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Introduction

As a university English instructor and SAT
skills tutor in the San Francisco Bay Area – a high-pressure
academic area near Stanford – I understand the stress and
importance of the SAT, which can determine students’ futures. Now
in 2016 it’s changing once more. The vocabulary has been cut,
replaced by reading passages that ask how this word is used (not
its dictionary meaning) and what evidence from the passage shows
this. Basically, reading lots of fun novels or doing lots of
practice problems are the best way to improve skills in this area.
There’s a redesigned writing section, now with short essays filled
with errors. Many of these are grammar (subject-verb agreement,
colons and semicolons, verb tense, pronouns, and so on), while
others deal with essay organization – each paragraph must make a
single point, support the thesis, and so forth. There are two
levels of math sections too. However, this book doesn’t teach any
of these but focuses specifically on one of the biggest changes –
the essay.

The new SAT includes a 50 minute essay –
optional, but many colleges require it for admissions. This book
explains how to master it, with 50 practice passages and 30 pages
of instruction.

The book begins by explaining the question and
scoring guide, along with how to read the passages, budget time,
annotate, and finally construct a clear essay.

A large part of this book is rhetorical
devices – metaphor and simile, yes, but also more unusual ones. You
sound more educated and precise saying “The author uses anaphora”
rather than “The author starts multiple sentences the same way.”
Diction, syntax, tone, point of view, and all the special nuances
of these are explained clearly, along with much new vocabulary to
help you present ideas clearly. Of course, as this book explains
irony, symbolism, allegory, and many terms from high school English
class, it can help readers improve there as well.

Part III takes this a step further – terms
only taught at a higher level of education, less required for the
SAT and more sophisticated, for those who would like to give their
essays additional polish. It contains links to even more rhetorical
devices to aid study.

The last section offers 50 original sample
prompts, taken from classic literature and historical writings
instead of existing textbooks. The first five are followed by
sample essays and the next fifteen have a list of sample thesis
statements one might use to explicate these passages. The passages
are of course intended for individual practice – necessary in order
to excel.

There are several ways to use this book.
Certainly, a tutor might use it as an in-class text. At home, a
student or group of students might practice with it. The best
strategy is to write practice essays, and then perhaps discuss
their strengths and weaknesses with a peer, parent, or teacher. The
real grading rubric is included. Lacking time for writing practice
essays, at least writing thesis statements and short outlines,
defining how one could write the essays, is a valuable
practice activity. My own students preferred to do this open book –
looking up the literary devices in order to practice using them
correctly. The best way to prepare is really practicing – writing
many essays and outlines, using the new rhetorical terms, so that
the real passage on the SAT will be no trouble at all.


Part I:
Understanding the New SAT Essay






Overall Changes

* The essay is now 50 minutes long instead of
25 minutes.

* Now instead of agreeing or disagreeing with
an open-ended question and providing outside evidence, you must
analyze a passage written by an author who is taking a stance on an
issue. Specifically, you don’t take your own stance on the issue
but instead analyze how the author builds the
argument.understanding how evidence and rhetorical devices
contribute to an argument is central.

* The essay is scored on a scale of 1-4 (by
two readers for a total out of 8) in the areas of Reading,
Analysis, and Writing. This score is not combined with the Reading
and Writing section score of 800.

 


The new SAT essay is much more analytical and
argument focused. These are the new instructions:

 


As you read the passage below, consider how
[the author] uses

* evidence, such as facts or examples, to
support claims.

* reasoning to develop ideas and to connect
claims and evidence.

* stylistic or persuasive elements, such as
word choice or appeals to emotion, to add power to the ideas
expressed

 


Following this comes the passage. After, the
question is phrased like this:

 


Write an essay in which you explain how [the
author] builds an argument to persuade [his/her] audience that
[author’s claim]. In your essay, analyze how [the author] uses one
or more of the features listed above (or features of your own
choice) to strengthen the logic and persuasiveness of [his/her]
argument. Be sure that your analysis focuses on the most relevant
features of the passage. Your essay should not explain whether you
agree with [the author’s] claims, but rather explain how the author
builds an argument to persuade [his/her] audience.

