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Chapter 1
Introduction and Analyses
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A. About the SAT Test

Formerly known as The Scholastic Aptitude Test or The Scholastic Assessment Test
(SAT), the SAT is now commonly known as The SAT Reasoning Test. It is a stand-
ardized test for college admissions in the United States. Introduced in 1901, it has
changed several times in its scoring system and name. The current test, updated in
2005, takes three hours and forty-five minutes. Possible scores range from 600 to
2400, combining test results from three 800-point sections ( math, critical reading, and

writing) .

B. About the SAT Critical Reading Section

As an important skill not only essential to college success, but also difficult to com-
mand, critical reading can never be overemphasized. It is one of the three major parts
in the SAT test, making up of three scored sections, two 25-minute sections and one
20-minute section. This part asks multiple choice questions, each with five answers.
The questions are weighted equally. For each correct answer, one raw point is added.
For each incorrect answer one-fourth of a point is deducted. Questions usually go in
the order of the difficulty of the passage, and the number of questions about each pas-
sage is proportional to the length of the passage. Overall, questions set towards the

beginning of this part are easier, and questions set towards the end are harder. This
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may not always be true, but it is the rule of thumb in the SAT test.

The SAT Critical Reading includes sentence completions and questions about short
and long passages. In the sentence completion part, there are several incomplete
sentences with one or two blanks. From the five given answers, you are required to
complete each sentence with the best choice. A good foundation in syntax and a rich
vocabulary will greatly facilitate the completion of these sentences. In the passage
part, there are short and long passages, each followed by a few questions. In terms
of vocabulary, it is not as intense as the sentence completion part, but the questions
may also test your understanding of certain words in the passages and your interpreta-
tion of the meaning of the complex sentences. Since some passages may be as long
as over 800 words and reading them takes a considerable of time, skimming and scan-
ning skills are crucial for the successful performance in this part. Now let’s take a look

at sentence completion and questions about passages separately.

a. Sentence Completion

The sentence-completion part is a measurement of your vocabulary and ability to iden-
tify the logical relationships between words and sentences. You are required to demon-
strate your understanding of a large vocabulary extending far beyond everyday Eng-
lish. Moreover, you should be able to employ the second, third, or even the four
sense of a word, which is often neglected by careless readers. In addition, you must
have the ability to use the grammar knowledge, analyze the sentence structure and
perceive the logic development of complicated sentences. Therefore, you should read
each sentence very carefully because every word or part of the sentence is there for a
reason. Only in this way can you select one or two words that best complete a given
sentence.

About one-blank and two-blank sentences, some students may think the former are
easier to complete than the latter. It might be true in some cases, but generally speak-
ing, two-blank sentences give more clues and turn out to be less challenging. For one
thing, in one-blank sentences, you need to know all the five choices, or your guessing
is just hit-or-miss, while in two-blank sentences there are ten words given and there is
bound to be some less difficult words. When you complete two-blank sentences, take
one-blank at a time, whichever is easier for you and whichever you have more infor-
mation for. If you identify one word doesn't fit into the sentence, you can dismiss both
of the words in that choice. For another, two-blank sentences are normally longer than
one-blank ones. Consequently, from the context there are more clues which in turn

help you spot the best choice. Logically the two words in one choice can either rein-
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force each other or contradict with each other. The setback is that the logic develop-
ment in long sentences may not be straightforward and it may take longer time to figure
out.

In sentence completion part, try to fill in the blanks with your own words first, so that
when you are looking at the answer choices, you are basically looking for something
that you are already thinking about. If you can’t find the word that you are looking for,
you should aggressively get rid of bad answer choices, the ones that are obviously
wrong. | would suggest if you can get rid of at least one or two incorrect answer
choices, you should take a guess and move on to the next question. Also, when you
read the sentences through, you should pick up on words like although, rather or how-
ever; words that are going to shift the logic of the sentence usually set up some kind of

contrast. The following are the examples of one-blank and two-blank sentences.

One-blank Sentences

Example 1
The military coup is planning a scheme to overthrow and replace the incumbent
government.

A. subversive B. eclectic

C. cacophonous D. defunct

E. impromptu

e First and foremost, you need to know the meanings and, better still, the parts of
speech of these five choices. Before you try to make your choice, look at the sentence
to have the general idea and get as many clues as possible from the words and struc-
ture given. Then come up with a word of your own. Here is one approach you may
employ to tackle this sentence. When you plan something, it can’t be E ( impromptu) .
It can’t be D ( defunct) either unless it is proven by the fact. Choice C ( cacophonous)
is about sound, noise or voice while Choice B ( eclectic) is about components/ele-
ments from different sources. Besides, the words overthrow and replace imply what
kind of scheme is being planned. The answer is A ( subversive).

