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T
o teach the Common Core’s literacy standards in grades K–5, you 

don’t have to toss all of your great storybook lessons and start from 

scratch. However, there are some ways in which you might need to 

shift your instruction to meet more of the standards and hold students to 

rigorous expectations. Following are five things you should make sure you’re 

doing in the classroom to meet the CCSS.

1. Include informational texts.

2. Incorporate foundational skills such as phonics.

3. Teach grammar in the context of writing.

4. Create authentic, open-ended assignments.

5. Spend more time on speaking and listening skills.

On the following pages, we’ll look at each of those things—what each one 

means and how you can bring it to life in your classroom.
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1. Include informational texts.
The Common Core State Standards call for a balance of 50 percent literary texts and 50 percent 
informational (science and historical) texts in grades K–5. This is a big shift for many elementary teachers 
who have been using mostly fiction in the classroom. 

To meet the new informational reading requirements, begin by choosing texts on a wide variety of topics. 
Informational texts should be included not just to present students with a new structure but to help students 
build content-area knowledge. Consider using text sets so that students can broaden their perspective 
and deepen their understanding of a topic. Informational texts might pair well with a fictional story you are 
teaching. For example, if students are reading The Very Hungry Caterpillar, you can also have them read an 
interview with Eric Carle that discusses how he writes or how he comes up with ideas (Blackburn, p. 24). 

Next, plan lessons that help students comprehend the text. 
Teach students to do close readings, and show them that it’s 
okay to have to reread something if they don’t understand it 
at first. Use think alouds to show how you question a difficult 
text as you read. Teach context clues, and help students 
understand when you can and can’t use them (maybe the 
author doesn’t provide enough clues and you need to consult 
a dictionary). Also, when you read a book aloud to students, 
make it interactive—stop and ask questions along the way—
rather than reading the story straight through and saving 
questions for the end. And don’t forget visuals. You’re likely 
already using graphic organizers such as Venn diagrams, 
cause-effect flow charts, and timelines in your classroom. You 
should continue to use such tools during read-alouds and at 
other times to help students analyze the information in a text 
and compare two texts.  

In addition, make sure that your informational text lessons teach text structures and features. Have students 
look at the structure and various elements of a text. Ask students why an author would use a certain element 
or visual. It’s not enough for students to understand the information in a graph (e.g., the graph shows that 
75% of kids like chocolate ice cream). They should try to determine why the graph is included in the first 
place and how it helps support the information in the text. And, when possible, incorporate academic 
vocabulary into your lessons (along with the content-area vocabulary). For example, depending on the text, 
you might be able to introduce academic terms such as bar graph, icons, glossary, index, and subheading. 
Doing so will teach students the material and also teach them how to talk about the material in the future.

2. Incorporate foundational skills such as phonics.
There has been a shift in education away from phonics for some time, but the Common Core is 
reemphasizing the importance of phonics and other foundational skills. In particular, the Common Core asks 
that we teach print concepts (organization and basic features of print), phonological awareness (spoken 
words, syllables, and sounds), phonics and word recognition (letter-sound correspondences and word 
analysis—looking at roots and affixes to decode words), and fluency (the ability to read with accuracy, 
purpose, and understanding, and to adjust one’s rate when necessary). See Appendix A of the standards 
for some helpful tables on what phonemes, graphemes, and morphemes to teach. You can cover these 
areas by incorporating foundational skills mini-lessons into your reading units, rather than teaching them as 
separate, isolated units with workbook-style drills. The former method is more effective in helping students 
understand the rules and apply them to new words on their own. For more on how to do this, one good 
resource is Common Core Literacy Lesson Plans: Ready-to-Use Resources, Grades K–5, which provides a 
variety of foundational skills mini-lessons.

It’s not enough for 
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information in a graph (e.g., 
the graph shows that 75% 
of kids like chocolate ice 
cream). They should try to 
determine why the graph is 
included in the first place 
and how it helps support 
the information in the text.



Copyright 2012 Eye On Education, Inc. Larchmont, NY. All rights reserved. www.eyeoneducation.com3

5 Things That Elementary School Teachers Should Be Doing 
to Meet the Common Core’s Literacy Standards

To teach fluency, make sure students have plenty of opportunities to read texts on different levels and in 
different settings (e.g., to the teacher, with a partner, etc.) Using different-sized groups is key (rather than 
having students always read to the full class), so students don’t feel like they’re constantly being put on the 
spot or embarrassed in front of their peers. Assess students’ accuracy, rate, and expression while reading. 