 


Here’s a sample:

[image: tmp_444434f295289bdaaba08257d94ebabc_FD7ln9_html_m10a77f0c.png]

College Board adds that all passages have
these things in common:

* Written for a broad audience

* Argue a point

* Express subtle views on complex
subjects

* Use logical reasoning and evidence to
support claims

* Examine ideas, debates, or trends in the
arts and sciences, or civic, cultural, or political life

* Always taken from published works

* All the information needed to write your
essay will be included in the passage or in the introduction before
it.


Study Tips

Learn to understand and analyze components of
essays:

Evidence: Understand how the author uses
data and facts to support the main argument. Understand different
types of data – research numbers, surveys of people, statements
from authority figures – and why the author cites these
examples.

Reasoning to develop
ideas: Understand how the author draws
inferences from information and extrapolates to build larger
arguments.

Stylistic or
persuasive elements: Learn the major
rhetorical devices, like simile, metaphor, hyperbole, etc. Also
learn about word choice, use of logic, ethics, and emotional
appeals to affect the readers.

 


How to read:

* Annotate – underline interesting rhetorical
devices, from unusual style to metaphors, repetition, and
questions. Write beside them what effect they have – how is the
text different or stronger because they’re included.

* Directly after reading, ask yourself what
the author’s main point was.

* Can you find ways the rhetorical devices
enhance the meaning?

* Try determining a way to organize your
answers – can you lump the strategies into categories? Is there a
way you’d rather organize, such as going through the passage in
order or splitting it into two halves to compare?

 


Practice:

Take sample passages (including but not
limited to the ones in this book). Try applying these strategies,
at least to the point where you have a thesis and basic outline. If
you can do that each time, the actual SAT will be no
problem.

Essay
Scoring (quoted directly from the College Board website)

SAT Essay responses are scored using a
carefully designed process:

* Two different people will read and score
your essay.

* Each scorer awards 1–4 points for each
dimension: reading, analysis, and writing.

* The two scores for each dimension are
added.


* You’ll receive three scores for the SAT Essay —
one for each dimension — ranging from 2–8 points.

 




4 Advanced Reading Score: The response
demonstrates thorough comprehension of the source text. The
response shows an understanding of the text’s central idea(s) and
of most important details and how they interrelate, demonstrating a
comprehensive understanding of the text. The response is free of
errors of fact or interpretation with regard to the text. The
response makes skillful use of textual evidence (quotations,
paraphrases, or both), demonstrating a complete understanding of
the source text.

 


4 Advanced Analysis Score: The response offers
an insightful analysis of the source text and demonstrates a
sophisticated understanding of the analytical task. The response
offers a thorough, well-considered evaluation of the author’s use
of evidence, reasoning, and/or stylistic and persuasive elements,
and/or feature(s) of the student’s own choosing. The response
contains relevant, sufficient, and strategically chosen support for
claim(s) or point(s) made. The response focuses consistently on
those features of the text that are most relevant to addressing the
task.

 


4 Advanced Writing Score: The response is
cohesive and demonstrates a highly effective use and command of
language. The response includes a precise central claim. The
response includes a skillful introduction and conclusion. The
response demonstrates a deliberate and highly effective progression
of ideas both within paragraphs and throughout the essay. The
response has a wide variety in sentence structures. The response
demonstrates a consistent use of precise word choice. The response
maintains a formal style and objective tone. The response shows a
strong command of the conventions of standard written English and
is free or virtually free of errors.

 


3 Proficient Reading Score: The response
demonstrates effective comprehension of the source text. The
response shows an understanding of the text’s central idea(s) and
important details. The response is free of substantive errors of
fact and interpretation with regard to the text. The response makes
appropriate use of textual evidence (quotations, paraphrases, or
both), demonstrating an understanding of the source
text.

 


3 Proficient Analysis Score: The response
offers an effective analysis of the source text and demonstrates an
understanding of the analytical task. The response competently
evaluates the author’s use of evidence, reasoning, and/or stylistic
and persuasive elements, and/or feature(s) of the student’s own
choosing. The response contains relevant and sufficient support for
claim(s) or point(s) made. The response focuses primarily on those
features of the text that are most relevant to addressing the
task.

