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PREFACE:

The United States Academic Decathlon (USAD) is a team competition in academics for high school
students in grades nine through twelve. Academic Decathletes compete in teams of six to nine students.
USAD involves students of all levels of academic achievement. To ensure that the program is inclusive of
students of varying ability levels, USAD requires that each team include at least two “A,” or “honors”
students; two “B,” or “scholastic” students; and two “C” and below, or “varsity” students.

Essay scorers’ expectations and standards of judging should be set at an appropriate level for Academic
Decathlon’s participants. Scorers should be made aware that USAD is not a competition that involves only

honors-level or gifted students, though certainly many decathlon participants do excel in academics.

ESSAY EVENT:

Essay Event

1. Students have fifty (50) minutes to pre-write, plan, organize, draft, and write a final version of their essay
in response to a specific prompt. All essays will be conducted online and the testing site does “time” the test
for the students and will automatically notify students when the test time is “up.”

Essay scorers should be made aware of the time that is allotted for the students to take the essay exam, so
their scoring standard is set at an appropriate level, given the circumstances limiting the writing task—the
standard of scoring for an essay written on demand in fifty minutes is clearly different than that for a paper
written over the course of several days.

2. Students will respond to one of three essay prompts. The essay prompts may focus on any of the
following subject areas: art, economics, literature, music, science, or social science.

Essay Prompts

At competition, students will be given three essay prompts from which to choose. Prompts used at
competition require students to write an expository essay. An expository essay is an effort to inform or
explain. Its essential quality is clarity. The writer of an expository essay takes a subject and opens it up to
the reader. To accomplish this feat, a writer does not strive to argue or persuade but to convey significant
information clearly and accurately. Exposition writing requires identifying an audience, explaining the
purpose in a thesis, presenting adequate content information which supports the thesis, and organizing the
subject into logically ordered divisions while establishing a lively voice that uses appropriate vocabulary
and tone, and demonstrates control of the conventions of Standard English mechanics, usage, and spelling
through varied and sophisticated sentence structure.

To focus the expository essay, the writer must establish a point of departure by introducing the subject and
by providing sufficient background information so that the reader can follow the explanation. The writer’s
task is to increase the reader’s knowledge of the subject, to assist the reader in understanding a procedure or
process, and/or to provide the reader with an enhanced comprehension of an idea or concept. Expository
writers present their information as objectively as possible.

When judging an essay, scorers should consider whether the mode of discourse used by the writer is
effective and appropriate for the given prompt. For example, a personal narrative may not be an effective
means for a student to respond to a prompt that asks students to compare and contrast two strategies for
addressing the global energy crisis.



Essay scorers will be provided information to review in order to become familiar with the prompts used in
competition. Essay scorers will also have access to the resource guides to further familiarize themselves
with information related to the prompt. The scorers will focus on correctness and how effectively and
logically the information is presented. It is also important for scorers to check the accuracy of all the
information presented in the students’ essays.

SCORING METHOD:

When assessing student essays, it is essential to use a method of scoring that adheres to a specific rubric,
uses defined elements or characteristics of writing, and maintains a consistent process. A scoring rubric is a
tool that is used to identify the criteria and proficiency indicators on which an essay will be scored.
Developing a predetermined scheme for the evaluation process reduces the subjectivity involved in
evaluating an essay.

The new rubric adopted by USAD is analytic. Analytic scoring is a method of scoring that evaluates the

different components of writing separately. Essay scorers need to familiarize themselves with the detailed
explanations of the ten scoring components found on the rubric. (Handout #1 in the appendix)

Components 1-7 of the Scoring Form address the content/development of the essay

Point value | Component with description

0-4 Introduction / Thesis

Original, insightful, and/or interesting

Not merely restating the prompt

0-4 Response To Prompt*

Conveys understanding of the prompt and tasks
Clearly addresses all aspects of prompt

