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THE ESSAY— ALL LEVELS 
 
The essay is the last section on the ISEE, placed after the second five-minute break.  You will 
have 30 minutes to write a well-organized, neat, and concise essay.  You will be able to choose 
one question from a list of two topics.  The essay is not graded by ISEE readers; instead, it is 
sent to all of the schools to which you are applying. Therefore, it is a great opportunity for you 
to demonstrate your writing skills. Please keep in mind the following tips: 

1. Most schools expect the essay to be at least one page in length— without skipping lines. 
2. All students receive ONLY two lined pages for their chosen essay. 
3. Your essay should have an introduction, a body, and a conclusion.  In other words, write 

a basic three to five paragraph essay.  Depending on how quickly you can express 
yourself, here are three effective formats: 

a. 3 paragraph format:  introduction, 1 body paragraph, conclusion 
b. 4 paragraph format: introduction, 2 body paragraphs, conclusion 
c. 5 paragraph format: introduction, 3 body paragraphs, conclusion  

4. There is no right or wrong answer to any prompt, since the questions will ask for your 
opinion on a variety of subjects.  However, you must answer the question logically and 
in an organized manner. 

5. Choose the prompt that sparks the most ideas or opinions. 
6. Practice writing your essays neatly with a ballpoint pen in blue or black ink only.  Write 

in cursive or printing, whichever is more comfortable and legible.  
7. Every student must write the chosen essay topic in a boxed space provided at the top of 

the essay. 
 

The following pages will give you tips on how to organize your essay.  Sample essays and essay 
topics are also provided for all levels.  Remember: Whether or not you have extended time, the 
best way to improve your timed writing is to practice writing under timed conditions.  



 

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ISEE ESSAY: GENERAL RULES— ALL LEVELS

Timing
1. Brainstorm—2 to 3 minutes
2. Outline—3 to 5 minutes
3. Write – 17 to 20 minutes
4. Review and Rewrite—5 minutes

Basic Format
1. Organize your thoughts; remember chronological order, if necessary.
2. Write short, complete sentences.
3. Use examples.  Include details and use at least two reasons to support your idea or

argument.
4. Watch capitalization.
5. Check periods and apostrophes.
6. Check spelling.  If you can’t spell it correctly, use another word.
7. Watch run-on sentences.
8. Use your best handwriting, whether printing or cursive.
9. If possible, aim for 4-5 paragraphs with separate introductory and conclusion

paragraphs.

Handwriting

Start practicing your best writing habits today.  You should be practicing proper handwriting 
techniques every time you write.  Your essay is not graded, and handwriting will not be formally 
judged.  However, a neatly written paper is easier to read and will make a better impression on 
the reader.  The following guidelines are reminders on writing lowercase letters.

1. Make sure that all of your round letters are closed (A, O, D, B, Q).
2. Dot your i’s.
3. Keep your E’s round so they cannot be confused with I’s.
4. Make sure your K’s do not look like H’s.
5. Form your R’s properly so they are not confused with I’s.
6. Form your T’s without a loop and make sure to cross them.
7. Make open loops on B’s, F’s, H’s, l’s, G’s, Q’s, Y’s.
8. Form M’s, N’s, U’s, and W’s nicely rounded so that they are not confused with one another.
9. Keep the size of your writing and the spacing between words even.
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SAMPLE ESSAY # 1 
 
Question: Write about your proudest moment.  Why did it make you feel this way? 
 
