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Question 4: Argument Essay   6 points 
 

Reporting 
Category Scoring Criteria 

Row A 
Claim/Thesis 

 
(0–1 points) 

 
 

0 points 
Does not meet the criteria for one point. 

1 point 
Responds to the prompt with a defensible claim or thesis that establishes a line of 
reasoning. 

Decision Rules and Scoring Notes 

Responses that do not earn this point: 
• Only restate the prompt. 
• Do not make a claim that responds to the prompt. 
 
 

Responses that earn this point: 
• Respond to the prompt rather than restating or rephrasing the prompt and 

establish a line of reasoning. 
• Provide a defensible claim or thesis that establishes a line of reasoning 

regarding whether constitutional checks and balances or citizen participation 
in social movements is more effective in ensuring the people’s will is 
represented.  

Examples that do not earn this point: 

Restate the prompt 
• “History has shown that citizen participation in social movements ensures 

that the people’s will is represented.” 
 
Do not respond to the prompt 
• “Checks and balances are a feature of the Constitution.”  
 

Examples that earn this point: 
• “Checks and balances are more effective in ensuring the people’s will is 

represented because they guarantee that parts of the government that defy 
the people will be counteracted or removed entirely.” 

• “Social movements are more effective because they act independently of the 
government and can force the government to respond to the will of the 
people.”  
 

Additional Notes: 
• The claim or thesis must consist of one or more sentences that may be located anywhere in the response. 
• A claim or thesis that meets the criteria can be awarded the point whether or not the rest of the response successfully supports that line of reasoning. 
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Reporting 
Category Scoring Criteria 

Row B 
Evidence 

 
(0–3 points) 

 
 

0 points 
Does not meet the criteria 
for one point. 

1 point 
Provides one piece of evidence 
that is relevant to the topic of the 
prompt. 

2 points 
Uses one piece of specific and relevant 
evidence to support the claim or thesis.  

3 points 
Uses two pieces of specific and relevant evidence 
to support the claim or thesis. 

Decision Rules and Scoring Notes 
Responses that do not 
earn points: 
• Do not provide any 

accurate evidence. 
• Provide evidence that 

is not relevant to the 
topic. 

 

Responses that earn 1 point: 
• Provide one piece of 

evidence relevant to the 
topic of the prompt. 

• May or may not have a claim 
or thesis. 

 

Responses that earn 2 points: 
• Provide one piece of specific and 

relevant evidence that supports the 
claim or thesis. This evidence can come 
from one of the foundational 
documents listed in the prompt, any 
other foundational document, or from 
knowledge of course concepts.  

Responses that earn 3 points: 
• Provide two pieces of specific and relevant 

evidence that support the claim or thesis. One 
of these pieces of evidence must come from a 
foundational document listed in the prompt. 
The other piece of evidence can come from a 
different foundational document or from 
knowledge of course concepts.  

Examples that do not 
earn points: 

Provide evidence that is 
not specific 
• “Checks and balances 

constrain the 
government.” 

 
Provide evidence that is 
not relevant to the topic 
of the prompt 
• “Citizens work in social 

movements to 
promote change.” 

Examples of evidence that are 
relevant to the topic of the 
prompt: 
• Social movements such 

LGBTQ+, workers, or 
women’s rights.  

• Description of any check in 
the political system. 

 
 

Examples of acceptable specific and relevant evidence that support the claim or thesis (one 
example is one piece of evidence): 
• “The women’s suffrage movement used protests and rallies to raise public awareness to 

promote the right to vote.” 
• “An elected official that abuses the power of the office is not responsive to the will of the 

people and can be removed from office through impeachment.” 
 

Examples of acceptable specific and relevant evidence from the foundational documents that 
support the claim or thesis (one example is one piece of evidence): 
• “Federalist 10 advocates for a large republic to counter the danger of factions.” 
• “Article I establishes checks and balances by requiring both chambers of Congress to pass 

legislation before being signed or vetoed by the president.” 
• “‘Letter from a Birmingham Jail’ argues that civil disobedience, which can be used by social 

movements, is the most effective means for showing the injustices of the system.” 
 

Additional Notes: 
• To earn two or three points in Row B, the response must have a defensible claim or thesis (earned the point in Row A). 
• To earn three points, the response must use one of the foundational documents listed in the prompt. 
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Reporting 
Category Scoring Criteria 

Row C 
Reasoning 

 
(0–1 points) 

 
 

0 points 
Does not meet the criteria for one point. 

1 point 
Explains how or why the evidence supports the claim or thesis.  

Decision Rules and Scoring Notes 
Responses that do not earn this point: 
• Include evidence but offer no reasoning to connect the evidence to the 

claim or thesis. 
• Restate the prompt without explaining how the evidence supports the 

claim or thesis. 

Responses that earn this point: 
• Explain the relationship between the evidence provided and the claim or thesis. 
 

 

 Examples of reasoning that explains how the evidence supports the claim or thesis: 
• “‘In Letter from a Birmingham Jail,’ King explains that waiting for the 

government to check itself has led to greater suffering for African Americans 
therefore, social movements increase pressure on policymakers to gain outcomes 
favorable to their cause.”  

• “Article I provides Congress with the power to override a presidential veto. This 
power can be very effective in representing the will of the people, because it can 
be used to stop a president that vetoes legislation for selfish or personal 
reasons.”  
 

Additional Notes: 
• To earn this point, the response must have a defensible claim or thesis (earned the point in Row A) and support that argument with at least one piece of specific 

and relevant evidence (earned at least two points in Row B). 
• The explanation of the relationship between one piece of evidence and the claim or thesis is sufficient to earn this point. 
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Reporting 
Category Scoring Criteria 

Row D 
Responds to 

Alternate 
Perspectives 

 
(0–1 points) 

 
 

0 points 
Does not meet the criteria for one point.  

