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Introduction to the CAHSEE
The CAHSEE stands for the California High School Exit Exam.  
The English Language Arts section of the CAHSEE consists of  
72 multiple-choice questions (45 reading items and 27 writing items)  
and one essay (accounting for 18% of the section). 

The items span across 6 distinct strands: 

 • Word Analysis: 7 Questions

 • Reading Comprehension (Informational Text): 18 Questions

 • Literary Response & Analysis: 20 Questions

 • Writing Conventions: 15 Questions

 • Writing Strategies: 12 Questions

 • Writing Applications: 1 Essay (18% of the total score)

    
What is  

CAHSEE on Target? 
CAHSEE on Target is a tutoring 

course specifically designed for 
the California High School Exit Exam 

(CAHSEE). The goal of the program is to 
pinpoint each student’s areas of weakness 

and to then address those weaknesses 
through classroom and small group instruction, 

concentrated review, computer tutorials and 
challenging games.  

Each student will receive a separate workbook for  
each strand and will use these workbooks during 

their tutoring sessions. These workbooks will 
present and explain each concept covered  

on the CAHSEE, and introduce effective 
strategies for reading comprehension, 

essay writing, and text revision.
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The Writing Applications Strand
On the CAHSEE, you will be asked to respond to one on-demand writing task. Scores range from 1 
to 4 (with 4 being the highest possible score). You will be asked to respond to a writing prompt.

What is a Writing Prompt?
A writing prompt is the description of a writing task.

Example: The Board of Education has decided to  
extend the school day for one hour because the State  
of California has increased the number of subjects that 
students must know. Do you agree or disagree with 
making the school day longer? Write an essay in which 
you argue, your position on this issue.

There are two basic components to a writing prompt: 

 1. The scenario or situation: This defines the topic.

  Example:  The Board of Education wants to extend  
   the school day.

 2. The instructions:  This provides the guidelines to  
   follow in your writing. 

  Example:  Take a position on this issue and write 
an essay in which you argue your position on this issue.
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CAHSEE Writing Prompts
While you will only be given one writing task on the CAHSEE, there are five possible  
types of prompts that you may be given:

  • Persuasive Composition

  • Biographical Narrative

  • Expository Composition

  • Business Letter

  • Response to Literature

You will not know until the day of the exam which type of prompt you will be assigned.  
Therefore, you need to master all of them!

Luckily, there are some common guidelines to all of these types of writing (persuasive 
composition, biographical narrative, expository composition, business letter, response to 
literature). These guidelines appear on the next page.
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Guidelines to CAHSEE Writing Prompts:

Read the description of the task carefully.

Your response should be based on your own knowledge and viewpoints on a topic.

Organize your writing with a strong introduction, body and conclusion.

Use specific details and examples to fully support your position.

Use words that are appropriate for your audience and purpose.

Vary your sentences to make your writing interesting to read.

Check for mistakes in grammar, spelling, punctuation, capitalization 
and sentence formation.

One way to approach the five types of writing prompts on the CAHSEE is  
to think of them all as different types of persuasive essays. In each case,  
you must take a position on some issue and support it with facts.   

 

Example: The following prompt appeared on the CAHSEE. 
Throughout your years in school, you have studied about many  
different people. Think about one of these people you have studied  
during your time at school. What makes this person special enough  
to study?  Write an essay in which you discuss a person you have  
studied in school.  Explain what it is about this person that is special.  
Use details and examples to support your ideas.

While the task does not require you to convince the reader to do anything,  
you do need to take a position and defend that position.  You need to  
demonstrate to the reader, through facts, examples, and sound arguments,  
that the person you have selected is important. For this reason, we will  
first focus on the structure and development of the persuasive essay  
and then apply this structure to all types of writing prompts. 
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Responding to Writing Prompts
The first step in responding to a writing prompt is to take a position on an issue.  

A. Sometimes you are told what position to take:

Example: Write a persuasive essay for your school paper in which you  
convince the readers of the importance of getting rid of the trash  
and making the school more attractive.

B. Other times, you may be presented with an issue and asked to  
support it or defend it:

Example: Some of the parents at your school have started a campaign  
to limit the homework that teachers can assign to students. Teachers at your school  
have argued that the homework is necessary. What is your position? Write an essay  
stating your position and supporting it with three convincing arguments.

With this type of prompt, you are not judged for the position you take but, rather,  
on your ability to defend that position.  

C. Still other times, you may be given a statement and asked whether  
or not you agree with the statement and to explain and support  
your position.

Example: The death penalty should be eliminated.  Take a position (pro or con)  
and support it in a persuasive essay.

With this type of prompt, you are not judged for the position you take but, rather,  
on your ability to defend that position.  

 

DISAGREE
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Thesis Statements
The position you take is your “thesis.”  
The thesis is the argument you are 
making and should be succinctly stated 
in the “thesis statement.”

Example: A new stadium should be 
built for the Sacramento Kings.

Your thesis statement should appear 
in the first paragraph. 

Supporting Arguments
Your task is to then defend your thesis 
throughout the body of the essay.  
The way in which you defend your thesis 
is through sound arguments, which are organized into 
paragraphs.  Each paragraph presents and develops  
one argument.  Each argument can be viewed as a 
mini-thesis statement and, as such, must be supported 
with facts, details, and examples. You should have 
three strong arguments to support your thesis statement,  
with each argument presented in a separate paragraph.

Example:   
¶ The first reason that we need a new stadium is . . .  
¶ Secondly, . . .  
¶ Finally, . . . 

Five Paragraph Essay

In general, a well-developed essay has 
five paragraphs: one paragraph to 
present the thesis, three paragraphs 
to present the arguments, and a fifth 
paragraph to summarize.

An outline of a five-paragraph essay appears on the next page.  
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Outline of the Five-Paragraph Essay

First  
Paragraph

Function: Introduce the topic
   • Get the readers’ attention
   • Introduce Thesis Statement***

Second 
Paragraph

Function: Support your thesis statement
   • Introduce your first statement of support in the topic sentence
   • Support your topic sentence with facts & examples

Third 
Paragraph

Function: Support your thesis statement
   • Introduce your second statement of support in the topic sentence
   • Support your topic sentence with facts & examples

Fourth 
Paragraph

Function: Support your thesis statement
   • Introduce your third statement of support in the topic sentence
   • Support your topic sentence with facts & examples

Fifth 
Paragraph

Function: Conclude your essay
   • Restate (or reword) your thesis statement
   • Paraphrase your supporting topic sentences

 
 *** The thesis statement introduces the argument that your essay intends to prove;  
   it addresses some question and provides an answer to that question. (What is my  
   opinion on _____?) A thesis statement can also be seen as the main idea of an essay.   
   (It is similar to a topic sentence for a paragraph, only it speaks for the entire essay.)   
   Your thesis statement should be introduced in the first paragraph.
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Example of a Five-Paragraph Essay

 It is often said that teenagers feel that their true introduction to adulthood begins  
in senior year. They face many competing responsibilities, such as applying for college,  
taking the SAT, and keeping up their grades in school. Indeed, senior year of high  
school is the most demanding time in a young person’s life.  

