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Abstract  

The Common Core State Standards (CCSS) have been adopted in 45 U.S. states. Driven by a wide 
coalition that includes the major U.S. political parties, the business elite, for-profit education 
corporations, cultural conservatives, and both major U.S. teachers’ unions, the CCSS have mainly 
garnered glowing praise in mainstream U.S. media and widespread acceptance amongst political 
figures and public school districts nationwide. This paper undertakes a critical analysis of the 
origins and political tensions found within the CCSS, arguing that the CCSS will inevitably lead to 
restrictive high-stakes, standardized testing similar to that associated with No Child Left Behind. 
Further this paper specifically examines the treatment of the social studies within the context of 
CCSS and questions the likely outcomes of the recently drafted College, Career, and Civic Life 
(C3) Framework for Social Studies State Standards within the current political and cultural 
context of the United States. 
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2  C r i t i c a l  E d u c a t i o n   

In his January of 2001 article entitled, “The Authentic Standards Movement and Its Evil Twin” 
(Thompson, 2001), Scott Thompson offered his lament. Thompson was a true-believer in what he 
termed as the Authentic Standards Movement of the 1990s. In that movement he saw the 
opportunity for the improvement of public education based on issues of equity and access to 
support for real learning. In his article, however, Thompson goes on to lament that his Authentic 
Standards Movement had been subverted by its evil twin, something he called the “high-stakes, 
standardized test-based reform” movement (358). He argued that the evil twin offered forms of 
standards and accountability that deviated from the original intent, and that erroneously relied on 
the faulty measures provided by high-stakes, standardized tests. 

Thompson’s (2001) article is important because it is representative of a lot of good, honest 
folks who bought into the standards movement of the 1990s, but were politically naïve when it 
comes to understanding educational policy in the United States. Despite the good intentions of 
many of the players, functionally speaking the only reason a broad coalition of interests supported 
the standards movement of the 1990s was to use them to assess whether or not students were 
meeting standard. And, the only assessments that had any traction at most levels of government, 
the business community, mainstream and right-wing media, and in the commonsense 
consciousness of most of the U.S. public, are high-stakes, standardized tests of the illest sort (Au, 
2009d). It would have been absolutely naïve to think that, in the context of the test-crazy United 
States, anything else could have come about from the standards movement of the 1990s. And so 
we got NCLB (Karp, 2003), at almost the exact moment Thompson (2001) published his lament. 

Looking back a mere 13 years or so ago, before our unending wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, G. W. Bush was going to be the “education president” and supported a radical 
reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, dubbed No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB). Here in the U.S. we tend to have historical amnesia when it comes to NCLB, often 
forgetting that it was not just Bush’s law. There was instead full bi-partisan support for NCLB. 
Civil Rights groups had signed on, and the teachers unions were also on board. A broad coalition 
of support came together for NCLB, one based largely around rhetoric of closing achievement 
gaps and serving under-served children. As a result a business-like carrot-and-stick approach to 
holding public education “accountable” for raising high-stakes, standardized test scores became 
encoded in national law (Au, 2009d; Karp, 2003). 

And we know what happened after NCLB was passed. Before NCLB only 19 states tested 
children every year, and afterwards all 50 did (Rethinking Schools, in press). And while the U.S. 
system of public education certainly had significant and persistent problems before NCLB 
(Ladson-Billings, 2006), all of the NCLB testing in order to meet adequate yearly progress started 
limiting curriculum and instruction to the tested subjects of mathematics and literacy. Low 
performing kids, particularly poor kids and kids of color, were seeing subjects like art, P.E., and 
just about anything else besides math and literacy cut out of their curriculum just to focus on test 
prep. Multicultural curriculum was also being pushed out of the curriculum as well. NCLB proved 
the age-old adage: If it isn’t test, it isn’t taught (Au, 2007, 2009d). 

