
2013-14 ScoreWrite™

A Guide to Preparing for the SAT® Essay 

Complements the 
 
Writing Skills Section

Official Educator Guide
•	 Help	your	students	practice	for	the	SAT®	essay

•	 Provide	faculty	with	a	valuable	professional	
development	experience



Contents

Introduction ...............................................  1

About the SAT® Essay ..............................  2

Scoring SAT Essays ..................................  5
Understand	the	Scoring	Guide ..................................  5

Review	Criteria	for	Holistic	Scoring..........................  6

Review	Scored	Anchor	Papers ..................................  7

Practice	Scoring	Anchor	Papers................................  7

Administering an  
SAT Practice Essay ...................................  8

Administer	a	Practice	Essay......................................  8

Conduct	a	Scoring	Session ........................................  10

Appendixes
Pre-scored	Anchor	Papers .........................................  15

Unscored	Anchor	Papers ...........................................  35

Student	Answer	Sheet	for	the	SAT	Practice	Essay ...  51

Estimated	SAT	Writing	Composite	Scaled 
Score	Ranges .........................................................  55

About the College Board
The College Board is a mission-driven not-for-profit organization that connects students to college success and opportunity. Founded in 1900, the College 
Board was created to expand access to higher education. Today, the membership association is made up of over 6,000 of the world’s leading educational 
institutions and is dedicated to promoting excellence and equity in education. Each year, the College Board helps more than seven million students prepare for 
a successful transition to college through programs and services in college readiness and college success — including the SAT® and the Advanced Placement 
Program®. The organization also serves the education community through research and advocacy on behalf of students, educators and schools. For further 
information, visit www.collegeboard.org.

© 2013 The College Board. College Board, Achieve More, Advanced Placement Program, SAT and the acorn logo are registered trademarks of the College Board. My College 
QuickStart, My SAT Study Plan, SAT Subject Tests, SAT Readiness Program, ScoreWrite, The Official SAT Online Course, The Official SAT Study Guide, The Official SAT Study 
Guide for All SAT Subject Tests, The Official SAT Subject Tests in Mathematics Levels 1 & 2 Study Guide and The Official SAT Subjects Tests in U.S. and World History Study Guide 
are trademarks owned by the College Board. PSAT/NMSQT is a registered trademark of the College Board and National Merit Scholarship Corporation. All other products and 
services may be trademarks of their respective owners. Visit the College Board on the Web: www.collegeboard.org.

Access ScoreWrite™ online!  
Download	the	instructional	guide	 

plus	all	appendixes	at	 
www.collegeboard.org/scorewrite.



ScoreWrite™: A Complement  
to the PSAT/NMSQT® 
Writing Skills Section
The best practice for the SAT® is participation in the  
PSAT/NMSQT® program. ScoreWrite™: A Guide to Preparing 
for the SAT Essay is available to schools that administer 
the PSAT/NMSQT to help students practice for the SAT. 
Educators are encouraged to use the skills feedback from the 
PSAT/NMSQT and results from the ScoreWrite essay to help 
improve students’ writing.

ScoreWrite complements the PSAT/NMSQT Writing Skills 
section by giving schools the opportunity to administer and 
score an SAT practice essay. Setting up a timed practice 
writing session using ScoreWrite will give students a chance 
to practice writing an essay in a standardized setting and to 
become familiar with the type of writing task that appears 

on the SAT. Also, ScoreWrite trains teachers to score essays 
holistically using the SAT Essay Scoring Guide. 

This edition of ScoreWrite includes the SAT Essay Scoring 
Guide and complete instructions on how to train staff 
and run a schoolwide scoring session. It also includes an 
SAT practice essay prompt with anchor papers at each 
scoring level, as well as a Student Answer Sheet to use when 
administering the practice essay.

Use the tables on pages 55–56 to combine a PSAT/NMSQT 
Writing Skills score with the ScoreWrite practice essay score 
to get a projected SAT writing score. 

Download all ScoreWrite materials at  
www.collegeboard.org/scorewrite.

Note: Essay scores from ScoreWrite are for student and 
school use only and should not be reported to anyone, 
anywhere.

Introduction

1

The SAT® Writing Section
The SAT writing section, which includes both multiple-choice questions and an essay, measures a student’s ability  
to develop and express ideas clearly and effectively. Research shows that the SAT, including the writing section, is a very 
good predictor of students’ academic performance in college. This is true for students across all racial/ethnic minority groups.

There are three types of multiple-choice writing questions: improving sentences, identifying sentence errors and 
improving paragraphs. They assess a student’s ability to use language that is consistent in tense; to understand 
parallelism and subject-verb agreement; to understand how to express ideas logically; and to avoid ambiguous and vague 
pronouns, excessive wordiness and sentence fragments. Students are not asked to define or use grammatical terms, 
and spelling and capitalization are not tested. (See Getting Ready for the SAT for more information, including sample 
questions.) Multiple-choice questions count toward about two-thirds of the total writing score.

The essay assesses students’ ability to think critically and to write effectively under time constraints similar to those they 
will encounter on essay examinations in college courses. Students are given 25 minutes to handwrite their essays. The 
essay portion of the SAT writing section was created with an understanding that an essay written in a short amount of 
time will not be polished but represents the initial phase of the writing process: the first draft. The essay counts toward 
roughly one-third of the total writing score.

