
 
 

  

 

The SAT Essay: An Argument-Centered Strategy 
 

 
Overview 
 
Taking an argument-centered approach to preparing for and to writing the SAT Essay may seem like a no-brainer. 
After all, the prompt, which is always the same, asks you to explain how a passage’s author builds their argument, to 
analyze the rhetorical techniques that they use to persuade their audience.  The prompt always suggests to consider 
the author’s use of evidence, reasoning, and stylistic elements in the passage.  These are all features of course of 
argumentation.   But since the prompt also tells you quite clearly not to make an argument about the topic of the 
passage (“Your essay should not explain whether you agree with the author’s claims . . .”), the form of writing 
you’re being asked to do is generally called rhetorical analysis and it is usually taught as something quite different than 
argumentation.   
 
That seems to us like an overreaction to the easily avoidable prospect of your mistakenly arguing for or against the 
author.  What you’re actually being asked to do in the SAT Essay is take apart the author’s essay very much from an 
argument-centered place.  You’re being asked to identify what the author’s arguments are and how the author 
makes them.  It is still all about argument.  And it is actually easier than having to make arguments that respond to 
the author’s arguments (especially since you aren’t given any additional sources to draw on, and the topics of the 
passages are, while not obscure, certainly ones that would require some research to build arguments about).  Easier, 
too, than having to evaluate the author’s arguments, which you are also explicitly told you should not do; in fact, the 
construct of the SAT Essay implicitly asks you to accept the author’s arguments as effective and persuasive.   
 
This strategy suggested here for preparing for and writing the SAT Essay embraces its situatedness within academic 
argument, rather than asserting or imposing a mystifying, artificial distinction.  In doing so, it is well aligned – 
possibly better aligned – with College Board’s system of scoring the SAT Essay.  Its scoring is based on three 
domains, each one applying a 1 – 4 score (by two graders, so each SAT Essay actually receives a grade of up to 8 
points for each of the three domains).  Reading is a domain that assesses how well the student writer comprehends 
the passage, including its nuances.  Writing the essay using this argument-centered strategy puts the passages 
arguments first, so it is inherently well situated to score well on an assessment of your detailed understanding of the 
passage.  The analysis domain focuses on how well the student writer identifies the important elements and 
components of the arguments and says interesting things about how they work to make the argument stronger.  All 
of this should be very familiar to students studying in an argument-centered classroom.  Writing is how well the 
student puts their own essay together – sentence structure, mechanics – which prominently includes paragraphing; 
this argument-centered strategy suggests that, in addition to short introduction and conclusion paragraphs, you 
organize the body paragraphs around the arguments (or responses to the counter-argument) made in the passage.  
This helps establish a consistent, clear, but not overly formulaic structure for your essay.   
 

 



 
 

  

The Strategy 
 
There is a four-step argument-centered strategy that can be used to write the SAT Essay. 

 
Step One: Label the prominent uses of evidence (E), reasoning (R), and style (S) in the passage.   
 
The first thing you will do, regardless of your strategy, is of course read the passage carefully.  Using an 
argument-centered strategy you should do so with pen in hand, indicating in the left margin with an E, R, or 
S (which you can also index in the prompt, with an E, R, and S in the margin) when the author notably uses 
evidence, reasoning, or style in their writing.   
 
Evidence is fairly easy to spot, especially for students who are learning in an argument-centered classroom, 
though it can be grouped into several familiar categories.  Statistics or any quantitative data are the most 
obvious category of evidence to take note of – when you see numbers, it is likely the author is offering 
evidence to support an argument.  Other categories to look for are facts or information, with or without 
numbers, where the author is making reference to what they are presenting as objective, indisputable reality 
(as opposed to their reasoning, which is their interpretation of that reality, what it means, why it supports 
their argument); examples, either historical (more easily recognizable) or current (places, organizations, 
teams, countries, industries, samples, units – any current comparisons); and quotations from authority, 
where the author quotes from an expert or authoritative institution to support their argument.   
 
Reasoning can be somewhat more elusive.  Its broad purpose, as the SAT Essay prompts note, is to 
“develop ideas and to connect claims and evidence.”  In actual practice, you should look for especially 
apparent places in the passage where the author is explaining or elaborating their argument.  Find your 
examples of argumentative reasoning in the passage in the sentences that strike you as most compelling, but 
that are not themselves presenting evidence.   
 
