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Introduction/Executive Summary
The adoption of the Common Core State Standards in 2010 represented a sea change in American education.
While the Common Core has its critics in the early learning community, the rationale behind the Common
Core—that there are potential benefits to states of working together to develop high-quality standards—
was sound. That rationale could also apply to early learning, which might benefit from having high-quality
standards developed by a critical mass of states. Having multistate early learning standards developed
by leading states and experts could help improve the quality of early learning standards, increase the
efficiency of resource use, raise the likelihood that standards will be successfully implemented, and help
early learning leaders work with K–12 leaders to improve the entire continuum of learning standards.
Of course, all of these benefits are theoretical, and the challenges to a multistate standards development
process are very real. But the potential benefits of a multistate early learning standards initiative are
significant enough that it is time for political leaders and the early learning community to have a serious
and public conversation about the possibility of such an initiative. The purpose of this paper is to help
advance that conversation by discussing what a multistate standards initiative might achieve, and how it
might be executed successfully.

The Potential Benefits of Multistate Standards
The purpose of early learning and development standards is to define “what children should know and
be able to do.” These are often required for state administered programs as a basis for monitoring and
accountability as well as instructional improvement.2 High-quality content standards can play a critical
role in supporting effective adult-child interactions and instruction in early learning, because they can
or do form the basis for the development of other important instructional supports like assessments and
curriculum. If done correctly, a multistate standards initiative could help improve the quality of birth-tofive standards, improve the efficiency of resource use, lead to better implementation through improved
curricula and assessments, help lead to work that improves K–12 standards, and strengthen the ability of
states to impact federally-funded programs:
•

Raising the quality of early learning standards from birth through kindergarten entry. Using the strong
and growing research base about child development between birth and age 5, many states have already
worked hard to develop excellent early learning standards—standards that are clear, developmentally
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appropriate, and presented in an articulated progression. For leading states, a multistate standards
initiative would offer the opportunity to push their thinking with colleagues. For states that have
lagged behind, a multistate standards initiative could provide an opportunity to catch up.
o

o

•

In some states, there is a difference in quality between birth-to-three standards and standards
for three-to-five-year-olds, and having multistate standards that begin at birth and continue
through kindergarten entry could help these states provide continuity and quality in all of their
early learning standards.

Improving the efficiency of resource use in the standards revision process. States are currently all
spending resources separately on standards development and implementation, with some states having
a standard cycle for updating and revising their standards. Sharing resources across states could allow
each individual state to spend less money on the revision process, while maintaining or improving the
level of quality.
o

o

•

While a multistate initiative could help raise the quality of standards in many states, that will
not happen if the standards produced by a multistate process are not based on the best research
about how to engage and challenge young children to develop to their full potential in an
age-appropriate manner. In most instances Common Core State Standards were considered
an improvement over the local standards they replaced.3 To be successful, any multistate
standards development process would have to be focused on raising quality, and include only
states prepared to stick to that commitment. If the standards produced by a multistate initiative
do not represent a meaningful improvement on existing standards, none of the other potential
benefits described in this paper can be realized.

Some states will appropriately be concerned with their sunk costs in existing standards. While
states with brand new, state-of-the-art standards might make excellent leaders in a multistate
standards initiative, politically they may feel pressure to avoid the process altogether if
stakeholders are concerned about losing the fruits of a recent in-state process. This challenge
will be present in some states more than others. In the case of the Common Core, some states
did in fact decide that the long-term benefits of Common Core were worth the short-term price
of moving away from previous in-state work—a choice that state leaders would have to repeat
for a multistate early learning standards process to succeed. Of course, states with recentlydeveloped state-of-the-art standards are the ones least likely to see major changes in their
standards through a multistate process, so the impact of adjusting to new standards in their
provider community might be comparatively small—and, as discussed below, may be offset by
the benefits of having additional states using the same standards.
In addition to potentially saving money on development, having multistate standards would
allow for a multistate standards validation process, which could be substantially less expensive
than validating multiple sets of state standards. Indeed, very few states have had the resources
to do a true validation process, but a multistate process might increase the likelihood of
conducting a full-scale validation—one that would benefit all participating states.