The combination of the multiple-choice items and the essay provides an assessment of writing that takes into account 
both the student’s ability to develop ideas in a thoughtful, coherent and cogent essay and his or her understanding of the 
conventions of language. 
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About the SAT® Essay

Why Include a Student- 
Written Essay?
Including a writing section with an essay on the SAT is part 
of a commitment by the College Board to encourage and 
improve student writing. For students, the SAT essay provides 
an opportunity for self-expression on a test that is otherwise 
primarily multiple choice. For high schools, the SAT essay 
should help put more focus on the importance of writing and 
support good teachers who are trying to get their students to 
write more. For colleges, the SAT essay provides an additional 
measure of a student’s readiness to handle college-level work.

The SAT writing section also includes multiple-choice 
questions that assess students’ understanding of the 
conventions of language — grammar and usage. These 
multiple-choice questions count for about 70 percent of the 
total writing score; the essay counts for the other 30 percent.

For the SAT essay, as well as for ScoreWrite, students will 
have 25 minutes to write a first draft of an original essay. This 
task provides a direct measure of a student’s ability, under 
timed conditions, to write clearly and effectively — a skill 
required in many college courses. Effective writing is marked 
by:

•	 the	development	of	a	point	of	view;	
•	 logical	presentation	of	ideas;
•	 clear	lines	of	reasoning;
•	 sustained	focus;
•	 appropriate	choices	of	evidence;
•	 skillful	coherence;
•	 effective	organization;
•	 precise	use	of	language;	and
•	 engagement	with	the	reader.

The Essay Assignment
Students are asked to write in response to an essay assignment, or 
prompt, that is carefully selected so they can respond quickly in a 
variety of ways. Prompts are easily accessible to the general test-
taking population, including those for whom English is a second 
language. Prompts are free of figurative, technical or specific 
literary	references;	they	do	not	draw	on	specialized	knowledge.	
The prompt stimulates critical thinking and is relevant to any 
number of fields and interests. It gives students the opportunity 
to draw on a broad range of experiences, learning and ideas to 
support their points of view on the issue in question. 

Students may write about literature, the arts, sports, politics, 
technology and science, history, current events or personal 
observations, among other topics. Students may accept or reject 
the idea presented in the prompt to whatever extent they see fit. 
They may draw on the rhetorical approach that best suits their 
writing style and purpose. For instance, some students may use 
an expository or argumentative style; others may structure essays 
through comparison or contrast, or other techniques, including 
personal narrative.

The Prompt Format 
The prompt consists of a short paragraph (no more than 
80 words) adapted from some authentic text. Following the 
prompt is an assignment that has the students focus on the 
issue addressed in the paragraph. Because students are asked 
to address a specific issue, they are not able to prepare an essay 
in advance that will effectively address the essay assignment. 
Students should take a couple of minutes to plan their 
response to the assignment before they begin to write. See 
pages 51–54 for a ScoreWrite SAT practice essay prompt and 
Student Answer Sheet.
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Holistic Scoring
Essays are scored in a manner that is fair and  consistent, using 
a holistic approach. In holistic  scoring, a piece of writing is 
considered as a total work, the whole of which is greater than 
the sum of its parts. The essay is scored by qualified  readers 
who take into account such aspects as complexity of thought, 
 substantiality of development and facility with language. A 
reader does not judge a work based on its separate traits, 
but rather on the total impression it creates. Holistic scoring 
recognizes	that	the	real	merit	of	a	piece	of	writing	cannot	be	
determined by merely adding together the values assigned 
to	such	separate	factors	as	word	choice,	organization,	use	
of evidence and adherence to the conventions of Standard 
Written English. It is how these  separate factors blend into and 
become the whole that is important. Holistic scoring evaluates 
this whole equitably and reliably.

Readers are trained to be mindful of the conditions under 
which students wrote the essays. The essay is viewed as 
a timed first draft and is evaluated as such. Readers are 
required to keep a number of criteria in mind when scoring 
essays. These criteria include:

•	 using	the	SAT	Essay	Scoring	Guide	(page	4)	in	 
conjunction with the sample essays  selected for training 
— the Scoring Guide provides a consistent and coherent 
framework for differentiating between score points;

•	 reading	to	gain	an	impression	of	the	whole	essay,	and	
then  scoring immediately;

•	 reading	supportively,	looking	for	and	rewarding	what	is	
done	well	rather	than	penalizing	what	is	done	poorly	or	
what is omitted;

•	 ignoring	the	quality	of	handwriting;	and
•	 judging	an	essay	by	its	quality,	not	by	its	length.

Scoring Procedures
Essays for the SAT writing section are scanned and 
distributed to readers via the Web.

Each essay is scored independently by two qualified readers 
on a scale of 1 to 6, with the combined score for both 
readers ranging from 2 to 12. If the two readers’ scores 
differ by more than one point, the scoring leader resolves 
the difference. (Essays not written on the essay assignment 
receive	a	score	of	zero.)

Readers are supervised continuously online by scoring leaders 
who are experienced essay readers with special training in 
holistic scoring. By working with the readers via the Web, 
the College Board is able to attract a larger reader pool from 
across the country.

Reader Training
The readers who score the SAT essay are experienced high 
school teachers and college faculty members who teach either 
English or another subject that requires a substantial amount 
of writing. The readers are required to qualify for scoring by 
completing	a	rigorous	online	training	course	that	familiarizes	
them with the principles of holistic scoring and teaches them 
to evaluate essays according to the agreed-upon standards.

The qualification process requires readers to score up to 
30 papers that have been previously scored by the scoring 
leaders and approved by the College Board. To qualify, 
a reader must match the preassigned score on a high 
percentage of the papers.

