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INTRODUCTION: WHY
MASTERING SAT GRAMMAR IS
YOUR TICKET TO A HIGHER
SCORE

The SAT Writing and Language section
can  feel  like  a  minefield  of  tricky
commas,  dangling  modifiers,  and
confusing pronoun cases. Yet for many
s t u d e n t s ,  i t  i s  a l s o  t h e  m o s t
straightforward  section  to  improve—if
you know what to study. This ultimate

guide to SAT grammar will walk you
through  every  rule,  strategy,  and
common trap you need to ace the test.
Whether  you  are  just  beginning  your
prep  or  looking  to  polish  your  skills,
understanding  the  core  grammar
principles tested on the SAT is the single
most  effective  way  to  boost  your  score
quickly. The exam does not test every
grammar rule under the sun; it focuses
on a specific, repeatable set of concepts.
Once  you  learn  them,  you  will  see
patterns everywhere.
The  SAT  Writing  section  contains  44
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mult iple‑choice  questions  to  be
answered in 35 minutes. You will  read
passages and identify errors or choose
the best revision. The questions target
three  broad  areas:  Standard English
Conventions  (grammar,  punctuation,
and  usage),  Expression  of  Ideas
(organization,  style,  and  clarity),  and
Command of Evidence.  While all  are
important,  grammar  rules  form  the
foundation.  This guide concentrates on
the  conventions  you  absolutely  must
know.  By  the  end,  you  will  have  a
complete  roadmap  to  nav igate
everything from subject‑verb agreement
to the correct use of semicolons.

WHAT IS ACTUALLY TESTED ON
SAT GRAMMAR?

The  SAT  adheres  to  a  finite  list  of

grammatical  concepts.  You  will  not
encounter  obscure  rules  f rom  a
linguistics  textbook.  Instead,  expect
questions  on  punctuation,  sentence
structure,  verb  tenses,  pronouns,
modifiers,  and  parallelism.  Let  us  break
down each major category so you can
target your study time efficiently.

Punctuation: The
Most Common
SAT Grammar
Trap
Punctuation questions appear in nearly
every  passage.  The  SAT  focuses  on
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commas,  semicolons,  colons,  dashes,
and  apostrophes.  Understanding  their
specific functions is critical.

Commas: Used to separate items
in a list, after introductory
elements, around non‑essential
clauses, and before coordinating
conjunctions joining independent
clauses. The SAT loves testing the
difference between essential
(restrictive) and non‑essential
(non‑restrictive) clauses. If the
clause can be removed without
changing the sentence’s core
meaning, it should be set off with
commas.
Semicolons: Connect two
independent clauses without a
conjunction. Think of them as a

“soft period.” They can also
separate items in a complex list. A
common trick: the SAT will offer a
semicolon where one side is a
fragment.
Colons: Introduce a list,
explanation, or quotation. What
follows must be a complete
thought that explains or expands
the preceding clause. A colon
cannot separate a verb from its
object.
Dashes: Used for emphasis or to
set off an abrupt interruption. A
single dash can replace a colon; a
pair of dashes works like
parentheses.
Apostrophes: Indicate possession
or contractions. The SAT tests the
difference between “its”
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(possessive) and “it’s” (contraction
for “it is”), as well as plural
possessives (e.g., “students’ ” vs.
“student’s”).

One  key  strategy:  when  you  see  a
punctuation question, read the sentence
without  the  punctuation.  Does  it  still
make  sense?  If  the  punctuation  is
necessary to avoid confusion, it is likely
correct. If it breaks the flow, eliminate it.

Subject‑Verb
Agreement: The

Foundation of
Clear Sentences
Every  sentence’s  backbone  is  the
agreement  between  subject  and  verb.
Singular  subjects  take  singular  verbs;
plural  subjects  take  plural  verbs.  The
SAT  often  hides  the  subject  inside
prepositional  phrases  or  uses  indefinite
pronouns  to  confuse  test‑takers.
Watch for these common pitfalls:

Phrases like “together with,” “as
well as,” or “along with” do not
make a singular subject plural. The
verb agrees with the main subject.
Collective nouns (team,
committee, group) are singular in
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American English (unless the
members are acting individually).
Indefinite pronouns such as
“everyone,” “someone,” “anyone,”
“each,” and “nobody” are always
singular.
Expressions like “a number of” are
plural, but “the number of” is
singular.

To master subject‑verb agreement, train
yourself  to  ignore  intervening  phrases
and locate the true subject. Practice by
reading  sentences  aloud  and  listening
for mismatches.

Pronoun

Agreement and
Case
Pronouns  must  agree  in  number
(singular/plural)  and  gender  with  their
antecedents.  The  SAT  frequently  uses
ambiguous  pronouns  or  incorrect  case
(e.g.,  “me” vs.  “I”).  Here  is  what  you
need to know:

Number agreement: “Each
student should bring his or her
pencil” (not “their” in formal SAT
English). However, the test has
begun to accept “they” as singular
when the antecedent is unknown
or gender‑neutral—but traditional
tests still prefer “he or she” or “his
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or her.”
Case: Use “I,” “he,” “she,” “we,”
“they” as subjects; use “me,”
“him,” “her,” “us,” “them” as
objects. The SAT loves to use
“between you and I”
(incorrect—should be “between
you and me”).
Ambiguous pronouns: If a
pronoun could refer to more than
one noun, the sentence is
incorrect. The test will ask you to
rephrase to make the reference
clear.

A helpful trick: remove the other person
in the sentence. “John gave the gift to
Sam and I” becomes “John gave the gift
to I” (wrong), so “me” is correct.

