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CRITERION-BASED HOLISTIC SCORING 
 

New Jersey has used holistic scoring to assess students’ reading and writing abilities since the 
mid-1980s.  Readers trained in holistic scoring and in the specific scoring criteria established 
with New Jersey’s scoring rubrics adhere to established procedures that maintain the validity and 
reliability of scoring decisions across years.  With implementation of the New Jersey Assessment 
of Skills and Knowledge (NJ ASK), the writing samples of students in grade 3 and grade 4 are 
scored with a modified version of the Registered Holistic Scoring Rubric (RHSR).  Student 
responses to the open-ended questions that accompany each reading passage are scored with the 
Open-Ended Scoring Guide (OSG). 
 
This handbook focuses on writing samples and reading responses resulting from the May 2003 
administration of the NJ ASK.  It presents the scoring method and criteria used to evaluate 
student work and provides samples for each score point to illustrate how those criteria are 
applied to student responses. 
 
Criterion-Based Holistic Scoring: An Operational Definition 
 
Criterion-based holistic scoring brings uniformity to the evaluation of student work across 
contents and settings by specifying salient features of the task and the levels of proficiency. The 
RHSR focuses on four features of writing: content/organization, usage, sentence construction, 
and mechanics.  For any given sample, these criteria serve as an indicator of how well the writer 
communicated an intended message to a given audience.  In criterion-based holistic scoring, 
these pre-determined features are anchored by descriptions that vary for different values on a 
scoring rubric or guide.  The point values or score points describe the proficiency level or how 
well the student handles the features. 
 

on the 5-point scale has the same four features but with different descriptions for each level of 
proficiency.   With the RHSR, evaluations are first made with respect to content/organization and 
then adjusted with reference to the other three.  In this way, an integration of these descriptive 
features enables readers to evaluate the quality of a written response with respect to a point value 
on the scale.  Much of the focus of the RHSR is on the content/organization of the response.  
Thus, the organization of a response assigned a value of “2” is not as high quality as the 
organization of a response assigned a value of “3”. 
 
The OSG focuses on three features of the student’s response to an open-ended question:  focus 
on the question asked, text reference, and explanation/analysis.  For any given response, these 
criteria serve as an indicator of the student’s ability to construct meaning from a given reading.  
As with the writing rubric, these pre-determined features are anchored by descriptions that vary 
for different values on the scoring guide.  The point values or score points describe the 
proficiency level or how well the student handles these features. 
 
The OSG is based on a 5-point scale: 0 (lowest) to 4 (highest).  Each score point on the 5-point 
scale focuses on the same three features but with different descriptions for each level of 
response.  With the OSG, emphasis is given first to specificity and then adjusted with reference 
to the completeness of the response.  In this way, these descriptive features enable readers to 
evaluate the quality of the student’s response with respect to a point on the scale.  Because the 

The modified version of the RHSR is a 5-point scale: 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest). Each score point 
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focus of the OSG is on specificity and completeness, a response receiving a score of “3” is more 
specific and complete than a response receiving a score of “2”. 
 
Criterion-based holistic scoring does not rely upon the readers (scorers) inferring performance 
criteria from exemplars or anchor papers.  Rather, the method defines consistent criteria for 
judging the quality of student work independent of the sample of responses.  Training and 
qualifying sets of student papers are used to illustrate how the scoring criteria are applied across 
the range of possible score points.  The samples and accompanying annotations included in this 
handbook are examples of student performance with respect to the features targeted by the two 
rubrics. 
 
In summary, a criterion-based holistic scoring method: 
 

• uses score-point criteria representing progressive levels of proficiency; 
 
• uses consistent language across all score points; 

 
• defines each feature at each score point; and 

 
• provides accuracy and consistency through stringent controls on the training and 

qualifying of scorers. 
 
Appropriateness of Criterion-Based Holistic Scoring 
 

• Criterion-based scoring rubrics anchor consistent features of writing and reading 
independent of purpose and audience from year to year.  This consistency is necessary 
because a different population sits for the test at each administration, and different tasks 
are administered each time.  To assure the same meaning of score points from one 
administration to the next, the scoring method focuses upon invariant performance 
criteria.  Although a task can elicit a variety of written responses in a variety of rhetorical 
modes (e.g., narrative, persuasive, etc.), a paper’s rating is based on the student’s facility 
with the identified features.  This facility is anchored to a point on the score scale that 
describes the student’s demonstration of skill. 

 
• The established criteria allow the anchoring of features consistently from year to year and 

therefore eliminate scoring procedures that are strictly normative or based on differing 
evaluation criteria.  That is, a paper receiving a “4” one year could conceivably receive a 
“2” in another year if it were scored with reference to a different sample of students or to 
varying criteria.  Scored according to New Jersey’s criterion-based method, however, a 
paper receiving a “4” one year will more consistently receive a “4” the next year. 

 
• Because the criteria for scoring are set forth at each score point as descriptive features, 

scorer reliability can be maintained.  The descriptive statements of each feature at each 
score point describe the quality of the (writing or reading) response assigned that score. 

 
• The distribution of scores based on criterion-based methods permits evaluation of 

districts’ instructional programs because the uniform scoring criteria are published and 
disseminated for inclusion in these programs. 
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• Reader bias (i.e., a personal preference for scoring based on form, number of paragraphs, 
or style, etc.) is diminished because the criteria are established prior to the actual scoring 
of the students’ responses.  In addition, the criteria are essential factors within the training 
and qualifying papers used to select readers who can consistently and reliably apply the 
scoring criteria of the score scale. 

 
• New Jersey’s criterion-based scoring rubrics emphasize writing and reading as higher-

order thinking skills.  Writing requires knowledge of one’s topic (content) and a cogent 
application of that knowledge (organization); use of the English language according to 
recognized standards (usage); the structuring of words and sentences to present a 
complete thought or message to the intended audience(s) (sentence construction); and the 
application of the conventions of the English language that serve to clarify the author’s 
intended message (mechanics).  Reading as measured by NJ ASK requires that students 
construct meaning from the text, analyze elements of the text, and make appropriate 
inferences and conclusions based on their reading.   

 
• The two scoring rubrics permit an analysis of students’ strengths and needs in writing and 

reading.  This benefits educators by providing feedback on the effectiveness of 
instructional strategies with respect to the evaluation criteria expressed by the two 
rubrics. 
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CRITERION-BASED HOLISTIC SCORING PROCEDURES 
 
Approximately 210,000 third- and fourth-grade students respond to writing and reading tasks 
annually through the New Jersey Assessment of Skills and Knowledge (NJ ASK).  Students in 
both grades prepare two writing samples (one narrative, one expository). Grade 3 students also 
respond to two passage-linked open-ended questions while grade 4 students respond to three 
passage-linked open-ended questions.  Each writing sample and reading response is scored 
individually by two independent readers. 
 
To accomplish the scoring of these writing samples and reading responses, the test contractor 
selects, trains, and qualifies experienced readers (scorers).  All readers, regardless of experience, 
are required to participate in an intensive training period that is focused on application of the 
appropriate rubric to one particular type of task (e.g., a narrative or story based on a picture 
prompt).  The materials used for training and qualifying the readers are scored by consensus 
during range-finding and then selected for use as anchors (or benchmark papers), training and 
practice sets, qualifying sets, calibration sets, and monitor papers.  Only those readers who meet 
the 80 percent agreement standard qualify to score New Jersey writing samples and reading 
responses.  By the end of training, the readers have internalized the defined criteria at each score 
point of the rubric by practice scoring and discussing more than 100 sample student responses. 
 