The training process does not end once a reader has qualified. 
The accuracy and fairness of the readers are evaluated regularly 
and frequently. Web-based scoring enables scoring leaders 
to monitor readers in real time, informed by extensive inter-
rater reliability, validity and calibration statistics. This robust 
monitoring and training program ensures the highest quality of 
scoring performance.

Reader recruitment information can be found at  
www.collegeboard.org/satreader.

SAT Readiness Program™ 
To help you prepare all students for the SAT and college success, the College Board offers a range of online, print and 
professional development resources that includes valuable information about the SAT essay. Especially helpful for ScoreWrite 
users is The Official SAT Online Course™. Its immediate essay-scoring service provides students with a computer-generated 
score for many practice essays, including the ScoreWrite essay.

Learn more at sat.collegeboard.org/practice.
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Essays not written on the essay assignment will receive a score of zero.

SAT Essay Scoring Guide

SCORE OF 6
An essay in this category demonstrates clear 
and consistent mastery, although it may have 
a few minor errors. A typical essay

SCORE OF 5
An essay in this category  demonstrates 
 reasonably consistent  mastery, although it 
will have occasional errors or lapses in  
quality. A  typical essay

SCORE OF 4
An essay in this category  demonstrates 
 adequate mastery, although it will have 
 lapses in quality. A typical essay

•	 effectively	and	insightfully	develops	a	point	 
of view on the issue and demonstrates 
outstanding critical thinking, using clearly 
appropriate examples, reasons and other 
 evidence to  support its position

•	 effectively	develops	a	point	of	view	on	
the issue and demonstrates strong  critical 
 thinking, generally using  appropriate 
examples, reasons and other evidence to 
 support its position

•	 develops	a	point	of	view	on	the	issue	and	
demonstrates competent critical thinking, 
using adequate examples, reasons and other 
evidence to support its position

•	 is	well	organized	and	clearly	focused,	
 demonstrating clear coherence and smooth 
 progression of ideas

•	 is	well	organized	and	focused,	demonstrating	
coherence and progression of ideas 

•	 is	generally	organized	and	focused,	
  demonstrating some coherence and 
 progression of ideas

•	 exhibits	skillful	use	of	language,	using	a	
 varied, accurate and apt vocabulary

•	 exhibits	facility	in	the	use	of	language,	using	
appropriate vocabulary

•	 exhibits	adequate	but	inconsistent		facility	
in the use of language, using generally 
 appropriate vocabulary

•	 demonstrates	meaningful	variety	in	 
sentence structure

•	 demonstrates	variety	in	sentence	structure •	 demonstrates	some	variety	in	sentence	
 structure

•	 is	free	of	most	errors	in	grammar,	usage	 
and mechanics

•	 is	generally	free	of	most	errors	in	grammar,	
usage and mechanics

•	 has	some	errors	in	grammar,	usage	 
and mechanics

SCORE OF 3
An essay in this category demonstrates 
 developing mastery, and is marked by ONE 
OR MORE of the following weaknesses: 

SCORE OF 2
An essay in this category demonstrates little 
mastery, and is flawed by ONE OR MORE of 
the following weaknesses: 

SCORE OF 1
An essay in this category demonstrates very 
little or no  mastery, and is severely flawed by 
ONE OR MORE of the following weaknesses: 

•	 develops	a	point	of	view	on	the	issue,	
 demonstrating some critical thinking, but 
may do so inconsistently or use  inadequate 
examples,  reasons or other evidence to 
 support its position

•	 develops	a	point	of	view	on	the	issue	
that is vague or seriously limited, and 
 demonstrates weak critical thinking, 
 providing inappropriate or insufficient 
 examples,  reasons or other  evidence to 
 support its  position

•	 develops	no	viable	point	of	view	on	the	issue,	
or provides little or no evidence to support  
its  position

•	 is	limited	in	its	organization	or	focus,	or	may	
demonstrate some lapses in coherence or 
 progression of ideas

•	 is	poorly	organized	and/or	focused,	or	
 demonstrates serious problems with 
 coherence or  progression of ideas

•	 is	disorganized	or	unfocused,	resulting	in	a	
 disjointed or incoherent essay

•	 displays	developing	facility	in	the	use	
of  language, but sometimes uses weak 
 vocabulary or inappropriate word choice 

•	 displays	very	little	facility	in	the	use	of	
 language, using very limited vocabulary or 
incorrect word choice 

•	 displays	fundamental	errors	in	vocabulary

•	 lacks	variety	or	demonstrates	problems	in	
 sentence structure 

•	 demonstrates	frequent	problems	in	sentence	
structure

•	 demonstrates	severe	flaws	in	sentence	
 structure

•	 contains	an	accumulation	of	errors	in	
 grammar, usage and mechanics

•	 contains	errors	in	grammar,	usage	and	
 mechanics so serious that meaning is  
somewhat obscured

•	 contains	pervasive	errors	in	grammar,	usage	 
or mechanics that persistently interfere  
with meaning 

4
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Scoring SAT Essays

Understand the Scoring Guide
The following is a  general description of the qualities that 
distinguish an essay at each scoring level.

Score of 6
Essays in this category demonstrate clear and consistent 
mastery, although they may have a few minor errors.

