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By William H. Schmidt and  
Nathan A. Burroughs

In America, education has long been viewed as the main 
instrument for achieving equality of opportunity. Whatever 
our differences, the idea that every child deserves a chance 
to be educated enjoys widespread support. What has been 

contentious is how to go about promoting greater educational 
opportunities. Despite many reform efforts over the past several 

decades, the US educational system has patently failed to ensure 
equal access for all to the essential knowledge, skills, problem-
solving abilities, and reasoning abilities that are necessary to 
succeed. Instead, American schools exhibit pervasive 
inequality.

Pervasive inequality. A bold claim, but that’s the inescapable 
conclusion of more than 20 years of examining mathematics and 
science standards, student achievement, textbooks, standardized 
tests, and classroom content coverage. In mathematics, for 
instance, students are exposed to widely varying content not only 
across states and school districts but within schools. Such inequi-
ties in content coverage deny students equal learning opportuni-
ties. By the time they enter middle and high school, those students 
fortunate enough to have been challenged with rigorous, focused, 
and coherent content in the early grades are placed into courses 
that continue to challenge them, while their peers who were not 
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content at both the district and classroom levels has a statistically 
significant relationship to student achievement, independent of 
student background.1

In principle, every student ought to have the same opportu-
nity to learn challenging mathematics content, but in schools, 
the content of instruction varies tremendously. Data drawn from 
the Third International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) 
and the Promoting Rigorous Outcomes in Mathematics and Sci-
ence Education (PROM/SE) project† demonstrate dramatic 
differences in the mathematics content offered in different 
states, school districts, and classrooms. Of these, the chief source 
of variation in instructional content occurs in the classroom, 
especially in eighth grade. In other words, what a student has a 
chance to learn varies not just between states and districts, but 
even within the same school at the same grade level. There are 
stark differences both in the content that is offered and the time 

spent on particular topics. Even classes with the 
same course title can offer very different 

content.2

This variation in topic coverage is 
usually exacerbated by tracking. All 
too often, low-performing students, 
who are disproportionately low-

income and minority, are assigned 
to classes offering more elementary 

content. Rather than helping them catch 
up, such classes make it more likely that they will 

continue to lag behind their higher-performing peers. 
Tracking may have fallen out of rhetorical fashion in 

recent years, but it remains a very common practice. Data from 
the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) indi-
cate that three-quarters of eighth-graders and nearly a third of 
fourth-graders are assigned to mathematics classrooms on the 
basis of perceived ability. Given the greater likelihood that dis-
advantaged students will be assigned to weaker classrooms, the 
educational system is effectively reinforcing inequality rather 
than mitigating it.

These inequalities have very real consequences for individual 
students and for the nation as a whole. Workers who earn only a 
high school diploma and never go to college can expect to earn 
about 40 percent less than those who earn a bachelor’s degree.3 
At the same time, a country with a better-educated workforce can 
expect to see greater long-term economic growth4—growth that 
depends on the skills not just of its managers and scientists but of 
all its workers.5

The Common Core and  
Overall Math Achievement
Recognition of the inequities and overall weakness of mathematics 
standards in the United States helped motivate one of the most 
ambitious educational reform efforts in recent decades: the Com-
mon Core State Standards for Mathematics (CCSS-M). Led by a 
coalition of state leaders, mathematicians, mathematics education 
researchers, and other stakeholders, the Common Core initiative 
aimed to establish high-quality mathematics standards that all 
states would choose to adopt. Common standards would move the 

†To learn more about this project, see www.promse.msu.edu.

exposed to such content are tracked into lower-level courses. And 
so the differences in learning opportunities that contribute to the 
achievement gap only continue to grow.

These problems aren’t found only in our lowest-performing 
schools; the typical US student does not receive the content cover-
age needed to compete with students in other nations. While 
some may want to blame ineffective teaching or unmotivated 
students for the mediocre performance of US students on inter-
national assessments, research comparing states’ standards (prior 
to the Common Core State Standards) with those of high-perform-
ing countries shows that a major factor is the lack of opportunity 
to learn. On average, our state standards have been about two 
grade levels behind.

Need more convincing? This body of research was examined 
in the Winter 2010–2011 issue of American Educator (see the box 

on page 5) and was explored in depth in a recent book, Inequality 
for All (see the box on page 6).

In this article, we move from demonstrating the existence of 
pervasive inequality to considering what to do about it. In particu-
lar, we examine the prospects for the Common Core State Standards 
for Mathematics (CCSS-M) to reduce inequalities in opportunity 
to learn. We discuss why the CCSS-M could provide greater equality 
of educational opportunity, and we offer some ideas about how to 
overcome the principal obstacles to successful implementation.

Inequality in Opportunity to Learn
Educational inequality has hardly gone unnoticed by policymak-
ers, scholars, or the general public. In recent years, efforts to solve 
this problem have focused on the structure of education (high-
stakes testing, market incentives, etc.) and the amount and dis-
tribution of educational resources. What actually happens in the 
classroom is at least as important but has received much less 
attention.

