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Introduction 
 

The purpose of this document is to illustrate the differences between the Delaware 
Comprehensive Assessment System (DCAS) for ELA and the expectations of the next-
generation ELA Common Core State Standards (CCSS) assessment.  The samples 
provided are designed to help educators think about content and the instructional 
shifts—not to show exactly how the next-generation assessment will look.* 

For reading, examples of both literary and informational texts with associated items are 
presented.  DCAS-released texts are used in multiple ways.  Sometimes the text is used 
just as a grade-level sample for DCAS; other times, when the text meets CCSS text 
complexity guidelines, next-generation assessment items were written for it as well.  
Text complexity worksheets and rubrics are provided to illustrate how the grade-level 
designation for each text was determined.  For more information on text complexity see 
Common Core State Standards Appendix A and/or Text Complexity and the Common 
Core State Standards. 

Please note that, while the text on DCAS has paragraph numbers, it does not appear 
that the next-generation assessment will follow the same format.  For this reason, if a 
text was used for both DCAS and the next-generation assessment example, the text 
appears twice (once with paragraph numbers; once without), so that educators will have 
a copy-ready version to use. 

The items associated with the DCAS texts that were available for use had items that 
were written to address the former Delaware grade-level expectations.  With the 
adoption of the CCSS, these items were aligned to the CCSS.  Since these DCAS items 
were not written to address the CCSS, trying to retroactively match them does not do 
justice to the intent of the updated standards.  While the items are all text-dependent 
and “align to” or “reflect” the CCSS, they do not really “match” CCSS.  The text pairings 
were not set up to compare item by item, but rather to compare the sets of items overall 
and highlight the differences in emphasis, depth of understanding, and critical thinking 
required.  It is also hoped that the CCSS items will provide guidance on the essence of 
the standards. 

While DCAS does not assess writing, listening, and research, these areas will be 
included in the next-generation assessment and should be an integral part of classroom 
instruction.  Examples of assessment items in these areas are included to provide 
guidance for teachers in their transition to the CCSS. 
  

http://www.ksde.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=DGBK6y-D6OY%3D&tabid=4778&mid=11507
http://www.ksde.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=DGBK6y-D6OY%3D&tabid=4778&mid=11507
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How to Use Various Aspects of this Document: 

Texts 

 Review texts and their text-complexity worksheets to help guide text choices and 
ensure students are exposed to equally complex, diverse texts. 

ELA Items and Tasks 

 Analyze the way standards are conceptualized in each item or task. 

 Identify the instructional shifts that need to occur to prepare students to address 
these more rigorous demands.  Develop a plan to implement the necessary 
instructional changes. 

 Notice the marshaling of evidence from single and multiple sources called for in the 
constructed response items and performance tasks.  Begin to mirror this in the items 
and tasks crafted for classroom instruction. 

 Increase student writing from sources across the content areas. 

 Understand that the sample items and tasks do not represent a mini-version of the 
next-generation assessment.* 

Your feedback is welcome.  Please do not hesitate to contact Carolyn Lazar at 
carolyn.lazar@doe.k12.de.us or Denise Weiner at denise.weiner@doe.k12.de.us with 
suggestions, questions, and/or concerns. 
 
 

* The Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium has an ELA practice test available 
online for each grade, 3 to 8 and 11.  These practice tests will allow students to 
experience items that look and function like those being developed for the Smarter 
Balanced assessments.  The practice tests are located at: 

 

http://sbac.portal.airast.org/practice-test/ 
 
  

mailto:carolyn.lazar@doe.k12.de.us
mailto:denise.weiner@doe.k12.de.us
http://sbac.portal.airast.org/practice-test/
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Common Core State Standards for Reading 
 

Reading Standards for Literature 

Key Ideas and 
Details 

8RL1 – Cite the textual evidence that most strongly supports an 
analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as inferences drawn 
from the text. 

8RL2 – Determine a theme or central idea of a text and analyze its 
development over the course of the text, including its relationship to the 
characters, setting, and plot; provide an objective summary of the text. 

8RL3 – Analyze how particular lines of dialogue or incidents in a story 
or drama propel the action, reveal aspects of a character, or provoke a 
decision. 

Craft and 
Structure 

8RL4 – Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used 
in a text, including figurative and connotative meanings; analyze the 
impact of specific word choices on meaning and tone, including 
analogies or allusions to other texts. 

8RL5 – Compare and contrast the structure of two or more texts and 
analyze how the differing structure of each text contributes to its 
meaning and style. 

8RL6 – Analyze how differences in the points of view of the characters 
and the audience or reader (e.g., created through the use of dramatic 
irony) create such effects as suspense or humor. 

Integration of 
Knowledge and 
Ideas 

8RL7 – Analyze the extent to which a filmed or live production of a 
story or drama stays faithful to or departs from the text or script, 
evaluating the choices made by the director or actors. 

NA 

8RL9 – Analyze how a modern work of fiction draws on themes, 
patterns of events, or character types from myths, traditional stories, or 
religious works such as the Bible, including describing how the material 
is rendered new. 

Range of Reading 
and Level of Text 
Complexity 

8RL10 – By the end of the year, read and comprehend literature, 
including stories, dramas, and poems, at the high end of grades 6-8 
text complexity band independently and proficiently. 
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Reading Standards for Informational Text 

Key Ideas and 
Details 

8RI1 – Cite the textual evidence that most strongly supports an analysis 
of what the text says explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the 
text. 

8RI2 – Determine a central idea of a text and analyze its development 
over the course of the text, including its relationship to supporting ideas; 
provide an objective summary of the text. 

8RI3 – Analyze how a text makes connections among and distinctions 
between individuals, ideas, or events (e.g., through comparisons, 
analogies, or categories). 

Craft and 
Structure 

8RI4 – Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used 
in a text, including figurative, connotative, and technical meanings; 
analyze the impact of specific word choices on meaning and tone, 
including analogies or allusions to other texts. 

8RI5 – Analyze in detail the structure of a specific paragraph in a text, 
including the role of particular sentences in developing and refining a 
key concept. 

8RI6 – Determine an author's point of view or purpose in a text and 
analyze how the author acknowledges and responds to conflicting 
evidence or viewpoints. 

Integration of 
Knowledge and 
Ideas 

8RI7 – Evaluate the advantages and disadvantages of using different 
mediums (e.g., print or digital text, video, multimedia) to present a 
particular topic or idea. 

8RI8 – Delineate and evaluate the argument and specific claims in a 
text, assessing whether the reasoning is sound and the evidence is 
relevant and sufficient; recognize when irrelevant evidence is 
introduced. 

8RI9 – Analyze a case in which two or more texts provide conflicting 
information on the same topic and identify where the texts disagree on 
matters of fact or interpretation. 

Range of Reading 
and Level of Text 
Complexity 

8RI10 – By the end of the year, read and comprehend literary nonfiction 
at the high end of the grades 6-8 text complexity band independently 
and proficiently. 
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Reading Standards for Literacy in History/Social Studies 

Key Ideas and 
Details 

6-8RH/SS1 – Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of 
primary and secondary sources. 

6-8RH/SS2 – Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or 
secondary source; provide an accurate summary of the source distinct 
from prior knowledge or opinions. 

6-8RH/SS3 – Identify key steps in a text's description of a process 
related to history/social studies (e.g., how a bill becomes law, how 
interest rates are raised or lowered). 

Craft and 
Structure 

6-8RH/SS4 – Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are 
used in a text, including vocabulary specific to domains related to 
history/social studies.  

6-8RH/SS5 – Describe how a text presents information (e.g., 
sequentially, comparatively, causally). 

6-8RH/SS6 – Identify aspects of a text that reveal an author's point of 
view or purpose (e.g., loaded language, inclusion or avoidance of 
particular facts). 

Integration of 
Knowledge and 
Ideas 

6-8RH/SS7 – Integrate visual information (e.g., in charts, graphs, 
photographs, videos, or maps) with other information in print and digital 
texts. 

6-8RH/SS8 – Distinguish among fact, opinion, and reasoned judgment 
in a text. 

6-8RH/SS9 – Analyze the relationship between a primary and 
secondary source on the same topic. 

Range of Reading 
and Level of Text 
Complexity 

6-8RH/SS10 – By the end of grade 8, read and comprehend 
history/social studies texts in the grades 6-8 text complexity band 
independently and proficiently. 
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Reading Standards for Literacy in Science and Technical Subjects 

Key Ideas and 
Details 

6-8RS/TS1 – Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of 
science and technical texts. 

6-8RS/TS2 – Determine the central ideas or conclusions of a text; 
provide an accurate summary of the text distinct from prior knowledge 
or opinions. 

6-8RS/TS3 – Follow precisely a multistep procedure when carrying out 
experiments, taking measurements, or performing technical tasks. 

Craft and 
Structure 

6-8RS/TS4 – Determine the meaning of symbols, key terms, and other 
domain-specific words and phrases as they are used in a specific 
scientific or technical context relevant to grades 6-8 texts and topics. 

6-8RS/TS5 – Analyze the structure an author uses to organize a text, 
including how the major sections contribute to the whole and to an 
understanding of the topic. 

6-8RS/TS6 – Analyze the author's purpose in providing an explanation, 
describing a procedure, or discussing an experiment in a text. 

Integration of 
Knowledge and 
Ideas 

6-8RS/TS7 – Integrate quantitative or technical information expressed 
in words in a text with a version of that information expressed visually 
(e.g., in a flowchart, diagram, model, graph, or table). 

6-8RS/TS8 – Distinguish among facts, reasoned judgment based on 
research findings, and speculation in a text. 

6-8RS/TS9 – Compare and contrast the information gained from 
experiments, simulations, video, or multimedia sources with that gained 
from reading a text on the same topic. 

Range of Reading 
and Level of Text 
Complexity 

6-8RS/TS10 – By the end of grade 8, read and comprehend 
science/technical texts in the grades 6-8 text complexity band 
independently and proficiently. 
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DCAS Literary Text – “Snow” 
 

1 I don’t make a habit of feeling sorry for myself, but my summer job was the worst.  I 

worked until late into the night as a cashier at our local grocery store.  I won’t go into 

the details of the job, but here’s a clue—I had no social life. 

2 One morning, my mother woke me up to tell me that the house next door had sold, 

and we were going to have neighbors again.  Excitedly, she told me they were from 

another country and had just moved to the United States.  In fact, she had already 

been over there with a thermos of coffee and a pan of rolls.  She added that the 

family had a daughter just my age who was really nice and that I would like her a lot.  

She said they were coming over for a cookout this afternoon.  This assessment was 

a stirring combination of one person making a world-class first impression and 

another person being a world-class judge of character.  But I needed sleep, so I fell 

back onto my pillow. 

3 When I got up, the cookout was well under way, and I watched from the kitchen 

window for a long time, just to get myself ready.  Everyone was having a good time, 

eating hamburgers and hot dogs.  I could see the girl my mom was talking about.  

She was laughing with my brother. 

4 I walked into the backyard and Mom immediately dragged me over to the girl who 

was to be my new best friend. 

5 “Stacey, this is my daughter, Lucy,” Mom said. 

6 Stacey smiled.  She seemed friendly enough.  Then, she said, “Where’s all the 

snow?”  I blinked.  “Where’s all the snow?”  Stacey said again with that same smile 

and those same eager eyes.  I realized it would only be a matter of time before that 

eagerness turned to disappointment or disdain at my stupidity if I didn’t say anything.  

I said, “We won’t have snow until December.” 

