
2021 MCAS Sample Student Work and Scoring Guide 
 
Grade 6 English Language Arts 
Question 12: 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 science was used to try to solve a 
mystery in a passage; use information from the passage to support the explanation. 
 
 
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. 
• Provide evidence and/or details from the passage(s). 
• Use correct grammar, spelling, and punctuation. 

Based on “The Anasazi,” write an essay explaining how technology and sciences such as 
archaeology were used by researchers trying to solve the mystery of the Anasazi’s 
disappearance. Be sure to use information from the passage 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%206&view=ALL&itemUIN=EL735440256
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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 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 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 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 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 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 
The essay fully develops the central idea of how technology and sciences were used by researchers trying 
to solve the mystery of the Anasazi’s disappearance. Evidence is skillfully presented, explanations are 
well-integrated, and details are included that support how the following tools were used by scientists 
attempting to uncover clues: a computer simulation of the Anasazi settlement, an analysis of human bones 
for signs of malnutrition, and dendrochronology. Subtle and careful organization contributes to a rich 
expression of ideas as the body paragraphs in the essay logically connect to the mysterious disappearance 
of the Anasazi. The writing insightfully explains how the inferences that scientists made helped them 
develop theories, as shown in this example: “based on tree ring observations, scientists were able to make 
an inference, that suggested the [Anasazi] fought each other for food, and further provided evidence, as to 
why they would leave the area.” Skillful analysis of the evidence that each scientific tool contributed 
toward solving “the puzzle” of the Anasazi’s disappearance provides clear and full awareness of the 
writing task and mode.  

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3A 
The essay demonstrates consistent control of the standard English conventions of grammar, usage, and 
mechanics. The complexity of sentence structures is evident throughout, and in the first paragraph in 
particular. Although some errors are present, most sentences containing quotations are punctuated 
correctly. The essay shows consistent command for the grade level. 
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Idea Development—Score Point 5B 
The essay’s central idea is fully and clearly developed: technology and sciences provided information 
about how the Anasazi lived, and issues involving climate and famine could have led to the Anasazi’s 
disappearance. Evidence supporting the central idea is skillfully selected and explained with relevant and 
specific details that include the use of a computer program for a reenactment, dendrochronology to 
determine climate conditions, and archaeologists’ analysis of bones to verify famine. The essay shows full 
awareness of the mode in its examination of how technology and sciences were used to determine why 
the Anasazi had vanished. Additionally, the essay is well organized, and the conclusion thoughtfully 
connects the reader to the central idea of the essay: “[T]echnology gave the scientists an insight into the 
Anasazi’s everyday lives, the scientists determined the weather in the Anasazi’s [environment] using tree 
rings, and the Anasazi bones gave the scientists a clue [as to] how bad the famine and malnutrition 
[were].” 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3B 
The essay shows consistent control of standard English conventions. A few minor errors, mainly 
involving verb tense and spelling, do not impede understanding. Additionally, the essay includes a variety 
of sentence structures relative to the length and complexity of the writing, demonstrating command of 
grammar and usage. Quotations are also correctly integrated into the essay. 
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Idea Development—Score Point 4 
The essay provides a well-developed explanation of how technology and sciences were used to help solve 
the mystery of the Anasazi’s disappearance. Evidence was effectively selected from throughout the 
passage (e.g., utilizing dendrochronology to determine the effect weather may have had on crop 
production, and the use of a computer model to simulate how the Anasazi may have behaved). Also, a 
clear explanation of the evidence is provided: “If the weather was bad for crops, scientists can infer that 
this is why the Anasazi left their homes.” Despite its brief introduction and conclusion, the essay is 
clearly and effectively organized. Although the writing does not demonstrate a rich expression of ideas 
for the grade level, the essay reveals a full awareness of task. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3C 
The essay shows consistent control of a variety of sentence structures. The complexity of the writing 
allows the writer to demonstrate control of grammar, usage, and mechanics. There are few spelling, 
punctuation, or other errors to detract from the clarity of the essay. 
 

 

Back to Scoring Guides  
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Idea Development—Score Point 3 
The essay demonstrates sufficient awareness of the task and provides appropriate evidence that includes 
studying human bones, dendrochronology, and running a simulation. General development of the central 
idea is provided, but the writing focuses more on identifying the technology used by scientists than on 
explaining how it helped to solve the mystery of the Anasazi’s disappearance. The essay would have 
benefited from further elaboration of the way different methodologies aided researchers in solving the 
mystery of the Anasazi’s disappearance. Transitions, such as “[a]nother example” and “[m]y last 
example,” are used to organize the body paragraphs of the essay but tend to be formulaic. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3D 
The sentence forms are varied and controlled throughout the essay. Minor errors in spelling (e.g., 
“defiently”) do not detract from the clarity of the writing, which is developed enough to demonstrate 
consistent command of grammar, usage, and mechanics. 
 

 

Back to Scoring Guides 
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Idea Development—Score Point 2 
The essay provides a basic expression of ideas, but explanations are not always clearly connected to the 
central idea of how science and archaeology helped to solve the mystery of the Anasazi’s disappearance; 
for example, “who knows maybe the weather changed dramatically and they had to evacu[a]te.” In some 
cases, the essay would have benefited from a clearer expression of ideas and additional explanation, as 
shown in this quotation: “[researchers] decided to use dendrochronology to find out the age of the trees to 
see what might have caused the people to leave, warmth or water.” Overall, organization is limited. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 2 
Given the length of the essay, mostly consistent control of sentence structures is evident. While spelling 
errors are present throughout (e.g., “solce the mtsyery”), the essay shows a mostly consistent control of 
grammar, usage, and mechanics but lacks the complexity necessary to demonstrate consistent control. 

 

 

Back to Scoring Guides 
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Idea Development—Score Point 1 
The response explains how researchers used a simulation to try to solve the mystery of the Anasazi’s 
disappearance, but the central idea is not developed. Few details are included, and there is little 
explanation to indicate how the details support the central idea. With no clear introductory or concluding 
paragraph, the response demonstrates minimal organization. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 1 
The response demonstrates little control, which is particularly apparent in the first sentence. The writing 
is not sufficiently developed or of sufficient length to show command of grammar, usage, and mechanics. 

 

 

Back to Scoring Guides 
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Idea Development—Score Point 0 
The response shows that the student has read the text, but no details or explanations are provided that 
relate to the task. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 0 
The response shows no control of sentences or conventions; it is insufficient in length. 

 

 

Back to Scoring Guides 
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