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National Standards Still Don’t Make the Grade

I. Introduction
The case for national standards rests in part on
the need to remedy the inconsistent purposes
and inferior quality of many state standards and
tests in order to equalize academic expectations
for all students. The argument also addresses the
urgent need to increase academic achievement
for all students. In mathematics and science in
particular, the United States needs much higher
levels of achievement than its students currently
demonstrate for it to remain competitive in a
global economy. In 2009, with the encouragement
of the U.S. Department of Education (USED)
and the support of the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation, the National Governors Association
(NGA) and the Council of Chief State School
2I¿FHUV &&662 DJUHHGWRVSRQVRUWKH&RPPRQ
Core State Standards Initiative (CCSSI) to
develop mathematics and English language arts
standards (ELA) for “voluntary” adoption by all
states. In turn, USED decided to award up to 70
(of 500) points to states committing themselves
to adopt Common Core’s standards and the
common assessments to be based on them in
their 2010 applications for Race to the Top (RttT)
funds. USED also decided to tie states’ receipt
of Title I funds, in a re-authorization of the No
Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), to high school
tests of college readiness.
,QWKHSDVW¿YHPRQWKVWKH3LRQHHU,QVWLWXWHDQG
WKH 3DFL¿F 5HVHDUFK ,QVWLWXWH KDYH VSRQVRUHG
WKUHH :KLWH 3DSHUV WKDW DQDO\]HG WKH HYROYLQJ
drafts of the two types and sets of standards that
Common Core was developing: “college and
career readiness standards” for common tests to
determine preparedness for college-level work in
mathematics and reading, and K-12 grade-level
standards for grade-level tests in mathematics
and English language arts.1
 7KH :KLWH 3DSHU LVVXHG LQ )HEUXDU\ 
SRLQWHG RXW GH¿FLHQFLHV LQ &RPPRQ &RUH¶V
September 2009 draft of its college and
career readiness standards and in its January
2010 draft of grade-level standards, which
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Common Core describes as a grade-by-grade
“translation” of its readiness standards.
 7KH :KLWH 3DSHU LVVXHG LQ $SULO 
examined Common Core’s March “public
comment” draft to determine how much
progress had been made in addressing
GH¿FLHQFLHVLQERWKVXEMHFWVDQGLQERWKW\SHV
of standards and to point out areas needing
further revision so that Common Core’s
standards could serve as the basis for valid
and reliable tests of college-preparedness as
well as of grade-level progress toward that
goal.
 7KH :KLWH 3DSHU LVVXHG LQ 0D\ 
highlighted the low academic level Common
Core has set for its college readiness standards
and the lack of evidence to support this low
level. It also suggested what changes should
be made to both sets and types of standards
so that test developers can develop tests that
make college-readiness mean readiness for
actual college freshman coursework.
2Q-XQH&RPPRQ&RUHUHOHDVHGWKH¿QDO
version of its standards. The purpose of this White
3DSHUGLIIHUVIURPWKHSXUSRVHRIWKH¿UVWWKUHH
:KLWH 3DSHUV 7KLV 3DSHU VHHNV WR GHWHUPLQH
ZKHWKHU&RPPRQ&RUH¶V¿QDOVWDQGDUGVSURYLGH
a stronger and more challenging framework
for the mathematics and English language arts
curriculum than do California’s current standards
and Massachusetts’ current (2001) and revised
draft (2010) standards so that more students are
prepared for authentic college-level work when
they graduate from high school. It also discusses
the implications of Common Core’s standards for
curriculum and textbook development, teacher
preparation, and professional development in
each state.

II. Why the Comparison with
California and Massachusetts?
Although there are many reasons for comparing
Common Core’s standards with those in
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California and Massachusetts, the central reason
concerns the academic consequences of adopting
its grade-level and “college and career readiness
standards” for advanced mathematics coursetaking in each state’s high schools. Both states
are viewed as having more rigorous standards in
ERWKVXEMHFWVWKDQPRVWRWKHUVWDWHV2 California’s
mathematics standards have long been considered
and used as the “gold standard” by which to
MXGJHRWKHUVWDWHV¶PDWKHPDWLFVVWDQGDUGVZKLOH
the Bay State’s ELA standards have long been
considered and used as the “gold standard” by
ZKLFKWRMXGJHRWKHUVWDWHV¶(/$VWDQGDUGV,Q
addition, empirical evidence in both states attests
to the effectiveness of their standards, although
Massachusetts has much more evidence than
California does. Use of high school mathematics
and ELA standards that may be less challenging
than, equally as challenging as, or only slightly
more challenging than those each state now uses
as the basis for competency tests for a high school
diploma would translate into a larger number
of students leaving high school unprepared for
actual college-level work than is now the case.
Why would this be the case?
Common Core changes what passing a test based
on high school standards will signify. Current
high school tests in most if not all states are
designed to determine competency for a high
school diploma, not college-level work, and state
tests and their pass scores are based on standards
designed with that purpose in mind. On the other
hand, passing common tests based on Common
Core’s high school standards will deem grade 10
or 11 students competent for college-level work,
QRWMXVWDKLJKVFKRROGLSORPDHYHQWKRXJKWKH\
have not yet taken the work they would normally
WDNH LQ WKHLU MXQLRU DQGRU VHQLRU \HDUV RI KLJK
school.3 Moreover, results of other tests also
UHÀHFWLQJ WKHVH KLJK VFKRRO VWDQGDUGV ZLOO EH
used by the National Center on Education and the
Economy (NCEE) to encourage lower-achieving
students who pass them to forgo the last year or
two of high school to enroll immediately in an
open admissions post-secondary degree program.4
These students are to be placed, or will expect

