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Passage:
Saturday Afternoon, When Chores Are Done

Harryette Mullen

1     I’ve cleaned house

        and the kitchen smells like pine.

        I can hear the kids yelling

        through the back screen door.

        While they play tug-of-war

        with an old jump rope

        and while these blackeyed peas

        boil on the stove,

        I’m gonna sit here at the table

        and plait1 my hair.

2      I oil my hair and brush it soft.

        Then, with the brush in my lap,

        I gather the hair in my hands,

        pull the strands smooth and tight,

        and weave three sections into a fat shiny braid

        that hangs straight down my back.

3      I remember mama teaching me to plait my hair

        one Saturday afternoon when chores were done.

        My fingers were stubby and short.

        I could barely hold three strands at once,

        and my braids would fray apart

        no sooner than I’d finished them.

        Mama said, “Just takes practice, is all.”

        Now my hands work swiftly, doing easy

        what was once so hard to do.

4      Between time on the job,

        keeping house, and raising two girls by myself,

        there’s never much time like this,

        for thinking and being alone.

        Time to gather life together

        before it unravels like an old jump rope

        and comes apart at the ends.

5      Suddenly I notice the silence.

        The noisy tug-of-war has stopped.

        I get up to check out back,

        see what my girls are up to now.

        I look out over the kitchen sink,

        where the sweet potato plant

        spreads green in the window.

        They sit quietly on the back porch steps,

        Melinda plaiting Carla’s hair

        into a crooked braid.

6      Older daughter,

        you are learning what I am learning:

        to gather the strands together

        with strong fingers,

        to keep what we do

        from coming apart at the seams.

__________________________________________________________

         1 plait:  to braid

BACK TO INDEX
	Benchmark:     A
	Apply reading comprehension strategies to understand grade-appropriate text.

	GLI:               RP 8.2
	Answer literal, inferential, evaluative and synthesizing questions to demonstrate comprehension of grade-appropriate print texts and electronic and visual media.


Multiple Choice Question:

31.    While the speaker plaits her hair, she realizes that she
A. is pleased that her work is done. 

B. has little time to sit and reflect. 

C. wishes her mother could be there. 
D. has unhappy childhood memories. 
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Commentary: 
This multiple-choice question asks students to answer questions that are not directly stated in the story or passage. To answer these questions, called inferential questions, students need to reach conclusions that are based on what they read. For example, students might read a story about a boy who cooks dinner for his family and takes care of his younger brothers and sisters.
Because of all the things the boy does for his family, students can infer that he is helpful, even if the word helpful is not directly stated in the story. In the poem, the speaker finishes her chores and decides to braid her hair. While she is braiding her hair, she remembers how her mother taught her to braid. Then, she thinks about how little time she has to stop and think. The correct answer is B, “has little time to sit and reflect.” If a student chooses A, “is pleased that her work is done,” the student may not have understood the poem. The poem does not suggest that the speaker is happy that her work is done.  Instead, the poem suggests that although her work is never-ending, she finally has an opportunity to sit and reflect. If a student chooses C, “wishes her mother could be there,” the student may not have understood the poem. The student may think that because the speaker remembers her mother, she wishes that her mother could be with her: “I remember mama teaching me to plait my hair.” However, the poem never says that the speaker misses her mother. Instead, the poem suggests that she finally has an opportunity in her busy day to sit and reflect. It is while she is reflecting that she remembers her mother. If a student chooses D, “has unhappy childhood memories,” the student may not have understood the poem. The speaker does not say that she was unhappy as a child, and there is no other suggestion in the poem that she was unhappy as a child. Instead, the poem suggests that although her work is never-ending, she finally has an opportunity to sit and reflect.
Performance Data:

The percent of public school students selecting answer choice B for question 31 on the March 2005 Grade 8 Reading Achievement Test was 53%.

Keywords:  inferences, drawing conclusions
BACK TO INDEX
	Benchmark:     C
	Recognize the importance and function of figurative language.

	GLI:                          AV 8.2
	Apply knowledge of connotation and denotation to determine the meaning of words.


Multiple Choice Question:

32.   “Now my hands work swiftly, doing easy what was once so hard to do.”

These lines imply that the speaker now plaits in movements that are 

A. careless. 

B. elegant. 

C. practiced. 

D. unsteady. 
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Commentary: 

This multiple-choice question asks students to use what they know about the meanings of words and the speaker’s use of language to understand the intended meaning of the lines in a poem. In this question, students are given lines from the poem to think about: “Now my hands work swiftly, doing easy / what was once so hard to do.” These lines show that braiding is now “easy” for the speaker, and she can do it quickly. To be so good at braiding, she must have braided her hair many times. The correct answer is C, “practiced.”  If a student chooses A, “careless,” the student may not have understood the poem or what the lines suggest. The student may think that because things are done quickly, they are often done carelessly. The poem, however, does not suggest that the speaker braids her hair carelessly. The speaker states that braiding her hair is now “easy,” although it was once “hard.” If a student chooses B, “elegant,” the student may not have understood the poem or what the lines suggest. The student may think that because the speaker is good at braiding, her braid is “elegant,” but the poem does not support this conclusion. The poem makes no reference to or suggestion about the elegance of the braid.  Instead, the speaker states that braiding her hair is now “easy,” although it was once “hard.” If a student chooses D, “unsteady,” the student may not have understood the poem or what the lines suggest. The poem does not suggest that the speaker plaits her braid in an “unsteady” manner. Instead, she states that braiding her hair is now “easy,” although it was once “hard.”
Performance Data:

The percent of public school students selecting answer choice C for question 32 on the March 2005 Grade 8 Reading Achievement Test was 61%.

