CommonLit: Design & Approach
Research-Based Practices
October 2015

www.commonlit.org

Table of Contents
I.

Introduction

II.

The Key to Adolescent Literacy
A.

Introduction to Differentiation

B.

The Benefits of Differentiated Instruction
1. Differentiation and Student Achievement
2. Differentiation and Student Engagement

C.
III.

The Challenges of Implementing Differentiation

The CommonLit Approach to Teaching Adolescent Literacy
A.

Thematically Organized Texts

B.

Differentiated Texts
1. Teacher Fidelity in Implementation
2. Differentiation with a Shared Classroom Experience
3. Rigorous Metrics for Text Complexity

C.
IV.

Aligned to the Common Core State Standards

Appendix

1

I. The Education and Literacy Crisis
Since the founding of the United States, Americans have rightly
regarded the education of citizens as necessary to the survival of
democracy.1 More recently, economists have noted that the
competitive global economy renders postsecondary education “the
threshold requirement for access to middle class status and earnings.”2
Despite the manifest importance of education, America’s K-12
education system struggles to prepare students for college. Nearly 60
percent of students matriculating as college freshmen require remedial
instruction,3 and these students are much less likely to earn degrees
than their adequately prepared peers: only 17 percent of college
students who need remedial reading classes earn a bachelor’s degree.4

Nearly 60 percent
of students
matriculating as
college freshman
require remedial
instruction.

