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   Introduction to the Student

How to Take a Reading Comprehension Test
Taking a reading comprehension test does not have to be a stressful event. The 
following tips and methods can be used to make your test-taking efforts more 
effective and your results more accurate.

FOCUS:
When you read a comprehension passage, you should try to identify the  
following:

	 • main idea  • author’s attitude or tone  • author’s purpose

	 Many comprehension questions focus on your ability to determine what the 
author is trying to say and why he or she is saying it. Think about whether the 
author is biased: does he or she support, criticize, or remain objective about the 
subject? What clues show the writer’s attitude?
	 While you read, you should imagine yourself as the test writer. 

	 • Which pieces of information do you think are important? 

	 • Is the passage about a person or a group of people? 

	 • What is that person’s or group’s message to the world? 

	 • What questions would you write about the passage? 
When you come across a point that stands out, make a mental note of it. Ask 

yourself why the author included it. Information that seems to have a special 
purpose often shows up in the questions.

TIPS:
In order to determine an author’s attitude toward the subject, look for emotion-
ally charged words, such as tragically, sadly, unfortunately, surprisingly, amaz-
ingly, justly, etc. These words indicate an author’s bias—whether the author 
sides with or against the subject of the passage. Simple words tell you a lot 
about the author’s feelings.

Frequently, you are asked to identify the main idea of a passage. These types 
of questions do not always use the words main idea. They may ask for the most 
appropriate title or the statement with which the author would most likely 
agree or disagree. Pick the answer that is true for the entire passage. If no 
choice relates to the entire selection, choose the answer that is supported by 
most of the passage.

Preparation for 

State Reading
Assessments

P r a c t i c e  M a k e s  P e r f e c t 



You will also encounter questions that ask you to define a word or find the 
most appropriate synonym. These questions check your ability to use context 
clues, not your vocabulary knowledge. Sometimes, you will find more than one 
seemingly correct answer, but when you look at the word as it is used in the 
paragraph, you can choose the best synonym for the situation.

Some questions are open-ended and require you to write an answer. You 
must write two-to-four complete sentences to answer these types of questions. 
The person who scores your answer will look for you to explain yourself, so be 
sure to support your opinion with details from the passage.

Finally, when it comes to taking timed tests, many people feel pressured 
to race through the work so that they complete all of it. Remember, though, 
that careful reading cannot be rushed. So, what can you do? When you can-
not decide the answer to a question, skip it and come back to it after you have 
answered the rest of the questions for that passage. You may even find the 
answer when you are working on other questions. If you still cannot answer 
it, make your best guess and move on, rather than spend too much time trying 
to figure out one question, leaving yourself insufficient time to answer the rest 
accurately.

Some people suggest reading the questions before you read the passage so 
that you know what information you need. If this works for you, that is terrific! 
For many people, however, this uses valuable time and results in too much in-
formation to remember. This breaks their concentration, and they cannot focus 
on what they read. If you cannot focus on both the questions and the reading 
at one time, read the passage first, concentrating on what you read. If you need 
to look back at the passage to answer the questions, go ahead and do so. The 
point to be made here is that you should work in a manner that is comfortable 
for you. When you find a technique that works for you, use it!

REMEMBER THESE THREE EXTREMELY IMPORTANT POINTS:

1. �Read the directions and questions carefully! 
	� Look for tricky words, such as not, always, true, opposite, etc. These words 

greatly affect the answer to the question.

2. �If you cannot remember what you just read, read it again, and pay at-
tention to it!

3. Always read all the answer choices!

You may choose the wrong answer and miss the correct one entirely if you 
stop reading once you think you have found the answer. There may be a better 
choice farther down the list, and you will miss it if you do not read it.

P r e p a r a t i o n  f o r  S t a t e  R e a d i n g  A ss  e ss  m e n t s  •  l e v e l  9

	I  n t r o d u c t i o n 	 5 	



P r a c t i c e  M a k e s  P e r f e c t 

6 	M  o d e l  P a ss  a g e

Model Passage
	

	 The following model passage demonstrates effective use of the reading tips and 
strategies. You will see that there are underlined words and phrases in the passage 
and notes in the margins. The notes in the margins refer to the underlined portions 
of the passage and serve as examples of the way you should think about the passage. 
These notes include questions you should ask yourself or comments you should 
make to yourself as you read.

