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Editor’s Note: Teachers are 
adapting their reading and 
writing instruction to the 
common-core standards. In this 
Spotlight, explore some of the 
interdisciplinary approaches 
that teachers are taking, 
discover how poetry fits within 
the standards, and find out 
what the latest research says 
about building vocabulary.
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In Common Core, Teachers See 
Interdisciplinary Opportunities 

  On Literacy and the Common Core

By Liana heitin 

E ducators around the country are ex-
ploring innovative ways to teach the 
new common-core literacy standards, 
and some are calling attention to an 

approach they say is working well: interdisci-
plinary thematic units. 

Whether they’ve had these types of units 
in their repertoires for years or are just now 
jumping into such cross-curricular work, ed-
ucators say the new standards support this 
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type of teaching in several ways. 
First, one of the key instructional shifts as-

sociated with the Common Core State Stan-
dards in English/language arts is the require-
ment that students, starting in 5th grade, 
read more nonfiction than fiction. Some Eng-
lish teachers have lamented the prospect of 
replacing Shakespeare and Sandra Cisneros 
with informational texts. But proponents of 
the common standards point out that, as a 
footnote in the introduction to the standards 
explains, the required percentages for nonfic-
tion “reflect the sum of student reading, not 
just reading in ELA settings.” That is, infor-
mational texts are expected to be the shared 
responsibility of teachers “across the grade,” 
potentially creating new opportunities for 
cross-curricular projects. 

In addition, the common standards lay out 
specific literacy requirements for history/so-
cial studies, science, and technical subjects, 
and they emphasize research and synthesiz-
ing skills. Rather than tackling these new 
objectives in subject-area silos, some teachers 
are choosing to address them by integrating 
real-world themes and social issues into proj-
ects, and by reaching across hallways to do 
this work with colleagues.

one Theme, many Standards

The common core “certainly lends itself to 
integrated interdisciplinary units,” said Bobbi 
Farrell, a veteran teacher at Messalonskee 
Middle School in Oakland, Maine. Several 
years ago, she and her colleagues began mov-
ing to a standards-based approach to teach-
ing, in which students go at their own pace 
and do not receive grades. Instead, kids are 
responsible for attaining proficiency in each 
standard. The group built this new approach, 
which Farrell calls “mass-customized learn-
ing,” on the common-core standards, which 
were finalized in 2010. 

Farrell, who teaches both social studies and 
language arts, often organizes her instruction 
around a theme. “For example, we may do a 
unit on identity,” she explained. “Within that, 
we can look at immigration or social classes 
within social studies. We can look at such lit-
erature as The Outsiders within the frame-
work of characterization or point of view.” 
Through the structure the theme provides, 
she said, students are able to hit a variety 
of standards, depending on their individual 
goals. “In a short span of five to six weeks, 
kids get a massive amount of teaching and 
learning in that one unit.”

While some language arts teachers are 
simply adding a nonfiction unit to fulfill the 
new reading requirements, others have found 
pairing fiction and nonfiction texts under a 
thematic umbrella to be a more effective way 
to teach critical reading. “In order to integrate 
the core in a way that doesn’t overtake your 

class with isolated discrete lessons, this is the 
way to do it,” said Sarah Brown Wessling, the 
2010 National Teacher of the Year and a high 
school English teacher in Johnston, Iowa. 
“This is the way to get kids deeper into their 
analysis.”

By organizing around “a concept or principle 
or theme or quest,” teachers force students to 
engage with texts more deeply and compare 
them to one another. For instance, she said, 
“instead of thinking about teaching To Kill a 
Mockingbird, I’m teaching the concept of cour-
age. To Kill a Mockingbird is one text I use. So 
is a [PBS] Frontline piece, a speech, an article. 
Putting those texts together in a bundle helps 
us to work toward conceptual understanding. 
That’s the spirit of the core.”

Rob Meza-Ehlert, a 10th grade social stud-
ies teacher at the Kearny School of Digital 
Media and Design in San Diego, explained 
that his small public high school is centered 
around interdisciplinary project-based learn-
ing. Teachers at the 450-student school, cre-
ated though a grant from the Bill and Me-
linda Gates Foundation, work in grade-level 
teams to have students produce semester-long 
projects on topics of their choice. Tenth grad-
ers pick a social issue—genocide, environ-
mental degradation, or human trafficking, for 
example—and read selected articles about it 
in social studies class, using the annotation 
skills they’ve learned in English. Then they 
continue the “research from my class with 
Socratic seminars in English,” Meza-Ehlert 
explained. “The walls between the two dis-
ciplines are broken down. We’re developing 
similar skills with a similar approach.” Even-
tually, students create a project—for instance, 
a video, brochure, or online game—to demon-
strate what they’ve learned and offer some-
thing to the community. 

Meza-Ehlert suggested that a strength of 
this approach is that it helps students see 
the natural fluidity between subjects. “I hear 
kids in my class talking about connections to 
English and science. As soon as kids are doing 
that on their own without being asked, you 
know what you’re doing is working,” he said.

A nine-year veteran at the school, Meza- 
Ehlert says the common-core standards mesh 
well with the school’s project-based learning 
model. “We actually have a pretty good foun-
dation because a lot of what we’ve already 
been doing matches [the common core]. When 
I look at the common core … there are no 
shocks.”

logistical barriers

Even so, Kathy Glass, a curriculum and 
instruction consultant in the San Francisco 
area, and author of books on mapping cur-
riculum units to the common core for both 
primary and secondary grades, emphasizes 
that such units are not in-and-of themselves 

aligned with the common core. Teachers still 
need to do the hard work of adaptation. “I did 
interdisciplinary units 20 years ago,” she said. 
But, to teach them today with the common 
core, “I’d have to say, ‘Hmm. … Let me look 
at the resources I used. Were they appropri-
ately complex? Let me look at the questions 
I had. Were they text dependent?’ It’s all very 
specific to how rich the interdisciplinary unit 
was.”

In addition, there are, of course, logistical 
barriers to this kind of teaching. 

For Farrell, teaching thematically often 
forces her to teach historical events out of 
order, “which, particularly in social studies, 
has been difficult,” she said. “You think of his-
tory more in terms of chronology. One of the 
issues we’re facing is how to know if we’re fill-
ing in all those gaps.” 

The cross-subject-area, collaborative aspect 
can be tough to pull off as well, especially at 
the high school level. In elementary schools, 
where teachers are responsible for multiple 
disciplines, or in middle schools that are or-
ganized around teams, there are often more 
opportunities for teachers to collaborate on 
units. “If a school is organized for it, it makes a 
lot of sense,” said Wessling. “My school doesn’t 
happen to be organized for that. … Certainly 
the ways that high schools are traditionally 
organized makes it more difficult.”

While his high school has the luxuries of a 
small staff and flexible scheduling, however, 
Meza-Ehlert argues that all teachers can 
implement interdisciplinary work to some 
extent. “The product doesn’t have to be some 
project. For us what makes it work best is 
having big questions and topics that cross 
multiple disciplines.”

