
CHAPTER OVERVIEW

   The 6–12 English Language Arts Common Core State Standards and High Expectations 

 A Literacy Practices Approach 

 Teaching Composition Using Online Role Play 

 Limitations of a Standards-Based Approach 

 Developing Curriculum Specific to Your Classroom 

 Case Study: English Department Chairs’ Hallway (Understanding the Common Core 
State Standards) 

 Future Chapters: Theoretical Frameworks/Foundations of English Language Arts Instruction  

 As an English language arts teacher, your curriculum will likely be 
shaped by the Common Core State Standards, now adopted by most 
states. Over the history of instruction in our field a number of different 
approaches to curriculum and instruction have evolved, including 
approaches based on reading and writing skills; on knowledge of specific 
literary works, genres, or forms; on reading and writing processes or 
strategies; and, most recently, on mastery of literacy practices. Standards-
based curriculum, an increasing part of school reform efforts since 
the 1980s, can be informed by a variety of approaches. English language 
arts teachers need to understand how to implement the Common Core 
State Standards (2010) in the light of the best thinking and research 
on the teaching of English. While drawing on the whole repertoire 
of approaches and theories, this book especially emphasizes a literacy 

    C H A P T E R  1 

 The Common Core State 
Standards for English Language 
Arts Instruction in Grades 6–12 

 Origins, Goals, Challenges   
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4 FOUNDATIONS AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

practices approach—an approach we believe will make implementing 
the Common Core State Standards effective and meaningful. 

 Precisely in order to achieve outstanding intellectual and academic 
accomplishment, the Common Core State Standards set general goals 
for student learning but they do not specify  what  or  how  to teach. They 
do not create a common, core, required, or national curriculum of 
any kind. As Rebecca Sipe (2009) notes, “standards provide a definition 
of what is possible, but  standards are not curriculum documents ” (p. 41). Nor 
do they specify, describe, or set forward any general or specific teaching 
methods. It is teachers as “knowledgeable and engaged professionals 
[who] are the most important factor in the improvement of adolescent 
literacy” (p. 41). So it is significantly up to you as the teacher, collabo-
rating with your colleagues and districts, to develop the curriculum 
and teaching approaches you will use. To do so, you need know about 
different curriculum frameworks so that you can formulate your 
own beliefs and make decisions about your curriculum and the instruc-
tional activities you want to utilize. This chapter will start you down 
that road. 

  THE 6–12 ELA COMMON CORE STATE 
STANDARDS AND HIGH EXPECTATIONS 

 The Common Core State Standards were initiated by the National 
Governors Association and the Council of Chief State School Officers in 
conjunction with Achieve, Inc., the American College Testing Program 
(ACT), publishing/testing companies, and 16 education associations in 
the Learning First Alliance. Although the standards were not created by 
the federal government, states adopted the standards in order to apply for 
funding from President Obama’s “Race to the Top” educational grant 
initiatives in 2010. Previously, under the state-created standards spon-
sored by George Bush’s “No Child Left Behind,” governors became 
concerned that the different state standards and different ways that those 
standards were assessed made it appear that some states were doing a 
better educational job than others. To be fair, there was also concern 
that, despite the extensive effort to foster standards-based reform under 
No Child Left Behind, there were still many high school students who 
lacked the abilities and skills associated with being successful in college, 
a problem particularly acute in lower-income communities where people 
of color are overrepresented. The hope of the Common Core State 
Standards is that, this time, a more consistent set of goals across states will 
make standards-based reform more effective. 
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 CCSS: ORIGINS, GOALS, CHALLENGES 5

 While there are problems in adopting a standards-based approach that 
we discuss later in this chapter, the public at large perceives standards as:

  Checks on a dysfunctional system, a way of holding adults in the system 
accountable to the children they are educating. Without them, they feel, 
school personnel would be comfortable with the same mediocre results. 
How can we blame a large segment of the population for feeling that way 
. . . The external conversations about standards are a testament both to 
the increasing importance of public education and to the public’s waning 
faith in that public education system. (Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008, 
pp. 158–159)   

 We believe that English language arts teachers can view the adoption of 
the Common Core State Standards as an opportunity to generate an 
innovative, engaging curriculum that will enhance instruction in our 
discipline, raise intellectual aspirations for all students, and, to the extent 
possible, improve the public’s regard for schools. 

