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Read the following quotation.

Take risks. Ask big questions. Don’t be afraid to make 

mistakes; if you don’t make mistakes, you’re not 

reaching far enough.

—David Packard, 
co-founder of Hewlett-Packard

Taking a risk means acting without knowing whether the outcome will be good.

Think carefully about this statement.

Write an essay explaining why it is sometimes necessary to take a chance.

Be sure to —

• clearly state your thesis

• organize and develop your ideas effectively

• choose your words carefully

• edit your writing for grammar, mechanics, and spelling  



STAAR English I Expository Writing 

Score Point 1 

The essay represents a very limited writing performance.  

Organization/Progression 

 The organizing structure of the essay is inappropriate to the purpose or the 
specific demands of the prompt. The writer uses organizational strategies 
that are only marginally suited to the explanatory task, or they are 
inappropriate or not evident at all. The absence of a functional organizational 
structure causes the essay to lack clarity and direction. 

 Most ideas are generally related to the topic specified in the prompt, but the 
thesis statement is missing, unclear, or illogical. The writer may fail to 
maintain focus on the topic, may include extraneous information, or may 
shift abruptly from idea to idea, weakening the coherence of the essay. 

 The writer’s progression of ideas is weak. Repetition or wordiness sometimes 
causes serious disruptions in the flow of the essay. At other times the lack of 
transitions and sentence-to-sentence connections causes the writer to 
present ideas in a random or illogical way, making one or more parts of the 
essay unclear or difficult to follow.  

Development of Ideas  

 The development of ideas is weak. The essay is ineffective because the writer 
uses details and examples that are inappropriate, vague, or insufficient.  

 The essay is insubstantial because the writer’s response to the prompt is 
vague or confused. In some cases, the essay as a whole is only weakly linked to 
the prompt. In other cases, the writer develops the essay in a manner that 
demonstrates a lack of understanding of the expository writing task. 

Use of Language/Conventions 

 The writer’s word choice may be vague or limited. It reflects little or no 
awareness of the expository purpose and does not establish a tone 
appropriate to the task. The word choice may impede the quality and clarity 
of the essay. 

 Sentences are simplistic, awkward, or uncontrolled, significantly limiting the 
effectiveness of the essay. 

 The writer has little or no command of sentence boundaries and spelling, 
capitalization, punctuation, grammar, and usage conventions. Serious and 
persistent errors create disruptions in the fluency of the writing and 
sometimes interfere with meaning. 
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Score Point 1 
In this very limited writing performance, the student provides no thesis statement and uses a 
narrative strategy—a story about riding a scary rollercoaster at Six Flags—to present ideas about 
taking a chance. The result is an essay with an organizing structure that is inappropriate to the 
explanatory task. Although most ideas are related to the topic of taking a chance, the details the 
writer chooses to include are inappropriate to the purpose and specific demands of the prompt. In 
addition, the writer’s word choice reflects little or no awareness of the expository purpose and does 
not establish an appropriate tone. 
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Score Point 1 
The writer presents several disconnected ideas that are centered on the possible effects of taking a 
chance, such as not having regrets and making yourself happy. Because the writer has not included a 
functional thesis statement, the explanation is difficult to follow. The student shifts abruptly from idea 
to idea, demonstrating she has difficulty linking sentences together. This lack of sentence-to-sentence 
connections interrupts the coherence of the essay. In addition, the writer’s word choice is vague, 
causing the development to be hard to follow. Overall, the lack of focus and coherence and the vague 
development cause this response to be a very limited writing performance, resulting in an ineffective 
essay. 
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Score Point 1 
The writer provides the thesis that sometimes it is necessary and other times unnecessary to take a 
chance. To support this thesis, the writer offers two hypothetical examples. Although the writer attempts 
to develop the two examples, neither the “asking questions” idea nor the “driving drunk” idea is 
sufficiently developed. Additionally, the lack of sentence boundaries disrupts the fluency of the writing, 
making the piece difficult to understand. The insufficient development and the lack of sentence 
boundaries cause this response to be a very limited writing performance. 
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Score Point 1 
In this very limited writing performance, the writer attempts to support the thesis that taking risks can be 
a good thing to do sometimes, but risk-taking can also be a bad thing. However, support for this idea 
consists of vague statements (some risks can turn out bad, but then some of them can also be real good) 
that do not contribute to the effective development of the essay. This vague word choice impedes the 
clarity of the essay. In addition, the lack of sentence-to-sentence connections and the repetition of the 
good/bad idea, without providing clarifying details, disrupt the flow of the piece. 



