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Medical College Admission Test (MCAT®) 
Writing Sample Guidelines 

 

 

Essay at a Glance 
The MCAT writing sample consists of two timed 30-minute exams that test your ability to think 

critically, analytically and logically; develop a central idea (thesis); synthesize and integrate 

ideas; organize ideas clearly and cohesively; and write effectively, using standard written 

English. 

 

How important is the essay portion of the MCAT? 

Very high scores on the MCAT essay contribute to your overall score. Although the other 

sections of the MCAT may carry more weight, a high score on the writing sample can help you 

and a low score can be detrimental. 

 

How are the MCAT essays scored? 

Each essay is read by one human grader and one computer grader, and scored by each on a scale 

from 1 (lowest) to 6 (highest). The four raw scores (2 essays x 2 readings) are then added 

together to give a single composite score, which is converted to a letter score on the scale J 

(combined score 4) to T (combined score 24).  

 

A detailed discussion of the how the MCAT writing sample is scored is available in a publication 

of the Association of American Medical Colleges: 

https://camcom.ngu.edu/Science/ScienceClub/Shared%20Documents/Scoring%20the%20MCAT

%20Writing%20Sample.pdf 

 

Description of Essay Prompts 
Each essay exercise begins with a short statement about society, or human thought or behavior. 

You don‟t need any specialized knowledge to write about the general topics. You will provide a 

synthesized discussion of the topic rather than take a stand or argue for or against a position. The 

essay requires three tasks: 1. Explain and/or interpret the meaning of the statement (thesis); 2. 

Describe a situation that demonstrates a point of view opposite to the position taken in the 

statement (antithesis); and 3. Discuss what determines how we might decide which position 

applies (synthesis). 

 

Organization 
Tackle the three tasks in order, devoting at least one detailed, fully developed paragraph to each 

task. There is no set length—depth, clarity and quality matter more than the length of the essay. 

Readers spend only about two minutes reading your essay, so the more straightforward the 

structure, the more likely readers are to be able to perceive your main points and follow the 

development of your discussion. The computer grading program recognizes basic structural 

markers, so be sure to indicate transitions between sections. 

 

 

https://camcom.ngu.edu/Science/ScienceClub/Shared%20Documents/Scoring%20the%20MCAT%20Writing%20Sample.pdf
https://camcom.ngu.edu/Science/ScienceClub/Shared%20Documents/Scoring%20the%20MCAT%20Writing%20Sample.pdf
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Opening/Section 1  

Explain the meaning of the statement. Start with a sentence that presents an 

explanation or interpretation.  

Body/Section 2   

Give a specific, detailed example that describes a situation that demonstrates the 

opposite position from that presented in the statement 

Conclusion/Section 3  

Discuss ways to reconcile the positions or make decisions about which position 

applies. Provide examples for illustration and clarification. 

 

Style Guide/Writing Suggestions 
 Do not write a personal reflection. 

 Do not take a stand—your job is to interpret, not to decide if a position is “right” or 

“wrong.”  

 Be sure to complete all three tasks. An essay that leaves out one or more tasks will not 

earn a high score. 

 Use transitional words and phrases to show connections between ideas and to strengthen 

coherence. Try words and phrases such as: „the statement means,‟ a good example of…‟ 

„one way to reconcile the two positions is to…,‟ „on the other hand…‟ „to sum up…‟ and 

so on. 

 Be specific, especially in task section two.  You may use a hypothetical example, but real 

examples allow you to be more descriptive, so try to think of a real-world example to 

illustrate the opposing position. Using specific examples in the other sections will also 

strengthen your essay. 

 Plan and pre-write—make notes and sketch out an outline before you write. Test takers 

who plan tend to score higher than those who do not.  

 Use words and sentence patterns you are comfortable with. It is better to write simply 

than to “overreach” or to make an error in vocabulary or usage. 

 Finish the essay and then go back to edit and proofread—editing or proofing as you go 

wastes time. 

 Be sure to save time to proofread. A few grammar, mechanics or spelling errors won‟t 

affect your score much, but many errors will. 

 

The Association of American Medical Colleges (AAMC) suggests applicants ask the following 

questions to check their work: 

 Does the essay have a clear direction that is established early and that leads logically to a 

clearly defined conclusion?  

 Does the essay have three separate parts corresponding to the three tasks or does it hold 

together as a whole?  

 Are the parts linked?  

 Does the paper have a consistent point of view?  

 Are generalizations supported?  

 Have the standard rules of grammar, syntax, and punctuation been observed?  

 Are the sentences and paragraphs typical of a high school writer, or do they reflect the 

vocabulary and complexity of thinking expected of a collegiate writer?  
[These questions are from the AAMC at http://www.aamc.org/students/mcat/preparing/wsprep.htm ] 

http://www.aamc.org/students/mcat/preparing/wsprep.htm
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Sample Essays 
Following are two examples of successful essays (scores of 6) plus prompts, direction and 

explanations of the scores from the AAMC.  

