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	 the	 a	 to	 his	 I	 they	 you	 was	

	 said	 she	 do	 he	 some	 have	 little	 my

	 like	 what	 were	 is	 love	 come	 are	 me

	 how	 of	 this	 find	 where	 your	 over	 could

	 from	 into	 who	 go	 here	 soon	 saw	 new

	 good	 all	 no	 there	 away	 down	 does	 one

	 out	 their	 off	 day	 would	 see

Orthographic Mapping TARGET: Irregular Words
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Orthographic Mapping TARGET: Letter Sounds
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Orthographic Mapping TARGET: Letter Names
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Decoding Inventory Targets: Closed Syllables / Vowel-Consant-E / Basic Affixes

Closed Syllables

Vowel-Consonant-E

Basic Affixes

   min     sal     jom     vun     quin     whav   

fap     deg     gib     les     pag     rud   tus     baf     shil     het      

wan     kex     zick     chom     thuz     vill     cass     noff

   naze     gude     mepe     sule     wonkide     atane          

jime     tebe     goke     fene     vome     rame     sove    

   hezes     pafed     senest     bruful     temness     premiv         

foting     unron   repog     miver     dutless     giply   
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Decoding Inventory Targets:  Advanced Affixes / Vowel Teams / Vowel-R-Controlled

Vowel Teams

Vowel-R-Controlled

  feep      naig      touv      keat      heag      goupaik

zay   loak   zoon   soud   wook   poig   shaw   hieb   roef   zow   bewk   pauk 

  klar      ner      foarp      mour      lare      lirparg          

tor   wir   ploor   rark   zair   kear   zur   theer   glier   searc   lourt   vour   slore 

Advanced Affixes

   mubtion      discla      gobic      mavible      gopture      gepous           

bimog      trizom      nonplut      zikable      misdut      transbub      uniquin      virupt    
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Decoding Inventory Targets: Complex Vowels / Advanced Word Forms

Complex Vowels

Advanced Word Forms

  vind      nild      zough      keigh      glaught      kighdost          

vost      grold      figh      pight      wought      pough      klaugh    

  wecent      smink      lomb      glistle      ohong      grombacent

brism      grunk      mank      ghosl      futle    
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Decoding Inventory Target: Multisyllabic Words in Context

Multisyllabic Words in Context

David made a new game. He called it Tembog. It used a lot of new words. 

David played the game with a stick that he called a stodrun.

The game also used a big block with a hole in it that he called a goupaik.

A player throws the stick through the hole in the block. If they miss, it is called a lirparg.

If you get the stick through the hole, that is called a kighdost. They get one point.

There are other people in the game called ungobers. They try to take the block away.

If they take the block away, then they get a second block called a bimudgeic.

If they take the block away again, then they get a golden block called a poughnigild.

If they take the block away a third time, then they get a glowing block called a grombacent.

Once anyone has a glowing block, they can exchange, or ponerate it for a very large block.

Each player on the team wears lirmarves to protect them, which are made out of foam.
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FIRST GRADE: Benchmark 1 (BOY)READINGREADING

Kam was on a rug with some little toys. A boy saw her toys and grabbed all of them. The 

boy did not hand them back, so Kam was sad. Kam sat on the rug and made a plan to get 

the toys. She was going to get them back. Kam decided to get help from her teacher, who 

was distracted by other kids. She asked her teacher, “Can you please help me get my 

stolen blocks returned to me?” Her teacher calmly replied, “When I’m done teaching, I’ll 

speak with your classmate and tell him he needs to share so that you can play together.” 

After Kam sat back down, the boy started sharing because the teacher talked to him. 

Kam and the boy expertly fabricated a mansion that was expansive. Since it was a very 

big house with lots of rooms, she had to stand on her tiptoes to put the last block on. She 

was very pleased because they had collaborated together using the blocks which came 

from two big, deep tubs. 
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READINGREADING FIRST GRADE: Benchmark 2 (BOY)

Last week, Jen sat on the grass with a rose bush that her mom got at a shop. Jen’s mom 

told her to plant the bush, but it began to make her itch. Then her face started to get red, 

and she had to rub her nose a lot. Although she had quickly dropped the rose, her eyes 

started watering too. She was upset because the itching wouldn’t cease. She immediately 

went inside because she was miserable. Jen decided to tell her mom, who was in the 

kitchen. She frantically said, “Mom, my eyes and nose really itch, and I need your help.” 

Jen’s mom helpfully said, “You have allergies, which I know all about. Allergies can be 

caused by plants and can make you itch. I have some eye drops to help.” When they 

went inside, her mom gently put the calming drops in her irritated eyes. Jen was pleased 

because her red eyes, that were swollen, stopped itching. After Jen got help, they finished 

planting the gorgeous rose bush together.
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READINGREADING FIRST GRADE: Benchmark 1 (MOY)

One day, Jack was in his room. He was getting ready to go swim in his big pool. When 

Jack was ready to go, his mom, who was strict, stopped him. She said he could not swim 

because he had not picked up his toys yet. Jack was upset. It was a beautiful, warm 

morning. He wanted to practice swimming with his new kickboard. A kickboard is a small, 

foam board which helps you float. You hold on to it so that you can practice kicking. But 

he had to tidy up his messy bedroom. He decided to get to work. Since he really wanted 

to swim, he worked hard. After Jack spent almost three hours cleaning, he urgently found 

his mom. He said, “Can I swim now because I completely finished the tasks that you gave 

me?” Jack’s mom proudly replied, “You cleaned your room so well. It is stunning!” His 

mom was perfectly satisfied. Jack felt happy. He ate lunch, then he eagerly swam in the 

refreshing pool while his mom closely watched him. 
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READINGREADING FIRST GRADE: Benchmark 2 (MOY)

One day, Ron was with his dad at a fun park. He wanted to go on all the fun rides. He 

stopped at a tall ride that was fast and spun a lot. He went on it. But at the end of the ride, 

he started to feel sick. He was scared because his stomach suddenly felt uneasy. Ron 

decided to find his dad, who was nearby. He urgently said, “I went on a ride that rapidly 

rotated and I might throw up!” Ron’s dad replied, “Since you feel sick, it sounds like you 

have motion sickness. Let’s find a calm, relaxing place so that you can rest.” Ron’s dad 

told him about motion sickness. He explained it happens when you stop moving but the 

fluid in your ears doesn’t and it can make you nauseous. His dad quickly found a nearby 

bench, and had Ron sit down. After several minutes, Ron felt relieved because he didn’t 

feel sick anymore. Then he blissfully rode calmer carnival rides, which didn’t spin, for the 

rest of the day.
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READINGREADING FIRST GRADE: Benchmark 1 (EOY)

One day, Owen was out playing in the rain. After he jumped in a big puddle, Owen got 

water in his new shoes. His shoes were not very tall, so they got wet. Owen was sad 

because his feet were very wet and cold. He knew he needed to get help. Owen ran to 

his mom, who was standing outside their apartment. He said, “Can you help me? These 

shoes that I thought were waterproof are totally freezing my feet.” When Owen’s mom 

saw him, she pulled him under her umbrella since he was completely drenched. She 

kindly said, “I think we have a raincoat and some old galoshes. Galoshes are really tall 

boots that are made of waterproof rubber. They should fit you.” After she quickly found 

them, Owen’s mom took off his soaking wet shoes and dumped out the water so that they 

wouldn’t get ruined. Even though she struggled getting the galoshes on Owen’s feet, she 

eventually succeeded. Owen was relieved because he was able to frolic in the puddles 

without getting wet. 
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READINGREADING FIRST GRADE: Benchmark 2 (EOY)

Last week, Ben was at his dad’s house. It was late and he was watching TV. His dad told 

him it was time to brush his teeth and go to bed. Ben was upset because he did not want 

to go to bed. After Ben brushed his teeth, he made a plan. Ben quickly pulled a book 

off the shelf. When his dad tucked him in, Ben timidly asked, “Will you please read this 

story to me?” Ben’s dad, who studied the cover, said, “This book, again? OK, but just 

a few pages since it’s so late.” It was a funny chapter book. Chapter books, which are 

long stories that are divided into smaller parts, usually don’t have colorful drawings. His 

dad began dramatically reading the book using different voices. Ben’s vivid imagination 

ran wild. He clearly pictured what was happening in the story! Although Ben was happy 

because he got to stay up late, he was getting tired. When his dad finished reading, he 

snuggled under the covers so that he could go to sleep. 
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READINGREADING

Yesterday, Marta and her mom were shopping at a store. She needed to get a gift for her 

friend. She was upset because she didn’t have much time. Marta was thinking about getting 

a game. Her friend had a new computer with lots of RAM, which helps it run fast and open 

many things all at the same time. She dug through the bin of games and finally found a 

great game. But sadly, she didn’t have the money to buy it. Marta felt bad because she still 

didn’t have a gift. After she put the game back, she decided to ask her artistic mom, who 

was very creative, for guidance. She urgently said, “What should I give my best friend?” 