It turns out that the single best way to improve college readiness is to focus on middle school. As an
ACT study notes, “making sure that all eighth-grade students have attained the knowledge and skills that
put them on target to becoming ready for college and career is the single most important step that can
be taken to improve their college and career readiness.”5 In fact, “the level of academic achievement
that students attain by eighth grade has a larger impact on their college and career readiness by the
time they graduate from high school than anything that happens academically in high school.”6
Unfortunately, a majority of eighth graders graduate from middle school without the reading skills they
need. According to the National Assessment of Educational Progress, only 36% of Eighth graders read at
a “proficient” or “advanced” level,7 and the nation is making only “modest” progress in improving these
numbers.8 It is no wonder, then, that despite a flurry of educational reforms over the last five years, the
nation has made essentially no progress in improving high school seniors’ college readiness.9
In sum, huge numbers of students who struggle academically when they graduate from high school are
not graduating from college. As a result, these students “are falling out of the middle class.”10 Research
shows that the best way to improve college readiness, and to thereby protect the middle class, is by
improving education in the middle grades. CommonLit is a free supplemental curriculum created by
teachers at the Harvard Graduate School of Education to address this problem.
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Jefferson, 1816 and Lincoln, 1832. Thomas Jefferson wrote to Col. Charles Yancey that “if a nation expects to be ignorant &
free, in a state of civilisation, it expects what never was & never will be.” (Jefferson, 1816, para. 5). Jefferson’s maxim captures
the negative implication of a lack of public education. In a letter published in The Sangamo Journal, Abraham Lincoln called
education “the most important subject which we as a people can be engaged in.” (Lincoln, 1832, para. 9)
2 The Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce, 2010, p. 3 Additionally, “(b)etween 1973 and 2018, our
projections show that jobs available for workers with postsecondary education are projected to increase from 28 percent to 63
percent of all occupations.” (The Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce, 2010, p. 2)
3 The National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education and The Southern Regional Education Board, 2010
4 National Conference of State Legislatures, 2013. This compares with 27% for math. (National Conference of State Legislatures,
2013) See also McCabe (2000) for the argument that students who need reading remediation experience grater difficult that
students who need math remediation.
5 ACT, 2008, p. 36
6 ACT, 2008, p. 2 See also Deschler (2006): “The likelihood of being successful in “raising the bar” for high school graduates is
extremely remote unless we find a way to simultaneously “raise the floor” for the middle-school students who are entering
high school.”” (para. 2)
7 National Center for Education Statistics, 2013
8 U.S. Department of Education, 2013. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan noted that “Even with the modest increase in math
and reading achievement on the 2013 NAEP, U.S. students are still well behind their peers in top-performing nations.” (para. 12)
9 Marklein, 2013
10 The Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce, 2010, p. 3
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II. The Key to Adolescent Literacy: Differentiated Instruction
Introduction to Differentiation
Every student in a literacy class is unique, and brings a different level of ability to the classroom. In fact,
students in a single classroom may read at as many as eight different grade levels.11 “Differentiation” of
instruction refers to the method whereby teachers adjust their practice to meet the needs of the diverse
learners in the classroom.12
The Benefits of Differentiated Instruction
Differentiation improves instruction in two ways: by increasing student achievement and contributing to
student engagement.
Differentiation and Student Achievement
Brain research shows that students need to feel safe and be appropriately challenged to gain true
understanding of what they are taught.13 Teachers limit their students’ abilities to gain knowledge by
presenting them with reading materials unmatched to ability level. In contrast, multiple studies
demonstrate that effective differentiation, which matches reading materials to a student’s ability level,
improves reading proficiency.14 These results hold for both high and low level readers.15 Moreover, test
score gains are greater when students within a single classroom are given different texts appropriate for
their reading levels than when the whole class reads the same work.16
Differentiation and Student Engagement
The benefits of differentiated instruction extend beyond test scores: differentiated instruction increases
student interest and engagement in reading,17 and students who are more interested in reading are
more willing to accept challenging reading tasks.18 In contrast, students who do not see value in reading
materials are less likely to engage in reading,19 and for some students disengagement in school
translates to a lack of motivation to read at all.20
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Firmender, Reis, & Sweeny, 2013. There is a lack of current research on this topic, but studies by Rubin (1975), Evertson,
Sandford, and Emmer (1981), Rodden-Nord and Shinn (1991), and Gagné (2005) have similar findings regarding variability in
student reading levels. Demographic shifts and de-tracking efforts compound this variability. See also Tomlinson, C., Brighton,
C., Hertberg, H., Callahan, C., Moon, T., Brimijoin, K., Conover, L., & Reynolds, T., 2003.
12 Levy, H. M. (2008). “Differentiated instruction is a set of strategies that will help teachers meet each child where they are
when they enter class and move them forward as far as possible on their educational path.” (p. 162)
13 Tomlinson & Kalbfleisch, 1998. Tomlinson and Kalbfleisch identify three necessary conditions for student learning based on
various brain research: emotionally safe learning environments (these findings are bolstered by Eric Jensen’s work in Teaching
with the Brain in Mind), appropriate levels of challenge, and the importance of the individual making his or her own meaning.
14 Tomlinson, C., Brighton, C., Hertberg, H., Callahan, C., Moon, T., Brimijoin, K., Conover, L., & Reynolds, T., 2003. “In these
instances, achievement gains were demonstrated across economic lines through pretest-posttest results (Tieso) and on a state
standards test (Brimijoin).” p. 127
15 Firmender, Reis, and Sweeny, 2013
16 Beecher & Sweeny, 2008. Beecher and Sweeney report that in one school, after reading differentiation strategies were
employed in classrooms, the following occurred: “Analyses of student achievement on state tests from 1997 to 2004 showed
improvement in all subject areas and in all levels of proficiency.” p. 525
17 Beecher and Sweeny, 2008. After a differentiated reading instruction program was implemented in one school, more
students checked out more books from the library. Reading test scores also increased.
18 Tomlinson, C., Brighton, C., Hertberg, H., Callahan, C., Moon, T., Brimijoin, K., Conover, L., & Reynolds, T., 2003. “In general, it
appears that interest contributes to a sense of competence and self-determination in learners and to positive learning
behaviors, such as willingness to accept challenge and persist in it (Csikszentmihalyi et al., 1993; Fulk & Montgomery-Grymes,
1994; Vallerand, Gagne, Senecal, & Pelletier, 1994; Zimmerman & Martinez-Pons, 1990).” p. 128
19 Kelley & Decker, 2009
20 Considine, Horton, & Moorman, 2009
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The Challenges of Implementing Differentiation
Differentiating instruction is a complex task, and teachers who successfully use differentiation in the
classroom must employ flexibility and draw on a number of resources to create instruction that holds
meaning for all students.21 Successful differentiation requires tailoring both content and delivery to individual
students. To do this, teachers must draw on both deep content knowledge and an ability to fluidly match
content to students’ changing educational needs.22

In practice,
differentiation
proves so
difficult that
some teachers
simply choose
not to
differentiate
at all.

In practice, differentiation proves so difficult that some teachers simply
choose not to differentiate at all.23 Teachers often struggle to create
resources for differentiated instruction on their own,24 but basic changes to
existing curricular materials – like shortening an assignment or simplifying
the language – merely result in unequal education opportunities and
increasing achievement gaps.25 Moreover, teachers often receive
inadequate training in differentiation strategies, liked tiered lesson plans.26
Perhaps unsurprisingly, teachers often report feeling that differentiation is
just not feasible in their classrooms due to a lack of training and
resources.27 When teachers do not have the training and quality resources
necessary to properly implement differentiated curriculum, they abandon
differentiation, default to whole class instruction, and ultimately fail to
address the needs of the diverse learners in their classrooms.28

