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Letter to the Reader

Dear Reader,

I am happy that you have picked up this book to learn more about the Common Core ELA (English language arts) Standards. This is an exciting time in education as we are in the implementation stages of these new standards. The standards provide a roadmap to help your kids prepare for college and career success. The focus is on providing a quality education that is forward focused on the demands of college and the workplace. I am excited to partner with you as we take a closer look at the standards and the new demands they require for student learning. We will begin by looking at the development of the standards and the rationale behind having a national curriculum. We will also look at the anchor standards and the implications they have in preparing kids for college and the workplace. Finally, we will focus on the skills for each grade level and provide activities you can use to reinforce them at home. I know you will enjoy reading the book and learning more about the Common Core ELA Standards.

Dr. Felicia Durden


Welcome to the Everything® Series!

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can choose to read an Everything® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, and e-ssentials. We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

We now have more than 400 Everything® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you’re done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything®!
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Introduction

There has always been an ebb and flow in the field of education. The paradigm shifts that have occurred in education since the founding of our nation have served to ensure that all children, regardless of background, receive a quality education. The basic premise of the American education system is to provide equal access to education for all learners, and accessible educational systems are the cornerstone of our nation. As such, our schools provide children with the basic skills needed to navigate the world.

The idea of a national curriculum has been around even before I began my teaching career over sixteen years ago. Proponents believed that establishing a set of guidelines that determine the required educational skills at each grade level would help ensure a standardized and more equitable system.

The developers of the Common Core standards have taken the idea of equity to include providing students with the skills needed to be college and career ready (CCR). The authors of the Common Core took the necessary skills for college and career readiness, and from there, mapped backgrounds to show where the student should be by the end of high school. This focus on mapping educational standards from kindergarten to college has gained a lot of support, as colleges and workplace managers understand that many of our kids have not been prepared to meet proficiency standards for college and the workforce. The idea of rigor and relevance is a very important focus of the Common Core English language arts (ELA) standards. The standards require a higher cognitive awareness. This means that the rigor of the standards requires students to not just use basic recall to answer questions about the texts they read; instead, they have to read and synthesize information to form ideas and make inferences from the text. This level of rigor increases as students move through the grades. In the primary grade levels (K–2), a lot of teacher support is provided to teach students to think about what they are reading and form opinions based on information in the text. As students get into higher grade levels (3–5), they begin to independently perform these tasks. You will hear the word rigor continually as we move into the Common Core era. Keep in mind that rigor does not mean giving kids things that are difficult so they struggle. Rigor is based on the depth of knowledge required for the skill. In the opening paragraph we talked about paradigm shifts. For years educators have used Bloom's Taxonomy, a framework for teachers to use to focus on higher-order thinking, to determine the level of understanding/rigor of a task.

Bloom's Taxonomy of learning includes knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. The lowest level on Bloom's Taxonomy is knowledge, which includes basic rote memory skills—something the Common Core is steering students away from. The highest level, evaluation, focuses on making judgments of inferences about content.

The tool we are now using to determine rigor for the Common Core is Webb’s Depth of Knowledge. There are four levels in Webb’s Depth of Knowledge:


	Level 1 (Recall)

	Level 2 (Skill/Concept)

	Level 3 (Strategic Thinking)

	Level 4 (Extended Thinking)



Rigor is determined by the tasks that students are asked to complete. A lower-level task would be to define a noun or verb. At level 4, an example would be to analyze how verbs were used to convey tone in a story.

Making content relevant is also an important dimension to the Common Core ELA standards. Students are learning the importance of being a competent reader and writer. The tasks that students perform in class will be used to prepare them for college and the workplace. Building this connection to the real world allows your child to understand the importance of his learning and how he can hone those skills to prepare himself to be successful in life. We have always known how important it is for students to understand the reason they are learning something. The standards do this by providing a staircase of complexity of tasks that are relevant to the types of situations and tasks students will perform in the workplace and in college.

