
ACT English
A. Verbs

Rule: Verbs must be in the proper tense for the context.

For example: Ironically, the student will have failed her test after studying for two weeks.

This sentence has a verb tense error. The word “after” is a contextual clue that the student failed her test in the past after this student
had studied extensively. “Will have failed” is the future perfect, which does not make sense in the context. The verb must be changed
to the past tense for the sentence to make sense: “Ironically, the student failed her test after studying for two weeks.”

Rule: Subjects and verbs must agree in number.

For example: Penelope, who is one of the nation’s best hockey players, have played many championship games in my hometown
recently.

The sentence contains a subject error because the verb “have played” is conjugated in the third person plural, but its subject,
“Penelope,” is singular. The descriptive phrase “who is one of the nation’s best hockey players” between the subject and verb may be
misleading because it ends with the plural noun “players.” Note that a subject can only be separated from its verb by a parenthetical
phrase or non-restrictive clause. Ignoring or covering descriptive phrases when finding subject-verb pairs will help avoid this
confusion. The verb must be rewritten to agree with its subject in number: “Penelope, who is one of the nation’s best hockey players,
has played many championship games in my hometown recently.”

Rule: Avoid the passive voice when possible.

For example: The bill was vetoed by California’s governor because it would not have benefitted the state’s economy in the long
term.

The sentence uses the passive voice; this is indicated by the verb phrase “was vetoed by.” The effect of the passive voice is to make
the object (the bill) of an action (vetoed) appear as the subject of the action. It is much better to write this sentence so that its subject is
the person or thing doing the action: “California’s governor vetoed the bill because it would not have benefitted the state’s economy
in the long term.”

Rule: If a sentence begins with a descriptive phrase or clause, the thing it describes should come directly after the phrase or
clause and should be written as the subject of the sentence.

For example: Worried by the recent lack of enrollment in teaching programs, the university’s main concern was with offering high
school students incentives to pursue these studies.

This sentence has a modifier error because the modifying phrase, “worried by the recent lack of enrollment in teaching programs,”
does not agree with the subject of the sentence, “the university’s main concern.” It does not make sense for a “concern” to be
“worried.” Rather, we would expect a university or its administration to be worried. The sentence must be so that the subject makes
sense with the modifying phrase: “Worried by the recent lack of enrollment in teaching programs, the university was concerned with
offering high school students to pursue these studies.”



ACT ENGLISH TAKE AWAY

When there is an underlined verb or verb phrase on the ACT English test:
• Find the other verbs in the sentence or in the surrounding paragraph.
• If there are no modifying words or phrases to indicate a change in tense, make sure that all verbs agree.
• If there are modifying words or phrases that indicate a change in tense, make sure that all verbs reflect this shift.
• Find the subject and main verb of a sentence.
• Cover up any parenthetical phrases or non-restrictive clauses that are between the subject and verb (they will be offset by

commas).
• Make sure the subject and verb agree in person and number.
• Remember that it is not always wrong to use the passive voice.
• If a sentence employs the passive voice, look for other grammatically correct answer choices that are written in the active

voice.
• If a sentence begins with a modifying phrase, make sure that the noun directly after the comma is the noun to which the

phrase refers.
• If an entire sentence is underlined, make sure the answer choice you select is modified correctly.


