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I N T R O D U C T I O N  

In the United States, as of 2020, there were an estimated 56.4 million students enrolled in 
public and private K-12 schools (U.S. Department of Education. Institute of Education 
Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics n.d.). On average, these students spend 
nearly 7 hours a day for 180 days totaling 1,260 hours in the classroom each year (Schools and 
Staffing Survey (SASS), n.d.). Teachers spend considerable time with students to shape their 
learning outcomes, personalities, and identities. In recent months, there has been an 
increased debate regarding what is or is not acceptable to include in public school 
curriculum plans. A rapid allocation of funds due to COVID-19 and heightened tensions over 
the teaching of racial and social issues have made curriculum content a top debate among 
politicians, parents, students, and teachers alike. 
 
In a recent poll from Parents Defending Education, 80 percent of people opposed the use of 
classrooms to promote political activism. When asked, the majority of Americans did not 
want students being taught that America is structurally racist, told that there is no such 
thing as biological sex, taught that white students are privileged, and/or taught that America 
was founded on racism. A survey commissioned by the Heritage Foundation of parents with 
K-12 students found that 75 percent of them did not believe schools should teach that “the 
founding ideals of liberty and equality were false when they were written, and America’s 
history must be reframed” (Burke et al., 2021). Despite the opposition to these teachings, the 
political rise of “wokeness” and ideas such as Critical Race Theory (CRT), the 1619 Project, and 
action civics have brought these concepts into thousands of schools across the country 
(Burke et al., n.d.-a). 
 
CRT argues that racism and white supremacy are the foundations of the American legal 
system and American society (Britannica, n.d.-b). The New York Times’s 1619 Project is radical 
political advocacy framed as “journalism” with the goals of reframing American history and 
challenging national memory (Adams, 2020). The 1619 Project makes many historically 
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inaccurate claims. While top historians in the country have disputed the accuracy of the 1619 
project, yet it has still been turned into a curriculum and disseminated in more than 4,500 
schools across the country (Burke et al., 2021; Bynum et al., 2019). Thousands of other schools 
continue to utilize such theories and projects that bring politics directly into the classroom. 
From an elementary school in Philadelphia forcing their fifth-grade students to simulate a 
black power rally to the Oregon Department of Education adopting CRT in mathematics to 
Rockville Center High School in New York giving out a homework assignment that 
“demonized” the police, these are just a few of the many examples we see across the 
Nation. While the current debate is centered around the teachings of these divisive 
concepts, more attention should be paid to the low scores K-12 students are obtaining in 
core competency areas like reading, math, and civics education.  
 
The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) is known as the “Nations Report 
Card.” NAEP is a nationally standardized assessment of student achievement. The test is 
administered biannually to fourth and eighth-grade students nationwide to measure math 
and reading proficiency. The scores are reported as a percentage of students who scored as 
advanced, proficient, and basic. A recent study analyzed the results of eighth-grade 
achievement in math and reading from 2003-2017. The study found no gains in the 
achievement scores of eighth-grade students in reading and math over the 14-year time 
frame. The analysis also noted that in 36 states and the District of Columbia, one-third of the 
low income eighth graders scored below basic in reading. The dismal results for math 
revealed that more than one-half of low-income eighth-grade students in nine states scored 
below basic. As states are seeking ways to improve math and reading student outcomes, 
civics education is also at the forefront for much-needed reforms. Recent studies suggest 
only 36 percent of Americans would be able to pass a United States Citizenship test, 57 
percent do not know how many justices serve on the supreme court. A 2019 Woodrow 
Wilson National Fellowship Foundation survey found that only 15 percent of American adults 
could correctly note the year the United States Constitution was written and only 25 percent 
knew how many amendments there are to the United States Constitution. Twenty- five 
percent did not know that freedom of speech was guaranteed under the First Amendment 
(Lewer, 2019). Students in the United States are falling behind in critical academic areas, yet 
the debate on curriculum continues to be focused on racial and social issues. Understanding 
what curriculum is and who determines what curriculum is used will enable us to better 
understand how concepts make their way into U.S. schools.  
 
 
T H E  A B C ’ S  O F  C U R R I C U L U M  

Curriculum is defined as the courses offered by a school (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). In PreK 
and K-12, the term curriculum is commonly used to refer to all the academic lessons and 
content taught within a classroom. The curriculum, as defined above, includes components 
that all interrelate to the expected learning outcomes of students. Students have different 
types of learning styles, and some teachers seek lesson plans to teach a subject that meets 
the needs of their students. The curriculum defines what teachers and learners need to know 
and the lesson plans carry out that objective. Curriculum and instructional materials are used 

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/12/20/magazine/we-respond-to-the-historians-who-critiqued-the-1619-project.html
http://report.heritage.org/sr241
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/12/20/magazine/we-respond-to-the-historians-who-critiqued-the-1619-project.html
https://www.city-journal.org/philadelphia-fifth-graders-forced-to-celebrate-black-communism
https://www.libertyineducation.org/blog/oregon-crt-in-mathematics
https://defendinged.org/incidents/rockville-centre-high-school-assignment-asserts-that-police-are-the-sixth-leading-cause-of-death-for-young-black-men-after-cancer/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/02/15/u-s-students-internationally-math-science/
https://woodrow.org/news/national-survey-finds-just-1-in-3-americans-would-pass-citizenship-test/
https://woodrow.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/WW-American-History-Report.pdf
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/curriculum
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to present the content of a given subject in a logical order for each grade level, and they are 
most often produced and distributed by textbook publishers (Navigating the New 
Curriculum Landscape). To ease the procurement process and streamline education 
curriculum, state education boards can select textbooks to be adopted by districts on a pre-
approved list. The school districts can always order and select their own curriculum and 
materials, but many find it easier to obtain books from a state pre-approved list.  
 
