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Introduction 
 

To gauge student progress toward meeting the state’s core curriculum content Standards, 
the New Jersey Department of Education has developed a comprehensive set of assessments that 
measure knowledge and skills at grades three, four, eight, and eleven.  The third- and fourth-
grade New Jersey Assessment of Skills and Knowledge (NJ ASK) is the newest component of 
the state’s assessment program, which also includes the Grade Eight Proficiency Assessment 
(GEPA) and the High School Proficiency Assessment (HSPA).  Since not every indicator can be 
assessed through a statewide written examination, individual districts will be involved in 
measuring the attainment of some performance expectations outlined in the standards. 

 
This document delineates the specifications used to create the third- and fourth-grade 

language arts assessments and to measure student proficiency in the knowledge and skills 
outlined for language arts literacy in New Jersey’s Core Curriculum Content Standards (1996, 
2004).  The knowledge and skills described for language arts literacy are recursive and 
cumulative.  Students build their skills gradually, developing language ability that increases in 
complexity as they encounter, analyze, and use language in increasingly complex ways.  
Curriculum specialists and teachers may use these specifications, along with the Language Arts 
Literacy Curriculum Framework (1998) and the standards themselves, to improve instruction at 
the district, school, and classroom levels. 

 
 

What Students Are Expected to Know and Be Able to Do 
 

The purpose of New Jersey’s statewide assessments is to measure what students at 
specific grade levels know and are able to do.  The assessments are not designed to be diagnostic 
nor do students’ scores on these assessments equate with classroom grades.  Instead, the 
assessments determine whether students are achieving the knowledge and skills described in 
New Jersey’s core curriculum content standards (NJ CCCS).  The Language Arts Literacy 
components of the state’s third-, fourth-, eighth-, and high school assessments focus on students’ 
skills in using language to construct meaning through text.  The five language arts literacy 
standards and cumulative progress indicators that illustrate the standards inform the knowledge 
and skills that are assessed by the NJ ASK, GEPA, and HSPA, as well as the philosophy inherent 
in the design of the assessment experience. 

 
Development of the Language Arts Literacy component of the NJ ASK, GEPA, and 

HSPA began with the premise that assessment is integral to curriculum and, inversely, 
curriculum is integral to assessment. Good assessment is a means for students to learn about a 
topic – to ask questions, to speculate, to explore new ideas, and to form tentative opinions – and 
it should provoke their curiosity.  Only when that curiosity is engaged can assessment accurately 
reflect the knowledge and skills that students have access to and can draw on in their everyday 
lives and in school. 

 
Through good assessment, too, students should be able to recognize their strengths and 

challenges as learners.  Meaningful reflection on these is essential to the individual’s growth and 
development, and it should be an outcome of any assessment.  It is the hope of the educators who 
served on committees to develop the state’s language arts literacy assessments, that as students 
experience the NJ ASK, GEPA, and HSPA, they will experience the rewards of thinking, 
learning, communicating, and aesthetic expression. 
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Writing tasks are scored using a holistic scoring rubric developed specifically to focus on 
essential features of good writing and to assess students’ performance in composing written 
language.  Each writing sample is scored on a 1- to 5-point scale, which is a modified version of 
New Jersey’s Registered Holistic Scoring Rubric. 
 
Students’ responses to reading-based open-ended items are scored using a 0- to 4-point scale, the 
Open-Ended Scoring Rubric, which is designed to measure students’ levels of understanding.  
Each open-ended question has specific requirements that guide use of the rubric to score student 
responses. 
 

 
 
 
The matrix on the following page shows the content clusters and cognitive skills assessed in the 
Language Arts Literacy component of the NJ ASK.  Although the matrix provides a two-
dimensional classification that can be used to categorize certain test items in a single cell, the 
activities inviting students to generate their own text (writing) will be scored holistically and thus 
will encompass more than one cell of the matrix.   

SCORING RUBRICS FOR NJ ASK 
 

Writing Registered Holistic Scoring Rubric 
 
Reading Open-Ended Scoring Rubric with Open-Ended Scoring Guide

Working with Text (NJ ASK) focuses on ideas and information that are 
presented in the text and available either literally or by extrapolation.  Questions 
and tasks ask students to identify or explain a central idea or theme; supporting 
details; directions, ideas, or other information extrapolated from the text; 
paraphrasing; text organization; and purposes for reading. 

Successful responses to reading questions in this cluster demonstrate that 
students have synthesized the ideas and information in the text and constructed 
meaning from what they have read. 

Analyzing/Critiquing Text (NJ ASK) focuses on students’ analysis of what 
they have read. These questions provide students with opportunities to reflect on 
and analyze their understanding of the text.  Questions and tasks in this cluster 
ask students to analyze aspects of the text that lead to their own questioning, 
predictions, and opinions, or to analyze what specific ideas or information 
contribute to or reveal in the text. 

