
 

SAT Essay Prompts (October 2012 - June 2013 )      

June 2013 

Prompt 1  

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

Our cherished notions of what is equal and what is fair frequently conflict. Democracy presumes 

that we are all created equal; competition proves we are not, or else every contest would end in a 

tie. We talk about a level playing field, but it is difficult to make conditions equal for everyone 

without being unfair to some.  

Adapted from Nancy Gibbs, "Cool Running"  

Assignment: Is it possible for a society to be fair to everyone? Plan and write an essay in which 

you develop your point of view on this issue. Support your position with reasoning and examples 

taken from your reading, studies, experience, or observations.  

Prompt 2  

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



Many colleges now offer courses in which students study television programs, comic books, 

magazines, advertising, and other aspects of popular culture. Critics complain that schools 

should not replace serious literature and history courses with such fluff. They claim that courses 

in popular culture present material that is trivial and inconsequential. But the study of popular 

culture can be just as important, demanding, and instructive as the study of traditional subjects.  

Assignment: Can the study of popular culture be as valuable as the study of traditional literary 

and historical subjects? Plan and write an essay in which you develop your point of view on this 

issue. Support your position with reasoning and examples taken from your reading, studies, 

experience, or observations.  

Prompt 3 

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

Many voters think that integrity and character are the most important qualifications for political 

office. I disagree. Integrity—the quality of standing up for the same values in every situation—is 

not a good qualification for getting people to work together. Strongly held morals may make a 

candidate too inflexible and incapable of negotiation. And if character were really so important, 

candidates would be judged by their personal relationships rather than by their ability to deal 

with a community's or a nation's problems.  

Adapted from Stanley Fish, "Integrity or Craft: The Leadership Question"  

Assignment: Is strong moral character the most important qualification for a leader? Plan and 

write an essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. Support your position with 

reasoning and examples taken from your reading, studies, experience, or observations.  

Prompt 4 

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

Thanks to the Internet, people have more access to more information than at any other time in 

history. People can instantly find information on almost any topic in the time it takes to type a 



couple of words and click a mouse. But we often know so little about the source of this 

information, including its reliability and the qualifications of the person who wrote it. If we do 

not know its source, information is not much good to us.  

Assignment: Do people need to know the source of any information before they use it? Plan and 

write an essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. Support your position with 

reasoning and examples taken from your reading, studies, experience, or observations. 

May 2013 

Prompt 1  

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

People use the term "wisdom" to mean many things. They describe someone as wise if that 

person is intelligent, well-informed, or capable of making good decisions. These descriptions, 

however, are not really useful in distinguishing wise people from unwise ones. Happiness is a 

better measure of wisdom: a wise person is a happy person. Even the most intelligent people 

should not be called wise if they are not happy.  

Assignment: Is it best to determine how wise people are by how happy they are? Plan and write 

an essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. Support your position with 

reasoning and examples taken from your reading, studies, experience, or observations. 

Prompt 2  

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

We live in an era of individualism. The individual is celebrated and praised in every way—for 

being special and creative, for making an original contribution, for competing with others to be 

the best. Nowadays individualism is a guiding idea for many people and has many benefits. But 

focusing on individuals has caused us to neglect our sense of community, our feeling that we are 

part of a harmonious group. The importance of belonging to a community has been forgotten.  



Adapted from Piero Ferrucci, The Power of Kindness 

Assignment: Has the emphasis on individualism in our society caused people to forget the 

importance of belonging to a community? Plan and write an essay in which you develop your 

point of view on this issue. Support your position with reasoning and examples taken from your 

reading, studies, experience, or observations. 

Prompt 3 

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

We live in a world that values action over thought. The idea of taking time to reflect and think 

things through is out of favor. Our most popular movies and novels focus on action, not 

reflection, and our most admired public figures are praised for what they do, not for what they 

think. While there is something to be said for taking action instinctively and without hesitation, 

the fact is that people put too much emphasis on action.  

Assignment: Is it a mistake to value action over thought? Plan and write an essay in which you 

develop your point of view on this issue. Support your position with reasoning and examples 

taken from your reading, studies, experience, or observations. 

March 2013 

Prompt 1  

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

People often focus on "the details," those seemingly minor features and elements that often have 

major effects or consequences. Whether they are making ordinary, everyday decisions, analyzing 

historical events, or enjoying the plot of a novel, many people consider the details to be all-

important. Others, however, argue that paying attention to details distracts people from the big 

picture—perceiving an idea, goal, or plan in its entirety.  



Assignment: Is it a disadvantage to pay attention to details? Plan and write an essay in which 

you develop your point of view on this issue. Support your position with reasoning and examples 

taken from your reading, studies, experience, or observations. 

Prompt 2  

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

Whatever their goals—to be the best at something, to solve a difficult problem, to have a 

rewarding career—most people anticipate that reaching those goals will bring them contentment. 