0-4 Evidence*

Specific and accurate examples

Evidence supports thesis and main ideas

0-4 Analysis / Commentary

Ideas explained thoroughly

Points argued effectively

0-4 Cohesion

Avrticulate and clearly focused

Assertions equivalently developed

0-4 Organization

Paragraphs have topic sentences

Transitions are thoughtful

0-4 Closing

Intentional finish

Not repetitive or merely summarizing

* USAD publishes essay scoring guidelines for essay readers/judges, which include details
student writers may include in response to each prompt

Components 8-10 of the Scoring Form address writing skills applied to the essay



Points value.| Component with description

1-4 Word Choice / Diction / VVoice

Diction appropriate to topic

Student writer knows/owns the words used
1-4 Spelling / Punctuation

Accurate spelling

Proper punctuation

1-4 Grammar / Sentence Structure
Subject/verb agreement

Varied sentence structure

Further details about scoring form:

e Some components have a scale of 0-4 and others 1-4. This is intentional.

e A writer could receive a “zero” for Introduction/Thesis, for instance, for having no visible or
articulated introduction and/or thesis, but a writer could not receive a “zero” for
“Spelling/Punctuation,” as at least some of the words must be spelled correctly and some
appropriate punctuation used, warranting a “one” to be the lowest possible score in that
category.

o Consider these point descriptors:
4 = excellent, superior 3 = acceptable, effective
2 = attempted, fair 1 = barely, minimal 0 = insufficient

ORGANIZING THE ESSAY SCORING SESSION;

The essay scoring will take place online. Please refer to the USAD Essay Judge Instructions Handout and
USAD Head Judge Scoring List Handout for online training instructions from the USAD Enlyght Site.

TRAINING:

To ensure consistent scoring, it is essential that all essay scorers participate in a thorough training session.
Scorers should be acquainted with some general points of student participation and the general points of the
essay competition.

Participants
1. The United States Academic Decathlon is a team competition in academics for high school students in
grades nine through twelve.

2. Academic Decathletes compete in teams of six to nine students. USAD requires that each team include at
least two “A,” or “honors” students; two “B,” or “scholastic” students; and two “C” and below, or “varsity
students.

3. Students compete within their GPA category—separate awards are given within each of the three GPA
categories (honors, scholastic, and varsity). However, all essays—regardless of the students’ GPA
categories—should be scored according to the same standard.



SCORING PROCEDURE: (More details can be found on the PDF file-USAD Judge Instructions)

1. Each essay will be read independently by two scorers, and the average of these two scores will be the
student’s final essay score.

2. Scorers should score each essay independently and should refrain from discussing their scores.
3. All scorers must score each essay in accordance with the assigned rubric.

4. The scorer will score all essays online via the USAD Enlyght website: https://usad.enlyght.com.

5. The scorer will select the Competition link in the left menu or select appropriate competition icon;
Local/Scrimmage, Regional, State or National under Academic Decathlon® or Academic Pentathlon®,
whichever is appropriate.

6. The essay scorers will login to the website using their assigned username and password.
7. The essay scorer will click on the Judge Menu and Essay L.ist to view an essay without scoring.

8. The scorer will enter the Essay Activation Key, a seven character id that begins with the letter E and
click Search.

9. To begin scoring, click the Score button across from the essay that you would like to score. Once you
have clicked Score, the essay is how assigned to you and must be scored.

10. Click Print to format the essay for printing.

11. To score the essay use the pull down and select the value you want to assign to each of the ten
categories.

12. To record the scores, click Save Score. This will total the score the essay will receive. Once the scores
have saved, ‘Score Saved’ will display at the top of the page.

13. If the scores given by the two scorers differ by 200 or more points, then the essay will be read by a third
scorer. The final score of the essay will be the average of the two closest scores.

14. When a third read is needed, the head judge assigns the essay to be read by another judge. If you are
assigned a third read, it will appear in the ASSIGNED ESSAY'S section at the top of the Essay Scoring
page. Any essays that appear in this section need to be scored by you.

15. The Essay Scoring List page will show which essays have been scored and are marked with a Review
button. Select Review to re-score the essay.

16. If you see !l next to the Review button, it means you have looked at an essay, but either did not save
the score or did not score the essay at all. Remember, if you have looked at an essay, it is now assigned to
you. You must score this essay!