Where did the standards movement of the 90’s and its successor NCLB get us today? Well, 
a decade of high-stakes, standardized testing did not really do anything to raise achievement or 
close gaps in test scores (Guisbond, Neill, & Schaeffer, 2012; National Research Council, 2011). 
Additionally, due to a wide array of reasons, NCLB has been rhetorically denounced, left behind 
and remembered as one of Bush’s failed policies after the Democrats, unions, parents, and even 
some of the business community jumped ship (Karp, 2007/2008).  



 

 

C o r i n g  t h e  S o c i a l  S t u d i e s  3  

The heart of NCLB, however, lay in the logics of competition and markets of neoliberal 
capitalism (Au, 2009d), and that heart certainly lives on today. For instance, despite the high-
minded rhetoric of Obama’s 2008 campaign speeches (Au, 2009b), high-stakes, standardized 
testing, and the massive amounts of data it produces, remain at the center of education reform in 
the United States. Test score achievement is still used as the driving justification for charter 
schools, Teach for America, undermining teachers’ unions, merit pay, and attacking public 
education generally. Indeed, such testing has only become more deeply entrenched through 
Obama’s Race To The Top and the corporate education reform movement (Karp, 2010). Enter the 
Common Core State Standards (CCSS). 

All Aboard the NCLB Common Core Express 

According to Mathis (2010), in April of 2009, with the endorsement of representatives of 
the forty-one states present at the national meeting, the National Governors Association (NGA) 
contracted with Achieve, Inc., (Achieve, Inc., itself was founded by the NGA in 1996 after the 
national standards movement fell apart) to develop national standards in reading and math. As 
Mathis explains: 

Achieve work groups met in private and the development work was conducted by persons 
who were not, with apparently only a single exception, K-12 educators. The work groups 
were staffed almost exclusively by employees of Achieve, testing companies (ACT and the 
College Board), and pro-accountability groups (e.g., America’s Choice, Student 
Achievement Partners, the Hoover Institute). Practitioners and subject matter experts 
complained that they were excluded from the development process….In addition to the 
financial support from the federal government, the Gates Foundation is a significant 
contributor to the common core standards effort. A number of confidential iterations of the 
standards took place between the developers and state departments of education. (p. 5) 
The first public draft was released on March 10, 2010, and the “final recommendations” 

version was released June 2, 2010. States wanting access to the second round of Obama’s Race to 
the Top monies were required to adopt the CCSS by August 2, 2010 (Mathis, 2010). The Gates 
Foundation’s support for the Common Core State Standards is also well documented. A late 2012 
search for the phrase “common core” on the Gates Foundation database produced 56 grants from 
2008-2012 totaling just over $96.4 million (Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 2012).  

It is important to highlight two aspects of the CCSS here: First, despite being called “state” 
standards, the CCSS are really national standards (Mathis, 2010; Porter, McMaken, Hwang, & 
Yang, 2011). They were originally developed with national standards as the goal, and calling them 
state standards was mainly a prudent tactic to help negotiate the treacherous politics of national 
standards and national curriculum. Second, the CCSS are largely a top-down reform effort, where 
teachers were only brought on later to establish buy-in (Cody, 2009). 

