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Today’s Next Generation Tests
“To be college and career ready, students must now read across a broad range of highquality texts from diverse cultures and times in history.”
—Delia E. Racines, Ph. D.
Education is currently undergoing a dramatic shift when it comes to the ways we measure
and assess for learning. Educational standards across the nation are designed to provide
clear and meaningful goals for our students. These standards serve as a frame of reference
for educators, parents, and students and are most critical when decisions must be made
about curriculum, textbooks, assessments, and other aspects of instructional programs
(Conley 2014). Part of the disconnect with standards in the recent past has been the vast
differences and lack of consistency in expectations that became a major concern for the
quality of education students were receiving across the country (Conley 2014; Wiley and
Wright 2004).
Standards in education in the United States are not a new concept. However, the role of
educational standards has recently shifted to not only ensure that all students have access
to equitable education no matter where they live, but also to ensure a more consistent
national expectation for what all students should know to be successful in a rapidly
changing economy and society (Kornhaber, Griffith, and Tyler 2014).
Scales, scores, and assessments are absolutely necessary to ascertain the current status of
students. This kind of data is vital for teachers to understand what is missing and what the
next steps should be. The real question about assessment isn’t whether we should assess
but rather what kinds of assessments should be used. Along with the current shift to more
consistent and rigorous standards, states now measure student progress with assessments
that require higher-order thinking skills necessary for preparation for college and/or
careers.
So, what is this new yardstick that is being used? How is it better than yardsticks of the
past? And how do we best prepare students to be measured with this yardstick in a way
that tells the whole story? The next generation tests intend to provide results that are
comparable across all states and will use more performance-based tasks as well as
technology-enhanced items. This is very different in comparison to the standardized
testing that teachers, students, and parents are used to (National Governors Association
Center for Best Practices 2010; Rothman 2013).
The following descriptions serve as explanations of how the three most prominent nextgeneration tests are different from assessments of the past.

Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for
College and Careers (PARCC)
The PARCC assessment is a common set of computer-based, K–12 assessments in English
language arts and mathematics. These assessments replace previous state tests in grades 3–

11 used to meet the requirements of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act
(PARCC 2013). The most significant difference in the PARCC tests is the use of
performance tasks that ask students to apply their knowledge to solve extended problems
rather than simply regurgitate answers (Rothman 2013).
PARCC consists of four assessments a year. The two optional assessments include
diagnostic assessments (in reading, writing, and mathematics) that may be administered at
the beginning of each school year and as mid-year assessments to help predict students’
likely end-of-year performances.
The two required summative assessments consist of a performance task and an end-ofyear test for each grade. Previously, in English language arts, many states did not assess
writing and few assessed critical-thinking skills. The PARCC assessment does both. The
performance-based assessment is in English language arts and mathematics and includes
asking students to analyze literature as well as narrative writing tasks. Students also take
the end-of-year assessments in English language arts and mathematics. The results of the
two tests are combined to determine the summative assessment score (PARCC 2013).
Lastly, a separate speaking and listening component is required and can be administered
anytime during the academic year. The results of the speaking and listening component are
not be combined with the other assessments to determine students’ summative assessment
scores.

Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC)
The SBAC is also developing summative assessments in English language arts and
mathematics. Their assessments have two major components: performance tasks and an
end-of-the-year computer adaptive test. Computer adaptive tests mean that questions are
adjusted based on students’ previous responses. These two major components are
administered during the last 12 weeks of the school year (SBAC 2014). The computer
adaptive test feature, which is the biggest difference from the PARCC, is intended to
enable administrators and teachers to use results within weeks to more efficiently and

quickly identify students’ ability levels in an effort to differentiate instruction. The SBAC
assessments go beyond multiple-choice tests to include short constructed responses,
extended constructed responses, and performance tasks. These allow students to complete
in-depth projects that demonstrate both analytical skills and real-world problem solving
(SBAC 2014). Performance tasks are online in reading, writing, and mathematics and may
also be administered as part of the optional interim assessments throughout the year.
Results will be available within weeks after a student completes a performance task.