The Railroads Connect

On May 10, 1869, the Transcontinental Railroad was finally 
connected after years of hard work and confusion, but the 
celebration of the “Wedding of the Rails” was plagued by 
disorder and misunderstanding.1

Of course, the real story is a comedy of errors.2 First3 the 
actual location of the event was Promontory Summit, Utah, 
but since this was not on the map, the press reported that 
it occurred at Promontory Point; therefore, postcards, 
souvenirs, and even textbooks to this day bear the name of the 
incorrect location. Second, on May 4, 1869,4 the president of 
the Central Pacific Railroad, Leland Stanford, revealed to his 
friend, David Hewes, that no commemorative item had been 
made for the event. Upset by this fact, Hewes attempted to 
have a solid gold rail made, but after failing to find someone 
to finance it, he had $400 worth of his own gold melted and 
cast5 as the “Golden Spike,” which was then engraved6 for the 
occasion. Three other spikes were also made for the event. 
The next problem arose when the event had to be postponed 
because disgruntled6 workers and poor weather conditions 
delayed the arrival of officials from the Union Pacific 
Railroad. Finally, on May 10, 1869, the officials from both 
the Union Pacific and the Central Pacific railroads convened 
for the celebration. A special laurelwood railroad tie was laid 
in place at the junction, and the specially-made spikes were 
dropped into pre-drilled holes. Not one of them was actually 
hammered into place.7 Then, the laurelwood tie and spikes 
were replaced with a standard tie and regular iron spikes. The 
last spike and the hammer were connected to the telegraph 
line so that the entire nation could hear8 the “Wedding of the 

1This passage will be 
about the disorder of 
the “Wedding of the 
Rails” celebration.

2What are the funny 
errors?

3The points are 
organized. The word 
first tells me to look 
for second, etc. 
Look for next and 
finally.

4Wow, that is only 
four days before the 
ceremony.

5Wow, $400 of his 
own gold! Why? 
What kind of 
question will the test 
ask about this?

6I should look at the 
context of these 
boldfaced words. 
What do they mean?

7Those spikes were 
just dropped in the 
holes!

8This was a huge 
event if the telegraph 
was going to relay 
the sound.
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Rails.”9 The sound of the hammer hitting the spike would 
then travel across the country through the telegraph line. 
Leland Stanford was given the first swing, but he missed10 the 
spike and hit the wooden tie. Thomas Durant, vice president 
of the Union Pacific Railroad, swung at the spike, but missed 
entirely. In the end, a railroad employee hammered in the 
final tie,10 and the telegraph operator sent the message to the 
country: “D-O-N-E.” 

Not so surprisingly, when the fiftieth anniversary celebration 
was scheduled, not one person showed up.11 Maybe they all 
went to Promontory Point.

9The name of the 
event is mentioned 
again. This must be 
important.

10That is funny—after 
all of the problems, 
the important people 
who were supposed 
to hammer the spike 
could not do it. 

11That is funny, too. 
I cannot believe no 
one showed up. It 
seems as if no one 
cared.

1.	Which of the following best states the author’s purpose?

		  A.	 to make fun of the Transcontinental Railroad

		  B.	 to make an accurate portrayal of an important event in railroad history

		  C.	 to explain the importance of the Golden Spike

		  D.	 to describe how history books sometimes contain incorrect information

(B) 	The author accurately describes the confusion and mishaps surrounding the 
“Wedding of the Rails” celebration. All other answer choices are merely sup-
porting points in the passage.

2.	Which of the following would be the best title for this passage?

		  A.	 The Golden Spike Disaster

		  B.	 Where the Railroads Meet

		  C.	 Leland Stanford’s Spike

		  D.	 The Wedding of the Rails

(D) The passage is about the entire “Wedding of the Rails” ceremony. After all, 
the ceremony’s title is mentioned twice in the passage, making it significant 
information appropriate for the title. Although the event was riddled with 
errors, it would not be considered a disaster. Finally, the passage does not focus 

solely on Leland Stanford’s spike or where the event occurred. 
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3.	Which of the following did not lend to the confusion on May 10, 1869?