Keywords:  vocabulary, figurative language
BACK TO INDEX
	Benchmark:     A
	Apply reading comprehension strategies to understand grade-appropriate text.

	GLI:               RP 8.2
	Answer literal, inferential, evaluative and synthesizing questions to demonstrate comprehension of grade-appropriate print texts and electronic and visual media.


Multiple Choice Question:

33.   The speaker decides to look for Melinda and Carla because she

A. wants to teach them how to plait their hair.

B. has enjoyed a  long and satisfying life. 
C. wants to ask them to help prepare supper. 

D. thinks they have become unusually quiet. 
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Commentary: 
This multiple-choice question asks students to use the reading strategy of recall.  Recalling is remembering facts or ideas.  Remembering the important facts, topics and ideas in a passage helps readers think about and remember what they read.  In the passage, the speaker can hear her children playing outside while she braids her hair.  When she notices that the children are quiet, she stands up to check on them:


Suddenly I notice the silence.


The noisy tug-of-war has stopped.


I get up to check out back,


see what my girls are up to now.

The correct answer is D, “thinks they have become unusually quiet.” If a student chooses A, “wants to teach them how to plait their hair,” the student may not have understood the poem.  When the speaker notices that her daughters are quiet, she investigates. If a student chooses B, “thinks it is too late to be playing outside,” the student may not have understood the poem.  The speaker does not say or think that it is too late to be playing outside. She investigates only when she notices that her daughters are quiet. If a student chooses C, “wants to ask them to help prepare supper,” the student may not have understood the poem. The speaker is boiling peas on the stove, which suggests that dinnertime is soon. However, the speaker does not say or think that the girls should come in to help fix dinner. The poem does say that the girls become quiet, which leads to the speaker’s investigation.

Performance Data:

The percent of public school students selecting answer choice D for question 33 on the March 2005 Grade 8 Reading Achievement Test was 80%.

Keywords:  reading strategies, recall
BACK TO INDEX
	Benchmark:     C
	Recognize the importance and function of figurative language.

	GLI:                 AV 8.4
	Infer the literal and figurative meaning of words and phrases and discuss the function of figurative language, including metaphors, similes and idioms.


Multiple Choice Question:

34.      “Time to gather life together before it unravels like an old jump rope and comes apart at the ends.”

The poet uses the simile like an old jump rope to show that the speaker

A. works to keep the parts of her life connected. 

B. has enjoyed a long and satisfying life. 

C. wishes she had a more exciting life. 

D. thinks that life is just a game. 

Commentary: 

This multiple-choice question asks students to understand why words are used in different ways and how authors use figurative language. Similes are comparisons that use the words like or as.  For example, a poet might write that the wind sounded like a crying child. Similes help readers see things in a new way. Poets often use similes to compare different things. These comparisons create an image in the reader’s mind. To answer the question correctly, students need to think about the phrase “like an old jump rope.” They must determine how the poet uses this simile to describe the speaker’s belief about life. A simile is a comparison between two objects or ideas. In these lines from the poem, life is compared to “an old jump rope” that “unravels” and “comes apart at the ends.” The speaker is worried that the same thing can happen in life. It too could come apart. The simile compares life to “an old jump rope” to help describe how the speaker tries to “gather life together.” The correct answer choice is A, “works to keep the parts of her life connected.” If a student chooses B, “has enjoyed a long and satisfying life,” the student may not understand the simile “like an old jump rope.” A simile is a comparison between two objects or ideas. In these lines from the poem, life is compared to “an 
old jump rope” that “unravels” and “comes apart at the ends.”  He speaker is worried that the same thing can happen in life. It too could come apart. There is no reference to “a long and satisfying life” in this comparison.  Instead, the simile compares life to “an old jump rope” to help describe how the speaker tries to “gather life together.” If a student chooses C, “wishes she had a more exciting life,” the student may not understand the simile “like an old jump rope.” A simile is a comparison between two objects or ideas. In these lines from the poem, life is compared to
“an old jump rope” that “unravels” and “comes apart at the ends.” The speaker is worried that the same thing can happen in life. It too could come apart. There is no reference to wishing for “a more exciting life.” Instead, the simile compares life to “an old jump rope” to help describe how the speaker tries to “gather life together.” If a student chooses D, “thinks that life is just a game,” the student may not understand the simile “like an old jump rope.” A simile is a comparison between two objects or ideas. In these lines from the poem, life is compared to “an old jump rope” that “unravels” and “comes apart at the ends.” The speaker is worried that the same thing can happen in life. It too could come apart. Although jumping rope is a game, the speaker is interested in the state of the rope, not in the game played with it. She does not state or suggest that “life is just a game.” Instead, the simile compares life to “an old jump rope” to help describe how the speaker tries to “gather life together.”
Performance Data:

The percent of public school students selecting answer choice A for question 34 on the March 2005 Grade 8 Reading Achievement Test was 74%.