 The college application alone is time consuming. The first step is to decide which  
colleges to apply to. Students should arrange to speak with a guidance counselor; they  
have a wealth of information on colleges and can help narrow the choices to five or six 
colleges that are the best fit. Students should then research each college and make a  
list of the advantages and disadvantages of each one. 

 Secondly, preparing for the SAT is a huge undertaking.  While some students choose  
to take night classes, others hire private tutors. Whichever decision a student makes,  
the key is to begin early. Those students who score highest on the exam are those who  
have prepared well in advance.

 Throughout all of this, seniors must continue to dedicate as much time and energy  
to their studies as they did throughout freshman, sophomore, and junior years.  
Many students make the mistake of neglecting their studies in the spring of senior year.   
Once they receive an acceptance letter from a college, they feel that they no longer  
have to maintain a high grade-point average.  They are wrong; many colleges require  
final transcripts and can refuse any student with a grade below a B-.  

 While senior year is an exciting time in a young person’s life, it can also be over-
whelming.  There are many competing demands: applying for college, preparing for  
the SAT, and maintaining a high grade-point average in high school. Any one of these  
can be a tremendous undertaking by itself. 

  

 

thesis

topic
sentence

1

topic
sentence

2

topic
sentence

3

restatement 
of thesis
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Guidelines for Writing Strong Thesis Statements
A thesis is a one sentence statement about your topic. It is an assertion about your topic, something 
you claim to be true. A topic alone makes no such claim; it merely defines an area to be covered.  
To make your topic into a thesis statement, you need to make a claim.

A. A good thesis statement makes clear where the author stands on a 
particular issue.  Be sure that you clearly state your opinion.

  Examples of weak thesis statements: 

1. The subject of this essay is school uniforms. 

    Why? This is an announcement of the subject, not a thesis. 

2. I’m going to discuss school uniforms.

    Why? This is a statement of intention, rather than a thesis.

3. Many schools are requiring that their students wear uniforms.

    Why? This is a fact, not an opinion. There is no argument to be made.

4. I’d like to discuss the reasons why school uniforms should be required. 

    Why? This is an announcement of what you’re going to do.   
        You need to say more than whether you agree or disagree.
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  Examples of strong thesis statements: 

1. School uniforms improve the learning environment by reducing competition among  
students and increasing the focus on learning.

    Why? The writer states an opinion that he/she can defend in the body of the essay.

2. School uniforms stifle a truly rich learning environment by creating a culture of  
conformity and prevent students from expressing their individuality.

    Why? The writer states an opinion that he/she can defend in the body of the essay.

Both statements address the same question: 
Do school uniforms strengthen or hinder 
the learning environment? Notice that the 
viewpoints of each statement are very 
different, yet they are both strong thesis 
statements.  You can take any view that you 
wish in an essay, as long as you can support 
your view with strong evidence.
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B. Don’t just state a fact. A thesis is a statement of opinion.   
If everyone agrees with your point, there is nothing to argue.

  Weak Thesis Statement: 

  Murderers should be punished.

    Why?  Few people would disagree with this. Now what?  It would be better to take  
        a stand on the type of punishment that is appropriate for murderers; this is a  
        controversial issue that can be argued.

  Strong Thesis Statements

1. Since murder is the most serious crime that a person can commit, society should  
use the strongest punishment available: the death penalty.

    Why?  This is an opinion, not a fact.  Some people would agree that murderers  
        should get the death penalty, while others would disagree.  The challenge  
        of the writer will be to defend his thesis throughout the body of the essay  
        and convince the readers that he is right.

2. If we truly wish to reduce homicides in this country, we should sentence every  
murderer to death; people would certainly think twice before killing for fear of losing  
their own life.

    Why?  This is an opinion, not a fact.  Some people would agree that murderers  
        should get the death penalty, while others would disagree. The challenge of  
        the writer will be to defend her thesis throughout the body of the essay and  
        convince the readers that she is right.
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Practice with Thesis Statements

A. Writing the Thesis Statement

Evaluate the following thesis statements.  Remember: A thesis reflects an opinion, not a fact. 

1. Cigarettes contain extremely harmful substances such as tar and nicotine and should 

therefore be illegal:                                                                                                                 

                                                                                                                                               

2. I would like to stop drinking coffee, since it makes me feel agitated during the day:                

                                                                                                                                               

                                                                                                                                               

3. School uniforms would improve the learning environment by reducing pressure on students 

and increasing the focus on learning:  ______________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

4. Bananas grow best in humid, tropical regions, where the average temperature is 80 degrees 

Fahrenheit:_____________________________________________________________________

5. Vitamins are very good for you:                                                                                               

                                                                                                                                                 
 

6. The death penalty constitutes cruel and inhuman punishment and should be abolished:                                                                                          
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B. Supporting Your Thesis: Tutor Version with Answers
Read the following supporting statements (topic statements) for each thesis.  Place a  
check mark beside the statements that support the thesis and an X beside those that  
do not support it.

  Thesis: Smoking should be made illegal.

Reason 1: Cigarettes are just as dangerous to one’s health as many drugs that are illegal.     
     
Reason 2: Many tobacco companies are getting rich from selling cigarettes to people. 

Reason 3: Cigarettes are expensive.  

  Thesis: Students should wear school uniforms.

Reason 1: Uniforms are less expensive than clothes sold in stores. 

Reason 2: Students would feel less pressure to look cool and wear the latest fashions. 

Reason 3: Wearing the same uniform would create a feeling of equality among students. 

  Thesis: The death penalty should be outlawed.

Reason 1: It is always wrong to kill someone, no matter what he/she may have done. 

Reason 2: Many innocent people are wrongly convicted and sentenced to death. 

Reason 3: Texas has the highest numbers of prisoners who are sentenced to death. 
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Read the persuasive essay topics below. Choose one topic that you would like to write about.   
Then, write your thesis statement.

