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In This Released Item Booklet

Writing Prompts
On the New Mexico Measures of Student Success and Achievement (NM-MSSA) assessment, students 
in grades 3–8 receive one writing prompt (comprising a passage or passage set, a writing task, and other 
supporting information and instructions), either narrative, informative/explanatory, or opinion/argument. The 
Common Core State Standard alignment assigned to each released writing prompt is displayed in the booklet.
There are a total of six released writing prompts, one for each of grades 3–8. There is one released item 
booklet per grade level, each containing one writing prompt. The writing prompts that appear in the released 
item booklets were among those piloted with a small sample of students in the spring of 2021. Similar writing 
prompts will appear in future administrations of the assessment. The writing prompts that will appear on future 
writing assessments may be subject to additional revision (for example, repositioning components of the 
prompt frame) before they appear in an operational administration and count toward a student’s score.

Stimuli
All NM-MSSA writing prompts are partnered with one to three brief text stimuli. The purpose of these passages 
is to “set the stage” by introducing a general topic and providing some ideas and information about it that 
students will draw upon when they write. The text stimuli associated with each of the released writing prompts 
has been included in the booklet for reference.

Student Responses and Annotations
One sample student response is provided for each possible Production of Writing score point with annotations 
that explain the reasoning behind the assigned score. It is important to note that the scores in each booklet 
are likely to have been assigned the designated score that is shown; however, a definitive identification cannot 
be made at this point because range-finding—the process by which New Mexico stakeholders, in conjunction 
with Cognia content and scoring specialists, will identify writing samples that establish the lines between score 
points—had not yet occurred prior to scoring these writing prompts.
If a sample response was not available for one of the score points, an annotation is included to indicate some 
ways in which a student response could be further developed to exhibit the characteristics of a specified score 
point in accordance with the scoring rubric. Reviewing the student responses and annotations within a grade 
band or across all grade levels will provide additional examples and insight into the expectations for student 
writing on the assessment.

Rubrics
There are six scoring rubrics associated with the writing prompts on the NM-MSSA writing assessment. These 
are distinct for each grade band (3–5 and 6–8) and purpose for writing (Narrative, Informative/Explanatory, and 
Opinion or Argument). The released writing prompt in each booklet is shown with its associated rubric. 
There are two scoring rubrics shown with the writing prompt. The first, marked “Draft,” was the initial version 
used to score the writing prompts for the pilot. The second rubric shown underwent refinement following the 
first field-test administration and is the current version in use for operational scoring.

For questions about the New Mexico writing assessment, additional information is available at
https://newmexico.onlinehelp.cognia.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/10/2020/11/NM-MSSA_Writing-
Assessment-Resources-for-Teachers.pdf
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NM101601 Cluster - Ziggy the Traveling Piggy; Father Goose_2021 Form 4	NM101602 Shared Stimulus - 

You are now going to read two short passages and respond to a writing task. First, read the following 
passages about some adventures involving animals. 

Passage 1

Ziggy the Traveling Piggy

1	 	 Can you imagine a 250-pound pig flying in a plane or riding in a car? Well, that’s just what 
Kristin Hartness and Jay Yontz did. They took their pet pig, Ziggy, on the trip of a lifetime!

2	 	 Even though Ziggy is a pig, Kristin and Jay treat him like any other pet. He gets cuddles, 
treats, and plenty of love. One of his favorite treats is pancakes with fruit.

3	 	 Ziggy’s adventures began in the U.S. Virgin Islands on the island of St. John. There, he 
lived in a house on the beach. This was the perfect place for Ziggy, who loves the beach. He 
enjoyed swimming, splashing in the waves, rolling in the sand, and resting on the shore. He 
also greeted visitors to the island who arrived on boats.

4	 	 However, not all of Ziggy’s adventures on the island were at the beach. Once, he snuck 
out of his house and was found swimming in a nearby bay. Another time, he found a 
neighbor’s door wide open and went inside the house. Ziggy, who knows how to open 
refrigerators, was on his way to the kitchen when Kristin caught up with him.

5	 	 One day, Ziggy’s house on the beach was sold. His owners couldn’t find a place to live 
with him in St. John, so they decided to move to the mainland United States. They rented a 
private plane to fly Ziggy there. That’s right: Ziggy flew across the ocean!

6	 	 Once they arrived, Ziggy’s trip really began. His owners decided they didn’t want to live 
in one place. They wanted to travel and see the country. So, they rented a motorhome and 
drove across the country with Ziggy alongside them.

7	 	 The family started in Florida and drove west all the way to California. Along the way, 
Ziggy got to visit places such as Cadillac Ranch in Texas, the Grand Canyon in Arizona, and 
Monument Valley on the Arizona-Utah border. He’s even been to Hollywood, California.

