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Grade 8, Unit 3 Pre-assessment 

 

Crows 

 
 Crows are probably the most ignored bird species in North America.  They are often 
viewed as pests, or at the very least as untrustworthy.  Even the term for a group of crows, a 
“murder,” hardly creates positive associations.  Yet these birds are everywhere.  They are as 
common, and perhaps as despised, as pigeons.  But there’s a lot more to the crow family than 
most people think. 
 
It Runs in the Family 
 
 The United States has four resident species of crows.  The most abundant and 
widespread is the American crow, which lives across most of the lower 48 and southern 
Canada. The slightly smaller northwestern crow has a nasal voice and occurs only along the 
coasts of the Pacific Northwest from Puget Sound to south central Alaska. The fish crow is 
similar in size and voice to the northwestern crow but lives on the Atlantic coast and in the 
lower Mississippi River region. Finally, there is the Hawaiian crow, which, as the name implies, 
occurs only in Hawaii, and only in a small area of forest. 
 
 During the 19th and early 20th centuries, crows were mercilessly pursued.  Killed as farm 
pests, they declined and quickly became wary of people.  But rather than flee to remote parts 
of the country as most hunted species did, crows found safety in cities and towns. 
 
 It seems odd, but this is a perfect example of the species’ discerning intelligence.  
Humans, they learned, will not shoot guns in a city.  And food?  Well, it’s everywhere!  
Garbage bins, dumps, picnic areas, parks and backyards were all-you-can-eat buffets to the 
newly arrived crows.  They thrived, and continue to thrive, in our most populous areas. 
 
Secret Intelligence 
 
 In recent studies of northwestern crows, researchers from the University of Washington 
have determined that the species is capable not just of recognizing humans individually, but 
also of teaching their offspring which humans are dangerous. 
 
 The study went something like this.  A biologist wearing a distinctive mask provided an 
unpleasant experience to adult crows by capturing, banding, and measuring them.  Later, 
when the masked researcher walked below the nest, the banded adults gave alarm calls and 
dive-bombed the human. 
 
 The chicks, while never experiencing the negative associations for themselves, carried 
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the fear and aggression toward the masked human—but not other humans—into their own 
adulthood.  In short, they were taught to beware not of humans in general, but of one human in 
particular. 
 
A Different Point of View 
 
 This study, while fascinating, is only one example of how crows are capable of 
reasoning and solving problems in their environment.  When I moved to Olympia, Washington, 
to attend college, I was intrigued by the many shells of clams and mussels along the roadsides 
and sidewalks of town.  I couldn’t for the life of me figure out how they had gotten from the 
beach, a few hundred yards away, to the pavement in such large numbers. 
 
 Then, one day, birding along the Olympia waterfront, I paused to watch a pair of crows 
foraging on the gravel beach.  They were probing around the rocks with their long black bills 
when one popped up holding a small mussel.  The bird flew into the misty air and passed over 
my head toward a nearby parking lot. 
 
 Through my binoculars, I watched as the crow hovered 20 feet above the pavement and 
let go of the mussel.  It fell onto the concrete and shattered.  The crow settled to the ground 
and pulled the tasty morsel from inside the broken shell.  A moment later, the bird was back on 
the beach searching for more, and my mystery was solved. 
 
 The crow is much more than a noisy pest.  Catch one perched in the sunlight, and its 
feather will glitter with an iridescent sheen.  Then watch as it inspects the world through dark, 
intelligent eyes.  There’s more going on behind those eyes than you might suspect.  Observe 
for a few moments, or hours, and you’re sure to learn something.  So, too, will the crow. 
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1a) Which of the following is an argument that the author makes in the passage? 
  

 
 

A. Crows are untrustworthy pests. 

B. The fact that crows live in cities and towns is an example of their intelligence. 

C. Crows cannot recognize individual humans. 

D. The fact that crows litter roads and sidewalks with shells is one example of 
how they are a nuisance.  

 

 
 
 
 
1b) Which sentence from the passage best supports your answer? 

  

 
 

A. “The United States has four resident species of crows.” (Line 6) 

B. “Killed as farm pests, they declined and quickly became wary of people.” (Lines 

15-16) 

C. “They thrived, and continue to thrive, in our most populous areas.” (Line 19) 

D. “The crow settled to the ground and pulled the tasty morsel from inside the 

broken shell.” (Line 41-42) 
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2.  Briefly, explain why, according to the author, “the crow is much more than a noisy 
pest.” 
  