This book will provide a simplified view of the Common Core ELA standards. We will discuss the standards and provide activities you can use at home to help prepare your child for the demands of the Common Core ELA standards. Each chapter will include hands-on activities and ideas you can try with your child. This no-nonsense guide to the ELA standards will be a resource you can refer to as you are working with your child and gaining further understanding of the standards. I look forward to learning along with you as we explore the Common Core ELA standards together.


Part 1

The Common Core State Standards


Chapter 1

Overview of the Common Core State Standards

In recent years there has been a strong push to standardize what is taught in America’s classrooms. In the past what students were learning in one state was often very different than what students were learning in another state. The Common Core standards are an effort to provide learning consistency across the nation. The premise behind this movement is to ensure all students have access to a rigorous curriculum that promotes college and career readiness. It does so by providing standards that build on one another from one grade level to the next. This chapter provides an overview of the Common Core ELA (English language arts) standards. It presents the development of the ELA standards and their primary focus. This chapter also covers strategies you can use at home to help your child.

What Are the Common Core Standards?

The Common Core standards are a set of educational measurements for students in kindergarten through high school. Standards have always been a part of schooling. Standards refer to the content and curriculum that is taught in classrooms each day. Traditionally, each state has had its own set of standards and methods for teaching students. In recent years there has been a push to set national standards in schools across the nation. This would mean that, for example, a student in the first grade in one state would be taught the same standards as a student in first grade in another state. By ensuring that students across America are being taught using the same standards, state-by-state comparisons can be aligned so that all students in America can be tested using the same standards of learning.
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 The name Common Core State Standards also has significance. The term common refers to a set of standards that are common across the United States. The term core refers to the fundamental and essential core standards that will prepare kids for college and career. The term state refers to the fact that the standards were developed in cooperation with governors from each state. And finally, the term standards refers to the agreed-upon standards of learning for each grade level.





How Did We Get Here?

The Common Core standards started with two organizations in Washington, D.C. The two organizations are the National Governors Association Center for Best Practices (NGA) and the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO). The National Governors Association was founded in 1908 and is a bipartisan organization. The members include the current governors from all fifty states and the territories of American Samoa, Guam, Northern Mariana Islands, Puerto Rico, and the U.S. Virgin Islands. In 2007 Janet Napolitano, then the serving chair of the NGA, discussed the need to ensure that American children were ready to compete globally. This discussion spearheaded what we now know as the Common Core State Standards Initiative.
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 The intent of the Common Core standards is to provide a set of rigorous, high-expectation standards that prepare our kids to be college and career ready. These standards provide a roadmap for schools on what is to be taught at each grade level in an effort to achieve this goal.





The Common Core standards provide clear and consistent expectations regarding what students need to know by the end of each grade level. They are built on a staircase of difficulty, meaning that the standards increase in complexity as students move from one grade to the next. The writers of the Common Core aimed to provide clear transitions from grade to grade so that students can confidently meet the challenges of the subsequent grades. The subject areas of the standards include math and English language arts (ELA) (for all grade levels), and literacy in history/social studies, science, and technical subjects (for grades 6–12):


	
Math: The math standards focus on problem solving and precision. These standards follow a staircase of difficulty and take students from one grade to the next with connected standards that build upon one another.

	
English Language Arts (ELA): The ELA standards build foundational skills that prepare children to read complex texts with confidence. This includes the ability to read grade-evel text fluently.

	
History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects: The literacy standards for history/social studies, science, and technical subjects provide guidance on how to read technical texts and understand the text structures for students in grades 6–12.



This book explores the Common Core State Standards for English language arts (most commonly referred to as the Common Core ELA standards), the impact the standards will have on classroom instruction, and how you, as a parent, can help your child with these standards.