Example 2
There are general against the president after the company suffered financial los-
ses on the market.
A. obituaries B. epitaphs
C. obloquies D. epitomes
E. equinoxes
e From the incomplete sentence, we can know that the missing word is a noun with a de-
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rogatory sense, similar to blame, reproach, or reprimand in meaning. Of all the five
choices, only Choice C is close to these words in meaning, and it is the right choice.
Of course, unless you are familiar with these five SAT words, it is quite hard for you to
get the right answer.

Two-blank Sentences

Example 3
After attending his lectures and listening to his speeches, Susan decided to
change her preconceived notion that he was and hard to fathom.

A. incomprehensible ... ambiguous B. equivocal ... misleading

C. garrulous . .. loquacious D. laconic ... succinct

E. voluble . .. iniquitous

e In the previous example, you need to take two blanks into consideration. Apart from

the meaning of the sentence, you have to think about its logic. The words change and
preconceived indicate that the word in the second blank is contrary to that in the first in
meaning. To make things even clearer, the phrase hard to fathom implies that the
word for the second blank has some negative meaning. Only Choice E has two words
with totally different meanings, so it is the right answer.

Example 4
His book on the history of this topic is admittedly conventional or even ; none-
theless, it is work that covers a considerable amount of ground.

A. exclusive . .. an inclusive B. meticulous ... a comprehensible

C. rapacious ... an analogous D. dubious ... a comprehensive

E. contingent ... an indisputable
o Here are the three steps to analyze the above sentence.

i. The word even implies that the word for the first blank goes down further in meaning
from the neutral word conventional, so it should be a negative word and, like con-
ventional, about quality.

ii. The word nonetheless goes to the opposite and switches from the negative to posi-
tive direction. Therefore, the second blank must have a positive word about quantity
related to amount.

iii. The words for both blanks should be qualified to modify book/work. In other
words, they should form the right collocations with book/work.

Of all the five choices, only Choice D matches the analysis.

The four preceding sentences are presented to show that vocabulary plays a key role
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in correctly completing sentences with blanks in the SAT. If you know none of the
words in the choices, you are at the mercy of guessing. Nevertheless, finding clues
from the words and structure given is equally important. If you know the logic develop-
ment of the ideas and what the writer/author of the sentence wants to say, the

chances of making the right choice are high.

b. Passage-based questions

In the passage part, topics may vary from social sciences, humanities to natural sci-
ences and personal narratives. Quite often you are required to compare two related
passages of opposing views on one topic. The length of the passages chosen ranges
from 100 words to 850 words. In addition to vocabulary, this part tests your ability to
skim, scan, analyze, synthesize, and summarize the information in a passage. You
should also be able to make inferences by perceiving the author’s tone, diction, atti-
tude, and purpose. Though challenging or even formidable for many high school
students, the SAT Critical Reading is not at all impenetrable or inscrutable. Let us start

with passages.

What kinds of prose are chosen in the SAT critical reading section?

Even though the passages in the SAT critical reading section cover a great variety of
topics, they generally fall into three categories: narratives (to tell), arguments (to
persuade) and exposition (to explain). When you skim a passage, ask yourself what
the purpose of the passage is: Is it to tell a story with a conflict, to persuade you to ac-
cept an opinion, or to analyze a concept with facts?

Narratives center upon conflicts which present problems for protagonists to solve. This
kind of prose usually starts with the introduction of a conflict followed by the conflict de-
velopment before it is solved. When you read, pay special attention to when, where,
who, what and how. But don’t go too much into detail at the first reading, or you may
waste time on the details that are irrelevant to any of the questions.

Unlike narratives, argumentative prose focuses on a thesis. It tries to persuade read-
ers to believe in the author's argument. When you read an argumentative passage, it
is equally important to understand what the author argues for as well as what he/she
argues against. Remember to answer questions based on the author’'s arguments and
logic, not what you think is right or wrong.

Different from the two categories above, expository prose is meant to provide readers
with factual information. It is written in the third person from a neutral point of view and

without emotion, so it is objective supported by what has happened or what exists. Im-
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portant information is obtained from causes and effects which explain what brings out

the final result.

What types of questions are asked in the SAT critical reading section?

Reading passages is only part of the critical reading process. To gauge your compre-
hension, different types of questions are asked in the SAT. How these questions are
answered directly affects your score for this part and your overall score. You may find
the critical reading part more time-consuming, more challenging and harder to excel in
than any other parts in the test, but once you know what to expect, answering these
questions becomes much easier.

First, unlike classroom questions from your teachers, these questions are objective,
namely, they have answers every good English teacher will agree upon and the an-
swers are cut-and-dried. As you work on this part, there is no need to stretch beyond
the passage or combine your personal experience with the information presented. All
you are required to do is to focus on what is conveyed or implied in the reading materi-
als.

