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Grade 7 Literary Nonfiction Mini-Assessment  

Excerpt from Nature by Design 

This grade 7 mini-assessment is based on an excerpt from the book Nature by Design by Bruce Brooks. 

This text is considered to be worthy of students’ time to read and also meets the expectations for text 

complexity at grade 7. Assessments aligned to the Common Core State Standards will employ quality, 

complex texts such as this one. 

Questions aligned to the CCSS should be worthy of students’ time to answer and therefore do not focus 

on minor points of the texts.  Questions also may address several standards within the same question 

because complex texts tend to yield rich assessment questions that call for deep analysis. In this mini-

assessment there are seven questions that address the Reading Standards below, and one constructed- 

response question that addresses the Writing Standard below, as well as Reading Standards. We 

encourage educators to give students the time that they need to read closely and write to the source.  

While we know that it is helpful to have students complete the mini-assessment in one class period, we 

encourage educators to allow additional time as is necessary.  

The questions align to the following standards:   

 

RI.7.1 Cite several pieces of textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says explicitly as well 
as inferences drawn from the text. 

RI.7.2 Determine two or more central ideas in a text and analyze their development over the course of 
the text; provide an objective summary of the text. 

RI.7.3 Analyze the interactions between individuals, events, and ideas in a text (e.g., how ideas 
influence individuals or events, or how individuals influence ideas or events). 

RI.7.4 Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including figurative, 
connotative, and technical meanings; analyze the impact of a specific word choice on meaning 
and tone. 

RI.7.5 Analyze the structure an author uses to organize a text, including how the major sections 
contribute to the whole and to the development of the ideas. 

RI.7.6 Determine an author's point of view or purpose in a text and analyze how the author 
distinguishes his or her position from that of others. 

W.7.2 Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey ideas, concepts, and 
information through the selection, organization, and analysis of relevant content. 

W.7.9 Draw evidence from literary or informational texts to support analysis, reflection, and research. 
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Grade 7 Mini-Assessment – excerpt from Nature by Design 

Today you will read an excerpt from Nature by Design. You will then answer several questions based 

on the text. I will be happy to answer questions about the directions, but I will not help you with the 

answers to any questions. You will notice as you answer the questions that some of the questions 

have two parts.  You should answer Part A of the question before you answer Part B.  

Take as long as you need to read and answer the questions. If you do not finish when class ends, come 
see me to discuss the ways you may have additional time.  

Now read the passage and answer the questions.  I encourage you to write notes in the margin as you 
read the passages.  

 

 

Excerpt from Nature by Design, by Bruce Brooks 

1 One evening, when I was about five, I climbed up a ladder on the outside of a rickety 

old tobacco barn at sunset. The barn was part of a small farm near the home of a 

country relative my mother and I visited periodically; though we did not really know 

the farm’s family, I was allowed to roam, poke around, and conduct sudden studies 

of anything small and harmless. On this evening, as on most of my jaunts, I was not 

looking for anything: I was simply climbing with an open mind. But as I balanced on 

the next-to-the-top rung and inhaled the spicy stink of the tobacco drying inside, I 

did find something under the eaves—something very strange. 

 

2 It appeared to be a kind of gray paper sphere, suspended from the dark planks by a 

thin stalk, like an apple made of ashes hanging on its stem. I studied it closely in the 

clear light. I saw that the bottom was a little ragged, and open. I could not tell if it 

had been torn, or if it had been made that way on purpose—for it was clear to me, 

as I studied it, that this thing had been made. This was no fruit or fungus. Its shape, 

rough but trim; its intricately colored surface with subtle swirls of gray and tan; and 

most of all the uncanny adhesiveness with which the perfectly tapered stem stuck 

against the rotten old pine boards—all of these features gave evidence of some 

intentional design. The troubling thing was figuring out who had designed it, and 

why.  

 

3 I assumed the designer was a human being: someone from the farm, someone wise 

and skilled in a craft that had so far escaped my curiosity. Even when I saw wasps 

entering and leaving the thing (during a vigil I kept every evening for two weeks), it 

did not occur to me that the wasps might have fashioned it for themselves. I 
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assumed it was a man-made “wasp house” placed there expressly for the purpose of 

attracting a family of wasps, much as the “martin hotel,” a giant birdhouse on a pole 

near the farmhouse, was maintained to shelter migrant purple martins who 

returned every spring. I didn’t ask myself why anyone would want to give wasps a 

bivouac1; it seemed no more odd than attracting birds.  

