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Introduction:
Imagine it is test day. You’ve sharpened your pencil, prepared your watch, and are
ready to start. Following the proctor’s instruction, you slowly open your SAT booklet and
are immediately faced with...you guessed it! The SAT Critical Reading section. One page
reveals an excerpt from a short story that you’ve never heard of before, and the other page
lists the corresponding questions. How are you feeling at this moment? Excited because
you’ve carefully read every book your high school English teacher has ever assigned to
you? Apprehensive because you know your strengths lie in math and science? Fatigued
because you actually, well, have to read and pay attention to what for an entire hour?
The SAT Critical Reading section measures your reading comprehension and ability
to support answers with specific content. You will have 65 minutes to read 5 passages
and complete 52 questions. The passages include topics from U.S. history, world
literature, social science, and science, and you will have 10 to 11 questions to answer per
passage. Additionally, one passage will be paired (compare/contrast), while others will
include charts and graphs. With such a variety of passage topics you may be wondering,
how can I best approach each passage type? Well, you’re in luck! Not only have we compiled
a list of general reading strategies, but we’ve broken down two passages and common
types of questions below. Keep reading on to become an even better SAT reader.
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Be an Active Reader:
The key to doing well on the SAT Critical Reading section is this: be an active reader.
Seems simple enough, right? Well, unfortunately the SAT doesn’t always choose very
interesting passages, and many students struggle with zoning out while they read. Have
you ever reached the end of a paragraph and realized that you have no idea what you just
read? It happens to the best of us, and it can be a real problem
on the SAT when time is of the essence.

Fortunately, the SAT Critical Reading section is less time
intensive than the ACT Reading section. You’ll have
approximately 13 minutes to work on each SAT passage, as
opposed to 8-9 minutes to work on each ACT passage. So, if
you can read a SAT passage in 3 minutes, then you’ll have 10
minutes for answering questions (about 1 minute per
question). This should be ample time to read every answer
choice and find supporting evidence in the passage
(something the SAT is really emphasizing this year, but we’ll
get to that later) as long as you’re able to comprehend what
you read that first time through the passage. Fortunately,
there’s a way to ensure that happens.
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Annotate:
One strategy that we’ve seen help many students actively read is this: annotating the
passage!
If you just cringed at the word “annotate”, then I’m assuming your English teacher makes
you do so in school. Many teachers do, regardless if you’re in an AP class or not, and many
grade you on the quality of your annotations. Fortunately for you, no one will see or grade
you on what you write in your SAT test booklet. The freedom is yours to take notes and
circle key words in whatever manner you prefer. In fact, the more you mark up the text as
you read, the more likely you are to pay attention and remember the passage.

While you annotate, you should also anticipate the type of questions you might be asked
about. We’ll discuss common question types below.
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Prose Passage Practice
Let’s practice annotating the following SAT prose passage. As you read, look out for the
following:

1. Proper Nouns

2. Tone or Attitude
Words

• Questions often ask about specific people or places,
so circle any proper nouns in the passage for quick
reference. Who are the main characters? What is the
setting?

• How do the characters feel about their current
situation? Note any strong or emotionally driven
words and phrases.

3. Relationships
between
characters

• Do they like each other? Despise each other? Do
relationships develop or change throughout the
passage? Keep track of dialogue and descriptions of
characters.

4. Main Ideas

• What is the purpose of the entire story, a single
paragraph, or a specific literary element? How does
the story develop from beginning to end? Take short
notes in the margins to help you keep track of
important events in the passage.

Overall, prose passage questions will usually center on character traits, relationships
between characters, tone, literary elements, and the author’s intention.
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Please give yourself 2-3 minutes to read and annotate the following passage (also, please
note that this is not the entire passage).

How’d you do? Did engaging with the text help you stay focused? Once you get the hang of
it, annotating can become a natural and very valuable tool, especially in college.
Also, please note that this is only a recommended strategy. There are many different
reading approaches, and every student is different. We will teach the strategy that is most
effective for the largest number of students, but you should work with your academic
mentor to find and tailor the best strategy for you.
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Now that you’ve tried annotating on your own, you can compare your annotations with
those below. This is only a sample, and it is 100% okay if your notes look different.
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Notice that we have circled the names of any new characters mentioned in the story. We can also
assume from the introduction that this story will be about Emma, given the title of the novel. So far
there is a positive tone, and we learn that Emma and Miss Taylor have a very strong relationship.

