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INTRODUCTION

Writing is a life skill. As students move from grade to grade, writing skills are critical for
academic progress. Students who have difficulty putting their thoughts into writing struggle to
succeed in social studies, science, and many areas other than English language arts. Because
good writing requires good thinking, the act of writing helps students learn to clarify their
thoughts and focus their ideas.

The composition section of the TAKS writing test assesses Objectives 1 and 2. Objective 1
focuses on the quality of the composition’s content, while Objective 2 focuses on how clearly
and effectively the student communicates his or her ideas. These objectives are inextricably
linked because good writing must be both substantial and mechanically sound.

Objective 1
The student will, within a given context, produce an effective composition for a specific
purpose.

The ability to communicate thoughts and ideas through writing helps students become
successful, not only in school but throughout their lives. In order to communicate
effectively, students must organize and develop ideas in a logical, coherent, and interesting
manner that is easy for the reader to follow and understand. Objective 1 tests each student’s
ability to produce an organized and well-developed composition in response to a prompt.
The prompt is worded so that students have broad latitude in crafting an individual
response. Students can use any organizational strategy that allows them to write an effective
piece—they can write a story, a description, a philosophical piece, an expository piece—or
they can combine approaches. However students choose to respond, it is important that the
composition they write is uniquely theirs—that it is authentic and represents their best
thinking and writing.

Objective 2

The student will produce a piece of writing that demonstrates a command of the
conventions of spelling, capitalization, punctuation, grammar, usage, and sentence
structure.

To write well, students must be able to apply the conventions of the English language. This
means that students must have the following skills. First, when students write a
composition, thev have the ability to follow the rules of correct capitalization, punctuation.
spelling, grammar, usage, and sentence structure. Second, they have the ability to write
effective sentences and use words and phrases that enhance the reader’s understanding of
their ideas. Although students are not expected to produce absolutely error-free writing on
the test, they are expected to write as clearly and correctly as possible. The stronger the
writing conventions are, the more likely it is that students will be able to produce an
effective composition.

TAKS compositions are holistically scored on a scale of 1 (ineffective) to 4 (highly effective).
For each score point, the scoring guide presents the rubric as well as four student compositions
with explanatory annotations. Using this scoring guide will help you to better understand your
students’ writing development and the strengths and weaknesses of your school’s writing
program. However, it is important to remember that readers assign scores to compositions based
on overall effectiveness. Because these judgments are holistic, compositions at a particular score
point generally do not reflect every characteristic listed on the rubric for that score point.



Write a composition about the best day you ever
had.

The information in the box below will help you remember what you should think
about when you write your composition.

REMEMBER—YOU SHOULD
O write about the best day you ever had

U make sure that each sentence you write helps the reader
understand your composition

Q write about your ideas in detail so that the reader really
understands what you are saying

Q try to use correct spelling, capitalization, punctuation,
grammar, and sentences

The names of individuals mentioned in the compositions have been
changed to protect the confidentiality of the students whose responses
appear in this guide.
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SCORE POINT 1

EACH COMPOSITION AT THIS SCORE POINT IS AN INEFFECTIVE PRESENTATION OF THE WRITER'S IDEAS.

Focus and Coherence

d Individul paragraphs and/or the composition as a whole are not focused. The writer may shift
abruptly from idea to idea, making it difficult for the reader to understand how the ideas
included in the composition are related.

| The composition as a whole has little, or no, sense of completeness. The introduction and
conclusion, if present, may be perfunctory.

O A substantial amount of writing may be extraneous because it does not contribute to the
development or quality of the composition. In some cases, the composition overall may be only
weakly connected to the prompt.

Organization

d The writer’s progression of thought from sentence to sentence and/or paragraph to paragraph is
not logical. Sometimes weak progression results from an absence of transitions or from the use
of transitions that do not make sense. At other times, the progression of thought is simply not
evident, even if appropriate transitions are included.

a An organizational strategy is not evident. The writer may present ideas in a random or
haphazard way, making the composition difficult to follow.

3 Wordiness and/or repetition may stall the progression of ideas.

Development of Ideas

a The writer presents one or more ideas but provides little or no development of those ideas.

) The writer presents one or more ideas and attempts to develop them. However. this
development is so general or vague that it prevents the reader from understanding the writer’s
ideas.

a The writer presents only a plot summary of a published piece of writing. a movic, or a
television show.

0 The writer omits information, which creates significant gaps between ideas. These gaps prevent
the reader from clearly understanding those ideas.

Voice

0 The writer does not engage the reader, therefore failing to establish a connection.

O There may be little or no sense of the writer’s individual voice. The composition does not
sound authentic or original. The writer is unable to express his/her individuality or unique
perspective.