Topics:
1. Too Much Homework: Some of the parents at your school have started a campaign  

to limit the homework that teachers can assign to students. Teachers at your school  
have argued that the homework is necessary. What is your position? Write an essay  
stating your position and supporting it with three convincing arguments.

2. Grades for High School Athletes: High school athletes must maintain a passing grade  
in each glass to be eligible to participate in their sport.  However, many teachers  
believe that the minimum 60% grade is not a high enough standard and wish to raise  
the minimum grade to 70%.  Write a persuasive essay to either support raising  
the grade requirement to 70% or keeping the current 60% grade requirement.

3. Animal Rights: What rights do animals possess?  What rights do humans have to  
use animals as they wish?   Do humans exploit animals when they use them  
for science? Write a persuasive essay to support one of the two thesis statements below:

      • Animal testing is necessary to develop new medicines and advance  
       scientific knowledge. 
      • Animal testing is unethical and should be outlawed. 

Topic:  ______________________________________________________________________________

Thesis Statement: _____________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________
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Organization of the Five-Paragraph Essay

Paragraph I: Introduce the Thesis
A. Lead up to your thesis (the argument you are making). Start with a broad,  

general statement, and let each succeeding sentence get closer to your thesis.
B. State your thesis in one clear sentence: What you are trying to prove or disprove?

Paragraph II: Support the Thesis
A. State your first reason.  This is the topic sentence for this paragraph: 
B. Provide supporting details.
C. Provide examples and/or facts to support your topic sentence.

Paragraph III: Support the Thesis 
A. State your second reason (second topic sentence).
B. Provide supporting details.
C. Provide examples and/or facts to support your topic sentence.

Paragraph IV: Support the Thesis
A. State your third reason (third topic sentence).
B. Provide supporting details.
C. Provide examples and/or facts to support your topic sentence.

Paragraph V: Restate the Thesis and Summarize Arguments
A. Restate (or reword) your thesis.
B. Paraphrase your supporting statements (topic sentences).
C. Do not introduce any new information at this point.
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Outline of an Essay 

Thesis: 
    Smoking should be illegal.

Topic Sentence 1: Cigarettes are the leading cause of death in the United States. 
    u 390,000 Americans die each year from the effects of cigarette smoking. 
      w	Smoking has been linked to 90% of all cases of lung cancer.
      w Smoking has been linked to one-quarter of all heart attack deaths. 
      w Smoking is associated with cancers of the mouth, pharynx, larynx, esophagus,  
       stomach, pancreas, kidney, and bladder.

Topic Sentence 2: Cigarettes are a highly addictive substance.
    u The U.S. Surgeon General reported that nicotine is just as addictive as heroin  
     and cocaine. 
      w A “hit” of nicotine reaches the brain in seven seconds, twice as fast as a syringe  
       of heroin injected into the vein.

Topic Sentence 3: Children whose parents smoke are especially susceptible to  
respiratory illnesses.

				u There are an estimated 150,000 to 300,000 cases every year of respiratory infections  
     in infants and children under 18 months of age who breathe secondhand smoke. 
						w Children who breathe secondhand smoke have more ear infections.
						w Children who breathe secondhand smoke are more likely to develop asthma.
						w Children who have asthma and who breathe secondhand smoke have more  
       asthma attacks.

Summary: 
Cigarettes should be made illegal. Nicotine is one of the most 

addictive substances in existence. Cigarettes are responsible  
for hundreds of thousands of deaths and cases of infection, 
from both direct and indirect smoking.
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Practice:  Read the following essay. Then, using the above outline as a guide, identify  
(in the margin) the thesis, topic sentences for each paragraph, and supporting details  
for each topic sentence. 

Preparing for the CAHSEE

  CAHSEE is an acronym for the California High School Exit Exam. All students attending California 
public schools must pass the CAHSEE in order to graduate from high school. Although passing such a 
comprehensive exam may seem like a daunting task, with the right preparation it is within the reach 
of every student in California. 

  The first step in preparing for the CAHSEE is to familiarize yourself with the blueprint.  The 
blueprint is the list of all standards tested on the exam. Don’t worry - - although the list may appear 
long, there are many standards that overlap.  In sum, the total number of concepts and skills that you 
need to know is actually quite manageable.

  The second step is to review any skills and concepts that might be rusty.  There may be terms and 
concepts that you learned in middle school and have not used since.  There is a wealth of resources 
to help you throughout this review process, such as study guides at the local library or Web sites that 
provide tutorials on a broad range of math and English topics.  For example, do an Internet search on 
‘Lessons on Linear Equations’ and see what comes up.  

  The third step is to enroll in a CAHSEE after-school or summer school tutoring program.  The 
advantage of a tutoring program is that, with the small tutor-to-student ratio, you are more likely 
to receive individual attention than you would in a classroom setting.  In addition, a tutor can help 
pinpoint your areas of weakness and present new strategies for approaching a problem.  

  Next time you find yourself worrying about the 
CAHSEE, remember that you have control over a great 
part of the process.  Learn what’s on the exam, invest 
in resources to help you sharpen any rusty skills, and 
enroll in a tutoring program for one-on-one instruction.  
Not only will you be preparing for the exam, but you’ll 
also be building skills for a college-prep curriculum.
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Skeleton of a Five-Paragraph Persuasive Essay

Thesis: Magda is the best candidate for Student Body President of Danville High School.

Reason 1: 
Magda is able to juggle many 
different responsibilities.

Reason 2: 
Magda has excellent 
leadership qualities.

Reason 3:  
Magda cares about her 
fellow human beings.

Proof A:  
She is an excellent student.

Proof A:  
She served as class president 
three years in a row.

Proof A:  
Magda always tries to 
improve things for her fellow 
students.

Details:  
She maintains a 4.0 grade 
point average in high school.

Details:  
Students were so happy with 
her as class president that in 
each succeeding election, 
she won by a higher margin.

Details:  
This year Magda organized a 
school-wide petition to allow 
students to eat off campus 
during lunch hour.

Proof B:  
She is involved in many 
extracurricular activities.

Proof B:  
Magda was the Captain  
of the basketball team  
during her sophomore  
and junior years.

Proof B:  
She does a lot of volunteer 
work.

Details:  
She plays tuba in the school 
band and is captain of the 
girls’ basketball team.

Details:  
Under her leadership, 
the team won the state 
championships both years.

Details:  
She volunteers at a senior 
care center two afternoons 
each week.

