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Preparing for the PSSA

●Background Info 

●Making Sense of Reading 

●Making Sense of Math 

●Making Sense of Science

●How Families Can Help

●Questions?
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PSSA 
In The Age Of
Common Core
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The PSSA: Pennsylvania System of 
School Assessment

In 1999, Pennsylvania adopted academic standards for...
● Reading
● Writing
● Speaking
● Listening & Mathematics

...to identify what students should know & be able to do at 
varying grade levels.

School districts possess the flexibility to design curriculum & 
instruction to ensure that students meet or exceed the standards' 
expectations.

Historical Context:
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● The annual PSSA = standards based criterion-referenced 
test   
❖ measures a student's attainment of the academic    

standards
❖ determines the degree to which school programs enable 

 students to attain proficiency of the standards

● Individual student scores can be used to assist teachers:
❖ identify students who may be in need of additional educational 

opportunities

● School scores provide information to schools & districts for 
curriculum & instruction improvement planning

The PSSA:  Pennsylvania System of 
School Assessment
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≈ PA adopted Core Standards July 2010

≈ PSSA Core Standards alignment in 14-15 
school year.

The PSSA:  Pennsylvania System of 
School Assessment
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April 3-7         ELA (English Language Arts)  Gr. 3-8

April 24-28    Math    Gr. 3-8

May 1-5       Science    Gr. 4 + 8

May 8-12 Make-ups

The 2017 PSSA Testing Window
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Week of April 3rd     (3rd and 4th grade)
4/3 Monday ELA (English Language Arts)
4/4 Tuesday ELA (English Language Arts)
4/5   Wednesday ELA (English Language Arts)
4/6 Thursday ELA (English Language Arts)

Spring Break 4/10-4/14
Week of April 24th  (3rd and 4th grade)
4/25 Tuesday Math
4/26 Wednesday Math
4/27 Thursday Math

Week of May 1st    (4th grade only)
5/2 Tuesday Science
5/3 Wednesday Science

Make-ups May 8-12

3rd grade tests from 9:10-10:30am (approx.)
4th grade tests from 10:40-12:30pm(approx.)

CES PSSA Testing Window
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Testing Accommodations

≈ Testing Accommodations
≈ Students with IEPs, 504 plans, or who 

receive ELL services, may get testing 
accommodations for PSSA. 

≈ Setting Accommodations
≈ Small group testing
≈ Extended-time
≈ PSSA Testing Accommodations
≈
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http://www.education.pa.gov/Documents/K-12/Assessment%20and%20Accountability/PSSA/2017%20Accommodations%20Guidelines.pdf
http://www.education.pa.gov/Documents/K-12/Assessment%20and%20Accountability/PSSA/2017%20Accommodations%20Guidelines.pdf


ELA
English/Language Arts
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ELA - Testing Section Layout
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ELA - Testing Section Layout
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Reporting Categories in ELA

● 5 Reporting Categories 
○ Literature Text  
○ Informational Text  
○ Writing  
○ Language  
○ Text Dependent Analysis

For more information and examples go to:
PA Core ELA Standards
PSSA Item Samplers
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http://static.pdesas.org/content/documents/PA%20Core%20Standards%20ELA%20PreK-5%20March%202014.pdf
http://static.pdesas.org/content/documents/PA%20Core%20Standards%20ELA%20PreK-5%20March%202014.pdf
http://www.education.pa.gov/K-12/Assessment%20and%20Accountability/PSSA/Pages/default.aspx#.VuLpz2QrJQJ
http://www.education.pa.gov/K-12/Assessment%20and%20Accountability/PSSA/Pages/default.aspx#.VuLpz2QrJQJ


Grammar    Grade 3 & 4

Read the sentences. 

It began to rain just as we got to my friend’s house. When we 
ringed the doorbell, my friend came to the door right away to make 
sure we did not get wet. 

Which underlined word should be changed to correct a mistake? 