STAAR English I Expository Writing 

Score Point 2 

The essay represents a basic writing performance.  

Organization/Progression 

 The organizing structure of the essay is evident but may not always be 
appropriate to the purpose or the specific demands of the prompt. The essay 
is not always clear because the writer uses organizational strategies that are 
only somewhat suited to the expository task. 

 Most ideas are generally related to the topic specified in the prompt, but the 
writer’s thesis statement is weak or somewhat unclear. The lack of an 
effective thesis or the writer’s inclusion of irrelevant information interferes 
with the focus and coherence of the essay.  

 The writer’s progression of ideas is not always logical and controlled. 
Sometimes repetition or wordiness causes minor disruptions in the flow of 
the essay. At other times transitions and sentence-to-sentence connections 
are too perfunctory or weak to support the flow of the essay or show the 
relationships among ideas. 

Development of Ideas  

 The development of ideas is minimal. The essay is superficial because the 
writer uses details and examples that are not always appropriate or are too 
briefly or partially presented. 

 The essay reflects little or no thoughtfulness. The writer’s response to the 
prompt is sometimes formulaic. The writer develops the essay in a manner 
that demonstrates only a limited understanding of the expository writing 
task. 

Use of Language/Conventions 

 The writer’s word choice may be general or imprecise. It reflects a basic 
awareness of the expository purpose but does little to establish a tone 
appropriate to the task. The word choice may not contribute to the quality 
and clarity of the essay. 

 Sentences are awkward or only somewhat controlled, weakening the 
effectiveness of the essay. 

 The writer demonstrates a partial command of sentence boundaries and 
spelling, capitalization, punctuation, grammar, and usage conventions. Some 
distracting errors may be evident, at times creating minor disruptions in the 
fluency or meaning of the writing.  

Texas Education Agency 
Student Assessment Division 

April 2013 



         STAAR English I                                                
April 2013                                                                                              Expository – 5  

 
Score Point 2 
The writer offers the weak thesis that taking chances is “one of the biggest, hardest parts of life” and 
attempts to develop support for this position using rhetorical questions (Where does that put you in 
life? What would make you different from anyone else?). The student tries to philosophically discuss 
the thesis, but for the most part this explanation is superficial because it is too briefly presented. The 
writer adds some specificity in the Michael Jordan example, but this explanation is also superficially 
developed. Most of the other ideas are less specific and only generally related to the thesis. Much of 
this generality is due to the writer’s reliance on a weak thesis to guide the focus of the piece. Overall, 
this essay represents a basic writing performance. 
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Score Point 2 
In the first paragraph of this basic writing performance, the student establishes the thesis that taking a 
chance when problems arise is a good thing because otherwise people would not know what could 
have happened, they will be less afraid next time, and they can learn from any mistakes made. Using 
the universal “you” throughout the piece, the student uses a cause-and-effect organizational strategy. 
However, the student is hampered by the formulaic five-paragraph nature of his organizational 
strategy. Because of a lack of an effective thesis linking all three disparate ideas together, the student 
is unable to produce a piece that has a strong focus. The student is also unable to develop the essay 
with any substance. In addition, the student’s uncontrolled sentences and general word choice make 
the essay difficult to understand. This lack of control weakens the overall effectiveness of the essay. 
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Score Point 2 
In this essay, the writer asserts that making “that one decision can change your life forever. It is always 
necessary to take risk.” To support this thesis, the writer briefly discusses and partially presents various 
examples: going to the moon, coaching a football game, developing technology, and asking the teacher 
for a “re-do.” Although it is logical to assume each of these examples could be life changing in some 
way, transitions from paragraph to paragraph and connections between sentences are too weak to support 
the flow of the essay or show the relationships among these ideas. Overall, the writer’s response 
represents a basic writing performance. 
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Score Point 2 
In this basic writing performance, the writer establishes the weak thesis that sometimes people have to take chances 
in their lifetimes. In the second paragraph, the student begins talking about his own life, and the reader is made to 
believe that the entire paragraph will be a personal anecdote; however, the student abruptly shifts the focus of the 
paper to a discussion of NBA player Jeremy Lin. The lack of a transition between these two ideas interferes with the 
flow of the essay. The writer develops some support by providing the minimally developed example of Lin’s rise to 
stardom as the result of taking a risk; however, the writer misses opportunities to describe how the coaches wanted 
Lin to play their way even though it was not Lin’s style. The information the writer includes about Lin is explanatory 
and relevant, but the word choice is general (So this young athlete took his chance and decided to play the way he 
wanted to). The essay remains superficial throughout because details are only briefly presented. 



