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o many educators, the movement for national standards and assess-

ments seems like a remarkable innovation, a development completely
unprecedented in American history. Critics, left and right, fear that it will
lead to a federal takeover of curriculum; others, aware of the basic conser-
vatism of education, declare that it cannot work and will not happen.

Whatever the truth of these assertions, the fact is that the United States
has a long history of standard-setting activities, sometimes overt and pur-
poseful, at other times implicit and haphazard. The current movement
does not come from nowhere. It is grounded in a tradition of efforts to
establish agreement on what American students should know and be able
to do and to determine how well they have learned.

The desire to assure that all children have access to schools that offer
education of similar, high quality has been a primary reason to establish
standards. Over the years, standards of various kinds have evolved—
sometimes purposefully, sometimes serendipitously—to foster similarity
in the quality of schooling by such means as

— the use of identical or similar textbooks;

— the specification of requirements for high school graduation or college
entrance;

— the use of standardized achievement tests for promotion or college
admission;

— the prescription of curriculum patterns; and

— the professionalization of teacher training, with shared norms and
expectations (i.e., standards).

Although educators and educational critics periodically rebel against
the constraints and stifling effects of conformity, uniformity, and standard-
ization, a great deal of time and attention have been spent by educators and
legislators trying to establish shared norms, expectations, and standards
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for purposes of efficiency or equality or both. This tension between the
search for order and the rejection of conformity is healthy, since we value
individualism and imagination far too much to embrace mechanistic pre-
scriptions. Nonetheless, the effort to assure equal access to a good educa-
tion for all students inevitably requires some form of standards.

In the earliest days of formal schooling, before the Revolution, stan-
dards existed by default, since most students learned to read from a very
limited number of books, such as The New England Primer. For many years
after the Revolution, Webster’s blue-backed speller provided something
akin to anational standard. Webster s spellers were used not only in school
but by adults for self-education, setting clear standards for spelling and
pronunciation, as Webster had hoped. And for many years, Lindley Mur-
ray’s English Reader was the standard text in literature. As early as the
1830s, however, school reformers complained about the burgeoning num-
bers of textbooks in every field. Even though there was a multiplicity of
titles, the content of the books was more like than unlike. And in some
fields, like reading, one or two series dominated the market, like the
McGuffey’s reading books. When one looks at the textbooks of the nine-
teenth century, it is striking how similar were the history books, the read-
ers, and others vying for market share in the same subject area. The unifor-
mity found in the reading materials extended to classroom methods, with
rare exceptions.

American schools by and large had content standards, as defined in
relatively uniform classroom materials, and they even had an implicit
consensus about performance standards, with a broadly shared scale that
ranged from A to F, or from 100 to 60. It was not exact, but educators had a
common vocabulary with which to gauge student performance.

Lacking any state or national testing systems, the only reliable standard
for student performance in early America was provided by college admis-
sion requirements. Each college had its own entrance requirements, and
prospective students were examined by the president of the college or
members of the faculty in specific subjects. The first admission require-
ment to Harvard in 1642 read: “When any Scholar is able to read Tully or
such like classical Latin in verse and prose, suo (ut aiunt) Marte, and decline
perfectly the paradigms of nouns and verbes in ye Greeke tongue, then
may hee bee admitted into ye College, nor shall any claime admission
before such qualifications.” (Suo, vestro, or nostro Marte was a Latin
proverb meaning by one’s own exertions, without any help whatever.) The
only significant addition to the college curriculum in colonial times was
arithmetic, which appeared for the first time in the entrance requirements
for Yale in 1745: “That none may expect to be admited into this College
unless upon Examination of the President and Tutors, They shall be found
able Extempore to Read, Construe and Parce Tully, Virgil and the Greek
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Testament; and to write True Latin in Prose and to understand the rules of
Prosodia, and common Arithmetic, and Shall bring Sufficient Testimony of
his Blameless and Inoffensive Life.”2

As time went by, college entrance requirements became both broader
and more specific. That is, they expanded during the course of the nine-
teenth century to include more subjects, such as algebra, geometry, English
grammar, science, modern foreign languages, history, and geography, but
they became more specific about the literary works that students must
master before their examination. Thus, Columbia College declared in 1785:
“No candidate shall be admitted into the College . . . unless he shall be
able to render into English Caesar’s Commentaries of the Gallic War; the
four Orations of Cicero against Catiline; the four first books of Virgil’s
Zneid; and the Gospels from the Greek; and to explain the government
and connections of the words, and to turn English into grammatical Latin,
and shall understand the four first rules of Arithmetic, with the rule of
three.”3 Although there was some small variation in the Latin works that
were required, the three constants in Latin were Cicero, Virgil, and Caesar.
Students prepared themselves in accordance with these content standards
and presented themselves for examination at the college of their choice.

In retrospect, the requirements seem fairly uniform, yet there was still
enough variation in college entrance requirements to frustrate headmas-
ters of academies and secondary schools. Consequently, in the late nine-
teenth century, several associations were created to promote closer rela-
tions between schools and colleges and, especially, uniformity of college
admission requirements. The collaboration was good for the schools be-
cause it relieved them of the burden of preparing students for a wide
variety of entrance examinations; it was also beneficial for the colleges
because it enabled them to exert influence on the curriculum of the second-
ary schools.

As the last decade of the nineteenth century opened, many educators
believed that the addition of new subjects had turned the high school
curriculum into an anarchic mess. In 1892, in an effort to promote unifor-
mity of curricular offerings in the high schools, the National Educational
Association (NEA) established a panel called the Committee of Ten to
make recommendations to improve the high school curriculum.# The
chairman of the committee was Charles W. Eliot, president of Harvard
University and one of the nation’s most esteemed educators of his era. The
committee included William T. Harris, the U.S. commissioner of education
(and former superintendent of St. Louis), four other college presidents,
and three high school principals (the tenth member was a college pro-
fessor).