The buy-in for the CCSS is significant too. Not only does the coalition of support for the 
CCSS include business leaders and neo-liberals like Gates, it also includes some cultural 
conservatives like E.D. Hirsch—who says that his Core Knowledge curriculum fits well with the 
CCSS (Hirsch, 2013), most of the Democratic Party, large numbers of Republicans, and both of 
the major teachers’ unions (National Governors Association Center for Best Practices & Council 
of Chief State School Officers, 2012). The support for CCSS is very much like NCLB with two 
very important missing pieces: The Civil Rights organizations and discourse around racial 
achievement gaps and inequality are notably absent. 
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In fact, the CCSS has followed an eerily similar path to NCLB, which itself started as the 
standards movement of the 1990s vis-à-vis the governors and states, led to the adoption high-
stakes tests at the state level, and then evolved as the foundation for NCLB’s testing regime (Au, 
2009d; Karp, 2003; Thompson, 2001). Also similar to NCLB was that the CCSS has been as much 
a political maneuver as anything else, one that is not based in research. As one of the few 
published critics of CCSS, Tienken (2012) points out, “The vendors of the CCSS have a problem: 
They have no independently affirmed data that demonstrate the validity of the standards as a 
vehicle to improve economic strength, build 21st century skills, or achieve the things they claim 
are lacking in the current public school system” (p. 155). Simply put, there is a severe lack of 
research evidence that increased standards correlate with increases in test scores and achievement 
generally (Guisbond et al., 2012; National Research Council, 2011; Weiss & Long, 2013), and a 
similar lack of evidence that increased test scores correlate with increased competitiveness in the 
global economy (Krueger, 1998; Orlich, 2004; Tienken, 2011)—two of the central presumptions 
undergirding the arguments for advancing the CCSS. 

Another similarity between NCLB and the CCSS is in the opposition. Citing local control, 
fears of federal over-reach vis-à-vis a national curriculum, fiscal efficiency, and parents’ rights, as 
with NCLB (Apple, 2006), the CCSS has caused a split amongst some conservatives. Right wing 
extremists, mostly populist libertarians, states’ rights advocates, and Tea Party-styled free market 
nationalists like the Pioneer Institute, the American Principles Project, the Washington Policy 
Center, and the Goldwater Institute, have lined up against the CCSS because of fears of federal 
control and critiques of big government spending (see, e.g., Butcher, McGroarty, & Finne, 2012; 
McGroarty & Robbins, 2012). The American Legislative Exchange Council has been unable to 
reach a consensus due to internal disagreement around the CCSS and ultimately vetoed a 
resolution in support of the standards (Ujifusa, 2012), and the Republican National Committee 
passed a resolution in opposition to the CCSS, citing the over-standardization of the curriculum 
and the possibly illegal use of student data without the consent of parents ("RNC passes resolution 
to shut down common core curriculum," 2013). Up to 10 states have started backtracking, to 
varying degrees, on their support of the CCSS, and conservative Republicans in Michigan, Ohio, 
Indiana, and Alabama have all made significant headway in blocking the implementation of the 
CCSS in their states (Strauss, 2013). The language of the conservative resistance is worth noting 
too: Drawing on populist fears about socialized medical care, some are referring to the CCSS as 
“ObamaCore” (Education Freedom Ohio, 2013). There is enough tension amongst conservatives 
that the Thomas B. Fordham Institute has taken to arguing why other conservatives should support 
the CCSS (Porter-Magee & Stern, 2013) and enough worry amongst policymakers that U.S. 
Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan, issued a statement calling critics of the Common Core 
“conspiracy theorists” (Horton, 2013). 

While liberal Democrats are fully on board with the CCSS, as was the case with NCLB, 
the CCSS have also caused almost equal consternation amongst left progressives. While NCLB 
relied upon a rhetoric of achieving racial equality to gain support from liberals and progressives 
(Au, 2004; Darling-Hammond, 2007), the powers that be have made things so terrible in public 
education through budget cuts, ossified state standards, and high-stakes tests based on those 
standards, that to many progressives the CCSS look like, and might actually be, an improvement 
over what many teachers have been dealing with in many places. The CCSS certainly are in many 
ways more constructivist than previous state standards, and in some important ways they focus on 
higher-order skills. (National Governors Association Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief 
State School Officers, 2010). When faced with completely scripted curriculum (Au, 2011b), as is 
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the case in many low performing schools and districts (Jaeger, 2006), the CCSS must feel 
downright liberating. Further, because its lack of content prescription, anecdotal reports are that 
many progressive educators can find ways to do critical work within and through the CCSS 
(Rethinking Schools, in press). All of which raises some interesting questions: Just because the 
CCSS are better than the bad standards we had before, does that make them inherently good? 
Further, just what are “good” standards? Is it possible, within the context of current education 
reforms, to have “good” standards? 

