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Washington state public schools and the Common Core

By Liv Finne, Director, Center for Education            March 2015

Introduction

Debate is occurring across the 
country over the use of Common Core 
Learning Standards in the nation’s public 
schools. The Common Core was adopted 
in Washington state in a bill signed by 
Governor Christine Gregoire in 2010. 
The copyright to the Common Core 
State Standards is owned by a private 
organization, the National Governors 
Association (NGA) for Best Practices and 
Council of Chief State School Officers 
(CCSSO), located in Washington, D.C. 

These learning standards are being 
implemented in schools in Washington 
this 2014-15 academic year. Washington 
school officials have spent more than $300 
million to adopt these learning standards, 
to buy new curricula, to train teachers 
and to purchase the technology needed 
to evaluate student learning of these 
standards.1

The federal government funded the 
creation of two new tests to evaluate 
student learning of the Common Core 
State Standards. When this effort was 

1 “The Common Core State Standards for English 
Language Arts and Mathematics: Analysis and 
Recommendations,” Report to the Legislature, Office 
of Superintendent of Public Instruction, January 
2011, at www.k12.wa.us/legisgov/2011documents/
CCSSLegReportJan2011.pdf. 

launched, 45 states belonged to one of the 
two groups of states creating these tests. 
Washington state has joined the Smarter 
Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC), 
a new test that will be administered in 2015 
to students in Washington.

The Common Core and its associated 
high-stakes tests are controversial across 
the nation.2 As a result, some states are 
either withdrawing from Common Core 
or from the tests. Of the original 45 states 
that adopted the Common Core and its 
test, only 27 states remain that use both the 
standards and the test.3  

The Washington State Democratic 
Party and the Washington State 
Republican Party have each passed 
resolutions calling for Washington to pull 
out of the Common Core State Standards. 
The Republican Party’s resolution also 
opposes “CCSS implementation in any 
form.”4 

The two main arguments in favor of the 
Common Core are that the standards are 
more rigorous than former state standards, 
though that is not the case for Washington 

2 High-stakes tests are tests with consequences 
attached, such as tests students must pass to 
graduate from high-school, tests used to evaluate the 
performance of teachers, principals or schools, and 
tests used to determine whether or not to provide 
state or federal funding.

3 “National Landscape Fragments as States Plan 
Common-Core Testing,” by Catherine Gewertz and 
Andrew Ujifusa, Education Week, May 20, 2014, at 
www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2014/05/21/32assessme
nt _ep.h33.html.

4 “Resolution Opposing National Common Core 
Education Standards,” passed by Washington State 
Republican Party, May 2014.
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state,5 and that Common Core will create 
a consistent standard to measure student, 
teacher and school performance across the 
nation. Proponents also say the Common 
Core standards will prepare all students to 
be “college and career ready.”

Given the ongoing national controversy 
and increasing state-level resistance on this 
issue, here are the main arguments offered 
by opponents of the Common Core.

The Common Core is the basis for a 
national curriculum and national test

Federal law prohibits the U.S. 
Department of Education from 

“exercis[ing] any direction, supervision, or 
control over the curriculum, program of 
instruction” or selection of “instruction[al] 
materials.”6 The department circumvented 
these prohibitions, however, by making 
Race to the Top funding and No Child 
Left Behind waivers contingent on a state’s 
adoption of the Common Core and tests. 
Because curriculum must be aligned with 
standards and assessments, the department 
would thus be able to exercise direction 
and control over curricula, programs of 
instruction and instructional materials.

One opponent, George Will, wrote on 
this point,

“It is not about the content of the 
standards, which would be objectionable 
even if written by Aristotle and refined 
by Shakespeare. Rather, the point is 

5 State Superintendent of Public Instruction Randy 
Dorn recently said the new national standards are 
similar to Washington state’s previous standards, 
but are more challenging than standards in some 
states. See “Washington Democrats oppose national 
education standards,” by Donna Blankinship, 
Associated Press, San Francisco Chronicle, January 27, 
2015, at www.sfgate.com/news/article/Washington-
Democrats-oppose-national-education-6043353.php.

