
SCOE Bulletin  |   Nov/Dec 2011

Reading, Writing
and the Common Core

The Common Core 

standards build on 

the old, but refocus 

learning based on 

the college and 

career expectations 

we now have for 

students

About this publication: The SCOE Bulletin is a 
quarterly publication that highlights key instructional 
issues and provides information to help local educators 
improve student achievement. 

Steven D. Herrington, Ph.D. 
Sonoma County Superintendent of Schools

Nancy S. Brownell 
Assistant Superintendent 
Instructional Services

ur state first adopted content standards in English Language Arts 

in 1997. The process of implementing those standards unfolded 

gradually in California as instructional materials and state assessments were 

aligned and teachers became accustomed to providing standards-based 

instruction. State testing data shows that achievement has risen steadily in 

the years since the California content standards were introduced.

Fifteen years later, the standards are evolving. California adopted 

the new Common Core State Standards (CCSS) last August, redefining 

what our state expects students to know and be able to do. Now it’s time for 

educators to take what they know about designing and delivering standards-

based instruction and apply it to this new thinking about what students 

need to learn. The Common Core standards build on the old, but refocus 

learning based on current research about the “college and career readiness” 

expectations we now have for students. 

It will take several years to fully implement the new Common Core 

standards. Implementation is currently projected for the 2014-15 school year, 

although new instructional materials and assessments will not be ready by 

that date and, as always, budget issues could alter the timeline. Still, local 

educators should become acquainted with the new standards and prepare 

to put them into practice in the very near future.
This SCOE Bulletin takes a closer look at the Common Core State 

Standards for English Language Arts, including their relationship to literacy 

learning across the content areas. Future publications and resources posted 

to the SCOE website will delve deeper into the language arts standards, as 

well as those adopted for mathematics.

Shifting focuS for EngliSh languagE artS
The Common Core State Standards recognize the connection between 

comprehension of texts and acquisition of knowledge. They shift the focus of 

literacy instruction to concentrate on close reading of texts in order to draw 
evidence and obtain knowledge. As schools implement the new standards, 

students will be required to read more varied types of texts and to write and 

speak about what they’re reading in the context of classroom instruction.

The concept of text complexity is central to the new English Language 

Arts standards. This emphasis grew out of research detailed in Reading 
Between the Lines, a 2006 policy report that explored the reading skills 
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essential that teachers are prepared to 

support second-language learners and take 

advantage of the many strengths and skills 

they bring to the classroom. Instruction 

must develop students’ foundational 

skills in English while enabling them to 

participate fully in grade-level coursework. 

This means that teachers will continue 

to use the skills and strategies acquired 

in English learner-focused professional 

development over the past decade.

While these changes will undoubtedly 

bring new challenges to local educators, 

the evolution of our state standards 

promises to result in improved instruction 

and students who are better prepared for 

their future. The implementation of the 

Common Core State Standards for English 

Language Arts can provide a clear focus  

for grade-level instruction and create a 

shared goal for literacy learning across  

all content areas. u

 

W R I T I N G                   What students will learn to do

Text types and purposes

n Write arguments to support claims in the analysis 
of substantive topics or texts, using valid reasoning 
and relevant and sufficient evidence

n Write informative/explanatory texts to examine 
and convey complex ideas and information 
clearly and accurately through effective selection, 
organization, and analysis of content

n Write narratives to develop real or imagined 
experiences or events using effective technique, 
well-chosen details, and well-structured event 
sequences

Production and distribution of writing

n Produce clear and coherent writing in which 
the development, organization, and style are 
appropriate to the task, purpose, and audience

n Develop and strengthen writing by planning, 
revising, editing, rewriting, or trying new 
approaches

n Use technology, including the Internet, to produce 
and publish writing and to interact and collaborate 
with others

Research to build and present knowledge

n Conduct short and more sustained research 
projects based on focused questions, demon-
strating understanding of the subject under 
investigation

n Gather relevant information from multiple 
print and digital sources, assess the credibility 
and accuracy of each source, and integrate the 
information while avoiding plagiarism

n Draw evidence from literary or informational texts 
to support analysis, reflection, and research

Range of writing

n Write routinely over extended time frames 
(allowing time for research, reflection, and 
revision) and shorter time frames for a  
range of purposes and audiences u
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that differentiated students who excelled on college admissions tests 

from those who did not. A key finding was that the reading demands of 

college, workforce training programs, and citizenship had held steady or 

risen over the past 50 years, but K-12 texts had become less demanding. 

This was the impetus for giving priority to text complexity in the new 

standards.

It also helps explain why the English Language Arts standards are 

linked to new literacy standards across content areas. As students 

read texts in history/social studies, science, and career-technical 

classes, teachers of those classes will be responsible for teaching specific 

literacy skills that enable students to draw knowledge from those texts. 

“Reading well” in these content areas will mean gaining the maximum 

understanding from sources and 

demonstrating the knowledge gained 

by using evidence in the texts to 

support claims about what the  

texts mean. 

