Closing the Door on Innovation
Why One National Curriculum Is Bad for America
A Critical Response to the Shanker Institute Manifesto and
the U.S. Department of Education’s Initiative
to Develop a National Curriculum and National Assessments
Based on National Standards
We, the undersigned, representing viewpoints from across the political and educational spectrum,
oppose the call for a nationalized curriculum in the Albert Shanker Institute Manifesto “A Call
for Common Content.”1 We also oppose the ongoing effort by the U.S. Department of Education
to have two federally funded testing consortia develop national curriculum guidelines, national
curriculum models, national instructional materials, and national assessments using Common
Core's national standards as a basis for these efforts.2
We agree that our expectations should be high and similar for all children whether they live in
Mississippi or Massachusetts, Tennessee or Texas. We also think that curricula should be
designed before assessments are developed, not the other way around.
But we do not agree that a one-size-fits-all, centrally controlled curriculum for every K-12 subject
makes sense for this country or for any other sizable country. Such an approach threatens to close
the door on educational innovation, freezing in place an unacceptable status quo and hindering
efforts to develop academically rigorous curricula, assessments, and standards that meet the
challenges that lie ahead. Because we are deeply committed to improving this country’s schools
and increasing all students’ academic achievement, we cannot support this effort to undermine
control of public school curriculum and instruction at the local and state level—the historic locus
for effective innovation and reform in education—and transfer control to an elephantine, insidethe-Beltway bureaucracy.
Moreover, transferring power to Washington, D.C., will only further subordinate educational
decisions to political imperatives. All presidential administrations—present and future,
Democratic and Republican—are subject to political pressure. Centralized control in the U.S.
Department of Education would upset the system of checks and balances between different levels
of government, creating greater opportunities for special interests to use their national political
leverage to distort policy. Our decentralized fifty-state system provides some limitations on
special-interest power, ensuring that other voices can be heard, that wrongheaded reforms don’t
harm children in every state, and that reforms that effectively serve children's needs can find
space to grow and succeed.
The nationalized curriculum the Shanker Manifesto calls for, and whose development the U.S.
Department of Education is already supporting, does not meet the criteria for sound public policy
for the following reasons.
First, there is no constitutional or statutory basis for national standards, national assessments,
or national curricula. The two testing consortia funded by the U.S. Department of Education
have already expanded their activities beyond assessment, and are currently developing national
curriculum guidelines, models, and frameworks in accordance with their proposals to the
Department of Education (see the Appendix). Department of Education officials have so far not
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explained the constitutional basis for their procedures or forthcoming products. The U.S.
Constitution seeks a healthy balance of power between states and the federal government, and
wisely leaves the question of academic standards, curriculum, and instruction up to the states.3 In
fact, action by the U.S. Department of Education to create national standards and curricula is
explicitly proscribed by federal law, reflecting the judgment of Congress and the public on this
issue.4
Even if the development of national curriculum models, frameworks or guidelines were judged
lawful, we do not believe Congress or the public supports having them developed by a selfselected group behind closed doors and with no public accountability. Whether curriculum
developers are selected by the Shanker Institute or the U.S. Department of Education’s testing
consortia, they are working on a federally funded project to dramatically transform schools
nationwide. They therefore ought to be transparent and accountable to Congress and the public.
Second, there is no consistent evidence that a national curriculum leads to high academic
achievement. The Shanker Manifesto suggests that the only possible way to achieve high
academic achievement is through a single national curriculum. Yet France and Denmark have
centralized national curricula and do not show high average achievement on international tests or
a diminishing gap between high- and low-achieving students. Meanwhile, Canada and Australia,
both of which have many regional curricula, achieve better results than many affluent singlecurriculum nations. The evidence on this question has been exhaustively addressed elsewhere.5 It
does not support the conclusion that national standards are necessary either for high achievement
or for narrowing the achievement gap.