  Learning in the 21st Century 

 In implementing the Common Core State Standards, it’s also important 
that any English language arts curriculum is consistent with the demands 
of learning and living in the 21st Century based on a knowledge economy. 
The Partnership for 21st Century Skills (P21), an organization of 
16 states, has proposed a curriculum framework that identifies the impor-
tance of 21st Century learning areas, including life and career skills, 
critical thinking, communication, collaboration, creativity, technology 
and information/media literacy ( http://www.p21.org ). For example, 
given the complexity of life in the 21st Century, they stress the impor-
tance of “f lexibility and adaptability, initiative and self-direction, social 
and cross-cultural skills, productivity and accountability, and leadership 
and responsibility” (Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2011). The P21 
has produced a toolkit that aligns their framework with the Common 
Core State Standards ( http://tinyurl.com/P21CommonToolKit ). For 
example, the P21 framework encourages a focus on the themes of global 
awareness, financial literacy, civic literacy, health literacy, and environ-
mental literacy. To address health literacy, the toolkit proposes the 
following activity of 8th grade:

  After completing a literature circle unit of teen problem novels, students 
brainstorm a list of significant social, emotional, or health issues teens face 
today. Working in groups, students research one issue and create a public 
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6 FOUNDATIONS AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

service announcement on a closed YouTube channel (viewable only by 
students in the class) to persuade their peers about one action they should 
take regarding this issue. Students will select and use references from literary 
readings (e.g., citing how a particular novel presents the issue) as well as 
research from nonfiction sources to illustrate major points. (p. 17)   

 Of course, everyone shares the goal of setting high expectations for all 
students consistent with the demands of life in the 21st Century. Whether 
your implementation of the Common Core State Standards will meet 
these high expectations depends on your passionate commitment to 
making higher standards meaningful, relevant, and attainable for the 
increasingly diverse students in America’s public schools. 

 In your professional career you may encounter people advocating the 
integration of standards in ways that narrow or limit learning. Such an 
approach is not in keeping with the Common Core State Standards, nor 
with the pedagogy put forward in our book. As the Common Core’s 
introduction states, these standards are designed to foster attentive and 
critical reading of complex literature and “the staggering amount of 
information available today in print and digitally” (p. 3). The standards 
exist to establish a “wide, deep, and thoughtful engagement” that will 
“build knowledge, enlarge experience, and broaden worldviews.” They 
are meant to be the basis for “any creative and purposeful expression in 
language.” The kind of thinking the standards are intended to foster is 
“essential” to national and global citizenship.   

  A LITERACY PRACTICES APPROACH 

 For teaching English language arts, we propose a literacy practices 
approach that will allow your students to meet and exceed the standards 
put forward by the Common Core initiative. This approach builds on 
the knowledge and experiences of your students, draws on the worlds 
they live in, and connects those worlds to texts, language practices, and 
critical issues. 

 Our approach also draws on the need to redesign classrooms and 
schools to create what we refer to in the Preface as “passionate affinity 
spaces” (Gee & Hayes, 2011, p. 69). These spaces are constituted by seven 
characteristics:

   •   People’s shared endeavor and interest in achieving a common goal.  
  •   A deep passion that results in strong commitment to achieve 

this goal.  
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 CCSS: ORIGINS, GOALS, CHALLENGES 7

  •   People’s production of knowledge or products based on standards for 
what constitutes high quality.  

  •   People who adopt leadership or mentoring roles to involve and assist 
other or new members.  

  •   Knowledge that is distributed according to individuals’ expertise 
and uses of language, genre, images, or digital tools mediating 
participation in a space.  

  •   Continual, varied involvement by different people who adopt 
alternative learning trajectories in a space.  

  •   An openness to keep learning and changing in acquiring new forms 
of expertise. (pp. 69–71)    

 Creating these spaces requires that you go beyond simply devising a set 
of tasks or activities and, instead, envision ways to draw upon and exploit 
students’ knowledge, experiences, and passions in ways that help them 
commit to achieving shared goals. It also requires attending to the social 
aspects of effective collaborative learning so that students are willing to 
assist and mentor each other given their shared commitments. 

