
2023 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-12.2 - 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 character's reactions to an event 
reveal his character; use information from the passage 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. 
• Provide evidence and/or details from the passage(s). 
• Use correct grammar, spelling, and punctuation. 

Based on The Night Circus, write an essay that explains how Bailey’s reactions to the circus 
throughout the passage reveal his character. 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://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%208&view=ALL&itemUIN=EL007062902
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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 is fully developed and insightful. The brief introduction provides an outline for analysis. 
Bailey’s reactions to the circus are developed in the body paragraphs and his characteristics are revealed 
through a skillful selection of evidence from the passage. The essay details how he is “eager and curious” 
about the circus, and his first visit brings a realization that contributes to a stronger fascination: “Bailey 
thought that the circus was going to be an event that he could view from afar and be amazed, but instead 
the circus invited him to adventure into its contents.” The essay further describes how Bailey’s curiosity 
leads him to trespass—a course he did not resist as “he would be angry at himself in the future” if he had 
not explored the circus further. The essay stresses that curiosity is part of the character’s personality: “He 
keeps pushing forward, although he knows that his actions are not correct due to his eagerness.” 
Eagerness and curiosity are counterpoints to other traits described in the essay. Bailey is described as 
hesitant as he explores the circus: “Bailey does not make a quick decision, but ponders first about the 
rep[er]cussions of his next actions and thinks to himself about what he should do.” The essay shows that 
he is passive, as well, in the sense that he is obedient: “Bailey follows the orders that he is given and 
accepts the rules that he is set throughout the novel.” Ideas are well organized and support understanding 
of the character’s complexity. The essay demonstrates full awareness of the writing task.  

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3A 
The essay demonstrates consistent control of a variety of sentence forms: “Throughout the passage from 
the novel, Bailey is confirmed as being eager and curious. Bailey dreamed of being allowed to visit the 
circus as a child, but was not allowed to go due to being too young.” Consistent control of grammar, 
usage, and mechanics support an overall quality of coherence and clarity of ideas. 
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Back to Scoring Guides 
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Idea Development—Score Point 5B 
The fully developed essay begins with a summary of the passage and a description of Bailey’s reactions 
to the circus in the introductory paragraph. Bailey is described as “intrigued and fascinated” on his first 
visit to the circus and “in awe of the different tents and lights that surround him.” His character is 
revealed in the body paragraphs, where detailed accounts of experiences build a rich sense of his 
personality. The first body paragraph details how Bailey’s fascination led to “euphoric feelings,” and how 
curiosity and imagination piqued by the circus would “linger in his brain, not letting him forget how the 
circus made him feel.” Skillful organization is apparent in how the second body paragraph expands upon 
these ideas: “The circus was so influential to him that he could not resist seeing it again.” The essay 
further describes how Bailey’s “spontaneous ways” lead him to visit the circus during the day and risk the 
consequences of trespassing. Finally, Bailey is described as “childish” in seeking “spontaneous fun,” and 
his character is defined by imagination and curiosity that require him to act despite an understanding of 
the danger of acting. Details are carefully arranged to logically develop Bailey’s complex character, 
which is captured through a rich expression of ideas. The essay demonstrates full awareness of the task 
and mode. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3B 
The long and complex essay demonstrates consistent control of a variety of sentence forms. Sentences 
convey clear ideas: “Even when Bailey has to leave the circus, he continues to think of his experience 
there and the impact it left on him,” and “From this, we learn that he is someone who seeks spontaneous 
fun.” Consistent control of grammar, usage, and mechanics supports coherent development of ideas. 
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Idea Development—Score Point 4 
The central idea of the essay is clear and well-developed. Bailey’s complexity is seen in his different 
reactions to the circus. The essay describes the circus as a place of wonder at night, and “like a 
completely new world.” Bailey’s visit during the day reveals a “sad and remote” place, yet one that he 
feels compelled to explore. Effective organization stresses this contrast. A sense of wonder developed in 
the first body paragraph is set against a very different mood in the second body paragraph, where the 
circus is described as “a desolate, remote place as if nothing exciting had ever happened there in the first 
place.” The essay concludes that Bailey’s most prominent trait is curiosity, so “he wants to explore the 
place where he explored another world last night.” The essay successfully contrasts the settings of the 
circus at night and day to explain Bailey’s reactions and reveal his personality. The writing demonstrates 
full awareness of the task of the prompt and mode of writing. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3C 
The essay demonstrates consistent control of standard English conventions. Sentence forms are varied and 
correct: “However, in paragraph 19, it shows that he doesn’t want to enter the circus now that is it day, 
but he has to because he accepted a dare. During the day, the tents look intimidating and not as 
welcoming.” Despite minor errors such as “is it day,” and “His feelings about the circus has changed,” 
there is consistent control in grammar, usage, and mechanics. The essay is sufficiently complex and there 
is no interference with communication. 
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Idea Development—Score Point 3 
The essay is moderately developed and organized. The introduction establishes the structure of the essay: 
“His emotions went from excited, to curious, to stunned.” Brief paragraphs build adequate expression. 
Bailey is described as “excited” and “amazed” by the circus. The essay notes how the author’s use of the 
adverb “even” in reference to the food shows that “along with the food, everything was amazing as well.” 
The essay further explains how Bailey’s curiosity is more important than his sister’s dare as he “now 
wants to go in not because of his sister, but because he decided that he wants to find out what the circus is 
like on the inside.” He is “stunned” when caught trespassing, and his fear is heightened by not knowing 
what “exsanguinated” means. The essay concludes with an explanation of how Bailey’s initial and final 
actions show his “innocence.” Details from the passage are appropriately selected, though the central idea 
is not well developed. Still, ideas are expressed adequately enough to reveal important aspects of Bailey’s 
personality. Overall, the essay demonstrates sufficient awareness of the task and mode. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3D 
The essay is complex enough to show consistent control of standard English conventions. Sentence forms 
are varied and correct: “The emotions rushing through his head at the time caused him to lose his thought 
and go speechless for a few seconds.” Usage and spelling errors can be read through; for example, “This 
shows his excitment and amazment for the circus.” Incorrect use of a comma and a missing comma in the 
conclusion, as in “to execute the dare, made him realize” and “However when he got caught,” do not 
interfere with meaning in the sentences. 
 

