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CAN BOOST COMMON CORE IMPLEMENTATION
Common core

By Maurice J. Elias

What’s been surprisingly left out of discussions about the Common
Core State Standards is the existence of an underlying set of attributes
Students can more easily
and competencies necessary for content-area success. Wraga (2010)
says this reflects a narrow definition of what it means to be college- and
meet the Common Core’s
career-ready. He decries the “near-total silence on the role of educatougher English language arts
tion in promoting individual development and democratic forms of
standards if they develop critical
governance” as limiting students’ future accomplishments.
social-emotional learning skills
What we know about true success in college and life supports this
view. College poses many challenges, particularly to students from
before or as they go along.
disadvantaged backgrounds, whose dropout rates have been estimated
as high as 90%. There is a tremendous emotional charge associated
with many aspects of college, ranging from fears about family identity and acceptance, loss of peer groups, concerns about fitting in and managing the workload, implications of choices of courses and majors, how to establish
a range of new relationships with peers and adults, and lifestyle choices about the use of leisure time, studying,
eating, and sleeping. We know from an analysis of college dropouts that such outcomes are less the result of intellectual shortcomings and more due to deficiencies in the social-emotional and character competencies necessary
for dealing productively with the challenging life situations of college and of just about every other schooling
situation (Fink & Geller, 2013; Savitz-Romer & Bouffard, 2012; Zins et al., 2004).
Ultimately, we are preparing students for more than college and careers. We are preparing them to be productive members of society and valued members of their families and workplaces. We want students to adopt a collaborative stance, embracing diversity and being ready for the increasingly globalized and interconnected world
that they inhabit. I’d name this College-, Career-, and Contribution-Ready. To meet this benchmark, students
need more than academic skills.
It is an irony but also a great potential opportunity that the same skills being neglected in the implementation of
the Common Core are those that are ultimately most beneficial for success outside of school. Fortunately, there
is emerging agreement about the skills students must possess to successfully master the content of the Common
Core and to find themselves advancing in college and/or careers (ASCD, 2012; Blackwell, Trzesniewski, & Dweck,
2007). Students must:
UÑ iÑ>LiÑÓ Ñi>L Å>ÓiÑÓiÅÑÅi>È ÑVi>Åç]ÑÈÞ°° ÅÓÑÓiÅÑ åÑ>ÅÞiÓÈ]Ñ>`ÑV>iiÑÓiÅÑV>ÈÈ>ÓiÈÑ
respectfully;
UÑ °°çÑÈÓÅ>ÓiVÑÓ]ÑVÞ`Ñ>>çëÑÓiÅÑ åÑÈÓÅ>ÓiiÈÑ>`Ñ`iäi °ÑiÓ>V ÓäiÑÈÈË
UÑ iiäiÑÑÓiÑä>ÞiÑ wÑ>Å`Ñå ÅÑ>`ÑÅiÈiViÑ>`Ñ° ÈÈiÈÈÑ>Ñ`ÈiÓÑÈÞ°° ÅÓäiÑ wÑ°iÅÈiäiÅ>ViÑÑÓiÑw>ViÑ
of difficulty;
UÑ iÑ ÅiÓi`ÑÓ å>Å`Ñ`i°i`iViÑ>`ÑÅiÈ° ÈLÓçÑw ÅÑi>ÅÑ>`ÑLiiäiÑÓ>ÓÑÓiçÑÞÓ>ÓiçÑ>ÅiÑ
responsible for what they do with their learning, which requires integrity (and this transfer needs to be
encouraged through distinguished teaching); and
UÑ * ÈÈiÈÈÑÈ V>Ñ>`Ñi Ó >ÑV °iÓiViÈµ
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These skill areas are similar to those often described as “the four C’s” of 21st-century skills: communication, collaboration, critical thinking, and creativity (Beers, 2011). Labels and minor differences
aside, systematically building these skills in students
is not part of most teachers’ training, but it is vital to
their professional functioning and, often, evaluation.
For example, it is hardly possible to imagine how a
teacher would become proficient, let alone distinguished, in the widely used Danielson Framework
² >iÈ ]ÑÛíín³ÑwÑÈÑ ÅÑiÅÑÈÓÞ`iÓÈÑåiÅiÑ>VÑ
in the skills we have been discussing.
Moreover, there is an important link between the
social-emotional and character development required by the 21st-century skills set and one of the
Common Core’s central focuses: students’ engagement with text.
Engaging with text

Students who
do not have
a nuanced
understanding
of emotions
are unlikely
to see deep
meaning in
much of the
literature they
read and are
less likely to
be engaged
in it.