 All of this entails adopting roles of social planner, facilitator, and 
co-learner that differ from the traditional teacher role of conveyor of 
knowledge. It entails learning about and building on your students’ 
knowledge and expertise in planning activities so that they perceive 
themselves as valued members of the classroom affinity space. From this 
perspective the ELA curriculum goes beyond covering a body of knowl-
edge to learning the literacy practices involved in operating in and 
contributing to these passionate affinity spaces. 

 Sometimes as a new or student teacher you face the challenge of 
operating in spaces and curricula over which you have little control. 
This requires a politically delicate balancing act of adopting status 
quo spaces and curriculum while at the same time being willing to 
experiment with new ways of teaching ELA. For example, while you 
may be required to adopt your school’s curriculum mandates tied to the 
Common Core State Standards, you can also develop innovative ways of 
teaching that curriculum by framing the construction of your classroom 
affinity space as itself the curriculum. You also need to recognize that 
you can have a significant role in determining what reading, writing, 
speaking, listening, and media texts are taught in your classroom; what 
topics, issues, themes, and ideas you will cover; and what sequence will 
best achieve the Common Core State Standards. You will be in the best 
position to justify these choices if you are able to articulate their basis in 
your beliefs about student learning. This book will aid you in sorting 
through those beliefs. 
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8 FOUNDATIONS AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

 You also need to recognize that your own passionate commitment to 
your subject matter and methods is a primary asset in motivating your 
students. If your students perceive you as knowledgeable and excited 
about learning, then they may be more likely to be excited. This book is 
intended to further fuel the fire of your passion to teach English. We set 
forward a deep and professional knowledge of teaching and learning, and 
English language arts content, so that you will engage students, texts, 
and the real world. Yes, this book is based in solid research, sound educa-
tional theory, and best practice teaching. It emerges from more than 
75 combined years that the authors have themselves been public school 
language arts teachers, and teachers of public school language arts 
teachers. It also links you with a wealth of online resources that you can 
draw on for planning instruction (@ = Resources on implementing 
the CCSS).  

  TEACHING COMPOSITION USING ONLINE 
ROLE PLAY 

 To illustrate what we mean by engaging students based on high expecta-
tions tied to the Common Core State Standards, we describe Liz Boeser’s 
use of an online role-play activity to teach argumentative writing in a 
12th grade college composition class (Doerr-Stevens, Beach, & Boeser, 
2011). This activity illustrates one approach to addressing the standard 
for argumentative writing, “write arguments to support a substantive 
claim with clear reasons and relevant and sufficient evidence.” 

 When she first started teaching this class, based on an inherited 
curriculum for teaching the five-paragraph essay form of the “college 
essay,” Liz noted that her students were not particularly engaged in 
generating these essays on topics with which they had little interest and 
in an activity that amounted to filling in the boxes of the template for the 
five-paragraph essay format written primarily for the teacher. Liz there-
fore decided to try something different. She employed online role plays 
in which students wrote about issues that concerned them. She noted 
that many students were concerned about the issue of their school’s 
Internet policies that blocked access to sites assumed to be inappropriate 
for students. These policies resulted in blocking access to many sites they 
needed for conducting research on topics they were studying. Liz asked 
students to adopt fictional pro-con roles related to advocating for 
different ways to address this issue. For example, some students took on 
the role of students who wanted to remove the blocks on sites, while 
others assumed the role of administrators who were concerned about 
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 CCSS: ORIGINS, GOALS, CHALLENGES 9

students accessing pornography. She also had students analyze the quality 
of arguments posted in a previous class’s online role play based on specific 
criteria related to adopting of an ethos, formulation of a position, use of 
supporting evidence for that position, gaining audience identification 
with one’s positions, and the use of counterarguments. Next, students 
created fictional biographical profiles on a Ning social networking site 
defining their stances on this issue. They then voiced their positions and 
responded to others’ positions on the Ning forum over a one-week 
period, exchanges that involved formulating arguments and refuting 
those arguments using counterarguments. 