Conventions

a There is little or no evidence in the composition that the writer can correctly apply the
conventions of the English language. Severe and/or frequent errors in spelling, capitalization.
punctuation, grammar, usage, and sentence structure may cause the writing to be unclear or
difficult to read. These errors weaken the composition by causing an overall lack of fluency.

a The writer may misuse or omit words and phrases and may frequently writc awkward

sentences. These weaknesses interfere with the effective communication of ideas.
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Score Point: 1

In this response the writer presents a list of the best things in life with little or no
development of any of the ideas. The focus shifts abruptly from testing to Playstation to
getting checks and spending money, which detracts from the coherence of the composition.

In addition, there is little sense of the writer’s individual voice. Awkward and repetitive
sentence structures make the communication of ideas ineffective.
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Score Point: 1

The writer attempts to combine narrative and descriptive strategies to discuss a visit to an
IMAX theater, but the haphazard presentation of ideas and the lack of effective transitions
make the response difficult to follow. (At this one part of the movie when it was showing its
structure it felt as if the bars were hitting you. I had to go back some day. The movie we
watched was 1-2 the city in space.) The lack of sentence-to-sentence connections weakens
the organization of the response. In addition, although the writer attempts to develop some of
the ideas, the information provided is very general, limiting the sense of the writer’s voice.
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Score Point: 1
The writer of this narrative about a baseball game between rivals uses an effective play-by-
play organizational strategy to link and develop ideas and build them to a conclusion that
resolves the story line. The introduction contains enough information to set up the situation
for the reader, and the writer maintains focus throughout the composition. However, the
frequent and severe errors in sentence structure, grammar, spelling, capitalization, and
punctuation overwhelm the composition’s strengths, interfering with the reader’s

understanding of the writing. This lack of control of the conventions of written English
results in an ineffective presentation of the writer’s ideas.
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Score Point: 1

This narrative about going to Disney World is clear and focused, but the brief presentation of
ideas is extremely general. (That day we had a blast. We rode every ride in Disney World,
every ride was awesome.) The vagueness of the presentation does not permit the writer’s
individual voice to emerge. While conventions are mostly appropriate, the response lacks the
depth of development needed for a higher score point.




SCORE POINT 2

EACH COMPOSITION AT THIS SCORE POINT IS A SOMEWHAT EFFECTIVE PRESENTATION OF THE WRITER’S
IDEAS.

Focus and Coherence

3 Individual paragraphs and/or the composition as a whole are somewhat focused. The writer
may shift quickly from idea to idea, but the reader has no difficulty understanding how the
ideas included in the composition are related.

3 The composition as a whole has some sense of completeness. The writer includes an
introduction and conclusion, but they may be superficial.

o Some of the writing may be extraneous because it does not contribute to the development or
quality of the composition as a whole.

Organization

O The writer’s progression of thought from sentence to sentence and/or paragraph to paragraph
may not always be smooth or completely logical. Sometimes the writer needs to strengthen the
progression by including more meaningful transitions; at other times the writer simply needs to
establish a clearer link between ideas.

O The organizational strategy or strategies the writer chooses do not enable the writer to present
ideas effectively.

3 Some wordiness and/or repetition may be evident, but these weaknesses do not completely stall
the progression of ideas.

Development of Ideas

a The writer attempts to develop the composition by listing ideas or bricfly explaining them. In
both of these cases, the development remains superficial, limiting the reader’s understanding
and appreciation of the writer’s ideas.

a The writer presents one or more ideas and attempts to develop them. However. there is little
evidence of depth of thinking because this development may be somewhat general. inconsistent.
or contrived.

o The writer may omit small pieces of information that create minor gaps between ideas.
However, these gaps do not prevent the reader from understanding those ideas.

Voice

O There may be moments when the writer engages the reader but fails to sustain the connection.

a Individual paragraphs or sections of the composition may sound authentic or original. but the
writer hus difficulty expressing his/her individuality or unique perspective.

Conventions

a Errors in spelling, capitalization, punctuation, grammar, usage. and sentence structure
throughout the composition may indicate a limited control of conventions. Although thesc
errors do not cause the writing to be unclear, they weaken the overall fluency of the
composition.

d The writer may include some simple or inaccurate words and phrases and may write some

awkward sentences. These weaknesses limit the overall effectivencss of the communication of
ideas.
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Score Point: 2

The writer focuses on the good and bad events of a day spent with Dad. This is an effective
approach, but the writer shifts quickly from idea to idea with the frequent use of simple
transitions (so, then). and as a result there is little evidence of depth of thought. While there is
an attempt to explain the episode of the boat overturning, overall the development is general
and inconsistent. The writer engages the reader in places (his car broke down so we had to
walk, but it was a good walk, a very good walk) but does not maintain a consistently strong
voice. Some conventions errors further limit the effectiveness of the composition.
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Score Point: 2