placement, in credit-bearing—not remedial—
courses since the tests they have passed have
deemed them college-ready. Thus, standards that
may be, at best, only somewhat more challenging
than those now used for determining competency
IRUDKLJKVFKRROGLSORPDZLOORSHQDÀRRGJDWH
for college freshmen with even less knowledge
and skill for actual college-level work than most
of today’s college freshmen, most of whom have
completed grades 11 and 12.
A. California’s Concerns: We discuss the
situation for California and Massachusetts
separately because each state has somewhat
different reasons for looking carefully at the farreaching academic policies Common Core has
built into its standards documents. As noted above,
WKH¿UVWFRQFHUQIRU&DOLIRUQLDPD\ZHOOEHDERXW
trading rigorous standards for standards that may
or may not be equally rigorous but, either way,
will serve as the basis for tests granting a higher
academic status than “high school graduate” to
those who pass them and enable grade 10 or 11
students to bypass grade 11 or 12. So far, there is
QRHYLGHQFHWKDWWKLVPD\EHEHQH¿FLDOWRORZHU
achieving students. While formal requirements
for college admission in California are three
years of mathematics (Algebra I, Geometry, and
Algebra II), only 25 percent of the students who
WDNH $OJHEUD ,, LQ WKHLU MXQLRU \HDU DUH IXOO\ RU
conditionally ready for non-remedial mathematics
in college as determined by the Early Assessment
3URJUDPZKLFKLVJLYHQLQWKHMXQLRU\HDU%XW
88 percent of the grade 11 students who took
Algebra II in grade 10 and then took an additional
\HDU RI PDWKHPDWLFV LQ WKHLU MXQLRU \HDU are
fully or conditionally college-ready.5 Not only
is it desirable for students to take Algebra I in
grade 8 so that they can take two more years
of mathematics courses after taking Algebra II
in grade 10, it is important for them to be able
to take these additional mathematics courses in
JUDGH  DQGRU  EHFDXVH WKH\ FRQWULEXWH WR
college readiness.
California’s second concern is whether Common
Core’s K-7 mathematics standards appear to
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be sound enough to prepare all students for an
authentic Algebra I course in grade 8, a state
policy. Empirical evidence suggesting the
effectiveness of the state’s K-7 and Algebra I
mathematics standards appears in the form of
regularly increasing percentages of students
taking and passing Algebra I in grade 8 at higher
levels of performance.6
A third concern for California is the fact that as
a textbook adoption state it has already invested
a great deal in funding school-selected textbooks
recommended as compatible with its standards.
New sets of standards will necessitate huge costs
for new textbooks and professional development,
points recently noted by the Virginia Board of
Education in its explanation for not adopting
Common Core’s standards.7
The fourth concern would be normal in any state
with a well-developed set of support structures
that over time appear to have facilitated an
increase in student achievement. Large changes
in state standards introduce a period of instability
and misaligned support structures, with a
possibly negative impact on student achievement.
In both California and Massachusetts, a long
period of stability in the state’s standards – a
decade or more – has enabled policy makers to
pay attention to the development of strong and
reliable state assessments and to the strengthening
of teacher training programs, licensure tests,
and professional development. The strength of
these support structures in Massachusetts is well
known, but California has also made large strides
in these areas in the context of a large shift in its
demographics. In the past 17 years, the percentage
of Hispanic students grew from about 30 percent
to over 50 percent while the percentage of those
FODVVL¿HGDVZKLWHGURSSHGIURPDERXWSHUFHQW
to 28 percent. A sudden change in state standards
will undermine those support structures at a time
RIHFRQRPLFUHFHVVLRQDQGPD\MHRSDUGL]HUHFHQW
increases in student achievement.
B. Massachusetts’ Concerns: For Massachusetts,
WKH ¿UVW FRQFHUQ OLNHZLVH DULVHV IURP WUDGLQJ
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rigorous standards for standards that may or
may not be equally rigorous but, either way, will
serve as the basis for determining readiness for
college, not a high school diploma. Moreover,
there is abundant empirical evidence suggesting
the effectiveness of the state’s current standards
for all groups of students in both mathematics
and ELA, and in science as well.8 The academic
rigor of the state’s annual assessments, which
are based on the state’s standards, has long
EHHQ DFNQRZOHGJHG DV DQRWKHU PDMRU IDFWRU LQ
increasing the academic achievement of the
state’s students. And its regulations for teacher
preparation programs and licensure tests—also
based on its standards—are considered among
the most rigorous in the country. It is not clear
that Common Core’s standards could serve
as an effective replacement for the standards
now at the center of these systemically linked
academic components since Common Core’s
standards have no track record of use anywhere,
no research evidence to support them, and are not
internationally benchmarked.
As in California, a second concern in
Massachusetts is whether Common Core’s
K-7 mathematics standards appear to be sound
enough to prepare all students for an authentic
Algebra I course in grade 8. Although enrollment
in an authentic Algebra I course in grade 8 is
not state policy, many school districts mandate
that all students take Algebra I in grade 8. More
than 50 percent of the state’s students enroll in
Algebra I in or by grade 8, a percentage that has
been increasing regularly in the past decade.
Although Massachusetts is not a textbook
adoption state (i.e., schools choose—and
pay for—whatever textbooks they wish), the
textbooks and professional development a
school pays for must be aligned with the state’s
standards for accountability if the school fails to
DFKLHYH$GHTXDWH<HDUO\3URJUHVV $<3 DVSDUW
of NCLB. Because a large number of schools
LQ 0DVVDFKXVHWWV KDYH IDLOHG WR DFKLHYH $<3 D
considerable amount of money has been invested
in textbooks and teacher training in the state.
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New standards will require further investment in
textbooks and professional development.
A fourth concern is a possible decline in advanced
mathematics course-taking in high school by
students in the broad middle third (or higher) of
the state’s high school-age population if Common
Core’s standards are adopted. If the common high
school tests are no more (or only somewhat more)
rigorous than the state’s current grade 10 tests (to
be referred to as MCAS), students who leave high
school after grade 10 or 11 to enroll in a college
degree program may be even less prepared for
authentic college-level work than those who
now complete local high school graduation
requirements. That is because students who pass
the new tests will be deemed ready for creditbearing freshman coursework in college even
though they have not completed their last year
or two of high school and taken more advanced
mathematics and English coursework there.
A 2008 report by the state’s Board of Higher
Education (BHE) and Department of Education
found that 50 percent of the students who had (1)
passed the grade 10 mathematics MCAS test at the
“Needs Improvement” level, (2) graduated from
a public high school in 2005, and (3) enrolled in a
public college in the fall of 2005 had been placed
in a remedial mathematics course.9 This means
that the pass score for the grade 10 mathematics
MCAS does not indicate college readiness.
2YHUDOO WKH ¿JXUHV KDYH QRW LPSURYHG PXFK
since 2005. As the 2008 report noted, regardless
of performance level, 37 percent of the state’s
public high school graduates in 2005 had been
SODFHGLQDWOHDVWRQHUHPHGLDOFRXUVHLQWKHLU¿UVW
VHPHVWHULQDSXEOLFFROOHJHDQGWKH¿JXUHZDV
36 percent for the freshman class entering in fall
2008.10
One source of this problem is the relatively small
number of students in the state’s public high schools
who take a mathematics course in their senior year,
as implied by the prominent recommendation in
MassCore (a state-recommended high school
course of study) that students take a mathematics

course in their senior year,11 despite the high
percentage (82 percent) who have already taken
Algebra II according to a Department study.12
Only 29 percent of the state’s school districts
require four years of mathematics and the BHE
does not require students who seek to enroll in a
Massachusetts public post-secondary institution
to take four years of mathematics in high school
despite some data showing that students who take
mathematics in their senior year are more likely
WRSDVVWKHLU¿UVWFROOHJHPDWKHPDWLFVFRXUVHWKDQ
those who don’t.13 It is not surprising that many
freshmen in public post-secondary institutions
must enroll in a developmental (remedial) course;
they may not have studied any mathematics at
all for well over a year, taken a course beyond
Algebra II, or done well in the Algebra II course
they took. Nationally, only 61 percent of U.S.
high school students take a mathematics course
beyond Algebra II before graduation.14 Tests
that allow grade 10 or 11 students who pass to
be deemed college-ready and to enroll directly
in a public post-secondary institution will do
a disservice to the broad middle third of the
state’s high school-age population. They should
be expected to take more advanced mathematics
FRXUVHV LQ WKHLU MXQLRU DQG VHQLRU \HDUV HJ
Algebra II, trigonometry, or pre-calculus) before
they matriculate at a state college.
$ ¿QDO FRQFHUQ LV OHVV GLUHFWO\ REYLRXV²WKH
replacement of the current set of teacher licensure
tests with easier ones. This is a long sought-after
goal by those promoting a bill in the legislature
to replace the state’s current licensure tests
with those sold by Educational Testing Service
LH 35$;,6 WHVWV  2QFH WKH VWDWH¶V VWDQGDUGV
are changed, there will be pressure to change
DQG ZHDNHQ WKH VWDWH¶V WHVWV RI VXEMHFW PDWWHU
knowledge, which assess prospective teachers
on their conceptual understanding of the state’s
FRQWHQW VWDQGDUGV LQ WKH ¿HOG RI WKHLU OLFHQVH
Instead of upgrading admissions policies, many
teacher preparation programs would prefer to
allow more academically underprepared students
into their programs based on an evidencefree belief that at risk children do not need
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academically competent teachers. That less than
60 percent of prospective elementary teachers
pass the state’s new elementary mathematics test
and that less than 60 percent of prospective early
childhood teachers pass their general curriculum
test are facts that do not seem to signal to teacher
education faculty or to the Board of Higher
Education that admissions policies to teacher
preparation programs need to change, rather than
the licensure tests that now assure parents that
their children’s teachers have adequate knowledge
RIWKHVXEMHFWWKH\WHDFK

III: Review of English Language
Arts Standards
We analyzed four sets of ELA standards:
California’s 1997 ELA standards; Massachusetts’s
2001 ELA standards, together with the 2004
supplement; Massachusetts’s draft 2010 ELA
standards; and Common Core’s June 2010 ELA
standards. California’s standards have never
been revised since they were approved in 1997.
The 2004 supplement to the Massachusetts 2001
standards was developed to address NCLB’s
requirement for tests at every grade level from
grade 3 to grade 8: the 2001 standards were
designed for two-year grade spans, In 2008,
Massachusetts again began the process of
revising its ELA standards, as mandated by the
Education Reform Act of 1993. But before the
SURFHVVZDVFRPSOHWHG&RPPRQ&RUH¶VSURMHFW
had begun. A draft of the revised standards was
sent to Common Core’s draft writers in 2009 as a
UHVRXUFHIRUWKHLUZRUNDQGIRUWKHLU¿QDOYHUVLRQ
they drew heavily on many standards in that 2009
draft (now dated 2010), although not with their
original wording, grade-level placement, and, in
far too many cases, meaning.
For the analysis of the four sets of ELA standards,
we adapted the review form used in the 1997,
2000, and 2005 reviews of state English standards
for the Fordham Institute. The review form used
for the 2010 review is much shorter; the items
eliminated were, for the most part, not relevant
for the comparisons we intended to make. Most

