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ABSTRACT 

guidance around early literacy instruction than afforded by currently 
available national and state standards documents. In particular, this 
document: (1) establishes consistent definitions for the terms "standard" and 
llbenchmarkll; (2) establishes a consistent format for early literacy standards 
and benchmarks; (3) articulates a set of early literacy standards and 
benchmarks that are based on current national and state standards documents 
and that reflect the foundational knowledge and developmental differences 
representative of the research on early literacy development at the pre-k and 
kindergarten levels; and (4) provides sufficient and appropriate information 
aligned with this set of standards and benchmarks to aid pre-k and . 

kindergarten teachers in assessing the early literacy development of their 
students and making classroom instructional decisions. This publication is 
divided into two sections. Section 1 includes a discussion of critical issues 
related to current national and state standards documents and a description 
of the process that was followed to develop the early literacy standards and 
benchmarks that are a focus of this publication. Section 2 includes the early 
literacy standards and benchmarks, along with additional information and 
guidance to help classroom teachers implement these standards and benchmarks 
in the classroom in a developmentally appropriate manner. Appendixes contain 
a list of 85 items of research and theory reviewed on early childhood 
development; an 18-item list of national and state standards documents 
reviewed; and a list of definitions of terms. (RS) 
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I. Introduction 

The purpose of this document is to provide more detailed guidance around early literacy 
instruction than afforded by currently available national and state standards documents. In 
particular, this document 

1. 
2. 
3. 

4. 

establishes consistent definitions for the terms standard and benchmark; 
establishes a consistent format for early literacy standards and benchmarks; 
articulates a set of early literacy standards and benchmarks that are based on current 
national and state standards documents and that reflect the foundational knowledge 
and developmental differences representative of the research on early literacy 
development at the pre-k and kindergarten levels; and 
provides sufficient and appropriate information aligned with this set of standards 
and benchmarks to aid pre-k and kindergarten teachers in assessing the early literacy 
development of their students and making classroom instructional decisions. 

This publication is divided into two sections. Section 1 includes a discussion of critical issues 
related to current national and state standards documents and a description of the process we 
followed to develop the early literacy standards and benchmarks that are a focus of this 
publication. Section 2 includes the early literacy standards and benchmarks, along with 
additional information and guidance to help classroom teachers implement these standards and 
benchmarks in the classroom in a developmentally appropriate manner. 

In connection with this work, McREL also offers workshops in the development and use of 
these early literacy standards and benchmarks in pre-k and kindergarten classrooms 
(httD://www.mcrel.orf/resources/literac~/ela/trainin~.asp), as well as an early literacy 
diagnostic assessment linked to the standards, called the Early Literacy Advisor 
(httD://www.mcrel,orP/resources/literacv/ela/aboutela.as~). 

Background 

In recent years, many major studies (e.g., National Reading Panel, 2000; Snow, Burns, & 
Griffin, 1998) have found that the seeds of literacy are planted before children begin formal 
instruction in reading and writing. There is now empirical evidence that differences in pre- 
literacy experiences are associated with varied levels of reading achievement. For example, 
research shows that many children who begin school with fewer experiences in and less 
knowledge about literacy are unable to acquire the prerequisites quickly enough to keep up 
with formal reading instruction in first grade (see Snow et al., 1998, for a recent review). In 
addition, recent studies of kindergartners (West, Denton, & Germino-Hausken, 2000) have 
found that only 37 percent of children entering kindergarten have a basic familiarity with 
print. 

As empirical evidence has grown about the effects of pre-literacy experiences on subsequent 
academic achievement, so has research on what content knowledge is most appropriate for 
young children. Nationally recognized experts have identified general milestones, or 
accomplishments, of early literacy development in recent reports sponsored by the National 
Academy of Sciences (Snow et al., 1998), the National Reading Panel (2000), and by the 
International Reading Association and the National Association for the Education of Young 
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Children (IRA & NAEYC, 1998). These general accomplishments are formulated in terms of age- 
appropriate expectations, for example “kindergarten-aged children develop basic concepts of print and 
begin to engage in and experiment with reading and writing” (IRA & NAEYC, 1998, p. 40). These 
expectations can serve as guidelines for “identifying challenging, but achievable goals or benchmarks 
for children’s literacy learning” (p. 39). 

More recently, there have been calls to develop pre-k and kindergarten content standards and 
benchmarks by a diverse group of educators concerned with the education of young children. For 
example, the National Research Council’s recent report (Bowman, Donovan, & Burns, 2000) on early 
childhood pedagogy recommends the development of content standards for early literacy, including 
standards that identify pre-literacy knowledge and skills. At the federal level, this trend can be seen in 
recent revisions to the Head Start Act of 1981 (Head Start Act, 1998) that include a number of literacy 
performance measures not previously specified for children at this age. To date, 49 of the 50 states 
have adopted state-level standards that include standards for the kindergarten level (Kendall & 
Marzano, 1997). 

National and State Standards Documents: Critical Issues 

The standards movement has focused educators on instructional practices that most effectively help 
students learn the content identified in state and district curriculum frameworks. However, as these 
frameworks have been implemented, several critical issues have emerged. 

In many of the national and state standards documents, standards are specified using a continuum of 
statements that represent various grade-level bands (often referred to as benchmarks or indicators). 
Although this delineation has provided some degree of clarity about the knowledge and skills students 
need to master, the scope and sequence of what children must learn has been incomplete. Further, the 
underlying foundational skills essential for early literacy development have not typically been 
identified. Existing benchmarks usually represent the knowledge and skills students ideally should 
master by the end of the highest grade level within a particular grade band. Specifically, for the K-4 
grade span, benchmarks in existing national and state standards documents identify the knowledge 
and skills students should master by the end of 4th grade, Due to the summative nature of these 
benchmarks, pre-k and kindergarten teachers often have been left to identify the knowledge and skills 
their students should learn in order to meet the benchmarks at the end of the grade span. 

As a result of this lack of direction, some educators have begun to create inappropriate and arbitrary 
expectations for young children. In some cases grade-level benchmarks have been created that are 
unrealistic, developmentally inappropriate, or both, resulting in “hurrying” or “accelerating” children 
through early literacy development without giving them sufficient time and instruction to master 
underlying cognitive concepts and skills. For example, although literacy acquisition constitutes a 
continuum with more advanced skills and concepts building on a foundation of more basic 
competencies, there are qualitative differences between how young children develop their early 
understandings and how older children learn more advanced content. Benchmarks at the early grade 
levels have lacked the specificity needed to clarify these qualitative differences. 