He suggests that teachers “start small, 
where they’re comfortable. Unpack one quote 
that is a challenging quote to unpack, starting 
in English and finishing in history class. … If 
the structures aren’t in place, look for natu-
ral places of connection. If one other teacher 

“The walls between 
the two disciplines are 
broken down. We’re 
developing similar 
skills with a similar 
approach.”
RoB Meza-ehLeRt
teacher
kearny School of Digital Media and Design,  
San Diego
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has 10 to 15 shared students, try one reading 
together on one theme. The little things grow 
into something larger.”

finding Units

Resources are also available to help teachers 
create such thematic units across disciplines. 

Facing History and Ourselves, a civic-learn-
ing organization, has been offering free cur-
ricular support to teachers for almost four de-
cades. The Brookline, Mass.-based nonprofit 
provides units and lessons on themes such as 
racism, democracy, and prejudice on its web-
site. “Our model has always been to teach a 
piece of literature situated in a historical con-
text,” said Jocelyn Stanton, senior program 
associate for special projects. “To understand 
the world around that piece of literature, you 
bring in primary sources, graphs, first-hand 
accounts”—all of which can count toward the 
common standards’ nonfiction reading re-
quirements. 

“On the flipside, we’ve also pushed history 
teachers to not only look at primary sources 
and textbooks but to bring in works of poetry 
and short stories to complement the time pe-
riod,” Stanton said. “By reading a poem from 
a Holocaust survivor, you deepen your under-
standing. I think the common core is basically 
asking teachers to do that.”

While many of Facing History’s units were 
written before the common standards ex-
isted, Stanton said they are philosophically 
and practically in line with what the core 
requires. “The idea of putting a text in front 
of students and asking them to deconstruct 
and find meaning, to read closely, to ask 
questions, that’s how we started. It’s some-
what ironic that we’ve been sort of set up for 
this [ie., the new standards] for a long time.” 
The group is now working to directly align its 
units to the standards. 

Emily Chiariello, a teaching and learning 
specialist with the Southern Poverty Law 
Center’s Teaching Tolerance program in 
Montgomery, Ala., is in the midst of writing a 
“literacy-based anti-bias curriculum” for both 
language arts and social studies teachers, 
which should be finished by the fall. Chiari-
ello describes theme-based interdisciplinary 
units as “the best for every number of rea-
sons.” She said that these units mimic the 
kind of learning through reading students 
will do as adults—for instance reading the 
newspaper to learn about politics, or looking 
at maps and magazine articles to learn about 
gardening. 

“Maybe this is also what the common core 
is trying to get us to realize—that these 
boundaries between disciplines are false,” 
Chiariello said. “They’re not in the real world. 
I hope people can embrace those walls are 
coming down.”

M ost Fridays, Mary Lee Hahn, 
a 5th grade English and lan-
guage arts teacher at Wright 
Elementary School in Dublin, 

Ohio, has her students pick a poem and re-
cite it to the class. She’s been doing this with 
her students for the past six years. Early in 
the school year, she starts by picking one or 
two of her favorite poems to share with the 
students, and then she gradually increases 
their comfort with poetry by having them 
give their own oral presentations. 

The idea behind the activity is that paus-
ing once a week to reflect on poetry, even if 
only for five minutes, can keep the genre 
from getting lost amidst other instructional 
demands. 

As schools shift to the Common Core State 
Standards, which require more nonfiction 
reading than most students have tradition-
ally been doing, many teachers are saying 
they feel compelled to cut imaginative lit-
erature from their curricula. And often, the 
least intrusive place to start is poetry.

But poetry-enthusiast teachers like Hahn 
contend there’s no need to give up the genre. 
“If you dig into the [standards], you’ll realize 
that the standards are a road map, not an 
exact program you must follow,” said Hahn, 
a contributor to The Poetry Friday Anthol-
ogy (Common Core K-5 edition): Poems for 
the School Year With Connections to the 
Common Core, a book by Sylvia Vardell and 
Janet Wong. “The choices I make for the ac-
tual delivery of the standards are mine,” she 
said. 

According to Hahn, poems can work well 
for meeting standards such as comparing 
and contrasting texts or understanding 
metaphors and similes. 

“Poetry reading is a skill that students 
need to know,” said Hahn. Among other 
things, it can help with their vocabulary de-
velopment, close reading, understanding of 
metaphorical language, and ability to pro-
cess meaning from text, she emphasized. 

Critical reading of complex texts is another 
emphasis of the new standards.

Vardell, who co-wrote The Poetry Friday 
Anthology and regularly conducts teacher 
workshops on poetry instruction, also said 
the notion that the common standards re-
quire teachers to limit their use of poetry 
is “misinformed,” since poetry reading is 
included in the standards. She thinks that 
people who haven’t read the standards are 
just focusing on the buzz around the non-
fiction requirements. But the nonfiction 
emphasis doesn’t mean that other all other 
types of literature need to downplayed, she 
argued. 

“Some teachers might say to themselves, 
‘How do I teach poetry to these wiggly 3rd 
graders, and cover these mandated stan-
dards at the same time?,’ but the two are 
not mutually exclusive,” said Vardell. Once 
teachers read through the standards, they 
see for themselves how the core focuses on 
literature in many forms, she said. “In addi-
tion, the standards emphasize cross-genre 
connections, so we have to include more than 
one genre to make connections.”

Georgia Heard, a poet and the author of 
Poetry Lessons to Meet the Common Core 
State Standards, contended that there are 
even ways to incorporate poetry into the 
teaching of nonfiction. For example, if a class 
is learning about World War II, she said, a 
teacher can find poems from the time period 

Persisting With 
Poetry in the 
Common-Core Era

 Published March 13, 2013, in Education Week Teacher

By Francesca Duffy 

“ Poetry reading  
is a skill that students 
need to know.
MaRy Lee hahn
teacher, Wright elementary School,  
Dublin, ohio
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that personalize a battle or recount develop-
ments. 

Heard works with schools that have created 
packets of themed poetry anthologies, includ-
ing poems for several different disciplines, like 
history or science. Because of time constraints, 
some teachers might introduce a poem only 
on Fridays or every other week, she said, but 
they can still make the effort to devote some 
time to poetry and have their students write 
responses to the poems. 

Poetic license

Heard pointed out that the common-core 
standards also touch on every “poetic craft 
tool” that students need to learn about, from 
sensory tools like imagery, sensory, simile, and 
metaphor to musical tools such as rhythm, 
meter, alliteration, rhyme, and repetition. 

She is disappointed, however, that the stan-
dards only highlight particular poetic devices 
in each grade. The “danger” in that, she said, 
is that teachers could put too much emphasis 
on the devices assigned to their grade level 
and neglect to include the many others. For 
example, the standard for 2nd grade calls for 
teaching how regular beats, alliteration, and 
repeated lines supply rhythm and meaning in 
a story, poem, or song. But, Heard said, these 
concepts are not mentioned again in the com-
mon-core standards until the 7th grade. 