5

of the 20 items retained for the 2010 review
form are similar or identical in wording to their
counterparts in the 2005 review form, as are the
rubrics for the rating scale.15 We also retained the
0, 1, 3, and 4 rating scale used in the 2005 review.
(A 2 was to be used only when it was completely
unclear what was in a document.)
The following legend indicates the source of the
standards reviewed on the following pages.
CC= Common Core 2010
CA= California 1998
MA= Massachusetts 2001/ 2004
DMA= Draft Massachusetts 2010
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Review of Four English Language Arts Standards Documents
A. Reading Pedagogy and Independent Reading
1. It expects explicit and systematic instruction in decoding skills in the primary grades as well as use of
meaningful reading materials and an emphasis on comprehension.
CC
Rating: 3
Research in reading is clearly used to inform the acquisition of decoding skills. There is good coverage of
NH\FRPSUHKHQVLRQVNLOOVDFURVVVXEMHFWDUHDVDVZHOODVXVHRIPHDQLQJIXOUHDGLQJPDWHULDOV+RZHYHU
QRQHRIWKHREMHFWLYHVRQSKRQLFVDQGZRUGDQDO\VLVVNLOOVLQJUDGHV.H[SHFWVVWXGHQWVWRDSSO\WKHVH
skills both in context and independent of context to ensure mastery of decoding skills. Only in grades 4 and
5 are students expected to read accurately unfamiliar words “in context and out of context.” This standard
needs to be in the primary grades as well. Its placement at only grades 4 and 5 badly misinforms reading
teachers in the primary grades.
CA
Rating: 3
Research in reading is clearly used to inform the acquisition of decoding skills. There is good coverage of
NH\FRPSUHKHQVLRQVNLOOVDFURVVVXEMHFWDUHDVDVZHOODVXVHRIPHDQLQJIXOUHDGLQJPDWHULDOV+RZHYHU
QRQHRIWKHREMHFWLYHVRQSKRQLFVDQGZRUGDQDO\VLVVNLOOVLQJUDGHV.H[SHFWVVWXGHQWVWRDSSO\WKHVH
skills both in context and independent of context to ensure mastery of decoding skills.
MA
Rating: 4
Research in reading is clearly used to inform the acquisition of decoding skills, and standards expect use of
real and nonsense words in the primary grades to ensure mastery of decoding skills. There is good coverage
RINH\FRPSUHKHQVLRQVNLOOVDFURVVVXEMHFWDUHDVDVZHOODVXVHRIPHDQLQJIXOUHDGLQJPDWHULDOV
DMA Rating: 4
Research in reading is clearly used to inform the acquisition of decoding skills, with standards that expect
application both in context and independent of context in the primary grades to ensure mastery of decoding
VNLOOV7KHUHLVJRRGFRYHUDJHRINH\FRPSUHKHQVLRQVNLOOVDFURVVVXEMHFWDUHDVDVZHOODVWKHXVHRIPHDQingful reading materials.
2. The standards make clear that interpretations of written texts should be supported by logical reasoning,
accurate facts, and adequate evidence.
CC
Rating: 4
The standards indicate that interpretations of any text must be consistent with what the author wrote.
Evidence is required for interpretations or claims for all texts.
CA
Rating: 4
The standards indicate that interpretations of any text must be consistent with what the author wrote.
Evidence is required for interpretations or claims for all texts.
MA
Rating: 4
The standards indicate that interpretations of any text must be consistent with what the author wrote.
Evidence is required for interpretations or claims for all texts.
DMA
Rating: 4
Evidence is required for interpretations or claims for all texts. E.g., 5.N.5 “Use reasoning to determine
the logic of an author’s conclusion in a persuasive text and provide evidence from the text to support
reasoning.” 7.F.3 “Identify the theme of a story or novel, whether stated or implied, using evidence from
the text.”
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3. It expects students to read independently on a daily basis through the grades, and provides guidance about
TXDOLW\DQGGLI¿FXOW\
CC
Rating: 4
Students are expected to read independently, and guidance is provided in Appendix B on quality and
GLI¿FXOW\WKURXJKWKHJUDGHV+RZHYHUWKHUHLVQRLQGLFDWLRQRIZKRFKRVHWKHWLWOHVLQJUDGHV.DQG
ZKHWKHUWKH\ZHUHLQGHSHQGHQWO\YHWWHGE\OLWHUDU\H[SHUWVDVZHUHDXWKRUVWLWOHVLQ$SSHQGLFHV$DQG%LQ
the Massachusetts 2001 and 2010 ELA documents.
CA
Rating: 4
Independent reading is encouraged, quantity is spelled out per grade, and the document refers to lists of
titles in an accompanying document.
MA
Rating: 4
,QGHSHQGHQWUHDGLQJLVHQFRXUDJHGLQ*XLGLQJ3ULQFLSOHDQGWKHTXDOLW\RIWKHUHDGLQJLVLQGLFDWHGLQ
JUDGHGOLVWVRIFKLHÀ\DXWKRUVLQ$SSHQGLFHV$DQG%
DMA
Rating: 4
*XLGLQJ3ULQFLSOHHQFRXUDJHVLQGHSHQGHQWUHDGLQJDQGWZRJUDGHGOLVWVRIFKLHÀ\DXWKRUVLQ$SSHQGLFHV
$DQG%SURYLGHJXLGDQFHRQTXDOLW\DQGGLI¿FXOW\
B. Value of Literary Study
1. The standards enable English teachers to stress literary study more than informational reading at the
secondary level.
CC
Rating: 1
1RQ¿FWLRQRULQIRUPDWLRQDOUHDGLQJKDVEHHQZHLJKWHGPRUHWKDQLPDJLQDWLYHOLWHUDWXUHLQ(/$DWDOOJUDGH
OHYHOV²ZLWKWHQVWDQGDUGVIRUWKHIRUPHUDQGQLQHIRUWKHODWWHUDWDOOJUDGHOHYHOV QRWMXVWDWWKHHOHPHQWDU\
level). This proportion augurs a drastic decline in literary study in 6-12.
CA
Rating: 3
There are about the same number of standards for literary reading as for non-literary reading at all grade
levels, so literary study is unlikely to be weighted more through the grades. Moreover, since elementary
teachers in self-contained classes usually teach reading in all content areas as well the ELA class,
informational reading is apt to be taught more than literary reading in K-6 at present.
MA
Rating: 4
There are more standards for literary study than for informational reading at all grade levels. This helps to
balance that fact that elementary teachers in self-contained classes usually teach reading in all content areas
as well the ELA class so that informational reading is already apt to be taught more than literary reading in
K-6.
DMA
Rating: 4
There are more standards for literary study than for informational reading at all grade levels. This helps to
balance that fact that elementary teachers in self-contained classes usually teach reading in all content areas
as well the ELA class so that informational reading is already apt to be taught more than literary reading in
K-6.
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2. The document indicates that what students are assigned to read should be chosen on the basis of literary
TXDOLW\FXOWXUDODQGKLVWRULFDOVLJQL¿FDQFHRUSRWHQWLDOWRSURPRWHXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIPRUHFRPSOH[LGHDVDQG
language.
CC
Rating: 4
Yes. See the sidebar note on p. 35 and Appendix B.
CA
Rating: 1
There is no clear statement to the effect that all assigned texts should be chosen for literary quality, cultural
DQGKLVWRULFDOVLJQL¿FDQFHRULQWHOOHFWXDOJURZWK
MA
Rating: 4
*XLGLQJ3ULQFLSOHDQG$SSHQGLFHV$DQG%PDNHLWFOHDUWKDWWKH(QJOLVKFXUULFXOXPVKRXOGGUDZRQWH[WV
that have intellectual, cultural, historical, civic, and literary merit at all educational levels.
DMA
Rating: 4
*XLGLQJ3ULQFLSOHDQG$SSHQGLFHV$DQG%PDNHLWFOHDUWKDWWKH(QJOLVKFXUULFXOXPVKRXOGGUDZRQWH[WV
that have intellectual, cultural, historical, civic, and literary merit at all educational levels.
3. The document promotes study of American literature.
CC
Rating: 3
,WGRHVVRRQO\LQJUDGHV,WLVQRWPHQWLRQHGLQHDUOLHUJUDGHVZKHUHLWZRXOGEHDSSURSULDWH HJ
American folktales, American tall tales)
CA
Rating: 3
It is mentioned in the standards only for grades 11-12.
MA
Rating: 4
American literature is described in an inclusive way with illustrative works and authors in Appendix A and
Appendix B.
DMA
Rating: 4
American literature is described in an inclusive way, with illustrative works and authors in Appendix A
DQG$SSHQGL[%ZLWKH[DPSOHVRIWLWOHVRUDXWKRUVIRUKLJKVFKRROVWDQGDUGVDQGIRUVSHFL¿FJHQUHV HJ
American folktales in grade 2; American tall tales in grade 4).
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C. Organization and disciplinary coverage of the standards
7KH\DUHJURXSHGLQFDWHJRULHVDQGVXEFDWHJRULHVUHÀHFWLQJFRKHUHQWERGLHVRIVFKRODUVKLSRUUHVHDUFKLQ
reading and the English language arts.
CC
Rating: 3
The “college and career readiness anchor standards” governing the grade-level standards are not as a group
internationally benchmarked or supported by research evidence or scholarship. There is no evidence for
the effectiveness of a skills-based framework for grade-level standards. The ten CCRAS for Reading are
