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Overview of the THEA Writing Section

General Description

The writing section of the THEA Test consists of two parts: a writing sample subsection and a multiple-choice subsection. The writing sample subsection requires students to demonstrate their ability to communicate effectively in writing on a given topic. The multiple-choice subsection includes approximately forty questions assessing students' ability to recognize various elements of effective writing. The writing sample subsection is scored first. If the score on the writing sample subsection is neither a clear pass nor a clear fail, the multiple-choice subsection is scored to determine the passing status.

Description: Writing Sample Subsection

The writing sample subsection of the THEA Test consists of one writing assignment; students are instructed to write a MULTIPLE-PARAGRAPH sample of about 300 to 600 words on an assigned topic. Students' writing samples are scored on the basis of how effectively they communicate a message to a specified audience for a stated purpose. Students are assessed on their ability to express, organize, and support opinions and ideas, rather than on their position on the issue. Scorers consider the following characteristics when evaluating the writing samples: 

· APPROPRIATENESS—the extent to which the student addresses the topic and uses language and style appropriate to the given audience, purpose, and occasion.

· UNITY AND FOCUS—the clarity with which the student states and maintains a main idea or point of view.

· DEVELOPMENT—the amount, depth, and specificity of supporting detail the student provides.

· ORGANIZATION—the clarity of the student's writing and the logical sequence of the student's ideas.

· SENTENCE STRUCTURE—the effectiveness of the student's sentence structure and the extent to which the student's writing is free of errors in sentence structure.

· USAGE—the extent to which the student's writing is free of errors in usage and shows care and precision in word choice.

· MECHANICAL CONVENTIONS—the student's ability to spell common words and to use the conventions of capitalization and punctuation. 

Written response should be original work, written in the examinee’s own words, and not copied or paraphrased from some other work.

Skill Descriptions: Multiple-Choice Subsection

The multiple-choice subsection of the writing section of the THEA Test is based on the skills listed below. Each skill is accompanied by a description of the content that may be included on the test.  Please note that the term "standard" as it appears below refers to language use that conforms to the conventions of edited American English.

ELEMENTS OF COMPOSITION

Skill: Recognize purpose and audience.
Includes recognizing writing appropriate for a given purpose and for a given audience and occasion.

Skill: Recognize unity, focus, and development in writing.
Includes recognizing: 

· unnecessary shifts in point of view or distracting details that impair the development of the main idea in a piece of writing 

· revisions that improve the unity and focus of a piece of writing 

· examples of well-developed writing

Skill: Recognize effective organization in writing.
Includes recognizing methods of paragraph organization and the appropriate use of transitional words or phrases to convey text structure and reorganizing sentences to improve cohesion and the effective sequence of ideas.

SENTENCE STRUCTURE, USAGE, AND MECHANICS

Skill: Recognize effective sentences.
Includes recognizing:

· ineffective repetition and inefficiency in sentence construction

· sentence fragments and run-on sentences

· standard subject-verb agreement and placement of modifiers

· parallel structure and use of negatives in sentence formation

· imprecise and inappropriate word choice

Skill: Recognize edited American English usage.
Includes recognizing standard:

· use of verb forms and pronouns

· formation and use of adverbs, adjectives, comparatives, superlatives, and plural and possessive forms of nouns

· punctuation

Scoring the Writing Sample 
Writing samples prepared by examinees for the writing section of the THEA Test are scored by a process called focused holistic scoring. The emphasis in holistic scoring is on how effectively the writing sample communicates a whole message to a specified audience for a given purpose. All essays are scored by calibrated readers according to standardized procedures.  The scoring of the writing sample is a highly structured, complex process. Readers receive comprehensive orientation before scoring to ensure that the same scoring standards and methods are applied objectively and consistently throughout the scoring process. In addition, readers are closely monitored and recalibrated during the scoring process to ensure accuracy and reliability of scoring.  Persons who score the THEA Test writing samples have degrees in English or other language arts-related fields.

Two readers score each writing sample independently. Each of the readers assigns a rating of 1, 2, 3, or 4 to the essay. These scores are based on the THEA writing skills, the score point descriptions established by a committee of faculty members, and the marker papers used for orientation and calibration. The two ratings are added together for a writing sample score ranging from 2 to 8. If the scores from the two readers differ by more than one point, additional scoring by a third reader or a Chief Reader is used to determine a final score.  A writing sample receives a score of "unscorable" if it is of insufficient length, illegible, off-topic, or written in a language other than English.

