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SAT Writing Session 

General Advice: 

1. Relax!  Pray, breathe, and try to make the most out of this experience-remember, you only get to do (or 

have to do) this a few times in your life!   

2. Don‟t make any drastic or life-changing decisions in the next 24 hours.  This is not the night to break up with 

your boyfriend or girlfriend, go skydiving, try Indian food for the first time, or tell your family you’ve decided 

to join the Peace Corp and just skip the whole college thing…maintain status quo. 

3. Get a good night‟s sleep, set your alarm, eat breakfast, and come prepared.  Have extra pencils and a 

snack ready.  If you can use a calculator, bring that too.   

Writing points: 

 Form a clear, definitive point of view on the topic-no neutrality 

 Prewrite for strong examples 

 INCLUDE A THESIS STATEMENT…and follow it throughout your essay 

 Use varied vocabulary-just not to the point you don‟t sound like “you” 

o Take out “really” and “very” 

o Replace good and bad with strong words, etc. 

Strategy tips: 

 Carefully read the prompt.   

o Make sure you understand the question, and focus on that question for the next 25 minutes.   

 PREWRITE!  Enough said 

 The five paragraph essay is a start, not a requirement 

o If you can only think of two great points, spend your time explaining those. 

 Longer essays tend to score better 

o Expand on your ideas-a few well explained ideas are better than a lot of general ones 

 STRONG EXAMPLES:   

o They love examples from literature and history 

o Think of your life events journal as well 

 You CAN use “I” to explain your point of view 

 Try to keep the same tense 

o “She walks to the store.  There, she purchases food for dinner.”           Versus 

 She walks (present tense) to the store.  There, she purchased (past tense) food for 

dinner. 

 With ten minutes to go, ask yourself, “Am I on topic?”  If the answer is no, get back to that topic as quickly 

as possible.   

 Remember, have FUN with your prompt.  The SAT graders are people too-if you think something is 

interesting or funny, they likely will too!   
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Digging Deeper 

Some students are a little intimidated by the writing portion of the SAT; after all, the test has increased in length with 
the addition of this section. Fortunately, most students find that the writing section is perfectly manageable. 

The Format 

The SAT I is now a three-part test instead of a two-part, with a perfect score of 2400 instead of 1600. The writing 
section itself lasts 60 minutes, with a multiple choice section lasting 35 minutes and an essay-writing portion of 25 
minutes. 

Why the change? Actually, this isn't the first time the SAT requirements have been adjusted. The test has evolved 
along with society. 

As a matter of fact, the essay requirement was recommended and considered long ago, but the technology of the 
day couldn't accommodate the transmitting and grading of essays on a large scale. Technology has changed, and so 
has the test. 

Worried About the Time Requirement? 

As mentioned above, the essay-writing portion is a timed test, allowing students 25 minutes to plan, outline, and 
write. The problem is that some students are so concerned about the clock that they skip over the planning and 
outlining and dive straight into writing. 

Don't make this mistake! Some gifted writers may get away with writing off the cuff, developing ideas as they write. 
For most people, however, it's a good idea to jot down ideas and important points before starting. As always, get 
organized before you start! 

It might help to know that nobody will expect your essay to be perfect. It will be considered a first draft, and the 
reader will not hold it against you if you have a few scratch-outs or if you struggle with bad handwriting. 

Even a few spelling mistakes are OK. But consistent mistakes will affect your score. It would be a good idea to study 
some of the most common spelling mistakes and word mix-up's as you prepare for the test. 

What to Expect from the Essay Assignment 

The essay assignment consists of one topic, unlike other essay tests which offer a choice of topics. In other words, 
students won't be able to choose a question.  

Do not try to change the question. Stick to the topic you're given. 

The essay assignment follows a specific format. One part of the test question contains a quote, paragraph or 
passage from a specific book. The passage will address a specific issue.  

The other portion asks you to develop and explain your point of view on the issue. You are encouraged to use 
examples from your own experience, as well as thoughts from other books or articles you've read. 

Remember that this is a personal essay, asking for your opinion. Speak from your own point of view, using phrases 
like "I think" or "I strongly believe," and then be sure to back up your point with evidence and examples. 

http://homeworktips.about.com/od/homeworkhelp/a/mixup.htm
http://homeworktips.about.com/od/satwritingsection/qt/experiencebank.htm
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Remember the boy called Ralphie in the movie A Christmas Story, who couldn't wait to look at his essay 
grade? He was so sure he would receive a perfect score.  

He was sorely disappointed.  

We've all been there. We work hard to come up with a great essay and we're so sure we've done our very best. 
Then, when we get our paper from the teacher and see a less-than-impressive grade, it's a real shocker! Have you 
ever fallen victim to the problem of mixing up confusing words? 

