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State and National Curricular Standards 

 One of the most debated topics in education today is that of curricular standards, 

especially in regards to the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) act of 2001.  While many teachers 

argue against state or national standards, in part due to the increase in standardized testing which 

often accompanies curricular standards, there are numerous benefits to standardizing curriculum 

as well.  Unfortunately, many teachers have developed a negative opinion of standards as a direct 

result of their personal experience with NCLB, which certainly has its shortcomings; however, 

when organized, funded, and carried our properly, state and national standards have the power to 

reform education for the better and provide students with learning opportunities they may not 

have otherwise experienced.  In regards to standards, there are three specific areas this essay will 

address.  First is that of state science standards, written by the state of Kansas, and used as a 

curricular outline for science teachers within the state.  Second is that of the National Science 

Education Standards, written in 1995 to serve as a national guide for the type of learning that 

should occur within every science classroom.  Finally, is that of NCLB, where the pros and cons 

of this act will be discussed. 

 To begin with, we will discuss the Kansas state standards, specifically those that relate to 

secondary life science education, with which I have the most experience.  There are 15 standards 

or benchmarks which the state of Kansas has deemed necessary for life science teachers to cover.  

These standards range from general scientific skills, such as understanding the scientific method 



or the relevance and application of technology, to very specific biological knowledge about 

cellular and organismal processes.  Every biology teacher in the state is required to cover the 

content of these standards; however, the method of coverage is left up to the discretion of the 

instructor.   The content covered within the Kansas standards is comparative to any introductory 

biology textbook and there are no glaring omissions or topics that are absent.  Likewise, there are 

no additional topics within the Kansas standards that could be argued against, such as a 

requirement to teach intelligent design or other oppositional ideas to evolution.  Overall, the 

Kansas standards provide a thorough outline of a typical biology curriculum while still leaving 

the sequencing and methodology of instruction up to the teacher.  Because of this, I believe these 

standards to be beneficial for both teachers and students.  They ensure that regardless of which 

school a student attends (at least within the state) they will be entitled to same curricular 

material.  Additionally, these standards are not overbearing in that they do not require educators 

to adopt specific lessons, activities, or teaching styles in order to accommodate them.  Rather, 

they allow teachers the freedom to construct a curriculum of their choosing based around the 

required content. 

 While the Kansas state standards address specific curricular goals that teachers must 

address, the National Science Education Standards (NSES) cover a far wider breadth.  Written in 

1995 by the National Research Council and published in 1996, “The standards were the result of 

four years of work by twenty-two scientific and science education societies and over 18,000 

individual contributors.  The National Science Teachers Association is now part of an ongoing 

effort to implement the Standards in classrooms throughout the country” (NSTA).  The NSES 

cover six aspects of science education:  Standards for science teaching; standards for 

professional development for teachers of science; standards for assessment in science education; 



standards for science content; standards for science education programs; and standards for 

science education systems (Rodger & Champagne 42).  The NSTA is quick to point out that 

these standards are not specific curriculum and lesson plans; rather, they are goals and objectives 

that teachers and schools should strive for in order to achieve successful science education.  

While the NSES do provide some content specific standards, much like the Kansas standards, the 

emphasis is primarily on emphasizing the role of inquiry, technology, and the history and nature 

of science.  These major themes also appear in the Kansas standards, but are often taught as a 

single unit, rather than as an overarching theme throughout the entire course.  As with the Kansas 

standards, I believe these standards to be incredibly beneficial to science education in the US.  

The main goal of the NSES is to “guide our nation toward a scientifically literate society,” 

(NSES) which, as a science teacher, I can think of no greater goal to strive for.  If every student 

left my class with and understanding and appreciation for the role of science within society, I 

would feel that my teaching had been a success.  Some teachers may find it difficult to 

incorporate the goals and advice from all six aspects of the NSES into their curriculum and 

professional lifestyle; however, it is not a process that needs to occur over night.  Teachers 

should begin implementing these goals throughout the year, when practical, and always keep in 

mind what else they could be adding to help improve scientific literacy.  Change assuredly 

comes slowly in the field in education, as in most fields; however, as long as teachers are aware 

of the NSES and begin an attempt at incorporating the standards into the classroom, progress is 

being made.  

 Finally, we will discuss the role of NCLB in regards to national standards and the pros 

and cons that have been seen since the act was passed in 2001.  The primary benefit of NCLB is 

that, for the first time, schools are being held accountable for the learning of every single child 



(at least in reading and math at this point).  Under NCLB each district must show, through the 

use of a standardized assessment, that each of their students has a “proficient” level of 

understanding in math and reading by 2014.  In principle, this goal is sound, and there is 

certainly a great societal benefit to having every student in our school system understand the 

fundamentals of math and reading.  However, in order to assure that all schools reach this target 

by the 2014 deadline, NCLB also establishes several accountability mechanisms such as 

“sanctioning schools that fail to make a particular amount of progress in raising standardized test 

scores” (Borkowski & Sneed 504).  Unfortunately, these “untested, federally mandated remedies 

seem to be driven more by ideology than by educational research.  As a result, much of the 

activity spurred by NCLB seems unlikely to have uniformly positive consequences, and the 

potential exists for grave harm” (Borkowski & Sneed 504).  Additionally, as each state is given 

the power to create their own standards, this has led to a “patchwork of inconsistent standards 

and undesirable incentives for states to lower their standards or to avoid fully reporting the 

educational progress of all students and groups” (Borkowski & Sneed 504).  In the face of 

federally mandated sanctions, many states have chosen to lower the bar, creating easily 

achievable standards which do not do justice to the acts original intent.  Therefore, until there is 

some reform of NCLB, perhaps in the form of nationalized standards as seen in the NSES, there 

will continue to be inconsistencies in the quality of learning that students across the nation are 

given.   

 Overall, standards can be largely beneficial in the field of education.  They have the 

potential to make sure all students receive an equal, rigorous, and academically stimulating 

education.  However, these standards must be prepared in similar fashion to the NSES, with a 

large body of contributors from various levels of the field of education.  Additionally, the forms 



of assessment used to measure progress on these standards must be diverse and open to 

modification for ELL and special needs students.  Finally, standards must necessarily be open to 

continual improvement and amendment, not only for those who created them, but for new voices 

as well.   
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