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  On Implementing Common Standards

Editor’s Note:  In order to 
implement the Common Core 
State Standards, educators 
need instructional materials and 
assessments.  But not all states 
are moving at the same pace, 
and some districts are finding 
common-core resources in 
short supply. This Spotlight 
highlights the curriculum, 
professional development, and 
online resources available to 
help districts prepare for the 
common core.
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Educators in Search  
of Common-Core Resources
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By Catherine Gewertz   

As states and districts begin the work of turning com-
mon academic standards into curriculum and instruc-
tion, educators searching for teaching resources are 
often finding that process frustrating and fruitless. 

	 Teachers and curriculum developers who are trying to craft 
road maps that reflect the Common Core State Standards can
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find themselves in a dispiriting bind: Their 
current materials fall short, and there is a 
dearth of good new ones to fill the void.

“Teachers are struggling, and very few peo-
ple are helping. Almost nothing is available for 
them to use,” said Aaron Grossman, a former 
5th and 6th grade teacher in Nevada’s Washoe 
County district who now works at the district 
office writing curriculum. 

Many school leaders are finding a rough 
road as well.

Greg Netzer, the principal of Van Horn High 
School in Independence, Mo., said he hasn’t 
heard much from his district about new cur-
riculum. Teachers at his school have banded 
together to search for material to inform 
course development and meet weekly to dis-
cuss and share what they’ve found.

 “There seems to be very little out there, 
or it’s just not in places we can find it,” Mr. 
Netzer said. “To say we are prepared for com-
mon core would be a misconception.” 

Such frustrations are widespread. A report 
last fall by the Washington-based Center on 
Education Policy found school districts di-
vided about how much curriculum change 
was truly required and reluctant to move 
forward with common-standards imple-
mentation, in part because of inadequate 
guidance from their states. In an Education 
Week webinar on the common standards 
last summer, the question most frequently 
asked by the 1,600 participants was where 
to find instructional resources for the new 
standards, which cover K-12 English/lan-
guage arts and mathematics and have been 
adopted by all but four states.

Ironically, educators’ frustrations take 
shape during an unprecedented buzz of 
activity to build knowledge about the stan-
dards and prepare resources for them. 
States and districts are bringing educators 
together to discuss the fundamental shifts 
demanded by the standards, which were 
unveiled in 2010. Advocacy groups and ar-
chitects of the standards are holding work-
shops and posting documents and videos on 
the Web to illustrate new ways of thinking 
about and teaching what many now call 
simply “the core.”

But those messages have yet to reach every-
one, and the resources and discussions taking 
shape online can be tough to locate. 

Not everyone supports the new standards, 
however. And some educators who don’t are 
quite content with the complications of the 
current landscape.

“People at my school are looking for new 
stuff, but I just sit in those meetings and nod. 
I’m not getting involved,” said a Colorado Eng-
lish/language arts teacher who asked that 
her name be withheld to avoid sparking the 
ire of her school’s leaders. “As far as I’m con-
cerned, it’s better if we just keep doing what 

we know works, instead of jumping at every 
new thing just because someone decides it 
should work.”

Assembling Resources

The states that have adopted the stan-
dards—and districts in those states—have 
been responding to the need for knowledge 
and resources in a variety of ways. Ohio’s 
model curriculum for the standards is 
drawing attention. Sample instructional 
units and other resources on New York 
state’s engageny.org website have been 
widely used. Officials from the largest 
school districts have been meeting, through 
the Council of the Great City Schools, to 
help one another craft curricula.

Educators from across state lines are flock-
ing to resources that Kansas created to help 
teachers evaluate the complexity of texts. 
Through “summer academies” that convened 
teachers from across the state, the Kansas 
education department began to build a store-
house of model lesson plans and other re-
sources forged by its own teachers. 

“We wanted to carve out a space for teachers 
to say what they’ve created or found useful,” 
said Matt Copeland, an English/language arts 
and literacy consultant to the state education 
department. “It’s wonderful. But it can be a 
double-edged sword, because teachers can be 
overwhelmed with information.”

Sharing news of its resources with a na-
tional organization of state English/language 
arts coordinators generated a “buzz” about the 
site, Mr. Copeland said, and Kansas watched 
other states pick up and build on its work. “We 
saw what a great opportunity for state collabo-
ration it was,” he said. 

Louisiana, one of the states that made use 
of Kansas’ text-complexity work, teamed up 
with Kansas last month for a webinar on that 
topic hosted by the Council of Chief State 
School Officers, which helped spearhead the 
common-core initiative with the National 
Governors Association. Within three weeks, 
it had been viewed by 2,200 people, according 
to the CCSSO.

Subject-matter groups have been creating 
resources for teachers. The National Council 
of Teachers of English, which has taken a neu-
tral stance on the new standards, has issued a 
series of four books that guide teachers in les-
son planning for the standards and highlight 
stories of how teachers thought through their 
own approaches. The organization has also 
hosted webinars and offers expert members 
as consultants to schools. 

The NCTE has also joined with the Interna-
tional Reading Association, the two national 
teachers’ unions, and other groups to form a 
coalition that will provide policymakers and 
practitioners with the “informed, independent, 

“  
Teachers want 
something right 
away, but I say, 
‘Look, this is 
going to take 
some time.  
We have to stay 
the course.’ ...  
Lots of folks are 
working on this.” 
mike Shaughnessy 
National Council of Teachers of 
Mathematics
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and, when possible, collaborative perspectives” 
of teachers on the transition to the new stan-
dards, said Barbara Cambridge, the director of 
the NCTE’s Washington office.

The major mathematics education groups 
formed the Math Common Core Coalition, 
which is building resources into its website, in-
cluding guidance on choosing or writing math 
curricula and a series of explanatory videos 
featuring lead writers of the math standards. 

The coalition’s website also includes widely 
used links to two other projects by architects 
of the math standards: the Illustrative Mathe-
matics Project, which offers examples of tasks 
for each standard in each domain and grade 
level, and draft math “progressions,” which 
describe how knowledge builds through the 
grades in each topic.

A Valuable Gap

Even as such resources can help educators 
shape curriculum, they can’t address the need 
some feel to have lesson plans available im-
mediately, said Mike Shaughnessy, the presi-
dent of the Reston, Va.-based National Council 
of Teachers of Mathematics, one of the Math 
Common Core Coalition members. 

“Teachers want something right away, but 
I say, ‘Look, this is going to take some time. 
We have to stay the course.’ Lots of folks are 
working on this, and there will be some good 
things,” he said. “But it will take some time.”

The schism between demand and supply, 
however frustrating, is productive, said Mi-
chael D. Casserly, the executive director of the 
Council of the Great City Schools, a Washing-
ton group that represents the nation’s largest 
school districts. 

“This period has value, even though it ap-
pears chaotic, because it forces people to get 
into the guts of the standards and what they 
mean,” he said. “The weight of the lift involved 
here is so substantial that it’s not realistic to 
think there are going to be extensive materi-
als out there just yet.”

Some of the most abundant and easiest-to-
find resources for the common standards come 
from the major educational publishers.

McGraw-Hill School Education, for instance, 
has produced supplements that teachers can 
use with their existing reading programs to 
meet the common standards, said Dan Caton, 
the division’s president. It is also writing new 
reading programs based on the standards, he 
said. 

On the math side, McGraw-Hill has revised 
such programs as Everyday Math and also 
published new ones based on the standards, 
such as the elementary-level My Math, Mr. 
Caton said. In addition, the company has cre-
ated explanatory materials that are intended 
to “unpack and demystify” the standards for 
teachers.

Education companies have been dogged 
by skepticism about how truly their materi-
als embody the common standards, however. 
Many issued statements within a month or 
two of the standards’ final release, claiming 
their materials were “aligned” to or “compli-
ant” with the common core. 