Exposure to academic content is a prerequisite to learning it. 
Children can hardly be expected to learn material they have never 
been exposed to, especially in mathematics. As a consequence, 
there is a strong relationship between the topics in which students 
are instructed and the knowledge they acquire. As just one exam-
ple, our research team* has found that the rigor of mathematical 

stark differences both in the content that is offered and the time 
spent on particular topics. Even classes with the 

same course title can offer very different 

income and minority, are assigned 
to classes offering more elementary 

content. Rather than helping them catch 

Pervasive inequality. That’s the  
inescapable conclusion of  
20 years of examining  
mathematics standards,  
student achievement,  
textbooks, tests,  
and classroom content.

*Key members of our research team include William H. Schmidt, Nathan A. Burroughs, 
Leland S. Cogan, Richard T. Houang, and Kathy Wight.
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United States closer to what exists in most other countries.
What distinguishes the CCSS-M from previous efforts is the 

desire to make the new standards truly common, both within and 
among states. The CCSS-M have been adopted by 45 states and 
the District of Columbia, and are in the process of being imple-
mented. A great amount of effort is going into developing com-
mon national assessments, with each state able to draw from a 
pool of items to create its own tests while preserving comparabil-
ity across states. Ideally, the Common Core will ensure that all 
participating states possess high-quality standards and establish 
reasonable criteria for what students should be expected to learn.

To explore the CCSS-M’s potential to improve overall math 

achievement, our research 
team has analyzed the rela-
tionship of the CCSS-M to the 
standards used by other 
countries and to the previous 
state standards, and studied 
whether states with standards 
closer to the CCSS-M had, on 
average, higher math scores.6 Our first 
step was to analyze the CCSS-M’s organi-
zation of topics in each grade. More than a 
decade ago,* our team did this same analysis of 
standards in other countries and identified three 
characteristics that distinguished the standards of 
the highest-achieving nations: focus, rigor, and coherence. Focus 
relates to the concentration on a few given topics in each grade 
so that students can learn for mastery—as distinct from the 
“mile-wide, inch-deep” curriculum common in the United 
States, where the same topics are covered shallowly from year to 
year. Rigor addresses at what grade level topics are covered. 
Coherence is concerned with matching the logical, hierarchical 
structure of mathematics with content coverage moving from 
more elementary topics in earlier grades to more sophisticated 
topics in later grades.

The second step was to compare the CCSS-M with these high-
quality standards from high-achieving countries. Our statistical 
analysis revealed strong similarities, with roughly 90 percent of 

topics covered at the same grade levels and for the same number 
of grades. From an international standpoint, the CCSS-M appear 
to be high quality.

But are they better than states’ previous standards? For the 
most part, yes. Our third step was to analyze the standards of all 
50 states prior to the adoption of the CCSS-M. Verifying our previ-
ous work, we found considerable variation in state standards, with 
some quite similar to the CCSS-M and others quite different. 

Finally, our research team explored the relationship between 
the proximity of a state’s pre–Common Core standards to the CCSS-
M and then looked at that state’s average eighth-grade mathematics 
score on the 2009 NAEP. This simple comparison showed a reason-
ably strong relationship: the more similar the standards were to the 
CCSS-M, the higher student achievement. Adding layers of sophis-
tication to our analysis, we did this comparison a few different ways, 
taking into account factors like how stringent a state’s definition of 
proficient is and what percentage of students are from low-income 

families. Once these factors were considered, the rela-
tionship between NAEP performance and the 

closeness of states’ standards to the CCSS-M 
was even stronger.

In sum, the evidence from both a 
US and an international perspective 
shows that the CCSS-M have the 
potential to improve average student 
achievement. The CCSS-M resemble 
the standards of high-achieving 
countries and exhibit the key features 
of coherence, rigor, and focus. Fur-

ther, states with standards that resem-
ble the CCSS-M did better, on average, 

on the 2009 NAEP.

The Common Core and Inequality
Most of the public attention about the CCSS-M has 

concerned whether they represent better standards 
than the status quo, yet one of the key features of the new 

standards is that they are common. Because they have been 
adopted by nearly every state, some reduction in the differ-

entiation across states seems inevitable. The creation of common 
assessments—which will increase comparability across states, 
districts, schools, and classrooms—should also reduce variation 
in content coverage within states, giving all administrators and 
educators much stronger incentives to ensure that all students 
have equitable opportunities to learn mathematics. 

Although no full-scale empirical study can be conducted on 
the effect of the CCSS-M on educational inequality until they are 
fully implemented, we have some empirical evidence that these 
new standards could reduce it. Our research team has verified 
that (1) students in low-income school districts are generally 
exposed to less rigorous mathematical content, and (2) a stronger 
mathematics curriculum can reduce the relationship between 
socioeconomic status and achievement.7 As a consequence, 
ensuring equal content coverage to low-income districts has the 
potential to improve student learning for underperforming groups 
who have thus far not been exposed to such focused, rigorous, 
and coherently presented mathematics.

This is no guarantee, of course. Opportunity to learn is only one 

The CCSS-M resemble the standards  
of high-achieving countries and  
exhibit the key features  
of coherence, rigor,  
and focus.