She recommended that teachers “keep 
teaching things like meter and verse in other 
grades, even if it’s not highlighted in the stan-
dard for their grade level.”

In addition, Heard said that while the com-
mon-core standards do a “good job of looking 
at word relationships and craft and struc-
ture,” they neglect the importance of discuss-
ing the emotion and “heart” of a poem. “You 
can’t throw out the other piece, the passion in 
a poem,” said Heard. “They have to go together 
for it to work. It’s like [how] if you only teach 
grammar, you lose the life of a sentence.”

Finally, Heard acknowledged that she 
wishes poetry writing had been included in 
the standards. “Teachers will miss an oppor-
tunity to teach a powerful form of voice, and to 
teach students how to express their feelings,” 
said Heard. 

Ohio elementary school teacher Hahn is 
not deterred, though. She’s already had her 
5th graders write short poems during writing 
workshops this year. And with poetry month 
coming up in April, Hahn said she might have 
her students take a break from oral presenta-
tions and try their hand at writing their own 
haikus. “I might challenge them to join me in 
writing a poem a day,” she said. 

C hildren who enter kindergarten 
with a small vocabulary don’t 
get taught enough words—par-
ticularly, sophisticated academic 

words—to close the gap, according to the lat-
est in a series of studies by Michigan early-
learning experts.
The findings suggest many districts could 

be at a disadvantage in meeting the in-
creased requirements for vocabulary learn-
ing from the Common Core State Standards, 
said study co-author Susan B. Neuman, a 
professor in educational studies specializing 
in early-literacy development at the Univer-
sity of Michigan in Ann Arbor.
“Vocabulary is the tip of the iceberg: Words 

reflect concepts and content that students 
need to know,” Ms. Neuman said. “This whole 
common core will fall on its face if kids are 
not getting the kind of instruction it will re-
quire.”
In an ongoing series of studies of early-

grades vocabulary instruction, Ms. Neuman 
and co-author Tanya S. Wright, an assistant 
professor of teacher education at Michigan 
State University in East Lansing, analyzed 
how kindergarten educators choose and 
teach new words, both in the instruction that 
teachers give and in basal-reading books.
Ms. Neuman and Ms. Wright found limited 

vocabulary instruction across the board, but 
students in poverty—the ones prior research 
shows enter school knowing 10,000 fewer 
words than their peers from higher-income 
families—were the least likely to get instruc-
tion in academically challenging words.
The Michigan studies are “immensely valu-

able in calling attention to the problem, and 
to the way early-literacy instruction fails to 
overcome the verbal gaps between demo-
graphic groups,” said E.D. Hirsch Jr., the 
founder of the Core Knowledge Foundation 
and a professor emeritus of education and 
humanities at the University of Virginia.
Some experts recommend that educators ask 
themselves a series of questions on how to 
prioritize vocabulary words in a story they 

are teaching their students. For example, the 
class will read a story including the words 
“platypus,” “principle,” and “baby.” 

Which Words matter?

Mr. Hirsch has written extensively about 
the essential role of background knowledge, 
including the words and concepts common to 
“culturally literate” Americans, in children’s 
education. In an essay published in the Win-
ter 2013 issue of City Journal, Mr. Hirsch 
argues that expanding students’ vocabulary 
is “the key to upward mobility,” for example, 
because college-entrance exams such as the 
ACT and the SAT and military exams such 
as the Armed Forces Qualification Test de-
mand such knowledge.
Vocabulary is a deceptively simple literacy 

skill that researchers and educators agree 
is critical to students’ academic success, but 
which has proved frustratingly difficult to 
address.
By age 3, when many children enter early 

preschool, youngsters from well-to-do fami-
lies have a working vocabulary of 1,116 
words, compared to 749 words for children 
in working-class families and 525 words for 
children on welfare, according to a seminal 
2003 longitudinal study by Betty Hart and 
Todd R. Risley, authors of the 1995 book 
Meaningful Differences in the Everyday Ex-
perience of Young American Children.
The consensus among researchers and 

educators has been that students must close 
such vocabulary gaps to succeed academi-
cally and deal with rigorous content.
“It’s been one of the most resistant-to-

change skills in early literacy,” Ms. Neuman 
said. “Generally, children come into school 
with vocabulary at one point and leave with 
vocabulary at the same point.”
Unlike other early-literacy skills, such as 

phonics, vocabulary doesn’t seem to have a 
“ceiling” for mastery, said Timothy Shana-
han, the director of the Center for Literacy, 
the chairman of the curriculum and instruc-
tion department at the University of Illinois 
at Chicago, and one of the reviewers of the 

Students Must  
Learn More Words, 
Say Studies
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common core’s literacy standards.
That’s because people continue to grapple 
with unfamiliar words throughout their lives, 
in school, college, and even adulthood.

‘Teachable moments’

In the first of the Michigan researchers’ 
studies, presented in brief form in the fall 
2012 Reading Research Quarterly but not 
yet released, Ms. Wright and her colleagues 
analyzed observations of 660 hours of 55 kin-
dergarten teachers’ classroom instruction in 
districts of differing poverty levels in the 2009-
10 school year.
The researchers found few formal, struc-

tured lessons on vocabulary during that time. 
Instead, most teachers defined words during 
“teachable moments” that came up as they 
read stories to students or held discussions.
That informal style led to major discrepan-

cies in both the number and difficulty of vo-
cabulary words, with some teachers discuss-
ing only two words a day and others as many 
as 20.
Moreover, because most words were chosen 

from the stories, they had little connection to 
other words being taught at the same time 
and were rarely words that students would 
need to understand instructions or academic 
content in later grades. Prior studies have 
shown that students learn words better when 
they are grouped with related words.
Rebecca Silverman, an assistant professor in 

special education at the University of Mary-
land College Park, agreed that the same prob-
lem permeates vocabulary instruction across 
all the grades.
“I think that happens a lot, because some-

times in these basal readers, they pick words 
that seem sophisticated [to be highlighted in 
vocabulary lessons], but they don’t connect 
words,” Ms. Silverman said.
“So, a student hears the word ‘transporta-

tion’ in a book about trains,” said Ms. Silver-
man, who was not involved with the Michigan 
studies. “If the teacher doesn’t explain it in a 
general context, the student might not get the 
full sense of the word, and might think it’s just 
related to trains.”
In schools with fewer than one in four stu-

dents in poverty, Michigan State’s Ms. Wright 
found teachers explained the meanings of 
nine words per day, compared with only six 
words a day in schools with a majority of 

Some experts recommend that educators ask themselves a series 
of questions on how to prioritize vocabulary words in a story they are 
teaching their students. For example, the class will read a story next 
week including the words “platypus,” “principle,” and “baby.” 

which words matter? 