School districts evaluate, develop, and adopt the curriculum and textbooks to keep their 
educational materials and instruction updated. Every state has control over what is taught 
in its schools and over the requirements that a student must meet, and each state, or a 
political subdivision of the state, is also responsible for the funding of schools. States regulate 
curricula at public schools, and they often use high school graduation requirements to 
regulate school curricula by requiring a certain number of courses in specific subjects. Each 
state has different requirements for graduating high school students (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2021). They determine the number of years of compulsory education, 
which refers to the minimum and maximum age required for a student to be enrolled in and 
attending public school or some equivalent education program defined by the law. In most 
states, education is compulsory from ages 5 or 6 to 16, but in some states, teens have to stay 
in school until age 18 (Education Commission of the States, 2020).  
 
The United States Constitution does not mention education; public education is an attribute 
of the states. The Founding Fathers left education provisions to the states (Constitutional 
Requirements Governing American Education, n.d.). State constitutions include legislative 
provisions for a system of public schools and usually require a “general, uniform, or efficient” 
system (Hunter, n.d.). State legislative enactment delegates that power and authority over 
to local school boards to develop policies, rules, regulations, school finance, staffing, 
curriculum, and overall school operations within the district boundaries. Every state except 
for the District of Columbia and Hawaii has statutory provisions outlining the local school 
board’s authority as Hawaii and the District of Columbia have only one single public school 
district (Education Commission of the States, 2020). 
 
In some states, local school boards, which primarily consist of elected members, have the 
final approval or denial of a selected curriculum to be used within their schools. According  
to Boser, Chingos & Straus, 2015,  19 states have a state-level adoption process for 
instructional materials. The state-level adoption process means that the State Board of 
Education creates a pre-approved list of recommended books and materials for 
implementation, but the local school board has the final approval and the ability to choose 
materials not on the list. The advantages of selecting materials from the pre-approved list 
include expedited procurement and cost savings as the state enters contracts with book 
publishers upon their selection. The remaining states allow districts to select their materials 
with no input from the state board of education, giving the local districts more flexibility to 
determine what works best for them.  
A good curriculum should incorporate parents, teachers, and students to align what 
teachers do and what students learn (Curriculum and Expected Learning Outcomes | 

https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/reports/navigating-new-curriculum-landscape/background-curriculum-open-educational-resources-and-quality/
https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/reports/navigating-new-curriculum-landscape/background-curriculum-open-educational-resources-and-quality/
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/statereform/tab2_13.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/statereform/tab2_13.asp
https://www.ecs.org/50-state-comparison-free-and-compulsory-school-age-requirements/
https://education.stateuniversity.com/pages/1882/Constitutional-Requirements-Governing-American-Education.html
https://education.stateuniversity.com/pages/1882/Constitutional-Requirements-Governing-American-Education.html
https://edlawcenter.org/assets/files/pdfs/State%20Constitution%20Education%20Clause%20Language.pdf
https://reports.ecs.org/comparisons/k-12-governance-school-boards-01
https://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/06111518/CurriculumMatters-report.pdf
https://learningportal.iiep.unesco.org/en/issue-briefs/improve-learning/curriculum-and-materials/curriculum-and-expected-learning-outcomes
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Unesco IIEP Learning Portal, n.d.). Instructional materials are the supports used to teach the 
curriculum. Textbooks, workbooks, homework, quizzes, and tests are examples of 
instructional materials supporting student learning. Curriculum alignment is a process that 
seeks to ensure that the curriculum has coherence and consistency between the intended 
outcomes through teaching methods, assessments, and learning activities (Özpolat, Esen & 
Bay, 2020). The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) requires each school district within a state 
to develop and implement an accountability model that includes indicators of success, 
addressing subgroups, provides interim measures of progress, and meets long term-goals. 
States are mandated to submit accountability plans to receive federal funding. Every state 
board of education submits the ESSA plan to DoEd for review and approval. At the district 
level, instructional materials must be aligned to the adopted state academic standards. The 
approved accountability model within states helps ensure districts meets this requirement. 
In 45 states, the state board of education adopts learning standards that all students are 
expected to achieve (National Association of State Boards of Education, n.d). Local school 
districts are expected to choose curriculum and instructional materials that align with the 
state-adopted education standards. Every 3 years, state boards of education must use data 
from their accountability system and identify schools in need of improvement (lowest 5 
percent). States can intervene and request improvement actions if the district continues to 
fall behind, and they must set aside 7 percent of Title I funds for school improvement 
purposes (Mann, 2017). 
 
Once the standards are set, districts typically select and purchase their resources directly 
from textbook publishers (Navigating the New Curriculum Landscape: Background: 
Curriculum, Open Educational Resources, and Quality, n.d.). The top five textbook publishers 
‘annual revenue for 2020 is Cengage Learning ($1.32 billion), Houghton Mifflin Harcourt ($1.03 
billion), McGraw-Hill ($1.58 billion) Pearson ($4.36 billion), and Scholastic ($1.49 billion). 
According to EdWeek Market Brief, 44 percent of school districts across the country make 
sole source (only from one vendor) purchases and often hire the same providers year after 
year without issuing a request for proposals, resulting in a lack of competition in the market. 
In 2019, the U.S. book publishing industry generated $8.38 billion in revenue in textbook 
publishing (Textbook Publishing Revenue in the U.S. 2010-2019 | Statista, n.d.). 
 