Scoring Personnel and Procedures 
 
Although New Jersey has begun using image (or electronic) scoring for NJ ASK, the procedures 
for scoring remain consistent with those used by the state since the inception of performance- 
based tasks in statewide assessment.  All writing samples and reading responses are monitored 
and scored by trained, experienced personnel who have met the same rigorous standards 
established with the initial holistic scoring study conducted in 1986.   Many individuals are 
responsible for ensuring the success of scoring for any large-scale assessment.  Key to the 
process of scoring NJ ASK responses accurately and reliably are the contractor’s senior project 
manager, chief reader, team leaders, and readers. 
 
The contractor’s senior project manager works closely with the New Jersey Department of 
Education throughout the scoring process.  The senior project manager participates in selection 
of the range-finding and training papers prior to the onset of reader training.  The senior project 
manager directs the activities of the chief reader and oversees all aspects of the project including 
monitoring reader performance (reader reliability and production rates), directing retraining 
efforts, and supervising the capture of scoring data. 
 
The chief reader participates in the reading, scoring, and preparation of range-finding papers 
along with the contractor’s senior project manager, New Jersey teachers, and the department’s 
Language Arts Literacy coordinator. Additionally, the chief reader prepares annotations for the 
anchor papers that, along with the scoring criteria, are used to train the team leaders and, in turn, 
the readers.  It is the responsibility of the chief reader to introduce the task, the rubrics, and the 
sample responses; to conduct the training sessions; and to ensure that readers score reliably and 
consistently throughout the scoring process.  The chief reader supervises the team leaders, directs 
all scoring and validity procedures, reads and interprets reader quality control reports, and 
conducts all retraining activities. Additionally, the chief reader handles all resolution readings 
(when the two readers assign non-adjacent scores to the same response). 
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Team leaders rely heavily upon periodic individual and small-group training to correct reader 
drift (that is, scoring that is not in accord with the criteria).  They spot-check reader scoring 
throughout the project and counsel readers who have a higher than acceptable discrepancy rate.  
A paper is considered discrepant if two independent readers assign non-adjacent scores to the 
same response (e.g., one reader assigns a “5,” the second reader a “3”).  Every response with 
discrepant scores must be adjudicated, that is submitted for a third reading and resolution of the 
discrepant scores. 
 
Once trained in the application of the scoring criteria to a given task, the readers’ primary 
responsibility is to score accurately all responses provided through the electronic system.  These 
responses have been scanned from students’ original test booklets and sorted electronically by 
item type and number.  Therefore, when the reader logs onto the scoring system, a randomly 
assembled “packet” of responses to the given task is made available for the reader to read and 
score electronically.  As part of the scoring procedures, the reader may not be able to assign a 
scale score because the response is off-topic, in the wrong format, not English, or blank.  In that 
event, the reader will assign instead one of several codes to indicate the reason that the response 
is not scorable.  After all responses in the “packet” have been scored, the “packet” of responses 
and reader-assigned scores (or codes) is returned to the main system where the responses will be 
regrouped in other packets for a second reading.  If the second reading results in non-adjacent 
scores, the scoring system automatically identifies the discrepancy; and the response is submitted 
to the chief reader for a third reading and resolution of the discrepant scores. 
 
Readers are also responsible for recognizing and flagging “alert” papers (e.g., suspicion of child 
abuse) so that these papers can be handled in the correct manner.  Alert papers are flagged if they 
reflect potential abuse, emotional or psychological difficulty, or possible plagiarism.  Alert 
papers are scored but then forwarded to the chief reader for review.  If the chief reader agrees 
that the student’s own words specifically state a situation that qualifies as an alert or reflects a 
potential risk situation for a child, the paper is copied and sent to the Department of Education 
for documentation and follow-up with district authorities.  The Office of Evaluation and 
Assessment in the department brings these alerts to the attention of school district personnel. 
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RUBRICS FOR SCORING STUDENT RESPONSES TO NJ ASK LITERACY TASKS 
 
 

Registered Holistic Scoring Rubric (modified) 
For Writing Samples 

 
Open-Ended Scoring Rubric 

For Reading Responses 
 

Open-Ended Scoring Guide 
For Reading Responses 
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GRADE 3 SAMPLE WRITING TASK 
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Page 3

Writing Task 1
Using the picture on page 4 as a guide, write a story about what

might be happening.

You may take notes, create a web, or do other prewriting work in the space
provided on pages 5 and 6. Then, write your story on the lines provided on
pages 7 and 8.

Here is a checklist for you to follow to help you do your best writing. Please
read it silently as I read it aloud to you.

Writer’s Checklist
Remember to

❑ Keep the central idea or topic in mind.

❑ Keep your audience in mind.

❑ Support your ideas with details, explanations, and examples.

❑ State your ideas in a clear sequence.

❑ Include an opening and a closing.

❑ Use a variety of words and vary your sentence structure.

❑ State your opinion or conclusion clearly.

❑ Capitalize, spell, and use punctuation correctly.

❑ Write neatly.

After you write your story, read what you have written. Use the
checklist to make certain that your writing is the best it can be.

  1DAY 1 •NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 3
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Page 4

1  • DAY 1   NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 3
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 Page 5

WRITING TASK 1 – PREWRITING SPACE
Use the space below and on page 6 to plan your writing.

DAY 1 •  1NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 3
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 Page 6

1  • DAY 1

Remember — your story must be written on the lines on pages 7
and 8 ONLY.

WRITING TASK 1 – PREWRITING SPACE (continued)

NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 3
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 Page 7

WRITING TASK 1

DAY 1 •  1NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 3
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Page 8

WRITING TASK 1 (continued)

If you have time, you may review your work in this section only.

1  • DAY 1 NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 3



GRADE 3 STUDENT RESPONSES TO THE WRITING TASK 
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Description of the Narrative Writing Task 
and  

Sample Grade 3 Student Responses  
 
The responses selected to illustrate this task were written by third-grade students who took the 
narrative writing section of the May 2003 New Jersey Assessment of Skills and Knowledge 
(NJ ASK).  The responses appear as the students wrote them; no corrections have been made 

 
Samples are included for each score point of New Jersey’s modified Registered Holistic Scoring 
Rubric (a 5-point scale).  These sample responses, which are grouped by score point, represent 
the range of approaches that third-grade students take with this writing task.  Each score point is 
described in detail, and each response is annotated according to the score point criteria. 
 
Students were provided a picture as a writing prompt and given 25 minutes to construct a 
narrative or story based on the picture or some aspect of it.  Prewriting/planning was encouraged, 
and space was provided for this endeavor.  A Writer’s Checklist was also provided to encourage 
students to read, revise, and edit their written work.  All students’ writing was considered a first 
draft in this writing process since students were not permitted to confer with others nor to refer 
to outside resources (dictionary or thesaurus) and therefore were unable to rely on the feedback 
and constructive suggestions that result from strategies appropriate for classroom instruction.  In 
this way, the test obtains a sample of each student’s baseline writing ability within the context of 
consistent standards that ensure fairness to all who participate. 

