
Spotlight on the 
Common Core  State Standards

March 2011

WHAT DO PARENTS NEED TO KNOW?
What are the Common Core 
State Standards?
!e Common Core State Standards 
(CCSS) are a coherent progression of 
learning expectations in English lan-
guage arts and mathematics designed 
to prepare K–12 students for college 
and career success. !e CCSS com-
municate what is expected of students 
at each grade level, putting students, 
parents, teachers, and school admin-
istrators on the same page, working 
toward shared goals. While most 
states already have English language 
arts and mathematics standards in 
place, they vary widely from state to 
state in their coverage and level of 
rigor.  

How were the standards 
developed?
!e CCSS e"ort was launched in 
June 2009, through a partnership of 
the Council of Chief State School 
O#cers and the National Governors 
Association working together with 
parents, teachers, school adminis-
trators, and experts from across the 
country. National and international 
research, evidence, and standards—
including standards from countries 
that are o$en recognized for high-
quality education—informed devel-
opment of the CCSS. A$er public 
comment, the %nal version of the 
CCSS was released in June 2010.

What are the bene!ts for 
parents of common standards?
• A common set of standards 

ensures that all students, no 
matter where they live, will 
be focused on graduating 
from high school prepared for 
postsecondary education and 

The Common Core 
State Standards:

• Are aligned with college 
and work expectations;

• Are clear, understandable, 
and consistent;

• Include rigorous content 
and application of knowl-
edge through high-order 
skills;

• Build on strengths and 
lessons of current state 
standards;

• Are informed by other 
top-performing countries, 
so that all students are 
prepared to succeed in a 
global economy and soci-
ety; and

• Are evidence-based.

Source: http://www.corestan-
dards.org/about-the-standards/
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Example Standard for Literacy 
in 9th Grade History
Compare and contrast findings 
presented in a text to those 
from other sources, noting 
when the findings support or 
contradict previous explana-
tions or accounts.
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!e Common Core State Standards (CCSS) for English 
language arts include standards for use in English lan-
guage arts courses, as well as literacy standards in his-
tory/social studies, science, and technical subjects. !e 
standards for English language arts describe expertise 
that students will develop in the areas of reading, writ-
ing, speaking and listening, and language. !e stan-
dards also describe  how students use and strengthen 
these skills—particularly reading and writing—in other 
subjects at their grade level.

Let’s look at how a grade 9 student might  learn reading 
and writing in history. A sample ninth-grade standard 
for literacy is shown in the box below. A typical assign-
ment tied to this standard might be:

Select a case that is scheduled to come before the 
United States Supreme Court. Use the text of the 
U.S. Constitution and at least two other sources 
to support two decisions the court could make: 
one arguing for the case and the other against it. 
Support your arguments using the information you 
gathered.

!is type of assignment requires a student to de%ne an 
issue, research it in an unbiased way, read carefully, and 
compare and contrast elements of the issue. In the age 
of the Internet, students must learn about trustworthy 
and reliable sources, the di"erence between an opinion 
and a fact, and how to verify statements made with ad-
ditional sources of information. !en, students must be 
able to write about the issue, their conclusions, and the 
supporting evidence in a convincing manner.

Key Features of the Standards
Reading: Text complexity and growth of 
comprehension
!e reading standards place equal emphasis on the 
sophistication of what students read and the skill with 
which they read.

Writing: Text types, responding to reading, 
and research
!e writing standards acknowledge the fact that while 
some writing skills (e.g., the ability to plan, revise, 
edit, and publish) apply to many types of writing, 
other skills relate to speci%c types of writing: argu-
ments, informative/explanatory texts, and narratives.

Speaking and listening: Flexible 
communication and collaboration
!e speaking and listening standards require students 
to develop a range of broadly useful oral communica-
tion and interpersonal skills, not just skills needed for 
formal presentations. 

Language: Conventions (grammar), e"ective 
use, and vocabulary
!e language standards include the essential “rules” 
of standard written and spoken English, but they 
also look at language as a matter of cra$ and making 
choices. 

Standards for  
English Language Arts  
and Literacy in History/ 
Social Studies, Science, and 
Technical Subjects 

Example Standard for Literacy in 
Ninth-Grade History
Compare and contrast !ndings presented in a text 
to those from other sources, noting when the !nd-
ings support or contradict previous explanations or 
accounts.



Standards for Mathematical Practice
1. Make sense of problems and persevere in solving 

them.
2. Reason abstractly and quantitatively.
3. Construct viable arguments and critique the 

reasoning of others.
4. Model with mathematics.
5. Use appropriate tools strategically.
6. Attend to precision.
7. Look for and make use of structure.
8. Look for and express regularity in repeated 

reasoning.
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!e Common Core State Standards (CCSS) for math-
ematics include two types of standards: one for math-
ematical practice (how students are able to apply and 
extend math principles) and one for mathematical 
content (what students know about math). !e two are 
linked together while students are learning.

