
51

3

National Standards: Lessons 
from the Past, Directions for 
the Future1

Margaret E. Goertz

The reauthorization of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act renewed calls 
by organizations across the political spectrum for national standards. The 

bipartisan Commission on No Child Left Behind (NCLB 2007) recommended 
the development of voluntary model national content and performance standards 
and tests in reading and language arts, mathematics, and science based on the  
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) frameworks. Groups as 
ideologically diverse as Education Trust and the Fordham Foundation support-
ed these recommendations. In 2009, forty-eight states agreed to take part in the 
Common Core State Standards Initiative, a joint effort by the National Governors 
Association and the Council of Chief State School Officers to develop common 
K−12 and college- and career-readiness standards in mathematics and language 
arts. Adoption of these standards will be voluntary, but the U.S. Department of 
Education will provide some financial incentives for states to accept them.
	 The arguments in support of national standards today echo those of the past: 
they will promote democracy, equity, and economic competitiveness. The argu-
ments against national standards are also familiar: they will lead to the establish-
ment of a national curriculum; one size does not fit all; and local communities, 

1. This paper is based on the article “Standards-Based Reform: Lessons from the Past, 
Directions for the Future” by Margaret E. Goertz in Clio at the Table, edited by Kenneth 
Wong and Robert Rothman (New York: Peter Lang Publishing, 2008).
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not the federal government, know what is best for their students. The context 
for the debate, however, differs from that in earlier years. The extent of the fed-
eral government’s involvement in elementary and secondary school education 
is unprecedented. Professional organizations in several disciplines, such as the 
National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM), have developed stan-
dards that address students’ learning goals, assessment, and instruction (NCTM 
1989, 1991, 1995, 2000, 2006). NAEP’s proficiency levels have become de facto 
national performance standards, benchmarks against which the performance of 
states is judged (or confirmed). Indeed, the disparity between state and NAEP 
proficiency standards has been a driving force in the current push for national 
standards.
	 If the nation already has de facto content and performance standards, the 
adoption of voluntary national standards would appear to be a logical next step 
in federal education policy. Yet, the same underlying issues bedevil the adop-
tion of national standards now as in the past: what kinds of standards, whose 
standards, and with what effect? More specifically, policymakers must reach 
consensus on the type, content, and specificity of the standards; determine who 
will develop the standards; and facilitate the implementation of the standards.
	 This chapter discusses what we have learned over the years about stan-
dards and their implementation in an attempt to guide and improve future policy. 
Although the concept of “standards” encompasses a range of education poli-
cies and practices in the mathematics education community (e.g., curriculum: 
NCTM [1989, 2000, 2006]; appropriate teaching: NCTM [1991]; and assess-
ment: NCTM [1995]), I use the term to reflect content and performance stan-
dards for students, the focus of current policy debates about national standards. 
Content standards are broad descriptions of knowledge and skills that students 
should acquire and be able to do in a particular subject area. They indicate the 
topics and skills that should be taught at various grades or grade spans and are 
intended to guide public school instruction, curriculum, teacher preparation, 
and assessment. Performance standards, in contrast, provide explicit definitions 
and examples of what students must demonstrate to show that they have mas-
tered the content standards. Performance standards delineate how good is “good 
enough.” As a practical matter, however, performance standards are expressed in 
the form of “cut scores” on standardized tests.
	 This chapter begins with a very brief overview of the history of standards 
in the United States. Its second section discusses the implementation and ef-
fect of the standards-based reform movement over the past thirty years. The 
final section raises a set of issues facing policymakers who advocate national 
standards—or any standards—as the keystone of education reform in the years 
to come.
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A Brief History of Education Standards
	 Education standards have been expressed through laws, common curricu-
lum and textbooks, and entrance requirements for more than 200 years. The type 
(content, performance, input), target (students—all or differentiated; teachers; 
schools; districts) and use (improving educational quality, increasing educational 
opportunity, monitoring, gatekeeping) of the standards, however, have changed 
over time.
	 One could argue that the founding fathers in the United States delineated 
the first education standards in their writings about the purpose of education 
and in the education clauses of early state constitutions. Ravitch (1995) argues 
that schools in the nineteenth century had common content and performance 
standards as defined by relatively similar curricular materials (e.g., readers, geog-
raphy books), grading systems, and, for high schools, college admission require-
ments and examinations.
	 In 1893, the Committee of Ten sought to improve high school curriculum 
and standardize preparation for college by establishing high standards for all high 
school students, whether college bound or workforce bound. Similar to guiding 