CCSS in the Context of Corporate Education Reform 

The tensions amongst left progressives point to what I think is the most important 
consideration with regards to the CCSS: political and policy context. I am increasingly convinced 
that context defines policy such that, however “good” a particular piece of policy may appear to 
be, and no matter how many well-meaning people were involved in its advocacy, all education 
policy ultimately is defined by how it is used within political context. Charter schools are a good 
example to illustrate this. Charters started as union supported community schools designed to 
incubate new and effective educational practices, but within the context of corporate education 
reform they became beachheads for the privatization of public education and the dismantling of 
teachers unions (Fabricant & Fine, 2012; Karp, 2013). There is simply no reform that can be 
viewed outside the context into which it is introduced. In this context the CCSS feel just like the 
2.0 version of the last standards movement, and like the last standards movement will undoubtedly 
lead to NCLB 2.0 in terms of high-stakes, standardized testing. 

While my previous point is pure prognostication, we already know a few important, 
concrete things about the CCSS within the context of corporate education reform initiatives. For 
instance, after mapping some of the basic relationships of the origins of CCSS and the 
relationships between those involved with its implementation, Pennington, Obenchain, Papola & 
Kmitta (2012) remark that: 

The need to implement and assess the established CCSS situates those who created the 
standards as rainmakers for educational publishing companies and educational consulting 
non-profits they are affiliated with. The added altruistic connotations of the terms 
foundation and non-profit create an image of organizations aiding education similar to 
NGOs while they do not reveal the realities behind how the organizations are aligning 
themselves in ways to make substantial financial gains by making their services necessary 
for the CCSS. (n.p.) 

There is certainly money to be made. Some conservative groups like the Pioneer Institute 
and American Principles Project suggest a mid-range estimation that the CCSS implementation 
will cost $15.8 billion over seven years: $1.2 billion for assessments, $5.3 billion for professional 
development, $6.9 billion for tech infrastructure and support (Accountability Works, 2012). The 
Fordham Institute predicts the CCSS could cost $12.1 billion over the next 1-3 years (Murphy, 
Regenstein, & McNamara, 2012). Given this potential market for private industry, it is not 
surprising that The New York Times reports venture capital investment in public education has 
increased 80% since 2005 to a total of $632 million as of 2012 (Rich, 2013). The development of 
the CCSS and the consequent rolling out of assessments, preparation materials, professional 
development, and other CCSS-related infrastructure fits quite well with the neoliberal project of 
reframing public education around the logics of private businesses (Apple, 2006) as well as the 
shifting of public monies into the coffers of for-profit corporations through private contracts 
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(Burch, 2009). 
The existing policy context is also causing concern amongst some CCSS supporters for 

similar reasons. Echoing Thompson’s (2001) lament from over a decade earlier, Brooks and Dietz 
(2012/2013) suggest that the CCSS are good standards, but express concerns that within the 
current policy structures, which rely on top-down prescriptions and are connected to heavily to 
contracts with various testing and curriculum companies, they inevitably lead to too much 
standardization. They worry that, 

…the Common Core State Standards Initiative goes far beyond the content of the standards 
themselves. The initiative conflates standards with standardization. For instance, many 
states are mandating that school districts select standardized student outcome measures and 
teacher evaluation systems from a pre-established state list. To maximize the likelihood of 
student success on standardized measures, many districts are requiring teachers to use 
curriculum materials produced by the same companies that are producing the testing 
instruments, even predetermining the books students will read on the basis of the list of 
sample texts that illustrate the standard. The initiative compartmentalizes thinking, 
privileges profit-making companies, narrows the creativity and professionalism of 
teachers, and limits meaningful student learning. (p. 65) 
Additionally we are seeing CCSS being used within the context of the current education 

reform efforts as a way to once again cover up and avoid other real-world issues like poverty, 
health care, etc. Adleman and Taylor (2013) point out that, besides an all too brief “application to 
students with disabilities,” the CCSS remain absolutely silent on the myriad of factors such as 
“restricted opportunities associated with poverty and low income, difficult family circumstances, 
excessive mobility, lack of English language skills, violent neighborhoods, substance abuse, 
inadequate health care, and lack of enrichment opportunities” (n.p.)., all factors that we know 
impact and shape student performance, and all factors that corporate education reformers mostly 
gloss in their policy initiatives (Berliner, 2012). 

