
Common Core State Standards:  
An Uncommon Opportunity
By Peter Afflerbach, Ph.D.

What are relevant reading goals for our students? How can our instruction help 
foster success for all readers? The widespread adoption of  the Common Core State 
Standards demands that we focus on these questions. The following description of  
student reading is taken from the Common Core State Standards. 

Students who meet the Standards readily undertake the close, attentive 
reading that is at the heart of  understanding and enjoying complex works 
of  literature. They habitually perform the critical reading necessary to pick 
carefully through the staggering amount of  information available today in print 
and online. They actively seek the wide, deep, and thoughtful engagement 
with high-quality literary and informational texts that builds knowledge, 
enlarges experience, and broadens worldviews. They reflexively demonstrate 
the cogent reasoning and use of  evidence that is essential to both private 
deliberation and responsible citizenship in a democratic republic. (Council of  
Chief  State School Officers and National Governors Association, 2010, p. 3)

In this description, we can find both promise and challenge. The promise is in helping 
students move toward successful and rewarding lives, and the challenge is in addressing 
the new responsibilities that the Common Core State Standards bring.

Our work related to the Common Core State Standards offers a unique opportunity 
to examine current teaching practices, educational goals, and instructional pathways 
that bring students to success with 21st century standards. The Common Core State 
Standards derive from current understandings of  the nature of  reading, and the 
importance of  reading for student success.  We are the beneficiaries of  considerable 
research on the way in which reading develops—and how reading “works” for 
accomplished readers. Based on this understanding, the Common Core State Standards 
propose that students succeed at increasingly complex and demanding reading tasks. 
Early on, it is expected that students will develop the strategies and skills (Afflerbach, 
Pearson, and Paris, 2008) that help them construct literal understanding of  the texts 
they read. The Common Core State Standards assume that students will understand 
grade level texts and that instruction will build on this achievement. Then, it is expected 
that students will develop higher order thinking in relation to reading. Students will 
not only establish literal and inferential understanding of  the things they read; they will 
also use these understandings to synthesize, apply, generalize, critique, and evaluate. A 
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hallmark of  any student meeting the Common Core State Standards will be reading to 
understand—and using that which is understood.

Ongoing Concerns with the Common Core State Standards

In my discussions with teachers and administrators, I find that many are interested 
in, and excited about, the Standards. They are interested in learning more and 
implementing instruction related to the Standards. However, I also detect concerns 
about the clarity and detail of  the Standards. We seek guidance from the Standards 
related to what to teach, the nature of  the texts we use, and how to assess students’ 
progress. Yet, this guidance is not always apparent. This leaves teachers in the difficult 
position of  wanting to teach in relation to the Common Core State Standards, while 

having limited information with which to do so. The limited nature 
of  guidance is intentional: the Standards were developed with the 
expectation that different states may adopt different pathways to 
successful implementation. There is no prescription for how to teach 
in relation to the Standards. The particular path to student attainment 
of  the Standards is to be developed by individual states—and school 
districts within those states that adopt the Standards. In addition, the 
lack of  specifics is related to the speed with which the Standards are 
being adopted. The Common Core State Standards did not exist (except 
in rudimentary form) in 2009, and now 44 states have adopted them. A 
result is the need for details on what to do. For example, the Standards 

stress the need for formative assessment, yet comprehensive efforts to develop 
formative assessments related to the Standards are underway—and not yet complete.

My conversations with fellow educators indicate that we need to learn more about the 
Standards, and that detailed information and guidance in the following areas would be 
helpful.

• What is text complexity, and how is it measured? What does it mean for my 
classroom? Is it like readability?

• How is higher order thinking incorporated in the new standards?

• How do student motivation and engagement relate to the Standards?

• What are formative assessment and summative assessment, and how are they 
related?

• How can we help students meet the “raised bar” that the Common Core State 
Standards represent, when some of  them struggle to meet the current (and in 
some cases less complex “bar”) standards?

• How must professional development support teachers in relation to teaching 
and learning with the Common Core State Standards?

What Is Text Complexity?

The difficulty of  school texts is traditionally determined using readability formulas. 
These formulas focus on the variables of  sentence length and vocabulary familiarity. 
No doubt, these factors influence the relative ease or challenge that describes student 
reading. However, new ideas related to text complexity provide a more refined and 
detailed account of  how texts may be accessible or difficult for students. A focus of  

“What is text complexity, and 
how is it measured? What does 
it mean for my classroom? Is it 
like readability?”
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the Common Core State Standards is helping students to read and understand texts 
of  increasing challenge and difficulty, or complexity. The qualitative dimensions of  
text complexity include text structure, language conventionality and clarity, and the 
knowledge demands that the text creates. It can also involve the different levels of  
meaning that exist in a text, the developmental appropriateness of  a book for a student 
reader, and the intended uses of  the text. Quantitative measures of  text complexity 
include the traditional metrics of  sentence length and word frequency. A further 
consideration for text complexity relates to reader and task variables, such as students’ 
knowledge and their motivation and interests, all of  which can render the reading of  a 
text more or less complex.