The Committee of Ten began its work by surveying forty high schools
to learn what courses they were teaching. The survey revealed that thirty-
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six different subjects were offered, including five foreign languages, six
mathematics courses, four science courses, and a few miscellaneous
courses like stenography, penmanship, and music. To modern eyes, this
menu stands in sharp contrast to the more than two thousand course titles
that have been regularly reported to the U.S. Department of Education by
the nation’s high schools since the 1970s.

The Committee of Ten was the first national blue ribbon panel to study
the curriculum of the high school; in the century that has passed since the
creation of the Committee of Ten, many forests have been felled to print the
reports of numberless committees, commissions, panels, task forces, and
study groups on the needs or future of American education. In 1892, there
was no precedent for a national body to issue recommendations to the
many thousands of school districts, nor was there any mechanism to pro-
mote or require compliance. The committee had no way of knowing
whether anyone would heed its proposals. Yet its report, perhaps because
of the stature of its members and sponsors, as well as the novelty of the
undertaking, received widespread attention and achieved some measure
of influence upon the curriculums of many schools.

The Committee of Ten had to wrestle with four difficult issues: First,
how to resolve the antagonism between the classical curriculum and mod-
ern: academic subjects like science, history, and modern foreign languages;
second, how to promote uniformity in preparation of students for college
(and, conversely, how to encourage colleges to accept modern subjects as
valid for college entrance); third, how to respond to demands by some
educators for inclusion of practical courses like manual training; and
fourth, whether the high schools should offer different curriculums for
those who were college bound and those who were not.

The report of the Committee of Ten was an effort both to establish new
curricular standards for high schools and to alter the admission standards
for colleges and universities. And while it is true that other influences were
simultaneously at work in schools and society, both complementing and
subverting the proposals of the Ten, it seems clear that the report was
extremely effective in changing standards at both levels of education in the
years after it was issued. The committee engaged nine subject matter con-
ferences to examine each major subject and to make recommendations on
how it should be taught, how teachers should be prepared, when it should
be introduced, for how many hours each week and for how many years,
and so on. Each subject matter conference considered carefully the compo-
nents of the course of study and how the subject should be assessed for
college admission. The subjects were Latin; Greek; English; other modern
languages; mathematics; physical science (physics, astronomy, and chem-
istry); natural history (biology, including botany, zoology, and physiol-
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ogy); history, civil government, and political economy; and geography
(physical geography, geology, and meteorology).

The Ten recommended that the modern academic subjects should be
equal in status to the classical curriculum for purposes of college entry. The
report endorsed four model curriculums, which differed mainly in the
amount of time given to foreign languages: classical (containing three lan-
guages, including Greek and Latin); Latin-scientific (containing two foreign
languages, one of them modern); modern languages (containing two mod-
ern foreign languages); and English (containing only one foreign language,
either ancient or modern). This recommendation implied certain things
that seemed radical to some educators: first, that neither Latin nor Greek
was absolutely necessary for college preparation and, second, that stu-
dents should be permitted to choose their course of study, so long as it
included English, mathematics, history, science, and foreign language.

The Committee of Ten lined up unequivocally on the side of education-
al equality. Demands were already being heard in the educational press for
different kinds of education for the children of workers and the children of
privilege, but the Ten rejected this counsel. Instead, the committee took a
firm stand against differentiation between those who planned to go to
college and those who did not. All nine of the subject matter conferences,
and the Committee of Ten itself, agreed “that every subject which is taught
at all in a secondary school should be taught in the same way and to the
same extent to every pupil so long as he pursues it, no matter what the
probable destination of the pupil may be, or at what point his education is
to cease.” The report concluded that “the secondary schools of the United
States, taken as a whole, do not exist for the purpose of preparing boys and
girls for colleges.” They exist to prepare young people for “the duties of
life,” for which the best preparation is what we would today call a liberal
education.5

Subsequent commentators complained that the Ten ignored those who
were not college bound (the overwhelming majority of children at that
time), instead of recognizing that the Ten meant that all children—
especially those who were not headed for college—should have the bene-
fit of a liberal education. The idea of the Ten was radical then, as it is now,
for they proposed that all children had the intellectual capacity to benefit
from an education that included foreign languages, mathematics, history,
mathematics, science, and English. The Ten saw this not as a college-
preparatory curriculum, but as a curriculum that would prepare all chil-
dren for a rich and full life, no matter what their ultimate vocation.

One immediate result of the report was the creation of the Committee
on College-Entrance Requirements, established by the NEA to promote the
recommendations of the Committee of Ten. This committee, far less cele-
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brated than the historic Ten, worked at formulating a common framework
for college preparation, consonant with the recommendations of the Ten. It
recommended that high schools adopt the use of “constants” or “units” to
provide a uniform measure for all courses. The committee recommended a
total of ten units: four units (or years) of foreign languages, two units of
mathematics, two units of English, one unit of science, and one unit of
history. In a four-year program of sixteen units, this left the student free to
elect six additional units. The consequence of this suggestion was that the
curricular discussion—previously focused by the Ten on parallel, equiva-
lent courses of study—shifted to the concept of interchangeable, equivalent
units. This change not only advanced the notion of a standard unit of study,
but eventually served to promote the principle of electives and of equiva-
lency among all kinds of subject matter. These units, initially proposed by
the Committee on College-Entrance Requirements, were retitled Carnegie
units after the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching
defined a unit as a course of five periods each week for one academic year.

Another product of the movement in the 1890s to establish uniform
standards for high school graduation and college entry was the College
Entrance Examination Board. Sponsored by President Eliot of Harvard, the
College Board was a fulfillment, in the words of one historian, of “Eliot’s
two-fold vision of uniformity of standards and flexibility of programs.”s
The purpose of the College Board was to organize a common examination
system for college admission. This arrangement assured colleges that they
could continue to admit whomever they chose, regardless of test scores,
without relinquishing authority to any outside body.” It was an ingenious
solution to a vexing problem: The private sector took responsibility for
creating a standard-setting process, which left high schools free to shape
their curriculums as they saw fit and colleges free to admit whomever they
wished.