Many experienced writers have to pause for a second and think when they are about to type certain words.  

Some words are so close to others in spelling or meaning that they cause confusion, time after time. For this reason, 
it's a good idea to study the most common word mix-up's, to avoid problems that vex writers everywhere. If you can 
conquer these common problems, you just might avoid the fate of Ralphie.  

If you can learn to use all these problem words correctly, you'll certainly make a greater impression on your teacher. 

Your papers will stand out and look so much more professional when you avoid common mix-up's like "to" and "too."  

See „Common Writing Mistakes‟ for particulars. 

The following quote comes from the instruction page for the SAT essay section at the College Board web site: 

"You are asked to develop your point of view on the issue, not give a straight report of the facts. This is your opinion, 
so feel free to use "I," and give examples that are meaningful to you, even ones from your personal life or 
experiences." 

So just image you are sitting at a desk taking the actual test, and you're asked to come up with a meaningful event in 
your life. Could you? 

Prepare Ahead: Take an Inventory of Important Events 

Meaningful life events are things you normally think about in your quiet time, when you're lying on your bed listening 

to your favorite music. For most people, they're tough to drum up under the glaring lights and high stress of a test 

environment. 

So what can you do? Before you go to the test, come up with a bank of experiences to draw from. 

A personal experience bank is a list of meaningful experiences in your life that you can reflect upon to find a lesson 
or a meaning. If you think about it, you can probably come up with a list of several events that were pivotal in your 
life.  

These pivotal events may not be happy times, but they are times that brought about change. For instance, can you 
think of a lesson or new outlook you gained from any of the following situations? 

 Your first kiss  
 A trip to a foreign country  
 A really dumb mistake that became dangerous  
 Standing up for yourself when it wasn't popular  
 Failing to do the right thing, then being ashamed  
 The passing of a pet, friend, or a relative  

http://www.collegeboard.com/student/testing/sat/prep_one/sat_essay.html
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Common Writing Mistakes: 

1.) Its vs. It’s: 

How do you know which form of its to use? 

  

It‟s means it is. The apostrophe is shortening two words into one. 

  

Its means the possessive form such as in: the cat bit its tongue. 

  

Correct: It‟s cold in here. 

Correct: The dog wagged its tail. 

  

TIP: A way to check if you have it right is by changing it‟s to it is. If the sentence  reads correctly then you can keep it 

with the apostrophe. 

  

2.) Who’s vs. Whose: 

Follow the same rules for it‟s and its.  The apostrophe is shortening two words into one. So who‟s it is short for who 

is. 

  

The word whose is showing possessive form: meaning belonging to. 

  

Correct: Who‟s yelling outside? 

Correct: Whose socks are these? 

  

3.) You’re vs. Your: 

Again follow the rule of the apostrophe: If it has an apostrophe it is an abbreviation. You‟re means You are. 

  

Your is the possessive form. 

  

Correct: I like your jeans. 

Correct: You‟re late again! 

  

4.) Than vs. Then: 

The word than is used for comparisons. 

  

The word then is used to describe a reference to time. 

 Correct: Frank has more pizza than Vinny. (Than is used because it is a comparison). 

Correct: Frank went to the store and then to the movie. (Then is used as a reference to time.) 

 5.) Could of vs. Could Have: 

It is ALWAYS could have or should have or would have. The problem is that when we talk we sometimes say it with 

an accent that makes it sound more like could of, should of, would of. But that is incorrect. 

  

Correct: I should have studied these grammar rules. 
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6.) A lot vs. Alot: 

The answer is simple: There is no such word. You don‟t have abunch, acantaloupe, or alittle.  It‟s two words: a lot. 

  

Correct: I have a lot of work to do. 

  

7.) The Comma Splice:  

In short the comma splice is where you put a comma instead of a period. It is combining two independent clauses 

with a comma instead of breaking it up into two. 

  

Incorrect: The dog went to the vet, it was sick. These are two independent clauses so there should not be a comma. 

  

You can fix a comma splice by: 

1.) Breaking it into two sentences: 

Correct: The dog went to the vet. It was sick. 

  

2.) A semi colon can be used to join two independent clauses if they are related 

Correct: The dog went to the vet; it was sick. 

  

3.) Use a conjunction instead of a period to combine the two independent clauses. 

Correct: The dog went to the vet because it was sick. 

8) Affect/Effect:  
To affect is to produce an effect. Still confused? Affect is usually a verb meaning "to impact or influence." It might 
help to remember that "a" is for action and "e" is for result.  

