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Grade 7 Writing
Expository Prompt

READ the information in the box below.

In the children’s book The Little Engine That Could, an
engine succeeds in pulling a train over a mountain by
repeating the words “I think I can.” The story is so
well known and motivational that it has been used in
many songs, films, speeches, and advertisements
throughout popular culture.

THINK carefully about the following question.

 Is a positive attitude necessary for success?

WRITE an essay explaining whether a positive attitude helps a person be 
successful.

Be sure to —

l

l

l

l

l clearly state your controlling idea
l organize and develop your explanation effectively
l choose your words carefully
l use correct spelling, capitalization, punctuation, grammar, and sentences
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Score Point 1

The essay represents a very limited writing performance.

Organization/Progression

l

l

l

q 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.

q Most ideas are generally related to the topic specified in the prompt, but the 
controlling idea 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.

q The writer’s progression of ideas is weak. Repetition or wordiness sometimes causes 
serious disruptions in 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

l

l

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

q 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

l

l

l

q 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.

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

q The writer has little or no command of sentence boundaries and age-appropriate 
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
The controlling idea of this very limited writing performance is that “a positive attitude . . . does make you 
be successful.” Instead of explaining how a positive attitude leads to success, the writer confuses the idea of 
having a positive attitude with the idea of helping others. The sentence-to-sentence connections are random 
as the writer moves from the example of helping “a old lady walking by her self caring Grocery’s at night” 
to “if you have a good attitude problaly something good will happen to you” to “make your dreams come 
true.” The writer uses periods only at the ends of paragraphs, demonstrating little command of sentence 
boundaries, and awkward sentences interfere with the fluency of the writing. 



STAAR Grade 7
March 2016 Expository — 2

Score Point 1
This vague, repetitious response introduces the controlling idea that “It is important to be positive for you 
to be successful,” but the writer does not develop the idea with any specificity (everything you do; anything 
and everything you participate in; in life). Most of the essay is devoted to restating the controlling idea (You 
should always be positive; You should never be negative; everyone should always be positive; If you are 
always positive), leading to a weak progression of ideas and resulting in a very limited writing performance. 
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Score Point 1
In this very limited response, the writer provides an extended example of the process for using a positive 
attitude to coerce someone to confess why he/she did something wrong. A missing controlling idea, along 
with development that is only vaguely related to explaining whether a positive attitude helps a person be 
successful, demonstrates a lack of understanding of the expository task. In addition, the lack of sentence 
boundaries impedes the progression of ideas and significantly limits the effectiveness of the essay. 
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Score Point 1
The controlling idea of this response is unclear because the writer abruptly shifts from idea to idea. At first, 
it appears that the controlling idea is that “A positive attitude helps a person influence themselves not to do 
wrong things instead they do the right things.” However, instead of providing support for this idea, the writer 
introduces several other ideas about positive attitudes (inspire other people; People would appreciate them; 
can get them somewhere in life one day). The random progression of ideas and lack of sentence-to-sentence 
connections make the essay difficult to follow. Vague word choice, along with uncontrolled sentences and 
errors in conventions, sometimes interferes with meaning. Overall, this response demonstrates a very limited 
writing performance.
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Score Point 2

The essay represents a basic writing performance.

Organization/Progression

l

l

l

q 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.

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

q 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

l

l

q 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.

q 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

l

l

l

q 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.

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

q The writer demonstrates a partial command of sentence boundaries and age-
appropriate 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.



