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Pennsylvania

Adopted Common 
Core State 
Standards in 2010 
 
Adopted updated 
Pennsylvania Core 
Standards in  
May 2012

Pennsylvania School 
Demographics

Total #Schools 3,172

Total #Students 1,755,236

Total #Black Students 264,886 15%

Total #Hispanic Students 166,332 9%

Total #Asian/Pac Islander 61,693 4%

Total #Two or More Races 46,673 3%

Total #White Students 1,213,031 69%

Total #Free and Reduced Lunch 711,533 41%

Total #ELL 48,404 3%

Total #Students with Disabilities 294,997 17%

Pennsylvania adopted the Common Core State 

Standards in July 2010 and soon after, state leaders 

made the decision to move to new learning standards 

more specific to the state. The Pennsylvania 

Department of Education (the Department) convened 

educators and stakeholders from throughout the 

state to take a critical look at the recently adopted 

college- and career-ready standards. They were 

asked to translate the standards and transform them 

into new Pennsylvania Core Standards, which were 

formally adopted in May 2012.

Voluntary Curriculum

After the new standards were adopted, 

education officials began hearing from districts 

that many simply didn’t have the resources to 

create their own curriculum and major publishers 

did not have materials aligned to the new 

standards. The Department decided to develop 

a complete Pre-K – 12 curriculum framework for 

English language arts and mathematics which 

would be voluntary for districts to use and offer 

districts a guide to see what a quality curriculum 

framework looks like. The curriculum framework 

would be organized by big ideas, essential 

questions, and required competencies. 

To develop the curriculum framework, the 

Department put out a call to teachers, 

administrators, and all of the state’s institutions 

of higher education. They outlined the goals 

for the project and asked for help in creating 

new materials aligned to the Pennsylvania Core 

Standards. Hundreds of educators applied to 

be a part of the curriculum framework writing 

team. The Department brought together teams 

of content experts and spent hundreds of hours 

developing the new curriculum framework, which 

is freely available. The curriculum framework 

was well-received by local districts and was used 

in  a variety of ways — as a core to build a new 

curriculum, audit a locally developed curriculum, 

or as a supplement to an existing system.  

Easily Accessible Resources

Pennsylvania also worked with Apple to add 

their curricular resources to iTunesU. The 

Department brought in hundreds of teachers 

to create pathways and resources that could be 

shared digitally. They developed examples of 

what good instruction looks like that teachers 

can access at any time. The assets and resources 

can be accessed from any device, and local 

districts can pick and choose from among the 

apps, videos, and strategies that will work best 

to meet the local needs.

www.CCSSO.org/CCReady
http://pdesas.org/CMap
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As part of their digital work and following the 

success of the earlier curriculum framework, 

the Department developed the Standards 

Aligned System (SAS), a website that became a 

clearinghouse for Pennsylvania school districts to 

access a robust set of resources focused on the 

standards. The SAS identifies six key elements that 

impact student success: Standards, Assessments, 

Curriculum Framework, Instruction, Materials and 

Resources, and Safe and Supportive Schools. It is 

free and all of the resources are open access to 

anyone who wants to use them.

The curriculum framework was well-
received by local districts and was 

used in  a variety of ways — as a core 
to build a new curriculum, audit a 

locally developed curriculum, or as  
a supplement to an existing system.  

SAS is the Department’s main tool to get 

information out to districts around the 

Pennsylvania Core Standards. In addition to being 

the main source for materials and resources, SAS 

includes a rich professional development center 

that allows educators to earn hours they need to 

maintain their certification.  

Statewide and Regional Professional Development

Pennsylvania has one large scale professional 

development conference each year in December. 

It’s a three-day conference attended by as many 

as 1,200 educators. Standards implementation is 

always woven into the conference and in 2015 the 

theme was college and career readiness. 

The vast majority of professional development 

in Pennsylvania is handled through the regional 

service agencies called Intermediate Units. 

The Intermediate Units are separate from the 

Pennsylvania Department of Education, but 

funded by the Department in order to support its 

work throughout the state. As the new standards 

were being rolled out in Pennsylvania, the 

Intermediate Units received grants to deliver the 

needed professional development to help districts 

implement the new learning standards.  

The training and services local districts receive 

are very individualized to meet local needs. They 

can ask for specific professional development 

in an area that staff may need or attend general 

workshops. The services are needs-based, not 

prescriptive. There is no charge to local districts 

for the workshops and professional development 

they receive, however, some of the services 

like developing new curriculum would be a 

fee-for-service resource available through the 

Intermediate Units.