To help students meet the demands of  increasing text complexity, we can do several 
things. First, we must ensure that our means of  identifying and classifying text 
complexity are comprehensive and sound. Second, the selection of  texts that our 
students read must be diverse in relation to genre, content, student interest, and 
complexity. Third, we must have increasingly complex texts, texts that are accessible 
to our students at all levels of  their reading achievement. A necessary counterpart to 
increasingly difficult texts is, of  course, students’ ongoing development of  reading skills 
and strategies. Thus, attention to text complexity must be complemented by proven 
skill and strategy instruction.

How Is Higher Order Thinking Incorporated in the Common 
Core State Standards?

The ability to construct a literal understanding of  what we read is just one of  the 
foci of  Common Core State Standards. Just as important is the ability to read and 
engage in higher order thinking. Preparation for success in college and in life demands 
that our students can go beyond the literal, using higher order thinking to analyze, 
critique, synthesize, and apply what they learn from reading. In a 21st century awash 
in information, our students must be able to critically evaluate what they read. They 
must be able to determine whether authors provide sufficient evidence to support 
their claims, whether a text is trustworthy, whether a website is reliable. Students must 
analyze arguments and authors’ claims.  They must collect information from varied 
sources, and synthesize it to create detailed understandings.

Both the Common Core State Standards and the NAEP 2009 Reading 
Framework (National Assessment Governing Board, 2008) highlight the 
fact that acts of  reading do not end with constructing meaning. Rather, 
reading is now conceptualized to include what readers do when they 
apply the knowledge that they gain from reading. There is a new focus 
on text-task combinations. While instruction should focus on helping 
students to construct appropriate meaning from a science or social 
studies text, it must also focus on helping students use this meaning. For 
example, reading a challenging science text to learn about ecosystems will 
be combined with science activities that require students demonstrate 
what they learn about ecosystems.

To help students develop higher order thinking in relation to their reading, 
we must guide them to acts of  analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. We can 
accomplish this by assuring that they can comprehend the texts they read 
and that they are challenged to apply what they learn from reading. Just 

“Preparation for success in 
college and in life demands 
that our students can go 
beyond the literal, using higher 
order thinking, to analyze, 
critique, synthesize and apply 
what they learn from reading.”
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as we model the important reading strategies, we should model the use of  knowledge 
gained from reading. We should invite students to use that which they understand from 
reading. Engaging reading materials combined with challenging thinking scenarios will 
help our students develop such higher order thinking.

How Do Students’ Engagement and Motivation Relate to the 
Common Core State Standards?

The Common Core State Standards are created with the knowledge that students’ 
motivation and engagement with reading are essential components for success 
(Guthrie, Wigfield, and You, in press). Much reading instruction has a primary, if  
not exclusive, bias toward reading skills and reading strategies. Yet accomplished 
reading teachers have long known that motivation and engagement play a critical role 
in students’ reading success. This holds true for single acts of  reading as well as for 
developing readers. Our student readers seek activities for which their motivation 
is high and positive, and in which their self-concept and self-esteem are strong. A 
necessary dynamic in curriculum that reflects the Common Core State Standards is that 
engagement and motivation are present—and that, when combined with readers’ skills, 
strategies, and prior knowledge, engagement and motivation provide the impetus for 
students to take on (and succeed at) increasingly complex and challenging higher order 
thinking.

Motivation and engagement are the fuel that powers students’ strategic reading. Thus 
it is imperative that our reading instructional materials include texts that are of  interest 
to students and that are well written. Moreover, the tasks that we ask of  students must 
be engaging—students must want to use what they have learned from reading. Text 
complexity must be carefully determined so that we can appropriately place students in 
situations in which they can experience the success that begets future reading interest 
and reading motivation. Finally, our instructional approaches must be gauged so that 
we can deliver instruction that is suitable for each student, instruction that fosters good 
self-concept, while providing vital skills and strategies.

What Is the Role of Formative Assessment of Reading in the 
Common Core State Standards?

Formative assessment provides up-to-date and detailed information about students’ 
learning in relation to the Common Core State Standards. It helps us shape, or form, 
an understanding of  students’ reading development and learning across lessons, units, 
marking periods, or academic years. Formative assessment provides information that 
shapes teachers’ understanding of  students and, in turn, informs instruction that can 
further students’ development. While summative assessments, especially high-stakes 
tests, receive most attention, it is formative assessment that can best contribute to 
students’ reading achievement. While a summative assessment typically provides for 
accountability on a single day with a single test, high-quality formative assessment 
establishes and practices accountability on a regular basis, across the school year. 