7 Her face darkened.  “December?  That’s four months away!” 

8 Stacey was from the interior of Australia, an area that was hot year-round, and 

despite having taken a world geography course, her impression of the United States 

was formed primarily from watching Warren Miller’s extreme skiing movies.  I felt a 

little silly sitting around in shorts and a t-shirt and sipping lemonade, justifying the 

fact that there was no snow on the ground.  I got out our road atlas and showed her 

where we were and where the movie was probably shot, and which areas got no 

snow at all. 

9 I could tell I got through to her mainly because of the disappointment registering on 

her face.  She tried to pin me down about when in December the snow would come, 
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and I didn’t have the patience to tell her it could be early or very late or, perish the 

thought, not at all.  I did the cowardly thing and told her it would snow—always did—

on the first day of December.  I figured I’d have time enough throughout the fall to 

set the record straight. 

10 Well, Mom was right about us becoming friends.  We both played soccer and walked 

together to and from school every day, but I never quite found a convenient way to 

dispel the December 1st myth I had created. 

11 One day, near the end of November, I was sure it was about to snow.  The 

temperature was in the low twenties and the sky was the color of charcoal.  We were 

walking home, shivering and pulling our scarves tighter, and I was half expecting a 

snowflake to drift down at any moment, it was so cold.  I commented about how cold 

it was, and without looking up, Stacey answered, “Nine more days.”  I realized then, 

my credibility was in jeopardy. 

12 After soccer season, I went back to the supermarket Saturday nights to earn a little 

spending money and to save to buy a car.  The shifts were a little shorter than in the 

summer, though still exhausting, standing on my feet for hours at a time.  Stacey 

had gone out for basketball, so I didn’t see much of her, and things slipped my mind.  

For instance, I didn’t even notice when I went to work one Saturday night that it was 

the last day of November, nor did I bother to look at the weather report. 

13 My parents had let me borrow their car that night, and I was a nervous wreck driving 

home, knowing that if I had an accident they’d never let me buy my own car, let 

alone drive theirs.  Needless to say, I was much too distracted to think about the fact 

that the next day, I might be greeted with a very disappointed Stacey. 

14 I slept late the next day, and when I woke up I still didn’t know what day it was.  Mom 

asked me to grab the newspaper from outside, and it was only then that I realized it 

was December first!  And even more surprising, there was snow on the ground!  I 

immediately thought of Stacey and couldn’t believe my luck. 

15 I was walking back up the driveway when a snowball, just a hair smaller than a 

baseball, hit my bare neck from behind.  I turned around just in time to get a gigantic 

armful of the white stuff in my face.  Stacey was laughing hysterically, throwing the 

snow, hugging it, and making it into snowballs.  “December first and here’s the 

snow!” she shrieked.  “You were right!” 
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16 Her laughter was so infectious I forgot all about how tired I was and joined her in the 

snow-covered yard.  I ran around with her as though it were my first time in the snow 

too.  I showed her how to make snow angels by lying on her back and waving her 

arms and legs.  I knew eventually the snow would lose its glamour, and we’d settle 

into a long, cold winter, but for now, I was celebrating our first snow with pure joy. 

 

This passage and associated items were originally presented to Delaware for the end-of-course English II 
exam, prior to the adoption of the Common Core Standards. 
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Text Complexity: Qualitative Measures Rubric – Literary Text 
 
Text Title___________________________________________   Text Author_____________________________________ 

QUALITATIVE Very Complex       Slightly Complex 

MEANING 

o Meaning: Several levels/layers and 
competing elements of meaning that 
are difficult to identify, separate, and 
interpret; theme is implicit or subtle, 
often ambiguous and revealed over 
the entirety of the text 

o Meaning: Several levels/layers of 
meaning that may be difficult to 
identify or separate; theme is implicit 
or subtle and may be revealed over 
the entirety of the text 

o Meaning: More than one level/layer 
of meaning with levels clearly 
distinguished from each other; theme 
is clear but may be conveyed with 
some subtlety 

o Meaning: One level/layer of 
meaning; theme is obvious and 
revealed early in the text. 

TEXT 
STRUCTURE 

o Narration: Complex and/or 
unconventional; many shifts in point 
of view and/or perspective 

o Order of Events: Not in 
chronological order; heavy use of 
flashback 

o Use of Graphics: If used, minimal 
illustrations that support the text 

o Narration: Some complexities and/or 
unconventionality; occasional shifts 
in point of view and/or perspective 

o Order of Events: Several major 
shifts in time, use of flashback 

o Use of Graphics: If used, a few 
illustrations that support the text 

o Narration: Largely simple and/or 
conventional; few, if any, shifts in 
point of view and/or perspective 

o Order of Events: Occasional use of 
flashback, no major shifts in time 

o Use of Graphics: If used, a range of 
illustrations that support selected 
parts of the text  

o Narration: Simple and conventional; 
no shifts in point of view or 
perspective 

o Order of Events: Strictly 
chronological                                     

o Use of Graphics: If used, extensive 
illustrations that directly support and 
assist in interpreting the written text 

LANGUAGE 
FEATURES 

o Conventionality: Dense and 
complex; contains abstract, ironic, 
and/or figurative language 

o Vocabulary: Generally unfamiliar, 
archaic, subject-specific, or overly 
academic language; may be 
ambiguous or purposefully 
misleading 

o Sentence Structure: Mainly 
complex sentences often containing 
multiple concepts 

o Conventionality: Complex; contains 
some abstract, ironic, and/or 
figurative language 

o Vocabulary: Some use of unfamiliar, 
archaic, subject-specific, or overly 
academic language 

o Sentence Structure: Many complex 
sentences with several subordinate 
phrases or clauses and transition 
words 

o Conventionality: Largely explicit and 
easy to understand with some 
occasions for more complex meaning 

o Vocabulary: Mostly contemporary, 
familiar, conversational language; 
rarely unfamiliar or overly academic 
language 

o Sentence Structure: Simple and 
compound sentences, with some 
more complex constructions 

o Conventionality: Explicit, literal, 
straightforward, easy to understand 

o Vocabulary: Contemporary, familiar, 
conversational language 

o Sentence Structure: Mainly simple 
sentences 

KNOWLEDGE 
DEMANDS 

o Life Experiences: Explores many 
complex and sophisticated themes; 
experiences are distinctly different 
from the common reader 

o Intertextuality and Cultural 
Knowledge: Many references or 
allusions to other texts or cultural 
elements 

o Subject Matter Knowledge: 
requires extensive, perhaps 
specialized prior content knowledge 

o Life Experiences: Explores many 
themes of varying layers of 
complexity; experiences portrayed 
are uncommon to most readers 

o Intertextuality and Cultural 
Knowledge: Some references or 
allusions to other texts or cultural 
elements 

o Subject Matter Knowledge: 
requires moderate amount of prior 
content knowledge 

o Life Experiences: Explores few 
themes; experiences portrayed are 
common to many readers 

o Intertextuality and Cultural 
Knowledge:  Few references or 
allusions to other texts or cultural 
elements 

o Subject Matter Knowledge: 
requires some prior content 
knowledge 

o Life Experiences: Explores a single 
theme; experiences portrayed are 
everyday and common to most 
readers 

o Intertextuality and Cultural 
Knowledge: No references or 
allusions to other texts or cultural 
elements 

o Subject Matter Knowledge: 
requires only everyday content 
knowledge 

Developed by Matt Copeland, Kansas State Department of Education 
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Questions to Consider in Planning for Instructional Scaffolding of Literary Text:  

Meaning: 

 Would spending time helping students to understand the multiple layers/levels of meaning present in the text be appropriate? 

 Will students know in advance what they are expected to do with the information they gain from reading this text (i.e., 
summarize, gather and apply details, analyze, synthesize, create)? 

 

Text Structure: 

 Would graphic organizers or other aids be appropriate in making the structure of the text visible to students? 

 Would a partial plotline, cast of characters, or some other text-based aid be appropriate in deciphering the structure of the 
text?  

 Would previewing and discussing the graphics included with the text prior to reading be appropriate? 
 

Language Features: 

 Would a review of figurative, abstract, or ironic language and a modeling of how that type of language might be interpreted be 
appropriate? 

 Would glossing certain vocabulary (particularly multiple meaning words that extend across other subject matter content 
areas, i.e. Tier 2 words) prior to reading be appropriate? 

 

Knowledge Demands: 

 What background knowledge needs to be introduced (or re-introduced) to facilitate reading success that will not supplant the 
actual information gained from the reading experience? 

 What explicit references and/or allusions to other texts might require additional resources/opportunities for students to 
explore? 

 

General: 

 In what ways might collaborative groupings of students during the reading process be appropriate? 
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Worksheet:  Text Complexity Analysis 
 

Title Author Text Description 

Snow Commissioned Literary text about a girl and a “white lie.” 

 
 

Recommended Placement for Assessment:  Grade 7 

The quantitative and qualitative measures both suggest that 
the appropriate placement for this passage is at grade 7. 

 
 
 

Qualitative Measures  Quantitative Measures 

Meaning/Purpose: 

Slightly complex:  One layer of meaning; 
theme is obvious and revealed early in the 
text. 

 

Text Structure: 

Slightly complex:  Simple and conventional 
narration; no shifts in point of view or 
perspective.  Strictly chronological. 

 Common Core State Standards Appendix A 
Complexity Band Level (if applicable): 

Grade 6-8  925L-1185L 

 

 

Lexile or Other Quantitative Measure of the 

Text: 

Lexile:  1010L  

Word Count:  994 

  Considerations for Passage Selection 

Language Features: 

Slightly complex:  Explicit, literal, 
straightforward, easy to understand; 
contemporary, familiar, conversational 
language; simple and compound sentences. 

 

Knowledge Demands: 

Slightly complex:  Explores a single theme; 
experiences portrayed are everyday and 
common to most readers; requires only 
everyday knowledge. 

 Passage selection should be based on the 
Common Core guidelines and the cognitive 
demands of the assessment tasks. 

 

Potential Challenges a Text May Pose: 

 Accessibility 

 Sentence and text structures 

 Archaic language, slang, idioms, or other 
language challenges 

 Background knowledge 

 Bias and sensitivity issues 

 Word count 

Adapted from the 2012 ELA SCASS work 
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DCAS Literary Items – “Snow” 

Standard 8RL3 

1. What most likely motivates the narrator to create the December 1st myth? 

a. She thinks Stacey is gullible. 

b. She believes her estimate is accurate. 

c. She thinks it’s too much trouble to explain. 

d. She doesn’t understand Stacey’s confusion. 

Key: c 

Standard 8RL3 

2. What is the main conflict in the story? 

a. The narrator dislikes her job.  

b. The narrator worries she will disappoint Stacey. 

c. The narrator is annoyed that her mother tries to pick her friends. 

d. The narrator and Stacey become friends but later begin to grow apart. 

Key: b 

Standard 8RL4 

3. What is a synonym for infectious as it is used in paragraph 16? 

a. Lively 

b. Noisy  

c. Hilarious 

d. Contagious 

Key: d 

Standard 8RL1 

4. Stacey is excited when it snows mainly because — 

a. She has never experienced snow. 

b. She has proved the narrator wrong. 

c. She is able to share the experience. 

d. She learns how to make a snow angel. 

