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On Tuesday, December 8, the House Education and Labor Committee held a hearing to learn more about states’ efforts to help improve the nation’s competitiveness by adopting a common core of college and career readiness standards.


WITNESSES

· The Honorable Bill Ritter (D), Governor of Colorado

· Gene Wilhoit, Executive Director, Council of Chief State School Officers

· Doug Kubach, President and CEO, Pearson Assessment and Information

· Cathy Allen, Vice Chair, Board of Education, St. Mary’s County (MD) Public Schools

MEMBERS PRESENT

Chairman George Miller (D-CA), Acting Ranking Member Glenn Thompson (R-PA); Representatives Jared Polis (D-CO), Carolyn McCarthy (D-NY), John Tierney (D-MA), Donald Payne (D-NJ), Bobby Scott (D-VA), Lynn Woolsey (D-CA), Ruben Hinojosa (D-TX), David Wu (D-OR), Rush Holt (D-NJ), Susan Davis (D-CA), Mazie Hirono (D-HI), Jason Altmire (D-PA), Yvette Clarke (D-NY), Marcia Fudge (D-OH), Paul Tonko (D-NY), Dina Titus (D-NV), Judy Chu (D-CA), Vernon Ehlers (R-MI), Brett Guthrie (R-KY), Phil Roe (R-TN), Michael Castle (R-DE), and Tom Petri (R-WI).  

OPENING STATEMENT & DISCUSSION

Chairman Miller opened the hearing by welcoming invited witnesses and voiced his support for the ongoing work of the Common Core Standards Initiative, led by the National Governors Association (NGA) and the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO).  The Committee held a hearing on the effort last April, and he is encouraged by the progress since then, as well as the fact that 48 states have signed on to participate in the initiative.  Miller pointed to the urgency of providing young people the knowledge and skills they need to be internationally competitive in the 21st century, saying, “An important step is this state-led effort for a common core of internationally-benchmarked standards that can prepare all children in this country to achieve and succeed in this global economy.”  He went on to comment on state-led changes that are a result of the education investments included in the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA), saying, “Secretary Duncan’s Race to the Top Fund is already helping spur reform in standards and assessments without yet having spent a dollar.  This gives us reason to be optimistic that we will see the seismic shift in education that our country needs.”
Acting Ranking Member Thompson pointed to the tradition of locally controlled education, and said that while he supports the goals of the Common Core Standards Initiative, he is concerned that it is being forced on states that would like to compete for Race to the Top funding. The guidance related to that program could transform a state-based reform effort into a mandatory, federal national standards effort, according to Thompson.  Further, he is concerned that some states that have developed what they consider to be high standards would be forced to adopt lower standards as a result of their participation in the Initiative.  

Following Thompson’s opening statement, Chairman Miller spoke of long-time aide Alice Cain Johnson, who is leaving his staff shortly for a position with the Hope Street Group.  He said her expertise and experience would be missed, and wished her well; his comments provoked applause from Members, staff, witnesses and those in the audience.

testimony and discusison

PANEL I

Governor Bill Ritter

After being introduced by Representative Polis, Governor Ritter discussed broadly his own state’s efforts to establish rigorous standards and appropriate assessments.  This “game changing” effort established “meaningful education reform”.  He said that this endeavor and work in other states have informed the development and structure of the Common Core Standards Initiative.  Ritter then discussed that effort.

The state-led common core process is intended to produce “fewer, clearer, and higher” standards that are research- and evidence-based as well as internationally benchmarked.  In preparing these standards, the framers drew from the experiences of some of the most competitive states in the nation, according to Ritter.  “The guiding goal is to ensure that all students who meet these new standards will have the knowledge and skills necessary to succeed in college and a career, thereby improving the nation’s competitiveness in today’s global economy.”

The final draft of the career- and college-ready standards in mathematics and English language arts will be released in February 2010.  A first draft of the corresponding K-12 standards will be available in January 2010.  Once the standards have been finalized, states will decide whether to adopt the English language arts and mathematics standards. Ritter emphasized that the adoption of the standards is voluntary and allows for public input.  The NGA/CCSSO process gives states up to three years to adopt these standards.

Ritter noted that the federal government’s support for this effort has been crucial, but it must remain an effort for the states, led by the states.  He suggested that as this and other education reform efforts go forward, the federal government shift “the focus of federal policy from a punitive, mandate-driven compliance system toward a federal-state partnership that supports state-led innovation.”
Member Questions

Chairman Miller opened the questioning by noting that one of the unintended consequences of the implementation of No Child Left Behind was the establishment of different state standards to drive the Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) requirements.  As he and Ritter discussed this issue as it relates to the Common Core Standards Initiative, Ritter said there is “more alignment than you might expect” among state standards and a unanimous desire for better ones.  The desire for internationally benchmarked standards is one that governor’s share with industry and higher education, as each wants a consistent and high quality result from K-12 education.  

Representative Thompson then asked if there was any concern among Common Core Standards Initiative participants that they might have lower standards forced upon their K-12 system explicitly or through requirements of certain federal programs, such as the Race to the Top program, which requires states that apply to essentially be participants in this effort.  Ritter said that he and others have discussed this concern with Secretary Duncan, and that while all states see this effort as part of needed reform, none will be forced to adopt the standards.  A concern about lowering current standards is “a good problem to have” according to Ritter.  Thompson then asked about the prospects for a standards-setting effort in career and technical education (CTE) and other curriculum that might result in “cookie cutter” programs.  Ritter said he doubts the effort will ever get to CTE, but said that states continue to be innovative in these offerings, and cited his own states’ concurrent enrollment program that allows graduates to receive a high school and associate’s degree after going through a five year course of study.  