*For our early work comparing state standards with the standards in high-performing 
countries, see “A Coherent Curriculum: The Case of Mathematics,” by William H. 
Schmidt, Richard T. Houang, and Leland S. Cogan, in the Summer 2002 issue of 
American Educator, available at www.aft.org/pdfs/americaneducator/summer2002/
curriculum.pdf.
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of several influences on student achievement. However, unlike 
community poverty or student background characteristics, the 
content of instruction is quite malleable. As such, policymakers 
have a special obligation to rectify the dramatic inequalities in 
what students have a chance to learn. Under the status quo, 
schooling is reinforcing background inequalities rather than 
ameliorating them. The CCSS-M, by attempting to provide more 
equal opportunities to learn, have the potential to reduce this one 
source of inequality.

Factors Influencing the  
Implementation of the CCSS-M
We have been very careful thus far to emphasize the Common 
Core’s potential to reduce inequality and improve student 
achievement. Our restraint arises not only out of the habitual 
caution of researchers (particularly regarding any definitive state-
ment that one thing clearly causes another), 
but also because of concerns about effec-
tive implementation of the new standards. 
The CCSS-M represent a fairly dramatic 
break with the status quo, and as such there 
are very real questions about whether there 
is sufficient commitment from policymak-
ers and educators, and support from the 
public, to overcome barriers to the CCSS-
M’s progress.

I. Local Control of Curriculum

The first and most evident risk to the CCSS-M’s realization is 
that they directly challenge the long-standing tradition of local 
control of the curriculum in American education—a structure that 
is itself one of the major factors related to educational inequality. 
Since their inception, each of the more than 15,000 local school 
districts has enjoyed wide latitude in curricular decision making. 
Incursions by other levels of government on local autonomy with 
respect to the curriculum, most especially by the federal govern-
ment, usually have been met with skepticism at best and hostility 
at worst. Some quarters perceive the new standards as a transgres-
sion by the federal government against localism, as a “takeover” 
of education by national authorities. Even the recognition that the 
Common Core is a state-led initiative has not appeased all critics, 
in part because many state-led 
reform efforts also have aroused 
considerable opposition.

To some extent, the CCSS-M do 
not break with precedent: after all, 
every state has educational stan-
dards laying out (with varying 

specificity) expectations for grade-level content coverage. But 
these standards have not typically been realized.8 Far too many 
states seemed to think that adopting standards and buying loosely 
aligned tests were all that was needed to join the standards-based 
reform movement. If the CCSS-M are treated the same way, then 
we can expect them to have little impact on either student 
achievement or inequality.

The Common Core does remove responsibility for one piece 
of educational policy from local school districts. If the CCSS-M 
were fully implemented, school districts would no longer be 
responsible for deciding what mathematics topics would be 
taught to students each year. However, it must be made clear that 
leaving curricular decision making up to local school districts is 

a major contributor to educational inequality. As it stands now, 
students’ chances to learn challenging content depend on 
whether they are lucky enough to attend a school that provides it. 
In effect, a defense of localism in questions about content 
amounts to a defense of inequality in opportunity to learn.

II. Teachers

Whether districts embrace the CCSS-M or not, we must also ques-
tion how much of today’s curricular decision making really is in 
the hands of school district administrators, or even principals. 
Statistical analyses suggest that the greatest source of variation in 
instructional content—by an overwhelming 80 percent or more—
is not the district, or the school, but the classroom. Whatever 

district curriculum guides or state standards call 
for, as a practical matter teachers decide 
what is taught in their classrooms.

Some critics of the CCSS-M suggest that 
the new standards impose on teachers, strip-

ping them of hard-won professionalism at a 
time when so many educators feel under 

siege by budget cuts and other reform efforts. 
However, we question the degree to which 

teachers should really want to be responsible 
for deciding what topics they will teach. 
Because most states have not taken implemen-

tation of their pre–Common Core standards 
seriously, teachers have been forced to act as content “brokers.” 
They have had to pick and choose among competing signals about 
what to teach from poorly aligned state assessments, textbooks, 

Many states seemed to think that 
adopting standards and buying 

tests were all that was 
needed. If the CCSS-M 
are treated the same 
way, we can expect 
them to have little 
impact.

For more on the dramatic 
differences in content 
coverage across classrooms, 
schools, districts, and states, see 
“Equality of Educational opportunity,” by 
William H. Schmidt, Leland S. Cogan, and Curtis C. McKnight, 
in the Winter 2010–2011 issue of American Educator, which is 
available for free at www.aft.org/pdfs/americaneducator/
winter1011/Schmidt.pdf. 

in part because many state-led 
reform efforts also have aroused 
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district curriculum guides or state standards call 

the new standards impose on teachers, strip
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for deciding what topics they will teach. 
Because most states have not taken implemen

tation of their pre–Common Core standards 
pportunity,” by 

William H. Schmidt, Leland S. Cogan, and Curtis C. McKnight, 
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Equality of  Educational Opportunity Myth or Reality in U.S. Schooling?