2 

Existing standards documents have been fraught with other problems, making it difficult for 
educators to effectively use them. First, many standards documents reflect activities students should 
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be involved in rather than the knowledge they should be learning, resulting in benchmarks that are 
vague and open to much interpretation. For example, a benchmark that requires students to 
“experience literature through read-alouds” is a statement of an activity students should engage in. This 
kind of statement does not directly articulate the knowledge or skills students are expected to learn as 
a result of engaging in read-aloud experiences, leaving teachers to infer what students must learn. 
Second, definitions of a standard differ from one standards document to another. Third, the 
distinction between statements that identify the knowledge students should be learning (content 
standurds) and statements that describe students’ expected level of performance of that knowledge 
(performance standards) has been unclear. Compounding the problem, many standards documents mix 
content standards with performance standards. The resulting lack of clarity has caused confusion and 
frustration as teachers have tried to align curricula and instructional practices to standards and 
benchmarks. 

As educators continued to implement standards and benchmarks, an expectation emerged that 
evidence of student learning would be collected through various assessment practices. In addition to 
the assessment challenges faced by teachers at all grade levels (Shepard, 2000) early childhood teachers 
have other problems. For example, young children cannot be tested using the same kinds of tests used 
with older children. Young children must be assessed in a context that is inherently meaningful to 
them and similar to the context in which they are likely to apply the knowledge and skills that are the 
focus of the assessment. For example, children’s reading abilities are better assessed using an illustrated 
storybook with bright, colorful drawings than a paragraph in test booklet with no accompanying 
pictures. Furthermore, young children typically have not developed “test-taking” skills. That is, in 
general they cannot sit still and attend for long periods of time in a group, blacken test bubbles 
accurately, or switch from one set of directions to another. Thus, observations, evaluations of 
individual students’ work products, and other classroom-embedded assessment strategies are critically 

’ important. 

The Process of Developing Early Literacy Standards and Benchmarks 

There is a pressing need to provide pre-k and kindergarten teachers with a research-based set of early 
literacy standards and benchmarks along with the information and direction they need to monitor the 
early literacy development of their students. The following section describes the process we followed 
to develop standards, benchmarks, and supporting information that reflect research and theory about 
early literacy development at the pre-k and kindergarten levels. 

Review of Current Research and Theory on Early Literacy Development 

A review of current research and theory on the developmental patterns in the early literacy 
development of young children (see Appendix A) was completed. From this review, three major areas 
in which development must occur prior to the start of formal literacy instruction were identified: 
(1) knowledge and skills that are precursors to reading; (2) knowledge and skills that are precursors to 
writing; and (3) foundational cognitive and linguistic skills. Although it is possible to specify 
knowledge and skills that are primarily specific to early reading or writing development, it is much 
harder to specify general cognitive and linguistic skills since they affect far more than just literacy 
development. For this reason, only those standards and benchmarks that identify knowledge or skills 
that are precursors to reading and writing have been included in this document. 
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Review of Current National and State Standards Documents 

A review of the standards identified in current national and state documents that relate to reading and 
writing development (see Appendix B) was completed. These documents were selected because they 
contain detailed descriptions of benchmarks at the pre-K and kindergarten levels. 

Establishing Consistency in  Definition and Format 

Throughout the national and state standards documents, the terms standard and benchmark are defined 
in a variety of ways. For the purpose of this document, a standard is defined as a general statement 
that represents the information, skills, or both, that students should understand or be able to do. 
Standards typically identify the knowledge students should master by the end of their K-12 school 
experience; therefore, they are broad yet measurable statements. 

A benchmark is a subcomponent of a standard. Specifically, it is a statement that reflects expected 
understanding or skill at a specific developmental level. In other words, a benchmark translates the 
standard into what the student should understand or be able to do at a specified developmental level. 
Benchmarks are much more specific than standards and provide more detailed information relative to 
a specific grade or course. Pre-k and kindergarten benchmarks would therefore translate the standards 
into statements that would be appropriate for students at these grade levels. 

The early literacy standards and benchmarks identified in this document reflect these definitions. 
Their format is consistent with these definitions; both the standards and benchmarks are written as 
statements of information and skills rather than activities or tasks. Mastery of the benchmark is 
assumed; thus, there are no benchmarks that start with statements such as “begins to” or “makes an 
effort to.” 

Identification of Major Categories Related to Early Literacy Development 

The major categories for the precursors to reading and writing benchmarks were identified as a result 
of reviewing the developmental patterns identified in current research and theory (See Exhibit 1). 
These categories not only help give definition to the standards but also provide a structure 
for organizing the benchmarks using terms and phrases common to pre-K and kindergarten teachers. 
Appendix C contains definitions of key terms used throughout this document, including some of the 
terms used in Exhibit 1 and terms used in Section 11 of this document. 

Articulation of Early Literacy Standards and Benchmarks 

After reviewing the research base and a representative sample of national and state standards 
documents, two early literacy standards were constructed - one for reading and one for writing: 

Reading - Standard I :  Demonstrates competence in the general skills and strategies 
of the reading process. 

Writing - Standard 2: Demonstrates competence in the general skills and strategies 
of the writing process. 
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Exhibit 1 
Categories for Early Literacy Benchmarks 

Alphabetic Principle Phonological Awareness 
Concepts of Print 
Conventions of Reading 
Conventions of Writing Sound-to-Symbol Correspondence 
Letter Formation Text Comprehension 
Oral Language Development 
Orthographic Knowledge 

Purpose of Writing 
Sight Word Recognition and Decoding 

Visual Letter Recognition 

A set of benchmarks for pre-k through kindergarten was then articulated for each of these standards. 
As previously noted, many of the benchmarks in the state and national documents cover a span of 
grade levels. Since these benchmarks typically identify expectations only for the highest level in each 
grade span (e.g., grade 4 for K-4 benchmarks), there is a need to identify the concepts and skills for 
the earlier grades in each span (e.g., grades K, 1,2, and 3) .  Early literacy benchmarks need to be clear, 
concise, and developmentally appropriate - not just “dumbed-down” versions of higher grade 
benchmarks. They must also reflect lessons learned from previous standards work and from current 
research and theory on early literacy learning and development. 

