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Common Core National Curriculum Standards:
More Questions ... and Answers

In the Fall 2009 issue of the 4454 Jowrnal of Scholarship and Practice there were two articles
that exanuned various aspects of the impending Commeon Core State Standards (CCSS). In the
editorial, David Canton and I presented historical and empirical arguments against the CCSS and the
reasons commonly expressed by proponents for the need for national curnculum standards (Tienken &
Canton, 2009, Yong Zhao (2009) wrote Comiments on the Common Core Stamdards Initiative and
provided further evidence that national standards were an inapproprate and empirically unsound
derection for Amernican education. We asked readers to send us lingening or unanswered questions they
had after reading those two articles. What follows are five questions that summarize what we received.
Yong Zhao and T provide answers to those questions and hopefully bring added clarity to the issue of
national curriculum standards and the next iteration of large-scale testing that 15 sure to follow this
mtiative.

1. Do yvou think the poiential negative consequences of nafional standards are simply just really
negaiive conseqguences af stafe assessmenis? State mandated assessments of academic skills
and knowledge came before Common Core State Standards and if seems thai state
assessments are here fo stay, with or withont natienal standards. Wouldn't it be a better nse
gf enr fime fo work fo improve the poorly designed stafe assessmenis?

Yes and no. As we explain below, we have seen many negative consequences of state
assessments already, but the CCSS will exacerbate the current high stakes testing environment. While
on the surface, the CCSS are marketed as something to provide greater mstructional guidance. the fact
15 that the probability 1s likely that high stakes testing will be used to enforce implementation of the
CC55. The Council of Chief State School Officers (CCS550, 2009), one of the organizations that
pushed through the development of the standards, wrote, “States lmow that standards alone canmot
propel the svstems change we need. The common core state standards will enable participating states
to ... develop and mmplement an assessment syvstem to measure student performance against the
common core state standards™ (p_2).

These standards will form the core curniculum of every public school program, drive another
stronger wave of high stakes testing, and thus become student selection critenia for K-12 school
programs such as Title I services, gifted and talented programs, high school course placement, and
other academic programs.
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The subjects prescribed currently by the CCS5, language arts and mathematics, and eventually
science, will become the most important subjects in terms of time and resources allotted to teachers
and other subjects and educational activities will be further deemphasized. intensifyying the current
sifation across the country. Furthermore, students who do not meet the arbitrary levels of achievement
set 1n those subject areas will be considered “at risk”™ and forced to do more work in those areas,
depriving them of the opporiunities to participate in other educational activities. Teachers in schools
whose students do well in those areas will be rewarded, while teachers in schools in which smidents do
less well will be pumshed, leading to a nation of schools that focus oaly on two or three subject areas.

Theories, Goals, and Policies

We as a nation need to examine our stated goals for public education. If, for example, we accept that
one overarching end goal of education in the US. should be to prepare people who can strategize,
problem solve socially conscious 1ssues, create, collaborate, and innovate, then we need to look at the
existing theories and applied research on the best ways to achieve those goals.

We also need to compare the theories and research that support our collective goals for
education as a nation to those theories and research that dove standardized curriculum and testing, the
proposed means of achieving the goal, to determine if there is theoretical and empirical congruency
between ends and means. If the theories and research are not congruent, then we will not achieve our
intended goals. We might even retard progress.

When we looked at the underlving theories of mandated statewide testing from the No Child
Left Behind Act of 2002 (Mo Child Left Behind [NCLE PL 107-110], 2002}, Cammen Core State
Standards, and the proposals put forth in the Race To The Top program, we found them driven by
behaviorism and rational choice theories. Those types of theories produce policies based on power
relationships focused on efficiency and monitorial control. The fundamental idea of policies based on
behaviorism and rational choice is that some policy tody (e.g.. State Education Agency (SEA) or T1.5.
Department of Education) develops a set of expected education outcome measures, monitors the
relationship between the measures and school processes through a monitoring device (e.g., high-stakes
test), and then implements rewards or sanctions to attempt to change behavior through external force to
maximize performance on the monitoring device.