organized under an incoherent group of categories. In contrast, the grade-level standards are organized under
DFRKHUHQWJURXSRIFDWHJRULHVZLWKPDMRUVXEFDWHJRULHVXQGHUHDFKZKRVHWLWOHVIRUWKHPRVWSDUWUHÀHFW
coherent bodies of scholarship or research.
CA
Rating: 4
0DMRUFDWHJRULHVDQGVXEFDWHJRULHVUHÀHFWFRKHUHQWERGLHVRIVFKRODUVKLSRUUHVHDUFK
MA
Rating: 4
0DMRUFDWHJRULHVDQGVXEFDWHJRULHVUHÀHFWFRKHUHQWERGLHVRIVFKRODUVKLSRUUHVHDUFK
DMA
Rating: 4
The 2001 ELA standards have been re-organized and combined in strands and sub-strands that continue to
UHÀHFWFRKHUHQWERGLHVRIVFKRODUVKLSRUUHVHDUFKLQUHDGLQJDQG(/$
2. The standards clearly address listening and speaking. They include use of various discussion purposes and
roles, how to participate in discussion, desirable qualities in formal speaking, and use of established as well as
peer-generated or personal criteria for evaluating formal and informal speech.
CC
Rating: 3
They address most of these elements but do not address the use of established criteria for evaluating formal
and informal talks, presentations, or speeches.
CA
Rating: 3
Most of the above areas are adequately covered. Standards need to include more about the different
purposes of speech (e.g., conversation, discussion, formal presentations, debate, oratory, improvisation) and
systematically increase the expectations for each grade level starting in K. They do not address the use of
established criteria for evaluating formal and informal talks, presentations, or speeches.
MA
Rating: 3
Most of the above areas are adequately covered. Standards need to include more about the different
purposes of speech (e.g., conversation, discussion, formal presentations, debate, oratory, improvisation) and
systematically increase the expectations for each grade level starting in K.
DMA Rating: 4
These standards go far beyond what was in the 2001 document to highlight participatory knowledge and the
listening and speaking skills needed for civic engagement.
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3. The standards clearly address reading to understand and use information through the grades. They include
progressive development of reading skills, knowledge and use of a variety of textual features, genres, and
reading strategies for academic, occupational, and civic purposes.
CC
Rating: 3
The standards clearly address reading to understand and use information through the grades. They do not
clearly distinguish modes of organization from structural elements of an expository text and misinform
elementary teachers.
CA
Rating: 4
All of the above areas are adequately covered.
MA
Rating: 4
All of the above areas are adequately covered.
DMA
Rating: 4
All of the above areas are adequately covered.
4. The standards clearly seek to develop strong vocabulary knowledge and dictionary skills.
CC
Rating: 1
$OWKRXJKWKHYRFDEXODU\VWDQGDUGVKLJKOLJKWVSHFL¿F¿JXUHVRIVSHHFKDQGUKHWRULFDOGHYLFHVWKH\GRQRW
WHDFKGLFWLRQDU\VNLOOVWKURXJKWKHJUDGHVXVHRIJORVVDULHVIRUGLVFLSOLQHVSHFL¿FWHUPVDQGVRPHNLQGV
of words that must be taught (e.g., foreign words used in written English that do not appear in an English
language dictionary). Common Core leans heavily on use of context to determine the meaning of unknown
words but provides no standards on different ways to teach use of context for this purpose. In addition, one
key standard contains an inaccurate description and examples of the difference between the connotative and
denotative meaning of a word.16
CA
Rating: 3
$OWKRXJKYRFDEXODU\VWDQGDUGVKLJKOLJKWVSHFL¿F¿JXUHVRIVSHHFKDQGUKHWRULFDOGHYLFHVWKHUHDUHQR
VWDQGDUGVIRUGLFWLRQDU\VNLOOVRUXVHRIDJORVVDU\IRUWHFKQLFDORUGLVFLSOLQHVSHFL¿FWHUPV
MA
Rating: 4
The standards develop dictionary skills through the grades, pay attention to many different kinds of
vocabulary groups at each educational level, and teach ways to use context.
DMA
Rating: 4
The standards develop strong vocabulary knowledge and dictionary skills from K-11, clarify the use of
JORVVDULHVIRUWHFKQLFDODQGGLVFLSOLQHVSHFL¿FWHUPVDQGWHDFKZD\VWRXVHFRQWH[W
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5. The standards clearly address the reading, interpretation, and critical evaluation of literature. They include
knowledge of diverse literary elements and genres, use of different kinds of literary responses, and use of a
variety of interpretive and critical lenses. They also specify those key authors, works, and literary traditions in
American literature and in the literary and civic heritage of English-speaking people that all students should
VWXG\EHFDXVHRIWKHLUOLWHUDU\TXDOLW\DQGFXOWXUDOVLJQL¿FDQFH
CC
Rating: 1
Most of the above areas are covered but very unsystematically. Most literature standards lack examples
RIDXWKRUVZRUNVOLWHUDU\WUDGLWLRQVDQGOLWHUDU\SHULRGV2QO\DIHZVWDQGDUGVLQGLFDWHVSHFL¿FFXOWXUDO
content (at grades 11-12) and only a few examples are given in Appendix B.
CA
Rating: 3
$OPRVWHYHU\WKLQJLVFRYHUHGH[FHSWIRUNH\DXWKRUVRUZRUNVDQGVSHFL¿FVDERXWUHDGLQJOHYHODWHDFK
grade. A few standards in grades 11 and 12 are content-rich and do require study of literary traditions in
American literature as well as of literary periods in other traditions. Reference is made to lists of works in
another document, but the lists vary widely in reading levels.
MA
Rating: 3
All formal aspects of literary study are covered. Appendix A and Appendix B contain a list of key authors
or works in American literature, British literature, and world literature, both contemporary and past, to
RXWOLQHWKHVXEVWDQWLYHFRQWHQWRIWKH(QJOLVKFXUULFXOXPWKURXJKWKHJUDGHV*XLGLQJ3ULQFLSOHDQG
the introduction to the Reading and Literature Strand indicate that the “substantive content of English
language arts programs should be derived in large part from these appendices.” However, the standards by
themselves do not point to key groups of authors, works, literary periods, and literary traditions to outline
more precisely the actual content of the high school English curriculum.
DMA
Rating: 4
7KHOLWHUDWXUHVWDQGDUGVGLVWLQJXLVKWKURXJKVXEVWUDQGVWKHPDMRUW\SHVRILPDJLQDWLYHOLWHUDWXUH SRHWU\
GUDPD¿FWLRQDQGWUDGLWLRQDOOLWHUDWXUH DQGFRYHUDOOIRUPDODVSHFWVRIOLWHUDU\VWXG\$SSHQGL[$DQG
Appendix B contain lists of key authors in American, British, and world literature, contemporary and past,
to outline the substantive content of the English curriculum through the grades, especially at the high school
OHYHODQG*XLGLQJ3ULQFLSOHSRLQWVWRWKHLUXVH
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6. The standards clearly address writing for communication and expression. They include use of writing
processes, established as well as peer-generated or personal evaluation criteria, and various rhetorical
elements, strategies, genres, and modes of organization.
CC
Rating: 3
Most aspects of writing are addressed well. But there is nothing on the use of established or peer-generated
criteria for evaluating writing or written presentations. The sub-strand on “argument” confuses argument
with expression of opinion in the elementary grades, confuses academic argument with persuasive writing
throughout, and doesn’t clarify the key concepts of persuasive writing: purpose and audience. There is no
scholarship from Aristotle or Brooks and Warren to Kinneavy to support these three “types” of writing as
they are described and thus this strand badly misinforms ELA teachers throughout the grades.
CA
Rating: 3
Most aspects of writing are addressed well. But there is nothing on the use of established or peer-generated
criteria for evaluating writing or written presentations.
MA
Rating: 4
All aspects of writing are addressed well. There are standards on the use of established criteria as well as
peer-generated criteria for evaluating writing.
DMA
Rating: 3
Most aspects of writing are addressed well. But there is nothing on the use of established or peer-generated
criteria for evaluating writing or written presentations.
7. The standards clearly address oral and written language conventions. They include Standard English
conventions for sentence structure, spelling, usage, penmanship, capitalization, and punctuation.
CC
Rating: 1
Oral and written language conventions are addressed, but the vertical progressions don’t always make