Write your answer in the box below. 
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Essential Questions 
 
 

3. What strategies do readers use to understand informational text? 
 
_____________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________  

 
 

4. How do readers determine author’s point of view or purpose? 
 

_____________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________  

 

 
5. How does the information gathered and organized through research help to form a 

written argument?  
 

______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________  
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6. American Crows are protected internationally by the Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 

1918. Despite attempts by humans in some areas to drive away or eliminate these 

birds, they remain widespread and very common. Some arguments AGAINST 

protecting crows include the following: 

 

 When crows are in their flocking phase, thousands of these very noisy pest 

birds can literally overwhelm trees or buildings in an area, creating a 

tremendous amount of noise and harassing both people and animals in the 

area.  

 Acid in crow droppings can lead to structural damage, as the droppings can 

corrode stone, metal and masonry, ruining buildings, sidewalks, bridges, 

vehicles, and more. 

 The bacteria, fungal agents, and ectoparasites found in crow droppings and 

nesting materials pose a serious health risk. Should we protect birds that can 

spread disease among people and other animals? 

 Crows are most often the source of agricultural bird problems due to their 

fondness for corn and other crops, especially when newly planted. 

 

 

  
Explain how you think the author of the passage you read would respond to these 

arguments against the protection of crows. 
  
Your response should: 
  

 discuss the author's views on crows 

 evaluate how the author, given his views on crows, might respond to 
the opposing arguments 

 include relevant supporting details from the passage 
 introduce your claim, support it with reasons, and include a logical 

conclusion 

 present your ideas clearly and logically 

 use correct spelling, punctuation, and grammar 
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Migratory_Bird_Treaty_Act_of_1918
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Migratory_Bird_Treaty_Act_of_1918
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Scoring Guide: Grade 8, Unit 3 pre-assessment 

 

1.a)  B 

1.b)  C 

2.  Answers will vary but should indicate that crows have been proven to be intelligent, able to 
learn, reason, and solve problems. 

 

 
Questions 3, 4,  and 5 are the standards-based Essential Questions for the unit. Review 
responses to determine what students already know and understand. 
 

 

 

6. Constructed Response – Use the rubric below. 
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Construct 

Measured 

Score Point 4 Score Point 3 Score Point 2 Score Point 1 Score Point 0 

Reading: 

comprehension 

of key ideas and 

details 

 

The response 

provides an 

accurate analysis of 

what the text says 

explicitly and 

inferentially and 

cites convincing 

textual evidence to 

support the 

analysis, showing 

full comprehension 

of complex ideas 

expressed in the 

text(s). 

 

Specific scoring 

notes: Student 

response shows a 

thorough 

understanding that 

the author would 

likely claim that the 

crow is an 

intelligent bird that 

deserves protection, 

AND includes 

sufficient relevant 

supporting details 

from the text. 

 

The response 

provides an 

accurate analysis of 

what the text says 

explicitly and 

inferentially and 

cites textual 

evidence to support 

the analysis, 

showing extensive 

comprehension of 

ideas expressed in 

the text(s). 

 

Specific scoring 

notes: Student 

response shows an 

understanding that 

the author would 

disagree with the 

arguments and 

addresses the 

opposing argument 

with claims mostly 

supported by the 

text. 

 

The response provides 

a mostly accurate 

analysis of what the 

text says explicitly or 

inferentially and cited 

textual evidence, 

shows a basic 

comprehension of 

ideas expressed in the 

text(s). 

 

 

 

Specific scoring notes: 

Student response 

indicates that the 

author would disagree 

with the arguments 

but minimally 

addresses the specific 

arguments and 

includes only a few 

details from the text. 

 

The response provides 

a minimally accurate 

or inaccurate analysis 

of what the text says, 

and cited textual 

evidence shows 

limited or inaccurate 

comprehension of 

ideas expressed in the 

text(s). 

 

 

 

Specific scoring notes: 

Student response 

indicates that the 

author would disagree 

with the arguments 

but fails to address 

the specific arguments 

and include 

supporting details 

from the text. 