3. Teach grammar in the  
context of writing.
The Common Core’s heavy focus on grammar might seem intimidating 
to some teachers. Previously, many schools did not teach grammar 
explicitly or regularly. The standards are specific about which grammar 
conventions should be taught in each grade level. To meet these new 
grammar requirements, don’t forget that grammar should not be taught 
in isolation. You do not need to create long, formal grammar units. 
Instead, think of ways you can incorporate grammar mini-lessons into 
your reading and writing units. Look at your texts and your writing 
assignments and see which rules would be a good fit. Teach one rule 
at a time and then require students to use it in their own writing. You 
can also have students look for examples of the rule in whatever they’re 
reading. And don’t forget to teach the “why” behind a grammar rule, so 
students see the relevance of clear communication to their own lives. 

4. Create authentic, open-ended assignments.
The Common Core State Standards aim to help students become independent learners and thinkers. Giving 
students questions with predetermined answers will not accomplish that goal. Instead, try to make your 
writing and research assignments more open-ended, so students can discover information on their own. In 
Students Taking Charge: Inside the Learner-Active, Technology-Infused Classroom, Nancy Sulla explains what 
an open-ended assignment does and does not look like.

A typical assignment found in elementary classrooms today is to write a 
report on dinosaurs. This simply requires students to locate and report 
back information with no open-ended aspect related to the content, 
and very little to the product. A teacher might assign a project in 
which students will create a dinosaur exhibit for a local museum with 
information on the various dinosaurs that once walked the earth. While 
this may sound like an engaging project, it is only slightly more open-
ended than the first, with the open-endedness related more to the 
product than the content. A more open-ended problem would be to ask 
students to consider that scientists may be able to clone a dinosaur from 
DNA and wish to create a habitat in which it can live. The students would 
have to learn about the dinosaur and make plans to accommodate its 
needs, thus providing a more open-ended challenge than the other two. 
(Sulla, p. 25)

Authentic and open-ended assignments will lead to higher levels of learning, and they will also increase 
engagement since students will feel responsible for their own learning. 

Don’t forget authenticity when designing writing assignments, too. The topic should be realistic, and you 
should use authentic audiences as much as possible, so students are not just writing “for the teacher.” You can 
use technology to help students reach real audiences (through a class blog, through online contests, etc.).

Think of ways you 
can incorporate 
grammar mini-
lessons into your 
reading and writing 
units. Look at your 
texts and your 
writing assignments 
and see which rules 
would be a good fit.
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5. Spend more time on speaking and listening skills.
To teach the speaking and listening standards, think in terms of quantity and variety. Students need to learn 
to speak in front of different-sized audiences on a range of topics. Give students “ample opportunities to 
take part in a variety of rich, structured conversations—as part of a whole class, in small groups, and with a 
partner” (Common Core State Standards, p. 22). For example, you can require small-group discussions about 
a text, partner discussions about students’ topics for an opinion-based essay, and oral presentations in front 
of the full class. During text-based discussions, have students refer to the text in their answers. For example, 
if you’re reading Curious George and a student makes a comment about the monkey causing trouble, ask 
that student what part of the story made him/her think that. Always ask, “How did you know that?”

Shy students might have trouble speaking up during 
class discussions. When possible, give students the 
opportunity to prepare in advance for a discussion. For 
example, they can write down one idea or one sentence 
they’ll want to share in the discussion. 

Chattier students might hog the conversation and have trouble allowing others to speak. Model good 
speaking and listening behaviors. For example, you can play “show me listening,” where you model what 
it looks like to give someone else a turn and listen to someone else (make eye contact, nod, ask a relevant 
question, etc.) (Roberts and Billings, p. 22). You can give students a simple checklist or goals sheet to assess 
themselves before or after a discussion. You may also want to have 
rules for class discussions. If so, consider creating the rules as a class, 
rather than just giving students the rules. Doing so will help students 
think critically about appropriate behavior and will make them more 
inclined to follow the rules, since they helped make them. 

Speaking and listening skills should be fostered through discussions and 
also through presentations. Show students how to deliver information 
to an audience using an audio or visual aid. That aid can be as simple 
as a poster or something higher level like PowerPoint, depending on 
students’ age and experience. Discuss how such an aid enhances the 
audience’s understanding of a topic (but must be used carefully so 
it doesn’t distract the audience). When one student is delivering a 
presentation, you can have other students show they’re listening by 
writing down one question about the presentation or by summarizing 
the presentation, so they can practice their listening skills and are not 
tuning out while waiting for their turn. 

Set Reasonable Goals
As you work on bringing these five things alive in your classroom, don’t 
feel pressure to get them all “right” the first time. Change takes time, 
and you might not want to introduce too many new things at once. Also 
remember that many of your current best practices will still be effective. 
Set a few small goals at a time and reflect along the way.
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