sense, many standards are placed at inappropriate grade levels, and much of the linguistic terminology is
LQDSSURSULDWHDWWKHJUDGHOHYHOLWDSSHDUV HJJUDGH³8VHDGMHFWLYHVDQGDGYHUEVDQGFKRRVHEHWZHHQ
WKHPGHSHQGLQJRQZKDWLVWREHPRGL¿HG´2ULQJUDGH³8VHPRGDODX[LOLDULHVWRFRQYH\YDULRXV
conditions.”
CA
Rating: 4
All of the above areas are adequately covered and in student- and teacher-friendly language.
MA
Rating: 4
All of the above areas are adequately covered and in student- and teacher-friendly language.
DMA
Rating: 4
All of the above areas are adequately covered and in student- and teacher-friendly language.
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8. The standards clearly address the nature, dynamics, and history of the English language. They include the
nature of its vocabulary, its structure (grammar), the evolution of its oral and written forms, and the distinction
between the variability of its oral forms and the relative permanence of its written form today.
CC
Rating: 3
There is nothing on the distinctions among oral dialects or between oral and written forms of English, or on
the history of the English language. Standards on word origins and etymologies are useful but need to be
accompanied by standards teaching dictionary skills.
CA
Rating: 4
In grade 8, a vocabulary standard expects students to “understand the most important points in the history of
WKH(QJOLVKODQJXDJHDQGXVHFRPPRQZRUGRULJLQVWRGHWHUPLQHWKHKLVWRULFDOLQÀXHQFHVRQ(QJOLVKZRUG
meanings.” Good use of morphology to illustrate word meaning and development.t
MA
Rating: 4
$OORIWKHDERYHDUHDVDUHDGGUHVVHGVSHFL¿FDOO\LQWKHVWDQGDUGVIRU/DQJXDJH6WXG\
DMA Rating: 4
These aspects of the English language are addressed in the strands for Vocabulary and Concept
Development and for Formal and Informal English, especially in relation to the origin of English words, the
many foreign words used in written English, and the oral dialects used in literature and in various regions of
the country and their differences with standard oral and written English.
9. The standards clearly address research processes, including developing questions and locating,
understanding, evaluating, synthesizing, and using various sources of information for reading, writing, and
speaking assignments. These sources include dictionaries, thesauruses, other reference materials, observations
of empirical phenomena, interviews with informants, and computer data bases.
CC
Rating: 4
All of the above areas seem to be adequately covered although it is not clear.
CA
Rating: 4
All of the above areas are adequately covered.
MA
Rating: 4
7KHUHDUHJUDGHOHYHOVWDQGDUGVRXWOLQLQJVSHFL¿FGHYHORSPHQWDOREMHFWLYHVDFURVVHGXFDWLRQDOOHYHOVWKDW
address the phases and components of the research process.
DMA Rating: 4
7KHUHLVDFRPSOHWHVWUDQGRQWKHUHVHDUFKSURFHVVRXWOLQLQJVSHFL¿FGHYHORSPHQWDOREMHFWLYHVDFURVV
educational levels that address the phases and components of the research process.
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D. Quality of the standards
7KH\DUHFOHDUVSHFL¿FDQGPHDVXUDEOH LHWKH\FDQOHDGWRREVHUYDEOHFRPSDUDEOHUHVXOWVDFURVVVWXGHQWV
and schools).
CC
Rating: 3
There are many vague standards with unclear meanings and inconsistently interpretable meanings. E.g.,
“Compare and contrast the structure of two or more texts and analyze how the differing structure of each
text contributes to its meaning and style.” What kind of texts does the writer have in mind? What will
be learned if the texts address very different topics? E.g., “Analyze a particular point of view or cultural
H[SHULHQFHUHÀHFWHGLQDZRUNRIOLWHUDWXUHIURPRXWVLGHWKH8QLWHG6WDWHVGUDZLQJRQDZLGHUHDGLQJRI
ZRUOGOLWHUDWXUH´+RZPXFKUHDGLQJRIZRUOGOLWHUDWXUHPXVWSUHFHGHWKHUHDGLQJRIDVSHFL¿FZRUNWKDW
is to be analyzed for the author’s point of view? Thus, only some standards are measurable as is. There
are also many standards with inappropriate or misleading examples, e.g., Informational reading standard
9, grade 6: “Compare and contrast one author’s presentation of events with that of another (e.g., a memoir
written by and a biography on the same person).” This standard needs a sensible example. Moreover, in
the primary grades, some standards require teachers to prompt or observe without specifying what would
constitute meeting the standard.
CA
Rating: 4
2YHUDOOWKH\DUHFOHDUVSHFL¿FLQWHUSUHWDEOHWHDFKDEOHPHDVXUDEOHDQGUHOLDEO\UDWHG
MA
Rating: 4
2YHUDOOWKH\DUHFOHDUVSHFL¿FLQWHUSUHWDEOHWHDFKDEOHPHDVXUDEOHDQGUHOLDEO\UDWHG
DMA
Rating: 4
2YHUDOOWKH\DUHFOHDUVSHFL¿FLQWHUSUHWDEOHWHDFKDEOHPHDVXUDEOHDQGUHOLDEO\UDWHG
7KH\DUHRILQFUHDVLQJLQWHOOHFWXDOGLI¿FXOW\DWHDFKKLJKHUHGXFDWLRQDOOHYHODQGFRYHUDOOLPSRUWDQWDVSHFWV
of learning in the area they address.
CC
Rating: 3
0DQ\VWDQGDUGVGRQRWVKRZPHDQLQJIXOLQFUHDVHVLQLQWHOOHFWXDOGLI¿FXOW\RYHUWKHJUDGHV.VWDQGDUGV
DUHZHDNGXHWRRYHUXVHRI³SURPSWHG´RU³XQSURPSWHG´DVWKHNH\IHDWXUHRIGLI¿FXOW\SURPSWHGOHDUQLQJ
indicates the level of independence associated with student performance. In addition, many grade-level
standards are simply paraphrases or repetitions of the governing CCRS, especially in grades 6-8. It is not
FOHDUZK\JUDGHVFRQWDLQVWDQGDUGVFDOOLQJIRUVLJQL¿FDQWDPRXQWVRIWLPHWREHGHYRWHGWRFRPSDULQJ
literary works to movies and staged productions.
CA
Rating: 3
0RVWRIWKHIRFXVHGVWDQGDUGVVKRZPHDQLQJIXOLQFUHDVHVLQGLI¿FXOW\RYHUWKHJUDGHVDQGDGGUHVVWKH
important aspects of learning in the area, although it is not clear how demanding the standards in grades 10
DQGUHDOO\DUHZLWKRXWVSHFL¿FJUDGHOHYHOVRUWLWOHVRINH\ZRUNVWRLOOXVWUDWHDJUDGHOHYHO
MA
Rating: 4
7KHVWDQGDUGVLQHDFKVWUDQGVKRZPHDQLQJIXOLQFUHDVHVLQGLI¿FXOW\DQGRUFRPSOH[LW\WKURXJKWKHJUDGHV
related to skill development.
DMA
Rating: 4
7KHVWDQGDUGVLQHDFKVWUDQGVKRZPHDQLQJIXOLQFUHDVHVLQGLI¿FXOW\DQGRUFRPSOH[LW\WKURXJKWKHJUDGHV
related to skill development.
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7KH\LQGH[RULOOXVWUDWHJURZWKWKURXJKWKHJUDGHVIRUUHDGLQJE\UHIHUULQJWRVSHFL¿FUHDGLQJOHYHOVRUWR
WLWOHVRIVSHFL¿FOLWHUDU\RUDFDGHPLFZRUNVDVH[DPSOHVRIDUHDGLQJOHYHO
CC
Rating: 4
:KLOHWKHUHDGLQJDQGOLWHUDWXUHVWDQGDUGVRQO\RFFDVLRQDOO\SURYLGHH[DPSOHVRIVSHFL¿FWH[WVRUDXWKRUV
Appendix B contains a long list of illustrative titles for each grade for the main genres.
CA
Rating: 3
The kinds of literary techniques taught often suggest complex texts, but no authors or works or reading
levels are given (except for the mention of Macbeth). Reference is made to lists of titles in another
document, but the lists are very long and include a wide range of reading levels.
MA
Rating: 4
7KHUHDGLQJDQGRUOLWHUDWXUHVWDQGDUGVDUHDOPRVWDOZD\VDFFRPSDQLHGE\H[DPSOHVRIVSHFL¿FWH[WVDQGRU
authors. The examples are stronger at higher grade levels. There are also two appendices with recommended
lists of authors divided into educational levels.
DMA
Rating: 4
7KHVWDQGDUGVGRERWKHVSHFLDOO\DWWKHKLJKVFKRROOHYHO$SSHQGLFHV$DQG%FRQWDLQOLVWVFKLHÀ\RI
authors divided into grade spans from K-12. The high school reading and literature standards contain
JHQHUDOVWDWHPHQWVLQGLFDWLQJGLI¿FXOW\OHYHO HJFODVVLFDO*UHHNSOD\VRUFODVVLFDOHSLFSRHWU\ RUOLVW
VSHFL¿FDXWKRUVDQGRUWLWOHVDVH[DPSOHV
4. They illustrate growth expected through the grades for writing with reference to examples and rating criteria,
in the standards document or in other documents.
CC
Rating: 1
Appendix C is a collection of annotated student writing samples at all grade levels. However, no rating
criteria, say, on a 1 to 6 scale, are offered by grade level—a serious and puzzling omission. Based on the
annotations and the compositions themselves, it is clear what the best and least developed compositions are.
But it is not at all clear how teachers are to develop common expectations for somewhat above grade-level,
about grade-level, and somewhat below grade-level performance at a particular grade level (i.e., for most of
the age cohort).
CA
Rating: 4
Criteria and examples of student essays appear on the department’s website.
MA
Rating: 4
Writing samples and the criteria for rating them are maintained on the Department’s website in connection
with its testing program.
DMA Rating: 4
Writing samples and the criteria for rating them are maintained on the Department’s website in connection
with its testing program.