9) Accept/Except:  
Accept is a verb, meaning to take willingly. Except is a preposition, meaning "other than." Remember the phrase "I 
will accept any food except spinach." The words "accept" and "except" are in alphabetical order in that sentence. 
Hey, it's silly but it might work. 

10) Conscience/Conscious:  

Have you ever been present when somebody fainted? It's scary, because nobody knows which word to use. It's that 
bad. Seriously, many well-educated people stumble over this one! "Conscious" is an adjective, meaning "aware," 
"awake," or sometimes "on purpose." Use this one if somebody faints. It might help to think of other "state of mind" 
words that have the same ending, like "serious," or "delirious." "Conscience" is your sense of right and wrong. It 
rhymes with "sense."  

11) Fewer/Less:  
If you can get this one right, you'll be ahead of most of the English-speaking population. You'll hear this mix-up all 
over the media! Few and fewer refer to objects that can be numbered. Less refers to a quantity of something non-
specific. It might help to think of "less" as a "lump" word. Examples: I have "fewer" dimes and "less" money than you. 

12) To/too/two:  
This is probably the most common problem, but once you get the difference, it seems so simple! To is a preposition 
that indicates location or direction, but it also can be used in front of a verb to make an infinitive, like "to eat" or "to 
swim." That sounds more difficult than it is. Two is strictly the number (two=2). Too is an adverb meaning 
"excessively" or "additionally." Either way, this word indicates "an extra amount." Just think of the extra "o" in too!  
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SAT Writing:  “Write” on Time 

“Failure to prepare is preparing to fail.”  John Wooden, UCLA Basketball Coach.  Just like in sports, earning a high 
score on the SAT writing section is done by practicing over time.  Many of your skills you have learned since 
kindergarten.  However, with some forethought and practice, you can drastically improve your base writing score.  
One of the most important skills on this portion of the test is TIME MANAGEMENT.   

The SAT graders are looking to see that you are able to think critically about the topic at hand.  It is based the belief 
that you can reflect meaningfully about something in a short amount of time, showing that you can be successful in a 
longer amount of time at university.  It‟s also great practice for midterms and exams once you get to college!   

The essay-writing portion is approximately 25 minutes.  A mistake that many first time SAT test takers make is to 
read the prompt and simply start writing furiously until the proctor says „pencils down.‟  This is not the best method to 
score well on the SAT Writing section.  Here is a sample format for timing on the test:   

1. 2-5 minutes-prewrite and thesis 

a. CLEARLY IDENTIFY YOUR THESIS-take a stand on the issue or quote in the prompt 

b. Jot down body paragraph topics (there do NOT need to be exactly three) 

c. Ideas for intro „hook‟ statement and conclusion 

2. 18-21 minutes-writing essay 

a. Introduction: 

i. Address the prompt with a „hook‟ attention getter 

ii. Transition ideas/connect 

iii. Thesis 

b. Body 

i. Main points to support that thesis, each with as many details and examples as possible 

1. Graders love personal examples, examples from literature, media, history, etc. 

2. STAY ON TOPIC FOR THAT PARAGRAPH!!!!!!!!!! 

c. Conclusion 

i. You do not need a formal „conclusion paragraph‟ in an SAT essay to earn high scores.  

They keep in mind that you are timed and this is a rough draft. 

ii. That said, it is a good idea to restate your thesis in one sentence, and leave them with a 

final quote, idea, or wrap up.   

3. 2-3 minutes-editing and proofing 

a. First, check spelling and punctuation 

b. Next, think about stronger word choice and repetitive words (instead of saying „good‟ five times 

erase it and supplement a synonym) 

c. Then, check for Subject/Verb Agreement, as well as same tense 

d. Finally, adjust any „awkward wording‟ combinations in addition to repetitive sentence beginnings 

Helpful hints: 

 PRACTICE several essay prompts beforehand 

 Stick to your plan, and do YOUR best.   

 Be time conscious, but don‟t stress.   
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Verb Tense Worksheet  

Identify any incorrect verb forms in the following paragraph and correct them. 

The war against wearing fur has became a major campaign in recent years. Some people have always feeled that 

killing animals for fur is immoral.  Recently, however, activists have took a more visible role in the struggle against 

fur.  Organizations have fighted to convince clothing designers not to work with fur, and their efforts have been 

surprisingly successful.  Designers like Calvin Klein and Giorgio Armani have sayed they will no longer include fur in 

their collections.  Many celebrities have choosed to take a public stand against furs, and several well-known models 

have gave their time to pose for antifur ads.  They have send the message that wearing furs is no longer the thing to 

do.  Some critics complain that many of the more radical activists have went too far. It is true that some have sat 

chained to racks in department store and have even tore fur collars from women‟s coats.  Others have stole furs as 

they were being shipped from warehouses.  Such efforts have costed the fur industry a great deal, so the fur 

manufacturers and retailers are fighting back with publicity campaigns of their own. 