One teacher told Education Week that the 
publisher of his district’s basal-reader pro-
gram sent information to the district explain-
ing how each lesson in the program reflected 
the standards. But when he and a colleague 
studied and compared them, the two con-
cluded that “what we had on our hands was 
something entirely different, that it wasn’t 
just a matter of rejiggering things.” 

The teacher asked that he and the publisher 
not be named to avoid damaging his district’s 
relations with the publisher.

Mr. Caton said McGraw-Hill has been care-
ful to make distinctions between materials 
that were created to bridge gaps between 
existing resources and the common core and 
those that were “built from the ground up” to 
reflect the standards.

Lead Writers Expand Role

The chief writers of the common standards 
are playing an expanding role, meanwhile, in 
building the storehouse of help for the stan-
dards. One, William McCallum, a University 
of Arizona math professor, is leading the Il-
lustrative Mathematics Project and sharing 
its progress through his blog. Another math 
writer, Jason Zimba, is co-leading work on the 
draft progressions. 

Mr. Zimba and two of the lead English/lan-
guage arts standards writers, David Coleman 
and Susan Pimentel, launched a new website 
last month, achievethecore.org, through the 
New York City-based nonprofit they founded, 
Student Achievement Partners, that will 
serve as a repository of sparingly chosen free 
resources. (See Education Week, Feb. 8, 2012)

Among the website’s starting stock of tools 
are guides to “close reading” and creating text-
dependent questions—both key emphases in 
the new standards—and a delineation of the 
core areas of math focus in each grade. Mr. 
Coleman said Student Achievement Partners 
will work with teachers across the country to 
develop and post additional resources.

The Council of Chief State School Officers, 
too, has drafted a list of resources for states 
that it considers useful in the transition to the 
common standards. 

It includes explanatory materials about the 
standards, such as guides for parents, imple-
mentation workbooks for state policymakers, 
and resources that bear directly on teaching, 
such as instructional tools being created by 
math and literacy “design collaboratives” and 
tried in eight states, with funding from the 

Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. (The Gates 
Foundation also helps underwrite coverage of 
business and innovation in Education Week.)

“We’re trying to share high-quality resources 
as widely as possible,” said Chris Minnich, the 
interim director of the CCSSO’s standards, as-
sessment, and accountability initiative. The 
organization won’t be crafting instructional 
materials, said Margaret Millar, who co-leads 
the group’s common-standards work, prefer-
ring instead to focus on being a convenor of 
state officials, teachers, principals’ groups, and 
professional-development groups for those 
purposes.

The two groups of states that are designing 
tests for the new standards are also working 
on instructional resources, but few are com-
plete. The Partnership for the Assessment of 
Readiness for College and Careers, or PARCC, 
has produced content frameworks that could 
guide teachers and curriculum developers. It 
plans an online resource center that will hold 
an array of tools, such as model instructional 
units and released assessment tasks.

The other state test-design group, the 
SMARTER Balanced Assessment Consor-
tium, is working on its own version of a digi-
tal library, including written and videotaped 
instructional exemplars and training to help 
teachers understand and use formative-as-
sessment techniques.

Later this year, the Council of the Great 
City Schools plans to release guides to help 
teachers “scaffold” the standards for English-
learners and use response-to-intervention 
techniques in teaching the standards, Mr. 
Casserly said.

Much of the push to produce common-core 
resources is—and should be—about changing 
teaching, said Barbara A. Kapinus, a senior 
policy analyst at the National Education As-
sociation.

“Many conversations about ‘creating re-
sources’ are really about professional develop-
ment,” she said. “What we need is not a bunch 
of lesson plans online. It’s not a simple matter 
of step A, step B, then step C. 

“Teachers really have to monitor kids’ prog-
ress and understand the development of their 
thinking,” Ms. Kapinus said. “It’s a complex 
array of skills, not just ‘finding the main idea.’ 
Many teachers have not been teaching kids to 
do the things that these standards require, so 
they don’t know how. What we need is really 
responsive teaching, and support for that.” 

Coverage of  “deeper learning” that will prepare 
students with the skills and knowledge needed to 
succeed in a rapidly changing world is supported 
in part by a grant from the William and Flora 
Hewlett Foundation, at www.hewlett.org.
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By Catherine Gewertz 
Alexandria, Va

A group of states that is designing 
tests for the common academic 
standards has taken a key step 
to ensure that the assessments 

reflect students’ readiness for college-level 
work: It gave top higher education officials 
from member states voting power on test-
design questions that are closest to the 
heart of the college-readiness question.

At its quarterly meeting on April 3, the 
governing board of the Partnership for As-
sessment of Readiness for College and Ca-
reers, or PARCC, voted unanimously to give 
members of its advisory committee on col-
lege readiness voting power on four issues: 
how to describe the expected performance 
levels on the tests, who will set the cutoff 
scores for the tests, what evidence will be 
used to decide the cutoff scores, and, cru-
cially, what the cutoff scores will be. 

The move puts the highest-ranking offi-
cials from one college or university system 
in most of PARCC’s 24 member states at the 
voting table, alongside its governing board—
the K-12 schools chiefs from each member 
state—when it comes to the most pivotal 
questions about crafting tests that reflect 
college readiness.

Richard M. Freeland, the commissioner 
of higher education in Massachusetts and 
co-chairman of PARCC’s college-readiness 
advisory committee, told the governing 
board that getting an active voice in the 
test-shaping process was something “we en-
thusiastically endorse and are happy to put 
our energy behind.”

The consortium is “taking a huge step 
in operationalizing” a definition of college 
readiness that reflects higher education’s 
expectations, Mitchell D. Chester, the com-
missioner of K-12 education in Massachu-
setts and the chairman of PARCC’s govern-
ing board, told the meeting participants.

Support Pivotal

PARCC’s decision illustrates the impor-
tance that states are placing on higher 

education’s embrace of the common-stan-
dards tests as proxies for college readi-
ness. Colleges and universities pledged 
support to the idea. But their willingness 
to actually use the final tests as proxies 
for readiness—to let students skip reme-
dial work and go right into entry-level, 
credit-bearing courses—is considered 
pivotal to the success of the common-
standards initiative, which rests on the 
idea that mastery of those expectations 
will prepare students for college study. 

“This verges on being historic,” said 
David T. Conley, an Oregon researcher 
widely known for his work to define col-
lege readiness. “In the U.S., on this scope 
and scale, it’s unprecedented to have this 
level of partnership between postsecond-
ary systems and high school on a mea-
surement of readiness.”

PARCC and another group of states, 
the SMARTER Balanced Assessment 
Consortium, have $360 million in federal 
Race to the Top money to design assess-
ment systems for the Common Core State 
Standards. The standards, which cover 
English/language arts and mathematics, 
have been adopted by 46 states and the 
District of Columbia.

When the U.S. Department of Education 
offered test-design funding to groups of 
states, in April 2010, it asked for assess-
ment systems that can serve many pur-
poses. Those include measuring student 
achievement as well as student growth, 
judging teacher and school performance, 
offering formative feedback to help teach-
ers guide instruction, and providing 
gauges of whether students are ready—or 
are on track to be ready—to make smooth 

Higher Ed. Gets Voting 
Rights on Assessments

Published April 18, 2012, in Education Week 

Key issues

One of the two state consortia designing assessments for  
the Common Core State Standards has decided to give higher 
education representatives from its leading states voting power in 
deciding “key matters” related to test design. They are:

1. How to describe  
the expected performance  
levels on  
the test. 2. Who will set the 

college-readiness  
cutoff score for  
the tests.

4. What the college-
readiness cutoff score 
will be. 

3. What evidence will 
be used to decide the 
cutoff score.

SOURCE: Partnership for Assessment  
of Readiness for College and Careers
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transitions into college and good jobs. 
Leaders of both consortia recognize that 

much is riding on the support of higher 
education, since the common-standards 
initiative rests on the claim that mastery 
of the standards—and passage of tests 
that embody them—indicate readiness 
for credit-bearing entry-level coursework. 
If colleges decline to use the tests to let 
students skip remedial work, that could 
undermine the claim that the tests reflect 
readiness for credit-bearing study.