 Liz also told the students that, by engaging in this activity, they would 
be able to use material from their writing to formulate recommendations 
to the school’s administration for changing the Internet policies. At the 
completion of their online interactions, the students stepped out of their 
roles and, drawing on the material from their online exchanges, wrote 
position papers and presented their recommendations to the administra-
tion. Based on those recommendations, the administration unblocked 
access to sites. 

 This activity involved setting high expectations to engage 
students by:

   •   Recognizing the limitations of the traditional five-paragraph essay 
written only for the teacher.  

  •   Basing the activity on students’ specific concerns and interests related 
to problems with the school’s Internet policies.  

  •   Providing a specific social purpose for writing to share positions 
with both peers and, ultimately, the school administration.  

  •   Engaging students in adopting fictional roles in which they could 
experiment with assuming positions and beliefs they may not 
subscribe to themselves.  

  •   Providing students with criteria and norms constituting effective 
arguments.    

  ACTIVITY: RESPONSE TO THE ONLINE 
ROLE-PLAY ACTIVITY 

 What is your response to this activity? What kinds of expectations did Liz have about her 
students’ ability to complete this activity? What were her assumptions about how this activity 
may engage her students? What might be some similar writing and/or online activities that you 
could devise for teaching writing?   
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10 FOUNDATIONS AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

  LIMITATIONS OF A STANDARDS-BASED 
APPROACH 

 Although this book will argue that the Common Core State Standards can 
be interpreted in productive ways that enhance students’ literacy learning, 
adoption of a standards-based approach has sometimes resulted in rigid, 
top-down approaches to instruction and assessment. It is important that 
you as an English language arts teacher have a clear understanding of this 
history so that you won’t fall prey to these same traps in implementing 
standards and so that you can defend substantive, authentic, and high 
expectation approaches (@ = Limitations of the CCSS). 

 One problem with adopting any set of standards is the risk of 
“standardizing.” The Common Core State Standards recognize that 
 standardization  is not the same thing as  holding high standards . The needs, 
abilities, knowledge base, and interests of teachers and students vary 
from school to school, from classroom to classroom, and even within 
every classroom—they cannot be standardized. 

 Much of the resistance to top-down, bureaucratic imposition of 
standards has derived from teachers who value a bottom-up focus on 
their own unique, local school cultural contexts and particular students’ 
needs, interests, and knowledge. Enforcing the same learning on all 
students, as some have mistakenly advocated on the basis of “standards,” 
slows down the most capable students and leaves behind those already 
struggling, creates inappropriate limitations on what students can 
accomplish, and in effect, dumbs down teaching and learning. Narrow 
textbooks, pre-packaged or scripted curricula, mass-marketed work-
sheets, and one-size-fits-all-teaching or curriculum implementation do 
not and will not fulfill the high expectations of the Common Core State 
Standards. Conceptions of English language arts that are out of date, 
uninformed about advances in teaching English such as , evolving literary 
canons, emerging literary and social science scholarship, and changing 
literacy demands in the digital age are not appropriate to an innovative 
and progressive vision of school improvement intended by these stand-
ards. Informed administrators and curriculum specialists understand this 
and work to support teacher professional knowledge, research, decision-
making, risk-taking, and freedom to experiment, grow, and improve, 
year after year. 

 Advocates for adopting a standards-based approach argue that standards 
enhance student achievement. However, there is also no strong evidence 
indicating that adopting standards will necessarily improve student achieve-
ment. For instance, there is no strong correlation between National 
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 CCSS: ORIGINS, GOALS, CHALLENGES 11

Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) scores and high state standards 
(Mathis, 2010). There is also no strong correlation between international 
test performance and countries with national standards (Tienken, 2008). 
Canada has no national standards but its students scored well in interna-
tional reading tests (Mullis et al., 2006). Likewise, research suggests that 
standards may have negative effects on non-white students’ performance 
and drop-out rates (Mathis, 2010). 

 Adopting standards may also lower rather than raise achievement for 
the following reasons: 

  Homogenization of Instruction 

 A standards-based approach can result in the homogenization of 
instruction in which teachers teach the same content using the same 
methods regardless of differences in their classroom contexts or students 
(Kohn, 2010). 