		  A.	 the telegraph operator

		  B.	 poor weather conditions

		  C.	 last-minute planning

		  D.	 uncertainty about the location

(A)	 The telegraph operator does not make any errors. The poor weather postponed 
officials; last minute planning required a friend to donate his own gold for the 
commemorative spike; uncertainty about the location led to incorrect informa-
tion.

4.	As used in the passage, the word engraved most nearly means

		  A.	 molded.

		  B.	 decorated.

		  C.	 transported.

		  D.	 purchased.

(B)	 If the spike was engraved for the occasion, it must have been decorated to show 
its commemorative purpose. Molded is not the answer because the passage 
already stated that the gold was melted and cast. Although the spike would 
have to be transported, the context is discussing the making of the spike, not the 
shipping of the spike. Finally, the gold was already purchased since it belonged 

to Hewes.

5.	Based on the information provided in the passage, what can you infer is the reason 

	 for David Hewes’ melting his own gold to make the spike?

		  A.	 He was angry that no one would help him.

		  B.	 He wanted to become famous for his contribution to the Transcontinental 

			   Railroad.

		  C.	 He could find no one willing to pay for or donate the gold.

		  D.	 He had more gold than he needed, so he was willing to give some away.

(C)	Hewes tried to find someone to finance a rail but was unsuccessful. Had he 
found someone willing to pay or donate at least something, then he would not 
have had to use his own resources. Since he looked for someone to finance a 
golden rail instead of financing it himself, we can infer that he did not have 
an overabundance of gold. There are no clues to imply he was searching for 
fame. Finally, the passage states that he was upset that there was item made to 
commemorate the event, but no mention of his being angry at finding no one 
willing to help. 
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6.	Answer the following question using complete sentences:

	 Why does the author call the “Wedding of the Rails” a “comedy of errors”?

The event is humorous because it was a major celebration of the uniting of the 
country’s rails, which was a massive undertaking, and everything that could go 
wrong did. Railroad officials arrived late because their workers were unhappy, the 
commemorative spike was not even hammered in, and a railroad employee, not any 
of the officials who organized the celebration, completed the actual connection of the 
rails. As a final taunt, no one showed up for the fiftieth anniversary celebration.
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Directions: Read the passage and answer the questions that follow it.

Henry and Anne

Anne Boleyn is best known as the be-
headed wife of Henry VIII and the 

mother of Queen Elizabeth I. Born some 
time between 1501 and 1507, Anne was 
known for her olive complexion, dark 
eyes and hair, and long, elegant neck. 
Because the definition 
of beauty during the six-
teenth century was pale, 
blond-haired, and blue-
eyed, many people took 
note of her appearance. 
According to legend, she 
had a small sixth finger 
on one hand and a large 
mole on her neck. 

After spending several 
years in France, Boleyn 
came to the English court 
in 1522, and captured Henry’s attention. 
When Anne arrived at Henry’s court, he 
was still married to his first wife, Katha-
rine of Aragon. Although Henry fell in 
love with Anne and pursued her inces-
santly, she refused to become his mis-
tress as her sister and others had done. 
Katharine had failed to produce Henry a 
male heir, which he desperately wanted. 
Because of his disappointment and new 
love, Henry began divorce proceedings 
in 1527. Before this time, the Catholic 
Church neither allowed nor recognized 
divorce, and Henry’s actions created 

a major controversy that resulted in a  
division between the crown and the 
Church. Anne became pregnant in 
1532, and Henry was forced to marry 
her quickly to legitimize the child. They 
were secretly married in January of 

1533, although Henry’s 
previous marriage was 
not annulled until late 
May. Anne was crowned 
queen on June 1, 1533. 