That thinking was woven through the 
Education Department’s initial invitation 
to the states to band together to design 
the tests. To win grants in that competi-
tion, the consortia had to show that they 
had enlisted substantial support from 
their public college and university sys-
tems. Both did so.

The Challenge of Consensus

Whether those higher education sys-
tems maintain their support for the 
final tests remains to be seen, however. 
Skeptics have noted that getting states’ 
K-12 systems and their diverse array of 
college and university systems to agree 
on cutoff scores that connotes proficiency 
in college-level skills, for instance, will be 
challenging.

“This cut-score thing is going to be a 
nightmare,” Chester E. Finn Jr., the presi-
dent of the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, 
a Washington think tank, said at an Au-
gust 2010 meeting of the National Assess-
ment Governing Board, which sets policy 
for the National Assessment of Educa-
tional Progress, or NAEP. “I’m trying to 
envision Georgia and Connecticut trying 
to agree on a cut score for proficiency, and 
I’m envisioning an argument.”

PARCC’s college-readiness committee 
will not only vote on test-design issues, 
but it also already plays an active role 
in the consortium’s strategy to engage 
higher education colleagues in dialogue 
about the assessment and enlist their 
support, PARCC officials said. The consor-
tium’s higher education leadership team, 
which includes additional college and uni-
versity leaders, is also playing a leading 
role in that dialogue and engagement.

The SMARTER Balanced Assessment 
Consortium’s nine-member executive 
committee includes two higher education 
representatives with full voting power: 
Charles Lenth, the vice president for 
policy analysis and academic affairs for 
the State Higher Education Executive Of-
ficers, a Boulder, Colo.-based group, and 
Beverly L. Young, the assistant vice chan-
cellor of academic affairs for the Califor-

nia State University system.
In addition, the consortium has ap-

pointed higher education representatives 
from each member state to provide input 
into test development and coordinate out-
reach to colleges and universities in their 
states. Higher education representatives 
also take part in 10 “work groups” that 
focus on key issues, such as psychomet-
rics, technology, and accessibility and ac-
commodations.

The consortium’s governance structure 
“is designed to ensure input from higher 
education through representation on the 
executive committee, collaboration with 
higher education state leads, and partici-
pation in state-led work groups,” said con-
sortium spokesman Eddie Arnold.

Mr. Conley, who advises the SMARTER 
Balanced group, said it is important to 
have higher education representatives at 
the table during test design to create a 
shared concept of the skills necessary to 
college success and how to measure those 
on a test. But he cautioned that those 
ideas must also have the support of col-
lege faculty members—not just their lead-
ership—if the idea of shared standards is 
to succeed.

Discussion at the PARCC governing 
board meeting offered hints about the 
difficulty of getting consensus on critical 
issues of test design.

Soliciting feedback from board mem-
bers, Mary Ann Snider, Rhode Island’s 
chief of educator quality, asked how many 
performance levels they thought the tests 
should have: three, four, five, or some 
other number. Most states voted for four 
levels, largely mirroring the current prac-
tice in most PARCC states. Ms. Snider 
asked when indicators of being “on track” 
for college readiness should first appear 
on test results: in elementary, middle, or 
high school. Most members voted for el-
ementary school.

She also asked whether the tests should 
show only how well students have mas-
tered material from their current grade 
levels, or how well they’ve mastered con-
tent from the previous grade level, too. 
Responses came back deeply divided.

Bumpy Road Ahead

That question attempted to explore an 
important part of the dialogue about the 
new assessments: how to design them so 
they show parents, teachers, and others 
how students are progressing over time, 
rather than provide only a snapshot of a 
given moment. But the prospect of hav-
ing a given grade’s tests reflect students’ 
mastery of earlier grades’ content raised 

some doubts on the board.
“If I’m a 5th grade teacher, am I now 

responsible for 4th grade content in my 
evaluation?” asked James Palmer, an in-
terim division administrator in student 
assessment at the Illinois state board of 
education.

Gayle Potter, the director of student as-
sessment in Arkansas, said it’s important 
to give parents and teachers important 
information about where students are 
in their learning. But she also said she 
worried about “giving teachers mixed sig-
nals” about their responsibility for lower 
grades’ content.

Some board members noted that indi-
cators of mastery of the previous year’s 
content would be helpful in adjusting 
instruction. But others expressed doubt 
about whether a summative test was the 
best way to do that. Perhaps, they said, 
that function is better handled by other 
portions of the planned assessment sys-
tem, such as its optional midyear assess-
ments.

Special coverage on the alignment between K-12 
schools and postsecondary education is supported 
in part by a grant from the Lumina Foundation 
for Education, at www.luminafoundation.org.
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W hat would happen if English/
language arts teachers revo-
lutionized their instruction 
to focus intently—and exclu-

sively—on the texts students are reading?
That’s what chief academic officers 

from 14 urban school districts discussed 
here last month. It’s a key shift in the 
Common Core State Standards that now 
guide teaching and learning in all but four 
states: Students are expected to engage in 
“close reading” of complex literary and in-
formational texts.

In contrast to common practice, in which 
teachers explain reading passages and 
supply background information before 
students read, “close reading” confines 
initial study to the text itself. Students 
make sense of it by probing its words and 
structure for information and evidence. 
Through questions and class exercises, 
teachers guide students back through the 
reading in a hunt for answers and deeper 
understanding.

That scenario, however, requires pro-
found shifts not only in how teachers 
teach, but how districts choose texts, how 
they test what students know, and how 
they evaluate teachers.

Gathered for a leadership-network meet-
ing facilitated by the Aspen Institute, the 
chief academic officers of the 14 participat-
ing districts expressed praise for the ap-
proach. But they also had deep concerns 
about providing the type of professional 
development necessary to deliver it well 
in their districts. To preserve the frank, 
problem-sharing nature of the meeting, 
the Aspen Institute asked that Education 
Week not quote district leaders by name.

“I’m really worried that we haven’t pre-
pared our teachers for this,” one chief aca-
demic officer said. “The academic and cog-
nitive demand [on teachers] is quite high.”

The officials spent part of a day walking 
through an example lesson on close read-
ing with David Pook, a New Hampshire 

teacher who helped shape the common 
English/language arts standards. He built 
the lesson around a selection that one of 
the network districts, Charlotte-Mecklen-
burg, N.C., has been using with its 6th 
graders: an excerpt from Russell Freed-
man’s The Voice That Challenged a Nation, 
about Marian Anderson’s historic recital at 
the National Mall in 1939.

The chief academic officer “students” 
were asked to read the passage silently, 
without any context or background knowl-
edge supplied by their “teacher,” Mr. Pook, 
except brief word definitions listed in the 
margin. They explored “text dependent” 
questions that he had developed to help 
students understand the meaning and 
structure of the passage. The answers to 
such questions lie in the passage itself and 
help students make inferences and follow 
the arguments in it.

One such question was: “What words did 
Freedman use to characterize what hap-
pened next?” A key point of the presenta-
tion was that students could not expect 
their teacher to answer that for them. In-
stead, teachers would take what Mr. Pook 
called a “let’s find out” approach, guiding 
students to the passage for answers.

One of the chief academic officers said 
that such a process represents a more 
significant change for teachers than they 
might realize. Most of his teachers, he said, 
would quickly say they already ask those 
kinds of questions.

“They’ll say, ‘Yeah, I always ask what 
happened next,’” he said. “But that’s not 
the question. The question was, ‘What 
words did Freedman use?’”

His colleagues, along with Mr. Pook, 
smiled and nodded. Moving teachers to-
ward this way of working will require 
“some significant professional develop-
ment” as they learn to refrain from provid-
ing quick answers, figure out instead how 
to formulate new kinds of questions that 
take them and their students back to the 
text repeatedly in their search for under-
standing.