 Such homogenization often occurs when schools or districts adopt 
“teacher-proof,” scripted curriculum programs or mandated textbook 
series that allow for little teacher development of their own curricula. 
For example, in her second year of teaching in an upper-middle-class 
suburban high school, Kyle Krol experienced the adverse effects of the 
homogenization of instruction. Just before she was hired, her school 
adopted an English language arts “model curriculum” created by her 
state’s department of education and based on new state standards. In her 
district all teachers were to teach the same books, and teachers created 
common assessments for each text for all students at each grade level. 
Preparing to be a teacher, Kyle sought opportunities to study multicul-
tural literature; in her new job, she was greatly disappointed to see very 
little diversity in the adopted curriculum. In Kyle’s words:

  Since I began teaching I’ve wanted to expand the curriculum, but my 
first year was mostly about surviving rather than looking critically at what 
I teach and why I was teaching it. American literature conjures up a 
strong multicultural image for me. I’ve followed Sherman Alexie’s 
characters on the struggle to find them themselves; I’ve explored the 
New Mexican desert of Rudolfo Anaya’s novels; I’ve traveled down 
Harlem streets with Hughes and experienced Hurston’s southern lifestyle. 
I imagined, when I received my first teaching assignment of American 
literature, that these authors would be the ones to grace my classroom. 
However, the way that my English 10 colleagues read the new state 
standards and the common assessments required by my district made 
it almost impossible to fit these authors into a “dead white guy” curriculum. 
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12 FOUNDATIONS AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

I began to struggle through a year of teaching the curriculum as it was, 
feeling that I was doing a disservice to my students and my educational 
upbringing. I was required to stay on track with what other teachers in my 
grade level were doing, when they were testing, and how much time they 
were spending on units.   

  ACTIVITY: RESPONDING TO KYLE’S SITUATION 

 What do you think of Kyle’s situation? What appears to be her and her colleagues’ beliefs about 
curriculum? What are some possible reasons that they hold these beliefs? If you were in Kyle’s 
place, what might you do?   

  Fragmented Curricula 

 Another problem with standards implementation is that it can result in a 
fragmented curriculum organized around addressing isolated standards as 
opposed to an integrated, well-balanced curriculum that builds increas-
ingly sophisticated connections and understandings between units. For 
example, teachers may be told to list a specific “standard for the day” on 
the board and then teach just to that standard, leading to standards-based 
grading where teachers check off that students have “achieved” a standard. 
Attempting to address individual standards in isolation shifts the goal 
of your teaching, from fostering engaging learning that addresses the 
complexity of skills and ideas involved in any language arts activity, to an 
intellectually impoverished isolation of skills and knowledge in the name 
of “meeting a standard.”  

  Overly Specific Content Standards 

 Another limitation of many state English language arts standards has been 
that they specified certain content that needed to be taught—for example, 
specific usage or grammar rules. This led to direct instruction of that 
content rather than setting benchmarks to support a deep understanding of 
content and meaningful instruction. Extensive research has shown that the 
isolated study of school grammar separated from student writing does not 
improve learning. Mandating specific content to be taught undermines 
the learning of all students, not only those who are “ahead” or “behind,” 
but those “in the middle” as well. For high expectations standards imple-
mentation it is critical that teachers have the autonomy to match learning 
to needs, skills, prior knowledge, student interest, and changing contexts. 
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 CCSS: ORIGINS, GOALS, CHALLENGES 13

This calls for significant creativity, ongoing change, and growth in 
creating your own curriculum.  

  Teaching to the Test 

 Perhaps the most problematic aspect of standards-based reform—as 
evidenced in the mandates associated with the No Child Left Behind 
law—is the linking of standards to multiple-choice standardized tests that 
are used to label students, teachers, and/or schools as “failing” if scores do 
not increase over time (what is defined as “annual yearly progress”). Given 
these dire consequences, teachers are mistakenly encouraged to focus 
their instruction on “teaching to the test” by narrowing the curriculum, 
focusing on limited skills, reducing complex and meaningful questions, 
and closing students out of the critical task of constructing knowledge. 
These approaches must be strongly resisted by all who are determined to 
ask more, rather than less, of our students.  

