
 
 

 

The ACT Essay is optional.  It is the 5th section of the exam, and the essay score does NOT factor into 

your ACT composite score.  Because there are a few colleges that will not accept the ACT without the 

writing section, we recommend that students sign up to take the ACT with the essay.  The ACT essay 

requires students to write a traditional, argumentative, persuasive essay, just as you have learned in 

school: an intro, three body paragraphs, and a conclusion. The ACT essay is an easy essay to write if you 

stick to the formula explained in this handout.  

The ACT essay prompt describes an issue and provides three different perspectives on the issue. You are 

asked to “evaluate and analyze” the perspectives, to “state and develop” your own perspective, and to 

“explain the relationship” between your perspective and those given. Your score will not be affected by 

the perspective you take on the issue.  Below are key strategies to writing a winning ACT essay.  Email 

your coach for ACT essay prompts, and your coach will happily read, advise, and grade your essay. 

6 Steps to Create a Winning ACT Essay 

1.      Write a Main Idea for Each Perspective: 

 

Perspective 1 – too expensive; not enough money (against) 

Perspective 2 – student achievement low; falling behind other countries (for) 

Perspective 3 – distance learning to maintain family time (for) 

 

2.      Create a Pro/Con Chart (See attached) 

 

First step is to place the perspectives on the Pro/Con chart.  Next, think of as many arguments as 

possible for each side. Be creative! The more ideas you write down, the more content you can 

include in your essay.  

 

3.      Choose a Side   

Look at Pro/Con chart and pick the “Beefy” side.  Organize your chart into TWO/THREE 

GENERAL POINTS and ONE COUNTERARGUMENT.  Some ideas on the chart will be details that 

you will use to support your general points.   

 

 



 
 

4.     Outline  

  Your outline will include 5 paragraphs.  Introduction, three body paragraphs, and a conclusion. 

Two outline options: #1. Two body paragraphs will support your position on the topic, and the 

third body paragraph will present the opposition (counterargument).  You will “knock down” 

this counterargument with your third generalization (point supporting your position).  #2. First 

body paragraph is the counterargument and the 2nd and 3rd body paragraphs prove your 

position. (Must have a strong transition between the counterargument paragraph and the 2nd 

body paragraph. “However…) *Make sure that the perspectives presented in the prompt are 

included within the body paragraphs.  These perspectives can be details supporting your main 

point or they can be the main point! 

 

5.     Bookend   

Begin essay with an anecdote and/or overview of question.  Sometimes students write a two 

paragraph introduction.  The first paragraph is an anecdote or something personal and the 

second paragraph provides an overview of question and leads to thesis.  The conclusion brings 

back the anecdote (personal) and summarizes your position.  Thesis is a ROADMAP:   Your 

position BECAUSE ____, _____, ________. 

       6.  Be Persuasive 

Include FACTS not opinions!  Eliminate ALWAYS and NEVER!  Don’t use juvenile words: kids, 

stuff, lots….  Bring yourself into the essay.  Provide details.  Write neatly. 

Use an Outline  

Option #1  

Introduction:  (Try to hook reader with a catchy opening.  Do not delve into your numerous reasons for 

choosing your position in the introduction.  Provide a brief summary that leads to your thesis. Perhaps 

begin with an Anecdote) 

 Thesis: 

 

1st Body Paragraph 

Begin with Counterclaim:  Entire paragraph will explain the counter argument you will be developing. 

Start with – “Many believe…”  Develop the counter perspective 

 

 



 
 

2nd Body Paragraph 

1st Main Argument:  Begin with a strong TRANSITION “However, reports have shown that…” 

Bring in one of the perspectives that supports the argument 

 

3rd Body Paragraph 

2nd Main Argument:  Continue your case for your argument.  The 2nd main argument should not simply 

repeat the points developed in the 1st main argument.  Instead, this paragraph should develop a 

separate, main generalization with specific details, examples, and analysis.   

Bring in another perspective that supports the argument 

 

Conclusion 

Note:  All three-body paragraphs should contain a perspective or perspectives.  Creating an outline first 

is important so that you are not repetitive and that you organize a clear, detailed, thoughtful, and 

persuasive argument. 

 

Option #2 

Introduction:  (Try to hook reader with a catchy opening.  Do not delve into your numerous reasons for 

choosing your position in the introduction.  Provide a brief summary that leads to your thesis. Perhaps 

begin with an Anecdote) 

 Thesis: 

 

1st Argument 

Topic Sentence:  Main Idea/Direction (because, by, through) 

Include a perspective 

How this perspective and other specifics develop topic sentence 

 



 
 

2nd Argument 

Topic Sentence:  Main Idea/Direction (because, by, through) 

Include a perspective 

How this perspective and other specifics develop topic sentence 

 

3rd Argument 

Topic Sentence:  Main Idea/Direction (This is the counterclaim argument) 

Perspective (counterclaim) 

Knock down (Relate paragraph back to the main claim) (Begin with However, Yet…) 

 

Conclusion:  (Restate thesis and broaden to a larger scope.  Reiterate why this is an important issue. 

End with Anecdote) 

 

Do’s and Don’ts of the ACT Essay 

Do’s of the Essay 

1.  Do Bring Yourself into the Essay.  The more concrete details the better.  Think of yourself as a detail.  

If it is a community issue – bring in your community service.  If it is a health issue – bring in your love of 

for soft drinks.  If it is about technology bring in your iphone.  You get the point…. 

2  Do Anticipate the “Why.” Every statement you make should include an answer to the anticipated 

“why.”  You need to convince the reader that your statements are legitimate.  Including supporting 

examples and details are KEY.  Once again, don’t be afraid to include details and evidence from your 

own experience! 

3.  Do Include the Three Perspectives.  This is a must!  The three perspectives presented in the prompt 

MUST be clearly developed within the body paragraphs.  Once again – this is a MUST! 

4.  Do Write Neatly!  Skip a line between paragraphs.  Write slowly – maybe print.  Practice before test 

day holding a pen and writing for 20 minutes non-stop 

 



 
 

Do NOTS of the Essay 

1.  Do NOT Forget Your Audience.   

I am the audience!  I am a middle-aged, college-educated teacher.  You want to impress ME with 

sophisticated writing – sentence variety, strong vocabulary, and sophisticated arguments.  Do not write 

immaturely!  Words such as “kids,” “stuff,” and “lots” are juvenile.  Write like an adult! 

 

2. Do NOT Ignore the Human Element 

As much as you’d like to think otherwise, essay graders are people too.  And, even though they are 

getting paid to read your essay, they can still get bored. So, make sure to include “hooks” and “lures” to 

grab the attention of the reader.  Thought-provoking questions, personal anecdotes, and clear writing 

with details and specifics will appeal to the reader.   

3. Do NOT Confuse Facts with Opinions 

Although the essay is opinion based, it should read as factually as possible.  Opinions without reasons 

are not convincing.  Cold, hard facts and valid examples are indisputable and strengthen your essay.   

4.  Do NOT Be Extreme 

Although you want to make the statements in your essay applicable to more than just you, you can’t 

make them apply to everyone.  Using extremes (all, always, never, nobody, etc.) create fallacies.  

Fallacies, or false statements, are over simplifications that require only one exception to be rendered 

incorrect and invalid.  Rather, qualify ALWAYS and NEVER with less general modifiers like MOST, Almost 

Always, Usually, Generally, Almost never. 

 

 

 