20 

   
other than removing specific names that appear to identify the student or the student 's school

 district. 



Score Scale Point 1 
 
The response category indicates an inadequate command of written language. The writing 
samples in this category:  
 
 
CONTENT/ 
ORGANIZATION  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
USAGE 
 
 
 
SENTENCE 
CONSTRUCTION 
 
 
MECHANICS 
 

• may not have an opening and/or closing.  These papers are on topic 
and demonstrate at least a minimal attempt to respond to the topic by 
stating a subject or giving a list of subjects.  Some of the lengthier 
papers are disorganized, making them consistently difficult to follow.  
Others will relate to the topic but will have an uncertain focus. In these 
papers, the reader has to infer what the focus is.  The overriding 
characteristic of these papers is a lack of control with no sense of 
planning.  Details may be random, inappropriate, or barely apparent. 

 
• may display severe/numerous errors in usage.  This includes problems 

in tense formation, subject-verb agreement, pronoun usage and 
agreement, word choice, and use of proper modifiers. 

 
• may demonstrate an assortment of grammatically incorrect/ 

incomplete sentences and/or incorrect rhetorical modes.  Statements 
may be either incoherent or unintelligible. 

 
• may display errors in mechanics so severe as to detract from the 

meaning of the response. 
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Score Point 1 
 
This writer presents enough bare detail about the boy (on a ladder in a stable looking at a 
spider web) to demonstrate a minimal response to the topic. 
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NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 3



 
Score Point 1 
 
Although this response introduces several ideas, it presents them in a random list with no 
apparent sense of planning.  This lack of planning, along with an assortment of severe errors 
in mechanics, detracts from the meaning of the response, indicating an inadequate command 
of written language. 
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NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 3



                                                                                       
 
Score Point 1 
 
In this brief three-sentence response, the second and third sentences function merely to 
endorse the assertion made in the first sentence [The boy is in the basement on a ladder 
looking at a spider web.]  Although sentence construction, mechanics, and usage are correct, 
the development of the ideas is limited and indicates an inadequate command of written 
language. 
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NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 3
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Score Scale Point 2 
 
The response category indicates a limited command of written language.  The writing samples 
in this category: 
 
 
CONTENT/ 
ORGANIZATION  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
USAGE 
 
 
SENTENCE 
CONSTRUCTION 
 
MECHANICS 
 

• may not have an opening and/or closing.  These responses will exhibit 
an attempt at organization.  In other words, there will be some 
evidence the writer attempted to control the details.  The responses 
relate to the topic, but in some papers, the writer drifts away from the 
primary focus or abruptly shifts focus.  In other papers, there is a 
single focus, but there are few, if any, transitions, making it difficult to 
move from idea to idea.  Details are presented with little, if any, 
elaboration—highlight papers.  

 
• may have numerous problems with usage, but they are not totally out 

of control. 
 
• may demonstrate excessive monotony in syntax and/or rhetorical 

modes.  There may be numerous errors in sentence construction. 
 
• may display numerous severe errors in mechanics. 
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Score Point 2 
 
The writer of this brief response makes some attempt to organize several unelaborated details 
[probable looking for something. But he cant find it. Its way to messy.]  However, the ideas 
are presented simply as brief highlights (or lists) in a series of incomplete sentences, which 
do not detract from the meaning but do demonstrate a limited command of written language. 
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NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 3



 
Score Point 2 
 
This response provides a brief but organized sequence of details describing a boy who is 
bored and lonely.  Although the text provides very little elaboration, the writer does use 
transitions and logical sequencing to move the reader from one idea to the next.  However, 
the sparseness of the details in this response remains at the highlight level and demonstrates a 
limited command of written language. 
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NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 3



  
Score Point 2 
 
In this narrative response, the writer attempts to organize details about the experience of a 
boy and his dog.  The ideas are presented in a logical sequence that is strengthened by the 
writer’s use of a couple of transitions.  Although the text conveys a story, however, the 
details are essentially unelaborated and presented in a repetitively simple sentence structure, 
which prevents this response from achieving a higher score. 
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NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 3



 

36 



Score Scale Point 3 
 
The response category indicates a partial command of written language.  The writing samples 
in this category: 
 
 
CONTENT/ 
ORGANIZATION  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
USAGE 
 
SENTENCE 
CONSTRUCTION 
 
MECHANICS 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• may not have an opening and/or closing.  These responses relate to the 
topic and usually have a single focus.  Some of these papers may drift 
from the focus or abruptly shift focus; however, in these papers, at 
least one of the subjects focused on clearly meets the criteria for a “3.” 
For example, some “3” papers are sparse—they have several details 
with a little elaboration, but they are organized and controlled; some 
“3” papers will ramble somewhat, repeating ideas resulting in a 
lengthy response that would otherwise be sparse; and other “3” papers 
have elaborated ideas and details, but the writing sample is interrupted 
by organizational flaws/lapses or by a lack of transition between ideas 
or between clusters of ideas.   

 
• may display (a) pattern(s) of errors in usage. 
 
• may demonstrate little variety in syntax structure and/or rhetorical 

modes.  There may be errors in sentence construction. 
 
• may display (a) pattern(s) of errors in mechanics. 
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Score Point 3 
 
This organized narrative is focused on one family’s experience with mysterious noises in a 
haunted house.  A clear opening and closing, as well as effective transitions [One day, So, In 
side], contribute to the logical progression of ideas in this story.  Although the writer uses 
varied sentence structures to elaborate on ideas, lapses in the sequence of details create some 
ambiguity.  These lapses, along with the pattern of errors (mechanics), indicate a partial 
command of written language. 
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NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 3



 
Score Point 3 
 
This sparse, but organized, narrative is focused on a boy named Jack and his experience one 
day looking around the attic.  The information is presented in three clusters that introduce the 
boy, describe what he is doing, and explain how he acquires a new pet.  Although elaboration 
of details in this story is limited, the sequence of the ideas is controlled.  This organization as 
well as the occasional use of vivid language [glitering in the sunlight; fascinated] indicate a 
partial command of written language. 
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NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 3



 
Score Point 3 
 
By setting this narrative within the context of cleaning the garage, this writer is able to 
establish a single focus for how John discovers and is able to keep an unusual pet.  The text 
does present some varied sentence structures that help the writer to create a rather detailed 
sequence of ideas.  The writing, however, introduces several problems (the switch from a 
first-person to a third-person narrative, patterns of errors both in mechanics and usage, 
consistent use of familiar and repetitive vocabulary), which indicate a partial rather than an 
adequate command of written language. 
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NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 3
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NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 3



Score Scale Point 4 
 
The response category indicates an adequate command of written language.  The writing 
samples in this category: 
 

 
CONTENT/ 
ORGANIZATION  
  
 
 
 

 
USAGE 
 
 
SENTENCE 
CONSTRUCTION 
 
 
MECHANICS 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
• generally will have an opening and a closing.  These responses relate 

to the topic.  They have a single focus and are organized.  There is 
little, if any, difficulty moving from idea to idea.  Ideas may ramble 
somewhat, and clusters of ideas may be loosely connected; however, 
an overall progression is apparent.  In some papers, development is 
uneven, consisting of elaborated ideas interspersed with bare, 
unelaborated details. 

 
• may display some errors in usage, but no consistent pattern is 

apparent.   
 