Although essays in this category differ in approach, style 
and opinion, and have slight differences in quality, they all 
demonstrate the clear and consistent mastery of writing skills 
specified in the Scoring Guide. They are all outstanding 
pieces of writing. Whether a student decides to use a 
narrative, expository or argumentative approach; or whether 
the essay is structured through cause and effect, comparison 
and contrast, or any other rhetorical strategy; or whether the 
student uses one example that is substantially developed or 
several examples that build an argument; all of these essays 
demonstrate a clear understanding of the aims and modes 
of writing. They  communicate perceptive ideas in a style 
marked by precise diction and varied syntax. These essays 
are not  perfect, nor are they expected to be, for each is only 
a first draft, written in the allotted 25 minutes. They are all, 
however, distinguished by their:

•	 Complexity of thought: These essays demonstrate criti-
cal thinking skills that go well beyond the usual consid-
erations of an issue. They show a full understanding of 
the complexities involved and present ideas that provide 
the reader with an insight into the assigned issue that 
moves beyond generalities to provide a  precise, clear and 
interesting point of view.

•	 Substantiality of development: The examples,  evidence 
and reasoning used to support the essay’s point of view 
are all fully drawn out, giving the reader a clear sense of 
why and how the student has come to the conclusions 
presented. Moreover, the essay builds its point of view in 
a	smooth,		logical,	well-organized	fashion,	maintaining	a	
 consistent focus on its ideas. Each sentence, as well  
as each paragraph, builds on the one before it to 
 elaborate a clearly articulated point of view.

•	 Facility with language: These essays demonstrate an 
understanding of the aims and modes of  writing. The 
rhetorical strategy chosen is  purposefully employed for 
its effectiveness, and the diction used is equally precise 
and efficient. Sentences vary in length and type to more 
effectively communicate the essay’s point of view.

Score of 5
Essays in this category demonstrate reasonably consistent 
mastery, although they will have occasional errors or lapses 
in quality. 

These well-written essays exhibit an understanding of the 
aims and modes of writing, and the rhetorical strategies 
chosen to achieve those aims are  generally effective. 
They present cohesive and reasonable  arguments using 
mostly appropriate evidence from the  student’s reading, 
observations or experience. Their prose demonstrates an 
above-average control over the elements of effective writing, 
using some syntactic  variety and exhibiting an appropriate 
level of  vocabulary. These essays may be uneven in their 
focus or development, but they communicate their ideas in a 
 creditable fashion. 
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Score of 4
Essays in this category demonstrate adequate mastery, 
although they will have lapses in  quality. 

These essays are competent pieces of writing. They exhibit 
an acceptable understanding of the aims and modes of 
writing and are generally clear and coherent. The evidence or 
reasoning may be superficial or minimal, however, and the 
development may be somewhat uneven. These essays may 
contain a few lapses in diction or syntax but, for the most 
part, they convey the writers’ ideas clearly. 

Score of 3
Essays in this category demonstrate developing mastery.

These essays may oversimplify the issues involved or use 
 evidence that is inappropriate or insufficient to make their 
own case. These writers  communicate their ideas to some 
degree, but their understanding of the aims and modes of 
writing is inconsistently displayed. Their control over such 
elements	of		writing	as	organization,	diction	and	syntax	reveal	
only an emerging competence. In addition, these essays may 
contain an accumulation of errors in the conventions of 
Standard Written English. 

Score of 2
Essays in this category demonstrate little mastery.

These seriously limited pieces of writing may grossly 
oversimplify the issues involved or use evidence that is clearly 
inappropriate or insufficient. These writers communicate 
their ideas, but just barely. Their writing reveals consistent 
weaknesses manifested in a lack of development and 
organization,	as	well	as	grammatical	problems	or	mechanical	
errors so severe that meaning is somewhat obscured. 

Score of 1
Essays in this category demonstrate very little or no  mastery.

These essays develop no real viewpoint or line of logical 
reasoning. Their writing reveals weaknesses manifested in 
a	severe	lack	of	development	and	organization,	as	well	as	
grammatical problems or mechanical errors that  persistently 
interfere with meaning. 

Score of 0
Students	will	receive	a	score	of	zero	if	they	do	not	write	an	
essay, if their essay is not written on the essay  assignment, or 
if they write their essay in pen.

Review Criteria for  
Holistic Scoring
The following scoring criteria explain how to score 
holistically. They also keep readers mindful of the conditions 
under which students wrote the essays. 

1. Read for an impression of the whole paper and score 
immediately.

2. Read the entire paper; the writing sometimes improves 
dramatically as the writer goes on.

3. Read supportively; look for and reward what has been 
done	well,	rather	than	penalize	what	has	been	done	
poorly or what has been omitted.

4.	 Take	everything	in	the	paper	into	account:	organiza-
tion, development, spelling, diction, sentence  
structure — everything.

5. Try to ignore the quality of handwriting.
6. Do not judge a paper by its length; some short papers 

are good, and some long papers are poor.

The Official SAT Online Course™

Another way to provide your students with feedback on the ScoreWrite essay is by using The Official SAT 
Online Course. For the ScoreWrite essay — and many other SAT practice essays — the online course provides 
an immediate computer-generated score. The online course also features interactive instruction, practice tests 
and questions, personalized feedback for students, and insightful reporting for educators. To learn how to give 
your students access to The Official SAT Online Course, visit satonlinecourse.collegeboard.org.



7

 7. Remember that use of a literary example does not make the 
paper inherently better than a paper that uses examples from 
personal experience, history, science,  politics, sports, etc.