The College Entrance Examination Board of the Middle States and
Maryland held its first examination in June 1901 in nine subjects: chemis-
try, English, French, German, Greek, history, Latin, mathematics, and
physics. The examinations were based on standards set by recognized
national committees—for example, the American Philological Associa-
tion, the Modern Language Association, and the American Historical As-
sociation. In the second year, new subjects were added: Spanish, botany,
geography, and drawing.

The College Entrance Examination Board had to grapple with the issue
of standards in the different subject areas. Initially, it assumed that it could
rely on the various scholarly bodies, like the Modern Language Associa-
tion, but these proved to be uninterested in secondary school teaching. So
the board created its own “committee of review,” with responsibility to
establish requirements for the examinations in each subject. This commit-
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tee regularly assembled special commissions of school and college teach-
ers to review and revise subject standards.

Even the act of reading and grading the examinations helped to sup-
port the implementation of what might be called voluntary national stan-
dards in the different subject areas. Each year, large numbers of teachers
from schools and colleges across the country would meet in New York to
read the examinations. There they would talk, discuss papers, laugh about
“boners,” and work informally at defining performance standards for their
field. In modern terms, they networked as a community of scholars and
teachers. At the same time, they shaped standards and enforced them. The
grading of the examinations was a professional development seminar of
the highest order.

Many secondary schools prepared their students for the college en-
trance examinations. By reading through old examinations and by perus-
ing the College Board's syllabus of English classics, teachers could be sure
that their students were well prepared for the examinations. But these
practices led to complaints about cramming and to criticism that the form
of the examination tested memory power rather than the students” ability
to use what they had learned. Nonetheless, the secondary schools knew
what their students had to learn to prepare for college and for the entrance
examinations.

The College Entrance Examination Board provided a standard for col-
lege preparation, at least for those students who wanted to apply to the
selective colleges that were members of the College Board. But many edu-
cators continued to object to college domination, and in the second decade
of the century, the National Education Association sponsored a Commis-
sion on the Reorganization of Secondary Education (CRSE), which estab-
lished a pattern of standards that sharply diverged from the academic
emphasis of the Committee of Ten and the College Board.

Unlike the Committee of Ten, which was chaired by the president of
Harvard and included college presidents and secondary school principals,
the CRSE was dominated by educationists. Its chair was Clarence D.
Kingsley, the state high school supervisor for Massachusetts, and its mem-
bers were drawn mainly from the world of professional education and
colleges of education. Unlike the conferences of the Committee of Ten,
which focused on academic subjects, the CRSE established committees not
only for academic subjects but also for industrial arts, household arts,
vocational guidance, agriculture, and other nonacademic areas. The report
of this commission, published in 1918, identified “the main objectives of
education,” as follows: “1. Health. 2. Command of fundamental processes.
3. Worthy home-membership. 4. Vocation. 5. Citizenship. 6. Worthy use of
leisure. 7. Ethical character.”® Every academic subject was required to
demonstrate its value in achieving these objectives; the emphasis was on
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utility and social efficiency. Several academic subjects, especially the classi-
cal languages and history, were difficult to justify or rationalize in terms of
the seven cardinal principles. Neither history nor geography survived asa
subject; both were submerged into the new field of the “social studies.” The
new standard for high schools, then, was not to be based on the intellectual
development of all youngsters, nor on a commitment to the ideal of liberal
learning, but on preparing youngsters for present and future social roles.
The goal—the standard—was social efficiency. The report endorsed dif-
ferentiated curriculums, including agricultural, business, clerical, indus-
trial, fine arts, and household arts curriculums. At the time, this seemed an
appropriate approach for schools that were suddenly overwhelmed with
large numbers of immigrant children, many of whom spoke little or no
English.

The report gave strong support to the development of comprehensive
high schools. Unfortunately, it also supported the practice of curricular
tracking, whereby school officials could guide students into appropriate
curricular experiences based on predictions about students’ future voca-
tion. These guesses tended to encourage differentiation based on social
class, race, and ethnicity. Thus, the academic track increasingly became a
preserve for the minority who were college bound—the bright, the ambi-
tious, the children of the educated—while the other tracks were occupied
by the majority of students who were directed into programs that presum-
ably would prepare them for their future vocational roles. From the point
of view of the commission and many other educators, college-preparatory
programs were a waste of time for these children.

The report of the CRSE was, of course, a reflection of widely shared
views in the education profession and in society. The term academic was
increasingly used in a derisory fashion to refer to studies that had no
practical value. Many educators, for many different reasons, converged on
certain themes that appeared in the report: that an academic or liberal
education was not appropriate for everyone; that the purposes of educa-
tion should be derived from the activities of life, rather than from book
learning; that book learning was sterile, “academic”; that children had
different needs and should therefore have educations that were fitted to
their needs; that the role of the school should change to fit the needs of
society (and the needs of society were usually in the eye of the beholder).
The overriding philosophy was social efficiency, and it supported curricu-
lar tracking and a devaluation of liberal education.