Improving the alignment of processes related to standards implementation—including assessments,
curriculum, and workforce development (preparation and professional development). States are
currently working individually or in small groups to develop assessments, curriculum, workforce
competencies, and the preparation and professional development practices that support standards
implementation. There are some national providers in those areas, but national materials currently
have to be adapted to multiple different state standards. Creating multistate standards could facilitate
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the development of related tools in a more aligned and cost-effective manner. Moreover, it could create
new opportunities for multistate learning networks and technical assistance to support implementation.
o

o

o

•

Multistate standards offer the promise of improved standards implementation, but that
promise is not easily realized. In the case of Common Core, implementation is an ongoing
struggle.4 Without strong implementation, a multistate standards initiative simply cannot have
its intended impact on child outcomes. The challenges of implementation are in many ways
different in early learning than in K–12 because services are delivered by a workforce with
varying qualifications in a wide range of settings, rather than by certified teachers in formal
school settings.5 Nonetheless, there have been and will continue to be lessons learned in the
implementation of the Common Core that should inform efforts to implement multistate early
learning standards.
In some states the use of standards varies across programs; for example, in some states they are
used in preschool programs but not child-care programs. That is changing somewhat in states
with new quality rating and improvement systems that include both child care and preschool,
but in many states the use of standards is inconsistent. Having high-quality standards that are
supported with high-quality implementation tools could make it easier to utilize standards in a
wider range of program settings.
It may be easier for states to conceptualize cross-state work on curriculum and assessments
than it is to plan for cross-state work on workforce development. There are opportunities to
coordinate across states on strengthening preparation and continuous learning for professionals,
but a great deal of in-state work will still be required.

Positively impact K–12 standards. Members of the early learning community have had a wide range
of reactions to the Common Core State Standards, which—as described below—are now the English
language arts and mathematics standards in the great majority of states. Many in the early learning
community value alignment between early learning standards and K–12 standards. To the extent
members of the early learning community want the Common Core to evolve in ways that are more
reflective of research and best practice in child development, that cannot best be accomplished state
by state by state—that influence is most likely to be achieved by coalescing around a common set of
early learning standards that can form the basis for a more structured conversation about how K–12
standards should evolve.
o

This process of mutual influence could help reinforce the notion of a birth-through-eight
learning continuum. There are many significant differences in infrastructure between K–12
and early learning—for example, early learning serves a comparatively small percentage of
the eligible population6 and has more divided governance at the state level.7 These differences
and others have made it difficult in many states to develop coordination between early learning
and K–12. But in some policy areas, states are developing policies that are meant to smooth
out existing differences between early learning and K–12. For example, in many states teacher
licensure includes a license that spans across both the pre-kindergarten years and the early
elementary years.8 Although some states have worked to align standards from birth through
3rd grade, in other states standards are a policy area where the division between early learning
and K–12 is stark. As described above, a multistate process could help break down that divide
in the standards area—and given the centrality of standards to so many policy areas, creating
a continuum of standards could be an important driver of birth-through-eight connections in
other policy areas.
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•

Reset the dynamic between states and the federal government. Multistate standards would not only
create a new dynamic between early learning and K–12, they could create a new dynamic between the
states and the federal government. Head Start and child care are critical federal programs serving young
children, and both are in the process of evolving in ways that increase their focus on higher quality.
A multistate standards initiative could be a productive way for states to influence the evolution of
federally-funded programs, as the content of the multistate standards could be considered by Congress
and future administrations in their ongoing efforts to update the design of Head Start and child care.9
o

As discussed further below, Head Start and child-care providers should be involved in the
development of multistate standards. This would help reinforce the importance of connectivity
between federally-funded and state-funded early learning programs, and build credibility for
the state efforts with regard to influencing federal policy.

