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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS REGARDING THE HSA

Do middle school students taking high 
school level courses take the HSA? 
Middle school students taking high school level courses 
must take the appropriate High School Assessment. All 
middle school students are required to pass any HSA they 
complete in middle school. Students who take and pass an 
HSA in middle school will have those scores count toward 
their graduation requirements.

Are English language learners required to 
take the HSA? 
Maryland, like other states, gauges students’ progress in 
acquiring English fluency throughout their education. 
Schools enroll English Language Learners (ELL) in 
credit-bearing courses when it is determined they can be 
successful in them. ELL students will take the HSA when 
they are enrolled in the appropriate course.

How does Howard County’s instructional 
program prepare my child for the HSA? 
All  tested courses have the state’s Core Learning 
Goals embedded within the Howard County essential 
curriculum. The Howard County curriculum extends the 
Core Learning Goals to content that is beyond the core; 
however, all content needed for the HSA is contained 
within the essential curriculum. Similarly, Howard County 
has designed quarterly assessments that mimic the HSA, 
and these assessments are administered to students as part 
of the instructional program for that course.

What accommodations are used for 
students in Special Education? 
Any accommodation provided in daily instruction and on 
classroom assessments, as documented in the student’s 
IEP, must also be provided on the HSA.  Maryland has 
developed modified HSAs which are based on the same 
content as the HSAs, but which have an alternative 
question format.  These assessments may be the most 
appropriate assessments for a small percentage of students 
with IEPs.  To find out whether your child is eligible to 
take the Mod-HSAs, contact his or her IEP team.

Do other students qualify for 
accommodations?
Maryland allows testing accommodations for students who 
need them. The accommodation(s) must be documented in 
the student’s IEP, 504 plan, or ELL plan.

When will my child take the HSA? 
Students will take the HSA at the end of designated 
courses. Students in assessed courses take quarterly 
assessments that help prepare them for the HSA.

What is the passing score on the HSA? 
The passing score for algebra/data analysis is 412, for 

government 394, for biology 400, and for English 396.

How will parents receive test results? 
Parents will receive their child’s test score report from 
the Howard County Public School System approximately 
10 weeks after the tests are administered. If additional 
information is requested, the parent can contact the school 
or the school system’s accountability coordinator. 

If students fail an assessment, will they be 
able to retake it during the school year to 
ensure they graduate on time? 
Most students take the HSA either in ninth or tenth grade; 
thus they will have several chances to receive extra help and 
retake any failed tests before graduation. Students needing 
to retake tests can do so during annual administrations 
in January, May, summer, and October. In April there is a 
special administration just for seniors. Students may retake 
failed tests as many times as they need to pass. Instructional 
assistance is provided until a student achieves a passing score. 

When is mandatory assistance provided? 
Schools will provide appropriate assistance to students who 
fail an assessment. Students can retake an assessment only 
after they complete an intervention program.

Can a student take an HSA multiple times 
to raise a score? 
Yes, but no additional instructional assistance is provided if 
the student has passed the test. The highest score of multiple 
attempts counts toward the student’s combined score.

What are alternative ways to meet the 
High School Assessment graduation 
requirements?
Within the Howard County Public School System, students 
have the following alternatives to passing the HSAs:

Advanced Placement (AP) test substitution allows ✦✦

students to use an approved score on the HSA-
related AP test in place of taking the HSA.
The Combined-Score Option allows students to ✦✦

offset a lower performance on one test with higher 
performance on another. If students do not pass all 
four tests, they may satisfy the HSA requirement 
using the Combined Score option.  The combined 
total of all four tests must be at least 1602.
Modified HSAs with altered test items are available ✦✦

for a small portion of students with disabilities.
The Bridge Plan for Academic Validation is available ✦✦

for students who have been unable to pass one or 
more HSAs, despite assistance. Students must meet 
three general eligibility criteria: taken and failed 
the test at least twice, participation in appropriate 
assistance, satisfactory progress toward graduation. 
Students eligible for participation will meet with 
school staff to determine the projects to be included 
in the student’s Academic Validation Project 
Package. 
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HOWARD COUNTY PUBLIC SCHOOL INTERVENTIONS