In a 2021 report from the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, researchers evaluated the quality of 
the K-12 civics and history standards adopted by all 50 states and the District of Columbia 
(Stern et al.,2021). Researchers reviewed content, rigor, clarity, and organization. They found 
that only five states (Alabama, California, Massachusetts, Tennessee, and District of 
Columbia) received “A” ratings, and 20 states were rated “inadequate,” meaning they 
received “D” or “F” ratings in both subjects. The researchers also noted that Montana, 
Pennsylvania, and Vermont do not even require high school students to take civics or U.S. 
history coursework to graduate high school (Stern, Et.al, 2021). Standards, curricula, and 
instructional materials all play a vital role in what is taught in the classrooms across the 
Nation. A 2017 report from Johns Hopkins University provided research on the effect of 
curriculum on student outcomes. The authors concluded that a teacher’s or a district’s 
choice of curriculum significantly affects student learning. According to Steiner, a high-

https://learningportal.iiep.unesco.org/en/issue-briefs/improve-learning/curriculum-and-materials/curriculum-and-expected-learning-outcomes
https://www.congress.gov/bill/114th-congress/senate-bill/1177
https://www.nasbe.org/state-education-governance/
https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/State-Information-Request_ESSA-Funds-by-Title.pdf
https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/reports/navigating-new-curriculum-landscape/background-curriculum-open-educational-resources-and-quality/
https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/reports/navigating-new-curriculum-landscape/background-curriculum-open-educational-resources-and-quality/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/185042/us-publishing-revenue-from-textbooks-since-2005/
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/state-state-standards-civics-and-us-history-2021
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/state-state-standards-civics-and-us-history-2021
/Users/ellacampana/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/llaur/Downloads/20210623-state-state-standards-civics-and-us-history-20210%20(6).pdf
https://standardswork.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/sw-curriculum-research-report-fnl.pdf
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quality curriculum is built on high expectations, aligned with robust scholarly standards, is 
academically rigorous, and designed to meet the needs of all learners. The report concluded 
that a positive impact on student achievement using a high-quality curriculum increased as 
much as 10 percentile points in reading and 23 percentile points in math (Steiner, 2017). 
Furthermore, the authors shared that with such strong evidence, policy decisions should be 
“deep concern” for policy makers  and requires “urgent attention” (Steiner, 2017). 
 
It is difficult to find accurate data or reviews on curriculum and instruction materials, which 
is problematic considering the substantial difference a high-quality curriculum can make on 
learning outcomes and the billions of dollars spent each year on textbooks. The National 
Center for Education Statistics (NCES) does not collect any information about the usage of 
instructional materials in schools across the country. The Institute of Education Sciences’ 
What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) does publish reviews of existing research on different 
education programs, products, and policies. According to the WWC reviews of curriculum, 
many curriculum plans had no research or evidence supporting effectiveness in the 
classroom. For example, of the 155-math curriculum math available, 108 had no associated 
studies as to their efficacy (Institute of Education Sciences, Results: Math, n.d.). Many school 
districts across the Nation are selecting curriculum that has no evidence that they help 
improve outcomes for students.  
 
After the state establishes standards, teachers become part of selection committees that 
help the district adopt instructional materials to use within the classroom. In a recent survey, 
only 40 percent of teachers reported using a curriculum that is “high-quality and well-
aligned to learning standards” (Voices from the Classroom, 2020). In a 2019 study conducted 
by the Center on Education Research at Harvard University, math curriculum usage was 
analyzed in 6,000 schools and over 1,200 teachers across six states. Researchers found that 
just 25 percent of teachers used the textbook in nearly all their lessons for all essential 
activities, including in-class exercises, practice problems, and homework problems (Blazar et 
al., 2019). When a district does not have a high-quality curriculum, teachers must fill in the 
educational gaps and develop their own resources and activities to help meet the state 
standards.  
 
A 2017 RAND Corporation survey of 1,100 math and English and language arts teachers found 
that almost all of them rely on materials that they have developed or selected themselves 
rather than use curriculum supplied by their school district (Opfer et al., 2017). Additionally, 
the researchers found that 96 percent of teachers surveyed used Google to find lessons and 
materials, and 75 percent used Pinterest. When teachers are on their own without support 
to build their curriculum from Google and Pinterest while also trying to teach, it is difficult to 
ensure the curriculum’s quality and efficacy so that it meets the needs of all their students. 
Whether curriculum-setting occurs primarily at the state or district level—or even at the 
individual school or classroom level, as is the case for charter schools—teachers need to 
receive adequate support to not diminish the time they have available to dedicate to their 
true calling of implementing learning in the classroom. Moreover, there needs to be in place 
a policy regime of proactive transparency and disclosure to ensure that parents can 

https://standardswork.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/sw-curriculum-research-report-fnl.pdf
https://standardswork.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/sw-curriculum-research-report-fnl.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/FWW/Results?filters=,Math
https://jscholarship.library.jhu.edu/bitstream/handle/1774.2/62969/what-we-teach-matters-final-for-publication-15-nov.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://e4e.org/sites/default/files/voices_from_the_classroom_2020.pdf
https://cepr.harvard.edu/files/cepr/files/cepr-curriculum-report_learning-by-the-book.pdf
https://cepr.harvard.edu/files/cepr/files/cepr-curriculum-report_learning-by-the-book.pdf
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1529-1.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1529-1.html
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seamlessly find out the content and educational source materials their kids are exposed to 
in the classroom, allowing them the opportunity to review such content and raise any 
potential concerns with the teachers, schools, or state and local elected officials.  
 