III. The CommonLit Approach to Teaching Adolescent Literacy
CommonLit is a digital collection of news articles, short stories, speeches, poems, and historical documents
that middle school and high school English, social studies, and science teachers can use to supplement their
curriculum. Using these texts, teachers can increase the rigor of their instruction, expose students to a
variety of writing styles, and challenge students to identify connections between texts – a key shift in the
new college-ready standards.
With CommonLit, all students in a mixed-ability class do high-level literary analysis. CommonLit exists so that
students who read at many different levels in the same class can contribute in a meaningful way to a shared
learning goal that has lifelong importance. Texts are organized into themes that run through life and
literature. This allows teachers to match texts to the books and units they already teach. For example, during
a study of The Giver, a teacher can find related supplemental texts under the CommonLit theme “Justice,
Freedom, and Equality.” Within each theme, CommonLit organizes texts around an essential question about
humanity. For instance, “Which is more important: freedom or security?” includes a text from a news article
about NSA wiretapping, or, for a lower-skilled reader, a biography about Typhoid Mary and forced
quarantine. Teachers can use these questions to stimulate a class discussion or organize a writing activity.

21

Tomlinson, 1999. Tomlinson identifies a variety of instructional strategies including grouping, provision of multiple resources,
varied questioning and assessment, etc.
22 Firmender, Reis and Sweeney, 2013. “Differentiated instruction in reading is often dependent on teachers’ skills and
knowledge about how to assess students’ current levels of reading achievement, and match reading content and instruction to
the needs of students to enable all students make continuous progress.” (p. 6)
23 Tomlinson, C., Brighton, C., Hertberg, H., Callahan, C., Moon, T., Brimijoin, K., Conover, L., & Reynolds, T., 2003.
24 Westwood, 2001. Westwood cites numerous studies that show teachers’ struggle with compiling resources. Though teachers
may recognize that differentiation has a positive effect on student outcomes, they still fail to differentiate on their own.
25 Westwood, 2001
26 Blecker & Boakes, 2010
27 Schumm & Vaughn, 1995
28 Schumm, Moody, & Vaughn, 2000
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The following section describes CommonLit’s thematic organization, text leveling system, and Common
Core alignment.
Thematically Organized Texts
CommonLit collects texts from diverse disciplines, including history, poetry, psychology, literature,
biology, and the news, to create a digital collection of readings that relate to themes, such as “Identity,”
“Resilience” and “Growing Up.” Thematic organization allows teachers to create learning opportunities
in which students can focus on one theme while drawing meaningful connections across disciplines.29
CommonLit asks teachers to focus on one unifying factor – theme – because this focus increases student
motivation to read. Students who acquire in-depth knowledge in one area gain a “sense of expertise,”
and enjoy the process so much that they read more often outside of school in the long term.30 The
benefits of curricula with any unifying principle are wide-ranging and well-documented: their use
predicts, with statistical significance, students’ reading comprehension, use of reading strategies,
cognitive effort, perseverance, and self-direction.31 Studies have repeatedly found that thematic
organization, specifically, is associated with a number of advantages:








Increased student motivation and encouragement of a life-long learning attitude;32
“[A]llowing students to develop a better understanding of the organization of text, to work
cooperatively to solve problems, and to become more self-confident as they (relate) the
language of literature to the language of their everyday lives”;33
Encouragement of reliance on using reading and writing as “tools for learning”;34
Improved classroom interaction and student communication;35
Improved student research and critical inquiry skills;36
Creation of “authentic situations” in which “learning becomes real and lasting”;37
More emotional and personal involvement in a text.38

Differentiated Texts
Students learn best when their teachers pace lessons and adapt curricula to their needs.39 CommonLit
categorizes its texts for 5th-12th grade students into easily understandable difficulty levels. This design
allows teachers to easily differentiate instruction while creating a shared classroom experience of
discussion and inquiry.
29

Brodzick, Macphee, & Shanahan, 1996. Studies also show that students called upon to draw interdisciplinary connections
may demonstrate greater intellectual curiosity, improved attitude toward schools, enhanced problem solving-skills, and higher
achievement in college.
30 Guthrie, 2001
31 Guthrie, 2004
32 Strube, 1993
33 Smith & ERIC Clearinghouse on Reading, 2003, p. 4
34 Smith & ERIC Clearinghouse on Reading, 2003
35 Adams & Bushman, 2006. Thematic units allow groups of common interests to be organized within the theme so students
can develop other academic skills instead of having students all read an independent book.
36 Smith & ERIC Clearinghouse on Reading, 2003. Johannssen (2002) in a long-term study which examined curriculum factors
related to students’ achievement in English Language Arts found that good inquiry-based thematic units should contain the
following features: a relevant and engaging themes, a strong rationale providing intellectual basis for the unit, key questions
governing the exploration, an introductory activity that raises key questions, a continuous sequence of activities and materials,
a gateway activity providing a link to prior units, and assessment involving application of consolidated ideas.
37 Brodzick, Macphee, & Shanahan, 1996, p. 540
38 Callison, 1999
39 Brophy, 1986
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Teacher Fidelity in Implementation
Regardless of an intervention’s usefulness in differentiating instruction, its success in improving student
outcomes depends on the fidelity and depth of implementation it achieves with teachers.40 When
teachers do not feel comfortable adjusting a curricular intervention and integrating it into their
teaching, either the teacher or the school is likely to deem the intervention a failure and stop using it.41
When teachers understand and like an intervention strategy, they are more likely to implement it fully,
and their students are more likely to succeed.42
CommonLit was designed to be easy to implement. Our collection of short, supplemental texts is
designed to be compatible with any existing curriculum. Because our focus is making teachers’ lives
easier, CommonLit’s curricular materials are highly likely to be effectively implemented with fidelity.
Differentiation with a Shared Classroom Experience
The benefits of having a shared
classroom experience are welldocumented: children more
successfully develop complex
understandings in classrooms that
involve group participation,
discussion, and inquiry.43 For
example, in a study of 1,412 students
in middle and high school classrooms
across 5 different states, high-quality
discussion and group inquiry was
consistently shown to be a significant
predictor of academic performance.
The benefits of a collaborative
classroom environment prove even
greater for low-achieving students, English language learners, and students from low-income families.44
These groups typically perform better when asked to share and refine their understanding through
discussion with peers.45