A Nation at Risk

For decades America had been falling behind other countries in academic achievement. Further, despite federal mandates like the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001, the achievement gap between students from low socioeconomic backgrounds and those from high socioeconomic backgrounds was not being bridged. One of the biggest “wake-up calls” for the educational system came in 1983 with the U.S. Department of Education’s release of the report A Nation at Risk, which revealed the socioeconomic educational achievement gap. The report, which was commissioned by then President Ronald Reagan to assess the current state of schools, indicated that the American educational system was in crisis due to low performance and inadequate student achievement. The conclusions from the report were clear: American students were not prepared to face the challenges of a modern society as they were lacking the necessary skills to think critically and read. From the report findings, legislators were encouraged to increase measures to meet the needs of all learners. After the report was released, educational funding increased by more than 30 percent, and forty-seven states passed major educational reform bills. A Nation at Risk was a call to action, and proponents noted that it was a propelling element in the public demand for change in the educational system.

The History of American Education

Around 1635, as public schools were being established, a debate arose among the church leadership, private school advocates, and public school proponents. Each group had a conflicting viewpoint regarding the establishment of a free and public education system. Church leaders and private school advocates argued that their vested interests would not be taken into account if a free public education system existed. Others maintained that the idea of having a free common school could not be a reality because schools should be reserved for the elite and those with leisure time. They proposed that schooling should be reserved for gentry and should not include the poor.
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 Boston Latin School is the oldest public school in America. It was founded in 1635.





In order to understand the complexities of America’s schools, it is important to understand the historical roots of the current educational system. The formal education system began in the 1840s when the common school model was introduced. Common schools established publicly funded elementary schools that offered a basic education, which included a reading, writing, and arithmetic curriculum. The schools were called “common” because they were open to children from all socioeconomic classes. However, enslaved African American children in Southern states were prohibited from attending schools until after the Civil War when slavery was abolished.

Finally, in 1852, legislators accepted the idea of free public schools and followed specific steps to get the current model of free, public, compensatory education implemented. First, they permitted residents to organize local school districts; second, they encouraged but did not require establishing school districts, electing school boards, and levying taxes to support schools; finally, they made common schools compulsory by mandating the establishment of districts and election boards and raising taxes to support them. With the establishment of free common schools, a compelling idea emerged: America could provide a free education for all regardless of race and class.

College Readiness

Although students from around the world come to American universities and colleges prepared for college-level learning, there seems to be a problem in preparing American children to meet the demands of college. In 2010 ACT, Inc. (a company best known for creating the ACT college readiness assessment test) published a report called A First Look at the Common Core and College and Career Readiness. In it, ACT revealed that American kids overall were not ready for the demands of the Common Core standards. Indeed, each year our colleges are filled with students in developmental reading, writing, and math courses. Colleges and universities scramble each year to create more sessions of remedial math and writing courses because so many students do not pass the entrance exams to grant placement in English 101 or college-level mathematics. Many of these students are bright but need to learn how to reason and write using text-based evidence that is required of college-level writers.
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 An unfortunate issue is that when students are in remedial college courses, the likelihood of them graduating from college is greatly diminished. For differing reasons, students who take remedial courses in college are more likely to drop out of school than students who do not need remediation.





Political and business leaders, educators, and parents alike are troubled by the problem of a child graduating from high school and yet not be capable of going right into college-level material. This is a big part of why the focus on college and career readiness, beginning in kindergarten, is a major part of the Common Core standards development.

Career Readiness

Another goal of the Common Core standards is to prepare students to be career ready. Companies want entry-level employees to enter the workforce who can think critically, work well in groups, think on their feet, multitask, and complete training programs efficiently and effectively. As with colleges, companies are also finding that students who enter the workforce after high school graduation are not prepared to contribute effectively in the workplace. Companies are finding that they need to provide high school graduates with training and other supports to remediate skills that these young adults should already possess. The goal of the Common Core standards is to decrease those numbers and better prepare our kids for the challenges of entry-level careers, freshman-level college courses, and workforce training programs.
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 The goal of the Common Core standards is to prepare all our children to be college and career ready and to compete globally. This is sometimes confused with just providing activities that are difficult and require a lot of time. The goal is instead to teach children to think critically and communicate their ideas clearly and precisely.





What Is the Instructional Aim of the Common Core ELA Standards?