bodies in the current standards movement, they recommended what should be 
taught in each subject area, how students’ knowledge should be assessed, and 
how teachers should be prepared to teach the content. These standards affect-
ed few students, however, because only one in ten youth were enrolled in high 
school at the turn of the twentieth century. In contrast, the Cardinal Principles of  
Education, issued by the National Education Association’s Commission on the 
Reorganization of Secondary Education (CRSE 1918), called for a curriculum 
that would adapt the school program to individual differences in interest and abil-
ity. This approach seemed well suited for the expanding population of high school 
students who came from working-class and immigrant families, but resulted in 
differentiated program and content standards. The principles of the Committee of 
Ten and college admission standards defined the content of the academic track in 
high schools, whereas those of CRSE applied to the general and vocational tracks 
(Ravitch 1995). The equity and excellence movements of the second half of the 
twentieth century, and the current debate over national standards, are attempts to 
reconcile these very different visions for educating our youth.
	 The equity movement of the late 1960s directed new attention to inequi-
ties in schools, particularly in poor and minority communities. Concerns about 
students’ inability to read and compute (c.f., Kline [1973]) led many states to 
implement testing and other policies in the 1970s to hold educators accountable 
for the operation and performance of their schools and to hold students account-
able for the mastery of basic skills through high school graduation tests. When 
states instituted minimum competency tests in the 1970s, teachers paid attention 
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to the competencies and prepared students for the tests. This emphasis on ba-
sic skills, coupled with federal funding for compensatory education through the 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act, increased the achievement of minor-
ity students and, to a lesser extent, students from educationally disadvantaged 
families (Smith and O’Day 1991). Concerns were raised then, however, as now, 
that teachers narrowed the curriculum to the tested content, which was low-level 
mathematics and reading.
	 Success in raising basic skills was not matched by a commensurate rise in 
student performance on higher-order skills or in performance that was on par with 
the country’s international competitors. This situation triggered the next round 
of education reform—one focused on more stringent input standards and, in-
creasingly, on more rigorous content and performance standards. The standards-
based reform movement emerged in the late 1980s and early 1990s through the 
work of a group of education leaders, governors, businessmen, researchers, and 
professional organizations such as NCTM and the American Association for the 
Advancement of Science. Under the theory of standards-based reform, states es-
tablish challenging content and performance standards for all students and align 
primary state policies affecting teaching and learning—curriculum and curricu-
lum materials, preservice and in-service teacher training, and assessment—with 
these standards. States then give schools and school districts greater flexibility 
to design appropriate instructional programs in exchange for holding schools ac-
countable for students’ performance (Smith and O’Day 1991).
	 These ideas were incorporated into federal policy, beginning with the  
Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994, which required states to develop chal-
lenging content standards in at least reading and mathematics, create high-quality 
assessments to measure performance against these standards, and have local dis-
tricts identify low-performing schools for assistance. The Goals 2000 legislation 
and such programs as the National Science Foundation’s State and Urban System-
ic Initiatives provided funds for states and localities to design the components of 
a standards-based system and to build the capacity of local districts to implement 
these reforms. With the enactment of the NCLB Act of 2001, the federal govern-
ment expanded its role significantly, requiring states to test more frequently and set 
more ambitious and uniform improvement goals for their schools, and prescrib-
ing sanctions for schools that fail to meet these goals. The substance of academic 
content and proficiency standards, however, remains the responsibility of states. 
States are constitutionally responsible for education, and federal law forbids its 
agencies from mandating, directing, or controlling the specific instructional con-
tent, curriculum, programs of instruction, or academic achievement standards and 
assessments of states, school districts, or schools (Fuhrman 2004).
	 In summary, calls by some for “national standards” have many things in com-
mon with the past. Periodic pushes have been made over the centuries for com-
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mon standards and for higher standards for all students. A new factor, however, is 
that the talk of high standards takes places in a context in which all students are 
expected to attend and complete high school. Accountability for the outcomes 
of schooling has shifted from students to schools and school districts, and the 
purposes of assessment have expanded from placing and promoting students to 
generating indicators of performance of the education system and motivating 
educators to consider changes in their instructional content and strategies.

Implementing Standards 
	 Has the articulation of specific content and performance standards made a 
difference? Studies of standards-based reform conducted at the end of the twen-
tieth and the early twenty-first century show that standards and accountability 
systems are driving educational change.

