
2023 MCAS Sample Student Work and Scoring Guide 
 
Grade 10 English Language Arts 
Question 22: 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 to support claims in an analysis of substantive 
topics or texts, using valid reasoning and relevant and sufficient 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 advocating for a topic 
addressed in two articles; use evidence from both articles 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 “Can Algae Save the World?” and “The Ocean Farmers,” write an argument in the 
form of a letter to your state lawmakers advocating for algae and seaweed farming. Be sure 
to use details from both articles 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. 

 

  

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-12.1
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=EL108631124
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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 in the form of a letter opens with an appeal to find a solution to global 
warming. The introduction describes a concern for the environment and the “eco-friendly” role algae may 
play in mitigating global warming and its “horrific problems.” The essay also notes that algae undergo 
photosynthesis and produce oxygen, which is further developed in the body paragraphs. Information from 
both articles is organized to form a coherent and convincing argument. The first body paragraph presents 
multiple examples on the benefits of algae using evidence from “Can Algae Save the World?” The second 
body paragraph expands the argument with details from “The Ocean Farmers.” The essay includes details 
from the articles, and both forms of algae are described as essential to life. Rich expression of ideas is 
demonstrated through skillfully selected and carefully organized information. The writing shows full 
awareness of the task and mode.  

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3A 
Consistent control of a variety of sentence forms is evident in the essay. Grammar, usage, and mechanics 
show control, despite some minor awkwardness in word usage: “As we struggle with the overproduction 
and flow of CO2 into our environment, algae can be a solution to withold this global warming crisis.” The 
length and complexity of sentences support meaning, as in “Creating a mass production of seaweed would 
not only help absorb carbon, but allow for other foods to produce and help feed the population.” The 
demonstrated control of standard English conventions supports a rich expression of ideas. 
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Idea Development—Score Point 5B 
This essay in the form of a letter begins by asking the state to “invest in seaweed/algae farming for its 
potential economic and ecological benefits.” Skillful selection of information from both articles supports 
a rich expression of ideas in the body paragraphs. The first body paragraph explains the ecological 
benefits of algae: “These plants can not only photosynthesize, but can also be converted into energy . . . 
thus reducing the need for as many fossil fuels.” The transition to an explanation of economic benefits in 
the next body paragraph is natural and links them with benefits to the environment: “While on the topic of 
energy, one can look [i]nto the economic benefits that this has too.” The paragraph then points to the 
existence of growing markets for algae biofuels and food products; therefore, “the state could make an 
extreme amount of money off the local production of seaweed/algae . . . especially consider[ing] we are a 
coastal state here in Massachusetts.” The third body paragraph explores counterclaims involving negative 
consequences of algal blooms, but strengthens the central idea of the essay by arguing that these issues 
can be managed. An appropriate argumentative tone is maintained throughout the essay. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3B 
The essay demonstrates consistent control of standard English conventions, including a variety of 
sentence forms, grammar, usage, and mechanics. Consistent control is demonstrated in sentences that are 
long and complex, such as “These HABs, if uncontrolled, could produce rather worrying side effects not 
only for us and our water supply, but the creatures that inhabit these waters too.” 
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Idea Development—Score Point 4 
The central idea of this essay in the form of a letter is clear and well developed. An effective but brief 
introduction states the danger of climate change and proposes a solution: “If we expand the production in 
algae and seaweed farming this can help to heal the planet of the emissions that harm it.” An appropriate 
argumentative tone is maintained throughout the essay. Relevant details from both articles reveal that 
algae and seaweed can remove excess CO2 from the atmosphere and provide a reliable source of food. 
Two closely connected body paragraphs develop the vital role of algae and its impact on world hunger: 
“Aside from seaweed and algae’s ability to reduce harmful gases in our environment, they can also help 
to solve some of our other longstanding global issues.” The conclusion reiterates the need to support algae 
and seaweed farming: “If we want to provide a safe future for the generations to come as well as the 
planet and the beings that inhabit it, we need to act quick. The commencement of algae and seaweed 
farming can help to bring the change that we need so desperat[el]y.” The essay demonstrates a clear 
awareness of the writing task and mode. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3C 
The essay shows consistent control of standard English conventions, including a variety of complex 
sentence structures: “Algae is already the main source of the Earth’s oxygen, so the increase in algae will 
not only lead to a decrease in CO2 emissions, but it will increase the availabel oxygen in our air.” The 
complexity of the essay demonstrates control of grammar, usage, and mechanics. Spelling errors such as 
“deteriote” and “availabel” do not interfere with communication. 
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Idea Development—Score Point 3 
The central idea of this essay in the form of a letter is moderately developed. Appropriate details are 
selected from both articles and presented as logical reasons to promote algae farming. The environmental 
benefits of algae are discussed throughout the body paragraphs, but explanations mainly paraphrase 
evidence from the articles. The essay builds on a general argument and is enhanced by a conversational 
tone and awareness of the audience. In the introduction, the writer states that “algae and seaweed 
farming” is a “new way of life that could possibly save our environment.” An appropriate tone is 
sustained in the brief body paragraphs, including simple transitions that show moderate organization: 
“Have you heard of algal biofuel?” and “Now let’s talk about seaweed farming.” The essay shows an 
adequate expression of ideas and sufficient awareness of the task and mode. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3D 
Consistent control of conventions is demonstrated in the use of correct and varied sentence forms as well 
as correct grammar, usage, and mechanics. Minor spelling and punctuation errors do not detract from the 
overall fluency of the writing: “Algae has potential to provide necessary protiens to feed a global 
population of about 10 billion people!” The essay is sufficiently long and complex enough to demonstrate 
consistent control of standard English conventions. 
 

