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Media accounts about the Common Core State Stan
dards (CCSS) typically focus on their significance as 
an unprecedented effort to establish shared K–12 

mathematics and Englishlanguage arts (ELA) standards across 
multiple states. Given the long tradition of local control and 
resistance to the idea of national standards, the broad, voluntary 
spread of the Common Core is worth understanding. A key 
aspect of the process is the participation of more than 25 organi
zations in promoting and implementing the Common Core, 
and the absence of significant organized opposition until quite 
recently. Most of the groups involved in the CCSS process are 
interest groups representing specific constituencies, although 
some are advocates for particular policy agendas. Prominent 
among them are the National Governors Association (NGA) 
and the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO), which 
represent elected officials and acted as policy entrepreneurs in 
developing the CCSS. Other groups include teacher unions, 
civil rights organizations, foundations, private providers, and 
parent groups. A number work together on a regular basis, but 
some pursue quite disparate, even opposing, issue positions. Yet 
they collaborate on the CCSS. In contrast, other organizations 
are emerging as CCSS opponents. Although opposition has been 
limited, several national and statebased organizations are now 
calling on states to reconsider their adoption of the Common 
Core. These groups tend to be ideologically conservative and 
have concentrated their efforts in a few states. Nevertheless, they 
have attracted national attention and have been joined by a few 
progressive groups and individuals who are also critical of the 
CCSS and its potential link to other education reform policies. 
This article examines the groups associated with the CCSS, 
focusing on three questions:

•• What roles have groups supporting the Common Core 
played in moving policy beyond the stalemate over 
“national standards”?

•• What were their reasons for mobilizing?
•• What are the major arguments and strategies that opposi

tion groups have used?

The first section outlines the conceptual framework guiding our 
analysis of the data described in the second section. In subse
quent sections, we address each of the research questions. A con
cluding section summarizes how the activities of organized 
interests reflect political and policy learning from earlier reform 
efforts and notes how the transition to implementing the CCSS 
may alter interest group commitments and coalitions.

Ideas, Learning, and Policy Feedback

Perhaps the most prominent puzzle about CCSS is how advo
cates were able to redefine the idea of national standards, secur
ing the successful adoption of common standards after earlier 
attempts to promote the concept had failed. Theories of political 
and policy learning lie at the core of this question. May (1992) 
draws a distinction between political and policy learning: the 
former is characterized by more sophisticated advocacy of a pol
icy idea or problem; the latter by changes in a policy’s scope or 
the design of its implementation. Evidence for political learning 
is typically a shift in advocates’ tactics, whereas policy learning is 
evidenced by more fundamental changes, including redefined 
objectives or an alteration in its scope or targets.
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In both types, learning results from understanding the causes 
of policy failure. Theories of political and policy learning are 
derived from the broader research literature on organizational 
learning—how organizations draw inferences from their experi
ence and that of others and use the resulting information to 
guide subsequent behavior (Levitt & March, 1988). The process 
is essentially one of gathering and analyzing information to iden
tify problems and their causes and to search for solutions 
(Mahler, 2009). Jones and Baumgartner (2005) define informa
tion processing as “collecting and assembling, interpreting, and 
prioritizing signals from the environment” (p. 7). They note that 
these signals are characterized by ambiguity because it is often 
not clear if the external environment has actually changed or in 
what way. This lack of clarity complicates political and policy 
learning for interest groups. However, to the extent that they can 
validly interpret information about the external environment, it 
provides them with a resource not only for their own learning 
but also to inform their external advocacy strategies.

Because they seek to advance a particular policy strategy, 
advocates typically present research and other types of evidence 
to substantiate arguments that justify their policy goals, often by 
using evidence to define a problem, link it to a preferred solu
tion, and specify the consequences if their preferred option is not 
pursued (Stone, 2012). The values underlying arguments that 
groups make as part of their advocacy may represent narrow eco
nomic and organizational maintenance interests, or they may 
reflect broader ideological goals such as a more equitable distri
bution of societal benefits. Our examination of the Common 
Core proponents, then, focuses on the role of different forms of 
evidence and information as a central component of policy 
learning and as an advocacy resource.

In examining the CCSS opponents, we ask why there was so 
little initial opposition and why it reached significant levels  
in the past year. Although the limited early opposition is surpris
ing given conservatives’ longtime resistance to national stan
dards and their mobilization against some state standards and 
assessments in the 1990s, this muted criticism of the CCSS is 
largely explained by the political skill of the Common Core’s 
advocates—how they structured the development and adoption 
processes and engaged allies from across the political spectrum 
and from a wide range of educational policy interests. However, 
effective implementation of a complex policy, such as the CCSS, 
often poses a political tradeoff because the time and visibility 
required to move it from policy language to streetlevel practice 
can also be used by those interested in mobilizing opposition. 
For CCSS opponents, such as Cato and the Pioneer Institute, 
the Common Core has always been viewed as a threat to their 
small government ideology and to state and local autonomy.  
The period between the 2010 publication of the CCSS and the 
2014–15 administration of the first national assessments aligned 
to the Common Core has provided these groups with the  
opportunity to expand opposition to the CCSS by mobilizing 
negative policy feedback even among groups not typically allied 
with them.