 

4 As I grew less wary of the wasps (and they grew less wary of me), and as my 

confidence on the ladder improved, I moved to the upper rung and peered through 

the sphere’s bottom. I could see that the paper swirled in layers around some secret 

center the wasps inhabited, and I marveled at the delicate hands of the craftsman 

who had devised such tiny apertures for their protection. 

 

5 I left the area in the late summer, and in my imagination I took the strange structure 

with me. I envisioned unwrapping it, and in the middle finding – what? A tiny room 

full of bits of wool for sleeping, and countless manufactured pellets of scientifically 

determined wasp food? A glowing blue jewel that drew the wasps at twilight, and 

gave them a cool infusion of energy as they clung to it overnight? My most definite 

idea was that the wasps lived in a small block of the fine cedar that the craftsman 

had drilled full of holes, into which they slipped snugly, rather like the bunks aboard 

submarines in World War II movies. 

 

6 As it turned out, I got the chance to discover that my idea of the cedar block had not 

been wrong by much. We visited our relative again in the winter. We arrived at 

night, but first thing in the morning I made straight for the farm and its barn. The 

shadows under the eaves were too dense to let me spot the sphere from far off. I 

stepped on the bottom rung of the ladder—slick with frost—and climbed carefully 

up. My hands and feet kept slipping, so my eyes stayed on the rung ahead, and it 

was not until I was secure at the top that I could look up. The sphere was gone. 

 

7 I was crushed. That object had fascinated me like nothing I had come across in my 

life; I had even grown to love wasps because of it. I sagged on the ladder and 

watched my breath eddy around the blank eaves. I’m afraid I pitied myself more 

than the apparently homeless wasps. 

 

                                                           
1
 Bivouac: A place to camp  
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8 But then something snapped me out of my sense of loss: I recalled that I had 

watched the farmer taking in the purple martin hotel every November, after the 

birds left. From its spruce appearance when he brought it out in March, it was clear 

he had cleaned it and repainted it and kept it out of the weather. Of course he 

would do the same thing for this house, which was even more fragile. I had never 

mentioned the wasp dwelling to anyone, but now I decided I would go to the farm, 

introduce myself, and inquire about it. Perhaps I would even be permitted to handle 

it, or, best of all, learn how to make one myself. 

 

9 I scrambled down the ladder, leaping from the third rung and landing in the frosty 

salad of tobacco leaves and windswept grass that collected at the foot of the barn 

wall. I looked down and saw that my left boot had, by no more than an inch, just 

missed crushing the very thing I was rushing off to seek. There, lying dry and 

separate on the leaves, was the wasp house.       

 

From NATURE BY DESIGN © 1991 by Bruce Brooks.  Reprinted by permission of Farrar, Straus, 

and Giroux, LLC.  All rights reserved. 

 

QUESTIONS 

1. The following question has two parts. Answer Part A and then answer Part B.  
 

PART A: In paragraph 1, what does the reader learn about the young boy’s character that has the 
greatest influence on the events of the passage?  

 
A. He is an intelligent person.  

B. He has no fear of strange places. 

C. He is content to be alone.  

D. He has a lot of curiosity.  

PART B: Which detail from the passage best supports the answer to Part A?  

 

A. “This was no fruit or fungus.” 

B. “The troubling thing was figuring out who had designed it, and why.” 

C. “We arrived at night, but first thing in the morning I made straight for the farm and its barn.” 

D. “I sagged on the ladder and watched my breath eddy around the blank eaves.” 
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2. What is the organizational structure of paragraphs 2, 3, 4, and 5?   

 

A. Paragraphs 2 and 4 describe what the boy saw; paragraphs 3 and 5 describe what the boy 

thought about.  

B. Paragraphs 2 and 4 describe the wasp house; paragraphs 3 and 5 describe a bird house. 

C. Paragraphs 2 and 4 describe how the wasps build a house; paragraphs 3 and 5 describe why 

they build a house. 