The idea, Mr. Pook said, is that this work 

“moves students toward independence” by 
developing their abilities to build vocabu-
lary and access a text’s structure; grasp a 
text’s meaning and build arguments from 
it based on evidence in the text itself; and 
eventually build the confidence to grapple 
with tough reading on their own.

Too Much Change?

Some longtime reading advocates doubt 
the basic approach of “close reading,” not-
ing that the wide variations in background 
knowledge that students bring to reading 
makes it necessary for teachers to build 
bridges toward them to make sure all stu-
dents can access the material successfully.

“Ideally, having all students just go 
ahead and read the text can level the 
playing field,” said Richard M. Long, the 
director of government relations for the 
International Reading Association. “The 
attempt is to make it just about the text. 
But it is never just about the text. Our con-
cern is that this doesn’t take into account 
that prior experience exists and always 
affects the way the student interacts with 
the text.”

None of the chief academic officers at the 
Aspen meeting criticized “close reading” as 
a goal, and most lauded it. But they saw a 
rocky road ahead in reaching it.

How, for instance, would they build skill 
among their educators to provide sufficient 
supports for struggling readers, special ed-
ucation students, and English-learners to 
tackle text this way? How would teachers 
respond to a “sea change” that reframes 
their role from provider of information to 
facilitator of inquiry? And where would 
they get deep, focused lessons for such in-
struction?

“The percentage of my teachers who 
weren’t ever taught some of the skills 
you’re talking about here, like the ‘pivot 
point’ in a paragraph,” said one official, 
her voice trailing off in a sigh. “The teach-
ers themselves don’t know many of those 
concepts.”

Common Core’s Focus on  
‘Close Reading’ Stirs Worries

By Catherine Gewertz  
Tampa, Fla.

Published February 8, 2012, in Education Week

Academic leaders say shift may be a leap for teachers



7Education WeeK Spotlight on Implementing common standards  n   edweek.org        

Few States Cite Full Plans 
for Carrying Out Standards 

F orty-six states and the District of Co-
lumbia have adopted a common set of 
academic standards, but only seven 
have fully developed plans to put the 

standards into practice in three key areas, 
according to a study released last week.

The EPE Research Center, operated by 
Editorial Projects in Education, which pub-
lishes Education Week, teamed up with Edu-
cation First, a Seattle-based education policy 
and consulting group, on a survey of states’ 
plans to implement the Common Core State 
Standards. 

It found that “a handful of states are par-
ticularly far along” in their plans to trans-
form the common standards into practice, 
but “most states ... still have a long way to 
go” before they have blueprints to take the 
standards from paper to practice.

“Whether the pace and quality of state 
planning efforts will be strong enough to en-
sure a smooth transition to the [standards] 
remains an open question,” the report says.

The survey was conducted in June and fi-
nalized in October, when 45 states and the 
District of Columbia had adopted the com-
mon standards. The report on the survey ex-
amines the status of plans in those states. It 
excludes Montana, which adopted the stan-
dards in November. 

In response to a general question, every 

state but Wyoming reported that it had some 
type of formal implementation strategy for 
making the transition to the new standards. 
Wyoming said it was in the process of mak-
ing such a plan and didn’t provide details. 
Most state plans include timelines or descrip-
tions, but they vary greatly in their specific-
ity. 

The numbers got smaller and more mixed, 
however, as the researchers burrowed into 
those plans in three key areas: providing cur-
riculum or instructional materials, offering 
professional development to teachers, and 
adapting teacher evaluation to reflect in-
struction in the new standards. States that 
reported having plans in any of those areas 
were asked to characterize them as complete 
or in development.

While seven states—Georgia, Kentucky, 
Maryland, Massachusetts, New York, North 
Carolina, and West Virginia—said they had 
completed plans in all three of those areas, 18 
reported no completed plans in any of them.

Training on Front Burner

Curriculum and instructional materials 
stood out as the area in which states have 
made the least progress. Thirty-five re-
ported that they are making or have com-
pleted plans to provide such materials and 
resources, but 11 reported no plans in that 
area. Some states said it was because dis-

By Catherine Gewertz 

Published January 18, 2012, in Education Week Curriculum Materials

Some of those who led in drafting the 
common standards have created “pub-
lisher’s criteria” in mathematics and 
in English/language arts that are in-
tended to guide publishers in creating 
curriculum materials that embody the 
intent of the common standards. States 
and districts, too, are creating their own 
materials, as are a host of organizations. 
Many intend to make them freely avail-
able, but most are not yet complete, and 
there is no centralized location for those 
that are.

Likewise, many private groups have 
been publicizing professional-develop-
ment offerings for the common stan-
dards, even as some of the common 
core’s strongest proponents express 
skepticism that “drive-by” sessions can 
accomplish the change that is required 
by the new standards.

A number of districts, including those 
in the Aspen network, are starting to de-
sign their own professional-development 
modules. Even as they do that work, 
though, officials from large districts 
worried about how they will ensure that 
thousands of teachers have a sufficiently 
deep understanding of the key shifts in 
the standards, as well at district sup-
ports to design lesson plans and other 
materials.

During a break in the meeting, a 
group of chief academic officers brain-
stormed about approaches to profes-
sional development in a big district. A 
“train the trainer” model risks dilution 
of effectiveness as it gets farther from 
the original trainers, and yet it’s an im-
mense challenge to free hundreds of 
teachers at once to attend sessions with 
experts, they noted.

Coverage of  “deeper learning” that will 
prepare students with the skills and 
knowledge needed to succeed in a rapidly 
changing world is supported in part by a 
grant from the William and Flora Hewlett 
Foundation.

Curriculum guides   
or instructional material 

Teacher Professional 
Development

Teacher-Evaluation  
Systems

17
20

15
18

25 23

11
1 8 Number 

of states

Fully developed plan

Plan in progress

No reported activity

Common-Core Status
A survey of plans to implement the Common 
Core State Standards found states at varying 
stages of development in three key areas. 

SourceS: Education First; EPE Research Center
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Educators walk a tightrope between academics and young 
children’s developmental needs

A 
lthough the common-core stan-
dards are calibrated to ensure 
that students leave K-12 schools 
ready for work and college, they 

are also posing challenges for the educators 
who work with children just starting out 
their school careers.

As 46 states and the District of Columbia 
work this year to put the new curricular 
guidelines in place, preschool and early-
childhood educators are determining how 
to balance the common standards’ empha-
sis on increasing and measuring academic 
rigor with research findings on young chil-
dren’s developmental needs, which place 
a high value on play, the arts, social skills, 
and integrated instruction.

“We have to be careful that those stan-
dards, particularly as they extend down-
ward, appropriately recognize these 
important social, communication, and self-
regulation skills that are really as critical 
for kids’ learning in those early and later 
years as whether they know the alphabet,” 
said Robert C. Pianta, the dean of the Curry 
School of Education at the University of 
Virginia, in Charlottesville.

Every state has guidelines outlining what 
preschool-age children should be able to do 
in a number of developmental domains, ac-
cording to a 2007 review of states’ policies 
published in the journal Early Childhood 
Research & Practice. But in the 2011-12 
school year, fourteen states rolled out the 
common-core standards for kindergarten, 
K-1, or K-2, according to Carrie Heath Phil-
lips of the Council of Chief State School Of-
ficers, and that puts issues of school readi-
ness and the content of those preschool 
skill guidelines in the spotlight.

The latest Race to the Top competition 
from the U.S. Department of Education also 
supports the idea that college- and career-
readiness has to start even before a child 
enters kindergarten. It’s offering $500 mil-
lion for states with plans to improve early-
learning programs. Thirty-five states, the 
District of Columbia, and Puerto Rico have 
submitted applications. Most of those states 
or territories have adopted the common 
core, which means their early-years plans 
must reflect the new standards’ expecta-
tions.

The federal Head Start preschool pro-
gram for disadvantaged children has also 
felt the influence of the Common Core State 
Standards Initiative: It recently aligned its 
Child Development and Early Learning 
Framework with the common core.