Notice that the tone shifts in this part of the passage. Emma is conflicted about Miss Taylor’s
marriage, which probably stems from a feeling of entitlement throughout her childhood (lines 1-5
and 28-30). Although Emma thinks highly of Mr. Weston, she is upset about the loss of her friend,
Miss Taylor.
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Annotation Notation:
While it is important to take notes in the margins, we don’t want to spend too much
time writing and analyzing the passage in detail. After all, we have 10 or 11 questions to
answer! To help you effectively annotate under the time limit, we recommend using
shorthand notation to identify shifts in tone, plot, characterization, and structure. The
following are suggested annotation symbols:

1. Plus and Minus Signs (+ and -) to
identify positive and negative tone shifts

2. Question Marks (?) to identify any
confusing words (potential vocabulary
in context questions)

3.Asterisks (*) to identify important
points and main ideas in the passage

Again, these are only recommended ways to annotate. Everyone is different, and you should
determine what method works best for you.
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Question Types:
1. Main Idea Questions
Near the beginning of each set of questions, you will most likely find a main idea question.
Sometimes these questions are about the passage as a whole, and other times they are
about specific parts of the passage. Let’s take a look at the sample question below.

In order to answer this question correctly, we should refer back to our passage annotations
from Emma. We should also carefully analyze key words within each answer choice.
Remember, we are looking for the main idea, not minor details. While the narrator does
mention that Emma lost her mother (lines 9-10), this is not the main point of the first two
paragraphs. Therefore, we can cross out answer choice A. Additionally, the narrator
describes the father as “most affectionate” and “indulgent” (line 7), so he’s certainly not
indifferent. Therefore, we can also eliminate answer choice B. Answer choice D is also very
specific and focused on the mother, so we can safely assume that the correct answer must
be answer choice C. The overall point of the first two paragraphs is to establish Emma as a
contented and entitled character.
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2. Command of Evidence Questions
The newest types of questions on the SAT are the evidence based questions. These are
actually two part questions that will ask you to support your answers with evidence from
the text. The best way to approach these questions is to answer the first question to the
best of your ability, and while you think about your answer choice, consider parts of the
passage that support your answer. Once you think you’ve narrowed it down, look at the
second part of the question and see if an answer choice includes the evidence you’ve
already been using.

Considering the line numbers in the second question can also be a useful trick. For instance,
if you know that the answer to the first question was somewhere near the end of the
passage, you can probably narrow down your answer choices to line numbers in the last
few paragraphs.

Here is a sample of an evidence based question from Emma:
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Helpful Hint

Based upon what we’ve underlined in the passage, we
gather that Emma has “very little to distress or vex her”
(line 5), has “the power of having rather too much her
own way” (line 29), and has “a disposition to think a

While there is no vocabulary

little too well of herself” (line 30). This evidence
characterizes Emma as someone who is proud and

section in the redesigned SAT,

accustomed to a privileged lifestyle. She is not

you may see SAT level words in

specifically characterized as “despondent” or

the English and reading

“friendless”, so we can eliminate answer choices A and C

sections. For example,

1

from Question 3. While we may want to assume that
Emma is an inconsiderate person, the passage more

knowing that “despondent”

specifically supports that she is self-satisfied and sure of

means “discouraged” would

herself. Therefore, we can safely eliminate answer

help us eliminate this word as

choice C and choose answer choice A as the correct

an answer choice for Question
3. Therefore, it may still be

answer for Question 3.

We already know that the narrator describes Emma’s

useful to study synonyms for

characteristics in lines 1-5 and 29-30, so we can

SAT vocabulary words.

probably safely eliminate answer choice B. We also
noticed that there was shift toward a negative tone in
lines 28-34, so we can assume that our answer choice is
probably C or D. Answer choice D has more to do with
foreshadowing the future, so answer choice C is the
best context to support Emma’s “self-satisfied” nature.
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3. Words in Context Questions
You can typically expect one or two questions per passage to ask about the meaning
of a word in a specific sentence. More than likely, the meaning of the word will not be the
most obvious definition of the word. Let’s look at the sample question below.