In this narrative about a sleepover with friends, the writer links ideas logically and attempts
to develop all of them. The narrator maintains focus from the short but clear introduction to
the brief conclusion, und a good command of vocabulary adds to the depth of thought. (We
found a spot with a big view of the sky. We spread out the blankets and sprawled out on
them. We talked for a second and then we tried to count the billions of stars.) However. while
conventions such as sentence boundaries and sentence structure are correct, numerous and
severe spelling errors demonstrate limited control of written English and reduce the overall
effectiveness of the composition.
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Score Point: 2
After a superficial introduction, the writer makes effective use of combined narrative and

compare-and-contrast organizational strategies to support the progression of ideas and
maintain focus on acquiring a second dog. (Buddy is getting a lot better. Only problem now is
that he burps! Sam on the other hand is now very jealous.) Conventions are mostly
appropriate, and the writer’s voice is evident throughout the composition. However, the
overall development lacks the depth needed for a higher score.
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Score Point: 2

This informative approach to writing about a trip to an amusement park centers on
descriptions of the most enjoyable rides in the park. However, a simplistic organization of the
descriptions into favorite ride, second favorite, and so on, with brief and somewhat repetitive
development of each idca, limits the effectiveness of the presentation. The description of the
rides is sometimes superficial and general (fun, cool, big, so cool) and limits any sense of the
writer’s unique perspective.




SCORE POINT 3

EACH COMPOSITION AT THIS SCORE POINT IS A GENERALLY EFFECTIVE PRESENTATION OF THE WRITER'S

IDEAS.

Focus and Coherence

) Individual paragraphs and the composition as a whole are, for the most part, focused. The
writer generally shows the clear relationship between ideas, making few sudden shifts from one
idea to the next.

3 The composition as a whole has a sense of completeness. The introduction and conclusion add
some depth to the composition.

a Most of the writing contributes to the development or quality of the composition as a whole.

Organization
a The writer’s progression of thought from sentence to sentence and paragraph to paragraph is

generally smooth and controlled. For the most part. transitions are meaningful, and the links
between ideas are logical.

The organizational strategy or strategies the writer chooses are gencrally effective.

Wordiness and/or repetition, if present, are minor problems that do not stall the progression of
ideas.

Development of Ideas

0 The wriier attempts to develop all the ideas included in the composition. Although some ideas
may be developed more thoroughly and specifically than others, the development overall
reflects some depth of thought, enabling the reader to generally understand and appreciate the
writer’s ideas.

3 The writer’s presentation of some ideas may be thoughtful. There may be little evidence that
the writer has been willing to take compositional risks when developing the topic.

Voice

O The writer engages the reader and sustains that connection throughout most of the composition.

3d For the most part, the composition sounds authentic and original. The writer is generally able to
express his/her individuality or unique perspective.

Conventions

a The writer generally demonstrates a good command of spelling, capitalization. punctuation.
grammar, usage, and sentence structure. Although the writer may make minor crrors, they
create few disruptions in the fluency of the composition.

o The words, phrases, and sentence structures the writer uses are generally appropriate and

contribute to the overall effectiveness of the communication of ideas.
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Score Point: 3

The writer of this composition about getting a library card uses a narrative strategy to
organize a focused presentation of ideas. Transitions are generally meaningful, and both the
introduction and the conclusion add depth to the composition. The inclusion of specific
details creates some depth of development in the encounter with the librarian (the woman
behind the counter greeted us with a cheerful smile and gave us a yellow and green sheet to
fill). Although some ideas are less thoroughly developed than others, the writer’s individual
perspective on the importance of books and reading provides an authentic sense of voice.
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Score Point: 3

The introduction sets the scene in this focused narrative about a schoolyard fight; having
avoided punishment for the fight is the link to the prompt. Meaningtul transitions (after I got
back up, so that we never did that again) help create a smooth progression of ideas. The
overall development of the events enables the reader to generally understand and appreciate
the writer’s ideas. In addition, the writer engages the reader through a lively and natural use
of language, including effective dialogue.
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Score Point: 3

A “how-to” informative approach combined with some reflection on memories of the day
allows the writer to effectively organize and focus this composition about a day spent
building a trechouse. Although some points are developed more thoroughly and specifically
than others, there is a smooth progression of ideas and some depth of thought (this is where
you need a friend to help to hold the nails and the hammer...). The writer’s voice is clearly
evident throughout the response.
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Score Point: 3

The writer of this expository composition expresses a unifying theme that connects a
description of four different books to each other as well as to the prompt. (Yes, the best day I
ever had was the day I got and read those four great books.) Although the writer transitions
from book to book in a simplistic way (the first book, the next book, my third book), the
ideas are evenly developed and offer a sufficient explanation of why the writer liked the
books. For the most part the composition sounds authentic, and the writer is generally able to
express his/her unique perspective. Occasional sentence fragments and misspelled words
create few disruptions in the fluency of the composition.




