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Structure of the U.S. Education System:

Curriculum and Content Standards

PRIMARY AND SECONDARY STANDARDS

While there is no national curriculum in the United States, states, school districts and national associations do require or recommend that certain standards be used to guide school instruction.  In addition, federal law mandates that state standards be developed and improved in order for states to receive federal assistance.

Federally Approved State Accountability Plans is a directory of approved state accountability proposals under the Elementary and Secondary Education Act.

Federal Resources for Education Excellence (FREE) is an extensive linked directory of curricular resources, organized by subject.

MCREL Directory of National Subject Benchmark Standards is a directory of benchmark standards for a variety of subjects developed by national professional associations and compiled by the federally funded Mid-Continent Regional Education Laboratory.

MCREL Benchmark Standards Database is a searchable database of benchmark curricular standards organized by subject and level of school.

ECS Directory of State Curriculum Standards is a linked compendium of reports on state standards in specific subjects provided by the Education commission of the States.

Curriculum Standards Placeholder is a directory linked to both state curriculum standards available online and national standards proposed by various subject organizations. 

NCEO Directory of State Secondary Graduation Requirements is linked to official state information on secondary graduation, including state examinations in many cases.

ECS Table of State Graduation and Admission Requirements provides 2006 data for how state secondary graduation requirements – expressed in Carnegie Units – align with state minimum postsecondary admissions requirements for public institutions where these exist.

TERTIARY STANDARDS

Postsecondary standards are the primary responsibility of individual institutions of higher education.  However, institutions develop and enforce their standards with reference to the policies administered by state agencies, the requirements of accrediting agencies, the expectations of professional associations and employers, and the practices of peer institutions.  

EROD State Higher Education Agency Directory provides links to the various state higher education commissions, whose websites have policy information and other resources pertaining to standards and other topics.

National Governors Association Center for Best Practices provides information and links to various policy studies on access and degree completion that relate to standard-setting and accountability.

NCPPHE College Level Learning Page provides information and links to policy reports and studies of undergraduate programs and outcomes. 

National Forum on College-Level Learning is a national research project to measure comparable standards of learning across states at the bachelor’s degree level.  

College Learning Assessment (CLA) Consortium is a cooperative project to study the value added by undergraduate education.  Over 150 institutions participate in the CLA.

SPECIFIC DISCIPLINARY STANDARDS

Basic standards for degrees, as well as requirements for creating new programs and higher-level programs, are governed by accrediting agencies.  Specialized accrediting agencies are especially important in setting and maintaining standards in the professional fields of study.  (See Accreditation and Quality Assurance.)  Some academic associations have also endeavored to develop degree standards for specific subjects and levels, such as:

Anthropology
Biological Sciences (Undergraduate)
Biological Sciences (Undergraduate Reform)
Chemistry (Undergraduate)
Communications
Economics (Undergraduate)
Economics (Graduate)
English Language and Literature
Fine Arts, Art History and Museum Studies
Foreign Languages, General
Geography
German
History
Philosophy
Physics (Undergraduate)
Physics (Graduate)
Political Science (Graduate)
Public Administration (Undergraduate)
Sociology (Undergraduate)
Sociology (Graduate)
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