Marta’s mom said, “Make her something at home. It will be more meaningful.” Although 

Marta didn’t have a lot of time, she was able to make the perfect gift. When her friend 

eagerly opened the present, she loved the beautiful, personalized gift. Marta was extremely 

happy because she got to give her friend something that she cherished.

SECOND GRADE: Benchmark 1 (BOY)
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READINGREADING

Last week, Cora was exploring a theme park. She wanted to go on all the big rides, but she 

was not able to because she was too short. Even though Cora was upset, she hoped to find 

other rides that were fun. After she looked for a while, Cora found a thrilling ride that was 

shaped like a giant snake, and it went really fast. But when she tried to get on it, a man, who 

wore a uniform, sadly told Cora she was too short. The man explained he had to enforce 

the strict safety regulations, which were rules that must be obeyed so that people don’t get 

hurt. Cora felt disappointed because it seemed like she would never find a suitable ride. She 

decided to ask the man for help. Cora optimistically said, “Can you show me a fun ride I’m 

tall enough for?” He said, “Yes! The Ferris wheel should be perfect!” When she saw it, Cora 

quickly got on ride. After the exhilarating ride was finished, Cora was happy because she 

finally discovered a perfect, fun ride. 

SECOND GRADE: Benchmark 2 (BOY)
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READINGREADING

One day, Daniel was in his art class making a small clay pot. When he was done, he went 

to pick up the pot, but it was stuck to the table, which made him nervous. Daniel decided to 

try to gently lift it off the table so that he wouldn’t ruin it. But Daniel’s pot was really stuck. 

Daniel was sad and put his head on the table. Finally, Daniel decided to get help. Daniel 

said to his teacher “My pot is stuck!” Daniel’s teacher kindly said, “Before I work with clay, I 

put canvas down because canvas is a thick cloth that is made from cotton. The clay won’t 

adhere to it. Since your pot is already stuck, I’ll remove it using a special technique.” Then 

she quickly illustrated how to get it unstuck. Daniel closely observed the teacher, who 

had solved this problem many times, take some thin wire and deftly slide it under the pot. 

When he saw it easily come right off the table, Daniel immediately felt relieved because he 

wouldn’t have to construct a new pot. 

SECOND GRADE: Benchmark 1 (MOY)
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READINGREADING

On Sunday, Fiona, a very shy girl, was in the car with her family. They slowly pulled into 

her grandpa’s big driveway. She saw lots of cars parked at her grandpa’s house. Fiona was 

upset because she didn’t know there would be so many people visiting her grandpa. Fiona 

decided to stick close to her outgoing, older brother. She held his hand so that she would 

feel better. But Fiona still felt uneasy. Even though she loved her grandpa, she didn’t like big 

crowds. She decided to quietly talk to her brother, who always took care of her. Fiona said, 

“Please help me find a quiet place.” Her brother kindly answered, “There are lots of people, 

which can feel overwhelming. Let’s go to grandpa’s den.” His den was a small, extra room 

that was packed with books. After Fiona went to the room, she quickly found a book and 

snuggled up on her favorite, cozy chair. Fiona immediately felt relieved because it was nice 

and quiet. When it was time to leave, Fiona sweetly said goodbye to her grandpa. 

SECOND GRADE: Benchmark 2 (MOY)
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READINGREADING

On Saturday, Jacob, who loved the outdoors, was fishing with his grandpa at a nearby river 

delta. The triangle-shaped piece of land, which formed when the fresh water of the river 

flowed into the salty water of the ocean, was their favorite place to fish. Jacob tried to cast 

the line into the brackish water, but his line snagged in a tree behind him. Jacob panicked 

and thought he could just pull the line free. But when Jacob whipped the line hard, it got 

caught even worse! Jacob was frustrated. He hesitated to ask his grandpa, an expert 

fisherman, for help because he was obviously having a great time. Jacob nervously asked, 

“Grandpa, can you help me?” His grandpa said, “Happy to help! That’s quite the snag!” 

After his grandpa expertly untangled the badly twisted line from the tree, Jacob moved so 

that his line wouldn’t get caught again and excitedly cast out into the water. Jacob almost 

immediately caught a big, beautiful fish! He felt elated because he had never caught a fish 

that big before. 

SECOND GRADE: Benchmark 1 (EOY)
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READINGREADING

Last week, Luiz went outside to feed his pet goats. His goats, which are called Fainting 

goats, are very friendly. However, when they get scared, their legs get stiff and they fall 

over. When Luiz poured some grain into their feeder, he noticed there was only one goat in 

the pen. The other goat had escaped and was eating some thick, overgrown bushes in the 

backyard. Luiz felt worried because he didn’t know how he would catch the goat that always 

ran from him. He decided to slowly approach the cagey goat so that he could capture it. But 

every time he got close, it quickly bounded away. Luiz was frustrated. He decided to ask 

his dad, who knew about goats, for advice. Luiz said, “Do you have any tips for catching 

my goat?” His dad replied, “Grab a handful of grain. Since goats can’t resist food, it should 

follow you.” After Luiz held out his hand with some grain, he was relieved because the goat 

eagerly followed him into the pen. Then Luiz made sure the gate was tightly shut. 

SECOND GRADE: Benchmark 2 (EOY)
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READINGREADING THIRD GRADE: Benchmark 1 (BOY)

Last week, Carla, who loved dressing up, was painting her nails at the new kitchen counter. She 

had some glittery, pink nail polish. When she inadvertently knocked over the small bottle, she was 

worried because she didn’t want to stain the counter. It was quickly spilling everywhere, so she 

swiftly picked up the messy bottle. She decided to get a rag. Although Carla tried to clean it up, 

the rag didn’t work. The bright, sparkly liquid smeared all over. She felt panicked. She needed 

her mom’s help since she couldn’t clean up the nail polish. So she decided to show her mom 

the counter. Carla said, “I accidentally spilled nail polish. I need your help so that I can clean it.” 

Carla’s mom said, “These new countertops are granite which is a porous rock that absorbs liquids. 

That’s why you couldn’t scrub the stain off the counter. You need something to help extract the nail 

polish. Nail polish remover will probably work.” After her mom easily removed the stain, Carla was 

relieved because the mess was gone. Then Carla and her mom painted their nails together.
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READINGREADING THIRD GRADE: Benchmark 2 (BOY)

Last spring, Molly drove with her family to a park that had beautiful, rolling hills. After they arrived, 

they unloaded their bikes so that they could go trail riding. Molly’s bike, which was usually in 

pristine condition, started making a horrible, grinding sound. She looked down and saw that the 

chain had fallen off, likely because her bike had been neglected all winter. Even though Molly 

was worried, she decided to try riding without the chain. She pedaled hard, but her bike wouldn’t 

move! Molly felt frustrated because her bike seemed useless. She wondered if her dad, who 

was an avid bike-rider, would be able to help. Molly walked her bike over to him and said, “Could 

you help fix my bike?” Molly’s dad patiently replied, “You simply need your chain tightened. 

Without a functioning bike chain, your bike can’t get energy from the pedals to move the wheels.” 

Fortunately, her dad always came prepared with bike tools. After he tightened the chain, Molly 

began riding again. She was happy because her bike worked perfectly! Molly easily traversed the 

park trails all day with her family. 
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READINGREADING THIRD GRADE: Benchmark 1 (MOY)

Yesterday morning, Jen quietly walked into the kitchen. She got up early so that she could make 

breakfast for her mom. When Jen saw her dad in the kitchen, she asked him to help her make 

breakfast. But sadly, her dad was in a hurry. Jen was disappointed because she needed some 

help. She wanted to make fresh, delicious popovers, which are her mom’s favorite breakfast. 

Popovers are fluffy rolls that are baked in muffin tins. They are made with lots of eggs and butter. 

