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Common Core State Standards – English Language Arts - 
Deepening Core Academic Content and Strengthening Critical 

Skills 
 

Brief Summary 
The Common Core State Standards (CCSS) in English language arts - developed in 2010 and 
voluntarily adopted by 45 states, the District of Columbia, four U.S. territories, and the 
Department of Defense Education Activity – establish a high bar of learning objectives for 
students as they matriculate through states’ K-12 education systems.  The intent of these 
objectives is for students to be college- and career-ready upon high school graduation and have 
the necessary skills – critical-thinking, communication, and collaboration – to help businesses 
continue to innovate and compete in the global economy.  Most states are on track to implement 
their more rigorous standards by school year 2014-2015 and are developing/implementing their 
aligned assessment systems, curricula, instructional materials, and teacher/leader professional 
development systems. 
 
Below are key concepts and grade level expectations in English language arts that have 
implications for other core subject areas, such as history and science.  
 
English Language Arts (ELA) – Concepts 

• Reading 
o The standards are designed to increase the complexity of what students are able to 

read and comprehend as they progress through later grades. 
o Students will be exposed to various classic and contemporary literature, as well as 

challenging informational texts in a range of subject areas, in order to build 
knowledge, gain insights, explore possibilities, and broaden their perspectives. 

o Students will be exposed to foundational U.S. documents and technical texts. 
• Writing 

o Students will learn how to write logical arguments based on substantive claims, 
sound reasoning, and relevant evidence with opinion writing starting at the 
earliest grades. 

o Students will conduct research – short, focused projects and long-term, in-depth – 
and be able to present their findings to their peers along with their written 
analyses. 

• Speaking and Listening 
o Students will gain, evaluate, and present increasingly complex information, ideas, 

and evidence through listening and speaking, as well as through various media 
platforms. 

o Students will participate in various formats, including small group discussions, 
one-on-one discussions, and entire classroom discussions. 

o Students will be able to collaborate with each other to identify problems, build 
understanding of problems, answer thought-provoking questions, solve problems, 
etc. 
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• Language 
o Students will grow their vocabularies through a mixture of discussions, direct 

instruction, and reading. 
o Students will learn word meanings, nuances of words, and expand their use of 

complex words and phrases. 
• Media and technology 

o Skills related to media use – critical analysis and production of media – are 
integrated throughout the standards. 

 
English Language Arts (ELA) – Grade-Level Expectations 
Below are expectations of what students need to learn and know by key grade levels. 

• Kindergarten 
o With prompting and support, identify characters, settings, and major events in a 

story;  
o Recognize common types of texts (e.g., storybooks, poems). With prompting and 

support, compare and contrast the adventures and experiences of characters in 
familiar stories; 

o Use a combination of drawing, dictating, and writing to narrate a single event or 
several loosely linked events, tell about the events in the order in which they 
occurred, and provide a reaction to what happened; 

o Participate in shared research and writing projects (e.g., explore a number of 
books by a favorite author and express opinions about them); 

o Print many upper- and lowercase letters; and 
o Use frequently occurring nouns and verbs. 

• Third Grade  
o Recount stories, including fables, folktales, and myths from diverse cultures and 

determine the central message, lesson, or moral and explain how it is conveyed 
through key details in the text; 

o Describe characters in a story (e.g., their traits, motivations, or feelings) and 
explain how their actions contribute to the sequence of events; 

o Describe the logical connection between particular sentences and paragraphs in a 
text (e.g., comparison, cause/effect, first/second/third in a sequence); 

o Compare and contrast the most important points and key details presented in two 
texts on the same topic; 

o Write opinion pieces on topics or texts, supporting a point of view with reasons; 
o Conduct short research projects that build knowledge about a topic; 
o Engage effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in groups, 

and teacher-led) with diverse partners on grade 3 topics and texts, building on 
others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly; and  

o Explain the function of nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs in general 
and their functions in particular sentences. 
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• Eighth grade 
o Determine a theme or central idea of a text and analyze its development over the 

course of the text, including its relationship to the characters, setting, and plot;  
o Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including 

figurative, connotative, and technical meanings;  
o Analyze in detail the structure of a specific paragraph in a text, including the role 

of particular sentences in developing and refining a key concept; 
o Integrate multimedia and visual displays into presentations to clarify information, 

strengthen claims and evidence, and add interest; 
o Form and use verbs in the active and passive voice; and  
o Interpret figures of speech (e.g. verbal irony, puns) in context. 

• High School 
o Analyze a case in which grasping a point of view requires distinguishing what is 

directly stated in a text from what is really meant (e.g., satire, sarcasm, irony, or 
understatement); 

o Demonstrate knowledge of eighteenth-, nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century 
foundational works of American literature, including how two or more texts from 
the same period treat similar themes or topics; 

o Analyze seventeenth-, eighteenth-, and nineteenth-century foundational U.S. 
documents of historical and literary significance (including the Declaration of 
Independence, the Preamble to the Constitution, the Bill of Rights, and President 
Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Address) for their themes, purposes, and rhetorical 
features; 

o Work with peers to promote civil, democratic discussions and decision-making, 
set clear goals and deadlines, and establish individual roles as needed; and 

o Resolve issues of complex or contested usage, consulting references 
(e.g., Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary of English Usage, Garner’s Modern 
American Usage) as needed. 
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