SAT-style Constructed Response
You are a good thinker. You know how to ace 8th grade constructed response questions about literary analysis. The prompts have been reviewed over and over and over again in class until Mrs. McF has almost written the paper for you. Questions relate directly to the book, and they’re pretty straightforward, with not a lot of room for personal opinion.

To challenge you, take a look at how SAT essay questions are presented (see next few pages). Often times, a quote is given alluding to a certain theme (character, sacrifice, education, change), and you are asked to draw on any background knowledge you have on this subject from books, school curriculum, or personal experience and expound on the topic. Then, you write an amazingly profound essay in a short amount of time.
For this assignment, I’ll give you a couple SAT-type prompts to choose from, and you can choose one of them to answer. Your answer should include some reference to the novel you’ve been studying in class (Sherlock Holmes or Westing Game), but other literary references are welcome as well.
First, read the following pages describing what SAT Essays are like, as well as a few of the examples at the end to get the gist.

Second, choose 1 of the prompts for your novel and awe me with your deeply insightful ideas. You’ll have Thursday and Friday to work in the computer lab with the rest of the class, and your rough draft will be due on Friday, Feb. 5 at the end of class. I’ll give you feedback and give it back to you to make final changes on Monday, Feb. 8.
SAT Essay Test Structure

The essay is the first thing you will face when you sit down to take the SAT. 

You will be given 25 minutes to write your essay by hand, onto an answer sheet form. Your essay must respond to the 'prompt' provided in the test booklet. A prompt is a short, one- or two-sentence long statement that presents two opposing stands on a topic and asks you to respond. You MUST write your essay in response to the given prompt. 'Off-topic' essays will receive zero points. 

The SAT essay is different from other parts of the test in that it is graded by actual human beings. Every essay is graded by two scorers, each of whom rates the essay on a scale from 1 (fundamentally lacking) to 6 (outstanding). Their scores are added together to give a final score of up to 12 points. In cases where individual scores differ enormously in the grades they give, a supervisor will read the essay and determine a final score. The 0-12 score counts for 1/3 of your score on the Writing section and 1/9 of your total SAT score. 
Your total score is a result of your scores on the Math, Critical Reading, and Writing sections. Each section is worth 800 points out of 2400 possible. The SAT essay is 30% of your writing score, or about 240 points, 10% of 2400.
SAT Essay Scores

These are some of the standards that SAT essay scorers use in rating essays:

6 - Outstanding. Shows firm command of English writing skills. May show minor errors in grammar, spelling, or usage, but is free of most errors. Expresses a clear point of view and uses appropriate examples and evidence to support it. Essay is well-organized, allowing the reader to easily follow the writer's reasoning. Vocabulary is varied, with words used correctly and appropriately. 

5 - Effective. Similar to an Outstanding essay, but shows more, and more consistent, weaknesses in writing and reasoning skills.

4 - Competent. Expresses a point of view and makes adequate use of examples to support it, but shows lapses in writing and reasoning skills. Not as well organized or as effectively argued as an Effective essay.

3 - Inadequate. The writer shows developing but incomplete mastery of English writing skills. Uses inadequate or inconsistent reasons to support their point of view. Their reasoning may be hard to follow. May show weaknesses in vocabulary, or use words inappropriately. Regular errors in grammar, structure, and usage.

2. Seriously Limited. The writer shows limited mastery of English writing skills. They express a vague point of view and use inappropriate or inadequate reasons to support it. Little variety in vocabulary and sentence structure. Words used incorrectly. Errors in grammar, usage, and structure make it difficult to understand the writer's meaning. 

1. Fundamentally Lacking. Writer shows little or no mastery of English writing skills. Fails to express a viable point of view. Provides little or no reasoning. Shows fundamental and persistent problems with vocabulary, grammar, and structure. Errors make it difficult to understand writer's intended meaning.

0 - Blank paper (no essay submitted) or off-topic essay.

________________________________________________________________________
Scorers work quickly. A scorer may be asked to grade over 200 essays in an eight hour shift. That means they spend less than two and a half minutes on each essay on average.

Scorers are asked to rate:

1) the writer's ability to develop and express a point of view in response to the prompt;

2) the writer's ability to use examples, logic, and reasoning to support their point of view; and

3) the writer's competency in standard written English.

Scorers are supposed to understand that SAT essays are first drafts, written under pressure. They are instructed to look at your essay as a whole, judging the quality of ideas and how you prove them to come up with your score. They are not supposed to deduct points for a few simple misspellings or grammatical slips, or for lack of style or subject knowledge. 

