
2021 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 the techniques the authors use to reveal the 
personalities of the main characters in three passages; use information from each passage 
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 all three passages, write an essay that explains the techniques the authors use to 
reveal the personalities of Javert, Professor Moriarty, and Old Dudley. Be sure to use 
information from all three passages 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://mcas.digitalitemlibrary.com/home?subject=ELA&grades=Grade%2010&view=ALL&itemUIN=EL800341748
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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 essay explores how each author uses imagery and metaphor to create “an 
intimidating, antagonistic character.” A brief introduction sets the framework for the essay by stating that 
the three authors employ “[slightly] different methods of description…to develop their characters” but 
mainly focus on “actions, appearance, or mindset to create someone who appears imposing and even 
dangerous.” The essay indicates that Victor Hugo uses vivid and revealing images to portray Javert as “a 
beast of a man with a look of authority”—a metaphorical “violent wolf”—whose “wrinkles between his 
eyes serve his identity as the unrelenting force of law.” Such insightful explanations of details from the 
text add to the strength of the essay. Old Dudley is described as an animal as well: he is “something 
which needs to constantly feed” and runs an oil-drilling business that is “‘like some sharp[-]toothed 
beast.’” A nice distinction is made between the reader’s ability “to see inside” Javert’s head and allowing 
Old Dudley’s “appearance and actions” to reveal his character, which is not unlike that of Javert. 
Moriarty’s presence is similarly described as frightening, as his reputation is that of an intimidating and 
resourceful criminal, traits reinforced by vivid images conveyed through dialogue. The essay notes that 
Moriarty’s personality is revealed entirely by Holmes and observes that Moriarty “appears intelligent, 
recognizing that Holmes is threatening him with a gun when Holmes thought it was hidden.” The final 
sentence in the third body paragraph is a succinct and insightful overview of the differences in how the 
authors convey the threat that each of these men pose. Organization is carefully planned and skillful, 
supporting strong coherence of ideas in the analysis of characterization. Even though this is a five-
paragraph essay, the richness and relevance of the details and explanations help to keep the writing from 
sounding formulaic. The conclusion reiterates that each character’s intimidating appearance emerges 
through the purposeful technique employed by each of the three authors.  