Standards Matter
	 Although the public is divided in its support of the NCLB Act (Rose and  
Gallup 2007), the concept of higher academic content and performance stan-
dards is generally accepted among the public, educators, and policymakers. Most 
parents support continuing to raise standards, and most students say that requir-
ing them to meet higher standards for promotion and graduation is a good idea 
(Johnson, Arumi, and Ott 2006). Teachers also believe in the intrinsic value of 
standards. They believe that state standards identify what their students should 
know and be able to do, that the standards are compatible with good educational 
practice, and that the public should hold students and educators to account for 
meeting certain outcomes. Teachers find standards useful for bringing focus and 
consistency of instruction within and across schools. They also find standards 
helpful for guiding their own instruction and aligning their instruction with them, 
although they believe that standards include more content than they can cover in 
a year, and are, in some instances, too vague to give useful guidance (Kannapel et 
al. 2001; Massell et al. 2005; Johnson, Arumi, and Ott 2006; Stecher et al. 2008).
	 The perceived legitimacy of state assessment systems, however, is much low-
er, particularly among teachers. Teachers do not believe that state tests are neces-
sarily a good measure of their students’ mastery of content, and many raise con-
cerns about the lack of alignment among standards, curriculum, and assessment. 
But teachers report that they align instruction with assessment and focus more on 
standards (Goertz and Massell 2005; Stecher et al. 2008). Teachers, schools, and 
districts are also paying attention to the data generated by assessments. Teachers 
review assessment results to identify students who need additional help, topics 
that require more emphasis, and gaps in curriculum and instruction. Districts and 
schools are increasing their use of annual and interim student test data to plan 
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for school improvement, to change curriculum and instructional materials, and 
to focus professional development (Massell 2001; Padilla et al. 2006; Stecher et 
al. 2008).

Incentives to Use Standards Matter
	 Accountability has gotten people’s attention, for better or worse. Educators 
are responding to the press of performance-based accountability even though 
they believe that accountability and assessments narrow the curriculum and con-
strain their teaching approaches, and even when they do not feel an immediate 
threat from sanctions or see the possibility of rewards (Goertz 2001; Kelley et 
al. 2000; Massell et al. 2005; Stecher et al. 2008). Stronger accountability has 
also focused educators’ attention on traditionally underserved populations of stu-
dents. Although some educators still question whether all students can attain high 
standards, their expectations for these students are considerably higher than in 
the past. Teachers report that they search for more effective teaching methods, 
focus more on standards and on topics and formats emphasized in assessments, 
and change some elements of their instructional practice in response to state 
assessments (Goertz and Massell 2005; Kannapel et al. 2001). Districts have re-
sponded to the accountability press by providing assistance to schools, although 
not always the kinds of intensive support envisioned under NCLB (Center on 
Educational Policy 2007; Padilla et al. 2006; Stecher et al. 2008). 
	 Consequences, however, are not sufficient in and of themselves to encour-
age action consistently across districts or schools. Staff members in some low-
performing schools feel little pressure and react only minimally. An important 
factor in staff responsiveness is whether their district leaders take a strong stand 
on accountability, mandating or in other ways encouraging their schools to take 
action. Professional pride and the acceptance of the intent of reform are other 
factors that explain changes in teacher behaviors (Goertz and Massell 2005). 
	 Researchers have identified negative consequences of increased accountabil-
ity pressure as well. High-stakes accountability has led to more time spent on 
test-preparation activities, narrowing of the curriculum, and increased attention 
to “bubble kids,” or children who are performing at just below the pass rates 
of mandated assessments (c.f., Booher-Jennings [2005]; Firestone, Schorr, and 
Monfils [2004]; McMurrer [2008]; Shepard and Dougherty [1991]; Stecher et 
al. [2008]). Concern over the negative impact of more difficult tests on students, 
particularly students of color and English language learners, has slowed the de-
velopment of new high school tests aligned with higher standards and led some 
states to delay the requirement of students’ passage of these tests for high school 
graduation (Fuhrman, Goertz, and Duffy 2004). And, under the press of NCLB 
sanctions, states have called for changes in ways that schools are identified for 
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improvement, such as increasing subgroup sizes, incorporating confidence inter-
vals in the measurement of proficiency, and using growth models.