The two reports, separated by twenty-five years, both claimed to be
based on the principles of a democratic society. The Committee of Ten
believed that all children should have the experience of a common aca-
demic curriculum, that all should be educated in the same way regardless
of who their parents were or what their intended destination in life; the
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authors of the Cardinal Principles believed that the curriculum should be
tailored and differentiated to meet the needs of society and of children.
Beginning with similar premises, the two ended up in very different
places. The compromise that was struck over time between the conflicting
ideals was that the principles of the Committee of Ten applied to the
academic track and the principles of the CRSE governed the vocational and
general track. Or, put another way, the CRSE won. The ideas of the CRSE
won out not because they were argued more persuasively but because they
provided a good fit for the thorny problems that faced the schools: the
problems of mass education and the problems of educating large numbers
of children from poor and non-English-speaking backgrounds. Parents of
these children did not demand that they be excused from the academic
curriculum; what evidence exists suggests that immigrant parents did not
want their children to have a curriculum different from that in the best
schools. It would have been possible to educate poor and immigrant chil-
dren in the way prescribed by the Ten, but to do so would have required
enormous intellectual energy in the reformulation of subject matter. It was
easier to teach academic subjects to academically able children than to
rethink and redesign what was taught in school so that all children could
learn and understand the material in the college track. To do so would have
been very difficult and very inefficient in an age when efficiency was
highly valued. The path of least resistance was chosen, and, in time, educa-
tors and parents came to believe that certain studies—like advanced
courses in mathematics and science and history—were only for the
college-bound students, a distinct minority.

At the same time that the CRSE provided the rationale for differentia-
tion of curriculum, the availability of the new techniques of standardized
testing facilitated differentiation. After the debut of intelligence tests dur-
ing World War I, the testing industry mushroomed, providing a broad
array of tests of ability, tests of intelligence, and tests of educational
achievement.

The question of standards, as applied to the academic curriculum, was
defined during most of the twentieth century by college admission re-
quirements. These consisted of the colleges’ entrance requirements—a
specification of so many years or units of certain academic subjects—and
the college entrance examinations. Until the development of the American
College Testing (ACT) program in 1959, the only national examination for
the college bound was that of the College Entrance Examination Board.
The College Board, while vigilant in protecting the quality of its examina-
tions, was sensitive to constant criticism that the examinations exerted too
much influence on the high school curriculum. In the years immediately
after World War I, the board took interest in the new movement for intel-
ligence testing. Unlike the traditional college entrance examinations,
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which tested what students knew, the intelligence tests claimed to test
students’ innate intelligence or what students were capable of doing. In
1922, the College Board expressed “favorable interest” in the use of a
“general intelligence examination” and its readiness to administer such
examinations when practicable.? Since none of the members of the board
was an expert on psychological testing, they appointed an advisory com-
mission of experts, including Carl C. Brigham of Princeton, Henry T.
Moore of Dartmouth, and Robert M. Yerkes of Yale. Brigham and Yerkes
were, of course, pioneers in the development of intelligence testing.
Brigham soon emerged as the driving force in a successful effort to reorient
the college entrance examinations and turn them into tests of intelligence
or aptitude.

Brigham and his team of psychological experts built upon the College
Board’s interest in determining a student’s readiness for college-level work
and used it as the foundation for a new test altogéther, the Scholastic
Aptitude Test (SAT). There were skeptics on the College Board and among
the secondary school representatives, but the experts had a mantle of
authority—the authority of science—that swept along the doubters.

The first Scholastic Aptitude Test was given in 1926 to 8,040 candidates,
most of whom were applying to Ivy League colleges. The father of the SAT,
Carl Brigham, became a salaried member of the College Board staff in 1930,
where he continued to refine the SAT. Although the SAT did not take the
place of the traditional written entrance examination until the Second
World War, the College Board recognized its value immediately. The ap-

‘peal of the SAT grew apace with faith in social science: The standardized,

multiple choice test saved the College Board from the wrath of those who
complained that the college entrance examinations had too much influ-
ence over the curriculum of the secondary schools. It was the perfect
answer to the angry headmaster who supposedly muttered in 1902, “I'll be
damned if any Board down in New York City, with a college professor atits
head, is going to tell me and my faculty what or how to teach!”10 The SAT
tested linguistic and mathematical power and had no connection to any
particular curriculum. This left secondary schools free to require whatever
they chose. The literature curriculum, which had been anchored by the
college entrance examinations for many years, was completely abandoned
by the SAT, allowing secondary schools to teach whatever books they
wished and, if they chose, to drop the traditional classics altogether.
During the 1930s credibility shifted from the old-style written tests to
the new-style SAT. Although some of those on the College Board must
have been uneasy about the shift to intelligence / aptitude testing in place
of achievement testing, Brigham became “the policy maker” of the board,
“and whatever route was taken for the next few years was charted by
him.”11 Colleges began to recognize the practical value of the SAT for
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predicting students’ ability to do college-level work, and each year the
number who took the SAT increased. Then, on Pearl Harbor Day, 1941, at a
meeting of representatives of Harvard, Yale, and Princeton, a decision was
made to cancel the June essay examinations because of the war. Normally
there would have been an outcry from conservative educators, who contin-
ued to believe that an essay examination was preferable to a multiple-
choice test of aptitude. But the war emergency hastened what at the time
seemed inevitable. With this decision, the SAT became the college entrance
examination for the nation’s most prestigious colleges and universities.
The advent of the machine-scored examination meant, first, that the
standard-setting force of the traditional (i.e., written) college entrance ex-
amination was eliminated and, second, that the standard-implementing
activities of those teachers and scholars who met annually to read the
examinations were terminated.

During most of the 1940s and 1950s, the College Board claimed that the
purpose of the SAT was not to influence standards but to help colleges
identify students who were ready for collegiate studies. However, other
examinations offered by the College Board defined and supported educa-
tional standards, such as advanced placement (AP) examinations and
achievement tests. Over time, it became clear that the AP exams and the
achievement tests bolstered high school academic standards at the same
time that the SAT undermined them. With its focus solely on mathematics
and verbal skills, the SAT was virtually curriculum-free. By implying that
college admission would be decided by aptitude rather than achievement,
the SAT encouraged the widespread belief that innate ability, not effort,
was what really counted. Although the Educational Testing Service con-
tended for many years that scores on the SAT were not affected by coach-
ing, students did improve their performance by attending special coaching
sessions or by learning test-taking skills. Until the latter 1960s, the SAT was
buttressed by high school graduation requirements and college entrance
requirements. When the latter two were reduced in the late 1960s and early
1970s (in response to student demands), the SAT was left standing almost
alone as the guardian of standards, a role for which it was not designed and
to which it was not equal.’?