STAAR English I Expository Writing 

Score Point 3 

The essay represents a satisfactory writing performance.  

Organization/Progression 

 The organizing structure of the essay is, for the most part, appropriate to the 
purpose and responsive to the specific demands of the prompt. The essay is 
clear because the writer uses organizational strategies that are adequately 
suited to the expository task. 

 The writer establishes a clear thesis statement. Most ideas are related to the 
thesis and are focused on the topic specified in the prompt. The essay is 
coherent, though it may not always be unified due to minor lapses in focus. 

 The writer’s progression of ideas is generally logical and controlled. For the 
most part, transitions are meaningful, and sentence-to-sentence connections 
are sufficient to support the flow of the essay and show the relationships 
among ideas. 

Development of Ideas  

 The development of ideas is sufficient because the writer uses details and 
examples that are specific and appropriate, adding some substance to the 
essay. 

 The essay reflects some thoughtfulness. The writer’s response to the prompt 
is original rather than formulaic. The writer develops the essay in a manner 
that demonstrates a good understanding of the expository writing task. 

Use of Language/Conventions 

 The writer’s word choice is, for the most part, clear and specific. It reflects an 
awareness of the expository purpose and establishes a tone appropriate to 
the task. The word choice usually contributes to the quality and clarity of the 
essay. 

 Sentences are varied and adequately controlled, for the most part 
contributing to the effectiveness of the essay. 

 The writer demonstrates an adequate command of sentence boundaries and 
spelling, capitalization, punctuation, grammar, and usage conventions. 
Although some errors may be evident, they create few (if any) disruptions in 
the fluency of the writing, and they do not affect the clarity of the essay. 
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Score Point 3 
The writer of this satisfactory essay establishes the clear thesis that while taking chances can be 
dangerous, it is important to the success and progress of humanity. This thesis is stated clearly in 
both the introductory and concluding paragraphs. Effectively using one historical example, the writer 
supports her thesis by providing a specific explanation of Benjamin Franklin’s work discovering 
electricity. Sufficient sentence-to-sentence connections help produce a clear explanation in this 
straightforward and pertinent example. The overall development of the explanation reflects some 
thoughtfulness. The student’s word choice helps establish an appropriate tone, and a good command 
of conventions strengthens the presentation. 
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Score Point 3 
In this satisfactory piece, the writer provides the clear thesis that although it is good to remain 
comfortable, it is better to take chances because they are necessary for success in life. The student 
develops the idea that while social labels make people tentative about leaving their comfort zone, the 
writer’s own experience taking a risk led her to her first small success as an actress. The inclusion of 
details and examples that are specific and appropriate adds some substance to the essay. The progression 
of ideas is generally logical and controlled, and the writer’s word choice is clear and specific, helping 
establish a tone that is appropriate to the explanatory task. 



    STAAR English I                                                    
    April 2013                                                                                              Expository – 11 

 
Score Point 3 
The writer of this satisfactory essay establishes the clear thesis that taking a chance and showing your 
true colors may be the best thing that can ever happen to you. To support this thesis, the student links a 
general discussion about famous people to a philosophical example. The student creates an appropriate 
tone by using direct address. Demonstrating a good understanding of the expository task, the student 
uses sufficiently developed details to encourage others to push past rejection so that they can develop 
their own personalities. 



           STAAR English I                                                    
  April 2013                                                                                            Expository –12 

 
   Score Point 3 

In the final paragraph, the writer presents a clear thesis: taking a chance is not sometimes necessary; it’s 
always necessary. The writer effectively anchors the essay by posing rhetorical questions, speculating about 
what would have happened in our nation’s history had brave citizens not challenged the status quo. For the 
most part, the ideas progress logically, but there is wordiness at the beginning of the second paragraph. 
Although the essay is coherent, it is not always unified. The student provides two disparate ideas of the 
colonists fighting the Revolutionary War and the Wright Brothers attempting to fly but does not provide a 
transition or better development that would link these ideas together. Specific word choice, a cause/effect 
organizational strategy, and concrete details add some substance to this satisfactory expository essay. 
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Score Point 4 

The essay represents an accomplished writing performance.  