Key: a 
  



Common Core Assessment Comparison for ELA/Literacy – Grade 8 

11/17/2014  15  
Document Control #:  2014/06/02 

DCAS Literary Items – “Snow” 

Standard 8RL2 

5. Which would be the best alternate title for this story? 

a. “The Promise” 

b. “A New Beginning” 

c. “Learning to Listen” 

d. “Letting Go of the Past” 

Key: a 
 

This passage and associated items were originally presented to Delaware for the end-of-course English II 
exam, prior to the adoption of the Common Core Standards. 
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Next-Generation Literary Text – “The Southland” 
Excerpt from White Fang by Jack London 

 

White Fang, written by Jack London, tells the story of a wild wolf dog’s journey to 

domestication.  When he is three years old, White Fang is found by Grey Beaver, a 

Native American living in Yukon Territory, Canada.  White Fang pulls sleds to help Grey 

Beaver hunt and fish.  Grey Beaver then sells White Fang to a new owner, who 

mistreats the wolf dog.  Later, Weedon Scott becomes White Fang’s owner and begins 

to further civilize the wolf dog by treating him with kindness. 

White Fang landed from the steamer in San Francisco.  He was appalled.  Deep in him, 

below any reasoning process or act of consciousness, he had associated power with 

godhead.  And never had the men seemed such marvelous gods as now, when he trod 

the slimy pavement of San Francisco.  The log cabins he had known were replaced by 

towering buildings.  The streets were crowded with perils—wagons, carts, automobiles; 

great, straining horses pulling huge trucks; and monstrous cable and electric cars 

hooting and clanging through the midst, screeching their insistent menace after the 

manner of the lynxes he had known in the northern woods. 

All this was the manifestation of power.  Through it all, behind it all, was man, governing 

and controlling, expressing himself, as of old, by his mastery over matter.  It was 

colossal, stunning.  White Fang was awed.  Fear sat upon him.  As in his cubhood he 

had been made to feel his smallness and puniness on the day he first came in from the 

Wild to the village of Grey Beaver, so now, in his full-grown stature and pride of 

strength, he was made to feel small and puny.  And there were so many gods!  He was 

made dizzy by the swarming of them.  The thunder of the streets smote upon his ears.  

He was bewildered by the tremendous and endless rush and movement of things.  As 

never before, he felt his dependence on the master, close at whose heels he followed, 

no matter what happened never losing sight of him. 

But White Fang was to have no more than a nightmare vision of the city—an experience 

that was like a bad dream, unreal and terrible, that haunted him for long after in his 

dreams.  He was put into a baggage-car by the master, chained in a corner in the midst 

of heaped trunks and valises.  Here a squat and brawny god held sway, with much 

noise, hurling trunks and boxes about, dragging them in through the door and tossing 

them into the piles, or flinging them out of the door, smashing and crashing, to other 

gods who awaited them. 

And here, in this inferno of luggage, was White Fang deserted by the master.  Or at 

least White Fang thought he was deserted, until he smelled out the master’s canvas 

clothes-bags alongside of him, and proceeded to guard them. 
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“’Bout time you come,” growled the god of the car, an hour later, when Weedon Scott 

appeared at the door.  “That dog of yourn won’t let me lay a finger on your stuff.” 

White Fang emerged from the car.  He was astonished.  The nightmare city was gone.  

The car had been to him no more than a room in a house, and when he had entered it 

the city had been all around him.  In the interval the city had disappeared.  The roar of it 

no longer dinned upon his ears.  Before him was smiling country, streaming with 

sunshine, lazy with quietude.  But he had little time to marvel at the transformation.  He 

accepted it as he accepted all the unaccountable doings and manifestations of the 

gods.  It was their way. 

There was a carriage waiting.  A man and a woman approached the master.  The 

woman’s arms went out and clutched the master around the neck—a hostile act!  The 

next moment Weedon Scott had torn loose from the embrace and closed with White 

Fang, who had become a snarling, raging demon.  “It’s all right, mother,” Scott was 

saying as he kept tight hold of White Fang and placated him.  “He thought you were 

going to injure me, and he wouldn’t stand for it.  It’s all right.  It’s all right.  He’ll learn 

soon enough.” 

“And in the meantime I may be permitted to love my son when his dog is not around,” 

she laughed, though she was pale and weak from the fright. 

She looked at White Fang, who snarled and bristled and glared malevolently. 

“He’ll have to learn, and he shall, without postponement,” Scott said. 

He spoke softly to White Fang until he had quieted him, then his voice became firm. 

“Down, sir!  Down with you!” 

This had been one of the things taught him by the master, and White Fang obeyed, 

though he lay down reluctantly and sullenly. 

“Now, mother.” 

Scott opened his arms to her, but kept his eyes on White Fang.  “Down!” he warned.  

“Down!” 

 

Smarter Balanced-released passage 
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Text Complexity: Qualitative Measures Rubric – Literary Text 
 
Text Title___________________________________________   Text Author_____________________________________ 

QUALITATIVE Very Complex       Slightly Complex 

MEANING 

o Meaning: Several levels/layers and 
competing elements of meaning that 
are difficult to identify, separate, and 
interpret; theme is implicit or subtle, 
often ambiguous and revealed over 
the entirety of the text 

o Meaning: Several levels/layers of 
meaning that may be difficult to 
identify or separate; theme is implicit 
or subtle and may be revealed over 
the entirety of the text 

o Meaning: More than one level/layer 
of meaning with levels clearly 
distinguished from each other; theme 
is clear but may be conveyed with 
some subtlety 

o Meaning: One level/layer of 
meaning; theme is obvious and 
revealed early in the text. 

TEXT 
STRUCTURE 

o Narration: Complex and/or 
unconventional; many shifts in point 
of view and/or perspective 

o Order of Events: Not in 
chronological order; heavy use of 
flashback 

o Use of Graphics: If used, minimal 
illustrations that support the text 

o Narration: Some complexities and/or 
unconventionality; occasional shifts 
in point of view and/or perspective 

o Order of Events: Several major 
shifts in time, use of flashback 

o Use of Graphics: If used, a few 
illustrations that support the text 

o Narration: Largely simple and/or 
conventional; few, if any, shifts in 
point of view and/or perspective 

o Order of Events: Occasional use of 
flashback, no major shifts in time 

o Use of Graphics: If used, a range of 
illustrations that support selected 
parts of the text  

o Narration: Simple and conventional; 
no shifts in point of view or 
perspective 

o Order of Events: Strictly 
chronological 

o Use of Graphics: If used, extensive 
illustrations that directly support and 
assist in interpreting the written text 

LANGUAGE 
FEATURES 

o Conventionality: Dense and 
complex; contains abstract, ironic, 
and/or figurative language 

o Vocabulary: Generally unfamiliar, 
archaic, subject-specific, or overly 
academic language; may be 
ambiguous or purposefully 
misleading 

o Sentence Structure: Mainly 
complex sentences often containing 
multiple concepts 

o Conventionality: Complex; contains 
some abstract, ironic, and/or 
figurative language 

o Vocabulary: Some use of unfamiliar, 
archaic, subject-specific, or overly 
academic language 

o Sentence Structure: Many complex 
sentences with several subordinate 
phrases or clauses and transition 
words 

o Conventionality: Largely explicit and 
easy to understand with some 
occasions for more complex meaning 

o Vocabulary: Mostly contemporary, 
familiar, conversational language; 
rarely unfamiliar or overly academic 
language 

o Sentence Structure: Simple and 
compound sentences, with some 
more complex constructions 

o Conventionality: Explicit, literal, 
straightforward, easy to understand 

o Vocabulary: Contemporary, familiar, 
conversational language 

o Sentence Structure: Mainly simple 
sentences 

KNOWLEDGE 
DEMANDS 

o Life Experiences: Explores many 
complex and sophisticated themes; 
experiences are distinctly different 
from the common reader 

o Intertextuality and Cultural 
Knowledge: Many references or 
allusions to other texts or cultural 
elements 

o Subject Matter Knowledge: 
requires extensive, perhaps 
specialized prior content knowledge 

o Life Experiences: Explores many 
themes of varying layers of 
complexity; experiences portrayed 
are uncommon to most readers 

o Intertextuality and Cultural 
Knowledge: Some references or 
allusions to other texts or cultural 
elements 

o Subject Matter Knowledge: 
requires moderate amount of prior 
content knowledge 

o Life Experiences: Explores few 
themes; experiences portrayed are 
common to many readers 

o Intertextuality and Cultural 
Knowledge:  Few references or 
allusions to other texts or cultural 
elements 

o Subject Matter Knowledge: 
requires some prior content 
knowledge 

o Life Experiences: Explores a single 
theme; experiences portrayed are 
everyday and common to most 
readers 

o Intertextuality and Cultural 
Knowledge: No references or 
allusions to other texts or cultural 
elements 

o Subject Matter Knowledge: 
requires only everyday content 
knowledge 

Developed by Matt Copeland, Kansas State Department of Education 
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Questions to Consider in Planning for Instructional Scaffolding of Literary Text:  

Meaning: 

 Would spending time helping students to understand the multiple layers/levels of meaning present in the text be appropriate? 

 Will students know in advance what they are expected to do with the information they gain from reading this text (i.e., 
summarize, gather and apply details, analyze, synthesize, create)? 

 

Text Structure: 

 Would graphic organizers or other aids be appropriate in making the structure of the text visible to students? 

 Would a partial plotline, cast of characters, or some other text-based aid be appropriate in deciphering the structure of the 
text?  

 Would previewing and discussing the graphics included with the text prior to reading be appropriate? 
 

Language Features: 

 Would a review of figurative, abstract, or ironic language and a modeling of how that type of language might be interpreted be 
appropriate? 

 Would glossing certain vocabulary (particularly multiple meaning words that extend across other subject matter content 
areas, i.e. Tier 2 words) prior to reading be appropriate? 

 

Knowledge Demands: 

 What background knowledge needs to be introduced (or re-introduced) to facilitate reading success that will not supplant the 
actual information gained from the reading experience? 

 What explicit references and/or allusions to other texts might require additional resources/opportunities for students to 
explore? 

 

General: 

 In what ways might collaborative groupings of students during the reading process be appropriate? 
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Worksheet:  Text Complexity Analysis 
 

Title Author Text Description 

The Southland, excerpt from 
White Fang 

Jack London An excerpt from London’s classic novel. 

 

Recommended Placement for Assessment:  Grade 8 

The quantitative measures range from 5.4 to 10.  The 
language is challenging, but the sentence structure is often 
fairly simple, which may explain the divergence.  The 
qualitative analysis supports the placement of this passage at 
grade 8.  Based on these sets of measures, this passage is 
recommended for assessment at grade 8. 

 
 

Qualitative Measures  Quantitative Measures 

Meaning/Purpose: 

Moderately complex:  The narrative is clear 
though told from an unusual perspective.  The 
reference to humans as “gods” may be 
disarming for some students. 

 

Text Structure: 

Moderately complex:  Storyline is not 
completely chronological, but is generally easy 
to follow. 

 Common Core State Standards Appendix A 
Complexity Band Level (if applicable):  

Grade 6-8  925L-1185L 

 

 

Lexile or Other Quantitative Measure of the 

Text: 

Lexile: 1020L 

Flesch-Kincaid: 5.4 

Word Count: 732 

  Considerations for Passage Selection 

Language Features: 

Very complex:  The language may seem 
archaic to students (smote, stand for it); there 
are occasional uses of higher-level vocabulary.  
The author uses figurative language and 
imagery.  The sentences are a mix of complex 
and simple. 

 

Knowledge Demands: 

Very complex:  The situation will be unfamiliar 
to students, though the theme/events are fairly 
straightforward.  The description of San 
Francisco during this timeframe will likely be 
unfamiliar. 

 Passage selection should be based on the 
Common Core guidelines and the cognitive 
demands of the assessment tasks. 