Jen decided to try to bake the popovers independently. She found the recipe. But she quickly 

grew frustrated because she couldn’t understand the convoluted instructions. She decided to 

wake up her sister, who was a fabulous cook. Jen hesitantly woke her sister up. She whispered, 

“Will you please help me make mom’s special breakfast?” Although Jen’s sister was very fatigued, 

she immediately said, “I forgot what day it is. I’ll be right there to help you.” After Jen and her 

sister cooked the breakfast, she was happy since she got to prepare her mom a special breakfast. 

Her mom loved it. 
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READINGREADING THIRD GRADE: Benchmark 2 (MOY)

Yesterday, Cody was at home getting ready for school. He was looking for his homework, which 

was an elaborate report on glaciers. He had spent hours writing about how glaciers are valleys of 

ice that slowly move across the land because they are thousands of feet thick. But he couldn’t find 

it in his backpack. Cody desperately needed it so that he could get it to his teacher, who was very 

stern. When Cody couldn’t find his report anywhere in the house, he was devastated since it had 

taken him so long to write it. He finally realized he had probably left it in the car, which was usually 

very messy. Cody looked in the car, but it had just been cleaned. He was hysterical because he 

really needed that report. He decided to talk to his mom. He urgently said, “I can’t find my report! 

Do you have it?” Cody’s mom uneasily said, “I might have thrown it away.” Then Cody searched 

through the grimy trash and recovered it. After he found his report, Cody was relieved and vowed 

to always put his homework away. 
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READINGREADING THIRD GRADE: Benchmark 1 (EOY)

Once, Jake, a brave boy, was eating lunch at his friend’s house since they didn’t have school that 

day. His friend challenged him to eat a red chili pepper. Red chili peppers are a hot type of pepper 

which start out green but turn red as they ripen. When Jake bit into it, the fiery, spicy pepper 

burned his mouth. It was painful. He was worried because it wouldn’t stop burning. Jake decided 

to drink some water to cool off his mouth. He quickly guzzled a glass of water. Although it helped 

some, Jake couldn’t stop the burning. He felt panicked. Jake desperately turned to his friend, who 

loves eating spicy food, thinking he could help. He frantically said, “My mouth is still burning. What 

should I do?” Jake’s friend calmly said, “You need to slowly drink some milk so that your mouth 

will stop burning.” After Jake deliberately sipped some milk that his friend quickly gave him, which 

took him a long time, he felt relieved because the intolerable, intense pain was finally gone. Jake 

never ate another one of those scorching peppers again.



© 2023 Language Dynamics Group, LLC.   |     www.LanguageDynamicsGroup.com

READINGREADING THIRD GRADE: Benchmark 2 (EOY)

Saturday, Megan was in her room, counting her allowance. She wanted to spend the money she 

had been saving on a fun, new camera. But Megan’s mom wasn’t home to drive her to the store. 

She was unhappy. Megan impatiently decided to find her older brother, who just got his license. 

Although she found him, he couldn’t drive her because his vehicle, an old, worn-out truck, was 

out of commission. Megan was annoyed since she couldn’t find a ride. Then Megan decided 

to call her mom to see if she could help. She said, “Can you take me shopping so I can buy an 

instant camera? They are so cool! The film that you put in the camera has special chemicals, 

which develop pictures in seconds!” Megan’s mom said, “I’ll be home soon. Make sure your room 

is clean – then I will gladly take you.” After Megan’s mom got home and inspected her room, she 

willingly gave her a ride. Megan was ecstatic because she finally got to purchase the camera 

she’d been desperately waiting to buy. She quickly took a picture of her mom to thank her.
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READINGREADING FOURTH GRADE: Benchmark (BOY)

On Monday, Brody was in the school cafeteria with his friends. While he was eating, he noticed that there 
was a boy sitting by himself at another table. Brody felt sad for the boy. Without a moment’s thought, Brody, 
who was a kind, considerate boy, decided that he would try to befriend the other boy by bringing his friends 
over to meet him. However, when Brody and his friends tried to introduce themselves, the boy wouldn’t talk 
to them and remained mute, even though Brody and his friends kept trying to start a conversation. Brody 
felt disappointed because he still wanted to become friends with the boy. He wasn’t sure what to try next, 
so he decided to ask for advice from his teacher, who was extremely wise. “My friends and I are trying 
to be friends with the boy who is sitting alone, but he’s as quiet as a mouse. What are we doing wrong?” 
Brody’s teacher said, “You should probably try talking to him one-on-one, which is a more personal way 
to introduce yourself individually. Plus, meeting lots of people at once could be overwhelming for him, 
especially if he is an introvert. He may be more willing to talk with just you at first.” The teacher explained 
to him that an introvert is a person that doesn’t enjoy crowds. She explained that introverts often like to 
have a small, close group of friends and sometimes prefer to simply enjoy the peace and quiet of being 
alone. “That makes sense!” Brody said after he thought it over. “I’ll give it a try.” The next day at lunch, 
Brody approached the boy alone and introduced himself. This time, the shy boy engaged in conversation 
with him. Eventually, the boy came out of his shell enough that the two of them were able to become well 
acquainted. Brody was thrilled that he had made a new friend. 
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READINGREADING FOURTH GRADE: Benchmark (MOY)

Last week, Drake was sitting in his house watching his hamster race around in an exercise ball. After 
a while, Drake decided to go to the kitchen that was downstairs to grab a scrumptious snack because 
he was hungry. When he returned, the exercise ball, which had the lid off, was lying empty on the floor. 
The hamster was gone! The hamster was gone. Drake panicked. He decided to look everywhere for the 
rodent. He desperately called the hamster’s name. He began to search fervently. He looked in every nook 
and cranny but he couldn’t find the hamster. He was worried because his hamster could have hidden 
anywhere. He decided to ask his brother for help. “Would you help me find my hamster?” Drake asked. “He 
disappeared into thin air!” His brother, who was stern, said, “Having a pet is fun; however, you need to be 
responsible. You have to take care of them because they can’t do it themselves. If you’re not careful, your 
pet could potentially get hurt because it is in an unfamiliar environment.” Drake exclaimed, “I promise that 
I will never let the hamster out of my sight again, but will you please help me find him before something 
happens?” Drake’s brother agreed to help him and the two brothers searched for the elusive, little escape 
artist. They decided to look in the dimly lit laundry room where the hamster may have found some lint to 
sleep in because hamsters are nocturnal animals. They sleep during the day and like warm, dark places 
where they can build nests. When Drake entered the laundry room, he looked behind the machines and 
spotted the tiny animal that was happily burrowing behind the dryer where it was creating a nest from lost 
socks. Drake was happy because he found his furry friend. He never left his hamster alone outside of his 
cage ever again.
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READINGREADING FOURTH GRADE: Benchmark (EOY)

On Sunday night, Bowen was diligently working on a school project in the kitchen. He was building an 
intricate bridge out of tiny popsicle sticks. However, Bowen realized that he needed more glue to complete 
the bridge. In a panic, he decided to look in the kitchen drawer for more glue. Although he searched the 
drawer that was full of lots of things, he couldn’t find any glue, and his heart sank. He was concerned that 
he wouldn’t be able to finish his bridge. Then Bowen remembered that his mom, who loved to do crafts, 
had special personal supplies upstairs in a locked cabinet. Bowen tracked down his mom and asked, 
“Do you have any glue in your craft supplies that I can use? I ran out and my bridge is so close to being 
finished.” His mom kindly replied, “I don’t have any more craft glue, but I have some epoxy that should 
work!” When Bowen looked confused, his mom explained that epoxy is a strong, long-lasting glue. It’s an 
adhesive that comes in two parts. As you mix the ingredients together, a chemical reaction happens, and 
the liquid turns into a glue. Because Bowen had never used epoxy before and was worried it wouldn’t work, 
his mom patiently explained, “We have to use the epoxy because we don’t have any other kind of glue and 
it is getting late. Plus, it will certainly be potent enough to keep your bridge together. When it dries, it will 
be even better than glue.” Once Bowen agreed to give it a try, he and his mom used the epoxy that she 
had offered him for his project. It worked like a charm, and the bridge came together quickly. Bowen was 
relieved that he was able to finish the project with his mom’s help. 
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READINGREADING FIFTH GRADE: Benchmark (BOY)