The seven characteristics of writing used for scoring are as follows:

	• Appropriateness
	• Sentence Structure 

	• Unity and Focus 
	• Usage 

	• Development 
	• Mechanical Conventions 

	• Organization 
	


Analytic Scoring 
The writing sample of an examinee who fails the writing section of the THEA Test is also scored analytically. A reader calibrated specifically for analytic scoring evaluates the writing sample and identifies specific writing characteristics in which improvement is needed. The results of this analysis are reported to examinees to help them focus their preparation for retaking the writing section of the test.

Practical Tips for Passing the THEA Writing Section

Preparation Tips

· The first step to pass the THEA Writing Section is to get acquainted with the format of the test.

· Take the sample test or work on the writing sample subsection by answering the prompt given.  After you have written your response, revise your writing sample and have a writing tutor go over it with you to identify any weaknesses.

Exam Tips

· Focus on the essay, not on the objective part of the test. If you score a 6 or above, or if you score a 4 or below, the objective part of the test will not even be scored. Concentrate on achieving a 6, which will guarantee that you pass. 

· Use the THEA prompt to make your outline. Each prompt contains at least one or two reasons on each side of the issue. Outline both sides of the issue using the language of the prompt. 

· Once you have outlined both the pros and cons of the argument, choose a side. Select the side you agree with if there are good reasons and evidence to support it or if you can’t support the side you agree with, choose the side you don’t agree with and find logical reasons and evidence to support it.

· Your introduction should use the language of the prompt liberally. Repeating the language of the prompt signals the reader that you are addressing the issue, but do not copy the entire prompt in your introduction.

· To pass the writing sample, you must come across as convincing and convinced of the rightness of your argument. You should be reasonable and not dismiss the other side, but you must be sure of your argument. 

· Imagine yourself in the room with your reader. Convince that person you care about the issue and that he or she should care as well. Do not be afraid to show some feeling. These issues are important, and the reader will not respond well to someone who doesn't care or who is flippant about the subject.

· Be specific in supporting your three main points. Provide evidence and relate that evidence to your thesis. Many students "go blank" on evidence when there is plenty of it readily available to them. Remember the types of evidence: real life examples, statistics, authority, analogy and hypothetical situations. 

· Give yourself time to recopy your draft. Never turn in an essay that is scratched out here and there with paragraphs written sideways and arrows pointing to where they belong. If you have poor handwriting, print the final copy.  Appearance counts. 

· Remember the two key words for passing the THEA writing sample: structure and focus. Do not worry excessively about grammar and usage. Being organized and sticking to the subject are far more important.

Types of Evidence

Provide evidence to support the reasons that support the essay’s thesis. Writers should use different types of evidence to strengthen their argument.

I. Real life examples (sometimes called anecdotes or incidents): a specific actual event that  

             includes information that shows the reader the event is real. The example should include                          

             the following: What happened? Who was involved? Where and when did it happen?

reason:  Students who commute to Texas A&M International should carpool because it makes  driving to and from the university safer.

example: Joe, Carla, Anna and I are enrolled in graduate programs at Texas A&M International University. We carpool to the university on Monday, Tuesday, and Thursday evenings because we know there is safety in numbers. We talk to one another about our course work or about movies we’ve recently seen to avoid falling asleep on the road. 

II. Statistics: Numbers the writer uses to support a reason. Data may be reported in percentages, fractions, decimals, whole numbers, etc. It is the responsibility of the writer to report statistics accurately and objectively.
   reason:  Students should carpool to campus because it saves money.

 example: Last semester I spent approximately $22.50 on gasoline each week. Since I’ve 

 started carpooling to class this semester, I spend 40% less on gasoline, a savings of $9.00.

III. Authority (sometimes called expert testimonials): a person (and sometimes an organization) with credentials that demonstrate expertise in the topic being discussed.

reason:  Carpooling reduces the risk of traffic accidents. 

example: According to Jose Montoya, a local police officer, carpooling reduces the number of cars on the road, which means less traffic congestion and fewer accidents.