Mari E. Blaustein, the director of early-
childhood initiatives at the Source for 
Learning, a Virginia-based nonprofit that 
develops educational resources, which 
partnered with the National Head Start 
Association on the task, said correlating 
the Head Start framework with common-
core standards made sense, as both sets of 
guidelines are used in multiple states.

Still, there are no plans to create nation-
wide common-core standards in the mold of 
the K-12 standards for early childhood, said 
representatives of the National Governors’ 
Association and the Council of Chief State 
School Officers, which coordinated the com-
mon-core initiative.

“There’s no doubt that what goes on in 
early-childhood programs needs to be in-
formed, shaped, and aligned with what stu-
dents are going to start with in kindergar-
ten, but there’s not a national plan,” said 
Michael Cohen, the president of Achieve, a 
Washington-based organization that helped 

Common Core 
Poses Challenges 
for Preschools 

By Jaclyn Zubrzycki

Published December 7, 2011, in Education Weektricts take the lead on curricular decisions. 
Other states said that even though such 
matters are up to districts, they intended 
to offer a range of supports and tools that 
districts can use if they wish.

States seem to be focusing most of their 
attention on providing professional develop-
ment to teachers. Only New Hampshire re-
ported no plans to provide it, while the other 
45 said they have complete or partial plans 
to do so. The most commonly cited methods 
were conferences, workshops, online mod-
ules, and webinars.

Thirty-eight states said they have com-
plete or partial plans to revamp teacher 
evaluation linked to the new standards, and 
eight reported no plans.

“The results of our survey suggest that 
states are working intently to develop plans 
that would make new, common standards a 
classroom reality,” the study says. “However, 
few states have completed their planning, 
even though most intend to start measur-
ing student performance against the new 
standards by the 2014-15 school year.”

Assessments for the new standards are 
scheduled to be fully operational in 2014-
15. Using $360 million in federal Race to the 
Top money, two groups of states are working 
to design those testing systems. (See Educa-
tion Week, Jan. 11, 2012)

The EPE/Education First study covers 
some of the same terrain as a survey re-
leased last January by the Washington-
based Center on Education Policy. The CEP 
study included fewer states, since it was 
conducted before additional states had ad-
opted the standards. The CEP plans to issue 
an update on states’ progress soon. (See Ed-
ucation Week, Jan. 12, 2011)

The CEP study asked states if and when 
they expected to make changes in teacher 
evaluation, professional development, and 
curriculum/instructional materials, as well 
as in other areas. The EPE/Education First 
study asked states for “formal” plans and 
requested copies of them, to determine how 
clearly those changes were being mapped 
out. Education First plans further analysis 
of those plans in the coming months.

Diane Stark Rentner, the CEP’s director 
of national policy, said the EPE/Education 
First report captures states’ struggles with 
tight economic times. Noting the finding 
that Race to the Top states seem to be far-
thest along in their common-core planning, 
she said it’s “not a lack of will but a lack of 
funding” that is affecting that process.

Many states might also lack a sense of ur-
gency because the tests won’t be given for 
three more years, but that is “cause for con-
cern,” Ms. Rentner said.

“They know it’s coming, but it’s a little far-
off and ethereal for them at this point.”
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design the common-core standards for Eng-
lish/language arts and math.

A Pivotal Time

As they look on their own to improve their 
pre-K programs, states have started to write 
common-core-based guidelines for early child-
hood, attempting to balance existing guide-
lines, the common core’s higher academic 
standards, and the Head Start framework. 
But standards for early childhood are also 
shaped by knowledge about child develop-
ment, society’s values, and goals for what 
children should be able to do at the end of 
their education, said Sharon Lynn Kagan, a 
professor of early childhood and family policy 
and a co-director of the National Center for 
Children and Families at Teachers College, 
Columbia University.

“It’s a pivotal time for early childhood. Early 
childhood has got to rise to the occasion and 
really think hard about what its values are 
and what it wants to transmit,” she said.

Just what those values are and which stan-
dards and assessments best reflect them is 
the subject of research—and debate. There 
is an increasing focus on preparing children 
for rigorous, college-bound English/language 
arts and math standards, but many early 
childhood researchers and advocates say that 
time for play, the arts, and developing com-
munication and executive-function skills are 
more important for young children—and that 
young children’s irregular development pat-
terns make assessing specific academic skills 
difficult and even misguided.

Gillian D. McNamee, a professor of teacher 
education at the Erikson Institute, in Chicago, 
said: “With young children, art and physical 
movement aren’t a frill. They are the disci-
plines that offer resources for the expression 
and the development of ideas.”

The common-core standards only address 
math and literacy, but Ms. McNamee said 
even adding science, social studies, or fine arts 
standards wouldn’t reflect how profoundly in-
tegrated learning is in the early years.

Ms. McNamee also said children’s irregu-
lar development cycles argue against test-
ing them against a rigid, even progression of 
standards. Head Start Executive Director Yas-
mina Vinci said that is why her organization’s 
framework doesn’t lay out specific academic 
requirements for its young students.

Assessing young children’s performance also 
presents a unique challenge in and of itself. 
“Observational methods [appropriate for as-
sessing young children] require more train-
ing,” said Samuel J. Meisels, the president of 
the Erikson Institute.

Mr. Meisels said it is important that the 
early-childhood community’s voice be heard 
as new teaching guidelines take shape.

“People are happy to say early childhood 
is important. But when it comes time to sit 
down around the table, I’m not sure they re-
member to invite early-childhood folks,” he 
said.

Many of these issues are relevant to early 
elementary students, too, some educators say.

Edward Miller, a senior researcher at the 
Alliance for Childhood, an advocacy group 
based in New York, said, “We feel that the 
early-education [K-3] standards—particularly 
the kindergarten standards, but also the early 
elementary grade standards—in the common 
core are a disaster, and are going to greatly 
worsen what is already a crisis situation in 
early-childhood education.”

“I’m not opposed to the idea of standards,” 
Mr. Miller said. “We know a lot about what 
children need in order to be successful. But 
it has very little to do with very narrowly de-
fined bits of knowledge. . . . If you expect every 
5-year-old to be able to read and drill them on 
reading skills, the ones who don’t get it are 
defined by the schools and by themselves as 
failures.”

Complex System

Educators around the country are grap-
pling with these same issues as they put 
standards into practice: “What does rigor look 
like in a 1st or 2nd grade classroom? How do 
you support students while achieving rigor?” 
said Mark Baumgartner, the director of pro-
fessional issues for the Cleveland Teachers 
Union. Cleveland has initiated a professional-
development effort to help teachers answer 
those questions as they transition to the com-
mon core, Mr. Baumgartner said.

The approach to alignment with the com-
mon core—or with K-12 education in gen-
eral—varies from state to state.

“Right now as it stands, most states say that 
their early-learning guidelines—which could 
be for birth-to-pre-K or just 3- to-5-year-olds—
align with K-12, or at least with kindergar-
ten. But the depth of that alignment varies,” 
said Laura Bornfreund, a policy analyst for 
an early-education initiative begun by the 
New America Foundation, a think tank and 
policy institute based in Washington and Sac-
ramento, Calif. Some states have undertaken 
detailed rewritings to link up with the com-
mon-core standards, as in Maryland, while 
others, like Arkansas, have designed charts 
showing how their frameworks connect to 
K-12 standards or Head Start.

States may also face challenges in creating 
assessments for early-childhood curricula and 
standards.

“Assessing and evaluating children’s out-
comes is expensive and tricky. It’s with a 
workforce that’s less trained than any other 
education workforce,” said Karen J. Cadigan, 

the director of the Minnesota education de-
partment’s office of early learning. Ongoing 
budget concerns mean that money for that 
kind of professional development and pro-
gram components can be hard to come by.

Ms. Cadigan also pointed to a challenge pe-
culiar to the early-childhood world: “Even if 
you tried, you couldn’t find every 4-year-old in 
the state.” Because early-childhood education 
is not funded or regulated in the same way 
as K-12, providers range from tiny, private, 
home-based daycare centers to fully aligned, 
state-funded programs. Even programs like 
Head Start serve only a small portion of the 
population that qualifies.