QuEstion  
Will students need to understand  and use 

this word in order to participate academically 
in multiple academic subject areas?

SouRce: Education Week

QuEstion  
Would students likely pick up this 

word in normal conversation?

baby

Yes
Words like “baby” are common, and researchers have found 
most children will learn them without direct instruction.

platypus, 
principle 

No

principle

Yes
Words like “principle” are considered academically 
important words, with multiple meanings in different 
contexts. they are among the most sophisticated 
words students learn, are prioritized by the common 
core, and often require multiple repetitions and 
supports in order to be learned fully.

baby, principle, platypus

MaYbe
if a difficult word is not defined within the text, or given sufficient context 
clues so students can understand it, it may need to be defined explicitly.

platypus 

No

QuEstion  
Do students need to understand this 

word in order to comprehend this text?

students in poverty. Similarly, teachers in 
wealthier schools discussed the meaning of 
five challenging words per day, compared 
with only three challenging words per day in 
higher-poverty schools.
Prior studies suggest a student needs to 

hear a new word 28 times on average to re-
member it. The more sophisticated the word, 
the more important it is for students to have 
opportunities to recall the word, use it, and 

understand how it relates to other, similar 
words, Ms. Wright and Ms. Neuman said.
In the first study, Ms. Wright found kinder-

garten teachers discussed vocabulary on aver-
age eight times a day, and rarely went back to 
recall and expand on words they had already 
defined.
“In other words, we’re not teaching very 

many words, and we’re not teaching in a way 
that children will retain the words,” Ms. Neu-
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man said. “Essentially, I’m teaching these 
words, hoping like hell they’ve learned it, and 
never checking whether the children have 
learned it.”

boosting basals

In the second study, “Vocabulary Instruction 
in Commonly Used Kindergarten Core Read-
ing Curricula,” Ms. Neuman and Ms. Wright 
analyzed 12 weeks’ worth of curricular ma-
terials from the four most commonly used 
basal-reading programs in the nation: Hough-
ton Mifflin Reading, Pearson Education’s 
Scott Foresman Reading Street, Harcourt 
Trophies, and Macmillian/McGraw-Hill’s 
Treasures. Combined, those programs were 
used in 52.3 percent of the elementary school 
market in 2009-10, though the study focused 
specifically on the kindergarten reader.
The researchers grouped the vocabulary 
words highlighted in those books based on 
three measures of difficulty used by early-
literacy researchers.
One such measure, the Dale-Chall list, in-
cludes 7,875 words commonly known by 4th 
graders, considering unlisted words more “so-
phisticated.”
The “Words Worth Teaching” list differenti-
ates words that most children know by 2nd 
grade; those that 40 percent to 80 percent of 
children know by the end of 2nd grade; those 
that 40 percent to 80 percent of children know 
by the end of 6th grade; and “difficult” words 
known by fewer than 40 percent of rising 6th 
graders.
Finally, the researchers grouped words based 
on a three-tier system developed by Isabel 
L. Beck, a professor emerita of education at 
the University of Pittsburgh. Tier I, or basic, 
words can be learned without instruction; 
Tier II words are academic words used over 
many subject areas; and Tier III are “difficult, 
content-specific” words.
Ms. Neuman and Ms. Wright found that, on 
average, the reading curricula introduced 
eight to 10 new words a week, and a majority 
of those were easy, commonly known words.
“Essentially, what we found was a very hap-
hazard approach to vocabulary instruction,” 
Ms. Neuman said. “The ‘challenging’ vocabu-
lary choices were not based on frequency, not 
based on the supporting academic words chil-
dren need to know like ‘during’ and ‘after,’ not 
content-rich words, like ‘predict.’ Why would 
you choose to emphasize the word ‘platypus’? 
It makes no sense.”
Ways of targeting vocabulary words have 
been evolving in the past decade, Mr. Sha-
nahan said. Reading materials developed in 
the early 1990s tend to focus on the phonics 
of words, so the word “cat” might have been 
chosen to highlight the “-at” sound, rather 
than because educators need to teach children 

what the word means.
Mr. Shanahan said he believes the lack of vo-
cabulary cohesion comes from the attempt to 
choose more difficult words from upcoming 
texts.
“It gets very tricky,” he said. “The words aren’t 
terribly important; they aren’t words you’d re-
ally care if the children know or not. If the 
next story has a platypus in it, that’s a hard 
word; we might as well teach it. ... We’ve man-
aged to get publishers off ‘cat,’ but they’ve 
swung over to ‘platypus.’ “
Jeff Byrd, the director of product marketing 
for reading at Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, in 
Boston, said common words are included in 
kindergarten and 1st grade basal readers be-
cause students may not have connected the 
spoken word to a printed one. Including “easy” 
words helps students read independently, he 
said.
Mr. Hirsch said research shows children 
learn the bulk of their vocabulary implicitly 
in context, but educators and book publishers 
still must find a better balance of explaining 
words day to day and building the vocabular-
ies of students, particularly those who enter 
with a vocabulary lag.
Mr. Shanahan agreed: “Common core is really 
pushing you to do two things: Don’t neglect 
vocabulary in the text you are reading, but si-
multaneously you are responsible for expand-
ing students’ vocabulary.”
However, Houghton Mifflin’s Mr. Byrd said 
the publisher’s 2014 basal-reader series 
Journeys Common Core, which was revised to 
meet the new standards, has a much stronger 
emphasis on explicit vocabulary instruction.
For kindergarten and 1st grade, the curricu-
lum does teach 88 common words each year; 
children are expected to know the meanings 
of those words already, and they are noted in 
order to connect the spoken word to a printed 
word, to help children read independently.
But the new readers also include six to 10 
academic words each week, such as “recall” or 
“captured,” and four to six challenging, con-
tent-related words. The challenging words are 
directly tied to Tier III and Tier II words in 
Ms. Beck’s classification model.
Mr. Byrd did agree that 300 new words per 
year—the maximum number taught in the 
basal readers studied—would not be enough 
to bring poor students, struggling readers, 
and English-language learners up to average 
levels.
“We recognize the studies and the concern 
that there are students who enter with this 
vocabulary deficit,” Mr. Byrd said. “It’s really 
frustrating to see those gaps persist despite 
the fact that, as content providers, we make 
our best efforts to help teachers close that 
gap.”

W set of new guides to the Com-
mon Core State Standards 
offers a solution, of sorts, to 
a brewing controversy about 

the balance of fiction and nonfiction in U.S. 
classrooms. “Informational text” doesn’t 
have to displace fiction, the guides say, if 
the overall amount of reading students do 
increases “dramatically.” 

The “action guides” are meant to help 
counselors and school principals put the 
common standards into practice. Issued 
by Achieve, College Summit, and the two 
groups that represent elementary- and sec-
ondary-level principals, the guides include a 
primer on the standards, talking points, and 
an array of tips. 