• may demonstrate a generally correct sense of syntax.  They avoid 

excessive monotony in syntax and rhetorical modes.  There may be a 
few errors in sentence construction.  

 
• may display some errors in mechanics, but these errors will not 

constitute a consistent pattern, nor do they interfere with the meaning 
of the response. 

 

45 



 
Score Point 4 
 
This narrative response is generally focused on John’s appreciation of the spider.  The story 
of John’s discovery and subsequent sharing of this creature unfolds in a logical progression 
of events.  The writer uses specific details [something silver caught his eye…He saw a spider 
web on his black pirate flag] interspersed with loosely connected ideas to convey John’s 
interest.  In spite of some errors in sentence construction, the writing displays both syntactic 
variety and appropriate use of dialogue, which contributes to the fluency of this response and 
indicates an overall adequate command of written language. 
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NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 3
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NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 3
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Score Point 4 
 
This organized response has a single focus relating to Charlie’s initial loneliness and 
subsequent friendship with the spider Meg.  Although the elaboration of several details is 
uneven, the story has an overall logical sequence of ideas.  The writing begins with a clear 
introduction of Charlie’s problem and an immediate solution.  The plot then expands with the 
introduction a potential new problem (Spicky’ aggression), but the underlying cause of the 
problem and its affect on the ending is not clear.  Although the complexity of the plot 
development is a strength of this response, the uneven development of the ideas indicates 
overall an adequate command of written language. 
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NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 3
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NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 3
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Score Point 4 
 
The narrator’s keen sense of observation provides the focus and unity for this tightly 
organized response.  By proceeding methodically to describe the sequence of thoughts, 
conversation, and actions, the writer effectively controls the progression of ideas, creating 
mystery [something caught my eye] and sustaining the reader’s sense of it [I took one last 
glance at the spider. . .].  The writer’s use of meaningful dialogue as well as varied sentence 
structures contribute to the fluency of this response.  More explicit development of the 
ending and vivid word choice would have yielded this writer a higher score.   
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Score Scale Point 5 
 

this category: 
 

 
CONTENT/ 
ORGANIZATION

  

  
 
 
 

 
USAGE 
 
SENTENCE 
CONSTRUCTION 
 
 
MECHANICS 

 
• have an opening and a closing.  The responses relate to the topic and 

have a single focus.  They are organized and progress logically from 
beginning to end.  The key ideas are developed with appropriate and 
varied details.  Clusters of ideas are strongly connected.  Some writers 
take compositional risks and are, for the most part, successful.  
Although these papers are flawed, they have a sense of completeness 
and unity.  

 
• have few errors in usage.  
 
• demonstrate syntactic and verbal sophistication through an effective 

variety of sentences and/or rhetorical modes.  There are few, if any, 
errors in sentence construction. 

 
• have few errors in mechanics. 
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The response category indicates a strong command of written language. The writing samples in 



 
Score Point 5 
 
This response is focused on a time when Jimmy honors his mom’s request by cleaning the 
attic.  The writing has a single focus that is strengthened by the organization and 
development of key ideas, which flow logically from the beginning to the end of the 
narrative.  The varied sentence structures as well as the contrast of character-appropriate 
language [stuff; junk] with rich word choice [mumbled; eternity] indicate the writer’s verbal 
control in this fluent text.  Although there are a few lapses in mechanics, the use of 
exaggeration [I guess I better start now if I want to finish this year] and humor at the end of 
the story [Now it’s time for the garage] are successful compositional risks that help to unify 
the story and render it complete, demonstrating a strong command of written language. 
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Score Point 5 
 
The dramatic opening of this response enables the writer to use the initial setting to establish 
key information about the two main characters (their excitement, sense of urgency, and 
anticipation of mystery) at the outset of the story.  The writer then proceeds to develop the 
story, effectively interspersing appropriate details of their adventure with meaningful 
dialogue that contributes to the substance of the narrative.  In addition to the vivid language 
[shreiked, creaking, complained] and varied sentence structures, the writer’s use of tone in 
the repeated reference [I wanted a real mystery!] at the end of the story is a sophisticated 
compositional device that contributes to the unity and coherence of the writing.  This 
controlled response demonstrates a strong command of written language. 
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Score Point 5 
 
By contrasting the beauty of the external setting (the spring weather) with the internal setting 
of confinement (being grounded), the writer creates a motivating context for the main 
character to look for an engaging activity: inventing something that would enable him to 
escape his feelings of being trapped.  The response focuses on the development of Jack’s 
motivation throughout [boring house; felt like he was trapped in a dungeon; he could do 
something else; wanted to make a spider cage; finished his work; needed to leave because 
his parents would see he went somewhere].  Sophisticated syntax and vivid word choice 
[fluttering butterflies; annoyed; rusty old hardwood pieces for replacement] contribute to a 
well-developed, complete composition that demonstrates a superior command of written 
language. 
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Page 24

For the open-ended question on the next page,
remember to
• Focus your response on the question asked.
• Answer all parts of the question.
• Give a complete explanation.
• Use specific information from the story.

2   • DAY 1 NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE   •  GRADE 3
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Page 25

If you have time, you may review your work in this section only.

7. When Spider thinks about the spelling bee, he thinks about a
mountain lion, a coyote, and a spider.

• Explain how each one helps Spider.

• Decide which one is most helpful and explain why.

Use information from the story to support your response.

Write your answer on the lines below.

DAY 1 •    2NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE   •  GRADE 3
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Description of the Narrative Reading Item 
and  

Sample Grade 3 Student Responses 
 

The responses selected to illustrate this task were written by third-grade students who took the 
narrative reading section of the May 2003 New Jersey Assessment of Skills and Knowledge    
(NJ ASK).  The responses appear as the students wrote them; no corrections have been made 
other than removing specific names that appear to identify the student or the student’s school 
district.   
 
Samples are included for each score point of New Jersey’s Open-Ended Scoring Rubric (which is 
a 5-point scale).  These sample responses, which are grouped by score point, represent the range 
of approaches that third-grade students take with this reading-based question.  Each score point 
is described in detail, and each response is annotated according to the score point criteria. 
 
Students were provided a story and given 50 minutes to read the narrative and respond to six 
multiple-choice questions and one open-ended question.  Before responding to the open-ended 
question, students were reminded to focus on the question asked, answer all parts of the question, 
give a complete explanation, and use specific information from the reading to support their 
response.  Space was provided to encourage a thoughtful explanation supported by discussion of 
appropriate examples from the text, and students were given substantial latitude in their 
individual responses to the text.   In this way, the test obtains a sample of each student’s ability 
to construct meaning from his or her reading and to use that understanding to analyze key aspects 
of the text.  
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Score Point 0 
 
This response gives no evidence that the student has read the story or understood the task.  
The reference to the mountain lion in the first sentence indicates only that the student may 
have read the title of the story or the open-ended question. 
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Score Point 0 
 
This response provides no information that explicitly connects to the reading passage.  
Although learning about words [what it means and to explain] is related to learning how to 
spell words, neither of these was a challenge for Spider (who has strong spelling skills).  
Therefore, the discussion of words indicates only that the student has read the open-ended 
question. 
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Score Point 0 
 
This response focuses on information that is provided in the title and in the open-ended 
question but does not provide any additional indication that the student has read and 
comprehended the text.  The response would need to include an explanation of what the 
mountain lion helped Spider do to achieve a higher score. 
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Score Point 1 
 