Conclusion: Magda is the best person to represent the students at Danville High School.  
She is a strong and dedicated leader. Next week, vote for Magda. You will not  
be disappointed.

 

continued on
next page
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Model of a Five-Paragraph Persuasive Essay

  Many people are attracted to the bright lights and hustle bustle of the big 

city. They love the frenetic energy and pulsating rhythm that only a major 

metropolis can provide. Others prefer the peacefulness and natural beauty of the 

countryside. They find the people friendlier, the air cleaner.  Often overlooked, 

however, is the small college town. For those who seek a safe environment for 

their children, as well as a broad range of cultural diversion, the small college 

town is worth exploring.

  First, college towns offer the kind of cultural diversity found in big cities.  

Students and faculty come from every major continent on the globe. There are 

Africans, Asians, Europeans, South Americans, and Australians. They bring 

their customs, languages, and music with them, thus transposing the small 

college town into a tiny cultural oasis. On a walk across campus, one might 

hear snippets of French, Italian, Arabic, and Hebrew. On the college green, 

one can hear West African drumming, Cuban salsa, or music from the Andes. 

  In addition, college towns attract a highly educated workforce. Colleges bring 

college professors, along with doctors, lawyers, and high-level administrators. 

In fact, college towns boast the highest number of residents with doctoral 

and professional degrees. Moreover, most of these residents were born 

and raised elsewhere and, as a result, they bring with them a certain 

sophistication and worldliness not typically found in a small town. Small-

town residents enjoy the theater, art, film, and foreign cuisine, and they can 

afford to partake in all of these. Consequently, most college towns have a 

performing arts center, as well as several movie theaters, art galleries, and 

ethnic restaurants.  

continued on
next page
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   At the same time, small college towns are ideal for those who love the great outdoors.  

Often the layout of the town itself encourages people to be physically active. There are large, 

sprawling parks, bike paths that meander through woods and along streams, and horseback  

riding trails. Many students and professors choose to leave their cars at home and get around  

town and campus by bike. Outdoor, family-oriented events encourage residents to engage  

with one another. In the summer months, there are outdoor concerts on the college green, 

community picnics and barbecues at the park, and Saturday shopping at the farmer’s market. 

Everyone seems to know one another, and it is not uncommon to see people stopping on the 

street to hug someone and chat for a few minutes.

   The small college town is ideal for those who seek cultural diversity within a small, intimate 

setting. It offers many of the advantages of the big city, from the visual and performing arts to 

opportunities to meet interesting, educated people from all over the world. Yet people tend to 

be more open than in a big city, and it is easier to make friends. Indeed, the small college town 

offers the best of both worlds.
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Using the preceding model essay, complete the chart.

Thesis:

Reason 1: Reason 2: Reason 3:

Proof A: Proof A: Proof A:

Details: Details: Details:

Proof B: Proof B: Proof B:

Details: Details: Details:

Paraphrasing of Ideas:

Restated Thesis:

   



22

CAHSEE on Target
UC Davis, School and University Partnerships
Student Workbook: Writing Applications Strand

CAHSEE on Target

Supporting Your Thesis
Refer back to page 14 in your student workbook.  Copy your thesis statement and then state at least 
three or four “good reasons” that support your thesis; these will serve as the topic sentences for each 
paragraph in the body of your essay. (Note: If you cannot think of at least three good reasons that 
support your thesis, you should consider changing your thesis.)

Thesis (from page 14): 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

Reason 1 (Topic Sentence 1 for Paragraph 2):

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

Reason 2 (Topic Sentence 2 for Paragraph 3):

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

Reason 3 (Topic Sentence 3 for Paragraph 4):

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________



23

CAHSEE on Target
UC Davis, School and University Partnerships
Student Workbook: Writing Applications Strand

CAHSEE on Target

Now copy each topic sentence and provide two or three facts, details or examples to  
support each statement.

Topic Sentence 1:

_____________________________________________________________________________________

Facts/Details/Examples Supporting Topic Sentence 1:

•   __________________________________________________________________________________

•   __________________________________________________________________________________

•   __________________________________________________________________________________

Topic Sentence 2:

_____________________________________________________________________________________

Facts/Details/Examples Supporting Topic Sentence 2:

•   __________________________________________________________________________________

•   __________________________________________________________________________________

•   __________________________________________________________________________________

Topic Sentence 3:

_____________________________________________________________________________________

Facts/Details/Examples Supporting Topic Sentence 3:

•   __________________________________________________________________________________

•   __________________________________________________________________________________

•   __________________________________________________________________________________
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Practice Exercise 1: Using an Outline to Write an Essay 

Directions: Read the introductory paragraph and take a position on the issue, circling “agree” or 
“disagree.”  Then, use the outline (on this page and the following page) to support your position.

Lately, many educators have come to believe that there is too much pressure on children to dress 
fashionably and spend a lot of money on expensive clothes. Others are concerned by the increasing 
trend among young people to wear baggy pants that hang low on the hips. Still others feel that 
schools will create a sense of unity among their students by requiring that they all dress alike. For all 
of these reasons, uniforms have become quite common in schools. I agree/disagree that uniforms 
should be required in schools because  

____________________________________________________________________________________,

____________________________________________________________________________________, 

and ________________________________________________________________________________.  

To begin with,  _______________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

• Supporting Detail:  __________________________________________________________________

• Supporting Detail:  __________________________________________________________________

• Supporting Detail:  __________________________________________________________________

Secondly,  ___________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

• Supporting Detail:  __________________________________________________________________

• Supporting Detail:  __________________________________________________________________

• Supporting Detail:  __________________________________________________________________
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Finally,  ______________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

• Supporting Detail:  ___________________________________________________________________

• Supporting Detail:  ___________________________________________________________________

• Supporting Detail:  ___________________________________________________________________

In summary, uniforms should/should not be required in schools. They  _________________________, 

______________________________________, and  _________________________________________. 

_____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________.
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Creating Effective Leads
In the first paragraph of an essay, the writer states his or her thesis.  The way in which the writer  
leads up to this thesis separates a poor essay from a strong one.  

The beginning can be the most important part of the essay.  You need to grab the reader’s attention 
from the very first line. The way in which you do this is by creating a strong “lead.”  A lead is a 
sentence or group of sentences that introduces the topic and captures the reader’s attention.

Types of Leads
There are several types of leads.  

1. Question Lead: This lead begins with a question that is posed to the reader; the effect is  
to both make the reader think and signal to the reader that you are about to explore a 
particular topic.