Students pose or respond to questions that enhance their understanding, predict 
tentative meanings, form opinions, or draw conclusions about the text and the 
author’s techniques.  Questions and tasks that focus on this kind of analysis will 
ask students to identify or explain the fundamentals and nuances contributed by 
textual conventions and literary elements. 
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The third- and fourth-grade assessments invite students to construct meaning as they generate 
their own texts (written, spoken, and visual) and work with texts generated by others (for 
reading, listening, and viewing).  As students strive to construct meaning, they engage in 
interpreting, analyzing/critiquing, and extending their own understanding of the text. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Working with 

Text 

Matrix of Content Clusters and Skills 
 

For Generating Text   For Generated Text 

Writing    Speaking    Viewing          Reading    Listening    Viewing

 
 

Analyzing/ 
Critiquing Text 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Development of central idea   Recognition of central idea or theme
 
Development of supporting details   Recognition of supporting details 
 
Elaboration     Extrapolation of information/ 

following directions 
Organization of ideas 
      Paraphrasing/retelling (Vocabulary) 
 
      Recognition of text organization 
 

Recognition of a purpose for 
reading 

 
 
Use of writing strategies    Questioning, Clarifying, Predicting  
 
Use of varied sentence structure/word  Prediction of tentative meanings 
 choice 
      Forming of opinions 
Forming of opinions 
      Drawing of conclusions 
Development of conclusions    
      Interpretation of textual conventions
Use of textual conventions of    and literary elements 
 and literary elements 
        
Consideration of audience and purpose 



 

5 

Definitions of Content Clusters 
 
The NJ ASK invites students to approach text1 (written, aural, and visual) with three different 
perspectives: interpreting text, analyzing and critiquing text, and extending understanding of the 
text.  
 
 

WORKING WITH OR INTERPRETING TEXT 
 
Working with text involves activities and strategies that contribute to reformulating meaning, 
including: 
  

Establishing and explaining a central idea or focus, 
Developing explanations and extrapolating information, 

 Developing specific purposes and inferring purposes, and 
 Planning and recognizing the organization of texts. 
 
Questions in this cluster focus on ideas and information that are presented in the text and 
available either literally or by extrapolation.   
 
 

ANALYZING AND CRITIQUING TEXT 
 
Students will be able to pose or respond to questions in ways that enhance their and others’ 
understandings of the text.  They will predict tentative meanings of texts and plan texts as 
temporary thinking on their way to drawing conclusions or forming opinions.  These conclusions 
and opinions will eventually take on more formal expressions when students move to extending 
their understanding of the text.  Through this process of analysis and critique, students will 
understand both the functions and nuances of textual conventions and literary elements. 
 
Questions and tasks in this cluster provide students with opportunities to reflect on and analyze 
their understanding of the text.  These questions ask students to analyze aspects of the text that 
lead to their own questioning, predictions, and opinions, or to analyze what specific ideas or 
information contribute to or reveal in the text. 

 
Extending Understanding of the Text 

 
Students will be able to create original works. Some of these works are textual, more finished 
products that they can make available to specific audiences and/or for specific purposes.  Some 
extensions of understanding result in the reader appreciating a text or its features, considering 
other related texts, or interacting with others’ related ideas, all of which extend literacy.  Some 
extensions of understanding lead students to take action.  This action will include problem-
solving, making decisions, and creating an original work, which may lead to heightened social 
awareness and action. 
 
______________________ 
1Definition of Text  The term text, as used in these specifications, is consistent with the use of the term in the 
Language Arts Literacy component of the New Jersey Core Curriculum Content Standards.  Text refers to any 
printed or oral use of language.  It also includes any visual communication that we “read.” 
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Working with Text 

Working with Text focuses on ideas and information that are presented in the text and available 
either literally or by extrapolation.  Successful responses to these questions demonstrate that 
students have synthesized the ideas and information in the text and constructed meaning from 
what they have read. 
 
These questions target students’ 
 
Recognition of a central idea or theme 

A central idea or theme is a statement that is broad enough to cover the entire scope of the 
reading passage.  The central idea or theme may be stated or implied, but clues to it are found in 
the ideas that tend to recur in the text.  Examples of a central idea or theme statement include: 

Imagination helps us to solve problems. 
Ordinary objects can be used to create unusual art. 

 
Recognition of supporting details 

These questions focus on meaningful details that contribute to the development of a character or 
the plot, or that develop ideas and information that are essential to the central idea of a text. 
 
Extrapolation of information 

These questions focus on ideas and information that are implied by, but not explicit in, the text.  
For example, students may be asked to draw from cues provided in the text in order to identify 
how a character feels. 
 
Paraphrasing, Vocabulary 

These questions focus on the meaning of words used in the text and elicit students’ use of 
effective reading strategies to determine the meaning. Targeted vocabulary will always occur 
within a semantic and syntactic context that students should draw on to respond to the question.  
These questions provide page numbers to encourage students to turn back to the text to examine 
the context. 
 