Given the history of standards reform efforts in the United States, the coalition driving the 
CCSS initiative, the support they have lined up for the standards, and the trajectory of the CCSS 
within the context of corporate education reform, all evidence points to the creation of a national 
high-stakes test based on the CCSS. When this happens, the data-heads will finally have a metric 
to easily compare all states, schools, districts, administrators, teachers, students, etc., regardless of 
any concerns about the accuracy, validity, or reliability of the assessment (Au, 2009d). 

CCSS for Literacy in Social Studies/History 

NCLB and its focus on high-stakes, standardized testing of mathematics and literacy has 
meant two trends for the teaching of social studies. The first was that there was a broad reduction 
of the teaching of social studies. In what became a game of zero-sum curriculum, as schools 
increased the time spent on tested subjects, non-tested subjects like social studies were 
increasingly reduced. The other lesser trend has been that social studies has increasingly become a 
site of ancillary literacy instruction (Au, 2007, 2009c). This “lesser” positioning relative to the 
more widely tested subjects has meant that in recent years the social studies has never really 
“counted.” The Common Core State Standards for Literacy in Social Studies/History (National 
Governors Association Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010) 
continues this trend. 



 

 

C o r i n g  t h e  S o c i a l  S t u d i e s  7  

The CCSS for Literacy in Social Studies/History (National Governors Association Center 
for Best Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010) are short, and, they treat the 
social studies as a vehicle for literacy instruction rather than a means for actually teaching social 
studies and history (see, e.g., Gilles, Wang, Smith, & Johnson, 2013). They are not particularly 
“bad” as far as standards go. They focus on looking at relationships, evidence and claims, 
understanding, interpreting, and evaluating complex texts, and the development and interaction of 
ideas and people. They even ask students to do both expository research and narrative writing 
connected to social studies (National Governors Association Center for Best Practices & Council 
of Chief State School Officers, 2010). 

A striking aspect of the Social Studies/History CCSS is that they essentially exchange the 
pure content of previous era’s ossified standards for a new focus on pure skills. While existing 
content-focused social studies/history standards have never been particularly good, in exchanging 
pure content in favor of pure skills, as my Rethinking Schools colleague, Bill Bigelow, remarked 
in conversation, the CCSS for Literacy in Social Studies/History literally take the “social” out of 
the “social studies.” In some important ways there simply is no “there” there. This is one of the 
reasons why Beane (2013) has argued that “…these standards are insufficient to define the values 
and skills that ought to be the center of the curriculum in our nation’s schools and learned by all 
students ... we must turn to the idea of democracy and the nearly forgotten tradition of the 
democratic core” (p. 13). For Beane, not only do students need the kinds of skills addressed in the 
CCSS, but they also need to learn values of freedom and social responsibility and take up pressing 
social issues. 

The C3 Framework for Social Studies State Standards 

Given the CCSS focus on literacy and mathematics, in what I see as an earnest attempt to 
save the Social Studies, in conjunction with the Council of Chief State School Officers some 
leaders in Social Studies education have developed The College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) 
Framework for Social Studies State Standards (Council of Chief State School Officers, 2013). The 
current draft of the C3 parallels the CCSS in some important ways. For instance, in what clearly 
looks to me to be a strategic attempt to fend off fights about both the politics of content and the 
potential for federal overreach into states’ rights, the C3 focus more on skills rather than specific 
content, which according to the authors is, “best left to local decision makers” (Council of Chief 
State School Officers, 2013, p. 29).  