Organization/Progression 

 The organizing structure of the essay is clearly appropriate to the purpose 
and responsive to the specific demands of the prompt. The essay is skillfully 
crafted because the writer uses organizational strategies that are particularly 
well suited to the expository task. 

 The writer establishes a clear thesis statement. All ideas are strongly related 
to the thesis and are focused on the topic specified in the prompt. By 
sustaining this focus, the writer is able to create an essay that is unified and 
coherent. 

 The writer’s progression of ideas is logical and well controlled. Meaningful 
transitions and strong sentence-to-sentence connections enhance the flow of 
the essay by clearly showing the relationships among ideas, making the 
writer’s train of thought easy to follow. 

Development of Ideas  

 The development of ideas is effective because the writer uses details and 
examples that are specific and well chosen, adding substance to the essay. 

 The essay is thoughtful and engaging. The writer may choose to use his/her 
unique experiences or view of the world as a basis for writing or to connect 
ideas in interesting ways. The writer develops the essay in a manner that 
demonstrates a thorough understanding of the expository writing task. 

Use of Language/Conventions 

 The writer’s word choice is purposeful and precise. It reflects a keen 
awareness of the expository purpose and maintains a tone appropriate to the 
task. The word choice strongly contributes to the quality and clarity of the 
essay. 

 Sentences are purposeful, varied, and well controlled, enhancing the 
effectiveness of the essay. 

 The writer demonstrates a consistent command of sentence boundaries and 
spelling, capitalization, punctuation, grammar, and usage conventions. 
Although minor errors may be evident, they do not detract from the fluency 
of the writing or the clarity of the essay. The overall strength of the 
conventions contributes to the effectiveness of the essay. 
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Score Point 4 
The writer uses the specific and well-chosen example of medical research to support the thesis that the benefits of 
modern medicines would not exist without someone being willing to take chances. The progression of ideas is 
logical and very well controlled as the writer provides a hypothetical explanation of the steps and research 
methodology that might occur when finding a cure for cancer. The writer connects ideas in interesting ways with 
strong sentence-to-sentence connections that enhance the flow of the essay by clearly showing the relationships 
among these ideas. The writer’s train of thought is easy to follow, and the word choice is purposeful and precise, 
reflecting a keen awareness of the expository purpose. This word choice strongly contributes to the quality and 
clarity of the piece. In addition, the writer demonstrates a consistent command of conventions with only minor 
errors evident. Overall, the essay represents an accomplished writing performance. 
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Score Point 4 
In a non-formulaic five-paragraph essay, the writer of this accomplished essay establishes the clear thesis 
that taking risks is essential to the development of humanity. To support this thesis, the writer utilizes three 
related examples—the exploration and discovery achieved by pioneers such as Columbus, medical 
researchers, and Bill Gates and Steve Jobs. Each of these well-chosen examples is conceptually relevant to 
the thesis and strongly supports the writer’s central idea. Meaningful transitions from paragraph to 
paragraph link the three examples and enhance the flow of the essay, making the writer’s train of thought 
easy to follow. Word choice is purposeful and precise, and the sentences are varied and well controlled. 
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Score Point 4 
In this accomplished piece, the writer skillfully employs a personal anecdote based on her experience 
as a reluctant member of the Lincoln-Douglas debate team. The writer provides a clear thesis in the 
form of a rhetorical question (if you don’t take chances, how will you ever learn or gain something 
new?). The anecdotal example is well chosen because its details serve as solid support for the thesis. 
The writer’s logical progression of thought is strengthened by strong sentence-to-sentence 
connections, enhancing the flow of the essay. Sentences are varied and well controlled, and the 
writer’s word choice is precise and purposeful. In addition, the writer demonstrates a consistent 
command of conventions, contributing to the effectiveness of the essay.  
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Score Point 4 
The final sentence of the opening paragraph serves as a clear thesis and a philosophical focal point in this 
accomplished writing performance. The writer mixes a slightly persuasive tone with a strongly 
philosophical explanation focused on the positive potential that exists for everyone in risk-taking. The 
writer sustains focus on this central idea throughout the essay and effectively develops support by using 
philosophical examples that are well chosen. The piece is unified and coherent because strong sentence-to-
sentence connections make the writer’s train of thought evident and easy to follow. 




