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Should the state replace the MCAS with the PARCC test?

YES 
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Henry C. Dinger

Despite well-deserved accolades for academic leadership, Massachusetts schools are as outdated as any in the country when it comes to adequately preparing students for the future. Now we have an opportunity to modernize our assessment system to give parents, teachers, and taxpayers a better measure of whether students are on course to meet grade-level and real-life expectations. The Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System was never designed to do this. Resisting this change would be a dramatic example of short-sighted complacency.

It is in everyone’s interest to educate our children to be productive citizens, able to pursue and achieve their personal and professional goals. In a state where 72 percent of jobs are projected to require a postsecondary credential by 2020 — the most knowledge-dependent economy in the country — preparing students for post-high school success is an even greater imperative. Fortunately, learning standards which place a higher priority on college and career readiness are already in place. Now it’s time for the Commonwealth to choose an assessment system that matches these goals.

A recent comparison of the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers test to that of MCAS found that while MCAS may have been an effective tool in the 1990s for gauging basic academic proficiency, it does not tell us whether a student is ready for success in college and career. The MCAS 10th-grade “graduation” test is largely based on middle school material. MCAS does not encourage the kind of critical thinking the 21st century demands. For what we need, MCAS sets the bar too low. The high, costly remediation rates at our state colleges and universities prove this point. We need a test that measures what students need to know.

PARCC can be that test. It requires the analysis and application of content and problem-solving skills our students need more than traditional memorization and rote learning. Using PARCC, Massachusetts can set a “college and career readiness bar” high enough to allow students to bypass public college placement exams. As a parent and a member of the business community, I believe it is essential we move into the future with the tools that prepare our children with the skills our economy demands.
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Beginning in 2005, Massachusetts students have scored first in the nation in every subject at every grade tested on the National Assessment of Educational Progress. American students as a whole aren’t competitive with their high-performing international peers, but Massachusetts students distinguished themselves in 2007 and 2013 when they participated in international math and science testing. In 2007, our eighth-graders even tied for first in the world in science. 

Massachusetts’ academic standards, which are a national model, and MCAS are cornerstones of this success.

There’s little to indicate that switching to the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) test would improve or even match this record. PARCC is aligned with the Common Core academic standards, which would reduce the amount of classic literature, poetry, and drama that Massachusetts students study by about 60 percent. 

The picture is no better in math. A distinguished presidential panel found that Algebra 1 is the key to advanced math study, and recommended that students study it in eighth grade, as currently occurs under Massachusetts’ state standards. But Common Core would delay Algebra 1 until early in 10th grade, preventing students from reaching high-level math in high school. It ends with “Algebra 2 lite,” which is insufficient for students aiming for college majors in science, technology, engineering, or math.

In addition to the substantive difficulties, Massachusetts residents should also look at the troubling process the Commonwealth used to adopt Common Core. 

The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation has invested more than $200 million in developing and selling Common Core. When Massachusetts Commissioner of Elementary and Secondary Education Mitchell Chester had to make a recommendation about adopting new standards, he relied on reports from the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, Achieve Inc., and the Massachusetts Business Alliance for Education. Fordham has received nearly $3.5 million from Gates, MBAE has collected more than $400,000, and Achieve got a hefty contract to help develop the PARCC assessments. 

Massachusetts’ record under MCAS is the envy of the nation. There is little to suggest that we would duplicate that success by switching to Common Core and the PARCC test.

As told to Globe correspondent John Laidler. He can be reached at laidler@globe.com. 

