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  The Hole We Were In


  Remember the condition of education twenty years ago that spurred the development of Common Core?


  Colleges found that high school graduates needed remedial instruction before they could start classes. Businesses could not count on a high school diploma meaning anything at all. Students dropped out at alarming rates, with those of color faring worst. International comparisons rated us well below our peers in industrialized nations. Objective measures and anecdotal reports told us that students did not know what they were taught, even simple material. A high school student asks a classroom guest, “So you were in World War Eleven?” It was embarrassing.


  The point was not that students learned something and it turned out wrong. Whether they were learning the right stuff was impossible to tell because they could not produce what they learned. With students punching far below their weight, stakeholders agreed only that someone else was to blame.
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  How the Problem Arose


  It began in an instructional emphasis that undermined teachers’ focus on academic achievement.


  The disciplined learning of the early 1900s grated on many who came to regard education as too rigid and narrow. In the 1920s progressive education promoted an attractive alternative. Child development would be the new priority and would incorporate positive features such as hands-on projects, experiences, relationship skills, and social responsibility. But in a baby-and-bathwater reaction it explicitly dismissed the effort to install academic knowledge, relying instead on osmosis and presuming that it was enough to involve children in new material for a time.


  It turned out, however, that exerting less deliberate effort to learn, students coasted hour by hour and learned less. Knowledge entering by osmosis exited the same way. And although many children were underperforming, by the new standards teachers could assure parents their own child was doing fine. Osmosis did not work but its assumptions persisted, affecting teachers’ expectations, the content and pacing of curricula, and testing.


  The result almost a century later has been a patchwork of educational attainment. Some demographics remain seriously under-served while only a few have excelled. The widespread perception, however, has been that we need to do much better and can. Students can learn more, and we can figure out what and how.


  [image: Figure 2.1. A few years ago everyone agreed education needed help. Common Core was a sincere attempt. Jessica Sanders]
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  How Common Core Solved the Problem


  The designers of Common Core carved off a piece they believed they could solve, hoping it would lead to other changes. They decided to work on the ‘what,’ the content taught. Given that children apparently learn little from thousands of classroom hours, the thinking went, we cannot afford to devote them to just any learning. We should identify the essentials, starting in math and reading. Subject matter experts can help us prioritize, and we can homogenize learning enough to get students everywhere on the same track at the same time.


  They kicked down the road an important issue. ‘How’ would be resolved later: “If we know what students should learn, and if we can measure whether they do, we can tell how well teachers are teaching, and work on the how with the teachers (or schools) that need it!”


  Designers believed several advances could occur together—pin down the most important learning, measure students’ mastery of it, and from that, determine teachers’ effectiveness. While the latter assumptions have yet to be demonstrated, the beginning appeared clear: a consensus about the knowledge and skills that became the Common Core State Standards.


  Proponents did not emphasize the students’ part: They did not say to students, “What’s important is that you meet those standards. Get help from your parents and teachers if you need it.” They didn’t say this because the standards were not meant to stimulate students’ aspirations but to determine a level above which adults could agree that instruction was working and below which it was not, as though this had not been clear prior to the standards. Establishing a line suggested that they believed a line would raise student achievement, but if they did not say this to students, then to whom? Who were they talking to?


  The answer is “the states.” The standards are a tool to help states change their system. They are to teach to the standards, run statewide tests, assess districts’ progress, identify teachers’ effectiveness, and respond to the results. Any child’s relation to the standards serves mainly as a marker of teachers’ effectiveness, and scores taken together comprise leverage.


  Being able to say, “You are not working up to level . . .” enables administrators to add, “. . . so we may change your funding, terminate teachers, close the school, combine schools, or alter instruction.” While state oversight may be benevolent (“Let us help you out”), officials may also assume that pressure motivates people. Feet to the fire concentrates the mind.


  The energy behind this project is widely distributed across the nation, representing years of work and collaborative effort in state legislatures, education departments, and multistate agencies, and presumes a broad perspective: “We want a way to help out the lagging states; within states, the lagging districts; within districts, the lagging teachers; and within their classrooms, ultimately the lagging students. And we’re arranging an objective basis for doing so.”


  An objective basis in fact has long been available. The NAEP, the National Assessment of Educational Progress, commonly referred to as the nation’s report card, has provided solid data for a half century. The question was what to do with it. CCSS designers believed that more detailed information about higher-quality learning by more students would enhance change. This seemed important, in part because many states had accepted lenient standards for years, not fully facing their deficits. The new standards would remove that cover, so that states modifying the standards or exempting themselves would hinder collective progress.


  At this writing, in early 2015, Common Core is just starting implementation and hence is a moving target. Forty-some states have adopted the standards for math and language arts, two have tested on them already, and most of the adopters are projected to begin it within a few months. While a number have scaled back their plans, enough people determined to make CCSS work may gradually produce the desired results.


  Having such numbers of schools, teachers, and students answer to the same standards is a massive undertaking, particularly without a curriculum. A planner wanting a national curriculum but not seeing it as timely just now might turn to achievement standards as a first step. Teachers responding to them might realize they needed better tools and later welcome a curriculum to fill the need. Currently they rely largely on personal skills to reach the prescribed levels.
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  The Objections to Common Core


  Many have faulted Common Core’s advocates for not field-testing it before issuing it nationally. A sound research phase could have forestalled a host of concerns. In hindsight, a good start would have been to adopt the respected Massachusetts standards for math and English.


  Majorities within samples of teachers initially backed the standards in principle, though with questions and reservations, but in the last year they have decreased their support, as have parents.


  HOW DOES THE PROGRAM PLAY WITH PARENTS?


