
 

 

2026 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 the changes in a character’s 

emotions are similar to the changes in an object; use evidence from 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 from the passage(s). 

• Use correct grammar, spelling, and punctuation. 

Based on “The Rain and the Leaves,” write an essay that analyzes how the changes in 

Marcovaldo’s emotions are similar to the changes in the plant. Use evidence from 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 4. 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 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

5B

• 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 

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/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. 
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Scoring Guide for Standard English Conventions 
Select a score point in the table below to view the sample student response. 

Score* Description 

3A 

 

 

 

3B

3C

3D

• 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 

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 5A 

The essay presents an insightful analysis of how “Marcovaldo’s emotions become 

closely tied to the plant,” explaining how his “singular focus” on the success of the plant 

ultimately leads to his unhappiness. The central idea is fully developed throughout the 

essay, showing Marcovaldo’s progression from “unsuccessful and tired,” to “increasingly 

excited as the plant has become healthier,” and finally to “a feeling of fulfillment.” The 

analysis is rich and perceptive, revealing thoughtful connections between Marcovaldo’s 

emotions and the growth of the plant: “Marcovaldo’s feelings being so closely 

interlocked with his plant’s success creates both possibility for happiness and possibility 

for distress.” Organization is subtle, with skilled transitions, and evidence from the 

excerpt is skillfully integrated and explained throughout the essay. The essay 

demonstrates rich expression of ideas and full awareness of the task and mode.  

Standard English Conventions 3A 

The essay maintains consistent control of standard English conventions across a variety 

of sentence structures: “After Marcovaldo has taken care of the plant for days on end, it 

has grown too big to fit back inside work, and Marcovaldo knows he must continue to 

take care of it in order to protect this feeling of fulfillment he draws from the plant.” Minor 

punctuation and spelling errors do not interfere with clarity. Overall, grammar and 

mechanics are controlled and appropriate to the essay’s length and complexity. 
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Idea Development 5B 

The central idea of the essay is fully developed and supported with analysis connected 

to skillfully selected evidence. The essay presents an insightful interpretation of 

Marcovaldo’s emotional growth, noting how his connection to the plant mirrors his own 

transformation: “The reader experiences emotions with him as the plant and he both 

grow, one literally one figuratively.” Purposeful organization shows how Marcovaldo 

moves from detachment to empathy and finally to desperation as he cares for the plant 

and is then faced with having it “taken away.” The selection of evidence is skillful with 

thoughtful analysis and subtle transitions, resulting in a rich expression of ideas: “This 

first introduces the reader to the idea that the plant is a reflection of the man who cares 

for it.” There is full awareness of the task and mode.  

Standard English Conventions 3B 

The essay maintains consistent control of grammar, usage, and mechanics, along with 

the use of varied sentence structures throughout: “At first, this seems to simply be a 

chore for him, a responsibility like any other.” There are some run-on sentences and 

awkward phrasing throughout; however, these minor punctuation and wording errors do 

not interfere with overall clarity. The essay’s length and complexity are sufficient to 

demonstrate consistent control of standard English conventions. 
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Idea Development 4 

The central idea of the essay is clear and well-developed. The essay effectively 

explains how Marcovaldo’s emotions and circumstances affect the plant’s condition, 

using textual evidence to show how the plant’s health mirrors Marcovaldo’s emotional 

state: “…the changes in Marcovaldo’s emotions are similar to the changes in the plant 

because they both go from a low point, to a high point, and then back to a low point.” 

Relevant details are effectively interwoven throughout the essay to support the analysis, 

such as the plant being a “‘companion in misfortune’” to Marcovaldo at the beginning of 

the excerpt and the “‘tic-toc-tuc of the various drips’” becoming a source of comfort to 

him as the plant gains strength. Explanation of evidence is sometimes uneven; some 

quotations are not fully interpreted, and the final paragraph restates ideas rather than 

deepening the analysis. Overall, however, the essay shows a thoughtful understanding 

of the relationship between Marcovaldo and the plant. The organization is effective, and 

the essay demonstrates a full awareness of the task and mode. 