 8. Remember that each score category represents a range 
(e.g., a high 3, a solid 3 and a low 3).

 9. Remember that each paper is essentially a first draft writ-
ten under test conditions in only 25 minutes.

 10. Remember that an unfinished (but developed) paper is 
not	penalized	for	lacking	a	full	conclusion.	

 11. Remember that, even though their writing is being 
evaluated for readiness to  handle college-level work, the 
writers of these papers are, for the most part, only 16 or 
17 years old. 

 12. Remember that a paper with a score of 6 need not be a 
polished essay.

 13. Remember that any paper that addresses the essay 
assignment should be scored. The paper receives no 
penalty for a tangential approach to the issue; it is scored 
on its own merits and on the logic of the argument 
developed in response to the essay assignment as the 
writer interprets it. However, an essay not written on the 
essay	assignment	will	receive	a	score	of	zero.	

 14. Remember that the standards are set by consensus and 
that individual readers are expected to accept and to 
 follow those standards.

 15. Remember that to the writer of the paper, the ideas 
expressed are fresh and original. (Unlike the readers, 
the	writer	has	not	already	read	dozens	of	papers	on	the	
particular topic.)

Review Scored Anchor Papers
The pre-scored essays (pages 15–33) are in rank order from 
highest to lowest scores (6 to 1). These anchor papers give a 
strong impression of the comparative differences in the scores 
for the given essay prompt. These papers have also been 
annotated to demonstrate aspects of the SAT Essay Scoring 
Guide. 

To Do:
❐ Review the SAT Essay Scoring Guide (page 4).
❐ Read the essay prompt (page 15).
❐ Read the pre-scored anchor papers (pages 15–33). Also 

read the annotation that is  provided at the end of each 
essay. 

Practice Scoring Anchor Papers
Like the pre-scored anchor papers, the unscored papers (pages 
35–47) are essays that received scores from 6 to 1. However, these 
papers do not appear in rank order by their score. 

To Do:
❐ Read the six unscored essays (pages 35–47) and rank them 

from best (6) to worst (1). 
❐ It may be helpful to print them out or make photocopies so 

you can physically arrange them in descending order from 
best to worst. 

❐ Review the actual scores and annotations for these papers on 
pages 48– 49.

Note: Pre-scored anchor papers begin on page 15; unscored 
anchor papers begin on page 35. All are available online at  
www.collegeboard.org/scorewrite.
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Time-Saving Tip 
A schoolwide scoring session is a valuable teaching and learning experience. If time is unavailable for a scoring 
session, The Official SAT Online Course provides a good alternative. The online course’s essay-scoring service 
provides students with immediate, computer-generated essay feedback. Give your students valuable practice 
for the SAT essay and helpful experience with holistic scoring.

To learn how to give your students access to The Official SAT Online Course, visit 
satonlinecourse.collegeboard.org.

Administering an SAT  
Practice Essay

Administer a Practice Essay
An excellent way to help students get ready for the essay on the 
SAT is to use the essay topic provided to set up a timed  writing 
session. This will give students a chance to  practice writing an 
essay	in	a	standardized	setting	and	to	become		familiar	with	the	
type of writing task that will appear on the SAT. In advance 
of your ScoreWrite practice session, make copies of the essay 
prompt and Student Answer Sheet provided on pages 51–54 
(download at www.collegeboard.org/scorewrite).

You will need to set aside approximately 30 minutes (25 
minutes for students to write the essay and 5 minutes to 
distribute and collect answer sheets) to administer the 
practice essay session.

•	 Distribute	one	answer	sheet	to	each	student.
•	 Tell	students	to	fill	out	the	information	on	the	top	of	the	

first page.
•	 When	you	are	ready	to	begin,	say,	“This	is	a	practice	

essay for the SAT. The essay you write is not official. 
It will be scored by teachers in this school. The essay 
scores are for student and school use only and will not 
be reported to anyone, anywhere. The essay on the SAT 
gives you an opportunity to show how effectively you 
can develop and express ideas. You should, therefore, 
take care to develop your point of view, present your 
ideas logically and clearly, and use language precisely. 
Your essay must be written on the lines provided on your 
answer sheet — you will receive no other paper on which 

to write. You will have enough space if you write on 
every line, avoid wide margins and keep your handwrit-
ing	to	a	reasonable	size.	Remember	that	people	who	are	
not familiar with your handwriting will read what you 
write. Try to write or print so that what you are writing 
is legible to those  readers. Do not write on another topic. 
An	off-topic	essay	will	receive	a	score	of	zero.	You	must	
write your essay in pencil. You have 25 minutes to write 
an essay on the topic on the next page. Turn to page 2, 
read the directions and begin.”

•	 Exactly	25	minutes	after	students	begin	writing,	say,	
“Stop.	You	may	not	make	any	more	marks	on	the	answer	
sheet. Turn your answer sheet so page 1 is on top.”

•	 Collect	the	answer	sheets.	Clerical	staff	should	use	the	
instructions on page 13 to prepare the essays for the 
 scoring session. 

Set Up a Scoring Session
This	section	will	show	you	how	to	use	standardized	scoring	
 techniques to evaluate your students’ SAT practice essays. 
It details the procedure for setting up a schoolwide scoring 
 session that will provide professional development to  teachers 
by  training them to score essays using the SAT Essay Scoring 
Guide. These procedures — which call for readers to be 
assembled in one place to conduct the scoring — are based 
on techniques used to score essays from the SAT Subject Test 
in Writing. The essays for the SAT, however, will be scored 
online by trained readers.
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Basic Principles for a Scoring Session
•	 Maintain a degree of formality by having a chief reader train the readers,  monitor the application of 

 standards and oversee the scoring.