Results on the monitoring device become the end target instead of anthentic improvement to
the system The tests used as monitoring devices usually judge smdent achievement based on arbitrary
proficiency bands with limited or no empirical evideace to support their use (see Orlich, 2010 in this
1zsue, Orlich, 2007; Tienken and Achilles, 20057,

For example, advocates of high school exit exam policies postulate that high-stakes exit exams
canse stdents and teachers to work harder and achieve more becanse the fests create teaching and
leamning targets that have perceived meanings to both groups. The powerful (policy makers) exert force
and control over the powerless (children and educators). Bryk and Hermanson (1993) termed this an
mstrumental use model. Examples of instrumental use models include state testing policies that use
threats from SEAs to withheold funding for poor performance to compel school personnel to work
harder so as not to lose funding or when SEA personnel use public castigation wia the press and school
ratings and/or rankings to spur educators to work harder to achieve outcome measures. The underlying
assumption of people whe espouse instnunental use models and behaviorist or rational choice policies
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15 that students, teachers, and school adnunistrators do not work hard enough and are not motivated.
This 1s similar to McGregor's Theory X (McGregor, 1960). SEA personnel and other policy makers
that implement systems based on behaviornism and rational choice theory neglect to understand one
important fact— thankfully, humans do not always act “rationally”™ or as policy-makers desire.

Collective Punishment Policy

An interesting characteristic about the current education policies at the state and national levels, and
the one that 1s foreshadowed 1n the CCS5 and the Race To The Top program, 15 that they mirror closely
something known as collective punishment. Collective punishment 1s a policy of punishing a large
group for the actions of a small group.

For example, in New Jersey, school districts must meet 289 separate criteria to be considered a
proficient school district. In 2007, a school district in Middlesex County aclueved 288 of 289 criteria.
One student sub-group, in one grade level, in one of the district’s seven schools did not aclueve the
annual yearly progress testing requirement two years in a row. The entire district was pumshed by
having the school labeled as “needs improvement™ and thereby forced to offer supplementary
education services. The district had to pay for those services, reducing the amount of money available
to help all students improve.

It should be known that the Soviets utilized collective punishment on a regular basis to control
populations. The British used the strategy during the vears leading up to the American Revolution
through the implementation of the Intolerable Acts. There are countless other examples throughout
history of authoritarian nations using collective punishment to force their political wills on the
population. An education system that models policies based 1n part on collective punishment seems
unconstitutional because such policies appear to violate due process rights. Are not those who are
pumished supposed to receive a due process hearing? As taxpayers, we are requesting ours.

Reactance Theory and Broken Tesis

A cursory review of reactance theory should also raise questions about the notion of relyving on
standardized tests as primary outcome measures for school quality. Reactance theory states that when
humans are placed 1o situations that they feel they cannof succeed (e g., 100% proficiency mandate
under NCLB), feel coerced. or believe the mandates are counterproductive or harmfil, they will react
by doing less than their best. They will withdraw, engage in practices that are confrary to research or
recommendations, sabotage the mandate, feign mimimal compliance, or openly dissent and resist
(Brehm & Brehm, 1981; Silvia, 2005). In essence, the carrots and sticks used in instrumental use
policies have little effect, and might have negative effects, if the people believe that they are in a no-
win sifuation.

Based on a review of every Grade 8 and High School statewide standardized exit exam used to
satisfy the NCLE Act testing mandates, educators should be reacting. Not one of the Grade § or High
School exit exam tests in use assesses authentic strategizing, innovation, creativity, or socially
conscious problem solving (Tienken, 2008; 2009). They all test basic computation, something teachers
do on a regular basis. They all test literal cnmprehﬂnsmn and memory, something teachers do on a
regular basm and they all test imitation (e.g., being able to follow 'rhe steps to solve disconnected
mathematics pmblem&} another thing teachers do on a regular basis. Not one of the statewide tests
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reviewed assesses anvthing that 1= not already assessed on a consistent and frequent basis by classroom
teachers. In essence. these tests tell us nothing new.

Another issue with using standardized tests is that the results from all statewide tests of
academuc skalls and knowledge are imprecise. In fact, the reported scale scores for individual students
that parents, teachers, and administrators receive from the state SEA car be inaccurate by as many as
50 scale score poinrs (Tienken, 2008; 20097, Thar is becanse 211 test resulrs from snudarmzed =31
have error. They are not precise.

For example, the Flonda Grade # mathemancs test results can be off by as much as Y scale
score points, New Jersey's Grade § mathematics results have approximately 12 pomts of error and
California’s mathematics test results have approximately 17 scale score points of error. Ohio's Grade 8
mathematics test results have zpproximately 10 potats of error for indrvidual student results. One
reason for this 15 that there are simply too few questions on the tests to get an accurate measwement of

student achievement m any onz skall. It takes at least 25 questons per skill to get a statistically reliable
measurenent of an mdividual student’s acluevement of a specific skill. Now consider the hundreds of

standards in each content domain and nwltiply that by 25, You can imagine the immediate 1ssue with
the contimed relianee on statewide testing to monitor standards—regardless of how well the test
quality mmproves.