Standard English Conventions 3C 

The essay demonstrates consistent control of grammar, usage, and mechanics and the 

use of varied sentence structures: “Marcovaldo gives everything to the plant to make 

sure it prospers but in the end the plant is in a worse place than it was initially.” There 

are a few minor errors in spelling and punctuation and some awkward phrasing, but 

these issues do not interfere with meaning. Overall, the essay has sufficient length and 

complexity to demonstrate consistent control of standard English conventions.  
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Idea Development 3 

The essay identifies in general terms the central idea about Marcovaldo’s attachment to 

the plant and how caring for it gives him purpose: Marcovaldo “becomes attached to the 

plant and cares for it like no one else. In doing so, he achieves a sense of moral 

fulfillment in the plant’s growth.” This demonstrates a moderate understanding of the 

connection between Marcovaldo’s emotions and the changes in the plant, but the 

explanation is largely literal and relies heavily on restating events rather than 

interpreting them. Selection of details is appropriate, and organization is moderate, with 

adequate transitions and logical flow. Overall, the essay demonstrates an adequate 

expression of ideas and sufficient awareness of the task and mode.  

Standard English Conventions 3D 

The writing is generally clear and controlled, with a few errors that do not impede 

meaning. Sentence structures are varied and mostly correct, and basic punctuation is 

used effectively: “When Marcovaldo plants the tree outside and admires it, he finds a 

new admiration for the things around him.” Some minor spelling and punctuation errors 

are present but do not interfere with understanding. The essay demonstrates consistent 

control of standard English conventions given its length and complexity. 

 

  Back to Scoring Guides
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Idea Development 2 

The essay presents a somewhat developed central idea about Marcovaldo’s emotions 

changing alongside the plant’s growth, but the explanation is repetitive and evidence 

from the excerpt is limited. The essay repeatedly restates that Marcovaldo and the plant 

grow and depend on each other without adding specific details or analysis: “He feels 

fulfillment when taking care of the plant. It’s the best thing to ever make him happy.” 

This repetition provides a limited explanation of the relationship between Marcovaldo 

and the plant, and the essay relies on summarizing details from the excerpt rather than 

further explaining them. Organization is limited, and transitions are basic. The essay 

demonstrates a basic expression of ideas and partial awareness of task and mode.  

Standard English Conventions 2 

The essay shows partial control of grammar and mechanics. Most sentences are 

complete, but punctuation and word choice are inconsistent. Repetitive sentence 

openings and simple structure limit variety and overall complexity: “The plant is almost 

like him in a way.” and “The plant needs him to take care of it in order to keep it alive.” 

Errors are noticeable, though they do not impact meaning. Overall, the essay 

demonstrates mostly consistent control of standard English conventions relative to 

length and complexity. 

 

  Back to Scoring Guides
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Idea Development 1 

The response demonstrates minimal understanding of the text. The first sentence 

restates the prompt and is followed by a lengthy quotation from the text to show a vague 

connection between Marcovaldo’s emotions and the growth of the plant. The central 

idea is not developed and explanation is brief, though it is on task: “…Marcovaldo’s 

emotions during this part of the story was frightended for the plant and not himself.” 

Organization is minimal, with the response consisting of a single paragraph and little 

original writing. There is minimal awareness of the task and mode.  

Standard English Conventions 1 

The response shows little control of grammar, punctuation, and sentence structure. The 

brief paragraph contains errors in spelling (“paragrapgh,” “frightended”) and awkward 

phrasing, demonstrating little control of standard English conventions.   

 

  Back to Scoring Guides
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Idea Development 0 

The single phrase “The plant need water” indicates the student read at least some of 

the text but does not address the prompt correctly or demonstrate comprehension of 

Marcovaldo’s emotions or the connection between him and the plant.  

Standard English Conventions 0 

The response shows no control of grammar, usage, or mechanics. The brief phrase 

contains errors and provides insufficient evidence to demonstrate any control of 

standard English conventions.  
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