• All readers should score together, in the same place at the same time.

•	 Score in a comfortable place, with comfortable chairs and plenty of light and  working space.

•	 Take the time for formal training to understand and adapt to the national scoring standards, to reach 
 consensus among the scorers.

•	 Score independently, without talking except to ask questions quietly.

•	 Establish a positive working atmosphere for the readers that allows for positive evaluation of the  
students’ work.

•	 Readers should not score longer than 35 minutes without getting up to stretch. Longer breaks 
should be given at about two-hour intervals.

•	 Plan the scoring session in advance; include the schedule, distribution of essays, recording of scores, 
coffee breaks, seating arrangements and as many other details as possible.

Scoring Participants 
Chief Reader: A chief reader leads the scoring of student 
essays. The chief reader’s most important task is to train 
the readers to score the essays and to maintain the scoring 
standards throughout the reading.

Table Leaders: Each table has a table leader who  
oversees three to seven readers. Table leaders help the 
readers to keep  scoring accurately. (See Instructions for Table 
Leaders on pages 12–13.)

Readers: The readers, also referred to as scorers, read and 
score the essays.

Clerical Staff: The	clerical	staff	organizes	the	Student	Answer	
Sheets, distributes them during the  reading, and records the 
scores. (See Instructions for Clerical Staff on page 13.)

How the Scoring Works
Essays are read or scored holistically by groups of readers 
sitting at tables. Each essay is scored independently by two 
different readers. A table may have as few as three readers, 
but no more than eight (seven is preferable).

•	 	Divide	the	scorers	into	groups	—	each	sitting	at	a	sepa-
rate table, each monitored by a table leader, and all 
under the supervision of the chief reader.

•	 All	readers	are	trained	at	the	same	time	by	the	chief	reader.
•	 The	readers	work	independently	but	according	to	the	

same scoring standards.
•	 	The	essays	read	at	one	table	receive	their	second	scoring	

from the readers at another table.
•	 	Add	together	the	scores	from	both	readers	to	get	the	

final score. Final scores range from 2 to 12. (In rare 
cases,	essays	are	not	scored.	These	receive	a	score	of	zero	
because no essay was written or because the essay was 
not written on the essay assignment.)

Organize a Scoring Session
1. Review All Materials. 
2. Select Readers. Determine how many readers you will 

need based on the number of essays you will be  scoring 
and the amount of scheduled time. Keep in mind that 
people will read at different rates, and fast readers will 
compensate for slower ones. 
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3. Designate Table Leaders. You need one experienced 
teacher to manage each table.

4. Schedule the Reading. Try to begin and end the 
scoring session in one day. At a large school or district, 
the  reading could be an in-service day. Consider 
 coordinating the reading with other schools or districts.

5. Arrange for Clerical Support. A successful reading 
requires	competent	staff	to	organize	the	Student	Answer	
Sheets and distribute them systematically to readers 
 during the scoring session. See below for additional 
clerical responsibilities.

6. Arrange for Reading Room. Choose an appropriate room 
for	the	size,	date	and	time	of	your	reading.	The	space	must	
accommodate not only the readers but clerical staff as well, 
with enough room for them to move around the tables.

7. Copy Training Materials. Make a copy of the  following 
pages of this manual for each reader.

	 •		 Essay	topic	(page	52)
	 •		 SAT	Essay	Scoring	Guide	(page	4)
	 •		 Criteria	for	Holistic	Scoring	(pages	6–7)
	 •		 15	sample	essays	(pages	15–47)
8. Administer the 25-Minute Essay to Students. 
9. Collect and Store Essays. Student Answer Sheets must 

be carefully stored so that none are lost or misplaced. 
All essays must be prepared for the reading by masking 
 students’ identification. (See Instructions for Clerical 
Staff on page 13.)

10. Conduct the Reading. See Conduct a Scoring Session 
and the Detailed Sample Reading Schedule on pages 
10–13. 

11. Clerical Work. Time must be allotted for clerks to 
record scores, total scores,    re-sort papers and return 
papers to faculty for distribution to students.

12. Return Scores to Students. Essays can be administered, 
scored and returned to students at any time. One 
recommendation is to administer and score essays 
in October or November and distribute them with 
 students’ PSAT/NMSQT scores. 

Conduct a  
Scoring Session
Training the Readers
The following is a step-by-step guide to training readers 
how to apply national  standards to a holistic scoring of your 
students’ essays.

Welcome: Welcome staff and present the agenda and 
schedule for the reading. Make sure that all the readers have 
copies of the training materials, pencils and paper clips.

Introduce the Materials: Ask readers to locate copies of the 
essay topic, SAT Essay Scoring Guide, Criteria for Holistic 
Scoring	and	sample	essays.	This	is	just	to	familiarize	them	
with the contents of the materials; they should not be 
reviewed at this point.

Read Essay Topic and SAT Essay Scoring Guide: Read the 
topic and Scoring Guide aloud. Remind readers that each 
score represents a range; some papers will be a high 4 or a 
low 5, etc.

Review Criteria for Holistic Scoring: Read aloud the 15 
points to keep in mind when scoring (pages 6–7). As the 
holistic-scoring points suggest, in this kind of impromptu 
essay, students will not demonstrate the full  development 
of thought (or variety of  sentence structure, range of 
 vocabulary, etc.) that they might in a classroom  assignment. 
They have not had time for prewriting or editing, and a 
score of 6 does not require a polished essay. Readers should 
disregard spelling errors unless they affect their ability to 
comprehend the essay.