The value of  formative assessment can be seen in relation to learning and teaching 
theories. Vygotsky (1978) proposed the zone of  proximal development, the area in 
which students can be challenged and encouraged to move from a current level of  
competency to a next, more advanced level. How do we know where students stand 
in relation to ongoing learning goals? How can we pinpoint learning accomplishments 



5

and ongoing needs? Formative assessment can describe students’ current achievement 
levels, and it helps us determine the next series of  appropriate learning goals. It is in 
this zone that our most effective teaching happens. Formative assessment captures 
the students’ needs and alerts us to immediate teaching and learning opportunities. 
Likewise, the teacher who conducts formative assessment and determines that all 
students have met benchmark performance levels in fluency or vocabulary building can 
plan and deliver related instruction, moving on to the next series of  learning goals and 
making optimal use of  class time and resources.

To be useful, our formative assessment must exhibit several characteristics. First, it 
should be of  sufficient detail to successfully inform our ongoing instruction. Second, 
it should be conducted regularly with the intent of  learning about (and teaching to) 
individual students’ needs. Third, formative assessment should be carefully connected 
to summative assessment, so that across the unit, marking period, or entire school 
year we are optimizing daily instruction while at the same time aiming for the larger 
Standards.

How Can We Help Students Who Struggle When the Common 
Core State Standards “Raise the Bar”?

The implementation of  the Common Core State Standards represents a substantial 
“raising of  the bar” for our students—and for how we teach our students. Under 
No Child Left Behind and Reading First, students were expected to demonstrate 
appropriate knowledge and use of  phonemic awareness, phonics, and vocabulary; to 
read fluently; and to construct literal and inferential understanding. 
Comprehension of  text was the end goal of  reading. Now, students 
will be reading increasingly complex texts, they will be reading multiple 
texts, and they will be asked to use what they learn from reading in 
sophisticated tasks. In effect, the Common Core State Standards 
change—and add to—the instructional targets. It is expected that 
students will use skills and strategies to construct meaning, but also 
that they will use the meaning they construct to perform tasks. They 
will employ higher order thinking to analyze, critique and evaluate, and 
synthesize information from text.

Clearly, the Common Core State Standards raise the bar in terms of  
how reading achievement is conceptualized. Reading instruction and 
assessment must change accordingly. Some students will be ready for 
the challenge of  the Common Core State Standards, and others will 
not. To help students meet the new challenges inherent in the Common Core State 
Standards, our reading instruction must address two important goals: teaching the 
basic skills and strategies that help us construct meaning from text, and learning to put 
the knowledge that is learned from reading to good use. Our reading instruction must 
continue to address what are commonly accepted as “must haves” for reading success: 
phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and reading comprehension. In 
addition, instruction must help students read and learn in increasingly complex texts, 
in the context of  school subjects such as science and social studies. Our instruction 
must focus on helping students learn how to perform important, higher order thinking 
tasks related to their reading. For example, if  students read two conflicting accounts 
of  why the Civil War was fought, we must determine not only their understanding of  

“Now, students will be reading 
increasingly complex texts, they 
will be reading multiple texts, 
and they will be asked to use 
what they learn from reading in 
sophisticated tasks.”
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these two texts, but how they determine which text is more accurate and trustworthy. 
In short, reading instruction must provide a boost to those student readers who are 
struggling to meet the bar, and it must provide students with instruction that enriches 
those students who are already at the bar.

How Does Professional Development Fit with the Common Core 
State Standards?

The challenges related to implementing Common Core State Standards and having 
students achieve them must be met with high quality professional development. When 
we raise the bar for students, we raise the bar for teachers. The implementation of  

instructional change around Common Core State Standards will place 
considerable and novel demands on most teachers. In a Common Core 
curriculum, teachers will need professional development support to learn 
to conduct formative assessments of  each student, to model higher order 
thinking strategies, and to develop and deliver engaging and motivating 
instruction for students.

Just as teachers support their growing students, professional development 
supports teachers who are moving toward the ability to successfully teach 
and assess in relation to the Common Core State Standards. Study after 

study demonstrates that professional development helps teachers maximize their 
teaching effectiveness. Those providing professional development must have fluent, 
working knowledge of  the Common Core, and of  linkages between the old and the 
new.

Concluding Comments

The Common Core State Standards are comprehensive and challenging. They 
represent a vision of  student accomplishment that is needed for success in the 21st 
century. The Common Core builds on our previous understandings of  reading, and 
it builds on existing, proven reading instruction. However, these are not enough to 
change our reading instruction into “Common Core” instruction. Our attention to 
issues of  text complexity, higher order thinking, formative and summative assessment, 
reader engagement and motivation, and teachers’ professional development should 
greatly increase the successes of  teachers and their students under the Common Core 
State Standards.

“When we raise the bar for 
students, we raise the bar for 
teachers.”
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