
2025 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 that analyzes how two authors develop a specific conflict 
in a letter and an excerpt on similar topics; use details from the letter and the excerpt to 
develop the essay. 
 
This item can be found in the released item sets on the MCAS Resource Center. 

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 “Letters from the Dust Bowl” and The Grapes of Wrath, write an essay analyzing how the 
authors develop the conflict between the people and their environment. Be sure to use details 
from both the letter and the excerpt 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.onlinehelp.cognia.org/released-items/
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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 
The essay provides an insightful analysis of how the authors develop the conflict 
between the people and their environment. The last sentence of the introduction 
asserts that the authors use “vivid mental imagery of the drastic environmental 
conditions” to show the inadequate attempts of the people in dealing with the 
challenges they faced. Details are skillfully organized to express how the hardships 
of living through the Dust Bowl are presented within the letter and the excerpt. The 
first body paragraph explains how the “detailed mental picture of the landscape” 
provided by Henderson shows “the severity of the environment” and how the 
“mental imagery” created by Steinbeck helps readers understand the extreme 
“amount of dust” that people experienced. The second body paragraph incorporates 
details from both the letter and the excerpt to show how people were affected by 
the environmental conditions: “The extreme winds and weather conditions in the 
environment caused the corn to be ripped from the ground, consequently taking 
away the people[’]s sustenance.” The third body paragraph discusses the ways 
people coped with the challenges. Despite the “resourcefulness and determination” 
of the people, their efforts continued to be inadequate. Relevant evidence is 
skillfully selected and explained throughout the body paragraphs. The essay 
demonstrates a rich expression of ideas and a full awareness of the task and mode. 

Standard English Conventions 3A 
Grammar, usage, and mechanics are consistently controlled across a variety of 
complex sentence structures: “From describing these struggles, readers get a 
better understanding of the direct challenges people faced during this time and the 
severity of the situation.” Minor errors in spelling do not interfere with 
communication. The length and complexity of sentences provide the opportunity to 
demonstrate consistent control of standard English conventions. 
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Back to Scoring Guides  
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Idea Development—Score Point 5B 
The essay skillfully explains how the authors develop the conflict between the 
people and their environment during the Dust Bowl. The introduction notes that the 
essay will discuss how “the authors develop the conflict by setting the scene, 
showing how the people try to combat their habitat, and then highlighting how their 
efforts were ineffective.” The first body paragraph uses relevant evidence from the 
letter to establish the conflict created by the setting before discussing how people 
tried to cope with the “serious and complex” problem of the dust. The paragraph 
also notes that despite attempts to “combat” the environment, the efforts were 
ineffective. The second body paragraph uses the same approach and incorporates 
details from the excerpt to show the conflict between the people and their 
environment. The paragraph skillfully observes how Steinbeck paints a “picture in 
the reader’s mind about what the setting looks like” and how the people’s inability 
“to figure out an effective way to solve the dust problem creates more tension.” The 
conclusion notes that the main conflict in the letter and the excerpt is the 
uncertainty of the characters who “do not know what will happen to them, their 
land, and their families.” The ideas in this essay are organized with one body 
paragraph focused on the letter and another body paragraph focused on the 
excerpt. The analysis of details from the letter and the excerpt, whether through 
quoted evidence or paraphrased evidence, supports a rich expression of ideas and a 
full awareness of the task and mode. 

Standard English Conventions 3B 
The essay demonstrates consistent control of a variety of sentence forms: “Again, 
the reluctance to move and inability to figure out an effective way to solve the dust 
problem creates more tension and highlights the conflict between the people and 
their enviornment.” Minor errors and misspellings are present but do not interfere 
with meaning. Grammar, usage, and mechanics are controlled throughout. The 
essay shows consistent control of standard English conventions. 
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Idea Development—Score Point 4 
The essay is well-developed and effectively organized. The introduction provides an 
overview of the events of the Dust Bowl and outlines how both authors develop the 
conflict between the people and their environment. The first body paragraph 
addresses the change from “fertile land to terrible dust” and uses one quotation 
from the letter for support. The second body paragraph effectively discusses how 
the authors “highlight conflict by explaining the frustration that the people of the 
Dust Bowl had due to their helplessness.” The third body paragraph also effectively 
incorporates details from both the letter and the excerpt to support the point that 
even though the “Dust Bowl would never stop tormenting the people,” the people 
“refused to give up.” The conclusion reiterates the ideas introduced in the last 
sentence of the introduction. Relevant evidence is effectively selected throughout 
the essay, and details are paraphrased and woven into the explanation. The essay 
demonstrates a full awareness of the task and mode. 