The development of any set of standards provides an occasion to consider what is being 
marketed as official knowledge and what gets constructed as commonsense within those standards 
(Apple, 2000), and the development of the C3 standards is no exception. There are some aspects 
of the C3 standards that are compelling. I think the overall framing of the C3 standards is quite 
smart. Asking students to focus on what the C3 framers call “compelling questions” and going 
through an inquiry process that includes looking at claims, counter-claims, and evidence is 
undoubtedly part of strong social studies teaching and learning. Given education reformers’ 
current penchant for ignoring research, the C3 standards are refreshing in that they smack of what 
research tells us about good social studies education. There are also some good, potentially critical 
edges within the C3 standards. For instance, the C3 asks students to “understand the important 
institutions of their society and the principles that these institutions are intended to reflect,” 
evaluate the effectiveness of institutions in “addressing social and political problems,” and critique 
relationships among governments, civil societies and economic markets” (Council of Chief State 
School Officers, 2013, p. 30). 
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 My initial review, however, did raise some critical concerns about the C3 standards as 
well. For instance they focus on liberal individualism to the exclusion of non-Western conceptions 
of community, social, and cultural collectives. They also assume the goodness of market 
capitalism while seemingly avoiding issues around the exploitation of humans and the 
environment. Additionally, the C3 standards only continue my concern that civic education is 
framed in ways that either domesticate or marginalize activism as a legitimate and valuable means 
of pushing for social and political change. Unfortunately. I have similar questions about the 
discourse of citizenship within and through the C3 standards, especially given the rise of white 
nationalism and xenophobia in the United States. The C3 standards also seem to operate on the 
presumption that the United States really does operate on “democratic values,” when that 
presumption often depends on which community or economic class one hails from.

Real Talk About Social Studies Content 

The above critiques about the C3 standards point to a major issue within the social studies: 
We lack real talk about the fight over social studies/history content in public schools, a fight we 
are already in the midst of whether we admit to it or not. The politics of knowledge and the 
implications for curriculum are at the center of the CCSS and the C3, and the lack of discussion of 
content, while certainly a viable political strategy, weakens them greatly. As an extreme example, 
we only need to look at the state-funded religious charter schools in New Orleans whose official 
curriculum includes teaching that humans and dinosaurs roamed the earth together, that the Trail 
of Tears was God’s way of leading Cherokees to Christ, that most slave owners in the United 
States treated their slaves well, that Africa just needs more Christianity to save it, and that the Klu 
Klux Klan was simply a righteous organization that mostly went after the morally corrupt (Pan, 
2012). We may all scoff at these ridiculous assertions, but the Bible certainly qualifies as a 
complex text, and this particular cut of conservative evangelical Christians has been consistently 
good at finding biblical evidence to support their positions.  

The same can be said of the struggle over the Texas history standards, where a bloc of 
conservative evangelical Christians on the state Board of Education there removed the Seneca 
Falls Convention and women’s suffrage activist, Carrie Chapman Catt, from the standards, took 
Harriet Tubman off of the list of good citizens, downplayed the slavery of African Americans, 
swapped out Martin Luther King Jr. Day for another holiday, and minimized the incarceration of 
Japanese Americans during WWII, amongst other examples (Foner, 2010; McKinley Jr., 2010; 
Shorto, 2010). As Foner (2010) sums up: 

More interesting is what the…standards tell us about conservatives’ overall vision of 
American history and society and how they hope to instill that vision in the 
young….Judging from the updated social studies curriculum, conservatives want students 
to come away from a Texas education with a favorable impression of: women who adhere 
to traditional gender roles, the Confederacy, some parts of the Constitution, capitalism, the 
military and religion. They do no think students should learn about women who demanded 
greater equality; other parts of the Constitution; slavery, Reconstruction and the unequal 
treatment of nonwhites generally; environmentalists; labor unions; federal economic 
regulation; or foreigners. (p. 5) 