 

Potential Challenges a Text May Pose: 

 Accessibility 

 Sentence and text structures 

 Archaic language, slang, idioms, or other 
language challenges 

 Background knowledge 

 Bias and sensitivity issues 

 Word count 

Adapted from the 2012 ELA SCASS work 
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Next-Generation Literary Items – “The Southland” 
Excerpt from White Fang, by Jack London 

 

Standard 8RL4 (8L5) 

1. Read the sentence from the text. 

  Fear sat upon him. 

How do the words “Fear sat upon him” impact the reader’s interpretation of the 
meaning of the text? 

a. It conveys the depth of White Fang’s fear. 

b. It conveys the source of White Fang’s fear. 

c. It conveys White Fang’s rejection of his fear. 

d. It conveys White Fang’s shame about his fear. 

Key: a 

Standard 8RL1 

2. Which sentence from the text best supports the idea that White Fang felt a sense of 
relief? 

a. The log cabins he had known were replaced by towering buildings. 

b. The car had been to him no more than a room in a house, and when he had 
entered it the city had been all around him. 

c. As never before, he felt his dependence on the master, close at whose heels 
he followed, no matter what happened never losing sight of him. 

d. Before him was smiling country, streaming with sunshine, lazy with quietude. 

Key: d 
Smarter Balanced-released item 

Standard 8RL4 

3. Read the sentence from text. 

“It’s all right, mother,” Scott was saying as he kept tight hold of White Fang and 
placated him. 

What does the word placated most likely mean? 

a. turned 

b. scolded 

c. soothed 

d. distracted 

Key: c 
Smarter Balanced-released item 
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Next-Generation Literary Items – “The Southland” 

Standard 8RL6 

4. What inference can be made about the author’s decision to tell the story from White 
Fang’s perspective?  Support your answer with details from the text. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scoring Rubric 

Score  

2 A response: 

 Gives sufficient evidence of the ability to justify interpretations of information 

 Includes specific examples that make clear reference to the text 

 Adequately supports examples with clearly relevant information from the text 

1 A response: 

 Gives limited evidence of the ability to justify interpretations of information 

 Includes some examples that make clear reference to the text 

 Supports examples with limited information from the text 

0 A response gets no credit if it provides no evidence of the ability to justify interpretations of 
information, includes no relevant information from the text, or is vague. 

Exemplar The author most likely decided to tell the story from White Fang’s perspective to add 
interest and empathy for what the dog is feeling.  This approach allows the reader to 
understand why the dog feels overwhelmed by the hustle and bustle of city life and why he 
thinks humans are gods.  “All this was the manifestation of power.  Through it all, behind it 
all, was man, governing and controlling, expressing himself, as of old, by his mastery over 
matter.  It was colossal, stunning.  White Fang was awed.”  It gives the reader an 
appreciation for White Fang’s situation and an understanding of why he behaves the way 
he does.  “He was bewildered by the tremendous and endless rush and movement of 
things.  As never before, he felt his dependence on the master, close at whose heels he 
followed, no matter what happened never losing sight of him.”  It captures his fear.  ”And 
here, in this inferno of luggage, was White Fang deserted by the master.”  It also creates 
some subtle humor and an appreciation of how the world must appear to the dog, “White 
Fang emerged from the car.  He was astonished.  The nightmare city was gone.  The car 
had been to him no more than a room in a house, and when he had entered it the city had 
been all around him.  In the interval the city had disappeared.”  None of this experience 
would have had the same impact if told from another perspective. 
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Next-Generation Literary Items – “The Southland” 

Standard 8RL1 

5. Weedon Scott’s character is different from White Fang’s last owner.  Which detail 
from the text best reveals Weedon Scott’s character? 

a. Weedon Scott bringing White Fang to the city. 

b. Weedon Scott putting White Fang in the baggage-car. 

c. Weedon’s Scott’s response to the encounter between the baggage-car man 
and White Fang. 

d. Weedon Scott’s response to the encounter between his mother and White 
Fang. 

Key: d 
 

All items and rubrics based on Smarter Balanced Item Specifications for Grade 8 (2/4/14) 
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DCAS Informational Text – “The Taj Mahal” 
 

1 One of the greatest feats of world architecture stands in India, just south of the 

capital city of New Delhi.  The building is called the Taj Mahal.  It is a massive, 

elegant building with a unique history.  The construction began in 1632 and took 

over 22 years.  It was an extremely expensive project.  Some historians estimate it 

to have cost over three trillion dollars in today’s currency.  The construction was also 

very labor intensive and drew experts from all around the world. 

Building the Taj Mahal 

2 The construction of the Taj Mahal must have been an amazing sight!  Construction 

of the Taj Mahal took over 22 years.  It took the sweat of 20,000 workers and the 

steps of over 1,000 elephants.  Construction materials from all over India and the 

rest of Asia were used. 

3 Innovative techniques were used in building this amazing work of art.  First, an area 

of roughly three acres was evacuated, filled with dirt, and leveled.  Then, wells were 

dug and filled with stone and rubble, forming a stable foundation for the massive 

structure.  While most buildings in India in the 1600s were constructed using 

bamboo scaffolding, the Taj Mahal’s scaffolding was made of brick.  Workers 

constructed a brick structure that mirrored the building.  Once the building was 

completed, it was estimated that the scaffolding would take years to dismantle.  

According to one of the many legends about the Taj Mahal, an emperor called Shah 

Jahan, translated “King of the World,” decreed that anyone could keep the bricks 

taken from the scaffold.  Local people dismantled it overnight. 

4 A nine-mile ramp was built to transport materials to the construction site.  Teams of 

twenty or thirty oxen were harnessed to pull blocks on specially constructed wagons.  

Elephants towed large slabs of marble behind them from quarries across India and 

Asia to the Taj Mahal. 

5 The 20,000 workers hailed from across northern India.  Specialists were brought in 

from present-day Syria, Iran, southern India, and even from distant Europe.  

Specialists’ jobs included carving stone flowers, calligraphy, and turrets.  Amanat 

Khan from Shiraz, Iran, served as the chief calligrapher.  His name is inscribed on 

the main doorway.  There were also several architects who served on the team, 

many of them also from faraway places like Syria and Iran. 

6 The Taj Mahal is thought to be a grand example of Islamic architecture, which 

values symmetry and balance.  The rooms are connected in a very logical way.  The 

garden in front of the Taj Mahal contains a reflecting pool that presents a mirror 

image of the main building. 
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The Taj Visionary 

7 The emperor who built the Taj Mahal was called Shah Jahan, or “King of the World.”  

Shah Jahan was the emperor of the Mughal Dynasty that ruled the Indian 

subcontinent from the mid-16th century until the mid-19th century.  The strongest 

period of rule was from the 1540s until the 1700s.  The power of the Mughal Dynasty 

declined in the mid-1700s, possibly due to British businesses taking hold of parts of 

India. 

8 Legend says that the Taj Mahal was inspired by Shah Jahan’s tremendous love for 

his wife.  His nickname for her was “Mumtaz”—an Arabic word that means “great” 

and “excellent.”  Shah Jahan began construction of the Taj Mahal shortly after 

Mumtaz’s death in 1631 as a tomb in her honor.  It’s clear that the excesses of the 

Taj Mahal were inspired by emotion.  In a poem he is reported to have written about 

the monument, he writes: 

“The sight of this mansion creates sorrow and sighs;  

And the sun and the moon shed tears from their eyes.” 

9 Shah Jahan’s rule ended in 1658 when his son overthrew him.  According to some 

reports, his son justified his takeover by the fact that his father’s excessive spending 

on the Taj Mahal was draining the Mughal Empire of its financial reserves.  It is 

unclear whether this is truly what guided his son’s misbehavior, but it is true that the 

Taj Mahal was an extremely expensive project. 

The Taj Majah Today 

10 The Taj Mahal is a major tourist attraction in India today.  It is considered both a 

national and an international treasure.  Several world organizations have moved to 

protect the Taj Mahal, including UNESCO, which declared it a World Heritage Site in 

1983. 

11 One major threat to the Taj Mahal today is pollution.  Acid rain threatens to destroy 

the delicate white marble structure.  Several laws have been put in place by the 

Indian government to reduce pollution in the air around the monument.  One such 

law is a ban on vehicles that cause pollution within approximately 300 miles of the 

tomb. 

12 Nearly 400 years after it was constructed, the Taj Mahal still stands as an important 

cultural symbol.  It remains a testament both to the solidity of its construction as well 

as to the strength of Shah Jahan’s affection for his wife. 

UNESCO – United Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
 

DCAS-released grade 8 passage and associated items 
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Text Complexity: Qualitative Measures Rubric – Informational Text 
 
Text Title___________________________________________   Text Author_____________________________________ 

QUALITATIVE Very Complex       Slightly Complex 

PURPOSE 
o Purpose:  Subtle, implied, difficult 

to determine; intricate, theoretical 
elements 

o Purpose:  Implied, but fairly easy to 
infer; more theoretical than concrete 

o Purpose:  Implied, but easy to 
identify based upon context or 
source 

o Purpose:  Explicitly stated; clear, 
concrete with a narrow focus 

TEXT 
STRUCTURE 

o Organization of Main Ideas: 
Connections between an extensive 
range of ideas or events are deep, 
intricate and often implicit or subtle; 
organization of the text is intricate or 
specialized for a particular discipline 

o Text Features: If used, are 
essential in understanding content 

o Use of Graphics: If used, 
extensive, intricate, essential 
integrated graphics, tables, charts, 
etc., necessary to make meaning of 
text; also may provide information 
not otherwise conveyed in the text 

o Organization of Main Ideas: 
Connections between an expanded 
range ideas, processes or events 
are deeper and often implicit or 
subtle; organization may contain 
multiple pathways and may exhibit 
traits common to a specific 
discipline 

o Text Features: If used, greatly 
enhance the reader’s understanding 
of content 

o Use of Graphics: If used, essential 
integrated graphics, tables, charts, 
etc.; may occasionally be essential 
to understanding the text 

o Organization of Main Ideas: 
Connections between some ideas or 
events are implicit or subtle; 
organization is evident and 
generally sequential 

o Text Features: If used, enhance the 
reader’s understanding of content 

o Use of Graphics: If used, graphics 
mostly supplementary to 
understanding of the text, such as 
indexes, glossaries; graphs, 
pictures, tables, and charts directly 
support the text 

o Organization of Main Ideas: 
Connections between ideas, 
processes or events are explicit and 
clear; organization of text is clear or 
chronological or easy to predict 

o Text Features: If used, help the 
reader navigate and understand 
content but are not essential 

o Use of Graphics: If used, simple 
graphics, unnecessary to 
understanding the text but directly 
support and assist in interpreting the 
written text 

LANGUAGE 
FEATURES 

o Conventionality: Dense and 
complex; contains abstract, ironic, 
and/or figurative language 

o Vocabulary: Generally unfamiliar, 
archaic, subject-specific, or overly 
academic language; may be 
ambiguous or purposefully 
misleading 

o Sentence Structure: Mainly 
complex sentences often containing 
multiple concepts 

o Conventionality: Complex; 
contains some abstract, ironic, 
and/or figurative language 

o Vocabulary: Somewhat complex 
language that is sometimes 
unfamiliar, archaic, subject-specific, 
or overly academic 

o Sentence Structure: Many 
complex sentences with several 
subordinate phrases or clauses and 
transition words 

o Conventionality: Largely explicit 
and easy to understand with some 
occasions for more complex 
meaning 

o Vocabulary: Mostly contemporary, 
familiar, conversational; rarely 
unfamiliar or overly academic 

o Sentence Structure: Simple and 
compound sentences, with some 
more complex constructions 

o Conventionality: Explicit, literal, 
straightforward, easy to understand 

o Vocabulary: Contemporary, 
familiar, conversational language 

o Sentence Structure: Mainly simple 
sentences 

KNOWLEDGE 
DEMANDS 

o Subject Matter Knowledge: 
Extensive, perhaps specialized or 
even theoretical discipline-specific 
content knowledge; range of 
challenging abstract and theoretical 
concepts 

o Intertextuality: Many references or 
allusions to other texts or outside 
ideas, theories, etc. 

o Subject Matter Knowledge: 
Moderate levels of discipline-
specific content knowledge; some 
theoretical knowledge may enhance 
understanding; range of 
recognizable ideas and challenging 
abstract concepts 

o Intertextuality: Some references or 
allusions to other texts or outside 
ideas, theories, etc. 

o Subject Matter Knowledge: 
Everyday practical knowledge and 
some discipline-specific content 
knowledge; both simple and more 
complicated, abstract ideas  

o Intertextuality: A few references or 
allusions to other texts or outside 
ideas, theories, etc. 

o Subject Matter Knowledge: 
Everyday, practical knowledge; 
simple, concrete ideas 

o Intertextuality: No references or 
allusions to other texts, or outside 
ideas, theories, etc. 

