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Bringing Coherence to State Standards
In the months since we launched Volume 2 of Atlas of Science Literacy at the national
NSTA conference in St. Louis, we have been delighted by the enthusiastic response.
Already in its second printing, Atlas 2 joins the first Atlas volume in helping educators
take on critical challenges—defining state and local content standards for all K–12
students; aligning assessment to content standards; and specifying a scope and
sequence for curriculum and instruction to help students make progress in their under-
standing of key topics. 

Consider, for example, the contribution that Atlas maps can make to the development
of state science standards, which are often criticized for their lack of coherence, speci-
ficity, and evidence to back up their expectations of students. Indeed, in a brief review
of how states treat ideas on an important topic—the particle model of matter—we
found that only 19 states have clearly identified what students should learn. Many
states either have no goal at all for these ideas or only vague descriptions of what
students should be able to do (but nothing about the knowledge needed to accomplish
the tasks). Other states have placed quite sophisticated ideas about the topic at inap-
propriate grade levels, such as one state’s expectation that fifth graders should be able
to describe the structure of atoms and the electrical charges of protons, neutrons, and
electrons. Rather than promoting a deep understanding of significant science ideas,
standards like these often lead to rote memorization of disconnected bits of 
information. 

By emphasizing important connections among ideas and taking account of the logic of
the disciplines, Atlas maps can help ensure that state standards—and the curriculum
materials and assessments that are based on them—focus on a coherent set of useful
ideas. By drawing on findings from student learning research, maps provide guidance
on the placement of ideas in the grade bands where a wide range of students are most
likely to make sense of them. And by depicting how students’ understanding of a topic
is likely to grow over time, Atlas maps reinforce the need for careful articulation of
content from kindergarten through high school. 

The learning progressions now depicted in the Atlas maps are paving the way for long-
term, serious study—by ourselves and by others—that will eventually lead to maps
built on empirically tested assumptions. We hope you will be a part of this effort. As
you continue to make use of the maps, we invite you to share your experiences and
results with us. 

From the 

Director

Jo Ellen Roseman

“By emphasizing 

connections among 

ideas, Atlas maps can 

help ensure that state

science standards focus 

on a coherent set of 

useful ideas.”

To contact Project 2061 staff, visit www.project2061.org/about/contact.htm.
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