State academic standards are the starting point in the curriculum-setting process. They 
establish the goals and aspirations of what is expected for students to master in the 
classroom. Standards influence testing materials used, teacher preparation courses, and 
professional development training for teachers. In a recent review of K-12 history and civics 
standards, researchers found that only five states were rated an “A” in both subjects (Stern 
et.al., 2021). When curriculum materials are not developed to improve student education 
outcomes learning in the classroom may suffer. For example, the Pulitzer Center formed a 
partnership with The New York Times to distribute lesson plans from the 1619 Project built 
around essays written as a self-described “work of journalism” rather than historical fact 
(Adams, 2020). This “curriculum” has made its way into over 4,500 schools across the Nation, 
with nothing to suggest that it is oriented around or attaining any improvement of academic 
achievement (Burke et al., 2021). In fact, numerous historians have disputed the false, 
misleading, and purely political claims the 1619 Project makes (Bynum et al., 2019). There are 
better methods for curriculum selection and much-needed reforms in history and civics 
academic standard setting. Our students deserve the best of the public school system, and 
our parents deserve transparency on the origin of lesson plans.  
 
Figure 1 below illustrates the relationship between state standards and what materials 
teachers use in the classroom. State standards establish what students need to learn, but 
they do not tell the teacher how to teach. Schools and teachers decide how to help their 
students reach the standards; however, there are few studies available that measure how 
teachers implement the standards adopted by states.  

 
Figure 1: Relationship with state standards and what teachers use in the classroom 

https://www.washingtonexaminer.com/opinion/1619-project-founder-claims-her-project-is-simply-an-origin-story-not-history
https://www.heritage.org/education/report/the-culture-american-k-12-education-national-survey-parents-and-school-board
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/12/20/magazine/we-respond-to-the-historians-who-critiqued-the-1619-project.html
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E D U C A T I O N  G O V E R N A N C E  

To understand the role of the adoption of materials within the structure of the public 
education system, it is important to understand the basic components of the federal laws 
that govern public schools. President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act (ESEA) into law in 1965 as part of the War on Poverty. For the first 
time in U.S. history, it called for schools to close gaps between advantaged and 
disadvantaged children giving every child an equal start regardless of family income and zip 
code (Economic Policy Institute, 2017). Fifty-six years after President Johnson signed ESEA 
into law, the outcomes of schools failing our children are substantial. Large percentages of 
low-income students are still unprepared for college or the workplace as provided by the 
previously mentioned NAEP scores. Additionally, the results of eighth-grade achievement in 
math and reading from 2003-2017 indicated no gains in achievement scores in reading and 
math over the 14-year time frame. The analysis also noted that in 36 states and the District 
of Columbia, one-third of low-income eighth graders scored below basic in reading. The 
dismal results for math revealed that more than one-half of low-income eighth-grade 
students in nine states scored below basic.  
 
In 1980, Congress established the United States Department of Education (DoEd) as a 
Cabinet-level agency. DoED manages elementary and secondary programs serving nearly 
18,000 school districts and 98,000 schools across America. DoED also oversees the 
universities and colleges that serve approximately 12 million postsecondary students 
(Federal Role in Education, n.d.). Currently, states operate under ESSA. Under ESSA, every 
state must create an education plan and academic standards for its schools with the federal 
framework provided by DoEd. In addition to the ESSA plans, states are currently submitting 
American Rescue Plan Elementary and Secondary School Emergency Relief (ARP ESSER) 
plans. States are required to submit plans and describe how the funds will be used to support 
schools, students, and educators. (Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015).  
 
Although education is deemed a state responsibility, not federal, over the past 6 decades, 
the federal government has become very involved in various education reform efforts. The 
American Rescue Plan (ARP) is a current example of the federal government’s increased 
involvement in state education plans. The ARP  requires school districts to reserve 20 percent 
of funds for “evidence-based” interventions that “respond to students’ academic, social, and 
emotional needs,” including antiracist therapy and disrupting whiteness (Eden, 2021). This 
heavy-handed control comes even as the federal government’s spending is just 7.7 percent 
of all K-12 spending, with state and local taxpayers covering 92.3 percent for K-12 education 
spending (Hanson, 2021). It is also estimated that less than 10 percent of K-12 education is 
paid for by federal funds. The Government Accountability Office estimates that federal 
regulations cause more than 40 percent of the administrative burden experienced by state 
education agencies (Amselem et al., 2020). It is alarming that the federal government 
leverages its relatively modest 7.7 percent provision of funding for K-12 education to exert 
such a heavy regulatory burden on states to conform to federal requirements.  
 
 

https://www.epi.org/publication/reducing-and-averting-achievement-gaps/
https://www2.ed.gov/about/overview/fed/role.html
https://www.congress.gov/bill/114th-congress/senate-bill/1177
https://www.city-journal.org/biden-admin-funds-antiracist-therapy-for-white-educators
https://educationdata.org/public-education-spending-statistics
https://www.cato.org/policy-analysis/rightsizing-fed-ed-principles-reform-practical-steps-move-right-direction#citation
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C O M M O N  C O R E :  A  F A I L E D  E X P E R I M E N T  O N  S T A N D A R D S - B A S E D  R E F O R M  

Student achievement in the United States has been falling behind other countries for many 
decades (Pew Research, 2017). The National Governor’s Association published a report in 
2008 suggesting states should adopt a common core of internationally benchmarked 
education standards (Ensuring U.S. Students Receive a World-Class Education, 2008). The 
standards, later named Common Core State Standards (CCSS), were only created for math 
and English Language Arts (ELA) and were released in 2010 (Ensuring U.S. Students Receive 
a World-Class Education, 2008). Following the introduction of Common Core State 
Standards (CCSS), the DoEd during the Obama Administration announced the Race to the 
Top funding opportunity program, which was a $4.34 billion grant competition that invited 
states to compete for the funds. The announcement required states to commit to adopting 
the CCSS to be eligible for the funding. Forty-two states committed, but under the federally 
imposed definition of “commitment,” not a single state legislature approved of it. The initial 
CCSS did not include social studies, science, health, or the arts.  
 