To ensure that students pass the HSA, HCPSS provides a variety of intervention programs and services designed to 
fit the varied academic needs of students performing below grade level. Many interventions have been embedded in 
the regular school day. Additional intervention services are provided for students who require additional instruction 
and support to meet grade-level standards. These interventions come in the form of before, after, and Saturday 
school programs as well as extended-year programs. A useful framework for examining these intervention efforts 
is listed below. It categorizes the interventions in three groups, those that occur before a student takes an assessed 
course, those that occur while a student is taking the assessed course and those that occur after a student takes the 
course.

BEFORE COURSE DURING COURSE AFTER COURSE

Middle School Interventions English 10 Seminar Course Summer School

Summer School for Rising Ninth 
Grade Students

After-school intervention programs HSA Mastery Course

English 9 Seminar Course After-school intervention programs

Summer School English 10 Prep 
Course

Maryland State Department of Education Online Courses
Online help is now available for High School Assessments								      

The Maryland State Department of Education has created free, online courses to help your child on the HSA. The courses help 
your child learn HSA-tested material and practice answering questions similar to those on the HSA. To access the courses, 
follow the directions below:

Go to http://msde.mdk12online.org1.	

At the login screen, enter the following information:2.	
Username:  hsaonline
Password:  student

In the center of the page is a navigation box titled “My Courses.” Click on HSA English Master.3.	

Select a unit, for example, Unit 2: Comprehension and Interpretation. A summary page will open describing the contents 4.	
of the unit. You may navigate through the unit sequentially by clicking on the blue arrows on the right of the screen above 
the summary box. You may also choose specific topics from the left hand vertical menu bar.
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MARYLAND HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATION REQUIREMENTS

Fulfilling the HSA requirement is not the only criterion for graduation. As shown in the chart above, students must 
still complete all 21 state-specified credits and service-learning requirements, attend school for four years beyond 
eighth grade, and complete any local graduation requirements and attendance requirements.

CORE REQUIREMENTS OTHER REQUIREMENTS

Subject Area

Current 
Specific Credit 
Requirements HSA Subject Area

Current 
Specific Credit 
Requirements

English
4 credits

English
Fine Arts 1 credit

Physical Education 1/2 credit

Mathematics

3 credits, including:
1 credit in Algebra I/•	

Data Analysis
1 credit in geometry•	

Algebra/
Data 

Analysis

Health 1/2 credit

Technology Education 1 credit

Science

3 credits, including:
1 credit in Biology•	

2 additional credits •	

including laboratory 
experience, in any or 
all of the following 
areas:

Earth Science»»
Environmental Science»»
Life Science»»
Physical Science»»

Biology
World Languages 
or American Sign 

Language

or

Advanced Technology

or

Career and 
Technology Program

2 credits in World 
Languages or American 

Sign Language

or

2 credits in Advanced 
Technology

or

a state-approved Career 
and Technology ProgramSocial Studies

3 credits
1 credit in U.S. •	

History
1 credit in Local, •	

State and National 
Government
1 credit in World •	

History

American 
Government
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In 2009, MSDE formalized a State Curriculum that aligns the Maryland Content Standards and the Maryland Assessment 
Program. HCPSS has adopted this State Curriculum. The English 9-10 grade band, shown below, contains the standards and 
indicators for both grade levels. The specific HCPSS units taught in grades 9 and 10 incorporate these standards and indicators 
through instruction in a variety of literary genres. 
As Maryland moves toward adoption of the nationally recognized Common Core State Standards for College and Career 
Readiness, HCPSS will revise its Essential Curriculum to integrate those standards.

HCPSS Grades 9-10 English Essential Curriculum Standards and Indicators:	
(The complete curriculum is available on the HCPSS website at http://www.hcpss.org/academics/languagearts.)		  	
Standard 1:  The student will comprehend and interpret a variety of print, non-print and electronic texts, and other media.