D. Paragraphs 2 and 4 describe what the boy understood; paragraphs 3 and 5 describe what the 

adult man now understands.    

 

3. In paragraph 2, how does the author’s use of the phrase “like an apple made of ashes” contribute to 

the meaning of the passage? 

 

A. The phrase helps explain the color and weight of the wasp house. 

B. The phrase helps explain the size and shape of the wasp house. 

C. The phrase helps explain how the wasp house was attached to the barn. 

D. The phrase helps explain why the boy found the wasp house interesting.  

 

4. Why does it seem logical to the narrator that a human being made the wasp house?  Choose two 

reasons that are found in the passage. 

 

A. The wasp house has been designed and built in a complicated way. 

B. The center of the wasp house remains an unseen mystery.  

C. The people on the farm put out a birdhouse to attract birds. 

D. The ladder takes people close to where the wasp house is hanging.  

E. The wasp house has been placed near the top of the barn. 

F. The wasps become used to having a nearby visitor watching them.  
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5. The following question has two parts. Answer Part A and then answer Part B.  

 

PART A:  Which statement best expresses two central ideas of the passage? 

 

A. A young boy explores a neighbor’s farm, and he sees a wasp house.  

B. A young boy is feeling bored, and he tries to imagine what the inside of a wasp house looks like. 

C. A young boy looks at a wasp house, and he begins to understand how wasps are like birds. 

D. A young boy is fascinated by a wasp house, and he theorizes about its origin and purpose. 

E. A young boy cannot find a wasp house, and he decides that someone has put it away.  

PART B:  Which detail from the passage provides the best support for the answer to Part A? 

 

A. Although the narrator does not know the family living next to his country relative very well, they 

let him walk around their farm.  

B. The narrator becomes more comfortable near the wasps, and the wasps become used to having 

the narrator observing them.   

C. The compact shape, the color changes on the surface, and the sticky stem holding it in place 

convince the narrator that the wasp house hadn’t just grown but someone had made it. 

D. Although the narrator’s visit to his country relative ends in late summer, he does not forget 

about the wasp house. 

E. The narrator feels better about not finding the wasp house after he remembers that the farmer 

always took his birdhouse inside for the winter. 
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6.  The following question has two parts.  Answer Part A and then answer Part B. 

 

Part A: How does the young boy feel when he first discovers that the wasp house is gone? 

 

A. He is very relieved that someone may have moved the wasp house to a safer place. 

B. He is hopeful that the wasps will build another house the next year. 

C. He is extremely disappointed that the wasp house is missing. 

D. He is worried that the wasps do not have a home. 

Part B: Which three quotations from the passage best support the answer to Part A? 

 

A. “I was crushed”  

B. “That object had fascinated me“ 

C. “like nothing I had come across in my life” 

D. “I had even grown to love wasps” 

E. “I sagged on the ladder” 

F. “I pitied myself”  

G. “the apparently homeless wasps” 

 

 

 

7. (Optional) The passage focuses on the narrator’s interest in a particular object—the wasp house.  

Write an essay describing how the narrator’s interest in and understanding of the wasp house 

progresses over the course of the passage.  Be sure to include evidence from the text to support your 

response.  Use the lines on the next page for your essay. 
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Information for Teachers: Quantitative and Qualitative Analyses of Texts 

the Text 

 

 

Regular practice with complex texts is necessary to prepare students for college and career readiness. The 
excerpt for this mini-assessment is placed at grade 7 for the purpose of this exemplar. This section of the 
exemplar provides an explanation of the process that was used to place the text at grade 7 for the 
purpose of illustrating why this text meets the expectations for text complexity in Reading Standard 10. 
Appendix A to the CCSS and the Supplement to Appendix A: New Research on Text Complexity lay out a 
research-based process for selecting complex texts.  

1. Place a text or excerpt within a grade band based on at least one2 quantitative measure according to 
the research-based conversion table provided in the Supplement to Appendix A: New Research on Text 
Complexity (www.corestandards.org/resources). 

2. Place a text or excerpt at a grade-level based on a qualitative analysis 

 

Excerpt from Nature by Design 
Quantitative Measure #1 Quantitative Measure #2 

Flesch-Kinkaid: 8.2 Lexile: 1140 

 

After gathering the quantitative measures, the next step is to place the quantitative scores in the 

Conversion Table found in the Supplement to Appendix A (www.corestandards.org/resources) and 

determine the grade band of the text.   

