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Standards based education is an integral part of education and the development of 

educational policy. The idea that school systems should implement a set of instructional 

standards to ensure students are prepared to participate and compete in a global society is not a 

new idea (Brown, 2013). However, in 2009 national standards in English Language Arts and 

mathematics, known as Common Core, were introduced (About the Standards, n.d.). Standards 

based education received bipartisan support on many occasions, but the current debate is how 

well these standards and the assessments that follow actually prepare students to compete among 

other world powers (Brown, 2013). In its current state, standards based education will not create 

successful students (Popham, 2001).  

The way that the U.S. has set up its system of standards and assessment has not created a 

sustainable way to shape student success. Having a set of standards for every subject and every 

grade level is important; we need to know exactly which skills to teach students throughout their 

school years. When most states adopted Common Core, not much time had been allowed to 

review and analyze these standards, so states were required to implement policy without much 

understanding (Part 1 of 5: stop Common Core, 2012). States without Common Core still 

encounter the same struggles with their standards and assessment. Two main concerns with 

standardized testing are: How do the high stakes effect what is being taught and how does the 

assessment data shape instruction? 
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My first issue with standards-based education is how schools determine which skills lead 

to college readiness and how to measure progress in those skills (Roderick, Nagaoka, & Coca, 

2009). Students must be assessed, yet the high-stakes testing has created a climate where schools 

are in need of excellent test takers to produce higher scores and better ratings for the school. 

Research shows that high-stakes testing doesn’t motivate changes in educational practices 

(Supovitz, 2009.) Changes that have come from implementing these types of tests have only 

affected the content that is covered and test preparation practices. According to Supovitz (2009), 

high-stakes assessment leads classroom instruction to become centered around only the standards 

that have been known to be on the state assessment. Along with an increased focus on test 

preparation, students are now seeing reduced time in elective classes and an increase in class 

time for reading and math (Supovitz, 2009). In most states, especially those that have adopted 

Common Core, math and reading are the subjects that are most frequently tested and carry the 

most weight when measuring school progress (Learners Edge, 2016). Unfortunately for students, 

this means that the curriculum becomes narrowed to reflect the standards that will be addressed 

on the test (Sacks, 1999). Whether intentional or not, this can take away from full instruction of 

non-tested standards. Students also lose time for pursuing their athletic, technological, or artistic 

pursuits that all contribute to preparing a student to be truly successful beyond high school 

(Supovitz, 2009). When curriculum begins reflecting only standards that are tested, students miss 

out on crucial skills development that would lead them to success in reasoning and deeper 

thinking. 

Instead of growing students in all core subjects, athletics, fine arts, and other electives, 

using a singular approach to assessing achievement causes schools to rely on item-teaching - a 
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method when teachers use exact test-items or items highly similar to those on the test to drive 

instruction (Popham, 2001). Classroom activities and assessments often reflect item-teaching, 

which provides nearly the same type of data as the formalized tests. Tests should reflect what 

students are doing in their classes, but our current system of student evaluation does not line up 

to that. Research shows that in U.S. math classrooms, we focus on practicing procedures, while 

other countries are focused on depth of knowledge and reasoning (Standards, assessment, and 

accountability, 2009). This misalignment in instructional practices is also a contributing factor to 

what might be preventing U.S. students from competing globally, as so many politicians want. 

To help our students succeed, we have to change teaching practices and professional 

development alongside changing the standards and forms of assessment. 

This leads into the ways that data from the assessments is interpreted and its usefulness. 

If assessments are being used as measures of school success, it makes sense that teacher will 

want the instruction to reflect and prepare students for that test. Current test scores do not fully 

reflect classroom learning. Improving scores on traditional tests can easily be achieved by 

teaching to the test and not making changes that improve long-term learning (Standards, 

assessment, and accountability, 2009). We know students can be taught to pass the test, but there 

isn’t a measure of how instructional practices are changing, nor how students’ depth of 

knowledge is increasing.Without these measures of growth, there is no clear way to track if all 

ranges of skills are being developed (Shanahan, 2015). In 2015, President Obama signed the 

Every Students Succeeds Act (ESSA) into law, and this act is intended to lessen the weight of 

high-stakes testing and allow states some latitude on how they assess students and evaluate 

teachers (Learners Edge, 2016). The new accountability measures from ESSA became effective 
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in the 2017-18 school year, so it might still be too early to determine how it has helped to lessen 

the pressure on testing, and allowing the states more choice in setting goals and progress 

measures (About the Standards, n.d.). 

To conclude, under the current system that uses high-stakes testing as a measure of 

school success, students as a whole will not become any better at increasing their depth of 

knowledge. As students begin to have less time on creative pursuits and a higher focus on 

proving themselves on an assessment, they simply will become adept at passing a test. But as a 

society, we should, and I believe we do, want more than that for our children’s futures. Until 

teacher preparation, refined curricula, and assessment are all aligned to measure student progress 

in areas like reasoning, the U.S. will see little relevant success. While other countries are 

evaluating students’ abilities to use reason and logic, our students are being taught how to pass 

state assessments. 
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