SCORE POINT 4

EACH COMPOSITION AT THIS SCORE POINT IS A HIGHLY EFFECTIVE PRESENTATION OF THE WRITER'S TDEAS.

Focus and Coherence

a Individual paragraphs and the composition as a whole are focused. This sustained focus enables
the reader to understand and appreciate how the ideas included in the composition are related.

a The composition as a whole has a sense of completeness. The introduction and conclusion arc
meaningful because they add depth to the composition.

J Most, if not all, of the writing contributes to the development or quality of the composition as a
whole.

Organization

) The writer’s progression of thought from sentence to sentence and paragraph to paragraph is
smooth and controlled. The writer’s use of meaningful transitions and the logical movement
from idea to idea strengthen this progression.

a The organizational strategy or strategies the writer chooses enhance the writer’s ability to
present ideas clearly and effectively.

Development of Ideas

3 The writer’s thorough and specific development of each idea creates depth of thought in the
composition, enabling the reader to truly understand and appreciate the writer’s idcas.

a The writer’s presentation of ideas is thoughtful or insightful. The writer may approach the topic
from an unusual perspective, use his/her unique experiences or view of the world as a basis for
writing, or make interesting connections between ideas. In all these cases, the writer’s
willingness to take compositional risks enhances the quality of the content.

Voice

d The writer engages the reader and sustains this connection throughout the composition.

d The composition sounds authentic and original. The writer is able to express his/her
individuality or unique perspective.

Conventions

o The overall strength of the conventions contributes to the effectiveness of the composition. The
writer demonstrates a consistent command of spelling, capitalization. punctuation. grammar,
usage, and sentence structure. When the writer attempts to communicate complex ideas through
sophisticated forms of expression, he/she may make minor errors as a result of these
compositional risks. These types of errors do not detract from the overall flucncy of the
composition.

a The words, phrases, and sentence structures the writer uses enhance the overall effectivencss of

the communication of ideas.
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Score Point: 4

The writer maintains a strong focus on the considerable accomplishment of reading all of the
Harry Potter books. Although transitions are often simple, the progression of ideas is logical.
and each idea is developed in enough depth to be understood by the reader, particularly the
excitement of reaching the last chapter, page, sentence, and word of the last book. The
writer’s own experience is clearly the basis of the composition, and an authentic voice is
expressed throughout the response. (When my mom first brought home the first Harry Potter
book, I took one look at it and said, “no way am I ever reading that.””) Occasional minor
errors in conventions do not detract from the composition’s overall fluency.
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Score Point: 4

The writer takes a compositional risk in this narrative, tightly focusing on the events that
explain how a bad day ironically turns out to be the best day ever. Meaningful transitional
devices and specific word choice contribute to the smooth but rapid progression of thought.
providing the reader with just enough information to appreciate the writer’s ideas. (School
was worse! [ bombed a quiz, my lunch was stale and I almost missed my bus!! By the time [
got home, 1 was exhausted.) Lively and natural use of language allows the writer to engage
the reader. Good control of conventions and varied sentence structure contribute to the

effectiveness of the presentation.
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Score Point: 4
In this narrative the writer’s strategy in setting up the fact that he was the only one smart

enough to wear a swimming suit while river rafting becomes evident as the events progress
and provides a strong focus for the story. Events are described from the unique perspective ol
the writer in simple, vivid language that enables the reader to get a real sensc of the trip and of
the writer’s voice. (Once I got back in the raft I soaked Paul, John, my dad. and their dad. My
dad screamed at me so I grabbed a pair of goggles and looked underwater to ignore him.)
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Score Point: 4

This controlled response is cast in the form of a letter to a former teacher, a device that helps
convey the personal voice of the writer. The writer takes another, greater compositional risk
in going back in time and recreating the feelings of that time through the purposeful
repetition of a single phrase (small, sad feeling). The introduction adds depth by concisely
setting the scene for the reader and establishing that the “best day” was actually characterized
by a complex mix of emotions. The writer creates depth of thought by reflecting on the
personal meaning of the events of the day as they are recounted in a progression enhanced by
the consistent use of meaningful transitional devices. Varied sentence structure and strong
conventions contribute to the effectiveness of the presentation.