Moreover, population mobility does not justify a national curriculum. Only inter-state mobility is
relevant to the value of a national curriculum, and inter-state mobility in this country is low. The
Census Bureau reports a total annual mobility rate of 12.5% in 2008-9,6 but only 1.6% of the total
rate consists of inter-state moves that a national curriculum may influence. Other data indicate
that inter-state mobility among school-age children is even lower, at 0.3%.7
Third, the national standards on which the administration is planning to base a national
curriculum are inadequate. If there are to be national academic-content standards, we do not
agree that Common Core’s standards are clear, adequate, or of sufficient quality to warrant being
this country’s national standards. Its definition of “college readiness” is below what is currently
required to enter most four-year state colleges. Independent reviews have found its standards to
be below those in the highest-performing countries and below those in states rated as having the
best academic standards.8
Fourth, there is no body of evidence for a “best” design for curriculum sequences in any
subject. The Shanker Manifesto assumes we can use “the best of what is known” about how to
structure curriculum. Yet which curriculum would be best is exactly what we do not know, if in
fact all high school students should follow one curriculum. Much more innovation and
development, and research evaluating it, is needed to address this knowledge gap. This means we
should be encouraging—not discouraging—multiple models. Furthermore, the Shanker Manifesto
calls for national curricula to encompass English, mathematics, history, geography, the sciences,
civics, the arts, foreign languages, technology, health, and physical education. We wonder what is
not included in its sweeping concept of a national curriculum.
Fifth, there is no evidence to justify a single high school curriculum for all students. A single
set of curriculum guidelines, models, or frameworks cannot be justified at the high school level,
given the diversity of interests, talents and pedagogical needs among adolescents. American
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schools should not be constrained in the diversity of the curricula they offer to students. Other
countries offer adolescents a choice of curricula; Finland, for example, offers all students leaving
grade 9 the option of attending a three-year general studies high school or a three-year vocational
high school, with about 50% of each age cohort enrolling in each type of high school. We worry
that the “comprehensive” American high school may have outlived its usefulness, as a recent
Harvard report implies.9 A one-size-fits-all model not only assumes that we already know the one
best curriculum for all students; it assumes that one best way for all students exists. We see no
grounds for carving that assumption in stone.
Conclusion
The Shanker Manifesto does not make a convincing case for a national curriculum. It manifests
serious shortcomings in its discussion of curricular alignment and coherence, the quality of
Common Core’s national standards, course sequence and design, academic content, student
mobility, sensitivity to pluralism, constitutionality and legality, transparency and accountability,
diverse pedagogical needs, and the absence of consensus on all these questions. For these reasons,
we the undersigned oppose the Shanker Manifesto’s call for a nationalized curriculum and the
U.S. Department of Education’s initiative to develop a national curriculum and national tests
based on Common Core’s standards.
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Appendix: Excerpts from the Assessment Consortia’s
Plans to Develop a National Curriculum
According to the proposal by the SMARTER Balanced Assessment Consortium in its application
for a U.S. Department of Education grant in June 2010, it intends to:
“interpret or translate [Common Core’s] standards before they can be used effectively for
assessment or instruction” [SMARTER Balanced Proposal. Page 34]
– “translate the standards into content/curricular frameworks, test maps, and item/performance
event specifications to provide assessment specificity and to clarify the connections between
instructional processes and assessment outcomes.” [SMARTER Proposal, page 35]
– provide “a clear definition of the specific grade-level content skills and knowledge that the
assessment is intended to measure” [SMARTER Balanced Proposal, page 48]
– “convene key stakeholders and content specialists to develop assessment frameworks that
precisely lay out the content and cognitive demands that define college- and career-readiness for
each grade level.” [SMARTER Balanced Proposal, page74]
– “develop cognitive models for the domains of ELA and mathematics that specify the content
elements and relationships reflecting the sequence of learning that students would need to
achieve college and career-readiness” [SMARTER Balanced Proposal, page 76]
Similarly, the Partnership for the Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC)
consortium proposed in its application to the U.S. Department of Education in June 2010 to:
– “unpack the standards to a finer grain size as necessary to determine which standards are best
measured through the various components … To do this, the Partnership will engage lead
members of the CCSS writing teams … and the content teams from each state, assessment
experts and teachers from Partnership states.” [PARCC Proposal, page 174]
– “develop challenging performance tasks and innovative, computer-enhanced items … [that] will
send a strong, clear signal to educators about the kinds of instruction and types of performances
needed for students to demonstrate college and career readiness.” [PARCC Proposal, page 7]
– ”develop model curriculum frameworks that teachers can use to plan instruction and gain a
deep understanding of the CCSS, and released items and tasks that teachers can use for ongoing
formative assessment.” [PARCC Proposal, page 57]
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