15

Pioneer Institute for Public Policy Research

7KHLURYHUDOOFRQWHQWVDUHVXI¿FLHQWO\VSHFL¿FFRPSUHKHQVLYHDQGGHPDQGLQJWROHDGWRDFRPPRQFRUHRI
high academic expectations for all students in the state.
CC
Rating: 1
Common Core’s relatively content-empty reading and literature standards cannot lead by themselves to a
common core of high academic expectations. They cannot frame an academic curriculum. The basic work
will have to be done at the local level unless the testing consortia pre-empt curriculum decision-making at
the local level in order to develop test items with a knowledge base to which skills can be applied.
CA
Rating: 3
For the most part. California’s standards require study of literary traditions in American literature as well
as of literary periods in other traditions. However, because they do not specify key groups of works and
authors that outline essential substantive content for the high school English curriculum, they can be
interpreted in different ways by teachers and test developers and thus fail to lead to a common core of high
academic expectations for all students.
MA
Rating: 4
Yes, these standards can lead and have led to a common core of high academic expectations.
DMA Rating: 4
These standards can lead to a common core of higher academic expectations than the 2001 standards.
E. Summary

Table 1: Average Points per Section and Total Average for Four ELA Documents
CC
5HDGLQJ3HGDJRJ\DQG,QGHSHQGHQW5HDGLQJ
3.6
Value of Literary Study
3
Organization and Disciplinary Coverage of the Standards 2.4
Quality of the Standards
2.5
Total
2.7

