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 ELA Standards: Why Informational Text? 

 
The Common Core ELA standards have placed more of an emphasis on 

reading informational text and, on academic writing rather than personal 

narrative, and on teaching literacy in science and social studies (Shanahan, 

p. 12). The purpose of the Common Core is to prepare students for careers 

and college. Literacy in informational text prepares students for the style of 

reading required in college and for careers. People who read informational 

text learn “more about their social and natural world” (Shanahan, p. 14).   

 

There is no clear definition on what is classified as informational text. 

Some definitions will include non-fiction works such as biographies and 

auto-biographies. Other definitions will exclude these works from informa-

tional text (Shanahan, p. 12). 

 

There has been debate about what it means for students to read 70% infor-

mational text by high school. Some have interpreted this to mean that 70% 

of reading in the high school English course should be informational text. 

Another viewpoint is that the 70% of time was meant to be on the sum of 

student reading during the day, not just reading in the ELA class. Thus, if 

thirty minutes of ELA, social studies, and science time were spent with 

students reading and if the reading in science and social studies classes was 

informational text, the 70% would be fulfilled in the science and social 

studies classes. For this calculation to hold, social studies and science 

teachers would need to have students reading appropriate texts (Shanahan, 

p. 14). If 30 minutes of time in each of these classes is spent reading, then 

the total time is 90 minutes. Seventy percent of 90 minutes is 63 minutes. 

Sixty-three minutes is almost the sum of reading time in social studies and 

science. For the suggested 50% of informational text in elementary 

schools, for every 60 minutes reading literary text, 30 minutes could be 

spent reading science and 30 minutes could be spent reading social studies 

informational text outside of the 90 minute ELA block.    

 

Successful readers of complex informational text are alert to the nuances 

of the text and to the work such text requires (Ehrenworth, p. 16). For stu-

dents to persevere in reading complex informational text, they will need to 

feel that their effort is paying off.  “Close reading is an outcome, not a 

technique” (Ehrenworth, p. 17). Close reading will have the highest payoff 

with texts that students find fascinating. Students need to realize that there 

are layers in informational text and that they need to find the hidden treas-
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 ure rather than just the most obvious. This will require asking the students to go beyond the obvi-

ous and asking students to back-up their thoughts with evidence from the text. Students may be 

asked to compare and contrast the perspectives of two texts on the same topic.   

 

Debating pros and cons is one way to engage students in informational texts. They should evalu-

ate evidence and make their own reasoned arguments (Educational Leadership, November 2013, 

p. 9). A resource for developing pro and con discussions is ProCon.org, an “online collection of 

researched, fully cited  pro and con statements on 47 controversial topics” (p.9). 

 

One aspect of teaching informational text is to teach students that the text is one person’s percep-

tion of “truth” (Ehrenworth, p. 20). They will begin to experience that when two texts are chosen 

on the same topic with obviously different viewpoints. If students are aware of opposing perspec-

tives, they can debate those opposing positions with evidence from the texts. They can be asked 

to research other texts on the same topic to gather evidence. 

 

Teachers need effective strategies to increase student reading of informational text. Students may 

be influenced by 

 The teacher personally recommending a non-fiction book at the beginning of class. 

 Reading informational picture books aloud.  

 Pairing informational text with fictional text. 

 Choosing informational text that has been recognized for excellence (Miller, p.26—

27). 
 

A review of the ELA GAP reports will indicate whether students had more difficulty with infor-

mational rather than literary text. If evidence for this need is revealed on the district and building 

GAP reports, then the district needs to consider curriculum revision. This revision may include 

the social studies and science curricula rather than just the ELA curriculum. The GAP report by 

teacher will indicate whether one of the teachers or multiple teachers in the building are being 

challenged on appropriate strategies to teach reading and writing aligned with the Common Core. 
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