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3A 
This complex essay demonstrates consistent control of a wide variety of sentence forms, as shown in 
these examples: “Most of his power in the passage comes from his confidence and the reader’s knowledge 
that he’s a powerful crime lord” and “[a]gain, Dudley is equated to an animal, something savage which 
needs to constantly feed.” Varied and rich word choice (e.g., “uncanny,” “ostr[a]cized,” and “savage”) are 
used correctly and add to the strength of the essay. Minor usage errors (e.g., “This is further compounded 
on by the way he runs his oil industry”) do not affect the overall meaning. 
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Idea Development—Score Point 5B 
This fully developed essay begins with a statement about the importance of antagonists in stories and 
states that the authors “use complex techniques to reveal their respective antagonists.” Transitions 
between ideas are somewhat formulaic, yet the essay thoroughly analyzes the authors’ use of description 
and identifies common elements of characterization. The essay describes how A. Conan Doyle introduces 
the antagonist Moriarty with a statement that suggests his power and mystique and proceeds to portray 
him as something beyond human, whose appearance enhances his role as “an incredible villain” and 
adversary. The essay includes details from the passage to support the idea that Moriarty is “very secretive 
and smart.” Javert is an intimidating character as well: his “looks and thought process,” as described by 
Victor Hugo, contribute to a sense of his inherent evil. Details about Javert’s “philosophy about the law” 
also support his role as an antagonist. Although the essay would have benefited from the inclusion of a 
few more details about Javert and Moriarty, those selected are specific and well explained. Old Dudley is 
introduced through use of understatement, and the writer calls our attention to the author’s “simple but 
effective way to begin revealing the man’s looks and personality.” The tong marks on his head are 
“unsettling” and “[make] the reader curious about…why [they] allow him to know who people are.” The 
conclusion notes the authors’ use of description and narrative pacing that “bring suspense, anxiety, and 
wonder to their readers.” The essay demonstrates full awareness of the task and mode. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3B 
This essay demonstrates consistent control of a variety of sentence structures, such as “The speaker is also 
troubled by Old Dudley’s wealth and his methods of acquiring such money: ‘his company was more like 
some sharp-toothed beast eating the world.’” The use of different types of clauses is varied and correct, 
and overall, the complexity of the writing provides many opportunities to demonstrate control of 
grammar, usage, and mechanics. Word choice is rich and varied (e.g., “crucial,” “idolizes,” and “ensure”). 
Any mistakes are minor and do not interfere with understanding. 
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Idea Development—Score Point 4 
This essay is clear and well developed with a brief and general introduction about how “the authors 
describe physical traits and give information from the past.” The organization is by topic rather than by 
passage, which is very effective. The topic sentences, transitions, and conclusions are formulaic, but they 
do provide a solid frame for the essay. In the second paragraph, which discusses the characters’ physical 
appearance, Javert’s ominous appearance—“he has ‘thin lips parted to display not only his teeth but his 
gums’”—imparts “an intimidating vibe.” Details of physical appearance also reveal the personalities of 
Moriarty and Old Dudley: Moriarty is gaunt and threatening; Old Dudley is presented as a “chilling 
image” and a “scary figure” with the menacing appearance of an ex-athlete. The paragraph about the 
characters’ past experiences maintains that Javert’s prison birth made him “so tough” and contributed to 
“how much he struggle[d] as a kid.” A few brief sentences allude to Moriarty’s background before the 
focus shifts to Old Dudley, who, it seems, was not meant to enter this world. The “traumatic events” of 
his birth are described to explain why he is “a scary man.” The task and mode are well understood, 
though development is not full and insightful. An appropriate but repetitive conclusion asserts that the 
authors’ use of description provides “more understanding to the reader.” 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3C 
Sentence forms are varied and controlled throughout this well-developed essay. Consistent control of 
grammar, usage, and mechanics contributes to the overall clarity of the writing. A few awkward 
constructions, though noticeable, do not affect overall quality, as shown in this example: “This 
background [information] shows readers why he is a scary man to many people now, it is due to his past 
experiences.” Quotations are seamlessly and correctly woven into sentences, and a variety of clauses and 
sentence structures are used correctly. 
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Idea Development—Score Point 3 
This moderately developed essay presents the idea that the authors use descriptions of appearance to 
reveal their characters’ menacing personalities. Organization is formulaic, as seen in the point-by-point 
structure of the three body paragraphs and common transition words. Development stays close to the 
passages, and there is little original commentary beyond a moderate and fairly obvious expression of 
ideas, such as “This quote describes Professor Moriarty as this evil mastermind by saying he knows 
everything that is going on at all time[s] and he has people everywhere.” Explanations are also repetitive 
and tend to restate the quotations rather than elaborating on them. The conclusion reiterates the central 
idea presented in the opening paragraph. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3D 
Sentences are mostly varied and controlled, though some are awkward. There are a few mistakes in 
mechanics; for example, in the first sentence of the first body paragraph, end punctuation is missing. 
Sentences are somewhat simple, but overall the writing is sufficiently complex to allow consistent control 
of conventions, as shown in this example: “This is explaining Dudl[e]y’s character as being this figure of 
mystery that is hurtful to look at because of his facial features.” 
 

 

Back to Scoring Guides  
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Idea Development—Score Point 2 
In this one-paragraph essay, the writer retells some of the events in each passage in an attempt to support 
the idea that “the authors use a technique to reveal the personalities of Javert, Professor Moriarty, and Old 
Dudley.” After summarizing portions of the passages, the writer concludes that “the authors reveal the 
three characters by comparing them to different animals.” Though this idea is addressed in the essay, it is 
only minimally developed. Organization is limited in this point-by-point presentation, which relies on the 
repetition of such phrases as “the author continues” and “the author then says.” Overall, the writing shows 
partial understanding of the task and mode. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 2 
The writing is not developed or complex enough to demonstrate more than mostly consistent control. 
Sentence forms lack variety, and usage errors affect meaning, as revealed in this example: “The author 
then tells us that he had stepped into the light an ancient birthmark on both sides of his face would 
appear.” Simple sentences are generally constructed correctly, but the essay lacks the control over varied 
sentence structures necessary for a higher score point. 

 

 

Back to Scoring Guides 
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Idea Development—Score Point 1 
This response consists of a minimal list of information taken directly from the passages. The central idea 
is not developed, and ideas are restated in a weak conclusion: “the authors revealed the characters in great 
details showing how they grew up, how they look, or even [their] personalities.” There is minimal 
organization and little to no sense of audience or purpose. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 1 
The essay is too brief to show more than little control of conventions. Errors in sentence formation and 
usage stand out in minimal text as seen in this fragment: “Using background on his parents to show what 
it was like to grow up in his life with them.” 

 

 

Back to Scoring Guides 
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Idea Development—Score Point 0 
Although the response provides evidence that the student read the prompt, no specifics from the passages 
are included to answer the question. The concepts of personality as well as good and bad personality traits 
are mentioned, but there are no references to any of the three passages. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 0 
The response is too brief to demonstrate even little control of conventions. Spelling errors stand out in 
two minimal, flawed sentences. 
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