Indicator 1.1: The student will use effective strategies before, during, and after reading, viewing, and listening to self-selected ✦✦

and assigned materials. 
Indicator 1.2: The student will comprehend and interpret a variety of texts, including fiction, nonfiction, poetry, drama, and ✦✦

informational texts (e.g., articles, editorials, essays, speeches, literary criticism). 
Standard 2:  The student will analyze and evaluate a variety of print, non-print and electronic texts and other media.

Indicator 2.1: The student will analyze and evaluate a variety of texts, including fiction, nonfiction, poetry, drama, and ✦✦

informational texts. 
Standard 3:  The student will compose in a variety of modes by developing content, employing specific forms, and selecting 
language appropriate for a particular audience and purpose. 

Indicator 3.1: The student will compose written, oral, and multimedia presentations in a variety of formats and for a variety ✦✦

of audiences and purposes. 
Indicator 3.2: The student will compose texts using the prewriting, drafting, revising, and editing strategies of effective ✦✦

writers and speakers.
Indicator 3.3: The student will locate, retrieve, and use information from various sources to accomplish a purpose.  ✦✦

Standard 4:  The student will control language by applying Standard English in writing and speaking and making effective 
language choices. 

Indicator 4.1: The student will demonstrate understanding of the nature and structure of language, including grammar ✦✦

concepts and skills, to strengthen control of oral and written language. 
Standard 5:  The student will communicate orally in a variety of situations, for different audiences and purposes, and in different 
formats.  

Indicator 5.1: The student will plan for, contribute to, and analyze successful oral communication. ✦✦

Indicator 5.2: The student will deliver effective oral presentations for a variety of purposes, in a variety of forms, and for a ✦✦

variety of audiences.
Standard 6:  The student will listen effectively in a variety of situations and for a variety of purposes. 

Indicator 6.1: The student will process and analyze information presented orally.✦✦

Composition
Composition is a key component of the English 9-10 curriculum. Students are required to write in a variety of modes as described 
below. More information about the modes of writing, organizational structures, research, and rhetoric is provided for students 
through the HCPSS High School Writing Manual and Style Guide. This manual is also available on the HCPSS website at http://
www.hcpss.org/aboutus/writing_manual.pdf.

Students will be able to:
Compose in the following modes of discourse: ✦✦

	 •	 Exposition, including analysis of both print and non-print texts
	 •	 Persuasion, using a variety of rhetorical devices
	 •	 Description
	 •	 Narration 

Compose a research paper (see below)✦✦

Respond to SAT-type timed writing prompts✦✦

Respond to AP-type timed writing prompts (GT)✦✦

Compose creatively (original stories, character sketches, poems)✦✦ 5

ENGLISH 9-10 Curriculum Grade Band
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Research Skills
All students complete a written research paper at each grade level, demonstrating the ability to:

Define an information problem ✦✦

Identify information needed in order to solve the information problem✦✦

Determine the range of possible sources and prioritize those sources✦✦

Locate sources, using print, non-print, and electronic media✦✦

Evaluate sources for credibility✦✦

Engage with the information in a source (e.g., read, listen, or view), and extract relevant information✦✦

Document sources using MLA format✦✦

Organize and integrate information from multiple sources✦✦

Present the information in a multi-paragraph paper: create a thesis, identify the audience, and select an appropriate mode ✦✦

of writing
Reflect on the effectiveness of both the written product and the research process✦✦

The following charts outline the research requirements for each grade.

Grade 9 Research
Topic

Support a THESIS based on the literature of one of the 
ninth grade units. The thesis will be developed in one of 
the following areas:

Social✦✦

Cultural✦✦

Historical✦✦

Literary✦✦

Writing Mode by Course Level
GT✦✦  – analysis
Honors✦✦  – analysis
Regular✦✦  – explanation, description, or analysis of 
an assigned topic

Documentation in MLA Style
Note: Turnitin.com will be used as a resource for accuracy 
and academic integrity.