By William H. Schmidt,  Leland S. Cogan, and Curtis C. McKnightP ublic schooling is often regarded as “the great equalizer” 

in American society. For more than 100 years, so the 

story goes, children all across the country have had an 

equal opportunity to master the three Rs: reading, writ-

ing, and arithmetic. As a result, any student willing to work hard 

has the chance to go as far as his or her talent allows, regardless 

of family origin or socioeconomic status.
This assumption regarding opportunity and emphasis on indi-

vidual talent and effort seems to be a natural offshoot of the rugged 

individualism and self-reliance that are so much a part of the fabled 

American character. We have long celebrated our cowboys, entre-

preneurs, and standout athletes—but we have also long ignored 

those who have not succeeded. When success is individual, so is 

failure. It must result from a lack of effort, talent, motivation, appli-

cation, or perseverance, not a lack of opportunity. Right?

Not according to our research. Defining educational equality 

in the most basic, foundational way imaginable—equal coverage 

of core academic content—we’ve found that America’s schools 

are far from being the equalizers we, as a nation, want them to be. 

So what? Does it really matter that “the great equalizer” is a 

myth? To our way of thinking, it does. First, as researchers, we 

believe it is always important to question our assumptions—and 

that goes for our national assumptions about equality and indi-

vidualism as well as our personal assumptions. Second, the more 

we study schools, the more inequity we see. While other research-

ers have tackled important issues like disparities in teachers’ 

qualifications and in classroom resources, we have focused on the 

basic question of what mathematics topics are taught. We have 

been disturbed to see that whether a student is even exposed to a 

topic depends on where he or she lives. Third, we find that those 

who don’t question basic assumptions draw tragic, unsupportable 

conclusions. Take, for example, the controversial book The Bell 

Curve,1 in which Richard J. Herrnstein and Charles Murray wrongly 

argued that unequal educational outcomes can only be explained 

by the unfortunate but unavoidable distribution of inherited abili-

ties that relegate some students to the low end of the intelligence 

distribution. As we will show, unequal educational outcomes are 

clearly related to unequal educational opportunities.

In this article, we explore the extent to which students in dif-

ferent schools and districts have an equal opportunity to learn 

mathematics. Specifically, we discuss research on (1) the amount 

of variability in content coverage in eighth grade across 13 districts 

(or consortia of districts) and 9 states, and (2) the variation in 

mathematics courses offered by high schools in 18 districts spread 

across 2 states. We knew we would find some variability in terms 

of content coverage and course offerings, so our real question had 

to do with the nature and extent of the differences and whether 

they seemed to matter in terms of student achievement. Simply 

put, sometimes differences yield equivalent results, but some-

times differences make a difference.In the United States, research like this is necessary because our 

educational system is not one system, but a disparate set of 

roughly 15,000 school districts distributed among 50 states and 

the District of Columbia. While states, with varying degrees of 

focus, rigor, and coherence,2 have developed academic standards, 

local districts still maintain de facto control of their curriculum—

some have written their own standards, some have written their 

own curriculum, some mandate the use of selected textbooks, and 

some leave all such decisions up to the schools. Even in states that 

control the range of textbooks that may be adopted by districts, 

the districts themselves always control (or choose to allow schools 

to control) which content within those textbooks will be covered 

or emphasized. 
Leaving the choice of content coverage to individual districts 

and schools (with very few state controls) makes it possible and 

even probable that schools cannot be the equalizers we would like 

them to be. With roughly 15,000 school systems, American chil-

dren simply are not likely to have equal educational opportunities 

as defined at the most basic level of equivalent content coverage. 

It is therefore highly questionable and even unfair to assume that 

differences in student achievement and learning are the sole 

result of differences in individual students’ efforts and abilities. 

To assert that those who do not achieve at prescribed levels fail to 

do so because they cannot, or do not, take advantage of the oppor-

tunities afforded them is, at best, to mistake part of the story for 

the whole. The whole story also must consider the radically dif-

ferent opportunities provided by different schools, districts, and 

states, and acknowledge that which opportunities are provided is 

determined by socioeconomic factors, housing patterns, com-

munity structures, parental decisions, and many other factors that 

have one thing in common—they are all beyond the control of 

individual students.

In the research literature, the concept we are exploring is called 

the “opportunity to learn” (OTL). While it has been defined in 

many ways, to our way of thinking the specific mathematics con-

tent is the defining element of an educational opportunity in 

mathematics. Of course, many things can and do affect how that 

content is delivered. But our research focuses on equivalent con-

tent coverage because this allows a more precise definition of 

“equal educational opportunity” as it relates to learning. Without 

equality in content coverage, there can be no equality in oppor-

tunity related to that content, no matter the equality of other 

resources provided. Ultimately, learning specific content is the 

goal. The mathematics itself is at the heart of the opportunity to 

learn and thus is a very salient component in examining equality 

of educational opportunity. In addition, it is a factor that policy-

makers can address.In all, our research aims to answer one question: do all the 

different mathematics content roads fairly and equally lead to the 

same high-quality educational outcomes? As we will explain 

below, they do not.
I. Inequality in Eighth GradeFor our research on eighth-grade mathematics, we examined the 

extent to which students in different districts and states had the 

same opportunity to learn specific mathematics topics and how 

that was related to their academic achievement.* To do this, we 

analyzed a unique† set of data from a study that replicated the 1995 

Third International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS)—the 

most extensive multinational comparative study ever attempted. 