The standards and benchmarks identified in this document are divided into “reading” and “writing” 
skills and strategies to help the reader connect early literacy developments with later expectations 
specified in reading and writing standards for grades K-12. However, literacy in early childhood is 
even more integrated than it is for older children; consequently, the skills and knowledge listed under 
“writing” will support reading development as well. 

Early literacy research clearly shows that early literacy development takes place during a time that a 
child is undergoing rapid changes and developments in many areas. Many of a child’s growing skills 
and abilities develop in concert and support one another, while others seem to be relatively 
independent. Further, individual variations in development may be more pronounced at this young 
age. For example, while young children commonly develop reading competencies through their 
writing, children whose fine motor skills are not sufficiently developed may learn to read in another 
way. l%us, the benchmarks in this document are not listed in any specific order, in terms of importance or 
development. 

Development of Additional Information for Classroom Implementation 

Although standards and benchmarks provide teachers with substantially more information about 
what students should be learning, additional information is necessary for classroom implementation. 
If students are expected to master the knowledge addressed by a particular benchmark, they must be 
taught underlying conceptual understandings and skills - supporting knowledge - that lead to that 
mastery. In gathering evidence of student performance on a particular benchmark, teachers need to 
observe how students are performing on this supporting knowledge. This evidence could direct 
teachers to areas where students might need additional support in learning the benchmark. 

Introduction 5 



Articulating benchmarks without identifying information related to the implementation and 
observation of these benchmarks forces teachers to search out this information for themselves. To 
help pre-k and kindergarten teachers implement the standards and benchmarks in this document, 
examples of the supporting knowledge that children need to learn for each benchmark have been 
included. Because this supporting knowledge contributes to the child’s attainment of a standard or 
benchmark, teachers should consider this information as they design curricula and assessments. 

In addition to identifying the underlying knowledge that children must acquire related to each 
benchmark, this document includes descriptions of the developmental milestones or 
accomplishments that may emerge at progressive levels of performance or proficiency along with 
example observable behaviors that describe the accomplishment. These are organized into a 
developmental continuum - a predictable but not rigid sequence of ’ accomplishments. The 
developmental continuum is predictable in that it places accomplishments in the order in which they 
emerge in most children based on current research. The continuum is “not rigid” in that the 
accomplishments and the observable behaviors do not constitute a set of stages with a number of 
required indicators that a child must exhibit before moving to the next level. The continuum is not 
intended for use as an assessment checklist. The behaviors listed beside each accomplishment are 
“samples” of what a child might do and are not an exhaustive inventory. A child may skip a level, 
develop skills, or behave in ways that are identified in two different levels at the same time. The 
developmental continuum and the related observable behaviors described for each benchmark are 
meant as a general guide to help teachers identify those skills that are most likely to occur next in the 
continuum and to provide real examples that teachers can use to guide assessment and instruction. 

As teachers implement these benchmarks in the classroom, it is important for them to keep in mind 
that literacy is a complex process involving multiple interactions between different aspects of 
supporting knowledge and specific accomplishments along the developmental continuum. Thus, 
teachers should focus on all of the benchmarks and ensure that children learn the supporting 
knowledge that they determine is necessary for each level of the developmental continuum. Preschool 
teachers should focus primarily on the beginning levels of the developmental continuum for each 
benchmark; kindergarten teachers should expect their children to function at various levels and to 
make different amounts of progress along the continuum. 
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II. Earlv Literacv 

1.1 

1.2 

Understands the basic concepts of written language. 

Knows the basic conventions of reading (e.g., purpose, 
parts, elements, and procedures). 

Knows the names of the letters of the alphabet and can 
identify them in any context. 

1.3 

Standards and Benchmarks 

Concepts of Print 

Conventions of Reading, 
Text Comprehension 

Visual Letter Recognition 

This section contains the early literacy standards and benchmarks that were identified as a result of 
the process described in Section 1. Additionally, the categories, supporting knowledge, developmental 
continuum, and example behaviors necessary for classroom implementation of these standards and 
benchmarks have also been included. 

I I  " 
with oneself and others. 

Summary of Standards and Benchmarks 

Comprehension, Oral 
Language Development 

standard 1 

2.3 Uses the basic conventions of writing (e.g., prints upper- 
and lowercase letters with proper directionality, spacing, 
punctuation, and capitalization). 

Benchmarks I Categories 

Letter Formation, 
Conventions of Writing 

1.4 Matches speech sounds with the letters or letter 
combinations that represent these sounds. 

Sound-to-S ymbol 

Phonological Awareness 
Correspondence, 

1.5 Converts written word into spoken word. Sight Word Recognition 
and Decoding 

standard 2 

Benchmarks I Categories 

2.1 Knows that the DurDose of writing is to communicate I Purpose of Writing, Text 

2.2 Applies the alphabetic principle with increasing 
complexity and conventionality when writing. 

Alphabetic Principle, 
Phonological Awareness, 
Sound-to-Sy mbol 
Correspondence, 
Orthographic Knowledge 
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1 Demonstrates competen"caY 
1 the general.skills and strategies 
1 of the reading process. I 

1 Understands the basic concepts 1 1 of written language. I 

supporting knowledge 
Understands that a symbol is a representation of an object or event. 
Knows that there are conventional symbols as well as made-up 

Uses conventional symbols (letters and numbers). 
Understands that a written word has a specific meaning. 
Knows that words are composed of letters and that the order of the 

Knows that when you read, you read every letter in the word. 
Knows that a sentence is a unit of meaning that represents a complete 

Knows that sentences are composed of words and that the order of 

symbols that only have personal meaning. 

letters in a word is important. 

thought. 

words in a sentence affects its meaning. 

category 
Concepts of Print 

developmental continuum* 
Level 1. Understands that alphabetic symbols differ 

from other systems. 

Level 2. Understands that written language consists 
of discrete words. 

Level 3. Understands the concept of a sentence. 

c.--... 

Reading - Standard 1 - Benchmark 1.1 

example behaviors 
Is content to mix letters with other less 

Recognizes that numbers and letters are 

Recognizes that only letters have both a name 

conventional pictorial symbols. 

conventional symbols. 

and a matching sound. 