No response; or the 

response is  

 

 unintelligible or 
undecipherable 

 not written in 
English 

  too limited to 
evaluate 

 

 

 

Writing: 

development of 

ideas 

The response 

addresses the 

prompt and 

provides effective 

and comprehensive 

development of the 

claim, topic and/or 

narrative elements 

by using clear and 

convincing 

reasoning, details, 

text-based 

evidence, and/or 

description; the 

The response 

addresses the 

prompt and 

provides effective 

development of the 

claim, topic and/or 

narrative elements 

by using clear 

reasoning, details, 

text-based 

evidence, and/or 

description; the 

development is 

largely appropriate 

The response 

addresses the prompt 

and provides some 

development of the 

claim, topic and/or 

narrative elements by 

using some reasoning, 

details, text-based 

evidence, and/or 

description; the 

development is 

somewhat 

appropriate to the 

task, purpose, and 

The response 

addresses the prompt 

and develops the 

claim, topic and/or 

narrative elements 

minimally by using 

limited reasoning, 

details, text-based 

evidence and/or 

description; the 

development is 

limited in its 

appropriateness to the 

task, purpose, and/or 

No response; or the 

response is  

 

 unintelligible or 
undecipherable 

 not written in 
English 

  too limited to 
evaluate 
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development is 

consistently 

appropriate to the 

task, purpose, and 

audience. 

to the task, 

purpose, and 

audience. 

audience. audience. 

Writing: 

organization 

The response 
demonstrates 
purposeful 
coherence, clarity, 
and cohesion and 
includes a strong 
introduction, 
conclusion, and a 
logical, well-
executed 
progression of 
ideas, making it easy 
to follow the 
writer’s progression 
of ideas. 
 

The response 
demonstrates a 
great deal of 
coherence, clarity, 
and cohesion, and 
includes an 
introduction, 
conclusion, and a 
logical progression 
of ideas, making it 
fairly easy to follow 
the writer’s 
progression of 
ideas. 
 

The response 

demonstrates some 

coherence, clarity, 

and/or cohesion, and 

includes an 

introduction, 

conclusion, and 

logically grouped 

ideas, making the 

writer’s progression of 

ideas usually 

discernible but not 

obvious. 

The response 

demonstrates limited 

or no coherence, 

clarity, and/or 

cohesion, making the 

writer’s progression of 

ideas somewhat or 

entirely unclear. 

 

No response; or the 

response is  

 

 unintelligible or 
undecipherable 

 not written in 
English 

  too limited to 
evaluate 

 

Writing: clarity of 

language 

 

 

The response 

establishes and 

maintains an 

effective style, while 

attending to the 

norms and 

conventions of the 

discipline.  The 

response uses 

precise language 

consistently, 

including descriptive 

words and phrases, 

sensory details, 

linking and 

transitional words, 

words to indicate 

tone, and/or 

domain-specific 

vocabulary. 

The student 

response 

establishes and 

maintains an 

effective style, 

while attending to 

the norms and 

conventions of the 

discipline.  The 

response uses 

mostly precise 

language, including 

descriptive words 

and phrases, 

sensory details, 

linking and 

transitional words, 

words to indicate 

tone, and/or 

domain-specific 

vocabulary. 

The response 

establishes and 

maintains a mostly 

effective style, while 

attending to the 

norms and 

conventions of the 

discipline.  The 

response uses some 

precise language, 

including descriptive 

words and phrases, 

sensory details, linking 

and transitional 

words, words to 

indicate tone and/or 

domain-specific 

vocabulary. 

The response has a 

style that has limited 

or impaired 

effectiveness, with 

limited or highly 

deficient awareness of 

the norms of the 

discipline.  The 

response includes 

limited if any 

descriptions, sensory 

details, linking or 

transitional words, 

words to indicate 

tone, or domain-

specific vocabulary. 

No response; or the 

response is  

 

 unintelligible or 
undecipherable 

 not written in 
English 

  too limited to 
evaluate 

 

Writing: 

knowledge of 

language and 

conventions 

 

 

The response 

demonstrates 

command of the 

conventions of 

standard English 

consistent with 

effectively edited 

writing. Though 

there may be a few 

The response 

demonstrates a 

generally consistent 

command of the 

conventions of 

standard English. 

There are a few 

patterns of errors in 

grammar and usage 

The response 

demonstrates limited 

command of the 

conventions of 

standard English. 

There are multiple 

errors in grammar and 

usage demonstrating 

minimal control over 

The response 

demonstrates little or 

no command of the 

conventions of 

standard English. 

There are frequent 

and varied errors in 

grammar and usage, 

demonstrating little or 

No response; or the 

response is  

 

 unintelligible or 
undecipherable 

 not written in 
English 

  too limited to 
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minor errors in 

grammar and usage, 

meaning is clear 

throughout the 

response. 

that may 

infrequently impede 

understanding. 

language. There are 

multiple distracting 

errors in grammar and 

usage that sometimes 

impede 

understanding. 

no control over 

language. There are 

frequent distracting 

errors in grammar and 

usage that often 

impede 

understanding. 

evaluate 
 

 


