
 

 

2026 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 that explains how the author develops a specific 

character trait in an excerpt; use evidence from the excerpt to support 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. The essay should be about four to five 

paragraphs in length. Be sure to: 

• Include a central idea. 

• Use evidence from the passage to support the central idea. 

• Use correct grammar, spelling, and punctuation. 

Based on Shane, write an essay explaining how the author develops a sense of mystery 

about Shane. 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 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 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. 
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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 a fully developed, insightful central idea about how Shane is “quite 

mysterious” and has an “ability to dodge any and all questions regarding his personal 

life.” Relevant evidence from the excerpt is skillfully incorporated throughout the essay 

to support the idea that “Shane might not be exactly as he seems.” Explanations 

consistently connect the evidence to the central idea, demonstrating a deep 

understanding of how the author develops mystery through characterization, dialogue, 

and the narrator’s reactions. The essay includes a balanced selection of quotations from 

different parts of the excerpt. Organization is effective, moving logically from the 

narrator’s feelings to Shane’s behavior and finally to the parents’ perspective, adding 

depth to the analysis. Ideas are richly expressed: “It is hard to see the true side to 

Shane when each and every part of his life is a mystery to both the narrator and the 

reader.” The essay shows a full awareness of the task and mode.  

Standard English Conventions 3A 

The essay demonstrates consistent control of a variety of sentence structures relative to 

the length of the essay. Both simple and more complex sentence constructions are 

included in the essay, supporting clarity and flow. Quotations are formatted correctly 

and integrated smoothly, reflecting consistent control of grammar, usage, and 

mechanics. 
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Idea Development 5B 

The central idea is insightful and fully developed throughout the essay with rich analysis 

and specific evidence from the excerpt. The introduction begins with an inclusion of 

relevant plot points that demonstrate the ways in which “the author creates a sense of 

mystery about Shane” by “depicting him as both safe and dangerous.” The essay 

expands upon this idea by discussing the overall nature of Shane’s character in the 

body paragraphs using relevant evidence from the excerpt for support. Quotations are 

skillfully woven into the original analysis and consistently reinforce the idea that Shane’s 

“true nature” is not known to the reader. The essay further discusses how “Shane’s 

appearance adds to the sense of mystery around him.” The carefully selected examples 

combined with a rich expression of ideas show a full awareness of the task and mode.  

Standard English Conventions 3B 

The essay uses a variety of techniques and sentence structures and maintains 

consistent control of grammar. Textual evidence is cited skillfully with proper 

punctuation, showing a command of grammar, usage, and mechanics. Varied sentence 

structures and proper grammar usage relative to the length of the essay demonstrate 

consistent control of standard English conventions. 

 

  Back to Scoring Guides
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Idea Development 4 

The introduction of the essay presents the central idea that the author develops a sense 

of mystery about Shane through “his description, his tone, and the overall thoughts of 

him.” The central idea is well developed throughout the essay, with effective body 

paragraphs that expand upon how the description of Shane, voice and dialogue of 

Shane, and other characters’ thoughts about Shane all contribute to the sense of 

mystery about Shane. Body paragraphs are effectively organized by ideas and include 

well-selected quotes that support the central idea. There is a full awareness of task and 

mode. 

Standard English Conventions 3C 

The essay uses a variety of techniques and sentence structures while sustaining 

consistent control of grammar and mechanics. Textual evidence is cited correctly, with 

proper punctuation that reinforces the command of standard English conventions. Minor 

grammatical errors are present but do not impede understanding.  

 

  Back to Scoring Guides
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Idea Development 3 

The essay begins with a brief introduction and presents a general central idea about 

how “the author conveys a sense of mystery about Shane” by “making everything 

Shane says sound vague and unclear." Appropriate quotes are selected from 

throughout the excerpt and are used to explain how Shane is a “mysterious character.” 

Organization of ideas is moderate and uses basic transitional phrases: “the first way,” 

“the second way,” and “in conclusion.” The ideas within each paragraph and the 

explanations throughout the essay are moderately developed. There is sufficient 

awareness of the task and mode.  

Standard English Conventions 3D 

The essay demonstrates consistent control of a variety of sentence structures relative to 

the length of the essay, including both simple and more complex constructions that 

support clarity. The essay shows consistent control of grammar, usage, and mechanics 

relative to the complexity of the response. Minor errors are present, but do not impede 

understanding. 

 

  Back to Scoring Guides
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Idea Development 2 

The essay is partially developed and consists mostly of a restatement of events in the 

excerpt with some details and limited explanations. The central idea, “Shane is shown 

as a mysterious person,” is basic and only partially developed. The essay includes a list 

of ideas from the excerpt with limited explanations of the quotes that were chosen. 

Ideas are somewhat developed with a limited selection of evidence from the excerpt, 

demonstrating a partial awareness of the task and mode.  

Standard English Conventions 2 

The essay shows mostly consistent control of standard English conventions relative to 

the essay’s length and complexity. Some errors in spelling and punctuation are present, 

but do not impede understanding. The reliance on direct quotes in a brief essay shows 

only mostly consistent control of standard English conventions. 

 

  Back to Scoring Guides
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Idea Development 1 

The central idea that the author creates a sense of mystery about Shane through a 

“fierce and laid back attitude” is not developed. The response relies on a single example 

from the excerpt and provides a minimal explanation with insufficient evidence and 

details. Ideas are stated but not further explained, resulting in poor expression of ideas 

and little analysis of how the evidence supports the claim. Organization is minimal, and 

the response demonstrates minimal awareness of the task and mode.  

Standard English Conventions 1 

The response demonstrates little control of grammar, usage, and mechanics relative to 

its length and complexity, as frequent errors in sentence formation, punctuation, and 

usage are evident. These errors disrupt fluency and make parts of the response difficult 

to follow. The writing also shows little control and limited variety in sentence structure, 

relying primarily on simple constructions that do not support clarity.   

 

  Back to Scoring Guides
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Idea Development 0 

The response does not address the prompt. Although the student references a detail 

from the excerpt, demonstrating that the student read the excerpt, the response does 

not demonstrate understanding of the task or mode.  

Standard English Conventions 0 

No control is demonstrated in the simple six-word sentence. There is no variation in 

structure and not enough length or complexity to show any control.  

 

 Back to Scoring Guides
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