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Spotlight on Comprehension 
Alignment to PARCC and  

Smarter Balanced Assessments
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Thinking Strategies Key
These strategies are used to determine the answers to Selected Response,  
Constructed Response, and Performance Task assessments.

Analysis: The detailed examination of the parts of the whole.
Comprehension: Understanding the meaning of a text.
Evaluation: The ability to make a judgement based on criteria.
Inference: The processs of drawing a logical conclusion based on factual 
knowledge or evidence.
Synthesis: The combining of parts into a whole.

Introduction
An examination of the PARCC and Smarter Balanced assessments 
associated with the Common Core State Standards makes it clear 
that it will take more than a slight tweak in educational practices to 
prepare students for the testing that will begin in 2014–2015.  

In order to meet the goals of the Common Core State Standards, 
students will have to process and use the information in a text. This 
means that they will need to be able to comprehend, infer, analyze, 
synthesize, and evaluate. They must be able to use text information 
and evidence to answer Selected Response and Constructed 
Response Questions and to complete Performance Tasks.

Examples of each of the three types of assessment (Selected Response, 
Constructed Response and Performance Tasks) from the PARCC and 
Smarter Balanced consortia, as well as examples of Spotlight on 
Comprehension assessments that align to the CCSS follow. These 
assessment examples illustrate how Spotlight on Comprehension 
mirrors the expectations set forth by the CCSS and give teachers  
job-embedded professional development.
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I. Selected Response Questions
DEFINITION: Selected Response Questions are assessments in which a student must choose the best 
answer from multiple answers.
Selected Response Question assessments feature “sequences of questions that draw students into deeper 
encounters with texts which will be the norm, rather than sets of random questions of varying quality”* and 
“will draw on higher order skills such as critical reading and analysis, the comparison and synthesis of 
ideas within and across texts, and determining the meaning of words and phrases in context.”*
*from parcconline.org/sample/item-task-protoype#2

Example from Smarter Balanced Assessment**
After reading a passage entitled “Diamonds in the Sky” students are 
directed to do the following:

Read the sentence from the text. Then answer the question.  
“Nanodiamonds are stardust, created when ancient stars exploded long ago, 
disgorging their remaining elements into space.” 

Based on the context of the sentence, what is the most precise meaning  
of disgorging?

A.  scattering randomly

B.  throwing out quickly

C.  spreading out widely

D.  casting forth violently

* * from http://sampleitems.smarterbalanced.org/itempreview/sbac/ELA.htm 

Example from PARCC ELA/Literacy Assessment‡

1A.  What is one main idea of “How Animals Live”?

A. There are many types of animals on the planet.
B.  Animals need water to live.
C. There are many ways to sort different animals.
D. Animals begin their life cycles in many different forms.

1B.  Which sentence from the article best supports the answer to part 1A?

A.  “Animals get oxygen from air and water.”
B.  “Animals can be grouped by their traits.”
C.  “Worms are invertebrates.”
D.  “All animals grow and change over time.”
E.  “Almost all animals need water, food, oxygen, and shelter to live.”

‡ from Advances in the PARCC ELA/Literacy Assessment, August, 2012

Synthesis—Students combine all 
of the details to determine the 
whole or main idea.

Analysis—Students examine 
each of the sentences to choose 
the sentence that supports the 
Question 1A answer.

Analysis—Students must examine 
the context clues to determine 
which word means “disgorging”.
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Diagnostic Assessment Test – B
Compare and Contrast
Read the text and answer the questions below.

Giant Pandas and Polar Bears   
Giant pandas and polar bears are mammals. 
Giant pandas live in China.
However, polar bears live 
around the North Pole.
Both bears spend a lot of time alone.

Giant pandas and polar bears 
both have special front feet.
Panda paws have five clawed fingers.
They also have an extra bone like a thumb.
This helps the panda hold bamboo.
Unlike giant panda paws, 
polar bear paws are webbed.
This helps them paddle as they swim.