Last Friday, Corbin was in the library looking for books to use for a school project. Even though he wasn’t 
allowed to have food or drink in the library, Corbin snuck in a juice box. While he was distractedly walking 
down the aisle, he tripped and spilled the bright red juice all over the book that he was holding! Corbin was 
horrified because this had never happened before. He quickly decided to clean up the sticky liquid. Even 
though he tried to wipe up the mess that he made, it was too late because the book’s pages were already 
saturated with the liquid. They were covered in juice! Corbin was scared, but he knew that he had to 
confess; he decided to tell the librarian who was working. He said, “I accidentally spilled juice on this book. 
I promise it won’t happen again.” The strict, intimidating librarian snapped, “There is no way to get the 
stains out, so this book is toast! You will certainly need to compensate for your mistake by paying a fine.” 
The librarian explained that a fine is a sum of money that a person pays when they are caught breaking 
a rule. The amount of money depends on the severity of the violation and fines are given so people will 
stick to the rules. Corbin told the librarian that he thought it was unfair because it was an accident. The 
librarian said, “You can’t bring food or drinks in the library. You knew that the juice box wasn’t allowed, but 
you disobeyed. Because you ruined the book, you have to pay the replacement fine.” After listening to the 
librarian, Corbin knew she was right. Fortunately, he had extra money left over from lunch which he used to 
pay the fine. Corbin felt relieved that he did the right thing and resolved to never break the rules again. 
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READINGREADING FIFTH GRADE: Benchmark (MOY)

On Friday, Cleo, who was a very curious girl, stood outside her sister’s bedroom. Although Cleo knew 
entering her sibling’s room alone was prohibited, she snuck in to look at her sister’s beautiful jewelry 
collection which was on the dresser. When she held up one of her sister’s tiny, delicate rings that was as 
brilliant as fire, it slipped suddenly through her clumsy fingers. It hit the floor, rolled away, and disappeared 
into the fluffy rug! Cleo felt panicked. She knew she had to locate it before her sister returned, as she 
would be mad about the lost ring. She decided to search carefully, sweeping her hands across the floor. 
Cleo felt distressed because she couldn’t find it. She decided to go to her sister, who cared a lot about her 
collection, to confess that she had lost the special, treasured ring. Cleo said, “I am so sorry. I went into your 
room and lost a ring. Will you help me look for it?” Her sister was angry that she lost the ring because it 
was one of a kind. It had semi-precious gemstones, such as rubies and topaz, which are materials that are 
difficult to find. However, her sister swallowed her anger and replied, “I wish you would stop playing with 
my rings. Let’s go up to my room and search for it.” They went up the stairs and combed through the room. 
After searching carefully, they found the beloved ring. Cleo was relieved to return it to the jewelry collection. 
Cleo commented to her sister, “If you gave me some rings, I wouldn’t be so tempted to play with yours. My 
ring collection would be beautiful, like yours. You could give me the old ones you never wear.” Her sister 
relented and gave her three less valuable rings. Cleo took the rings, gave her sister a hug, and happily 
promised to never play with her sister’s rings again.
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READINGREADING FIFTH GRADE: Benchmark (EOY)

On Friday, Theresa was playing at the beach with her family. She had just finished building a beautiful 
sandcastle that had taken hours to complete. Suddenly, without warning, an ocean wave came crashing onto 
the beach, forcefully knocking over her castle. Theresa was infuriated. She decided to construct a wall that 
would be sturdy enough to protect her castle. Theresa formed a wall of sand and then built her castle again. 
However, when another furious, giant wave came crashing in, it completely knocked down the wall and lay 
waste to the sandcastle. Theresa, who was beside herself with frustration, realized she had to get some help. 
Theresa tearfully talked to her brother, who asked her, “Why don’t you surround your castle with a moat?” 
Since Theresa had never heard of a moat before, she replied, “Can you show me what you are talking 
about?” Theresa’s brother excitedly retrieved information about a moat using his phone. He read aloud that 
“a moat is a deep, broad ditch filled with water which surrounds a castle. Moats were used historically to 
fortify castles against enemies. In some cases, moats were even built around entire towns.” Theresa wasn’t 
sure a moat would work, but her brother was relentless. He explained that a sandcastle with a moat would 
look amazing and that if a moat worked with real castles, then it should work with sandcastles, too. He told 
her that as long as the moat is deep enough, the castle would stay safe. He also told her he would help her 
dig the moat. Theresa was finally convinced it was good idea. They quickly dug a deep moat and then rebuilt 
her sandcastle. When a giant wave came crashing onto the shore, the moat filled with water, just like her 
brother had said it would, but the castle remained intact. Theresa was delighted because her sandcastle was 
protected from the waves and was even bigger and better than before.
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READINGREADING SIXTH GRADE: Benchmark (BOY)

On Saturday, Jeff was in the kitchen working on his science fair project. He had created a volcano, but he 
was disappointed because it was not erupting. After doing some research, Jeff decided to mix ketchup with 
baking soda so that the lava would be more reactive. However, when Jeff mixed the simple, household 
ingredients, the lava still was not bubbling up over the top. It was slower than molasses! Needless to say, 
Jeff was not impressed. Determined to make a successful volcano, he decided to see if his dad, who loved 
science, could help. He asked, “Dad, will you help me fix my volcano? The lava won’t bubble up, even 
though I mixed it just right.” Jeff’s dad looked at the volcano’s pathetic lava and said, “The good news is, we 
don’t have to go back to the drawing board. You have nearly all the ingredients. If we add vinegar, that will 
probably fix it.” Jeff was not convinced. He wondered how including vinegar would make a difference. His 
dad expounded, “These ingredients will be the perfect combination to make your volcano work. I’ve done this 
before. Vinegar increases the amount of acid in the mixture which will cause a reaction that should make the 
lava pour out of the volcano in an authentic manner.” Jeff’s dad went on to explain that acid is a chemical that 
is found in vinegar. When acid mixes with a substance like baking soda, a reaction occurs that creates air 
bubbles, which makes the ketchup mixture foam up. Jeff decided to take his dad’s advice and add vinegar to 
his lava. After the volcano had been modified, it erupted perfectly, oozing its sticky, red contents everywhere. 
Jeff was pleased because his volcano looked exactly as he wanted. He could now confidently present it at 
the science fair.
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READINGREADING SIXTH GRADE: Benchmark (MOY)

Last Spring, Ada was in her room making a handmade gift using dried flowers to send to her aunt. She was 
also writing an appreciative letter to go in the envelope. Ada’s aunt, who was a generous person, was a 
humanitarian volunteer helping people internationally. However, a few days after she had excitedly mailed the 
gift, it arrived back at her house. When Ada realized it was unsuccessfully delivered, she was confused. She 
figured that she had not put enough stamps on the envelope since it was heavier than the last one. So, she 
added a few more and mailed it again. After several days, the envelope came back again. She felt frustrated 
because she didn’t know why the envelope was returned. She decided to ask her mom for help. “Mom, my 
special present that I sent overseas to my aunt came back in the mail. Can you help me?” Her mom, who 
looked at the envelope, said, “This was sent back when it arrived at customs. Customs is the department 
that regularly checks that packages don’t contain illegal items. Each country has individual, specific rules for 
packages it receives. The country where your aunt is located probably doesn’t allow flowers.” Ada looked 
doubtful. She didn’t understand why flowers would not be allowed. Her mom explained, “You probably can’t 
send flowers because they don’t want the seeds to get into the country. If you send an invasive plant to 
another country, it might spread everywhere and replace the plants which grow naturally.” Ada’s mom told her 
to make her aunt another gift. Ada thanked her helpful mom. In a moment of inspiration, Ada made a drawing 
of her aunt’s favorite flowers. Later, she got a message from her aunt who loved the thoughtful gift. Ada was 
happy everything arrived safely, and she was over the moon as she read the thank-you note from her aunt.
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READINGREADING SIXTH GRADE: Benchmark (EOY)

Yesterday, Jonah was working in the yard with his dad. His dad asked him to fetch the big, sturdy trash 
bags from inside the house. When Jonah was headed back outside with the bags, he locked the door out 
of habit and pulled it shut. He immediately regretted doing so because he realized that the keys to the 
door were still inside the house. Jonah desperately hoped that the back door was unlocked, so he ran to 
the back, but found that it was also secured. Jonah felt a wave of panic because he had no idea how they 
were going to get inside the house. He wondered if his dad, who was one of the most resourceful people 
he knew, would have a solution. Jonah apprehensively walked up to his dad and quietly said, “After I got 
the bags, I accidentally locked the front door, and the back door is locked, too.” His dad said, “I have been 
locked out of this house several times. Do you see that trellis up against the wall? I can climb up it, open 
a window, and unlock the front door for us!” Jonah looked at the trellis, which was a metal framework that 
resembled several ladders going up the wall. Their trellis was used to support all the climbing plants in the 
garden. Jonah thought his dad was joking about climbing the trellis, because it seemed impossible. His 
dad exclaimed, “If little boys and girls do it, then they might get hurt. But because this is an emergency, 
and I am an adult, I know how to climb it without getting hurt.” Nimble as a cat, Jonah’s dad climbed the 
trellis, made it inside the house, and unlocked the door. Jonah felt relieved when his dad came outside 
with the keys to the house. After that, Jonah always made sure he had the keys to the house every time 
he locked the door.
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READINGREADING SEVENTH GRADE: Benchmark (BOY)