40

Benner, Nelson, Stage, & Ralston, 2011. There is limited research on the fidelity of implementation of reading instruction
interventions, and many of Benner, Nelson, Stage, and Ralston’s findings underline the results of an influential study done in
1977 by Hall and Loucks. (“Our findings underscore that reading outcomes appear to significantly vary according to how well
the intervention was delivered and the degree to which the structure of lessons was followed.” p. 86)
41 Hall & Loucks, 1977
42 Benner, Nelson, Stage, and Ralston, 2011. “Our experiences and a great deal of research (e.g., Gersten & Brengelman, 1996)
have demonstrated that success in training educators on scientifically based practices occurs when strategies and content are
consistent with the beliefs, values, and goals of key school personnel (e.g., administrators, lead teachers) and when these
individuals become active coaches and implementation team members.” p. 87
43 Applebee, Langer, Nystrand, & Gamoran, 2003 “A variety of investigators have argued that high-quality discussion and
exploration of ideas—not just the presentation of high-quality content by the teacher or text—are central to the developing
understandings of readers and writers (Alvermann et al., 1996; Eeds & Wells, 1989; Gambrell & Almasi, 1996; Guthrie, Shafer,
Wang, & Afflerbach, 1995).” p. 688
44 Applebee, Langer, Nystrand, & Gamoran, 2003. “Previous studies also suggest that non-mainstream students—low achievers,
children of the poor, and second-language learners—fare poorly in classrooms with traditional instructional approaches, which
are structured in ways that fail to capitalize on these students’ strengths and instead magnify their weaknesses (Gutierrez,
1994; Heath, 1983; Hynds, 1997; Marshall, Smagorinsky, & Smith, 1995).” p. 688-689
45 Applebee, Langer, Nystrand, & Gamoran, 2003. “Such students typically do much better when instruction builds on previous
knowledge and current ideas and experiences, permits students to voice their understandings and refine them through
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However, a natural tension exists between providing individual students with different materials and
creating a shared experience for all students. CommonLit resolves this tension by using essential
questions (i.e. “How does fear drive action?) to organize texts. When a teacher uses CommonLit,
students can read different texts at different levels and come together, not just to discuss a theme at a
general level, but discuss the same question related to that theme. Three groups of students reading
different texts under the question, “What motivates good people to do bad things?” can become
“experts” on their particular texts; teachers can then facilitate a discussion that pushes students
summarize their findings, analyze different viewpoints, and incorporate these viewpoints into a written
composition. With the CommonLit approach, the process of answering a question is not an isolated task,
but a social process of building meaning around a single topic of inquiry.
Rigorous Metrics for Text Complexity
CommonLit texts are sorted by quantitative and qualitative measures of text complexity. Our team uses
the Lexile® Text Measurement System as an initial metric to determine the appropriate grade-level
band. The ranges CommonLit uses are consistent with the Common Core aligned “stretch” ranges
published by Lexile®, defined by “the demand of text that students should be reading to be college and
career ready by the end of Grade 12.”46
Lexile Grade Equivalency Chart
Grade Level
CCSS “Stretch” Measures
5th Grade
830L -1010L
th
6 Grade
925L-1070L
7th Grade
970L-1120L
th
8 Grade
1010L-1185L
9th Grade
1050L-1260L
th
10 Grade
1080L-1335L
11th/12th Grade
1185L-1385L
We also refer to the SCASS rubrics for informational and literary texts and evaluate each work based on
four qualitative criteria: text structure, language features, purpose/meaning, and background
knowledge demands.
CommonLit grade-level bands are not meant to be prescriptive for students. They exist rather as a
sorting tool for professional teachers. Ultimately, teachers should rely on professional judgment to
select appropriately challenging texts for individual students and groups of students.
Aligned to the Common Core State Standards
The Common Core State Standards (CCSS) require that all reading, writing and speaking activities in
middle school English classrooms be grounded in evidence from texts – especially non-fiction texts.47
This presents two problems for middle school English teachers: they must find a year’s worth of texts to