To Henry’s disap-
pointment, Anne gave 
birth to Queen Eliza-
beth I on September 7, 
1533. By the following 
January, Anne was preg-
nant again but the child, 
supposedly male, was 

miscarried or stillborn. Anne began to 
fear for her life since she had not pro-
duced a living son. It was also rumored 
that Henry began paying attention to 
one of Anne’s ladies-in-waiting. On May 
2, 1536, Anne was arrested and charged 
with various crimes, including plotting 
to kill the king. She was imprisoned in 
the Tower of London before a court, 
headed by her uncle, condemned her. 
On May 17, Anne was beheaded. Two 
days before her death, the Church of 
England dissolved the marriage.  
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Q u e s t i o n s
 

1.	Which of the following best describes Anne’s appearance as compared to the 	

	 standard of beauty in sixteenth-century England?

		  A.	 Anne captured Henry VIII’s attention because she was the ideal beauty.

		  B.	 Anne was hideous because she was disfigured.

		  C.	 Anne looked very typical for her time period.

		  D.	 Anne stood out because she was the opposite of the standard.

2.	Why did Henry have difficulty divorcing his wives?

		  A.	 The English court would not approve a divorce.

		  B.	 As king, Henry was the role model for his country, and his people did not 

			   approve of divorce.

		  C.	 The king was allied with the Catholic Church, which did not approve of 

			   divorce.

		  D.	 He married Anne before he had divorced Katharine.

3.	What is the purpose of the second paragraph?

		  A.	 It explains how Anne became queen after Katharine.	

		  B.	 It explains how Henry’s divorce impacted Catholicism.	

		  C.	 It describes the relationships Anne had with the people of the kingdom.	

		  D.	 It describes how desperate Henry was to have a male heir.	

4.	As used in the passage, the word incessantly most nearly means

		  A.	 periodically.

		  B.	 constantly.

		  C.	 sporadically.	

		  D.	 cruelly.	

5.	What can be inferred from the final paragraph?

		  A.	 Anne was incapable of producing healthy children.

		  B.	 Anne’s lady-in-waiting helped plot Anne’s condemnation.	

		  C.	 Anne had a good relationship with her uncle.	

		  D.	 Henry probably contrived crimes with which to accuse Anne.	

6.	Answer the following question using complete sentences:

	 Why was Henry VIII so disappointed in both Katharine and Anne for bearing 

	 daughters instead of sons? 
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Directions: Read the passage and answer the questions that follow it.

The Alamo

The battle of the Alamo, which last-
ed from February 23 until March 

6, 1836, is one of the most celebrated 
events of Texas’ history. The patriotic 
sacrifices made at the Alamo are still 
depicted in numer-
ous novels, plays, and 
films. The battle was 
an important event of 
the Texas Revolution, 
during which Texas 
struggled for indepen-
dence from Mexico. 
In December of 1835, 
Texan volunteers 
drove Mexican troops 
out of San Antonio 
and settled around the 
Alamo. In retaliation 
efforts, Mexico’s president, General An-
tonio López de Santa Anna, placed forc-
es along the south of the Rio Grande. 
Since they had been successful, Texan 
armies were told to leave the area, so 
many returned home. However, others 
remained in place under the command 
of James Bowie and William Travis, fear-
ing a battle against Mexico. Soon they 
were joined by other infamous figures, 
such as Davy Crockett.

The Mexican army, with troops num-
bering in the thousands, reached San 
Antonio on February 23, 1836. Travis’s 
185 troops were seriously outnumbered. 
Troops in both armies were ill prepared 

for battle. The Tex-
ans were disorganized 
with few supplies and 
a poorly constructed 
fort. Mexican troops 
were poorly fed and 
exhausted from previ-
ous battles. When the 
Mexican troops ar-
rived, Travis declared, 
“I shall never surren-
der or retreat…Victory 
or death!” 

On March 6, af-
ter days of fighting, the Mexican army 
stormed the Alamo, killing everyone 
but the women and children and one 
man who claimed that he was forced to 
fight. Although the Texan troops were 
unsuccessful at the Alamo, Texas did 
win its independence six weeks later 
after Santa Anna was captured at San 
Jacinto on April 21, 1836. The legacy of 
those who died at the Alamo will live on 
for centuries, remembering that heroic 
stand for freedom. 
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Q u e s t i o n s

 