Figure 1 reproduces the conversion table from the Supplement to Appendix A, showing how the initial 

results from Flesch-Kinkaid and the Lexile measure were converted to grade bands. 

 

                                                           
2
 For higher stakes tests, it is recommended that two corresponding text complexity measures be used to place a 

text in a grade band. When two measures are used, both placing the text in the same band, the results provide 
additional assurance that the text selected is appropriate for the band. 

http://www.corestandards.org/resources
http://www.coresetandards.org/resources
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To find the grade-level of the text within the designated grade band, engage in a systematic analysis of the characteristics of the text. The 
characteristics that should be analyzed during a qualitative analysis can be found in Appendix A of the CCSS. (www.corestandards.org)  

Qualitative Analysis Excerpt from Nature by Design Where to place within the band? 
 

Category Notes and comments on text, support for placement in this band  

 

early 
6 – 

mid 6 

end 6- 
early 7 

Mid-
end 

7 

Early 
– 

mid 
8 

End 8 NOT 
suited 

to 
band 

Structure: (both story structure or 
form of piece) 

This passage is structured chronologically; the narrator relates a story about his 
discovery of a wasp house. The story has two parts: In the summer, the narrator 
finds and observes the house, speculating about its origin and purpose; in the 
winter, the narrator returns to see the house and finds it discarded. This structure 
should be accessible to seventh graders.   

 

Language Clarity and Conventions Although most of the vocabulary can be expected to be accessible to seventh 
grade students, the sentence structure is rather sophisticated and could prove 
challenging.  There is also some use of figurative and descriptive language that 
contributes to the complexity of the language in this text.  

 
 

Knowledge Demands (life, content, 
cultural/literary) 

To understand the text, it would be important for students to know what a wasp 
is, but even students in more urban settings are most likely aware that wasps are 
flying insects.  The rural setting is described explicitly enough that no prior 
knowledge is needed to discern the remoteness of the location of the wasp house 
or the existence of purple martin houses and their purpose.  

 
 

Levels of Meaning (chiefly literary)/ 
Purpose (chiefly informational) 

There is more than one implicit level of meaning in this text, making it somewhat 
challenging for seventh graders at first.  The author details the discovery and the 
reflections of the young boy to illustrate the boy’s habits of mind and growing 
knowledge of the world.  

 

Overall placement: 
Grade 7  

Justification: This text is fairly complex in regard to structure, sentence 
structure, and levels of meaning.  This mini-assessment may be most 
appropriate for advanced seventh graders early in the year, or all seventh 
graders later in the year. 

 
 

http://www.corestandards.org/
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Question Annotations & Correct Answer and Distractor Rationales 

Question 
Number 

Correct Answer(s) 
Standards 

Rationales for Answer Options 

1 Part A 
D 

RI.7.3, 
RI.7.1 

A. Although events in the text reveal that the young boy is intelligent, that aspect of his character is not 
introduced in paragraph 1, nor does the boy’s intelligence influence the events as much as his curiosity does.  

B. Although paragraph 1 illustrates that the young boy is not afraid to explore strange places, that characteristic 
has less influence on the events in the text than the boy’s curiosity does.  

C. Although paragraph 1 suggests that the young boy is content to be alone, that fact does not influence the 
events of the text. 

D. This is the correct response. The boy’s curiosity, introduced in paragraph 1 as “I was allowed to roam, poke 
around, and conduct sudden studies of anything small and harmless,” causes him to find the house, spend two 
weeks observing and speculating about it, keep thinking about it after he leaves the farm, and return eagerly to 
it when he arrives at the farm in the winter.  

1 Part B B 

A. This distractor plausibly links to the idea that the young boy is intelligent (Option A in Part A), but it does not 
illustrate his curiosity. 

B. This is the correct response. With this quotation, the reader sees the boy’s curiosity at work. 

C. This distractor plausibly links to the idea that the boy is content to be alone (Option C in Part A), but it does 
not support the fact that the boy is curious.  