Works cited✦✦

Parenthetical notation✦✦

Product
Mandatory✦✦  topic outline
Mandatory✦✦  multi-paragraph essay (more than five 
paragraphs)
Inclusion of both direct citations (quotations) and ✦✦

indirect citations (paraphrase and summaries)
Supplementary products may include PowerPoint, ✦✦

speech, or debate but are not to replace the written 
paper.

ENGLISH 9-10 Curriculum Grade Band

Types of Sources by Course Level
GT and Honors ✦✦ – independently selected with 
modeling by teacher

Both primary and secondary sources✦✦

Both online and hard-copy sources✦✦

Regular ✦✦ – controlled sources packet; students seek 
additional sources independently, the exact number 
to be determined by the teacher

Both primary and secondary sources✦✦

Both online and hard-copy sources✦✦

One tertiary source acceptable✦✦
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Grade 10 Research
Topic

Support a THESIS based on the literature of one of the 
tenth grade units. The thesis will be developed in one of 
the following areas:

Social✦✦

Cultural✦✦

Historical✦✦

Literary✦✦

Writing Mode by Course Level
GT✦✦  – analysis
Honors✦✦  – analysis
Regular✦✦  – explanation, description, or analysis of a 
suggested topic

Documentation in MLA Style
Note: Turnitin.com will be used as a resource for accuracy 
and academic integrity.

Works cited✦✦

Parenthetical notation✦✦

Annotated bibliography✦✦

Product
Mandatory✦✦  topic outline
Mandatory✦✦  multi-paragraph essay (more than five 
paragraphs)
Inclusion of both direct citations (quotations) and ✦✦

indirect citations (paraphrases and summaries)
Supplementary products may include PowerPoint, ✦✦

speech, or debate but are not to replace the written 
paper.

Literature
A variety of literary genres including short stories, poetry, novels, drama, and essays are included in both the English 9 and 
English 10 curricula. Teachers select appropriate texts from the Approved Textbook list which is available on the HCPSS 
website at http://www.hcpss.org/academics/approvedtextbooks.shtml

English 9 Literary Units						     English 10 Literary Units
Writers Record Experience					     The World of Romance
Writers Choose Language					     The Tragic Stance
Writers Invent Character and Point of View			   Satire: The Pen as Scalpel
Writers Create Meaning: Theme					     Search for Self

ENGLISH 9-10 Curriculum Grade Band

Types of Sources by Course Level
GT and Honors ✦✦ – independently selected

Both primary and secondary sources✦✦

Both online and hard-copy sources✦✦

Non-print sources✦✦

Regular ✦✦ – independently selected with modeling by 
teacher

Both primary and secondary sources✦✦

Both online and hard-copy sources✦✦

Non-print sources✦✦
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SAMPLE ENGLISH HSA TEST QUESTIONS

Sample HSA Selected Response Questions
Choose the sentence that best incorporates the necessary 1.	
changes to style or tone and maintains the original 
meaning of the sentence.

I don’t get why the government puts limits on drivers’ 
licenses.

Revise to a formal style.

I do not understand governmental restrictions on a.	
drivers’ licenses.
Lots of people can’t figure out the government’s rules b.	
for getting drivers’ licenses.
You know, those governmental rules for obtaining c.	
drivers’ licenses confuse many people.
I get so mixed up about the government’s restrictions on d.	
drivers’ licenses.	

2.	After reading poems and essays about the natural world, 		
	 students in Mrs. Edwards’ English class wrote essays 		
	 about nature. The following item is about activities the 		
    students completed while planning and researching their 		
	 essays. 							      									       
	 George decided to write about the birds he can see 		
	 in his neighborhood. Which of these resources would most 	
	 likely provide information to help him with his topic?

	 a.	The American Wildlife Encyclopedia
	 b.	Biology: Understanding Nature in Maryland
	 c.	Scientific Research: American Migratory Birds
	 d.	The North American Birdwatcher’s Guide Book

3.	The student paragraph below requires revisions and edits. 										       
	 1The Hoover Dam represents an amazing architectural 		
	 feat of modern times. 2Standing 726 feet high and 1,244 		
	 feet wide, it is one of the largest dams in the world. 3The 		
	 dam, built on the raging Colorado River, stores water in its
	 reservoir, nearby Lake Mead. 4_________ 5Hoover Dam also 	
	 serves as a powerful hydroelectric generator, turning energy 	
	 from the river into an important electricity source for 		
	 the Southwest. 