17. To fix 11, click Review, score the essay, and then click Save Score.


https://usad.enlyght.com/

18. Close the browser or click the Logout link on the left of the screen to leave the program.

Essay Rubric:

It is very important to review and understand the Essay Rubric and its domains as it helps to ensure that all
essays will be judged according to the same standard. It is essential that all scorers score according to
the given rubric even though it may differ from a personal grading philosophy.

1. Reader Bias. Scorers may have potential biases which could cause unfair scoring of an essay. Scorers
need to be conscious of their biases — be they political, cultural, racial, religious, etc. - when reading essays
and avoid letting such biases cloud your judgment of an essay. If a scorer feels that he/she will not be able
to provide an unbiased assessment of a particular essay, then he/she should not score that essay and should
simply pass it on to another reader.

2. Simulated Scoring Exercise. Scorers should participate in an Essay Training Session to calibrate
scoring. This exercise allows scorers to practice using the given rubric in a hands-on situation. During this
exercise, participants will score essays chosen by the head judge. Once the essays have been scored,
variances among essay scores will be discussed, as such discussions will often highlight important aspects
of the scoring process and will lead scorers toward a shared standard for scoring. It is important that all
scorers actively participate in this process.

It is here that the scorers come to some understanding and agree upon what constitutes an “Off Prompt”
and “Insufficient” essay.

o If the student fails to address the prompt (i.e. fails to use specific information and examples from
his studies to support his position or creates his own prompt), then the scorer must use the "Off
Prompt" score.

¢ Aninsufficient essay (i.e. where the writer fails to offer enough content to score) the scorer must
use the "Insufficient” score.

e Nonscorable: The zero is given here when the essay is illegible, insufficient, or blank



HANDOUT #1 Explanation of Rubric Categories

Introduction/Thesis — Most writers know that a good introduction is necessary for a great essay.
The introduction creates for the reader the important first impression of its author and what to
expect of the essay that follows. Whatever you decide to do at the start of your essay to engage
your audience right away—create an insightful comparison, highlight interesting details, ask a
question, or something else—do not merely parrot the prompt. Be original. And also be certain
that your essay includes, and very near its start, a clear thesis in which you state your essay’s
primary assertion, the essence of your essay’s primary point and purpose, what you will “prove”
with the rest of your essay.

Response to Prompt — It is very important that you respond specifically and completely to the
prompt. One of the biggest challenges students encounter with essay writing deals with response
to the prompt. Be certain, first, that you completely understand what the prompt is asking you to
do, and second, that you completely answer the question(s) asked by the prompt. This may sound
ridiculous, but without first reading the prompt very carefully and looking for keywords, there is
great risk in writing an essay that does not meet the requirements of the prompt.

Evidence — Providing evidence is your opportunity to show how well you have prepared for the
competition by reading and studying the USAD materials. Develop the assertions that support
your thesis by providing specific examples—evidence from the U.S. Academic Decathlon.
resource guides or the literary work—as the prompt directs. Your essay’s readers/judges will
know which details to expect you to include, and your essay will score very low in this
component if you either do not include evidence or include evidence that is either not supported
by or contradictory to the USAD resources. Seize this opportunity to synthesize what you have
learned from your studies into your own written ideas; transfer that understanding into your
confident voice in the essay.

Analysis/Commentary — For each piece of evidence you use to support your main ideas, you
will need to analyze and then explain and provide commentary on how it provides support for
your thoughtful response. This typically takes two to three sentences per idea, following and
supporting a topic sentence; it should not merely state the evidence but provide support for why
and how this evidence is the most valuable to include in your essay. Cohesion — Cohesion is the
flow of the essay or how the words, sentences, and paragraphs—as well as the individual ideas—
“cohere” or fit and stick together. Consider the shift from one sentence to the next and the
transitional words used between paragraphs. (There are examples of transitional words and
phrases for improving cohesion toward the end of this guide.) Purposefully construct each of
your assertions—each one related to and developing your thesis— to be equivalently and
valuably developed.