Since the creation of CCSS, most states aligned their math and ELA education standards 
with CCSS. A recent study estimates the effects of CCSS adoption on student achievement 
in the other areas of science and social studies. They found that CCSS decreased student 
achievement in these non-CCSS subject areas. The study found that CCSS harmed student 
achievement in non-targeted subjects of science and social studies. They discovered that 
underprivileged students were negatively affected the most by the implementation of CCSS. 
The authors explain that these findings imply that CCSS increased racial, ethnic, and 
socioeconomic student achievement gaps in science and social studies (Arold and Shakeel, 
2021). Since teachers were so focused on math and ELA, they likely neglected other subject 
areas that contributed to the adverse outcomes of students most in need. Overall, the 
researchers concluded that CCSS caused a reduction of focus on science, social studies, and 
the arts have a negative impact on student learning outcomes. As stated above, student 
outcomes are declining for our most vulnerable students. CCSS has failed, and it is critical to 
allow states the freedom to choose curricula consistent with effective teaching research.  
 
 
T H E  K E Y  P L A Y E R S  I N  C U R R I C U L U M  

State Boards of Education 
State Boards of Education (SBE) are different in every state and have diverse policy 
authorities. Some are created by the state constitution and others by statute. Some 
members are elected, and some are appointed. In 45 states, the state board adopts learning 
standards that all students are expected to achieve. In 31 states, state boards have primary 
authority over state summative assessments. In addition, most SBEs have the following 
authority: 

• establish high school graduation requirements; 
• determine qualifications for professional education personnel; 
• establish state accountability and assessment programs; and 

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/02/15/u-s-students-internationally-math-science/
http://www.corestandards.org/assets/0812BENCHMARKING.pdf
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/Taubman/PEPG/research/PEPG21_03.pdf
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/Taubman/PEPG/research/PEPG21_03.pdf
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/Taubman/PEPG/research/PEPG21_03.pdf
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• establish standards for accreditation of local school districts and preparation 
programs for teachers and administrators. 

 
Regardless of their level of authority, all boards and board members have three significant 
powers: 

1.  Authority to adopt and revise policies that promote educational excellence and 
equity. 

2.  Convene experts and stakeholders to serve as a bridge between policymakers and 
citizens. 

3. Authority to raise questions as the citizens’ voice in education.  
 
Some state boards of education review curriculum and provide an approved list to school 
districts to select from that are aligned to the state standards. Districts are not mandated to 
use these approved curriculums but can ease the process of adoption if it has already been 
selected and deemed high-quality by the state board. 
 
According to an Education Commission of the States report, every state has constitutional 
language that details the authority and duties of state legislatures in education (Education 
Commission of the States, 2020). Forty states give the state legislature some role in 
appointing or confirming the Chief State School Officer or State Board of Education 
Members (50-State Comparison: K-12 Governance - Education Commission of the States, 
n.d.). From 2020-2021, there were 71 bills enacted on K-12 governance across the country 
(State Education Policy Tracking - Education Commission of the States, n.d.). Most State 
Boards of Education have the authority to: establish high school graduation requirements, 
determine qualifications for teachers, establish accountability and assessment models, and 
establish standards for accreditation of local school boards and teacher prep programs.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.ecs.org/50-state-comparison-k-12-governance/
https://www.ecs.org/50-state-comparison-k-12-governance/
https://www.ecs.org/50-state-comparison-k-12-governance/
https://www.ecs.org/50-state-comparison-k-12-governance/
https://www.ecs.org/50-state-comparison-k-12-governance/
https://www.ecs.org/state-education-policy-tracking/
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Figure 2: State Board of Education Members 
Source: (National Association of State Boards of Education, 2021) 

Local School District Boards 
Local school boards establish and maintain a basic organizational structure for the local 
school system. They approve curriculum, meet federal and state mandates for public 
schools, appoint superintendents, adopt budgets, and help to maintain educational 
excellence (Alexander, S. Kern and Alexander, David, 2001). There are roughly 14,000 school 
boards across the country and about 100,000 school board members, and 95 percent of the 
school board members are elected to their positions (What Every Parent Should Know 
about Their School Board | Parenting, n.d.). They represent the largest group of elected 
officials in the country. School board members set a district’s priorities for spending. They 
resolve legal and disciplinary issues, acquire land, and can even initiate eminent domain 
proceedings. School board members wield a great deal of power as elected officials. 

Yet despite this, school board elections receive the least amount of attention and have the 
lowest voter turnout. According to Ballotpedia, from 2018 to 2020, there were elections for 
2,803 school board seats in 960 school districts across the United States. They found that 

https://www.nasbe.org/state-education-governance/
https://oese.ed.gov/offices/american-rescue-plan/american-rescue-plan-elementary-and-secondary-school-emergency-relief/
https://www.greatschools.org/gk/articles/school-board-candidates/
https://www.greatschools.org/gk/articles/school-board-candidates/
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between 35 percent and 40 percent of those school board elections were unopposed each 
year and that incumbents won between 57 percent and 61 percent of seats. Additionally, 
between 82 percent and 89 percent of incumbents who sought re-election won each year 
(School board elections, 2021 - Ballotpedia). In 2019, one Virginia district had three candidates 
run unopposed for re-election to their respective seats (The Public’s Voice, 2020). That same 
year in Los Angeles County, only 8.7 percent of eligible voters participated in the local school 
board election. And in a 2017 race in Iowa, just 498 voters—or 10 percent of registered 
voters—decided the race for school board members in one district. Authors of a 2021 study 
analyzed school board elections across the United States and found that most voters who 
cast ballots in school board elections do not have children enrolled in those local schools 
(Kogan et al., 2021).   
 