1.	What was the reason for the battle at the Alamo?

		  A.	 Santa Anna’s troops had been attacking homes.

		  B.	 The Texans were defending their southernmost fort.

		  C.	 Texas was fighting for independence from Mexico.

		  D.	 The Texan army had retreated.

2.	Which of the following would be the best title for this passage?

		  A.	 Remember the Alamo!

		  B.	 Americans Shamed at the Alamo

		  C.	 The Alamo: How Texas Won Its Independence

		  D.	 Long Live Davy Crockett 

3.	What is the purpose of the final paragraph?

		  A.	 It describes Santa Ana’s compassion towards noncombatants.	

		  B.	 It describes how Texas finally won independence.	 

		  C.	 It explains how Davy Crockett died.	

		  D.	 It explains how the Mexicans and Texans battled during the Alamo.

4.	According to the passage, which statement is true?

		  A.	 Davy Crockett was a military general at the Alamo.

		  B.	 The battle of the Alamo was fought during the American Revolution.		

		  C.	 Travis’s troops outnumbered Santa Anna’s.	

		  D.	 Soldiers at the Alamo are remembered for their patriotic sacrifices.	

5.	As used in the passage, the word retaliation most nearly means

		  A.	 revenge.	

		  B.	 anger.

		  C.	 takeover.	

		  D.	 explosives.

6.	Why were Travis’s troops so badly outnumbered?

		  A.	 The troops were ordered to leave the area after a successful operation.

		  B.	 Many troops chose to leave the area during a period of inactivity.	

		  C.	 The Texas fight for independence was not supported by the army.	

		  D.	 Military troops could not get to the Alamo because it was surrounded.	
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Directions: Read the passage and answer the questions that follow it.

Cranial Binding

Today, if a child is born with a mis-
shaped skull, special measures, 

such as wearing shaping helmets, are 
taken to correct this “birth defect.” An-
cient cultures, however, would often 
purposely misshape the heads of new-
borns. Cranial binding, or 
artificial cranial deforma-
tion, is a method of bind-
ing the skull to alter its 
growth. Binding is done 
during infancy since the 
bones have not fused, and 
the skull is malleable. 
The binding usually in-
volves rope, cloth, hands, 
or devices that are placed 
against the head. Depend-
ing on the method of binding, skulls 
can feature varying heights, shapes, and 
facial features. By restricting the growth 
of specific areas, other dimensions on 
the skull and face would experience 
overgrowth. The shapes of the skulls 
often affected facial features. For exam-
ple, for a tall, thin skull, the front, back, 
and sides of the head were bound to al-
low for upward growth; the face would 
have elongated features. It is uncertain 
whether cranial binding affects brain 
function or mental capacity.

Researchers have found bound skulls 
in many different locales. There is evi-
dence that numerous ancient civiliza-
tions throughout Western Europe, Af-
rica, and Latin America performed this 
practice. While many are skeptical that 

the skulls truly belong to 
humans, most scientists 
believe this was the first 
type of body modification 
performed by humans. 
The process was often 
used for social reasons, 
such as to identify class 
or distinguish neighbor-
ing societies from one 
another. Binding was also 
done for religious and  

superstitious reasons. 
Researchers have yet to fully conclude 

why certain groups performed this  
practice. Although many theories exist, 
perhaps the most prominent reason for 
the modification was for aesthetic rea-
sons. While cranial modification may 
seem severe and primitive, consider 
some of the drastic measures men and 
women take in contemporary society to 
change their appearance in the name of 
beauty. 
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1.	Which of the following best states the author’s purpose?

		  A.	 to examine the reasons for cranial binding

		  B.	 to inform the reader about an ancient method of body modification

		  C.	 to compare the ancient standard of beauty to our standards today

		  D.	 to inform the reader about primitive methods 

2.	Why was artificial cranial deformation performed?

		  A.	 because of superstitions

		  B.	 to denote social class

		  C.	 to demonstrate group membership

		  D.	 for various, unknown reasons

3.	If a parent wanted a child’s head to be short and wide, how would the head be 

	 bound?

		  A.	 The head would be bound on the right and left sides.

		  B.	 The head would be bound on the forehead and both sides.

		  C.	 The head would be bound on the top, forehead, back, and sides.

		  D.	  The head would be bound on the top.

4.	According to information provided in the passage, which of the following 

	 statements is true?

