
Make That Essay a Unicorn! 
One of the biggest questions asked around here is how to turn that 6,7,or 8 essay into a 9…. 

What I like to call A Unicorn. 

Why a unicorn? 

Because they are magical, and perfect and shouldn’t exist in a timed setting and maybe they don’t actually exist because 

have you ever seen one?? I mean, I have but they are SUPER RARE. 

First of all, let’s look at the grading scale. 

Why no 10? 

Tens are considered ultimately perfect, the kind of perfect that you get from multiple revisions of an essay. So, 

absolutely cannot be done in one timed writing session. Note that 9s even say that the writing doesn’t have to be 

perfect. You can have minor grammatical and spelling kinds of errors. So what IS a 9? 

A Perfect…9 

Nines are sophisticated. Their word choice is phenomenal [this is why vocab study is so important!]. The organization of 

the essay seems almost godlike in its formation. Like how Athena sprang fully formed and armored from Zeus’ forehead. 

I have to be sitting there reading that going “How in the heck did that come out so smoothly? ARE THEY CHEATING??” 

which of course you are not. The voice of a 9 is so strong. If I was a reader this summer and got your essay, I might really 

get a sense of who you were just by reading your writing. You make bold choices and take risks. The risk doesn’t have to 

work to get you in the high scores but the risk a 9 takes also happened to pay off beautifully. 

When you write a 9 essay, I am immediately grabbed by it, shaken around by your words, and then left floored that I just 

experienced it. A little bit like a tornado. But MAGICAL! 

Maybe She’s Born With It… 

“Are you saying that some people just have this & if we don’t, just give up?” Heck no! Let me answer this in two ways. 

1. Yes some people have a more innate writing ability than others. Much like some people are born with an artistic gift, 

or an athletic gift, or an academic gift. It may be easier for some people to achieve unicorn status. 

2. Some people in the above mentioned categories don’t actually have a gift, they just work really hard. To that end, I 

have a few suggestions: 

 - Use your vocabulary.com account. Do the “Play” option or find lists to practice. Look for a variety of words. 

 - Pay attention to the way writers that we read in our class phrase things, how they organize. Yes those are  

    process writings, but we are aiming to emulate. Seek out writings such as those listed in the class resources. 

- No seriously, read, read read. And ask me for student examples. I can show you some 9s. Look at both the 

student examples and professional ones and look at the bold choices made. How do they play with 

punctuation, word choice, organization? Try to mimic that. 

At the end of the day, don’t strive for a number. Strive to be the best writer that you can be. Express yourself in a way 

that only you can. You are not a number, or an exam score. Remember that upper half essays are ALL GOOD. If you 

aren’t scoring what you like, wherever that is on the scale, use these tips to improve.  

                                                                                                             