IV. Analogy: a comparison between two different things that also have significant similarities.

reason:  Carpooling reduces air pollution.

  example: A room in which only two people are smoking has significantly less air pollution than a    

  room of comparable size with four or more people smoking. Similarly, our city will have less air 

  pollution if we carpool because there will be fewer cars producing pollutants.

V. Hypothetical situation: an incident created to feel real. A writer should create details that tell what happened, to whom it happened, and where and when it happened when using a hypothetical situation. Writers should rarely use hypothetical situations to support their reasons because as evidence they are not as strong as real life examples, statistics, authority, and analogies.
reason:  Students who carpool to class have more time to study.

  example: Driving to and from the university takes time which can be used to study. Suppose 

  that Alex, a biology student who drives to and from campus three nights a week, spends 

  approximately thirty minutes driving to class each night for a  total of ninety minutes a week. If 

  he carpooled with two other students and only had to drive to school one night rather than three, 

  he would cut the time he spent driving to thirty minutes a week, leaving him with an hour to  

  study while riding to class.
Guide for Successful Writing

This guide is helpful for students writing argumentative papers or practicing THEA or UWA sample prompts; it can be modified for many writing situations.  

1. The first step to writing a successful essay is to fully understand the sample prompt or the writing assignment.  By breaking down the sample prompt into different sections, it is easier to focus on the topic assigned.  The prompt can be broken down into the following parts:

· Question or Issue addressed

· Proponents (For)

· Opponents (Against)

· Directions 

If the prompt cannot be broken down into all four sections, it can almost always be broken down into the Question and Directions.  

Sample Prompt 1:

 
The state department of education has provided funding for an experimental online school.  All the classes will take place on the Internet, using email, online chat, and the World Wide Web.  The students taking classes at this new online school will never meet each other face-to-face.  They will only interact online with their teachers and with each other.  The state is hoping this program will provide fairer educational access to students in outlying, rural areas.   Opponents of the program argue that because of their lack of interaction with other students in a traditional classroom, the students who attend this online school will not develop social skills, an essential component of their education.  What is your position on this issue?  Write a letter to the editor of your local newspaper stating your position; support it with convincing reasons.  

Breakdown:

Question/Issue: The state department of education has provided funding for an experimental online school.  All the classes will take place on the Internet, using email, online chat, and the World Wide Web.  The students taking classes at this new online school will never meet each other face-to-face.  They will only interact online with their teachers and with each other.  The state is hoping this program will provide fairer educational access to students in outlying, rural areas.

Proponents: The program will provide fairer educational access to students in outlying, rural areas.

Opponents: Opponents of the program argue that because of their lack of interaction with other students in a traditional classroom, online school students will not develop social skills, an essential component of their education.

Directions: What is your position on this issue?  Write a letter to the editor of your local newspaper stating your position; support it with convincing reasons.  

Sample Prompt 2: 


In many areas of the country, students in both private and public schools are required to wear school uniforms.  Suppose the school board of your district is considering having all students wear a uniform selected by a group of PTA presidents.  Write an essay to the group of PTA presidents in which you take a position on the preceding issue.  Support your position with reasons and evidence.  

Breakdown: 

Question/Issue:  In many areas of the country, students in both private and public schools are required to wear school uniforms.

Directions:  Suppose the school board of your district is considering having all students wear a uniform selected by a group of PTA presidents.  Write an essay to the group of PTA presidents in which you take a position on the preceding issue.  Support your position with reasons and appropriate examples.

2.  The second step is to make a T Chart in which you list the reasons for and against the issue.  (See example of T Chart for Sample Prompt 1 below.)  

REASONS

      For:  Positive Outcomes of Online Schools

Against: Negative Outcomes of Online Schools

	· Students in outlying, rural areas will have fairer educational access. (reason from prompt)

· Students will increase their computer skills by using computers on a daily basis.

· Online schools prevent discrimination.  Students will only be associated with their names and/or ID numbers and not with their appearance.

· Online schools prevent violence among students.  Because students will not interact, they cannot physically harm each other.  

· Students will develop good written communication skills since information will be transmitted in print.  

· Deadlines can be extended because work can be submitted via e-mail until the end of the day.  


	· Students who attend this online school will not develop social skills, an essential component of their education. (reason from prompt)

· Online instruction will not ensure adequate assistance for all students.