The authors of the Common Core standards have tried to provide a set of standards that will level the playing field for American kids to compete nationally. To achieve this aim, teachers across America are being trained on how to implement these standards into their classrooms.
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How do American students compare to students around the world?

By leveling the playing field, the Common Core State Standards help ensure that American kids are able to compete globally. A short video produced by CTB/McGraw-Hill provides a great explanation of how our kids are competing with other nations: www.youtube.com/watch?v=JOdvdPnFXTQ.






As parents, we all want the best for our kids. And we want all of our children to achieve at high levels. The Common Core standards are designed to support this desire and ensure that all students receive instruction that is aligned to a set of standards that will prepare them for decades to come. In reality, your kids may be competing for jobs that have not even been invented yet. In fact, in the next few years many jobs will become obsolete while new jobs that have not even been imagined will come into existence. The Common Core standards were developed to ready our kids for these very real workplace demands, wherever in the globe these jobs may be.

What Does This Mean for Your Child’s Classroom?

The Common Core standards determine what is taught in the classrooms across America. With more rigorous expectations for learning, classroom instruction will shift from being a teacher-centered environment to one in which students are at the center. Students will be required to analyze content and develop ideas from their reading. Teachers will move from product-based learning to deeper learning and evaluation of topics.

As a parent, you may notice that your child is asked to read texts that are more complex than what you might expect, and that the writing tasks she completes will be based on providing evidence from the text rather than just offering an opinion on a topic. You may also notice that your child is reading fiction and nonfiction texts about the same subject while she is building her knowledge base and forming opinions from her reading. Your child may read a story about a particular topic, watch a video about the same topic, and read an article on the topic as well. She may then be asked to write an essay discussing how the three sources differed and what they had in common. This is certainly a different process than the typical prompt-based writing that has been in place for many years. Regurgitating facts will no longer be the norm, and students will now have to build understanding of historical topics.

Another noted change in classroom practice will be that teachers will teach with resources that are relevant and timely. The Common Core standards have a significant focus on using multimedia resources and integrating technology. The Common Core assessments are computer based, thus teachers will begin to implement more technology into the curriculum, and students will be conducting Internet research and typing essays at a much earlier age.

Helping Your Child Learn with the Common Core Standards

The Common Core standards provide building blocks to prepare our kids for the next generation and beyond. The standards promote analysis, precision, and flexibility. Students will be required to analyze topics from different points of view, synthesize information with precision and provide a succinct summary, and have the ability to be flexible enough to work across content areas to complete work tasks.

This book focuses on strategies for you to use at home to help support your child with the increased demands of the Common Core ELA standards. Some strategies this book will focus on include ways to engage your child in reading multiple texts on a subject to gain understanding, ideas on how to use writing as a way to enhance reading comprehension, and how to use graphic organizers to help with reading and writing.


Chapter 2

Instructional Shifts

The Common Core ELA standards support six key instructional shifts. These shifts represent the instructional changes that the standards require in your child’s classroom. The authors of the Common Core use the term instructional shift because this term represents a change in the way teachers present information in the classroom, and a shift in what is expected of each child. This chapter discusses the six shifts and the impact they have in the classroom.

What Is an Instructional Shift?

Think of this shift as an adjustment in how information is presented in the classroom. Shifts will be evident in the way teachers present information (including having more group work and teaching multiple skills at one time) and the level of expectation they will demand of students, such as reading more challenging texts and then analyzing those texts to determine theme.

The fundamental change in instruction is how teachers teach rather than what they are teaching. Common Core ELA standards require that teachers “shift” their focus from memorization and fact-finding to discovery and connected learning. The days of remembering basic math facts and random historical dates are gone; they are being replaced with students having to actually delve into a subject and come up with clarified understandings of skills and events.
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 Students who engage in activities where they connect their learning to their personal experiences of the real world are more likely to retain the information than when they rely on memorizing facts and dates.





The Common Core ELA standards support six instructional shifts. These six shifts in English language arts are increased reading of informational text, increased text complexity, increased academic vocabulary, text-based answers, increased writing from sources, and literary instruction in all content areas.