Developed by Matt Copeland, Kansas State Department of Education  
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Questions to Consider in Planning for Instructional Scaffolding of Informational Text: 

Purpose: 

 Would spending time helping students to establish a purpose for reading this text be appropriate? 

 Will students know in advance what they are expected to do with the information they gain from reading this text? 
 

Text Structure: 

 Would graphic organizers or other aids be appropriate in making the structure of the text visible to students? 

 Would a partial outline or some other text-based aid be appropriate in deciphering the structure of the text?  

 Would previewing and discussing the graphics included with the text prior to reading be appropriate? 
 

Language Features: 

 Would a review of figurative, abstract, or ironic language and a modeling of how that type of language might be interpreted be 
appropriate? 

 Would glossing certain vocabulary (particularly multiple meaning words that extend across other subject matter content 
areas, i.e. Tier 2 words) prior to reading be appropriate? 

 

Knowledge Demands: 

 What background knowledge needs to be introduced (or re-introduced) to facilitate reading success that will not supplant the 
actual information gained from the reading experience? 

 What explicit references and/or allusions to other texts might require additional resources/opportunities for students to 
explore? 

 

General: 

 In what ways might collaborative groupings of students during the reading process be appropriate? 
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Worksheet:  Text Complexity Analysis 
 

Title Author Text Description 

The Taj Mahal Commissioned Informational text about the Taj Mahal. 

 
 

Recommended Placement for Assessment:  Grade 6 

The quantitative and qualitative measures both suggest that 
the appropriate placement for this passage is at grade 6. 

 
 
 

Qualitative Measures  Quantitative Measures 

Meaning/Purpose: 

Slightly complex:  Explicitly stated; clear, 
concrete, with a narrow focus. 

 

Text Structure: 

Slightly complex:  Connections between ideas, 
processes, and events are explicit and clear; 
organization of text is clear.  Text features 
enhance the reader’s understanding of 
content. 

 Common Core State Standards Appendix A 
Complexity Band Level (if applicable): 

Grade 6-8  925L-1185L 

 

 

Lexile or Other Quantitative Measure of the 
Text: 

Lexile:  1030L  

Word Count:  820 

  Considerations for Passage Selection 

Language Features: 

Slightly complex:  Largely explicit, 
straightforward, easy to understand; mostly 
familiar, conversational language; simple and 
compound sentences. 

 

Knowledge Demands: 

Moderately complex:  Some discipline-specific 
content knowledge; both simple and more 
abstract ideas—time period (1632) and 
description of construction. 

 Passage selection should be based on the 
Common Core guidelines and the cognitive 
demands of the assessment tasks. 

 

Potential Challenges a Text May Pose: 

 Accessibility 

 Sentence and text structures 

 Archaic language, slang, idioms, or other 
language challenges 

 Background knowledge 

 Bias and sensitivity issues 

 Word count 

Adapted from the 2012 ELA SCASS work 
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DCAS Informational Items – “The Taj Mahal” 
 

Standard 8RI5  

1. Why is The Taj Visionary a good subheading for paragraphs 7–9? 

a. Shah Jahan was an important poet. 

b. Shah Jahan was inspired by his wife. 

c. Shah Jahan displayed great works of art. 

d. Shah Jahan involved his son in the planning. 

Key: b 

Standard 8RI5 

2. What is the overall organizational structure of the passage? 

a. Classification 

b. Problem/solution 

c. Compare/contrast 

d. Chronological 

Key: d 

Standard 8RI1  

3. What can be inferred from information in paragraph 5? 

a. The architects became famous. 

b. The project was time-consuming. 

c. The country specialized in construction. 

d. The chief calligrapher was well-respected. 

Key: d 

Standard 8RI6  

4. What is the author's primary purpose in writing this passage? 

a. Explain the history of the Taj Mahal 

b. Describe the architects who built the Taj Mahal 

c. Compare other ancient buildings to the Taj Mahal 

d. Persuade readers to support the preservation of the Taj Mahal 

Key: a 
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DCAS Informational Items – “The Taj Mahal” 

Standard 8RI8 

5. The author calls the Taj Mahal “one of the greatest feats of world architecture.” 

Based on the information in the passage, identify two facts that support the author’s 
claim.  Place these facts in the empty boxes under the “Support” heading.  

 

Support 

 
 

 

 

 

Facts 

 The emperor who built it was called “King of the World.” 

 It required materials and workers brought from many parts of Asia. 

 It was inspired by the Shah’s tremendous love for his wife. 

 It took experts from Iran and Syria to complete the project. 

 It took over 22 years to build it. 

 It is still standing today. 
 

Key: 2 of the 3 for full credit: 

 It required materials and workers brought from many parts of Asia. 

 It took experts from Iran and Syria to complete the project. 

 It is still standing today. 
 
DCAS-released grade 8 passage and associated items 
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Next-Generation Informational Text – 
“What Are Coral Reefs? 

 

 

Protection of coral reefs depends on careful vessel management to avoid hitting the reef, reducing 
nearby outfalls and runoff, and careful tourists who respect the delicate communities that give such 
beauty to tropical shorelines around the world. 

The mention of coral reefs generally brings to mind warm climates, colorful fish, and 

clear waters.  However, the reef itself is actually a component of a larger ecosystem.  

The coral community is really a system that includes a collection of biological 

communities, representing one of the most diverse ecosystems in the world.  For this 

reason, coral reefs often are referred to as the “rainforests of the oceans.” 

Corals themselves are tiny animals which belong to the group cnidaria (the “c” is silent).  

Other cnidarians include hydras, jellyfish, and sea anemones.  Corals are sessile 

animals, meaning they are not mobile but stay fixed in one place.  They feed by 

reaching out with tentacles to catch prey such as small fish and planktonic animals.  

Corals live in colonies consisting of many individuals, each of which is called polyp.  

They secrete a hard calcium carbonate skeleton, which serves as a uniform base or 

substrate for the colony.  The skeleton also provides protection, as the polyps can 

contract into the structure if predators approach.  It is these hard skeletal structures that 

build up coral reefs over time.  The calcium carbonate is secreted at the base of the 

polyps, so the living coral colony occurs at the surface of the skeletal structure, 

completely covering it.  Calcium carbonate is continuously deposited by the living 

colony, adding to the size of the structure.  Growth of these structures varies greatly, 

depending on the species of coral and environmental conditions—ranging from 0.3 to 

10 centimeters per year.  Different species of coral build structures of various sizes and 

shapes (“brain corals,” “fan corals,” etc.), creating amazing diversity and complexity in 
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the coral reef ecosystem.  Various coral species tend to be segregated into 

characteristic zones on a reef, separated out by competition with other species and by 

environmental conditions. 

Virtually all reef-dwelling corals have a symbiotic (mutually beneficial) relationship with 

algae called zooxanthellae.  The plant-like algae live inside the coral polyps and perform 

photosynthesis, producing food which is shared with the coral.  In exchange the coral 

provides the algae with protection and access to light, which is necessary for 

photosynthesis.  The zooxanthellae also lend their color to their coral symbionts.  Coral 

bleaching occurs when corals lose their zooxanthellae, exposing the white calcium 

carbonate skeletons of the coral colony.  There are a number of stresses or 

environmental changes that may cause bleaching including disease, excess shade, 

increased levels of ultraviolet radiation, sedimentation, pollution, salinity changes, and 

increased temperatures. 

Because the zooxanthellae depend on light for photosynthesis, reef-building corals are 

found in shallow, clear water where light can penetrate down to the coral polyps.  Reef 

building coral communities also require tropical or sub-tropical temperatures, and exist 

globally in a band 30 degrees north to 30 degrees south of the equator.  Reefs are 

generally classified in three types.  Fringing reefs, the most common type, project 

seaward directly from the shores of islands or continents.  Barrier reefs are platforms 

separated from the adjacent land by a bay or lagoon.  Atolls rest on the tops of 

submerged volcanoes.  They are usually circular or oval with a central lagoon. Parts of 

the atoll may emerge as islands. 

Coral reefs provide habitats for a large variety of organisms.  These organisms rely on 

corals as a source of food and shelter.  Besides the corals themselves and their 

symbiotic algae, other creatures that call coral reefs home include various sponges; 

mollusks such as sea slugs, nudibranchs, oysters, and clams; crustaceans like crabs 

and shrimp; many kinds of sea worms; echinoderms like star fish and sea urchins; other 

cnidarians such as jellyfish and sea anemones; various types of fungi; sea turtles; and 

many species of fish. 

 

Smarter Balanced-released passage 

Acknowledgement: http://water.epa.gov/type/oceb/habitat/coral_index.cfm 

 

http://water.epa.gov/type/oceb/habitat/coral_index.cfm
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Text Complexity: Qualitative Measures Rubric – Informational Text 
 
Text Title___________________________________________   Text Author_____________________________________ 

QUALITATIVE Very Complex       Slightly Complex 

PURPOSE 
o Purpose:  Subtle, implied, difficult 

to determine; intricate, theoretical 
elements 

o Purpose:  Implied, but fairly easy to 
infer; more theoretical than concrete 

o Purpose:  Implied, but easy to 
identify based upon context or 
source 

o Purpose:  Explicitly stated; clear, 
concrete with a narrow focus 

TEXT 
STRUCTURE 

o Organization of Main Ideas: 
Connections between an extensive 
range of ideas or events are deep, 
intricate and often implicit or subtle; 
organization of the text is intricate or 
specialized for a particular discipline 

o Text Features: If used, are 
essential in understanding content 

o Use of Graphics: If used, 
extensive, intricate, essential 
integrated graphics, tables, charts, 
etc., necessary to make meaning of 
text; also may provide information 
not otherwise conveyed in the text 

o Organization of Main Ideas: 
Connections between an expanded 
range ideas, processes or events 
are deeper and often implicit or 
subtle; organization may contain 
multiple pathways and may exhibit 
traits common to a specific 
discipline 

o Text Features: If used, greatly 
enhance the reader’s understanding 
of content 

o Use of Graphics: If used, essential 
integrated graphics, tables, charts, 
etc.; may occasionally be essential 
to understanding the text 

o Organization of Main Ideas: 
Connections between some ideas or 
events are implicit or subtle; 
organization is evident and 
generally sequential 

o Text Features: If used, enhance the 
reader’s understanding of content 

o Use of Graphics: If used, graphics 
mostly supplementary to 
understanding of the text, such as 
indexes, glossaries; graphs, 
pictures, tables, and charts directly 
support the text 

o Organization of Main Ideas: 
Connections between ideas, 
processes or events are explicit and 
clear; organization of text is clear or 
chronological or easy to predict 

o Text Features: If used, help the 
reader navigate and understand 
content but are not essential 

o Use of Graphics: If used, simple 
graphics, unnecessary to 
understanding the text but directly 
support and assist in interpreting the 
written text 