It is important to acknowledge that these are only potential benefits; all of them are real possibilities if
multistate standards are developed, but none are guaranteed. But these are potentially significant benefits
for a field that for years has worked to strengthen alignment among programs and to build systemic
infrastructure. Providing more clearly unified learning and development standards for early childhood
providers across the states would give some level of continuity to a system that is otherwise fractured in
delivery,10 and that serves a mobile and diverse population.11

The Common Core Model
The Common Core has certainly changed the politics of standards, and for better or worse the early learning
community is under pressure to produce a considered response to the new landscape. Accordingly, it is
important to understand how the Common Core came to be. More importantly, however, the experience of
the Common Core provides numerous lessons that the early learning community can learn from in moving
toward multistate standards.
The Common Core began as a state-led collaboration meant to provide greater consistency in English
language arts and mathematics standards across states. By the mid-2000s many state education leaders
had come to believe that there was no real benefit to having 50 different sets of standards, and that there
was real harm to students in states with lower standards—and high-mobility students whose moves from
state to state created disconnects in their education. After several years of planning and discussion, writing
teams formed with the support of the National Governors Association and Council of Chief State School
Officers began work in 2009 on standards that were publicly released on June 2010. By November 2012,
45 states and the District of Columbia had adopted the Common Core in full, with Minnesota adopting
only the English language arts standards.12 Although not led by the same drivers, follow-up efforts are now
underway to develop multi-state standards in science, world languages, and the arts.13
Part of what spurred the rapid adoption of the Common Core was the Race to the Top competition approved
by Congress as part of the American Reinvestment and Recovery Act in 2009. When the criteria for Race
to the Top were announced by the US Department of Education in 2010, the selection criteria for applying
states included a “demonstrated commitment to improving the quality of its standards by participating in
a consortium of States that is working toward jointly developing and adopting, by June 2010, a common
set of K–12 standards,” which were defined as “a set of content standards that define what students must
know and be able to do and that are substantially identical across all States in a consortium.”14 To allow
for instruction in state-specific content, “a state may supplement the common standards with additional
standards, provided that the additional standards do not exceed 15 percent of the State’s total standards
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for that content area.”15 The opportunity to compete for these federal dollars helped push states to rapidly
adopt the new standards, and indeed all of the 46 adopting states applied for Race to the Top in either the
first or second round.16
It is no surprise that a historic structural reform like the Common Core would spark important debates, and
since their adoption the Common Core State Standards have come under criticism for a variety of reasons.
Some critics argue that they were adopted too hastily.17 Others have argued that meeting the standards
will be too expensive.18 Others have argued that the federal government has inserted itself too deeply into
a matter of primarily state concern through both Race to the Top and the ESEA waiver process.19 Some
critics have argued that the content of the Common Core will change teaching in ways that are bad for
student learning.20 And early learning critics have contended that the standards in the early elementary
years did not adequately take account of the science of child development.21
Of course, many of these issues—particularly the quality of the standards22—are hotly debated. But none
of these criticisms strike at one of the central ideas behind the Common Core: States working together to
develop one set of model standards makes more sense than having all states write and implement their own
standards covering the same topics. It is this central idea that the early learning community should pick up
and adapt to its current circumstances.

The Current Status of Early Learning Standards23
All 50 states now have content standards for 3- and 4-year-olds, driven in part by the “Good Start Grow
Smart” initiative launched by President George W. Bush in 2002.24 These standards have some significant
similarities, in part because they often draw on the same research-based principles of child development.
Moreover, the standards are often modeled on each other or developed by the same consultants; states also
generally seek to align them to the Head Start Child Development and Early Learning Framework, which
was updated in 2011.25 The domains of learning are largely the same. That said, state standards also have
some significant differences; for example, the level of detail within each standard, as shown by the number
of indicators, can vary quite a bit.26
Increasingly states are developing learning and development standards for infants and toddlers. As of
2010, 33 states had developed such standards.27 Because of the stages of development that these standards
encompass, they may be organized into age bands to reflect the ranges and variability of typical
development.28
Early learning standards are intentionally broad, and go beyond K–12 academic subjects to include social
and emotional standards.29 As described in a joint position statement issued by NAEYC and NAECS/SDE,
“early learning standards must address a wide range of domains—including cognitive, social, emotional,
physical, and language development; motivation and approaches to learning; as well as discipline-specific
domains including the arts, literacy, mathematics, science and social studies.”30 The non-cognitive domains
have recently gained increased attention as educators and policymakers are beginning to understand the
impact of skill development on long-term achievement.31 The Center for the Developing Child defines
the components of executive function as: working memory, inhibitory control, and cognitive or mental
flexibility.32 The foundation for these skills, although not mastered by the age of 5, begin in the first year of
life and are closely tied to the social-emotional domains of the early learning and development standards.33
While cautioning against poor development and implementation of early learning standards, NAEYC states
that “clear, research-based expectations for the content and desired results of early learning experiences can

