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MASTERING THE ACT MATH SECTION: ESSENTIAL TIPS AND TRICKS FOR A HIGHER
SCORE

The ACT Math section can be a source of anxiety for many test-takers. With 60 questions to be
answered in 60 minutes, it demands not only mathematical knowledge but also strategic speed and
accuracy. However, with the right ACT tips and tricks for math, you can transform this challenge
into an opportunity. This comprehensive guide is designed to help you navigate the ACT Math test
with confidence, covering everything from test-taking strategies to specific content skills.  Whether
you are aiming for a perfect score or just hoping to improve your percentile, the following advice will
prove invaluable.

Understanding the ACT Math Test
Structure
Before diving into specific tactics,  it  is  essential  to understand what you are facing. The ACT Math
test covers material typically taught in high school through the end of junior year. The content
breakdown is roughly: 40-45% Pre-Algebra and Elementary Algebra, 25-30% Intermediate Algebra
and Coordinate Geometry,  and 25-30% Plane Geometry and Trigonometry.  Most  questions are
straightforward, but the test is designed to assess problem-solving speed. There is no penalty for
guessing, so leaving a question blank is never beneficial.

TIME MANAGEMENT: YOUR GREATEST ALLY

With exactly one minute per question, effective pacing is the cornerstone of success. Many students
lose points not because they lack knowledge, but because they run out of time. Here are some ACT
tips and tricks for math to optimize your time usage:

1. Use the Two-Pass Strategy
Do not  attempt  every  question  in  order.  Instead,  make a  first  pass  through the  test  answering  all
questions that you can solve quickly and confidently. Mark questions that seem time-consuming or
confusing. In your second pass, return to the more challenging problems. This ensures you capture
all the easy points before time runs out.

2. The 20-Second Rule
If you read a question and do not immediately see a clear path to the answer within 20-30 seconds,
circle it in your test booklet and move on. Getting stuck early can derail your entire section. Trust
that your subconscious will work in the background while you work on other problems.

3. Keep Track of Time in Blocks
Aim to  complete  the  first  30  questions  in  roughly  30  minutes,  leaving  the  last  30  minutes  for  the
remaining 30 questions. The questions are not arranged in strict order of difficulty, but generally the
first half is slightly easier. Use this as a rough benchmark.

CONTENT REVIEW: WHAT TO FOCUS ON

While  broad knowledge is  necessary,  certain  topics  appear  more frequently.  Concentrate your
preparation on these high-yield areas:

Algebra and Functions: Solving linear equations, inequalities, systems of equations, and
working with functions (especially function notation).
Geometry: Triangles (special right triangles), circles (arc length, area), area and volume of
solids, and coordinate geometry.
Statistics and Probability: Mean, median, mode, basic probability, and data interpretation
from tables and graphs.
Trigonometry: Basic trig ratios (sine, cosine, tangent), trigonometric identities, and the unit
circle. Usually only 4-6 questions.

Memorize Key Formulas but Know How to
Derive Others
The ACT supplies a reference sheet at  the beginning of  the Math section that includes a few
formulas (area of a circle, volume of a sphere, etc.). However, it is not comprehensive. You should
memorize essential formulas, such as:
Slope-intercept form: y = mx + b
Distance formula: d = √[(x₂ - x₁)² + (y₂ - y₁)²]
Midpoint formula: ( (x₁+x₂)/2 , (y₁+y₂)/2 )
Quadratic formula: x = [-b ± √(b² - 4ac)] / 2a
Area and perimeter of common shapes.
Special right triangle ratios: 30-60-90 and 45-45-90.
Do not waste time trying to derive formulas from the reference sheet; practice recalling them
instantly.

PROBLEM-SOLVING STRATEGIES: UNLOCKING QUICK SOLUTIONS

Beyond  content  knowledge,  effective  problem-solving  approaches  can  save  you  precious  time.
These  ACT  tips  and  tricks  for  math  focus  on  the  process:

1. Backsolve Using the Answer Choices
Many ACT Math questions can be solved by plugging the answer choices back into the problem.
Start with a middle value (usually C or H) to see if it works. If the result is too high, you know the
correct answer is lower, and vice versa. This is especially useful for algebraic word problems.

2. Use Your Calculator Wisely
You are allowed a permitted calculator on the ACT. Do not rely on it for every simple calculation;
mental  math  is  often  faster.  However,  for  complex  arithmetic,  square  roots,  or  trigonometric
functions, the calculator is your friend. Be careful with parentheses when entering expressions. Also,
remember that on many geometry questions,  you can approximate by using the calculator to
compute decimals and then match to answer choices.