STAAR Grade 7
March 2016 Expository — 5

Score Point 2
The writer of this response introduces the controlling idea that “you need to think positive in order to 
succeed on accomplishing your goal” but provides minimal development for this idea. The first example 
offers an analogy using magnets, but the comparison lacks a logical connection to the controlling idea. The 
second example of “the 1992 Dream Team” could be appropriate but is only partially developed; more 
explanation is needed to demonstrate how positive thinking helped the Dream Team achieve success. In 
addition, the progression of ideas is not always controlled because the writer moves from school lessons to 
sports without providing a connection between examples or to the controlling idea. The response represents 
a basic writing performance.  
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Score Point 2
The controlling idea of this response is that a positive attitude will help when people are facing struggles. 
Although the overall organizational strategy of the essay is appropriate, the introduction copied from the 
“READ” section of the prompt does not contribute to the development of the controlling idea. In addition, 
the writer uses a brief personal anecdote to provide only partially presented details about losing a friendship 
because of a bad attitude. The sentences are adequately controlled and punctuated correctly, but the writer’s 
word choice is mostly general (you would make things more difficult; a good attitude will help along the 
way), causing the development to remain superficial in this basic writing performance.  
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Score Point 2
In this basic writing performance, the writer attempts to support the controlling idea (Believing you can 
achieve something is key to success) by including a philosophical observation about how losing confidence 
“is setting yourself up for failure.” This development is extraneous because it does not contribute to the 
explanation of how believing in yourself leads to success. In the third paragraph, the brief anecdote about 
the writer’s success with getting into Chamber Orchestra does provide a superficial explanation of how 
practicing with a positive attitude led to that success. However, irrelevant information about how “Bragging 
is not part of a positive attitude” in the fourth paragraph interferes with the focus and coherence of the essay. 
In addition, the perfunctory conclusion does not contribute substantive development, demonstrating the 
writer’s limited understanding of the expository writing task. 
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Score Point 2
In this response the writer’s controlling idea is that “a positive attitude is fantastic for success for anything 
you want to achieve in life” and will “make you say, ‘I can do it! I can do it!’” Instead of explaining how 
a positive attitude leads to success, the writer discusses the consequences of having a negative attitude and 
the benefits of adopting a positive attitude. The idea that a bad attitude “causes huge problems like stress” is 
not connected to the controlling idea and cannot be considered as effective development. The next sentence 
does relate to the controlling idea because it explains that a positive attitude makes you feel “confident, 
strong, and unstoppable!” Overall, the general word choice does not contribute to the quality and clarity of 
the essay. The writer demonstrates a limited understanding of the expository writing task, reflecting a basic 
writing performance. 
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Score Point 3

The essay represents a satisfactory writing performance.

Organization/Progression

l

l

l

q 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.

q The writer establishes a clear controlling idea. Most ideas are related to the 
controlling idea 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.

q 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

l

l

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

q 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

l

l

l

q 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.

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

q The writer demonstrates an adequate command of sentence boundaries and age-
appropriate 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 controlling idea of this response is that “successful people . . . have a positive attitude toward their goal to 
make the process more bearable, to overcome obstacles, and to be motivationally driven.” The introduction 
is somewhat formulaic because the writer includes a preview of upcoming development, but the overall 
response to the prompt is original. To support the controlling idea, the writer offers a philosophical analysis 
stating that “anything is possible to accomplish if you are fueled by determination and purpose.” Although 
the progression of ideas is generally logical, more specific development would enhance the thoughtfulness 
of the piece. Nevertheless, word choice is specific and well chosen, and the writer’s appropriate use of 
language and conventions contributes to the quality and clarity of this satisfactory essay. 
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Score Point 3
The controlling idea of this satisfactory writing performance is that “positive people are always the happiest 
and most successful.” The writer creates an appropriate expository tone by including several examples 
(help someone get a job; make another person’s day better; coaches are looking for good attitude) that show 
how a positive attitude can lead the reader to happiness and success. Each of these examples is developed 
sufficiently to add some substance to the essay, although more specificity would have added to the overall 
quality and clarity. The sentence-to-sentence and paragraph-to-paragraph connections are sufficient to show 
the relationships among ideas. The student demonstrates a good understanding of the expository writing task. 
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Score Point 3
The writer of this response introduces the controlling idea with a reflection about advice from his father 
“that ‘being positive is the key of life.’” Using a philosophical approach to compare the effects of negativity 
(letting yourself down . . . heading in the wrong direction; you won’t end up doing it and you’ll become 
lazy) with the effects of being positive (You can do anything if you put your mind into it), the writer supports 
the controlling idea with sufficient development. A reference to the writer’s personal goal of becoming a 
starting running back in the NFL provides some thoughtfulness and demonstrates a good understanding of 
the expository task. Although the response contains some awkward sentences and conventions errors, they 
do not interfere with the clarity of this satisfactory writing performance. 