In a few states, all licensed providers must 
use state guidelines, but more often, the guide-
lines are required of state-funded programs 
and voluntary elsewhere.

Ahead of the Curve

Despite the difficulties, some states have 
been working towards aligning pre-K stan-
dards and curricula with K-12 standards 
since the early 2000s, even before the com-
mon core.

Jim J. Lesko, the director of early develop-
ment and learning resources for Delaware’s 
education department, said his state’s efforts 
to do so had been well-received.

“People do want their children to be ready 
to be successful in kindergarten, and we un-
derstand much better now what we need to 
do to help support children’s learning prior 

“What never 
served early 
childhood well was 
when we were seen 
as a separate entity. 
You can’t have 
really meaningful 
early-childhood 
education and not 
have it tied to the 
entire flow of 
curriculum and 
what children learn.
Shari Ostrow Scher
Early Childhood Specialist, Frederick 
County Public Schools, Frederick, MD. 
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to kindergarten so they come to school with 
skills they need.” Mr. Lesko emphasized that 
Delaware’s early-learning guidelines “focus on 
all domains of learning, not just reading and 
math.”

Maryland has also already aligned its pre-K 
standards with the common core and is in the 
process of outlining an updated pre-K curricu-
lum. At least one district, Montgomery County, 
tied its pre-K standards to the common core 
before the state. The district’s Curriculum 2.0 
went into effect last year.

“We worked to make a fully integrated el-
ementary curriculum, then took a step back to 
make sure pre-K was integrated,” said Janine 
Bacquie, the director of the district’s division 
of early-childhood programs and services.

Martin Creel, the director of the school dis-
trict’s department of enriched and innovative 
programs, said that when the 144,064-student 
district hosted “parent academies” to demys-
tify the new curriculum, many parents’ con-
cerns were linked to the name: “They thought 
‘common’ meant low and ‘core’ meant basic.” 
But when the standards were presented as 
part of an effort to learn from international 
best practices and embedded in a curriculum 
that also focuses on skills like cooperation 
and critical thinking, parents got on board, he 
said.

Beyond Academics

Montgomery County kindergarten teacher 
Juliet D. Wolf said that the common core has 
been a positive change, allowing teachers to be 
more rigorous and focus on fewer topics, but 
said other parts of the curriculum have been 
even more important.

“It changed the way we’re delivering con-
tent,” she said. “We’re spending more time on 
creative-thinking skills, getting kids to think 
about how they’re thinking and collaborating 
more.”

In most places, however, thinking P-12 is 
not the status quo, according to experts. But, 
said Shannon Ayers, an assistant research 
professor with the National Institute for 
Early Education Research at Rutgers Uni-
versity in New Jersey: “Having some align-
ment between pre-K and K in the future is 
important for teachers, kids, and parents. It 
transforms pre-K and says, this is real school. 
Because what we’re doing in pre-K is leading 
and connected to what they’ll do in K, 1, 2 and 
beyond.”

“What never served early childhood well 
was when we were seen as a separate entity,” 
said Shari Ostrow Scher, an early-childhood 
specialist in Frederick, Md., who has been in 
the field for 20 years. “You can’t have really 
meaningful early-childhood education and 
not have it tied to the entire flow of curricu-
lum and what children learn.”

 

W 
ith all but five states having 
adopted the Common Core 
State Standards in math 
and language arts, education 

leaders are expecting to see a surge of on-
line professional development resources to 
help guide teachers through the transition.

“We’ve always had the ability to share re-
sources, but now those resources are aligned 
with the same student expectations,” notes 
Greta Bornemann, the project director for 
the implementation of the common stan-
dards for the office of public instruction in 
Washington state. “Especially during the fis-
cal crisis that we’re in, we can really tap into 
the power of working together [as a nation] 
around professional development.”

Many districts have yet to take the essen-
tial steps toward integration of the Common 
Core State Standards Initiative into class-
room instruction, including providing face-
to-face or online professional development 
for teachers, according to a survey released 
this fall by the Washington-based Center on 
Education Policy.

In fact, more than half of the 315 districts 
surveyed indicated they had not provided 
professional development for teachers of 
mathematics or English/language arts—the 
two common-core subject areas—and were 
not planning to provide such PD for those 
teachers during the 2011-12 school year.

But professional development will be 
critical to the overall success of the common 
standards, says Timothy Kanold, the past 
president of the National Council of Super-
visors of Mathematics, a Denver-based lead-
ership network that provides professional 
development for math teachers.

“To help the stakeholders—teachers, coun-
selors, administrators, paraprofessionals—in 
order for them to be confident in the common 
core and teaching deeper into the standards, 
they need meaningful and supportive pro-
fessional development,” he says.

For many teachers, shifting to the common 
standards will require major changes.

There are as few as 28 standards for math 
for some grade levels, “which is fewer stan-
dards than ever before, but you now have 
to teach them and drill much deeper into 
them,” Kanold says. “Students are expected 
to conjecture and reason and problem-solve. 
That’s a new day in math. That’s a shift for 
everyone; therefore, we have real profes-
sional development that needs to get done.”

And PD should not be confined to a one-
time conference or class, says Kanold, but 
rather become an ongoing process for teach-
ers. Online professional development, in 
particular, may help teachers embed train-
ing opportunities into their daily schedules 
more naturally because it is so easily ac-
cessed, he says.

“It’s instantaneous,” says Kanold. “I don’t 
have to wait for the conference.”

Questions of Quality

Tanya Baker, the director of national pro-
grams for the National Writing Project, a 
Berkeley, Calif.-based nonprofit organization 
with multiple sites throughout the country 
that provides resources and professional 
development to writing teachers, says the 
writing portion of the standards also repre-
sents a shift to a richer and more rigorous 
understanding of writing.

“Teachers with a significant amount of ex-
perience might not have very much experi-
ence with the kind of teaching that would 
lead kids to be successful with these stan-
dards,” she says.

But while acknowledging that the com-
mon standards provide an opportunity to 
share PD resources between states, Baker 
cautions that teachers may still have vary-
ing needs.

“My worry about online professional de-
velopment around common-core standards 
is that it’ll be one-size-fits-all,” she says. 
“Even as we’re thinking nationally, we need 

Common Core Raises 
PD Opportunities, 
Questions 

By Katie Ash 

Published March 1, 2012, in Education Week Teacher Professional Development Sourcebook
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to be aware locally” of teachers’ specific back-
grounds and instructional methods.

Identifying high-quality resources may be 
another challenge, adds Bornemann of Wash-
ington state’s office of public instruction.

“One of the challenges is that everybody, at 
least in their claims, appears to be aligned to 
the common core with professional develop-
ment and instructional supports,” she says. 
Looking at those resources with a critical eye 
and making sure they are high-quality before 
distributing them to teachers is essential.

The James B. Hunt Jr. Institute for Edu-
cational Leadership and Policy, an affiliate 
center of the University of North Carolina 
at Chapel Hill, in Durham, N.C., is one of the 
early providers of online resources on the 
common core. The organization has created 
a series of videos, posted on YouTube, that 
describe various aspects of the common core, 
such as how the standards were developed, 
what the key changes are in the subject 
areas involved, and the reasoning behind 
those changes.

“This is intended to spark a conversation,” 
says Lucille E. Davy, a senior adviser for the 
institute. The videos are designed not only 
for teachers, but also for school board mem-
bers, policymakers, administrators, and even 
the PTA.

“Everyone needs to understand this—not 
just the teacher in the classroom,” Davy 
says.

As schools and educators get a better 
grasp on what the standards mean for stu-
dents and teachers, more online and print 
resources will become available, says Davy. 
“Right now, I think you’re seeing the devel-
opment of a lot of [curricular] materials,” she 
says, “and then the professional development 
to actually use those materials and teach the 
standards is the next frontier.”