1 point 
Responds to an opposing or alternate perspective using refutation, concession, or 
rebuttal.  

Decision Rules and Scoring Notes 

Responses that do not earn this point: 
• Restate the opposite of the claim or thesis. 
• May identify or describe an alternate perspective but do not refute, 

concede, or rebut that perspective.  
• Refute a foundational document rather than an alternate perspective to 

the provided claim or thesis.  
 

Responses that earn this point: 
• Must describe an alternate perspective AND refute, concede, or rebut that 

perspective.  
 

Examples of responses that do not earn the point: 
Restate the opposite of the claim or thesis 
• “Many would argue that social movements are better, but this is simply 

untrue.” 
 
Describe an alternate perspective but do not refute, concede, or rebut 
that perspective 
• “Some would argue that social movements are better because they can 

put extra pressure on government to represent the will of the people.”  

Examples of acceptable responses to an alternate perspective may include: 
• “While social movements are broadly based and can pressure the government to 

respond to what the people want, this is not the same as holding elected officials 
accountable to the people. Thus, social movements are more limited in what they 
can achieve, while checks and balances are able to protect against a much larger 
set of problems.”  

•  “While checks and balances are designed to hold the government accountable to 
the will of the people, they can also be used to ignore the will of the people. 
Because social movements are motivated by the people’s desire to hold the 
government accountable, they are more effective.” 
 

Additional Notes 
• To earn this point, the response must have a defensible claim or thesis (earned the point in Row A). 
• Responses that demonstrate an incorrect understanding of the alternate perspective do not earn this point.  
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Question 4 

Note: Student samples are quoted verbatim and may contain spelling and grammatical errors. 

Overview 

The Argument Essay question expected responses to demonstrate an understanding of whether the 
will of the people in a democratic republic is better ensured by either constitutional checks and 
balances or social movements. The question required an understanding of relevant foundational 
documents that could be used to support an argument: Article I of the United States Constitution, The 
Federalist 10, and “Letter from a Birmingham Jail.” 

Responses were expected to articulate a defensible claim that could establish a line of reasoning; 
support the thesis with evidence from a foundational document(s) and/or the course concepts; use 
reasoning to explain why at least one piece of evidence provided supported the thesis; and respond to 
an alternative perspective and then use refutation, rebuttal, or concession to further support their 
original claim. Responses were expected to be written in the form of an argumentative essay, 
demonstrating each of the skills mentioned to earn points. 

Sample: 4A 
Score: 6 
Claim/Thesis: 1 
Evidence: 3 
Reasoning: 1 
Alternative Perspectives: 1 
 
A. The response earned 1 point for the thesis. The claim that social movements are more effective 
than checks and balances in ensuring the people’s will is represented because “if the people don’t 
speak up through action they will never be heard by government” is a defensible line of reasoning.  
 
B. The response earned 3 points for evidence. The response earned 2 points with its accurate 
description of The Federalist 10, which is a given document, by stating, “The Federalist 10 claims 
that the only way to ensure factions do not take over is to control them,” which supports the 
thesis. The response earned 1 point for an accurate description of “Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” 
by stating that “no change will come from government unless the people fight for it.” 
 
C. The response earned 1 point for reasoning for explaining, “After years of protesting, attention was 
called to King’s issue by the government.” 
 
D. The response earned 1 point for the alternative perspective by describing an alternative 
perspective: “Some may argue that checks and balances are needed to ensure that federal 
government does not become too powerful and silence the people’s will entirely.” Further, the 
response provides a rebuttal that supports the original thesis by stating that “change rarely ever 
comes without people displaying their voices ... the will of the people would be ignored by the 
government.” 
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Question 4 (continued) 
 
Sample: 4B 
Score: 4 
Claim/Thesis: 1 
Evidence: 2 
Reasoning: 1 
Alternative Perspectives: 0 
 
A. The response earned 1 point for the thesis. The claim that constitutional checks and balances are 
more effective than social movements in ensuring the people’s will is represented. “Dividing the 
federal government into three separate branches ... whilst ensuring that they each have power over 
one another will ensure that no one branch of government will overreach and impead upon the rights 
and will of its people” is a defensible claim and establishes a line of reasoning.  
 
B. The response earned 2 points for evidence for the description of The Federalist 10, and the 
description supports the thesis: “the negative impacts on society that factions have and how they 
can oppress a minority.” The response did not earn evidence points for its description of the electoral 
process because elections are not related to checks and balances. 
 
C. The response earned 1 point for reasoning with an explanation of how factions represented in 
policymaking institutions act as checks on each other to protect the will of the people, ensuring “that 
if one group attempts to overstep or pass unwanted/unconstitutional bills, then the other branches 
can step in and stop the action. Any bill or measure that does not represent the will of the people will 
be struck down.” 

D. The response did not earn the alternative perspectives point because the discussion of elections, 
lobbying, and money is not a relevant alternative perspective. 

Sample: 4C 
Score: 1 
Claim/Thesis: 0 
Evidence: 1 
Reasoning: 0 
Alternative Perspectives: 0 
 
A. The response did not earn the thesis point. The response makes a claim but does not have a 
defensible line of reasoning.  
 
B. The response earned 1 point for evidence with a factual description of Article I: “This article 
pertains specifically to Congress, laying out their specific powers.” The response includes additional 
attempts at evidence by discussing The Federalist 78 and Brutus 1; however, additional points were 
not earned because the response is factually inaccurate, and the response could not earn additional 
evidence points without a thesis.  
 
C. The response does not have a thesis and could not earn a point for reasoning.  

D. The response does not have a thesis and could not earn the alternative perspective point. 
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