When people are working toward a goal, they imagine that achieving it will bring an end to their 

struggles and put them at ease. But the opposite is more likely to occur. Rather than bringing 

contentment, achievement often brings dissatisfaction.  

Assignment: Are people likely to be dissatisfied rather than content once they have achieved 

their goals? Plan and write an essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. 

Support your position with reasoning and examples taken from your reading, studies, experience, 

or observations.  

Prompt 3 

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

Even on unimportant matters, many people so fear conflict with those in positions of leadership 

or authority that they willingly suppress or deny their own thoughts and ideas. We cannot 

criticize people who feel this way. After all, in most cases, those in leadership positions are 

entitled to some respect in their decision-making role. More likely, however, people remain 

silent—they do not oppose people in authority—simply because they do not want to be 

considered "troublemakers."  

Adapted from Derrick Bell, Ethical Ambition 



Assignment: Are people too willing to agree with those in charge? Plan and write an essay in 

which you develop your point of view on this issue. Support your position with reasoning and 

examples taken from your reading, studies, experience, or observations. 

 

January 2013 

Prompt 1  

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

People generally prefer originality to imitation, which is often considered inferior and second-

rate. However, we have learned most of what we know by imitating others. Mastering any skill 

or gaining any knowledge means that we must learn from those who have gone before us. In fact, 

it is not until we have imitated others and learned from them what there is to know that we can 

strike out on our own and maybe create something new.  

Assignment: Is it necessary for people to imitate others before they can become original and 

creative? Plan and write an essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. Support 

your position with reasoning and examples taken from your reading, studies, experience, or 

observations.  

Prompt 2  

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

Many people say that money is not the most important thing in life and that being overly 

concerned about money leads only to unhappiness. Others point out, however, that money and 

wealth have always been of dramatic significance in society. They argue that there is really 

nothing more important to one's overall quality of life than money.  



Assignment: Is money the most significant factor in determining a person's quality of life? Plan 

and write an essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. Support your position 

with reasoning and examples taken from your reading, studies, experience, or observations.  

Prompt 3 

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

Young people are highly influenced by popular culture. They attempt to define themselves on the 

basis of what they see on television, in newspapers and magazines, and in the movies. In fact, 

young people accept the values of popular culture as their own, believing that those values are 

central to their personal development and social acceptance.  

Assignment: Is popular culture the strongest influence on a young person's identity? Plan and 

write an essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. Support your position with 

reasoning and examples taken from your reading, studies, experience, or observations.  

Prompt 4  

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

Many people believe that our behavior should be consistent, that we should always be ourselves. 

They feel that we should not act one way with some people and another way with others. But is 

this right? Should our behavior always be consistent, or should we behave differently in different 

situations? Isn't behaving differently according to the people we are with or the situation we are 

in simply a matter of politeness and common sense?  

Assignment: Should people change their behavior depending on what situation they are in? Plan 

and write an essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. Support your position 

with reasoning and examples taken from your reading, studies, experience, or observations.  

December 2012 

Prompt 1  



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

Many people admire leaders who have effectively achieved their goals. But too many leaders are 

dedicated to achieving their goals at the expense of caring for the people who follow and support 

them. Leaders should be judged on how well they treat people, not on the achievement of their 

goals.  

Assignment: Should leaders be judged according to how well they treat people? Plan and write 

an essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. Support your position with 

reasoning and examples taken from your reading, studies, experience, or observations.  

Prompt 2  

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

There is something good to be said for holding firm opinions, whether in politics, art, business, 

or daily life. A person who is deeply committed to a certain position on a film, a political 

candidate, or an idea may have thought long and hard before reaching that position. But too often 

such opinions are not based on careful thought and may be so rigidly held that those who express 

them do not consider other viewpoints or positions.  

Assignment: Are firmly held opinions reasonable? Plan and write an essay in which you develop 

your point of view on this issue. Support your position with reasoning and examples taken from 

your reading, studies, experience, or observations.  

Prompt 3 

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

It seems that we are always ready to justify our own actions and overlook our own errors. Why, 

then, are we so unwilling to judge others in the same way? We tend to hold others to very high, 

even unrealistic standards, expecting them to be always right, always honest, or always 

conscientious. All of us have personal flaws and shortcomings that we are quite willing to 

excuse. Surely we should be more willing to excuse such shortcomings in others.  



Assignment: Should people be more willing to excuse the errors and shortcomings of others? 

Plan and write an essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. Support your 

position with reasoning and examples taken from your reading, studies, experience, or 

observations.  

Prompt 4  

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

Some people believe that very few of today's "inventions" are really new. Inventions today seem 

to consist primarily of improvements to things that have already been invented. Medicines, it is 

said, may be better, and vehicles may be faster, but they are really not new or different. In 

reality, we have not even begun to exhaust the supply of original ideas or new inventions. There 

is much more for us to invent and discover.  