Baby giant pandas and polar bears 
are called cubs.
They are born blind.
They both drink milk from their mothers.
They stay close to their mothers 
until they are strong.
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Name: ____________________
Diagnostic Assessment Test – B

Fill in the circle next to each correct answer.
1.  Both giant pandas and polar bears:
A  live in China	 m
B  are mammals	 m
C  have webbed feet	 m
D  have an extra bone like a thumb	 m

2.  What is different about giant pandas and polar bears?
A  that they have special front feet	 m
B  where they live	 m
C  how much time they spend alone	 m
D  how they drink milk from their mothers	 m

3.  How are giant panda paws different from polar bear paws?
A  They have an extra bone.	 m
B  They are special.	 m
C  They are webbed.	 m
D  They are mammal paws.	 m

4.  How are polar bear paws different from giant panda paws?
A  They have an extra bone.	 m
B  They are special.	 m
C  They are webbed.	 m
D  They are mammal paws.	 m

5.  Which signal word means different? 
A  together	 m
B  alike	 m
C  both	 m
D  unlike	 m

6.  Both baby giant pandas and polar bears:
A  spend a lot of time alone	 m
B  live around the North Pole	 m
C  are born blind	 m
D  have webbed feet	 m
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Selected Response Question Example from Spotlight on Comprehension
Grade 2 Compare and Contrast Diagnostic Assessment Test B

Analysis—Students must examine 
all of the paragraphs in the text to 
determine how the panda and polar 
bear are alike.

Comprehension—Students need to 
understand that “both” means likenesses 
and “different” means differences.  They 
must compare and contrast pandas and polar 
bears based on the information in the text.

Synthesis—Students 
must examine all of 
the paragraphs in the 
text to determine how 
panda and polar bear 
paws differ.

Analysis—Students must examine the 
context clues in the text to determine 
which word means “different”.



Diagnostic Assessment Test – B

Main Idea
Read the text and answer the questions below.

How Cats Became Pets 
Do you own a cat? Do you enjoy watching it play? Do you like to pet it and 
listen to it purr? You are not alone. Cats are the most common domestic pets 
in the world today. 

Compared to other animals, however, cats haven’t been living with humans 
all that long. Dogs, for example, probably started living with humans 
between 12,000 and 14,000 years ago. Cats have been living with humans 
for a much shorter time – probably about 3,500 years.

Cats began to live with humans when humans started farming. As humans 
in the ancient Near East first settled down and planted crops, wild cats 
moved close to human settlements. They hunted the rats and mice that lived 
in the fields. When humans saw that cats killed the rodents that were eating 
their crops, they encouraged the cats to stay. Before long, cats and humans 
were living together. 

As humans began to travel, cats became travelers, too. This was because they 
were used to kill rats and mice on trading ships. In this way, cats reached 
Europe and Asia. Today, there are cats all over the world.
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Name: ____________________
Diagnostic Assessment Test – B

Fill in the circle next to each correct answer.

1. What is the main idea of paragraph 1? 
A  Before long, cats and humans were living together.	 m
B  You are not alone.	 m
C  Today, there are cats all over the world.	 m
D  Cats are the most common pets today.	 m

2. Which of these is a detail from paragraph 3? 
A  Wild cats moved close to human settlements.	 m
B  Cats haven’t been living with humans all that long.	 m
C  Before long, cats and humans were living together.	 m
D  There are cats all over the world.	 m

3. A main idea is: 
A  information that supports an argument	 m
B  the most important idea in a paragraph or text	 m
C  small pieces of information	 m
D  what someone believes	 m

4. Which detail supports the main idea of paragraph 4? 
A  Cats hunted rodents that lived in fields.	 m
B  Cats are the most common pets today.	 m
C  Cats were used to kill rats and mice on trading ships.	 m
D  Cats are common domestic pets.	 m

5. Which paragraph contains the main idea of the whole text? 
A  paragraph 1 	 m
B  paragraph 2 	 m
C  paragraph 3 	 m
D  paragraph 4 	 m

6. Which of these words means the same as domestic?
A  free	 m
B  living	 m
C  tame	 m
D  wild	 m

Permission is given to teachers to reproduce this page for classroom use.
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Selected Response Question Example from Spotlight on Comprehension
   Grade 5 Main Idea Diagnostic Assessment Test B

Analysis—Students must examine 
each paragraph and its details to 
determine which paragraph contains 
the Main Idea.

Comprehension—Students must 
understand the third paragraph 
to determine which details can 
be found in it.

Analysis—Students must examine 
the sentences in Paragraph 4 to 
determine the sentence that supports 
the Main Idea of the paragraph.

Synthesis—Students must 
combine the details in Paragraph 
1 to determine the Main Idea.

Analysis—Students must examine 
the sentences in Paragraph 4 to 
determine the sentence that supports 
the Main Idea of the paragraph.