Intimidated? Don't be. Anyone who can do well on other parts of the SAT can do well on the essay. It just takes some preparation.
________________________________________________________________________
How to prepare for the SAT Essay

- Read. Reading will help you internalize the structure and 'sound' of written English. It will also provide you with material to use as supporting evidence in your SAT essay. Newspaper editorials and op-eds are good choices because they usually state a problem and take a position on it, in the space of about 500 words (which is probably a bit longer than most SAT essays will be). 

- Write. Get in the habit of expressing yourself on paper. If you don't keep a journal, start one. Better yet, keep an essay journal. Each week or so sit down and write a page or two about your reaction to something you read or saw. Train yourself to be comfortable with writing an essay-type passage in about 20 minutes.

- Get in touch with your inner blowhard. One of the biggest problems test takers face is complete and utter apathy on the question presented by the essay prompt. This is perfectly understandable, as prompts often deal with abstract conflicts that are hard to get worked up about. But keep in mind that you're being graded on your ability to state an argument and to support it. You have to take some kind of stand. Train yourself to do that. If it helps, put your argument in the mouth of a fictional third person: "Some people would say x. They would cite reasons a, b, and c." Another option is to re-state the prompt question in a way that makes it easier to respond to. (Be careful not to go too far with this, though - remember, off-topic essays get a zero.)

- Learn essay templates by heart. Another problem test takers face is wasting time on trying to figure out how to connect one paragraph to another. You can minimize this problem by learning essay templates - structures that you can plug almost any material into. The classic five paragraph essay (topic sentence followed by three supporting paragraphs followed by a conclusion) is one example. Another example is the "on the one hand - one the other hand" type of comparison. An English writing textbook will give you other ideas.

- Brush up your grammar and spelling. Look at the writing you do in your journal and for school assignments. Identify and correct any mistakes you tend to make. Minor slips in grammar or spelling aren't likely to hurt your SAT essay score. However, a pattern of mistakes might suggest that you just aren't competent in standard written English.

- Clean up your handwriting. Scorers aren't supposed to mark papers down for bad penmanship, but if they honestly can't make out what you've written, you may get a lower score than you deserve. Remember that you'll be asked to write - frantically - for 25 minutes. Make sure you can do that without being crippled by arm or hand cramps.
________________________________________________________________________
What To Do On Test Day
- Read the entire prompt. Don't be in such a rush to start your essay that you risk misunderstanding the question you're asked to respond to.

- Use scrap paper. Scrap paper is your friend. Use it to brainstorm ideas and to sketch out an outline for your essay.

- Start your essay with an introductory paragraph. It should 1) repeat the question asked by the prompt and 2) clearly state your position on that question.

-  Continue your essay with supporting arguments. Try to give two or three reasons for why you have taken the position you did on the prompt question. If you can only come up with one reason, give a detailed explanation of why it supports your stand, and say why it is important enough to make the case on its own.

- End your essay with a conclusion. The conclusion can simply restate the stand you have taken, or it can make a broader point. 

- Try to leave time for proofreading. Try to finish your essay early enough that you have time to read it over quickly and correct any obvious mistakes in spelling, word usage, or grammar.

How long does a SAT essay need to be?

"Write long" is the most frequently cited advice we've seen about the SAT essay. It seems based on an informal study that found a strong correlation between long essays and high scores.

We encourage you to take that advice with a grain of salt. For one thing, the study used a very small sample of essays that were scored during the first administration of the revised SAT. It's hard to draw general conclusions from that experience. For another thing, what the study called a "short" essay meant one of as little as 100 words. The problem with those essays was more likely a lack of content or an undeveloped argument than their length.

Our advice is to focus on content instead of word counts. Use as many words as you need to express your thoughts. If you practice writing essays, you'll develop a good sense of how much you can write in the allotted 25 minutes, and of how much space you need to lay out an argument.

If you absolutely cannot come up with a coherent response to the prompt, writing long may cut your losses. At least you'll show more of your command of written English. However, we think a complete, concise essay is always going to score higher than a rambling, long one.
________________________________________________________________________
Your SAT Essay should fit the following criteria: 

1. The essay must be over 400 words in length. Research has found that 90% of essays over 400 words in length receive the highest score of 12. *Research has shown this is the factor that has the strongest impact on your score!
2. The SAT Essay must use scholarly examples. There should be two or three examples with at least one from literature. Examples from history are also good. If an essay uses primarily personal experiences it is not as good of an essay, as SAT graders don't score these as highly as essays that use content learned in school.