When we say we “want” something, we usually mean that we “desire” something.
Therefore, we should be hesitant to choose answer choice A, “desire”, as our final answer.
Instead, let’s go back and reread line 54. Looking back at our annotations, we quickly recall
that this is the part where Emma feels conflicted about Miss Taylor’s marriage. Emma is
going to miss Miss Taylor and is sad about her departure. We know that Emma will need to
adjust to the “lack” of Miss Taylor’s presence in the household, so we can assume that
answer choice B must be the correct answer.

P a g e | 13

Dual Science Passage Practice
On each SAT, one reading passage will include two smaller passages that you will need to
compare and contrast. The passages might be from the same author or different authors,
but you can expect the passages to have closely related themes or ideas.
While there are still 10 or 11 questions to answer, they will be divvied up between the two
passages. To use your time most effectively, we suggest you read the first passage and
answer all relevant questions; read the second passage and answer all relevant questions;
and then, after you’ve read both passages, answer the questions about both.
Since you will be asked about both passages, ask yourself the following questions while
reading:

1.What is the main idea of each
passage?
2. What is the author's tone in each
passage?
3. What is similar between the two
passages?
4. What is different between the
two passages?

Again, taking notes and circling key words as you read will help you comprehend each
passage and quickly reference the text.
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How about we put your newfound annotation skills to the test? Give yourself
approximately 3-4 minutes to read and annotate the following dual passages.
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After reading the introduction, we can determine from the titles of each passage that
Passage 1 has a positive view and Passage 2 has a negative view of reviving extinct species.
Analyzing the introduction can help us anticipate what we are about to read.
We also noticed a few similarities between the two passages. Both passages address the
importance of preserving biodiversity, although Passage 2 takes a more cautious approach
to reviving extinct animals. Both passages also address the excitement surrounding the
revival of extinct animals (“awe and wonder” in Line 26, “gee-whiz appeal” in line 29).
However, Passage 1 uses this excitement as support for an argument, while Passage 2 uses
this excitement as a counterargument. It is important to address not only the similarities
between the two passages, but the differences in tone and opinion as well.
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4. Command of Evidence Questions (Additional Practice)
Yet another evidence based question! These are fairly popular on the SAT, and you should
expect one or two pairs of these questions per passage. Let’s apply our strategies from the
prose passage to the following set of questions:

Based on the main idea and negative tone of Passage 2, we can assume that the author
takes the matter of shrinking biodiversity very seriously. Therefore, we can probably
eliminate answer choices A and C since they both lack a strong opinion. While answer
choice D considers shrinking biodiversity as a “problem”, there is no mention of politics in
this passage. Therefore, we can narrow the correct answer down to answer choice B. Now
for the fun part...finding the supporting content in the passage!

Looking back at our annotations, we noticed that the author uses an outside source in Line
34 to support the argument against reviving extinct species. A “sixth mass extinction”
sounds very much like a global problem, so we can assume that answer choice A is the
correct answer. However, it is always important to consider every answer choice if you
have time to do so. Just because the first answer choice seems right does not always mean
that it is the best answer.
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5. Compare/Contrast Questions
One or two questions may ask you to consider the relationship between both
passages. We recommend that you answer individual questions about Passage 1 and
Passage 2 before you answer questions about both.

Understanding the overall tone of each passage can help you correctly answer
compare/contrast questions. While Passage 1 strongly advocates for genetic technology
that allows scientists to revive extinct species, Passage 2 takes a more cautionary approach
to this technology. Passage 1 is very positive, while Passage 2 is more negative. Therefore,
the best answer choice to describe the relationship between these two passages is answer
choice B.
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Outside Sources for Further
Improvement
One of the best ways to prepare for the SAT Critical Reading section is to read as
much as possible on your own. The more you read, the more you will identify structural
elements and content within passages. You will also pick up speed while reading and learn
how to effectively skim for important information.

The good news is that you don’t have to limit yourself to reading SAT passages to
prepare for the Critical Reading section. Choose to read something that interests you! If
you’re into sports, read ESPN articles; if you’re into current events, read New York Times
op-ed pieces; if you’re into science, read some recent research journals. Remember, the SAT
will test you on prose, social science, and science passages, as well as research papers,
opinion pieces, fictional stories, speeches, and articles.