Much of the research on policy feedback has focused on 
how the initial design of a policy, including its rules and the 
incentives it creates, shapes political responses and in turn 
influences subsequent policies (Hacker, 2002; Mettler & Soss, 

2004; Skocpol, 1992). However, for interest groups and the 
mass public, it is during the implementation process that they 
interpret the policy and come to understand better how it is 
likely to affect their preferences. For proponents, then, imple
mentation is a time to reinforce the political support that led  
to the policy’s adoption, but for opponents, it is a time to cre
ate new political dynamics with the potential to reverse the 
policy.

Data

This article draws on three data sources. The first is interviews 
with leaders of the Common Core movement, interest groups 
supporting the CCSS, members of the work groups and com
mittees charged with writing and validating the CCSS, national 
and state education policymakers, researchers, and groups criti
cal of the CCSS. In addition to interviewing policymakers and 
researchers who played a direct part in drafting and validating 
the standards, we carefully monitored the CCSS process in 
national media and in the education media. We drew on the 
results of that monitoring to identify the organized interests 
involved in the process. Our enumeration was quite complete, 
but when additional groups were mentioned in our interviews, 
we traced their involvement and when appropriate added to the 
list of participating interests. Beginning in spring 2011, 116 
interviews have been conducted at the national level and in 
California, Indiana, Massachusetts, and Tennessee.1 Of those 
interviewed, 22 are representatives of national organizations that 
are either supporters of the Common Core or critical of it, and 
in the four states, 18 representatives of organized interests were 
interviewed.2 These structured interviews focus on the politics 
and process of Common Core promotion, development, and 
adoption; why participants chose to use certain types of evi
dence; and what they see as major implementation challenges. 
These interviews are the primary basis for the findings presented 
in this article.

A second data source are research reports, policy briefs, 
speeches, blog posts, press releases, media accounts, and Congres
sional testimony related to the CCSS that were produced 
between 2006 and the end of 2011. Approximately 1,500 arti
facts have been archived and a sample of 30%, stratified by stage 
of the policy process and type of organization producing the arti
fact, has been coded. The coding captures the intended audi
ence, the policy issues discussed, how they have been framed in 
the CCSS process, the type of evidence cited, and links to other 
artifacts and organizations.

The final data source is participant observer notes from 
weekly conference calls among groups engaged in implementing 
the CCSS. The calls began in September 2010 and typically 7 to 
14 “advocacy partners” participate.3 They include organizations 
representing elected officials, teachers and administrators, higher 
education, parents, and nonprofit private providers. The partici
pants discuss their individual and shared activities, political 
developments that advance or threaten the Common Core, and 
their upcoming information needs. The notes provide firsthand 
documentation of how a policy network, composed of groups 
that do not always agree on policy positions, operates in concert 
on this particular issue.
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Organized Interests Involved in the CCSS Initiative

Although not inclusive of all those active in the CCSS initiative, 
Table 1 presents a broad overview of groups with a stake in the 
Common Core. A notable characteristic is their diversity.

They range from traditional education constituency organiza
tions such as the American Federation of Teachers (AFT), CCSSO, 
National Association of State Boards of Education (NASBE), and 
the National Education Association (NEA) to the NGA represent
ing general purpose elected officials,4 and the Chamber of 
Commerce pursuing the economic interests of its members. 
National and statelevel organizations that oppose the CCSS (e.g., 
Cato, Pioneer Institute, Hoosiers Against Common Core, Tea 
Party groups) pursue conservative ideological goals, some across 
multiple issue areas. In contrast, the rightofcenter Fordham 
Institute was an early supporter of national standards, and in 2005 
cosponsored a symposium with the leftofcenter Center for 
American Progress on the feasibility of such standards. Several 
CCSS supporters, such as the Alliance and Education Trust, have 
strong equity agendas, and others such as the NAACP and 
Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational Fund 
(MALDEF) are longtime civil rights advocates. Reflective of the 
growing role of nonprofit and forprofit organizations in the pro
vision of education services are private providers involved with the 
CCSS at the national and state levels (Henig, 2013).

The diversity of organized interests involved with the 
Common Core is also reflected in the range of their past working 
relationships and issue positions. For example, organizations 
representing local constituencies, such as the Council of Great 
City Schools, often take different issue positions than statelevel 
groups such as the NGA and CCSSO. Similar divisions exist 
between organizations representing teachers and ones represent
ing administrators. However, the Common Core has been 
viewed differently because it is focused on student learning and 
as yet has not been linked to more controversial issues such as 
teacher evaluations and school choice. The leader of one national 
organization described the difference in this way:

It’s almost like “neutral ground.” It is common territory that we 
all have to get right; in the group interest as well as the interest of 
shared constituents. There is less tension than in other situations 
where we work together. . . . For instance, we can work with AFT 
without having to battle over collective bargaining issues. . . . 
There are lots of informal mechanisms by which people are 
finding ways to work together.

A Division of Labor Among Common Core 
Supporters

Just as the groups involved with the Common Core are diverse, so 
are the roles they have played in advancing, developing, and 
implementing the standards. The groups’ activities fall into six cat
egories, with an informal division of labor having emerged among 
them.