LANGUAGE 
FEATURES 

o Conventionality: Dense and 
complex; contains abstract, ironic, 
and/or figurative language 

o Vocabulary: Generally unfamiliar, 
archaic, subject-specific, or overly 
academic language; may be 
ambiguous or purposefully 
misleading 

o Sentence Structure: Mainly 
complex sentences often containing 
multiple concepts 

o Conventionality: Complex; 
contains some abstract, ironic, 
and/or figurative language 

o Vocabulary: Somewhat complex 
language that is sometimes 
unfamiliar, archaic, subject-specific, 
or overly academic 

o Sentence Structure: Many 
complex sentences with several 
subordinate phrases or clauses and 
transition words 

o Conventionality: Largely explicit 
and easy to understand with some 
occasions for more complex 
meaning 

o Vocabulary: Mostly contemporary, 
familiar, conversational; rarely 
unfamiliar or overly academic 

o Sentence Structure: Simple and 
compound sentences, with some 
more complex constructions 

o Conventionality: Explicit, literal, 
straightforward, easy to understand 

o Vocabulary: Contemporary, 
familiar, conversational language 

o Sentence Structure: Mainly simple 
sentences 

KNOWLEDGE 
DEMANDS 

o Subject Matter Knowledge: 
Extensive, perhaps specialized or 
even theoretical discipline-specific 
content knowledge; range of 
challenging abstract and theoretical 
concepts 

o Intertextuality: Many references or 
allusions to other texts or outside 
ideas, theories, etc. 

o Subject Matter Knowledge: 
Moderate levels of discipline-
specific content knowledge; some 
theoretical knowledge may enhance 
understanding; range of 
recognizable ideas and challenging 
abstract concepts 

o Intertextuality: Some references or 
allusions to other texts or outside 
ideas, theories, etc. 

o Subject Matter Knowledge: 
Everyday practical knowledge and 
some discipline-specific content 
knowledge; both simple and more 
complicated, abstract ideas  

o Intertextuality: A few references or 
allusions to other texts or outside 
ideas, theories, etc. 

o Subject Matter Knowledge: 
Everyday, practical knowledge; 
simple, concrete ideas 

o Intertextuality: No references or 
allusions to other texts, or outside 
ideas, theories, etc. 

Developed by Matt Copeland, Kansas State Department of Education  
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Questions to Consider in Planning for Instructional Scaffolding of Informational Text: 

Purpose: 

 Would spending time helping students to establish a purpose for reading this text be appropriate? 

 Will students know in advance what they are expected to do with the information they gain from reading this text? 
 

Text Structure: 

 Would graphic organizers or other aids be appropriate in making the structure of the text visible to students? 

 Would a partial outline or some other text-based aid be appropriate in deciphering the structure of the text?  

 Would previewing and discussing the graphics included with the text prior to reading be appropriate? 
 

Language Features: 

 Would a review of figurative, abstract, or ironic language and a modeling of how that type of language might be interpreted be 
appropriate? 

 Would glossing certain vocabulary (particularly multiple meaning words that extend across other subject matter content 
areas, i.e. Tier 2 words) prior to reading be appropriate? 

 

Knowledge Demands: 

 What background knowledge needs to be introduced (or re-introduced) to facilitate reading success that will not supplant the 
actual information gained from the reading experience? 

 What explicit references and/or allusions to other texts might require additional resources/opportunities for students to 
explore? 

 

General: 

 In what ways might collaborative groupings of students during the reading process be appropriate? 
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Worksheet:  Text Complexity Analysis 
 

Title Author Text Description 

What Are Coral Reefs? Unknown An explanation of what coral reefs are, how 
they form, and the benefits they provide. 

 
 

Recommended Placement for Assessment:  Grade 8 

The quantitative measures place this passage in the 9-11 
range.  The qualitative measures support this assessment, 
primarily due to the relentlessly dense content.  Based on 
these sets of measures, this passage is recommended for 
assessment at grade 9 or possibly 8. 

 
 

Qualitative Measures  Quantitative Measures 

Meaning/Purpose: 

Moderately complex:  The passage covers not 
only what is suggested by the title but a host of 
other topics related to coral reefs. 

 

Text Structure: 

Moderately complex:  The progression of 
paragraphs/topics is somewhat subtle, though 
all are related to the main topic.  The photos 
included may help students understand some 
of the information about how coral reefs form, 
etc., but do not explicitly support any given 
section. 

 Common Core State Standards Appendix A 
Complexity Band Level (if applicable): 

Grades 6-8   925L-1185L 

Grades 9-10  1050L-1335L 

Grades 11- CCR  1185L-1385L  

 

 

Lexile or Other Quantitative Measure of the 
Text: 

Lexile:  1250L 

Flesch-Kincaid:  10.8 

Word Count:  665 

  Considerations for Passage Selection 

Language Features: 

Very complex:  The passage is densely 
packed with technical words; many are 
defined, but the sheer volume of them make 
this a difficult read.  There are many complex 
sentences. 

 

Knowledge Demands: 

Very complex:  Students with no background 
knowledge will find this passage challenging. 

 Passage selection should be based on the 
Common Core guidelines and the cognitive 
demands of the assessment tasks. 

 

Potential Challenges a Text May Pose: 

 Accessibility 

 Sentence and text structures 

 Archaic language, slang, idioms, or other 
language challenges 

 Background knowledge 

 Bias and sensitivity issues 

 Word count 

Adapted from the 2012 ELA SCASS work 
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Next-Generation Informational Items – “What Are Coral Reefs?” 
 

Standard 8RI5/8RSTS5 

1. What is the most likely reason the author included the photograph in the text? 

a. The author wanted to illustrate the size of the reefs. 

b. The author wanted to illustrate the variety of the reefs. 

c. The author wanted to illustrate the flexibility of the reefs. 

d. The author wanted to illustrate the durability of the reefs. 

Key: b 

Standard 8RI1 

2. The reader can infer that coral reefs are fragile communities.  Which sentences from 
the text best support this inference?  Select all that apply. 

a. The skeleton also provides protection, as the polyps can contract into the 
structure if predators approach. 

b. The calcium carbonate is secreted at the base of the polyps, so the living 
coral colony occurs at the surface of the skeletal structure, covering it 
completely. 

c. Growth of these structures varies greatly, depending on the species of coral 
and the environmental conditions – ranging from 0.3 to 10 centimeters per 
year.  

d. Different species of corals build structures of various sizes and shapes (“brain 
corals,” “fan corals,” etc.) creating amazing diversity and complexity in the 
coral reef ecosystem. 

e.  There are a number of stresses or environmental changes that may cause 
bleaching including disease, excess shade, increased levels of ultraviolet 
radiation, sedimentation, pollution, salinity changes, and increased 
temperatures. 

f. Reef building coral communities require tropical or sub-tropical temperatures, 
and exist globally in a band 30 degrees north to 30 degrees south of the 
equator. 

g. These organisms rely on corals as a source of food and shelter. 

Key: c, e, f 
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Next-Generation Informational Items – “What Are Coral Reefs?” 

Standard 8RI2 

3. What most likely did the author intend by mentioning that “coral reefs are often 
referred to as the ‘rainforests of the oceans’”? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scoring Rubric 

Score  

2 A response: 

 Gives sufficient evidence of the ability to justify interpretations of information 

 Includes specific examples that make clear reference to the text 

 Adequately supports examples with clearly relevant information from the text 

1 A response: 

 Gives limited evidence of the ability to justify interpretations of information 

 Includes some examples that make clear reference to the text 

 Supports examples with limited information from the text 

0 A response gets no credit if it provides no evidence of the ability to justify interpretations of 
information, includes no relevant information from the text, or is vague. 

Exemplar The author most likely intended to stress the importance of and biodiversity supported by 
the coral reefs by mentioning that they are often referred to as the rainforest of the oceans.  
The author writes, “The coral community is really a system that includes a collection of 
biological communities, representing one of the most diverse ecosystems in the world.”  
He continues later, “Coral reefs provide habitats for a large variety of organisms.  These 
organisms rely on corals as a source of food and shelter.  Besides the corals themselves 
and their symbiotic algae, other creatures that call coral reefs home include various 
sponges; mollusks such as sea slugs, nudibranchs, oysters, and clams; crustaceans like 
crabs and shrimp; many kinds of sea worms; echinoderms like star fish and sea urchins; 
other cnidarians such as jellyfish and sea anemones; various types of fungi; sea turtles; 
and many species of fish.”  Just like tropical rainforests, these delicate communities 
require tropical or sub-tropical temperatures and exist in a band, in this case of 30 degrees 
north and 30 degrees south of the equator. 
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Next-Generation Informational Items – “What Are Coral Reefs?” 

Standard 8RI2 

4. Summarize the central idea of the text.  Use key evidence from the text to support 
your summary. 

 

 

 

 

 

Scoring Rubric 

Score  

2 A response: 

 Gives sufficient evidence of the ability to summarize the author’s central idea 

 Includes specific examples/details that make clear reference to the text 

 Adequately explains the author’s central idea with clearly relevant information based on 
the text 

1 A response: 

 Gives limited evidence of the ability to summarize the author’s central idea 

 Includes vague/limited examples/details that make reference to the text 

 Explains the author’s central idea with vague/limited information based on the text 

0 A response: 

 Gives no evidence of the ability to summarize author’s central idea 

OR 

 Gives the author’s central idea, but includes no examples or no examples/details that 
make reference to the text 

OR 

 Gives the author’s central idea, but includes no explanation or no relevant information 
from the text 

Exemplar The central idea of the text is that “The coral community is really a system that includes a 
collection of biological communities, representing one of the most diverse ecosystems in 
the world.”  Corals are not mobile but rather stay in one place, reaching out with tentacles 
to catch prey such as small fish and planktonic animals for food.  They live in colonies 
consisting of many individuals, each of which is called a polyp.  The polyps secrete a hard 
calcium carbonate skeleton, which serves as a base for the colony and provides protection 
from predators since the polyps can contract into the structure.  The hard skeletal 
structures build up the coral reefs over time.  Also, almost all reef-dwelling corals have a 
symbiotic relationship with a type of algae, zooxanthellae.  This algae lives inside the coral 
polyps and produces food by photosynthesis for both itself and the coral.  In exchange, the 
coral provides protection and access to light, an essential ingredient for photosynthesis.  
The zooxanthellae also provide the color to the coral.  In addition to the zooxanthellae, 
coral reefs provide habitats for a large variety of organisms, providing both food and 
shelter.  “…other creatures that call coral reefs home include various sponges; mollusks 
such as sea slugs, nudibranchs, oysters, and clams; crustaceans like crabs and shrimp; 
many kinds of sea worms; echinoderms like star fish and sea urchins; other cnidarians 
such as jellyfish and sea anemones; various types of fungi; sea turtles; and many species 
of fish.” 

 

All items and rubrics based on Smarter Balanced Item Specifications for Grade 8 (2/4/14)  
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W R I T I N G  
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Common Core State Standards for Writing 
 

Writing Standards 

Text Types and 
Purposes 

8W1 – Write arguments to support claims with clear reasons and 
relevant evidence.  