  Failure to Acknowledge Cultural Diversity 

 Moreover, the use of assessments based on acquisition of narrowly 
understood knowledge or skills serves to privilege those students with 
access to that knowledge or cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1974) and exclude 
other students without that access—a failure to recognize the cultural 
diversity of America’s student population. As Stornaiuolo, Hull, and 
Nelson (2009) note:

  Traditional assessments of reading and writing, while widely understood to 
be neutral measure of children’s skills, continue to reward those children 
who share the linguistic and cultural backgrounds of the test-makers . . . 
As long as assessments continue to privilege one kind of linguistic capital 
(Bourdieu, 1974), schools in particular and the public in general will 
continue to understand literacy as an autonomous and value-neutral set 
of basic skills. (p. 390)   

 Yet it is critical that the educational system and the implementation of 
standards support the success of students of all cultural backgrounds. This 
association between standards and standardized testing led to the adop-
tion of what Joe Kincheloe (2001) describes as simplistic, “technical 
standards” focusing on acquiring content associated with standardized 
tests. For Kincheloe, in contrast to reductionistic, “technical standards,” 
“standards of complexity” recognize the ambiguity, irrationality, and 
contradictions associated with learning in culturally diverse American 
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14 FOUNDATIONS AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

schools. While “technical standards” attempt to standardize learning 
by ignoring and erasing cultural diversity and assuming the existence 
of an assumed “common culture” associated with white, middle-class 
communities, “standards of complexity” recognize that students may not 
meet “technical standards,” not due to lack of ability or intelligence, but 
because they may not have access to or experience with this “common 
culture” or cultural capital (p. 41). Because the majority of students in 
schools in 2030 will be students from non-dominant cultures, it is 
essential that teaching and learning be relevant to students from 
non-dominant backgrounds. 

 The success of Common Core State Standards will be connected to 
the assessments states adopt to measure student learning. The more open-
ended, less content-focused nature of these standards calls for the use 
of more open-ended, less content-focused performance assessments—
assessments based on students’ actual “show-me” demonstrations of their 
ability to employ literacy practices related to addressing the meaningful 
goals of the Common Core State Standards.  

  The Influence of Economic Inequities on 
Student Performance 

 Finally, we want to point out that standards-based instruction is limited 
in its ability to address one of the most persistent issues facing American 
schools—the “achievement gap” between non-dominant students and 
middle-class white students. Much of this “achievement gap” is related 
to the increasing economic inequality in America that has resulted in an 
increased number of children living in poverty—one in five American 
children are poor. This economic inequality is evident in the fact that, 
according to a report by the Pew Research Center (Kochhar, Fry, & 
Taylor, 2011), the median wealth of white U.S. households in 2009 was 
$113,149, compared with $6,325 for Hispanics and $5,677 for blacks—, 
a ratio of 20:1 for blacks and 18:1 for Hispanics. 

 Poverty is related to low achievement in schools; there is a direct 
correlation between poverty and reading test scores (Riddile, 2010). 
Reductions in taxes have resulted in cuts in funding for schooling in 
low-income urban neighborhoods—areas that are also experiencing 
increased unemployment, substandard housing, lack of social services/
healthcare, limited access to grocery stores with fresh and healthy food, 
etc. As a result, students in low-income families are continually coping 
with issues that inf luence school performance, including inadequate 
housing, parents under financial stress, lack of nutritious food and quality 
healthcare, and poor access to computers/libraries/tutorial resources. 
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 CCSS: ORIGINS, GOALS, CHALLENGES 15

For example, if a family needs to move frequently to pursue changing 
employment, students do not stay in the same school for long, resulting 
in discontinuities of teacher knowledge of students. Adopting standards-
based instruction will not address these inequities. As Diane Ravitch 
(2010) notes:

  If a district has disproportionate numbers of students who are very poor, 
don’t speak English, are homeless, or have high needs, standards alone 
will not suffice to remedy their needs. Really terrific national standards may 
well increase the gap in performance between affluent districts and those 
with large numbers of low-income students. Nor will standards rectify the 
problems of districts that are impoverished and highly segregated. (p. 2)   