And while providing much professional 
development for teachers on the scale that’s 
needed may seem overwhelming, Davy is 
hopeful that the common core will provide 
the economies of scale, especially with online 
professional development, needed to over-
come some of the most persistent problems 
in K-12 education.

“The need to close the achievement gap 
was already here,” she says. “Implement-
ing common core together gives us our best 
shot for achieving. We can work together, 
share best practices, and share the burden 
of doing the work so [states] are not doing 
it all alone.”

Number of varied state adoption plans that 
expect to fully implement the common core 
standards in various years.

This article originally appeared, in a different 
form, in Education Week.

T 
he time for the Common Core State 
Standards is now. With U.S. Secre-
tary of Education Arne Duncan’s 
recent announcement that the fed-

eral Department of Education will relax en-
forcement of the No Child Left Behind Act in 
states in exchange for the adoption of rigor-
ous college and career standards, it is safe to 
say that many states will simply formalize 
their commitments to the standards as part 
of their waiver requests, opening the door 
to the full implementation of the standards. 
That could—and should—be a good thing.

However, a survey released earlier this 
year found that barely half the school dis-
tricts in states that have adopted the com-
mon standards have begun the intensive 
process of aligning their teaching to the 
standards. And, no one seems to be ask-
ing whether colleges and universities are 
considering the standards and how they 
relate to college-level work. This is more 
important than ever, particularly given the 
level of authority granted to postsecondary 
institutions to approve the standards in the 
NCLB waiver-request guidelines. For that 
reason, states will need to move quickly to 
get postsecondary institutions on board with 
the common core. In addition, state legisla-
tors and other community leaders who have 
been standing on the sidelines of the com-
mon-core debate are finally going to have 
their say.

But the implied connection of the com-
mon core to federal accountability require-
ments may empower many to question the 
standards as a further imposition of govern-
ment control. To build broad commitment 
to the standards, there should be proven 
models that show how the common core can 
facilitate greater alignment between post-
secondary education and K-12 education. 

The result would be a reduced need for re-
mediation for struggling students, increased 
college-success rates, and faster degree at-
tainment.

How Do We Know This? The English 
Curriculum Alignment Project, or ECAP, in 
San Diego offers some important lessons for 
the thousands of school districts nationwide 
that will be held accountable by the common-
core standards by the 2013-14 school year. 
ECAP, which launched in 2004 and with 
which we are both familiar, is an intensive, 
groundbreaking effort to align what is taught 
in high school with what students will need 
to know and be able to do in college.

Together, high school teachers and college 
faculty members participating in ECAP 
looked through years of transcript informa-
tion made available through the California 
Partnership for Achieving Student Success. 
Examining student performance over time, 
San Diego educators learned that students 
who took advanced English courses through 
12th grade needed the same level of reme-
diation in community college as students 
who stopped taking English courses after 
10th grade.

Disturbed by this finding, teachers dug 
deeper for the source of students’ collegiate 
struggles. After sharing lesson plans and 
curricula, they discovered that high school 
teachers taught mostly literature, focusing 
on characters and story lines in classic works 
of fiction. Meanwhile, English instructors at 
the community college involved in ECAP 
were teaching students about argumenta-
tion and writing clearly to inform, persuade, 
and describe—key skills needed to succeed 
at work, think critically, and contribute to 
the community.

Recognizing this startling disconnect, San 
Diego teachers worked to better align their 
teaching with college expectations. Stan-
dards-based high school lesson plans were 
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developed that helped students organize content 
and write clearly with a deep understanding of 
genre, audience, purpose, and argument. The 
thoughtful blend of the literary and rhetorical 
values of the English-literature classroom and 
an emphasis on rigorous writing, reading, and 
critical-thinking skills put students on track for 
success in college and career. It is an approach 
right in line with the common-core standards, 
which put greater emphasis on writing and non-
fiction.

Avoiding a ‘Rude Awakening.’ We 
shouldn’t underestimate the task of getting our 
high school and college-level teachers to connect 
their work to the common core and of routinely 
monitoring student-performance information. 
State leaders also need to understand that it 
will take hard work to foster collaboration be-
tween K-12 and higher education. The distance 
between adopting the standards at the state 
level and actually putting them into practice in 
the classroom can be measured in how well the 
work of teachers from both levels of education 
fits together. Simply having a standard in place 
is no assurance that higher education and K-12 
teaching are aligned to the standard and to the 
expectations for college-level work.

We’re in for a rude awakening if the work of 
implementing the standards is not done now in 
states. The shock will hit after the first set of re-
sults is announced from the implementation of 
the two common-core-aligned assessments being 
developed by the Partnership for Assessment of 
Readiness for College and Careers, or PARCC, 
and the SMARTER Balanced Assessment Con-
sortium. States that are caught flat-footed by 
these results will face a perilous political envi-
ronment that could undermine the common core 
before it even has a chance to transform class-
rooms across the country.

The enthusiastic and imperative work of 
translating the broad standards into daily les-
sons should be given the same meticulous atten-
tion that developing the standards and gaining 
state approval received. Gathering the necessary 
input and support required a herculean effort by 
the National Governors Association, the Council 
of Chief State School Officers, and Achieve.

We must not waste this golden opportunity to 
create a standards thoroughfare between K-12 
and higher education. It is the necessary next 
step in collectively raising our standards for stu-
dent success and developing the next-generation 
education system we need to compete in an in-
creasingly competitive global economy. 

Brad C. Phillips is the president and chief executive 
officer of the Institute for Evidence-Based Change, 
an Encinitas, Calif.-based nonprofit organization 
that helps educators collaborate to use data to boost 
student achievement. Bruce Vandal directs the 
Getting Past Go initiative on remedial education 
reform at the Education Commission of the States, 
in Denver.

N 
ow bearing the imprimatur of 
46 states and the District of Co-
lumbia, the Common Core State 
Standards represent a major 

step forward for schools and the students 
they must prepare to graduate from high 
school ready for college and careers. Yet a 
fundamental contradiction underlies the 
progress: While we are promoting radi-
cal change in creating a coherent national 
framework for what students should know 
and the way they learn, we have not yet 
committed to offering teachers the deep 
learning they will need to transform the 
way they work.

Too much of today’s professional learn-
ing is not up to the task of supporting the 
substantive changes required of teachers 
to meet these new standards for English/
language arts and mathematics—and too 
many plans for supporting the transition to 
the common core read more like communi-
cation plans than serious road maps for pre-
paring educators to teach the standards.

Gene Wilhoit, the executive director of 
the Council of Chief State School Officers, 
one of the groups behind the common-core 
initiative, made this point directly to state 
leaders recently when he asked them: 
“What made you think you could transform 
teacher practice and student learning with 
traditional models of professional develop-
ment?” To their credit, most states acknowl-
edge the contradiction as they struggle with 
the scope of this undertaking in an ambi-
tious time frame. Still, few states can say 
they are taking the steps to address the 
challenge. That must change.

For all the investment of time and re-
sources in the common core, we will not 
achieve the outcomes we expect and need 
without comprehensive professional learn-
ing for educators that supports the new 
standards. The dramatic shift in teaching 
prompted by the common core will require 

practical, intensive, and ongoing profes-
sional learning—not one-off “spray and 
pray” training that exposes everyone to the 
same material and hopes that some of it 
sticks.

For the same reasons that common 
standards for students make sense, states 
should also adopt common standards for 
professional learning. They must infuse 
the new standards into existing school im-
provement processes, plans for professional 
learning, and relicensure requirements.

Because the common core focuses on the 
application of knowledge in authentic situ-
ations, teachers will need to employ instruc-
tional strategies that integrate critical and 
creative thinking, collaboration, problem-
solving, research and inquiry, and presen-
tation and demonstration skills. They will 
need subject-area expertise well beyond 
basic content knowledge and pedagogy to 
create dynamic, engaging, high-level learn-
ing experiences for students. They will need 
greater data literacy as we shift from cur-
rent accountability systems to more granu-
lar ways of assessing student learning. And, 
their leaders will need to champion profes-
sional learning in their buildings and back 
the teachers who coach and support each 
other.