College entrance examinations were one source of educational stan-
dards; another was mandated testing, which was introduced on a broad
scale in the early twentieth century. In the 1890s, educational reformer
Joseph Mayer Rice introduced what may have been the first test to be
administered to a large national sample (in spelling). Edward Thorndike of
Columbia University introduced many standardized achievement tests.
Thorndike’s colleagues at Teachers College helped to spread standardized
achievement testing as part of the school survey movement, which as-
sessed the quality of numerous school districts around the nation and
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reached its peak in the second decade of the twentieth century. Many
schools were administering standardized achievement tests in spelling,
arithmetic, reading, and other subjects before the First World War. The use
of widescale intelligence testing during the war, coupled with the general
admiration for science and social science, helped to popularize stan-
dardized testing in the 1920s. During that decade, hundreds of intelligence
tests and achievement tests were produced for use in the schools. Both
kinds of tests were used to sort children according to their ability and to
place them into appropriate programs.13
Since the 1960s, the volume of criticism of all kinds of standardized
testing has escalated rapidly. Two points should be made about the general
use of standardized testing of both intelligence and achievement. First,
" both were used to allocate students to different kinds of educational op-
- portunities, in keeping with the curricular differentiation advocated by the
CRSE. Second, the widespread adoption of standardized achievement
tests relieved states and districts of the necessity of consciously setting
their own academic standards. The critical point is that educators relegated
the all-important task of deciding what children should know and be able
to do to the commercial testmakers.

A similar story can be told about the role of textbooks as a standardiz-
ing element in American education. Woodward, Elliott, and Nagel esti-
mated “that from 75% to 90% of classroom instructional time is structured
by textbook programs.”1¢ Produced for mass market sales in a highly
competitive marketplace, textbooks are written to satisfy the largest
buyers, especially the textbook-adoption committees in large states like
Texas and California. Because the textbooks have such an important role in
determining what content is taught and because they are so widely used as
a basic instructional tool, they in effect determine what children learn.
How do textbook writers decide what children should know? We hope
that the writers include among them some scholars and teachers; the writ-
ers review the contents of the leading textbooks in the field and the require-
ments of the textbook-adoption comumittees in a score or so of states.
Through this serendipitous process, the writers arrive at content standards

" that provide the framework for their product.

With the passage of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act in
1965, standardized achievement testing became securely entrenched be-
cause the law required regular testing in schools that receive federal fund-
ing through Title I or Chapter L. So the tests, always important, gained an
institutional foothold and became a mandated element in the programs of
a large proportion of public schools. New programs of statewide testing
were introduced in the 1970s to meet the requirements of the minimum
competency movement, which demanded proof that students had
achieved basic skills before graduating or being promoted. During the



Standards in American Education . 179

same era, textbooks became more uniform than ever, as big companies
gobbled up little companies and as a small number of textbooks in each
field captured a large percentage of the market. By 1987-88, forty-five
states and the District of Columbia were using some kind of statewide test;
twenty-five of those entities were employing a commercially developed,
'nationally normed test.15

The proliferation of mass-market textbooks and standardized tests has
been criticized by many educators on a wide variety of grounds, but both
texts and tests continue to be widely used and enormously influential on
what is taught in the classroom. The relevant point, for this narrative, is
that both texts and tests are prepared on the basis of assumptions about
what is worth knowing. Sometimes these assumptions are explicitly and
thoughtfully arrived at, and sometimes they are derived from market re-
search (what sells) without a lot of time devoted to debating or studying
what knowledge is of most worth.

The standards that are most widely shared in American education are
those that have been embedded somehow in the commercial textbooks
and tests, as well as in the college entrance examinations (the SAT and the
ACT). Actually, we have multiple standards, depending on the curriculum
track in which students are enrolled, whether they plan to go to college,
and whether they have applied to a selective college or university. Stu-
dents are educated to very high standards if they expect to take advanced
placement examinations and if they intend to apply to one of a relatively
small number of selective colleges. Students who are not planning to go to
college are probably exposed to standards that are geared to minimum
competency, which they may demonstrate by checking off the correct box
on a test of basic skills and by tests of simple recall. Students who intend to
go to an unselective college or university, one that takes almost all appli-
cants, will encounter standards that are not demanding; the students
know, and their teachers know, that they will be accepted into the college
of their choice regardless of how much or how little they work in school
and regardless of how much or how little they have learned in school.

The state of educational standards became a national issue in 1975,
when the College Board called attention to the fact that SAT scores had
fallen steadily and sharply since 1963. A study panel appointed by the
College Board concluded two years later that the score declines had first
been caused by the diversification of the pool of test takers but had then
been accelerated by changes in the practices of the schools, such as dilution
of the academic curriculum, lower enrollments in advanced courses, social
promotion, less assignment of homework, and grade inflation. The panel
made clear that high schools had lowered expectations for almost all stu-
dents in response to what was perceived as the needs of a more diverse
student body.16 '
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It was not only SAT scores that declined during the late 1960s and most
of the 1970s but also scores on virtually every other standardized test in the
nation. Somie states began to take stock of the quality of education, and
none was as active as were the fifteen states that formed the Southern
Regional Education Board (SREB). In 1981, a special task force of the SREB
issued a statement called A Need for Quality, which called for higher stan-
dards for teachers and students, as well as higher teachers’ salaries. Critical
of the climate of low expectations in education, the SREB called for
strengthening of the high school curriculum and of college entrance re-
quirements.1”

