2021 MCAS Sample Student Work and Scoring Guide
Grade 8 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-12.1 - Write arguments (e.g., essays, letters to the editor, advocacy
speeches) to support claims with clear reasons and relevant 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 argument in the form of a letter in support of an idea
presented in two passages; support the argument with details from the passages.

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 Green Belt Movement” and “Wangari Maathai’s Nobel Lecture,” write a letter
to your local government in which you argue that an organization like the Green Belt
Movement should be started in your area. Be sure to use details from both the article and
the lecture to develop your letter.

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.
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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
•
•
•
•
•

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

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

5A
5B

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

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

3B
3C
3D

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 letter to a local government presents a strong argument in favor of supporting a cause like the Green
Belt Movement. The central idea is fully developed and supported with details from both the article and
the lecture. The letter’s introduction grabs the reader’s attention with an urgent statement about the
current state of the environment: “The environment is degrading all across the world and is in desperate
need of a collaborative effort.” Then, the impact of the Green Belt Movement is established: “This was
arguably one of the strongest efforts to repair environmental damage in Africa.” The four-paragraph letter
is organized by passage, with one body paragraph devoted to each text, and details are selected from both
texts to form a coherent argument. The first body paragraph develops details from the article,
emphasizing that the Green Belt Movement has had benefits beyond improving the natural environment:
“Growing a tree has helped Maathai gain self-confidence and hope, so if such a movement [were]
implemented in Massachusetts, not only would it be beneficial for the community’s environment, but it
would similarly bring joy to the people who plant [trees].” The second body paragraph presents ideas
from Maathai’s lecture, further developing the point that the movement can have broad effects because “it
was helpful environmentally with soils and watersheds, but also economically.” Overall, the argument
supports the idea that environmental stewardship can improve quality of life while strengthening the sense
of self-worth of individual citizens. The final paragraph concludes the argument by emphasizing
Maathai’s character: she established a movement that “encouraged people to grow trees, despite efforts to
intimidate her.” The writing shows a clear sense of purpose and a strong awareness of the task and
argument mode of writing.
Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3A
The letter shows consistent control of a variety of sentence structures in fully developed writing.
Although there is some awkwardness in word choice, complex sentence structures support a clear
progression of ideas: “Both pieces of text support that the Green Belt Movement, a campaign to grow
trees, encouraged people to grow trees, despite efforts to intimidate [Mathaai].” Control of grammar,
usage, and mechanics supports clarity.
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Idea Development—Score Point 5B
The four-paragraph letter begins with a bold statement about the condition of the environment and then
introduces the argument that an environmental movement in one community can be expanded and
extended to other communities to make a greater impact: “Similar to Wangari Maathai, . . . we could start
small and possibly grow into something bigger.” Having made this point, the writer introduces important
details from both the article and the lecture, organizing them into body paragraphs by topic: benefits to
the environment and benefits to people’s quality of life. The first body paragraph contains the coherent
argument that changes must be made to avert further environmental degradation: “Although changes in
our area aren’t as obvious or drastic yet, it’s important to start before that.” To illustrate this, the writer
presents examples from the texts of poor environmental conditions in Kenya prior to the Green Belt
Movement. The second body paragraph argues that those who participate in an environmental movement
are likely to benefit personally as well: “[T]he work we could do would reach others, and inspire them to
do the same. This would improve their quality of life because they would find something they’re
passionate about, and pursue it.” Full awareness of the writing task is seen in the writer’s expression of a
central idea drawn from both the article and the lecture: “Just like Wangari Maathai, we can make a great
change in our community, and also inspire others to do the same.”
Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3B
The writing shows consistent control of a variety of sentence structures, grammar, usage, and mechanics
in complex text. The skillful use of clauses demonstrated in numerous sentences helps ideas flow
smoothly into each other; for example: “If they look back at the work they’ve done with the organization,
they’ll know they’ve done something meaningful to the world, no matter how small.” Minor errors do not
interfere with communication.
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Idea Development—Score Point 4
The letter starts with a functional introduction that presents a clear and well-developed central idea:
“Implementing an organization similar to the Green Belt Movement in our area would be good because it
would make people more confident about effecting change, help heal the [environment], and create jobs.”
