
MCAS Sample Student Work and Scoring Guides 

Grade 10 English Language Arts Practice Test 
Question 22: Essay 

Reporting Categories: Language and Writing 
Standard: L.PK-12.1 - Demonstrate command of the conventions of standard English 
grammar and usage when writing or speaking. 
Standard: L.PK-12.2 - Demonstrate command of the conventions of standard English 
capitalization, punctuation, and spelling when writing. 
Standard: L.PK-12.3 - Apply knowledge of language to understand how language 
functions in different contexts, to make effective choices for meaning or style, and to 
comprehend more fully when reading or listening. 
Standard: W.PK-12.1 - Write arguments to support claims in an analysis of substantive 
topics or texts, using valid reasoning and relevant and sufficient evidence. 
Standard: W.PK-12.4 - Produce clear and coherent writing in which the development, 
organization, and style are appropriate to task, purpose, and audience. 
Item Description: Write an essay arguing why specific skills are important based on an 
excerpt and an article on similar topics; use information from the excerpt and the article 
to develop the essay. 
 
 
View item in MCAS Digital Item Library 

 

Essay Prompt  
 
For this question, you will write an essay based on the passage(s). Your writing should: 

• Present and develop a central idea/thesis. 
• Provide evidence and/or details from the passage(s). 
• Use correct grammar, spelling, and punctuation. 

Based on The Lost Art of Listening and “Talk Less. Listen More. Here’s How.,” write an essay 
arguing why listening skills are important. Be sure to use information from both the excerpt 
and the article to develop your essay. 
 
 

Continue to the following page to see the scoring guides for this question. Sample student responses 
begin on page 3. The annotations that appear above each sample response describe elements of the 
response that contributed to its score for Idea Development and Standard English Conventions. 

 

  

https://www.doe.mass.edu/frameworks/search/map.aspx?ST_CIS_CODE=L.PK-12.1
https://www.doe.mass.edu/frameworks/search/map.aspx?ST_CIS_CODE=L.PK-12.2
https://www.doe.mass.edu/frameworks/search/map.aspx?ST_CIS_CODE=L.PK-12.3
https://www.doe.mass.edu/frameworks/search/map.aspx?ST_CIS_CODE=W.PK-12.1
https://www.doe.mass.edu/frameworks/search/map.aspx?ST_CIS_CODE=W.PK-12.4
https://mcas.digitalitemlibrary.com/home?subject=ELA&grades=Grade%2010&view=ALL&itemUIN=EL205357541
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Scoring Guide for Idea Development 
Select a score point in the table below to view the sample student response. 

Score* Description 

5A 

5B 

• Central idea/thesis is insightful and fully developed 
• Skillful selection and explanation of evidence and/or details  
• Skillful and/or subtle organization 
• Rich expression of ideas  
• Full awareness of the task and mode 

4 

• Central idea/thesis is clear and well-developed 
• Effective selection and explanation of evidence and/or details 
• Effective organization 
• Clear expression of ideas 
• Full awareness of the task and mode 

3 

• Central idea/thesis is general and moderately developed 
• Appropriate selection and explanation of evidence and/or details 
• Moderate organization 
• Adequate expression of ideas 
• Sufficient awareness of the task and mode 

2 

• Central idea/thesis may be present and is somewhat developed 
• Limited selection and explanation of evidence and/or details 
• Limited organization 
• Basic expression of ideas 
• Partial awareness of the task and mode 

1 

• Central idea/thesis is not developed 
• Insufficient evidence and/or details 
• Minimal organization 
• Poor expression of ideas 
• Minimal awareness of the task and mode 

0 The response shows evidence the student has read the text, but does not address the question or 
incorrectly responds to the question. 

Scoring Guide for Standard English Conventions 
Select a score point in the table below to view the sample student response. 

Score* Description 
3A 
3B 
3C 
3D 

• Consistent control of a variety of sentence structures relative to length of essay 
• Consistent control of grammar, usage, and mechanics relative to complexity and/or length of 

essay 

2 
• Mostly consistent control of sentence structures relative to length of essay 
• Mostly consistent control of grammar, usage, and mechanics relative to complexity and/or 

length of essay 

1 • Little control and/or no variety in sentence structure and/or 
• Little control of grammar, usage, and mechanics relative to complexity and/or insufficient length 

0 Sentences are formed incorrectly with no control of grammar, usage, and mechanics and/or insufficient 
length. 

*In both Scoring Guides, letters are used to distinguish between sample student responses that earned the same 
score (e.g., 5A and 5B).  
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Idea Development—Score Point 5A 
The central idea of this fully developed and insightful essay states how “strong listening skills 
can provide conflict resolution, valuable information, and a better sense of selfhood.” The 
introduction of the essay argues that “listening skills are decreasing by the year, and simply 
hearing what another person has to say is not enough to sustain fulfilling relationships.” In the 
first body paragraph, the essay discusses the negative impact of poor listening skills. The essay 
further argues that poor communication has been detrimental to society, as not listening to 
others’ opinions can make conflicts worse. In the second body paragraph, the essay skillfully 
transitions to an explanation of the positive effects of listening skills on improving relationships 
with others: “When someone takes the time to focus, removing attention from themselves and 
onto someone else, the person they are talking to can recognize this generosity and feel 
uplifted.” In the third body paragraph, the essay skillfully explains how listening skills can lead to 
personal improvement through the development of empathy and can foster “a culture of good 
communication.” The conclusion reiterates how strong listening skills can have benefits for 
everyone in society. The essay maintains a strong argumentative tone throughout the 
paragraphs. Overall, the essay is fully developed and demonstrates full awareness of the task 
and mode.  