STAAR Grade 7
March 2016 Expository — 12

Score Point 3
The controlling idea of this satisfactory writing performance is that “a positive attitude will help you 
be successful . . . in so many ways.” To support the idea, the writer offers two main points: A positive 
attitude “will help you stay motivated . . . mentally” and “help you physically.” Using a cause-and-effect 
organizational strategy, the writer provides specific details and examples that sufficiently develop the ideas. 
The student is able to maintain this strategy throughout the composition by using effective transitions and 
sentence-to-sentence connections. The student’s specific word choice (gloomy; conquering; tremendously) 
and adequately controlled sentences contribute to the effectiveness of this essay.
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Score Point 4

The essay represents an accomplished writing performance.

Organization/Progression

l

l

l

q 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.

q The writer establishes a clear controlling idea. All ideas are strongly related to the 
controlling idea 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.

q 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

l

l

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

q 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

l

l

l

q 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.

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

q The writer demonstrates a consistent command of sentence boundaries and age-
appropriate 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 controlling idea that “having a good attitude . . . helps you go a long way” is supported by an explanation 
that includes a personal anecdote about playing soccer with friends at school (We had started with a bad 
attitude, but ended the game with a good one). The writer focuses on one example and provides specific 
and well-chosen details that add substance to the response. Meaningful transitions and strong sentence-to-
sentence connections enhance the flow of the essay. Variety in sentence structure and a consistent command 
of conventions contribute to the strength of this accomplished writing performance. 
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Score Point 4
Throughout this accomplished writing performance, the controlling idea (A person’s attitude can not only 
affect how they feel, but also how they act) is supported with pertinent examples from the past and from 
literature. The first example explains that the world is what it is today because of people in the past who 
refused to give up on “inventing, exploring, and discovering.” Next the writer references two books (The 
Little Engine That Could and The Hunger Games) to explain how the main characters used a positive 
attitude to overcome the obstacles they faced. Strong sentence-to-sentence connections clearly show the 
relationships among these ideas as the writer links the examples to the present (you can be hopeful and 
persevere). Overall, the writing is thoroughly responsive to the specific demands of the prompt and reflects 
a keen awareness of the expository task.



STAAR Grade 7
March 2016 Expository — 15

Score Point 4
The writer of this philosophical response offers the controlling idea that “A positive attitude helps make 
people successful because it determines who they look to for guidance and how they react to problems 
that they may face.” Specific and pertinent details support each aspect of the controlling idea (positive 
influences help people to pursue “their goals through love and encouragement”; a positive attitude helps 
people approach obstacles with perseverance; a positive attitude helps people see a problem as a challenge 
to prepare for the future). By sustaining focus on the benefits of maintaining a positive attitude, the writer 
is able to craft an essay that is unified and coherent. The quality of the essay is strengthened by a consistent 
command of conventions as well as purposeful and precise word choice. 
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Score Point 4
The writer of this response uses a skillfully crafted organizational structure to support the clear controlling idea 
that “We can succed at anything . . . if we stay positive.” The writer demonstrates a thorough understanding of 
the expository task by using specific and pertinent examples, such as the explanation about Davy Crockett’s 
positive attitude contributing to the success of the war for Texas’s independence. Following this historical 
example, the writer moves to an example from the present (all people experience obstacles in their jobs), 
demonstrating a unique view of the world. Purposeful word choice and varied sentence structure contribute 
to the strength of the essay. Although minor errors in conventions may be evident, they do not detract from 
the fluency of the writing or the clarity of the essay. Overall, this accomplished writing performance is 
coherent and unified. 
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