State of Texas Assessment of Academic Readiness
(STAAR®)
The STAAR® replaced the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS). It was
developed and adopted by the Texas School Board of Education within the Texas
Education Agency. This assessment focuses on readiness for college and/or careers with
test questions that focus on rigor and critical analysis.
For elementary school and middle school, the tests cover the same subjects and grades as
the previous state testing program, the TAKS. The most significant differences between
the TAKS and the STAAR® are apparent at the high school level with 12 end-of-course
assessments that focus on fewer skills in a deeper manner and replace previous gradespecific tests (Texas Education Agency 2014). The STAAR® assesses the Texas Essential
Knowledge and Skills. However, there are a greater number of items with higher cognitive
demands. In writing, students are required to write two essays instead of one.

Categories of Questions
In order for students today to be better prepared for college and/or careers, they must be
able to read widely and deeply across a range of informational and literary texts (National
Governors Association Center for Best Practices 2010). In today’s standards, there are
often three categories of reading standards. On assessments, these categories are
represented by three categories of questions. The questions include new terminology that
defines specific skills and understandings that all students must demonstrate. Note: See
Appendix B (pages 100–103) for how these categories are represented in each practice
exercise in this book.
Overall, today’s college and career readiness reading standards depict the picture of what
students should be able to exhibit with increasing proficiency and on a regular basis. To be
college and career ready, students must now read across a broad range of high-quality
texts from diverse cultures and times in history. The reading standards emphasize the
skills necessary to critically read and continuously make connections among ideas and
texts. Students also learn to distinguish poor reasoning as well as ambiguities in texts. The
following explanation of the terms related to each of the three reading categories will
better prepare educators and parents for today’s tests.

Key Ideas and Details
This category stresses the importance of understanding specific information in various
texts. Overall, students must be able to identify specific details and then gain deeper
meaning from what is read. Specifically, this category requires students to be able to do
the following things.
Students should be able to…

To show how they know this, students
must…

read text closely to really understand what
it says.

identify specific details from the text.

make conclusions based on what they
identify from a text.

say or write specific details to support
their conclusions.

determine the main idea or theme from a
text and analyze its development.

identify and summarize key supporting
details that support the theme or main
idea.

figure out how and why individuals,
events, or ideas develop and interact over
the course of a text.

explain details about how characters
and/or the story develop at different times
throughout the text from the beginning to

the end.

Craft and Structure
This category stresses the importance of being able to identify patterns of various text
structures to more easily synthesize and summarize information. Physical text structures
(captions, pictures, diagrams, italicized print, bold print, etc.) are purposely used in texts
to organize different types of information. This is true for both fiction and nonfiction texts.
Specifically, this category requires students to be able to do the following things.
Students should be able to…

To show how they know this, students
must…

interpret words and phrases as they are
used in technical, connotative, or
figurative texts.

explain the purposes of different types of
texts and distinguish what kinds of words
or phrases are used in each type.

analyze how specific word choices shape
meaning or tone.

identify and explain why certain words
are used and how different words alter the
feelings readers experience from texts.

analyze the parts or structures of a text.

identify the names and purposes of each
different structure within a text.

explain the relationships between parts or
structures within a text.

explain how sentences, paragraphs, and
larger portions of texts relate to one
another and the whole text.

figure out how point of view shapes the
content and style of a text.

explain how different perspectives could
change the meaning of a text.

figure out how purpose changes the
content and style of a text.

explain how different purposes could alter
the meaning of a text.

Integration of Knowledge and Ideas
This category stresses the importance of being able to understand the main idea of texts
and analyze details presented in various formats. Students should then be able to draw
conclusions based on the text, interpret the purpose and structure of texts, and apply the
meaning across other texts and knowledge. In general, students should compare and
contrast texts and ultimately increase comprehensibility of more complex texts.
Specifically, this category requires students to be able to do the following things.
To show how they know this, students

Students should be able to…

must…

evaluate content presented in various
formats (e.g., in writing, visually, via
media, and numerically).

describe what they understand about the
content through various formats.

integrate or put together cross-curricular
content that is presented in different
formats.

explain how ideas presented in various
formats are related to one another.

outline what the argument is in a text.

identify specific claims in a text that
include how valid the reasoning is in the
argument, how relevant the reasoning is to
the argument, and whether there is enough
evidence to support the argument.

analyze how two or more texts address
similar themes or topics to build
knowledge or to compare the approaches
the authors take.

identify themes of multiple texts and then
describe similarities and differences
between the texts.

compare the approaches different authors
take.

identify the approaches different authors
take and then describe similarities and
differences between them.