D. This distractor plausibly links to the boy’s lack of fear (Option B in Part A), but it does not provide evidence 
for curiosity. 

2 A 
RI.7.5,  
RI.7.1 

A. This is the correct response. The author structures this section of the passage by alternating the boy’s 
descriptions of the wasp house with his youthful reflections about the meaning of what he has seen.  

B. Although paragraphs 2 – 4 contain an analogy the boy draws between a bird house and a wasp house, this 
comparison is not the structure of the paragraphs.  

C. Although paragraphs 2 – 4 contain information about what the wasp house looks like and speculation about 
who built it, the paragraphs are not structured around these ideas. 

D. Although much of the passage makes explicit and implicit comparisons between what the young boy thinks 
and what the adult man knows, the paragraphs are not structured around these ideas.   
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3 B 
RI.7.4, 
RI.7.1 

A. Although in a different context a simile based on an apple might help explain an object’s color and weight, 
the context of the passage makes it clear that describing color and weight is not the purpose of the phrase; the 
wasp house is gray in color and light in weight. 

B. This is the correct response. The simile helps the reader understand that the wasp house is round like an 
apple and about the same size.  

C. Although the author continues the phrase by referring to the way the wasp house is hanging from the eaves, 
the specific phrase about the apple suggests its shape and size, not the method by which it is attached to the 
barn.  

D. Although it is clear from the context that the boy found the wasp house fascinating, the fascination came 
from the special properties of the house, not the fact that it was the shape and size of an apple.  

4 A and C 
RI.7.3, 
RI.7.6, 
RI.7.1 

A. This is a correct response. The narrator notes that the intricate shape, the colored surface, and the 
adhesiveness of the wasp house illustrate that it did not grow but was made.  

B. Although the passage later indicates that the young boy used his imagination to speculate about the mystery 
in the interior of the wasp house, this fact does not logically support the idea that the house was made rather 
than grew.  

C. This is a correct response. The boy reasons logically that because people put out houses for birds, they likely 
put out this house for wasps.  

D. Although it is true that the boy climbs the ladder and finds himself very near the wasp house, this fact does 
not logically support the idea that the house was constructed on purpose.   

E. Although the wasp house is located high up in the eaves of a barn, this fact does not provide logical evidence 
that the wasp house did not grow like a fruit or fungus.  

F. Although the boy reports that the wasps grew used to having him nearby, just as he grew used to the wasps, 
this fact does not logically support the idea that the house did not grow by itself.  
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5 Part A D 

RI.7.2, 
RI.7.1 

A. Although this statement is true, neither of the ideas it expresses is central to the passage. The primary focus 
of the passage is on the boy’s curiosity and imagination regarding the wasp house.  

B. Although the passage contains an account of the boy speculating about the inside of the wasp house, there is 
no evidence in the passage that the boy is bored, nor is the speculation about the center of the house one of the 
central ideas of the passage; the passage focuses primarily on the boy’s fascination with the wasp house and his 
efforts to understand it. 

C. Although the boy draws an analogy between bird houses and wasp houses to try to understand what he is 
seeing, this analogy is not one of the central ideas of the passage; the central ideas are the boy’s extended 
curiosity about the wasp house and his speculation about it.  

D. This is the correct response. The two central ideas in the passage are that the boy’s curiosity makes him 
fascinated with the wasp house, and he attempts to understand where it has come from and how it functions.  

E. Although at the end of the passage the boy discovers that the wasp house is missing and theorizes that it has 
been put away from the winter, these ideas are not the central ideas in the passage; they are details that 
support the central ideas that boy is absorbed by the wasp house and trying to gain an understanding of it.  

5 Part B C 

A. This distractor plausibly links to Options A and B in Part A, but it does not support the central ideas of the 
passage.  

B. This distractor plausibly links to Options A and C in Part A, but it does not support the central ideas of the 
passage.   

C. This is the correct response. It is a detail that helps develop the central ideas of the boy’s fascination with the 
wasp house and his desire to understand it.  

D. This distractor plausibly links to Options A and E in Part A, but it does not support the central ideas of the 
passage.  

E. This distractor plausibly links to Option E in Part A, but it does not support the central ideas of the passage.  

6 Part A C 
RI.7.3, 
RI.7.1 

A. Although eventually the boy theorizes that the wasp house has been moved to a safe place for the winter, 
initially he is disappointed, not glad. 