· Online instruction will limit students’ ability to develop verbal and nonverbal communication skills.

· Students will not be supervised adequately.

· Students with special needs (such as counseling) will not receive adequate attention or be identified as students with special needs.

· Not all subjects can be taught effectively online.  




*  Each of the reasons should answer the question “Why?” or “Why Not?”  Choose the side that has reasons you can support with evidence. Select the best reasons from that side and start your outline.  

Practice T Chart 

Select a sample prompt and make a T Chart in which you list the reasons for and against the issue.

REASONS
For 





Against

	
	


*  Each of the reasons should answer the question “Why?” or “Why Not?”  Choose the side that has reasons you can support with evidence. Select the best reasons from that side and start your outline.  

3. Next, work on an outline to keep you focused on the topic assigned. 

Outline

I.  Introduction  

A.   Identify the issue or question addressed, present the other side briefly, and come back to your    

      position.
 _________________________________________________________________________________________

        _________________________________________________________________________________________

B. Write a thesis statement that states your position on the issue/question.  This statement can 

       include the three reasons you are for or against the issue. They are developed in the body.

        _________________________________________________________________________________________

        _________________________________________________________________________________________

II.  Body - Take each reason and create a paragraph in which you give evidence and explanations to 

     support the reasons that defend your thesis; remember to use transitions between paragraphs.

     A.  First Body Paragraph - 

    1. Topic Sentence – 1st reason 
_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Evidence (such as real life examples, statistics, authority, analogy and hypothetical situations) or 

      explanation supporting the topic sentence (reason)
__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

          3.  Another type of evidence or another explanation; comment on the evidence or explanation

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

    4. Concluding remark on the reason and evidence or explanation

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

B.  Second Body Paragraph - 
    1. Topic Sentence – 2nd reason 
_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

           2.  Evidence or explanation supporting the topic sentence (reason)
__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

          3.  Another type of evidence or explanation; comment on the evidence or explanation

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

   4. Concluding remark on the reason and evidence or explanation

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________
C. Third Body Paragraph - 
    1. Topic Sentence – 3rd reason 
_________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________

    2.  Evidence or explanation supporting the topic sentence (reason)
__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

          3.  Another type of evidence or explanation; comment on the evidence or explanation

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

   4.  Concluding remark on the reason and evidence or explanation

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

III.  Conclusion – Redefine the topic, restate the thesis in different words, and reemphasize the 

      importance of the issue and why your side is the best.  

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

Working Outline

	I.  Introduction

· Opening statement – topic

· Present the other side; then come back to your side

· Thesis statement – three reasons

II.  First Body Paragraph – 1st reason

· Topic sentence

· Evidence and explanations to support reason and defend thesis

· Closure

III.  Second Body Paragraph – 2nd reason

· Topic sentence

· Evidence and explanations to support reason and defend thesis

· Closure 

IV.  Third Body Paragraph – 3rd reason

· Topic sentence

· Evidence and explanations to support reason and defend thesis

· Closure 

V.  Conclusion

· Restate thesis using different words

· Reemphasize importance of topic and provide concluding remarks
	I.______________________________________________ _______________________________________________

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________

II._____________________________________________
_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________
III. ____________________________________________
_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________
IV._____________________________________________
_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________
V._____________________________________________

_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________
_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________



Directions for Writing Sample

This portion of the writing section of the THEA® Test consists of one writing assignment. You are asked to prepare a multiple-paragraph writing sample of about 300–600 words on an assigned topic.  You should use all the time available to plan, write, review, and edit what you have written.
Find the assignment and read it carefully before you begin to write. Think about how you will organize what you plan to write. Space for your writing sample is limited to the pages provided for that purpose in your answer document. Additional paper is not permitted. Your score will be based solely on the version of your writing sample written in the space provided in the answer document.
Your writing sample will be scored on the basis of how effectively it communicates a whole message to the specified audience for the stated purpose. You will be assessed on your ability to express, organize, and support opinions and ideas rather than the position you take on the issue. Pay particular attention to the seven characteristics listed below when preparing your writing sample. These seven characteristics will be used in scoring your writing sample:
· APPROPRIATENESS—the extent to which you address the topic and use language and style appropriate to the given audience, purpose, and occasion. 

· UNITY AND FOCUS—the clarity with which you state and maintain your main idea or point of view. 

