
2024 MCAS Sample Student Work and Scoring Guide 
 
Grade 10 English Language Arts 
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 explaining how a central idea is developed in two 
excerpts on similar topics; use details from both excerpts for support. 
 
 
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 Becoming Maria and The Yellow House, write an essay that explains how the 
authors’ experiences lead to important realizations in their lives. Be sure to use details from 
both excerpts 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=EL109060474
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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 
• 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 

5B 

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 

• 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 

3B 

3C 

3D 

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 fully developed and insightful essay begins with a brief introduction explaining how the authors of 
both Becoming Maria and The Yellow House “have an experience that positively changes their lives.” 
Skillfully organized details and explanations richly express how the authors’ experiences lead to 
important realizations that expand their outlooks on the world. In the first body paragraph, the essay 
explains how watching the movie West Side Story leads author Sonia Manzano to an emotional, 
transformative experience, in which she questions “how long she has been ignorant of life’s beauty” and 
comes to the realization that “there are endless possibilities, hope for the future, and opportunity for her to 
do great things.” The rich expression of ideas insightfully conveys the significant change Manzano 
undergoes, “broadening her perspective on what is truly possible.” In the second body paragraph, the 
essay explains how in The Yellow House the author’s understanding of the world changes when she 
obtains a pair of glasses. Details from the excerpt are skillfully selected to convey how the author 
struggled with impaired vision, impacting her behavior at school and with her family. When the author’s 
mother finally notices that she has difficulty seeing, it “was a turning point for the author, as Broom 
would get the help she needed.” The essay further describes how the author is “astonished” by her sudden 
ability to see the world clearly, providing her with a new perspective on life. Overall, the essay is fully 
developed and demonstrates full awareness of the writing task and mode.  

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3A 
Grammar, usage, and mechanics are consistently controlled across a variety of complex sentence 
structures: “Similar to Manzano, the author of The Yellow House, Broom, lives through a life-changing 
experience that shapes her current perspective on the world.” 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 essay is fully developed, explaining how the authors’ experiences lead to important realizations that 
fundamentally impact their lives. The introduction of the essay is insightful and engaging, noting that 
“vivid” childhood experiences cause both authors to arrive at “a realization that alters the course of their 
lives.” The two body paragraphs contain skillfully organized details and explanations that richly express 
the authors’ transformations. The essay explains in the first body paragraph how, in Becoming Maria, 
Sonia Manzano has a cathartic experience while attending the film West Side Story with her teacher, 
causing her to undergo a metamorphosis and recognize the potential her life holds: “The author uses a 
metaphor comparing herself to a caterpillar metamorphosizing into a butterfly in order to demonstrate that 
the film significantly changed her.” In the second body paragraph, the essay explains how the author of 
The Yellow House was limited by her poor vision but can “see the beauties of everyday life” once she 
receives glasses and is suddenly “able to delight in simple activities such as reading the words off of 
objects.” The conclusion skillfully expands upon how the authors’ experiences led them, both literally and 
metaphorically, to see the world in new ways. The essay demonstrates a rich expression of ideas and full 
awareness of task and mode. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3B 
Consistent control is evident across a variety of complex sentence structures, and grammar and usage also 
demonstrate consistent control: “Even though she is five, her vision prohibits her from discerning definite 
shapes.” Punctuation and spelling are generally correct, including some more advanced vocabulary 
(“catharsis,” “Unbeknownst,” “rudimentary”). Overall, the essay’s length and complexity provide 
opportunity to demonstrate control of standard English conventions. 
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Idea Development—Score Point 4 
This essay is well developed and explains how the authors’ experiences lead to important realizations in 
their lives. The central idea is clear, outlined in an effective introduction that states how the authors’ 
youthful experiences allow them to develop a greater appreciation of the worlds they inhabit. In the first 
body paragraph, the essay discusses Becoming Maria and explains how Sonia Manzano seeing West Side 
Story with her teacher as a young girl led to a personal “metamorphosis,” broadening her sense of what is 
possible in her life: “The idea of that movie being possible makes Sonia question what she can do.” In the 
second body paragraph, the essay explains that the author of The Yellow House gets glasses to correct her 
poor vision, which gives her a new appreciation of her surroundings, “noting every little detail she could 
observe.” Throughout the essay, details are effectively selected and paraphrased or woven into the 
explanation, contributing to a clear expression of ideas. The essay demonstrates effective organization 
and full awareness of the task and mode. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3C 
The essay’s length and complexity provide opportunity to demonstrate control of standard English 
conventions. The response is relatively free of errors in grammar, mechanics, and usage and employs a 
variety of sentence structures, including effective incorporation of details from the text: “Her mother 
finally figured out she had a vision problem and took her to the eye doctor, where she remembers the 
‘cold fluorescent bulbs’ (14).” 
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Idea Development—Score Point 3 
The central idea of this essay restates the prompt and is moderately developed. Appropriate details are 
selected from both excerpts to support an explanation of how the authors’ experiences in both Becoming 
Maria and The Yellow House lead to important realizations. The essay starts by explaining how the 
intense emotion Sonia Manzano feels while watching West Side Story transforms her pessimistic outlook 
on life, providing her with hope and optimism for her future. The details provided to support this 
explanation are appropriate: “‘I’m alive and awake now and I think again, If people can make that movie, 
what can I do?’” In the second body paragraph, the essay focuses on The Yellow House, explaining how 
Sarah’s experience of getting glasses broadens her perspective and allows her to see for the first time how 
amazing the world is. While the introduction and conclusion are brief, the overall organization of the 
response is moderate. 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. Overall, sentences are correct and clear in meaning. Grammar, usage, and 
mechanics are consistently controlled and relatively free of errors: “In conclusion, both characters have 
experiences that make them realize they have had a limited view on the world (both literally and 
figuratively).” 
 