Promoting an Idea

The first is the critical one of policy entrepreneur: “advocates who 
are willing to invest their resources—time, energy, reputation, 

money—to promote a position in return for anticipated future 
gain in the form of material, purposive, or solidary benefits” 
(Kingdon, 1995, p. 179). Former governors James Hunt (North 
Carolina) and Robert Wise (West Virginia) and the organizations 
they lead played that role. In doing so, they had two tasks. The 
first was to discern, given signals from the policy environment, 

Table 1
Groups Active in the CCSS Initiative

•    Major policy entrepreneurs
Former North Carolina Governor James B. Hunt, Jr. 
 Institute for Educational Leadership and Policy 
Former West Virginia Governor Bob Wise, Alliance for Excellent Education 

••••• Other early advocates for national standards 
Achieve  
Center for American Progress  
Council of Great City Schools  
Education Trust  
Thomas B. Fordham Institute  

••• CCSS developers  
Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) 
National Governors Association (NGA)  

•    National CCSS supporters  
America’s Promise  
American Federation of Teachers (AFT)  
Campaign for High School Equity  
Council of State Governments (CSG)  
National Association of State Boards of Education (NASBE) 
National Council of La Raza (NCLR)  
National Education Association (NEA)  
National Parent Teacher Association (PTA) 
State Higher Education Executive Officers Association (SHEEO) 

•    Foundations  
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation  
GE Foundation  
William and Flora Hewlett Foundation  

•••• Selected state-level supporters  
Chamber of Commerce  
Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational Fund (MALDEF) 
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) 
School Administrator organizations  
State-specific school reform organizations (e.g., California Office to 

Reform Education [CORE], Tennessee Collaborative on Reforming 
Education [SCORE]) 

State Teacher organizations  
•    Examples of private providers  

ASCD Math Design Collaborative
Common Core Pearson Education
Learning Forward Student Achievement Partners
Literacy Design Collaborative U.S. Education Delivery Institute

•••• Opponents  
Cato Institute  
Pioneer Institute  
Hoosiers Against Common Core  
Tea Party groups  
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whether conditions had changed so that what was not feasible a 
decade earlier was now possible and to frame the policy goal to 
build on that changed situation. Indicators of change in the 
policy environment included the participation of 16 states in the 
American Diploma Project, with its common college and 
careerready high school graduation requirements; opinion polls 
showing support for national standards; and state policymakers 
beginning to see the potential cost advantages of common stan
dards, especially given the requirements of No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB) (Hunt, 2009; Rothman, 2011; personal interviews). 
Signs of change do not automatically usher in reform; the con
tribution of entrepreneurs includes interpreting how these 
changes altered the political environment, and then shaping 
their initiative so as to build on emerging changes in the educa
tion policy context.

The second task of policy entrepreneurship was to persuade 
key decisionmakers and interest groups to support the idea. 
Between 2006 and 2009, Hunt and Wise, along with their orga
nizations, engaged in a variety of activities to win support for 
common standards. They met with various Washingtonbased 
groups, commissioned two National Research Council work
shops on standardsbased policy, and convened invitational 
meetings with state officials (Rothman, 2011; personal inter
views). Drawing on data from Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA) and Trends in International 
Mathematics and Science Study (TIMMS), advocates argued 
that the achievement of U.S. students is low when compared 
with the nation’s global competitors and that, unlike the United 
States, countries with highachieving students have focused, rig
orous, and coherent national standards. Even more compelling 
for a number of interest groups were arguments based on data 
showing persistent patterns of differential achievement among 
students depending on their race/ethnicity, social class, and place 
of residence; students’ lack of preparation for postsecondary 
education or employment; and dramatic variation among states 
in the rigor of their standards.5 Advocates noted that evidence 
was used strategically:

We picked and chose evidence depending on the audience. For 
example, Goodwin Liu had a chart showing that the states with 
the largest achievement gaps had the lowest standards. We used 
that evidence with the civil rights community, but we didn’t use 
it with the business community.6

Developing the Standards

A second role played by organized interests was CCSSO and 
NGA’s leadership in developing the standards. Policy learning 
helps explain much about this effort, as organizers drew lessons 
from two critical episodes: the failure of the G.H.W. Bush and 
Clinton administrations to move on national standards, and the 
“curriculum wars” of the 1990s that had threatened standards 
policies in some states. As one longtime participant in national 
education policy noted:

Whoever conceived of the process of drafting the standards, 
bringing in the groups, getting feedback must have been aware  
of what had happened, and they did it more comprehensively 

and more thoughtfully than it had been done before. And 
somebody—presumably it was Gates—provided enough money 
so that it could be done right, call the experts when they needed 
them, take account of political controversies in the fields—
because somebody had been through them ... there were no 
virgins in this process; they had been around. They drew on 
experience to avoid the pitfalls.