In 1983, A Nation at Risk, the report of the National Commission on

Excellence in Education, appeared. That report warned of ”a rising tide of
mediocrity that threatens our very future as a Nation and a people.” It
described numerous indicators of low educational achievement and crit-
icized specific failings in the school, especially ”a cafeteria-style curricu-
Jum,” low expectations, low standards, and a widespread lack of serious-
ness of educational purpose. Its primary recommendation was that “state
and local high school graduation requirements be strengthened and that,
at a minimum, all students seeking a diploma be required to lay the foun-
dations in the Five New Basics by taking the following curriculum during
their 4 years of high school: (a) 4 years of English; (b) 3 years of mathemat-
ics; (c) 3 years of science; (d) 3 years of social studies; (e) one-half year of
computer science. For the college-bound, 2 years of foreign language in
high school are strongly recommended in addition to those taken ear-
lier.”18

The publication of A Nation at Risk in 1983 was followed by a frenzy of
public concern about the quality of education. Many states established task
forces, commissions, study groups, and the like. Many raised their gradua-
tion requirements to demonstrate that students were expected to study

-more academic courses. Although it became fashionable to say that the
reforms of this period achieved little, this is not accurate. Student enroll-
ments increased in core academic subjects like mathematics and science,
and course taking is directly related to achievement.??

And something else happened. A new breed of reformer emerged, as
well as a new understanding of what was needed to improve student
achievement. In 1983, California elected a new state superintendent, Bill
Honig, who pledged to raise standards and improve the quality of public
education. While tirelessly advocating increased funding for public
schools, Honig started a process of reviewing and reconstructing the cur-
riculum in each subject field. He recognized that the starting point for
reform is agreement on what to teach, and he brought together panels of
teachers and scholars to rewrite the state’s curriculum frameworks, which
serve as guidelines for textbook publishers. Since California has 11 percent
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of the nation’s schoolchildren and since the state adopts textbooks, the
frameworks offered the state a way to influence the state (and national)
textbook market. Honig also revised state testing, encouraging the devel-
opment of assessments that were based on the state’s curriculum rather
than on national norms. In effect, Honig shaped a coherent program of
systemic reform by setting new curriculum standards, procuring a new
generation of textbooks and technology, and developing new tests.

The southern states had already anticipated the prescription of A Na-
tion at Risk through the work of the SREB. Several governors, notably
Lamar Alexander of Tennessee, Richard Riley of South Carolina, and Bill
Clinton of Arkansas, took the lead in shaping reform programs that em-
phasized the establishment of educational standards and assessments. The
organizing principle of this new state-based movement was that the focus
of reform should be on results, rather than on process or inputs, and that
states should press for higher educational achievement while reducing
regulations and other procedural burdens on schools. In 1986, Governors
Alexander, Clinton, and Riley worked together on a report for the National
Governors’ Association, titled Time for Results; on behalf of the other gover-
nors, Lamar Alexander wrote that “the Governors are ready for some old-
fashioned horse-trading. We’ll regulate less, if schools and school districts
will produce better results.”20 Thus, the governors most actively involved
in state-level reforms moved to identify standards, by which they meant
what students should know and be able to do, and to develop assessments to
provide information about whether students were making progress to-
ward the standards.

Meanwhile, there was increasing demand by policy makers for infor-
mation about student achievement. In 1986, eight southern states (Arkan-
sas, Florida, Louisiana, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Virgin-
ia, and West Virginia) administered the tests of the National Assessment of
Educational Progress to a representative sample of students. They did so to
obtain “the most current and reliable measure of how their students’
achievement in reading and /or writing compares to truly national and
regional results.” They also wanted to establish benchmarks “to gauge
their students’ relative achievement levels.” Winifred L. Godwin, the pres-
ident of the Southern Regional Education Board, explained the southern
states’ interest in assessment: “The obvious question is—How will we
know that we are making progress? Many measures of progress will be
important, but none will surpass student achievement.”2!

In 1987, a study group led by Lamar Alexander and H. Thomas James
proposed an expansion of the National Assessment of Educational Pro-
gress to include state-by-state comparisons (Hillary Rodham Clinton was a
member of the study group). Explicit in this recommendation was recogni-
tion that “state and local school administrators are encountering a rising
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public demand for thorough information on the quality of their schools,
allowing comparison with data from other states and districts.”22 Implicit
in this recommendation was the suggestion that school districts ought to
be allowed to participate directly in the National Assessment to learn how
their students were doing compared to other districts. Congress autho-
rized trial state assessments for 1990, 1992, and 1994 but showed little
interest in expanding the assessment to the district level. Even the state-by-
state assessment was controversial, since many educators saw no value in
the comparisons and recoiled against the drift toward a national test.

The state-level activity by policy makers and elected officials reflected a
somewhat commonsense understanding that the effort to improve educa-
tion must begin with an agreement about what children are expected to
learn, that is, content standards. Traditionally, this agreement had been
expressed in Carnegie units, defined by states as years of science or mathe-
matics or English needed to graduate. But Honig in California and the
southern education reformers moved beyond Carnegie units to seek great-
er specificity, to identify what children were expected to know and be able
to do. And wherever there was standard setting there was also new inter-
est in finding some reliable means of measuring student progress toward
meeting the content standards, thus increasing the search for a test or an
assessment that would permit comparisons across states, districts, even
schools.

As many states wrestled with the difficult process of defining their
standards, the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) em-
barked on a course that would alter the national debate about standards. In
response to the criticisms expressed in A Nation at Risk and other national
reports about the state of mathematics and science education, the NCTM
decided to develop a new K-12 mathematics curriculum.?3 In 1986, the
NCTM created the Commission on Standards for School Mathematics,
which led a broad consensus process involving large numbers of teachers,
supervisors, mathematics educators, and mathematicians. Writing teams
met during the summer of 1987; they reviewed state curriculum frame-
works and the curriculum standards of other nations. Ten thousand copies
of the draft document prepared that summer were circulated and re-
viewed. The writing teams revised the draft standards in 1988, and the
NCTM standards were published in 1989. The chair of the NCTM Com-
mission on Standards, Thomas Romberg of the University of Wisconsin,
wrote that the writing teams were given the following charge:

1. To create a coherent vision regarding:
a. what it means to do mathematics;
b. what students need to do in learning mathematics;
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c. what teachers should do in teaching mathematics;

d. what the emphasis of the curriculum should be;

e. what it means to be mathematically literate in a world that
relies on calculators and computers to carry out mathematical
procedures, and, in a world where mathematics is rapidly ‘
growing and being extensively applied in many fields.

