In a non-standards-based classroom, individual teachers may be clear about what they think their students should know but it isn’t necessarily the case that others teaching the same grade or course have the same ideas abut what their students should learn.  Some teachers decide what to teach by going through their textbooks from cover to cover.  Others based their decisions on their own preferences and, in some cases, what they know best.

One purpose for the standards movement was to address this lack of articulation among teachers at the same grade level, within buildings, and across districts. As one teacher we interviewed noted: When I wo5rked at the middle school in another district, it was interesting listening to teachers say, “This child came from this school, this child came from this (other school.”  They could tell which schools focused more on reading, which one focused more on writing, which ones focused more on just standardized types of tests.  But by using standards-based education and the standards…it’s not going to matter what 3rd grade classroom the child was in.  (Mid-continent Research for Education and Learning)

Without a system of standards, the negative effects of student mobility are compounded.  One-fifth of students change school each year, and in low-income neighborhoods the rates are much higher.  With no common standards in place, mobile students usually arrive in their new classroom way behind or ahead of the other students, which places a considerable strain on the teacher, the student, and the entire class.

Another consequence of the lack of standards is the components of the system which should be well aligned and working together – curriculum, assessment, teacher education, professional development – are largely disconnected.  Many of the tests students take during the course of their school career are not tied to the curriculum they are studying.   And most training and professional development programs for teachers and other school staff lack focus and a clear connection to the standards and the curriculum.  (Making Standards Matter, 1999; American Federation of Teachers)

Standards, when we get them right, will give us the results we want.  But this will require hardheaded disciplined effort.  The lesson to TIMSS should considerably diminish the perceived risk of downsizing the curriculum.  The very nature of organizations argues that we succeed when all parties are rowing the same direction.  We will realize the promise of school reform when we establish standards and expectations for reaching them that are clear, not confusing; essential, not exhaustive.  The result will be anew coherence and a shared focus that could be the most propitious step we can take toward educating all students well.  (Standard-Based Education by Mike Schmoker and Robert J. Marzano)

Standards allow equitable access to meaningful content.  If there were some alternative to standards that could ensure that all students – regardless of learning profile, race, ethnicity, or proficiency in English – had access to challenging academic content, then perhaps we could dismiss the standards movement.  The truth is that we have not done a good job of giving all student – particularly those students with unique learning characteristics – access to an appealing, thought-provoking, and stimulating curriculum.  (Educational Leadership/Standards for Diverse Learners by Paul Kluth and Diana Straut)