 


3 Proficient Writing Score: The response is
mostly cohesive and demonstrates effective use and control of
language. The response includes a central claim or implicit
controlling idea. The response includes an effective introduction
and conclusion. The response demonstrates a clear progression of
ideas both within paragraphs and throughout the essay. The response
has variety in sentence structures. The response demonstrates some
precise word choice. The response maintains a formal style and
objective tone. The response shows a good control of the
conventions of standard written English and is free of significant
errors that detract from the quality of writing.

 


2 Partial Reading Score: The response
demonstrates some comprehension of the source text. The response
shows an understanding of the text’s central idea(s) but not of
important details. The response may contain errors of fact and/or
interpretation with regard to the text. The response makes limited
and/or haphazard use of textual evidence (quotations, paraphrases,
or both), demonstrating some understanding of the source
text.

 


2 Partial Analysis Score: The response offers
limited analysis of the source text and demonstrates only partial
understanding of the analytical task. The response identifies and
attempts to describe the author’s use of evidence, reasoning,
and/or stylistic and persuasive elements, and/or feature(s) of the
student’s own choosing, but merely asserts rather than explains
their importance, or one or more aspects of the response’s analysis
are unwarranted based on the text. The response contains little or
no support for claim(s) or point(s) made. The response may lack a
clear focus on those features of the text that are most relevant to
addressing the task.

 


2 Partial Writing Score: The response
demonstrates little or no cohesion and limited skill in the use and
control of language. The response may lack a clear central claim or
controlling idea or may deviate from the claim or idea over the
course of the response. The response may include an ineffective
introduction and/or conclusion. The response may demonstrate some
progression of ideas within paragraphs but not throughout the
response. The response has limited variety in sentence structures;
sentence structures may be repetitive. The response demonstrates
general or vague word choice; word choice may be repetitive. The
response may deviate noticeably from a formal style and objective
tone. The response shows a limited control of the conventions of
standard written English and contains errors that detract from the
quality of writing and may impede understanding.

 


1 Inadequate Reading Score: The response
demonstrates little or no comprehension of the source text. The
response fails to show an understanding of the text’s central
idea(s), and may include only details without reference to central
idea(s). The response may contain numerous errors of fact and/or
interpretation with regard to the text. The response makes little
or no use of textual evidence (quotations, paraphrases, or both),
demonstrating little or no understanding of the source
text.

 


1 Inadequate Analysis Score: The response
offers little or no analysis or ineffective analysis of the source
text and demonstrates little or no understanding of the analytic
task. The response identifies without explanation some aspects of
the author’s use of evidence, reasoning, and/or stylistic and
persuasive elements, and/or feature(s) of the student’s choosing,
Or numerous aspects of the response’s analysis are unwarranted
based on the text, The response contains little or no support for
claim(s) or point(s) made, or support is largely irrelevant. The
response may not focus on features of the text that are relevant to
addressing the task. Or the response offers no discernible analysis
(e.g., is largely or exclusively summary).

 


1 Inadequate Writing Score: The response
demonstrates little or no cohesion and inadequate skill in the use
and control of language. The response may lack a clear central
claim or controlling idea. The response lacks a recognizable
introduction and conclusion. The response does not have a
discernible progression of ideas. The response lacks variety in
sentence structures; sentence structures may be repetitive. The
response demonstrates general and vague word choice; word choice
may be poor or inaccurate. The response may lack a formal style and
objective tone. The response shows a weak control of the
conventions of standard written English and may contain numerous
errors that undermine the quality of writing.

 


Writing Tips

Read 20 min

Plan 10 min

Write 20 min






You must:

* Have intro and conclusion

* Make a clear insightful claim about the
essay

* Be formal and objective

* Have clear organization

* Progress through ideas clearly

* Show mastery of word choice, sentence
structure, and mechanics

 


Also:

* Show understanding of the reading with no
major errors in comprehension and skillfully use quotes or
paraphrase to make your argument

* Show deep understanding of author’s
rhetorical strategies

* Present enough evidence to prove your own
points

* Choose the aspects of the text most relevant
to the author’s purpose and strategy

* Since mechanics matter, at least make sure
your first paragraph is spotless with interesting word choice – if
you make a good first impression, your reader may let a little
sloppiness slide later, since you’ve proved you can
write.