Back to Scoring Guides 
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Idea Development—Score Point 2 
The central idea of the essay is only somewhat developed. Ideas are organized in a basic three-part 
structure, addressing the beginning, middle, and end of the passage. Evidence and details are limited. The 
essay states that “Bailey was excited and amazed” by the circus. He is “nervous but curious” as he enters 
the circus, and “reli[e]ved and thankful” when he leaves the circus. The explanation focuses on Bailey’s 
reactions and does not provide more than a limited view of his character. The writing shows partial 
awareness of the task and mode. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 2 
The brief essay demonstrates mostly consistent control of standard English conventions. Most sentences 
are controlled, but forms are not significantly varied. Grammatical errors and awkwardness stand out in 
some run-on sentences: “Bailey was very nervous when he was in the circus so I bet he was very relieved 
that he got to found a way out.” A few spelling errors, such as “alrwady” and “relived,” do not interfere 
with communication. 

 

 

Back to Scoring Guides 
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Idea Development—Score Point 1 
The central idea of the essay is not developed. Details include insufficient support for the idea that 
Bailey’s reactions to the circus show “how much of a curious kid Bailey is.” The risk Bailey took to 
discover “many new things that he did not know about the circus before” is not explained. There is 
minimal awareness of the task and mode. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 1 
The essay lacks complexity and is too short to show more than little control of conventions. Spelling 
errors stand out in text that is brief and simple. 

 

 

Back to Scoring Guides 
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Idea Development—Score Point 0 
The response provides just two fragments of information. The context is sufficient to suggest that the 
student is referring to the passage, but the response does not address the question. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 0 
There is insufficient length to demonstrate control of standard English conventions. Initial capitalization 
is missing. 
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