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The vast majority of public school systems in America 
have adopted the Common Core State Standards, a set 
of academic expectations designed to ensure that all 
students graduate from high school ready for college, 
the workplace and life. At the same time, richer, more 
complex, performance-based assessments are needed 
to measure the full range of student growth toward these 
higher standards. 

This effort is a sea change in public education, posing 
major challenges to school systems in both implementa-
tion and communication. As a result, even after multiple 
years of planning, public understanding about Common 
Core is uneven at best. 

In too many places, the public remains generally unclear 
about what this initiative is (and what it isn’t) and how 
the new standards will aim our schools and our students 
where they need to go. In a few states, however,  
aggressive, thoughtful strategies to educate teachers, 
parents and community leaders about Common Core 
helped build support for implementing this work and 
prepare the public for the inevitable initial drop in 
student achievement data when the new standards and 
assessments are fully implemented. 

What makes the difference between public confusion 
and public support? To answer that question, 

The Education Trust commissioned a review of previous 
state efforts to communicate assessment changes  
designed to meet higher standards, and how those  
efforts were received. These states made changes to 
existing tests or introduced new tests between 2004 and 
2012. The results of this analysis offer a lens into what 
works for leaders of state education departments, local 
public school districts and charter management  
organizations, eager to achieve a smooth transition to the 
Common Core assessments being rolled out in 2014-15. 

Among the lessons learned:
      • Focus on internal communications and consider  
        everyone a messenger
      • Establish relationships that foster inclusive,  
        two-way communication
      • Develop consistent messages tailored to each  
        audience
      • Employ a wide range of communications  
        tools to reach various audiences

Perhaps the biggest lesson learned is just to get started. 
While system leaders may wish they had begun these  
efforts sooner, it is important to develop a plan—or  
adjust a plan already in place based on the feedback 
you have received—now. Communication needs will only 
become greater and more complicated the longer you 
wait. 
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