Organization — Every essay you write should be constructed in a manner that aids its reader in
following your thinking. The best essays proceed logically, are organized into paragraphs, and
include transitions that also provide a sensible chronology for the essay as a response to the
prompt or task. It makes great sense for each body paragraph’s topic sentence to be an assertion
that “proves” as well as supports the essay’s thesis. (There are some resources in the appendix
section of this resource guide to help you improve your organization. Also, in the next section of



this guide, we will explore structure and how to develop an outline. These activities will help you
stay organized as you write.)

Closing — Consider the closing paragraph your last chance to make a favorable impression on the
reader. Do not simply summarize what you have already written. Consider how you can leave
the reader pondering an aspect of the essay that was not absolutely resolved, questioning
something that could be an inference from something in the essay, or feeling the need to look
into the topic further. Whatever you do, bring your essay to an intentional finish with your
closing statements.

Word Choice/Diction/Voice — Selecting your words carefully and using a vocabulary most
appropriate for the subject is a skill used by proficient writers. Get to know the vocabulary for
the content you are studying. It can be difficult to use the “right” or “best” words for a particular
discussion if those words are not your own and your use of them “clunky” at best. However,
word choice is a very important aspect of your voice in writing and how confidently you “speak”
about any subject. (There is an activity coming up to help you build your personal vocabulary.)

Spelling/Punctuation — While we know this particular type of essay—especially due to its being
timed—can feel more like a “rough” than “final” draft, it still needs to be your “best” draft, and
the spelling and punctuation errors should not distract the reader from the details of the essay.
The best advice is this: leave yourself at least a few minutes to review what you have written.
You will be surprised what mistakes may be caught and fixed when you reread your own work.

Grammar/Sentence Structure — This category examines how well you put your sentences
together and that you have mastered subject/verb agreement. It improves your essay to
understand how to and then vary sentence structure to aid your argument, at times building your
point through an intricate weaving of ideas, and at other times poetically dropping the mic with a
very simple statement. In other words, this is where your essay can lose points if something in
your writing does not follow the accepted rules of English or you submit a very choppy essay
full, solely, of simple sentences.



HANDOUT #3: SAMPLE ESSAY TEST

UNITED STATES ACADEMIC DECATHLON®
ESSAY TEST
ROUND 3

2022-2023

Instructions to Students

Select one of the prompts for your essay. Write the number of the prompt on the top of the first page of your essay.
Write a well-organized essay in which you clearly respond to the question or direction that is presented in the prompt.
Be sure to follow the accepted rules of standard English sentence structure, usage, spelling, and punctuation, and to
use appropriate diction and style. Maintain legible handwriting. You may use a pen if you wish, but avoid messy
cross-outs. Allow yourself time to proofread your essay. For the essay topic you choose, state your individual thesis
or position clearly. Use specific information and examples from your studies to support your position. Provide a final
paragraph to conclude or close your essay.

ESSAY PROMPTS

MUSIC ESSAY PROMPT:

1. Using your knowledge from the USAD Music Resource Guide, describe the career of William
Billings and address the role of music in his life. Be sure to discuss examples of his patriotism as
they appear in such works as his The New-England Psalm-Singer.

ART ESSAY PROMPT:

2. Discuss the influence of Neoclassicism in two major works of American architecture that are
featured in the USAD Art Resource Guide. Be sure to cite specific details from the curriculum to
support your essay.

LITERATURE ESSAY PROMPT:

3. In your essay, explain how religion figures in at least two of the shorter selections and describe how the
authors use religion in support of their arguments. Use specific details from the shorter selections to support

your essay.
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HANDOUT #4: Response Guidelines

INFORMATION FOR PROMPT 1:

MUSIC ESSAY PROMPT;

1.

Using your knowledge from the USAD Music Resource Guide, describe the career of William
Billings and address the role of music in his life. Be sure to discuss examples of his patriotism
as they appear in such works as his The New-England Psalm-Singer.