Error Dofined

The technical term for the amcunt of error present in the indrmidual student test sceres reported by SEA
personnel 1s the standard error of measurement (SEM). The SEM is an estimate of the amount of error
one must consider when interpreting a test score (Jlarville, 1991). The SCM describes how far the
reported result may differ from a smudent's true score (Harville, 1991). A more precise statistic is the
Conditional SEM associated with proficiency level cut-scores (Harville, 1001). School and district
leaders ser internal cur-scores, linked o starewide test resulrs, for enrance into specialized programs
such as Title I basic skills, gifted education, and differentiated high school curricula (Booher-Jenmngs,
2003).

In some instances the cut-scores for remedial programs rest on the border of the statewide
proficient and non-proficient categonies. Even one point of error can mzke a difference whether a
student 1s labeled proficient or something less. The technical hmitations inherent 1n state assessment
results call into question the use of the results as accurate decision-making tools and challenge the
reliance on standardized state or national tests as the ultimate outcome measure of education quality
(Amernicaa Education Research Association [AERA], American Psychological Association [APA]
National Council on Measurement in Edncation [NCME], 1999 Amreir & Berliner, 2002; Darling-
Hammonid, Rustique-Forrester, Pecheone & Andree, 2005 Toint Committee on Testing Practices

[JCTP]. 2004; Neall, 1997; Standard & Poors 2003).

Wou can begin to realize that thas effort of statewide testing to monitor standards becomes a bit
like Sisvphus pushing the rock up the lull. We should not ask for better tests—they will not come. We
should reject the notion of vsing one test as the mdicator of aryvtlung. Tae spring 1:5ue of the 4454
Jowrnal of Schelarship and Practice will provide an overview of a set of 1deas that schools can use to
replace statewide assessments, demonstrated over 60 vears ago in one of education’s landmark studies
on student achieverrent
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2. Most state standards are very similar already as we all seek fo enable our students to gain
basic skills in math and literacy. Do you think the real problem is more about how to
standardize the instruction students receive and ondcomes for the propeosed standards ro
ensure qualiy?

No. The rezal problem is that people believe in the myth of standardization. Standardization of
human beings is not desirable i a mmane society. nor 1s it possible. Reactance theory gives us a clue
on how people and systems will react. Furthermore, to remain the most creative and nimble economy
in the sworld, the nation must remain non-standardized and develop student creativity and innovative
thinking even more. We need to become as non-standardized as possible. Common standards do not do
that. Standards in general attempt to reign in mowledge to what is already known, not expand it or
develop the conditions necessary for creating new knowledge. The second author, Yong Zhao, brings
in research evidence from a wide range of disciplines to show why diversity of talents 1s essential for
economuc growth and social coherence in lus recent book (Zhao, 2009,

Standardization

As with the previous topic of standardized state testing. we need 1o examine the underlying theories
and applied research that demonstrate standards can help us achieve our goals for education The
notion that a human being can be standardized rests upon theories of behaviorism and efficiency. Both
have served aducation poorly, but for some reason retain their atractivensss with policy miakers and
some educators. As Callahan (1962) so thoroughly exposed, education leaders supported Frederick
Tavlor's Scientific Management (1947) and tried to make education more efficient like business.
Whether business was more efficient was never really questioned.

Remember, efficiency 15 not the same as effectiveness and effectiveness 1s not always efficient.
Efficiency 1s concemned with maximizing profit at all costs, as we have pawfully witnessed and
experienced as a result of the hvper profit-efficiency movement currentdy mnning Wall Street. Also
remember that Taylor's ideas of efficiency and scientific management were created in the steel mulls
focused on the shoveling of coal, an inanimate object. School leaders work with children, human
beings. There 15 no evidence that the efficiency movement of the late 1800°s and early 1900°s
wmproved education, in fact evidence exists that the opposite was true. Consider that the public high
school graduation rate in 1918, well mto the efficiency movement., was about 4%,

Liberty and Standardization for All?

When we think of standardized instruction, the idea of programmed or scripted mmstruction comes to
mind. We are not sure if that 1s what 1s best for students because not all students learn at the same
speeds, develop cognitively, socially, or morally at the same rates, or react to instruction the same
ways. Standardized instruction assumes all those variables are stable with all students at all times.

