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HiSET Language Arts – Writing Sample Items 
Each selection is presented twice, first in a box in a conventional format and then in a spread-out format 
with certain parts underlined and numbered. Read quickly through the boxed text. Then go to the 
spread-out version. For each underlined part there are alternatives listed in the right-hand column. 
Choose the alternative that:

•	 makes the statement grammatically correct

•	 expresses the idea in the clearest or most appropriate way

•	 is worded most consistently with the style and purpose of the writing

•	 organizes the ideas in the most effective way

In some cases, there may be more than one problem to correct or improve. If the original underlined 
version is best, choose the first answer option. 

Para. 1    Buying a car takes research as well as money. Having your license and saving enough 
money for an older car and insurance are just the beginning. Finding the right car will 
require some time and effort. Where do you start? What should you look for?

Para. 2    Surprisingly, your local library might be good. There you can access online consumer 
guides that rate such things as performance, comfort, and mechanical reliability. Don’t 
forget how helpful reference librarians can be.

Para. 3    When you have located a car that you think will meet your needs, try to find out the 
repair history on the vehicle. Was the oil changed as scheduled to prevent wear on 
the engine? Has the car had any ongoing or repeated problems? Don’t forget to take 
mileage into consideration, as well as the number of owners the car has had and also 
seeing if you can get information about any damage the car may have sustained as a 
result of accidents. It’s a good idea to take the car to an independent auto mechanic 
for an inspection. It’s worth the cost to identify potential problems. Before you make a 
major investment.

Para. 4    Finally, check the vehicle’s appearance. If the body has numerous dents and scratches 
and the inside is ruined, chances are the engine hasn’t been well maintained. If there 
are major rust spots, you can expect the body to deteriorate rapidly. While these 
suggestions won’t guarantee a foolproof purchase, they can help you make an informed 
decision. Researching a car before making an investment is always time well spent. 
Remember, once you buy a used car, it’s yours. 
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Para. 1 Buying a car takes research as well  
 
as money. 

Having your license and saving enough money 

for an older car and insurance are just the 

beginning. Finding the right car will require some 

time and effort. Where do you start? What should 

you look for?

Para. 2 Surprisingly, your local library might be 
 1

good. There you can access online consumer
 1

guides that rate such things as performance, 

comfort, and mechanical reliability. 

Don’t forget how helpful reference librarians can be.
 2

Para. 3 When you have located a car that you think 

will meet your needs, try to find out the repair 

history on the vehicle. Was the oil changed as 
 3

scheduled to prevent wear on the engine? Has 
 3

the car had any ongoing or repeated problems? 

Don’t forget to take mileage into consideration, as 

well as the number of owners the car has 

had and also seeing if you can get information 
 4

about any damage the car may have sustained 

 1 A (No change)

B a good place is your local library  

C a good place to start shopping for a  
car is your local library 

D for starting car shopping, your local  
library is a good place 

 2 Which of the following would be the best 
choice for this sentence? 
A (No change)

B Move the sentence so that it comes  
before the preceding sentence. 

C Move the sentence to become the 
first sentence of the next paragraph 
(Paragraph 3).

D Omit the sentence.

 3 A (No change) 
B To prevent wear on the engine, the  

oil was changed as scheduled?
C Oil changed as scheduled to prevent  

wear on the engine?
D Was the oil changed to prevent  

wear on the engine as scheduled?

 4 A (No change)

B had, also obtaining  

C had getting also 

D had. Try to obtain 

GO ON TO THE NEXT PAGE
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as a result of accidents. It’s a good idea to take 

the car to an independent auto mechanic for an 

inspection. It’s worth the cost to identify potential 

problems. Before you make a major investment.
 5

Para. 4 Finally, check the vehicle’s appearance. If 

the body has numerous dents and scratches 

and the inside is ruined, chances are the engine 

hasn’t been well maintained. If there are major 
 6

rust spots, you can expect the body to deteriorate 
 6

rapidly. While these suggestions won’t guarantee 
 6

a foolproof purchase, they can help you make 
 6

an informed decision. Researching a car before 
 6

making an investment is always time well spent. 
 6

Remember, once you buy a used car, it’s yours.

 5 A (No change)

B problems before  

C problems; before 

D problems: before 

 6 Which of these sentences, if any, should 
begin a new paragraph? 

A (There should be no new paragraph.) 

B If there are major rust spots, you can 
expect the body to deteriorate rapidly.

C While these suggestions won’t guarantee 
a foolproof purchase, they can help you 
make an informed decision.

D Researching a car before making an 
investment is always time well spent.

END OF TEST
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Below are the Keys and Rationales for the questions in the Language Arts – Writing section.

Question 1

Key: C 

Rationale: Response C provides the best transition between paragraphs 1 and 2, expressing ideas about 
the library’s usefulness clearly and precisely, using appropriate word order.

DOK: Level 2. Skills and Concepts

DOK Rationale: The candidate must process the material beyond recall. The candidate must consider 
the appropriateness of phrasing for the transition from the first paragraph to the second paragraph.

Question 2

Key: D 

Rationale: The general statement about reference librarians is not relevant to the topic of buying a car. 
Omitting this sentence is the best choice.

DOK: Level 2. Skills and Concepts

DOK Rationale: The candidate must process the material beyond recall. The candidate must determine 
the relevance of the tested sentence within the context of the paragraph.