Aligning career-technical 

education courses with the new 

standards will also help create 

common goals and expectations 

across the entire curriculum and 

ensure that students are prepared 

for their eventual entry into the 

workforce. 

ProgrESSing through 
thE gradE lEvElS

The English Language Arts 

standards are divided into four 

strands—reading, writing, speaking/

listening, and language—which are 

organized by grade level for K-8 and 

by grade span for high school. At the 

elementary level, the standards build 

foundational skills such as knowledge 

of print, the alphabetic principle,  

and other basic conventions of the 

English language.

The reading strand for higher 

grade levels emphasizes both 

literature and informational texts. 

Literature encompasses a broad 

range of cultures, periods, and 

genres—stories, folktales, fantasy, 

realistic fiction, drama, poetry, 

etc. Informational texts include 

biographies and autobiographies, technical texts, digital sources, and 

writings about history/social studies, science, and the arts. 

The writing strand calls for students to write for a variety of purposes 

and to use technology to produce and publish their writing. The 

standards offer a clear focus for grade-level writing instruction, requiring 

students to gain mastery of a range of writing skills and applications. 

Each year, students will progress in all aspects of language use, from 

vocabulary and syntax to the development and organization of ideas, 

as they tackle increasingly demanding content and sources. Students 

advancing through the grades will be expected to meet grade-specific 

standards and retain or further develop skills and understandings from 

preceding grades. 

The emphasis of reading and writing will shift as students pass from 

elementary to middle to high school, as shown in the chart below. This 

shift will better prepare students for the reading and writing demands 

they will encounter as adults.

Vocabulary acquisition and practice are threaded through the 

new standards, reflecting current research on how students learn new 

words and concepts. The standards support writing and collaborative 

conversations about grade-level topics and texts, which are designed to 

give students opportunities to practice using new vocabulary. Students 

will be encouraged to express ideas, work together, and listen carefully 

as they integrate and evaluate information. These skills are not learned 

in isolation, but occur in connection with reading and analyzing grade-

level texts and topics across content areas. 

EngliSh lEarnErS & thE nEw StandardS 
The English Language Arts standards articulate rigorous grade-

level expectations to prepare all students, including English learners, to 

be college- and career-ready. They’re based on the idea that students 

can achieve expected skills and outcomes in reading, writing, research, 

speaking/listening, and language without demonstrating native-like 

control of English language conventions and vocabulary in every 

assignment. As is currently the case, teachers will need to build on  

the existing content knowledge and language proficiency of English 

learners, then provide additional time and instructional support to  

those who are struggling.  

To help English learners meet high academic standards, it is 

Key ideas and details

n Read closely to determine what the text says and make 
logical inferences from it

n Determine the central themes of a text and analyze  
their development; summarize key supporting details 
and ideas

n Analyze how and why individuals, events, and ideas 
develop and interact over the course of a text

Craft and structure

n Interpret words and phrases as they are used in a text

n Analyze the structure of texts, including how specific 
sentences, paragraphs, and larger sections of the text 
relate to each other and the whole

n Assess how point of view or purpose shapes the content 
and style of a text

Integration of knowledge and ideas

n Integrate and evaluate content presented in diverse 
media and formats, including visually and quantitatively, 
as well as in words

n Delineate and evaluate the argument and specific claims 
in a text, including the validity of reasoning and the 
relevance and sufficiency of evidence

n Analyze how two or more texts address similar themes 
or topics in order to build knowledge or compare the 
approaches authors take

Range of reading and text complexity

n Read and comprehend complex literary and 
informational texts independently and proficiently u

R E A D I N G                    What students will learn to do

 R E A D I N G  W R I T I N G

 Literary Informational To To To convey
 GRADE texts texts persuade explain experience

 4 50% 50% 30% 35% 35%

 8 45% 55% 35% 35% 30%

 12 30% 70% 40% 40% 20%

PLANNING FOR 
ImPLEmENTATION: 
SuPPORT FROm SCOE

Common Core Standards  
Toolkit, Spring 2012

SCOE will offer “training of 
trainers” sessions for a series 
of professional development 
modules that dig deeper into 
the Common Core standards. 
Developed by the statewide 
Curriculum and Instruction 
Steering Committee (CISC), 
the modules are organized in 
topic areas, including a general 
overview, curriculum and 
instruction, program materials, 
and assessment. 

Sonoma County Math  
Council Training, May 2012 

North Bay Math Project  
Summer Institute, July 2012 

SCOE and the North Bay Math 
Project are part of a large network 
of statewide organizations that 
will be providing workshops 
locally to support teachers, 
schools, and districts in the 
transition to the Common Core 
mathematics standards.  

SCOE Website

Go to www.scoe.org/standards 
for quick access to current 
information about the Common 
Core standards, including links to 
state documents, the developing 
state assessments, curriculum 
and parent guides, and SCOE staff 
contacts who can provide tailored 
support for districts. u
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