Too few states and school districts act 
consistently on what research has shown 
to improve educator practice and student 
achievement. And even fewer take steps to 
monitor and evaluate its effectiveness.

We know from research what constitutes 
highly effective professional learning and 
how to engage educators in it. Administra-
tors and teachers working together plan, 
execute, and assess professional learning. 
It is driven by data that pinpoint what stu-
dents need. It is collective and collaborative 
within and across buildings, so the quality 
of instruction improves consistently from 
classroom to classroom and from school 
to school. It includes time for teachers to 
learn from each other, examine research 

By Stephanie Hirsh 
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and effective practices, and problem-solve. It 
demands leadership from teachers as coaches 
and mentors, while continuing to tap the 
knowledge of outside experts and resources.

Emerging technology holds the promise of 
making this kind of high-quality professional 
learning more accessible and relevant to more 
teachers. Platforms that facilitate shared 
learning, learning analytics, and continuous 
improvement and evaluation systems can ac-
celerate the pace of change needed to put the 
common core into place. Along with emerging 
tools such as classroom video capture, earbud 
coaching (in which teachers receive real-time 
coaching via an earpiece while they work), vir-
tual classroom simulations, and online tutor-
ing, innovative technology can support an ap-
proach to professional learning that addresses 
each educator’s individual needs, incorporates 
data, monitors the impact of new learning, 
and supports the spread of best practices to 
improve teaching at scale.

For the common core to be successful, states 
will have to be much more thoughtful about 
organizing, managing, implementing, and 
evaluating these tools and strategies. State 
leaders will have to work together, with con-
sortia, and with K-20 systems to develop com-
prehensive programs that deeply immerse 
teachers in the common core, its related cur-
riculum and assessment systems, and content-
specific pedagogies—and then provide ongoing 
classroom support and feedback.

Education leaders must alter school cal-
endars—both the yearly calendar and daily 
schedules—to provide dedicated time for pro-
fessional learning and for teachers to collabo-
rate on a continuing basis. They must promote 
professional-learning academies and the use 
of knowledge systems and other interactive 
technology. In short, to meet the end goal of 
graduating students who are competent in 
the common-core standards and college- and 
career-ready, states must create a culture that 
supports and accelerates change, not delays 
and diffuses it.

To help identify ways of establishing the 
needed infrastructure to support common-core 
implementation, our organization, Learning 
Forward, selected Kentucky as a demonstra-
tion site late last year for a laboratory for ef-
fective professional-learning models that align 
with the common core. Other states—Georgia, 
Illinois, New Hampshire, New Jersey, Utah, 
and Washington—are also part of this effort, 
serving as critical friends, helping pilot and 
evaluate tools and strategies to create a truly 
comprehensive professional-learning system.

Along with its commitment to the stan-
dards, Kentucky has already made progress 
toward some of its key goals; for example, it 
is working on organizing classwork around 
reading and writing in all subjects. It has also 

signaled its willingness to make real changes 
to support professional learning. Our work de-
veloping this infrastructure for professional 
learning will also be supported by new tech-
nology and partnerships within and beyond 
the seven participating states, with support 
from the Sandler Foundation and the Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation. It is through this 
combination of commitment to the standards 
and comprehensive change in professional 
learning that we hope to see the promise of 
the common core come to life.

The common core will not be self-imple-
menting—executing this overhaul of expecta-
tions for students and teachers represents a 
tremendous undertaking.

We hope that states will watch closely, learn 
from these efforts in Kentucky, and take ac-
tion, and that additional funders and poli-
cymakers will develop strategies to inspire 
states to build transformative professional-
learning systems. The most powerful tools 
that states and districts have at their disposal 
to improve teacher effectiveness and ensure 
that students can meet the new standards 
remain unchanged. Thoughtful professional 
learning is crucial if we want to promote deep 
understanding of content and transformed in-
struction, rather than merely aim for higher 
standards and hope for the best.

Stephanie Hirsh is the executive director of 
Learning Forward, a nonprofit international 
association based in Dallas and focused on 
increasing student achievement through effective 
professional learning.
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Resources on Implementing  
Common Standards
Now featuring interactive hyperlinks.  
Just click and go. 

achievethecore.org
http://www.achievethecore.org/ 

Common Core State Standards: Progress and Challenges  
in School Districts’ Implementation
http://www.cep-dc.org/displayDocument.cfm?DocumentID=374 
Nancy Kober, Diane Stark Rentner
Center on Education Policy, September 2011

Early Learning Standards: Results from a National Survey  
to Document Trends in State-Level Policies and Practices
http://ecrp.uiuc.edu/v9n1/little.html
Catherine Scott-Little, Jim Lesko, Jana Martella, Penny Milburn
Early Childhood Research & Practice, 2007

The Hunt Institute YouTube Channel
http://www.youtube.com/user/TheHuntInstitute 

Math Common Core Coalition 
http://www.nctm.org/standards/mathcommoncore/ 

Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC)
http://www.parcconline.org/

Preparing for Change: A National Perspective on Common Core  
State Standards Implementation Planning
http://www.edweek.org/media/preparingforchange-17standards.pdf 
Amy M. Hightower, Sterling C. Lloyd, William Porter, Regina Riley, Kacy L. Sellers, Christopher B. 
Swanson, Lisa Towne
EPE Research Center, Education First, January 2012

SMARTER Balanced Assessment Consortium
http://www.smarterbalanced.org/

http://www.achievethecore.org/
http://www.cep-dc.org/displayDocument.cfm?DocumentID=374
http://ecrp.uiuc.edu/v9n1/little.html
http://www.youtube.com/user/TheHuntInstitute 
http://www.nctm.org/standards/mathcommoncore/ 
http://www.parcconline.org/
http://www.edweek.org/media/preparingforchange-17standards.pdf 
http://www.smarterbalanced.org/
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Most experts in the testing community have pre-

sumed that the $350 million promised by the U.S. 

Department of Education to support common as-

sessments would promote those that made greater 

use of open-ended items capable of measuring 

higher-order critical-thinking skills.

But as measurement experts consider the multi-

tude of possibilities for an assessment system based 

more heavily on such questions, they also are begin-

ning to refl ect on practical obstacles to putting such 

a system into place.

The issues now on the table include the added 

expense of those items, as well as sensitive ques-

tions about who should be charged with the task of 

scoring them and whether they will prove reliable 

enough for high-stakes decisions. Also being 

Editor’s Note: Assessment is 

complicated in both practical 

and policy terms, raising 

myriad questions of how to 

best gauge student learning. 

This Spotlight looks at how 

schools and experts are 

approaching assessment.
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Principals may play a key role in retain-ing teachers, “tapping” teachers for the administrative pipeline, and helping good teachers get better, according to new research on schools in Miami-Dade County and New York City.The studies, presented here on April 30 at the annual meeting of the American Educational Research Association, add to a growing body of research illuminat-ing the role of principals in schools.

Editor’s Note: Principals have long been seen as important to the success of schools.  This Spotlight takes a closer look at effective school leadership and the challenges principals face.
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educators are learning that 
it’s not just young children 
who need help with literacy 
skills. This Spotlight explores 
unique strategies and 
programs for working on 
reading with middle and high 
school students. 
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M
ention teachers’ practice 

of reading aloud to their 

students and a typical 

image comes to mind: 

In a cozy corner of an elementary classroom, 

youngsters are gathered on a rug, listening 

intently to Charlotte’s Web.

But, in fact, many teachers across the 

country are reading to students in middle 

and high schools, too, and some education 

researchers say more teachers of adoles-

cents ought to be using the same strategy.

English teachers are reading aloud to 

teenagers classics ranging from the Odys-

sey to Of Mice and Men. History and social 

studies teachers are voicing the words of the 

Declaration of Independence and letters 
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