This response contains a vague reference to the text [you need to be queite so you can 
lioson], revealing that the student has read the story.  However, the response does not address 
all parts of the question.  It does not convey why Spider needs to learn to be brave, nor does 
it explain how listening helps Spider face his challenge. 
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Score Point 1 
 
By providing a reference to the text [the spider was brave to fall down off it’s web], this 
response indicates that the student has read the story and understood that the spider is helpful 
to Spider. However, the response has not addressed all parts of the question, nor does it 
explain how the spider’s bravery helps the main character. 
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Score Point 1 
 
This response gives some evidence [his Dad was in Spelling Bee] that the student has read 
the story but has misunderstood the task.  The discussion focuses on the ways in which the 
dad and other family members identify with Spider’s challenge rather than on the creatures 
and advice that inspire Spider. 
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Score Point 2 
 
This response provides some text reference [brave, clever, silent] that explains how each 
creature helps Spider.  The response also attempts to explain which creature helped most.  
However, the explanation does not discuss why being brave is most helpful to the main 
character, which demonstrates a partial understanding of the task. 
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Score Point 2 
 
This response provides some text reference [brave, clever, silent] and implies additional 
story details by identifying concepts in the passage [that’s how he should act on stage].  
However, the student’s understanding is somewhat confused [he made animals to go with it 
(his family’s advice)].  Additionally, the explanation does not address which advice was 
most helpful, nor does it explain why, demonstrating a partial understanding of the task.  
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Score Point 2 
 
This response conveys general understanding with some text reference [not to be afraid; 
think about being clever; listening to his spirits and to be silent].  Additionally, the student 
attempts to explain why the spider’s advice is most helpful [to win he has to be silent on 
stage].  However, the explanation does not address how being silent on stage helps the main 
character, which would have resulted in a higher score for this response. 
 

92 



 

93 

NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 3



 
Score Point 3 
 
This response demonstrates an alternate way to respond to the question by integrating both 
parts of the response in a simple but accurate explanation.  Although text reference is, for the 
most part, implied rather than specific [she was talking to him in her own special way], the 
explanation reveals that the student has synthesized the story and drawn appropriate 
conclusions about the effect of each piece of advice on the main character [Each one helps 
Spider by giving him a little motavation; he should listen to his spirit and he won’t be 
afraid].  
 

94 



 

95 

NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 3



 
Score Point 3 
 
This response provides specific text reference that indicates not only that the student has read 
and synthesized the story, but also that the student has drawn appropriate conclusions about 
the connections between the different kinds of advice.  The explanation [you can think better 
when you are silent.  When you are talking you can’t listen to your spirit] reveals that the 
student understands why Will’s advice is most helpful. Without following Will’s advice, 
Spider would not be able to do what he “thinks the spider tells him.” 
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Score Point 3 
 
Although this response attempts to address both parts of the question separately, the second 
paragraph reveals that the student has synthesized the story and drawn appropriate 
conclusions that address why Spider needs to “concor his fear.”  The explanation (although 
somewhat literal), which focuses on the shortcomings of being clever and silent [if you turn 
your back on the oudeauce it would look weard and if you be scilant people may not hear 
you spell], implies that Spider needs to be brave in order to face the audience at the spelling 
bee. 
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Score Point 4 
 
This response makes relevant and controlled use of the text to discuss how each creature 
helps Spider [brave, clever, silent], to explain how Spider uses each piece of advice [help 
him face his fears; you can think of a good trick. . . Spider’s trick was to turn around so he 
couldn’t see the audicense; be able to keep cool], and to explain why the spider’s advice was 
most helpful [he came in second place].  By providing full details and explanations, the 
student draws appropriate and logical conclusions that link to the text and demonstrate 
synthesis. 
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Score Point 4 
 
This response makes relevant and controlled use of the text to discuss how each creature 
helps Spider [brave, clever, silent], to explain why the advice about being brave is the most 
helpful [gives him the corage he needs; It also tells him that he can do it], and to explain 
why Spider needs to be brave [to be in front of people on stage and spell words].  By 
identifying both courage and confidence as benefits of the mountain lion’s advice, this 
student draws an appropriate and logical conclusion that extends the meaning of the text. 
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Score Point 4 
 
This response makes relevant and controlled use of the text to discuss how each creature 
helps Spider [brave and strong; clever, or smart; silent], to explain why the advice from the 
mountain lion is most helpful [many people get stagefright], and to predict what would have 
happened if Spider had not had the benefit of that advice [without the mountain lion he 
would not have come in 2nd place].  By considering an alternate set of circumstances and 
predicting a different outcome, the student draws an appropriate and logical conclusion that 
extends the meaning of the text. 
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3  • DAY 2

Directions to the Student
Read the poem “The Horn I Scorn” to yourself while I read it aloud to you. Afterwards,
you will do a writing task. The poem may give you ideas for your writing.

NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 4
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My brother has a slide trombone—
He plays it every day.
I’d like to dig a great big hole
And hide the thing away!

His blasts assault my brain cells
Until they’re black and blue!
My eardrums cry in agony
Long after he is through!

As if the horn weren’t bad enough,
More racket fills my head—
The constant whimpers from our dog
Who trembles ‘neath my bed!

Someday I’ll play a tune myself;
Just wait till my turn comes!
I hope that we still share a room
WHEN I TAKE UP THE DRUMS!

DAY 2 •  3NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 4
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3  • DAY 2

Writing Task 2
In “The Horn I Scorn,” the poet Jill Esbaum writes about a problem

that comes from having to share. At one time or another, most of us
have to share something with someone else. Write a composition about
the difficulties of having to share something you value.

In your composition, be sure to

• describe what it is you have to share.

• discuss the problems that come from having to share it.

• explain how you solved the problems.
4LGT-0002*-W02-V20

You may take notes, create a web, or do other prewriting work in the space
provided on pages 29 and 30. Then, write your composition on the lines provided on
pages 31 and 32.

Here is a checklist for you to follow to help you do your best writing. Please
read it silently as I read it aloud to you.

Writer’s Checklist
Remember to

❑ Keep the central idea or topic in mind.

❑ Keep your audience in mind.

❑ Support your ideas with details, explanations, and examples.

❑ State your ideas in a clear sequence.

❑ Include an opening and a closing.

❑ Use a variety of words and vary your sentence structure.

❑ State your opinion or conclusion clearly.

❑ Capitalize, spell, and use punctuation correctly.

❑ Write neatly.

After you write your composition, read what you have written. Use
the checklist to make certain that your writing is the best it can be.

NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 4
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WRITING TASK 2 – PREWRITING SPACE
Use the space below and on page 30 to plan your writing.

DAY 2 •  3NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE   •  GRADE 4
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3  • DAY 2

Remember—your composition must be written on the lines on pages 31
and 32 ONLY.

WRITING TASK 2 – PREWRITING SPACE (continued)
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WRITING TASK 2

DAY 2 •  3NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 4
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Page 32

WRITING TASK 2 (continued)

If you have time, you may review your work in this section only.