Example: Have you ever wondered what would happen if we depleted the world’s oil supply?

2. Summary Lead: This lead gives the ‘who,’ ‘what,’ ‘when,’ ‘where,’ and ‘how’.

Example: On September 15, 2001, an unidentified flying object was sighted in Gary, Indiana.

3. Quotation Lead: This lead begins with a quotation that is relevant to your topic.

Example: John F. Kennedy once said, “Ask not what your country can do for you but what you 
can do for your country.”
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4. Picture Lead: This lead paints a picture with words.  

Example: I can see it so clearly now – the night I awoke to curling black smoke and  
bright orange flames.

5. Surprising Lead: This lead engages the reader with surprising or shocking information.

Example:  Last Tuesday, Pacific Heights Bank was robbed at gunpoint. According to the bank 
manager, the suspect is female, four-feet two inches tall, carrying a cane, and somewhere 
between ninety and ninety-five years old.

Practice: Write a lead (choose from any of the above categories) for the following prompt:

Some of the parents at your school have started a campaign to limit the homework that teachers  
can assign to students. Teachers at your school have argued that the homework is necessary.  
Choose a position and write a persuasive essay on the topic.

Lead:  _______________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________
 
_____________________________________________________________________________________
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Practice Exercise 2: Using an Outline to Write an Essay

Use the following outline to write a five-paragraph persuasive essay on the following topic:  

The Board of Education has decided to extend the school day for one hour because they have 
determined that schools do not have enough time during the current school day to adequately  
cover all of the subjects that they are required to teach. Do you agree or disagree with making  
the school day longer? Write an essay to the principal, and explain your answer.

Paragraph One (Introduction): 

Write your lead

State the issue

State your thesis
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Paragraph Two (Body): 

State your first reason (Topic Sentence 1)

Support it with proof (a fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Support it again (another fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Conclude your paragraph and transition to the next paragraph
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Paragraph Three (Body): 

State your second reason (Topic Sentence 2)

Support it with proof (a fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Support it again (another fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Conclude your paragraph and transition to the next paragraph
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Paragraph Four (Body): 

State your third reason (Topic Sentence 3)

Support it with proof (a fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Support it again (another fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Conclude your paragraph and transition to the next paragraph
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Paragraph Five (Conclusion):

Summarize your points and restate/rephrase your thesis.  
(Possible endings are “In conclusion,” “In summary”)

Make a final comment. Do not introduce any more facts at this stage.
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Persuasive Essays on the CAHSEE
A persuasive essay is an essay in which the writer argues his or her point.  On the CAHSEE,  
you may be given a statement and asked if you agree or disagree, and why.  You will need to  
take a clear position on an issue (your position is the thesis and should be stated in your first 
paragraph) and then defend or support that position throughout the next few paragraphs.  

Prompt: The following persuasive writing prompt appeared on the CAHSEE:
Some students at your school expressed an interest in making the school more attractive  
by getting rid of the trash on the school grounds. Write a persuasive essay for your school 
paper in which you convince the readers of the importance of getting rid of the trash and 
making the school more attractive. Convince your readers through the use of specific  
reasons and examples.

One way to prepare for a persuasive essay is to think of it as a debate. Whichever position  
you take, there will be an equally strong opposing position.  Your job as a writer is to sway all  
of your readers, even your opponents.  Begin by drawing a chart with two columns; then come up 
with ideas in favor of and against the proposal: 

Arguments in Favor Counter-Arguments

Counter-arguments are points that an opponent might use to argue against you.  You want to 
consider these points ahead of time and address them in your essay.  State up front any factors that 
may detract (take away) from the strength of your argument and then diminish their importance  
or rebut them. Use the next few pages to outline your response to the above prompt.  
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Outline for Persuasive Essay

Paragraph One (Introduction): 

Write your lead

State the issue

State your thesis

Paragraph Two (Body): 

State your first reason (Topic Sentence 1)

Support it with proof (a fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Support it again (another fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

State counter-argument and address it

Conclude your paragraph and transition to the next paragraph
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Paragraph Three (Body):

State your second reason (Topic Sentence 2)

Support it with proof (a fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Support it again (another fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

State counter-argument and address it

Conclude your paragraph and transition to the next paragraph
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Paragraph Four (Body): 

State your third reason (Topic Sentence 3)

Support it with proof (a fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Support it again (another fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

State counter-argument and address it

Conclude your paragraph and transition to the next paragraph

Paragraph Five (Conclusion):

Summarize your points and restate/rephrase your thesis.  
(Possible endings are “In conclusion,” “In summary”).

Make a final comment. Do not introduce any more facts at this stage.

Now use your outline to write a draft of your essay.  Remember to use words that are appropriate  
for your audience and purpose, vary your sentences to make your writing interesting to read, and 
check for mistakes in grammar, spelling, punctuation, capitalization, and sentence formation.   
Use the next three pages to write your draft.  When your draft is completed, circle your thesis 
statement and number each of your topic sentences.



37

CAHSEE on Target
UC Davis, School and University Partnerships
Student Workbook: Writing Applications Strand

CAHSEE on Target

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________



38

CAHSEE on Target
UC Davis, School and University Partnerships
Student Workbook: Writing Applications Strand

CAHSEE on Target

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________



39

CAHSEE on Target
UC Davis, School and University Partnerships
Student Workbook: Writing Applications Strand

CAHSEE on Target

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________



40

CAHSEE on Target
UC Davis, School and University Partnerships
Student Workbook: Writing Applications Strand

CAHSEE on Target

Biographical Essays on the CAHSEE
Biographical essays are essays about real people.  On the CAHSEE, you may be asked to  
write a biographical essay of a person of your choice.  

Like a persuasive essay, you need to explain to the reader why you chose this particular  
person (your thesis) and give specific examples and detailed descriptions to support your 
thesis.  The only difference between a biographical essay and a persuasive essay is that you 
needn’t address any counter-arguments.

Biographical Essay Prompt: 
At one time or another, we have all experienced a significant challenge in our lives.  
The way in which we deal with such challenges can make us stronger and force us  
to grow.   

Think about a challenge that you have faced and overcome in your own life.  This challenge  
might be a single event or a difficult set of circumstances.  How did you overcome this 
challenge?  How did you grow as a result of having overcome this challenge?