Who Sets Standards and Incentives Matters  
Even More
	 States use different processes for setting and updating academic content 
standards, setting proficiency standards, and designing accountability systems. 
Who sets standards can affect the legitimacy of standards among educators and 
the public.
	 Teachers are more likely to support standards set by other educators or their 
professional associations than by government. Although professional organiza-
tions such as NCTM have used consensus processes to develop standards, con-
sensus over the content of standards remains elusive both within and outside the 
education community. States have faced philosophical battles over what should 
be taught (e.g., evolution, social science content) and how (e.g., different ap-
proaches to teaching mathematics and reading). For example, the teaching of 
mathematics became the subject of heated controversy in California and other 
states, with traditionalists (including some university mathematics professors) 
battling reformers over appropriate pedagogy (teacher-directed versus student-
constructed knowledge) and curricular emphasis—process (problem solving and 
mathematical reasoning) versus content (facts, computation, and algorithms). 
The resulting standards placed greater emphasis on basic skills and traditional 
pedagogy and assessment formats (c.f., Smith, Heinecke, and Nobel [1999]; Wil-
son [2003]).
	 These battles are not new. Schoenfeld (2004) argues that the underlying is-
sues being contested in mathematics education are more than a century old. Is 
mathematics for the elite or for the masses? Should mathematics be studied be-
cause it develops the ability to reason, for its cultural value, or for its economic 
value? Standards-based reform has shifted the venue for these battles, however, 
from local school boards to state boards of education and state legislatures. Al-
though skirmishes continue in local communities and debates rage in the aca-
demic and practitioner communities, combatants now mobilize to influence the 
content of state curriculum frameworks, and, in many states, the selection of 
instructional materials.

Standards Are Necessary but Not Sufficient  
to Change Teaching and Learning
	 Rigorous standards may require teachers to teach different content and to 
teach that content differently. As recognized in the NCTM Standards (1989, 
2000), building teachers’ knowledge and skills is a crucial component of the 
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change process, and the theory of action underlying both standards-based reform 
and NCLB assumes that states and local school districts possess, or can develop, 
the capacity to assist school improvement efforts, to bring all students to profi-
ciency, and to pay for these efforts.
	 Districts have been aligning curriculum and instruction for more than a de-
cade, both vertically with state standards and horizontally with other elements of 
district and school policies and procedures. Many districts have taken additional 
steps to align instruction by developing more specific local standards; publishing 
curriculum guides with standards, frameworks, and pacing sequences; and issu-
ing documents that map the content of required textbooks to standards and as-
sessments (c.f., Massell and Goertz [2002]; Padilla et al. [2006]). Most districts 
with schools identified as needing improvement report using other strategies, 
such as school improvement planning; the use of data and research to guide in-
struction; increasing the quantity or quality or professional development; provid-
ing extra time for, and more intensive academic instruction to, low-performing 
students; and increasing instructional time in reading and mathematics, particu-
larly in elementary schools. Districts are also restructuring the elementary school 
day to teach core content areas in greater depth (Center on Educational Policy 
2007; Padilla et al. 2006).
	 States and districts lack capacity, however, to provide intensive support to 
low-performing schools and students, the kind of support they need to meet the 
high academic standards as envisioned under NCLB. Only half the districts with 
schools in need of improvement report that they have school support teams, and 
only one-third provide additional full-time school-level staff to support teacher 
development, mentors, or coaches for the principal (Center on Educational Policy 
2007; Padilla et al. 2006). Furthermore, the availability and intensity of support 
varies by the size of districts. This variability in level of support is worrisome 
because most technical assistance comes from school districts. Districts, in turn, 
report they turn to their state departments of education and education service 
agencies for help (Center on Educational Policy 2006). As with districts, how-
ever, resource-intensive state assistance covers only a portion of low-performing 
schools (Padilla et al. 2006). States with large or growing numbers of schools 
and districts identified for improvement are focusing support on their most chal-
lenged schools, leading to calls for differentiated treatment of, and consequences 
for, schools under NCLB.