When asked to point to words in print, points to 
each word separately and does not sweep a finger 
across two or more words. 
When asked to point to letters in words in print, 
points to each letter separately and does not miss 
any letter. 
When asked to match two words, can match 
words consistently letter by letter in any context 
(including long words and different fonts). 

When listening to someone read, can distinguish 
between a short pause (at a comma) and a long 
pause or change of intonation indicating the end 
of a sentence. Never interrupts with questions or 
comments in the middle of a sentence, whether 
short or long. 

* f i e  development continuum is a predictable but not rigid 
sequence of accomplishments. 9 



I I 1 Demonstrates competence2im 

I 

f Knows the basic conventions 
1 

supporting knowledge 
Uses strategies to monitor comprehension during oral interactions. 
Uses strategies to monitor comprehension while engaged in oral exchanges about 
written material. 
Knows that books, shopping lists, signs, menus, and other environmental text 
contain stories, reminders, directions, choices, and other information and are 
accessed through readmg and created through writing. 
Understands that print carries a message. 
Understands that the same print always carries the same message. 
Understands that reading words differs from processing pictures. 
Knows where to start reading. 
Knows to read from left to right and from top to bottom. 
Understands that a sentence may continue at the beginning of the next line of a 

Knows where the text begins and ends. 
Understands that pictures and captions can provide meaning for what is being 

Uses background knowledge to assist comprehension but does not use it to 

text. 

read. 

replace information in the text. 

category 
Conventions of Reading 
Text Comprehension 

Level 1. Knows how to handle printed materials. 

Level 2. Knows the pur ose of books and other 
printed materi -,P s. 

Level 3. Knows the functions of the basic elements 
of printed material. 

e x a t n p U e v l o r s  
Knows how to hold a book to read it. 
Knows about the front and the back of a book. 
Points to the beginning of the story regardless of 

Knows how to turn pages in a book or magazine. 
Knows specific skills for handling and paying 

0 Knows that when someone opens a familiar book 
on a familiar page, one can expect to hear a 
specific part of a story. Does not know if it is 
print or pictures that carry the message. 

how the page looks. 

attention to menus, lists, signs, and labels. 

May expect all books to have ictures and 

May ex ect a sign or label to have a specific 

conve ed by the characteristic design features 
regar B less of the letters on the sign or label. 

0 Can consistently differentiate between print and 
pictures and knows the salient features of print. 

0 Pays attention to all letters in a word and to all 
words in a sentence even when some distractors 
are present. 

assumes that reading involves P ooking at pictures. 

color, s E ape, or font. Believes that the meaning is 

1 *The development continuum is a predictable bul no[ rigid 
sequence of accomplishments. 

1 4  
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developm ental continuum* cont’d. 

Level 4. Knows about procedures involved in 
reading. 

Level 5. Knows about the relationship between 
meaning and printed text. 

a Reading - Standard 1 - Benchmark 1.2 

example behaviors cmt’d 
0 

Knows that two pictures can describe the same 
object even if they look different or are missing 
some details (e.g., a house with or without a 
chimney is still a house), but that two words 
describe the same object only if the letters in 
both of them match (e.g., “horse” and “house” 
stand for two different objects). 
May expect that any desired information about 
the topic of a book can be derived from having 
read a book (e.g., may expect “The Three Little 
Pigs” to explain why the pigs’ mother did not 
come to help them). 
Can listen to someone reading a book without 
pictures or with very schematic pictures. Always 
uses text as a source of meaning. May refer to the 
text to explain pictures instead of using pictures 
to explain text. Refers to the text when 
answering comprehension questions. When text 
and pictures do not match, chooses text over 
pictures and explains wh . 
(letters, numbers, and common1 used symbols) 

fonts by referring to attributes of letters and 
aspects of design. 

Can reliably identify dif Y erent printed characters 

in any font. Can explain the di 4 erences among 

Consistently points to the words following left- 
to-right directionality, regardless of the length of 
the words or the line. 
Consistently points to the lines of print following 
top-to-bottom directionality, regardless of the 
number of lines on a pa e or the page layout. 

when presented with any format of print. 
Consistently sweeps at the end of the line 
independent of the attributes of print. Never 
sweeps in the middle of the line. 

Indicates comprehension b recalling a sequence 
of elements from the text (Z.g., arranges a set of 
pictures to match the sequence of events in the 
narrative). 
Uses text cues independent of their osition in 
the text even with unfamiliar texts (&., given the 
written sentence “we ran after the bear came,” 
recognizes that the bear came first in spite of the 
order mentioned in the text). 
Sees the text as the only source of the language 
used in reading aloud. May refer specifically to 
parts of the text for additional information (e.g., 
to answer “where in the book do they say...?”). 

Consistently points to t t e first word on a line 

11 *i%e development continuum is a predictable but not rigid 
sequence of accomplishmmts. 



1 i 
1 Demonstrates competence in 1 
1 the general skills and;strategies 1 

I 1 of the reading process. I 

nani”es o f  the lett 
abet an8 can iden 

j themJin any context. 

supporting knowledge 
Understands that a symbol is a representation of an object or event. 
Knows that there are conventional symbols as well as made-up 

Uses conventional symbols (letters and numbers). 
Knows the names of the letters in the alphabet. 
Understands that a letter always has the same name, regardless of the 

Understands that if a letter is reversed or a critical feature is changed, 

Understands that the letters of the alphabet can be put in ABC order. 

symbols that only have personal meaning. 

context. 

it is no longer the same letter. 

category 
Visual Letter Recognition 

developmental continuum* 
Level 1. Can recognize a few (5-10) letters, most of 

them uppercase. 

Level 2. Can recognize the majority of the most 
frequently occurring uppercase and some 
of the most frequently occurring lowercase 
letters. 

*The development continurrm is a predictable but not rigid ’ sequence of accomplishments. 

example behaviors 
0 Is more likely to recognize letters of his or her 

own name (first and then last) and letters that 
frequently occur in environmental print. 

in environmental print), but may not recognize 
them when the context changes. 

0 Does not notice if a written letter is oriented 
incorrectly (backwards or upside down) or is 
missing a small detail as long as other features of 
the environmental context do not change. 
Is more likely to confuse uppercase letters 
within each of the following groups: DCGOQ, 

may make distinctions between letters that 
belong to different groups. 
Knows parts of the ABC sequence by rote, but 
does not use it to associate a letter symbol with a 
letter name. 