On the next few pages, prepare an essay outline on this topic.  
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Outline for Biographical Essay

Paragraph One (Introduction): 

Write your lead

State the issue

State your thesis

Paragraph Two (Body): 

State your first reason (Topic Sentence 1)

Support it with proof (a fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Support it again (another fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Conclude your paragraph and transition to the next paragraph
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Paragraph Three (Body): 

State your second reason (Topic Sentence 2)

Support it with proof (a fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Support it again (another fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Conclude your paragraph and transition to the next paragraph

Paragraph Four (Body): 

State your third reason (Topic Sentence 3)

Support it with proof (a fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Support it again (another fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Conclude your paragraph and transition to the next paragraph
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Paragraph Five (Conclusion):

Summarize your points and restate/rephrase your thesis.  
(Possible endings are “In conclusion,” “In summary”).

Make a final comment. Do not introduce any more facts at this stage.

Now use your outline to write a draft of your essay.  Remember to follow these guidelines:
 

Your response should be based on your own knowledge and viewpoints on a topic.

Organize your writing with a strong introduction, body, and conclusion.

Use specific details and examples to fully support your position.

Use words that are appropriate for your audience and purpose.

Vary your sentences to make your writing interesting to read.

Check for mistakes in grammar, spelling, punctuation, capitalization, and sentence formation.

Use the next three pages to write your draft. When your draft is completed, circle your thesis 
statement and number each of your topic sentences.
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Expository Essays on the CAHSEE
Expository essays provide information and explanations. When you write a research report 
or an essay on what you did over the summer vacation, you are writing an expository  
essay.  On the CAHSEE, you may be given a topic and asked to explain its importance.  
You will be expected to provide details that are relevant (tied) to both the topic and your 
thesis statement.  

Like a persuasive essay, you need to demonstrate to the reader, through specific details 
and examples, why your topic is important. The only difference between an expository 
essay and a persuasive essay is that you needn’t address any counter-arguments.

Prompt: The following expository writing prompt appeared on the CAHSEE:
A person who seems in charge of every situation is sometimes called a “natural 
leader.”  People often look to such a person to lead them in projects both great and 
small. Describe someone you have read about who seems to be a “natural leader.”  
Write an essay in which you describe the person and his or her accomplishments so 
vividly that your readers will feel they know this person.

On the next few pages, prepare an outline for an essay on the above topic.  
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Outline for Expository Essay

Paragraph One (Introduction): 

Write your lead

State the issue

State your thesis

Paragraph Two (Body): 

State your first reason (Topic Sentence 1)

Support it with proof (a fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Support it again (another fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Conclude your paragraph and transition to the next paragraph
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Paragraph Three (Body): 

State your second reason (Topic Sentence 2)

Support it with proof (a fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Support it again (another fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Conclude your paragraph and transition to the next paragraph

Paragraph Four (Body): 

State your third reason (Topic Sentence 3)

Support it with proof (a fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Support it again (another fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Conclude your paragraph and transition to the next paragraph
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Paragraph Five (Conclusion):

Summarize your points and restate/rephrase your thesis.  
(Possible endings are “In conclusion,” “In summary”).

Make a final comment. Do not introduce any more facts at this stage.

Now use your outline to write a draft of your essay.  Remember to follow these guidelines:
 

Your response should be based on your own knowledge and viewpoints on a topic.

Organize your writing with a strong introduction, body, and conclusion.

Use specific details and examples to fully support your position.

Use words that are appropriate for your audience and purpose.

Vary your sentences to make your writing interesting to read.

Check for mistakes in grammar, spelling, punctuation, capitalization, and sentence formation.

Use the next three pages to write your draft. When your draft is completed, circle your thesis 
statement and number each of your topic sentences.
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Business Letters on the CAHSEE
On the CAHSEE, you may be asked to write a business letter. The purpose of this letter may be to 
inform, explain, request, persuade, or complain. First, think about why you are writing the letter:

  • What is your objective?  
  • What do you hope to accomplish?  
  • What are you seeking from the person to whom you are writing?  

One purpose of a business letter is to persuade the reader to take action on a particular issue 
(i.e. reimburse you, hire you, compensate you for a loss, adopt your proposal, follow your 
recommendation).   You’ll need to convince the reader that the issue is important and that the course 
of action that you propose is the best possible one.  

You can think of the body of a business letter as a five-paragraph persuasive essay. As in a 
persuasive essay, your task is to convince someone of something.  You need specific facts  
and examples to support your position.

A. 1st Paragraph
You will need to state your purpose (i.e. what you hope to achieve) in your first paragraph  
of your letter. Your purpose can be thought of as the thesis.

B. 2nd, 3rd, and 4th Paragraphs
Once you establish your purpose, you need to convince the reader to take the course of 
action you propose; you should have three sound arguments to defend your position,  
and each of these arguments will be presented and developed in successive paragraphs  
(using specific examples and facts).  

C. 5th Paragraph
Finally, you need to end your letter with some closing 
remarks that summarize your case. 
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Format of a Business Letter
The one major difference in a business letter is that you’ll need to introduce the body of the letter 
with a greeting and close the body of the letter with a closing. You can think of the business letter  
as having three basic components:

1. Salutation
The business letter begins with a salutation.  A salutation is a greeting, addressed to  
the person to whom you are writing.  A comma should be added at the end of  
your greeting if you are on friendly terms.  For more formal situations, end 
your greeting with a colon.

Examples of Salutations: 
Dear Susan,
Dear Ms. Rosenberg:
Dear Professor Hendricks:
Dear Dr. Smith:
Dear Sir or Madam:
To Whom It May Concern:

2. Body (This is the equivalent of the essay!)
In general, a business letter has four or five paragraphs:

  • The introductory paragraph (your purpose for writing: thesis)
  • Two or three body paragraphs (to support your thesis)
  • The concluding paragraph (to reiterate your purpose, or thesis, and summarize your points)
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3. Closing (& Signature)
You should close your letter with a warm phrase. Examples of closing phrases include  
the following:

Sincerely, 
Cordially, 
Best regards, 
Yours truly, 

Note: The first word is capitalized and the phrase is followed by a comma. Beneath the closing,  
be sure to print (or type) and sign your name. 

Practice: The business letter on the next two pages is written in block style: the address, 
date, body paragraphs, salutation, and signature are all aligned to the left.  There are no 
indentations; rather, paragraphs are set off by double-spacing.  

