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Brief 1 of 7 

UNPACKING THE NEW YORK STATE P-12 
SCIENCE LEARNING STANDARDS 

Produced for the New York State Education Department by Okhee Lee, PhD 

The New York State P-12 Science Learning Standards (NYS P-12 SLS) were adopted in December 2016,
and implementation began in July 2017. As the �rst of our seven briefs, this brief unpacks the NYS P-12
SLS for all students, with a focus on English language learners (ELLs). 

New York State P-12 Science Learning Standards in a National Context 
�e science education community has initiated three generations of science standards since the early 1990s.
�is historical context is important for both science education and ELL education communities. For the science 
education community, the three generations represent the community’s consensus on what would count as science 
and what would be expected of science learning outcomes with P-12 students. �e current science standards 
represent contemporary perspectives on what counts as science and how P-12 students learn science. For the ELL 
education community, which is lacking a history of consensus building, multiple generations of science standards 
would o�er insights into the consensus building process over time. In addition, the Every Student Succeeds Act 
(ESSA) of 2015 mandates that English language pro�ciency standards be “aligned with the challenging State 
academic standards,” including science standards. 

Science education reform started with the publication of Science for All Americans in 1989, followed by Benchmarks 
for Science Literacy in 1993. �ese two documents established a general agreement on what counted as science 
in science disciplines and related disciplines and what school science curricula needed to address with K-12 
students. �en, the National Science Education Standards published in 1996 provided the guidelines for K-12 
science education. Most recently, A Framework for K-12 Science Education was published in 2012, which re�ects 
advancements in contemporary science and our most current understanding of how K-12 students learn science.
�e Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS) released in 2013 were based on the Framework. 

�ese multiple generations of science standards represent evolving de�nitions of what it means to “do science.”
Science process skills included observing, predicting, summarizing, reporting, and the like. �ese skills were often 
taught separately, with the expectation that students would learn to use the skills collectively. Hands-on science 
emphasized students’ active engagement instead of memorizing science facts or vocabulary. Minds-on science was 
introduced to complement hands-on science that was debated for lacking cognitive engagement. �e scienti�c 
method was typically described in the beginning of science textbooks. However, the notion of a single, linear,
and unitary scienti�c method was debated. Science inquiry was emphasized as the core of science teaching and 
learning in the National Science Education Standards, but it was debated for being ill-de�ned and ambiguous. 
Science and engineering practices are used in the Framework and the NGSS to emphasize that students engage 





 
 

 

 

      

 
 

 

 

New York State P-12 Science Learning Standards for Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 
�e Framework was based on extensive research literature, which provided the foundation for the NGSS and state 
standards. To date, 20 states and the District of Columbia have adopted the NGSS, and 24 states (including New 
York) have adapted the Framework 
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TRADITIONAL CONTEMPORARY 
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and Teachers and Engineers 
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