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Getting Ready for National Standards 

Douglas B. Reeves 

Whether national standards are an illusion or a reality remains an unsettled matter in the United States. What is 
certain is this: the governors and chief state school officers of 47 states have already agreed in principle to accept 
national reading and mathematics standards. Moreover, any state competing for the more than $4 billion in Race to 
the Top funds must demonstrate that its political, educational, and legislative officials support national standards. For 
now, the central question for most people is, "What are the national standards, and how do we get ready for them?" 

 

The Challenge of National Standards 

Two organizations, the National Governors Association and the Council of Chief State School Officers, have taken 
the lead in drafting academic content standards in reading and math. These standards are specific in some areas 
(grade-level skills that are required in reading and math) and vague in others (the curriculum and assessments that 
will be required to implement the standards). When it comes to national standards, what teachers really want to know 
is, "What will be the content and format of the assessments on which my students and I will be evaluated?" 

Although state governments are expected to embrace standards in a matter of months, it will be at least three years, 
in my judgment, before the majority of schools are using curricula and assessments based on national standards. 
Indeed, prevailing federal guidance appears only to encourage states to create a consortium to draft another new test 
that will purport to align with the national standards. Based on the collective experience of the states that created 
standards-based assessments in the 1990s, the rollout of national standards from the articulation of the standards 
through the piloting and implementation of statewide assessments will take longer, cost more money, and be far more 
frustrating than educational policymakers anticipate. 

How hard could it be? Harder than one might think, considering the leap from standards to assessment requires that 
policymakers bridge chasms of not only education but also ideology. Consider the single skill of reading 
comprehension. Although this skill is expressed in clear and direct terms in the proposed national standards and in 
most state standards, the national standards are conspicuously silent on the content of literature that students should 
study. Thus, some states insist that students understand specific works of authentic literature, and the assessments 
in those states include intact passages from great literary works. Other states, by contrast, focus on the skill of 
reading, and deliberately edit (critics would say redact beyond recognition) the writings of classic authors. Similarly, 
although math may have its universal concepts, such as the Pythagorean theorem, how these get framed in high-
stakes test questions can lead to disputes over cultural bias. 

 

 

 



Practical Solutions for Busy Teachers 

The greatest danger in the short term is that teachers and school administrators will view national standards as 
additive. That is, they remain accountable for local and state tests, but must also claim, if they are cross-examined by 
external examiners, that they are "doing" national standards. This is particularly likely to occur in school systems in 
which state and local officials have also demanded that teachers adopt "21st century skills," perhaps during the same 
meeting when these officials reduced the professional development budget and either maintained or constricted 
learning time for students. While I cannot alter the natural tendency of policymakers to wish to claim more 
accomplishments with fewer resources, time, and energy, I can at least offer some practical ideas for teachers and 
administrators. 

First, map the relationship between national standards and your current state and district standards. Review this 
example of aligning state standards and assessment in elementary reading (Wixson, Fisk, Dutro, & McDaniel, 2002). 
Take the time to write out your reading and math standards in one column, then list the proposed national standards 
in an adjacent column. Most states will find that the national standards are not additive, but rather are a subset of 
what they already have. 

Second, identify the "power standards." Larry Ainsworth's book, "Unwrapping" the Standards (2003) will be a useful 
guide here. Power standards typically meet three criteria: 

1. They have leverage: success in a power standard is also likely to yield success in other academic subjects. 
For example, there is substantial evidence that when students are successful in nonfiction writing, they also 
do well in math, reading comprehension, science, and social studies. 

2. Power standards endure. Students who grasp a power standard will gain knowledge and skill that they can 
use for years, rather than knowledge with value evaporating within minutes of the conclusion of a state test. 

3. Power standards are essential for the next level of learning. If you were to ask a harried teacher, "What will 
you give up from your curriculum?" then the most likely answer would be, "Nothing––everything I do is 
important." But, if you were to ask the same teacher what knowledge and skills students from the previous 
grade would be required to have in order to enter her class prepared and ready to learn, the teacher would 
probably produce a brief, focused list of knowledge and skills that students should have mastered rather 
than replicate a list of academic content standards. Though teachers may not use the label "power 
standards," they intuitively know that some standards are more important than others: these are the ideal 
standards to both drive and focus the curriculum. 

Students on the playground seem to have an intuitive sense of fairness. Their teachers are also acutely aware of the 
difference between the rhetoric of educational policy and the daily reality in the classroom. If common standards are 
to move from theory to reality, the teachers must perceive a sense of fair consideration for the challenges that they 
face in actually implementing this reform. 

 

Avoiding the Educational Sucker Punch 

In the most recent iteration of the standards movement, which took place at the state level in the United States, 
teachers were sometimes subjected to the boxing feint known as the sucker punch. They were led in one direction 
while their opponent—the testing authority—came back at them from an unexpected direction. The educational 
sucker punch consisted of questions on state tests that were unrelated to the curriculum. In several states, tests 
continue to be cumulative, so that the scope of a 10th grade test might include curriculum taught in the 8th and 9th 
grades. Simplistic accountability movements, nevertheless, would hold the 10th grade teacher responsible for student 
performance on that grade-level examination. 

The national standards movement need not make the same mistakes as the state standards movement in the past. 
Locally, teachers can use standards mapping, power standards, and inter-grade dialogues to narrow the focus of 



their classroom curricula. Nationally, policymakers can prevent national standards from becoming an additive and 
overwhelming burden for local school systems by being clear about what will be assessed so that teachers, students, 
and school administrators have a reasonable opportunity to prepare and succeed in the eyes of all stakeholders. 
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