
2025 MCAS Sample Student Work and Scoring Guide 
 
Grade 7 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 that explains how the main characters in two passages 
demonstrate the same character trait; use information from both passages 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. 
• Provide evidence and/or details from the passage(s). 
• Use correct grammar, spelling, and punctuation. 

Based on the passages, write an essay that explains how Roy in Hoot and the girls 
in Strange Birds show determination. Be sure to use details from both passages 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 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 present and/or 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 effectively explains how Roy in Hoot and the girls 
in Strange Birds show determination. The central idea is developed by explaining 
that the characters set out to help their communities and show acts of “braveness, 
justice, and determination” in their efforts to protect animals. The essay provides 
detailed examples from both texts, including specific paraphrases, to support an 
analysis of the characters’ determination: “In paragraphs 4-6 in ‘Hoot’, Roy learns 
that there is going to be a new pancake house build on top of the endangered owls. 
They are going to. . . lose their homes. This could endanger them even more. Roy 
felt bad about this, and wanted to stop this so the owls could live.” The essay is 
skillfully organized and well structured, with a clear and logical progression. The 
expression of ideas is rich, with the writing repeatedly conveying the characters’ 
determination and the significance of their actions: “These four girls (Lane, Ofelia, 
Cat, Aster) made an oath to seek justice and demonstrate kindness. They want to 
stop the bad things that are going to happen.” There is full awareness of the task 
and mode. 

Standard English Conventions 3A 
The essay shows consistent control of sentence structures relative to the length of 
the essay. Examples include the following: “When it was his turn to go up and talk 
about an event, he talked about how the owls were endangered” and “They want to 
stop the bad things that are going to happen.” The sentences are varied and 
complex, contributing to the overall readability and effectiveness of the writing. 
Consistent control of standard English conventions is evident.  
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Back to Scoring Guides 
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Idea Development—Score Point 5B 
The central idea is insightful and fully developed. The essay effectively explores 
how both Roy in Hoot and the girls in Strange Birds show determination in 
advocating for the rights of birds. The selection and explanation of evidence are 
skillful, providing detailed evidence from both texts, as in this example: “Paragraph 
50 states, ‘So tommorow at lunch,’ Roy continued, ‘I’m going out there to . . . well, 
just because I want the Mother Paula’s people to know that somebody in Coconut 
Cove cares about those birds.’” This specific evidence supports the analysis of the 
characters’ determination. Organization is skillful and subtle, with a logical 
progression of ideas. Each paragraph builds on the previous one, creating a 
cohesive and compelling essay. The essay clearly conveys the characters’ 
determination and the significance of their actions. There is full awareness of the 
task and mode. 

Standard English Conventions 3B 
The essay shows consistent control of a variety of sentence structures. The 
sentences are varied and, at times, complex, contributing to the overall readability 
and effectiveness of the essay. There is consistent control of grammar, usage, and 
mechanics relative to the length and complexity of the essay, though there are 
instances of awkward phrasing, as in the following example: “Despite knowing the 
Floras are a popular group among the town, they still take in their power to go 
against them.” There are minor spelling errors (e.g., "cermony" "vunerable"), but 
they do not interfere with meaning. 
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Back to Scoring Guides 
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Idea Development—Score Point 4 
The central idea is clear and well-developed. The essay effectively discusses how 
Roy in Hoot and the girls in Strange Birds show determination in their efforts to 
protect the birds. The selection and explanation of evidence are effective. The essay 
includes relevant quotations from both texts to support the discussion of the 
characters’ determination. For example, “‘Then we’ll make stickers in the library,’ 
Lane said, looking to Aster, Cat, and Ofelia. ‘Everyone in?’ . . . All of this evidence 
shows us that they were very determined to spread awareness about the Floras, 
spending a lot of their time trying to come up with ideas.” The organization is 
effective and follows a logical structure, with clear transitions between ideas and 
paragraphs (“First,” “Finally”). Each point builds on the previous one, demonstrating 
a clear expression of ideas. There is full awareness of the task and mode.  