A. began 

B. got 

C. ringed 

D. came
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Writing Prompts (Narrative, Informative, Opinion)

Based on three writing genres:

-Opinion

-Informative 

-Narrative

Narrative:
You will have at least 30 minutes to plan, write, and proofread your response 
to this prompt: 
People help each other in many ways. Sometimes people need help finding
something or someplace. Sometimes people need help completing a task or 
a chore. Think about a time when you needed help. Consider who helped 
you and what this person did to help you.

Write a story for your teacher about a time when someone helped you. Make
sure your story has a beginning, middle, and end.
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Writing Prompts (Narrative, Informative, Opinion)
Informative:

You will have at least 30 minutes to plan, write, and proofread your response to  this prompt:
Think about an activity you like to do or would like to try. This activity could be done indoors or 

outdoors, with a group or alone. Some people like to play games or sports. Others like to do an art or 

music activity. What is one activity you like to do or would like to try?

Write an essay for your teacher that describes one activity that you like to do or

would like to try. Be sure to use details and examples to explain your ideas.

Opinion:

You will have at least 30 minutes to plan, write, and proofread your response to  this prompt:
Your class has signed up to send letters to students in a different country. Your teacher has asked 

your class to think about the best way to do this. Some students think the class should write 

handwritten letters and send them in envelopes. Other students think the best way would be to use a 

computer and send letters electronically. How do you think your class should send letters to students in 

a different country?

Write an essay for your teacher that states your opinion about the best way for your class to send 

letters to students in a different country and explains why. Be sure to use details and reasons to 

support your opinion.
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 Types of Reading Questions

● Multiple Choice

● Evidence-Based Selected-Response

● Text-Dependent Analysis
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Multiple Choice Questions

The meaning of the root “photo” helps the reader know that the word 
“photograph” means 

A.  a picture taken with color. 

B.  a picture taken in the heat. 

C.  a picture taken in the cold. 

D.  a picture taken with light.
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Evidence-Based
Selected Response 

Gr. 3 Sample
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Text Dependent Analysis Question- 4th Grade only
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Math
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Math- Testing Section Layout
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Reporting Categories in Math
● Criterion Referenced

● 5 Reporting Categories:
● Numbers and Operations in Base Ten
● Numbers and Operations - Fractions
● Operations and Algebraic Thinking
● Geometry
● Measurement and Data

For more information and examples, go to:
PA Core Math Standards 
PSSA Item Samplers
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http://static.pdesas.org/content/documents/PA%20Core%20Standards%20Mathematics%20PreK-12%20March%202014.pdf
http://static.pdesas.org/content/documents/PA%20Core%20Standards%20Mathematics%20PreK-12%20March%202014.pdf
http://www.education.pa.gov/K-12/Assessment%20and%20Accountability/PSSA/Pages/default.aspx#.VuLQs6grKGQ
http://www.education.pa.gov/K-12/Assessment%20and%20Accountability/PSSA/Pages/default.aspx#.VuLQs6grKGQ


Numbers and Operations - Fractions
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Math: Multiple Step, Application, Lots of Text

Three students were comparing how many times they each jumped on a 
trampoline.
● Jorge jumped 345 times.
● Keisha jumped 356 times.
● LeVar jumped more times than Jorge and fewer times than Keisha.

When each student’s total was rounded to the nearest hundred, Jorge’s total 
and LeVar’s total were the same.

Which value could be the number of times LeVar jumped on the trampoline?
(Grade 3- Number and Operations Base Ten)
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Measurement & Data

Kelly went to lunch 30 
minutes after the time shown 
on the clock. At what time 
did Kelly go to lunch? 

○ A. 11:05 

○ B. 11:30 

○ C. 11:35 

○ D. 12:05 
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Operations and Algebraic ThinkingOperations and Algebraic Thinking
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Geometry
Marquis and Shawn built a tree house.
The shape of the floor of the tree house is a quadrilateral.
The shape of the floor is not a rectangle or a rhombus.
Which quadrilateral could be the shape of the floor of the tree house?