But in exploring the instructional shifts in 
the standards, they also offer common-core 
advocates’ answer to teachers who are wor-
ried that assigning a much heftier chunk of 
nonfiction will force them to drop cherished 
parts of their literary canon.

“A shift to more informational text does 
not mean an abandonment of nonfiction or 
literature,” the guides say. “Because literacy 
is now a shared responsibility among all 
teachers, reading should dramatically in-
crease in all content areas. While English 
teachers may use more informational text, 
students may actually read more literature 
not less.”

The booklets also downplay the immen-
sity of the shift to nonfiction for older stu-
dents, choosing not to repeat the part of 
the shift that has sparked the strongest 
reaction: that 70 percent of what students 
read in high school should be informational 
text. All three guides—even the one for 
high school principals—mention only the 
elementary-level balance: fifty-fifty.

“Balancing informational and literary text 

‘Dramatic’ 
Increase in 
reading 
Needed for 
Common Core, 
Guides Say

Published January 10, 2013, in Education Week 
Curriculum Matters Blog

By catherine Gewertz 
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[in grades preK-5], students read a true bal-
ance of informational and literary texts,” the 
guides say. “Elementary school classrooms 
are, therefore, places where students access 
the world—science, social studies, the arts, 
and literature—through text. At least 50 per-
cent of what students read is informational.”

The booklets also make note of how much 
schools have to do in order to be up to the 
challenge of cross-disciplinary literacy envi-
sioned by the common standards. Principals 
have a crucial role to play in helping teachers 
of social studies, science, and other subjects 
learn how to teach the literacy skills specific 
to their disciplines, they say.

“From a practical standpoint, middle 
schools and high schools currently lack the ca-
pacity to integrate literacy instruction in the 
content areas. Even if teachers are receptive 
to the idea of incorporating literacy into their 
daily instruction, they lack the training and 
resources needed to deliver that instruction. 
The result is the need for building principals 
to begin immediately to start building teacher 
capacity, which begins with addressing com-
mon misconceptions about literacy instruc-
tion.”

Another important challenge in implement-
ing the standards, according to the booklets, 
lies in the daily practice of “leveling” texts, or 
matching texts to readers based on their skill 
level. Because the common standards expect 
students to read at their grade level—rather 
than at their reading skill level—learning to 
match texts to readers becomes a new ball-
game that will require “additional training in 
evaluating the appropriateness of the mate-
rial for their students,” the guides say. 

Published March 13, 2013, in Education Week Teacher

A captain stands on the deck of his ship, 
gripping the wheel. The seas are growing un-
settled. The wind is starting to pick up and 
occasionally a gust rips through that gets be-
neath the collar and rattles the bones. From 
time to time, the captain must grab the rail to 
steady himself in the face of increasingly steep 
swells. Ahead, in the distance, darkness gath-
ers, though the true breadth and power of the 
storm are still a mystery. 

N o, this isn’t the beginning of a 
seafaring novel. I’m just trying to 
describe what it feels like to be a 
teacher of digital-media composi-

tion in the common-standards era. 
I currently teach three different English 

courses at a high school outside of Buffalo, 
N.Y. Depending on the course, my students 
create a wide range of digital compositions. 
My English 9 students compose founda-
tional writing using Web-based programs like 
Google Docs and begin to delve into digital 
design with tools such as Glogster and Google 
Drawings. My Advanced Placement literature 
classes also use Web-based word-processing 
tools and rely heavily on Schoology, an online 
social network, to share literary responses 
and to engage in preliminary discussion of 
works we are studying. In AP Lit, we also 
take time periodically to make films explor-
ing questions that the literature raises. For 
example, we recently did a short film project 
exploring gender roles in Kate Chopin’s The 
Awakening and Jane Austen’s Emma. 

In addition to those more traditional Eng-
lish courses, I have the pleasure of teaching 
an elective titled “Digital Writing Workshop.” 
This class is basically all digital, all the 
time. The students do foundational work in 
Google Drive and Schoology. Then they trans-
form their writing for speaker and screen 
using Prezi and podcasting and video tools. 
Throughout the year, the students create 
research-based documentaries, commercials, 
and multimedia narratives exploring issues of 
interest or personal stories. They begin to take 

on new identities as filmmakers and digital 
storytellers. Many of them describe the course 
as transformative. 

I firmly believe that by integrating digital-
media creation into my English classes, I am 
addressing some of the key learning priorities 
of our time. In his 2006 book A Whole New 
Mind, Daniel Pink argued that “the future 
belongs to a very different kind of person with 
a very different kind of mind—creators and 
empathizers, pattern recognizers, and mean-
ing makers.” Similarly, the U.S. Department of 
Education’s 2010 National Educational Tech-
nology Plan states that “21st-century compe-
tencies and expertise such as critical thinking, 
complex problem-solving, collaboration, and 
multimedia communication should be woven 
into all content areas.” A 2012 report on learn-
ing and digital media by the Frameworks 
Institute, a public-interest research group, 
asserts that multimedia composition helps 
students develop networking and problem-
solving skills and “contextualizes learning.”

Uncommonly Vague

And yet the general public is not completely 
sold on the importance of using digital media 
in schools. That same Frameworks Institute 
report finds that many Americans see digital-
media use as purely recreational, a distrac-
tion from the basics, a passive use of time, 
and even potentially dangerous. When the 
American public thinks about digital media, 
it seems, they envision potato-chip-munching 
miscreants laughing at viral videos of bullying 
on buses or bobbing their heads to the rhyth-
mic thumping of a Korean rapper. 

Sadly, I’m not sure the Common Core State 
Standards are going to help in this regard. 
The standards, in their attempt to be com-
mon across an extremely diverse educational 
landscape, are purposefully vague on many 
things, including digital-media creation. For 
example, a writing standard asserts that stu-
dents should “use technology to produce and 
publish writing and interact with others,” and 
a speaking and listening standard requires 
the “strategic use of digital media (e.g., tex-
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tual, graphical, audio, visual, and interactive 
elements) in presentations to enhance under-
standing of findings, reasoning, and evidence 
and to add interest.” These directives are so 
formless that they can be met readily through 
the use of basic PowerPoint and face-to-face 
presentations. Why should teachers bother 
exposing students to more powerful video or 
social networking learning experiences?

Secondly, the common standards are inex-
tricably linked to upcoming common-core-
aligned tests, and in many states test results 
are or will be correlated with teacher evalu-
ations. So jobs are going to be on the line. As 
Thomas Newkirk recently argued in an ar-
ticle titled “Speaking Back to the Common 
Core,” topics not detailed in the standards 
are unlikely to be tested due to inefficien-
cies and cost, and are thus unlikely to be 
explored in most classrooms in any meaning-
ful way. If you subscribe to Campbell’s Law, 
you understand that when statistics such as 
testing data are used as the basis for evalu-
ations, teachers might be pressured to focus 
their attention on activities that could raise 
test scores in the short term but have detri-
mental effects on meaningful student growth. 
In other words, the more test prep, the fewer 
projects designed to give our kids the collab-
orative skills they will need to succeed in the 
21st century. 

a Difficult balance

The irony is that there are a number of 
things in the common standards that I really 
like on a conceptual level. For example, one 
positive about the standards, in my view, is 
the emphasis on the role that nonfiction and 
informational writing should have in the 
classroom. 