8W1a – Introduce claim(s), acknowledge and distinguish the claim(s) 
from alternate or opposing claims, and organize the reasons and 
evidence logically. 

8W1b – Support claim(s) with logical reasoning and relevant 
evidence, using accurate, credible sources and demonstrating an 
understanding of the topic or text. 

8W1c – Use words, phrases, and clauses to create cohesion and 
clarify the relationships among claim(s), counterclaims, reasons, and 
evidence. 

8W1d – Establish and maintain a formal style. 

8W1e – Provide a concluding statement or section that follows from 
and supports the argument presented. 

8W2 – Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and 
convey ideas, concepts, and information through the selection, 
organization, and analysis of relevant content. 

8W2a – Introduce a topic clearly, previewing what is to follow; 
organize ideas, concepts, and information into broader categories; 
include formatting (e.g., headings), graphics (e.g., charts, tables), 
and multimedia when useful to aiding comprehension. 

8W2b – Develop the topic with relevant, well-chosen facts, 
definitions, concrete details, quotations, or other information and 
examples. 

8W2c – Use appropriate and varied transitions to create cohesion 
and clarify the relationships among ideas and concepts. 

8W2d – Use precise language and domain-specific vocabulary to 
inform about or explain the topic. 

8W2e– Establish and maintain a formal style. 

8W2f– Provide a concluding statement or section that follows from 
and supports the information or explanation presented. 

8W3 – Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or 
events using effective technique, relevant descriptive details, and well-
structured event sequences. 

8W3a – Engage and orient the reader by establishing a context and 
point of view and introducing a narrator and/or characters; organize 
an event sequence that unfolds naturally and logically. 

8W3b – Use narrative techniques, such as dialogue, pacing, 
description, and reflection, to develop experiences, events, and/or 
characters. 

8W3c – Use a variety of transition words, phrases, and clauses to 
convey sequence, signal shifts from one time frame or setting to 
another, and show the relationships among experiences and events. 
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Writing Standards 

8W3d – Use precise words and phrases, relevant descriptive details, 
and sensory language to capture the action and convey experiences 
and events. 

8W3e – Provide a conclusion that follows from and reflects on the 
narrated experiences or events. 

Production and 
Distribution of 
Writing 

8W4 – Produce clear and coherent writing in which the development, 
organization, and style are appropriate to task, purpose, and audience. 
(Grade-specific expectations for writing types are defined in standards 
1-3 above.) 

8W5 – With some guidance and support from peers and adults, 
develop and strengthen writing as needed by planning, revising, 
editing, rewriting, or trying a new approach, focusing on how well 
purpose and audience have been addressed. (Editing for conventions 
should demonstrate command of Language standards 1-3 up to and 
including grade 8 on page 52.) 

8W6 – Use technology, including the Internet, to produce and publish 
writing and present the relationships between information and ideas 
efficiently as well as to interact and collaborate with others. 

Research to Build 
and Present 
Knowledge 

8W7 – Conduct short research projects to answer a question (including 
a self-generated question), drawing on several sources and generating 
additional related, focused questions that allow for multiple avenues of 
exploration. 

8W8 – Gather relevant information from multiple print and digital 
sources, using search terms effectively; assess the credibility and 
accuracy of each source; and quote or paraphrase the data and 
conclusions of others while avoiding plagiarism and following a 
standard format for citation. 

8W9 – Draw evidence from literary or informational texts to support 
analysis, reflection, and research. 

8W9a – Apply grade 8 Reading standards to literature (e.g., "Analyze 
how a modern work of fiction draws on themes, patterns of events, or 
character types from myths, traditional stories, or religious works 
such as the Bible, including describing how the material is rendered 
new"). 

8W9b – Apply grade 8 Reading standards to literary nonfiction (e.g., 
"Delineate and evaluate the argument and specific claims in a text, 
assessing whether the reasoning is sound and the evidence is 
relevant and sufficient; recognize when irrelevant evidence is 
introduced"). 

Range of Writing 8W10 – Write routinely over extended time frames (time for research, 
reflection, and revision) and shorter time frames (a single sitting or a 
day or two) for a range of discipline-specific tasks, purposes, and 
audiences. 
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Common Core State Standards for Language 
 

Language Standards 

Conventions of 
Standard English 

8L1 – Demonstrate command of the conventions of standard English 
grammar and usage when writing or speaking. 

8L1a – Explain the function of verbals (gerunds, participles, 
infinitives) in general and their function in particular sentences. 

8L1b – Form and use verbs in the active and passive voice. 

8L1c – Form and use verbs in the indicative, imperative, 
interrogative, conditional, and subjunctive mood. 

8L1d – Recognize and correct inappropriate shifts in verb voice and 
mood.* 

8L2 – Demonstrate command of the conventions of standard English 
capitalization, punctuation, and spelling when writing. 

8L2a – Use punctuation (comma, ellipsis, dash) to indicate a pause 
or break. 

8L2b – Use an ellipsis to indicate an omission. 

8L2c – Spell correctly. 

Knowledge of 
Language 

8L3 – Use knowledge of language and its conventions when writing, 
speaking, reading, or listening. 

8L3a – Use verbs in the active and passive voice and in the 
conditional and subjunctive mood to achieve particular effects (e.g., 
emphasizing the actor or the action; expressing uncertainty or 
describing a state contrary to fact). 
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Language Standards 

Vocabulary 
Acquisition and 
Use 

8L4 – Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-
meaning words or phrases based on grade 8 reading and content, 
choosing flexibly from a range of strategies. 

8L4a – Use context (e.g., the overall meaning of a sentence or 
paragraph; a word's position or function in a sentence) as a clue to 
the meaning of a word or phrase. 

8L4b – Use common, grade-appropriate Greek or Latin affixes and 
roots as clues to the meaning of a word (e.g., precede, recede, 
secede). 

8L4c – Consult general and specialized reference materials (e.g., 
dictionaries, glossaries, thesauruses), both print and digital, to find 
the pronunciation of a word or determine or clarify its precise 
meaning or its part of speech. 

8L4d – Verify the preliminary determination of the meaning of a word 
or phrase (e.g., by checking the inferred meaning in context or in a 
dictionary). 

8L5 – Demonstrate understanding of figurative language, word 
relationships, and nuances in word meanings. 

8L5a – Interpret figures of speech (e.g. verbal irony, puns) in context. 

8L5b – Use the relationship between particular words to better 
understand each of the words. 

8L5c – Distinguish among the connotations (associations) of words 
with similar denotations (definitions) (e.g., bullheaded, willful, firm, 
persistent, resolute) 

8L6 – Acquire and use accurately grade-appropriate general academic 
and domain-specific words and phrases; gather vocabulary knowledge 
when considering a word or phrase important to comprehension or 
expression. 
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Sample Writing Items 
 

Standard 8W1 

1. A student is writing an argumentative essay for class about whether or not school 
cafeterias should be required to serve healthy food.  Read the draft of the student’s 
essay and complete the task that follows. 

 

  Healthy Foods, Healthy Kids 

 School cafeterias are known to serve really bad food.  However, states are now 
working to pass laws to require schools to serve better foods to students.  This will 
help students to be healthy, to have more energy, and to do better in school.  
Schools should be required to serve healthy foods to students. 

 Healthy food results in healthier students.  Foods like fruits and vegetables are 
high in vitamins and low in fat.  These foods, when they are combined with exercise, 
can keep people healthy and energized.  This also can help people live longer. 

 Students have more energy when they eat healthy food.  Lean proteins like 
chicken give people energy and can help build lean muscle.  This can help students 
to perform well in sports and be more awake throughout the day. 

 Healthy students make better students.  Research shows that unhealthy diets 
can cause behavior problems and interfere with brain functioning.  Healthy food is 
essential for growing brains to work properly. 

The essay is missing a conclusion.  Write a conclusion that follows from and 
supports the argument. 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Common Core Assessment Comparison for ELA/Literacy – Grade 8 

11/17/2014  45  
Document Control #:  2014/06/02 

Scoring Rubric 

Score   

2 The response: 

 provides an adequate conclusion that follows logically from and supports the claim 
presented in the body of writing as a whole or provides a call-to-action statement (or 
provides an answer as to why the claim is important or what should happen) 

 does more than restate or summarize the arguments—not formulaic  

 provides adequate connections and/or progression of ideas to contribute to coherence 

1 The response: 

 provides a limited conclusion that is partially related to the claim presented in the body 
of writing as a whole 

 lists, restates, or summarizes the arguments—formulaic  

 provides an awkward or partial connection and/or limited progression of ideas  

0 The response: 

 provides no conclusion or a conclusion that is minimally related to the claim and the 
body of writing as a whole 

 may restate random and/or incorrect arguments or just restate the claim 

 provides no connection or progression of ideas  

Exemplar The benefits of eating healthy food are undeniable.  As a result, school cafeterias should 
be mandated to serve healthy foods to students.  Legislators should be urged to support 
legislation for healthy school lunches so students start the next school year off right with 
meals that support their physical and mental growth. 

Sample student writing from Smarter Balanced-released item 

Standard 8W2 

2. A student is writing a report for class about why humans are meat eaters.  The 
student wants to revise the draft to be more coherent.  Read the draft of the report 
and complete the task that follows. 

 For nearly two and a half million years, humans have been eating meat.  This is 
understandable as meat from animals is the most available source of many 
important nutrients.  For example/On the other hand, in order to get the 
recommended amount of vitamin B found mostly in meat and dairy, a vegetarian has 
to take supplements or eat large amounts of “fortified” foods such as cereals.  
Understandably/Moreover, our closest relative, the chimpanzee, is an “omnivore”; it 
eats vegetables and meat.  Our teeth are most similar to animals like the 
chimpanzee with grinding teeth and incisor, or biting teeth.  Humans, 
nevertheless/therefore, have evolved to be omnivores.  

For each pair of phrases, click on the one that provides the best transition between 
the ideas. 

Key: On the other hand; Moreover; therefore 
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Standard 8W2 

3. A student is writing a report for science class about Venus flytraps.  Read the draft of 
the report and complete the task that follows. 

 The trapping job of the Venus flytrap is performed by the terminal portion of each 
of the plant’s leaves and is started by tiny hairs on their inner surfaces.  When an 
insect or spider crawling along the leaves contacts a hair, the trap closes.  Small 
insects and spiders have no chance to escape from this carnivorous plant. 

The student wants to make sure that he has used the right words to make his 
meaning clear.  Click on two words that he should change to be more precise. 

Key: job, started 

Standard 8L1/8L2 

4. Read the following sentences and the directions that follow. 

a. John chose to bring his own homemade, bagged lunch to school. 

b. Every Friday, the cafeteria serves pizza to students on paper plates. 

c. The pizza, with pepperoni and sausage, was the one I wanted for lunch. 

d. Topped with hot fudge sauce, John could not believe I ate the entire sundae. 

Choose the sentence that does not have errors in grammar usage or punctuation. 

Key: a 
 

All items and rubrics based on Smarter Balanced Item Specifications for Grade 8 (2/4/14) 
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L I S T E N I N G  
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Common Core State Standards for 
Speaking and Listening 

 

Speaking and Listening Standards 

Comprehension 
and Collaboration 

8SL1 – Engage effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-
on-one, in groups, and teacher-led) with diverse partners on grade 8 
topics, texts, and issues, building on others' ideas and expressing their 
own clearly. 

8SL1a – Come to discussions prepared, having read or researched 
material under study; explicitly draw on that preparation by referring 
to evidence on the topic, text, or issue to probe and reflect on ideas 
under discussion. 

8SL1b – Follow rules for collegial discussions and decision-making, 
track progress toward specific goals and deadlines, and define 
individual roles as needed. 