One way that CCSSO and NGA sought to avoid the ideological 
controversies that had plagued past standards and curriculum 
policy was to assert that the development process would be 
research and evidencebased (Wilhoit, 2009). In addition to 
organizing the process for producing the mathematics and ELA 
standards, CCSSO, NGA, and their allies had to concentrate on 
several other tasks. They needed to ensure that those who would 
be responsible for adopting and implementing the CCSS, espe
cially state officials and classroom teachers, were invested in the 
endeavor. Consequently, groups representing those constituen
cies were regularly consulted, given draft standards to review, 
and their input seriously considered.

CCSSO, NGA, and their allies also had to maintain a balanc
ing act with federal officials. Although Congress had circum
scribed the U.S. Department of Education’s (USDOE) 
involvement in curriculum development, it could provide finan
cial incentives for the states to adopt common standards, as it 
did in Race to the Top, and it could support other aspects of the 
effort, as it did subsequently by funding the assessment consor
tia. At the same time, leaders of the Common Core had to main
tain a visible distance from the federal government if they were 
to sustain the CCSS as a stateled effort (Rothman, 2011). 
Consequently, NGA, CCSSO, and other groups supportive of 
the CCSS asked USDOE officials to refrain from mentioning 
the CCSS and not to make state adoption of the CCSS a condi
tion for receipt of federal funds. An influential ally of CCSSO 
and NGA noted:

We had one other role: to keep the federal legislators and 
policymakers informed, but out of it [the CCSS initiative]. The 
one time I thought that this thing might sink was when newly 
elected President Obama had all the governors to the White 
House in conjunction with the national governors meeting, and 
he said something to the effect of “We might condition Title I 
dollars on this,” and we immediately raised our concern and 
urged him not to be making those kinds of statements. And 
happily he backed off.

Articulating Constituent Concerns

A third function that organizations have played is to ensure that 
the CCSS works for their constituents. One critical group has 
been teachers, as evidenced by the AFT’s and NEA’s insistence 
that the CCSS reflect the perspective of classroom teachers who 
will be implementing the Common Core. Both organizations 
convened groups of teachers to review CCSS drafts. They then 
communicated their concerns in facetoface meetings with  
the standards writers, focusing on how their colleagues were 
likely to respond to the draft standards and being attentive to a 
logical presentation of them. A second category of groups with 
concerns that the CCSS be appropriate and beneficial for their 
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constituents are organizations with an equity agenda. As one 
representative explained:

The greatest challenge going forward is the same one that we 
have been sensitive to all along—ensuring that communities of 
color are included in the decisionmaking process. At the 
implementation stage, it is all the more important that 
representatives of civil rights organizations and local community
based organizations are not an afterthought but fully included.

This third activity required that national groups representing 
local implementors and students with special needs ensure not 
just that the standards address the concerns of their constituents 
but that they also embody a framework that can be implemented 
in different state and local contexts. Conveying their constitu
ents’ interests and perspectives to the standards writers was part 
of this function, but it also involved persuading their state and 
local affiliates that policy learning had indeed occurred and that 
the CCSS reflected such learning.

Building Support in States

The test of whether the CCSS could function as both national 
standards and the policy of individual states depended on state 
boards of education, typically with the concurrence of gover
nors, adopting the Common Core as a replacement for existing 
state standards. Consequently, one of the most important tasks 
for CCSS groups was to build support among the leaders of their 
state affiliates and counterparts. One national organization exec
utive described it in this way:

The advocacy groups were in constant touch, particularly 
through the adoption phase. The adoption phase was run like a 
campaign. The groups would discuss how they would defend 
against attacks—who should be the messenger, who should lay 
low because if they didn’t it might hurt the effort.

The deadlines for the Race to the Top competition both facil
itated and complicated the adoption phase because it meant that 
the adoption process in most states was shortened to only a few 
months. This truncated process required that national support
ers to move quickly and effectively. CCSSO and NGA provided 
a “messenging toolkit” that included answers to frequently asked 
questions, template letters to the editor, and a sample op. ed. 
article that could be adapted depending on whether the author 
was a business leader, teacher, civil rights leader, or a parent. 
Each of the national organizations supporting the CCSS reached 
out to their constituents. For example, the Campaign for High 
School Equity worked with affiliates of its member organiza
tions, such as National Council of La Raza (NCLR) and the 
NAACP, to inform minority communities about the stakes for 
students of color, and how they might have a voice in the adop
tion process. NASBE and the Council of State Governments 
convened meetings to provide their members with information 
about the CCSS. Both the NEA and AFT worked with their 
state affiliates to prepare them for participation in the adoption 
process, assuring them that teachers’ perspectives were reflected 
in the development process. Information was the primary 

resource that national organizations offered to potential state 
allies, and although it was customized to the interests and poli
tics of individual states, messages in support of the CCSS were 
consistent across states and groups. That consistency was due to 
the ongoing communication and coordination among the 
groups and to shared polling data that helped identify language 
likely to be effective in gaining support (Rothman, 2011).

