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CORE STANDARDS

A s schools across the United 
States continue to implement 
the Common Core State 

Standards, one question seems to 
permeate literacy educators’ thoughts: 
How will the CCSS impact the teaching 
of reading? The answer, of course, is 
that the Standards will infl uence our 
instruction, including our teaching of 
reading comprehension.

Several important points about teaching 
reading are made in the introduction 
to the Standards. For example, in a 
preliminary section entitled, “Key Design 
Considerations,” the authors of the CCSS 
note that the Standards are built on an 
integrated model of literacy (NGA & 
CCSSO, 2010). How Standards from all 
four strands—Reading, Writing, Speaking 
and Listening, and Language—might be 
integrated in a literacy lesson appear in 
Figure 1. 

Another point that is made in the 
“Key Design Considerations,” is that 
instructional choices are left to teachers. 
Specifi cally, the document notes:

By emphasizing required achi-
evements, the Standards leave room 
for teachers, curriculum developers, and 
states to determine how those goals 
should be reached and what additional 
topics should be addressed. Thus, the 
Standards do not mandate such things 
as a particular writing process or the full 
range of metacognitive strategies that 
students may need to monitor and direct 
their thinking and learning. Teachers 
are thus free to provide students with 
whatever tools and knowledge their 
professional judgment and experience 
identify as most helpful for meeting the 
goals set out in the Standards. (NGA & 
CCSSO, 2010, p. 4) 

So, essentially, the Common Core 
has provided the Standards. Teaching 
students how to meet the Standards is in 
our hands. 

While the Standards focus on a 
number of literacy skills, “they do not 
describe all that can or should be taught” 
(NGA & CCSSO, 2010, p. 6). This 
leaves us with a dual task: Teaching 
the literacy skills in the Standards 
and nurturing active, strategic readers 
who successfully comprehend text. To 
ensure our students meet their maximum 
potentials, we need to continue to teach 
reading comprehension strategies.

Active, Strategic Readers
Much of what we know about 
comprehension is based on studies of good 
readers. These students actively participate 
in reading. They have clear goals and 
constantly monitor the relation between 
the goals they have set and the text they 
are reading (Duke & Pearson, 2002; 
Pressley, 2006). They also use a repertoire 
of comprehension strategies to facilitate the 
construction of meaning. Researchers note 
that using such strategies helps students 
become metacognitive readers, who can 
think about and monitor their thinking 
while reading (Palincsar & Brown, 1984; 
Roehler & Duffy, 1984). 

Good readers read widely, monitor their 
understanding, and negotiate meaning. 
They know when they are constructing 
meaning and when they are not. When 
comprehension breaks down because of 
lack of background information, diffi culty 
of words, or unfamiliar text structure, good 
readers know and use a variety of “fi x 
up” strategies. These include rereading, 
changing the pace of reading, using 
context clues, and cross-checking cueing 
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The CCSS are based on an integrated 
model of literacy. As such, the strands—
Reading, Writing, Speaking and 
Listening, and Language—in which the 
expectations of the Common Core are 
detailed, are inextricably linked (NGA & 
CCSSO, 2010, p. 4). Standards from these 
strands can and should be integrated in 
literacy lessons that are structured as 
rich instructional tasks. For example, in a 
typical literacy lesson, Standards could 
be integrated in the following way:

Reading Informational Text 
– Students read a text to determine 
the author’s opinion about a topic, 
and the reasons the author includes 
for the opinion (RIT Standard 8). 
Students ask and answer questions 
as they read (RIT Standard 1).

Language – Students engage in 
a vocabulary strategy to determine 
the meanings of unfamiliar domain-
specifi c words and phrases used in 
the text (L Standards 4 and 6).

Speaking and Listening – 
Students participate in a collaborative 
conversation about the author’s 
opinions, reasons, and evidence 
in the text, following grade-level 
guidelines for academic discussion 
(SL Standard 1).

Writing – Students write their own 
opinion about a topic related to 
the text, following the grade-level 
guidelines for writing an opinion 
(W Standard 1).

Figure 1: Example of a 
Rich Instructional Task for 
Informational Text
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systems. These readers are able to select 
the appropriate strategies and consistently 
focus on making sense of text.

Explicit Instruction of 
Comprehension Strategies
We know that research supports the 
teaching of reading comprehension 
strategies (Duffy, 2001; Duke & Pearson, 
2002). Duke and Pearson (2002) suggest 
incorporating “both explicit instruction 
in specifi c comprehension strategies and 
a great deal of time and opportunity for 
actual reading, writing, and discussion 
of text” (p. 206). 

Comprehension and the 
Common Core
The Common Core State Standards 
outline a number of skills which are 
related to comprehension, such as 
asking and answering questions about 
a text, determining main idea, and 
distinguishing point of view. The 
Standards also require students to discuss 
and write about text, both of which 
foster comprehension. However, the 
skills in the Standards are based on a 
student’s ability to comprehend text at 
a basic level. Effective instruction links 
comprehension skills to strategies to 
promote strategic reading. For example, 
the comprehension skills of sequencing, 
noting details, and using text structure 
support summarizing, which is a 
comprehension strategy. 

One of the expectations of the 
CCSS (NGA & CCSSO, 2010) is 
that students “readily undertake the 
close, attentive reading that is at the 
heart of understanding and enjoying 
complex works of literature” (p. 3). 
This attention to students’ ability to 
read closely to comprehend an author’s 
message is a focus of the Standards 
for both literature and informational 
text. Exploring such ideas is a worthy 
goal, but students still need to know a 
repertoire of comprehension strategies 
to construct meaning when reading, 
analyzing, and interpreting text.

It is important to remember that 
the Standards delineate student 

expectations. As the authors of the 
Common Core State Standards note 
in the introduction of the document, 
“The Standards define what all 
students are expected to know and be 
able to do, not how teachers should 
teach” (NGA & CCSSO, 2010, p. 6). 
This is a powerful statement, because 
it provides a blueprint for literacy 
curriculum development in the age 
of the Common Core. Rather than 
replacing existing curriculums with 
the Standards, districts should be 
striving to integrate the Standards into 
sound literacy curriculums—student-
centered curriculums that include the 
teaching of reading comprehension 
strategies.
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Comprehension Strategies
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