In addition to assessing student achievement in over 40 countries, 

the 1995 TIMSS collected a great deal of other data, including 

detailed information on the mathematics curricula and classroom 

content coverage.The replica study had many components or substudies. The 

part we are concerned with here is the TIMSS 1999 Benchmark-

ing Study, which was designed to compare—or benchmark—U.S. 

states and districts against the countries that participated in the 

1999 TIMSS.‡ As shown in Table 1 (on page 14), for the bench-

marking study we worked with 13 school districts (or consortia 

of districts) and 9 states, all of which chose (and paid) to partici-

pate as we gathered extensive data on their eighth-grade math-

ematics content coverage and student achievement. A total of 

36,654 students in these states and districts took the 1999 TIMSS 

test and provided a wide array of demographic and socioeco-

nomic data, including age, gender, racial/ethnic group, whether 

English was spoken in the home, what education-related posses-
†The data gathered in the TIMSS 1999 Benchmarking Study are unique in two 

important ways. First, it is exceedingly rare to have common measures across all 

research sites (i.e., states and districts) for the variables of interest. Often researchers 

must make assumptions about the comparability of measurements in order to build a 

usable data set. Here, we have consistently measured the mathematics content as it 

was implemented in the classroom, the mathematics performance of the students in 

those classrooms, as well as individual indicators of students’ socioeconomic status. 

Second, we have these common measures from a group of districts, district consortia, 

and states that, while not a random sample, are likely to be nationally representative. 

This affords a completely unique opportunity to examine the relationship between 

mathematics content coverage and achievement at the district level while controlling 

for students’ socioeconomic status.‡Although the United States did participate in the 1995 TIMSS, the resulting 

information was for the United States as a whole and could not provide much insight 

into what was happening in states and districts.

*For a technical and thorough discussion of this study, please see 

www.epc.msu.edu/publications/report/Equality%20of%20

educational%20opportunity.pdf.

William H. Schmidt is a university distinguished professor at Michigan 

State University as well as codirector of the Education Policy Center, 

where Leland S. Cogan is a senior researcher. Schmidt is also codirector of 

the U.S.-China Center for Research on Educational Excellence and codi-

rector of the National Science Foundation–funded MSU PROM/SE proj-

ect. Previously, he served as national research coordinator and executive 

director of the U.S. National Center, which oversaw U.S. participation in 

the Third International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS). Curtis 

C. McKnight is a professor of mathematics at the University of Oklahoma. 

For a more complete reference and description of the work in this article, 

please refer to an article just accepted for publication in a future issue of 

the American Journal of Education.
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term support to struggling students, and track each student’s 
learning trajectory.

However, research suggests that, without support, many teach-
ers will find it challenging to develop the deeper mathematics 
knowledge called for in the CCSS-M. Surveys of teachers in Ohio 
and Michigan conducted as part of PROM/SE indicated that a 
majority of elementary mathematics teachers did not feel well 
prepared to teach all of the mathematics topics included in the 
CCSS-M, either in their own or later grades. Likewise, the US 
sample of the Teacher Education and Development Study, which 
included nearly 3,300 future teachers from 81 preparatory institu-
tions, showed that US teachers were in the middle of the interna-

state standards, district-mandated standardized tests, and (if they 
are lucky enough to be in a district that offers any guidance) dis-
trict curriculum guides. But teachers are not necessarily trained 
content experts, and they shouldn’t be expected to make these 
decisions. In elementary grades, they are usually generalists, and 
many have only a limited background in each of the subjects they 
must teach. In later grades, even if they are mathematics special-
ists (usually the case in middle and high school), the chief orienta-
tion of many teachers is not in selecting content but in developing 
the skills needed to help students learn.*

It cannot be said often enough that the CCSS-M only address 
what topics should be taught, not how they should be taught: 
pedagogy is absent from the Common Core. In fact, freed from 
their role as content brokers, teachers will be able to focus on 
tailoring their instruction to the needs of their particular students. 
And, by reducing the number of topics that students are expected 
to learn, the CCSS-M also give teachers more time to prepare 
and carry out rich lessons. Another advantage of the CCSS-
M is that they open up the possibility for cross-classroom 
and cross-grade collaboration by teachers, allowing them 
to teach for mastery, share lesson plans, provide long-

For a detailed look at variations in 
mathematics and science content across 
the country, see Inequality for All: The 
Challenge of Unequal Opportunity in 
American Schools, by William H. Schmidt 
and Curtis C. McKnight. Schmidt and 
McKnight have been working for more 
than two decades to identify and 
understand differences in mathematics 
and science achievement across devel-
oped countries and in the United States. 
From standards to textbooks to class-
room-level content, they have tracked 
the many ways that students do not 
receive equal opportunities to learn the 
core content that is essential to thriving 
in modern society.

These scholars not only 
provide overwhelming 
evidence of inequities, they 
also offer a thoughtful 
look at how the Common 
Core State Standards could 
be the beginning of a 
more equitable education 
system. Implemented 
well, these standards will 
provide teachers with 
sound guidance on 
essential content and 

flexibility in how to support students as 
they learn that content. Schmidt and 
McKnight emphasize equitable—not 
identical—learning opportunities. As 
they write, “educational contexts differ, 
and providing the same content in the 
same way would not necessarily secure 
equal opportunities to learn for different 
students.”