6 20 U.S.C. § 1232a (the General Education Provisions 
Act limitation on federal involvement in curriculum); 
20 U.S.C. § 3403(b) (the Department of Education 
Organization Act limitation); 20 U.S.C. § 7907(a) (the 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act limitation).

that, unless stopped now, the federal 
government will not stop short of finding 
in the Common Core a pretext for 
becoming a national school board.”7 

Policymakers and education experts say 
Common Core will prevent innovation 

Local control of public schools 
has historically driven innovation and 
reform in education. Common Core 
opponents say a one-size-fits-all, centrally 
controlled curriculum for every K–12 
subject threatens to block educational 
innovation, freezing in place the status quo 
and hindering efforts to develop rigorous 
curricula and standards that meet the 
future needs of students. 

The Common Core requires the 
expanded collection and sharing of private 
student educational data by state and 
federal governments, data which includes 
family economic circumstances, grades, 
the disciplinary records of students, and 
other sensitive personal information. 

Common Core standards are of 
insufficient quality

Some experts in early childhood 
education say the Common Core standards 
are not based on research in child 
development in the elementary grades.8  
They cite the expectation of the Common 
Core standards that all children learn to 
read with comprehension by the end of 
kindergarten, and be able to write all upper 
and lowercase letters, skills many children 
do not learn until first grade. 

7 “Immigration and Common Core stand in Jeb 
Bush’s way,” by George Will, The Washington Post, 
December 26, 2014, at www.washingtonpost.com/
opinions/george-will-immigration-and-common-
core-stand-in-jeb-bushs-way/2014/12/26/622035a8-
8ba6-11e4-8ff4-fb93129c9c8b_story.html.

8 “Joint Statement of Early Childhood Health and 
Education Professionals on the Common Core 
Standards Initiative,” Alliance for Childhood, March 
2, 2010, at www.edweek.org/media/joint_statement_
on_core_standards.pdf.



In English Language Arts, the 
Common Core standards are described 
as skill sets, not fully developed content 
standards. They do not prepare students for 
a high school diploma or four-year college 
coursework, because they do not provide 
an intellectual framework for a coherent 
and demanding English curriculum.9

The Common Core calls for English 
teachers to spend over 50 percent 
of reading instructional time on 
informational texts in a variety of subject 
areas. This requirement alone makes 
it impossible for English teachers to 
construct a coherent literature curriculum 
in grades six through 12. The impact on 
English classrooms in Massachusetts, 
which adopted Common Core in 2010, 
has been to reduce the amount of high-
quality, classic literature students study by 
more than half. Common Core has caused 
teachers to drop works by Charles Dickens, 
Edith Wharton, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle 
and Mark Twain from class lessons. 

The Common Core math standards do 
not meet content targets recommended 
by the National Mathematics Advisory 
Panel, the standards used by leading 
states and the standards often used by our 
international competitors. 

Professor James Milgram of 
Stanford University, the only academic 
mathematician on Common Core’s 
validation committee, declined to approve 
them. He describes the math standards 
as having “extremely serious failings” 
and reflecting “very low expectations,” 
ultimately leaving American students 
one year behind their international peers 

9 How Common Core’s ELA standards place 
college readiness at risk,” by Mark Bauerlein 
and Sandra Stotsky, Pioneer Institute, 
September 2012, at C:/Users/lfinne/Downloads/
CommonCoreELAStandards.pdf.

by fifth grade and two years behind by 
seventh grade.10 

The Common Core requires teachers 
to teach kindergarten and first-grade 
students a variety of number manipulation 
techniques before teaching the standard 
methods of adding and subtracting. These 
alternate strategies are used to teach 
multi-digit addition and subtraction to 
second and third-graders, before they 
learn the standard ways to acquire these 
skills. Standard methods of multiplication 
and division are delayed until late in 
elementary school. For example, under 
Common Core students are not required to 
master division until sixth grade. 

The Common Core math standards 
do not teach students how to find least 
common denominators when working 
with fractions. It eliminates learning how 
to make conversions among fractions, 
decimals and percentage numbers, and 
it uses a definition of algebra that de-
emphasizes mastery in algebra.

The Common Core math standards 
abandon the expectation that students 
take Algebra 1 in eighth grade, even 
though high-performing countries expect 
their students to have mastered math at 
the Algebra 1 level by the time they finish 
eighth grade. 

The Common Core math standards 
require that geometry be taught by an 
experimental non-Euclidian approach, a 
method that has never been successfully 
implemented, likely causing teachers 
to drop key topics in geometry, such as 
showing proofs and learning deductive 
reasoning. 