 Circle the correct verb form or write it in the blank. 

1.                  Ren wondered where he __________ his keys.  (has left / had left) 

2.                  He believes he ________ them.  (has lost / had lost) 

3.                  The receptionist told the interviewer that the applicant ___________. (has arrived / had arrived) 

4.                  The interviewer says that she __________ for an hour. (has waited / had waited) 

5.                  I felt ______ after the meal. (satisfy) 

6.                  The defendant‟s mother seemed _______ by the outcome of the trial. (relieve) 

7.                  A _____ ankle kept the quarterback out of the game. (sprain) 

8.                  The defense claimed the prosecution‟s star witness was ____ against their client. (prejudice) 

9.                  On the bar were a ______ bowl of ______ nuts, a platter of ________ bread and meat, some _____ 
water, and a pitcher of ___ tea. (chip, mix, slice, bottle, ice) 
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Sentence Structure Variation 

Too many sentences with the same structure and length can grow monotonous for readers. Varying sentence style 
and structure can also reduce repetition and add emphasis. Long sentences work well for incorporating a lot of 
information, and short sentences can often maximize crucial points. These general tips may help add variety to 
similar sentences. 

1. Vary the rhythm by alternating short and long sentences. 

Several sentences of the same length can make for bland writing. To enliven paragraphs, write sentences of different 
lengths. This will also allow for effective emphasis. 

Example: The Winslow family visited Canada and Alaska last summer to find some native American art. In 

Anchorage stores they found some excellent examples of soapstone carvings. But they couldn't find a dealer selling 

any of the woven wall hangings they wanted. They were very disappointed when they left Anchorage empty-handed. 

Revision: The Winslow family visited Canada and Alaska last summer to find some native American art, such as 

soapstone carvings and wall hangings. Anchorage stores had many soapstone items available. Still, they were 

disappointed to learn that wall hangings, which they had especially wanted, were difficult to find. Sadly, they left 

empty-handed. 

Example: Many really good blues guitarists have all had the last name King. They have been named Freddie King 

and Albert King and B.B. King. The name King must make a bluesman a really good bluesman. The bluesmen 

named King have all been very talented and good guitar players. The claim that a name can make a guitarist good 

may not be that far fetched. 

Revision: What makes a good bluesman? Maybe, just maybe, it's all in a stately name. B.B. King. Freddie King. 

Albert King. It's no coincidence that they're the royalty of their genre. When their fingers dance like court jesters, their 

guitars gleam like scepters, and their voices bellow like regal trumpets, they seem almost like nobility. Hearing their 

music is like walking into the throne room. They really are kings. 
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2. Vary sentence openings. 

If too many sentences start with the same word, especially "The," "It," "This," or "I," prose can grow tedious for 
readers, so changing opening words and phrases can be refreshing. Below are alternative openings for a fairly 
standard sentence. Notice that different beginnings can alter not only the structure but also the emphasis of the 
sentence. They may also require rephrasing in sentences before or after this one, meaning that one change could 
lead to an abundance of sentence variety. 

Example: The biggest coincidence that day happened when David and I ended up sitting next to each other at the 

Super Bowl. 

Possible Revisions: 

 Coincidentally, David and I ended up sitting right next to each other at the Super Bowl. 

 In an amazing coincidence, David and I ended up sitting next to each other at the Super Bowl. 

 Sitting next to David at the Super Bowl was a tremendous coincidence. 

 But the biggest coincidence that day happened when David and I ended up sitting next to each other at the 

Super Bowl. 

 When I sat down at the Super Bowl, I realized that, by sheer coincidence, I was directly next to David. 

 By sheer coincidence, I ended up sitting directly next to David at the Super Bowl. 

 With over 50,000 fans at the Super Bowl, it took an incredible coincidence for me to end up sitting right next to 

David. 

 What are the odds that I would have ended up sitting right next to David at the Super Bowl? 

 David and I, without any prior planning, ended up sitting right next to each other at the Super Bowl. 

 Without any prior planning, David and I ended up sitting right next to each other at the Super Bowl. 

 At the crowded Super Bowl, packed with 50,000 screaming fans, David and I ended up sitting right next to each 

other by sheer coincidence. 

 Though I hadn't made any advance arrangements with David, we ended up sitting right next to each other at the 

Super Bowl. 

 Many amazing coincidences occurred that day, but nothing topped sitting right next to David at the Super Bowl. 