Schmidt and McKnight are fine 
writers, so we leave it to them to invite 
you to read more. Here are the first two 
paragraphs of their important book:

This is a story about schooling in 
America and, thus, a story about 
children—the nation’s greatest 
resource. It is also, at a more personal 
level, a story about our own children. 

We know that the 
content, skills, reasoning 
ability, and problem 
solving children develop 
in school are important 
both to their future and to 
the nation’s; every country 
in the world understands 
this. However, in the United 
States, one of the wealthiest 
and most democratic 
nations on earth, the reality 
is that the opportunities 

many children have to acquire such 
knowledge—especially in mathemat-
ics and science—are not guaranteed. 
As they walk into school, children 
become players in a game of chance, 
one that is dangerously invisible to 
both child and parent, and one with 
very high stakes. Sadly, therefore, this 
story has no fairy-tale ending.

The opportunities of too many 
students are arbitrarily determined 
by factors outside of their control, 
such as the state and local commu-
nity where they live, the school they 
attend, the teacher they have, the 
textbooks the school has purchased, 
and the tests they must take. There 
are no villains in this story; everyone 
acts with the best of intentions, if 
not always with the greatest of 
wisdom. All of these factors conspire 
to create a very inconsistent and 
uneven system, one in which chance 
plays a major role and, as other 
countries have demonstrated, 
chance has no place in the education 
of children. The telling of this as a 
story is not just a literary device to 
make a more abstract point; it is, at 
its most basic level, a real story 
about real children.

–EdIToRS

We know that the 
content, skills, reasoning 
ability, and problem 
solving children develop 
in school are important 
both to their future and to 
the nation’s; every country 
in the world understands 
this. However, in the United 
States, one of the wealthiest 
and most democratic 
nations on earth, the reality 
is that the opportunities 

Inequality for All

*Even if most teachers did have such content expertise, the act of selecting 
which topics to teach and organizing them across grades simply cannot be 
done in isolation. It must be coordinated across grades—and since many 
children move frequently, it must be coordinated across schools.
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tional distribution, and that future middle school mathematics 
teachers took fewer mathematics courses than did those in 
higher-achieving countries.9 In short, there is reason to believe 
that major investments in mathematics professional development 
and pre-service teacher preparation will be necessary in order for 
teachers to be fully prepared to teach the CCSS-M.

III. Textbooks

Considerable pressure is on textbook publishing companies, 
which must quickly develop materials compatible with the CCSS-
M. US textbooks have long been problematic; much longer and 
less focused than those used in other countries, they implicitly 
encourage teachers to teach all topics in a fairly summary fashion 
(a feature of the “mile-wide, inch-deep” phenomenon). Unfortu-
nately, textbooks serve as a key intermediary between the stan-
dards and classroom teaching.10 Inexperienced and underprepared 
teachers often rely on the materials provided by textbooks, and in 
some cases even follow them literally, as some school districts 
expect their teachers to do, beginning on page 1 and moving in 
strict accordance with the book. Better prepared and more expe-
rienced teachers may recognize the problems 
with their textbooks and, when permitted, 
may reorganize the material presented in the 
textbook or search for supplementary materi-
als. Textbooks thus play a key role in the imple-
mentation of any standards, including the 
Common Core.

Given the new approach of the CCSS-M and the 
relatively short time available, textbook publishers 
will be strongly tempted to simply issue supple-
mentary guides or to rearrange their old books and 
label them “aligned with the Common Core.” Either of these 
would make implementing the new standards more difficult, 
since teachers are already likely to hesitate before removing any 
topics they previously taught, fearing students will not learn the 
material elsewhere. From what we have seen so far, policymakers, 
educators, and parents will need to put an enormous amount of 
pressure on textbook publishers, demanding new books written 
from scratch for the CCSS-M.†

IV. Assessments

The adoption of the CCSS-M will also necessitate entirely new 
assessments. Because states continue to rely on high-stakes test-
ing as a strategy for educational reform, Common Core–aligned 
assessments are in the process of being created. Two assessment 
consortia—the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for Col-
lege and Careers (PARCC) and the Smarter Balanced Assessment 
Consortium—are developing these new tests. Not only must a 
range of new items be piloted in a very short time, but one of the 
consortia has also decided to use a computer-adaptive model of 
testing, which invites a number of challenges. For example, 
schools will have to be equipped with and trained to use comput-
ers capable of running these assessments, which is difficult in a 
time of restricted budgets. Like revamping textbooks, the assess-

ments should mainly be a transitional problem. Assuming that 
time and resources are forthcoming, there is every reason to 
expect adequate assessments can be put into place.

