
Many states already have adopted the Common Core Standards,

but misinformation is rampant. What’s the reality of this new

standards system?
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ing will help elementary students
improve in reading comprehension—as
well as in math, science, and social
studies achievement—but such a sea
change in what is tested requires exten-
sive adjustments for teachers, students,
and parents. 

In addition, the Common Core math
requirements will call for considerably
more rigor at the middle school level
than many current curricula require. To
avoid a train wreck in eighth- and ninth-
grade math in 2014, districts should
start adjusting middle school math cur-
ricula now. Where necessary, schools
also should provide teachers additional
time to close the curriculum gap
between past and future expectations.

Myth #2: Wait to see

The second myth is that schools must
wait until the Common Core-based
assessments are published before mak-
ing meaningful classroom decisions.
The two consortia responsible for the
Common Core Assessments—SMARTER
Balanced Assessment Consortium (www.
k12.wa.us/smarter) and the Partnership
for Assessment of Readiness for College
and Careers (www.parcconline.org)—
already have published examples of
future assessment items. 

What the Common Core will require
is not mysterious. The skills and factual
knowledge required of students is

M ost states have adopted
the Common Core State Standards. But
while the Common Core’s intent is to
provide more consistent educational
opportunities for students, the reality
is that the implementation of the stan-
dards is wildly different from one state
to the next.

Some differences actually are good,
as local districts surely are the source of
essential educational innovations. But
many other variations in the implemen-
tation appear to be based on myths that
this article will challenge.

Myth #1: Start date

The first myth is that the standards start
in 2014. This date represents the official
plan to engage in Common Core-based
assessments, but the reality is that the
standards should impact classroom cur-
riculum now. 

Early primary students, including
those in kindergarten, face dramatically
changed literacy expectations under the
Common Core. Most notably, the
amount of information writing expected
of these students rises dramatically. 

In many schools, writing in the pri-
mary grades is dominated by personal
narrative, fiction, fantasy, and poetry,
but under the Common Core, 35 per-
cent of student writing will be informa-
tive, starting in kindergarten. Extensive
research shows that informative writ-

spelled out, and schools already should
be identifying what their present cur-
riculum has in common with the new
demands. Also, you can identify any
gaps that exist.

Myth #3: You have no control

The third and most disturbing myth is
the claim that “future assessments and
the U.S. Department of Education guid-
ance will drive our instruction.” Here is
an opportunity for school boards to
demand intellectual consistency from
themselves and from staff members. 

Challenge the intellectual consisten-
cy of these statements: “We hate gov-
ernment telling us what to do in our
schools” and “We can’t make any mean-
ingful curriculum decisions until gov-
ernment tells us what to do.” School
board members already know that they
want students to be better equipped to
meet 21st century demands of commu-
nication (including writing, speaking,
and technology use), collaboration,
creativity, and critical thinking.

Use the Common Core as an oppor-
tunity to challenge your communities
to go “beyond the common” by
embracing creative and challenging
assessments of skills—such as collabo-
ration and creativity—that likely won’t
appear on any standardized test, no
matter how clever or well funded.
School boards rightly claim that the
best innovations are local, but you
must not be reluctant to innovate until
you have received guidance from high-
er headquarters.

Myth #4: Fewer and focused standards

The fourth myth is that the Common
Core provides “fewer and focused” stan-
dards, so identifying “priority” or
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“power” standards is not necessary. It is
true that the quantity of standards is less
than was the case in many (but by no
means all) individual states, but at the
very best, the Common Core is designed
to achieve one year of learning growth
for each grade.

The reality is that almost every
school has students who need to gain
more than one level of learning to be
successful. This means districts must
either extend the school day to address
two or three years of standards—
unlikely in the current financial cri-
sis—or narrow the focus on the stan-
dards that teachers must provide to
students.

However focused the Common Core
may be, not every element of those
standards is equal. Some, such as infor-
mational writing, deserve dispropor-

tionate investments of time and atten-
tion from teachers.

Myth #5: It’s all about teachers

The fifth myth surrounding the
Common Core is the claim by some dis-
tricts that they have already distributed
the Common Core to the teachers, and it
is their responsibility to implement
them. If districts learned anything from
“Standards 1.0” in the 1990s, it is that the
“delivery” method did not work. 

Wheelbarrows full of three-ring
binders delivered to the schoolhouse
door did little to change decades-long
practices. Teachers need the tools, time,
and professional training to transform
the Common Core standards into cur-
riculum, engaging classroom activities,
and a variety of assessments. 

Moreover, teachers must be engaged

intellectually so they are not just deliv-
ering material to students, but adding
creativity, energy, and challenge to
lessons based on the Common Core.
The most competitive districts will be
those that use the Common Core as a
floor, not a ceiling, and that engage
their staff members—starting now—to
implement the standards deeply and
well. ■
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