The organization in this five-paragraph letter is formulaic, but details from both the article and the lecture
are provided in the three body paragraphs to support the central idea. Positive effects of starting a
movement similar to the Green Belt Movement are presented, with the first body paragraph focusing on
the benefits to those who plant trees themselves: “Planting trees will become empowering for people and
make them feel like they can make a change in their world.” The next two body paragraphs discuss the
positive effects on the environment and on employment, respectively: “The jobs that are created would be
ones to help improve the environment.” Less textual support is provided to support the argument than
would be included in a higher-scoring essay, but the evidence that is used is well chosen. Overall, ideas
are clearly expressed, and the writing demonstrates full awareness of the task and argument mode of
writing.
Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3C
Sentence structures show some variety and are mostly correct. There is some awkwardness in spelling and
usage, but these issues do not interfere with comprehension: “Planting trees is something that almost
everyone can do and it will make people feel like they have the power to save the enviroment, which is
something our planet need deperately.” The writing is sufficiently complex to show overall control of
standard English conventions.
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Idea Development—Score Point 3
The first paragraph of the moderately developed letter includes a rhetorical question: “Look around you
. . . . Now imagine if all of that went away. It wouldn’t be as pretty . . . [,] would it.” Then the student
states the central idea: “This is why I feel that we need an organization in our area like the Green Belt
Movement.” The danger of losing the beauty of the natural environment leads to a discussion of some
main points from the article and lecture: the involvement of citizens and the direct effects of the Green
Belt Movement are argued to benefit both the environment and individuals alike, as “the movement has
helped so many people already and it is only going to help more.” The second body paragraph discusses
how a similar movement could benefit the student’s community: “The amount of good that these trees
could do for our town would be wonderful.” Appropriate details are selected from the article and the
lecture, but the arguments drawn from them are repetitive and expressed in overly general terms, merely
summarizing major points. The conclusion adds only a brief statement of opinion; however, use of the
argumentative tone throughout the letter demonstrates sufficient awareness of the task.
Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3D
The letter is brief but sufficiently developed to demonstrate control of standard English conventions.
Sentence structures are correct, though they lack the complexity seen in more developed writing: “The
amount of good that these trees could do for our town would be wonderful.” Some variety of structures is
evident: “Also, having this organization would help to teach others about nature, trees, and the land
around them.” Grammar, usage, and mechanics show an appropriate level of control, given the
complexity of the writing.
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Idea Development—Score Point 2
The letter presents a list of information, details from both texts, and some limited commentary. The Green
Belt Movement is introduced as an organization that is “making a diff[e]rence in Africa,” and the letter
goes on to suggest that the movement could be started in the writer’s community. A few basic facts about
the broader effects of the movement are noted in the selection of details from the texts: “In an article that I
read it states ‘As trees grow, they give hope and self-confidence.’” Overall, the writer’s ideas are clear but
not developed. The letter shows a partial awareness of the task and mode of writing.
Standard English Conventions—Score Point 2
The letter is brief and not complex enough to demonstrate more than mostly consistent control of standard
English conventions. Sentences show some variety in structure, though they tend to run on when greater
complexity is attempted: “I was thinking we should have something like that here because it would help
the enviorment of [name of city] also it would help young boys and girls like myself learn more about our
beutiful world.” Spelling errors are noticeable but do not interfere with communication.
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Idea Development—Score Point 1
The minimal response does state a central idea: “This movement should be started in my area because it
could create a good living structure for our community.” However, this statement is supported by a weak
list of details drawn largely from prior knowledge rather than from the texts. For example, the writer says
that trees “‘give you hope,’” which is stated in the article, but the writer also maintains that trees “give us
oxygen and they give us something to look at,” details that do not appear in either text. The presentation
is in letter form but shows little awareness of the task and argument mode of writing.
Standard English Conventions—Score Point 1
The response is too brief to show more than little control of standard English conventions. Sentence
structures lack variety, and grammatical and spelling errors stand out, as in the opening sentence: “the
Green Belt Movement impact our community in a positie way.” The response demonstrates little control
of grammar, usage, and mechanics.
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Idea Development—Score Point 0
The response shows some evidence that the student has read the texts, but it contains only a vague
statement and does not correctly answer the question.
Standard English Conventions—Score Point 0
The single statement is insufficient to demonstrate control of sentence structure, grammar, usage, and
mechanics.
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