Standard English Conventions 3C 
The length and complexity of the essay are sufficient to demonstrate consistent 
control of standard English conventions. Overall, sentences are correct and clear in 
meaning. Grammar, usage, and mechanics are consistently controlled: “The 
authors of ‘Letters from the Dust Bowl’ and The Grapes of Wrath both show conflict 
between the people and their environment by showing how sudden the situation 
became bad, how helpless the people were to prevent their situation, and by how 
stubborn they were too move on.” Minor errors in usage of “too” in the introduction 
and the conclusion do not interfere with communication.  
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Idea Development—Score Point 3 
The essay is moderately developed and provides a general analysis of how the 
authors develop “a harrowing conflict between the natural elements and the people 
near Oklahoma during the Dust Bowl.” The introduction states that there is a “‘tell it 
how it is’” approach used in the letter and a “more empathetic approach” used in 
the excerpt. The first body paragraph includes appropriate textual evidence from 
the letter as well as some explanation of what people faced in coping with “the 
harsh weather conditions and the extreme dust clouds.” The second body 
paragraph focuses on how Steinbeck used “descriptive language and vivid imagery” 
to show “how detrimental the dust storms” were during this time period. Although 
both body paragraphs discuss the approaches used by the authors to develop the 
conflict between the people and their environment, the contrast in the authors’ 
writing styles could have been further explained. The conclusion notes that both 
authors “mainly focus on empathy” to try “to get the audience to understand that it 
was hard and detrimental.” The essay shows an adequate expression of ideas and 
sufficient awareness of the task and mode.  
 
Standard English Conventions 3D 
The essay demonstrates the use of varied sentence forms as well as correct 
grammar, usage, and mechanics. Minor spelling errors and awkward phrasing (such 
as the first sentence of the conclusion) do not detract from the overall fluency of 
the writing. The length and complexity of the essay demonstrate consistent control 
of standard English conventions. 
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Idea Development—Score Point 2 
The essay includes a somewhat developed central idea and limited organization. 
The first paragraph addresses how the author of the letter develops the conflict 
between the people and their environment by portraying “the drastic difference” 
between Kansas and Oklahoma and by using descriptive words such as 
“‘disheartening’ and ‘irritating.’” The second paragraph explains how Steinbeck 
“uses words to describe the dust like ‘sluggish smoke.’” A brief concluding sentence 
reiterates the point that both authors create conflict “between man and 
envi[ron]ment in many ways.” There is a basic expression of ideas and a partial 
awareness of the task and mode. 

Standard English Conventions 2 
The essay demonstrates mostly consistent control of standard English conventions 
relative to length and complexity. The essay contains some misspellings and errors 
in grammar and punctuation: “When the author talks about the enviroment in 
Oklahoma thing take a turn.  The author desribed the weather with saying, ‘the 
dust-covered desolation of No Man’s Land’ the conflict between her and nature 
arises.” The overall meaning is generally clear, and the writing includes different 
sentence structures.  
 

 

 

Back to Scoring Guides 
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Idea Development—Score Point 1 
The central idea is not developed in this brief response. The response includes 
mostly a retelling of what occurred in the letter. The analysis of how the authors 
develop the conflict between the people and their environment is insufficient. While 
the response references the titles of both the letter and the excerpt, no details were 
included as supporting evidence from the excerpt. There is a poor expression of 
ideas and a minimal awareness of the task. 

Standard English Conventions 1 
The response is brief and shows little complexity. Multiple errors in spelling 
(“graduly,” “pulluted,” “hazerdous”) are evident in the brief response. The response 
demonstrates little control of standard English conventions for this grade level.  

 

 

Back to Scoring Guides 
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Idea Development—Score Point 0 
The response references the letter and the excerpt but does not respond to the 
prompt. There is no analysis of how the authors develop conflict between the 
people and their environment. 

Standard English Conventions 0 
Two incorrectly formed sentences are not enough to demonstrate any control of 
standard English conventions. 
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