	 Which of these sentences best fills the blank in the 		
	 paragraph?							      									       
	 a.The lake is a center for recreational water sports.

	 	b.	The water is distributed for use in California, Nevada, 		
			  and Arizona.
	 c.	The construction of the Hoover Dam was part of the 		
			  Boulder Canyon project.
	 d.	The Hoover Dam is capable of supplying nearly 1.5 		
			  million kilowatts of electrical power.	

Choose the best way to revise the sentence without 4.	
changing its meaning. The first part of the sentence has 
been written for you. 

Noticing two trucks on his street, Jesse was walking home 
after school.

Jesse was...

	 a.	walking home and noticed two trucks on his street after 	
		  school.
	 b.	on his street walking home and noticed two trucks after 	
		  school.
	 c.	walking home after school and noticed two trucks on his 	
		  street.
	 d.	on his street and noticed two trucks walking home after 	
		  school.
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Your involvement in your child’s educational 
development is very important for academic 
achievement. Tests represent only ONE aspect of your 
child’s development. Awareness, support and praise 
of your child’s accomplishments in all academic areas 
are extremely helpful.

General Test-Taking Tips For Parents
Your child should:

Get a good night’s sleep the night before a test.✦✦

Eat breakfast the morning of a test.✦✦

Have a happy morning - avoid family conflict.✦✦

Practice at home with timed activities - doing ✦✦

homework, playing a game, doing a chore.
Arrive at school on time in order to relax prior to ✦✦

testing time.

Encouraging Achievement
Set high expectations for your child.✦✦

Make it clear that school is your child’s first ✦✦

priority.
Provide a quiet place for your child to study.✦✦

Help your child with homework. ✦✦

Show interest in your child’s schoolwork.✦✦

Limit the amount of TV your child watches.✦✦

Encourage your child to take challenging courses.✦✦

Taking The Test
Encourage your child to:

Stay positive.✦✦

Think of the experience as a challenge.✦✦

Read directions carefully.✦✦

Look at the wording of the question to determine ✦✦

what is being asked and to find key words. 
Attempt every question - do not give up.✦✦

Go back and check work.✦✦

Answer each part of every question fully.✦✦

For More Information:
www.hcpss.org
This is the homepage for the Howard County Public 
School System. Click on Test Scores for information on 
assessments.

www.marylandpublicschools.org/msde
This is the homepage for the Maryland State Department 
of Education. Click on Parents to find information on 
helping your child.

www.mdk12.org
The School Improvement in Maryland web site contains 
practical information and tools to help educators and 
parents better understand state tests. Here you can find 
background information about the HSA and the Maryland 
School Assessments.

www.hsaexam.org
The High School Assessment web site contains information 
on the specific High School Assessments, how students are 
assessed, and examples and sample tests in algebra/data 
analysis, biology, English, and American government.

www.mdreportcard.org
This site is the online version of the Maryland School 
Performance Report, including scores on state tests.

WHAT CAN YOU DO TO HELP?
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SMT.610

The Howard County Public School System does not discriminate on the basis of race, color, creed, national origin, religion, physical or mental disability, age, gender, 
marital status, or sexual orientation in matters affecting employment or in providing access to programs. For more information, contact the Equity Assurance Office

of the Howard County Public School System at 10910 Route 108, Ellicott City, MD 21042 or call 410-313-6654.

10910 Route 108 • Ellicott City, MD 21042
410-313-6600 • www.hcpss.org