Recognizes letters in a specific context (mostly 

BPRSJU, EF, and NMWAVYHLITKXZ - but 

Can recognize letters both in a familiar context 
(own name, environmental print) and in 
isolation. 

0 Can recognize letters across different contexts as 
long as they are written in a similar font. May 
have trouble recognizing “a” and “a” or “g” and 
“g” as exemplars of the same letter. May have 
difficulty recognizing handwritten letters, even 
his or her own. 
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devel O !  

Level 3. Can recognize all of the most frequently 
occurring upper- and lowercase letters, but 
not all of the letters. 

Level 4. Can recognize all upper- and lowercase 
letters. 

_--- ._ 
Reading - Standard 1 - Benchmark 1.3 

le b b i o r s  CDnt‘d 

Knows the ABC sequence for the beginning of 
the alphabet and can match letter symbols with 
letter names in alphabetic order, but may have 
trouble matching the letters that come later in 
the sequence (e.g., identifies KLMNOP as one 
letter). 
Is more likely to correctly recognize the letter if 
the letter name and the letter sound match. May 
incorrectly identify a letter if the letter name 
does not match the letter sound (such as “w” and 
“y”) or if there is more than one letter that is 
associated with the same sound (such as “c” and 
“s” as in “city” and “see,” or “c” and “k” as in 
“cat” and “kitten”). 

a Can discriminate between letters with distinct 
visual features, although is likely to confuse the 
following pairs of letters: MN, MW, IT, db, qg, and 
P9* 

Can recognize letters in a variety of contexts - 
familiar and unfamiliar - as well as in isolation. 
Can notice that one or more letters have changed 
even if the other visual features of a familiar word 
(e.g., color, logo) have not changed. 
Can recognize letters printed in all fonts he or she 
is exposed to, but may make mistakes recognizing 
letters in the handwriting of other people. 
Knows the ABC sequence and can use an alphabet 
chart independently to correctly match the letter 
symbol with the letter name. 
Knows that letter names and letter sounds may not 
match, but may occasionally respond with a letter 
sound when asked to name a letter (and vice versa). 

0 Can discriminate between letters that differ in their 
visual features, as well as between letters that have 
similar visual features, but may still confuse letters 
in the following pairs: “d” and “b,” “q” and “g,” 
and ,p” and “q.” 

Can recognize letters in any context and in 

Can name letters when they are presented in an 
isolation. 

unfamiliar sequence, for example not in alphabetic 
order. 

handwriting as long as they are printed and not 
cursive. 
Can accurately produce the letter name or letter 
sound for all letters. 

Can recognize letters in any common font or 

*7%e development continiium is a predictable but not rigid 
sequence of accomplishments. 13 



supporting knowledge 

I 
I Matches speech sounds with 

binations that represent i 

Produces speech sounds and combines them into words. 
0 Focuses on the form of language delivery and develops metalinguistic 

control including phonological awareness (e.g., notices that “bat” and 
“cat” rhyme and that “bat” and “tab” have the same elements in 
reverse order). 
Discriminates among speech sounds. 
Manipulates speech sounds presented separately or in the context of a 

Discriminates among letter symbols. 
0 Knows that speech sounds are represented with letter symbols. 

Understands the concept of one-to-one correspondence. 

word (e.g., separates sounds, blends sounds). 

category 
Sound-to-Symbol Correspondence 
Phonological Awareness 

developmental continuum* 
Level 1. Can recognize a few speech sounds 

represented by single letter symbols. 

Level 2. Can recognize most speech sounds 
represented by single letter symbols. 

“7he development continuum is a predictable but not rigid 
sequence of accomplishments. 

example behaviors 
Can match some single letter symbols with the 
consonant sounds they represent. Is more likely 
to match those that are at the beginning of the 
letter name (e.g., is more likely to correctly 
match “b” with /b/ than L‘w’’ with /w/). 
Can match some single letter symbols with the 
vowel sounds they represent. Is more likely to 
match those that represent letter names or those 
they encounter frequently (e.g., matches “u” 
with long /u/ as in “unicorn” and matches “a” 
with short /a/ sound as in “Ann”). 

Can match most single letter symbols with the 
consonant sounds they represent. Is more likely 
to match those that match one to one (e.g., /b/ 
is made only by “b,” and “b” only makes the /b/ 
sound). 
Can match most single letter symbols with the 
vowel sounds they represent. Is more likely to 
correctly choose the letter symbol when it 
represents a letter name (e.g., the long /a/ sound 
in “ace” is the same as the name of the letter “a”). 
Can correctly choose the letter symbol that 
represents both a long and a short vowel sound 
when these sounds do not differ significantly 
(e.g., the long / o /  sound as in “open” does not 
differ much from the short / o /  sound as in 
“onion”). May still have difficulty choosing 
other single letter symbols that represent long 
and short vowels that do differ significantly 
(e.g., can match letter “i” with the long /i/ 
sound as in “ice,” but cannot match the letter ‘5’’ 
with the short /i/ sound as in “igloo”). 

/-- ~ 
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developmental continuum* ronr’rj 

Level 3. Can recognize all speech sounds 
represented by single letter symbols. 

Level 4. Can recognize single sounds 
represented by more than one letter. 

Level 5. Can recognize combinations of sounds, 
each of which is represented by a 
combination of letters. 

example behaviors cmt’d. 

Can match all single letter symbols with the 
consonant sounds they represent including letter 
symbols that represent more than one consonant 
sound (e.g., can correctly match such letters as 
“c” and “g” with both of the sounds that each of 
these letters commonly represents, as in “cat” 
and “city,” and “goose” and “giraffe”). 
Can match all single letters symbols with the 
vowel sounds they represent. At this stage, 
usually chooses the letter symbol that is most 
commonly used to represent a certain vowel 
sound (e.g., short /u/ sound is more commonly 
represented by the letter “u” like in “up” than by 
the letter “0” like in ”son”). 

Can recognize consonant sounds that have two- 
letter symbols (digraphs), such as “th,” “ch,” and 
“sh” as in “that,” “thumb,” “chair,” and “ship.” 
Can recognize vowel sounds that have two-letter 
symbols, such as “oo,” “ee,” and “oy” as in 
“book,” “boot,” “beet,” and “boy.” 

