
NJSLA Research Simulation Task
Grade 3 Writing

Lesson 3: Understanding the PCR Prompt and Writing an Opening Topic
Statement

Rationale
● NJSLA’s prose constructed response (PCR) represents a significant change from previous tests’

essay prompts. On the Research Simulation Task, these prompts require students to write an
argumentative or informative/explanatory essay based solely on textual evidence found in the
associated texts.

● For students to write proficient responses, they need to start with a strong grasp of the
prompt’s requirements and must be able to develop a strong opening topic statement that
fully addresses the prompt.

Goals
● To understand a PCR prompt
● To write an opening topic statement that directly addresses all aspects of the PCR prompt

Task Foci
● CCSS W.3.2: Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey ideas and

information clearly.

Objectives
● Students will examine and understand the PCR prompt
● Students will write an opening topic statement that specifically addresses all aspects of the PCR

prompt

Materials
● Research Simulation Task texts (2)
● Research Simulation Task prompt
● Opening Topic worksheet

Procedures

Part 1
● Explain that today you will work as a class to understand the prompt for the prose constructed

response of the NJSLA Research Simulation Task.
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● Hand out the sample texts to students and have them read it independently. For this first read, they
can take notes if they’d like to, but let them know that they will have the opportunity to take notes
during a second reading.

● Next, present the PCR prompt to the class and hand out the PCR prompt/Opening topic statement
worksheet.

● Work through the prompt as a class, asking questions such as: What specific aspects of the text is
the prompt drawing your attention to? Is it asking you to compare and contrast two ideas,
people, or arguments? Is it asking you to compare how several articles treat one subject?

● Address any questions the students might have.
● Tell your students that with this prompt in mind to re-read the text and look for details they think

would help them answer the prompt. Allow time for them to read carefully and make annotations.
o Note: Lesson 4 covers text support and evidence in depth. Students will return to their

notes from this lesson for that
● In closing, have students share what they noted. To prepare them to write opening topic statements,

ask them how they could use their findings to answer the prompt.

Part 2
● In this part of the lesson, students will use the texts and their notes from Part 1 to construct an

opening topic statement to answer the prompt.
● Explain that an opening topic statement is a one or two sentence claim about a given topic, in this

case the topic elicited from the PCR prompt.
● Model an opening topic statement.
● Ask students: What makes a good opening topic statement?
● Give students the opportunity to share what they may already know about what makes a good

opening topic statement.
● Inform students that a good opening topic statement:

o answers the prompt completely
o clearly states your position
o is debatable (someone could argue the opposite)
o is one or two sentences
o can be supported by evidence from the text

● After this discussion, tell students that now they will use the texts and their notes to write their own
opening topic statements.

● Have students return to the Opening Topic Worksheet and their annotated texts and complete the
assignment.

● In closing, ask students to share their opening topic statements, working through any problems or
challenges they encountered while writing them.

Teacher Tips
● For Part I: Circulate around the room while students are doing their second reading and

taking notes. Pay attention to what passages students are underlining and if their notes are
accurately capturing the information in the text.

● For Part II: Check for evidence that students are using textual support to develop their
opening topic statements.
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Extension Activity
● Students can evaluate each other’s theses for effectiveness. This can be done anonymously.

Evaluating the effectiveness of others’ theses will help students understand the strengths and
weaknesses of their own.
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Black Holes
NASA.gov

A black hole is a place in space where gravity pulls so much that even light cannot get out. The
gravity is so strong because matter has been squeezed into a tiny space. This can happen when a
star is dying.

Because no light can get out, people can't see black holes. They are invisible. Space telescopes
with special tools can help find black holes. The special tools can see how stars that are very
close to black holes act differently than other stars.

How Big Are Black Holes?

Black holes can be big or small. Scientists think the smallest black holes are as small as just one
atom. These black holes are very tiny but have the mass of a large mountain. Mass is the
amount of matter, or "stuff," in an object.

Another kind of black hole is called "stellar." Its mass can be up to 20 times more than the mass
of the sun. There may be many, many stellar mass black holes in Earth's galaxy. Earth's galaxy
is called the Milky Way.

The largest black holes are called "supermassive." These black holes have masses that are more
than 1 million suns together. Scientists have found proof that every large galaxy contains a
supermassive black hole at its center. The supermassive black hole at the center of the Milky
Way galaxy has a mass equal to about 4 million suns. It would fit inside a very large ball that
could hold a few million Earths.
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How Do Black Holes Form?
From NASA.gov

Scientists think the smallest black holes formed when the universe began. Stellar black holes are
made when the center of a very big star falls in upon itself, or collapses. When this happens, it
causes a supernova. A supernova is an exploding star that blasts part of the star into space.

Scientists think supermassive black holes were made at the same time as the galaxy they are in.

If Black Holes Are "Black," How Do Scientists Know They Are There?
A black hole cannot be seen because strong gravity pulls all of the light into the middle of the
black hole. But scientists can see how the strong gravity affects the stars and gas around the
black hole. Scientists can study stars to find out if they are flying around, or orbiting, a black
hole.

When a black hole and a star are close together, high-energy light is made. This kind of light
cannot be seen with human eyes. Scientists use satellites and telescopes in space to see the
high-energy light.

Could a Black Hole Destroy Earth?
Black holes do not go around in space eating stars, moons and planets. Earth will not fall into a
black hole because no black hole is close enough to the solar system for Earth to do that.
Even if a black hole with the same mass as the sun were to take the place of the sun, Earth still
would not fall in. The black hole would have the same gravity as the sun. Earth and the other
planets would orbit the black hole as they orbit the sun now. The sun will never turn into a black
hole. The sun is not a big enough star to make a black hole.
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Prose Constructed Response
Prompt

You have read two articles about black holes. Both explained that black holes have large
mass and strong gravity. Both texts asked and answered questions about black holes.

Write an essay about black holes using information you learned in the two articles.
What are black holes? How are black holes formed?
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Writing an Opening Topic Statement
Identify what the PCR requires

Read the prompt and identify what it is asking you to do. In the box below, write a sentence or
two that describe what the prompt is asking you to write about.

Give it a try:

Now that you know what the prompt is asking you to do, write an opening topic statement to answer
the prompt.

_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
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