6SL1c – Pose questions that connect the ideas of several speakers 
and respond to others' questions and comments with relevant 
evidence, observations, and ideas. 

8SL1d – Acknowledge new information expressed by others, and, 
when warranted, qualify or justify their own views in light of the 
evidence presented. 

8SL2 – Analyze the purpose of information presented in diverse media 
and formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively, orally) and evaluate the 
motives (e.g., social, commercial, political) behind its presentation. 

8SL3 – Delineate a speaker's argument and specific claims, evaluating 
the soundness of the reasoning and relevance and sufficiency of the 
evidence and identifying when irrelevant evidence is introduced. 

Presentation of 
Knowledge and 
Ideas 

8SL4 – Present claims and findings, sequencing ideas logically and 
using pertine Present claims and findings, emphasizing salient points in 
a focused, coherent manner with relevant evidence, sound valid 
reasoning, and well-chosen details; use appropriate eye contact, 
adequate volume, and clear pronunciation. 

8SL5 – Integrate multimedia and visual displays into presentations to 
clarify information, strengthen claims and evidence, and add interest. 

8SL6 – Adapt speech to a variety of contexts and tasks, demonstrating 
command of formal English when indicated or appropriate. (See grade 
8 Language standards 1 and 3 on page 52 for specific expectations.) 

 
  



Common Core Assessment Comparison for ELA/Literacy – Grade 8 

11/17/2014  49  
Document Control #:  2014/06/02 

Sample Listening Items 

Taj Mahal 

Listen to the presentation at the link below and then answer the following questions. 

http://www.doe.k12.de.us/assessment/files/_Grade_8_Audio.wma 

 

Standard 8SL2 

1. What is the most likely reason the speaker includes the legend about dismantling of 
the scaffolding? 

a. To demonstrate the quality of the materials. 

b. To demonstrate the generosity of the emperor. 

c. To demonstrate the industriousness of the workers. 

d. To demonstrate the poverty of the people in the area. 

Key: a 

2. What is the central idea of the presentation? 

a. To explain how the Taj Mahal was constructed. 

b. To explain why the Taj Mahal was constructed. 

c. To explain what materials were used in construction of the Taj Mahal. 

d. To explain why the construction of the Taj Mahal took over two years. 

Key: a 
  

http://www.doe.k12.de.us/assessment/files/_Grade_8_Audio.wma
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Sample Research Items 
 

Standard 8W8 

1. A student is writing a report about the Revolutionary War.  She found some possible 
sources for her report.  Read the sources and the directions that follow. 

Source 1 

 When settlers first came to the American colonies, they were loyal to the British 
king.  They thought of themselves as British citizens rather than Americans.  
However, over time, they began to feel wronged by Britain.  They believed that if 
they paid taxes to the king, they should have a vote in the British Parliament.  The 
rallying cry for all Americans became “no taxation without representation.” 

Source 2 

 The history of the American Revolution is often told from the point of view of 
those who wanted to separate from Great Britain.  The original colonies in America 
were settled by British citizens.  Those who favored independence from Great Britain 
were called Patriots; therefore they did not see themselves as being British.  The 
group included leaders who fought for independence, such as George Washington 
and Thomas Jefferson.  Fifteen to twenty percent of the colonists, however, wanted 
to remain subjects of the British king, and they were known as Loyalists or Tories. 

The student wrote down some ideas to use in his report.  Look at the ideas on the 
table.  Decide if the information in Source 1, Source 2, Both Sources, or Neither 
Source supports the idea.  Click on the box that appropriately describes each claim.  
There will only be one box selected for each idea. 

  

Ideas Source 1 Source 2 
Both 

Sources 
Neither 
Source 

The first settlers in the original 
American colonies were British. 

    

Taxation without representation was 
a factor in the American Revolution. 

    

People who favored independence 
from Great Britain were called 
Patriots. 

    

George Washington led the 
American army to victory against the 
British. 
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Key: 
 

Ideas Source 1 Source 2 
Both 

Sources 
Neither 
Source 

The first settlers in the original 
American colonies were British. 

  X  

Taxation without representation was 
a factor in the American Revolution. 

X    

People who favored independence 
from Great Britain were called 
Patriots. 

 X   

George Washington led the 
American army to victory against the 
British. 

   X 

Sources based on Smarter Balanced-released item 
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Standard 8W8 

2. A student is writing a report on the factors to consider when purchasing athletic 
shoes.  The student must use sources that are credible, trustworthy, and relevant for 
the topic.  Which of these is most likely the best source for the student to use in the 
report? 

a. Arch Support Womens Sneakers - FREE Shipping & Returns ... Results 1 - 
29 of 29 ... Arch Support Women’s Sneakers with FREE Shipping & 
Returns, and a 100% price guarantee.  Choose from a huge selection of Arch 
Support … 

b. Orthopedic Athletic Walking Shoes & Motion Control Running Shoes Our 
athletic shoes are not only podiatrist approved, but come in various styles, ... 
If your athletic walking shoes lack the proper arch support, you could very 
well ... 

c. The Best Running Shoes for Flat Feet | Running Shoes Guru May 16, 2014 ... 
I still and will always have to wear an arch support ... I know this post is about 
sneakers, but not even sure what sneakers with my feet ... 

d. Best Kids Sneakers - Cheap Sneakers for Kids - Good Housekeeping Check 
out our top-rated sneakers for girls, and read reviews for the best boys' 
brands. ... Volpe to evaluate the shoes for cushioning and heel and arch 
support … 

Key: d 
 

All items based on Smarter Balanced Item Specifications for Grade 8 (2/4/14) 
  

http://www.shoebuy.com/arch-support-womens-sneakers.htm
http://www.healthyfeetstore.com/orthopedic-athletic-walking-shoes.html
http://www.runningshoesguru.com/2009/04/the-best-running-shoes-for-flat-feet-summer-2009/
http://www.goodhousekeeping.com/product-reviews/childrens-products/kids-sneakers-reviews/best-kids-school-sneakers
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P E R F O R M A N C E  T A S K  
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Performance Task 
 

Materials developed by The Reading and Writing Project at Teachers' College of 
Columbia University illustrate the type of performance tasks that students are expected 
to encounter with the implementation of the Common Core and the next-generation 
assessment.  These examples are located at:  
http://readingandwritingproject.com/resources/assessments/performance-
assessments.html.  

Annotated Delaware student responses, based on the 2012-2013 fall assessment task, 
are available at:  Student Work – Grade 8. 

The Delaware grade 8 opinion text-based writing rubric was used to score the student 

work. 

To see an example of a grade 8 Smarter Balanced Performance Task and the Smarter 

Balanced Writing Rubric, please visit the Smarter Balanced portal at: 

http://sbac.portal.airast.org/practice-test/ 

 

 

http://readingandwritingproject.com/resources/assessments/performance-assessments.html
http://readingandwritingproject.com/resources/assessments/performance-assessments.html
http://dedoe.schoolwires.net/cms/lib09/DE01922744/Centricity/domain/111/assessment/Student_Work_Gr-8.pdf
http://sbac.portal.airast.org/practice-test/
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Argumentation/Opinion Text-Based Writing Rubric – Grade 8 
 
 

 Score of 4 Score of 3 Score of 2 Score of 1 

R
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2
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 _
_
_
 =

 _
_
_

 

The writing – 

 makes effective use of available 
resources 

 skillfully/effectively supports an 
opinion with relevant and sufficient 
facts and details from resources with 
accuracy 

 uses credible sources* 

The writing – 

 makes adequate use of available 
resources 

 supports an opinion with relevant and 
sufficient facts and details from 
resources with accuracy 

 uses credible sources* 

The writing – 

 makes limited use of available 
resources 

 inconsistently supports an opinion 
with relevant and sufficient facts and 
details from resources with accuracy 

 inconsistently uses credible sources* 

The writing – 

 makes inadequate use of available 
resources 

 fails to support an opinion with 
relevant and sufficient facts and 
details from resources with accuracy 

 attempts to use credible sources* 

D
e
v
e
lo

p
m

e
n

t 

3
 ×

 _
_
_
 =

 _
_
_

 

The writing – 

 addresses all aspects of the writing 
task with a tightly focused response 

 establishes the significance of a claim 
or proposal 

 effectively acknowledges and 
distinguishes the claim(s) from 
alternate or opposing claims 

 skillfully supports claim(s) with logical 
reasoning and relevant and sufficient 
evidence 

The writing – 

 addresses the writing task with a 
focused response 

 establishes a plausible claim or 
proposal  

 acknowledges and distinguishes the 
claim(s) from alternate or opposing 
claims 

 supports claim(s) with logical 
reasoning and relevant and sufficient 
evidence 

The writing – 

 addresses the writing task with an 
inconsistent focus 

 attempts to establish a plausible claim 
or proposal 

 inconsistently supports claim(s) with 
logical reasoning and relevant and 
sufficient evidence 

The writing – 

 attempts to address the writing task 
but lacks focus  

 attempts to establish a claim or 
proposal  

 supports claim(s) using evidence that 
is insufficient and/or irrelevant 

O
rg

a
n
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a
ti

o
n

 

2
 ×

 _
_
_
 =

 _
_
_

 

The writing – 

 effectively introduces the claim(s) 

 organizes the reasons and evidence 
logically in a manner that supports the 
writing task 

 effectively uses words, phrases, 
and/or clauses to create cohesion and 
clarify the relationships among 
claim(s), counterclaims, reasons, and 
evidence 

 provides an effective concluding 
statement or section that follows from 
and skillfully supports the argument 
presented 

The writing –  

 introduces the claim(s) 

 organizes the reasons and evidence 
logically 

 uses words, phrases, and/or clauses 
to create cohesion and clarify the 
relationships among claim(s), 
counterclaims, reasons, and evidence 

 provides a concluding statement or 
section that follows from and supports 
the argument presented 

The writing – 

 introduces the claim(s); however, may 
fail to distinguish the claim(s) from 
alternate or opposing claim(s) 

 organizes reasons and evidence in a 
manner that may lack cohesion (ideas 
may be rambling and/or repetitive) 

 inconsistently uses words, phrases, 
and/or clauses to create cohesion and 
clarify the relationships among 
claim(s), counterclaims, reasons, and 
evidence 

 provides a sense of closure 

The writing – 

 identifies the claim(s) 

 has little or no evidence of purposeful 
organization 
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 Score of 4 Score of 3 Score of 2 Score of 1 
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The writing – 

 demonstrates an exemplary command 
of standard English conventions 

 skillfully employs language and tone 
appropriate to audience and purpose 

 has sentences that are skillfully 
constructed with appropriate variety in 
length and structure 

 follows standard format for citation 
with few errors* 

The writing – 

 demonstrates a command of standard 
English conventions; errors do not 
interfere with understanding 

 employs language and tone 
appropriate to audience and purpose 

 has sentences that are generally 
complete with sufficient variety in 
length and structure 

 follows standard format for citation 
with few errors* 

The writing – 

 demonstrates a limited and/or 
inconsistent command of standard 
English conventions; errors may 
interfere with understanding 

 inconsistently employs language and 
tone appropriate to audience and 
purpose 

 has some sentence formation errors 
and/or a lack of sentence variety 

 follows standard format for citation 
with several errors* 

The writing – 

 demonstrates a weak command of 
standard English conventions; errors 
interfere with understanding 

 employs language and tone that are 
inappropriate to audience and 
purpose 

 has frequent and severe sentence 
formation errors and/or a lack of 
sentence variety 

 follows standard format for citation 
with significant errors* 

 
* If applicable 
 

 