3. Estimate and Eliminate
If a question asks for a value, try to estimate a reasonable range. For example, if the problem
involves a 45° angle in a right triangle,  the sides follow a specific ratio.  If  an answer choice is too
large or too small, eliminate it. Often you can narrow down to two or three answers without solving
fully.

4. Translate Word Problems into Equations
Word problems can be intimidating. Read the question carefully, identify what is unknown (define a
variable), and set up an equation based on the relationships described. Underline key numbers and
phrases such as “more than,” “less than,” “times,” and “equals”. This transforms a language puzzle
into a straightforward algebra problem.

HANDLING TOUGH QUESTIONS: WHEN TO GUESS AND WHEN TO SKIP

You might encounter a trigonometry question involving identities you have not memorized. In such
cases, do not panic. Use the process of elimination. The ACT often includes answer choices that are
obviously incorrect due to sign or magnitude. Even if you cannot solve fully, try to eliminate two or
three answers. Since there is no penalty for wrong answers, always mark an answer for every
question. Your best guess is better than leaving it blank.

Special Case: “Cannot Be Determined”
Options
Sometimes answer choices include “Cannot be determined from the given information.” Only choose
this  if  you  are  absolutely  certain  that  the  problem  lacks  sufficient  data.  Rarely  is  this  the  correct
answer – use it as a last resort.

COMMON PITFALLS AND HOW TO AVOID THEM

Knowing common mistakes can help you steer clear. Here are frequent errors students make on the
ACT Math section:

Misreading the question: Double-check what the question asks for – is it the value of x, or
the value of y? The perimeter or the area? Circle the quantity needed.
Calculator typos: Practice entering numbers quickly and accurately. A single mis-key can
cost you a point.
Rushing through easy problems: In the first half, take an extra second to verify your
answer. Easy points are crucial for a good score.
Forgetting to convert units: If a problem uses feet and inches, convert everything to the
same unit before solving.
Assuming diagrams are drawn to scale: The ACT states figures are not necessarily drawn
to scale. Rely on given measurements, not visual estimates.

PRACTICE AND PREPARATION: THE KEY TO CONFIDENCE

All the tips in the world will not help if you do not practice under realistic conditions. Here is how to
make your study time effective:

Take Full-Length Practice Tests
Use official  ACT practice  tests  from the  ACT website  or  reputable  books.  Simulate  test  conditions:
time yourself strictly, use only permitted tools, and sit in a quiet room. After each test, review every
mistake thoroughly. Understand why you got it wrong – was it a content gap, a careless error, or a
strategy failure? Keep a log of your errors.

Review Core Concepts First
If you are consistently missing questions in a particular area (e.g., trigonometry), dedicate time to
studying that topic from your high school textbooks or online resources. Use Khan Academy’s free
ACT prep materials that align with the test. Focus on the sub-topics that appear most often.

Build Speed with Timed Drills
Use a timer to answer only the Pre-Algebra or Geometry questions from a practice test. Aim to
complete 20 questions in 20 minutes. Gradually reduce your time. This trains your mind to work
faster under pressure.

TEST DAY TIPS: LAST-MINUTE ADVICE

On the day of the exam, being well-rested is more important than one last cram session. Bring a
backup calculator and extra batteries. Eat a light breakfast. During the test, breathe deeply if you
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feel  panicked.  Remember  that  you  have  prepared.  If  you  encounter  a  question  that  seems
impossible, mark a guess and move on. The most successful test-takers are those who remain calm
and strategic.

Use the Test Booklet for Scratch Work
The ACT gives you a test  booklet;  use it  extensively.  Write  down equations,  cross out  wrong
answers, and draw diagrams. Do not try to do everything in your head. Writing helps clarify thinking
and prevents errors.

CONCLUSION

Scoring well on the ACT Math section is not solely about being a math genius – it is about being a
smart test-taker. By implementing the ACT tips and tricks for math discussed in this article,
including time management, strategic guessing, formula familiarity, and targeted practice, you can
significantly  boost  your  performance.  Remember  that  preparation  is  a  marathon,  not  a  sprint.
Consistently apply these strategies in your study sessions, and you will walk into the testing center
with the confidence and tools needed to achieve your target score. Good luck!