The school board sets the standard for achievement in the school district, incorporating the 
community’s view of what students should know and accomplish at each grade level. School 
boards are a prime example of local control; however, many districts have trouble finding 
candidates and have low voter turnout (National School Board Association, 2019). The 
authority to determine the K-12 curriculum rests with the district school boards. Teachers, as 
employees, are required to carry out that curriculum and abide by any restrictions and do 
not have the freedom to use teaching materials that are contrary to school policy 
(Underwood, 2019).  
 
Local school district boards do not report to the state board of education. They only are 
accountable to the voters in their local jurisdiction. A critical role of the local school board is 
to approve the curriculum. School districts have adoption committees made of teachers and 
administrators. This committee creates the selection criteria, a community staff 
engagement plan, and a proposed timeline for adopting the curriculum and supporting 
materials. After the selection process, the committee submits their final selection to the 
District Superintendent, who presents it to the board for approval. Typically, board members 
only learn of the new curriculum to be considered for their approval and the reasoning 
behind it after the district has already selected the curriculum. While district leaders and 
educators should lead decisions about instructional materials, school boards should be 
involved in the conversation from the beginning rather than waiting until the end of the 
process (Rawding, 2021). Parents and members of the public should have access to the 
board’s goals, curriculum materials, and student achievement.  
 
State legislatures across the country are making it clear that parents should have full 
knowledge of academic content being taught in their children’s classrooms. In Arizona, for 
example, state law includes language that the “parent of a student in a public educational 
institution has the right to review learning materials and activities in advance.” Additionally, 
the law requires schools to make one copy of all instructional materials (all books and 
supplemental materials) being used by a school district. In Texas, parents are entitled to 
review all teaching materials, instructional materials, and other teaching aids used in the 
classroom. Through the use of technology, these materials should be easily accessible for 
parents (Goldwater Institute, 2020).  

https://ballotpedia.org/School_board_elections,_2021
https://nsba.org/ASBJ/2020/April/the-publics-voice
https://nsba.org/ASBJ/2020/April/the-publics-voice
https://dataverse.harvard.edu/dataset.xhtml?persistentId=doi:10.7910/DVN/H1HRYV
https://nsba.org/ASBJ/2020/April/the-publics-voice
https://kappanonline.org/legal-balancing-act-public-school-curriculum-underwood/
https://www.edreports.org/resources/article/how-school-boards-can-support-districts-to-adopt-quality-instructional-materials
https://goldwaterinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/De-Escalating-the-Curriculum-Wars-A-Proposal-for-Academic-Transparency-in-K-12-Education-2.pdf
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Parents 
The Heritage Foundation collaborated with Braun Research to survey parents and school 
board members regarding K-12 policy across the United States. The 2020 survey results 
reveal that most parents believe that character and virtue should be cornerstones of 
education in America. Eighty-three percent of parents and 89 percent of school board 
members want schools to instill character and virtue in children (Burke et al., 2021). Parents 
have various options to be part of a district’s decisions regarding the choice of the 
curriculum, including attending monthly board meetings and reviewing board activities. 
These public meetings are required to be announced in advance and post to board activities. 
School boards are also required to make public their textbook adoption procedures. Parents 
can request that public school district boards be transparent about curricula, textbooks, and 
materials used in the classroom. Additionally, attending the National and local Parent 
Teacher Association (PTA) helps keep parents informed of school and state-based concerns. 
It allows parents to speak on curriculum, discipline, school funding, and textbooks. 
Networking with other parents helps build a network for communication.  
 
Teachers and Principals 
Universities and colleges across the United States play a critical role in the development of 
effective teachers (Ball and Forzani, 2011). Teachers must have strong content knowledge 
and opportunity for ongoing professional development. Teacher prep programs across the 
United States have varying requirements to help future teachers. Some teacher prep 
programs require up to 600 hours of on site training, other teacher prep programs require 
no clinical training hours. States set the criteria that teachers must satisfy to earn a teaching 
license (Partelow, L. & Konoske-Graf, 2017). Teacher’s effectiveness is a pivotal factor for 
schools in improving student achievement. The role of teachers is instrumental to the 
success or failure of a curriculum. Improving teacher quality is one of the most powerful ways 
to create better schools. Students can gain up to a full year of academic growth in a 
classroom with an effective teacher. Teachers are evaluated at the end of every year for their 
performance for that year. Teachers report directly to their principal or assistant principal, 
and they discuss the yearly evaluation and areas for improvement. Teachers can also be held 
accountable for students’ scores on standardized tests. In the fall of 2021, there will be almost 
3.2 million full-time teachers, according to federal projections. Additionally, there are 90,850 
public school principals in the U.S. according to 2017-18 numbers from NCES. According 
to NCES data from 2017-18, 69.4 percent of teachers are members of a union. As of June 2019, 
the National Education Association (NEA) had about 2.29 million full-time-equivalent 
members who are active educators or retirees. As of June 2019, the American Federation of 
Teachers (AFT) had almost 1.7 million members.  
 