Making It Meaningful
The section has been included to make this book’s test practice more meaningful. The
purpose of this section is to provide sample guiding questions framed around a specific
practice exercise. This will serve as a meaningful and real-life application of the test
practice. Each of the guiding questions serves as a thinking prompt to ensure that the three
categories of the reading standards have been considered. The guiding questions may be
used with students as a teacher-led think aloud or to individually assess how students are
approaching and understanding complex texts. The framework used in this model serves
as a template for how to approach other fiction and nonfiction texts. The template supports
educators in preparing students for today’s tests and helps make meaning of the reading
standards to ultimately ensure that the learning becomes more meaningful for all students.

Name:
________________________________
________________________________

Date:

Northwest Adventure
Directions: Read this text and respond to the questions on pages 14–16.
1

Dear Tasha,

2

We have been having a great time on our trip. The weather is beautiful. It’s too
cold up here to go swimming much, but we’ve been out on boats a lot.

3

We’re on Vancouver Island, which is part of British Columbia, in Canada. The
part of Vancouver I like best is on the Pacific coast. There are a lot of First Nation
people living here. That’s what Canadians call the people who were living here
before the Europeans came. In the United States, we call the people who came
before us American Indians or First Americans.

4

The First Nation people here are the Tla-o-qui-aht. They are part of a group of
tribes called the Nuu-chah-nulth. The Nuu-chah-nulth are people who speak
similar languages. They live all along the west coast of Vancouver Island and the
northern part of the state of Washington.

5

Today we went out in a traditional dugout canoe made by the Tla-o-qui-aht. They
made it from a single cedar log that had fallen in the forest. It’s the same type of
canoe their people used to use to go whale hunting out on the ocean. The Tla-oqui-aht don’t go whale hunting anymore, and we didn’t go out on the ocean. I was
kind of glad about that, because the canoe was only about ten feet long

6

All the Nuu-chah-nulth people lived in longhouses made of cedar planks They ate
fish, especially salmon. They hunted whales, too They tended patches of berry
bushes and nut trees Each group in the tribe had its own living area When they
came together in the fall, each family had a ceremony called a potlatch

7

At a potlatch, you would give away everything you owned! The more a family
gave away, the wealthier it seemed So hosts wanted to be generous Soon, there
would be another potlatch. Another family would give away everything they
owned This way everyone ended up with a little bit of everything.

8

I hope you can come up here someday and see this place.

9

Love, Aunt Monique

10 Love, Aunt Monique

Directions: Fill in the bubble of each correct answer choice.
1. What does the word traditional mean as it is used in the passage?
created with new technology
based on holidays
based on ideas from previous generations
used over and over
2. Which sentence best helps the reader to understand the meaning of traditional?
“It’s the same type of canoe their people used to use to go whale hunting out
on the ocean.”
“I was kind of glad about that, because the canoe was only about ten feet
long.”
“The Tla-o-qui-aht don’t go whale hunting anymore, and we didn’t go out on
the ocean.”
“They ate fish, especially salmon.”
3. Which sentence from the text shows that the Tla-o-qui-aht people are American
Indians?
“All the Nuu-chah-nulth people lived in longhouses made of cedar planks.”
“At a potlatch, you would give away everything you owned!”
“The Nuu-chah-nulth are people who speak similar languages.”
“They are part of a group of tribes called the Nuu-chah-nulth.”

4. Which sentence best completes this diagram?
The family members feel very unhappy after giving away all their
possessions.
The family members’ wealth is based upon how much they give away.
The family members will then have to live with other families.
The family members will borrow items from others at the potlatch.
5. What can the reader conclude about how Aunt Monique feels about the trip?
She is sad that it’s too cold to go swimming.
She is having a great time in the Northwest.
She wants to come home as soon as possible.
She is nervous about trying new things.
6. Which part of the letter best helps readers to visualize what life was like for the
Nuu-chah-nulth people?
the photograph
paragraph 1
paragraph 4
paragraph 6
Directions: Answer the questions.
7. Underline the sentences in the letter that provide evidence to support the idea that
the Nuu-chah-nulth people lived off the land.
8. What does Tasha learn about the Tla-o-qui-aht people’s attitude toward possessions
from her aunt’s letter? Write details from the letter to support your answer.

Name:
________________________________
________________________________

Date:

Thomas Paine, Writer
Directions: Read this text and respond to the questions on pages 18–21.

1

Thomas Paine wasn’t much of a soldier. He never led an army. He didn’t work as
a leader in government. Yet, he may have done more than anyone else to win the
Revolutionary War against Great Britain. How? He did it with words.