Informing constituents and looking toward implementation. In 
building support for adoption of the CCSS, interest groups 
focused on policymakers and the statelevel leadership of their 
organizations. However, once states adopted the CCSS, the 
challenge was to inform local constituents, many of whom are 
now the implementors of the Common Core. Partly because of 
the truncated adoption process, knowledge about the Common 
Core and its meaning for local schools was not widely distrib
uted. As one national interest group representative explained in 
spring 2011: “The first thing that has to be done is to remind 
people why they adopted the standards. Some people in some 
states aren’t certain what they are and why they were adopted. 
Because the standards were adopted so quickly, the conversation 
was short. Now a lot of shoringup is needed.”7

Another respondent described the role of their organization 
moving into implementation in similar terms: “to preserve the 
win. I always say, if a third of your resources aren’t committed to 
protecting the victory, don’t count on the win.”

CCSS advocates understood that its promise depended  
on effective implementation. Some 20 years of standards 
based reform (SBR) had taught that lesson. As one group repre
sentative noted, “from the beginning, we have been rattling  
the cage of CCSSO and NGA, insisting that it’s great that stan
dards have been so widely adopted but this is really about 
implementation.”

Consequently, CCSS supporters have focused on explaining 
the types of changes the CCSS requires in the content and 
sequencing of classroom instruction, and identifying sources 
that local educators can turn to for professional development 
and instructional materials. One notable feature of the CCSS 
process is the extent to which groups share information and 
cooperate in disseminating it. Much of this coordination has 
come through mechanisms such as the weekly conference calls 
that the Hunt Institute convenes.

Mindful of earlier concerns about the relevance and effects 
of the CCSS for students of color, grassroots groups represent
ing minority communities have also been targeted. One 
response was NCLR’s development of an “advocacy tool kit” 
designed to help grassroots groups advocate on behalf of Latino 
and English language learner (ELL) students (Castillo & Lukan, 
2011). The tool kit includes information about crafting a mes
sage, building a coalition, using data, and accessing the media. 
More recently, NCLR has also prepared a guide on implement
ing the CCSS for Latino students. In addition to producing 
publications and virtual information resources, a number of 
groups have chosen to work directly with constituents. For 
example, the Campaign for High School Equity, through its 
member organizations, is working with several state teams to 
advance the CCSS.
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Funding the CCSS Initiative and Building a Network

The promotion, development, and implementation of the CCSS 
looks quite different from earlier education policies in the extent 
of policy learning and in the amount of information that has 
been disseminated. The primary reason that this learning could 
be acted upon and ongoing informationbased linkages estab
lished between national groups and their state and local constit
uents is the support of several foundations, with the Gates 
Foundation in the lead. Three organizational beneficiaries of 
that funding described its role:

Gates funding really is a factor. Foundations like Ford got people 
to collaborate and funded joint ventures. But I can’t remember 
anything this multifaceted, this national.

Gates is the elephant in the room: Gates funding the development 
of curricula; Gates trying to influence the assessment consortia.

Gates helped, funding most of the people involved in the 
standards ... [they] went around and consciously looked at the 
Washington policy scene, and placed grants—we got a million 
dollars, others got a million dollars. I think they consciously 
went about leveraging the points of opinion.

Between 2008 and mid2013, the Gates Foundation has 
spent slightly over $200 million in support of activities advanc
ing the CCSS and the concept of college and careerready stan
dards. About half of the funds ($98 million) have been allocated 
to national organizations, with much of it supporting activities 
related to building support and informing policymakers and 
their constituents about the Common Core. The remainder has 
largely been targeted on developing CCSSaligned instructional 
materials, implementing those materials in local districts, pro
viding professional development, and conducting research and 
development related to the Common Core—$37.5 million to 
15 private providers, $19.6 million to 5 state education agencies 
and 13 statelevel nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), 
$31.5 million to 20 local districts and 9 local NGOs, and $17.9 
million to 10 research institutions (information compiled from 
the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and funded organiza
tions’ websites). In addition, foundations such as Hewlett, GE, 
and others are supporting activities related to implementing the 
Common Core. The scope of these activities and the extent to 
which information has been customized and targeted would not 
have been possible without the sustained support from founda
tions that viewed the Common Core as part of a major educa
tion reform strategy.

The foundations, especially Gates, have also been a primary 
motivator in the groups’ efforts to stay in contact, share resources, 
and in some cases, collaborate on joint projects. An organization 
executive described that process:

The foundation money certainly made a difference to the work 
on CCSS—crafting the standards, the writing and reviewing—it 
was crucial for NGA and CCSSO. What difference did it make 
for coordination? Well, there have been times for all of us when 
we’ve wanted to pull our hair out rather than going to another 
meeting or getting on another conference call. It sometimes felt 

oppressive, but we needed the time. It was a good way into the 
process before people began to trust each other. ... The fact that 
we had to keep coming together with all those people gave us 
sufficient time to develop trust, and that will be essential for the 
implementation phase.