Verb Tense and
Sequence
The SAT does not test every tense, but it
does  check  whether  you  maintain  a
logical  timeline.  The  most  common
issues  are:

Shifting tenses unnecessarily:
If the passage is in past tense,
stay in past tense unless a time
shift is indicated.
Present perfect vs. past
simple: Use present perfect
(“has/have + past participle”) for
actions that started in the past and
continue or have relevance to the
present. Use past simple for
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completed past actions.
Hypotheticals and “if” clauses:
The subjunctive mood uses “were”
instead of “was” for
contrary‑to‑fact conditions (e.g., “If
I were you, I would study”).

When you see a verb underlined, check
the surrounding verbs for consistency. If
the passage uses “discovered” and the
underlined  verb  is  “finds,”  that  is  likely
incorrect  unless  a  shift  is  justified  by  a
time  phrase  like  “now.”

Parallelism:
Keeping

Structures
Balanced
Items  in  a  list,  comparison,  or  series
must share the same grammatical form.
The SAT loves to break parallel structure
by  mixing  gerunds  with  infinitives,  or
active  voice  with  passive  voice.  For
example:

Incorrect: “She likes swimming, to
run, and biking.”
Correct: “She likes swimming,
running, and biking.” OR “She likes
to swim, to run, and to bike.”

Also  watch for  correlative  conjunctions
(not only … but also, either … or, neither
… nor).  The  structure  after  each  part
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must be parallel: “He not only excels in
math but also in science” should be “He
excels  not  only  in  math  but  also  in
science.”

Modifier
Placement
Modifiers  (adjectives,  adverbs,  phrases)
must be placed next to the word they
modify.  Dangling  and  misplaced
modifiers  create  absurd  meanings.  For
instance:

Misplaced: “Walking down the
street, the trees were beautiful.”
(Trees are not walking.)
Correct: “Walking down the street,
I saw beautiful trees.”

The SAT will typically present a sentence
wi th  a  modi fy ing  phrase  at  the
beginning, followed immediately by the
noun  it  modifies.  If  that  noun  does  not
match,  the  sentence  is  wrong.  Always
ask:  who  or  what  is  performing  the
action in the modifier?

HOW TO APPROACH SAT
GRAMMAR QUESTIONS
STRATEGICALLY

Knowing the rules is half the battle; the
other half is applying them under time
pressure. Here is a step‑by‑step method
for every Writing question:

Read the entire sentence (or1.
the surrounding 2–3 sentences) to
understand the context. Never
decide based on just the
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underlined portion.
Identify the issue. Is it2.
punctuation? Agreement? Tense?
Look for common red flags:
commas that seem out of place,
pronouns with unclear
antecedents, verbs that don’t
match the subject.
Predict the correct answer3.
before looking at the choices. This
prevents you from being tricked by
plausible‑sounding wrong options.
Eliminate obviously wrong4.
choices. Many incorrect answers
introduce new errors (e.g., comma
splices, fragments).
Check for conciseness. The SAT5.
prefers clear, direct language.
Wordy options are often wrong
unless a subtle grammatical rule

forces them.
Use the “NO CHANGE” option6.
sparingly. It is correct roughly
25% of the time. Do not be afraid
to select it, but always verify.

COMMON SAT GRAMMAR
MISTAKES THAT COST POINTS

Even strong writers fall into these traps.
Being aware of them can save you from
losing easy points.

The Comma Splice: Two
independent clauses joined by only
a comma (e.g., “I studied hard, I
still felt nervous.”). Fix with a
period, semicolon, or a
coordinating conjunction.
The Fragment: A group of words
that lacks a subject or a verb, or is
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an incomplete thought. Common
culprits: subordinate clauses left
alone (e.g., “Because the test was
difficult.”).
The Run‑on: Two independent
clauses jammed together without
any punctuation or conjunction.
Subject‑verb inversion: When
the subject comes after the verb,
as in “There is many students.”
(Should be “There are many
students.”)
Faulty comparisons: Comparing
items that are not logically
comparable (e.g., “The cost of this
book is higher than that one” –
should be “higher than that of that
one”).

PRACTICE TECHNIQUES FOR SAT
GRAMMAR MASTERY

To  internalize  these  rules,  practice
actively.  Here  are  proven  methods:

Drill individual rule types. Use
question banks that let you focus
on punctuation one day, verb
tense the next.
Explain your reasoning. For
each question you answer
correctly, write a one‑sentence
explanation of why the right
answer is right and the wrong ones
are wrong. This reinforces the rule.
Review official SAT tests. The
College Board releases past
exams. The grammar questions on
those are the most accurate
representation of what you will
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see.
Time yourself. On the actual test,
you have about 48 seconds per
question. Build speed by doing
sets of 11 questions in 8 minutes.
Create a personal error log.
Note the types of grammar
mistakes you make repeatedly.
Focus your study on those
weaknesses.

INTEGRATING GRAMMAR WITH
THE EXPRESSION OF IDEAS

While  this  guide  focuses  on  grammar
(Standard  English  Conventions),
remember that the SAT Writing section
also  tests  style  and  organization.
Questions  on  transition  words,  word
choice (diction),  and conciseness often
overlap  with  grammar.  For  example,

“being  that”  is  wordy  and  should  be
replaced  with  “since”  or  “because.”
Likewise,  “having  been”  can  often  be
trimmed  to  “having”  or  even  deleted.
The best grammar answers are also the
most  concise,  provided  they  remain
grammatically  correct.

FINAL TIPS TO ACE SAT
GRAMMAR

Read the answer choices
carefully. Sometimes two options
are grammatically correct, but one
is more concise or maintains the
passage’s tone.
Trust the standard grammar
you learned in school. The SAT
does not test colloquial speech or
regional dialects. Write in formal,
academic English.
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Remember that every question is testing a specific concept. If
you cannot identify what is