Keywords:  vocabulary, figurative language
BACK TO INDEX
	Benchmark:     F
	Identify and analyze how an author uses figurative language, sound devices and literary techniques to shape plot, set meaning and develop tone.

	GLI:                         LT 8.7
	Identify examples of foreshadowing and flashback in a literary text. 


Short Answer Question:
35. Identify the flashback in the poem. Explain how the use of flashback contributes to the mood of the poem. Write your answer in the Answer Document. (2 points) 

Commentary:

This short-answer question asks students to identify examples of flashback in a poem.  Flashback is a technique used by authors to show readers something that happened before the time frame of the poem or story. The author jumps back in time to tell about something that happened earlier. In this question, students need to identify the flashback and say how it contributes to the mood of the poem.  

Performance Data:

The percent of public school students earning each score point for question 35 on the March 2005 Grade 8 Reading Achievement Test

	Percent at Each Score Point

	0
	
	1
	
	2

	15%
	
	54%
	
	28%


Scoring Guidelines:

2 point text
The response is complete and accurate. The student gives one example of flashback from the poem and then explains how the use of flashback contributes to the mood of the poem.

Example: 

The scene where the speaker remembers how her mama taught her to plait her hair is an example of flashback. It contributes to the mood by showing that the speaker is feeling relaxed and is deep in thought.

1 point text

The response is partial and accurate. The student gives one example of flashback from the poem OR explains how the use of flashback contributes to the mood of the poem.

Example: 

The scene where the speaker remembers how her mama taught her to plait her hair is an example of flashback.

0 point text
The response indicates no understanding of the task.

Keywords:  plot, flashback
BACK TO INDEX
	Benchmark:     A
	Analyze interactions between characters in literary text and how the interactions affect the plot.

	GLI:                      LT 8.1
	Identify and explain various types of characters (e.g., flat, round, dynamic, static) and how their interactions and conflicts affect the plot.


Multiple Choice Question:

36. “Older daughter, you are learning what I am learning: to gather the strands together with strong fingers, to keep what we do from coming apart at the seams.” 
        The speaker and her older daughter are alike in that they are both learning to

A. enjoy their lives more. 

B. lead more independent lives. 

C. create a sense of order in their lives. 

D. accept changes in their lives. 

Commentary: 
This multiple-choice question asks students to think about how characters’ relationships and conflicts affect other parts of the story, play or poem, such as the plot (story events), setting, mood, tone or theme. To answer this question correctly, students must understand how the speaker sees that she and her daughter are alike. In the poem, the braiding is a symbol, something that stands for something else. To the speaker, braiding is a symbol for gathering loose pieces and creating order. In the fourth stanza, or part, of the poem, the speaker says that braiding is a way of “gathering life together.” She repeats this idea when she thinks of braiding as a symbol of the way that she and her daughter “keep what we do from coming apart at the seams.” The correct answer is C, “create a sense of order in their lives.”  If a student chooses A, “enjoy their lives more,” the student may not have known what the older daughter and the mother have in common. Although the speaker works hard, the poem does not suggest that she does not enjoy her life or that plaiting her hair is a way of learning to enjoy life more. Instead, the braiding is used by the poet to symbolize the way the mother and daughter try to “keep what we do from coming apart at the seams.” In the same way that they put the strands of their hair together, they keep the parts of their lives together. If a student chooses B, “lead more independent lives,” the student may not have known what the older daughter and mother have in common. Nothing in the poem says that both the mother and daughter want more independence.  Instead, much of the poem is about staying connected.  The braiding is used by 
the poet to symbolize the way the mother and daughter try to “keep what we do from coming apart at the seams.” In the same way that they put the strands of their hair together, they keep the parts of their lives together. These parts show the importance of connections, not of independence. If a student chooses D, “accept changes in their lives,” the student may not have known what the older daughter and the mother have in common. Nothing in the poem says that the mother and daughter are learning to accept changes. Instead, much of the poem is about 
how things in life stay the same. The author remembers braiding her hair as a girl. Now, much later, her daughters are doing the same thing. The poem is about making a connection and keeping things together, not about changing. The braiding is used by the poet to symbolize the way the mother and daughter try to “keep what we do from coming apart at the seams.”  In the same way that they put the strands of their hair together, they keep the parts of their lives together.
Performance Data:

The percent of public school students selecting answer choice C for question 36 on the March 2005 Grade 8 Reading Achievement Test was 39%.

Keywords:  character, plot
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