Read Nine Pre-scored Anchor Papers: Ask readers to read 
the next nine essays in order (G, H, I, J, K, L, M, N, O), 
along with the annotations for each of these papers. Write 
the sequence on the easel. These papers will give a strong 
 impression of the comparative differences in the scores. 
They will bring the SAT Essay Scoring Guide to life with real 
examples on the topic.
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Schedule for Organizing a Scoring Session
This essay-writing assessment can be done at any time, but this schedule will provide the results at the same 
time students receive their PSAT/NMSQT Writing Skills scores.

WHEN WHAT TO DO
Mid-September Select Readers 
 Designate Table Leaders 
 Schedule the Reading 
 Arrange for Clerical Support 
 Arrange for Reading Room 
 Copy Training Materials

Late September to Early October Administer Essays

Mid-October Collect and Store Essays 

Late October to Early November Conduct the Reading

Mid-November Clerical Work

December  Return Scores with PSAT/NMSQT Score 
Report Plus

Read Six Unscored Anchor Papers: The most important 
phase of the reader training is the reading and ranking of 
the Unscored Anchor Papers. Have participants read papers 
U, V, W, X, Y and Z, which are not in rank order. Have the 
 participants read the samples, then rank them from best to 
worst, putting them in an ordered pile. Ask them to record 
their scores and then put the papers back in alphabetical 
order.

Tally Scores: Use a show of hands to find out how accurately 
the readers scored the Unscored Anchor Papers. You should 
be pleasantly surprised to see a correct consensus evolve. 
Have the readers review the annotations for each of these 
papers.

Discuss Anchor Papers: Table leaders should lead a 
discussion of both sets of Anchor Papers with their readers 
to clarify questions and make sure participants are on track. 
Ask readers why a given paper was a 6, a 5, etc. Refer them 
to the Scoring Guide for consistency.

Ask Readers to Clip Together Both Sets of Anchor Papers 
by Score: To maintain the scoring standards, readers should 
refer to the Anchor Papers and Scoring Guide throughout 
the reading. 

Reading Your Students’ Essays
Give Brief Instructions (explain how the reading will work):

•	 	Essays	will	be	distributed	in	folders	with	25	papers	each.
•	 	Each	essay	will	be	scored	independently	by	two	different	

readers.
•	 	Readers	must	write	their	identifying	numbers	and	essay	

scores on the Student Answer Sheets.
•	 	Readers	should	not	spend	time	on	unusual		problems,	

such as essays that are too short, illegible or off-topic. 
These papers should be given to the table leader or chief 
reader.

•	 	Assure	readers	of	their	scheduled	breaks.
•	 	Begin	the	reading	by	having	clerical	assistants		distribute	

folders of essays to the tables.
•	 	Suggest	that	readers	not	leave	for	a	break	in	the	middle	

of a folder of 25 essays.

Conclude the Reading: As the end of the reading 
approaches, readers at each table should distribute and read 
the remaining essays. The reading concludes once all essays 
have been scored twice. Make sure that clerks collect all 
materials from readers. Describe how and when combined 
essay scores will be available to teachers and  students. Set a 
date to discuss results and ways to improve student writing.
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Instructions for Table Leaders
The table leader’s primary responsibility is to ensure that 
individual readers score according to the standards of the 
group. The table leader must:

•	 create	a	friendly	and	professional	atmosphere;
•	 build	the	confidence	of	readers	in	the	accuracy	of	their	

own judgments;
•	 perform	check	readings	to	maintain	or	improve	the	

accuracy of scoring;
•	 lead	a	discussion	of	Anchor	Papers	to	help	readers	fully	

understand the scoring  standards; and
•	 act	as	the	first	judge	on	papers	that	readers	consider	 

off-topic or unusual. (Off-topic papers and unusual 
papers are given to the chief reader if the table leader 
concurs with the reader’s judgment. Blank papers should 
also be given to the chief  reader.)

Table Discussions: Anchor Papers should be discussed 
even when every reader at the table has scored the paper 
accurately. Such discussion helps readers to understand the 
criteria the group is using. Similarly, readers should refrain 
from defending their own scores when they disagree with the 
consensus score and, instead, try to see how the paper fits 
the criteria for that consensus score. Each person at the table 
should  participate in the discussion. The discussion should 
focus on individual papers and not on abstract ideas such as 
writing.	Every	effort	should	be	made	to	emphasize	the	good	
points in a paper and reward  students for what they do well.

Atmosphere: Work as quietly as possible. Lengthy 
discussions with individual readers should be held away 
from the table. Any situation disturbing to the readers should 
be corrected as soon as possible. The table leader should 
speak directly to individual  readers at the table and report to 
the chief reader such matters as noise at the a djoining table 
or other distractions.

Working with the Chief Reader: Special problems should 
be brought to the chief  reader whose job it is to make sure 
that table leaders and readers maintain the agreed-upon 
standards. The chief reader should be informed about 
readers who are scoring erratically, as well as those readers 
who make significant positive contributions to discussions at 
the table.

Detailed Sample  
Reading Schedule
•	 8:30	a.m.	Introduction

– Welcome staff.
– Present agenda and schedule.
–  Distribute packets of copies.
– Ask readers to locate essay topic, SAT Essay Scoring 

Guide and Criteria for Holistic Scoring.

