The Common Core—A Shell Game without a Pea?
Almost everyone realizes that education in the United States is in a sorry state. The result has been a blame game, with blame pointed at lack of money, poor students, irresponsible parents, and even more at teachers. But all of these accusations simply distract from the essential problem – educational standards in this country are a shell game without a pea.
Fear of the federal government has left the question of standards up to individual states. For decades, therefore, the designing of standards has been left to fifty state Departments of Education. These departments have put forth visions and revisions, most of which are meant more to obscure the problem than to clarify it. Not only are such standards documents filled with repetitive, often incomprehensible jargon, but in many states they are substantially revised every few years. If anyone attempts to seriously criticize one set of standards, the state’s DoE claims that the criticism is irrelevant because there are now “new” standards.

It appears however, that the states are sensing that they have been playing a shell game, so now numerous states have decided to join together to establish what are called “Common Core State Standards.” The development of these deceptive “standards” is being led by the National Governors Association (NGA) and by the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) followed by an impressive list of supporters.
By these “standards” are deceptive because, intentionally or unintentionally, the developers use the word “standards” in a way that would never be allowed in the world of business, science, or technology. In those worlds, “standard” means something that can be measured. If an automobile manufacturer stated that it intended to make its cars “safer,” would that be a standard, or would it be an objective? Most people would probably say that it would be an objective. To be a standard, the statement would, for example, have to include specific, measurable crash-tests. 

But if you take the time to read the sixty-six pages of “Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts & Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects,” (http://www.corestandards.org/assets/CCSSI_ELA%20Standards.pdf) you will probably agree that there are few, if any, measurable standards. The document is loaded with objectives (not standards), and they are set out in nice (deceptive) tables for grade levels K-12.
In essence, these standards are a massive shell game composed of hundreds of walnut shells, but there is no pea (standards) in the game.

Some of these “standards” are insultingly silly. Kindergartners, for example, are to “Use the most frequently occurring prepositions (e.g., to, from, in, out, on, off, for, of, by, with)” (p. 26) Are the developers of these “standards” claiming that kindergartners need to be taught this? Or are they trying to claim credit for the fact that all kindergartners can do this? Or are they simply padding the “standards” to make them look more impressive?
Other standards are vague pies in the sky. Third graders, for example, are expected to be able to “Identify and know the meaning of the most common prefixes and derivational suffixes” (p. 17). What does this mean? Are third graders supposed to learn that “e-“ at the beginning of a word may mean “out”? (That is not as simple as it may sound.) Are third graders supposed to learn the meanings of the words “prefix” and “suffix”? Which are the “most common”? Currently, many, if not most, college students have little, if any, concept of prefixes or suffixes. But according to these “standards,” third graders are supposed to learn some of them.
Another ploy of the writers of these “standards” is to shuffle words (shells) to make it appear that they are saying something different, when in fact, the standards are identical. Under reading “for Informational Text” (p. 39), seventh graders should be able to:
“Trace and evaluate the argument and specific claims in a text, assessing whether the reasoning is sound and the evidence is relevant and sufficient to support the claims.”

Eighth graders should be able to:
“Delineate and evaluate the argument and specific claims in a text, assessing whether the reasoning is sound and the evidence is relevant and sufficient; recognize when irrelevant information is introduced.”

Much in these two “standards” is identical. Is there a meaningful difference between “Trace” and “delineate,” or are the authors playing games? And how can seventh graders determine that “evidence is relevant” without looking at the given evidence and thus determining that some of it is irrelevant? Such repetitive shifting of words is rampant throughout these “standards.”

The authors’ attempts to confuse readers by repetition with minor variations is, at times, almost comical. Under “Writing Standards” 1.b (p. 42), sixth graders are supposed to

“Support claim(s) with clear reasons and relevant evidence, using credible sources and demonstrating an understanding of the topic or text.”

For this standard, the requirements for seventh and eighth graders are identical: 

“Support claim(s) with logical reasoning and relevant evidence, using accurate credible sources and demonstrating an understanding of the topic or text.”

Apparently, sixth graders do not have to be “accurate,” and the seventh and eighth graders do not have to be “clear.” Note, by the way, that this is the standard for sixth graders, and college instructors are struggling with getting college Freshmen to understand what “credible sources” means. (A common complaint of college instructors is that students Google a topic and use the first hits they get as their sources for papers.)
Standard 1.b. for sixth graders is also very interesting – “Use words, phrases, and clauses to clarify the relationships among claim(s) and reasons.” In other words, students cannot use fingers, arms, and toes. (Do these people have any idea of what they are doing?)