CA
3.6
2.3
3.5
3.5
3.4

MA
4
4
3.7
4
3.9

DMA
4
4
3.8
4
3.9
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IV. Concluding Remarks on English
Language Arts Standards
A. Can Common Core’s literature and reading
standards in grades 9-12 prepare students for
college and career better than those in California
and Massachusetts?
Common Core provides the right words for the
grades 6-12 standards in a sidebar on p. 35:
“To become college and career ready, students
must grapple with works of exceptional craft
and thought whose range extends across genres,
cultures, and centuries…” Common Core also
provides a lengthy Appendix B containing lists
of “Texts Illustrating the Complexity, Quality,
and Range of Student Reading,” with dozens of
titles of important works for each grade level.
Nevertheless, while Common Core includes
standards requiring reading of a Shakespeare
play and seminal works in American literature
in grades 11-12, its grade-level standards do not
ensure adequate preparation through the grades
IRU VWXG\LQJ WKHVH ZRUNV RU VXI¿FLHQW OLWHUDU\
and cultural knowledge for authentic collegelevel work. One searches in vain for literary and
cultural content through the grades that would
lead to these standards. In sum, Common Core’s
high school standards fall well short of those in
California and Massachusetts 2001 and 2010 in
VSHFL¿FLW\RIOLWHUDU\DQGFXOWXUDOFRQWHQW
For example, in grades 9-10, California expects
students to “Identify Greek, Roman, and Norse
mythology and use the knowledge to understand
the origin and meaning of new words.”
Massachusetts has an entire K-12 strand in its
2001 and 2010 documents on myth, traditional
narrative, and classical literature.
As for American literature, for grades 11-12,
California wants a full course in American literary
KLVWRU\VHWWLQJIRUWKVXFKLQWHOOHFWXDOREMHFWLYHV
as:
a. Trace the development of American
literature from the colonial period forward.
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and trends and describe how works by
members of different cultures relate to one
another in each period.
c. Evaluate the philosophical, political,
UHOLJLRXVHWKLFDODQGVRFLDOLQÀXHQFHVRIWKH
historical period that shaped the characters,
plots, and settings.
Massachusetts 2010 goes beyond these general
LQWHOOHFWXDO REMHFWLYHV WR SURYLGH VWDQGDUGV RQ
$PHULFDQSRHWU\GUDPDDQG¿FWLRQLQDOOOLWHUDU\
periods in grade 11 and on British literary history,
GUDPD ¿FWLRQ DQG SRHWU\ LQ JUDGH  DV LQ
³'HPRQVWUDWH IDPLOLDULW\ ZLWK PDMRU %ULWLVK
poets and some of their poems in each period of
British literary history”). Both its 2001 and 2010
GRFXPHQWV UHIHU WR D OLVW RI PDMRU DXWKRUV IRU
study of American and British literary history in
an Appendix.
6LPLODUGLIIHUHQFHVLQFXOWXUDOVSHFL¿FLW\DSSHDU
in the informational reading strand. Common
Core does require students to analyze U.S.
GRFXPHQWVRIKLVWRULFDODQGOLWHUDU\VLJQL¿FDQFH
for how they address related themes and concepts
in grades 9-10, and to analyze U.S. documents
RI KLVWRULFDO DQG OLWHUDU\ VLJQL¿FDQFH LQ WKH
17tth, 18th, and 19th centuries for their themes,
SXUSRVHVDQGUKHWRULFDOIHDWXUHVLQJUDGHV
But Massachusetts 2010 lays out more coherent
progressions of standards (and throughout the
grades). It expects seminal U.S. documents in the
19th and 20th centuries to be studied in grade 10
and follows up with such standards in grade 11
as: “Synthesize information from texts written in
the 18th or 19th century or before to address ideas
in foundational texts written in the 18th or 19th
century (e.g., read selections from John Locke’s
Second Treatise on Government, Montesquieu’s
Spirit of the Laws, and Madison’s Notes on the
Constitutional Convention) and trace the history
of the ideas presented in the Constitution of the
United States.” And in grade 12, students are
to analyze texts that have worldwide historical
DQG OLWHUDU\ VLJQL¿FDQFH ZLWK UHVSHFW WR WKHLU
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purposes, central arguments, and social, political,
and cultural contexts.
In conclusion, if California and Massachusetts
adopted Common Core’s standards for their own,
the intellectual demands on students in the areas
RIODQJXDJHDQGOLWHUDWXUHZRXOGEHVLJQL¿FDQWO\
weakened. Adopting Common Core’s standards
would also weaken the base of literary and
cultural knowledge needed for actual collegelevel work now implied by each state’s current or
draft standards.
B. Can teachers teach Common Core’s literature
and reading standards in grades 9-12?
English teachers can clearly teach the literary
content required in its 9-12 standards—one play
by Shakespeare, one play by an American writer,
and foundational works of American literature
from the 18th, 19th, and early 20th centuries in
grade 11 or 12. But Common Core expects English
teachers to spend over 50 percent of their time
DGGUHVVLQJ OLWHUDU\ QRQ¿FWLRQ DQG LQIRUPDWLRQDO
texts such as seminal U.S. documents and U.S.
Supreme Court decisions. Although the 2010
draft Massachusetts standards also expect high
school English teachers to address seminal U.S.
documents and other 18th -century (or earlier)
WH[WV LWV QRQ¿FWLRQLQIRUPDWLRQDO VWUDQG LV
RQO\ RQH RI ¿YH OLWHUDWXUHUHDGLQJ VWUDQGV LH
requiring only 20 percent of their time on textbased study, not over 50 percent) and English
teachers will be able to select and teach seminal
documents they have often addressed (e.g., The
Declaration of Independence or Letter from
Birmingham Jail). Given what they are prepared
to teach based on their undergraduate or graduate
coursework, English teachers cannot teach to
many of Common Core’s informational reading
standards and they are unlikely to try to do so for
over half of the time they can allot to text-based
study.
C. Who will be held accountable for teaching
Common Core’s Literacy Standards for History
and Science on the common high school reading
test?

Common Core speaks with forked tongue on who
will teach students to read informational texts.
Its introduction (p. 8) indicates that history and
science teachers are to teach the literacy standards
LQWKHLUVXEMHFWDUHDV+RZHYHULWDOVRQRWHVWKDW
LWV JUDGHV  VWDQGDUGV UHTXLUH D ³VLJQL¿FDQW
amount of reading of informational texts…in and
outside the ELA classroom”(p. 5). Moreover, while
illustrative titles of informational texts for grades
6-12 in the ELA section of its standards document
DUHDOOODEHOHG³OLWHUDU\QRQ¿FWLRQ´²DFRPIRUWLQJ
label for English teachers—illustrative titles of
informational texts for ELA teachers in Appendix
B are all labeled “informational”—which makes
IDU PRUH VHQVH WKDQ ³OLWHUDU\ QRQ¿FWLRQ´ IRU D
list that includes, at grades 11-12, for example,
7KRPDV3DLQH¶V&RPPRQ6HQVHWKH86%LOORI
Rights, and a book chapter by historian Richard
+RIVWDGWHU²ZRUNV WKDW ¿W XQFRPIRUWDEO\ XQGHU
WKHODEHORIOLWHUDU\QRQ¿FWLRQ$QFKRUVWDQGDUG
#7 (“Integrate and evaluate content presented in
diverse formats and media, including visually
and quantitatively, as well as in words.”) very
clearly implies that ELA teachers are going to
EH WHDFKLQJ PXFK PRUH WKDQ OLWHUDU\ QRQ¿FWLRQ
to satisfy Common Core’s informational reading
requirements at every grade level. Moreover,
Common Core wants reading passages on high
VFKRRO FROOHJHUHDGLQHVVWHVWV WR UHÀHFW 1$(3¶V
distribution of passages for its high school reading
tests: 70 percent informational, 30 percent literary
(p. 5). It is unlikely that English teachers will be
held accountable for only a little more than 30
percent of the Reading test score. It is more likely
that English teachers will be held accountable
for much more than 50 percent of the results on
common Reading tests based on Common Core’s
college and career readiness standards.
D. What are the implications of Common
Core’s ELA standards for curriculum and
textbook development, teacher preparation, and
professional development?
Common Core’s standards make a coherent K-12
ELA curriculum unattainable. Unlike standards
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that point to the general cultural or literary
knowledge (as well as the generic thinking and
language skills) needed at each grade level,
Common Core’s “anchor” and grade-level
standards not only provide no intellectual base or
structure for a curriculum, they actually prevent
one from emerging. The academic content of
(QJOLVK DV D . VXEMHFW DUHD FRQVLVWV RI WKH
concepts that guide literary study (including
QRQ¿FWLRQ  WKURXJK WKH JUDGHV HJ JHQUHV
subgenres, rhetorical and literary techniques and
elements, literary periods, literary traditions). But
the texts that teach these concepts cannot take up
even half of the reading curriculum at each grade
level if it is to address all of Common Core’s
reading standards with the weight it requires.
What informational topics can contribute to
coherent learning progressions from grade to
grade in the over 50 percent of the reading at
each grade level that is to be informational? What
concepts can a progression of informational texts
be based on for a coherent English curriculum in
grades 6-12? Or is the ELA informational reading
curriculum to cannibalize the reading content of
WKH VFLHQFH KLVWRU\VRFLDO VWXGLHV PDWKHPDWLFV
and arts curricula in grades 6-12, content that
English teachers are not expected and prepared
to teach?
Common Core’s standards thus require drastic
changes in preparation programs and professional
development for English teachers. They will need
WR WDNH DFDGHPLF FRXUVHZRUN  RU D VLJQL¿FDQW
amount of professional development) in history
and political science to understand the historical
FRQWH[WSKLORVRSKLFDOLQÀXHQFHVXQLTXHIHDWXUHV
DQG QDWLRQDO DQG LQWHUQDWLRQDO VLJQL¿FDQFH
historically and today, of the seminal documents
they are being required to teach students how to
read. They will also have to undergo professional
WUDLQLQJ LQ UHDGLQJ VFLHQWL¿F WH[WV  ,Q DGGLWLRQ
because the organizing framework for Common
&RUH¶V(/$VWDQGDUGVFRQVLVWVFKLHÀ\RIJHQHULF
skills, teachers will need to learn how to teach
summary writing, student-generated questioning,
paraphrasing, and all the other study skills they
have generally expected students to do without
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necessarily showing them how to acquire these
skills.