Recognition of text organization 

Text organization encompasses the patterns of organization that characterize the respective 
genres.  For the narratives, questions focus on setting, character, and plot as well as on any 
distinctive pattern within the story such as repetition. For everyday texts, questions address 
structural features such as section topics, charts, and illustrations in addition to patterns of 
organization within the text (such as sequence, comparison-contrast, or cause-effect). 
 
Recognition of a purpose for reading 

These questions, which focus on the reader’s purpose, address reasons for reading a particular 
text.  A story, for example, may convey specific information about a species of animal or a 
culture although that may not be the primary purpose of the text. 
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Analyzing/Critiquing Text 

Analyzing/Critiquing Text focuses on students’ analysis of what they have read. These questions 
provide students with opportunities to reflect on and analyze their understanding of the text.  
Questions in this cluster ask students to analyze aspects of the text that lead to their own 
questioning, predictions, and opinions, or to analyze what a specific idea or piece of information 
contributes to or reveals in the text. 
 
These questions target students’ analytical skills: 
 
Questioning, Clarifying, Predicting 

These questions draw on students’ use of reading strategies to construct meaning. The questions 
introduce a focus and a context for responding (e.g., asking a question of the author or a 
character), and ask students to select and analyze ideas and information from the text to develop 
a response.  Given the nature of this task, these questions are almost always open-ended items. 
 
Prediction of tentative meaning 

These questions focus on statements within the text that introduce some ambiguity: either the 
ideas are not fully explained or the statement uses language that can be read in two or more 
ways.  For these questions, students use their knowledge of language and of the context within 
the reading passage to analyze the meaning of a particular statement. 
 
Forming of opinions 

These questions elicit students’ response to aspects of the text. The questions introduce a focus 
(e.g., whether the main character would make a good friend) and ask students to select and 
analyze ideas and information from the text to develop a response.  Given the nature of this task, 
these questions are always open-ended items. 
 
Making judgments, Drawing conclusions 

These questions ask students to draw conclusions based on knowledge they have garnered from 
the ideas and information within the text.  For example, students might be asked to analyze how 
the setting (e.g., the season of the year) affects the sequence of events within a story, or to 
analyze the effect of skipping a step in a certain procedure. 
 
Literary elements and textual conventions 

These questions focus on devices used by the author.  Students might be asked to analyze what a 
specific metaphor conveys about a character in the story, or why an author uses italics for certain 
words. 
 



 

12 

Scoring Methods, Charts, and Checklists 
 

The language arts literacy component of NJ ASK offers a variety of multiple-choice questions, 
open-ended items, and performance-based tasks.  The differences in these activities demand 
varying scoring methods that reflect the distinctive qualities of the respective types of tasks 
students will encounter. 
 
Writing 
 
A modified version of the Registered Holistic Scoring Rubric (see page 13) is used to score the 
sustained writing tasks.  This 1-5 point scale emphasizes content/organization, sentence 
structure, usage, and mechanics.  As in the past, students will also have a copy of the Writer’s 
Checklist (see page 16) to use as a resource while they write.   
 
Reading 
 
The Open-ended Scoring Rubric, a 0-4 point scale, is used to score student responses to open-
ended items for reading.  This rubric, which is annotated in the Open-ended Scoring Guide, 
emphasizes students’ use of appropriate situations and ideas in the text as support for their 
explanation and analysis (see pages 14-15). 
 

GRADE 3 CLUSTER TASK POINTS TOTAL POINTS 

Writing: speculate (picture prompt) story   10 

Writing: explain (poem-linked prompt) composition  10 

WRITING TOTAL      20 

Reading: narrative 6 MC   6 

Reading: narrative 1 OE   4     

Reading: everyday text 6 MC   6  

Reading: everyday text 1 OE   4 

READING TOTAL      20 
 

GRADE 4 CLUSTER TASK POINTS TOTAL POINTS 

Writing: speculate (picture prompt) story   10 

Writing: explain (poem-linked prompt) composition  10 

WRITING TOTAL      20 

Reading: narrative 5 MC   5 

Reading: narrative 1 OE   8     

Reading: everyday text 6 MC   6  

Reading: everyday text 1 OE   4 

READING TOTAL      23 
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Each writing task is scored by two readers.  These two scores are added together to determine the total 
points achieved for the given task.  Each open-ended reading item is also scored by two readers.  Unlike 
the writing scores, however, the two reading scores are averaged. 
 
As students respond to student-constructed tasks and items, they will have access to and be able to use 
task-specific tools that will help them.  For each writing task, students will have a Writer’s Checklist to 
use as a resource for their writing. 
 

 
 
 
For each open-ended reading item, students will have the following directions to guide them as they write 
their response. 

 
 

 

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. 