•	 8:45 a.m. SAT Essay Scoring Guide and Criteria 
for Holistic Scoring

 – Read essay topic and SAT Essay Scoring Guide.
 – Read Criteria for Holistic Scoring.

•	 	Pre-scored	Anchor	Papers:	G,	H,	I,	J,	K,	L,	M,	N,	O

– Direct readers to read Pre-scored Anchor Papers (and 
the annotations for each paper).

– List papers on easel.

•	 	Unscored	Anchor	Papers:	U,	V,	W,	X,	Y,	Z

– Direct readers to read Unscored Anchor Papers in 
announced order.

–  Readers should score and reorder by score (6 to 1).
– Tally readers’ scores.
– Announce correct scores.
– Read annotations for Unscored Anchor Papers.
–  Direct readers to discuss papers/scores with table 

leader.
– Ask readers to clip Anchor Papers together.

•	 10:20	a.m.	BREAK

•	 	10:30	a.m.	Folders	of	Your	School’s	 
Student Essays

– Table leaders explain where readers record scores.
–  Direct readers to score papers.
– Table leaders move around their tables, check 

scoring and provide feedback to  each reader.
– Clerical staff collect and replace each folder of scored 

essays, as needed.
– Readers take a two- to three-minute stretch break 

every half hour or so.

•	 	Concluding	Remarks

–  When all papers have been scored twice, ask clerks 
to collect folders.

– Describe how and when combined essay scores and 
essays will be available to teachers and students.

–  Set a date to discuss results and ways to improve 
student writing.
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Table Check: The table leader moves around the table, 
selecting papers from each reader’s pile of scored papers, 
reading each paper, and arriving at a score without  looking 
at the reader’s score. The table leader should then look 
at the reader’s score and determine whether that score is 
appropriate. (Sometimes a  reader’s score that differs from the 
table leader’s score by only one point is not satisfactory. A 2 
given to a paper that is clearly a high 3 is not a satisfactory 
score.) The table leader should inform the reader of the 
results of this check-scoring of papers by a simple comment, 
such	as	“Everything	seems	fine”	or	“You	were	right;	that	
was a solid 5.” If the table leader thinks that a score should 
be changed, the reader should be asked to reread or discuss 
the paper with the table leader. Table checks should be done 
immediately after the initial training and after each break.

Folder Checks: The table leader reviews a folder of papers 
scored by a reader to  determine whether the reader is using 
the full scale, not just one or two points in the scale. When a 
table leader finds that a reader has not used the full range of 
points in scoring a folder, he or she should try to read some 
of the papers in the folder to  determine whether the scoring 
is accurate.

Instructions for Clerical Staff
Before the scoring session
•	 	Make	copies	of: 

– Essay topic (page 52) 
– SAT Essay Scoring Guide (page 4) 
– Criteria for Holistic Scoring (pages 6–7) 
– 15 sample essays (pages 15–47)

•	 Prepare	Student	Answer	Sheets	for	scoring.
•	 Conceal	student	identification.
•	 Assign	one	number	to	each	essay	in	the	boxes	 

at the top of pages 1 and 3 of the Student  
Answer Sheet.

•	 Organize	essays	into	groups	of	25	and	place	 
in folders.

•	 Arrange	furniture,	materials	and	equipment	in	the	 
reading room.

During the scoring session
•	 Assign	a	unique	identifying	number	to	each	reader.
•	 Distribute	folders	of	25	essays	to	each	reader.
•	 Collect	folders	of	scored	essays	from	readers.
•	 Record	scores	of	first	readers	onto	Score	Sheet	(page	14).
•	 	Cover	up	scores	with	labels	so	the	second	reader	does	

not see the first reader’s score.
•	 Transfer	once-scored	essays	into	different	folders	before	

the second scoring.
•	 Distribute	folders	of	essays	for	a	second	reading,	and	

collect all folders.

After the scoring session
•	 Record	scores	of	second	readers.
•	 Total	both	scores.
•	 Prepare	rosters	of	scores.
•	 Prepare	essays	for	return	to	students.

SAT Essay Practice in 
My College QuickStart™

All students who take the PSAT/NMSQT receive free access 
to	My	College	QuickStart™,	a	personalized	college	and	career	
planning tool, to help them practice for the SAT and plan  
for college. 

For high school students, My SAT Study Plan™ in My College 
QuickStart	contains	customized	SAT	preparation	advice	
based on their performance on the PSAT/NMSQT, test-
taking strategies, an official SAT practice test, additional 
writing practice for the SAT essay and more.

They can use My SAT Study Plan to:

•	 learn	strategies	for	success	in	writing	the	SAT	essay;
•	 view	essays	written	by	actual	SAT	takers	and	learn	why	

each essay received its score; and
•	 write	another	essay	using	the	additional	practice	SAT	

essay prompt to get even more writing practice.

Encourage your students to take advantage of all the college 
planning resources in My College QuickStart. To learn more, 
visit www.collegeboard.org/quickstart.



 

Essay
Number

Reader
#1

Reader
#2 Total

Essay
Number

Reader
#1

Reader
#2 Total

1 26

2 27

3 28

4 29

5 30

6 31

7 32

8 33

9 34

10 35

11 36

12 37

13 38

14 39

15 40

16 41

17 42

18 43

19 44

20 45

21 46

22 47

23 48

24 49

25 50

Record scores of first readers and second readers, and calculate total score for each essay.

Score Sheet

14