Teachers Unions 
The two primary teachers’ unions, AFT and the NEA, are amongst the largest labor unions in 
the United States. The NEA is America’s largest labor union representing over 3 million 
people, principally teachers. With affiliates in every state across 14,000 communities, NEA 
represents teachers, education support professionals, retired teachers, education faculty and 

https://www.heritage.org/education/report/the-culture-american-k-12-education-national-survey-parents-and-school-board
https://www.heritage.org/education/report/the-culture-american-k-12-education-national-survey-parents-and-school-board
https://www.heritage.org/education/report/the-culture-american-k-12-education-national-survey-parents-and-school-board
https://www.pta.org/home/About-National-Parent-Teacher-Association/Benefits-of-PTA-Membership/Why-Join-the-PTA
https://www.pta.org/home/About-National-Parent-Teacher-Association/Benefits-of-PTA-Membership/Why-Join-the-PTA
http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/dec10/vol68/num04/Teaching-Skillful-Teaching.aspx
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d19/tables/dt19_208.20.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d19/tables/dt19_219.46.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/ntps/tables/ntps1718_20111201_t1s.asp
http://blogs.edweek.org/teachers/teaching_now/2019/06/nations_largest_teachers_union_upswing_membership.html
http://blogs.edweek.org/teachers/teaching_now/2019/06/nations_largest_teachers_union_upswing_membership.html
https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2019/06/27/teachers-unions-expected-big-membership-losses-heres.html
https://www.nea.org/about-nea
https://www.nea.org/about-nea
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staff, substitute teachers, and administrators. Teacher unions influence instruction and other 
educational practices of interest in four general ways:(1) electoral politics and lobbying, (2) 
collective bargaining, (3) reform initiatives focused on their members, and (4) dissemination 
of information about best practices in teaching (Teacher Unions - Influence On Instruction 
And Other Educational Practices - Teachers, National, School, and Reform, n.d).  
 
Currently, there is guidance and information about CRT and a call to action to stand up 
against legislation to block CRT and other divisive concepts on the NEA website. As stated 
on the NEA website:   

 
Despite a legislative push to ban critical race theory, educators are committed to 
helping students examine the systems in which we all work and live. The Zinn 
Education Project, which promotes and supports the teaching of people’s history in 
classrooms across the country, and in collaboration with Black Lives Matter at School, 
are inviting educators (families, students, and other allies, too!) to raise public 
awareness about the danger of the anti-history education GOP bills in gatherings 
nationwide on Saturday, June 12, 2021. 

 
From 1990 through February 2019, the NEA contributed nearly $143.5 million to federal 
candidates and committees, 97 percent of which supported Democrats. The NEA is also 
deeply entangled in state and local politics and contributes to left-of-center nonprofit 
organizations (National Education Association (NEA) - InfluenceWatch). At the national and 
state levels, teachers’ unions have become a powerful force, influencing legislation and 
elections. Teachers’ unions have a tremendous influence on political organizations. 
According to the Center for Responsive Politics, the NEA was the second largest contributor 
to political campaigns of any individual, corporation, or union in 2014. In 2016, the AFT and 
NEA collectively gave $64 million in political contributions. In a study conducted by Michigan 
State University, researchers reviewed 30 years of research to understand how teacher 
unions impact teacher pay, student achievement, and district spending. They found that 
unions spent money in very different ways yielding higher salaries. They also found that 
students in unionized districts have higher dropout rates and lower math and reading 
proficiency rates. Unions do not appear to help and might hinder student test scores and 
graduation rates (Cowen & O.Strunk, 2015).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://education.stateuniversity.com/pages/2485/Teacher-Unions-INFLUENCE-ON-INSTRUCTION-OTHER-EDUCATIONAL-PRACTICES.html
https://education.stateuniversity.com/pages/2485/Teacher-Unions-INFLUENCE-ON-INSTRUCTION-OTHER-EDUCATIONAL-PRACTICES.html
https://www.nea.org/advocating-for-change/new-from-nea/we-need-teach-truth-about-systemic-racism-say-educators
https://www.influencewatch.org/labor-union/national-education-association-nea/
https://www.opensecrets.org/orgs/all-profiles
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0272775715000242
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0272775715000242
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0272775715000242
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Figure 3 below provides data on NEA donations for political candidates during the 2019-2020 
election cycle and released by the Federal Election Commission. As is demonstrated, 
teachers’ unions give sizeable donations to candidates all across the country while 
simultaneously weighing in on racial and social issues in the curriculum.   

 
 
C O N C L U S I O N  

The purpose of the American public school system is to educate children. Knowledge and 
education are considered significant factors contributing to healthy families, economic 
growth and prosperity, and the reduction of poverty. The best curriculum is rigorous, focused 
on improving academic achievement, and includes effective tools to help teachers serve all 
children. Adopting a high-quality curriculum leads to student success, making it paramount 
that there is accountability and transparency in the curriculum approval process. As 
previously presented, the curriculum starts with creating and adopting state academic 

Figure 2 https://www.opensecrets.org/industries/recips.php?ind=l1300&cycle=2020&recipdetail=A&sortorder=U 
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standards. School districts select curriculum materials, textbooks, and instructional items to 
attain the educational outcomes established by these state-adopted standards. The local 
school board has the final authority to approve or disapprove of the recommended 
curriculum. Ideally, upon approval, teachers move forward and begin using a curriculum that 
is aligned and evidence-based, ultimately helping students learn. Politicizing K-12 education 
is very concerning. When political activism and the teaching of “wokeism” take priority over 
a high-quality, factually accurate curriculum, it does a disservice to our Nation’s students. 
Rather than politicizing education, steps need to be taken to hold the State Board of 
Education, local school board officials, principals, and teachers accountable in their choice of 
curriculum, supplemental materials, and lesson plans.  
 