Considering National Standards
	 Education policy in the United States has changed considerably in the past 
twenty years. All states have content standards, assessments, and accountability 
systems that include all students and focus attention on students’ learning. In most 
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states, the rigor of standards is higher than in the past, although many stakehold-
ers argue that current standards are not rigorous enough. If low standards are the 
problem, then the solution lies in generating higher-quality academic standards 
(perhaps national standards), encouraging states to adopt them, and supporting 
schools and districts in implementing more-challenging curricula. The push for 
reform based on national standards raises five issues for policymakers, however.
	 First, what is the nature of the problem? Are standards too lax? Are they too 
general? Are they too incoherent? Critics charge that standards in most states are 
not as challenging as those in high-performing nations and that too few students 
are gaining the knowledge and skills they need to succeed in college and the 
workplace. In contrast with other countries, our state academic standards are 
unfocused, lack coherence, and have led to a curriculum in the United States that 
is “a mile wide and an inch deep” (c.f., Schmidt, McKnight, and Raizen [1997]; 
Rothman [2004]). Or, have we established suitable standards but set our expec-
tations for students’ performance too low? States vary widely in the percent of 
students who are proficient on their state standards, ranging from 87 percent in 
Mississippi to 34 percent in Missouri (U.S. Department of Education 2006). Is 
this range due to variation in content standards or in proficiency standards? Is the 
quality and coverage of state assessments problematic? If we establish national 
standards, must we also create national assessments and proficiency standards 
(such as NAEP) to accurately measure what students know and are able to do?
	 Second, what constitutes good standards? How specific should they be? 
What learning trajectories should they incorporate? Should they include assess-
ment frameworks? Instructional strategies? What research exists on the most 
effective characteristics of standards? Have any states benchmarked their stan-
dards against international standards and, if so, with what effect on teaching and 
students’ learning? Do we (and how do we) know whether one state’s standards 
are superior to another’s? How can research on how students’ learning typically 
proceeds over time in specific content areas guide the design of standards?
	 Third, who should develop national standards? Should this function be the 
purview of federal organizations, such as the National Assessment Governing 
Board; national bodies, such as the National Academy of Science; professional 
organizations in the disciplines, such as NCTM; or consortia of states, such as the 
American Diploma Project? What should be the relative roles and contributions 
of academics, practitioners, parents, business, and the public in the development 
of standards? As discussed previously in this chapter, these decisions have both 
normative and political implications.
	 Fourth, what are the incentives for states to adopt new standards? Would a 
federal requirement of states to benchmark their standards against national, inter-
national, or multistate standards as a condition of receiving Title I funds be politi-
cally feasible? Previous attempts to do so have failed. The Goals 2000 Act of 1994 
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created a federal agency, the National Education Standards and Improvement  
Council, with the responsibility of certifying voluntary national content and 
performance standards and certifying that state standards “are comparable to 
or higher in rigor and quality than national standards” (Ravitch 1995). The 
following year, the new Republican majority in Congress repealed this pro-
vision of Goals 2000, and the federal government now approves each state’s 
standard-setting process, not the content of its standards. The publication of 
NAEP scores is intended to serve as a check on state assessments, enabling the 
public to compare state proficiency standards and confirm changes in students’ 
performance. We do not know, however, whether publicizing discrepancies be-
tween performance on states’ own assessments and NAEP has led any states to 
consider raising their standards.
	 Fifth, what kinds of support do states, districts, schools, and teachers need to 
improve failing schools and raise students’ performance? Who will provide the 
needed resources and support? Is it fair to hold students and schools accountable 
for meeting more-rigorous academic standards if they are not given the oppor-
tunity to learn the tested content? Because a high school diploma is a property 
right, courts require states to ensure that high school students have sufficient 
opportunity to learn the skills assessed on a test required for graduation. These 
include teaching the tested skills (“curricular validity”) and any evidence of suc-
cessful remediation attempts. This principle does not apply, however, to other 
policies involving education accountability, and the concept of opportunity-to-
learn standards remains controversial and not well defined. Although NCLB’s re-
quirement that all schools have “highly qualified” teachers is intended to address 
one inequity in the delivery of educational services, large disparities in education 
spending across as well as within states remain a major barrier to ensuring equal 
access to a high-quality education.
	 In conclusion, the adoption of national standards would appear to address 
concerns about the quality and equity of elementary and secondary school ed-
ucation in the United States. Frameworks for national standards already exist 
in several disciplines. Experience with current standards suggests that national 
standards could make some difference in what is taught and in what students 
learn. Yet, they are not a panacea for what ails American education. As with most 
public policy, the devil is in the details of the design and implementation of na-
tional standards. Proposals for national standards raise the ever-present issue of 
who controls our educational system. Although the federal government expand-
ed its role significantly under NCLB, states remain constitutionally, fiscally, and 
substantively responsible for education, and schools and their staffs ultimately 
determine how standards are enacted in the classroom. Can national standards 
alone bring coherence to our highly decentralized and fragmented educational 
system?
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