3  • DAY 2 NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 4
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Description of the Expository Writing Task 
and  

Sample Grade 4 Student Responses  
 
The responses selected to illustrate this task were written by fourth-grade students who took the 
expository writing section of the March 2005 New Jersey Assessment of Skills and Knowledge 
(NJ ASK).  The responses appear as the students wrote them; no corrections have been made 
other than removing specific names that appear to identify the student or the student’s school 
district.   
 
Samples are included for each score point of New Jersey’s modified Registered Holistic Scoring 
Rubric (a 5-point scale).  These sample responses, which are grouped by score point, represent 
the range of approaches that fourth-grade students take with this writing task.  Each score point 
is described in detail, and each response is annotated according to the score point criteria. 
 
Students listened to a poem that introduced a familiar subject.  Then they read a writing prompt 
and were given 25 minutes to construct a composition based on the topic introduced in the 
prompt.  The writing prompt included suggested ideas that were provided to help students plan 
their writing.  Prewriting/planning was encouraged, and space was provided for this endeavor.  A 
Writer’s Checklist was also provided to encourage students to read, revise, and edit their written 
work.  All students’ writing was considered a first draft in this writing process since students 
were not permitted to confer with others nor to refer to outside resources (dictionary or 
thesaurus) and therefore were unable to rely on the feedback and constructive suggestions that 
result from strategies appropriate for classroom instruction.  In this way, the test obtains a sample 
of each student’s baseline writing ability within the context of consistent standards that ensure 
fairness to all who participate. 
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Score Scale Point 1 
 
The response category indicates an inadequate command of written language. The writing 
samples in this category:  
 
 
CONTENT/ 
ORGANIZATION  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
USAGE 
 

 
 
SENTENCE 
CONSTRUCTION 
 
 
MECHANICS 
 

• may not have an opening and/or closing.  These papers are on topic 
and demonstrate at least a minimal attempt to respond to the topic by 
stating a subject or giving a list of subjects.  Some of the lengthier 
papers are disorganized, making them consistently difficult to follow.  
Others will relate to the topic but will have an uncertain focus. In these 
papers, the reader has to infer what the focus is.  The overriding 
characteristic of these papers is a lack of control with no sense of 
planning.  Details may be random, inappropriate, or barely apparent. 

 
• may display severe/numerous errors in usage.  This includes problems 

in tense formation, subject-verb agreement, pronoun usage and 
agreement, word choice, and use of proper modifiers. 

 
• may demonstrate an assortment of grammatically incorrect/ 

incomplete sentences and/or incorrect rhetorical modes.  Statements 
may be either incoherent or unintelligible. 

 
• may display errors in mechanics so severe as to detract from the 

meaning of the response. 
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Score Point 1 
 
This response consists of a single run-on sentence relating to the sharing of a dirt bike.  
Although the word choice is general and repetitive [he didn’t have one now he got one], the 
response presents enough bare detail to demonstrate a minimal response to the topic.   
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Score Point 1 
 
Although this student introduces several ideas in a sequence [I needed it for my project. So I 
found more books on his animal so I could have my book back], the writing is quite brief and 
the development of ideas is limited, indicating an inadequate command of written language.  
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Score Point 1 
 
Although this response introduces several ideas and orders them in a sequence, the writing 
displays an assortment of severe errors in sentence construction [My mom said share no no 
mom] and mechanics [dig piece; carft cak], which detracts from the meaning and indicates 
an inadequate command of written language. 
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Score Scale Point 2 
 
The response category indicates a limited command of written language.  The writing samples 
in this category: 
 
 
CONTENT/ 
ORGANIZATION  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
USAGE 
 
 
SENTENCE 
CONSTRUCTION 
 
MECHANICS 
 

• may not have an opening and/or closing.  These responses will exhibit 
an attempt at organization.  In other words, there will be some 
evidence the writer attempted to control the details.  The responses 
relate to the topic, but in some papers, the writer drifts away from the 
primary focus or abruptly shifts focus.  In other papers, there is a 
single focus, but there are few, if any, transitions, making it difficult to 
move from idea to idea.  Details are presented with little, if any, 
elaboration—highlight papers.  

 
• may have numerous problems with usage, but they are not totally out 

of control. 
 
• may demonstrate excessive monotony in syntax and/or rhetorical 

modes.  There may be numerous errors in sentence construction. 
 
• may display numerous severe errors in mechanics. 
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Score Point 2 
 
In this brief response, the writer focuses on what happens when she is forced to share candy 
with her older sister and brother.  Although the student introduces one bit of confusion [be 
nice to me, or mabie later], the sequence overall is clear.  However, the details are limited, 
and the key ideas are presented as unelaborated highlights, indicating a limited command of 
written language. 
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Score Point 2 
 
Although this response begins with a personal narrative about sharing a room at the shore, 
the writing shifts to a discussion focused on the burden of having to share everything.  The 
student attempts some organization with a brief closing, but the body of the response is a list 
of details (highlights) that become less connected as the writing continues [he takes my 
covers my Mom said, “I have to share my money with him.”  When his bike is broken].  The 
shift in focus, use of highlights, and monotonous sentence structure indicate a limited 
command of written language. 
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133 



  
Score Point 2 
 
This response, which is focused on sharing a Playstation, draws its organization from the 
structure of the prompt.  Each paragraph addresses one of the three parts of the prompt, but 
the details are undeveloped, and the language becomes repetitive as the writer attempts to 
expand the ideas [Another problem is we always argue, my sister always finds something to 
argue about with it].  The lack of elaboration and several errors in sentence construction 
(e.g., comma splices) demonstrate a limited command of written language. 
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Score Scale Point 3 
 
The response category indicates a partial command of written language.  The writing samples 
in this category: 

 
CONTENT/ 
ORGANIZATION
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
USAGE 
 
SENTENCE 
CONSTRUCTION 
 
MECHANICS 

 
• may not have an opening and/or closing.  These responses relate to 

the topic and usually have a single focus.  Some of these papers may 
drift from the focus or abruptly shift focus; however, in these papers, 
at least one of the subjects focused on clearly meets the criteria for a 
“3.” For example, some “3” papers are sparse—they have several 
details with a little elaboration, but they are organized and 
controlled; some “3” papers will ramble somewhat, repeating ideas 
resulting in a lengthy response that would otherwise be sparse; and 
other “3” papers have elaborated ideas and details, but the writing 
sample is interrupted by organizational flaws/lapses or by a lack of 
transition between ideas or between clusters of ideas.   

 
• may display (a) pattern(s) of errors in usage. 
 
• may demonstrate little variety in syntax structure and/or rhetorical 

modes.  There may be errors in sentence construction. 
 