At first glance, it appears that in performing these activities, the 
CCSS groups have played roles typical of most organized interests. 
They have concentrated on the external tasks of selling a policy 
idea, designing a policy framework, articulating their constituents’ 
interests, and building support for the policy’s enactment, while 
also keeping their own members informed. However, what the 
Common Core groups have undertaken is considerably more than 
conventional interest group strategies. The need to rethink an idea 
that had failed in the past, and then to secure its adoption in 
diverse state political environments is a qualitatively different role 
than that of most interest groups, whose activity typically focuses 
on stopping legislation they oppose rather than fundamentally 
altering a longstanding policy regime (Baumgartner, Berry, 
Hojnacki, Kimball, & Leech, 2009). The CCSS groups’ activities 
were further complicated by their recognition that if they did not 
also focus on the Common Core’s implementation, their earlier 
successes would mean little. These challenges of reframing an old 
idea and then selling and implementing it in a federalist system 
required a comprehensive strategy involving a broad range of 
groups and, above all, one that avoided past mistakes. Certainly 
generous foundation funding eased the process, especially in the 
extent to which a consistent message could be developed and then 
customized to specific groups and decisionmaking venues. 
However, that funding, along with the policy advocacy challenge, 
also means that groups have to be sufficiently motivated to com
mit to a long process and to coordinate their work with other 
unfamiliar or sometimes opposing groups.

Supporters’ Reasons for Mobilizing

Interest group representatives were asked why their organiza
tions had decided to support the CCSS initiative, what kinds of 
information or evidence they had used in making the decision, 
and what they had found most persuasive. For groups represent
ing policymakers, economic competitiveness is a major issue, 
and they referred to an NGA report with that focus. Concerns 
about the standing of the United States in the global economy 
were prominent in the report jointly authored by NGA, CCSSO, 
and Achieve (2008). It drew heavily on PISA and TIMSS data in 
making a case that “the United States is falling behind other 
countries in the resource that matters most in the new global 
economy: human capital” (p. 5), and it documented the extent 
of the achievement gap among U.S. students of different socio
economic backgrounds and the nation’s ranking as one of the 
most unequal countries as reflected in student test scores. The 
report recommended that states upgrade their standards “by 
adopting a common core of internationally benchmarked stan
dards in math and language arts for grades K13 to ensure that 
students are equipped with the necessary knowledge and skills to 
be globally competitive” (p. 6).

These arguments have continued to be reflected in  
messages about the Common Core during its adoption and 
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implementation and have been persuasive for groups represent
ing state policymakers:

For my audience, it’s about being competitive. They can’t expect 
to attract employers and have kids ready for college if they don’t 
have a set of clearlydefined expectations for students … showing 
TIMSS and PISA results was very compelling.

However, other interest group leaders found that interna
tional comparisons between U.S. students and their counter
parts abroad were not important to their constituents. Rather, 
the low quality of state standards and their considerable varia
tion from statetostate were of greater importance. This focus 
was especially salient for groups with an equity agenda. For 
example, leaders of two organizations that speak on behalf of 
lowincome students explained their groups’ support in this way:

After the national standards movement got ginned up—after the 
1993 or 1994 [Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
(ESEA)] reauthorization bill, when states were encouraged to 
put their own standards in place, and there was a move to 
formalize that process, it became increasingly clear to us that it 
was really a mistake to have each of the states doing this process. 
It worsened the equity issues we were involved in, and the notion 
of formalizing the process of states setting up separate standards 
became more and more troubling to us over time.

We have been concerned with the uneven quality of state 
standards and state assessments for a long time. We have also 
been concerned about the absence of clarity at the high school
level—that all kids need to be prepared for college—and the 
common standards movement was a way to address both of 
those problems; to help people understand that the demands of 
college and work now are about the same: that a single set of 
standards can do both; and that the quality will likely be better if 
we have a multistate effort rather than leaving it to the politics of 
each state. So for us it was kind of a nobrainer.

Other organizations talked about serving highly mobile students 
and their families and that differences across states mattered a lot:

The idea that your education ought not to depend on your zip 
code resonated with our members. . . . We saw the standards as 
putting our ideas into words.

The executive director of another organization described the rea
sons for his group’s involvement in the CCSS as an outgrowth of 
its more general advocacy:

... the involvement was less researchbased than following [our] 
tradition of advocacy. But certainly the NAEP report was 
important, showing that gaps in achievement were larger where 
communities of color were involved. Similarly, information 
about wide variations across states—especially in college
readiness criteria—was important and persuasive to our 
members. International comparisons were less important, but we 
do want our students to be globally prepared.

 Groups with equity agendas are aware of the resources 
required for the CCSS to benefit their constituents, and they 

have no illusions that obtaining these resources is assured. For 
that reason, they talked of pressing their claims “to have a seat 
at the table,” feeling that the Common Core “was going to 
happen, and we felt we could push it in the right direction.” By 
supporting the CCSS, they are allied with established organiza
tions representing policymakers, thus increasing the likelihood 
that they will be listened to when decisions about schooling 
resources are made. Organizations representing educators also 
wanted to ensure that their voices would be heard and their 
perspective reflected in the standards. Like the groups advocat
ing on behalf of students, they noted that their members “can 
see challenges associated with kids moving across states and 
falling behind.”