Strategy:

1. When reading write a summary of
each paragraph and/or mark main ideas. Underline, scribble
questions, add notes on tone or unusual words and rhetorical
devices (metaphor, hyperbole…) the author is using.

2. After you’ve comprehended the
main idea ask these questions:

* What’s the author’s point or
purpose?

* Which unusual rhetorical
strategies is the author using?

* How do these strategies enhance
their sentence/paragraph, or the essay’s main purpose? How would
the essay be weaker without them?

3. From here, you should be able
to write a tentative thesis, such as “the author uses vivid imagery
and argumentative word choice to emphasize his point that slavery
is wrong.” From there, constructing a more specific thesis and
writing the paragraphs to go with it should be doable.

4. This is a timed test. If you’re
a slow reader or writer, you should practice lots of these – first
try getting it right, then work on increasing speed. Skimming for
the main idea of each paragraph instead of close reading isn’t as
effective, but it is an option.






Sample
Thesis

Your basic thesis should show you
understand his argument and how he’s making it:

 


The author supports his argument of ______
using strategies such as ______, _______, and ________.

 


Shakespeare emphasizes Romeo and Juliet’s
blend of passion and doom through their shared nature metaphors,
escalation of trust, and invocations of fate in the dialogue scene
on the balcony.

 


Try being specific with interesting language
to explain what’s happening:

 


Sample Topic Sentence (Basic): Updike opens
his essay in paragraphs 1-2 by describing the varying emotions and
thoughts of fans on Opening Day.

 


Sample Topic Sentence (More artistic and
effective): In his breathless open (in paragraphs 1-2), Updike
depicts the restless crowd at a baseball game on Opening Day,
emphasizing their nostalgia about the season past and nervous
optimism about the one to come.

 


Better yet, don’t pick three random points,
but make them work together, or show a relationship besides “he
uses this and this and this.”

For instance:

 


In the selection from To Kill a
Mockingbird, Harper Lee poignantly protests racism in the Old
South through the emotional language around Tom Robinson’s trial,
contrasting Atticus’s educated diction with Ewell’s colloquialisms,
all filtered through Scout’s naïve characterization.

 


With the repeated antipersonification casting
him as an animal, Ralph staggers to the beach to find the symbolic
conch shattered and the boys using brutal diction, emphasizing the
breakdown of society on the island.

 


Remember: Whether you agree or disagree with
the author is actually irrelevant. You’re only analyzing how he/she
constructs the argument.

 


More Rules to Remember on the
Thesis:

* When you read the piece, look for logical
places to make your divisions. Sorting by order, subject, tone, and
chronology are all quite logical. Sorting rhetorical strategies
into different groups (formal and old fashioned diction, depressing
tone and metaphors, and fervent emotional appeal with explosive
action verbs could work, for instance)

* You DO NOT need to include specific devices
in the topic sentence. Unless they are dominant devices that you
intend to discuss exclusively, don’t list them. Of course, listing
them does allow you to organize your essay clearly from the start,
so it’s a popular choice.

* Keep it in active voice – “the author uses
metaphors,” not passive (“metaphors are used…”)

* Keep it simple and clear. Leave the deep
analysis for the body. Do not repeat the same sentences there that
you used in your intro.

* In analysis essays, the argument is simply
your assertion about what the author is saying. Try deciding what
he says and how, then elevating your language






Ways to Improve Your Essay Style and
Content

1. Every sentence must directly support your
thesis or be cut. Likewise, each paragraph should make a single
clear point that supports the thesis. All sentences within should
support the point of the paragraph.

2. Use transitions and make sentences support
each other and follow logically. They should combine to make a
case, not a bunch of random facts.

3. Use quotes and examples from the text and
explain how they support your argument.

4. Make sure common errors like fragments,
run-ons, misspelling, slang, etc. are fixed – perhaps budget a few
minutes at the end.

5. Avoid for strong, formal
writing:

* Passives (these are weak writing)

* Lots of prepositional phases or adverbs
(these are weak writing)

* Starting sentences with And or
But

* Contractions

* Use of first person or second person (I,
you, we)

6. Word Choice: Don’t use the same words a
lot. Try to find synonyms, or better, combine three clunky,
repetitive sentences into one stronger one. Each sentence must
offer new information unless it’s a conclusion. Watch that your
intros and conclusions aren’t using the exact same words – that’s
bad writing.