V. Recommendations
Our analysis of Common Core’s mathematics and
ELA standards does not support the conclusion
drawn by many other reviewers that Common
Core’s standards provide a stronger and more
challenging framework for the mathematics and
English language arts curriculum than (or even as
equally a challenging framework as) California’s
current standards and Massachusetts’ current
(2001) and revised draft (2010) standards do.
Common Core’s standards will not prepare more
high school students for authentic college-level
work than current standards in these states do. To
the contrary, they may lead to fewer high school
students prepared for authentic college-level
work. There are many legitimate reasons for
having national standards, but they would need to
be much stronger than those that Common Core
has offered this nation if they are to be worthy of
such a role.
1. States adopting Common Core’s standards
should delete the label of “college and career
readiness standards” or “college and career
readiness anchor standards” on all of Common
Core’s standards. Common Core’s “college
readiness” standards do not point to a level of
LQWHOOHFWXDO DFKLHYHPHQW WKDW VLJQL¿HV UHDGLQHVV
for authentic college-level work. At best, they
point to no more than readiness for a high
school diploma. States adopting Common Core’s
standards should recognize the difference and
ensure that they do not engage in false advertising.
Accepting them at face value will damage our
post-secondary institutions as well as the integrity
of high school coursework. Adopting states are
obligated to use the standards as worded, but there
is no legal obligation to use surrounding textual
material, appendices, or these labels.
Common Core’s standards may well help many
states to frame a stronger high school curriculum
WKDQWKHLUFXUUHQWVWDQGDUGVGR3UHSDULQJDOOKLJK
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school students for a meaningful high school
diploma is something we have not yet achieved
as a country and still need to do. But it is a far
cry from preparing all high school students for
authentic college-level work. Thus, preparing
VRPH KLJK VFKRRO VRSKRPRUHV RU MXQLRUV IRU
credit-bearing freshman coursework in an open
admissions post-secondary institution, especially
LIWKHFRXUVHZRUNKDVEHHQDGMXVWHGGRZQZDUGLQ
GLI¿FXOW\WRDFFRPPRGDWHWKHPLVDVWUDWHJ\WR
evade the real problem—how to strengthen the
high school academic curriculum to reduce postsecondary remedial coursework in a legitimate
way as well as provide satisfactory options to this
curriculum for students who do not want or cannot
succeed in a traditional academic curriculum or
who do not want to go to college.
3UHWHQGLQJ WKDW DFDGHPLFDOO\ OHVV DEOH VWXGHQWV
are “college-ready” deceives them, their
parents, educational institutions (K-12 and postsecondary), and the public at large and debases
the meaning of authentic college-level work.
The irony of supporting academically less able
students in college while their academically
PRUH DEOH SHHUV DUH VWLOO ¿QLVKLQJ KLJK VFKRRO
will eventually not be lost on any of them. It also
creates a clear two-class society—those who
leave high school to enroll in an open admissions
college and those who complete a strengthened
high school program to enroll in a more selective
college.
Especially in states with more academically
rigorous standards and ambitious high school
graduation requirements (e.g., four years of high
school mathematics), an emphasis on individual
DGYDQFHPHQW DQG VHOIIXO¿OOPHQW LV D PDVVLYH
shift from, and in a real sense a betrayal of, the
principal purpose of K-12 public education—to
produce informed and responsible citizens.
2. Educational publishers should not develop
textbooks and other curricular materials based
on Common Core’s ELA standards until several
key standards are appropriately placed and/or
correctly written and several conceptual errors

are corrected. The present set of standards will
badly misinform ELA teachers on a number of
disciplinary matters. Among the most serious are
the following:
 $ FUXFLDO )RXQGDWLRQDO 6NLOOV VWDQGDUG
expecting students to read unfamiliar multisyllabic words “in context and out of context”
is in grades 4 and 5 (3a) and needs to be in
grades 1, 2, and 3 as well to ensure mastery of
decoding skills. Its placement at only grades
4 and 5 misinforms all elementary reading
teachers because it implies that decoding skills
should be practiced in the primary grades
only in context. This implication has the
potential to set back all of beginning reading
LQVWUXFWLRQ GHVSLWH DOO WKH ¿QH VWDQGDUGV LQ
the Foundational Skills section.
 ,QIRUPDWLRQDO UHDGLQJ VWDQGDUGV QHHG WR
distinguish clearly the various modes of
organizing an expository text (e.g., order of
time, cause and effect) from its structural
elements (e.g., purpose, introduction, body,
conclusion).
 7KH VXEVWUDQG RQ ³DUJXPHQW´ QHHGV WR
distinguish argument from expression of
opinion in the elementary grades (which is
not a type of writing) and academic argument
from advocacy or persuasive writing, and
to clarify the key concepts at the root of
persuasive writing: purpose and audience.
7KHJUDPPDUVWDQGDUGVQHHGWHUPLQRORJ\WKDW
ELA teachers are apt to understand and more
appropriate grade-level placement.
 9RFDEXODU\ VWDQGDUG F JUDGHV 
“Distinguish among the connotations
(associations) of words with similar
GHQRWDWLRQV GH¿QLWLRQV ´ QHHGV WR EH
straightened out and given appropriate
examples. Teachers need to know that a word
may have a denotation and a connotation (e.g.,
the head on a body and the head of the class)
and that this distinction does not encompass
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groups of semantically related words but with
different shades of meaning.
3. Congress should require the National
Assessment Governing Board to conduct a
High School Transcript Survey (HSTS) every
two years to monitor high school mathematics
course-taking. An important provision in the
2001 Elementary and Secondary Education Act
required all states to participate every two years in
1$(3¶VWHVWVRIUHDGLQJDQGPDWKHPDWLFVVRWKDW
a common yardstick could be used to compare
state test results. If the next re-authorization of
ESEA requires states to use “college and career
readiness standards” for accountability-oriented
tests, Common Core’s academically low college
and career readiness standards may heavily alter
current high school mathematics course-taking
SDWWHUQV1$(3LWVHOIFDQQRWPHDVXUHFKDQJHVLQ
high school course-taking patterns. The best tool
ZHKDYHDWSUHVHQWLVLWV+676ZKLFK1$(3KDV
used irregularly to monitor course-taking since
1987. The most recent HSTS was in 2009, and
the next one is scheduled for 2015. This sixyear hiatus will be the longest period without a
survey since these surveys began, and we need
data on mathematics (and science) coursetaking in particular much sooner than 2015 if
large numbers of high school students, deemed
college-ready, begin to leave high school after
grade 10 or 11 to enroll in an open admissions
post-secondary institution instead of completing
advanced mathematics and science coursework
in their last year or two of high school before
going on to college. Common Core’s goal of
closing the achievement gap by increasing the
number of underprepared students in college
GHJUHH SURJUDPV LV OLNHO\ WR VXFFHHG FKLHÀ\ LQ
decreasing the number of high school students
in advanced courses, and Congress must fund at
least one method for detecting the effects of tests
based on Common Core’s standards.
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About the Authors:
Kathleen Madigan is Senior Research Scientist
for AccountabilityWorks in Washington, D.C.
She has been an elementary, middle school and
special education classroom teacher, principal,
college professor, curriculum coordinator and reVHDUFK SURMHFW GLUHFWRU 6KH KDV KHOG OHDGHUVKLS
SRVLWLRQVLQSXEOLFQRQSUR¿WDQGSULYDWHVHFWRU
settings.
Sandra Stotsky LV 3URIHVVRU RI (GXFDWLRQ
Reform at the University of Arkansas and holds
the 21st Century Chair in Teacher Quality.
She is also a member of the Massachusetts
Board of Elementary and Secondary Education
and was Senior Associate Commissioner in the
Massachusetts Department of Elementary and
Secondary Education from 1999-2003.
Ze’ev Wurman is an executive in the high
tech industry in Silicon Valley and participated
in developing California’s standards and
assessments in the mid-1990s. He served as a
6HQLRU3ROLF\$GYLVHUZLWKWKH2I¿FHRI3ODQQLQJ
(YDOXDWLRQDQG3ROLF\'HYHORSPHQWDWWKH86
Department of Education from 2007 to 2009.

About Pioneer:
3LRQHHU ,QVWLWXWH LV DQ LQGHSHQGHQW QRQ
partisan, privately funded research organization
that seeks to change the intellectual climate in
the Commonwealth by supporting scholarship
that challenges the “conventional wisdom” on
Massachusetts public policy issues.

23

Pioneer Institute for Public Policy Research

24

85 Devonshire Street, 8th Floor, Boston, MA 02109 T: 617.723.2277 | F: 617.723.1880 | www.pioneerinstitute.org