 

Back to Scoring Guides  
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Idea Development—Score Point 2 
The central idea of this essay is only somewhat developed. Organization is limited as the essay consists of 
a brief, simplistic introduction and conclusion and somewhat imbalanced body paragraphs. Expression of 
ideas is basic and explanation of details from the text is limited. In the first body paragraph, the essay 
explains that the author of Becoming Maria has an important realization while watching the movie West 
Side Story: “She now believes that because people can make something as great as that movie, she can 
also make something great.” While the essay misidentifies author Sonia Manzano (using the name of her 
character Maria), this is considered a minor misinterpretation and does not adversely impact the overall 
score. In the second body paragraph, the essay explains that correcting her impaired vision allows the 
author of The Yellow House to have “a better understanding of the world around her,” but this idea is not 
further developed. The essay demonstrates partial awareness of the writing task and mode. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 2 
The essay demonstrates mostly consistent control of grammar, usage, and mechanics relative to its length 
and complexity. Errors in punctuation and spelling (“induvidually,” “veiwing,” “relized”) are present and 
there is little variety in sentence structure. Overall, however, control of standard English conventions is 
mostly consistent. 

 

 

Back to Scoring Guides 
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Idea Development—Score Point 1 
The central idea of this response is not developed. The response explains how, in Becoming Maria, the 
author’s experience of watching the movie West Side Story leads to an important realization, but the 
description of this realization is vague: “The singing and dancing made her soul ‘Rise.’” Similarly, the 
response describes how in The Yellow House the author’s world view is changed by obtaining glasses, 
allowing her to read things she had previously been unable to read. However, little detail is provided to 
support this explanation, and the impact of how this experience changes the author’s perspective on her 
world is left largely implied. The lack of development contributes to a poor expression of ideas. 
Organization is minimal, and little awareness of the writing task and mode is shown. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 1 
This response is brief and shows little complexity. Numerous errors in grammar, usage, and mechanics 
are present, including multiple errors with spelling (“charachters,” “afriad,” “could’t”), capitalization, 
punctuation, and sentence fragments. The response demonstrates little control of standard English 
conventions. 

 

 

Back to Scoring Guides 
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Idea Development—Score Point 0 
This response shows evidence the student has read the text but does not correctly address the prompt. The 
brief statement “they both realized the different perspectives on life” is insufficient to answer the 
question. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 0 
The response consists of one brief sentence and contains errors in capitalization and punctuation. There is 
insufficient length and complexity in this response to demonstrate control of standard English 
conventions. 

 

 

Back to Scoring Guides 
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