After reading Kelly Gallagher’s Readicide a 
few years ago, I began to reconsider the role 
of informational reading and writing in my 
instruction. Gallagher makes a compelling ar-
gument for increasing the world-awareness of 
students, and the common standards make 
an equally compelling case for teaching kids 
to analyze structure and argument in order 
to compose. As a result, informational read-
ing has acquired far more prominence in my 
classes. I use sources such as New York Times 
Upfront, Poetry Pairing, and KQED’s Do Now 
to give my students greater exposure to issues 
and increase their global knowledge, while 
the students’ annotations are helping them 
comprehend how information is thoughtfully 
presented and organized in informational 
writing. This has begun to manifest itself in 
their writing and to strengthen their video 
compositions, which in the past could tend 
toward superficial. 

I also believe that, on some level, the video-
composition work I do with my students 

shares many of the big-picture learning ob-
jectives emphasized in the standards. Docu-
mentary and persuasive filmmaking are com-
pelling because they so nicely marry design, 
storytelling, and the meaningful presentation 
of information. Students explore issues of 
importance, research information, and then 
thoughtfully design films that incorporate this 
information in an implicitly or explicitly per-
suasive way. In making films in my classes, 
students must conceive shots, use cinematog-
raphy techniques to capture sequences, orga-
nize sequences into arguments, and enhance 
major points using titles, transitions, effects, 
and music. That is to say, they have to involve 
themselves in the learning and argumenta-
tion processes in a way that deepens their 
conceptual understanding of the material.

The problem, of course, is finding the time 
to do all this—especially when digital media 
is given such short shrift in the new stan-
dards. Digital composition takes time. It takes 
workshop time in class to make a documen-
tary film. Students need time to plan, time to 
write, time to gather, conference, edit, and re-
vise. They need time to screen and more time 
to discuss. It’s tough for me to justify devoting 
so much attention to something that is only 
vaguely referenced in the standards that are 
supposed to be guiding instruction. 

In fact, with all the uncertainty about the 
common-core-aligned tests, I’m not sure I can 
risk it, at least in my non-elective courses. 
The 2014 New York state testing calendar in-
cludes a common-core exam. What will this 
exam look like? At what grade level will kids 
be required to take these tests? Will my job 
be tied to the results? In light of such ques-
tions, I find myself wondering if I may have 
to relent and devote less time to digital-media 
creation and more time to activities that I 
think will have a direct impact on test scores. 
That means laborious close readings and re-
readings of increasingly difficult texts; sight 
readings of pre-selected, common-core-aligned 
materials with little thematic resonance; and 
one-dimensional, non-collaborative argumen-
tative writing work. 

For me, this is troubling. I’ve been teaching 
my students how to compose and create sto-
ries with digital-media tools since 2002. I con-
sider myself tech-savvy. In the past, I would 
consider how a tool would enhance student 
learning and dive right in and learn along 
with my students. Now, even I am hesitant. 
What happens in the classrooms of teachers 
who feel less comfortable teaching with tech-
nology? 

As Newkirk asks, what conversations will 
we cease to have as a result of the new stan-
dards-and-testing regime? But then, maybe 
that is up to us. We as teachers must avoid 
complacency and instead continue to advocate 
that the upcoming core-aligned tests mean-

ingfully assess higher-order-thinking skills 
involving presentation and digital design. We 
must demand space and time for our students 
to create multimodal compositions. We must 
continue to assert ourselves and reaffirm our 
grip on the wheel in these rough waters. 

Joel Malley is a high school English teacher in 
Cheektowaga, N.Y., and technology liaison for 
the Western New York Writing Project. He is also 
co-facilitator of the National Writing Project 
Connected Learning Inquiry Group. 
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I n February, I wrote about how schools in-
hibit our students’ capacity to think cre-
atively. Soon after, my coworker Kira sent 
me an email expressing her fear that the 

common-core literacy standards would fur-
ther slow our students’ creativity. She wrote, 
“Our kids seem to fear being creative, and I 
can’t help thinking that this informative text-
driven direction we’re headed will continue to 
cultivate that fear.”

The Common Core State Standards in Eng-
lish/language arts require that by 12th grade, 
70 percent of what students read in school is 
nonfiction. Kira articulates the concern many 
educators share about the common standards: 
that our students will get less exposure to fic-
tion and poetry while being inundated with 
dry nonfiction like the copy found in tradi-
tional textbooks.

David Coleman, President of the College 
Board and chief architect of the common 
standards, tried to allay fears like Kira’s in a 
recent NPR interview: “The idea is that things 
like Lincoln’s second inaugural address and 
Martin Luther King’s letter from the Birming-
ham jail … are worthy of close attention. … 
Not just in a historical context, but also for the 
interweaving of thought and language.” 

I agree with Coleman. My AP Language 
and Composition class focuses on nonfiction 
texts. I teach my students how great writers 
compose poetic essays and eloquent speeches. 

How do I use nonfiction texts to inspire my 
students to be creative? I prove to them that 
when a writer makes purposeful choices to 
achieve an effect, nonfiction can be as creative 
a genre as any other. When students mimic 
great writing, they learn the DNA of writing 
great prose. Here are three examples of how I 
encourage this in my classroom.

1. To expose my AP students to great po-
litical writing, and to give them a civics 

lesson about the roots of American oratory, I 
teach a unit on Thomas Jefferson’s influence 
on American rhetoric. We begin our journey 
looking at the Declaration of Independence. 
How do I connect an 18th-century text to a 
class of 21st-century teenagers? 

I teach Jefferson’s masterpiece as a breakup 

song, asking my students to choose a popu-
lar breakup song for comparison’s sake. This 
year my students selected Taylor Swift’s “We 
Are Never Ever Getting Back Together.” We 
examine both Swift’s and Jefferson’s use of 
suspended syntax, as well as their use of the 
personal pronoun as an insult. We map out 
the structure of each text. 

As a homework assignment, my students 
construct their own declarations. Some de-
clare independence from their parents, while 
others declare independence from homework. 
One student declared independence from tuna 
fish sandwiches because he has eaten them 
every day since kindergarten. When students 
mimic Jefferson’s structure in the Declaration 
of Independence, they learn that Jefferson’s 
rhetoric is as effective today as it was in the 
18th century.

2. Another way to connect the rhetoric of 
the past to the rhetoric of the present 

is by examining presidential speeches. We ex-
amine inaugural addresses by Abraham Lin-
coln, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, and John F. 
Kennedy to see how presidents mimic and 
allude to one another throughout American 
history. Then, I ask my classes to analyze a 
State of the Union address from the current 
president. 