Second, though of large quantity and great variety, the SAT passage-based reading

questions can be classified into questions of purpose, central idea and general struc-

ture. From a different perspective, they can also be divided into literal, inferential and

analytical questions, which overlap with the previous classification, i. e., all the ques-

tions of purpose, general idea, and structure can be literal, inferential or analytical.
Literal questions are usually easier. They are about the information directly presented
in the passage. Sometimes they can be about the meaning of a certain word or phrase
in the passage, or about a pronoun and its antecedent or reference. Answers to infer-
ential questions are harder to get. You are to make inferences or draw certain conclu-
sions based on a sentence and/or the context around it. With analytical questions,
you have to analyze, synthesize or summarize, quite often, the whole text to get the
right answer.

The following are a few examples of the SAT critical reading questions .

Example 1
The primary purpose of the passage is to

e This question of purpose is inferential or analytical. You can’t get the right answer by
reading only one phrase or one sentence. You need to read the whole passage, and

analyze it to make inferences or draw conclusions.
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Example 2
In line 9, “pine” most nearly means

e This is a literal question regarding a word. It may test your understanding of its sec-
ond, third, or even fourth sense. To identify which sense is used, you need to com-
prehend the context in which this word is used. The word pine usually means a conifer-
ous tree, but do you know it is also a verb, meaning to long painfully, to yearn deep-
ly? From the context, you must judge which meaning is employed here.

Example 3
The “ paradox” in line 34 and 43 refers to

e This is another literal question concerning a word, but it asks for its reference. To an-
swer this kind of question, you need to go back to the sentences before or read the
sentences after this word to find the reference.

Example 4

The author’s strategy in the first paragraph of Passage 1 is best described as one that uses

e This question is about the author’s style or tone. Only by analyzing the first paragraph
of Passage 1 can you be sure which answer to choose.

Example 5
The author would most probably agree that

e The answer to the question is not explicitly expressed, but implied in the reading mate-
rial, so you must get the general attitude of the author in the reading material to under-
stand the implication and make inferences.

While most reading comprehension questions are straightforward, some questions can

be tricky with negative words. Be aware of these small but critical words. Here are two

examples.

Example 6

The narrator mentions all of the following as problems EXCEPT .

Example 7

Which of the following arguments will the author disagree with?

¢ In this kind of questions, pay special attention to the negative words EXCEPT, DISA-
GREE, or sometimes NOT. Bear these negative words in mind when you make
choices. Find the answer that is NOT mentioned, supported, or is contrary to the
author’s opinion, attitude, etc.
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When you read passages in the SAT test, you should read quickly, especially in the
first skimming. When you answer the question, however, | would suggest that you
take your time. It doesn’t mean that you take no notice of time, but that you need to
understand what the question asks about and where to find the right answer. Many
students read extremely slowly at first reading, and then rush through the questions
with many wrong answers. Some don’t read the question carefully, and they are likely
to miss words like except, the least or not. In other words, the answer choice is going
to be what is not mentioned or what contradicts the content of the passage. Therefore,
reading the question carefully is really important. Don’t spend too much time reading
the passage. Instead, spend more of your time locating the right answer and answer-
ing the question. Remember. you don’t get points for reading the passage; you only
get points for successfully answering questions.

| believe the preceding elaborate explanations have given you some ideas about the
SAT critical reading section. It is challenging, and you can’t expect yourself to make
great progress in this area overnight, but with assiduous work and commitment, you

are sure to overcome the difficulty and succeed in what you are striving for.
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As the proverb says opportunities only favor those who are prepared, your success lies
in your persistence and perseverance in getting yourself ready for challenges ahead.
The SAT is not a test you can excel without effort. If, by any chance, you breeze
through it, the chances are that other students can do it well too.

As the SAT is a norm-referenced test—Norm-referenced tests ( NRTs) compare a
person’s score against the scores of a group of people who have already taken the
same exam, your performance in the test is compared with those of the other test-tak-
ers, most of whom are native speakers of the English language in the United States.
The critical reading part is difficult for American high school students, let alone for our
Chinese students to whom English is a second or foreign language. To get 95 percen-
tile in the SAT (2000 or higher out of 2400) , you must do all you can to improve your
reading skill and comprehension. You must read all the time to enlarge your vocabula-

ry and consolidate your grammar knowledge.

A. Build Up Vocabulary Bank

The SAT critical reading section questions the student’s understanding of the vocabula-
ry, content and style of specific reading passages. This section is the most time de-
manding, with some passages taking up to 15 minutes. Vocabulary plays a key role in
both sentence completion and passage comprehension, so it is necessary to boost

your knowledge of SAT-level words.