Read the sample business letter, which appears on the next two pages, and then do the following:

1. Underline the thesis statement in the first paragraph.   

2. Underline the major supporting statement in the second paragraph.

3. Underline the major supporting statement in the third paragraph.

4. Underline the major supporting statement in the fourth paragraph.

5. Underline the restatement of the thesis statement in the fifth paragraph.
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Syma Solovitch
School/University Partnerships
University of California, Davis
1 Shields Avenue
Davis, CA  95616

March 5, 2005

Teacher Credentialing Program
Jupiter State University
1509 Modesto Drive
Jupiter, CA  95515

To Whom It May Concern:

I am the Academic Program Coordinator for School/University Partnerships at the University 
of California, Davis and am writing this letter to recommend David Brookner to the teacher 
credentialing program at your university. David is completing his undergraduate degree in 
mathematics at UC Davis and has decided to pursue a career in teaching once he graduates.  

I met David last year, when our unit was recruiting tutors for the Algebra Readiness Academy, a 
summer school program in Sacramento. I had several opportunities to observe him tutoring and 
was extremely impressed by both his teaching style and professional manner in the classroom.  He 
created a positive learning environment, where students were focused and excited. At the end of the 
five-week program, his students had made tremendous gains in mathematics and were well prepared 
to begin algebra in the fall. 

David has a solid command of mathematical concepts and demonstrates a unique gift for imparting 
this knowledge to his students. During my observations, he introduced several strategies for solving a 
problem and engaged students in many hands-on activities that reinforced the concepts and skills he 
had taught.

David also possesses superior management skills.  He set high academic and behavioral expectations 
and commanded the respect of all of his students.   I had been most impressed with his ability to 
actively engage every student in his group.

continued on
next page
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I am confident that David will shine in any career he pursues, and I am most pleased that he 
has decided to dedicate his energy and expertise to teaching.  I recommend him to you without 
reservation. If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me, either by phone, at  
(530) 754-6832, or by e-mail, at ssolovitch@ucdavis.edu.

Yours sincerely,

Syma Solovitch
Academic Program Coordinator
School/University Partnerships, UC Davis
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Prompt: 
Imagine that you are applying for a summer job as a camp counselor.  Write a business letter 
in which you express interest in the position, request an interview for the position, and state 
the reasons why you should be considered for the position. First, prepare an outline:

Paragraph One (Introduction): 

Write your lead

State the issue

State your thesis (i.e. your purpose in writing the letter) 

Paragraph Two (Body): 

State your first reason that the reader should follow the course of action you recommend 
(Topic Sentence 1)

Support it with proof (a fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Support it again (another fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Conclude your paragraph and transition to the next paragraph
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Paragraph Three (Body): 

State your second reason that the reader should follow the course of action you recommend 
(Topic Sentence 2)

Support it with proof (a fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Support it again (another fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Conclude your paragraph and transition to the next paragraph

Paragraph Four (Body): 

State your third reason that the reader should follow the course of action you recommend 
(Topic Sentence 3)

Support it with proof (a fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Support it again (another fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Conclude your paragraph and transition to the next paragraph



61

CAHSEE on Target
UC Davis, School and University Partnerships
Student Workbook: Writing Applications Strand

CAHSEE on Target

Paragraph Five (Conclusion):

Summarize your points and restate/rephrase your thesis (i.e. your objective for writing the 
letter). (Possible endings are “In conclusion,” “In summary”).

Make a final comment. Do not introduce any more facts at this stage.

Now use your outline to write a draft of your business letter. Remember to follow these guidelines:

Begin your letter with an appropriate greeting.

End your letter with an appropriate closing.

State your purpose for writing the letter.

Use specific details and examples to achieve your objective  
(i.e. persuade the reader to follow the course of action you prescribe.)

Use words that are appropriate for your audience and purpose.

Vary your sentences to make your writing interesting to read.

Check for mistakes in grammar, spelling, punctuation, capitalization, and sentence formation.

Use the next three pages to write your draft. 
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Literary Prompts on the CAHSEE
For the last type of writing task, you will be asked to analyze a literary passage and write a text-based 
response.  Read the guidelines below and underline any major differences between these guidelines 
and those used for the last four writing prompts that we have studied.

Guidelines for Response to Literature

Carefully read the passage and the description of the task.

Organize your writing with a strong introduction, body, and conclusion.

Use specific details and examples from the passage to demonstrate your understanding of the 
main ideas and the author’s purpose.

   • Ask, “What are the main ideas? What is the theme? What is the author saying?   
    Why (or why not) is this important?

   • How do you know what the author’s ideas are?  Can you quote from the text  
    to prove what you say?

   • Does the author use figurative language? Give an example.  

   • Does the author use symbolism?  How is the symbolism used?  

   • Does the author use words that help you to see, taste, hear, or feel the setting or scene?  

   • Does the author use words to establish the mood or tone (Does he/she make you  
    feel angry, sad, excited, or scared?)

Use precise language that is appropriate for your audience and purpose. 

Vary your sentences to make your writing interesting to read.

Check for mistakes in grammar, spelling, punctuation, capitalization, and sentence formation.
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Comparisons and Contrasts between Persuasive  
and Literary Prompts
We can see that there are many structural similarities between a literary response prompt  
and the persuasive essay prompt:

1. Both require that you organize your writing with a strong introduction, body, and conclusion.

2. Both require that you use specific details and examples.

Note: While in a persuasive writing prompt, you use details and examples to support your 
position, in a literary response prompt you use them to demonstrate your understanding 
of the text.   Is this really so different?  After all, you will need to state what you believe 
to be the theme and/or purpose of the piece (which is equivalent to your thesis) and to 
then support your view through supporting details.  These details are grounded in a more 
literary analysis, requiring that you quote from the text, give examples of how the author 
uses figurative language and symbolism or how he/she establishes the tone and mood). 
However, your objective is the same: to persuade the reader that your analysis and 
interpretation of the text is valid.   

3. Both require that you use words that are appropriate for your audience and purpose.

4. Both require that you vary your sentences to make your writing interesting to read.

5. Both require that you check for mistakes in grammar, spelling, punctuation, capitalization, 
and sentence formation.

In fact, you can also view the literary response prompt as a type of persuasive prompt.  You as 
the reader have a unique perspective on the text and your task is to persuade the reader that your 
“reading” of the text is valid.

Practice:  Read the story “The Hiking Trip” on the next few pages. Then prepare an outline to 
respond to the above prompt.  
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The Hiking Trip

  “I never wanted to come on this stupid old hiking trip anyway!”  His voice echoed, shrill  

and panicked, across the narrow canyon.  His father stopped, chest heaving with the effort of  

the climb, and turned to look at the boy.

  “This is hard on you, son, I know.  But you’ve got to come through with courage and a  

level head.”