The Common Core requires students to engage
more deeply with more complex text than before. It
requires students to clearly understand vocabulary
rather than to infer meaning from context, to understand the role and voice of the author, and to have
a sense of the author’s perspective and purpose. It
calls for more conversations among classmates about
what is being read, more journal keeping, and more
teacher input and dialogue. Those standards inevitably will foment disagreements and call for clear
communication, clarifying statements, and queries.
They will provide opportunities to resolve conflicts
and arrive at common or separate understandings.
And because the Common Core aspires to move children to new levels of comprehension, it must be built
on and connected to past reading, vocabulary, and
overall knowledge. One of today’s implementation
problems is that students are embarking on meeting standards for which they have not had adequate
preparation or experience.
This means students will:
UÑ V ÞÓiÅÑ>Ñ>ÅiÅÑÞLiÅÑ wÑÞw>>ÅÑ
words;
UÑ -°i`Ñ ÅiÑÓiÑÓiÈiçÑw VÞÈÑ ÑÓiæÓË
UÑ -°i`Ñ ÅiÑÓiÑÑÅ Þ°Ñ`ÈVÞÈÈ ÈÑ
about the meaning of text and the author’s
perspective;
UÑ  VÞÈÑ ÅiÑ Ñw ÅÞ>ÓÑ>`ÑV Þcating their analyses of text;
UÑ >iÑÑ>``ÅiÈÈÑÓiÑäiåÈÑ wÑV>ÈÈ>ÓiÈÑ
constructively; and
UÑ iVÓÑ°ÅiÈiÓÑÅi>`ÑÓ Ñ°>ÈÓÑÅi>`Ñ>`Ñ
other knowledge.
Each of the above situations is comprised of additional components and segments that must go well
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if the whole is to go well. And these will be repeated
for a good number of students throughout the year,
often in more than one subject area. Careful analysis
of text is as important in math, science, and social
studies as it is in language arts. In other subject areas such as art, music, health, physical education,
and languages, as well as in content and skill areas
such as computers and robotics, taking perspective
and working with classmates play roles as strong to
practical success as text mastery.
Clearly, mastering the tasks of Common Core
instruction requires character and social-emotional
competencies. And this requires schools to have a
culture and climate that exemplifies and encourages
those traits. James Comer (2003) once said children
are not taught character as much as they “catch” it
from breathing the climate of the school in which
they spend so much of their time.
The changes called for by the Common Core require emotion recognition and management, especially when encountering many strong feelings such
as stress, anxiety, frustration, and disappointment.
They also require self-regulation to sustain long periods of focused concentration and to allow for reflection; problem solving to figure out the meaning
of text, reconciling differing points of view, and planning and carrying out various assignments. In addition, children must learn empathy and to take others’
perspectives, including authors and their characters.
These are often referred to as social-emotional learning (SEL) skills. (See a summary of social-emotional
domains in the sidebar on p. 61.)
A comprehensive meta-analysis of over 200 studies
of SEL implementation (Durlak et al., 2011) found
that well-implemented SEL is linked to student
gains in social-emotional skills, improved attitudes
about self, others, and school, positive classroom behavior, and 10 percentile-point gains on standardized achievement tests. Also, negative behaviors that
compromise academic and life success, such as conduct problems, aggressive behavior, and emotional
distress, were significantly reduced.
Still, there is some skepticism about the relevance
of character and social-emotional skills being taught
in schools, including among those who feel that such
work is the province of the home. Yet for educators
being evaluated based on student performance, it
seems like an unwise and risky strategy to delegate
such an essential part of the learning context entirely
to others outside the school. To put a finer point on
it: Even if there was no concern with the whole child
and only a concern with the child’s intellectual development and academic accomplishments, educators
would still want to make social-emotional and character development and a positive, respectful school
culture and climate among their highest concerns.
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SEL at a glance
4HESE DOMAINS COMPRISE WHAT IS COMMONLY REFERRED TO AS SOCIAL EMOTIONAL LEARNING 3%, SKILLS
s
s
s
s
s