Foner’s point highlights a key point: The content of any set of standards, be they the CCSS, C3, or 
any other, are critically important for all students, especially given the current struggles over 
education reform and what it takes to meet needs of low income, immigrant, and kids of color in 
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this country.  
We’ve already seen the decline of multicultural education as a direct result of NCLB-era 

high-stakes testing, as well as a disparate curricular impact on low income Black, Brown, and 
Native kids (Au, 2009a; Patrick, 2008). Further, high-stakes testing aside, conservatives are most 
definitely on the move when it comes to what they think needs to be taught in the social studies. In 
addition to the above-mentioned examples from Texas and New Orleans, we can look to 
Wineburg’s (2012-2013) recent reactionary attack on Howard Zinn’s (1995) A People’s History of 
the United States in American Educator, the magazine for the American Federation of Teachers, a 
firm supporter of the CCSS. Or we can look at the racist attacks on the Mexican American Studies 
program in Tucson, Arizona (Au, 2011a; Bigelow, 2012; Sleeter, 2012), a program based on 
culturally centered and historically contingent curriculum and pedagogy (Romero, Arce, & 
Cammarota, 2009) and which has been empirically shown to increase the achievement of its 
students using typical indicators (Cabrera, Milem, & Marx, 2012; Cappellucci et al., 2011). 
Whether we as a field admit it or not, we are in the midst of a fight about the politics of social 
studies content, and communities of color are feeling the brunt of this struggle in particularly 
sharp ways. 

Conclusion 

We are currently in the honeymoon period with the CCSS. The standards are mostly here, 
but the tests are mostly not, and for now many are impressed with how much curricular freedom 
the CCSS seems to give them – the same kind of freedom that exists within the C3 standards as 
well. Just wait though. The tests will come, on computers, even with essays being scored by 
automated programs (Farley, 2012). I say this with such certainty because, not only has the 
historic role of standards development only led to testing, but, more importantly, high-stakes, 
standardized testing is all that education reformers have to offer. When it comes to assessment, 
their vision is so limited by their ideology that they cannot see anything else. 

Within this context, then, it feels like we in the social studies are left with a strategic 
choice. We could join a rapidly growing, parent, teacher, and administrator-led resistance 
movement and fight the tests. There are certainly lots of good, sound, moral, ethical, political, and 
research-based reasons for making this choice, but it is not the choice that will immediately get 
you institutional buy-in. It is possible that we may not be mad enough about the issue of test-
driven curriculum since social studies teachers have in some ways gotten off easy compared to our 
colleagues in math and literacy – at least we haven’t been given scripted social studies 
curriculum…yet.  

The other option is, of course, to work towards a coherent set of social studies standards 
like the C3. Then, if states adopt them, when the inevitable tests arrive, we can at least be included 
in a high-stakes, standardized social studies test. Then at least we can “count.” This tactic is 
problematic: It presupposes the hegemony of high-stakes, standardized tests, succumbs to the 
cynicism that such testing can’t be stopped, and perhaps worst of all, it tacitly endorses such 
testing as valid, reliable, and accurate measures of learning and teaching. To be clear, I don’t in 
any way want to suggest that the framers of the C3 are actively working towards this end, but I 
also don’t think we as a field should be naïve about what it means to establish social studies 
standards in the context of corporate education reform. Do we really want to justify evaluating 
teachers based on value added measurement in the social studies? 

In some ways it doesn’t matter what the specifics of the CCSS social studies literacy 
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standards are, or what my colleagues in social studies education are strategizing to through the 
development of the C3. The United States has never been very good at dealing with social studies 
standards (see, e.g., Cornbleth & Waugh, 1995), let alone assessment of those or any other 
standards. If the C3 standards gain the traction that the framers are aiming for, the real questions to 
grapple with will be: When the tests come, and they are coming, what will they do to the social 
studies? Is our best strategy to become one of the tested subjects, and if so, will we be killing the 
social studies in the process?1 
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