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How Might the Common Core 
Standards Impact Education in 
the Future? 

Dane Linn 

I want to tell you a little bit about the work the National Governors 
Association (NGA) has been doing on the Common Core Standards 
Initiative. Much like our colleagues at the Council of Chief State School 
Officers—our partners in crime on the Common Core Standards work—we 
cover a number of issues at NGA. Our primary focus in the Center for Best 
Practices is to feed ideas for which we have some evidence of success to the 
constituents we represent—governors. We have programs, not policies du 
jour, and it is our job to help governors make better, more informed deci-
sions on a variety of topics. Not only do we cover early childhood through 
postsecondary education, but we really delve in to a whole host of issues, 
ranging from the health care debate to homeland security to the budget 
crisis, and so on. Right now the budget crisis is having a huge impact 
everywhere; states have thus far cut $200 billion from their budgets, and if 
we look at the economic forecast and the projections over the next couple of 
years, they’re going to have to cut another $10 billion in fiscal year 2010 and 
another $100 billion over the next couple of years. In terms of recruiting 
better teachers, training better teachers, retaining better teachers, creating 
differentiated compensation systems—all of the things that we know we 
need to do—this kind of fiscal situation is going to severely limit our 
thinking about what’s possible. 

The work that we’ve done thus far on the Common Core State Standards 
Initiative is grounded in conversations that started back in 1989, when the 
governors came to Charlottesville for the first summit. In 1991, NGA issued 
a report card of results in which we laid out an agenda for improving student 
achievement in this country. I was recently with a number of higher 
education faculty from around the country who wanted to know why we 
were “rushing” this. My response to them was, “Isn’t twenty years enough?” 
We’ve spent twenty years trying to do the right research and learn from the 
standards that states have developed to inform a new set of national 
standards for those states interested in coming on board. Our goal is to use 
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the best research we can get to create two sets of standards. The first set are 
the college- and career-readiness standards, which will define the knowledge 
and skills students will need to have in order to succeed in entry-level, 
academic college courses, without any remediation, as well as in workforce 
training programs. These standards—created with input from content 
experts and educators as well as feedback from participating states—form 
the basis for the next phase of our work, the K–12 standards, which, when in 
place, will enable students to stay on track to meet the college- and career-
readiness standards.  

The Common Core State Standards Initiative  

The basis for a lot of the work that we’ve been doing is very grounded. Our 
2008 report on international benchmarking lays out the agenda for becoming 
internationally competitive, and for my audience, that’s what matters most. 
The report, however, is about more than creating the standards to rival those 
in the top-performing countries. In order to meet the standards, students 
must be provided with the proper textbooks, digital media, curricula, and 
assessments to meet those standards; policies must be developed for 
recruiting, preparing, and supporting teachers; schools must be held 
accountable through teacher evaluation, and support must be available to 
ensure consistently high performance; and student achievement must be 
tested to ensure that students are receiving the education they need to 
compete in the twenty-first-century economy.  

Those four elements are critical to helping teachers enable our students to 
meet the standards we’re putting in place. We haven’t gotten to creating a 
system of professional development in this country, or thinking about what 
instructional materials look like beyond the thirty-pound biology book. 
What are the digital materials? If we have all the electronic resources at our 
disposal, how can we create instructional materials that take advantage of 
that technology?  