Last summer, Chanda was visiting her grandpa who lived in a house with a huge, grassy yard. Chanda 
wanted to play in the luxurious grass. Her grandpa warned her that if she went out without proper shoes, 
she would probably injure her foot. However, Chanda blatantly ignored him and bolted outside like a 
cheetah. As she ran through the grass, she stepped on an old, wooden board and felt a sudden pain 
pierce her foot. She sat down and saw that she had a thin sliver of wood that was as sharp as a needle 
stuck in her big toe where she had stepped on the board. Chanda was worried. She knew she had to get 
the sliver out so that her toe would stop throbbing with pain. She tried to pull it out, but the little piece of 
wood was still firmly lodged in her toe. She felt panicked and reluctantly decided to ask her grandpa for 
help. Chanda asked her grandpa, “Can you help me? I got a sliver stuck in my foot!” Her grandpa replied 
with exasperation, “I told you not to run outside barefoot! I’m pretty frustrated because you didn’t listen to 
me. I’ll need to extract the sliver with my tweezers.” Chanda shook her head because the pointy tweezers 
looked frightening. Her grandpa said, “You need to let me remove the sliver so your foot will heal. If you 
don’t, it might get infected.” He knew that infections are caused by bacteria, which can breach your skin 
through cuts. An infection can cause pain, redness, and swelling if it isn’t treated. Chanda decided to let 
her grandpa remove the sliver. She squeezed her eyes shut and he quickly pulled it out. She was relieved 
because the pain went away immediately. After that, Chanda always wore her shoes outside.
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READINGREADING SEVENTH GRADE: Benchmark (MOY)

Last spring, Lany was in her bedroom practicing for the school play. Even though she loved acting, she 
was struggling because she couldn’t remember her lines. To try to learn her lengthy, sophisticated lines, 
Lany decided to read her script out loud in front of a mirror. However, even after she tried this strategy, 
she realized that the lines wouldn’t stick in her head. Since the date of the play was coming up quickly, 
Lany felt panicked because she was unprepared, and she knew that her role was an important part 
of the play. She decided to ask for help from her grandmother, who was a seasoned performer. Lany 
anxiously asked her grandmother, “I’m struggling to learn my script that is long. Can you help me?” 
After her grandmother thought about how she memorized her lines, she advised Lany to go through the 
script in pieces, so she could perfect each section before moving on to the next. Once she heard her 
grandmother’s advice, Lany dissented because she thought it wouldn’t work. “That’ll take forever! I don’t 
have enough time to learn it bit by bit!” Her grandmother kindly responded, “Going through each section 
slowly is definitely a better way to learn your lines. It will help you identify the hardest parts so that you 
can work on them. Trust me, you will be able to memorize your monologues if you do them in pieces.” Her 
grandmother explained that a monologue is a long, wordy speech which is performed by a single actor. 
Monologues express the character’s thoughts and emotions out loud. They are generally difficult to learn, 
which is why breaking them down can be helpful. Lany agreed to give it a try. After she practiced her lines 
in sections for a week, Lany knew them like the back of her hand. She felt proud because she was ready 
to perform.
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READINGREADING SEVENTH GRADE: Benchmark (EOY)

Last Monday, Enzo was picking at his lunch in the cafeteria. He was feeling nervous because he had to 
give a presentation in his class that started in about 20 minutes. Although his friends were telling their 
usual amusing stories, he couldn’t focus. His stomach was in knots. When it was time to go to class, 
Enzo began to panic. He was a shy and reserved boy, and the thought of speaking in front of the entire 
class made him even more tense. He hoped that taking a sip of water from his water bottle would calm 
his anxiety; however, it only made things worse. When Enzo took a drink of water, he was trembling so 
much it spilled down the front of his shirt. As Enzo looked up, he saw his teacher waiting at the entrance 
to the classroom and his panic skyrocketed. He decided to ask her for help. Enzo said unsteadily, “Can 
you please help me calm down? I’m so nervous because I have to do my presentation in class today.” 
Enzo’s experienced teacher, who had worked with hundreds of students, replied, “Make sure to take slow, 
deep breaths before you start. Focusing on your breathing will calm you down and help you think clearly.” 
She also cautioned him about hyperventilating, which can happen if someone breathes too quickly when 
they feel nervous or stressed. Their body can’t get enough air, and they may feel dizzy or lightheaded. 
Enzo was skeptical, but at this point he was definitely willing to try anything. He said, “Thank you, I’ll try 
to breathe more slowly.” Enzo decided to take his caring teacher’s advice. He regulated his breathing 
and when it was time to give his presentation, his words eloquently flowed out. After his presentation was 
over, Enzo was proud of himself because he was able to calm down and deliver a great speech.
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READINGREADING EIGHTH GRADE: Benchmark (BOY)

On Saturday, Cam was in the kitchen baking a huge batch of thick, gooey chocolate chip cookies. She was 
preparing for the school’s bake sale. To her dismay, when Cam took the pan out of the oven, she found that the 
cookies had melted into one giant mass, which was not at all what she had expected. Cam, who was alarmed 
by the inedible concoction, realized she must have missed a key ingredient in the recipe, because she had been 
distracted. Although they wouldn’t be perfect, Cam decided to try and recover the cookies by cutting them into 
little squares because she didn’t want to start over completely. She took the spatula and forcefully tried to pry the 
squares off the cookie sheet. Yet, the small, unconventional cookie squares stuck like glue. They wouldn’t come 
off the baking sheet neatly. After doing her best to salvage the cookies for the school bake sale, Cam, who was 
feeling quite discouraged, decided to get assistance. She said to her sister, who was a good cook, “My cookies 
are ruined! No one will want to buy them. I don’t know how to fix them! You have to help me!” Her sister replied, 
“I can’t help you right now; I’m too busy - maybe I can help you later when I am done with my homework.” Cam 
grabbed the pan of cookies that were ruined and said, “Look at this! I really need your help. I promised to bring 
cookies to the bake sale tonight. This bake sale is an important school event because we will be helping to raise 
money for my field trip. Plus, if you help me now, I promise to help you with your chores after the bake sale 
tonight.” Cam’s sister sighed and looked at the recipe. They discovered that the eggs had been left out. Eggs 
are a leavening agent. They are needed so that the dough will be fluffy. Without them, the dough will spread 
everywhere. After following the recipe to a T, Cam was excited because the cookies were perfectly formed and 
delicious. Even though she needed her sister’s help, she was happy with the end product, and she learned how to 
make delectable cookies.
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READINGREADING EIGHTH GRADE: Benchmark (MOY)

Last year, Hank was carefully painting a mural on a wall in the school hallway because his art design had won 
a competition. Hank had been working extremely hard for several days on his intricate, expansive mural that 
extended the length of the hallway. He wanted the end result to be awe inspiring. After Hank finally finished the 
focal point of the painting, which was in the center of the design, he stepped back to proudly admire his work. 
Although he had painstakingly crafted the piece, he was distraught because the main part of his painting did not 
turn out like he had envisioned. Beyond upset, Hank seriously considered taking some white paint to the whole 
thing and starting over. Instead, he decided to review his design once again. He sat down and carefully examined 
the original design. He scrupulously tried once again to recreate the crowning piece of his entire art portfolio. 
Nonetheless, Hank was still not content with his painting! In his opinion, it looked terrible. He finally decided to 
talk to his art teacher, who was an accomplished painter. With considerable embarrassment, he said, “I’m ready 
to give up. I can’t seem to paint my design at a larger scale.” His very talented, experienced teacher replied, 
“Failure is the spice that gives success its flavor. Hank, give yourself some time away from the project so that you 
can come back with a clear mind. Looking at the mural with new eyes will give you a fresh start. When I feel like I 
have hit a roadblock, I go and do something very different to take my mind off of a project.” Hank, who was clearly 
at his wits end, agreed. He walked away and headed for the gym. When he came back to the painting an hour 
later, Hank had a bout of inspiration and was not only able to finish his masterpiece, but he was able to make it 
look even better than the original design. Hank was very proud of his work, and when all the students saw it on 
Monday, they had only praise to offer. Hank’s mural was so good, it was used on the cover of the yearbook. 
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READINGREADING EIGHTH GRADE: Benchmark (EOY)

