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Common Misconceptions
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requires troublesome work to undertake the alteration of old beliefs
- John Dewey
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While researching the implementation of the
Common Core across the nation, it became
increasingly evident that misconceptions
abound, do not exist in isolation, and are
prevalent in many states. There have been
a great number of interpretations of the
document, from the introduction to each
of the standards themselves. This issue of
Making the Common Core Come Alive! is
intended to demystify some of the fogginess
surrounding the Common Core and its
implementation.
Misconception #1: The Common Core
State Standards are a national curriculum
which limits teachers’ ability to be
creative in the classroom.
The Common Core clearly define what
students need to know at what level of
understanding and be able to apply at the end
of each grade level in English Language Arts
and mathematics from Kindergarten through
twelfth grade. While the standards define
the what to teach, they do not define the
how to teach. The how is the heavy lifting
done at the district and at the school level
in our classrooms throughout each day. The
standards serve as the destination, while the
route is planned by teachers who combine
their knowledge of instruction with their
knowledge of students.
Every day that teachers step into their
classrooms, they are faced with a myriad
of decisions. This has not changed with

the implementation of Common Core.
Individual districts and schools continue
to make their own decisions about their
curriculum, including the scope, sequence,
and pacing of instruction, as well as how to
address the professional development needs
of teachers. Schools are also left to determine
what strategies students need to be taught in
order to accomplish the goals set forth in the
standards.
Teachers cannot effectively implement a
curriculum unless they are creative and
resourceful. Teachers clearly define the
expected learning outcomes, and then find
insightful ways to engage all students in the
learning, as well as finding appropriate ways
to measure student success. Furthermore,
the standards do not specify the cognitive
strategies students need to be successful
learners. Standards alone are not effective
unless they are married to high quality
teaching that is responsive to the needs of all
students.
Misconception #2: The Common Core
requires more testing of students.
The Common Core requires students
to think differently and deeply about the
concepts, content, and skills emphasized in
the standards. Measuring this understanding,
however, does not require additional
assessments, but rather the replacement of
existing assessments with more rigorous
measures.
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Standards are of
li le use if they are
not married to high
quality teaching that
is responsive to the
needs of all students.

Students need to
have varied reading
experiences that
include texts of
varying lengths
and genre at their
independent level
(read with 98% or
greater accuracy),
as well as their
instruc onal level
(read with 95-97%
accuracy), and
complex texts that
require a greater
degree of scaﬀolding
to support their
success in reading.

Misconception #3: The Common Core
State Standards eliminate the reading of
fiction/literature.
According to the Common Core, by grade
5 students should be reading informational
texts 50% of the time and literature 50% of
the time and by grade 12 students should
be reading informational texts 70% of the
time and literature 30% of the time. After
all, unless they are majoring in literature,
college students will spend most of their time
closely reading complex nonfiction texts.
The way to accomplish this recalibration in
the types of reading students are expected to
do is to think of a school’s literacy program
across the entire day, and explore ways to
integrate disciplinespecific reading, writing,
listening, and speaking.
Across the country,
schools are faced with
this shift around literary
and informational texts.
Informational texts
should be selected to
build students’ content
knowledge; therefore,
this text selection should
not only rest with teachers of English.
English teachers no longer have to assume
sole responsibility for students’ literacy
learning, nor are there enough minutes
in English classrooms to provide all the
literacy experiences students should have.
Rather, students should be interacting with
content area reading, writing, listening, and
speaking across their entire instructional day.
By increasing the amount of informational
texts read throughout the day, there is clearly
time for fiction to have its rightful and
important place in the English Language Arts
classroom.
When you read the document closely, you see
that the Common Core does not do away
with literature. In fact, students are expected
to read classic myths, stories from around
the world, foundational American literature,
as well as Shakespeare. The Publisher’s
Criteria for English Language Arts and
Literacy in Grades 3-12 outlines how
students are to read texts of varying lengths

for a variety of purposes. Therefore, students
should be engaged in reading novels, plays,
and other full length readings. Students
should also have opportunities to read texts
independently that appeal to their interests.
This means that on a daily basis, students
should be reading texts of their choice at
their independent level; this reading may
include fiction and other literary works.
Misconception #4: Per the Common
Core Standards, students should only be
reading complex texts.
The Common Core State Standards
articulate the level of complexity in which
students should be reading at the end of
the grade level. It is
important to note that
the text levels have been
raised for grades 2-12,
but not for beginning
readers in grades K-1.
Beginning readers are
still learning their sight
words as well as how to
decode words, and until
they have mastered solid
word attack skills and
can handle simple text
structures and predictable texts, they should
not be faced with reading complex texts on
their own. That does not mean, however, that
they cannot have access to more complex
reading through interactive read-alouds,
where the text is read to them. However, texts
with complex ideas, language, and structures
should not be selected for independent and
guided reading for beginning readers in
grades K-1.
For 2-12 readers for whom text levels have
been raised, all reading assigned to them
does not have to be at a complex level. To
reach the end of year benchmarks, students
need to have varied reading experiences that
include texts of varying lengths and genre
at their independent level (read with 98% or
greater accuracy), as well as their instructional
level (read with 95-97% accuracy), and
complex texts that require a greater degree
of scaffolding to support their success in
reading.
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Misconception #5: When teaching to the
Common Core Standards, teachers should
no longer be doing pre-reading activities
with their students.
One place this misconception has evolved
from is in the Publisher’s Criteria for
English Language Arts and Literacy
in grades 3-12, where it is stated that
scaffolding should not “preempt or replace
the text by translating its contents for
students or telling students what they are
going to learn in advance of reading the
text; the scaffolding should not become an
alternate, simpler source of information that
diminishes the need for students to read the
text itself carefully.” Many have interpreted
this need to keep the instructional focus on
the text itself as a directive to end all prereading activities.
However, this is not the intent of the
statement nor is it best practice. As the
document also shares, some students will
need careful instruction and scaffolding prior
to reading the text to ensure access to that
text. The directions the teacher gives should
focus on the text itself, with an emphasis
on important words and concepts that
can’t be inferred from context, as well as
the overall organization of the text. When
done well, text introductions are brief and
conversational and highlight the demands of
the text in relation to what the reader needs.
It is also a prime opportunity for the teacher
to promote the strategies that the readers
should be using. The conversation is designed
to get students thinking about the meaning
and language of the text without “giving it
away.”
When students have benefitted from a high
quality text introduction and still have places
where they are struggling in the text, teachers
should encourage re-reading and provide
support to the student.
Misconception #6: In the Common Core
State Standards there are important math
standards missing from certain grade
levels.
Prior to the implementation of the Common
Core, states operated by their own standards
for mathematics. There was, however, great
variability with those standards with certain