substantive discussion with others, and explicitly provides the new knowledge and strategies that students need to participate
successfully in the continuing discussion (Langer, Bartolome, Vasquez & Lucas, 1990; Langer 1992, 2001, 2000; Lee, 1993, 1995,
2001; Landson-Billings, 1995; Losey, 1995; Rex, 2001; Freedman et al., 1999).” p.689
46 The Lexile® Framework for Reading, n.d. See “Typical Text Measures, by Grade; 2012 CCSS Text Measures”
47 Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2010. 55% of texts should be non-fiction for students in middle school. (p.5) With
the inclusion of the extensive use of informational text, resources specifically providing non-fiction text are needed to fulfill the
6-12 Standards which require much greater attention to informational text (literary nonfiction) than has been traditional. The
Standards also stress building knowledge through the use of content rich non-fiction. (Achieve the Core, n.d.)
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serve as vehicles for evidence-based inter-textual analysis and arguments,48 and they must find texts
accessible to their low skilled readers in order to teach them the higher-order thinking skills required by
CCSS. CCSS proves largely silent on how teachers can identify high-quality texts to meet its mandates –
it leaves the task to the “professional judgment” of teachers. 49
CommonLit responds to this challenge and saves teachers time by aggregating the types of texts CCSS
calls for: “works of exceptional craft and thought whose range extends across genres, cultures, and
centuries," with a focus on informational texts.50 Unlike existing scripted curricula, however, CommonLit
empowers teachers to choose the best texts for individual students, and to teach themes and topics of
their choice.51 CommonLit facilitates the evidence-based discussion and inter-textual analysis required
by CCSS by providing short texts created specifically for this use. And because CommonLit texts are
leveled by difficulty, instructors can find accessible texts for their low readers and focus on teaching the
advanced skills required by CCSS.
For a more in-depth analysis of CCSS and a description of CommonLit’s utility in meeting specific
standards, please see the appendix.

48

International Reading Association, 2012. The IRA CCSS Committee explicitly noted that implementation of CCSS requires “an
ambitious itinerary of rich and varied narrative and informational texts, including some texts that are easier than the Standards
specify.”
49 Common Core State Standards Initiative, n.d. Appendix A of the CCSS states that they will have to employ professional
judgment to match texts to particular tasks or classes of students.
50 Common Core State Standards Initiatve, n.d., p. 7
51 Goatley, 2012
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Appendix: Key 5-12 CCSS English Language Arts Skills and Concepts
and How CommonLit Helps Facilitate Teaching Them
Appendix A presents individual Common Core State Standards for grades 8-8 that represent key English Language Arts skills and concepts taught
in middle and high school with notes on how CommonLit help teachers facilitate their teaching.
Key ELA Skills
and Concepts
Central Idea and
Theme

Representative Sample of Common Core Standards for
Key Skills and Concepts in Grades 5-12
CCSS.ELA-Informational.RI.5.2: Determine two or more
main ideas of a text and explain how they are supported
by key details; summarize the text. Determine a central
idea of a text and how it is conveyed through particular
details; provide a summary of the text distinct from
personal opinions or judgments;
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.7.2: Determine a theme or central
idea of a text and analyze its development over the course
of the text including its relationship to the characters,
setting, and plot; provide an objective summary of the
text;
CCSS.ELA-Informational.RI.9.2: Determine a central idea of
a text and analyze its development over the course of the
text, including how it emerges and is shaped and refined
by specific details; provide an objective summary of the
text;
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.11.2: Determine two or more themes
or central ideas of a text and analyze their development
over the course of the text, including how they interact
and build on one another to produce a complex account;
provide an objective summary of the text.

How CommonLit Helps Teach Them
All of CommonLit’s literary and informational texts are
organized by common themes from life and literature and
related essential questions that students love to discuss.
This design makes it easy for teachers to introduce the
concept of theme through the use of related passages. By
pairing texts from the same theme, teachers can ask
students to consider what big ideas the different texts have
in common. Each theme also features a wide variety of
genres, allowing teachers the opportunity to demonstrate
how theme is revealed in fiction, poetry, and more.
CommonLit’s informational texts prompt students to track
the development of explicit and implicit details throughout
a passage as they read. Text-dependent questions then ask
them to synthesize the information they have read and
identify one or more central ideas.