• may display (a) pattern(s) of errors in mechanics. 
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Score Point 3 
 
This response is focused on the sharing of a bedroom with an older sister for a brief period of 
time.  The organization of ideas adheres to the structure of the prompt, which compensates 
for the writer’s sparing use of transitions.  Some details are given a little elaboration [I had to 
share because I had the biggest room besides my mom and dad’s room], but the sentence 
structure displays little syntactical variety [We had to share a bunk bed and she got the top.  
She used to move around all the time and the bed would shake and squeak], and the writing 
overall displays a partial command of written language. 
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Score Point 3 
 
This response provides a personal narrative focused on the time the narrator had to share a 
day and a donut with a cousin.  Although the writer uses transitions to connect ideas [When 
my cousin came], the word choice is simple and results in repetitive language [when I was 
breaking the donut she said she wanted to break the donut because I might break myself the 
big piece] that interferes with the progression of ideas.  In addition, the summary at the end 
introduces the idea that the entire narrative was a dream, an idea that is abrupt and 
inconsistent with the response generally.  This lapse in organization indicates a partial 
command of written language. 
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Score Point 3 
 
This response is focused on having to share the computer with an older sister.  Although the 
student provides a clear opening and develops an organized response with a lively voice, the 
key ideas adhere to the structure of the prompt and are only minimally elaborated [The 
problem is that my older sister Farzeen, is alway on the computer and never gives me a 
chance.  She’s usually talking to her friends, playing games, etc.], and the writing ends 
without a clear closing [First I go on, then Farzeen, I go on, Farzeen and, so on].  In spite of 
the generally controlled and varied sentence structures, the writing lacks the development 
needed to achieve a higher score. 
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Score Scale Point 4 
 
The response category indicates an adequate command of written language.  The writing 
samples in this category: 
 

 
CONTENT/ 
ORGANIZATION

  

  
 
 
 

 
USAGE 
 
 
SENTENCE 
CONSTRUCTION 
 
 
MECHANICS 
  

 
• generally will have an opening and a closing.  These responses relate 

to the topic.  They have a single focus and are organized.  There is 
little, if any, difficulty moving from idea to idea.  Ideas may ramble 
somewhat, and clusters of ideas may be loosely connected; however, 
an overall progression is apparent.  In some papers, development is 
uneven, consisting of elaborated ideas interspersed with bare, 
unelaborated details. 

 
• may display some errors in usage, but no consistent pattern is 

apparent.   
 
• may demonstrate a generally correct sense of syntax.  They avoid 

excessive monotony in syntax and rhetorical modes.  There may be a 
few errors in sentence construction.  

 
• may display some errors in mechanics, but these errors will not 

constitute a consistent pattern, nor do they interfere with the meaning 
of the response. 
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Score Point 4 
 
This student provides a personal narrative that begins with a strong opening and ends with a 
continued focus on improved reciprocal sharing of toys.  Although ideas progress logically, 
there is not a lot of elaboration, and dialogue is essential to convey necessary details [Once, 
when Michael was watching TV I asked, “Can I use some of your action figures?”  He 
replied, “No.”  That was it!].  Development of the writing overall is somewhat uneven, 
thinning toward the end of the composition [Well, not everything is perfect].  With more even 
development and increased elaboration, this response would have achieved a higher score.  
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Score Point 4 
 
This response has a single focus relating to the problem of sharing cookies with Anthony.  
The writing, which draws its structure from the three parts of the prompt, is organized with a 
clear opening and a logical progression of ideas that culminates in a fully developed closing.  
The details, which are elaborated, contribute meaningfully to the text, and the writing is 
weakened only by sentence structures that are awkward [I started getting annoud by my 
brother that I just don’t want to do anything else for him] or repetitive [He doesn’t help me 
make them.  Anthony wouldn’t stop comanding me to make the cookies.  He wouldn’t leave 
me some].  Stronger control of the language would have resulted in a higher score. 
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Score Point 4 
 
This response begins with an engaging opening that introduces the single focus of the 
response: an incident with sister Molly who wanted to use the narrator’s cherished toy.  
Simple transitions [One time, Then, The next day] help move the reader through the 
narrative, and the dialogue helps to convey the tension between the two siblings [“No, 
Molly,” I said. “It’s brand new.”  “I want to play with it now,” Molly insisted].   Vivid 
details developed with precise vocabulary [whined, in a stern voice, slammed] contribute to 
the fluency of the story, which ends abruptly with a rather weak conclusion [On a scale of 

evenly developed ending would have resulted in a higher score. 
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1-10 I’d rate Molly’s driving zero].  Greater variety in sentence structures and a more 
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Score Scale Point 5 
 

this category: 
 

 
CONTENT/ 
ORGANIZATION

  

  
 
 
 

 
USAGE 
 
SENTENCE 
CONSTRUCTION 
 
 
MECHANICS 

 
• have an opening and a closing.  The responses relate to the topic and 

have a single focus.  They are organized and progress logically from 
beginning to end.  The key ideas are developed with appropriate and 
varied details.  Clusters of ideas are strongly connected.  Some writers 
take compositional risks and are, for the most part, successful.  
Although these papers are flawed, they have a sense of completeness 
and unity.  

 
• have few errors in usage.  
 
• demonstrate syntactic and verbal sophistication through an effective 

variety of sentences and/or rhetorical modes.  There are few, if any, 
errors in sentence construction. 

 
• have few errors in mechanics. 

159 

The response category indicates a strong command of written language The writing samples in .



 
Score Point 5 
 
This response, tightly focused on the problems of having to share a little brother, 
demonstrates a strong command of written language.  Key ideas are developed and progress 
in a logical sequence [I despise seeing him in the arms of friends, unless I let them.  Once I 
caught him in the lap of our eight-year old neighbor, Angelo], fostering a sense of unity and 
coherence in the writing.  Varied sentence structures contribute to the fluency of the response 
[Still, all I truely want is for him to be happy, so I only do something if he’s in danger, or if 
he’s annoyed.  It’s just the way I am], which is further enhanced by the use of sophisticated 
words and phrases [both the best brothers anyone could ask for, despise, As quick as a flash, 
I snatched him back]. 
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Score Point 5 
 
A lively opening immediately engages the reader in this strongly written response [“Noooo! 
I’m not sharring my room! with some babby person!”].  Focused on the problem of a new 
sibling, the writing achieves a sense of unity and coherence by returning more than once to 
the idea of sharing a room and a mom.  The writer establishes a tone at the beginning [mom 
moved her into my room, (not my brothers room but mine)] that is maintained throughout the 
response [So we tried to settle our differences (well I tried to settle her differences!); The 
moral of the story is. . .].  This humorous approach to the subject represents a successful 
compositional risk and indicates a strong command of written language. 
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Score Point 5 
 
This well-focused response demonstrates a strong command of written language.  Key ideas 
are evenly developed and progress in a fluent, planned, and logical sequence [I was amazed 
when I got the right shell and recieved the big dog!  My brother was so mad because he 
wanted it.  So, he tried, and tried five times but still didn’t get it.  He threw a fit].  Varied and 
complex sentence structures contribute to the coherence of the response [Everyone was mad 
except for me.  I was so excited that I won the dog on my first try.  But, my brother on the 
other hand cried all the way home].  The writer’s controlled development of meaningful 
details builds a strong personal narrative of sibling rivalry that has a sense of unity, 
completeness, and sophistication.  
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GRADE 4 SAMPLE READING TASK 
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Page 40

4  • DAY 2

For the open-ended question on the next page,
remember to
• Focus your response on the question asked.
• Answer all parts of the question.
• Give a complete explanation.
• Use specific information from the article.
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Page 41

14. Explain the reasons for using lightweight paper for this experiment.
Use information from the article to support your response.

Write your answer on the lines below.
4LA4-013O-E09

DAY 2 •  4

If you have time, you may review your work in this section only.
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GRADE 4 STUDENT RESPONSES TO THE READING ITEM

175 



Description of the Everyday Text Reading Task 
and  

Sample Grade 4 Student Responses 
 

The responses selected to illustrate this task were written by fourth-grade students who read the 
everyday text in the reading section of the March 2004 New Jersey Assessment of Skills and 
Knowledge (NJ ASK).  The responses appear as the students wrote them; no corrections have 
been made other than removing specific names that appear to identify the student or the student’s 
school district.   
 