Comprehension— Students must 
understand what a Main Idea is.
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II. Constructed Response Questions
DEFINITION: Constructed Response Questions are assessments in which students must compose answers.
Constructed responses “address assessment targets and claims that are of greater complexity and require more 
analytical thinking [application, analysis, synthesis, evaluation] and reasoning.”*

*from smarterbalanced.org/smarter-balanced-assessments/item-writing-and-review

Analysis—Students must find the 
details to support the reason why 
space diamonds help scientists to 
make diamonds on Earth.

Example from Smarter Balanced Assessment**

After reading a passage entitled “Diamonds in the Sky” students are 
directed to do the following:

Read this sentence from the passage. 

“Besides being beautiful to contemplate, space diamonds teach us 
important lessons about natural processes going on in the universe, and 
suggest new ways that diamonds can be created here on Earth.”

Explain how information learned from space diamonds can help scientists 
make diamonds on Earth. Use evidence from the passage to support your 
answer. 

Type your answer in the space provided.

** from http://sampleitems.smarterbalanced.org/itempreview/sbac/ELA.htm
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Example from PARCC ELA/Literacy Assessment‡

Drag the words from the word box into the correct locations on the graphic 
to show the life cycle of a butterfly as described in How Animals Live.  

‡ from Advances in the PARCC ELA/Literacy Assessment, August, 2012

Pupa

Egg

Adult

Larva

1

4 2

3

Comprehension—Students 
must understand the passage 
and the signal words to 
determine the order of a 
butterfly’s life cycle.
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Focus Comprehension Skill: Main Idea
Main ideas tell what a paragraph, page, or text is about. They are supported by details. 
Main ideas are usually found in the first and last sentence of a paragraph, page, or text.

Identifying Main Idea in the Text
In this text, you will look for main ideas and the most important details that support them. Identifying 
key words and phrases will help you identify main ideas.

Modeling
Read page 2, paragraph 1. Draw students’ attention to the first sentence (Nelson Mandela is a 
remarkable man). Tell them this is the main idea for the whole text because it describes what the 
whole text will be about. Point out the details in the paragraph that support this main idea (He was a 
revolutionary; He is dignified; He is an inspiration). Read the first three paragraphs on page 4. Point out 
the main idea for each paragraph, telling students they are the most important ideas (Mandela was 
born July 18, 1918; He dreamed of helping South Africa’s black people; Mandela attended University College 
of Fort Hare). Read paragraph 4 and point out two details about the work Mandela did at the mine 
and where he was an apprentice (worked as a guard at mine; apprentice at a law firm).

Guided Practice
Read page 12, paragraph 2. Help students find the main idea (Mandela decided to use trial to make 
political point). Assist them to find details that support this idea (possible result was death penalty; 
admitted some charges against him true; took responsibility for what he had done; explained reasons for 
his actions). Read page 18. Help students find the main idea that summarizes the whole page (The 
country had to find way to bring people together who had been at odds for so long). Have them locate 
two details in paragraph 1 that tell what black people wanted and white people feared (black people 
wanted immediate change; white people feared what might happen to them if black people took charge).

Guided Practice (Cooperative Learning)
Read pages 20 and 21 about the new government in South Africa. Find the main idea for each 
paragraph (ANC won majority of seats; Mandela worked to bring South Africa’s people together; Mandela 
did not disappear from public eye; These values have given him a place in history of the world). Share how 
you identified the main ideas. In the last paragraph, find details that support the main idea about 
Mandela’s values (held fast to values; stood up for his beliefs; changed lives of millions of people in South 
Africa; his life is example of leadership; humility, good will). Work through the rest of the book, locating 
and discussing main ideas and details.

Questions and Answers
Write the answers to the following questions in your workbook. Discuss them as a class.
Find in the Text: What consequences did apartheid have for the black population? (page 8)
Work out the Answer: Why do you think Mandela thought it was important that the whole country 
get behind the South African rugby team? (page 20)
Judge for Yourself: What do you think is the best way to change an unfair system? Give reasons.

Organizing Information
1.  Reread page 2, paragraph 1, and find the details that support the main idea of the whole text. 

Refer to the graphic organizer below to see how you might sort and record the information.

2. Now, complete Main Idea Worksheets 3 and 4 from the Teacher Guide.

Nelson Mandela is a remarkable man

Detail 1: _____________________________________ Detail 2: _____________________________________

Detail 3: _____________________________________ Detail 4: _____________________________________

34294_C_NelsonMandelaStory.indd   4 9/24/12   9:05 AM

Focus Comprehension Skill: Compare and Contrast
Comparing and contrasting is finding out what is the same and what is different about 
events, objects, animals, or people. 