One Monday morning, Bianca was in her room quickly getting ready for school. Bianca found herself in a 
predicament because she had slept in, and she had a class that started in less than 30 minutes. Bianca suddenly 
realized that she needed a ride to school because she had already missed the bus. She was flustered and 
anxious. Bianca flew downstairs to ask her dad for a ride, but he was nowhere to be seen. She looked out the 
window and saw that his car was not in the driveway. Bianca began to panic because she knew that being late for 
class could mean missing important material. Desperate for a solution, she decided to ask her mother for a ride. 
She rushed to her mother’s room, the urgency of her situation evident in her voice as she pleaded, “Mom, I need 
a ride to school! Dad has already left for work. Can you please drive me?” Her mother, a successful executive with 
a prestigious position in her company, responded calmly, “I’m sorry, but I have an important meeting this morning.” 
She went on to explain the gravity of her role in the company, noting her involvement in making significant 
decisions and managing a team of people with a wide range of responsibilities. Bianca’s mom pointed out that she 
had another option at her disposal: her trusty bicycle. Sensing her daughter’s lingering apprehension, she offered 
further encouragement. “If you ride your bike to school,” she suggested, “you can probably make it on time. Dad 
just fixed your flat tire. Biking is faster than walking, and you can even take your secret shortcut through the park 
which will save time.” With her backpack securely fastened and her helmet gleaming in the morning light, Bianca 
set off on her bike, pedaling with the determination of someone who knew she had a mission to accomplish. She 
rode with the speed and agility of a seasoned cyclist, adeptly navigating the twists and turns of the park shortcut. 
As she approached the school, Bianca’s nerves began to dissipate. She parked her bike and made her way to 
class with a sense of relief and satisfaction, arriving precisely on time and ready to tackle the day’s challenges.
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READINGREADING NINTH GRADE: Benchmark (BOY)

Luna Reyes adjusted her camera settings in the fading twilight of her grandmother’s garden, which had long been a place 
of solace. As her grandmother’s memory slipped away like petals from withering roses, Luna had promised to capture their 
family’s story through photography. But her latest images were chaotic, like a sketch drawn with an unsteady hand.

Luna reviewed the pictures in frustration, her vision blurring with tears. She recalled from her photography class that 
shooting in low light requires balancing settings like shutter speed and aperture. A slower shutter speed exposes the 
camera’s sensor to more light but may cause motion blur if the camera or subject moves. 

Aperture refers to the size of the lens opening, which can alter brightness as well as depth. Determined to improve, Luna 
decided to focus on adjusting her camera settings. She spent the next morning carefully making changes, but despite 
their technical precision, the photos felt cold and lifeless, failing to reflect her grandmother’s vibrant spirit that still flickered 
beneath the surface. 

Discouraged, Luna decided to turn to her grandmother for guidance. As Luna showed her the images, her grandmother 
gently folded her weathered hands over Luna’s, which trembled with fatigue, and said, “Pictures speak their own truth. 
The most beautiful photographs capture life as it is. Even these shaky old hands, tell a story worth sharing.” Inspired, Luna 
let go of her pursuit of perfection and followed her grandmother into the garden, capturing moments of authenticity: her 
trembling hands nurturing the blooms and her radiant smile matched the glow of the fleeting sunlight. 

When Luna reviewed the new shots, a sense of accomplishment washed over her. The images revealed the garden’s 
fading beauty, wild and tangled, mirroring her grandmother’s cherished yet faltering memories. The evening sun bathed the 
overgrown garden in light, which softened the decay and transformed it into a breathtaking scene. 

That evening, she showed the pictures to her grandmother, whose eyes lit up with recognition as she traced the photos with 
trembling fingers that paused on each image. Luna realized true beauty lay in life’s unpredictability, not perfection.
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READINGREADING NINTH GRADE: Benchmark (MOY)

Maya Davis stepped up to the starting line of the regional distance qualifier, the race that would determine whether she 
earned a spot at the championship, having trained all season for this moment. When her teammate Harper jogged over and 
told her quietly to just run her race, the words settled over her like a steadying hand. 

The starting signal fired, and Maya settled into her pace, her breathing controlled as she positioned herself in the middle 
of the pack. But several laps in, a sharp, twisting pain seized her right calf — a sudden, searing desperation spreading 
through her as the muscle locked tight beneath her skin. If she couldn’t shake the cramp, the championship and months of 
strenuous preparation would slip through her fingers like sand. 

“Keep moving, keep moving,” she told herself, desperately trying to stretch the cramp out mid-stride. She remembered 
her athletic trainer explaining that muscle cramps occur when a muscle contracts involuntarily and cannot relax, typically 
caused by dehydration or a deficiency of electrolytes like sodium and potassium, which muscles require to regulate 
contraction and recovery. 

Maya tried lengthening her stride to loosen the locked muscle, but the pain only tightened its grip. She slowed to an 
agonizing jog as the other runners pulled ahead, and a wave of despair washed over her like cold water rising. Harper 
appeared at the edge of the track and thrust a bottle toward her, shouting that her muscles were depleted and needed 
electrolytes immediately. 

Maya grabbed the bottle without stopping, forcing down several gulps as she kept her legs moving. The cramp began to 
loosen, slowly at first, then enough for her to lengthen her pace. She wouldn’t win — but she didn’t need to. With one lap 
remaining, she surged forward, her legs burning but holding steady, and crossed the line in fourth place, just enough to qualify. 

Harper found her at the finish line, and when their eyes met, no words were necessary. A quiet, profound relief moved 
through Maya as she understood what the race had required — not a flawless performance, but the refusal to let the pain 
have the last word.
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READINGREADING NINTH GRADE: Benchmark (EOY)

Marcus adjusted the bass levels on his mixing board as the gymnasium filled with students for the homecoming dance. It 
was his biggest stage yet — three hundred students packed shoulder to shoulder, the air reverberating with anticipation, 
and he had never felt more prepared.  

Minutes into his set, the music began to sound distorted and warped, as though the speakers were struggling to contain the 
signal. A surge of alarm overtook Marcus as he recognized the unmistakable signs of a malfunction. If he couldn’t resolve it 
before the crowd lost momentum, his reputation as a DJ and his shot at booking the spring formal would be finished. 

He recalled from his audio engineering class that distortion occurs when speakers receive a signal of excessive amplitude. 
This happens when the signal exceeds the threshold the hardware is designed to accommodate, causing the sound wave 
to compress and flatten rather than reproduce the original accurately. Reducing the output level can sometimes restore 
clarity, so Marcus adjusted his gain settings methodically. Instead, the deterioration accelerated, and the speakers released 
a harsh screech before collapsing into a low, persistent hum. 

Marcus stepped back from the board, a feeling of dread spreading through him as the silence ettled over the gymnasium 
like a held breath, and he could feel the restlessness rippling through the crowd. Jade appeared at his side, her expression 
taut with concern. She said quietly, “Something smells like it’s burning near the amp — I don’t think it’s your settings.” 

His focus sharpened immediately. Marcus knelt behind the amplifier and traced each cable with methodical fingers until he 
discovered a cord fraying where it connected to the input. He extracted the damaged cable and reached for his backup, 
plugging it in with deliberate precision before slowly restoring the volume. The bass surged back, clean and resonant, and 
the crowd erupted with a force that reverberated through the gymnasium walls. 

After the dance, as Marcus coiled the cables and packed his cases, he tucked the backup cord in last. He almost laughed, 
elated by how the night had ended — that spare three feet of cable had saved the entire night.
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READINGREADING TENTH GRADE: Benchmark (BOY)

Dani Kowalski paced the driveway outside her family’s house, holding her phone above her head like a small, desperate 
torch. The scholarship application was due by midnight, and her essay, which she had spent weeks polishing, sat finished 
on her screen, waiting to upload. But the internet had been out for two days, and the one signal bar that flickered on her 
phone vanished every time she pressed submit. 