However, students bring varsous levels of prior experience, emotions, and attitudes to the
classroom. Think about another applied profession—medicine. Doctors do not standardize their
practices. They individualize to meet the needs of the panent. When yvou go to your doctor or hospital
you expect to be freated as a umique individual. Although you expect a typical standard of care (e.g.. do
no harm), you do not expect to be standardized. Why would vou allow vour child to recerve
programmed, standardized, one-size-fits-all instruction? We would not allow that for our children and
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we do not see any evidenre that standardizing instruction will improve education for other pzoples’
children.

Deskilled Instruction

Standardized instruction deskills teaching and reduces it to a recipe and a set of steps. The problem is
that students do not always act or respond according to what the tzacher’s manual says. If we deskill
the job of teaching even further than ithas already become through the various whole school reform
models and canned programs, then teachers will not know how to problem solve instructional 1ssues
that do not conform fo what the teaches”s mamnal prescribes. Thev will not be able individualize
instruction or meet the needs of diverse learners. Thase of yvou who spend time in classrooms know the
difference between someone who can teach and someone who is simply following the teaching
manual Tezchers solve instructional problems, antomatons that read teacher’s manuals and follow
scripted programs cause instructional problems for others to solve. Teachers who are forced to follow
programumed or scripted programs do not create learning, they imitate learning and they pass that
penchant for imitation on to their students. thereby deskilling their students along with themselves.

3. Imstead of states ipending money fo create Meir own standards, why s if nor appropriate fo
combine onr talents to develop one sonund sef of standards?

First. we did not combine our talents to create the CCSS. The standards were written by
corporations and private consulting firms. It is fair to say that the entities mvolved in creating the
CCSS stand to make morney from naticnal standards and testing. So from the start, profiteering is
potentially =t plav and the threat exists that children were not the first inferest i1 this process. We are
not accusing any person of firm of less than honoratle intentions. We simply observed that each
corporation or firm on the list has a product or service that can be sold to schocls to help school
personnel implement national standards and testing. The missions and services of each corporation and
firm can be found easily throngh an Internet search. Please remember that public schools use taxpayer
monev. There did not seem to be any taxpaver input in the process of developing the standards or at the
state level when the state chuef school officers volunteered their states for this =ocial experiment.

Anti-Intellectualism and CCS5?

We found it interesting that the major curriculum research universities were nof involved m the
standards creation process. That strikes us as somewhat anti-intellectnal, whick is troubling
considering this effort 1s supposed to improve an intzllectal enterprise. The list below, taken directly
from the Council of Chief State Schoo! Officers website, shows the corporations and consuliing firms
mvolved in the creation of the English-Language Ars standards. The names of other members of other
content groups can be found on the site at www corestandards org. We encourage readers to examuine
the lists carefully, search the websites, and draw indzpendent conclusions.

FElementary and Secondary School Programs, Development, Education Division, ACT, Inc.
Student Aclhievement Pariners

America's Choice

Core Knowledge Foundation

The College Board

The Quarasan Group

» National Center on Education znd the Economy

Vol 6. No. 4 Winter 2010 AASA Jowrnal of Scholarship and Pracrice



+  Achieve org
+  University of California. Davis
+ VockleyLang, LLC

Curricular Distance

Second, we should all ask what are the underlying theories and applied research that demonstrate one
zet of natonal standards will raise student achievement for a diverse group of students. One problem
with standards developed at the national level i1s that the cumiculum becomes further removed from the
people who acmally have "o use it: teachers, students, and adminsstrators. Curricnhun organization and
articulation is what some have called a proximal variadle (Wang, Haertel, and Walberg, 1993). That
means it becomes most influential when it :s closer to the student Curniculum must be desigred and
developed locally, by the teachers. administrators, and smdents who usz and expenence it, to have the
greatest influerce (Tanner & Tanner, 2007, Wang, Haertel, and Walberg, 1903). The influence of
curriculum on smdent achuevement lessens the more distal curriculum becomes from the end nsers.

We saw this phenomencon with the statewide curniculum enacted by the states duning the NCLEB
era. (See the arswer to Question 4 for more infonmation.) This time, it will be worse because state
level educators were not involved in the creation of the standards. The design and organization of the
curmiculum were two of the stroagest administragvely mutable variables identified by Wang, Haertzl
and Walberg (1993) that affected student achievement. State governance anc policy setting was the
weakest variable. We wonder about the infuence of national governance in what used to be a locally

controlled system.

We note for the rezder the lack of evidence that mandating the same standards for all students
improves achievement. The opposite 15 true. One set of curnculom standards will exacesbate learming
problems for smdents whose cognitive developmental stage does not match e curriculim
expectanions (Orlich, 2007; Piaget, 1983; Sweller, 2004).