Question 3

Key: A 

Rationale: Only the original wording (therefore, response A “No change”) is a well-formed question with 
no misplaced modifiers that leads to the next question posed in the paragraph.

DOK: Level 2. Skills and Concepts

DOK Rationale: The candidate must process the material beyond recall. The candidate must determine 
which option is grammatically correct and fits best with the surrounding passage text.

Question 4

Key: D 

Rationale: The expression of these ideas in two separate sentences creates clarity as well as parallelism 
in sentence structure.

DOK: Level 2. Skills and Concepts

DOK Rationale: The candidate must process the material beyond recall. The candidate must choose the 
option that maintains parallel structure and decide if the sentence should be split into two sentences.

Question 5

Key: B 

Rationale: The last sentence in this paragraph is a fragment. The idea is easily combined with the  
previous sentence as a subordinate clause that requires no beginning punctuation.

DOK: Level 1. Recall and Reproduction

DOK Rationale: The candidate only needs to recall the rules of grammar and reproduce the correct rule 
to match the given example.

Question 6

Key: C 

Rationale: Response C is a good choice for beginning a concluding paragraph because it leaves the 
specific issues of paragraph 4 and returns to the general topic of the article.

DOK: Level 2. Skills and Concepts

DOK Rationale: The candidate must process the material beyond recall. The candidate must determine 
the most logical place to break a paragraph to maintain flow and solid writing practices.
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HiSET Language Arts – Writing Sample Prompt
Directions

This is a test of your writing skills. Your response will be scored based on:

•	 Development of a central position through explanation of supporting reasons and 
examples from passages and personal experience 

•	 Clear organization of ideas, including an introduction and conclusion, logical 
paragraphs, and effective transitions

•	 Language use, including varied word choice, varied sentence constructions, 
and appropriate voice

•	 Clarity and correctness of writing conventions

Below you will find two passages in which the authors put forth differing perspectives on an issue of 
importance. Read both passages carefully, noting the strengths and weaknesses of each discussion. 
Then, you will write an essay in which you explain your own opinion on the issue.

A psychology professor asked students to research how talent and hard work affect success. Then,  
she asked them to state their opinions in an essay, providing support from their research. The excerpts 
below were taken from two of the papers.

More Talent, More Success

1 Thomas Edison said that “genius is one percent inspiration and 99 percent perspiration.” He believed 
in the value of hard work. Like many people, Edison downplayed the importance of natural talent 
compared to effort. Recent research, however, suggests that Edison may have gotten it wrong.

2 Researchers at Vanderbilt University have shown that natural ability has a large bearing on one’s 
success in life. They tracked the accomplishments of thousands of youths as they became adults. 
The study compared the achievements of those who scored very high on intelligence tests with 
those who scored slightly lower. The results show that children with higher scores are likely to be 
more successful in their educational and career pursuits.

3 Psychologists David Hambrick and Elizabeth Meinz researched this topic in a study with pianists. The 
researchers tested each pianist’s working memory. They also identified the practice habits of each 
pianist. Then the pianists were asked to play music they had never seen before. When two pianists had 
the same practice habits, the one with a stronger working memory usually performed much better. 
These results suggest that people with more natural talent are likely to achieve greater success.

4 It seems that Edison’s claim is partially correct. Talented people must also work hard to excel. 
Sometimes incredible talent can be wasted due to a lack of effort. People with less talent can make 
up for it through hard work. But these exceptions are only true to a certain point. In the end, people 
with more talent have an advantage.
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Hard Work Pays Off

1 Some people are born with more talent than others. Yet, even talented people must work to hone 
their skills, or those talents will go to waste. Studies show that hard workers with modest skills 
can perform as well as those with greater talent who work less. This suggests that practice and 
commitment may be stronger success factors than natural talent.

2 In a 1993 study, researchers found that such determination is a major factor for success. The 
research suggested that when people commit large amounts of time and effort toward a goal, they 
can be just as successful as those with more talent. This is evident when people initially struggle in a 
job but improve, with effort, over time. The study found that tests of natural ability can be accurate 
predictors of initial success. However, the tests cannot predict how well people will perform after 
years of practice.

3 Psychologists David Hambrick and Elizabeth Meinz conducted a study on this topic in regard to 
musical talent. The researchers placed pianists into categories based on their practice habits. They 
also took a measure of the pianists’ intellectual abilities. Then the pianists were asked to play music 
they had never seen before. When two pianists had the same practice habits, the one with higher 
intelligence performed better. However, differences in practice habits accounted for more of the 
variance in performance across the whole group. This showed that natural talent makes a difference 
when comparing individuals, but hard work is a stronger factor in success overall.

4 Of course, at higher levels of performance, natural talent is a major factor. In an Olympic race, innate 
talent may make the difference between those who win medals and those in last place. But studies 
show that a hard worker with less talent can enter the competition.

5 Think of it this way. Remarkably talented people are unique. The Olympics occur only once every 
two years. But for most people most of the time, hard work will make up for a lack of talent.

Write an essay in which you explain your own position on the issue of whether achieving 
success is more usually a result of talent or a result of hard work. 

Be sure to use evidence from the passages provided as well as specific reasons and examples from 
your own experience and knowledge to support your position. Remember that every position exists 
within the context of a larger discussion of the issue, so your essay should, at minimum, acknowledge 
alternate and/or opposing ideas. When you have finished your essay, review your writing to check for 
correct spelling, punctuation, and grammar.


	_GoBack