concepts and skills being addressed at
different grade levels than those identified in
the Common Core. As states implement the
Common Core, some have found the need
to shift certain content up or down a grade
level, and make plans to ensure that students
weren’t faced with gaps in their learning.
According to Dr. Hung-Hsi Wu, Professor
of Mathematics at the University of
California at Berkeley, “The Common
Core mathematics standards succeed in
being both mathematically coherent and
grade level appropriate. Overall, they are the
best standards that I have seen in the past
twenty years. If we can design a professional
development program of the same caliber
to go with these standards, then our nation
will be making a substantial first step towards
educational excellence in mathematics.”
Furthermore, the K-8 Publisher’s Criteria
for Mathematics discusses in depth the
coherence of the standards the way they
are written in the Common Core. It shares
how the standards include coherence across
the grade levels and the significance of the
vertical links, or progressions. The appendix
states that “The standards were not so much
assembled out of topics as woven out of
progressions. Maintaining these progressions
in the implementation of the standards will
be important for helping all students learn
mathematics at a higher level…. Instruction
should reflect the progressions on which the
Common Core State Standards are built.”
William H. Schmidt and Richard T. Houang
from Michigan State University extensively
studied whether or not the Common Core
State Standards had the focus, rigor, and
at the Third International
coherence that
cs and Science Study (TIMSS)
Mathematics
aid were characteristics of
curriculum said
ng countries around the world.
high achieving
They found that “The consistency of them
(CCSS) with the benchmarks derived from
standards of the top-achieving countries
suggests that the goal of the authors’ that the
nsistent with the internationally
CCSS be consistent
d standards, are coherent,
benchmarked
n aachieved.”
chiieved.
ch
d.”
focused, and rigorous has been
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Misconception #7: The Standards for
Mathematical Practice are an add-on.
The Common Core State Standards for
Mathematics have two sets of standards; the
Standards for Mathematical Content and
the Standards for Mathematical Practice.

The content standards are different for each
grade level and outline what students are
expected to understand and be able to do at
each grade. They are organized by domain,
or concept. Each domain includes related
clusters of standards for each grade.

Fourth Grade Content Standards Example
Organized by Domain, Clusters, and Standards

Access these
related issues
of Making the
Common Core
Come Alive!
on the Just ASK
website:

4.OA Operations and Algebraic Thinking (Domain)
Use the four operations with whole numbers to solve problems. (Cluster)
1. Interpret a multiplication equation as a comparison, e.g., interpret 35= 5 x 7 as a
statement that 35 is 5 times as many as 7 and 7 times as many as 5. Represent
verbal statements of multiplicative comparisons and multiplication equations.
(Standard)

•

Common Core
Mind Shi s

2. Multiply or divide to solve word problems involving multiplicative comparison, e.g. by
using drawings and equations with a symbol for the unknown number to represent
the problem, distinguishing multiplicative comparison from additive comparison.
(Standard)

•

The Thinking
Behind the
Content: Standards
for Mathema cal
Prac ce

3. Solve multi-step word problems posed with whole numbers and having wholenumber answers using the four operations, including problems in which remainders
must be interpreted. Represent these problems using equations with a letter
standing for the unknown quantity. Assess the reasonableness of answers using
mental computation and estimation strategies including rounding. (Standard)

•

Providing Quality
Core Reading
Instruc on for All
Learners

•

Mathema cal
Prac ce One: Make
Sense of Problems
and Persevere in
Solving Them

•

Close Reading of
Complex Texts

The Standards for Mathematical Practice,
however, are the same eight standards
across all grade levels K-12. As stated in the
Common Core, they represent the “expertise
that mathematics educators at all levels
should seek to develop in their students.” In
other words, they describe what it means to
“do” mathematics and apply mathematical

content. These standards represent the
kind of thinking students do as they are
learning the content and how we want our
children to engage with the mathematics.
Therefore, teachers need to plan for and
explicitly teach both the Standards for
Mathematical Content and the Standards
for Mathematical Practice.

The Standards for Mathematical Practice
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Make sense of problems and persevere in solving them
Reason abstractly and quantitatively
Construct viable arguments and critique the
e reasoning of others
Model with mathematics
Use appropriate tools strategically
Attend to precision
Look for and make use of structure
Look for and express regularity in repeated reasoning
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The misinterpretations and misgivings
that have surfaced around the Common
Core are seemingly less about the
standards themselves, and more about the
implementation of the standards. Each state
and district is empowered with a great deal of
decision making around how to implement,
including what resources they will use, what
professional development they will provide,

and the curriculum aligned with the standards
they will develop. In doing this work, districts
must not ever lose sight of the fact that the
Common Core State Standards are not
a different version of our past standards.
The Common Core is representative of
an important and essential change in our
practice, resulting in rigorous outcomes for
our students.
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