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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, they 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 a time when
something unexpected happened.

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

REMEMBER—YOU SHOULD

Q write about a time when something unexpected
happened

O make your writing interesting to the reader

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

O make sure that your ideas are clear and easy for the
reader to follow

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

Q check your work for 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

dJ Individual paragraphs and/or the composition as a whole are not focuscd. 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.

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

a 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 writcr’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.

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

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

Development of Ideas

) The writer presents one or more ideas but provides little or no development of thosc ideas.

) The writcr 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 rcader from clearly understanding those ideas.

Voice

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

d 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

J 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 1o read. These errors weaken the composition by causing an overall lack of fluency.

a The writcr may misuse or omit words and phrases and may frequently write awkward

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

This response, focused on an unexpected move to Texas, includes related ideas regarding
how this change affected the writer’s life. However, the repetition of ideas (I am still not used
to it, I am not used to a very large city) and a disorganized presentation stall the progression
of the response. General and vague statements (it was really unexpected to me, cause I never
knew about any other place; there are all kinds of crimes going on) provide little or no
development and limit the expression of the writer’s voice.
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Score Point: 1

In this brief and general response, the writer recounts a day that began with an unexpected
offer of a fishing trip. There is a sequenced narrative, but the details are vague (a place that
has woods, we got a few, it was fun). Numerous conventions errors, inciuding omitted words
and the lack of appropriate sentence boundaries, interfere with the eftective communication

of ideas.
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Score Point: 1

In this unfocused response, the writer attempts to define the concept of “unexpectedness™
through various strategics. First the writer offers two anecdotes of unexpected events. The
writer then includes a comparison of good and bad consequences of random unexpected
events, but this explanation is not linked to the previous examples. The lack of an
organizational strategy, along with very general development of ideas (Unexpected events
can be good by helping people, curing diseases, or even saving lives), prevents the reader
from clearly understanding what the writer intended to communicate.
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Score Point: 1

In this response the writer focuses on the unexpected gift of a Game Cube. A redundant list
of the toy’s attributes stalls the progression of thought in the composition (Finally, it is
expensive because it is new. It is one of the newest systems. That is why it is so expensive.)
The writer’s lack of specific development (To begin, the game cube has a lot of games. The
games I usually play are the sport games) and limited voice fail to engage the reader.




SCORE POINT 2

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

IDEAS.

Focus and Coherence

a 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.

0 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

3 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 nceds fo 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.

O 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 briefly 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 gencral. inconsistent.
or contrived.

d 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

Jd 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 has difficulty expressing his/her individuality or unique perspective.

Conventions

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

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

awkward sentences. These weaknesses limit the overall effectiveness of the communication of
ideas.
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Score Point: 2
In the introduction, this writer presents an example of a surprising event and suggests three

other types of unexpected events (irony, humor, tragedy). Each of the following three body
paragraphs is focused on one of the concepts mentioned in the introductory paragraph.
However, because the concepts are not linked to each other, the response as a whole lacks
focus and coherence.
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Score Point: 2
This writer focuses on an invitation to pammpdte in a friend’s Quznceneza Although the

writer’s narrative organizational strategy is generally effective, the development of ideas in
the composition remains general and superficial throughout the response (In these four days
of practice I learned everything I had to know). The writer occasionally engages the reader
(Without a moment’s hesitation I said “Sure, why not.”) but does not maintain a consistently
strong voice.
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Score Point: 2

This composition, focused on an art contest, progresses smoothly from the description of the
theme of the contest to what the writer did with the first place prize. That level of
development does provide some sense of completeness, even though the one-line
introduction and conclusion do little more than set the scene. The limited conventions,
including some usage errors and some missing sentence boundaries, reduce the overall

effectiveness of the composition.
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Score Point: 2

In this somewhat effective response, the writer uses a narrative organizational strategy that is
focused on an unexpected visit from a relative. The writer’s wordy presentation (it was like a
big surprise at a party but it wasn’t like that it was really different) and repetition of ideas (it
was really nice to see her) at times weakens the progression of the response. In addition to
the weak progression, the attempt at development remains superficial (my grandmother and
her sister had a really good time together, we also had fun and happy moments with her).




SCORE POINT 3

EACH COMPOSITION AT THIS SCORE POINT IS A GENERALLY EFFECTIVE PRESENTATION OF THE WRITERS

IDEAS.

Focus and Coherence

O 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.

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

d 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 generally effective.