 My proudest moment was when I had finished my music sleep away camp for the first 
time.  I chose this experience because it was the first time I had been away from home for more 
than a day, and I had lived through it without getting home sick. 
 This makes me proud because I was met by a challenge, and I had endured it.  This 
experience was very important to me because it showed me that it is not so bad to be away 
from home.  It is actually a nice change of scenery and people. 
 I will remember that day forever because I had successfully met this particular 
challenge.  I can remember how proud my family was.  I could also remember how fun it was to 
go to that camp. 
 On the last day, my orchestra would have a concert.  I can remember much work the 
conductor, my fellow instrument players, and I put into the final performance.  We practiced 
twice every day and had a dress rehearsal the day before the concert.  The concern was a great 
success for the other players and myself.  The concert hall was totally filled and I could see my 
family in the third row.  The expressions on their face after the concert, showed me that they 
were proud. 
 In conclusion, I think that everyone should, if they haven’t already, have an experience 
like this.  The importance of this is to train the child to be able to live on their own and budget 
their spending money.  Although I wasn’t the best player in the orchestra or the best at 
budgeting my money, I tried my best and that is what really counts.  I would like to end this 
essay by saying, it is very important to go away once in a while for a change because living in 
the same place with the same people forever, is very boring and could cause you to fight with 
them over the smallest things. 
 
This is an example of a relatively well written essay.  It begins with a general restatement of the 
original question, and then organizes the reasons why camp was the proudest moment.  There 
are only a few spelling errors, and a few run-on sentences, and the handwriting (not shown) is 
very neat.  The multiple paragraph organization shows good writing development skills.  Finally, 
there is a conclusion which sums up the essay, and generally closes out the ideas.                                               
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ISEE ESSAY: EDITING SUGGESTIONS— ALL LEVELS 

 
After you finish your rough draft, ask yourself the following questions: 
 

1. Is my paper clearly written? 
2. Do I have an introduction and conclusion? 
3. Did I stay on topic? 
4. If I chose one side on a topic, did I stick with my side of the argument? 
5. Are my ideas organized? 
6. Are my sentences complete? 
7. Is my paper well developed with enough details? 
8. Did I use specific examples to illustrate my ideas? 
9. Have I chosen my words well?  Do they express my ideas? 
10. Is my spelling correct? 
11. Have I capitalized properly? 
12. Are my grammar and punctuation correct? 
13. Have I clearly indented each of my paragraphs? 
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ISEE ESSAY: EXAMPLE TOPICS— ALL LEVELS 

 
In addition to the essay prompts on the next few pages, you will be assigned extra practice 
essay prompts, which are located in the Timed Practice Exercises section. 

 

Sample Lower Level Prompt: 

Recommended Time: 30 Minutes 
If you could ban anything in the world, what would it be and why?   

 

Sample Middle and Upper Level Prompt: 

Recommended Time: 30 Minutes 
Should American students be required to learn a second language? Why or why not? 

 

Sample Upper Level Prompt: 

Recommended Time: 30 Minutes 
Do magazines and other media marketed for teenagers sometimes send the wrong message 
about moral values and behavior? Why or why not?  
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ISEE ESSAY: TOPIC # 1— ALL LEVELS 

 
Recommended Time: 30 Minutes 
 
Discuss the biggest problem facing your city. Explain what it is and why it is a problem.  
 
 
 

NOTES 
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ISEE ESSAY: TOPIC # 2— ALL LEVELS 

 
Recommended Time: 30 Minutes 
 
If you could do anything on your ideal day, explain how you would spend your time and why.  
 
 
 

NOTES 
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ISEE ESSAY: TOPIC # 3— ALL LEVELS 

 
Recommended Time: 30 Minutes 
 
If you could change one thing about yourself, what would you change? Explain how you might 
change and why.  
 
 
 

NOTES 
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ISEE ESSAY: TOPIC # 4— ALL LEVELS 

Recommended Time: 30 Minutes 
 
Who is your hero? Explain what qualities you admire about this person and why.  
 
 
 

NOTES 
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ESSAY PROMPT # 1— LOWER LEVEL 

 
Recommended Time: 30 Minutes 
 

If you could look into the future, where will you be in ten years? Explain what you will have 
accomplished and how.  

 

NOTES 
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ESSAY PROMPT # 2— LOWER LEVEL 

 
Recommended Time: 30 Minutes 
 

There is an old saying, “Never judge a book by its cover.” What do you think this statement 
means and how does it relate to your world? 