 
[The samples and explanation of scores below are from http://www.futuredoctor.net/sample.shtml.  Topics and 

sample responses may be changed and/or updated periodically.] 

Essay Response I  

Prompt: An understanding of the past is necessary for solving the problems of the present. 

Directions: Write a unified essay in which you perform the following tasks. Explain what you 

think the above statement means. Describe a specific situation in which solving a current 

problem might not require an understanding of the past. Discuss what you think determines 

whether or not the past should be considered in solving the problems of the present. 

Response: History is an integral part of the learning process. By studying events of the past, we 

can analyze the repercussions of certain behavior and action patterns. It is a fundamental way to 

lay the groundwork and predict the outcomes of future events. History is governed by human 

behavior. Although times have changed, and technology and knowledge has advanced, people 

are still driven by the same needs, desires, and insecurities of ages past. 

One area in which the study of history is essential is in the conflict between disputing 

nations. During the Gulf War in 1991, America was at first unsure of its potential role. This 

country did not want to repeat the tragic losses of the Vietnam War, but at the same time could 

not let injustices occur before its very eyes. By studying previous military strategy, impetus, and 

conditions, the United States was able to enter the war without suffering a humiliating defeat. 

Civil rights issues have also used historical experience to determine proper conduct. The civil 

rights movements go back to the 1960's, when black leaders were just beginning to assert and 

articulate their arguments, as well as achieve their goals. The recent racial riots in Los Angeles, 

while violent, showed how people can learn from the past. There were definite and inspiring 

examples of concern crossing racial borders while before, the conflict was African-Americans 

against whites, we saw examples of multi-racial groups banding together to protect stores, 

homes, and families. Many of those people did not want to repeat the horrifying events of the 

past. 

On the other hand, some problems exist today that are totally independent of any 

historical event. The current issue of AIDS prevention, treatment, and the search for its cure has 

generated a whole new set of rules and etiquette. Our world has never before had to deal with the 

devastating effects of the AIDS virus, nor with the quickly increasing numbers of infected 

people. Looking at the past could give us no knowledge on the workings of this disease, nor on 

its cure. It seems to have bypassed every known strategy used before in defeating a virus. In fact, 

looking to the past could even cause problems. It was the past, and even ongoing, sexual 

practices that allowed AIDS to spread so quickly. Instead of looking to the past for new 

information, we must reform our histories to stop this disease. 

When, then, is the past crucial to our understanding of current events? It is important 

only, and especially, when it relates to the present situation. History can lay the groundwork 

course of action. But, of course, this is only true when the courses of action are similar. There 

must be some common threads tying the past and present together. With racial tension in mind, 

http://www.futuredoctor.net/sample.shtml
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the commonalities stem from common catalysts for anger and feelings in injustice and equality. 

Moreover, these events are mediated by human behavior. Also, conflicts between nations arise 

because people disagree. In fact, people, and the involvement of people, may also be the 

common thread tying the past and the present together. But, with something like the AIDS virus, 

this crisis is not governed by any set of rules or behavior. No previously established fundamental 

law of virus behavior exists to dictate its action, for it proceeds with a total disregard and lack of 

emotion. It just keeps changing and slipping through our fingers, with no historical example to 

give us a guideline as to its future actions. History is crucial to understand. It can provide clues to 

our future, and help us solve certain problems. But, this can only be true if these problems, or 

similar ones, existed before and were governed by similar mechanisms. 

 

Score Explanation for Essay Response I (Score 6) 

The following features earned this essay a score of 6: 

 Demonstrates clarity 

 In-depth analysis 

 Recognizes the complexity of the issue  

 Thoroughly developed with relevant and specific historical examples 

 Superior command of language 

 Few errors in sentence structure, grammar, or mechanics 

 The opening sentence announces the writer's central idea but, at the same time, raises 

some questions about the issue that the writer can consider 

 Relevant, well-developed, specific examples that parallel each other 

 The clearly stated proposition at the beginning prepares the reader for a series of related 

examples that serve as illustrations of the writer's themes and ideas 

 The conclusion is consistent with the ideas expressed in the opening paragraph of the 

paper  

 The final paragraph returns to the paper's main ideas and previous examples, which 

unifies the essay structurally and thematically 

Essay Response II  

Prompt: No matter how oppressive a government, violent revolution is never justified.  

Directions: Write a unified essay in which you perform the following tasks. Explain what you 

think the above statement means. Describe a specific situation in which violent revolution might 

be justified. Discuss what you think determines whether or not violent revolution is justified. 