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

Development of Ideas

3 The writer 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.

o 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

o The writer generally demonstrates a good command of spelling, capitalization, punctuation.
grammar, usage, and sentence structure. Although the writer may make minor errors. 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

In this unified response. the writer presents two different unexpected experiences that are
thematically connected by the need for a trip to the emergency room to get stitches. Each
body paragraph is focused on a personalized recounting of an accident. The incidents are
developed through the use of specific detail (suddenly I lost my hold and fell on the cabinet
door that was open, she pulled up my pants and could even see blood dripping down my leg).
Although there are minor errors in conventions, they create few disruptions for the reader.
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Score Poiht: 3

This reflective composition focuses on the writer's profound emotional response to
9/11/2001. The effective introductory paragraph adds depth and engages the reader’s interest.
A meaningful transition into the first body paragraph (but now things are different) further
strengthens the response. The thoughtful presentation of ideas and the writer's engaging
voice (I don’t think even having all the dads in the world making sure I could go to sleep
would make me feel safe) create a generally effective picce. However, the final body
paragraph is quick and superficial (girls being kidnapped, all the fighting in the Middle East).
The conclusion (I don’t think this country has changed that much) actually contradicts the
ideas presented in the rest of the paper.
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] Score Point: 3
In this concise response, the writer’s July 4™ fireworks display ends anticlimactically when
the writer's largest rocket inexplicably disappears. The specific development of ideas
throughout much of the response (I shoot off my Chinese UFO’s and my Bumblebees. My
super Bottle Rockets 5.0 from Germany are next.) engages the reader and provides a strong
sense of the writer’s enjoyment. However, the quick and general ending leaves the reader
wanting to know more. Overall, the proper use of conventions and the student’s engaging
voice (I get to shower the sky with special effects) contribute to this generally effective

composition.
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Score Point: 3

An impromptu family vacation to Corpus Christi is the subject of this writer's focused,
coherent narrative. The writer’s progression of thought is smooth and controlled, although
some sections are a bit wordy (The next minute my mom told us to go pack our bags because
we were going to Corpus Christi. We packed our bags and were headed out the door.). The
level of development allows the reader to generally understand the writer’s ideas. and a good
command of conventions contributes to the overall effectiveness of the composition.




SCORE POINT 4

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

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.

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

a Most, if not all, 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
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

) 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 ideas.

g 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

a The writcr engages the reader and sustains this connection throughout the composition.

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

Conventions

d 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 fluency of the
composition.

0 The words, phrases, and sentence structures the writer uses enhance the overall effectiveness of

the communication of ideas.

18
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Score Point: 4

In this thoughtful, insightful composition, the writer offers a focused and cohesive account of
the events of 9/11/2001. The first body paragraph is a thorough and specific chronological
account of that morning. The following two paragraphs focusing on the aftermath of the
attack and the subsequent attack on the Taliban are developed with the same level of detail,
with good control and progression from sentence to sentence. The writer’s strong sense of
voice and the overall strength of the conventions contribute to the fluency and effectiveness
of the composition.
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Score Point: 4

The writer of this focused response enoages the reader by describing Izabelle and providing a
sense of who she is (a quiet girl who looked forward to sitting and relaxing in her secluded
lounge in the forest). As the adventure begins, the writer sets the scene with specific detail
(...when she finally reached her stump, which was long dead, she sat upon it Indian-style and
awaited the usual breeze to unstraighten her hair and whisper the language of the forest into
her ears). The word choice expresses the individuality and voice of the writer. The narr: ative
organizational strategy is an effective way to lead up to the unexpected event, Izabelle’s
losing her way in the familiar forest. The overall strength of the conventions contributes to

the fluency of this response.
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Score Point: 4
This highly effective response, focused on a cheerleading competition and the valuable

lessons learned by the writer from losing it, is framed with a thoughtful introduction and
conclusion which add significance to what the event means to the writer. The body of the
composition is a suspenseful first- person narrative, which progresses smoothly—initially
providing background regarding the team’s hard work in preparing for the contest, moving to
the contest’s hopeful beginning, and ending with its disappointing conclusion. The strong,
vivid development of ideas and sustained voice keep the reader engaged throughout. The
overall strength of conventions contributes to the fluency of the response.
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Score Point: 4

In this tightly focused chronological narrative, the writer describes an accident witnessed on
vacation. The writer prepares the reader by purposefully setting up the situation (It usually
takes little more than 3 hours to complete the ride). Specific details (I saw his wife running

toward me, she was breathing heavily, she told me between gasps) create a sense of sustained
urgency that engages the reader throughout the response. In addition, thoughtful commentary
is woven into the narrative (I reminded myself of how Dr. Soong must feel). The writer’s
proper use of conventions enhances the effectiveness of communication.