 Addressing these inequities requires not only increased resources for 
low-income schools, but also changes in the larger economic system 
itself related to employment, housing, minimum wages, and healthcare. 
These students especially need access to literacy practices related to 
power and agency ( Janks, 2010). Moreover, teachers working in low-
income schools need to recognize the significant cultural differences 
that students in those schools bring to their learning and find ways to 
implement the standards that build on their students’ cultural knowledge 
and background. As Kincheloe (2001) notes, school culture is often alien 
for many students:

  For students who live outside these wider cultural relationships, it becomes 
extremely difficult to understand why the school requires particular tasks to 
be performed or why certain knowledge is important. A cultural outsider 
may feel bewildered by the demands of the school. Growing up in the 
mountains of rural Tennessee, I witnessed dirt poor but savvy mountain 
children capable of brilliant out-of-school accomplishments fall victim to 
their cultural exclusion from the discourse community of schooling. (p. 49)   

 As the authors of this book, we want to be honest with you from the outset. 
Yes, the high-quality curriculum and instruction we invite you to learn 
from this book will help your students achieve and surpass the Common 
Core State Standards. Yes, the approaches that we set forward are backed 
by the latest research and best theories of learning. Yes, drawing on the 
book you can create curriculum and teaching methods appropriate for 
English language arts students of all social and cultural backgrounds. 
However, as the familiar African proverb states, “It takes a village to raise 
a child.” In an address at Columbia Teachers College in New York on 
May 18, 2011, Linda Darling-Hammond (2011), distinguished professor of 
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16 FOUNDATIONS AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

education at Stanford and former president of the American Educational 
Research Association stated:

  We live in a nation that is on the verge of forgetting its children. The United 
States now has a far higher poverty rate for children than any other 
industrialized country (25 percent, nearly double what it was thirty years ago); 
a more tattered safety net—more who are homeless, without healthcare and 
without food security; a more segregated and inequitable system of public 
education (a 10:1 ratio in spending across the country); a larger and more 
costly system of incarceration than any country in the world, including China 
(5 percent of the world’s population and 25 percent of its inmates), one that 
is now directly cutting into the money we should be spending on education; 
a defense budget larger than that of the next twenty countries combined; 
and greater disparities in wealth than any other leading country (the 
wealthiest 1 percent of individuals control 25 percent of the resources in the 
country; in New York City, the wealthiest 1 percent control 46 percent of the 
wealth and are taxed at a lower level than in the last sixty years). Our leaders 
do not talk about these things. They simply say of poor children, “Let 
them eat tests.” And while there is lots of talk of international test score 
comparisons, there is too little talk about what high-performing countries 
actually do: fund schools equitably; invest in high-quality preparation, 
mentoring and professional development for teachers and leaders, 
completely at government expense; organize a curriculum around problem-
solving and critical-thinking skills; and test students rarely—and never with 
multiple-choice tests. (Indeed, the top-performing nations increasingly rely 
on school-based assessments of learning that include challenging projects, 
investigations and performances, much like what leading educators have 
created here in the many innovative New York public schools.)   

 Teachers and schools are important to creating opportunity in our country, 
but they are only a part. True democracy and equal opportunity require 
what Martin Luther King, Jr. called “a revolution of values,” including new 
state and national priorities, and a profoundly different use of resources. In 
the current context teachers are taking the blame for conditions that are not 
of their making, and which they work hard every day to address.   

  DEVELOPING CURRICULUM SPECIFIC TO 
YOUR CLASSROOM 

 The Common Core State Standards are a relatively general set of 
standards that do not dictate specific content to be taught. Given the 
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limitations of standards-based instruction, it is important that you 
perceive the Common Core State Standards as a road map for developing 
your own curriculum that is relevant to your unique students and 
classrooms, their prior knowledge and diverse social and cultural 
settings (Saifer, Edwards, Ellis, Ko, & Stuczynski, 2011). Additionally, 
you will need to build on your own state’s or district’s previous curric-
ulum that may consider the unique demographic makeup of your students 
(@ = Countries’ and states’ literacy standards and plans to address 
the CCSS). 