9

Textual Analysis
and Close Reading

Author’s Purpose
and Point of View

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.5.3: Compare and contrast two or
more characters, settings, or events in a story or drama,
drawing on specific details in the text (e.g., how characters
interact). Describe how a particular story's or drama's plot
unfolds in a series of episodes as well as how the
characters respond or change as the plot moves toward a
resolution;
CCSS.ELA-Informational.RI.7.3: Analyze the interactions
between individuals, events, and ideas in a text (e.g., how
ideas influence individuals or events, or how individuals
influence ideas or events). Analyze how a text makes
connections among and distinctions between individuals,
ideas, or events (e.g., through comparisons, analogies, or
categories);
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.9.3: Analyze how complex characters
(e.g., those with multiple or conflicting motivations)
develop over the course of a text, interact with other
characters, and advance the plot or develop the theme;
CCSS.ELA-Informational.RI.11.3: Analyze a complex set of
ideas or sequence of events and explain how specific
individuals, ideas, or events interact and develop over the
course of the text.

Each CommonLit text is equipped with an annotation task
that guides students through an initial reading of the text. As
they read, students are prompted to look closely for how the
author uses a particular literary device to convey a theme or
introduces key details and central ideas. With these
annotations, students then have notes to reference when
answering text-dependent questions that challenge them to
analyze the text at a deeper level.

CCSS.ELA-Informational.RI.5.6: Analyze multiple accounts of
the same event or topic, noting important similarities and
differences in the point of view they represent. Determine
an author's point of view or purpose in a text and explain
how it is conveyed in the text;
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.7.6: Analyze how an author develops
and contrasts the points of view of different characters or
narrators in a text. Analyze how differences in the points of
view of the characters and the audience or reader (e.g.,
created through the use of dramatic irony) create such
effects as suspense or humor;

Teachers can use CommonLit’s informational texts to analyze
author’s purpose with students and identify the different
ways in which authors present information or make
arguments. With various texts, teachers can progress
instruction from identifying purpose and point of view to
analyzing how the authors distinguish their positions from
one another and if they acknowledge conflicting evidence
and viewpoints.

Because of its unique method of organizing texts, CommonLit
also helps teachers differentiate and scaffold instruction
when teaching textual analysis in a class of varying ability
levels. With related texts within each theme, teachers can
guide students in analyzing texts at their individual reading
levels and then lead the entire class in a discussion on the
common theme. As a supplemental resource, CommonLit can
be used to integrate more complex readings for readers at
different levels as the year progresses.

CommonLit’s collection also includes hundreds of literary
texts that enable students to analyze the way an author
10

Writing
Arguments to
Support Claims

CCSS.ELA-Informational.RI.9.6: Determine an author's
point of view or purpose in a text and analyze how an
author uses rhetoric to advance that point of view or
purpose;
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.11.6: Analyze a case in which
grasping a point of view requires distinguishing what is
directly stated in a text from what is really meant (e.g.,
satire, sarcasm, irony, or understatement).

develops and contrasts the points of view of different
narrators and characters in a story or excerpt. Our diverse
collection allows teachers to find examples of a wide variety
of different character tones and perspectives, from sarcasm
to irony to satire and more.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.1: Write arguments to support claims
with clear reasons and relevant evidence;
CCSS.ELA-Informational.W.1: Write arguments to support
claims with clear reasons and relevant evidence

The essential questions under which each text is organized
push students to contemplate big ideas, such as “What is
fair?” “What are the effects of following the crowd?” and
“Which is more important: freedom or security?” Teachers
can use these questions to lead students in a discussion of
thought-provoking and controversial issues that resist a
simple or single right answer. After discussion, teachers can
assign students an essay in which they must take a stance and
cite evidence from the texts they have read to support their
argument.
Many of our texts also feature text-dependent short-answer
questions that require students to analyze literary or
rhetorical devices and their relationship to theme or central
idea. With these questions, students must use their
annotations and their responses to the scaffolded text
dependent questions to craft an argument and support it
with specific examples from the text.

Comparison of
Related Texts and
Texts from
Different Time
Periods, Genres,
Themes/Topics

CCSS.ELA-Informational.RI.5.9: Integrate information from
several texts on the same topic in order to write or speak
about the subject knowledgeably. Compare and contrast
one author's presentation of events with that of another
(e.g., a memoir written by and a biography on the same
person);

Because CommonLit’s collection is thematically organized and
comprised of texts from different content areas, genres, and
time periods, teachers can easily have students engage in
cross-text analysis. CommonLit texts give teachers the ability
to have students compare themes, ideas, and issues in fiction
11

Identifying
Relevant Evidence

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.7.9: Analyze how two or more
authors writing about the same topic shape their
presentations of key information by emphasizing
different evidence or advancing different interpretations
of facts;
CCSS.ELA-Informational.RI.9.9: Analyze seminal U.S.
documents of historical and literary significance (e.g.,
Washington's Farewell Address, the Gettysburg Address,
Roosevelt's Four Freedoms speech, King's "Letter from
Birmingham Jail"), including how they address related
themes and concepts;
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.11.9: Demonstrate knowledge of
eighteenth-, nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century
foundational works of American literature, including how
two or more texts from the same period treat similar
themes or topics.

and non-fiction in order to expand their thinking and
understand other perspectives.