In 1770, a significant landmark was achieved: the first New World publication devoted entirely to works by a
single American-born composer. That tunebook was The New-England Psalm-Singer: or American Chorister,
and the composer was William Billings (1746-1800). Billings was the first American who tried to make
music his primary profession. (47)

The New-England Psalm-Singer was the first of six volumes Billings would publish in the colonies (and,

later, in the new United States), thereby adding some 375 original pieces to the American repertory. (47)

The New-England Psalm-Singer also introduced a plain tune hymn, “Chester”, that became one of the great
rallying songs of the Revolution, as well as one of the most beautiful compositions to come from this period.
William Billings used music as his weapon in the battle for independence. (123)

It is not entirely clear how William Billings developed his great love of music, but biographers assume he
attended singing schools in his youth and studied their tunebooks closely. (123)

His father, a shopkeeper, died when Billings was about fourteen, so the teenager became apprenticed to a
tanner to learn that trade. By age twenty-three, though, Billings was also teaching at singing schools himself,
and he published his first tunebook the following year. (123)

This musical moonlighting did not just boost his income, but also led, in time, to his 1774 marriage to Lucy
Swan, one of the pupils at a school where he taught that year in Stoughton, Massachusetts. (123)

Billings must have been an effective teacher because a significant number of Lucy’s singing-school
classmates went on to form the (Old) Stoughton Musical Society, an ensemble that is now the oldest active
choral society in the United States. (123)

Billings was also deeply involved in the musical life of his hometown of Boston: teaching, leading public
concerts, organizing music at prominent churches, and, of course, composing music for his six published
tunebooks. (123)

Besides advertising his endeavors in the Boston newspapers, he also hung a sign outside his home that read,
simply, “Billings: Music.” (123)

Although, at the peak of his career, Billings’s music was extremely popular, his later years were challenging.
Various visual and physical handicaps kept him from serving in the Continental Army, and Lucy’s early
death left him responsible for their six surviving children. (123)

His music was widely reprinted, but in editions that usually were pirated. The Massachusetts legislature
passed a copyright bill that would have benefited him, but the bill languished on the desk of the royal
governor who declined to sign it. (123-124)

Billings therefore took on a myriad of municipal jobs to support his family, even working as a street cleaner.
He died in poverty. (124)

Billings’s trail-blazing 1770 tunebook The New England Psalm-Singer was more than just the first

completely original publication by one American composer: it was also a collection of American music. (124)
Billings” American focus is apparent not only in the tunebook’s “New England” title, but also in the array of
local placenames that Billings used as titles for his tunes: “Massachusetts counties (MIDDLESEX,
SUFFOLK), cities and towns (AMHERST, HAVERHILL, WALTHAM), and Boston churches (NEW
SOUTH, OLD BRICK) and thoroughfares (ORANGE STREET, PURCHASE STREET).” (124)

Billings also included some titles with personal meaning: “Braintree,” for example, was the birthplace of his
mother. (124)

The musical contents within the tunebook also reflected Billings’s patriotism as well as his pedagogical skill.
He starts with a detailed and engaging explanation of musical fundamentals, followed by a broad array of
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music “able to tax the skill of any American choir”: plain tune settings of psalms and hymns, four anthems, a
set-piece, and three canons. (124)

e One of his canons appeared as the frontispiece to The New-England Psalm-Singer. As is sometimes the case
with canons, Billings’s piece is actually drawn as a circle, with the various performers reading the music from
different starting points along its circumference. (124-125)

e A close examination of the lower-right corner of the Frontpiece, underneath the central group of singers, will
reveal the name “P. Revere.” Billings had also reflected his American patriotism by having this page
engraved by the silversmith (and equestrian) Paul Revere (1735— 1818). (“Sculpt” is a Latin abbreviation for
“engraver.”) (125)

o Billings also had the tunebook published by the firm of Edes and Gill and arranged for copies to be sold by
Gillam Bass (1746-1816)—all noted patriots. (125)

e Moreover, Billings explained to his customers that the paper itself was “American” (not the imported British
paper that required the hated duty payments), but that obtaining the desired paper had delayed the publication
by some eighteen months, which put him at about twenty-two years old when creating this first tunebook.
(125)

e  Performers of the music within The New-England Psalm-Singer would continue to find patriotic references
within the pieces themselves. Three of the compositions are titled “Freedom,” “Liberty,” and “Union.” And,
while singing the hymn “Chester”, singers would declare, “Let tyrants shake their iron rod / And slav’ry
Clank her galling Chains / we fear them not we trust in god / New englands god for ever reigns.” (125)