V. Parents and Voters

Last but not least, the attitudes of parents and voters toward the 
Common Core are crucial for long-term sustainability. The devel-
opment and adoption of the CCSS-M has been led by state gov-
ernments—not by a popular outcry demanding common 
standards. Implementing any new policy comes with an oppor-
tunity cost; selecting the CCSS-M as a high priority inevitably 
comes at the expense of other educational (and noneducational) 
efforts, both in terms of resources and personnel. Teachers and 
administrators will have to explain the new standards to parents, 

and in particular how they will affect stu-
dents. Whether as parents or as voters, the 

response of the general public ultimately will deter-
mine the viability of the Common Core.

What Stakeholders Think  
about the Common Core
In the previous section, we laid out the principal threats to the 
CCSS-M’s implementation. All of these concerns are somewhat 
speculative, however. What we really need are facts. To establish 
a baseline on key stakeholders’ attitudes toward the Common 
Core, in 2011 we commissioned nationally representative surveys 
of curriculum directors, teachers, and parents.

We surveyed nearly 700 curriculum directors of local school 
districts in the 41 states that had adopted the Common Core at 
the time, with representative samples in each state. The good 
news: nearly all of those questioned had heard of the Common 
Core and knew their state had adopted the new standards. Despite 
concerns by some that the Common Core might threaten the 
autonomy of school districts, nearly all (90 percent) of those sur-
veyed supported the new standards. Strong majorities of the cur-
riculum directors believed that the CCSS-M provided clear goals 
for what students needed to learn, were of high quality, would 
improve student achievement, would help teachers, and would 
promote more-equal opportunities. Curriculum directors, 
though, did identify a major risk to successful implementation: 
the lack of assessments, textbooks, and other instructional materi-
als properly aligned with the CCSS-M. As we mentioned earlier, 
although very real, these obstacles to implementation hopefully 
are transitional rather than fundamental.

Now the bad news: a majority of curriculum directors thought 

A defense of localism in questions 
about content amounts to a 

defense of inequality in 
opportunity to learn.

†For more on the problems with textbooks, see “Phoenix Rising: Bringing the 
Common Core State Mathematics Standards to Life,” by Hung-Hsi Wu, in the Fall 
2011 issue of American Educator, available at www.aft.org/pdfs/americaneducator/
fall2011/Wu.pdf.

Given the new approach of the CCSS-M and the 
relatively short time available, textbook publishers 

and in particular how they will affect stu
dents. Whether as parents or as voters, the 

about content amounts to a 

www.aft.org/pdfs/americaneducator/fall2011/Wu.pdf
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the new standards were basically the same as the previous state 
standards—something our research team has found is only true 
in a few states.11 Only about a quarter of curriculum directors 
thought the Common Core standards were substantially different 
from the content provided in their own districts. In addition, when 
asked to describe what topics their districts taught at each grade, 
respondents indicated a very large variation in content coverage 
across school districts, even within the same state. In short, 
although curriculum directors support the Common Core, we 
question how well they understand the new standards and the 
magnitude of the task ahead.

The sample for the teacher survey comprised more than 12,000 
respondents in the same 41 states as the curriculum directors’ 
survey, with a mix of elementary, middle, and high school teach-
ers. As with the curriculum directors, the vast majority of teachers 
had some familiarity with the CCSS-M, varying some-
what by state. Over 80 percent stated that they had read 
the standards for their grade. A preponderance of 
teachers thought the CCSS-M were similar to the pre-
vious standards (77 percent) and said they liked the 
new standards and would teach to them (94 percent). 
The quality of the CCSS-M and more-equal opportuni-
ties were the most cited reasons for supporting the 
Common Core.

The questions targeted specifically to teachers 
point to several potential pitfalls. When asked what 
they needed to implement the CCSS-M, most named 
professional development and other forms of support. 
Teachers cited a lack of properly aligned textbooks and 
assessments, and concerns about parental support, among the 
potential obstacles to implementation. Further, questioned about 
which topics they currently teach, roughly 80 percent of teachers 
are teaching topics that are aligned appropriately with the CCSS-
M, but about 40 percent also are teaching topics that the CCSS-M 
assign to a different grade level. This result is reason for concern, 
since about a quarter of teachers said they would refuse to drop 
a topic that they currently covered but that the CCSS-M recom-
mend be skipped, while a majority were unsure. Given 
the centrality of teaching for mastery in the design 
of the CCSS-M, teachers’ ambivalence 
about narrowing their content cov-
erage is troubling. We can only 
hope that teachers will be more 
willing to drop topics once they 
better understand that focus and 
coherence are key attributes of the 
CCSS-M.

An even greater issue is the 
lack of teacher confidence in 
t e a c h i n g  C C S S - M  t o p i c s. 
Depending on the grade level, 
somewhere between 25 percent 
and 37 percent of teachers felt 
unprepared to teach CCSS-M top-
ics, and a substantial proportion did 
not feel well prepared even if they were 
already teaching those topics. Also of 
concern: only about a third of teachers 

(35 percent) had thus far participated in professional develop-
ment for CCSS-M, and just a fifth (20 percent) in textbook 
reviews for CCSS-M. At the time of the survey, 35 percent of 
teachers had not participated in any preparation for the CCSS-M 
whatsoever. It might be that the pace of implementation efforts 
by districts and schools increased during 2012, but the lack of 
early planning could make the transition to the CCSS-M difficult 
for some districts.