The Intermediate Units have also taken on 

additional duties as they have worked with the 

Pennsylvania Department of Education to help 

districts implement the new learning standards. 

While the Department created SAS Intermediate 

Units assists in its maintenance. They are also 

contracted to ensure the curriculum framework 

and iTunes materials remain fresh and up to date.  

www.CCSSO.org/CCReady
https://www.pdesas.org/
https://www.pdesas.org/
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Pennsylvania - DisTRiCT

Garnet Valley 
School District

The Garnet Valley School District began working 

to implement the new Pennsylvania Core 

Standards in math in the 2012-13 school year, 

while work on the new standards for English 

language arts went untouched. They started 

initially by reaching out to the Pennsylvania 

Department of Education (the Department), who 

they credit with providing key resources and 

trainings to help the district move forward with its 

implementation efforts.

The district chose a five stage approach to 

implementing the new college- and career-ready 

standards. The first year was meant to allow 

teachers to explore and take time to look at the 

standards, read supporting literature, and to try 

and get a firm grasp on the real and perceived 

shifts that would come with the standards.

The second year was the installation phase. 

Administrators worked with teachers to unpack 

the language of the standards and to find out how 

the instructional shifts would impact everyday 

classroom work. They modeled assessments and 

took a deeper look to fully understanding what 

the standards meant and to determine if staff were 

ready to begin teaching to the new standards.

Currently, Garnet Valley School District is in year 

three, which is initial implementation. They are 

busy assessing their writing curriculum, stripping 

down all the grade levels from kindergarten 

through 12, and rebuilding it. They are building 

their curriculum solely focused on the standards 

and skills students will need. Next year is full 

implementation and in the fifth year the district 

will reflect on their work and revise accordingly.

As the district began moving through 

its implementation plan they completely 

overhauled their professional learning 

models. They created a League of Educational 

Advancement Professional Learning Committee 

(LEAP) which is comprised of a cross-section 

of 25 district staff members, administrators 

and parents. LEAP committee members work 

together to identify what is good professional 

learning for district staff. They test models 

to see if they are easily articulated and 

transferable. They require that it meets the test 

of Garnet Valley’s organizational themes and 

structures. LEAP now requires that any facilitator 

that comes into the district must begin their 

presentation showing their training will meet the 

district needs.

The administration now uses feedback from 

teachers and grade level leaders to target 

professional development in areas they feel they 

need assistance. The LEAP committee works 

with building leaders to create as many as 120 

sessions on in-service days for 300 teachers and 

200 paraprofessionals. Teachers then choose 

from a menu of sessions to attend. It allows 

them an opportunity to frame out their learning 

on the in-service days and has resulted in an 

increase of 50 percent approval for professional 

learning to more than 70 percent.

“In terms of satisfaction with the professional 

learning, principals are doing a much better job 

Garnet Valley School District
Suburban

K-12 District

5 Schools

4,800 Students

7% Free and Reduced Lunch

www.CCSSO.org/CCReady
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individualizing learning opportunities for their 

buildings,” said Mark Bertrando, Superintendent 

of Garnet Valley School District. “Teachers feel 

empowered and they are already mapping 

out their year in the types of activities and 

professional learning they want to see.”

The switch to the new standards has increased 

collaboration within the district. During the next 

in-service training the social studies, library, and 

English departments are scheduled to share 

rubrics for writing. It is forcing professional 

discussions on literacy across all content 

areas, discussions administrators say were not 

occurring under previous learning standards. 

“Teachers feel empowered and they 
are already mapping out their year in 

the types of activities and professional 
learning they want to see,” said Mark 
Bertrando, superintendent of Garnet 

valley school District.

“There’s a renewed focus on making the right 

things important. You can see and feel that 

anywhere in our district now,” said Bertrando. 

“Whether it’s middle school teams coalescing 

around the writing assessments and how to 

differentiate instruction to make sure all students 

are successful, or high school math and science 

teams aligning our curriculum to what we think 

is good instruction, it’s empowering our teachers 

to lead instruction.”

Bertrando says that as they continue to refine 

and build their curriculum frames they want to 

leave room for flexibility and teacher creativity. 

He says they will not buy a curriculum program, 

because the district’s teachers don’t believe the 

standards are geared toward a particular book. 

Instead, they believe providing support and 

training to teachers, along with their teacher’s 

ability to differentiate instruction gives students 

a better opportunity to become college- and 

career-ready. 

www.CCSSO.org/CCReady
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