8	 	 Ziggy loves exploring new places—that’s how he got his nickname “Ziggy the Traveling 
Piggy.” Just like on the island, one of Ziggy’s favorite places to stop while traveling was the 
beach. His owners tried to make sure he got to go swimming in a river or lake every day.

9	 	 Besides going to the beach, Ziggy loves hiking and running on trails. He has been 
hiking everywhere from Moab, Utah, to Malibu, California. He’s also been hiking on the 
Appalachian Trail.

10	 	 Ziggy’s road trip included stops in 17 states where he got to meet local residents. He 
made friends in all of the towns he stopped in. In fact, Ziggy has friends all over the country.

11	 	 In 2017, Ziggy’s trip ended when his owners bought a farm in North Carolina. They 
opened an animal sanctuary called “Ziggy’s Refuge” to take care of animals. Ziggy will likely 
have some amazing adventures there as well!

“Ziggy the Traveling Piggy” © 2020 by Cognia, Inc.
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NM101603 Shared Stimulus - 

Passage 2

Father Goose

1	 	 Have you ever wondered what it would feel like to fly with the birds?

2	 	 Ever since he was a boy, Bill Lishman wanted to find out. He grew up on a farm in 
Canada where he would watch flocks of geese flying overhead. He wondered how they saw 
the world.

3	 	 It wasn’t until years later when he was an adult that he would find out. One morning, he 
was flying in his small aircraft when he suddenly found himself surrounded by ducks. The 
ducks were so close that he could see the feathers on the birds’ bodies and the muscles in 
the birds’ backs. He was flying with the ducks!

4	 	 Bill was so excited that he ran home to tell his family about his amazing experience. He 
knew flying with the birds was something he wanted to do again.

5	 	 So, Bill hatched some goslings, or baby geese, at his home. He knew that goslings 
imprint on the first thing they see when they hatch. That is, they believe that thing is their 
parent. Bill trained the goslings to imprint on him, his family, and the sound of his aircraft’s 
engine. The goslings learned to follow Bill and the sound of his engine.

6	 	 Finally, Bill was able to fly his plane with 12 of the geese following behind him in a 
V-formation. Once again, he was flying with the birds. He did this many times in the 1980s 
and 1990s. In one flight, he flew from Scugog, Canada, to Virginia with 12 birds. In another, 
he flew from Scugog to South Carolina with 36 birds.

7	 	 Although flying with birds started as a hobby, Bill was later contacted by scientists. He 
helped develop methods to teach other birds to follow planes on migration routes. This 
helped some bird species, including the whooping crane, that were in danger of becoming 
extinct. (When an animal becomes extinct, it disappears from Earth.)

8	 	 Bill wrote a book about his adventures flying with birds called Father Goose. Indeed, Bill 
had some exciting stories to tell.

“Father Goose” © 2020 by Cognia, Inc.
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Alignment 
Standard: W.04.03

NM101609 Extended Text - Nar_Ziggy the Traveling Piggy; Father Goose

1.	 Now read the writing task and draft a response. As you write, think about what makes your 
writing the best it can be.

My Best Writing

Stays on topic and pays attention to all
parts of the writing task

Includes details and examples to support
ideas

Is clearly organized

Makes word choices that are well suited
to the task

Uses simple, compound, and complex
sentences with correct capitalization,
punctuation, and spelling

Writing Task

Suppose	that	your	teacher	has	been	reading	stories	to	your	class	about	people	who	
have	adventures	with	animals.	He	wants	to	put	together	a	collection	of	similar	stories	
written	by	students	in	your	class.	The	stories	will	be	on	display	in	the	school	library	for	
others	to	read.

You	have	just	read	one	passage	about	a	pig	who	traveled	across	the	country.	You	also	
read	a	passage	about	a	man	who	flew	with	birds.

Write	a	story,	real	or	imagined,	about	someone	who	has	an	adventure	with	an	animal.	
Use	ideas	from	what	you	read,	along	with	your	own	thoughts	and	imagination,	to	write	
your	story.

Today you will be writing a narrative. When you write a narrative, you
•	 tell about real or imaginary events.

•	 think about the characters you want to introduce.

•	 put events in an order that makes sense.

•	 use details and dialogue to make the events and characters interesting.

•	 think about how your story can affect the feelings of your reader.
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After you have read the passages, and before you begin writing, think about
•	 who your narrative will be about.

•	 what events you want your narrative to include.

•	 when and where the events in your narrative happen.

•	 why the people in your narrative think and act as they do.