2

Paine was born in Thetford, England, in 1737. As a child, he had little education.
At an early age he went to work making clothes. He didn’t like it, so he tried
other jobs. For a short while, he worked as a sailor, a preacher, and a
schoolteacher. Then he got a job with the government collecting taxes on
imported goods. When he was in his thirties, he got interested in politics. He
wrote a small pamphlet about the problems of tax collectors.

3

In 1772, Paine met Benjamin Franklin in London. Franklin was already a
successful printer. He was also a well-known author and scientist. He was

impressed with Paine. He convinced him to move to the American colonies.
Paine landed in Philadelphia in 1774. He got there just as the movement for
independence was growing. With Franklin’s help, Paine got a job as the editor of
Pennsylvania Magazine.
4

In April 1775, colonists and British troops fought for the first time. It happened in
the towns of Lexington and Concord, Massachusetts. Yet, many colonists still
hoped that their troubles with England could be solved without war. Paine
thought differently. In January 1776, he published a pamphlet called Common
Sense in which he gave the reasons why the colonies should break free from
Great Britain.

5

Paine wrote in a plain, direct style. He spoke to the common people in words they
could understand. Common Sense was a huge hit. People bought more than
100,000 copies. The little pamphlet turned the tide for independence.

6

Paine kept writing. During the war, his words gave hope to tired soldiers. After
independence was won, Paine moved back to England. He tried to make changes
there. Then he took part in the French Revolution.

7

Thomas Paine died in New York in 1809. At that time, he was penniless and
almost forgotten. Yet, his pamphlets are still read today. He is the man whose
words helped to win a revolution.

Directions: Fill in the bubble of each correct answer choice.
1. Based on the text, who was Thomas Paine?
He collected taxes on imported goods for the government.
He worked alongside Benjamin Franklin as a printer in England.
He was a great soldier who led other troops during war.
He was a writer who influenced others with his words.

2. Which sentence(s) from the text best supports the answer to number 1?
“Common Sense was a huge hit. People bought more than 100,000 copies.”
“He spoke to the common people in words they could understand.”
“At that time, he was penniless and almost forgotten.”
“For a short while, he worked as a sailor, a preacher, and a schoolteacher.”
3. Read this sentence from paragraph 5: “The little pamphlet turned the tide for
independence.” What does the phrase turned the tide mean?
The people of England liked reading the pamphlet.
The tide of the ocean went back out to sea and the water wasn’t a threat.
The people who read it saw how they could be free from Great Britain.
Thomas Paine needed to make more copies because everyone was reading it.
4. Why is the illustration included at the end of the selection?
to show how Thomas Paine was able to write so small
to provide details on how to keep peace during war time
to allow the reader to read the Common Sense pamphlet
to show the reader what Common Sense looked like
5. Which event in the story paves the way for Thomas Paine to become a writer?
With Franklin’s help, he became the editor of Pennsylvania Magazine.
Colonists hoped their issue with England could be solved without war.
He moved to England where he became a part of the French Revolution.
While working for the government he got an idea to write about tax
collectors.
6. Which meaning of pamphlet is used in paragraph 2?
meaning 1
meaning 2
meaning 3
meaning 4

Directions: Answer the questions.
7. Number the events from the passage in the order in which they happened in
Thomas Paine’s life.
_____ With Franklin’s help he got a job as the editor of Pennsylvania Magazine.
_____ Thomas Paine took part in the French Revolution.
_____ He worked as a sailor, a preacher, and a schoolteacher.
_____ In January 1776, he published a pamphlet called Common Sense.
_____ He moved back to England and tried to make changes there.
8. What conclusion can be drawn about Thomas Paine being a successful writer?
Include evidence from the article to support your answer.

Name:
________________________________
________________________________

Date:

Monsters of the Deep
Directions: Read this text and respond to the questions on pages 24–26.
1

Is there anything in the ocean more delicate than a jellyfish? These floating sea
animals gracefully rise and fall as they move through the water. They shimmer
with see-through colors. But jellyfish have a dark side. And it is more than the
ability to sting swimmers.

2

Jellyfish populations are rising. Scientists call these events “blooms.” Lisa-ann
Gershwin is a researcher. She works at Australia’s Center for Marine and
Atmospheric Research in Hobart, Tasmania. She told TIME For Kids that recent
blooms have scientists worried about the health of the world’s oceans.