policy conversations

5

considering a multistate approach to early learning standards | version 1.0 | august 1, 2013
help focus curriculum and instruction, aiding teachers and families in providing appropriate, educationally
beneficial opportunities for all children.”34

What’s Next for Early Learning Standards?
In crafting a new strategy for developing birth-to-five early learning standards, it is important to build
on the strengths of existing standards. Those existing standards must be regularly updated, and so the
development of a multistate standards initiative should be seen as a potential next round of updates—
which itself would then require regular updating to account for new research and experience.
The recent NAEYC-NAECS/SDE statement on standards includes four key points that should be
incorporated in a multistate early learning standards initiative:
1. Early learning standards should emphasize significant developmentally appropriate content and
outcomes.
2. Early learning standards are developed and reviewed through informed, inclusive processes.
3. Early learning standards gain their effectiveness through implementation and assessment practices
that support children’s development in ethical, appropriate ways.
4. Early learning standards require a foundation of support for early childhood programs, professionals,
and families.
A well-designed multistate standards initiative would meet all of these principles. It would likely also need
to have the following characteristics:
The Content
•

As discussed above, state early learning standards include many domains, such as cognitive,
social-emotional, physical, approaches to learning, and discipline-specific domains like literacy
and mathematics. Because high-quality early learning approaches child development holistically, a
multistate initiative would have to produce comprehensive birth-to-five standards across a range of
domains. In this respect the multistate early learning standards would be broader in scope than the
Common Core, which dealt with only two subject areas (although a much longer age span—13 years
as opposed to five). Because of the manner in which early learning is provided, rolling out multiple
domains of standards piecemeal could be confusing to the field and send the wrong message about how
to approach pedagogy.35 The standards would also need to address language and cultural competence,
an important consideration for the many states with rapidly diversifying birth-to-five populations.36
o

•

A multistate standards initiative could help unlock new thinking about how standards can
be most effective. Some experts might take an approach grounded in existing standards and
proposing minor adjustments, but other experts might look at how the existing generation of
standards has been used and propose more radical changes in approach. Whether the finished
product represents a minor evolution from existing state standards, a dramatic departure
from existing state standards, or something in between, the interplay of perspectives in the
development process should help strengthen the end result.

Any multistate early learning standards effort should consider the current state of K–12 standards
(particularly K–3), and make recommendations for improvements to be made in standards at that level.
This includes improvements in domains that are already shared in common between early learning
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and K–12, and ensuring that early learning and K–12 share the same breadth of domains. Given the
existence of Common Core and other multistate K–12 standards initiatives, at this point if there are
changes needed to K–12 standards to help them align to early learning, it is most likely that those
changes will be made based on the recommendations of leading states and experts—not by individual
state leaders in response to local concerns. The approach to these recommendations should be to
build on the strengths of existing K–12 standards, but improving their quality and creating better
connectivity to early learning.
The Process
•