After we analyze the speech, I introduce 
them to blogger Pat Dunnigan’s satirical essay 
“The American Family: Oh the State We’re 
In.” Satire is especially effective in teaching 
kids creative writing. Through humor, they 
can express views or make light of subjects 
they normally wouldn’t have the courage to 
address in school. Then students write their 
own satirical state of the unions, which cover 
diverse subjects such as texting, zombies, 
drama queens, the NBA, reality television, 
and Velcro. By instilling a little humor in a 
traditionally serious genre, students unleash 
their creative potential.

3. My students also read Amy Chua’s 
parenting memoir Battle Hymn of the 

Tiger Mother for a summer reading assign-
ment. One of the most controversial parts of 
the book is when Chua rejects her daughter’s 
handmade birthday card. Chua writes: “I 
gave the card back to Lulu. ‘I don’t want this,’ 
I said. ‘I want a better one—one that you’ve 
put some thought and effort into.’ … I grabbed 
the card again and flipped it over. I pulled out 

a pen and scrawled ‘Happy Birthday Lulu 
Whoopee!’ I added a big sour face … ‘I reject 
this.’” 

My students are appalled by Chua’s blunt-
ness. I turn their disgust into a teachable 
moment. The class discusses what elements 
make a “good” birthday card. Then I share 
the 1–9 scale the College Board uses to as-
sess essays on the AP Language exam. The 
class works together to create a rubric that 
assesses how well a birthday card meets the 
Chua standard. 

Their homework assignment is to create a 
birthday card they believe meets the standard 
on the class rubric. The following day, I run 
a class gallery walk where students use the 
rubric to assess one another’s birthday cards. 
My students are brutally honest and revel in 
being as blunt as Amy Chua. This exercise al-
lows my students to understand the AP stan-
dard and to be creative by composing birthday 
cards as a writing assignment.

I began this piece with an email from my co-
worker Kira who fears that the common-core 
literary standards will hinder our students’ 
creativity. In Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s 
first inaugural address, he famously declared, 
“The only thing we have to fear is fear itself,” 
to ease the country’s fears about the Great 
Depression. 

I share Kira’s apprehension in accepting 
and adapting to the common standards. How-
ever, fear should not lead us to be paranoid 
that our students will exclusively read drab 
textbooks by the time they are seniors. On 
the contrary, nonfiction can awaken our stu-
dents’ creativity by connecting texts to the 
real world. 

If we have the courage to embrace nonfic-
tion writing as an art form, perhaps we will 
inspire our students to freely speak their 
minds like King, Lincoln, and Roosevelt.

Nathan Sun-Kleinberger teaches English at 
Kentridge High School in Kent, Wash. He is a 
National Board-certified teacher and is affiliated 
with the Center for Teaching Quality. 
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T here are (at least) two ways to read 
a paragraph. 

One way is to conceive of text as 
a repository of factual information. 

For example, if you want the date of an event, 
you can scan for a plausible four-digit num-
ber and write it down, confident that you have 
found “the answer.” 

Try it. Here is a reading, and your challenge: 
In what year did Columbus sail across the At-
lantic? 

The Treaty of Granada ended nearly 
eight centuries of Muslim control of 
the Iberian Peninsula. After the treaty 
was signed, the Ottoman sultan re-
called the fleet of Kemal Reis, ending 
the raids on Spanish coastal cities. 
This, in turn, allowed King Ferdinand 
and Queen Isabella to consider rede-
ploying ships and soldiers formerly 
needed to defend coastal ports. It is 
no coincidence, therefore, that in 1492, 
shortly after the surrender of the last 
Muslim stronghold in Spain, they fi-
nally agreed to support the expedition 
proposed by Columbus. 

A visual search for a date in this paragraph 
is easy and fast. There is, however, another 
way to read the paragraph, namely as an 
explanation of a causal relationship between 
geopolitical conditions and trans-Atlantic 
exploration. This requires the kind of “close 
reading” emphasized in the Common Core 
State Standards. 

This dual view of reading exposes a seri-
ous issue with the common core. With its 
focus on language arts, its treatment of text 
is rightly expansive, requiring both simple 
and sophisticated reading. Its description of 
communication through charts, graphs, and 
maps, however, is ambiguous. Try to decide 
whether these statements from the common 
core’s English/language arts standards de-
scribe a simple (just-the-facts) or close read-
ing of maps:

n Use information gained from illustrations 
(e.g., maps, photographs) and the words in 
a text to demonstrate understanding of the 
text (e.g., where, when, why, and how key 
events occur). (3rd grade)

n  Interpret information presented visually, 
orally, or quantitatively (e.g., in charts, 
graphs, diagrams ...); and explain how the 
information contributes to an understand-
ing of the text in which it appears. (4th 
grade)

n Integrate visual information (e.g., in charts, 
graphs, photographs, videos, or maps) with 
other information in print and digital texts. 
(6th-8th grades)

n  Integrate quantitative or technical analysis 
(e.g., charts, research data) with qualitative 
analysis in print or digital text. (9th-10th 
grades)

n  Translate quantitative or technical infor-
mation expressed in words in a text into 
visual form (e.g., a table or chart). (9th-10th 
grades)

n In addition, the standards say that “histori-
cal, scientific, and technical texts” for grades 
K-5 should include “biographies and autobi-
ographies; books about history, social stud-
ies, science, and the arts; technical texts, in-
cluding directions, forms, and information 
displayed in graphs, charts, or maps.”

The bullet points above represent all uses 
of “map” and “chart” in the common-core Eng-
lish/language arts standards. The persistent 
ambiguity of the wording leaves the door open 
for either a restrictive or an expansive view of 
the process of “reading” maps: Is a map sim-
ply a repository of factual information about 
places, or is it a structured means of commu-
nicating ideas about spatial relationships? 

In at least some cases, the use of maps in 
state assessments is not reassuring. Consider 
these examples from recent New York regents’ 
exams in 5th grade and 8th grade global his-
tory and geography: [Based on the map] 

Which product is grown in every Cen-
tral American country except Belize? 

(A.) Coffee (B.) Cotton (C.) Bananas (D.) 
Sugar

According to this map, New York was 
part of which group of the 13 colonies:

(A.) New England colonies (B.) Middle At-
lantic colonies (C.) Southern colonies

What conclusion is supported by the 
information on this map?

(A.) Russia is dependent on imported oil. (B.) 
The United States exports little or no oil. (C.) 
South America exports more oil than Africa. 
(D.) Most of the oil from the Middle East goes 
to Japan.

This information is important, but obtaining 
it is the equivalent of searching a paragraph 
to find a date. The overwhelming majority of 
questions in assessments like the one above 
focus on facts obtained by decoding colors and 
symbols. The message of a map, however, is 
not just the meaning and location of individ-
ual symbols, but also their spatial relation-
ships—the distances, directions, and topologi-
cal relationships among features. 