3ELF AWARENESS  Recognition and labeling of one’s feelings and accurately assessing one’s strengths and limitations.
3ELF MANAGEMENT  Emotion regulation, delaying gratification, managing stress, motivating oneself, and setting and working
toward achieving goals.
3OCIAL AWARENESS  The ability to empathize and take others’ perspectives and recognize and mobilize diverse and available
supports.
2ELATIONSHIP SKILLS  Clear communication, accurate listening, cooperation, nonviolent and constructive conflict resolution, and
knowing when and how to be a good team player and a leader.
2ESPONSIBLE DECISION MAKING  Making ethical choices based on consideration of feelings, goals, alternatives, and outcomes,
and planning and enacting solutions with potential obstacles anticipated.

See www.CASEL.org for additional information on SEL.
SEL and vocabulary

The area of vocabulary is a good illustration of
the convergence between the Common Core and
the role of school and classroom climate and students’ SEL skills. Vocabulary does not simply represent the definitions of words. Vocabulary refers
to the labeling of often complex constructs necessary to understand an increasingly complex reality.
Those writing about emotion vocabulary, emotion
recognition, and emotion awareness all agree that
the simplification of emotion — using mad, sad, and
glad as primary labels for the emotional states of self
and others — is highly problematic. Such simplification blurs nuances in relationships and situations
that are important to understanding them clearly and
navigating them successfully. Further, our capacity
to constructively think and act when we are “mad”
is much more limited than when we are “frustrated,”
“puzzled,” “annoyed,” or even “put down,” — all of
which are alternative and often more likely accurate
labels to attach to situations than “mad.” Similarly,
perceiving that one is “mad” at you or others forecloses possibilities that might be present with a more
accurate emotion label. There are many behavioral
implications of this, in and out of the classroom, and
that is why the skill area of emotional vocabulary is
such a strong focus of curricula for promoting socialemotional and character development. Indeed, such
curricula, when effective, build these skills over a
series of years, to the level of sophistication needed
for college and career success (Durlak et al., 2011).
Vocabulary is similarly important in every content
area. When the meaning of words is not clear, and
these words are used often and are scaffolding for
other concepts, the structure is weak and unlikely to
survive. Frey, Fisher, and Nelson (2013) found that
emphasizing academic vocabulary across elementary
schools in a very low-performing school district in
Texas over a five-year period was essential to improv-

ing students’ academic performance and sending
them to middle schools with an improved attitude,
greater skills, and higher likelihoods of success, especially where vocabulary emphasis was continued.
Students who do not have a nuanced understanding of emotions are unlikely to see deep meaning in
much of the literature they read and are less likely
to be engaged in it. Students who do not deeply understand the meanings conveyed by the language
of math concepts will have a difficult time carrying
out the relevant operations in domains not directly
covered by examples provided. Teaching to the test
might be successful for test scores but not at all helpful for promoting flexible knowledge use in life and
vocational contexts. Indeed, the Common Core elements require thinking strategically, understanding
deeply, using evidence, providing justification, challenging and supporting effectively, and researching
carefully. These are habits of learning and living that
are not only advantageous to math and reading but
also to the arts, science, history, and civics, among
other areas. Correspondingly, where these habits are
lacking, we are not likely to see creativity, innovation,
integrity, and solid progress. Vocabulary — know
what you and others are talking about and what you
are reading and writing about — is one of those
habits. When children lack the tools for navigating
everyday academic situations, we are more likely to
see them experiencing crises in character and the
deleterious effect that these have on the contexts in
åVÑÓiçÑ VVÞÅÑ² L ÓÑEÑÞÓ ]ÑÛíín³µ
These points have implications for managing
classroom procedures, improving student behavior,
and organizing the physical environment. Students
must understand what is happening, why, what is expected of them, and how they can go about meeting
those expectations. In essence, the Common Core
requires a distributed leadership approach to classroom management; approaches that focus on compliance, particularly at the expense of understanding
V96 N3
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and collaboration, will not build student skills and
generalizable knowledge (Elias & Trusheim, 2013).

the tests of life so they truly will be college-, career-,
and contribution-ready.
K

The real high stakes: Children’s future
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