· DEVELOPMENT—the amount, depth, and specificity of your supporting details. 

· ORGANIZATION—the clarity of your writing and the logical sequence of your ideas. 

· SENTENCE STRUCTURE—the effectiveness of your sentence structure and the extent to which your writing is free of errors in sentence structure. 

· USAGE—the extent to which your writing is free of errors in usage and shows care and precision in word choice. 

· MECHANICAL CONVENTIONS—your ability to spell common words and to use the conventions of capitalization and punctuation. 

*
Be sure to write about the assigned topic and to use MULTIPLE PARAGRAPHS. Please write legibly. You may not use any reference materials during the test. Remember to save some time to review what you have written and make any changes you think will improve your writing sample.
Sample Prompts

Use the following sample prompts to practice for the writing portion of the THEA test. Like the writing assignment on the test, each sample prompt includes a description of the specific topic, the purpose for the assignment, and the audience. Be sure to defend your position with logical reasons and to support them with evidence.

Service Learning


Service learning is the new buzzword on college and university campuses across the country.  Some people believe students should be required to perform community service for course credit before graduating, stating that service learning will help not only the student but also the community in general.  Others believe students should volunteer to do community service.   In an essay to be read by the president of a university argue for or against requiring service learning. 
Animal Testing


Animal testing is a controversial issue. Supporters of this issue believe the testing of animals has resulted in many discoveries beneficial to humanity.  Opponents argue that it is inhumane to use animals for testing purposes; they note that tests performed on animals are often for reasons not directly related to the well-being of humanity.  In an essay to be read by your peers, discuss the advantages and/or disadvantages of using animals for laboratory testing.  

Legal Drinking Age

People have different opinions about whether or not the legal drinking age should be lowered to eighteen years.  Those who support this issue argue that if a person is old enough to vote and go to war, he/she is old enough to drink alcoholic beverages. Opponents believe that car accidents and deaths will increase if the drinking age is lowered to eighteen. In an essay to be read by a government professor, argue for or against lowering the legal drinking age to eighteen.

The Health Care Issue


Many people in America do not have adequate health care benefits.  Some believe insurance policies and health care should be provided for the masses free of charge as it is in several countries. Others believe that if we offer free health care, the quality of services will decline since doctors and others in the field will be overworked and underpaid.  In an essay to be read by pre-med students, discuss the advantages and/or disadvantages of free health care in America.  
TV Violence


Is some form of government regulation needed to limit the violence shown on TV?  Many people today say there is too much violence on TV.  They believe the amount of violence on TV desensitizes children, making them prone to engage in violent behavior.  Opponents believe government regulation of TV content is censorship and violates the First Amendment right to free speech.  They believe that the TV audience should determine whether a show stays on the air or not.  Write an essay for a law school student in which you discuss the negative and/or positive effects of having the government regulate TV violence.  

Restaurant Smoking


Recently, Los Angeles passed a city ordinance banning smoking in all restaurants.  Those in favor of the ordinance point out that restaurants are shared public space and warn of the dangers of second-hand smoke.  Those against the ordinance feel it is a violation of their personal liberty and that it hurts the restaurant owner's business.  Should Laredo pass a similar law preventing people from smoking in restaurants?  Write a letter to the editor in which you take a position on whether Laredo should pass or not pass an ordinance banning smoking in restaurants.  
Censorship



The local public library has come under criticism for allowing patrons under the age of eighteen to check out books that are not age appropriate.  The books are either explicit, describe graphic violence, or use questionable language.  Most recently, a high school senior checked out James Joyce's Ulysses.  His parents did not approve and complained to the town council.  As a result, the council is considering removing all questionable books from the library. What is your position on this issue?  Write a letter to the editor of your local newspaper stating your position. 


Online Schools

The state department of education has provided funding for an experimental online school.  All the classes will take place on the Internet, using email, online chat, and the World Wide Web.  The students taking classes at this new online school will never meet each other face-to-face.  They will only interact with each other and with their teachers online.  The state is hoping this program will provide fairer educational access to students in outlying, rural areas. Opponents of the program argue that because of their lack of interaction with other students in a traditional classroom, the students who attend this online school will not develop the social skills that should be a component of their education.    Write a letter to the editor of your local newspaper discussing the advantages and/or disadvantages of an online school. 
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