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Rationale 

 This lesson serves as an overview of the prose constructed response (PCR) of the Research 

Simulation Task (RST), which is the essay writing portion of the exam. 

 The succeeding lessons in this series will delve into several aspects of the writing process and 

offer practice in the areas of thesis statements, outlining, paragraphing, and completing a PCR 

task. 

 

Goal  

 To preview the PCR on the NJSLA Research Simulation Task 

 

Task Foci 

 CCSS W.4.1: Write opinion pieces on topics or texts, supporting a point of view with reasons and 

information. 

 CCSS W.4.2: Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey ideas and 

information clearly. 

 

Objectives 

 Students will understand the types of writing that they will be asked to produce on NJSLA Research 

Simulation Task. 

 

Materials 

 Research Simulation Task Sample Texts (2) 

 Link to sample video (below) 

 Research Simulation Task Sample Prompt 

 Blank white paper 

 Colored pencils 

 

Procedures 

 Explain that today you are going to introduce the class to the writing portion of the NJSLA Research 

Simulation Task.  

 

 

 

 

NJSLA

 

Research Simulation Task

 

Grade 4

 

Writing 

 

Lesson 1: Introduction to the Prose Constructed 

Response on the Research Simulation Task
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 The great innovation of NJSLA is that it creates a test-taking environment that simulates the 

circumstances in which real-world writing is conducted. Students have the texts they need right in 

front of them. Share this information with students. Let them know that this should put them more at 

ease with the tests. The only prior knowledge they need concerns knowing how to write a response to 

a prompt. The content of their responses will be drawn exclusively from the texts on the assessment. 

 Explain to students that NJSLA is a significantly different test than NJ ASK, but you as the teacher are 

going to guide them through the process of taking the test so that they are well prepared for test day. 

 Differences from NJ ASK: 

o Test is administered on computers (schools may opt for paper tests). 

o The writing and reading portions are combined into one comprehensive assessment. All 

answers, selected or written, use the same set of texts as their source, so students interact with 

the texts over a sustained period of time. 

o Questions are all text-dependent. Students answer multiple-choice (EBSR & TECR) questions 

after reading the texts and before writing their essays 

o Emphasis on analytical essay. 

 Distribute the sample texts and prompt. 
 Ask students if they have any questions. 

 Discuss “main idea” and explain to students that the main idea of their essay will be a statement that 

directly answers the prompt.  

 Next, students will create a web to brainstorm main ideas and supporting evidence.  

 Pass out paper and colored pencils. 

 Ask students to write the words “Main Idea” in the center of their paper and leave space to 

write their main idea below the words. 

 Direct students to come up with at least three supporting ideas. Have them find information in 

the texts that they can use to support their ideas. Have them write their findings in their own 

words on their web.   

 Discuss students’ ideas and findings if there is time. Collect their work. 
 

Teacher Tips 

 While students are creating their webs, circulate to help any students who may be struggling. 

Check that their main idea is workable and that they are finding relevant information in the 

texts to support their ideas. 

 

Extension Activities 

 Evaluate students’ webs. It should be evident that the student understood the reading. Check 

that each student was able to come up with at least three supporting ideas for their main idea. 
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Unusual Rodents  

From NPS.gov, adapted by Laura Schaefer 

 

 
1. Every year, millions of people come from around the world to witness the spectacular mountain scenery of 

Yosemite National Park and to catch a glimpse of a wild animal. During my time as a ranger, I have found that 

most people are here to see one elusive animal in particular: a bear! But I will let you in on a little secret. There 

is an animal in Yosemite that has an even more magnetic personality than a bear and an absolutely unmatched 

sense of courage in the face of danger. And I can almost guarantee that anyone who has visited Yosemite has 

seen this little guy…  

 

2. The animal I am talking about here is the very common California ground squirrel. But before you stop reading, 

wait! Sure, the squirrel is not going to win a beauty pageant and you probably won't find many squirrel 

souvenirs in our stores, but in terms of personality to the pound and an absolutely incredible ability to defend 

itself, this little rodent's got everyone beat. Let us think about the life of a ground squirrel for a moment. If you 

are small and tasty and live in a burrow, you've got a lot to be worried about. So what's a squirrel to do in a 

tough world full of things that want to eat it? Get smarter.  