B. Although the boy later learns that the wasp house has been discarded, there is no evidence in the passage to 
support the idea that he is hopeful that a new house will appear next year.  

C. This is the correct response. The context makes it clear that the boy’s initial reaction is one of overwhelming 
disappointment when he sees that the house is gone. 

D. Although the boy is admiring of the wasps, paragraph 7 makes it clear that his first reaction is one of 
disappointment, not worry, when he learns that the house is missing.  
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6 Part B A, E, and F 

A. This is a correct response. The author uses “crushed” to indicate a feeling of disappointment. 

B. This distractor plausibly links to Option D in Part A. Although it is true that the wasp house greatly fascinated 
the boy, this fact does not support the idea that the boy was disappointed when the house was gone.  

C. This distractor plausibly links to Option D in Part A. Although this phrase also supports the fascination the 
wasp house held for the boy, it does not support the sense of disappointment the boy felt when the house was 
gone.  

D. This distractor plausibly links to Option A in Part A. Although other details in the passage makes this 
statement convincing, it does not support the correct response to Part A of this question—that the boy was 
disappointed when the house was gone.  

E. This is a correct response. The physical detail of sagging or slumping on the ladder is meant to illustrate the 
extent of the boy’s disappointment.  

F. This is a correct response. The statement that the boy pitied himself reinforces the sense of disappointment 
the boy feels when he sees that the house is no longer there. 

G. This distractor also plausibly links to Option D in Part A. Although with this phrase the author contrasts the 
apparent plight of the wasps to the disappointment the boy is feeling, the phrase by itself does not provide 
textual evidence that the boy was feeling disappointed when he discovered that the house was gone. 

7 

Optional 
writing 
prompt 

 

W.7.2, 
W.7.9, 
RI.7.3, 
RI.7.1 

A good student response will include: 

 A description of how the boy views the wasp house at first: He is mystified by it, referring to it as 
“something very strange,” “a gray paper sphere,” and “this thing” (paragraphs 1 and 2). 

 A description of how the boy comes to view the house during the two weeks he studies it: He learns the 
purpose of the house, and it becomes less strange to him: He sees “wasps entering and leaving the 
thing.” As he visits it daily, the house becomes even more familiar to him, as he studies it carefully and 
wonders how the craftsman made it. 

 A description of how the boy views the house when he is far away from it: Once he leaves the farm, he 
focuses on the parts of the house he still does not understand. He especially wonders what the wasp 
house is like at its center.  By the time he returns to the farm, he is practically obsessed with the wasp 
house and is “crushed” not to find it in its place. He wants so badly to know more about the house that 
he decides to ask the farmer to teach him to make one. 

 A description of how the boy views the house at the end of the passage: Now his understanding of the 
house takes a leap forward, as he sees that the farmer does not handle the wasp house like he cleans the 
purple martin houses after all, and that the house has been discarded by the wasps. 
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Additional resources for assessment and CCSS implementation 

 

Shift 1 – Complexity: Regular practice with complex text and its academic language 

 See Appendix B for examples of informational and literary complex texts http://www.corestandards.org/assets/Appendix_B.pdf  

 See the Text Complexity Collection on www.achievethecore.org  

Shift 2 – Evidence: Reading, writing, and speaking grounded in evidence from text, both literary and informational 

 See Close Reading Exemplars for ways to engage students in close reading on http://www.achievethecore.org/steal-these-tools/close-

reading-exemplars 

 See the Basal Alignment Project for examples of text-dependent questions http://www.achievethecore.org/basal-alignment-project  

Shift 3 – Knowledge: Building knowledge through content-rich nonfiction 

 See Appendix B for examples of informational and literary complex texts http://www.corestandards.org/assets/Appendix_B.pdf  
 

 

 

http://www.corestandards.org/assets/Appendix_B.pdf
http://www.achievethecore.org/
http://www.achievethecore.org/steal-these-tools/close-reading-exemplars
http://www.achievethecore.org/steal-these-tools/close-reading-exemplars
http://www.achievethecore.org/basal-alignment-project
http://www.corestandards.org/assets/Appendix_B.pdf