Ideally, the effort would have bipartisan support from high-level executive branch leaders (governors
and agency heads) across states. While much of the work will be done by experts, the high-level
leadership buy-in is necessary to ensure that the finished product will have support. The Common
Core effort had this level of buy-in, which was critical for its impact. The political leadership is needed
to create space for the experts to work, and the expertise is needed for the standards to be of high
quality.
o

o

o

When it comes to engaging experts, within the early learning field the term “expert” must be
read to include not only leading researchers and academics but also respected practitioners
from multiple settings (such as Head Start, preschool, child care, special education, and home
visiting). Technical experts are necessary to ensure that the standards are grounded in the
research base, and practitioners are needed to ensure that the standards are practical and
useful—and credible with the people who will actually end up using them. The process would
also provide an opportunity to engage experts from related fields like health and family support.
The process should be led by experts in early childhood, but include experts from the early
elementary years as well.
It is likely that, for political reasons, the process of developing early learning standards would
need to be more transparent than the process of developing the Common Core. This makes it
likely that the initial development would be more difficult, but that collective buy-in might be
greater if the process succeeds.

•

The effort should be specifically conceived as the development of a “Multistate Standards Version 1.0”
effort with a structured process for keeping the standards updated as new research and experience
shapes the state of the art.

•

While the initial development might be most effective if done by a core group of leading states, other
states should be able to join the initiative through a clearly defined process. The effort might benefit
from having a set of “governing states” who lead the work and “participating states” who provide
a lower level of support. The states involved in the Common Core initiative did not join all at once;
after some states expressed their commitment, many other states jumped in to take advantage of the
opportunity.
o

o

Leading states would likely be those with a strong leadership commitment, a well-established
early learning system, a robust academic research and academic community, and other
resources that partner states would be interested in drawing upon.
It may be that states want to work together on standards development without even having any
sort of formal adoption process. States could come together for less intensive processes such as
sharing the costs of research experts or informal collaborative meetings.
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o

•

The leaders of the Common Core placed a high value on consistency, and prescribed that states adopt
the standards wholesale (with an allowance for some additional supplemental standards). That approach
has generated some after-the-fact pushback in several states, and political leaders may be wary of using
it again. In any event, that model was never likely to be practical at the early learning level, given
that early learning is not compulsory and that system development and investment varies so widely
across states. In an early learning multistate standards initiative, one possible approach is to allow
states to describe themselves as participating in the multistate standards initiative if they adopt a high
percentage of the standards (with the exact percentage to be determined by the member states)—and
articulate clearly the variation so that all stakeholders in the state can understand why deviations were
made.
o

•

If a critical mass of states comes together for a multistate initiative, the process to be used for
participation and adoption should be discussed and clarified up front, for the benefit of both the
participating states and other states that might choose to join the initiative later.

In early learning, states have frequently “borrowed” standards from other states. If the multistate
standards are of high quality, states that did not participate in their development might still
borrow some or all of them.

One difficult consideration is how the development of multistate standards should be paid for. On
this point some of the backlash against Common Core is instructive. One point of pushback against
Common Core at the state level is that it represents too great a federal intrusion into state prerogatives—
even though the development of the standards was led by state-based organizations that used no federal
funds. Given those politics, a federally funded standards development initiative is unlikely to gain
political traction with state leaders. Accordingly, a multistate early learning standards development
initiative would likely have to be developed through state resources (or federal general-purpose funds
allocated to the project by states) and private resources, not through direct federal investment.
o

o

o

o

In many states the true cost of standards development is not reflected by a single line-item
in any budget. While there are frequently consulting costs to hire experts to assist with the
process, much of the work is frequently done by state employees and other partners (from the
provider, nonprofit, and higher education sectors, among others), who are allocating a portion
of their salaried time to the work. Thus, the true cost of developing standards reflects both
direct cash expenditures (using federal, state, and philanthropic funds) and the value of the time
invested by numerous partners.
Similarly, a multistate standards effort would likely require some amount of direct expenditures,
and some amount of time investment from state leaders and other leaders in the field. This
would in effect represent the repurposing of money and time that would otherwise be spent on
individual state standards-development and implementation efforts.
A multistate standards effort might be an excellent opportunity for public-private partnership.
Philanthropies supported the development of Common Core, and are often interested in discrete,
high-leverage funding opportunities.
It must be acknowledged that the dynamic of federal funding could be different in early learning than
in K–12. In early learning, the Head Start program makes the federal government the largest funder
of direct service37—whereas in K–12, the federal government provides only a small percentage of
the overall funding.38 However, state leaders may be challenged to make that distinction, particularly
in states where political opposition to the Common Core has gotten traction.
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While this approach is ambitious, it is in many ways less ambitious than the work already completed
on the Common Core, which represented a major step forward in multistate collaboration. That major
step has already been followed further in the development of science and social studies standards. Early
learning should consider following this path as well—in order to raise quality, use resources efficiently,
improve standards implementation, and have a stronger influence on the development of what are now
K–12 standards. The early learning field is one in need of significant system development and definition,39
and an effort to create common standards could go a long way toward helping to provide that development
and definition.