Response: The familiar idiom, "He who lives by the sword shall die by the sword", is echoed in 

any statement that condemns violence. It is a very simple principle based on a very logical 

argument. Violence invites more of the same. If a government is overthrown by violent means, 

then a precedent has been set and there is nothing stopping others from doing the same again. 

Therefore, revolutionary governments topple almost as quickly as they rise or else they become 

as oppressive as that which they fought to replace. These cycles make no sense to a large number 

of people and thus, there are many who prescribe to a similar line of thought. Often, these people 

dream of changing the world around them only by example and quiet protest. 
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However, time and again, this seemingly laudable course of action is forgone in favor of 

the quick, simpler, more violent situations to problems. It cannot be argued that Lenin was not a 

thinking man, and yet it was he who invited the masses to take part in what he correctly forsaw 

as a "bloody revolution". His reasons were complex, and not without regret. Basically, Lenin saw 

no hope of change, not only in the near future of the Russian proletariat, but ever. The ruling 

minority was too firmly entrenched and counting on the fear instilled in the people to help 

maintain rule. Worse than this, at the time Lenin could find no other way to appeal to the 

government via quiet protest, as this would fall upon deaf ears. Furthermore, Lenin needed a 

device to spur the masses to action. Faced with the long-term suffering and perhaps extinction of 

so many, he essentially forced a confrontation through violence. Although there are differing 

opinions as to the success of the Russian Revolution, there is no doubt in the minds of many 

oppressed peoples that quiet revolution can only go so far. Essentially, then, violence justifies 

itself in the minds of the masses when they become overburdened with layer upon layer of 

mistreatment. 

Many have theorized that the confrontation between royalty and subjects brought about 

by Lenin would have happened eventually in any case. It is also argued that it could have 

happened in a more peaceful manner; faced with the possibility of massive genocide, could any 

ruling faction resist to the people's demands? The ideal, of course, is when rulers are quick to 

realize that oppression denies fundamental humanity to many. In practice, this is often not the 

case. If the rulers are human themselves, they are subject to greed and corruption. Thus, violent 

revolutions do occur. Whether or not they are justified (in terms of democratic thinking) depends 

on whether some form of oppression is lifted from the masses as a net result. Whether or not 

violent revolutions will be successful or not depends more on the quality of the new government 

installed. However, in terms of absolute right and wrong, one is forced to return to the initial 

premise and state that it only sets the stage for a renewal of violence. 

 

Score Explanation for Essay Response II (Score 6) 

The following features earned this essay a score of 6: 

 Concise thesis 

 The writer explains the logic of the topic statement and begins to explore it in the first 

paragraph 

 Clear and well-focused, with a thorough analysis of the central idea: "Violence invites 

more of the same."  

 Logical movement from one paragraph to the next  

 Effective organization  

 Fluent prose  

 Concrete details (e.g. the Russian Revolution) support the abstract discussion of the 

nature of violence in political struggles  

 Only a few minor problems with language use or mechanics; the writer uses effective, 

appropriate words and phrases to convey ideas  

 Effective transitions 

 The last paragraph completes the reasoning process that began with the opening 

sentences 

 The final sentence returns to the initial premise and reinforces the central idea 
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Practice Prompts 
Below are some topics for you to write about for practice. At first, try writing without time 

limits—just practice covering all three components with thorough discussion and detail. Follow 

the organization patterns and suggestions above. After you have written an untimed response or 

two, try writing within the 30-minute time limit imposed by the test.  

 

For feedback and suggestions for improvement, schedule a meeting with a Writing Center 

Instructor. You can also evaluate your own essays by comparing them with the successful essays 

above and by answering the questions from the Association of American Medical Colleges 

(AAMC) about your work listed in the Style Guide/Writing Suggestions section of this guide. 

 

Prompts 
[The following prompts were selected from the AAMC sample items at 

http://www.aamc.org/students/mcat/preparing/writingsampleitems.htm .  ] 

 

 1. Heroes are ordinary people made heroic by circumstance. 

 

Write a unified essay in which you perform the following tasks. Explain what you think 

the above statement means. Describe a specific situation in which someone might be 

heroic because of something other than circumstance. Discuss what you think determines 

when heroism is dependent on circumstance and when it is not. 

  

2. In the recording of history, it is impossible to be objective. 

 

Write a unified essay in which you perform the following tasks. Explain what you think 

the above statement means. Describe a specific situation in which it might be possible to 

be objective in the recording of history. Discuss what you think determines when 

objectivity in the recording of history is possible and when it is not. 

 

3. Nations often resist new approaches to solving social problems.  

 

Write a unified essay in which you perform the following tasks. Explain what you think 

the above statement means. Describe a specific situation in which a nation did or might 

attempt to solve a social problem with a new approach. Discuss what you think 

determines when a new approach would be the best way for a nation to solve a social 

problem. 

  

http://www.aamc.org/students/mcat/preparing/writingsampleitems.htm
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