minutes

20 minutes

Summarize and Reflect

14

5 minutes

Questions

THE ACT

COMPLETE STUDY SESSION - 75 MIN
Duration
Questions
The ACT isTopic/Source
a standardized test, which means that
everyone answers the same questions
and is scored
the same way on any given test. The questions change from test to test.
Because
change,
Title:
English the
Drillquestions
1
57-59cover similar topics.
some tests may be a little easier and some may be a little harder, but Pages:
they always

Questions: 7-15
TOPIC OF LESSON:
402-403
English
Test, sections:
Punctuation
The ACT
has four
English, Math, Reading and Science. ThereAnswers:
is also anPages
optional
writing section,

which isn’t covered here.

20 minutes

Title: Practice Exam 1
SOURCE:
Pages: 434-435
Complete,
It will take
about Chapter
3.5 hoursSixto complete the test, including breaks, but excluding the writing section.
Questions: 1, 3, 4, 11
Answers: Page 493

Break
Sub-Headline

5 minutes

English:
·
45 minutes
TOPIC OF LESSON:
·
75 questions
Math Test, Geometry
·
Topics: Punctuation, grammar, sentence structure
20 minutes
SOURCE:
and style
Plane Geometry, Chapter 12
Math:
·
60 minutes
·
60 questions
·
Topics: Pre-algebra, algebra, geometry and trig
Reading:
5 minutes
· Break
35 minutes

Title: Geometry Drill
Pages: 175
40 questions
Questions: 1-5
Answers:
Page 408
Passage
topics: fiction,
social sciences,

·
·
humanities, and sciences
Title:
Practice
Test 1 sentence or a
·
Question
types:
a specific
Pages:
448-449,
451-452,
paragraph, what is stated (or
said) in458the passage, big
459, 463,
465 main ideas
picture questions
about
Questions: 10, 14, 15, 20, 21, 43,
Science:
44, 45, 54
·
35 minutes
Answers: Page 500-508
·
40 questions
·
Topics: data representation, research summaries,
and conflicting scientists (or viewpoints)

Title: Practice Exam 1
Pages: 434, 436-437, 438, 440TOPIC OF LESSON:
443, 444
English Test, Style
You will receive a final score out of 36 for each section. The final score depends on how many questions you
Questions: 2, 14, 15, 21, 24, 25,
20ofminutes
answered correctly (or your raw score). The number
correct answers that you need for a final score, say 18,
26, 38, 43, 46, 47, 55, 58, 67, 68
SOURCE:
will change from test to test. So, you may need to answer correctly 24 questions on the math section to receive
Answers: 493-499
Rhetorical
a final
score ofSkills,
18 onChapter
one test,Eight
but only 22 on another. Your overall score is an average of the final score you
receive on each section, i.e. the sum of the four final scores divided by four.

Summarize and Reflect

5 minutes
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