Ron’s golden words on GMAT (up to Apr 23, 2012)


when it comes to discussing sentence correction strategy, the elephant in the room -- the thing that no one likes to talk about -- is the fact that you can't progress past a certain level in sentence correction without significant intuition. 
in fact, this is one of the principal reasons why the test writers chose to include sentence correction, of all things, on a test for business-school applicants (who have no explicit need for the actual skill set required to solve SC problems). namely, any given sentence (except the simplest ones) has way too many moving parts to process entirely through rules and conscious thought processes. you can look consciously for the most major topics -- and thereby do decently well -- but you're not going to reach the highest levels without developing the right intuition. 

as an analogy, think about listening to a symphony orchestra. if you are a conductor, you have to listen to the entire orchestra at the same time, and you have to detect mistakes. how do conductors do this? primarily through intuition -- no conductor will be able to consciously analyze the instruments one at a time, at the actual pace of a symphony piece. the conductor might be consciously listening to the most conspicuous instruments -- first violin, first cello, and/or whoever is playing a solo or cadenza -- but he or she clearly can't pay conscious attention to all of the instruments at once. that has to be done intuitively. 
similarly, in sentence correction, the best you can do with conscious rules and thought processes is to pay attention to the few most significant “instruments”. in that respect, your checklist is a pretty good start -- most things in your checklist do qualify as major topics. however, you've got to realize that this checklist is not the end goal; you should view it as an intermediate step in developing the right kind of intuition. 
if you are studying to become a conductor, you have to study each instrument explicitly at some point -- but not with the end goal of continuing to think explicitly about that instrument. instead, the goal is to incorporate those thoughts, eventually, into an intuitive process that's more subconscious and fluid. (this is also the only real justification for spending more than a trivial amount of time studying, since all of the individual concepts are rather simple -- it's just integrating them into that intuition that takes time and experience.) 
similarly, if you are studying to become a sentence correction expert, you do have to study the components explicitly -- but that's the starting point, not the point of mastery. mastery is what you have when you can notice things without explicitly having to look for them anymore. 


there should be only one main focus of the initial reading: what does the sentence mean?
this is imperative, because most errors are impossible to resolve without a firm understanding of the intended meaning of the sentence.


the beauty of language (and the reason why SC is hard for lots of people) is that there is definitely not "only one way for the sentence to properly read".
almost any sentence can be written in a huge variety of ways, only one of which will actually be the correct answer.  this observation accounts for (a) the fact that it's impossible to predictcorrect SC answers, as well as (b) the fact that it's actually possible for different writers to have different styles.  (if it were true that sentences could only be written in one way, then different writing styles couldn't exist.)

in any given SC, four of the five choices will be wrong, but it's a huge mistake to think that there is One True Correct Way in which to write the sentence.

it's also important to note that students won't be able to "pick errors from the original sentence" with any degree of consistency, anyway.

this is the problem -- you're trying to pick out errors in the original sentence.  as i stated in the post above, that's not very realistic; if you could do that on a consistent basis, then you wouldn't need any help in SC.

instead of trying to pick out the errors "cold" (something that's very difficult for anyone who is not a professional writer or editor), you should look for HINTS in the answer choices.
in other words, you should learn to interpret HINTS in the answer choices.

here are a few examples:
* if you see a verb switching between singular and plural, then find its subject -- there's probably an issue with S-V agreement.
* if you see ANY pronoun at all, then look for pronoun errors.
* if you see a parallel signal (and, or, not ... but ..., etc.), examine the resulting parallelism.
* if you see modifiers moved around (but written in the same way), figure out which version places the modifiers closer to the things they're actually meant to modify.
* if you see modifiers written differently in different choices, think about the rules for the use of those modifiers.
etc.

when you study SC errors, don't just study the errors themselves -- study the clues that should actually call your attention to those errors in the first place.
in general, you'll notice that the errors themselves aren't very hard to understand -- the problem is finding those errors in the first place.  it's not good enough just to study how things work if you won't find them in the first place!

don't try to fix sentences!
even though this section of the test is called, ironically, “sentence correction”, you do not need to be able to fix the sentences; you only need to be able to select the correct answer choice from the choices given.
trying to fix the sentences is an irrelevant skill set; if you do too much of this, it will distract you from the skill set that you actually need.  moreover, most users' attempts to fix sentences create numerous other errors, many of which are outside the scope of what is tested on the gmat.

if you want extra practice using correct constructions, DO NOT rewrite the current sentences; instead, make your own (much simpler) examples that use those constructions.-

--

well ... if you've actually studied a thousand SC problems, i can definitely tell that you aren't studying in the right way.
if you've gotten through that many problems, that means that you're just going through problem after problem after problem after problem and just solving the problems, spending little to no time on review.

no matter what you're studying, make sure that you study with the appropriate DEPTH, not just BREADTH.  
in particular, you should try to RELATE problems to each other, and look for GENERALIZABLE lessons, in order to gain the maximum benefit from your practice.

