
2023 MCAS Sample Student Work and Scoring Guide 
 
Grade 4 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 a key concept in the passage; use 
important information from the passage as evidence. 
 
 
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 Komodo Dragons, write an essay that explains what physical characteristics help 
the Komodo dragon survive. 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%204&view=ALL&itemUIN=EL007459900
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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 

4A • Central idea is clear and fully developed 
• Effective selection and explanation of evidence and/or details 
• Effective organization 
• Clear expression of ideas 
• Full awareness of the purpose for writing 

4B 

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 purpose for writing 

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 purpose for writing 

1 

• Central idea is not present and/or not developed 
• Insufficient evidence and/or details 
• Minimal or no organization 
• Poor expression of ideas 
• Minimal awareness of the purpose for writing 

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 

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., 4A and 4B). 
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Idea Development—Score Point 4A 
The essay includes a clearly stated central idea and a fully developed explanation of the physical 
characteristics that help the Komodo dragon survive. Relevant quotations from the passage provide 
information about the jaws, claws, tail, size, scales, and tongue of the Komodo dragon, and explanations 
of why these characteristics are important to the Komodo dragon’s survival are included.  The essay is 
effectively organized with appropriate transitions between ideas.  There is a clear expression of ideas and 
a full awareness of the purpose for writing.  

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3A 
The essay contains a variety of sentence structures, including “After all, who’d willingly go and fight with 
one of these gigantic, fierce creatures anyway? No wonder they have no predators to harm them in any 
way!” and “Also, the Komodo has a huge body covered with tough scales.”  Minor errors in punctuation 
do not detract from comprehension. Overall, the essay demonstrates consistent control of standard 
English conventions for this grade level. 

 

 

Back to Scoring Guides 
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Idea Development—Score Point 4B 
The essay includes a clearly stated central idea and a fully developed explanation of the physical 
characteristics that help the Komodo dragon survive.  Supporting information paraphrased from the 
passage explains how the tongue, size, scales, and claws enable the Komodo dragon to survive. The essay 
is effectively organized with clear transitions between ideas: “The next way,” “The last way,” and “In 
conclusion.” The essay is fully developed and is a clear expression of relevant information. There is a full 
awareness of the purpose for writing. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3B 
The essay shows consistent control of grammar, usage, and mechanics and includes a variety of sentence 
structures, such as the following introductory sentence: “Have you ever wondered how the Komodo 
Dragons stay at the top of the food chain?” Minor spelling and punctuation errors do not interfere with the 
overall understanding of the essay. Given its length and complexity, the essay demonstrates consistent 
control of standard English conventions for this grade level. 

 

 

Back to Scoring Guides  
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Idea Development—Score Point 3 
The essay is moderately organized and includes an explanation of the physical characteristics that help the 
Komodo dragon survive. The essay includes ideas about the claws, tongue, and teeth of the Komodo 
dragon. There is relevant information relating to each of the characteristics and a general explanation of 
how they are important for the Komodo dragon’s survival. For example, “Komodo dragons can eat 
basically any animal they catch.” There is an adequate expression of ideas and a sufficient awareness of 
the purpose for writing. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 3C 
The essay contains a variety of simple and complex sentences that show consistent control of grammar, 
usage, and mechanics. Minor errors and missing punctuation do not interfere with the overall 
understanding of the essay. Given its length and complexity, the essay demonstrates consistent control of 
standard English conventions for this grade level. 
 

 

Back to Scoring Guides 
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Idea Development—Score Point 2 
The essay includes a partially developed central idea of how physical characteristics help the Komodo 
dragon survive. Limited supporting evidence from the passage is included to explain how the tongue and 
claws of the Komodo dragon help them to catch food to survive:  “The Komodo dragon uses his/her 
tongue when he/she hunts for food. . . . He/She uses his/her claws to fight another dragon or its prey.” The 
essay includes a basic expression of ideas and a partial awareness of the purpose for writing. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 2 
The essay contains sentences that are simplistic in structure, such as “First the dragon sticks out his/her 
tongeue [tongue].” There are some punctuation and grammatical errors, such as “To help the Komodo 
dragons survive they uses there long tongue and big claws.” These errors do not detract from overall 
understanding of the essay. Given its length and lack of complexity, the essay demonstrates mostly 
consistent control of standard English conventions for this grade level. 

 

 

Back to Scoring Guides 

 

 

  



Grade 4 ELA Question 12  page 7 of 8 

 
 

Idea Development—Score Point 1 
The response includes characteristics about the Komodo dragon but does not develop the central idea of 
how these characteristics help the Komodo dragon survive. The tail, tongue, and jaws are mentioned, but 
information about these characteristics is insufficient and not fully developed. There is a minimal 
awareness of the purpose for writing. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 1 
The response demonstrates little variety in sentence structure and contains misspelled words, missing 
capitalization, and incorrect punctuation. The response lacks the complexity or length to demonstrate 
more than minimal control of standard English conventions for this grade level. 

 

 

Back to Scoring Guides 
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Idea Development—Score Point 0 
The response does not address the physical characteristics that help the Komodo dragon survive. The brief 
response indicates that the student looked at the passage and may be commenting on the photograph. 

Standard English Conventions—Score Point 0 
The response consists of a three-word sentence and is of insufficient length and complexity to 
demonstrate control of standard English conventions for this grade level. 

 

 

Back to Scoring Guides 
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