Another less explicit reason for group mobilization is that the 
CCSS are viewed as a way to preserve the standards and account
ability policy regime that has dominated education policy for 
more than 20 years, while also moving beyond some of NCLB’s 
shortcomings (McDonnell, 2013). Organizations such as NCLR 
and Education Trust support NCLB and testbased accountabil
ity, but they have come to recognize that problems with NCLB 
threaten the broader policy paradigm of SBR. Even for groups, 
such as teacher unions, that are less wedded to SBR, the Common 
Core has also been a way to address a major shortcoming of NCLB 
until ESEA can be reauthorized. In their view, teachers can now be 
held accountable to standards that are fewer in number than past 
state standards, are more coherent, and reflect systematic input 
from their peers. For all these organizations, whether they support 
SBR or not, the CCSS is a way to show constituents and the pub
lic that they can move productively beyond the fights and hand
wringing over NCLB (personal interviews).

The Critics: Shifting Frames in Opposing the 
Common Core

At the early stages of the CCSS process, opponents presented no 
alternative formulation or diagnosis to address widely acknowl
edged shortfalls in U.S. public education, but the implementa
tion stage opens the process to a wider range of considerations 
and raises the potential for popular political involvement. 
Although only just emerging, the political opposition to CCSS 
has also been spearheaded by established groups, many of them 
traditional allies on the conservative side of other policy issues. 
Even at this early moment of the implementation stage, we can 
summarize the main lines of critics’ arguments. From the begin
ning, the major rationale fueling opposition to the CCSS has 
been opponents’ perception that the Common Core represents 
unwarranted federal intrusion and a threat to state autonomy. A 
representative of a Washingtonbased conservative group con
cisely summarized the argument:

We’re convinced that the CCSS is moving toward a single 
national standard imposed by the federal government ... the 
standards movement is an unconstitutional attempt to centralize 
power in the federal government.

Like other opponents, he points to the federal government’s sup
port of the assessment consortia and its inclusion of college and 
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careerready standards in the Race to the Top criteria and NCLB 
waiver program as contradicting the claim of CCSS advocates 
that the initiative is stateled. Although portrayal of the CCSS 
as compromising state control over education has remained 
central, opponents have invoked other frames and used them 
strategically depending on the audience and stage of the pol
icy process. So, for example, although states were considering 
adoption of the CCSS, opponents’ arguments focused on the 
quality of the standards asserting that proponents had provided 
no evidence that national standards lead consistently to better 
educational outcomes (McCluskey, 2010); that states, such as 
California, Indiana, and Massachusetts, had higher and more 
rigorous standards than the CCSS; and that the CCSS were not 
truly internationally benchmarked (Stotsky & Wurman, 2010; 
personal interviews).

However, once states adopted the CCSS and were beginning 
to implement them, other frames became more prominent. 
These have included lack of prior field testing of the standards, 
their unknown costs, “a one size fits all, cookiecutter” approach 
to education, the lack of public debate before their adoption, the 
possibility of an increased testing burden, and their support by 
foundations such as Gates (Ujifusa, 2013; Wallsten & Layton, 
2013; personal interviews).

Focusing on the process by which the CCSS were adopted, 
their funding sources and potential test burden became espe
cially important as teacheroriented blogs began to echo similar 
messages in questioning the Common Core (e.g., Cody, 2013; 
Ravitch, 2013).

CCSS supporters began countering attempts in a few states to 
have the Common Core revoked almost as soon as adoption 
decisions were made. The advocacy groups monitored online 
dialogues and found that detractors were “all over the place,” 
whereas positive messages were not as widespread. So they 
stepped up their efforts and were able to blunt most early oppo
sition, often by drawing upon business groups supportive of the 
CCSS within a state and conservative supporters such as former 
Florida Governor Jeb Bush to dispell rumors and disseminate 
accurate details. Supporters also recognized that “President 
Obama is a toxic brand for many,” so stateled language and 
actions were critical (participant observers’ notes). By 2013, at 
least 12 states, all with Republicanmajority legislatures, had 
either taken action against the CCSS—including in a few where 
the Republican governor supports the CCSS—or had encoun
tered significant grassroots opposition.8 National organizations 
opposing the CCSS have been joined by statebased groups such 
as Hoosiers Against Common Core, the Tennessee Eagle Forum, 
Tea Party affiliates, and the Republican National Committee 
that passed a resolution rejecting “this CCSS plan which creates 
and fits the country with a nationwide straitjacket on academic 
freedom and achievement” (Republican National Committee, 
2013). These conservative organizations have been joined in 
their opposition to the CCSS by a few progressive groups, such 
as Parents Across America, that are concerned about the stan
dardized testing associated with the Common Core.

Because it has been confined to a minority of states, opposi
tion to the CCSS is not likely to pose a fundamental threat to 
their continuation even if some states vote to abandon them. 

Nevertheless, the negative policy feedback such opposition cre
ates complicates and politicizes the already challenging task of 
implementing the Common Core, and it could gain momentum 
in some 2014 gubernatorial elections, especially in Republican 
primaries.

Conclusions

The Common Core is the product of political and policy learning 
by a diverse group of supporters. Like members of most political 
coalitions, they supported the initiative for different reasons, but 
each drew lessons from past failures to establish national stan
dards. At one level, the lessons were political: the problems for 
which national standards are the solution had to be specified 
more precisely and tailored to different constituencies, and the 
rationale had to be compelling without engendering controversy. 
For groups representing policymakers, comparisons between the 
performance of U.S. students and those in other countries helped 
define the problem, identify standards as a core policy solution, 
and frame it in the context of global economic competitiveness. 
For groups pursuing equity goals, information about the variable 
quality of state standards defined the problem as one of unequal 
opportunities for students to learn the knowledge and skills 
needed to achieve an adequate standard of living.