Back to Scoring Guides  
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Idea Development—Score Point 2 
This brief essay in the form of a letter is a somewhat developed response to the prompt. An argument is 
attempted in direct address: “Today I am writing this letter to you becau[s]e I wanted to let you know 
about the amazing thing that algae farming is.” The single paragraph is an elaborated list of the benefits of 
algae, showing limited organization. The essay includes a basic explanation that stresses the urgency of 
expanding algae farming: “By the time we need the benefits it could be too late if we only start then, plus 
there’s no harm in starting now if it will help the planet.” Overall, ideas are evident but basic. There is 
partial awareness of the writing task, and the use of language is appropriate to an argument. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 2 
The essay is brief and demonstrates mostly consistent control of standard English conventions. Some 
sentences and word usage are awkward: “I think that there should be government incentive to start an 
algae farm so that we could make headway towards the amazing benefits the seaweed has to offer.” Still, 
mostly consistent control of a variety of sentence forms is shown. Spelling errors such as “becaue” and 
“enviroment” do not interfere with communication. 

 

 

Back to Scoring Guides 
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Idea Development—Score Point 1 
This response is written in the form of a letter and opens with an opinion: “I think that algae is a great 
natural resource that could help solve some of our problems. . . .” This statement is followed by a minimal 
list of details. The rhetorical question, “Algae may help how?” shows some, though minimal, attention to 
the task of an argument. Ideas are incomplete and poorly expressed. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 1 
The response is too minimal to demonstrate more than little control of standard English conventions. In 
addition, the initial run-on sentence takes up nearly half of the single-paragraph response. Further errors 
in sentence formation, grammar, and usage interfere with meaning: “Most of the worlds oxygen comes 
from algae, and they can grow 10 to 100 times faster than land plant which in the case of global warming 
algae can cover a wider area and be used in bioreactors to absorb CO2.” 

 

 

Back to Scoring Guides 
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Idea Development—Score Point 0 
It is clear that the student has read the article(s), but the response does not address the question. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 0 
Though the response can be understood, it contains several errors and is too minimal to demonstrate any 
control of standard English conventions. 

 

 

Back to Scoring Guides 
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