What you are looking for in marking the passage for its use of style are uses of language that stand out, that 
distinguish themselves either from the rest of the passage or from what you would expect.  There are an 
almost unlimited range of styles and stylistic devices that an author can use, but don’t worry you don’t need 
to know them all.  You only need to note a couple of striking stylistic techniques, and since style itself is so 
subjective, if you are confident and specific about identifying and naming them, in addition to logical about 
adding a thought about why they might work on the audience, you will do just fine.   
 
Additional tips: 
 

▪ There certainly isn’t a single set number of instances of evidence, reasoning, and style that you 
should label in the passage, but since you will ultimately be organizing your essay around two to four 
arguments or responses to a counter-argument, and you will want to try to talk about all three 
argumentative elements (E, R, and S) in each, you’ll generally want to label three or four instances of 
each in the left margin of the passage.   

▪ Reasoning is the most variable and least readily detectable of the three elements, so do not worry 
about being too exacting in your identification of it.  A lot of what the author is doing in their 



 
 

  

writing can be defined as argumentative reasoning.  Do try to keep it distinct from the passage’s 
provision of evidence, and focus on sentences that explain or develop a specific reason for the 
author’s overall position (rather than a formulation of that overall position, itself)   

 
Step Two: Formulate two to four argumentative claims made in the passage 
 

As you are reading through the passage and identifying and labelling its use of evidence, reasoning, 
and style, you should also be looking for the arguments that it makes for its overall position.  The 
overall position of the piece is always summarized, by the way, in the SAT Essay prompt itself.  The 
prompt will ask you to explain how the author builds “an argument” that . . . and then fill in the rest 
of the sentence with a summary of the author’s overall position in the passage.  The key move that 
you will make in this strategy is to break the passage apart into multiple (two to four) arguments.  
This set of arguments can (and often will) include a response to a counter-argument (more on that 
in a moment).   
 
Professional writers, as you probably know by now, do not flag their different arguments with 
formulaic signposts like, “My first argument is . . . .”  Crude templates like this are useful for student 
writers learning how to make academic arguments, but student writers work to develop their craft so 
that they can leave formulas behind, and professional writers have long since done so.  Nevertheless, 
make no mistake: good argumentation means that writers are making multiple arguments for their 
position and most of the time are addressing at least one important counter-argument to their 
position.  So the job in step two is to identify the arguments being made in the passage to support its 
overall position, and then to formulate those argumentative claims at the bottom of the second page 
of the prompt.   
 
Additional tips: 
 

▪ Understand that there will be different ways to formulate the argumentative claims that are 
being made in the passage.  That aspect of fluidity is inherent to argumentation, in the same 
way that there will be different, valid ways to paraphrase a passage or interpret an author’s 
meaning.  You just want to be sure that the argumentative claim is being directly supported 
by some of the evidence in the passage, and that in turn the claim is directly supportive of 
the overall position.   

▪ If you identify one of the arguments in the passage as a response (or a rebuttal) to a counter-
argument, you can label that section of the passage with a C/A (for counter-argument) in 
the left margin.   

▪ Be sure that the argumentative claims are discrete and separate from each other, in the same 
way that you do so in your own argument building to support an overall position.   

▪ You should write the arguments (and counter-argument) out in complete sentences, and 
there should be two to four of them.  You should also number the argumentative claims 
(#1, #2, etc.).   

 
 
 



 
 

  

Step Three: Identify each use of E, R, and S as part of one of the arguments or counter-arguments 
 
Now that you have the passage’s use of evidence, reasoning, and style marked in the left margin, and you 
have the passage’s multiple argumentative claims identified and formulated, you should match the E, R, and 
S labels to one of the numbered claims or to the counter-argument that the element is being used to 
respond to.  You are looking to try to match each argument with at least one example of each of the three 
elements you have identified – so, one use of evidence, reasoning, and style for each argumentative claim or 
response to counter-argument.  It is acceptable to have only two elements matched with an argument that 
the author is making, but it will be problematic to have fewer than two so matched.   
 
Additional tips: 
 

▪ Inevitably, some elements from the passage will be alignable with more than one argument.  Don’t 
stress about that.  Generally, an example of evidence, reasoning, or style should be matched with the 
argumentative claim it is most proximate to in the passage, but that isn’t an unbreakable rule, and 
there are times when a sophisticated writer will move back and forth a little in their argumentation.  
If it is ambiguous as to which argument an element should be matched with, match it with the 
argument that most needs it (i.e., doesn’t have the element already covered by another example).   

▪ You should also not worry about having multiple examples of an element matched with a particular 
argument.  You will only need to use one example when you write about that argument.   

