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Part I: Observing the Common Core State Standards

Introduction


There have been many different responses to the Common Core State Standards (CCSS), both positive and negative. Some teachers have stated that the grade-specific standards are helpful because they provide useful details about learning goals for students. Others have noted that the CCSS can help them address the needs of transient students because teachers in different schools will be addressing similar learning goals, and others have commented that the CCSS can provide a lens through which they can examine their own teaching practices. One constant focus is on the fact that teachers think first of their students, trying to understand their learning needs, developing effective ways to meet those needs, and continually affirming that they are being met. 
Demystifying the Common Core State Standards

Guiding Principles: Foundations to the Wise Interpretation of Standards


The guiding principles can be found in each section of the book, which are key concepts that we believe to be foundational to the wise interpretation of standards and to “equity and excellence in education”. These principles define teaching that makes a difference as grounded in commitments to (1) starting with the child; (2) Developing caring relationships with students and families; (3) Implementing culturally responsive teaching; (4) assessing knowledge in ways that are culturally relevant and that inform instruction day-to-day, moment-to-moment; (5) building professional knowledge and using that knowledge to generate curriculum, plan for instruction, and effect educational reform; and (6) advocating for educational equity and excellence. 

First Steps in Demystifying: Reading the Fine Print


It is important to closely read the standards and other educational guidelines to provide firsthand knowledge so that issues can be addressed if policies and practices reflect partial reads or narrow interpretations. 

Common Core State Standards: Origins and Implementation


The CCSS for the English Language Arts (ELA) and Mathematics were released in June 2010 after being developed as an initiative of the National Governors Association Center for Best Practices and the Council of Chief State School Officers. The standards were described as having been developed to put authority in the hands of states and school districts, it is important to know that incentives for states to adopt the standards were offered in the form of competitive federal grants. 

Common Core State Standards: Assessment


In September of 2012, two multi-state consortia, the Partnership for the Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers and the SMARTER Balanced Assessment Consortium, were funded to develop assessments to accompany the CCSS. Field-testing is scheduled to take place during 2012 and full implementation in 2014. 

Common Core State Standards: Content and Organization


ELA standards address four basic areas for K-2: Reading, Writing, Speaking and Listening, and Language. These four areas are proposed as an integrated model of literacy, meaning that they should be fluidly interwoven throughout the school day. Each area is then organized into categories. The idea is that knowledge about a skill or idea builds from one year to the next. 
Interpreting the Fine Print: Myths, Questions, Concerns, and Advice


The way the standards are interpreted and the myths or rumors that tend to develop as a result is important to keep in mind when looking at any standards document and developing visions for what is possible in the classroom. Some key questions are addressed in the book regarding important issues raised in a time of standards:

· Are standards intended to be a curriculum, the curriculum?

· Will my curriculum be narrowed?

· What’s the relationship between the Common Core State Standards and my state’s standards?

· The Common Core State Standards include lists of exemplar texts. Do I have to use them?

· The Common Core State Standards use the term text complexity. What does that mean and how does it affect my selection of books?

· What about informational tests?

· What about English language learners?

· What about supporting speakers of African American Language?

· How can I help students maintain home cultural identities and succeed in the dominant culture when standards do not encompass cultural and cross-cultural competencies?

· Where is there room for children’s play in these standards?

· What about assessment?

· What do the standards say about students with special needs?

· What about grade-level distinctions in standards?
Part II: Teachers and Students in Classrooms

Reading and Writing in Preschool and Kindergarten

Meet the Teacher


Tammy Frierson teaches twenty-three four- and five-year-olds. She is the lead teacher. Mrs. Robinson is her teaching assistant, and Sra Herron is the school’s Spanish teacher. Tammy is a teacher with tremendous expertise who values those who bring further wisdom and perspective to her classroom. Tammy has been teaching for fourteen years, eleven of those in this child development program serving a suburban public school system in the southeastern United States. In Tammy’s classroom, eight of the children are African American, eight are European American, one is Latino, and one is biracial. The religions of the children also vary from Christian, Jewish, Muslim, and Hindu. 

Teaching and Learning Moments in Tammy’s Classroom


Tammy teaches songs and shares language, adding the lyrics and some Hebrew characters to the English and Spanish words already on the whiteboard. She carefully poses questions and makes strategic comments to help the children get as much as possible out of the experience. In unplanned yet natural ways born of shared goals for and commitment to the children’s learning, language is developed and used as the children experience Hebrew, Spanish, and English, all in the course of one early morning gathering time. 

Tammy’s Journey: Pathways to Enacting These Practices


Tammy loves to teach in a family-grouped setting, first meeting the children when they are three years old and continuing to teach them for three years. When it comes to standards and other guidelines, Tammy appreciates that her administrator listens when she and other teachers question suggested modes of teaching. She is currently studying culturally relevant practices with a faculty study group, taking classes to gain Montessori certification, and studying new languages alongside her students. 

Listening as Key to Supporting Kindergarten Writers

Meet the Teacher


Mariel Laureano became a kindergarten teacher in her ninth year of teaching in Chicago. The school is situated within a small community that has historically been home to predominantly Latino/a families. Mariel worked for seven years as a middle grades teacher and for one year as a school-based literacy coach. Most important of Mariel’s qualities is that she is a great listener. Through careful listening, she is able to provide necessary support for learners as they inquire into issues, concepts, and ideas that matter. 

Teaching and Learning Moments in Mariel’s Classroom 


It is made clear in Mariel’s classroom to children, family members, colleagues, and visitors that this environment is not only physically inviting but is also a space filled with energy. Children learn and teach as they read, write, draw, move, talk, sing, and so on. The walls of the classroom are lined with student work and tools for student learning. The books are arranged in baskets in the classroom library so that book covers always face outward with clear labels separating books by topic, genre, and language. The purposeful feeling in this classroom is deepened by features including a fish tank, the daily latter written by the teacher to the children, and student work hung from the clotheslines strung across the room. Mariel’s teaching strategy is to ask a strategic question and then listen, while listening she focuses on understanding what the student is saying. 
Mariel’s Journey: Pathways to Enacting These Practices


Mariel utilizes conferencing as a cornerstone of her teaching as she aims to meet individual student needs. She entered the profession with a commitment to making a place for talk as foundational to writing, but she deepened that commitment through her involvement in ongoing professional study. 
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