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A new study showing that MCAS has dramatically increased the college readiness of Boston Public School graduates confirms both results from other studies and a decade of experience that provide persuasive evidence of its success. It also raises even more questions about why we are poised to abandon such a successful assessment.

The study, commissioned by the Private Industry Council and Mayor Menino, largely paid for by the Boston Foundation and conducted by the Center for Labor Market Studies at Northeastern University, focuses on Boston Public Schools' class of 2003, the first for which passing MCAS was a graduation requirement. Compared to earlier years, it finds a significant increase in the number of members of that class who went on to graduate from college.

The numbers for subsequent classes are likely even better, since the percentage of students passing MCAS on their first try has essentially doubled since 2003.

Two years ago, the Board of Higher Education published a study of Massachusetts high school graduates who attended the commonwealth's public colleges and universities. It found that those who scored "advanced" or "proficient," the highest of four MCAS scoring categories, were more likely to attend one of the more prestigious university campuses, as opposed to a state or community college. Once there, they were less likely to need remediation.

In fact the commonwealth's own merit-based scholarship program, the John and Abigail Adams Scholarship, is based on MCAS scores.

But the best testament to MCAS' success is the performance of state students on national and international tests. In 2005, Massachusetts students became the first ever to outscore their counterparts from other states in English and math at both grade levels tested by the National Assessment of Educational Progress, known as "the nation's report card." When NAEP was next administered in 2007 and 2009, Bay State students twice repeated the feat.

And while national student achievement lags that of our economic competitors, Massachusetts students are the exception. According to results of the 2007 Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), Massachusetts fourth graders ranked second worldwide in science achievement and tied for third in mathematics; the state's eighth graders tied for first in science and ranked sixth in mathematics.

Most standardized tests aren't nearly as good as MCAS. But, as the work of educational standards expert E.D. Hirsch demonstrates, there is a strong correlation even between less effective standard assessments and the probability of economic success, adaptability to retraining, civic integration - even probability of not being incarcerated.

Yet MCAS is under siege. Last summer, the commonwealth adopted weaker national standards that will require reworking the assessments. Instead of holding up MCAS as the example other states should adopt, Massachusetts is working with a consortium of states, all of which currently have less rigorous assessments, to create new tests that measure mastery of weaker standards.

Patrick administration promises to only replace MCAS with more rigorous assessments offer little reassurance. They made the same promise about the national standards even as the commonwealth's application for federal education grant funding included a schedule for adopting the weaker standards.

And standards matter. In 1998, reading scores in Connecticut were slightly better than in Massachusetts. But while Massachusetts' strong academic standards led to seven years in which the commonwealth's scores improved more than any in the nation, Connecticut, with its weaker standards, saw its scores decline and fall far behind the Bay State's.

With the gubernatorial election now in the rear view mirror, the magnitude of the coming changes is likely to become far more apparent. Those changes won't be for the better.

Thanks to the success of an education reform journey that began with the passage of landmark 1993 legislation, most Massachusetts students today don't just pass MCAS, they score in the advanced or proficient categories. The Northeastern study proves yet again that for that majority, MCAS is indeed a solidly college-prep test, and one that should be preserved.
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