 

3. Researchers at UC Davis set out to answer the question: how does 

this little half pound animal protect itself against a formidable 

predator like the rattlesnake? You might say that the answer is very 

alarming! Noticing that when confronted by predators California 

ground squirrels furiously shake their tails, researchers thought there 

might be more to this display than meets the eye. So they set up heat 

imaging cameras and noticed that along with the tail waiving display, 

squirrels can actually heat up their tails by as much as 12°F! To a 

heat sensing organism like a snake, this sudden flash of heat is so 

startling that it often sends them scurrying away into a defensive 

position. Squirrel 1, Rattlesnake 0. Researchers touted this discovery 

as the first example of infrared communication ever observed in the 

animal world.  

 

4. And if that's not enough, some populations of adult California ground squirrels have shown varying immunity 

to rattlesnake venom. Been bitten by a rattlesnake? No problem! And while tail waiving and venom immunity 

are great strategies for the adults, what about the more vulnerable young pups? Well thanks to another clever 

trick, the pups probably don't have to worry about snakes either. One researcher at UC Davis noticed that some 

California ground squirrel moms will chew up shed rattlesnake skins and then meticulously groom their pups. 

Why this rattlesnake perfume, you might ask? It is believed that by applying this mash of snake skin, the pups' 

scent is camouflaged, disguising the young ground squirrel as the very predator itself.  

 

5. So while the California ground squirrel may not seem as charming as the black bear, I do hope that next time 

you see one of these rodents, you pause for a moment. Pause to think about how one of the smallest and most 

commonly seen animals in Yosemite might just be the most courageous and clever of them all.  
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Wildfire: Friend or Foe? 
From NPS.gov, adapted by Laura Schaefer 

1. Wildfire: friend or foe?  This is a big question to ask oneself when thinking of the wildness of 

Yosemite National Park.  Within the Sierra Nevada, fire has been an integral part of the ecosystem for 

thousands of years.  During that time the flora and fauna have adapted to a Mediterranean style climate 

of hot and dry summers allowing for a vastness of fire tolerant plants to adapt to that natural cycle.  A 

unique plant that has a rich and distinctive life cycle within this unique ecosystem is buckbrush 

Ceanothus, Ceanothus cuneatus.  Buckbrush commonly thrives in areas that have burned in the 

past.  So, to this low-lying evergreen shrub, its answer to the title question might be simply: "a 

friend."   

 

2. With stiff sliver colored branches that imitate thorns, wreaking havoc on a casual hikers legs and feet, 

buck brush will produce seed capsules that can lay dormant for a significant period. They need fire to 

open the capsules and help germinate the seeds.  The capsules, when exposed to heat produced during 

fire, pop open and the seeds disperse amongst the ash bed of the burned area. The nutrients that are 

replenished in the soil from a fire, combined with limited competition from other flora, allow for 

buckbrush seeds to take root and dominate the fire scared landscape.  Some lesser known fauna of 

Yosemite, Harvester ants, have been known to gather and hide these seed capsules for food into the 

winter months. This helps with seed dispersal once a fire burns that particular area.  

 

3. Buckbrush also is home to a few different animal species in Yosemite; species such as the Sooty 

grouse, California mule deer, and the common California ground squirrel. So the next time you are 

hiking through one of the many fire-scarred areas of Yosemite's wilderness and wondering what plant 

has thrashed your legs with tiny scratches, look distinctly at this short, evergreen shrub with stiff 

branches and small leaves and think back to the question, "Wildfire: friend or foe?" and see what 

answer you come up with. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Yosemite Nature & Science 

From NPS.gov, adapted by Laura Schaefer 

 

 

Yosemite National Park Highlights from Youtube Education Channel: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Tjn5dca3kiY 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Tjn5dca3kiY
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Research Simulation Task 

Prose Constructed Response 

 
All three of the selections you’ve read or watched give information about aspects of Yosemite National 

Park. You must write a persuasive essay on why the federal government should continue to fund the 

maintenance of National Parks such as Yosemite, or conversely why it should stop doing so. Use details 

from the texts you’ve read here to complete your essay. 
 

_____________________________________________________
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