 
R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S  

The U.S. Constitution leaves education to the states and localities and denies the federal 
government any authority to impose national curriculum standards. A recent 
survey suggests that an overwhelming majority of Americans (80 percent) are opposed to 
using classrooms to promote political activism to students. The authority to approve 
curriculum in public schools lies squarely on the shoulders of states and local school boards. 
Parents need to be involved early in the approval process, and we need increased 
transparency on what qualifies as appropriate content for curriculum and lesson plans. 
Today’s contentious debates about classroom use for political activism have reinvigorated 
the need for increased parental and citizen involvement in the curriculum approval process. 
The overwhelming majority of American’s do not want our education system to be used as 
political ploys. Yet, the overwhelming majority of Americans are not exercising their right to 
vote in school board elections or actively engaged in school board meetings.   
 
There are many ways that schools can keep parents informed through improved 
transparency, accountability for teachers to adhere to the approved curriculum, and action 
steps for parents to be involved in the process at the local school district level.  
 

1. Transparency: 
Information is power in public schools. Public school officials need to make the PreK-
12 curriculum materials available to all families, and families need to review the 
material. Parents should be able to view the course syllabus, books, articles, 
homework, online assignments, and in-class assignments. A Utah Senate Bill 1357 
includes the following language:  
 

Each school that is operated by a school district and each charter school shall 
allow parents and guardians on written request advance approval to access 
instructional materials that are currently used or being considered for use by 
the school or charter school by making at least one copy of the instructional 
materials available for review for the entire school year.  
 

https://defendinged.org/press-releases/poll-americans-overwhelmingly-reject-woke-race-and-gender-policies-in-k-12-education/
https://defendinged.org/press-releases/poll-americans-overwhelmingly-reject-woke-race-and-gender-policies-in-k-12-education/
https://www.azleg.gov/legtext/54leg/2r/bills/sb1357p.pdf
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Academic transparency can also be developed by providing curriculum materials 
online for parents. Some universities across the United States post detailed course 
syllabi for public access. Mississippi State University, for example, posts syllabi, 
textbook, curriculum framework, and learning objectives for a teacher prep course on 
the teaching of social studies found here: COURSE SYLLABUS (msstate.edu). Local 
school districts can easily follow this same precedent. Online reporting and 
transparency of instructional materials would be of great value for parents and 
families.  

 
2. Accountability:  

Research on teaching indicates that teachers are powerful contributors to student 
achievement. Current teacher evaluation systems are usually a multiphase process of 
classroom observations by principals and education administrators. Presently, some 
include measures of student achievement such as standardized test scores or 
learning objectives (Robinson, 2021). Measuring teacher effectiveness is very 
challenging, and every state does it differently. This makes it difficult to understand 
how a teacher’s choice of instructional materials impacts their effectiveness. One 
organization that seeks to certify teacher quality is the National Board for Professional 
Teaching Standards. This board has established a set of standards on effective 
teaching (NBTS, 2021) to help define best practices in teaching.  

 
Much like physician’s board standards, more than 125,000 teachers in all 50 states and 
the District of Columbia have achieved the level of National Board-Certified Teacher 
(NBCT). With almost 3.2 million full-time teachers, this means that less than 4 percent of 
public-school teachers have achieved the level of board-certified. To become a National 
Board-Certified teacher, teachers are evaluated against a set of standards set by the 
board. The certification process requires that teachers demonstrate standards-based 
evidence of the positive effect they have on student learning. Raising the bar for teacher 
quality through the National Board Certified Teacher program increases the profession’s 
accountability. Beyond this, parents can hold teachers accountable by closely reviewing 
their students’ lesson plans and asking questions when concerns arise.  

 
3. Next Steps: Ways Parents Can Get Involved 

 
Studies show that children whose parents are actively involved in their education are 
more likely to demonstrate higher achievement in school. The list below includes 10 
productive ways parents can become actively involved in K-12 education:  
 
1. Engage with local school boards by attending meetings throughout the year. All 

meeting schedules should be publicly available. 
2. Meet with local school board members to discuss agenda items or concerns. 
3. Request access to curriculum plans and instructional materials. 
4. Vote in school board elections. 
5. Run as a candidate for your local school board. 

https://www.educ.msstate.edu/sites/www.educ.msstate.edu/files/EDS%204643%20Methods%20of%20Teaching%20Social%20Studies.pdf
https://www.frontlineeducation.com/teacher-evaluation/
http://www.nbpts.org/
https://www.responsiveclassroom.org/what-research-says-about-parent-involvement/


 

17 A M E R I C A   F I R S T   P O L I C Y   I N S T I T U T E 

6. Request to participate in the selection and approval of academic standards with the 
State Board of Education. 

7. Speak out against the use of curricula like the 1619 Project, action civics, and CRT that 
are political rather than evidence-based, high-quality curriculum.  

8. Direct local school board to use civics and history materials that teach honestly about 
informed citizenship and civics education.  

9. Visit your child’s school and request to observe classroom instruction. 
10.  Attend PTA meetings. This is a great opportunity to interact with other parents and 

hear from school officials to obtain up-to-date information.  
 
With increased parents and citizen involvement, we can restore our education system and 
ensure our students are being taught high-quality curriculum rather than politically 
motivated deceptions about our country and its founding ideals. 
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