The irony is that recent neuroscience re-
search has shed much light on the complex-
ity of information-processing in the human 
brain. Rather than a single linear path toward 
“meaning,” the brain appears to have multi-
ple, somewhat independent, and often parallel 
ways of making sense out of visual and other 
sensory input. In this view, there is no such 
thing as “a” spatial “intelligence.” On the con-
trary, the brains of expert map readers seem 
to have multiple and somewhat independent 
ways of analyzing a map—interpreting prox-
imity, enclosure, position in spatial sequences, 
spatial associations with other features, and 
spatial analogies with other places. As with 
any form of expertise, it is often difficult for 
experts to explain to novices exactly what 
they do to perceive and organize information 
from a map. As a result, the process of gaining 
expertise can be slow and tortuous. 

Map reading, however, is not just hard 
to teach; it is also important. Make a list of 
major issues in the world today—issues such 
as unemployment, racial or gender discrimi-
nation, deforestation, political polarization, 
terrorism, or climate change. Each of these is-
sues has causes operating in some places and 
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effects felt in other places, and those places 
are often connected in ways that demand a 
sophisticated spatial understanding to com-
prehend. 

Failure to understand the spatial facets of 
issues leads to the policy nightmare encapsu-
lated in the bumper sticker of the geographi-
cally ignorant: “It works for them, where they 
are, so it ought to work for us, here.” That igno-
rance can lead to one-size-fits-all policies that 
are appropriate in some places, but irrelevant 
or even counterproductive in others. In short, 
there is citizenship value in helping students 
learn how to acquire meaning as well as fac-
tual information from all modes of communi-
cation. The challenge, therefore, is to ensure 
that assessments developed for the common 
core actually require “close reading” of graphs, 
maps, and diagrams as well as text. 

In that context, I suggest that a literal read-
ing of the standards could support a restric-
tive view of maps and charts as mere reposito-
ries of factual information. The first examples 
of assessments, therefore, will be very impor-
tant as models, as guides about what should 
be taught. Will they focus on equipping stu-
dents to obtain and organize concepts about 
relationships as well as factual information 
from a variety of media? Or, will schools crip-
ple students by adopting an expansive view of 
written text as something that requires close 
reading, while maintaining a restrictive view 
of graphics as factual storehouses? 

Expertise does not necessarily transfer to 
other domains. Indeed, expertise in text read-
ing can actually make us less able to appre-
ciate (or perhaps even conceive of) the way 
maps, graphs, and charts can communicate 
ideas that are difficult to express in words. It 
would be sad, indeed, if only one kind of exper-
tise would be used to design assessments and 
determine whether curricular materials align 
with the common core. 

Phil Gersmehl is a visiting research professor 
with the Michigan Geographic Alliance at Central 
Michigan University, in Mount Pleasant. He is the 
author of Teaching Geography, which has a third 
edition scheduled for publication in 2014, from the 
Guilford Press. He is also the director or co-director 
of several international curriculum projects, with 
partners in Russia, South Korea, Japan, Canada, 
and Brazil, and funding from the Corporation 
for Public Broadcasting, the National Science 
Foundation, the Japan-America Foundation, 
the Fund for Improvement of Postsecondary 
Education, NASA, and other sources. 
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A
popular humorist and avowed mathphobe once de-

clared that in real life, there’s no such thing as al-

gebra. 
Kathie Wilson knows better. 

Most of the students in her 8th grade class will be thrust 

into algebra, the defi nitive course that heralds the beginning 

of high school mathematics, next school year. The problem: 

Many of them are about three years below grade level. Ms. 

Wilson’s job is to help them catch up—and quickly. 

Every year, scores of middle and high school math teachers 

face the same challenge as Ms. Wilson, who is in her eighth 

year of teaching here at Monte Vista Middle School, tucked 

into the exurbs about an hour north of Los Angeles. 

The push to ensure that all students, not just the academi-
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More schools are using 

unconventional 

textbooks and other 

curriculum materials to 

help make struggling 

middle schoolers 

‘algebra-ready.’

Catching Up 
On Algebra

Editor’s Note: More and 

more American students 

are being encouraged to 

take introductory algebra 

in 8th grade.  This Spotlight 

examines efforts to support 

algebra instruction and 

the accompanying policy 

challenges.
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By Sean Cavanagh 

Camarillo, Calif. 

 By Andrew Trotter 
New educational uses of cell-phones are challenging the “turned off and out of sight” rules that many districts have adopted for student cellphones on cam-pus. 

A growing number of teach-ers, carefully navigating district policies and addressing their own concerns, are having students use their personal cellphones to make podcasts, take fi eld notes, and organize their schedules and homework. 
And some recent, positive exam-ples of how the phones are being used for academic learning may eventually lead to more nuanced policies. Indeed, more educators are concluding that cellphones may be the only realistic way their schools can offer the 1-to-1 computing experiences that bet-ter-funded schools provide with laptops. 

“In our district, especially at high school, students have a cell-phone on them at all times, just like a pencil—it’s an underused tool,” said Rosemary Miller, the technology-integration special-

ist for secondary schools in the Buhler, Kan., public schools. “We don’t have a computer for every kid, as some school districts do.” Ms. Miller has helped teachers at Buhler High School learn how to use Gcast, a free Web-based service that allows anyone to create a page—as well as more specialized “channels” and play-lists—to host podcasts. Students are given a phone number and a personal identifi cation number; they call in using their cellphones and record an audio file that is posted directly on the Web page, Ms. Miller said. 
At Buhler High, a Spanish teacher who is “very low-tech,” according to Ms. Miller, created a channel for her Spanish 3 and 4 students to call from outside of school and record themselves speaking in Spanish. “She had them select an excellent Spanish poet; they got on their cellphones and said, ‘Me llamo’ and their name, and [in Spanish] ‘I’d like to present this poet, Pablo,’ and then they read the poem.” Similarly, a French teacher had students make podcasts about recipes for French dishes, such as 

crème brûlée, and an English teacher asked her students, for a unit on War in Literature, to use their cellphones to interview someone who has experienced war. 
“I guess this is replacing when you used to take a tape recorder and talk to your grandpa about the war,” Ms. Miller said. Another application Ms. Miller has had her teachers try is using the cellphone as a classroom-response device. Polleverywhere.com lets anyone post a poll or 
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By Erik Robelen  

I 
f polynomials and vectors have your middle 
schoolers racking their brains, they could do 
worse than take a break and practice a little 
on their trumpet, saxophone, or even a tuba. 

It might actually help, according to new research.
A study just out suggests that music instruction 

for middle school students enhances their aca-
demic achievement in algebra.

Published in the July issue of the Journal of 
Adolescent Research, the study of some 6,000 
Maryland students found that, on average, those 
enrolled in formal instrumental or choral music 
instruction during middle school outperformed 
those who didn’t receive any such instruction. 
(Studying an instrument was correlated with 
higher gains than chorus.)
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