2. To create a series of standards for the curriculum and for eval-
uation that articulates this vision.24

The NCTM gave three reasons for developing standards: first, to en-
sure quality (i.e., to “ensure that the public is protected from shoddy prod-
ucts”); second, to express expectations (just as, for example, the American
Psychological Association sets standards for tests to establish their re-
liability and validity); and, third, to establish “criteria for excellence.” This
last reason meant that the NCTM wanted to replace low minimum stan-
dards with a goal that would become a stimulus for change; as Romberg
explained it, the standards would be "the ‘flag’ around which teachers can
rally for support” and would serve as “an informed vision of what should
be done, given current knowledge and experience.”25

The central concept of the NCTM standards is that “knowing” mathe-
matics is “doing” mathematics. The emphasis throughout is on active
learning, problem solving, reasoning about mathematics, and communi-
cating mathematically. The standards are intended not just for the college
bound, but for all students. Their goal is to transform mathematics educa-
tion so that all students are able to develop mathematical power and to
apply mathematical thinking. The standards are intended to replace rote
memorization and drill with thinking, estimating, questioning, and figur-
ing things out, and they provide teachers with numerous examples of
suggested classroom strategies rather than with a detailed list of require-
ments.

The NCTM standards had their detractors, to be sure; there continued
to be educators who preferred drill and practice and believed that the
NCTM standards veered too sharply away from computation. And there
were no guarantees that the standards would produce higher achievement
because they were untested. But the NCTM standards nonetheless had a
dramatic influence on the field of mathematics. First of all, they emerged
from a successful consensus process: They represented the work of the
nation’s leading mathematics educators. Second, as standards, they were
dynamic in their reach: The full implementation of the standards required
the revision of instruction, teacher education, professional development,
textbooks, technology, and assessment. Within two to three years after the
NCTM standards were released, significant changes could be seen in every
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one of these areas, as textbook publishers, schools of education, technolo-
gy developers, and test makers all claimed that they were working to
conform to the NCTM standards.

At the same time that the NCTM was drafting and revising and pub-
lishing its standards, education moved to the front burner as a national
issue. In the fall of 1988, soon after the présidential election, President
George Bush invited the nation’s governors to a summit in Charlottesville,
Virginia. At that meeting, the president and the governors agreed that the
nation should have national goals for education in the year 2000. These
goals were forged through intensive negotiations between the White
House and the National Governors’ Association.

In the year 2000,

1. All children in America will start school ready to learn.

2. The high school graduation rate will increase to at least 90
per cent.

3. American students will leave grades four, eight, and twelve
having demonstrated competency in challenging subject
matter including English, mathematics, science, history, and
geography; and every school in America will ensure that all
students learn to use their minds well, so they may be
prepared for responsible citizenship, further learning, and
productive employment in our modern economy.

4. U.S. students will be first in the world in science and
mathematics achievement.

5. Every adult American will be literate and possess the
knowledge and skills necessary to compete in a global
economy and exercise the rights and responsibilities of
citizenship.

6. Every school in America will be free of drugs and violence
and will offer a safe, disciplined environment conducive to
learning.26

To monitor the nation’s progress in moving toward the goals, the Na-
tional Education Goals Panel was established, consisting of governors
and representatives of the White House and the Department of Education.
(The initial exclusion of members of Congress from the Goals Panel alien-
ated the legislative branch and made many members unwilling to support
the work of the panel.) Goal 3 and goal 4 clearly had implications for the
promotion of standards. For American students to demonstrate “compe-
tency in challenging subject matter,” it would be necessary to define what
kind of subject matter was “challenging” and what constitutes “compe-
tency.”
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To advance the new agenda based on the national education goals,
President Bush appointed Lamar Alexander as his secretary of education
in the spring of 1991. A former governor, Alexander was committed to
collaboration with the governors on behalf of the National Education
Goals. He shaped the America 2000 plan, which was not a new federal
program but rather was a nationwide strategy to reach the goals. It in-
volved, first, encouraging thousands of communities to develop their
own local plans to reach the goals; second, promoting the idea of “new
schools,” schools that would “break the mold” by using time, technology,
and resources differently and more effectively than traditional schools;
third, supporting the development of national standards and a voluntary
national achievement test; and, fourth, advocating means-tested vouch-
ers to allow parents to choose among public, private, and religious
schools.

Shortly after Alexander took office, he persuaded Congress to autho-
rize a bipartisan commission called the National Council on Education
Standards and Testing. The co-chairs of this council were Governor Carroll
Campbell of South Carolina (a Republican) and Governor Roy Romer of
Colorado (a Democrat), who also were leaders of the National Education
Goals Panel. The thirty-two members of the council included members of
the administration, Congress, and educators. After six months of intense
deliberation, the council concluded that “high national standards tied to
assessments are desirable. In the absence of well-defined and demanding
standards, education in the United States has gravitated toward de facto
national minimum expectations.” The council stipulated that national
standards should be voluntary, not mandated by the federal government;
national, not federal; geared to high expectations, not minimal competen-
cy; and designed to provide focus and direction rather than a national
curriculum.2?

To support the recommendations of the council, the U.S. Department of
Education made grants to independent scholarly and professional organi-
zations to develop content standards in science, history, the arts, civics,
geography, English, and foreign languages. The grants for science and
history were made even as the council was deliberating; the other grants
followed the release of the council’s report in January 1992. The arts, civics,
and foreign languages were not explicitly mentioned in the goals, but the
secretary decided that the specification of five academic subjects was not
intended to exclude other important academic subjects, especially the arts,
civics, and foreign languages.28 The NCTM standards served as an explicit
model, derﬁonstrating the importance of a broad and inclusive consensus
process and the power of standards to promote reform in textbooks, tests,
instruction, and teacher education. In addition, the department supported
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grant competitions to enable states to create new curriculum frameworks
in the same subjects in which national standards were being developed, in
effect, inviting a synergy between national and state standard setting.