!e Standards for Mathematical Practice are listed 
at the end of this section. Let’s look at how a student 
might learn to “model with mathematics” (Practice 
Standard 4). !is means students can use the math 
they know to solve problems they encounter every 
day. For a %$h-grade student, the following sample 
problems might be used to see whether he or she can 
model mathematical content that relates to dividing 
fractions. (!e mathematics content standard for this 
new knowledge is shown in the box at top right. !e 
practice standard shown in the sample problems is 
“model with mathematics.”)

Students understand division with whole numbers 
from previous grades. Problems 1 and 3 review this 
understanding, and then extend the same thinking in 
problems 2 and 4 to divide a unit fraction (e.g., ½, ⅓, 
⅝) by a whole number or vice versa.

1. (Division using whole numbers): Louis has 10 
chocolate bars. He wants to share them fairly with 
his four friends 
and himself. 
How many 
chocolate bars 
will each person 
get? (10 ÷ 5 = ?) 
(!ink: Divide 
10 into 5 equal 
shares.) 

2. (Division of a unit fraction by a 
whole number): !e Jonas family 
has half of a large pizza. !ere are 
three people in the family. !ey 
want equal shares of the pizza. 

Standards for  
Mathematical Practice and 
Mathematical Content

Example Standard for Fifth-Grade 
Mathematics
Apply and extend previous understandings of division 
to divide unit fractions by whole numbers and whole 
numbers by unit fractions.

a. Interpret division of a unit fraction by a nonzero 
whole number, and compute such quotients.

b. Interpret division of a whole number by a unit frac-
tion, and compute such quotients.

c. Solve real-world problems involving division of unit 
fractions by non-zero whole numbers and division 
of whole numbers by unit fractions.

What part of a pizza will each person get? (½ ÷ 3 = ?) 
(!ink: Divide ½ into 3 equal shares.)

3. (Division using whole numbers): 
Eva has 18 cupcakes. She wants 
to have enough plates so that she 
can put 6 cupcakes on a plate. 
How many plates will she need? 
(18 ÷ 6 = ?)  (!ink: How many 
6s are there in 18?)     

4. (Division of a whole number by a 
unit fraction): Juan has 2 pounds 
of raisins and wants to put them 
into bags with ¼ pound of raisins 
in each bag. How many bags will 
he need? (2 ÷ ¼ = ?) (!ink: How 
many ¼s are there in 2?)
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careers. In an increasingly mobile 
society, families with children 
transferring to new schools will 
not have to adjust to new learning 
expectations. Standards will be 
the same for all students in states 
adopting the CCSS, making 
transitions smoother for students. 

• In a competitive global economy, 
all students must compete with 
not only American peers in other 
states, but with students from 
around the world. !e CCSS were 
designed to prepare students to 
succeed in this environment.

• Common standards will facilitate 
conversation among parents, 
teachers, and children about high-
level academic learning goals. 
Because common standards de%ne 
exactly what students should 
know and be able to do at each 
grade level, they will help parents 
hold their schools accountable 
for teaching students in ways that 
support learning of the important 
content and skills de%ned by the 
CCSS. 

• With adoption of the CCSS, states 
and districts can share experiences, 
methods of assessment, teaching 
practices, instructional materials, 
and approaches to helping parents 
support and reinforce learning at 
home.

How will the standards be 
assessed?
Two consortia of states—the SMART-
ER Balanced Assessment Consortium 
and the Partnership for the Assess-
ment of Readiness for College and 
Careers—have been awarded federal 
funding to develop an assessment 
system aligned with the CCSS. Dif-
ferent types of assessments to mea-
sure students’ progress during and 
at the end of the school year will be 
designed for students in grades 3–12. 
!ese assessments will be used by 
states  adopting the CCSS  beginning 
in the 2014–2015 school year. 

When will the CCSS be 
implemented?
Many states have already adopted the 
CCSS. A few others are in the pro-
cess of doing so. Several states have 
posted a comparison of their current 
state standards against the CCSS on 
their websites. States are also in the 
process of looking at how and when 

to introduce the new standards. Plans 
may include training for school and 
district sta", communicating with 
interested people (e.g., community 
members, parents, and students), and 
transitioning from existing to new 
assessment systems. 

For more about the Common Core 
State Standards, visit http://educa-
tionnorthwest.org/common-core/.
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What Can Parents Do To Prepare for the CCSS?

Has your state adopted, or is it planning to adopt, the CCSS? If it is,  
you can do the following: 

• Create a study group with other parents, community members, 
or school sta" to examine the new standards. Discuss your initial 
impressions or concerns about the standards, how they di"er from 
your existing state standards, and learn how the school or district 
will prepare for implementation.

• Through your involvement on the site council, parent-teacher 
association, or other committee, ask your school administrators and 
teachers how they will prepare to teach to the standards and how 
they will measure student progress toward meeting the standards. 
Ask how parents and community members can provide regular feed-
back and support teaching and learning of the standards.

• Attend school board meetings and ask whether policies will be 
developed to support schools in this work.

• Talk with business and community leaders about the need for high 
goals and clear expectations for our children’s education. 

• Talk to your children about the importance of graduating from high 
school ready for college and career success. Discuss how the stan-
dards will be used to guide teaching and learning from kindergarten 
through high school.

Continued from page 1