A.                              B.

C.                              D.
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Science- Testing Section Layout
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Science PSSA – Gr. 4

Approximate Length
● 95-100 Minutes
● 2 Sections

The Nature of Science
Biological Science
Physical Science
Earth & Space Sciences
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Example: In the spring, some golden eagles fly north 
over Pennsylvania. In the fall, they fly back south for 
the winter. Which statement best describes why these 
golden eagles live in southern areas in winter? 

A. In northern areas, there is less food for eagles in winter. 
B. In northern areas, there are more competing birds in winter. 
C. In southern areas, there are fewer eagle predators in winter. 
D. In southern areas, there is more space for eagle nesting in winter.

PSSA Science Sample Item
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PSSA Science Sample Item
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PSSA Performance Level Descriptors
Advanced
● Reflects superior academic performance
● Indicates an in-depth understanding & exemplary display of the skills in the PA Academic 
   Content Standards

Proficient
● Reflects satisfactory academic performance
● Indicates a solid understanding & adequate display of the skills in the PA Academic Content  
  Standards

Basic
● Reflects marginal academic performance
● Indicates a partial understanding & limited display of the skills in the PA Academic Content 
   Standards 
● Is approaching satisfactory performance, but has not been reached  
● Needs additional instructional opportunities and/or increased student academic commitment to 
   achieve Proficient Level

Below Basic
● Reflects inadequate academic performance
● Indicates little understanding & minimal display of the skills in the PA Academic Content 
   tandards
● A major need for additional instructional opportunities and/or increased student academic 
   commitment to achieve Proficient Level
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Reporting

≈ Student reports with scores are created and 
mailed to the schools in late summer. 

≈ You will receive reports early in the 2017-18 
school year. 

≈ How to Read Student PSSA Report 
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http://www.education.pa.gov/Documents/K-12/Assessment%20and%20Accountability/PSSA/Individual%20Student%20Reports/Report%20Guide%20English.pdf
http://www.education.pa.gov/Documents/K-12/Assessment%20and%20Accountability/PSSA/Individual%20Student%20Reports/Report%20Guide%20English.pdf


Tips for Preparing for PSSA Ways Families Can Help Students:
● Anticipate what will be on the test.
● Be aware of testing lingo and vocabulary.
● Review reading, math, and test-taking 

strategies.
● Monitor for adequate rest.
● Providing nutritious meals
● Giving complimentary & 
   reassuring words
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Is Your Student Ready?
Be Physically Ready!

● Get a good night’s sleep before the test. The AAP recommends 10 - 13 

hours of sleep each night for elementary aged children. 

● Stay hydrated - our brains need water to work well.

● Eat a healthy breakfast and remember ALL meals are important! 

Research shows eating high protein foods the night before a test helps 

our brains to perform better. Some specific “brain-healthy” foods include: 

wild caught salmon, avocado, tomatoes, leafy greens, eggs, berries, 

beans, whole grains, broccoli, walnuts, and pomegranate.

●  BE ON TIME!

● Stretch during testing breaks. 
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Be Mentally Prepared!

● Stay calm and do your best! A little bit of nerves 
(butterflies in your stomach) is normal. Being overly 
nervous, or not caring at all, can ruin your chance of 
doing well on the test. 

● Remember, the stories were chosen to challenge, 
not entertain, you. Stay focused and remember to 
underline key details as you read the passages.
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•Breathe deeply and slowly.

•Read the directions &   
 questions twice.

•Read the entire passage.

•Read all the answer choices.

•Find details in the passage
 to support your answer.

• Eliminate answers that are NOT correct (use 
caution if crossing out answers in the 3rd 
grade test booklet)

• Completely fill in the circle that corresponds 
to your answer.

• Don’t try to finish first. Take your time!

• Proofread answers before turning in test. 

Test-taking Tips - Cont’d

For Math & Science PSSA - If not sure of a 
word on the test, ask to have it READ!
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≈ Questions?

Best of Luck!
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