7. Vary Sentences: You should vary your
sentences using many of these as you write. While analyzing, you
can note if an author uses much variety or a little, confines
himself to one of these techniques used over and over or a
multitude. There are many ways to vary sentences:

* Simple – I ran down the street.

* Compound – I ran down the street and I
tripped.

* Complex – After I ran down the street, I
tripped.

* Compound-Complex – After I ran down the
street, I tripped and I fell.

* Question – Did I run down the
street?

* Exclamation – I ran down the
street!

* Verb before subject – Ran I down the street.
(Okay, this is unusual and old-fashioned.)

* Beginning with interjection – Oh, wow! I ran
down the street.

* Beginning with transition – First, I ran
down the street.

* Beginning with adverb – Carefully, I ran
down the street.

* Beginning with preposition – On my own, I
ran down the street

* Beginning with infinitive – To get home, I
ran down the street.

* Beginning with adjective – Always careful, I
ran down the street.

* Beginning with modifier – Running down the
street, I tripped. 







 Part II:
Rhetorical Study Aids for the SAT Essay

These tools, such as metaphor or repetition,
are used to strengthen or add artistry to an argument. Some of
these add power, or beauty, or poignancy. These are the basic tools
the authors of the passages used, and the tools you need to
analyze.

 


Q: Will we be tested on these terms on the
SAT?

A: Nope.

 


Q: Do we need to know all of them?

A; Well, some like the really basics (irony,
metaphor,) yes, you as a high schooler should know, and your reader
will judge you if you don’t use them (don’t just know them – use
the words properly in your essay). The fancier ones may not be
taught in all high schools, but you can impress your reader by
offering them.

 


Q: I know metaphor and alliteration and some
of the basics. How many are there?

A: Well, hundreds, depending how obscure you
get. http://rhetoric.byu.edu
has an impressive collection if you’d like more beyond the ones in
this book. Still, these are chosen as the best ones to power your
SAT essay.


Style

Weighing style has two purposes:


* Discovering the result of the choices an
author makes in blending diction, syntax, figurative language, and
other literary devices – are these choices suitable to the author’s
purpose? How do they enhance it?

* Classification of authors to a group and
comparison of an author to similar authors: is the author
deliberately mimicking another style and why? Is the author
showcasing how much he’s a product of the Romantic or
Transcendental movement? (See the Genres section for more on
this.)

 


Style can be made up of many elements and be
individual as a fingerprint. Some authors use many parentheses,
footnotes, colons, or semicolons. Others use simple sharp
sentences, or long multi-clause clunkers that go on and on. Some
like complex metaphors or nature metaphors or Bible quotes and
allusions. Others take a terse, direct route. All this can reveal
how the author writes – a valuable tool for analysis. Style can be
made up of many smaller tools, which follow in more
detail.

Diction

Diction means word choice. How would you
describe it? Friendly? Light? Academic? Pompous? Read the following
excerpt from a short story “The School” by Donald
Barthelme:

 


And the trees all died. They were orange
trees. I don’t know why they died, they just died. Something wrong
with the soil possibly or maybe the stuff we got from the nursery
wasn’t the best. We complained about it. So we’ve got thirty kids
there, each kid had his or her own little tree to plant and we’ve
got these thirty dead trees. All these kids looking at these little
brown sticks, it was depressing.

 


This is simplistic diction – use of childish,
informal words like “kid” and “maybe” suggests the speaker is
young, uneducated, or both. There is also sad diction, as the use
of the words “died,” “dead,” “brown sticks” and “depressing” adds a
gloomy tone to the passage.
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Write an essay in which you explain how Paul Bogard builds an
argument to persuade his audience that natural darkness should be
preserved. In your essay; analyze how Bogard uses one or more of the
features listed in the box above (or features of your own choice) to
strengthen the logic and persuasiveness of his argument. Be sure that
your analysis focuses on the most relevant features of the passage.

Your essay should not explain whether you agree with Bogards
claims, but rather explain how Bogard builds an argument to persuade
his audience.





