Sample Expository Prompts for High School
Proficiency Assessment (HSPA)
(effective with March 2010 administration)
NOTE: The Department of Education (DOE) intends to phase out the HSPA over the
next several years in favor of an end of course competency assessment program which we
believe will more effectively measure student preparedness for post-secondary challenges
and opportunities in the 21st century. As part of that transition, we are making one change to
the HSPA language arts literacy (LAL) writing component. Effective with the March 2010
administration, we are eliminating the picture prompt from the HSPA LAL test, and
replacing it with an expository writing task. The picture prompts have previously been
eliminated from the New Jersey Assessment of Skills and Knowledge (NJ ASK) program.
This change to the HSPA test design is consistent with our larger plans for assuring that our
writing assessments are fully supportive of New Jersey’s secondary education goals.
What follows are two sample HSPA expository prompts to illustrate the basic format
of these HSPA prompts. Expository writing is an integral part of the New Jersey Core
Curriculum Content Standards (NJCCCS) for LAL and should already be addressed
thoroughly in the current writing instructional program. As with the HSPA persuasive writing
task and all other New Jersey writing prompts, the HSPA expository tasks will be scored
using the New Jersey Registered Holistic Scoring Rubric, which is used to determine that a
student has written a focused essay with several key ideas that are elaborated with specific
and vivid details and organized in a logical progression that is unified by various cohesive
devices (5 generic elements of good writing regardless of the prompt).. Districts are
encouraged to focus instruction on the writing skills identified in the NJCCCS rather than
using these or other writing prompt samples simply for “test prep” activities.
Sample 1
Although fear is a common human emotion, our response to it varies. Using an example from
literature, history, science, film, or your own experience or observation, write an essay
analyzing a particular response to fear and the effect of that response.
Sample 2
In The Crime of Sylvester Bonnard, French writer Anatole France writes, “To know is
nothing at all; to imagine is everything.” Why might one argue that imagination is more
valuable than facts? Using an example from literature, history, science, film, or your own
experience or observation, write an essay analyzing the worth of imagination.
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