
Over the past five years, most states have adopted more rigorous standards to guide 
student learning in K–12 classrooms. Many adopted the Common Core State Standards; 
others developed their own or adapted the Common Core. Importantly, the standards were 
developed with considerable input from higher education and were intended to align with the 
expectations students face in first-year college courses.  

What has been most groundbreaking about this work has been the recognition by K–12 that the new standards — 
and the assessments developed to measure them — should be anchored in expectations for success in postsecondary 
education. This has opened up significant opportunities for K–12 and higher education to collaborate to improve 
college readiness and success. 

States Reviewing Standards
During 2016, we are anticipating up to 18 states could 
conduct a standards review process. Periodic standards 
reviews are important to ensure the standards are up to 
date and reflect the latest research. But if the process isn’t 
handled thoughtfully, and if higher education isn’t adequately 
involved, some states could lower expectations and the 
standards may no longer signal college readiness. 

In every state conducting a review of its standards, it is 
critical that higher education have a clear voice in the 
process and a real seat at the table. The following pages 
include some different scenarios for how this work might 
play out, given current state contexts, and tips for how higher 
education can engage in the work. 

Scenario 1: Higher Education is a Formal Review Partner
The state’s K–12 system establishes a committee/process to review the standards and asks the higher education system or 
state agency to organize a formal review process to allow a representative group of higher education leaders and faculty to be 
involved. This is the optimal scenario because it elevates the issue of college-ready rigor and acknowledges at the front end the 
formal role higher education must play in ensuring it. System leaders and state agencies can use the chief academic officer and 
their connections with campus provosts and faculty to ensure the review committee/process thoroughly evaluates the standards 
undergoing review.

What higher education can do:
•	 Organize a process through which the higher 

education representatives provide input on the rigor/
appropriateness of the current high school standards (the 
ones being reviewed/revised). Ideal faculty workgroups 
include representatives from English language 

arts, mathematics, and other disciplines as deemed 
appropriate.

•	 Lead an evaluation process involving higher education 
faculty from institutions across the state to review 
proposed changes to the high school standards to ensure 
college-ready rigor.
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Ensuring College-Ready Standards

States that are or may be reviewing standards in 2016
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subject to change.
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•	 Have your boards vote to recommend the new K–12 
standards, assuming they are aligned with college 
expectations. During the past few years, many system and 
state agency boards across the country (e.g., CA, CO, KY, 
MA, NY, TN) passed board resolutions in support of the 
aligned standards that their K–12 systems developed.

Scenario 2: Selected Higher Education Representatives Are Invited to Participate 
The K–12 system or governor appoints a few higher education representatives to serve on the larger committee charged with 
reviewing the standards and making recommendations. This is the most common scenario and it can be effective if there are 
enough higher education representatives and the right ones involved, and if the college readiness lens is applied during the 
review. 

In this scenario, the challenges are ensuring (1) higher education voices have meaningful impact by supporting their claims 
with appropriate validation tools and (2) the participation of higher education members on the review committee appropriately 
represents academic content areas.

What higher education can do:
•	 Advocate for a sufficient number of higher education 

representatives on the committee. Ideal faculty 
workgroups include representatives from English language 
arts, mathematics, and other disciplines as deemed 
appropriate. 

•	 Position the SHEEO or state system leader to appoint 
or recommend the committee members. If given the 
opportunity, choose wisely. Ensure that the higher 
education members selected to be on the committees 
have been active participants in alignment work, are 

well-acquainted with the current standards, and have a 
deep understanding of college readiness expectations on 
campuses. 

•	 Arm higher education panelists with tools/strategies for 
validating college readiness. This may include the system 
office or state agency conducting an internal evaluation 
or review of the standards with higher education faculty 
to ensure that the representatives have a complete 
understanding from the field. 

Scenario 3: Higher Education Is Not Invited To Participate
The state K–12 system establishes a process to review the standards, but higher education is not given a role. This is the worst-
case scenario and unlikely to occur, but in such cases higher education can and should still engage. 

What higher education can do:
•	 Continue building informal connections with K-12 to 

ensure higher education maintains open dialogue during 
the standards review process.	

•	 Convene its own analysis of the standards using a college-
ready lens.

•	 Publish a formal report of findings from higher education. 
The goal is to communicate higher education’s formal 
opinion in an organized way to the leadership of K–12.

•	 Launch a communications plan to ensure the findings are 
given to the review committee, provided to the legislative 
education committees, and released to the public. Make 
the case that the standards must reflect college-ready 
expectations and the process must therefore include 
adequate participation by higher education experts.

LEADING THE WAY 
During the adoption of the Common Core State 
Standards, states such as CO, HI, KY, MA, OH, OR ,TN, 
and WA designed and executed processes that engaged 
higher education faculty to ensure the standards met 
postsecondary expectations. This included workgroups 
that brought together faculty from key academic 
disciplines at two- and four-year institutions. They met 
over the course of several months to a year to review 
grade-level content within the standards.