Standard English Conventions 3C 
The essay demonstrates consistent control of grammar, usage, and mechanics 
relative to the length and complexity of the essay. There are minor errors in 
spelling and usage (e.g., “loose” “perserveared”, “there”). However, the essay 
shows consistent control of sentence structures: “While leaving the house, he sees 
that his mother feels that the owls were doomed, but he wouldn’t be giving up 
hope.” Another example demonstrates similar control: “The author writes about 
Roy being excited to be able to share his thoughts about the owl situation in history 
class.” The sentences are varied and well constructed, contributing to the overall 
effectiveness of the writing. 
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Back to Scoring Guides 
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Idea Development—Score Point 3 
The central idea of the essay is general and moderately developed: “Both Roy and 
the girls are trying to convince people that the animals are being mistreated, so 
they come up with plans to do something about it.” The essay discusses how Roy in 
Hoot and the girls in Strange Birds show determination in saving animals, but the 
analysis of how they accomplish that is sometimes vague: “Although [the girls] do 
find ways to communicate their concerns, they still have to figure out even more, 
but after working together they finally come up with different solutions.” The 
evidence is selected and explained appropriately but would benefit from being more 
specific. The essay includes relevant quotations and examples from both texts to 
support the discussion of the characters’ determination. The essay follows a logical 
structure, but the transitions between ideas, such as “I know this because in 
paragraph 50, it says” and “I know this because in paragraph 36, it says” are 
formulaic. There is sufficient awareness of the task and mode.  

Standard English Conventions 3D 
The essay shows consistent control of a variety of sentence structures. The 
sentences are well constructed, with brief, simple topic sentences in the body 
paragraphs that contribute to the clarity of the writing. The essay demonstrates 
consistent control of grammar, usage, and mechanics relative to the length and 
complexity of the essay, though there are minor errors that do not interfere with 
the readability of the essay: “The girls form Strange Things are determine to show 
people that peacocks are being mistreated.” There are also some misspellings (e.g., 
“achive”, “determine”, “haming”) in the essay. 
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Back to Scoring Guides 
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Idea Development—Score Point 2 
The central idea is present and is somewhat developed in the essay, as in the 
following example: “In both Hoot and Strange Birds, all characters show their true 
determination.” The essay discusses the determination of characters in Hoot and 
Strange Birds, but the selection and explanation of evidence are limited. The essay 
includes some quotations from the texts, but the explanations are brief: “This 
show’s the characters’ determination to fix their issue. They are willing to do 
difficult tasks to make such events come true.” The organization is limited, with the 
essay following a basic structure of a single sentence introduction, two body 
paragraphs, and a conclusion. The transitions between ideas are sparse. The 
expression of ideas is, at times, repetitive: “Roy shows his determination to save 
the owls” and “This shows Roy’s determination for protecting these owls.” The 
essay partially addresses the task and mode. 

Standard English Conventions 2 
The essay shows mostly consistent control of sentence structures relative to the 
length of the writing. The sentences are generally correct, but there is some 
repetition and awkward phrasing. The essay demonstrates mostly consistent control 
of grammar, usage, and mechanics relative to its length and complexity. There are 
minor errors (e.g., “he way” should be “his way”), but they do not significantly 
interfere with the readability of the essay. 

Back to Scoring Guides 
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Idea Development—Score Point 1 
The response demonstrates a minimal understanding of the central idea in Hoot and 
Strange Birds by identifying examples of determination from both texts: “Roy 
shows determination by willing to help the birds” and “Aster (one of the girls) 
shows determination by having a sort of angry but not so angry tone.” The ideas 
are poorly expressed, and the response is minimally organized. The explanation of 
Roy's determination in Hoot is literal. The description of Aster’s determination in 
Strange Birds is vague and needs more specific details to convey the character’s 
determination. There is minimal awareness of the task and mode. 

Standard English Conventions 1 
Sentences show little complexity and no variety in sentence structure. The response 
contains few errors, but it is too brief to demonstrate more than minimal control of 
standard English conventions.  

Back to Scoring Guides 
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Idea Development—Score Point 0 
The response may show some evidence that the student has read the text, but it 
does not address the question. The response lacks clarity when it states, “owls were 
nice and they were determination to know it.” This line is vague and does not 
provide specific details or evidence to support an explanation of how Roy in Hoot 
and the girls in Strange Birds show determination. 

Standard English Conventions 0 
The response demonstrates no sustained control of Standard English conventions. 
The sentence contains multiple grammatical errors, including incorrect verb forms 
and incorrect word choice (“they were determination to know it”). These errors 
interfere with the clarity and readability of the sentence. 

 
 

Back to Scoring Guides 
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