Actually, they don’t. Standard 1.e for seventh graders is “Provide a concluding statement or section that follows from and supports the argument presented.” A weak conclusion summarizes the argument presented. A better conclusion puts that argument into a broader context, but rarely, if ever, does a conclusion “support” the argument given.

The very next page of these standards (43) illustrates that the writers lack a pea for their shell game, so they fill it with smoke. Standard 3.a. informs us that in writing narratives, sixth graders are to “Engage and orient the reader by establishing a context and introducing a narrator and/or characters.” First of all, it is impossible to have a “narrative” without a “narrator.” It is, of course, also nice to have characters in a narrative, but apparently they are optional for sixth graders.
Seventh and eighth graders are supposed to “Provide a conclusion [to their narratives] that follows from and reflects on the narrated experiences or events.” I would love to see an example of what they are looking for. I have a Ph.D. in literature and have been teaching it for over thirty-five years, but I can’t think of a story that has a conclusion that “reflects” on the narrated experience presented in the story. What, exactly, do they mean by “reflects on”?
Page thirty presents a table of “Language Progressive Skills, by Grade.” There we are told that students in grades four through twelve should “Produce complete sentences, recognizing and correcting inappropriate fragments and run-ons” (Standard L.4.1f). But what does this mean? Most preschoolers can produce “complete sentences.” If we want to talk in terms of standards, the question becomes “How many fragments and/or run-ons” should be acceptable in, for example, a page of writing?” But nothing is said about this. It is also interesting that nothing is said here about the related problem of comma-splices – separate sentences that are joined just by a comma.
Page thirty includes a note:: “The following skills, marked with an asterisk (*) in Language standards 1-3, are particularly likely to require continued attention in higher grades as they are applied to increasingly sophisticated writing and speaking.” How this should be done, and a “standard” at which “continued attention” is no longer required, are left as unanswered questions.
But these unanswered questions are extremely important. Are seventh grade teachers, for example, expected to have their classes do exercises on avoiding fragments and run-ons just because a third of their students might have problems with them? Will not such exercises bore the other two thirds of the class? As one of my better students noted, it is extremely difficult to pay attention when the class it going over something for the tenth time after most of the class has mastered the skill.

The “Frequently Asked Questions” page on the cite reveals that these so-called standards are indeed not standards. One of the questions is “Will the common core state standards keep local teachers from deciding what or how to teach?” The answer begins with “No. The Common Core State Standards are a clear set of shared goals and expectations for what knowledge and skills will help our students succeed.” Thus the writers of these “standards” themselves admit that “goals” and “expectations” are not standards.

Another question is “Will common assessments be developed?” The answer begins, “Like adoption of common core standards, it will be up to the states: some states plan to come together voluntarily to develop a common assessment system . . . .” But standards are not standards without an assessment instrument. Thus the development of these “standards” place the responsibility for the pea back with the individual states. And their use of the future tense (“will be up to”) indicates that the states themselves do not have clear assessment standards.
The fundamental problem with these so-called “standards” is a philosophical bias of the writers – there is almost nothing that students need to KNOW. Students are to “use,” “describe,’ “produce,” “conduct,” “participate,” As a specific example, ninth graders are supposed to be able to
“Delineate and evaluate the argument and specific claims in a text, assessing whether the reasoning is valid and the evidence is relevant and sufficient; identify false statements and fallacious reasoning.”

But nowhere in the document does it say that students are supposed to know what any of the fallacies are. How are students supposed to “identify . . . fallacious reasoning” if they do not know what the fallacies are? Some fallacies are relatively easy to understand; others give even educated thinkers a headache.

Much more could be said about what students might actually be expected to know – and about the problems with these “Common Core Standards,” but my objective here has been to suggest that these standards are a shell game. Perhaps I’m wrong. But just in case I am right, I’m asking the general public to read them. Let me know what your think. (vavraed@yahoo.com). And, if you agree with me, start organizing, screaming, and voting. These standards will drive educational programs for millions of students (and drive most teachers crazy). We are putting in too much money with too little results.