In contrast, policy learning for CCSS supporters involves 
more than just a realignment of rhetorical frames. National stan
dards had to be transformed into common standards through 
how they were designed, including who led that process, who 
participated in it, and how standards were adopted. Furthermore, 
over 30 years of implementation research and practitioner expe
rience indicates that the implementation of the CCSS cannot 
follow a traditional topdown trajectory. Its design and imple
mentation has to take into account the skills and perspective of 
those who will be responsible for moving the CCSS into indi
vidual schools and classrooms. Consequently, the claims of 
groups pressing for “a seat at the table” have to be honored. In 
short, policy learning will be just as important at the implemen
tation stage as it was earlier. The likelihood that policy learning 
about implementation can be successfully applied in the case of 
the CCSS may be increased because of foundation funding, 
technological advances to connect teachers more effectively to 
needed resources, and the participation of a broader range of 
groups and service providers. At the same time, working against 
a more effective, redesigned implementation process are the fis
cal constraints that states and districts face, and the sheer scope 
and scale of what the CCSS entail. So although there is reason 
for optimism that policy learning will extend to the implementa
tion process, it is by no means assured.

The current consensus among supporters and the extent of 
policy learning will be most seriously tested once the Common 
Core assessments are administered. Research and practice over 
the past two decades have highlighted the incentives that the use 
of highstakes assessments create and their effects on classroom 
practice. So much of the “neutral ground” around the CCSS 
could become quite shaky once questions of test use become an 
issue. For policy entrepreneurs who advanced the CCSS, the task 
will involve mediating among what may become competing 
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visions of the Common Core and its relation to other education 
reforms. For constituent groups, it will involve ensuring that 
past implementation shortcomings are not repeated to the detri
ment of educators and their students.

Ironically, policy learning among CCSS supporters has also 
provided opponents with the time to mount campaigns in a 
quarter of the Common Core states, creating substantial nega
tive feedback and threatening to undermine the policy. 
Consequently, in those states, the Common Core’s diverse sup
port coalition may decide to divert some of its attention and 
resources from policy implementation to political campaigns 
similar to their initial promotion of the CCSS.

NOTeS

The study on which this article is based was supported by a grant 
from the W.T. Grant Foundation as part of its Uses of Research Evidence 
Program. We were assisted in our data collection by Lisa Argyle, Alex 
Cortez, Marika Fain, Cecilia FarfanMendez, Jeanette Yih Harvie, 
Natalie Miller, Arlene Perez, Mabel Perez, Kristoffer Smemo, Chelsy 
Thompson, and Kimberly Zilles at the University of California Santa 
Barbara, and by Stephanie E. Dean, Ashley Clark Perry, and Lindsay 
Shouldis at the Hunt Institute.

1The four states were selected to provide regional variation and to 
include representation from states receiving Race to the Top funding 
and ones not receiving it.

2Twentyone of the interviews were conducted over the telephone, 
and the remaining 95 were conducted inperson. The average duration 
of all the interviews was between 45 and 60 minutes. Interviewees were 
assured that their responses would be confidential and not attributed 
to them or their organizations, so only their role positions are noted in 
citing interview data.

3Although the calls continue to the present, our database only 
includes notes up to January 2012.

4In contrast to the NGA’s active sponsorship of the Common Core, 
the National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL) opposes the idea 
of national standards and has spoken out against the federal government 
making funding to states contingent on their participation in common 
standards efforts. At the same time, the organization has made available 
to members information about the Common Core and its implementa
tion. Because NCSL’s membership runs the gamut from strongly sup
portive of the CCSS to skeptical with some opposed, NCSL does not 
advocate for or against the Common Core.

5We discuss the use of evidence during this early phase of the CCSS 
in McDonnell and Weatherford (in press).

6Goodwin Liu is currently a justice of the California State Supreme 
Court. At the time his research was first used in support of the com
mon standards, he was a faculty member at the University of California 
Berkeley School of Law.

7Further complicating the situation were the 2010 midterm elec
tions and the significant turnover in state legislatures, governorships, 
chief state school officers, and state boards of education. Consequently, 
CCSS supporters have had to reinforce existing support and, in sev
eral states, fighting rear guard actions that seek to dismantle the state’s 
Common Core standards.

8For example, Alabama and Utah have withdrawn from the assess
ment consortia; Indiana, Michigan, and Pennsylvania have enacted 
some type of “pause” legislation slowing the CCSS implementation 
process until the standards can be reviewed and their adoption recon
sidered; in five states (Florida, Georgia, New Jersey, North Carolina, 
and South Dakota), antiCCSS legislation has been introduced but not 

enacted; and in Ohio and Tennessee, major antiCCSS rallies have been 
held (information compiled from Education Week, National Conference 
of State Legislatures, and telephone interviews).
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