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Part 1: Core Tenets of Excellent Literacy Instruction 
K-12 Standards for Reading define what students should understand and be able to do by the end of each grade. 
Students should demonstrate their proficiency of these standards both orally and through writing. For students to be 
college and career ready, they must read from a wide range of high-quality, increasingly challenging literary and 
informational texts. One of the key requirements of the Standards for Reading is that all students must be able to 
comprehend texts of steadily increasing complexity as they progress through school.  

Tenets of Excellent Literacy Instruction include: 

• Text is at the Center of the Lesson 
This tenet is really a mindset for planning and execution of all lessons. The text should serve as the central 
feature for planning and instruction. Doing so allows readers to build vocabulary (both through context and 
explicit study), grows broad knowledge of the world through reading, and allows for coherence across 
grades through the study of complex texts. The standards act in service of this mindset and the below three 
elements cannot happen if the text is not kept at the center or the “heart” of the lesson.  

• Knowledge-building 
Knowledge and the associated vocabulary play a huge role in comprehension of a text. We learned from the 
“Baseball Study” done by Recht and Leslie that knowledge of a topic had a much bigger impact on 
comprehension than did generalized reading ability. Research done by Landauer and Dumais also tells us 
that reading or listening to a series of texts on the same topic helps students build vocabulary four-times 
faster. This combined with nearly a century of research (Whipple 1925, ACT 2005, NAEP 2013) shows that 
vocabulary is the biggest factor in reading comprehension. With this information, we ensure that all units are 
planned with topics so that texts and vocabulary build off of each other to support building knowledge and 
therefore vocabulary development with all of our students.  

• Use of appropriately complex text 
According to the study Reading Between the Lines: What the ACT Reveals About College Readiness in Reading 
from 2005, performance differences on standardized tests were determined by text complexity. Question 
type or skill were not an indicator for performance at all. This shows us that we need to ensure that students 
have meaningful interactions with appropriately complex texts. To do this, we need to ensure that we are 
planning units and lessons with appropriately complex texts. If a text is not at the appropriate complexity for 
the grade level, it should not be at the center of our lessons.  

• High-quality tasks 
In order to maximize the impact of appropriately complex texts and planning around topics to ensure 
knowledge and vocabulary are being developed, high-quality tasks need to be embedded throughout each 
lesson and unit. This includes instructionally embedded formative assessments where students share their 
thinking orally and in writing. Planning these high-quality tasks also means that teacher should ensure that 
students are doing the thinking and have active participation in the tasks. These are the two critical types of 
ownership teachers should seek: 

o The depth and quality of the thinking students are engaged in. Maximizing thinking requires strong 
texts and strong questions and tasks that require students to be thinking at the analytic level of the 
standards to facilitate truly productive engagement.  

o Student participation in tasks should involve looking at who participates and how often. Maximizing 
thinking requires opportunities to get all students involved in speaking, responding to questions, 
thinking actively, processing ideas in writing, as often as possible.  

This framework will outline the components of the New Mexico literacy standards in part 2 as well as instructional 
best practices in part 3. Using these parts seamlessly to deeply understand standards and best practices will help 
ensure instructional planning happens with these four tenets in mind. This guide was created to be used in 
conjunction with a high-quality curriculum. When standards are properly and deeply understood and that knowledge 
is applied with an excellent literacy curriculum, excellent and rigorous literacy instruction occurs.  

 



 

Part 2: Unpacking the Standards 
What is in the unpacking of the standards? 

ELA standards have been broken down to give clarity around what the standard means as well as clarity around 
student performance. There are also instructionally embedded formative assessments offered that align with clusters 
of literature and informational text standards. These formative assessments naturally allow for speaking, listening, 
and/or writing standards to be incorporated naturally as student performance is assessed. Due to the systematic and 
specific nature of foundational skills, instructionally embedded formative assessments should be pulled from the 
high-quality instructional materials used for daily lessons. Below is an at-a-glance of the information in each standard 
breakdown and instructionally embedded formative assessment task provided.  

 

Strand and Anchor Standard 

Essential Understandings 

Break down of standard 

Full language of standard 

Vertical Alignment 

Example of high-quality task 

DOK/Blooms alignment to task 
Possible language objectives 

Possible misconceptions  

Standard alignment information 
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