		  A.	 Today, cranial binding could be considered child abuse.	

		  B.	 Cranial binding is dangerous and can harm children.

		  C.	 Cranial binding was only done for religious reasons.	

		  D.	 Cranial binding can be successfully done on adults.	

5.	As used in the passage, the word malleable most nearly means

		  A.	 hallow.	

		  B.	 incomplete.

		  C.	 fragile.	

		  D.	 shapeable.	

6.	Answer the following question using complete sentences:

	 What types of contemporary aesthetic measures compare to artificial cranial 

	 deformation?



Born Jack Roosevelt Robinson on 
January 31, 1919, in Cairo, Geor-

gia, Jackie Robinson became the first 
African-American to play Major League 
Baseball. After graduating high school, 
Jack attended Pasa-
dena Junior College 
and the University of 
California at Los An-
geles (UCLA). While 
attending UCLA, Rob-
inson was a star athlete 
and the first to letter in 
four sports: baseball, 
track, basketball, and 
football. During his  
senior year, he dropped 
out to support his  
family. 

In 1942, he enlisted 
in the U.S. Army during World War II. 
While stationed at Fort Riley, Kansas, 
Robinson was denied acceptance into 
Officer Candidate School (OCS) because 
of his race. Robinson protested and later 
graduated as a first lieutenant. During 
training at Fort Hood, Texas, Robinson 
refused to sit in the back of a public bus. 
He was sent to military court for the act 
and received an honorable discharge  
in 1944. 

After being the first African-Ameri-
can to play in the International League, 

Robinson advanced to the major leagues 
in 1947. He played his entire career for 
the Dodgers, mostly as second baseman. 
Having won many titles and awards, 
he was inducted to the National Base-

ball Hall of Fame in 
1962. His number, 42, 
has been retired from  
every league. 

Robinson retired 
from baseball at the 
age of 37 and became 
the vice-president of 
the Chock Full O’Nuts 
corporation. During 
this time, Robinson 
continued to fight for 
civil rights by serving 
on the board of the 
NAACP,  working with 

leaders such as Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., 
and having an influence in the political  
affairs of President Kennedy and Gov-
ernor Rockefeller. Although he was 
able to make great strides in his pub-
lic life, his personal life was difficult.  
Robinson suffered complications from 
diabetes, which caused heart problems 
and left him almost blind. On October 24, 
1972, Robinson died and was buried in  
Cypress Hill Cemetery in Brooklyn, New 
York. 
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1 6 	 J a c k i e  R o b i n s o n

Directions: Read the passage and answer the questions that follow it.

Jackie Robinson
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1.	What is the author’s purpose in writing this passage?

		  A.	 to explain how Jackie Robinson was able to change athletics for African-

			   Americans

		  B.	 to describe the influence Jackie Robinson had on politics

		  C.	 to inform the reader about the civil rights movement

		  D.	 to explain how Jackie Robison contributed to athletics and politics

2.	Which of the following would be the best title for this passage?

		  A.	 Baseball’s First Hall of Famer 

		  B.	 Fighting Segregation in Sports

		  C.	 The Legend of #42

		  D.	 Robinson’s Life

3.	What is the purpose of the last paragraph?

		  A.	 It describes Robinson’s interest in the civil rights movement.	

		  B.	 It explains how Robinson spent his life after his baseball career.

		  C.	 It informs the reader about Robinson’s life as a businessman.

		  D.	 It describes how Robinson’s health affected his career.

4.	As used in the passage, the word discharge most nearly means

		  A.	 dismissal.

		  B.	 execution.

		  C.	 expulsion.

		  D.	 medal.	

5.	From the information provided in the passage, which of the following 

	 statements draws the most logical conclusion?

		  A.	 Robinson never fought overseas during World War II.

		  B.	 Robinson’s athletic strengths were only demonstrated in baseball.	

		  C.	 Robinson had little interest in fighting against the segregation of African-

			   Americans.

		  D.	 Robinson was an only child and never married.

6.	Answer the following question using complete sentences:

	 As the first African-American to play in the International League and for a team 	

	 in 	Major League Baseball, what types of abuses might Robinson have suffered?