Samples are included for each score point of New Jersey’s Open-Ended Scoring Rubric (which is 
a 5-point scale).  These sample responses, which are grouped by score point, represent the range 
of approaches that fourth-grade students take with this reading-based question.  Each score point 
is described in detail, and each response is annotated according to the score point criteria. 
 
Students were provided a reading passage and given 25 minutes to read the passage and respond 
to six multiple-choice questions and one open-ended question.  Before responding to the open-
ended question, students were reminded to focus on the question asked, answer all parts of the 
question, give a complete explanation, and use specific information from the reading to support 
their response.  Space was provided to encourage a thoughtful explanation supported by 
discussion of appropriate examples from the text, and students were given substantial latitude in 
their individual responses to the text.   In this way, the test obtains a sample of each student’s 
ability to construct meaning from his or her reading and to use that understanding to analyze key 
aspects of the text.  
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Score Point 0 
 
This response gives no evidence that the student has read the story or understood the task.  
The reference to “lit paper” in the first line indicates only that the student has responded to 
the words provided in the open-ended question. 
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Score Point 0 
 
This response provides no information that explicitly connects to the reading passage or to 
the purpose of the experiment.  Although the student attempts to offer a reason for using 
lightweight paper [that you can see trlo], the information is irrelevant to the activity; and the 
discussion indicates only that the student has read the question. 
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Score Point 0 
 
This response demonstrates a complete misinterpretation of the task.  Although the student 
provides a clear and lengthy response, the response does not address the reason for using 
lightweight paper but focuses instead on the personal benefits [have fun] and the student’s 
plan for sharing [show it to my classmates].  These ideas indicate only that the student has 
read the question. 
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Score Point 1 
 
This response demonstrates minimal understanding of the task.  The response provides a 
vague reference to the text [The paper was folded into a cone. . . the balloon was placed in 
it], indicating that the student read the article, but the explanation simply describes what to 
do with the paper and does not explain the reason for using paper that is lightweight. 
 

184



 
 

 

185

NJ ASK RELEASED SAMPLE  •  GRADE 4



 
Score Point 1 
 
With the inclusion of the last line [will not be able to move], the response indicates that the 
student has read the article and grasped to a certain extent the reason for using lightweight 
paper.  However, the text reference is limited and the explanation [I(t) will be destroyed] too 
vague to convey anything but a minimal understanding of the task. 
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Score Point 1 
 
This response demonstrates minimal understanding of the task.  The student presents two 
simple reasons for using lightweight paper in the activity [A lightweight paper would go 
faster.  It would also make it easyor to use the thumbtack], but the information is vague 
because the explanation does not make it clear how the paper or the thumbtack function in 
the experiment. 
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Score Point 2 
 
The student provides several text-based reasons for using lightweight paper [so it does not 
slow the rocket down; so you can poke the thumtack through the paper; you can fold it 
better; you can cut it better]  but does not provide an explanation of how these reasons affect 
the outcome of the activity.  Without further explanation, this response is general and 
demonstrates a partial understanding of the task.   
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Score Point 2 
 
This response demonstrates a partial understanding of the task.  The student provides some 
text reference to explain the reasons for using lightweight paper [it would be hard to cut.  It 
would also be hard to put the thumbtack through the paper].  However, the information is 
only general because the explanation does not make clear why heavy paper would make “the 
balloon come down” or how the paper functions in the activity. 
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Score Point 2 
 
This student presents some general information from the text to explain the reasons for using 
lightweight paper [because lightweight paper is lighter, so the rocket balloon will go faster] 
and attempts a conclusion [for example, constuction paper is too heavy.  So the rocket balloon 
would go slower.  The more weight the slower the rocket balloon goes].  However, the 
response does not make clear how the paper functions in the activity.  Therefore, the response 
displays a partial understanding of the task. 
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Score Point 3 
 
This response demonstrates that the student has synthesized the text and understood the task.  
The student makes use of relevant information from the article to explain the reasons for 
using lightweight paper [if you used heavier paper, the rocket would slow down; Another 
reason for using lightweight paper. . . is so the rocket can ride quickly down the string; if you 
use heavyweight paper, you would (not) be able to cut it well].  However, the details are 
simple and merely imply how the paper functions in the activity.  
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Score Point 3 
 
This response demonstrates an understanding of the task.  The student explains the reason for 
using lightweight paper (if you had a heavyweight paper it would weigh so much the rocket 
would not go anywhere even if the baloon was blown up.  The baloon would stay there and 
deflate] and includes some relevant information from the article that helps imply the function 
of the paper [The lightweight paper would make the rocket shoot along the string].  
However, the explanation, although accurate, is simple and lacks the details and elaboration 
needed for a higher score. 
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Score Point 3 
 
This student provides a reason for using lightweight paper for the activity [the rocket may not 
move if the paper is heavy] and provides a simple but accurate conclusion using information 
from the article as support [the balloon will have to use more air to push and it may not have 
enogh air to move the paper.  If the balloon does have enogh air to move the heavy paper it 
will not move very far or fast because the paper will not move easilly].  Although accurate, 
the response does not provide the details needed to explain how the paper functions in the 
activity. 
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Score Point 4 
 
This response clearly demonstrates that the student has synthesized the text and understood 
the task.  The student provides appropriate and elaborated reasons for using lightweight 
paper [if the paper is heavy then when the rocket is flying the paper will drag down the 
balloon. . . it will not fly straight; if I have to fold the paper that many times and then have to 
cut it, it will be to thick and hard for me to cut].  The details used to develop the explanations 
are accurate and display a controlled use of relevant text to draw logical conclusions.  
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Score Point 4 
 
This response provides an appropriate and elaborated reason for using lightweight paper for 
the activity [You would use lightwieght paper because it is lighter than other papers.  Also if 
you used heavier paper it would weigh the rocket down].  The student then makes relevant 
and controlled use of the text to illustrate the effect of the paper on the activity [If the rocket 
is wieghed down it will move slower.  When it moves slower the balloon starts to run out of 
air and will not be able to make it down the string].  By predicting the effect of heavyweight 
paper, the student draws an appropriate and logical conclusion that extends the meaning of 
the text. 
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Score Point 4 
 
This very complete response demonstrates that the student has synthesized the passage and 
has a very clear understanding of the task.  The student makes relevant and controlled use of 
text to explain the reason for using lightweight paper [if you use lightweight paper. . . you 
will probably find that it goes all the way down the string] and to predict the effect of 
heavyweight paper [The heavy paper ways the rocket down].  The student then provides 
specific details to explain why the heavier paper would produce a different outcome and 
draws an appropriate and logical conclusion [Scince the heavy paper needs more air to push 
it, the air runs out befor the rocket hits the end of the string]. 
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609-984-0905. 
 

 
For questions pertaining to Language Arts Literacy, please e-mail: Roseanne Hiatt Harris, 
Language Arts Literacy coordinator at roseanne.harris@doe.state.nj.us 
 

 

To order additional copies, contact the Office of Publication and Distribution Services at 

This document is available on the department’s web site: 
http://www.nj.gov/njded/assessment/es/ 
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