INFORMATION FOR PROMPT 2:

ART ESSAY PROMPT:

2. Discuss the influence of Neoclassicism in two major works of American architecture that are featured
in the USAD Art Resource Guide. Be sure to cite specific details from the curriculum to support your
essay.

e In America, Neoclassicism was a visual style and carried important political associations for the burgeoning
democracy. Two major constructions where this style was demonstrated were Monticello and the Capitol
building in D.C. (82)

e By referencing antique architectural forms and sculpture, Americans hoped to create visual, symbolic
associations with those Greek and Roman cultures and the values they espoused, such as liberty, civic virtue,
and idealism. (82)

e The initial designs for Jefferson’s home (Monticello) demonstrated the influence of the English Palladian style
which is informed by Greek and Roman architecture and relied on symmetry. (83)

e To reflect classical and not British ideals, Jefferson changed the proportions of the main pavilion so that the
two stories would appear as if they were one with the addition of a heavy Doric entablature across the house.
(83)

e Latrobe, who oversaw the Capitol building in D.C, added a Corinthian colonnade along the east front of the
building. They contained corncobs and tobacco instead of the traditional leaves. (85)

e The interior spaces which included the National Statuary Hall, Old Senate Chamber, and Old Supreme Court
Chamber contain domed, top-lit halls similar to the Pantheon in Rome. (85)

e Between 1825 and 1827, four sandstone relief panels were installed above the doorways of the rotunda, each
of which mythologizes the relationship between the settler and the native North Americans. (86)

e The geometric, symmetrical, and harmonious architecture of the Capitol were meant to symbolize the unity of
the nation. (86)
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INFORMATION FOR PROMPT 3:

LITERATURE ESSAY PROMPT:

3. In your essay, explain how religion figures in at least two of the shorter selections and describe how the authors
use religion in support of their arguments. Use specific details from the shorter selections to support your essay.

e  The authors who use religion in their selections often argue that people are currently falling short of the demands of
Christianity, citing specific passages and arguing about their implications. Some also argue that a lessening of
oppression and greater opportunity would allow people in oppressed groups more freedom to be devout. Religion is a
motivating force in their vision of a better world.

e Wheatley’s “On Being Brought from Africa to America” is explicitly concerned with the salvation of Black people,
and with their equal worthiness to whites. She disputes religious interpretations that cast Black people as lesser,
dismissing the “mark of Cain” as demeaning Black people, and champions equality before God.

e  Less theologically, her poem to William, Earl of Dartmouth, flatters him for not imposing tyranny, depicting him as
ascending to God as reward for his actions. In this case her mention of religion serves political aims.

e Judith Sargent Murray champions the education of women in arguing that more refinement would enable women to be
devoted to God in additional ways (the study of geography would allow women to marvel at God’s creations, etc.),
instead of being occupied with travia. She uses Biblical examples to argue that men are not always superior, and that
Eve should not be blamed more than Adam for Original Sin; and so argues that Christianity supports equality for
women, and more equality would allow women to be more devout.

e David Walker points out the irony that it is white American Christians who are more oppressive than many ancient
peoples, and argues passionately that such oppression is ungodly.

e Asaminister, William Apess naturally viewed oppression through a lens that involved religion. He argues that God
will judge righteousness, not outward appearance, and so Indians are not to be oppressed because of their ethnic
identity. His arguments involving race appeal to God specifically, for instance that God created white people only as
one in every fifteen or sixteen humans, so how can white people believe they alone resemble God? He cites a number
of Biblical passages to show that the Bible enjoins people to care for and honor each other, and that racism is not
Biblically warranted.
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