THE PROBLEMS ON THE TEST ARE NOT GOING TO LOOK LIKE THE PRACTICE PROBLEMS!
IF YOU JUST MEMORIZE/REMEMBER THE PRACTICE PROBLEMS EXACTLY AS YOU SAW THEM, THEY WILL HAVE NO VALUE!  
they may even have negative value, if the same constructions happen to be used in different ways on the official test.

--

for EVERY problem:
* don't concentrate on the solution to that actual problem, since you can be sure you aren't going to see that actual problem on the exam
* instead, try to find TAKEAWAYS from the problem, which you can then APPLY TO OTHER PROBLEMS.  this is key - DO NOT LEAVE A PROBLEM until you have extracted at least one piece of information, whether a formula, a strategy, a trick/trap, etc., that you can apply to OTHER problems. 
do not leave a problem until you can fill in the following sentence, meaningfully and nontrivially:
"if i see _____ ON ANOTHER PROBLEM, i should _____"

for EVERY OFFICIAL SC problem:
be able to explain every aspect of every construction in the correct answer choice -- including the parts that are not underlined.  (remember, this is the only place where you can be 100% assured of finding constructions that are correct!)  
this means that you should be able to explain both the grammar and the meaning of everything those choices -- again, including the stuff that isn't underlined.

if you do what i've suggested above -- especially with the correct answers** -- you will probably find that the OG12 alone provides enough SC material for at least a couple of months of study.  

honestly, if you put that together with the manhattan SC guide, you should already have more than enough material.  quantity is not quality, and, after a certain point (which you have long ago passed if you have actually solved 956 problems), quantity and quality become each other's enemies.

**i'll let you in on a little secret here: studying the correct answers in this way is really the hidden weapon on this test.

fun fact:
before i started teaching the gmat, i had zero formal training in english grammar -- i'd never studied it academically, and had basically no idea of any of the non-basic rules that i talk about here.  (instead, for SC i relied only upon my experience as a professional editor/writer and upon my sheer exposure to tons and tons and tons of material written in highly formal, scholarly english.  even though i didn't know any of the actual grammar rules, my experience allowed me to identify "right" and "wrong" immediately and almost instinctually without any sort of formal breakdown -- much as people are able to identify the nature of, say, facial expressions without having to break them down muscle by muscle.  for all practical purposes, that sort of approach is impossible for non-native speakers of english.)
here's the fun part:
every single thing i've ever posted on this forum about english grammar, i learned by studying correct answers to official SC problems.
this is not an exaggeration.
here was the process:
* study a correct answer
* justify the use (= grammar and meaning) of EVERY construction in the correct answer
* attempt to generalize the result
* if the generalization is questionable, search other official SC problems for the same construction, and see whether the generalization works.

--

almost every one of the major SC error types is easier to identify if you are using the meaning of the sentence, and most of them are impossible to understand fully *without* the meaning.

for instance:
verb tense -- completely impossible without meaning
verb voice -- completely impossible without meaning
modifiers -- can be assigned according to grammar rules, but detemining whether the assignment is *correct* is impossible without meaning
pronouns -- are subject to grammar rules, but detemining whether the pronoun is *correct* is impossible without meaning
parallelism -- sometimes based on grammar, but you need meaning to figure out which items *should* be parallel in the first place
etc.

this is actually why the GMAT SC emphasizes these particular concepts -- because it is NOT MEANT to be a test of rules that can be memorized! it's meant to be a reasoning test that emphasizes ... reasoning (which is based upon the intended meaning of the sentence).
this is also why the GMAT SC largely *avoids* testing things that ARE purely mechanical, rules-based, and subject to memorization (e.g., spelling).

if you are approaching these sentences without FIRST determining the meaning of the sentence, then you are using exactly the whole kind of reasoning for which the test is intentionally designed NOT to work.

this post may be uncharacteristically blunt, but this is a point that needs to be made over and over and over and over and over again, because way too many people on this forum approach SC as if it were a giant math puzzle that's subject to entirely arbitrary rules.
it's not -- if you start to base your thinking around what the sentence is clearly intended to mean (all sentences will have a common-sense interpretation, regardless of how many errors are in the original version), then you will suddenly find most SC issues much easier to identify and understand.
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