Can recognize combinations of two consonant 
sounds (blends) that have combinations of two- 
letter symbols (e.g., “bl,” “cr,” “pl,” and “dr” as 
in “black,” “critter,” “plane,” and “drum”). 

a Reading - Standard 1 - Benchmark 1.4 15 * B e  development continuum is a predictable but not rigid 
of accomplishments. 



Converts written word into 

supporting knowledge 
Understands that the written word can be spoken and the spoken word can 

Uses phonological awareness to develop the alphabetic principle. 
Knows that sometimes he or she may not know the meaning of a word. 
Applies syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic knowledge from oral language 

Develops literacy-specific syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic knowledge. 
Applies the alphabetic principle to decode or recognize unknown words. 
Uses visual features for instant recognition of words. 
Uses strategies to identify or clarify unknown words (e.g., context clues, 

Uses surrounding letters for letter recognition. 

be written. 

experiences to reading and writing. 

picture clues). 

category 
Sight Word Recognition and Decoding 

developmental continuum* 
Level 1. Understands that written words have a 

specific meaning. 

Level 2. Consi5 ently recognizes a frequently 
word in a familiar context. 

een 

*The development continuum is a predictable bnt not rigid ’ sequence of accomplishments. 

example behaviors 
When asked about a word, provides a response 
from the appropriate semantic field but may not 
be constrained by the specific word. May “read” 
the same word differently every time but retains 
the same “meaning” (e.g., “Pepsi” can be read as 
“soda” and as “pop”). 

objects, but expects them to describe these objects 
the same way pictures do. 
May expect two words that signify similar objects 
to look alike (e.g., “dog” and “puppy”). 
May confuse properties of the words with the 
properties of the objects they denote (e.g., may 
think long words stand for large objects). 
May use picture cues and environmental contexts 
to confirm the meaning of a word. 

Knows that certain words stand for certain 

Can repeatedly recognize a word only if the 
contexts are identical or similar (e.g., always 
recognizes the word “STOP” as long as it is 
written on a red, octagonal-shaped stop sign). 

relevant visual features and continues to use some 
irrelevant ones (e.g., may recognize “I” because it 
is always capitalized; at the same time, can 
recognize “LOOK only when the two “0”s  are 
depicted as eyes). 
When asked to read a word in a familiar context, 
may substitute another word based on its 
meaning and its length. 

they should look alike. 

Inconsistently uses a very small number of 

Begins to understand that if words sound alike, 

[+---.I 
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developm ental continuum * cont‘ci. 

Level 3. Consistently recognizes a short word 
across different contexts. 

Level 4. Applies the alphabetic principle to 
recognition of unfamiliar words. 

Reading - Standard 1 - Benchmark 1.5 

le beh&rs CMlt’d. 

Can read one- and two-letter words and can 
recognize some three-letter words if they occur 
frequently (e.g., “the,” “mom,” “dad”). Cannot 
read longer words even if he or she knows the 
letters and some parts of these words. 
Can decode the first and sometimes the last letter 
of a word. 
When asked to read a new word, starts reading 
from the left but may skip the middle of the 
word or its ending. 
When asked to read a new word, may substitute 
another word based on some of the visual cues 
(e.g., reads “It” for “I” when “It” begins a 
sentence or reads “little” for “letter” on the basis 
of the double “t” in the middle) or may substitute 
words based on meaning similarity. 

features but mostly for sight recognition of high- 
frequency words. Cannot always apply these 
features to new words (e.g., can read “and”, but 
may have trouble recognizing “sand”). 
Misses some visual features of letters that are 
critical (e.g., orientation in “b” and “d” or 
number of straight lines in “n” and “m”). 

Uses a very small number of relevant visual 

When asked to read a word, sounds out the 
letters of the word and then may or may not 
blend the individual sounds or sound 
combinations. 

attention to the first and the last letter-sound 
relationships, but may ignore the letters or 
sounds in the middle of the word. Knows that, 
words that rhyme have similar endings. May 
consider two words to be the same if they only 
differ in the order of the letters in the middle. 
May occasionally alternate between sounding out 
the letters of the word and saying the letter 
names. 
When asked to read a word, usually scans the 
word from left to right, or may occasionally 
reverse directions if the word makes sense both 
ways (e.g., “saw” and “was”). May still skip some 
letters. 

When asked to read a word, usually pays 

Recognizes some high-frequency, long words. 
May sight-read many four- and five-letter words 
and may sight-read some longer words if they 
occur frequently (e.g., ”Nintendo”). Is more 
likely to make mistakes with longer words than 
with four- and five-letter words. 

17 ‘ f i e  development continurrm is a predictable but not rigid 
sequence of accomplishments. 



develop men t a1 continuum * cont’d. 

Level 5. Applies decoding strategies and knowledge 
of some sight words to reading of 
unfamiliar words. 

example behaviors cont’d. 

If asked to read a word repeatedly, always reads 
this word the same way and knows that for two 
words to be read the same way they usually have 
to be written identically. While reading aloud, 
self-corrects with no prompting if he or she reads 
letter combinations in the wrong order. 

sequentially scans individual letters and larger 
word chunks following left-to-right 
directionality. 
Can break words into chunks that are ready to be 
blended and can extract chunks of several letters 
(e.g., “ing,” “ed,” or “est”). Decoding of single 
letters as well as chunks depends on the 
surrounding letters (e.g., silent “e” at the end of a 
word or the sounds made by the letters “c” or “g” 
depending on the vowel that follows). 

frequently. When encountering a long word that 
seems unfamiliar, tries to decode, breaking the 
word into meaningful chunks (e.g., prefix, suffix). 
Can recognize chunks of familiar words when 
they are present in a new word. 

Always starts reading from left to right and 

Can sight-read long words only if they occur 

*7he development continuum is a predictdble but not rigid a Reading - Standard 1 - Benchmark 1.5 22 ’ sequence of accomplishments. 