CCSS.ELA-Informational.RI.5.1: Quote accurately from a
text and/or cite textual evidence to support analysis of
what the text says explicitly and when drawing inferences
from the text;
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.7.1 Cite several pieces of textual
evidence to support analysis of what the text says
explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the text;
CCSS.ELA-Informational.RI.9.1: Cite strong and thorough
textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says
explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the text;
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.11.1: Cite strong and thorough
textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says
explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the text,
including determining where the text leaves matters
uncertain.

CommonLit’s thematic organization and use of annotation
tasks prompt students to approach each text with the goal of
identifying evidence to answer an essential question. With a
student’s initial approach to a CommonLit text, they learn to
read with a purposeful and critical eye.

For students in high school, the CommonLit collection also
features dozens of primary sources and historical documents
“of historical and literary significance.” With annotation tasks,
text dependent questions, discussion questions, and
suggested text pairings, each of these texts is equipped to
guide teachers and students through an in-depth analysis of
the document.

Most of CommonLit’s text-dependent questions also require
students to support their written answers with textual
evidence, and many of the multiple-choice questions ask
students to identify a piece of relevant evidence to support
an argument, inference, or conclusion.
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Determining the
Meaning of
Unfamiliar Words
and Phrases

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.5.4: Determine the meaning of
words and phrases as they are used in a text, including
connotative meanings and figurative language such as
metaphors and similes; analyze the impact of a specific
word choice on meaning and tone;
CCSS.ELA-Informational.RI.7.4: Determine the meaning of
words and phrases as they are used in a text, including
figurative, connotative, and technical meanings; analyze
the impact of a specific word choice on meaning and tone.
including analogies or allusions to other texts;
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.9.4: Determine the meaning of
words and phrases as they are used in the text, including
figurative and connotative meanings; analyze the
cumulative impact of specific word choices on meaning
and tone (e.g., how the language evokes a sense of time
and place; how it sets a formal or informal tone);
CCSS.ELA-Informational.RI.11.4: Determine the meaning of
words and phrases as they are used in a text, including
figurative, connotative, and technical meanings; analyze
how an author uses and refines the meaning of a key term
or terms over the course of a text (e.g., how Madison
defines faction in Federalist No. 10).

Analyzing Links
CCSS.ELA-Informational.RL.5.5: Explain how a series of
Between Structure chapters, scenes, or stanzas fits together to provide the
and Meaning
overall structure of a particular story, drama, or poem.
Analyze how a particular sentence, chapter, scene, or
stanza fits into the overall structure of a text and
contributes to the development of the theme, setting, or
plot;
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.7.5: Analyze the structure an author
uses to organize a text, including how the major sections
contribute to the whole and to the development of the
ideas. Analyze in detail the structure of a specific

With CommonLit texts, students can practice the skill of using
context clues and word parts to draw conclusions about the
meaning of a word. CommonLit’s team of master teachers
identifies tier-2 and tier-3 vocabulary, providing footnotes
when needed and writing questions for words or phrases that
students can infer from context. Most of our vocabulary-incontext questions also require students to identify the
evidence that supports their inference.
Because our texts span a multitude of grade levels using a
wide range of vocabulary, teachers can use CommonLit’s
collect to scaffold or differentiate instruction for students
who are struggling or advanced. This way, students can
master inferring the meaning of a tier-2 word in a 5th or 6th
grade text before inferring the figurative or technical
meaning of a tier-3 phrase in a high-school level text.

CommonLit provides informational texts with different
organizational structures. Teachers can use CommonLit to
have students explore the different text structures found in
non-fiction texts and the various ways authors use structure
to convey purpose.
CommonLit’s literary texts – including short stories, novel
excerpts, poems, and drama – also provide teachers with the
ability to expose students to a variety of different text
structures. The thematic organization of the texts encourages
teachers to challenge students to compare different text
13

Comparing and
Contrasting Text
with Multimedia

paragraph in a text, including the role of particular
sentences in developing and refining a key concept;
CCSS.ELA-Informational.RL.9.5: Analyze how an author's
choices concerning how to structure a text, order events
within it (e.g., parallel plots), and manipulate time (e.g.,
pacing, flashbacks) create such effects as mystery, tension,
or surprise;
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RI.11.5: Analyze and evaluate the
effectiveness of the structure an author uses in his or her
exposition or argument, including whether the structure
makes points clear, convincing, and engaging.

structures within the same theme, allowing students to
determine the purpose and efficacy of different structures.