  Some are dismayed that their children are taught concepts completely foreign to themselves, but numbers of them worry that low scores could affect their child’s later academic opportunities.


  Low scores should not have been surprising in view of the guiding rationale. The formerly indulgent messages to students, “You’re doing okay,” were to be replaced by an objective number. Knowing already that their child’s learning was low, parents might expect the new number also to be low. Over dinner children might complain, “We used to get 90s on our tests but now we’re getting 70s! What happened?”


  They would realize they had been misled about their learning, were now receiving a more realistic picture, and were not being punished for the sin of receiving easygoing education in the past. Lower scores were part of the plan for change. Kentucky’s gradual rollout, which included assurances for parents, sidestepped much potential opposition there, but states not so user friendly might anticipate resistance, with more parents and teachers opting out.


  WHAT ARE TEACHERS’ CONCERNS?


  For teachers, the impact has varied according to their personal experience. While many have felt they needed more orientation and training to apply the standards, others have welcomed new methods such as ways to gain more benefit from reading. And in place of drilling children on answers they did not comprehend, teachers were to emphasize more skills and conceptual understanding, and less memorization. Instructional advances collected for Common Core could be a resource if teachers were permitted to draw on them as they wished, but left only as suggestions, the methods would be applied randomly and limit the comprehensiveness of the data.


  Individual teachers have reported particular standards poorly drawn; too little emphasis here and too much there, insufficient practice for this skill, time wasted spent on that, terminology mismatched with grade levels, and required answers inappropriate. Methods over-specified can reduce teachers’ options for adapting material to students’ needs.


  Many teachers regard the standards alone as too narrow an intervention. A curriculum (how to get there) is the missing bridge to the standards (where we want to go). Finland based its outstanding system on a comprehensive national curriculum—although with a population comparable to Minnesota’s. But without a unifying curriculum, individual teachers may labor to devise afresh what someone else has already figured out.


  Some standards expect less of students than teachers do already. Testing and test-prep can eat up a ton of classroom hours and interfere with instruction. With consequences pending from not meeting criteria, teachers are moved to “backmap” instruction, plan it step by step to respond to the standards. And we could consider it deterioration that teachers need to spend any time in test preparation. Students didn’t learn it the first time through but now someone wants them to appear to know it.


  Some teachers are appalled by the CCSS and others hate the approach. One staff member was stunned to discover students were forbidden to tell teachers the questions appearing on a mandated online test. Sequestering the material prevents teachers from targeting the test next year but also routes instruction and assessment onto independent tracks. Imagine a teacher and an administrator discussing this:


  “Mr. Teacher, this test says you fail children’s learning.”


  “But you haven’t told me what I should teach instead. You say I’m below the bar but not what the bar consists of.”


  “You should know already. I can’t tell you what to teach. We can only administer the assigned test.”


  “Does that seem to you a rational way to educate?”


  “Look. Don’t quote me on this but . . .”


  It is patently unfair and violates rationality to measure people by an exacting standard without sharing its criteria. Either share the details with them and allow them to meet the standard perfectly, even though it is limited, or do not share the details and acknowledge that your measure does not fully reflect what teachers do. You cannot refuse to share the particulars of the standard and leave it vague, while still expecting them to rise to meet it. If you insist on doing this, you set them up to fail.


  Standards too rigid can defy common sense. Concerned about what to take up on a given day, a teacher might think, “I want to teach a topic that would be valuable for my students and it’s timely just now, but I’m required to teach one less important (or out of step) because it’s on a mandated test. What do I do?”


  That a teacher is even driven to ask the question illustrates how CCSS can warp education. Making the test the first concern in every situation, regardless of other factors, neutralizes the teacher’s personal ability to meet the immediate needs of children that is purchased at such cost to society. Trying to make any system “teacher-proof” by assigning personal judgments to predetermined pigeonholes leads firmly downhill.


  Few teachers accept that a Common Core test can accurately determine that a student’s progress is unacceptable or define a teacher’s instruction as ineffective. While teacher evaluations typically draw from several sources, greater weight for CCSS scores in them (as much as 40 percent) has been promoted in some states.


  WHY DO STATES HAVE A PROBLEM?


  State administrators and policy makers add financial and political objections. CCSS materials and teacher orientation and training can bite deeply into an education budget, so states may try to make do with less, with proportionate impact on teacher skills.


  Who controls education, how they do it, and for what end is a worry. Politics, noted Hunter Thompson, is the art of controlling your environment. With the prospect of an entire district or state system unsatisfactory, politics lies in who sets the bar, how they set a passing level, and the consequences they apply. Millions in funding at stake could generate ongoing gamesmanship.


  Control is bound up in the federal role. States declining to adopt the standards read into them a federal overreach to reverse generations of state responsibility. To advocates’ assertions that private money developed them and that many national practices such as SAT tests are not federal concerns, opponents note recent pressure in No Child Left Behind, Race to the Top, and various funding categories.


  States have often heard, “Do this and you get money. Otherwise, forget it.” The president and the education secretary have urged states to adopt the standards, and the government has spent substantial money to push them. Though the plan presumes that states will administer sanctions within their own boundaries, objectors foresee the federal government increasingly tempted to pressure states with the standards and eventually develop a national curriculum. They do not expect standards-based statistics in the government’s hands will assure success.


  The copyrighted form of the standards has generated argument. Forbidding states to alter them may make it easier to compare one state to another but at the cost of perpetuating poorly drawn material. Some read in the standards an
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Figure 2.1. A few years ago everyone agreed education needed help. Common
Core was a sincere attempt.
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