4. Under NCLE the states creatzd their own tests using their own standards. Did stares water
down their fests and standards fo make it look like their students were doing well? Conld the
lack of growili on the National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) be due to this
watering down of e siafe festing systems or is if sometling else?

The lack of growth on NAEP can be attributed to “watered down™ state tests anc standards only
if the reason for growth on the WAEP prior to the NCLB Act was because of ugh qualify standards
and tests. Unformnately for proponents of natiomal standards it was not, beczuse many states did not
have mandatory curnculum standards or testing m 2001. Records from the Council of Cluef State
School Officers indicated that only 21 states had standards m at least mathematics and language ads by
1999 and less had standards in science. So prior to WCLEB less than 30% of the stafes had mandatory
standards and tests 10 mathematics and langnage arts.

The report released by the Narional Center for Educational Statistics on April 28, 2002 of the
recent NAFP reading results provided some examples of what a focus on standards can produce. A
revizw of the age 9 reading scores shows a slowdown 1o acedenuc achievement as measwred oy NAEP.
We chose age @ because those are the students most likelv to show aclievement mfluences from
MWCLB because they were in school since the inception of the law in 2002, To be fair, we will not look
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at the scores from 2002 until now. We present the scores from 2004 to 2008 because that provides
schools two vears to implement the law (2002-2004) and then four vears until the WAFP testing date in
2008.

Theoretically, the reading scores from the 9-year-olds should be the strongest of any age group.
They entered school two years after the law was enacted and experienced 1t at its height. We will
compare those scores to the 19909-2004 scores, the time when fewer states had mandatory standards
and tests in reading. During the 1999-200< time seriod, reading scores for all smdents rose seven
poinrs but rose only four points for the 2004-2008 time period. Theat statistic could be misleading
because of Simpson’s Paradox. A more honest comparison 1s that of specific etinic groups. The gap
between stmdents identified as black and those 1dentified as white narrowed by three points during he
WCLE era, but it narrowed nine points during the previous period. The gap closed three times as much
priot to NCLE. The gap between students indentified as Hispanic and whites clesed almost twice as
much prior to NCLEB than after; seven points closure prior and four points after.

Some might poiat to that anc say, “yes,” that proves that the states lowered their standards
during NCLE. However, remember that less than 50% of the states had mandatory standards prior to
the NCLE 2ra. Some might sill say that is why we need new national standards to keep states honest.
Once again, the WAFP scores were better before all states had standards and even now, many states
standards are strikingly similar in mathematics aad language arts. You can go to
http:‘nationsrepertcard gov/Itt_ 2008/ to review the NAEP results and trends.

A The countries that onirank us on internafional tesis have nafional curricula standords. If it
works so well in other couniries, why is it a negative thing for the U8.7?

Mot true. There is no solid correlation and certanly not a canse and effect relationslup between
naticnal stendards and national performance. First of all. thers are more countries in the world that
have national standards, so as a matier of probabulity. there can be more countries with national
standards that scored well. Second, looking at the test results, we can see that some countries that
outrznk us on international tests have natienal standards and some do not. For example, m the 2004
PIFLS study of reading achievement Canzda did very well, but 1t does nof have national standards
(see: hitp:/timss be.eduPDEPOS IR Chl.pdf). The same can be said of he PISA (2003; 2007) test
results.

For example, the 2006 science PISA results show both Canada and Avstralia perform well
above the OECD average, ranking #2 and #4 among OECD countries respectively (PISA, 2007).
Canzda and Australia do not have national standards. They had sinular rankings on the 2003 PISA
results, with Canada ranking #4 and Australia #7 in math, boih #4 11 problem sclving, and Canada #2
and Australia #3 in reacing. There are plenty of countnies with national curriculnm and standards that
perform nmch worse than these two countries and the U.S. (FISA 2003). Countries that perznnially
outscore the T1.S., such as Singapore and Japan, are trving to reform their svstems to b2 more like the
1S because thev recognized the mumense damage done by nationzlizing their education syitems
around one set of standards (see the article by Sophia Tan (2010) in this 1ssue for more information on
Singapore).
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There are many 1ssues that affect test scores al the international level: selective sampling by
countries, poverty levels of the students in the samples. opporunity to learn the material on the test,
negotiations of actual test questions by the countries mvoelved, culture, and other factors out of the
contrel of scheols. For a comprehensive review of the international tests given since 1964 and the
1zsues associated with student achievement we recommend as a starfing point reading Baker (2007)
Are Internarional Test Scores Worth Amvthing and Tienken (2008a) Rankings of Infernational
Achievement Iest Performance and Economic Strengh: Correlation of Conjecture?
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