▪ If you have included the response to a counter-argument as one of the arguments made in the 
passage to support its overall position, you will want to match two or three elements to that counter-
argument response.   

 
Step Four: Write the essay, organizing by argument and counter-argument, and being specific in  

describing uses of evidence, reasoning, and style in each paragraph 
 

Time to write your essay.  You should begin with an introduction paragraph that is very brief.  I recommend 
one sentence that introduces the issue that the author’s passage is taking a position on – similar to the role 
that an introduction has in an argument essay except that (a) you’ll frame the issue here in a single sentence, 
and (b) you’re framing it as an issue that the author is arguing on, not one that you will weigh in on.  The 
second sentence should state the position the author takes, summarizing the argumentative claims they 
make.  A third sentence in the introduction is optional: if you have a way to sum up the specific way that the 
author uses each element to advance their overall position, you can mention these in a third and final 
sentence in the introduction.   
 
The next two to four paragraphs should be organized each around the two to four arguments that you have 
identified in the passage.  Each of these paragraphs should begin with what you can call an analytical claim – 
or a topic sentence, if you prefer – that states one of argumentative claim’s that the author makes.  Or, if it is 
about responding to counter-argument, the sentence should read something like, “Author X advances her 
position that __________ by addressing the counter-argument that some people make that 
_______________.”  After this opening sentence, the paragraph should cite each of the elements that the 
author uses to develop that argument, according to the index matching you did in Step Three.  For each of 
these elements, name the particular way the element is being used (e.g., “Author X uses statistics produced 



 
 

  

by academic research to support her argument here” rather than “Author X uses evidence to support her 
argument here”).  Then paraphrase or (less frequently) the element (e.g., “She refers to a University of 
California study that shows a 10% drop in the population of northern cities since 2005, which suggests that 
there has been a migration to warmer locales [her claim]”). Then, in most instances (unless it will seem 
redundant) you should insert a short sentence explicating the effectiveness of this specific element (e.g., 
“Demography is a social science, so academic research, especially from the most prestigious universities, is 
likely to be persuasive to the audience”).  Do this for each of your two to four body paragraphs, drawing on 
the prep work that you have done in the first three steps.    
 
Your essay should end with a short conclusion.  You should restate the overall position that the author 
argues for, and it should in a manner that uses new language identify a pattern in the author’s use of 
rhetorical elements – the elements that you have been analyzing throughout the body paragraphs – to 
develop this argument.   
 
Additional tips: 
 

▪ Be sure to be specific about the way that the element is being used.  So, never say simply that the 
author uses evidence to support his claim, but rather name the specific kind of evidence.   

▪ This is most challenging with reasoning.  With evidence, there are a relatively small number of 
categories that all argumentative evidence can be placed within.  With style, while there is a vast 
range of style, and a long list of stylistic devices used by writers, there is a subjectivity and an 
openness about the way writing style is described; so if your description is clear and specific, it is 
very unlikely to be evaluated as right or wrong.  With reasoning in this context, you want to stay 
close to the line of thinking, the logic, that the writer is using in the passage and the way that the 
author heightens the significance of the evidence they are using the argument they are making.  
Check the examples on the “demonstrations” resource.     

▪ To heighten your chances at a very top score in the reading and analysis domains, you should 
insert into each body paragraph a tailored reason why the author’s use of elements will be especially 
persuasive to the audience, and try to include somewhere in the essay reference to the sequencing of 
arguments in the passage (e.g., “Having started with quantitative data, Author X will get more buy-in 
from her audience for her use of an anecdote to support this argument”).   

▪ When citing the evidence that the author uses you should paraphrase most of the time.  SAT Essay 
graders want to see that you have assimilated an understanding of the passage, and you can do this 
most directly by putting the information in the passage in your own words.  That said, you should 
include at least one quotation from the passage in your essay.   

▪ You have 50 minutes to complete the SAT Essay.  You should spend 20 – 25 minutes on the first 
three steps, which implies that you will need to practice the SAT Essay to get to a quickness and 
efficiency that allows you to get through these steps in no more than half the fully allotted time.  
You will not likely need more than 25 minutes to write the actual essay because the prep work fully 
organizes your writing before you start it.   

▪ If you are running out of time in the actual writing of the essay, you should drop an argument or 
two and consolidate to two body paragraphs.   



 
 

  

▪ You should not extend past the 25-minute mark in your preparation.  At the half-way point, begin 
writing what whatever preparation you have; it will likely be enough to position you well for a good 
score.    