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3A 
Grammar, usage, and mechanics are consistently controlled across a variety of complex 
sentence structures: “A main reason for the failure to listen in society is due to the plethora of 
thoughts and worries people project inwards, even while chatting with someone else.” The 
essay is relatively free of errors, and its length and complexity provide the opportunity to 
demonstrate control of standard English conventions. 
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Idea Development—Score Point 5B 
This insightful essay supports its central idea through fully developed paragraphs that argue for 
the importance of listening skills: “Listening to others is an incredibly important skill, and can 
help you sustain and build better relationships, and can also help you create a better sense of 
self.” In the first body paragraph, the essay includes a skillful selection of evidence from the 
excerpt and the article and richly expresses how listening skills can build and improve 
relationships: “by becoming a better listener, you can fully appreciate and understand what 
people are telling you, and it will allow you to become more comfortable with each other, and 
have a stronger rel[a]tionship where both people feel as though they can open up and share 
their feelings.” The essay expands upon the central idea in the second body paragraph, noting 
that listening skills “can strengthen your sense of self.” The conclusion includes a rich 
expression of ideas emphasizing that “everyone should learn how to become a better listener.” 
The essay maintains a strong argumentative tone throughout the paragraphs and demonstrates 
full awareness of the task and mode. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3B 
Consistent control is evident across a wide variety of complex sentence structures: “Getting to 
know yourself can be a long and difficult process, but if others around you allow you to talk while 
they listen actively, it can speed up the lengthy process.” Grammar and usage demonstrate 
consistent control. The essay is relatively free of errors and length and complexity provide 
opportunity to demonstrate control of standard English conventions. 
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Idea Development—Score Point 4 
This well-developed essay argues for the “importance of listening in our everyday lives.” The 
last sentence of the introduction includes the central idea emphasizing that listening to others 
can help someone “become a better person.” In the first body paragraph, the essay argues that 
listening can help strengthen “relationships, ease conflict, and lead to better, more meaningful 
conversations.” In the second body paragraph, the essay claims that “the benefits of listening 
are not only confined to help your relationships with other people” but can also “help you better 
yourself.” The paragraph goes on to argue that becoming a better listener can “strengthen your 
‘sense of self’” and provide benefits at work or school. Evidence is effectively organized 
throughout the body paragraphs. The essay integrates relevant evidence from the excerpt and 
the article. The conclusion notes the “positive [e]ffects” that listening can have on our 
relationships with others and with ourselves. Overall, the essay demonstrates full awareness of 
the task and mode. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3C 
The essay demonstrates consistent control of grammar, usage, and mechanics, relative to its 
length and complexity. While some errors are present (e.g., comma splicing, “focous”), they are 
relatively minor and do not interfere with communication. The essay shows consistent control of 
standard English conventions. 
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Idea Development—Score Point 3 
This essay is moderately developed and organized. The three aspects of the essay’s central 
idea are outlined in the introduction (listening skills help people engage in better conversations, 
create better connections with friends and family, and be more social and sincere). Body 
paragraphs are adequately developed. The essay is moderately organized with little transition 
between paragraphs, but expression of ideas is adequate overall. Appropriate details are 
selected from the excerpt and the article to support the essay’s argument. The conclusion 
emphasizes the importance of “good listening skills” as “something we should all strive for.” The 
essay demonstrates sufficient awareness of the task and mode. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3D 
The length and complexity of the essay are sufficient to demonstrate consistent control of 
standard English conventions. While some errors are present (e.g., comma splicing in the third 
paragraph), they are relatively minor and do not interfere with communication. Overall, the 
student demonstrates control of grammar, usage, and mechanics. 
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Idea Development—Score Point 2 
This essay is somewhat developed and includes a central idea that argues for “how listening 
skills can be an important and fundamental part” of a person’s life. Limited text evidence is used 
to support the essay’s argument. Expression of ideas is basic: “Listening to these conversations 
could help you get in deeper into it.” Organization is limited, with a brief, somewhat ineffective 
introduction and conclusion: “All people need to do is just listen and problems like a phone 
wouldn’t exist.” Body paragraphs are connected through basic transitions. Overall, the essay 
demonstrates partial awareness of the task and mode. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 2 
The essay shows mostly consistent control of grammar, usage, and mechanics relative to the 
length and complexity of the essay. Errors in spelling (“distracitons”), punctuation, and 
capitalization are present, as well as awkward usage and phrasing. 

 

 
Back to Scoring Guides  
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Idea Development—Score Point 1 
The central idea arguing why listening skills are important is not developed in this response. The 
response explains how listening can build bonds between people but uses minimal evidence to 
support the central idea. Explanations are brief. Little organization is present. The response 
demonstrates minimal awareness of the task and mode. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 1 
This brief response has numerous errors in grammar, usage, and mechanics, including errors 
with spelling (“brong”) and punctuation (end punctuation, quotations). Little control of standard 
English conventions is demonstrated. 

 

 
Back to Scoring Guides  
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Idea Development—Score Point 0 
This response shows evidence the student has read the excerpt and/or article by addressing the 
topic of listening but does not address the question. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 0 
The response consists of one brief sentence in which no control of grammar, usage, or 
mechanics is demonstrated. 

 

 
Back to Scoring Guides 
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