Finally, our survey of parents covered all 50 states. We found 
that though awareness of the CCSS-M has increased in the last 
year, even after a brief description, only a bare majority had 
heard of them and very few knew whether their state had 
adopted them. Despite the lack of publicity about the CCSS-M, 
more than two-thirds of parents supported common national 
standards in mathematics. Strong majorities (roughly 80 per-

cent) thought that all elementary and middle-grades students 
should be exposed to the same mathematics content, across 
states, school districts, and classrooms. Teachers’ fears that 
parents would not support higher standards may be misplaced: 
substantial majorities of parents said that they supported more-
demanding math, even if it required more studying, more home-
work, or their child struggling early on. When it comes to 
mathematics, there is a strong appetite among parents for com-

mon, rigorous content standards.

Strategies for Implementing  
the Common Core

Empirical research provides some evi-
dence that the CCSS-M have the 

potential  to increase student 
achievement. Survey results sug-

gest that stakeholders are open to 
adopting common standards in 
mathematics to improve the 
competitive position of US stu-
dents and to foster more equal 
opportunities to learn. The ques-

tion is whether policymakers and 
educators will capitalize on public 

support and successfully manage the 
inevitable obstacles that arise when 
attempting major changes. Research sug-
gests that teachers and administrators 
will need a great deal of support if they 

Substantial majorities of parents said 
they supported more-demanding math, 
even if it required more studying, more 
homework, or their child struggling 
early on.
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are to realize the new standards. Because of budgetary constraints 
and competition from other reform efforts, educators and district 
personnel need cost-effective methods for preparing teachers and 
aligning instructional materials. At the end of the day, successful 
implementation of the CCSS-M requires a focus on changes in 
instruction, not just assessments.

To aid this effort, our research team has begun to develop tools 
that might prove useful in implementing the new standards. These 
tools are not the be-all and end-all of reform efforts (and, unfor-
tunately, these tools will not be available to educators outside our 
research projects in the foreseeable future). We describe them 
only as an example of the kinds of technologies and strategies 
necessary if the CCSS-M are to have a chance to succeed. There 
is a tremendous need for innovative thinking about the challenge 
of aligning day-to-day mathematics instruction to the CCSS-M.

First, we are developing an online tool to help teachers align 

their instructional materials 
(including textbooks) with 
the CCSS-M. In previous 
research, we analyzed the 
mathematics instructional 
materials of a cross section of 
school districts. Textbooks stood 
out as problematic. Most were not 
well aligned to the CCSS-M. Each CCSS-M topic tended to be 
distributed throughout the textbook rather than being com-
bined—they lacked coherence. In addition, textbooks covered a 
great deal of material that was not part of the CCSS-M—they 
lacked focus. Some important topics were not even covered at all. 
Realizing that revised textbooks will not be available soon 
(because of both publishers’ resistance and states’ and districts’ 
budget problems), we are developing an online tool for teachers 
to map their textbooks onto the CCSS-M. A number of textbooks 
have been coded so that lessons are matched with CCSS-M 
requirements, making it much easier for teachers to modify the 
sequence and amount of instruction focused on any given topic. 
So far, our research suggests that this approach holds promise.

Second, as part of a research study of early CCSS-M implemen-
tation efforts, we provided teachers in selected districts with an 
online tool to track which mathematical topics they had covered 
each day. Teachers were asked to record the content covered, 
amount of time devoted to each topic, materials used, and math-
ematical practices used, as well as how prepared the teacher felt 
to teach each topic. A key feature was that the topics presented in 
the online tool were explicitly matched with the CCSS-M. What 
began as a means for tracking the content of instruction soon 

became something rather different. Through feedback from 
teachers, we learned that the daily act of recording how their topic 
coverage matched the CCSS-M made them much more familiar 
with the standards and actually altered the pattern of instruction. 
Many teachers found that they were teaching topics well ahead 
of or behind what the CCSS-M called for. In a spontaneous pro-
cess, teachers began sharing insights with one another, seeking 
greater understanding of the CCSS-M and modifying their pat-
terns of topic coverage. We are now in the process of building on 
these findings to develop an intervention that uses the online 
topic tracking system as a relatively low-cost professional devel-
opment tool.

The Challenge of Inequality
Public education is widely considered one of the keys to economic 
prosperity and social stability in the United States. Until very 

recently this country boasted the world’s best-educated 
population, and this human resource helped the United 
States take full advantage of its natural resources. Today, as 
other countries have outstripped us educationally and are 
gaining on us economically, we must address the inequalities 

inherent in the structure of US education.
The CCSS-M represent an opportunity to 

address this inequality. We as a nation created 
unequal learning opportunities with our frag-

mented curriculum, inadequate teacher prepara-
tion, and low-quality instructional materials. If we fail 

to effectively implement the CCSS-M, we abdicate our 
social responsibility and become complicit in the perpetuation 
of unequal opportunities. The CCSS-M will not eliminate all 

educational inequalities or guarantee a fair chance to everyone, 
but we have concrete evidence that they may reduce those inequi-
ties for which we, as a society, are most acutely responsible. It is 
our duty to provide the equitable learning opportunities all chil-
dren need. ☐
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