Identifying Compare and Contrast in the Text 

Modeling
Tell students that when they compare and contrast, they look first for things that are 
the same and then for things that are different. Read pages 2 and 3 with students. 
Draw their attention to five similarities between toads and frogs. Then read pages 4 and 
5 and draw their attention to three differences. 

Supporting
Assist students to find two similarities and one difference on pages 6 and 7. Then have 
them find the similarities on pages 8 and 9.

Independent Practice
Ask students to turn to pages 10 and 11 and find the similarities between toads 
and frogs. Repeat with pages 12 to 17, asking students to look for similarities and 
differences. Ask students to turn to pages 18 to 21 and find five differences between 
cane toads and goliath frogs. Give assistance if necessary.

Organizing Information
Ask students to use the Venn diagram on Worksheet 1 in the Teacher Guide to write 
about four similarities and four differences between toads and frogs from pages 2 to 7. 
Refer to the graphic organizer below.

Drawing Conclusions
Ask the following questions to assess students’ understanding of the text.

Literal Question: Which frogs are the biggest in the world? (pages 20–21)

Inferential Question: How would puffing up help frighten predators? (pages 16–17)

Evaluative Question: If you had a goliath frog for a pet, what would be your biggest 
problem? Why?

Toads Both Frogs

• • •

• • • 

• • •

• • •

34176_C_ToadsAndFrogs.indd   5 9/20/12   2:45 PM

Inside back cover of  
The Nelson Mandela Story, Grade 5

Inside back cover of  
Toads and Frogs, Grade 2

Constructed Response Question Example from Spotlight on Comprehension

Analysis—Students must find the 
details to support the reason why 
Mandela thought it important to get 
behind the South African rugby team.

Evaluation—Students 
must make a value 
judgement based on facts.

Comprehension—Students must look at page 
8 of the text to determine the meanings of 
“Consequences” and “apartheid”.



Constructed Response Question Example from Spotlight on Comprehension

Analysis—Students must find 
the details to support the 
reason why Hippo crashed.

Evaluation—Students must choose 
the scariest aspect of skateboarding 
and justify their choice. 

9
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Name: ____________________

M — Allie Alligator Tries  
Something new

Compare and Contrast
Fill in what is the same (S) or different (D). 

Allie Hippo S or D

How were they  
getting home?
(pages 2–3)

• •

How did they feel 
about doing an ollie?
(pages 14–15)

• •

How did they land?
(pages 16–19)

• •

What did they say 
they would do?
(pages 22–23)

• •

Questions and Answers 
1. Find in the Text: Why did Hippo crash?  
(pages 20–21)  _________________________________
______________________________________________
2. Work out the Answer: Why did Hippo change his 
mind about skateboarding? (pages 22–23)  __________
______________________________________________
3. Judge for Yourself: What would be the scariest thing 
about skateboarding?  ___________________________
______________________________________________

Compare and Contrast  
Reproducible Worksheet 9
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Comprehension—Students must look at 
pages 20–21 of the text and understand 
the text to answer the questions.

Grade 5 — Main Idea Constructive Writing response assessment Text
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Grade 2 Teacher Guide

Grade 5 CD-ROM



Name: ____________________

Compare and Contrast Skills Practice  
Reproducible Worksheet 2

Schoolbags Then and Now
1. List the things that are the same in the middle box 
and the things that are different on either side.

               
    

2. Look at the Venn diagram. Which schoolbag do you 
like best? Why?  ________________________________

3. Fill in the table, then write S for same  
and D for different in the last column. 

Annie Grandma S or D
What was the  
schoolbag made of?
What did they put  
in the schoolbag?
Did the bags feel light 
or heavy?
How did they carry  
the bags?
What did they want 
their bags to look like?

Same Grandma’s Bag
Annie’s Bag

Permission is given to teachers to reproduce this page for classroom use.
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Schoolbags Then and Now 

Annie has a schoolbag. Grandma had a schoolbag, 
too. Annie’s bag is a backpack and Grandma’s bag 
was a suitcase. They both put in their lunch and 
homework. Annie’s backpack feels light because she 
carries it on her back. Grandma’s felt heavy because 
she carried it by its handle.
Annie has a nylon backpack with padded shoulder 
straps. Grandma had a thick cardboard suitcase with 
a metal handle. They both wanted beautiful bags. 
Annie put animal stickers all over hers. Grandma 
stuck magazine pictures of animals all over hers.
Annie’s bag has a special place for her lunchbox. 
Grandma’s lunch tumbled around inside her case. 
Grandma wishes she had Annie’s backpack  
when she was at school.