Shift 1: Increased Reading of Informational Text

The first change in classroom practice that the Common Core ELA standards require is an increased use of informational, nonfiction texts. Typically, students in the primary grades (students in kindergarten through fifth grade) read stories, poetry, and other fictional texts. This is especially true in kindergarten and first grade classrooms. Students in these classrooms can be found reading storybooks and rehearsing chants and rhymes as they build their knowledge of words.

Fiction is a wonderful way to engage children in wordplay and to expose them to the structure of story (characters, setting, events, and so forth). Yet, it is also just as important for children in these grade levels to have access to informational text and nonfiction so they can develop an appreciation for and become acquainted with the structures of these types of material. The goal of the Common Core ELA standards is to intentionally expose children to these diverse text types starting in kindergarten.

50/50 Split

Shift 1 supports exposing students to more informational text starting in kindergarten. In fact, Common Core calls for a 50/50 split of the teaching of fictional or literary text and nonfiction text for students in grades kindergarten through fifth grade. This means that your child will be reading fiction and informational or nonfiction texts during his reading instruction. This is a change, because for years most primary reading textbooks had a majority of fictional texts for students to read.
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 You may wonder why there is now an emphasis on informational text and nonfiction. The fact is, informational text or nonfiction represents most of the reading required in college and the workplace. Most college textbooks, product manuals, and training materials in the workplace are informational. Thus, teaching children how to read these materials and to be comfortable comprehending them is important.





The Common Core calls for a 50/50 split in kindergarten–grade 5; 60/40 in grades 6–8; and 70/30 in grades 9–12:

Grades K–5

	50/50: Students are given a proportional split of fiction and nonfiction. This means that teachers should include a balanced amount of fiction and nonfiction in their classroom teaching.


Grades 6–8

	60/40: Students are given a 60 percent exposure to nonfiction and 40 percent to fiction. This standard requires that students use informational/nonfiction texts in their non-literature content blocks including math, science, and social studies.


Grades 9–12

	70/30: High school students are given a 70 percent exposure to nonfiction with only a 30 percent exposure to fiction. This requires that teachers in content areas like math, science, and social studies include informational/nonfiction texts in their classroom lessons.


Learning to Read and Reading to Learn

In grade 4 and beyond students typically focus more on reading to learn than on developing reading skills or learning to read. These students should be reading texts at their grade level independently so that they may be ready for the demands of standards and their increased complexity. It is important to know that your child has a greater exposure to informational text as she moves up in grade levels because it allows you to support learning beyond the classroom. For example, you can make age-appropriate informational texts easily available around the home. To accomplish, this you could subscribe to children’s science, sports, or environmental magazines or have informational texts such as science magazines, science booklets, history books and informational pamphlets on topics of interest, to name a few. Having these resources at home will encourage your child to make quick reads on information of interest.
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 Here is a list of magazines that you can consider making available to your children: Ranger Rick, Sports Illustrated Kids, Time for Kids, National Geographic Kids, Wild Animal Baby, and Big Backyard. Your local library probably already subscribes to most of these magazines and many others.





Prior to the Common Core ELA standards, students in grades K–2 were required to read little nonfiction; many schools had placed more of an emphasis on narrative and fictional texts. This was evident because in state assessments students were doing well on the fictional texts. However, these students were not doing as well on standardized tests when reading informational, nonfictional text types. Many students scored significantly lower on test items that were related to nonfiction texts.

What Will Shift 1 Look Like in the Classroom?

When developing the standards, the Common Core authors looked at the NAEP standards. (NAEP stands for the National Assessment of Educational Progress.) The NAEP had found that the amount of informational text students were using was not enough to adequately prepare them for the demands of college and career. The authors of the Common Core then developed standards to remedy this problem.


[image: ]
 The NAEP is the largest assessment given nationally to determine how American students are doing in comparison to one another. The data received from the NAEP are used to determine national trends. The results from the NAEP are used in The Nation's Report Card (see www.nationsreportcard.gov).
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