By 1993, some $10 million of federal funds had been committed to the
development of national content standards in key subject areas. With addi-
tional federal funds allocated to state curriculum development not only
by the U.S. Department of Education, but also—in mathematics and
science—by the National Science Foundation, both money and political
momentum supported widespread activity to define the content standards
and performance standards at which teachers and students were to aim.

Shortly after taking office in 1993, the Clinton administration signaled
its support for the standards-based reform agenda by introducing Goals
2000 to encourage the development of content standards, performance
standards, and “opportunity-to-learn” standards (i.e., measures of the
conditions of teaching and learning). This legislation was passed in 1994. It
creates a federal agency (the National Education Standards and Improve-
ment Council) to certify national and state standards. In the future, stan-
dards will be both national and federal.

Much remains to be decided: what kind of agency, if any, will oversee
the development of content standards? How will these standards be re-
vised? Will there be assessments based on the standards? Who will prepare
them? Will there be any consequences (for students) attached to the results
of such assessments? Can the standards be kept free of political influence?
Will the standards represent criteria for excellence, or will they be diluted
to a low minimum of competence?

My own view is that the purposeful effort to construct national stan-
dards is a promising undertaking that offers the hope of promoting change
in many parts of the educational system. It will be a magnet for criticism,
not only from those who fear the heavy hand of government intrusion, but
also from educationists who distrust any emphasis on disciplinary knowl-
edge and who find it hard to believe that children from disadvantaged
backgrounds can respond to intellectual challenge.

The promise is that we as a nation can develop a clear and fruitful
consensus about what we want children to know and be able to do; that
this consensus will prove helpful to students and teachers and will provide
the grounds for improving teacher education, assessment, textbooks, staff
development, and classroom technology. The implications for assessment
are obvious: Tests should be based on what students have learned, not on
their aptitude or native ability. The syllabus for examinations should be
made public, so that teachers and pupils know what is expected and can
study what is important. It is appropriate to “teach to the test” if the test is
valid, reliable, and geared to knowledge and skills that are important. The
use of curriculum-free tests for important decisions—e.g., college admis-
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sion and employment—serves only to certify the unimportance and irrele-
vance of what youngsters study in school and of the effort that they apply
to their studies. With national standards, it becomes possible to base edu-
cational tests on what children learn, instead of separating what is learned
and what is tested.

It seems eminently useful to describe in plain language and with force-
ful example what we want children to learn and to construct educational
reforms around that agreement. The idea of content standards has power-
ful implications for instruction and assessment. It does not mean that
education will be standardized, but that the expectations that we have for
children will be both higher and more transparent. The act of explaining
what is needed for success is an essential component of equity; other
nations establish national standards both to provide equal opportunity
and to encourage higher achievement. In the absence of clear expectations
for all children, curricular differentiation favors the advantaged.

We learn from history that American education does have standards
and that these standards have emerged in a patchwork, higgledy-piggledy,
uncoordinated manner. For much of our history, our curriculum standards
have been created—almost accidentally—by those who develop commer-
cially produced textbooks and tests. What children should know and be
able to do has been decided offhandedly through a sort of consensus
process that occurred at the intersection between state departments of
education and publishers hoping to market their products. At the high
end, performance standards were established by college admission tests
and advanced placement tests; for most students, however, the minimal
expectations embedded in nationally normed tests became de facto national
standards.

The challenge before us as a nation is to develop a thoughtful process to
decide what knowledge is of most worth and what knowledge is most
valuable to children who will live and work in the twenty-first century.
History tells us that it will not be easy to do this; in fact, we know already
that the fractious politics of curriculum making guarantees controversy at
almost every step of the journey. Partisans with a mission will seek central-
ized control, if they think they can get it, to carry their message into every
schoolroom; others, fearful of centralization and loss of autonomy, will
resist any coordinated effort to develop content standards. But again, the
message of history is that autonomy is an illusion; standards are already in
place, an accidental product of decisions made for various reasons. (Was
the state-adopted textbook selected because of its educative power or be-
cause it had a strong binding, good paper stock, and plentiful graphics and
“mentioned” the right list of topics and names?) Could we do better as a
society if we consciously and thoughtfully decided what we want children
tolearn and if we purposefully redesigned the customary means of assess-



188 Diane Ravitch

ing whether and how well students have learned what was taught? Would
more children achieve at higher levels if we were explicit about what was
needed for success in school? Could we serve the ends of both excellence
and equity by making expectations clearer to everyone involved in the
educational process? There is also the substantial risk that a federal agency,
governed by a politically appointed board, will be unable to endorse any-
thing other than lowest-common-denominator standards.

The risk—and it is real—is that the effort will prove impossible because
it is too complex, too controversial, too easily misinterpreted, and too
radical a change. The critics are many; for most of this century, many
American educators have been suspicious, often even hostile, to reforms
grounded in subject matter, in decisions about what children should learn.
A persistent strain in American education reacts negatively to any empha-
sis on knowledge, as though problem-solving skills, creativity, and other
desirable educational goals were inconsistent with knowledge.

My training as a historian warns me not to expect too much, cautions
me that educators have an unfortunate habit of making the best the enemy
of the good, thus beating back any proposed reform that does not promise
to solve all problems simultaneously or to lift ali boats equally and at the
same pace. Yet my participation in the process as a reformer keeps me
hopeful that we will somehow muddle through, that the naysayers will
give change a chance, and that we will aim for and continually pursue a
synthesis of our twin ideals of excellence and equity.
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