Professor Milgram reports that the 
Common Core math standards also 

10 “Milgram’s testimony before Texas legislature,” by 
James Milgram, Pioneer Institute, May 2011, at coehp.
uark.edu/colleague/9864.php.
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establish a low standard for math learning 
in high school: 

“With the exception of a few standards 
in trigonometry, the math standards 
end after Algebra II. They include no 
precalculus or calculus.”11

This low standard defines “college 
readiness” to mean readiness for a non-
selective community college, rather than 
study in a rigorous four-year college 
program. 

As a result of setting this low bar, 
the Common Core math standard does 
not include a full set of trigonometry or 
calculus standards, even though students 
seeking to major in STEM subjects at a 
four-year university often need to take 
these preparatory courses in high school.  
Exposure to these subjects is essential for 
students who want to continue advanced 
work in computer programming and other 
high-tech fields.

Professor Marina Ratner of the 
University of California, Berkeley, said:

“The most astounding statement I 
have read is the claim that Common 
Core standards are ‘internationally 
benchmarked.’ They are not. The 
Common Core fails any comparison 
with the standards of high-achieving 
countries…They are lower in scope of 
learned material, in the depth and 
rigor of the treatment of mathematical 
subjects, and in the delayed and 
often inconsistent and incoherent 

11 “Lowering the bar: How Common Core math fails 
to prepare high school students for STEM,” by James 
Milgram and Sandra Stotsky, Pioneer Institute, 
October 1, 2013, at pioneerinstitute.org/news/
lowering-the-bar-how-common-core-math-fails-to-
prepare-students-for-stem/.

introductions of mathematical concepts 
and skills.”12

Conclusion

The concept of imposing a national 
standardized curriculum to fit the wide 
variety of student abilities, needs and 
interests is flawed. That is why Congress 
has barred officials at the federal 
Department of Education from imposing a 
national curriculum on local schools in the 
first place.

Parents and the general public appear 
to recognize this, as the Common Core 
becomes increasingly unpopular. The 
Common Core is rapidly joining the long 
line of national political controversies that 
have plagued public schools over the years: 

•	 Reform (fuzzy) math versus 
traditional math instruction.

•	 Whole language reading methods 
versus reading phonics.

•	 Whether No Child Left Behind 
improved or worsened public 
education.

•	 High-stakes tests required for every 
student.

•	 The federal Goals 2000 initiative of 
the 1990s.

•	 Washington Assessment of Student 
Learning (WASL) before Governor 
Gregoire repealed it in 2008.

The main reason for the seemingly 
endless political controversies in public 
schools is that parents are not allowed 
to make meaningful choices for their 

12 “Making math education even worse; American 
students are already struggling against the 
competition. The Common Core won’t help them 
succeed,” by Marina Ratner, The Wall Street 
Journal, August 5, 2014 at www.wsj.com/articles/
marina-ratner-making-math-education-even-
worse-1407283282.
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children. Public schools operate as local 
monopolies with assigned students and 
guaranteed funding. Only wealthy families, 
or middle-class families at great sacrifice, 
can send their children to alternate schools. 
In public education the primary form of 
school choice is the real estate market, with 
families buying homes in the best school 
districts they can afford.   

Family choice in education will reduce 
political conflict

The solution to ending the ongoing 
policy controversies in public education is 
to give parents a greater voice in directing 
education services for their children. 
Instead of funding districts, buildings 
and a public payroll, lawmakers should 
provide direct aid to families for education, 
as is done with other public assistance 
programs.

Parents could then direct their 
children’s public education funding to the 
public school of their choice, to a public 
charter school, or to other schools or tutors 
that will meet the needs of students.

Giving parents a direct basic education 
grant would shift control over school 
spending from the traditional status-quo 
monopoly to families. If parents found 
their children were being harmed by high-
stakes testing, the achievement gap, union 
protests, teacher strikes, lack of services, 
federal mandates or political agendas, they 
would have the option of moving their 
child to a different school – thus escaping 
whatever controversy is holding them back. 

Parent choice would primarily benefit 
low-income and minority families, because 
for them a good education is the best route 
out of poverty and a path to a better life.

Giving parents a direct basic education 
grant would resolve the constant political 
battles that hinder providing a high-quality 
public education for every student. All 
children would receive equal support, 

regardless of race, ethnicity or socio-
economic status. Public schools would 
reform themselves to attract families, and 
the public dollars that come with them, to 
focus on helping all students learn.

Liv Finne is
Washington Policy Center’s 

director of the Center for 
Education. 

Nothing here should be 
construed as an attempt to 

aid or hinder the passage of 
any legislation before any 

legislative body.

Visit washingtonpolicy.org 
to learn more.
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