 

NOTES 
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ESSAY PROMPT # 3— LOWER LEVEL 

 
Recommended Time: 30 Minutes 
 

Describe a time that you regretted a certain decision you made. Explain the consequences of 
your choice and the lesson you learned.   

 

NOTES 
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
              
 

 



 

14
 

ESSAY PROMPT # 4— LOWER LEVEL 

 
Recommended Time: 30 Minutes 
 

What is the biggest risk you have ever had to take?  In the end, was it a positive or negative 
experience?  Regardless, please explain what you learned from the situation. 

 

NOTES 
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ESSAY PROMPT # 5— LOWER LEVEL 

 
Recommended Time: 30 Minutes 
 

If you could tell the president to fix one problem in the world, what would it be and why?  

 

NOTES 
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ESSAY PROMPT # 6— MIDDLE & UPPER LEVELS 

  

Recommended Time: 30 Minutes 
  

Should prison inmates be encouraged to take online college courses? Explain why or why not. 

 

NOTES 
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ESSAY PROMPT # 7— MIDDLE & UPPER LEVELS 

  

Recommended Time: 30 Minutes 
 

If you were awarded an expense-paid trip to any one place in the world, where would you go? 
Why? 

 

NOTES 
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ESSAY PROMPT # 8— MIDDLE & UPPER LEVELS 

  

Recommended Time: 30 Minutes 
 

There is an old saying, “Never criticize a man until you have walked a mile in his shoes.” What 
do you think this statement means and how does it relate to your world?  

 
NOTES 

             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
              



 

19
 

ESSAY PROMPT # 9— MIDDLE & UPPER LEVELS 

  

Recommended Time: 30 Minutes 
 

Helen Keller once said, “Alone we can do so little, together we can do so much.” Do you agree 
or disagree with this statement and why?  

 

NOTES 
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ESSAY PROMPT # 10— MIDDLE & UPPER LEVELS 

  

Recommended Time: 30 Minutes 
 

There is an old saying, “It's the little details that are vital. Little things make big things happen.” 
What do you think this statement means and how does it relate to your world?  

 

NOTES 
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
              
 

 



 

21
 

ESSAY PROMPT # 11— MIDDLE & UPPER LEVELS 

  

Recommended Time: 30 Minutes 
 
Should students have unlimited access to all forms of technology, such as cell phones, iPads, 
and computers?   

 

NOTES 
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ESSAY PROMPT # 12— UPPER LEVEL 

 

Recommended Time: 30 Minutes 
 

Should the paparazzi receive full freedom of the press? Why or why not?  

 
NOTES 
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ESSAY PROMPT # 13— UPPER LEVEL 

 

Recommended Time: 30 Minutes 
 

Should high school students be required to have a work internship in order to graduate? Why 
or why not?  

 
NOTES 
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ESSAY PROMPT # 14— UPPER LEVEL 

 

Recommended Time: 30 Minutes 
 

Should parents be allowed to submit their teens to random drug testing, or should teenagers 
have a right to privacy over their bodies? Explain your position.  

 
NOTES 
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ESSAY PROMPT # 15— UPPER LEVEL 

 

Recommended Time: 30 Minutes 
 

There is an old saying, “A little knowledge is a dangerous thing.” Do you agree or disagree with 
this statement and why?  

 

NOTES 
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ESSAY PROMPT # 16— UPPER LEVEL 

 

Recommended Time: 30 Minutes 
 

Ronald Reagan once said, “One man's terrorist is another man's freedom fighter.” What do you 
think this statement means and what are some examples? 

 
NOTES 
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ESSAY PROMPT # 17— UPPER LEVEL 

 

Recommended Time: 30 Minutes 
 

There is an old saying, “Give a man a fish and you feed him for a day; teach a man to fish and 
you feed him for a lifetime.” What do you think this statement means and how does it relate to 
your world? 

NOTES 
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
              
 

 
 

  