  “But I’m scared!  I don’t even want to have courage!” he retorted.  He jerked his head the 

other way and wiped his eyes across his arm.

  “If not courage, fine,” his father replied sternly. “Then have enough love for your brother  

to think this through!” He pulled a bandana from his back pocket and tied it around his neck. 

Then he gently placed his hand on the boy’s shoulder and continued, more softly this time.  

“Now, I don’t know if I can make it without stopping every so often. And we just don’t have  

the time to stop.  You’re young, but you’re strong and fast.  Do you remember the way back  

from here to the road, if you had to go alone?”

  Jeff flashed back to the agonizing scene of his seventeen-year-old brother at their campsite 

that morning. He’d been bitten by a snake yesterday during a rough hike through very rocky 

terrain. By the time they returned to their tents, he was limping badly. Then this morning 

he couldn’t put on his boots, and the pain seemed to be getting worse. He needed medical 

attention right away, so leaving him there was their only choice. 

continued on
next page
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  “Jeffrey? Jeffrey, could you do it? Could you make it to the road without me if you had to?” 

  Jeff blinked and looked past his father’s eyes to the end of the canyon, several miles away.  

He nodded slowly as the path and the plan began to take hold in his mind. “What was the name 

of that little town we stopped in to get matches, Dad?” 

  His father smiled and replied, “Flint. After we left Flint, we parked at the side of the road a 

few miles out of town. When you see which way our car is facing, you’ll know that the town is 

back the other direction.” Jeff thought about this and then nodded. They both drank water and 

then continued scrambling over the rocks. 

  Nothing was as pretty as it had seemed when they first hiked this way to their campsite. 

Before, the boulders and rocks had been an interesting challenge. Now, they were obstacles that 

threatened their footing and their velocity. Overhanging limbs had earlier been natural curiosities 

in the cliffs. But now they were nature’s 

weapons, slapping and scratching the boy 

and the man who crashed by and pushed 

through as quickly as they could. 

  Stone by stone, they made their way 

up the canyon. Jeff’s father grew smaller 

and smaller in the distance. “He must be 

stopping a lot,” Jeff thought. He waved to 

him from a bend in the canyon wall. His 

father waved back. Jeff turned and made 

the final ascent up an easier slope toward 

the road and spotted his father’s car. He 

lurched toward it, half stumbling, and 

leaned on the hood, breathless. 

continued on
next page
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  “Can’t stop,” he thought. “Mark’s in big trouble. Gotta keep going.” The fast, loud thudding 

in his ears was deafening, and as he pulled himself upright, he was surprised as a car sped by, 

heading toward Flint. “Hey, mister!” he shouted, waving both arms. He began to walk, faster and 

faster until he was jogging. Then he quickly crossed the highway and broke into a full-speed run, 

holding his left arm straight out, his thumb up. 

  His chest was burning with every breath when he suddenly heard several loud honks from 

behind. He turned as the brakes squealed and saw “Bob’s Towing & Repair, Flint” right behind 

him. “Jump in, boy! What’s up?” Jeff explained between gasps as the truck picked up speed. The 

driver reached for his two-way radio as soon as he heard about Mark. “Better get the helicopter 

in there,” he seemed to be shouting into his hand. But Jeff wasn’t sure about that because 

everything got fuzzy and then went black and quiet. 

  Hours later, Jeff opened his eyes to find strange surroundings and his father on a  

chair nearby. 

  “You’re a hero, son,” his father said with a smile.  

“You saved Mark.” 

  “What happened?” Jeff asked through a wide 

yawn. “Where are we?” 

  “This is a motel room in Flint. You made 

it into town and sent the helicopter into the 

canyon after Mark. I can’t tell you how 

happy I was when I saw it overhead. I’m  

so proud of you!” 

  Jeff sat up suddenly. “Where’s 

Mark? Is he OK?” 

continued on
next page
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  “They airlifted him out and got him to the hospital. His leg’s still in bad shape, but he’s going 

to be just fine in a couple of days. Thanks to you, son.” 

  Jeff’s worried face relaxed as his father spoke. “How about you, Dad? How did you get out?” 

“Well, I finally hiked myself out of that canyon and to the road. I won’t be going back there any 

time soon. That’s for sure. Anyway, I couldn’t see the car, and as I headed for Flint I got lucky and 

was able to hitch a ride from a fellow named Bob in a tow truck.” 

  Jeff laughed out loud. “I guess Bob makes a good living going up and down that road.  

I hope you gave him a good tip, Dad!” 

Source: California Department of Education (released CAHSEE passage.)

Prompt: 
The following prompt, based on the passage “The Hiking Trip,”  appeared on the CAHSEE:

In the story, “The Hiking Trip,” the reader learns about the main character, Jeff.  Jeff’s 
personality and emotions are revealed through the actions and dialog presented in the story.

Write an essay in which you describe the personality and emotions of Jeff, the main character.  
How do his personal characteristics add to the events in the story?  How does the author 
reveal this information about Jeff in the story?  Use details and examples from the story to 
support your ideas.

On the next few pages, prepare an outline for the above prompt. 
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Outline for Literary Response

Paragraph One (Introduction): 

Write your lead

State the issue

State your thesis

Paragraph Two (Body): 

State your first reason (Topic Sentence 1)

Support it with proof (a fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Support it again (another fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Conclude your paragraph and transition to the next paragraph
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Paragraph Three (Body): 

State your second reason (Topic Sentence 2)

Support it with proof (a fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Support it again (another fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Conclude your paragraph and transition to the next paragraph

Paragraph Four (Body): 

State your third reason (Topic Sentence 3)

Support it with proof (a fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Support it again (another fact, example, anecdote or statistic)

Conclude your paragraph and transition to the next paragraph
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Paragraph Five (Conclusion):

Summarize your points and restate/rephrase your thesis.  
(Possible endings are “In conclusion,” “In summary”).

Make a final comment. Do not introduce any more facts at this stage.

Now use your outline to write a draft of your essay.  Remember to follow these guidelines:
 

Your response should be based on your own knowledge and viewpoints on a topic.

Organize your writing with a strong introduction, body, and conclusion.

Use specific details and examples to fully support your position.

Use words that are appropriate for your audience and purpose.

Vary your sentences to make your writing interesting to read.

Check for mistakes in grammar, spelling, punctuation, capitalization, and sentence formation.

Use the next three pages to write your draft. When your draft is completed, circle your thesis 
statement and number each of your topic sentences.
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