We have finished the college- and career-readiness standards and have 
formed a national validation committee to review the evidence, evaluate the 
process, and give feedback on the product that has been developed thus  
far. The validation committee for the Common Core State Standards 
Initiative has twenty-five members, including Linda Darling-Hammond of 
Stanford; Kenji Hakuta, our expert on English language learners; and 
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Martha Thurlow, director of the National Center on Educational Outcomes. 
Our goal in forming the committee is to ensure that members are 
comfortable with the standards and the evidence that we’ve put in place so 
that we can have these standards validated. In the meantime, we have 
working groups on both English–language arts and mathematics, which are 
the only two subjects we’re dealing with at this time. We know it is 
important to develop standards in other core subjects as well, such as science 
and history, but we felt it was important to demonstrate success on the work 
we’re currently doing in these two subject areas, which are the foundation 
for success for all of the other subject areas. We also have work groups 
meeting to discuss the development of the K–12 standards in those two 
subject areas. They’re the worker bees—the people who have already put 
together the college- and career-readiness documents and who are reviewing 
the evidence. They’re reviewing standards from top-performing countries as 
well as American states that have demonstrated success on international 
assessments—Massachusetts, Minnesota, California. The other issue is 
economies of scale. We have to stop creating various sets of standards and 
evaluating student performance against them. Students in South Carolina 
perform rather poorly on their state assessments, but if you look at the 
ratings of a number of organizations around the country, such as the 
Fordham Institute and the American Federation of Teachers, South 
Carolina has some of the most rigorous standards in the country. So if you 
stack up the performance of students in South Carolina against the per-
formance of students in another state—a state with less rigorous standards—
you end up with an unfair comparison.  

We hope to have both sets of standards finished and validated by early 2010. 
Thus far, we have been meeting with a number of individuals and organiza-
tions to give us feedback on the draft standards. We took the first draft to six 
states—including Colorado, Massachusetts, Minnesota, and Georgia—
which pulled teams of individuals together and compared what our work 
groups came up with to what they have in place. We also asked AFT and 
NEA to pull the best and brightest teachers from around the country, fly 
them in for two days, and have them sit down with us. We’ve met with a 
number of associations—the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics 
and the National Council of Teachers of English. We’ve worked with the 
American Council on Education, which convened all of the postsecondary 
associations, and they brought in higher education faculty from around the 
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country to give us feedback. We are meeting with any interested group 
because it’s important that this effort not stop short of where it needs to go. 
We need to be able to move to the other part of the discussion: measuring 
performance.  

How are we going to change the culture? How are we going to change the 
delivery system? How are we going to get educators, as they prepare 
teachers, to map back to what the system really needs teachers to do in their 
school system? The U.S. Department of Education is convening three public 
hearings—in Denver, Atlanta, and Boston—to solicit input on the $350 
million that Secretary Duncan has at his disposal for those states working to 
create assessments tied to a common set of standards. And we are convening 
our own set of meetings to explore what a set of common assessments might 
look like. What are the design principles, and how can we learn from the 
New England Common Assessment Program (NECAP)? But one thing we 
know for sure is that some of the assessments in use right now aren’t the 
kinds of assessments we need tomorrow. We need more authentic assess-
ments that truly measure student learning. But that’s also going to require us 
to pay attention to what we need to do to help the current and future 
workforce focus on meeting those standards. We’re meeting with the AFT 
and the Council of the Great City Schools. What we’d like to do in the six 
states that we’ve been focusing on is to identify a district or consortia of 
districts and actually play this out. What does successful implementation of 
the standards really look like? What does it look like if we were to go to 
Colorado and implement a system of professional development, an assess-
ment system, new standards? And what do richer instructional materials 
really look like? And which state policies aren’t helping, and why?  

So, yes, the work is focused on standards, but it is so much more than 
standards. I’m not sure that we’ve done everything perfectly, but I’d like to 
think that we have been as inclusive as possible while holding firm on the 
evidence. We have done our best at gathering evidence, but there has been a 
significant decrease—not just at the state level but also at the federal level—
in research and development. We’d like to see this lead to a more informed 
and substantial investment by the federal government into research and 
development around this effort. Our hope, and I know the hope of a number 
of governors, including my co-chair Governor Purdue in Georgia, is that at 
some point we would like to have a conversation about a set of common 
assessments that the federal government could financially support, thereby 
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freeing up current state investments—which in Georgia amount to about $70 
million a year. We’d like then to free up those resources for these other 
elements—a system of professional development, richer instructional 
materials, and teacher and student evaluation. Only with the implementa-
tion of new standards and the tools with which to achieve them will we be 
able to prepare our students to successfully compete internationally.  
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