Now write your response in the space provided.
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 Grade 4

Score Point 4;3

ANNOTATIONS 

Production of Writing: 4

The narrative clearly responds to the task. While there is room for clarifying details and improving 
transitions, the story feels complete in its descriptions of the adventure of Jim and the cat. Some 
background information is provided in the introduction, and the conclusion (although it seems to 
misidentify “jack”) clearly follows from their adventure. Descriptive details, such as “zoomed outside” 
and “eyes glittering with gold,” enhance the development of the story throughout. The narrative is well 
organized, with relatively smooth transitions from one event to the next, and language is consistently 
elevated throughout. Overall, the response demonstrates clear understanding of adding detail, develops 
events well, and shows a balance of narrative techniques.

Use of Conventions: 3

The narrative demonstrates general command of standard English grammar and usage. There is a 
sustained attempt at complexity, giving an opportunity to see a variety of convention skills. There are 
minor errors that do not interfere with meaning, such as “princibal’s” and “drived.” Any other misspellings 
are phonetic. There are a variety of sentence structures and complex features such as verb tenses and 
dialogue. The writing shows command of usage, capitalization, and punctuation appropriate for the grade 
level. The response demonstrates general command of standard English conventions relative to its length 
and complexity.
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 Grade 4

Score Point 3;3-

ANNOTATIONS 

Production of Writing: 3

The narrative is generally developed using a balance of dialogue, description, and pacing. The relationship 
between Minnie and the narrator is fairly clear; paragraphing supports the timeline of events that happen 
during the camping trip. The story begins with the events moving at a steady pace. However, the pace 
quickens toward the end and makes the end of the story feel rushed. There is some scene-setting and 
sensory details that help ground the plot: “camping sight, it has a river . . . fresh air . . . My dog Minnie 
rushed to the river . . . humid.”  Verbs are varied (“waiting,” “love,” “refuse,” “lit”) and help convey some of the 
actions. At times, the response seems more informative than storytelling, and there is room for further 
development, particularly in the last two paragraphs. However, the story is connected to the task and 
shows general understanding of narrative writing.

Use of Conventions: 3 (low)

The narrative demonstrates general command of standard English grammar and usage. Command 
of spelling is evident in words like “though,” “opened,” “windows,” and  “eventually,” but there are errors 
in “tommarow” and “hikeing.” Use of “kinda,” as well as “to hot” instead of “too hot,” are insignificant, if 
noticeable, errors. A few run-on sentences are evident: “Then she got up and started barking I told her . . .” 
However, there is sentence complexity throughout. Grade-level command of conventions is demonstrated 
relative to the length and complexity of the response.



Writing Prompt Support Materials 9

 Grade 4

Score Point 2;2

ANNOTATIONS 

Production of Writing: 2

The writing sets the scene with a clear introduction. Plot details are included with some gaps in 
description (“I got so scared when the panda talked . . . and the panda the panda turned into Daniela . . . 
I had just turned into a koala”). The narrative includes some descriptive language, such as “cold gray day” 
and “amazed and also confused.”  There are descriptions of the characters interacting, but there is only 
minimal use of dialogue. The response would benefit from additional character development. At times, 
the events move quickly, with little development, particularly toward the end of the story. However, 
there is an overall sense of movement from one event to the next, with some evidence of organization. 
The conclusion follows from the narrated experiences, but it is not as strong as the introduction and, as a 
result, provides a somewhat abrupt ending. Overall, the narrative is partially developed.

Use of Conventions: 2

The narrative demonstrates partial command of standard English grammar and usage. Sentence 
construction is sometimes correct but could benefit from commas and other edits (for example, “As I was 
walking more into the forest I yelled Daniela all of a sudden . . .”). Quotation marks are properly included 
for dialogue, and capitalization is correct throughout. Any misspellings are minor, and some more complex 
vocabulary is spelled correctly (“responded,” “instead,” “koala”). However, minor errors combined with 
some run-on sentences show partial command of standard English conventions relative to the length and 
complexity of the response.
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 Grade 4

Score Point 1;1

ANNOTATIONS 

Production of Writing: 1

The narrative includes a girl and an animal, with minimal development of the events or characters. Some 
excitement is included to indicate a possible adventure, but there is little description. There is a clear 
sequence of events, but given the short length of the response, there is minimal evidence of organization. 
There is also minimal use of narrative techniques (particularly pacing). While there is some sense of 
beginning, middle, and end, the events move too quickly from one idea to the next. The conclusion 
provides no real sense of closure, which results in an abrupt ending. 

Use of Conventions: 1

The narrative demonstrates limited command of standard English grammar and usage. Proper nouns 
are usually capitalized, but many sentence beginnings are not. Although minor, there are misspellings 
(“freinds,” “finly,” “boshes”) and a possessive error (“her pet pigs name”). Quotation marks are missing 
toward the end. Overall, the response demonstrates little command of conventions relative to its length 
and complexity.
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 Grade 4

Score Point

ANNOTATIONS 

This response does not receive a score in Production of Writing or Use of Conventions. In addition to being 
confusing, it is not a narrative; it is an informational response about what the student will include in a 
narrative. 