1 Demo”nstrates competence in 1 the general skills and strategies 
1 of the writing process. 
i 

Knows that the purpose of 
writing is to communica te  with 
oneself and others. 

supporting knowledge 
Controls syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic aspects of language. 
Uses strategies to monitor comprehension while listening. 
Uses strategies to monitor comprehension while engaged in oral exchanges 
about written material. 
Knows that books, shopping lists, signs, menus, and other environmental 
text contain stories, reminders, directions, choices, and other information 
and are accessed through reading and created through writing. 
Understands that print carries a message. 
Understands that the same print always carries the same message. 
Produces speech sounds and combines them into words. 
Focuses on the form of language delivery and develops metalinguistic 
control including phonemic awareness (e.g., notices that “bat” and “cat” 
rhyme and that “bat” and “tab” have the same elements but in reverse 
order). 
Understands that writing is a way of communicating personal thoughts, 
feelings, and experiences. 
Understands that writing is a form of communication that can be read and 
re-read by the writer and by other people. 
Understands that the words used to deliver a message make a difference in 
how that message is communicated. 

category 
Purpose of Writing 
Text Comprehension 

developmental continuum* 
Level 1. Assumes that making any marks is writing. 

Level 2. Understands that an oral message can be 
represented with written language. 

Level 3. Understands that once an oral message is 
represented with written words it should 
be read the same way every time. 

example behaviors 
Draws, scribbles, or makes any marks and calls 

May pretend to read his or her own message. 
Converts own writing into oral words - “re- 

this process “writing.” 

reads” - inconsistently. 

May attempt to formulate, in a general way, what 
the message will be before writing (e.g., “I will 
write a story about my teddy bear”). 

intended message. 

differ from the intended message. 

writing event rather than interpretation of 
specific written marks. 

May write a message that differs from the 

“Re-reads” own message using words that may 

“Re-reads” o w n  message based on memory of the 

Usually creates a written message that closely 
approximates the oral message it represents. 
Can “re-read” own message several days after the 
writing takes place. 
Generally expects others to be able to read the 
message the same way he or she reads it. 

19 *The development continuum is a predictnble but not rigid 
sequence of accomplisbtnents. Writing - Standard 2 - Benchmark 2.1 
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onstrates competencein- 
general skills and strategies 

of the writing process: 1 

Applies the alphabetic principle 
with increasingLcomplexity and 
conventionality when.;Hwciting. 

supporting knowledge 
Understands that a symbol is a representation of an object or event. 
Knows that there are conventional symbols as well as made-up symbols that 

Uses conventional symbols (letters and numbers). 
Discriminates between letter symbols. 
Knows that written words are composed of letters. 
Understands that if a letter is reversed or a critical feature is changed, it is no 

Discriminates between speech sounds. 
Knows that spoken words are composed of sounds. 
Knows that speech sounds are represented with letter symbols. 
Understands the concept of one-to-one correspondence. 
Knows that the sound and letter composition of a word affects its meaning. 
Knows that the order of letters and sounds affects the meaning of the word. 
Knows that when you read, you read every letter in the word. 
Knows letter-to-sound correspondences. 
Knows that the order of the letters in a written word matches the order of 

Knows that there is a correct way to spell a word. 

only have personal meaning. 

longer the same letter. 

the sounds in a spoken word. 

category 
Alphabetic Principle 
Phonological Awareness 
Sound-to-Symbol Correspondence 
Orthographic Knowledge 

developmental continuum* le behaviors 
Level 1. Knows that different sounds in a word are 

represented by different symbols. Knows 
that more sounds in a word require more 
written symbols. 

Level 2. Identifies the most salient sound in a 
spoken word and attempts to represent it 
in writing. 

Uses words represented by a letter string that 
consists of different letters and letter-like 
symbols. 

longer letter strings. 
Uses longer words or messages represented by 

Usually represents the beginning sound. 
Often represents isolated vowels (e.g., “I” or “a”). 
When writing, may represent sound(s) by using a 
letter name instead of the sound(s)’s correct 
orthographical equivalent (e.g., uses “c” to 
represent “see,” “u” to represent “you,” “r” to 
represent “are”). 
Uses inconsistent written representations of the 
same sound. 
Represents a sound as he or she says the sound 
regardless of how accurate that articulation is 
(e.g., represents /dr/ as in ‘‘drum” by the letter 
“g” and not by the blend “dr”). 
Represents each word by one to three letters, 
mostly in the correct order in relation to the 
sounds they represent. 

* f i e  development continuum is a predictable but not rigid * sequence of accomplishments. 
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developmenhl continuum* mnt’d. 

Level 3. Identifies two or three sounds in a spoken 
word (usually beginning and ending) and 
attempts to represent them in writing in 
the corresponding order. 

Level 4. Identifies all component sounds in a 
spoken word and attempts to represent 
them in writing in the corresponding 
order, but estimates spelling based on 
sound identification. 

Level 5. Combines known conventional spelling 
rules with own estimation based on sound 
identification. 

Level 6 .  Uses conventional spelling when writing 
most words. 

Writing - Standard 2 - Benchmark 2.2 

le behaviors wt’d 

0 Represents most of the single consonant sounds 
and some vowel sounds. Vowel sounds are more 
likely to be represented when in medial position 
(e.g., as in “cat,” “sun”) or at the beginning of the 
word (e.g., as in “is,” “it”). 

0 Represents the first and last sounds by letters in 
the proper order. 
May represent medial sounds but may place them 
out of order, after the symbol representing the 
final sound. 
Represents some blends. 

0 Represents some more complex sound 
combinations (e.g., “ing”). 

0 Represents each word by a sequence of letters in 
the order that follows the sequence of sounds, 
including blends (e.g., “lfnt” for “elephant”). 

0 May use alternate spellings for the same sound in 
different writing samples (e.g., “cat” and ”kat”). 

0 May use letter names to represent a sound in an 
unfamiliar word (e.g., “lf” for “elf“) even though 
he or she relies on the letter-sound relationship 
when using the same letter in a familiar word 
(e.g., “love”). 

0 Primarily spells using own estimations. 
0 May use the known conventional spelling of 

high-frequency words to develop spelling for 
unknown words (e.g., spells “buy” as “by” by 
analogy with “my”). 

0 May add known digraphs (e.g., “th” or “ch”) or 
double vowel combinations (e.g., “ee” or “00”) to 
known correspondences between sounds and 
single letters. 

adds a silent “e” at the end of all words). 
0 May overgeneralize a spelling rule for a time (e.g., 

0 May conventionally spell some words (e.g., “the”) 
and may consistently use the same estimated 
spelling for all other words (e.g., “mi” for “my,” 
“dis” for “this”). 