Assignment: Is there really much more for people to invent and discover in the world today? 

Plan and write an essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. Support your 

position with reasoning and examples taken from your reading, studies, experience, or 

observations.  

November 2012 

Prompt 1   

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

often seems as though we truly respect only people whom we do not know, such as leaders and 

other public figures. It is much more difficult for us to respect people who are familiar to us and 

are part of our everyday lives. The fact is that if we were to develop close personal relationships 

with these strangers that we look up to, we would see that they are only ordinary people, just as 

flawed as we are.  

Assignment:  

Does familiarity prevent people from developing or maintaining respect for others? Plan and 



write an essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. Support your position with 

reasoning and examples taken from your reading, studies, experience, or observations.  

Prompt 2  

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

Stories about the great achievements of others, from athletic championships to scientific or 

artistic breakthroughs, often inspire people to make great achievements of their own. Such 

stories, however, do not reflect the fact that real progress is more often a gradual process 

consisting of many small improvements than the direct result of a single great act. People would 

probably achieve more if they were encouraged to aim for small accomplishments rather than for 

great achievements.  

Assignment:  

Is it better to aim for small accomplishments instead of great achievements? Plan and write an 

essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. Support your position with 

reasoning and examples taken from your reading, studies, experience, or observations.  

Prompt 3 

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

Most of us value sincerity—open, honest communication and behavior. We try hard to be sincere 

with others, and we expect others to be just as open and honest with us. Sincerity can be a 

problem, however, when by expressing our true thoughts and feelings we might offend others. At 

such times, it is often better for us to pretend to agree with others rather than take the risk of 

provoking feelings of anger or resentment.  

Assignment:  

Is it better for people to agree with others, even if doing so means being insincere? Plan and 

write an essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. Support your position with 

reasoning and examples taken from your reading, studies, experience, or observations.  



Prompt 4  

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

is very important for people to be serious about themselves and to make serious efforts to attain 

their goals. In school or at work, for example, people have to put in real effort and stay focused 

on their tasks; in sports, people have to train hard and concentrate on improving their skills. 

People who are serious, however, forget there are other important personal qualities they should 

develop.  

Assignment:  

Are people too serious? Plan and write an essay in which you develop your point of view on this 

issue. 

October 2012  

Prompt 1 

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

idea of caring about only the people of one's own country seems outdated. Some people still 

defend this attitude, claiming that if we are going to expend resources to help people, we should 

help those of our own country first. But national boundaries are meaningless lines that shift over 

time. There is no reason why a citizen of one country should not feel just as responsible for the 

well-being of people in other countries as for the well-being of those in his or her own country. 

Assignment:  

Should we care just as much about people in other countries as we do about people in our own 

country? Plan and write an essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. Support 

your position with reasoning and examples taken from your reading, studies, experience, or 

observations. 

Prompt 2 



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

Some say that high achievers—people who reach their ambitious goals because of their 

determination and skills—always get ahead at the expense of others. When one political 

candidate is elected, others are defeated; when someone wins in any kind of competitive event, 

others lose. But this view of achievers is too negative. By improving the world around them and 

providing an example for all to follow, achievers benefit others as well as themselves. 

Assignment:  

Do the actions of high achievers benefit all people? Plan and write an essay in which you 

develop your point of view on this issue. Support your position with reasoning and examples 

taken from your reading, studies, experience, or observations. 

Prompt 3 

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

People tend to consider the past unimportant. After all, why waste time dwelling on what has 

already happened? There is no way to go back and change events or their outcomes. But this way 

of thinking is wrong. People are too focused on the present; they should pay more and closer 

attention to past events. The lessons learned from examining the past are much more valuable 

than any lessons that people can learn from the present. 

Assignment:  

Do people learn more from examining events in the past than from focusing only on the present? 

Plan and write an essay in which you develop your point of view on this issue. Support your 

position with reasoning and examples taken from your reading, studies, experience, or 

observations. 

Prompt 4 

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

Studies of creativity often focus primarily on writers, artists, composers, and scientists. Political 



leaders are not usually considered to be very creative. Indeed, it is sometimes said that it is a 

good thing that leaders in general are not very creative, since an excess of creativity, especially 

in leaders who have to enforce rules, would only lead to trouble. Yet surely some degree of 

creativity is desirable in all walks of life. 

Adapted from Thomas G. West, In the Mind's Eye 

Assignment:  

Do all people need to be creative? Plan and write an essay in which you develop your point of 

view on this issue. Support your position with reasoning and examples taken from your reading, 

studies, experience, or observations. 

 


	Prompt 1
	Prompt 2
	Prompt 3
	Prompt 1
	Prompt 2
	Prompt 3
	Prompt 4
	Prompt 2
	Prompt 3
	Prompt 4