Representative Castle voiced his concerns about the assessment piece of this reform effort.  He asked Ritter if there would be common assessments for participating states, and Ritter said that his “sense” is that common assessments would be developed, and noted that they would likely use technology and be implemented on an ongoing basis—versus the current common practice of  “snapshot” assessments.  Clearly drawing on his experience as a governor, Castle then said that common standards and assessments are concepts that make sense, and are “idealistic”.  He pointed to the National Assessment of Educational Progress, noting the hesitation of some governors to participate in that assessment and wondered if similar reservations would affect this effort.  He also said governors would balk at any assessment that might allow national “rankings”.

Representative Polis asked Ritter a question that gave him the opportunity to talk about how education reform efforts in Colorado have allowed the state to better compete internationally.  Foreign and domestic businesses interested in locating in Colorado ask about the quality of the state’s education system for two reasons:  they want to know that the local workforce can take on the work they need completed; and they want to attract prospective employees who care about the education of their children to the state.  Ritter said that Colorado has been well served as a result of its own efforts.  He also said that the state’s P-20 Council has been invaluable.  Later, when asked about Colorado’s challenges in implementing its own standards, Ritter said that the state’s 178 school districts are very different and taking into account the demographics and resources of each was challenging.  

PANEL II

Gene Wilhoit, CCSSO

Wilhoit provided the Committee an overview of the Common Core Standards Initiative and its goal to establish “higher, clearer, internationally benchmarked” standards that encompass content and cognitive skills.  He pointed to the many contributors and the review process and said he is encouraged by the effort and its potential results.  When addressing what role the federal government might play in this effort, he pointed to the need for research to inform the development of improved assessments and supports, including teacher preparation and professional development.

Doug Kubach, Pearson

Kubach made three main points in his statement: 1) to successfully develop and implement higher quality standards, diverse education stakeholders, (e.g., state consortia, ED, non-profit and for-profit entities, K-12 and higher education leaders, and assessment developers) will be required to collaborate and cooperate in new ways; 2) nothing is more fundamental to ensuring transparency than accountability systems based upon annual assessments of individual student growth and achievement and providing parents and the public with the results; and, 3) “now is the time” for states to build out the infrastructure and capacity for online assessments, online management systems, and online content and instructional delivery and reporting systems.

Cathy Allen, St. Mary’s County (MD) Public Schools

Allen provided some local perspective on education reform efforts.  St. Mary’s County is on Maryland’s Eastern Shore and supports the Patuxent Naval Air Station.  She shared some of the innovative programs the district has developed—including one around STEM (science, technology, engineering and mathematics) education that was tailored for the students and the community.  She shared support for the efforts of the Common Core Standards Initiative, but noted some concerns, in particular “with what appears to be greater coercion from the federal government in adopting such standards.”  She pointed to the Race to the Top guidance that clearly favors the Initiative and participation therein for would-be applicants, and the Investing In Innovation grants, which “suggest support for similar consortia addressing assessments.”  She went on to say, “Our concern, like many local school boards across the nation, is that the effort to date is being led by the Executive Branch without the specific level of legislative direction that would ordinarily be expected for measures of this magnitude.”

Member Questions

Representative Woolsey asked the panel about the arguably subjective nature of setting “higher” standards.  Wilhoit said that one element of the process is the certainty that revisions will be needed.  Woolsey also asked about including arts and music in this effort, and Kubach agreed that a narrowing of the curriculum is not the intent of this effort; Allen noted that St. Mary’s County has found innovative way to integrate art and music and other subjects into the curriculum.  Representative Titus later pointed to geography as a subject area of concern.  

Representative Ehlers asked about the fate of science in this effort.  Representative Holt also queried the panel on this issue.  Each sees science as the subject where young people develop critical, independent thinking.  Wilhoit said that mathematics and English language arts seemed logical starting points for the Common Core Standards Initiative, and “all we could have handled” to start.  He noted that they have heard the loud concerns of science advocates, and he assumes that science will closely follow math and English language arts.  They have similarly heard loud concerns from citizenship education advocates.  

Representative Clarke noted that in her urban New York district, currently students earn either a locally-awarded diploma or the NY Regents Diploma.  The district is phasing out the local diploma, which prompts some concern that those students that are struggling might drop out if the one, arguably more difficult to attain, diploma is the only goal.  This question prompted responses from the panel, particularly from Allen, that noted the importance of strong early childhood education, full-day kindergarten and the need to learn to read by the end of second grade.  Young people “learn to read” through grade two.  Starting in grade three, however, they “read to learn.”  Wilhoit argued that their effort recognizes this fact.

conclusion

Chairman Miller thanked the witnesses for their time and noted that the effort will bring improvements to content, teacher preparation and professional development, assessments and data in K-12 education. 

For more information on the hearing, including testimony and an archived webcast, visit: http://edlabor.house.gov/hearings/2009/12/improving-our-competitiveness.shtml.
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