CCSS.ELA-Informational.RI.5.7: Draw on information from
multiple print or digital sources, demonstrating the ability
to locate an answer to a question quickly or to solve a
problem efficiently. Integrate information presented in
different media or formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively) as
well as in words to develop a coherent understanding of a
topic or issue;
CCSS.ELA-Informational.RI.7.7: Compare and contrast a
text to an audio, video, or multimedia version of the text,
analyzing each medium's portrayal of the subject (e.g.,
how the delivery of a speech affects the impact of the
words). Evaluate the advantages and disadvantages of
using different mediums (e.g., print or digital text, video,
multimedia) to present a particular topic or idea;
CCSS.ELA-Informational.RI.9.7: Analyze various accounts of
a subject told in different mediums (e.g., a person's life
story in both print and multimedia), determining which
details are emphasized in each account;
CCSS.ELA-Informational.RI.11.7: Integrate and evaluate
multiple sources of information presented in different
media or formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively) as well as in
words in order to address a question or solve a problem.

CommonLit’s texts feature a “For Teachers” guide that
includes other instructional resources related to the text and
its themes. In many of these guides, CommonLit provides
links to multimedia resources – such as clips from the film
version of the text, YouTube videos showing the actual
speech as it was delivered, commentary from authors, audio
recordings of interviews, interactive galleries related to the
resource, and much more. With these resources, teachers
can challenge students to draw comparisons between the
text and related multimedia, and even ask them to consider
the efficacy of different media.

Many of CommonLit’s works also feature text-dependent
questions where students are required to analyze a portion of
a text as it relates to the passage’s overall meaning.
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Evaluating
Arguments

Comprehension of
Grade-Level Texts

CCSS.ELA-Informational.RI.5.8: Explain how an author uses
reasons and evidence to support particular points in a
text, identifying which reasons and evidence support
which point(s). Trace and evaluate the argument and
specific claims in a text, distinguishing claims that are
supported by reasons and evidence from claims that are
not;
CCSS.ELA-Informational.RI.7.8: Trace and evaluate the
argument and specific claims in a text, assessing whether
the reasoning is sound and the evidence is relevant and
sufficient to support the claims; recognize when irrelevant
evidence is introduced;
CCSS.ELA-Informational.RI.9.8: Delineate and evaluate the
argument and specific claims in a text, assessing whether
the reasoning is valid and the evidence is relevant and
sufficient; identify false statements and fallacious
reasoning;
CCSS.ELA-Informational.RI.11.8: Delineate and evaluate
the reasoning in seminal U.S. texts, including the
application of constitutional principles and use of legal
reasoning (e.g., in U.S. Supreme Court majority opinions
and dissents) and the premises, purposes, and arguments
in works of public advocacy (e.g., The Federalist,
presidential addresses).

Teachers can use the essential questions created by
CommonLit to promote open-ended inquiry and engage
students in further exploration of the theme and related texts
of different genres. The essential questions are open-ended
and do not have a simple or right answer – they were created
to be thought-provoking and require students to draw upon
information from the text, content knowledge, and personal
experience. Students will have to take a stance and teachers
will be able to engage students in dialogue and debate where
they cite evidence in order to support their answer.

CCSS.ELA-Informational.RI.5.10: By the end of grade 5,
read and comprehend informational texts, including
history/social studies, science, and technical texts, at the
high end of the grades 4-5 text complexity band
independently and proficiently;
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.7.10: By the end of grade 7, read
and comprehend literature, including stories, dramas,
and poems, in the grades 6-8 text complexity band

CommonLit’s texts are conveniently organized into four
different grade-level bands: 5th-6th, 7th-8th, 9th-10th, and 11th12th. Texts are sorted by complexity of language, vocabulary,
maturity, and content difficulty. As a differentiated resource,
CommonLit can be used to tailor instruction to different
reading levels while still exposing students to increasingly
complex texts. Aligned to Lexile measurements, teachers
can use CommonLit texts as way to scaffold instruction and

Many of CommonLit’s informational texts can also be used to
teach students how to examine the nature of an argument.
From persuasive letters to historical speeches, teachers can
have students identify the author’s stance, analyze the
justifications for their argument, and evaluate if reasonable
evidence and reasoning is provided.
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proficiently, with scaffolding as needed at the high end of
the range;
CCSS.ELA-Informational.RI.9.10: By the end of grade 9,
read and comprehend literacy nonfiction in the grades 910 text complexity band proficiently, with scaffolding as
needed at the high end of the range;
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL.11.10: By the end of grade 11, read
and comprehend literature, including stories, dramas, and
poems, in the grades 11-CCR text complexity band
proficiently, with scaffolding as needed at the high end of
the range.

help students meet the goal of being able to read and
comprehend texts at grade level.
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