 Kyle’s resolve to address the curriculum she was teaching greatly 
strengthened during the teaching of one of the required texts,  The 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn .

  In my classroom there was one black student, no Asians, no Native 
Americans, no Latinos—there were white kids and lots of them. White 
walls. White kids. White curriculum. As we began reading  Huck Finn  my 
students began deferring questions about Jim and racism to the one black 
student, expecting him to speak on behalf of all people who have dealt 
with that kind of discrimination. I knew this was trouble; my students 
needed diversity in their literature, especially if they couldn’t get it in their 
school surroundings.   

 As she struggled to address her situation, Kyle began to engage in 
research. She read several articles she found online, including “Developing 
a Multicultural Curriculum in a Predominantly White Teaching 
Context” by Richard Milner (2005). Milner set forward a model of 
levels of multicultural curriculum integration taken from James Banks, 
the contributions approach, the additive approach, the transformation 
approach, and the social action approach. Kyle conducted surveys of 
her students that showed that 78 percent “would like to read about 
different cultures more often.” She spoke with her six departmental 
colleagues, all of whom wanted to teach more multicultural literature, 
but all indicated that they just didn’t have time in their curriculum 
to do so. 

 Kyle’s careful consideration of her students’ needs and the perspectives 
of her colleagues was a starting point for helping her to bring in new 
curricular resources and instructional strategies for her students and for 
helping her know where to begin advocating for curricular change with 
her colleagues. As an English language arts teacher, this kind of attention 
to your specific teaching context will aid you in developing truly relevant 
instruction. 
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18 FOUNDATIONS AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

  ACTIVITY: THE INFLUENCE OF STUDENT 
POPULATIONS ON CURRICULUM 
AND INSTRUCTION 

 How does and how should the student ethnic and social class population of a school impact 
language arts curriculum and instruction? How might reading research about instruction be 
helpful to a teacher in Kyle’s situation? How might the surveys of student and colleague thinking 
be helpful to her?  

  CASE STUDY: ENGLISH DEPARTMENT CHAIRS’ 
HALLWAY (UNDERSTANDING THE COMMON 
CORE STATE STANDARDS) 

 One of the primary challenges in developing curriculum based on standards is that 
different teachers differ in their beliefs about what should be taught in a school’s 
shared curriculum, given their own interests, knowledge, and previous instruction. 

 In this case study, you will learn about the different English curricula at high 
schools within the same district. Teachers at each of these three schools 
believe they have the right to teach according to their own passions, 
knowledge, and interests, and are therefore reluctant to adopt the CCSS into 
their curricula. Due to the tension felt within the three departments, the English 
Department Chairs are meeting to discuss how they can get teachers to 
understand how they can maintain autonomy in exceeding the standards. 

 You, as a recent graduate who is familiar with the standards, are called upon 
to share your ideas in this meeting. The Department Chairs are hoping to pick 
your brain in developing a plan for gaining teacher buy-in. Ultimately, you will 
be asked to revise an existing curriculum based on the CCSS that foster 
diverse instruction and teaching styles. 

 Find two or three peers and go to the LiteraryWorlds.org site, and then to the 
 Teaching to Succeed  link, to go to this case study in  Chapter 1 .   

  FUTURE CHAPTERS: THEORETICAL 
FRAMEWORKS/FOUNDATIONS OF ENGLISH 
LANGUAGE ARTS INSTRUCTION 

 In this first chapter of Part I, Foundations and Theoretical Frameworks 
for English Language Arts Instruction, we described the development of 
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the Common Core State Standards as well as some of the potential prob-
lems when implementing a standards-based approach. Whether you 
recognize it or not, the way you implement standards is profoundly 
shaped by your existing beliefs about what should be the focus of English 
language arts. Given the importance of your defining your own beliefs 
about teaching English language arts instruction, in  Chapter 2 , we 
describe the frameworks that have shaped English language arts instruc-
tion based on skills, content, forms, and processes/strategies approaches. 
Then, in  Chapter 3 , we propose an alternative English language arts 
approach based on teaching literacy practices. And, in  Chapter 4 , we 
provide you with a framework for planning instruction designed to teach 
literacy practices.      
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