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Oh, so that’s what

Common Core Standards are all about!

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR COMMENTARY

The Connecticut Consortium of Education Foundations held
its annual conference on October 2nd and I heard the best
explanation so far of why it is so important to implement
Common Core Standards (CCS).

When the State Board of Education voted, about a year
and a half ago, to adopt CCS (as part of a consortium call-ed
“Smarter Balance”), there were no hearings and little public
focus on this change to curriculum.  Sure, we had to do it as
part of our third “Race to the Top” application (which was
again, unsuccessful), but it is now part of the reforms under
which our districts are operating or in the process of
preparing for implementation.

When I first heard about CCS, I asked a member of the
State Board or SDE how much must change in what our
schools were doing then.  Oh, no big deal, I was told.  It’s
just a change in what kids are learning in different grades.
Maybe a 10-15 percent change would be required.

Now, however, districts across the State are wrestling
with this mandate.  And, chances are, if they’re doing it
right, it’s not only the (underestimated) 10-15%, it’s also the
time, effort and resources required to implement these
changes.

David Coleman, the incoming president of the College
Board was one of the writers of the new standards.  He
spoke at the education foundations’ conference and really
explained the “why” of the new standards.  Here is part of
what he said:

There were several factors that led to the development
and requirement of CCS:

1. Existing standards did not make students ready for
college.  Too many students required remedia-tion.

2. There was competition and much variety in what the
states were doing in this area.

3. The educational standards systems in each state and
school district were collapsing due to standards
having become too vague.  There was too much
included in curriculum and it was not sufficiently

focused.  For example, to teach all of the California
standards would take, it is estimated, thirty years to
teach.  Thus, as more and more was added to the
curriculum, teachers were left teaching as many of the
subjects as possible, without any prioritization.

4. College remediation rates must fall or our system will
continue to fail.

5. Eighth grade reading scores are flat over many years.
You can’t have readiness for college without the skill
and knowledge built by read-ing.  Students in the
lower grades are reading 80 percent fiction and only 20
percent nonfiction — and thus they are not gaining
the deep knowledge that they should by reading about
history, science, art and learning the vocabulary they
will need to be successful as they develop.

CCS is now being implemented in English Language Arts
and Mathematics.
In English Language Arts, there has been little focus on any
depth in writing.  CCS
will cause a shift to more in-depth knowledge of documents
and how better to analyze them.  There will be a shift from
fiction in high school and middle schools to nonfiction:

1. Old standards – kids writing narratives and their
opinions – NOT writing about facts. This has not
helped students grow.  Under CCS, there will be
analytic arguments and writing about facts. They must:
“Read like a detective and write like an investigative
reporter.”

2. Text must be increasingly complex as students get
older.  Students must be able to read at a higher level.
The more complex tests will help them learn.

In mathematics, there is a common belief in the U.S. that
other successful countries have kids working harder. But the
truth is these successful countries teach fewer subjects in
more depth.  The teachers learn to “teach less, [and children]
learn more.” Kids need to get the core understanding and
familiarity with math.

There should be a focus that is core plus more demand-
ing, coherent and rigorous. For example, for children to
progress, it is critical that they need to understand fractions,
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which is built on addition and subtraction.
The changes that are necessary to help our children

“won’t be without pain”; many subjects in math need to be
left out.  As might be expected, teachers who have taught
the same subject for years may be very comfortable with
them and have trouble giving them up.

With CCS, there is a need to refocus energy, not add
new curriculum [and, I would add, there will be the addition
of new curriculum areas as changes are made at in what is
taught in the various grades. This will add to implementa-
tion adjustments that teachers will have to make.]

What will success with the CCS look like? Kids reading
more nonfiction, writing about tougher texts and more of a
focus on a few subjects in math.  New tests should
measure/access what we ask teachers to teach.

We expect that scores on NAEP and other assessments
should rise. It should be noted that Coleman’s current
organization, Achievement Network, has a website,
achievethecore.org and the content can freely be used by
school districts to help inform their work in this area.  The
College Board, a CABE Educational Affiliate “leads
national and international efforts to improve access to and
readiness for higher education.”

Here in Connecticut
As school districts work on CCS, they are learning that

implementation is more expensive and takes more time and
effort than they probably expected.  It is critical that your
administrators and teachers understand what needs to be
done – and that the professional development for imple-
mentation is provided, even as budgets may have to be
cut.

This is happening at a time when school districts are
starting to work on the new evaluation and support system
and will have to work on secondary school reform (now put
off until the fall of 2016, though the actual work will need to
be done before then and necessary resources provided).

As towns and cities look into the future, with more
difficulty in raising local money than in many years, we
need the State to focus on these priorities and help us with
the necessary resources and assistance so that CCS and
the other reforms will be implemented in the most effective,
efficient and beneficial manner possible.
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