0 May use the conventional spelling of known 
words to spell new words, even though this 
results in an unconventional spelling (e.g., “aret” 
for “art,” “mee” for “me”). 

closest rule (e.g., applies “silent e” when writing 
“rane” for “rain”). 

In the case of an unknown word, applies the 

‘The development continuum is a predictable hut not rid 
sequence of accomplishments. 21 
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1 Demonstrates competence in 
1 the general skills and strategies 1 of the writing process. 

the basic conventions of 

I punctuation, and capitalization). - 

supporting knowledge 
-Knows that a symbol is a representation of an object or event. 
-Knows that there are conventional symbols as well as made-up 

-Uses conventional symbols. 
,Knows the shapes of all letters of the alphabet in upper- and 

-Understands that if a letter is reversed or  a critical feature is changed, 

Knows that written words are composed of letters and that the order 

0 Uses left-to-right directionality. 
Uses hand positioning and pencil grip as a means of controlling 

Forms each of the letters in the alphabet in upper- and lowercase. 
Uses spaces to separate words while writing. 
Knows that a sentence should end with a punctuation mark. 
Knows that uppercase should be used a t  the beginning of a sentence 

symbols that only have personal meaning. 

lowercase. 

it is no longer the same letter. 

of the letters in the word is important. 

writing instrument. 

for the pronoun “I” and for proper names. 

category 
Letter Formation 
Conventions of Writing 

developmental continuum* 
Level 1. Attempts to act out the process of 

writing. 

Level 2. Attempts to represent oral language in  
writing. 

Level 3. Uses proper letter formation in writing. 

example behaviors 
0 Draws using random lines. 
0 Draws using continuous lines (e.g., spirals and 

circles). 
Scribbles. 

Produces drawings that represent a spoken 

0 Produces letter-like forms mixed with drawings 
message. 

to represent spoken language. May  include actual 
letters. 

Produces letters that are generally consistent in 
shape with some variations and some incorrect 
elements (e.g., “n” for “h” or “C” for ”G). 

0 Produces letters that  are inconsistent in 
orientation (e.g., “M” for “W” or “b” for “d”). 

0 Consistently produces correctly formed letters. 
0 Generally writes in uppercase letters, but 

occasionally uses lowercase letters. 

2 2 T h e  development continuum is a predictnble but not rigid 
sequence of accomplishments. 
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I Continuum* ront’d 

Level 4. Experiments with conventions of writing 
when writing words. 

Level 5. Uses some conventions of writing. 

Level 6 .  Knows about directionality, spacing, and 
some uses for punctuation and 
capitalization. 

0 behamrs cmt’d 

Produces letters combined in words and word- 
like sequences. Follows mostly left-to-right 
directionality and randomly uses spaces. 
May use punctuation marks or other marks to 
indicate spaces. 
Writes words using a mixture of upper- and 
lowercase letters. 

Writes following left-to-right directionality. 
Uses spaces to separate words in a sentence and to 

Uses capitalization and punctuation 
separate two sentences. 

inconsistently. 

Uses uppercase letters in the beginning of 
sentences for the pronoun “I” and for some 
proper names. 

isn’t aware of the meaning of different 
punctuation marks. 

Uses a punctuation mark to end a sentence, but 

Writing - Standard 2 - Benchmark 2.32 7 23 *The development continuum is a predictable but not rigid 
sequence of accomplishments. 
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- Apyendix C 
Definitions of Terms 

Alphabetic Principle 
The alphabetic principle is the idea that a sequence of letters in a printed word matches a sequence of 
sounds in a spoken word. A child who has developed an understanding of the alphabetic principle 
expects longer words to be represented with more letters and expects words that start with the same 
sound to have the same letter in the beginning. 

Benchmark 
A benchmark is a subcomponent of a standard. It is a statement that reflects expected understanding 
or skill at a specific developmental level. In other words, a benchmark translates the standard into 
what the student should understand or be able to do at a specific developmental level. 

Conventional Symbols 
Conventional symbols are symbols whose meaning is universally agreed upon. For example, letters, 
numbers, and some icons (e.g., arrows) are conventional symbols. 

Developmental Continuum 
The developmental continuum is a predictable but not rigid sequence of accomplishments that 
describes the progressive levels of performance or proficiency that are expected to emerge for a 
specific benchmark. 

Example Behaviors 
Example behaviors are behaviors children might engage in as they demonstrate accomplishments 
related to specific benchmarks. These examples help teachers apply the developmental continuum and 
benchmarks. They are not a definitive list of how a child might demonstrate a specific developmental 
accomplishment. 

Metalinguistic Control 
Metalinguistic control is the ability to control one’s use of language based on knowledge of how the 
language operates. For example, a child can self-correct or correct another person when a sentence is 
not grammatically correct or when a particular word is used inappropriately. 

Orthographic Knowledge 
Orthographic knowledge is the knowledge of specific relationships between speech sounds and 
letterdletter combinations that are determined by the rules of spelling. 
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Phonological Awareness 
Phonological awareness is the ability to reflect on the sound structure of spoken language. For 
example, a child who has developed phonological awareness notices when two words rhyme or when 
they start with the same sound. 
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Pragmatic Knowledge 
Pragmatic knowledge is knowledge of how to communicate with others in an effective and 
appropriate way. For example, a child who has pragmatic knowledge can modify the way he or she 
talks depending on the audience (e.g., adults vs. other children, familiar people vs. strangers). 

Semantic Knowledge 
Semantic knowledge is knowledge of the meanings of words and word combinations. For example, a 
child who has semantic knowledge has a large vocabulary that he or she can use to adequately describe 
his or her life experiences. In addition, the child is expanding his or her existing vocabulary to 
gradually incorporate more abstract words. 

Standard 
A standard is a general statement that represents the information, skills, or both, that students should 
understand or be able to do. Standards typically identify the knowledge students should master by the 
end of their K-12 school experience. 

Supporting Knowledge 
Supporting knowledge is the underlying knowledge and skills that students need to acquire for a 
specific benchmark. 

Syntactic Knowledge 
Syntactic knowledge is knowledge of the rules by which words are arranged into sentences. For 
example, a child who has syntactic knowledge is able to understand and speak in grammatically 
correct sentences using all parts of speech appropriately. 
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