Her throat tightened as the afternoon light faded, the shadows of the surrounding pines stretching long and dark across the 
property, and a quiet desperation settled over her like something physical. She had done everything right — the grades, the 
essay, the letters of recommendation — and now a dead signal was threatening to erase all of it.

She recalled what she had learned about cellular transmission: cell phones communicate by sending and receiving 
radio waves to nearby towers, and signal strength depends on both distance and physical obstacles. Dense vegetation, 
terrain, and structures can obstruct or attenuate these waves, while higher elevations improve reception because fewer 
obstructions interrupt the direct path between device and tower. She eyed the steep hill behind the house and started 
climbing. 

Halfway up the slope, two bars appeared, and she jabbed the submit button —  
but the signal collapsed like a door slamming shut before the upload could complete. Discouragement moved through 
her, but she kept climbing because the tree canopy was blocking the signal’s path, and she needed open sky. She broke 
through the tree line onto the bare ridgeline, where the air was cold and clear above her. 

Three bars appeared on her screen, and she pressed submit and held herself completely still, watching the progress bar 
with the concentrated attention of someone who understood that any disturbance might cost her everything. It reached one 
hundred percent just as the last streak of daylight disappeared behind the far hills. 

She sank onto a flat rock, legs trembling, and felt a slow, profound relief move through her as she looked out over the 
valley. The lights of distant houses blinked on, small and steady, each one a signal of its own.
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READINGREADING TENTH GRADE: Benchmark (MOY)

Jordan stood at his locker and felt cold certainty settle over him like a weight: the poster board was still on the kitchen table 
at home. His science presentation began in twenty-five minutes, and without the visual display, his group’s grade would fall 
an entire letter. Alarm moved through him with sudden, clarifying force — he had stayed up until midnight completing it and 
departed without it. 

He pulled out his phone and called his mom, but the call went to voicemail twice in succession. His lab partner, watching 
him stare at the screen, informed him that if the poster wasn’t coming to him, he was going to have to go retrieve it. “Then 
you’re running,” she said, “and I’ll stall.” Jordan decided she was right. 

His house was approximately a mile away, which left him enough time if he didn’t slow down. He pushed through the school 
doors and sprinted, his legs accelerating harder than he anticipated, the cold air cutting against his face like something 
unrelenting. He retrieved the poster, tucked it under his arm, and turned immediately back toward school. As he ran, he 
recalled from biology that when the brain perceives urgent stress, it triggers the release of adrenaline, which increases 
heart rate and redirects blood flow toward the limbs. Muscle response time improves and the body’s energy reserves 
mobilize rapidly, enabling bursts of sustained physical effort that would otherwise be physiologically unsustainable. 

Halfway back, his lungs were burning and his stride was shortening in a way that told him the margin was disappearing. He 
calculated nine minutes remaining and six blocks still ahead — a margin that felt simultaneously precarious and absolute, 
pressing against him like something immovable. Determined not to surrender to the arithmetic, he fixed his attention on the 
next block rather than the full distance, because the whole route felt impossible and the next block did not. 

He walked through the classroom door with four minutes to spare, shirt damp, chest heaving. The presentation proved 
successful — his group fielded questions with a composure that surprised even Jordan himself. When it was over, he 
sat down and felt a slow wave of relief settle through him. He had remembered everything except the one thing he was 
supposed to bring — and somehow it had still worked out.
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READINGREADING TENTH GRADE: Benchmark (EOY)

Marco knelt on the cold concrete floor of the family garage, his hands resting on the hood of his grandfather’s truck. Dawn 
was still an hour away, and the air carried the pervasive smell of motor oil and weathered timber. He needed the engine 
running before six o’clock for his first shift at the warehouse, and the urgency of that deadline pressed against him like a 
hand at his back. 

Determined not to surrender, he turned the key, and the truck responded with a hollow, reverberant click — a sound 
suggesting electrical failure rather than mechanical. Marco lifted the hood and examined the engine with methodical 
attention, tracing each connection until he identified the battery terminals as the most probable cause. He spent several 
minutes cleaning them carefully before trying again, but the truck only groaned and shuddered like something refusing to 
wake, with a reluctance that told him the problem ran considerably deeper. 

Discouragement intensified into dread as the sky outside began to lighten perceptibly. He recalled what his grandfather 
had spent years teaching him: that a combustion engine depends on a precise sequence of events occurring in unison. 
The battery delivers an electrical current to the starter motor, which rotates the crankshaft. As the crankshaft turns, it draws 
a compressed mixture of fuel and air into the cylinders. Spark plugs then ignite that mixture, producing the controlled 
combustion that sustains the engine. If the terminals were functioning, the spark plugs were the logical next cause. 

Marco retrieved each plug with deliberate precision and scrubbed them with a wire brush from the workbench, then 
reinstalled them and turned the key. The engine caught with a deep, rattling cough that gradually steadied into a low, 
resonant rumble. It sounded as familiar and grounding as a voice he had been afraid he would never hear again. 

His mother appeared at the passenger window, her expression holding quiet recognition, and said softly, “He would be 
proud.” Marco nodded, his throat too tight for words, and eased the truck into reverse. The first pale light was breaking over 
the ridge as he pulled out into the morning — the engine rumbling steadily beneath him, a sound that felt less like a machine 
and more like a life shifting into gear.
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READINGREADING ELEVENTH GRADE: Benchmark (BOY)

Jade Oakton pulled up her banking app in the parking lot outside the movie theater, squinting at the screen while her 
friends waited by the entrance. The faint smell of popcorn drifted through the cool evening air, which still carried enough 
bite to remind her that summer was over. It was supposed to be a carefree Friday night — one last outing before the new 
school year swept everyone away. 

But the number staring back at her was negative, a small red minus sign that landed in her chest like something cold and 
unavoidable. She decided to check her savings account, hoping to transfer enough to cover the balance, while Reese 
called from the doorway and she told him one second without looking up. But the number there was worse than she 
remembered — barely eleven dollars, not enough to cover the overdraft or the fee that had already quietly posted. A quiet, 
sinking anxiety settled over her like sediment dropping through still water. 

Her mom had warned her last night to monitor her account because an overdrawn balance — when withdrawals exceed 
available funds — could trigger fees that compounded faster than most people realized. Banks typically charged between 
twenty-five and thirty-five dollars per transaction, and if multiple charges processed on the same day, those penalties 
accumulated quickly. Some accounts offered overdraft protection by automatically transferring funds from a linked savings 
account, but Jade had never configured it. The heat of humiliation crept up her face as she stared at the screen, struggling 
against the mortifying awareness that she might cry in a parking lot over eleven dollars. 

Then she remembered the emergency cash tucked behind her student ID and counted it quickly — a twenty and a ten, 
solid in her hand like an unexpected answer. Reese called again, and she told him she was good as she climbed out of the 
car, composing her expression into something resembling ease. “Turns out I came prepared,” she added — and meant it 
more than he knew. 

That evening, Jade finally set the low-balance alert and resolved, with a clarity that felt long overdue, to change her 
financial habits. A quiet but genuine satisfaction settled over her — not from having escaped the situation, but from deciding 
she wouldn’t engineer one like it again.
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READINGREADING ELEVENTH GRADE: Benchmark (MOY)

Ren gripped the edge of the pool and stared at the pace clock, his breathing still ragged with exhaustion. Disappointment 
settled over him like a weight he hadn’t expected to carry — he registered the result — two full seconds below the varsity 
qualifying standard. Unless he found a way to close that gap before the trials, his place on the team would almost certainly 
vanish. 

He pushed off the wall and drove himself through the next lap with desperate, lunging strokes. His arms churned through 
the water with a ferocity that left his muscles burning like a slow fire from shoulder to fingertip. When he finally touched the 
tile and glanced up at the clock, his time had actually deteriorated — three seconds behind now instead of two. 

Frustration coiled in his chest as he floated on his back, staring at the ceiling tiles. His older brother, Jiro, a former varsity 
swimmer who had been watching from the deck, crouched at the pool’s edge and reminded Ren of a fundamental principle. 
Swimmers encounter a force called drag whenever their bodies move through water, and drag increases proportionally 
with surface area. Body positioning therefore carries significant consequences for velocity. Even minor errors in form create 
a wider profile against the water. A head tilted upward or hips that sink even fractionally compel a swimmer to expend 
considerably more energy for considerably less speed. 