3. The essay must be organized into paragraphs. At the minimum there is an introductory paragraph with at least a sentence or two. Then one paragraph to cover each example. And often a short conclusion. If the essay has paragraphs that cover multiple examples it won't score as well and won't serve as a good example for your learning.

4. The essay must make its points explicitly. Don’t make the scorer read between the lines or re-read in order to understand the point.

Read more: http://www.sat-essay.net/sample-sat-essays.html#ixzz0dxNugGJR
SAMPLE ESSAY TOPICS/PROMPTS
TOPIC: Is sacrifice necessary to make progress?

TOPIC: Which is a better indicator of a person’s true character: Their actions or their words?

If you took the January 2007 SAT Reasoning Test, you would have been given one of the essay prompts below:
Prompt 1
Think carefully about the issue presented in the following excerpt and the assignment below.

Many people believe that our government should do more to solve our problems. After all, how can one individual create more jobs or make roads safer or improve the schools or help to provide any of the other benefits that we have come to enjoy? And yet expecting that the government—rather than individuals—should always come up with the solutions to society's ills may have made us less self-reliant, undermining our independence and self-sufficiency. 

Assignment:
Should people take more responsibility for solving problems that affect their communities or the nation in general? Plan and write an essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. Support your position with reasoning and examples taken from your reading, studies, experience, or observations. 

 Prompt 2
Think carefully about the issue presented in the following excerpt and the assignment below.

Most human beings spend their lives doing work they hate and work that the world does not need. It is of prime importance that you learn early what you want to do and whether or not the world needs this service. The return from your work must be the satisfaction that work brings you and the world's need of that work. Income is not money, it is satisfaction; it is creation; it is beauty. 

Adapted from W.E.B. Du Bois, The Autobiography of W.E.B. Du Bois: A Soliloquy on Viewing My Life from the Last Decade of Its First Century

Assignment:
Is it more important to do work that one finds fulfilling or work that pays well? Plan and write an essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. Support your position with reasoning and examples taken from your reading, studies, experience, or observations. 

Prompt 3
Think carefully about the issue presented in the following excerpt and the assignment below.

The education people receive does not occur primarily in school. Young people are formed by their experiences with parents, teachers, peers, and even strangers on the street, and by the sports teams they play for, the shopping malls they frequent, the songs they hear, and the shows they watch. Schools, while certainly important, constitute only a relatively small part of education. 

Adapted from Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, "Education for the Twenty-First Century"

Assignment:
Is education primarily the result of influences other than school? Plan and write an essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. Support your position with reasoning and examples taken from your reading, studies, experience, or observations. 

 

Prompt 4
Think carefully about the issue presented in the following excerpt and the assignment below.

If we are dissatisfied with our circumstances, we think about changing them. But the most important and effective changes—in our attitude—hardly occur to us. In other words, we should worry not about how to alter the world around us for the better but about how to change ourselves in order to fit into that world. 

Adapted from Michael Hymers, "Wittgenstein, Pessimism and Politics"

Assignment:
Is it better to change one's attitude than to change one's circumstances? Plan and write an essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. Support your position with reasoning and examples taken from your reading, studies, experience, or observations. 

 
PROMT: I owe my success to having listened respectfully to the very best advice, and then going away and doing the exact opposite. –G.K. Chesterton (1874-1936)

Assignment: Are people held back by their adherence to the beliefs of the majority or doing things in the conventional way? Plan and write an essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. Support your position with reasoning and examples taken from your reading, studies, experiences or observations.

PROMT: Each success only buys an admission ticket to a more difficult problem. –Henry Kissinger (1923-), Wilson Library Bulletin, March 1979

Assignment: What is your view on the idea that each new success leads to new and more difficult problems? Plan and write an essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. Support your position with reasoning and examples taken from your reading, studies, experiences or observations.
PROMT: My mother drew a distinction between achievement and success. She said that ‘achievement is the knowledge that you have studied and worked hard and done the best that is in you. Success is being praised by others, and that’s nice, too, but not as important or satisfying. Always aim for achievement and forget about success.” –Helen Hayes (1900-1993)

Assignment: Do people spend too much time trying to please others rather than reaching their own standards? Plan and write an essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. Support your position with reasoning and examples taken from your reading, studies, experience or observations.
PROMT: Aim for success, not perfection. Never give up your right to be wrong, because then you will lose the ability to learn new things and move forward with your life. –Dr. David M. Burns

Assignment: Do people focus so much on doing things right that they fail to learn from their mistakes? Plan and write an essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. Support your position with reasoning and example taken from your reading, studies, experiences and observations.