Conclusion
A multistate standards initiative could provide significant benefits to the early learning field—helping
it to coalesce around a common agenda that improves the quality of standards, allows resources to be
used more efficiently, facilitates the development of improved curriculum and assessments, and helps it
to positively influence K–12 standards. A multistate standards initiative would not be without costs, and
legitimate questions will be raised about whether it is worth the energy and focus. But the onset of the
Common Core era demands that a conversation about multistate early learning standards be held publicly
and thoughtfully, carefully weighing both the benefits and costs. This paper is meant to help accelerate and
facilitate that public conversation.

join the conversation
Ounce Policy Conversations are published by the Ounce of Prevention Fund to stimulate and facilitate
discussion on topics of interest in early learning policy. We welcome feedback on this paper, and may
address that feedback in subsequent versions of this paper or in other papers. If you have comments or
questions, please visit our webpage at www.ounceofprevention.org/policyconversations or contact Elliot
Regenstein at eregenstein@ounceofprevention.org.

ounceofprevention.org/policyconversations
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Key Discussion Questions
These discussion questions are meant to help facilitate a national conversation about whether a multistate
standards development effort is worth the time and effort it would require.
•

Are high-level leaders of both parties interested in leading or supporting a multistate standards effort?

•

Would states with high-quality standards be willing to commit resources to leading a multistate
process?

•

What approach should be used for states to adopt multistate standards?

•

Would states that are not interested in participating actively in a multistate process be willing to adopt
the standards produced by a multistate process?

•

Do the leaders and experts in areas relating to standards implementation believe that multistate
standards would help improve development of implementation tools and supports?

•

Are states willing to utilize standards in more early learning programs within their states?

•

Do K–12 leaders understand the importance of creating a continuum with early learning standards? If
not, what work is needed to help them understand?

•

What processes are emerging for updating multistate K–12 standards, and what is the best strategy for
the early learning community to influence those processes?

•

Who would need to be at the table to successfully develop multistate early learning standards?

•

Is there agreement within the field on the right role of the federal government in the development of
multistate standards?
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APPENDIX: What States Proposed in the Early Learning Challenge
In 2011, states had the opportunity to apply for a new form of Race to the Top money, the Early Learning
Challenge. Through the Challenge, the US Department of Education has awarded $633 million to 14 states
to support the development of high-quality early learning systems.40 In Challenge applications, states
were required to discuss their level of standards implementation—and their plans for “developing and
using statewide, high-quality Early Learning and Development Standards.”41 Standards were not heavily
weighted in scoring Early Learning Challenge applications, and accordingly were not a major focus for
states.
In their Challenge responses states addressed several different issues of alignment.42 Some states indicated
that their standards were in alignment from birth through age 8;43 one indicated that its standards were
aligned birth through 5;44 and others indicated that they had aligned early standards to the Common
Core.45 Some states that did not already claim alignment articulated plans to create it, including birthto-five alignment,46 alignment with the Common Core,47 and complete birth-to-eight alignment.48 Other
issues addressed by states in the Challenge focused on implementation. These issues included having
standards linked to assessments;49 standards linked to workforce competencies;50 professional development
and supports linked to standards;51 and using standards as the basis of quality rating and improvement
systems.52 States offered some additional ideas, but these categories represented the primary thrust of state
responses.
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