“The fastest swimmers aren’t the strongest,” Jiro said quietly, as Ren climbed onto the deck. “They’re simply the ones 
the water barely notices.” Contemplating that image, Ren slid back into the lane and redirected his attention entirely to 
positioning — tucking his chin, engaging his core, allowing his hips to rise. His body formed a streamlined configuration, 
cutting through the resistance with an efficiency he had not previously experienced.

When he touched the wall and looked up, Jiro was already grinning because Ren had surpassed the qualifying standard. 
Walking home in the fading afternoon light, Ren felt a quiet, unexpected satisfaction settle over him. It was not the frantic 
intensity of having pushed harder, but something steadier, like the difference between fighting water and moving with it — 
the particular confidence that belongs to someone who has understood a problem deeply enough to transform it.
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READINGREADING ELEVENTH GRADE: Benchmark (EOY)

Elijah Williams stared at the blinking cursor on his laptop screen, the bedroom quiet except for the hum of the fan. His 
college personal essay was due in twelve hours, and he had already discarded three drafts — each technically competent 
but hollow in a way he struggled to articulate. He wanted to write about the summer he learned to fly fish. Although the 
memory surfaced vividly whenever he reached for it, every attempt to render it in words landed flat and unconvincing, like a 
map drawn of a place he had never visited. 

Frustrated, he tried a more systematic approach, constructing a careful description of the river’s geography and the precise 
mechanics of casting. When he read the draft back, it sounded clinical and lifeless — accurate in every measurable detail 
but completely disconnected from what the experience had actually felt like, like a photograph taken of the wrong moment. 
Defeated, he shoved the laptop aside. 

His older sister, Sophia, found him at the kitchen table, his thoughts wandering. “Stop trying to make it sound like an essay,” 
she said. “Just write about what you actually remember.” Determined, Elijah returned to his room and closed his eyes, letting 
the memory surface on its own. What emerged wasn’t the river’s geography or the mechanics of casting — it was the smell: 
dark, muddy, and cold in a way that reached the back of his throat like cold river water, involuntary and startlingly precise. 
His teacher in his psychology class had explained that memory is encoded through two distinct structures: the hippocampus, 
which stores experiences in long-term memory, and the amygdala, which attaches emotional weight to sensory details. This 
is why a smell or sound can bypass deliberate thought and return a person to a moment with startling completeness. His first 
draft had contained none of that — only sequence, no sensation. 

He opened his eyes and began typing — not about technique or current, but about standing in cold water for hours before 
anything happened, and the light shifting almost imperceptibly across the surface. 

When he finally read the new draft, a wave of relief settled over him. The essay wasn’t flawless, but it felt genuinely honest 
— as though the river itself had found its way somewhere between the lines. The river had never managed to drive him out. 
A blank page, he realized, never stood a chance.
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READINGREADING TWELFTH GRADE: Benchmark (BOY)

Cole Harmon glanced at the illuminated fuel light as he drove down the two-lane highway, the sun nearly disappeared. 
The last gas station was fifteen minutes behind him, home approximately twenty miles ahead, and the needle wavered just 
above empty. He had made this drive a dozen times since getting his license — every other weekend to his dad’s place and 
back — but he had never cut it this close, and a low, familiar dread settled in his chest like sediment. 

From the passenger seat, his younger sister Izzy asked if they were okay. Cole told her they were fine, maintaining his 
composure, and pressed the accelerator harder, hoping speed would close the distance before the tank ran dry. The engine 
responded, but the needle dipped faster now, declining perceptibly with each passing mile. 

Cold panic spread through him like ice water, and gripping the wheel, he recalled what he had learned about fuel systems. 
A fuel pump draws gasoline from the tank and delivers it to the fuel injectors, which spray a controlled mist into the engine’s 
cylinders. Driving at high speeds forces the injectors to work considerably harder, rapidly depleting the supply, while steady 
moderate speeds allow the engine to operate far more efficiently. He was doing precisely the wrong thing. 

“Dad always says slow and steady wins the race,” Izzy muttered, not looking up from her phone. Cole sighed and released 
the accelerator, settling the speedometer at fifty and allowing the car to coast on the downhill stretches. Each mile felt like a 
held breath, but the needle gradually steadied itself, as though the car instinctively recognized the change and rewarded it. 

When the gas station sign finally appeared on the horizon, Cole exhaled — a slow, unsteady release of everything he had 
been suppressing. The car rolled up to the pump on fumes, the engine sputtering reluctantly before he shifted into park. 

He sat for a long moment after filling the tank, acutely aware of how close it had been. He had been running on empty for 
longer than just tonight — every other weekend, between two houses, pretending the drive was nothing. Maybe the drive 
wasn’t so different from everything else: you get farther by easing up, not pushing harder.
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READINGREADING TWELFTH GRADE: Benchmark (MOY)

Nadia Solano stood in the wings of Lincoln High’s auditorium, gripping the worn script as her pulse drummed against her 
ribs. For three months she had quietly memorized every line and lyric as the understudy for the spring musical, never 
genuinely expecting to perform. When the director called to say Kiera, the star of the show, had lost her voice, a wave of 
apprehension moved through Nadia like cold water — she had one evening to prove she could carry the show. 

Kiera appeared beside her as Nadia readied herself to go on and told her she had always known every word. Nadia 
nodded, unconvinced — knowing the words and inhabiting a performance were entirely different things. She decided to 
rehearse the opening number exactly as Kiera had always performed it, projecting with bold gestures at the full top of her 
range. Her voice cracked on the high note and reverberated strangely off the back wall, thin and brittle as glass under 
pressure. 

Frustrated, Nadia retreated to the edge of the stage. She recalled what her vocal coach had taught her about diaphragmatic 
breathing — the technique of drawing air from deep in the core rather than the throat, which provides a more stable 
foundation for vocal production. Sound also resonates in the chest cavity, generating natural amplification when the throat 
and jaw remain relaxed rather than constricted. The more she tried to replicate Kiera’s voice, the more her own contracted 
against her — tightening like a fist around something fragile. 

She squared her shoulders, drew a long, deliberate breath from deep in her core, and began again on her own terms. The 
notes emerged fuller and steadier, expanding through the auditorium like light filling a darkened room. 

Kiera was still watching from the wings when Nadia finished. “That,” she said quietly, “is the version they’re going to 
remember.” 

When the curtain rose the following evening, Nadia stepped into the light and delivered a performance that was 
unmistakably her own. The audience rose before the final note faded. A feeling of exhilaration moved through her — not 
relief that she had survived, but the particular satisfaction of having replaced someone else’s shadow with her own voice.
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READINGREADING TWELFTH GRADE: Benchmark (EOY)

Malik Chen sat on the edge of the driveway as his younger sister Nia stood over her bicycle for the third time that evening, 
her jaw set in the particular way that meant she was about to give up. He had promised her — and their mother — that he 
would teach her to ride before he left for college in three months, and this was the fourth attempt of the week. 

Each session ended the same way: Nia frustrated, the bike leaning against the garage, and Malik wondering why his own 
father’s lessons had felt so simple when he was her age. 

He walked over and gave her the same advice his dad had given him: keep your eyes forward, grip the handlebars firmly, 
push off with your dominant foot, remember to pedal, and above all don’t overthink it. Nia nodded and pushed off with 
visible determination. Within three seconds, she had veered into the grass and dropped the bike, tears already forming. 

Malik knelt beside her, his throat tightening. He had loved his father’s lessons because he had been ready for them — but 
Nia wasn’t him, and this was not that afternoon. Sitting cross-legged on the pavement, he attempted to reconstruct what his 
AP Psychology teacher had elucidated about working memory — that humans could sustain only three or four new elements 
at once before performance deteriorated, and novices under duress retained fewer. When a teacher issued five or six 
instructions in rapid succession, the learner wasn’t failing to listen; their working memory was simply saturated, and the effort 
of retaining every instruction prevented the automatic movements the skill required. He had just handed Nia six instructions. 

He rolled the bike back over, sat down on the pavement so their eyes were level, and told her they were going to try 
something different: forget balance, forget pedaling, forget everything. Just push off and coast, feet dragging if she wanted. 
Nothing else. She looked at him warily, then nodded and tried. She rolled six feet, her feet skimming the ground, and looked 
back at him with the first smile of the evening. 

Walking home later, Nia coasting slowly beside him on the bike, Malik felt something unfamiliar — not pride but a quieter 
awareness. He had spent his whole life being taught, and now he was being asked to teach. What his father had made look 
easy had taken him seventeen years to understand: teaching well meant unlearning your own path and building someone 
else’s.


