
MCAS Sample Student Work and Scoring Guides 
 
Grade 10 English Language Arts Practice Test 
Question 9: 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-12.2 - Write informative/explanatory texts to examine and convey 
complex ideas and information clearly and accurately through the effective selection, 
organization, and analysis of content. 
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 that compares and contrasts the attitudes of a 
character in an excerpt with those of a speaker in a poem. 

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 Namesake and “Names,” write an essay that compares and contrasts Gogol’s 
and the speaker’s attitudes toward their names. Be sure to use details from both the 
excerpt and the poem 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-12.2
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=EL910055845
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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 
This four-paragraph essay is fully developed and insightful. The introduction explains Gogol’s 
and the speaker’s attitudes toward their names: “For both of them, they feel that their names are 
disconnected from their identities, and more specifically their heritages.” Organization is skillful, 
as the essay explores the cultural and personal significance of names in the two body 
paragraphs, connecting carefully selected details with textual analysis to illustrate the similarities 
and differences between the two characters. The essay explains that Gogol “feels no 
connection to the author that was his namesake” and his name is no more than “what people 
call him, not a descriptor of himself.” Similarly, the essay notes that the speaker “does not even 
really feel as if she is that person.” Though the motives of the two characters are similar, the 
essay describes how they seek resolution in different ways. Gogol takes legal action to adopt a 
Bengali name and identity; in contrast, Teresa subtly accepts the importance of her birth name 
and sees that reclaiming it is an acceptance of the identity that was always there: “Changing her 
name was not a solution to her problem, but the cause of it, and she wants to go back to being 
the name her parents gave her, the one that is true to her Vietnamese roots.” Such skillful 
explanation of evidence supports a rich expression of ideas throughout the essay, and it 
demonstrates full awareness of the task and mode of writing.  

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3A 
The essay demonstrates consistent control of a variety of sentence forms: “For Teresa, it is the 
opposite. She likes the name her parents chose for her, her Vietnamese name, and she only 
feels disconnected from it because she has not used it in a long time.” Grammar, usage, and 
mechanics are controlled throughout. The level of control in sentence formation and standard 
English conventions supports fluency of ideas and rich expression. 
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Idea Development—Score Point 5B 
This fully developed essay opens with an introduction that outlines the characters’ attitudes 
toward their names, claiming that Gogol and the speaker in the poem both want to change their 
names, but Gogol “is inclined to change his name due to issues with confidence, while the 
speaker is inclined to change her name for herself, not for others.” Organization is effective, 
though somewhat formulaic, and the essay provides a coherent analysis of the characters’ 
different attitudes through effective use of evidence from both the excerpt and the poem. The 
essay explains that Gogol is concerned with how his name will determine how he is viewed by 
others: Gogol “did not envision his future successful self with his birth-given name” and after 
changing his name to Nikhil, he “was able to change his confidence and finally feel free.” In 
contrast, the essay describes the speaker in “Names” as being “in a constant identity crisis due 
to the constant changes of names depending on what stage of life she goes through.” It further 
explains that the speaker “describes wishing to be a resonating string because she wants to feel 
connected to something and also have something connect to her. The arrow’s release straight 
for the heart represents the speaker finally feeling something true and close to her.” Skillfully 
selected evidence and details from the excerpt and poem support a high level of expression, 
and the essay demonstrates full awareness of the task and mode. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3B 
Sentences are varied in form, and consistent control of standard English conventions is evident. 
For example, “While they both feel distant from their birth-given identities, their reasons differ.” 
Despite minor errors in usage (“unsatisfaction”), the essay demonstrates consistent control of 
grammar, usage, and mechanics relative to its overall length and complexity. 
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Idea Development—Score Point 4 
This essay is well developed and presents a clear explanation of the similarities and differences 
between Gogol and the speaker’s attitudes toward their names. The introduction states that the 
characters “have conflicted feelings about their names and wish to change them”; subsequent 
paragraphs develop this point. The first body paragraph merely summarizes the characters’ 
decisions to change their names. The second body paragraph states that the characters differ in 
“their view of their original names after changing them.” The final body paragraph goes on to 
identify an underlying connection between the two characters, however, explaining that “In both 
instances, Gogol and the speaker’s final name choices are the most closely-related to their 
cultures.” Details from the excerpt and poem are carefully selected and effectively organized, 
supporting a clear expression of each character’s attitude regarding the importance of names. 
The essay demonstrates full awareness of the writing task. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3C 
The essay shows consistent control of standard English conventions, including a variety of 
sentence forms: “The primary difference between Gogol and the speaker’s attitudes towards 
their names is their view of their original names after changing them. Although Gogol is still 
called by his original name by people he knows even after officially changing it, he still sticks 
with his original plan and keeps his altered name.” Grammar, usage, and mechanics are 
consistently controlled throughout the essay. 
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Idea Development—Score Point 3 
This moderately developed essay begins with a general statement about how the characters’ 
attitudes toward their names are “similar yet different.” Organization is formulaic as these points 
are developed in separate body paragraphs. The essay notes that “Gogol and the speaker both 
never really felt connected to their name[s]” but also explains that “Gogol is happy about 
changing his name and leaving the original behind, while the speaker wants her original name 
back.” Each of these ideas is moderately developed through appropriately selected quotations 
and paraphrased details from both the excerpt and the poem. Overall, the essay shows 
sufficient awareness of the task and mode of writing. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3D 
Though the essay lacks complexity, its length is sufficient to demonstrate consistent control of 
standard English conventions. Sentences are correct and clear in meaning, though sometimes 
slightly awkward: “Different from Gogol, the speaker wants her original name as she realizes 
that it isn’t so bad. She doesnt want her new name, and can learn to love her original name of 
Tue.” Grammar, usage, and mechanics are consistently controlled, and slight errors, such as “a 
man who lived a lifelong of unhappiness,” do not interfere with communication. 
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Idea Development—Score Point 2 
This brief essay presents a central idea in the introductory paragraph; however, a lack of 
development leads to a limited expression of the similarities and differences between the 
characters. The essay notes that Gogol “feels conscious about [the] heritage of his name” and 
that Teresa prefers one name “for the sake of simplicity,” though the significance of her choice 
is not further developed. Organization is limited as basic details are clustered in brief 
paragraphs that do not sustain fluent transitions of ideas. The essay demonstrates only partial 
awareness of the writing task. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 2 
Despite containing relatively few spelling or grammatical errors, the length and complexity of the 
essay is such that it can only demonstrate mostly consistent control of standard English 
conventions. Though meaning is generally clear, there is some awkwardness in phrasing: 
“These justifications for Gogol changing his name confirms that he does hate his own name and 
why he hates his own name. . . .” and “As displayed by Gogol, he dislikes his name for the 
following reasons.” 

 

 

Back to Scoring Guides 
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Idea Development—Score Point 1 
This response presents a central idea that is not developed. It states that the characters have 
“similarities and differences” but provides only vague support: “they both feel like their names 
should be what they make it not what others say it should be.” Poor expression of ideas is seen 
in minimal development of evidence from the excerpt and poem. The response shows little 
awareness of the writing task. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 1 
The response is brief and basic. Although errors are minor and ideas are understood, the length 
and complexity of the response does not provide an opportunity to demonstrate more than 
minimal control of standard English conventions. 
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Idea Development—Score Point 0 
This response’s commentary on a character (Gogol) does show that the student has read at 
least one of the texts, but it does not address the question. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 0 
The response consists of a run-on sentence that includes serious errors in usage and 
mechanics. Overall, the response is too minimal to demonstrate any control of standard English 
conventions. 
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