1. Read the text above.
• Circle the words you find hard to read.
• Circle the words you can read, but don’t understand.
After reading, talk about the words with your teacher.

2. Read the text again. Underline things that are  
the same in blue and things that are different in red.
• Underline four things that are the same  
and three things that are different in the first paragraph.
• Underline two things that are the same  
and three that are different in the second paragraph.
• Underline one difference in the last paragraph.

Name: ____________________

Compare and ContrastSkills Practice  
Reproducible Worksheet 1

Permission is given to teachers to reproduce this page for classroom use.
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III. Performance Tasks
DEFINITION: Performance Tasks involve multiple steps which may include several readings, working 
with graphic organizers, and writing using details and proof from the materials. In testing, 
performance tasks are generally allotted up to two hours to complete. 

Because of the amount of time that a performance task takes, Spotlight on Comprehension cannot include 
this type of assessment. SOC does include the building blocks for performance tasks when it asks the 
students to perform multiple constructed responses on the same text. Teachers who want to complete the 
cycle of performance tasks may do so by adding a writing prompt which requires that students use their 
work on the constructed response items and the text to inform or persuade the reader. 

Grade 2 Teacher Guide Skills Practice Worksheets 
A Performance Task test could ask the question at the end of this practice, “If you were designing a book 
bag, what would be important to include? Use information from the reading.”



Main Idea

Rare Orangutans Discovered

A new group of orangutans has been discovered in the Indonesian 
part of the island of Borneo. Scientists from the Save the Orangutan 
organization found the animals in a wild and remote area. The 
orangutans belong to an endangered subspecies, known for its dark 
brown hair. 

Scientists found over 200 orangutan nests. These are sleeping 
platforms made of branches and leaves. The orangutans build them 
high in trees. Finding so many nests led scientists to believe that the 
number of orangutans in the area could be between 1,000 and 2,000 
animals. 

Orangutan habitats are threatened by agriculture and logging. 
Worldwide, there are only about 50,000 to 60,000 orangutans left 
in the wild. Most of these are found on the islands of Sumatra and 
Borneo. 

Scientists are now working with the local government in Borneo. 
They hope to create a protected area for the new group. Experts have 
reported that finding a group of this size was amazing. It could mean 
that there might still be a good chance of saving orangutans from 
extinction.

1. Read the text above.
• Circle the words you find hard to read.
• Circle the words you can read but find hard to understand.
After reading, talk about the words with your teacher.

2. Read the text again.
• Underline main ideas in green.
• Underline details about the main idea in red.
• Underline the main idea of the whole text in blue. 

Worksheet

Name:  

Skills Practice
Reproducible 
Worksheet 1
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Rare Orangutans Discovered
1. Write the main idea for each paragraph and underline the main  
idea of the whole text. 

2. Write three details from paragraph 2.

Questions and Answers
1. Work out the Answer: Why was the discovery of the nests so important? 

_______________________________________________________________________

2. Judge for Yourself: What do you think the government in Borneo could do  
to help save orangutans?

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

Main Idea
Worksheet

 Name:  

Skills Practice
Reproducible 
Worksheet 2

Paragraph 3: 
 _________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

Paragraph 4: 
 _________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

 _____________________

 _____________________

 _____________________

 _____________________

 _____________________

 _____________________

Paragraph 2: 
 _________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

Paragraph 1: 
 _________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________
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Grade 5 Teacher Guide Skills Practice Worksheet  
A Performance Task test could ask a multi-part question about orangutans and then could be paired with an additional 
reading about another endangered species. Students could be asked to answer a question such as, “Of the two types of 
endangered species you just reviewed, which is most likely to survive? Make sure to use proof from the readings.” Or, 
“What helps guarantee that a species will live on? Use proof from the text.”



Comprehension:
Essential to the Common Core State Standards
The Common Core State Standards emphasize high-level comprehension skills. 
Specifically, the CCSS stress the importance of “close, attentive reading” of a range 
of texts at varying levels of difficulty. Research also cites that comprehension is 
most effectively taught through explicit instruction and the “gradual release of 
responsibility” model.  

Spotlight on Comprehension is aligned to the Language Arts 
Common Core State Standards. The Common Core State Standards 
are integrated throughout each level and found in every student 
book and instructional resource of the program.
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