3

Jellyfish have been in the seas for more than 500 million years. Blooms are part
of their life cycle. But jellyfish are a lot like weeds. When environments are
damaged, they take over, thriving in areas harmed by overfishing, pollution, and
rising water temperatures. And the number of blooms is growing.

Stranger Than Science Fiction
4

Gershwin wrote the book Stung! In it she tells how human actions have impacted
jellyfish. She gives examples of the problems these creatures can cause for
marine life and humans. Blooms have clogged the seawater cooling systems of
nuclear power plants in Japan, India, and the Philippines. Jellyfish once brought
the aircraft carrier USS Ronald Reagan to a standstill. They clogged the ship’s
cooling system.

5

One type of jellyfish can eat 10 times its own weight each day. It has nearly
wiped out the fish population in the Black Sea. The jellyfish gobbled the tiniest
fish in the food chain and caused other predators to starve. Everything from tiny
anchovies to giant sturgeons was affected. Jellyfish also kill hundreds of
thousands of salmon that are being raised in fish farms.

6

How do the jellyfish cause so much trouble? Their power lies in their numbers.
Half a billion giant jellyfish drift through the Sea of Japan each day. The crew of
one fishing boat was unlucky enough to catch a net full of the monsters. The
massive pile of jellyfish made their boat capsize and sink! Gershwin says that in
many cases, reports of jellyfish attacks are “stranger than science fiction, and yet
they are true.”

The Future of the Oceans

7

Scientists fear that as environmental damage to the oceans continues, blooms will
become more common. The “rise of slime” is how some researchers describe the
situation. As a result, the number of whales, sharks, and even penguins may drop.
“Jellyfish cripple the food chain,” says Gershwin.

8

Gershwin has found many new species of jellyfish. She thinks they are
fascinating creatures. But, she says, it is important to realize that they are part of a
much larger story about the future of our oceans. “We need to see the whole
picture and understand the damage we are doing,” she says.

Directions: Fill in the bubble of each correct answer choice.
1. As used in paragraph 2, what does the word blooms mean?
a cloudiness on a film of varnish
the flowering state of a flower
rapid and excessive growth
a surface coating or appearance
2. Which sentence from the text best helps the reader to understand the meaning of
blooms?
“The number of blooms is growing.”
“Jellyfish populations are rising.”
“The massive pile of jellyfish made their boat capsize and sink!”
“Jellyfish cripple the food chain.”

3. What statement best describes the central idea of the text?
Jellyfish have been a part of the seas for more than 500 million years.
Jellyfish blooms are destroying food chains and starving other species.
Jellyfish once brought the aircraft carrier USS Ronald Reagan to a standstill.
Jellyfish take over areas of the ocean that are damaged.
4. The photograph best supports which idea from the selection?
Giant jellyfish are overtaking parts of the sea.
These giant jellyfish are delicate and need to be treated with respect.
Jellyfish of this size can harm humans and should never be touched.
Giant jellyfish need to eat a lot of fish in order to stay alive.
5. What is the purpose of this comparison in paragraph 3: “But jellyfish are a lot like
weeds.”?
It helps show how beautiful blooms of jellyfish in the water can be.
It supports the idea that just like with weeds, humans should get rid of
jellyfish.
It shows how jellyfish resemble weeds because of their long tentacles.
It emphasizes how the jellyfish are becoming a huge problem.
6. Which two sentences from the text support your answer to number 5?
“When environments are damaged, they take over.”
“The jellyfish gobbled the tiniest fish in the food chain.”
“Jellyfish have been in the seas for more than 500 million years.”
“Jellyfish also kill hundreds of thousands of salmon that are being raised in
fish farms.”
Directions: Answer the question.
7. Read the main idea. Then, select three key details from the chart that support the
main idea. Write each detail in a layer on the pyramid.

Key Details
“The crew of one fishing boat was unlucky
enough to catch a net full of the monsters.”

“Jellyfish have been in the seas for
more than 500 million years.”

“When environments are damaged, they
take over, thriving in areas harmed by
overfishing, pollution, and rising water
temperatures.”

“Scientists fear that as environmental
damage to the oceans continues,
blooms will become more common.”

“These floating sea animals gracefully rise
and fall as they move through the water.”

“Jellyfish populations are rising.
Scientists call these events ‘blooms.’”
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