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Drive to dump MCAS should be left in park
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Among this fall's most pressing K-12 education issues is the November vote by the state Board of Elementary and Secondary Education about whether to stick with MCAS or replace it with national tests developed by the Partnership for Assessment of College and Careers (PARCC).
MCAS is a cornerstone of Massachusetts' 1993 Education Reform Act, which has led to historic gains in virtually every national and international measure of student achievement.
Massachusetts Secretary of Education James Peyser has rightly said he would gather as much data as possible to ensure an informed decision on the MCAS or PARCC question. The board should not lose sight of that data during the well-financed pro-PARCC campaign that will be unleashed by Washington, D.C.-based education lobby groups in the coming weeks.
It's likely to begin with a report from the Thomas B. Fordham Institute comparing MCAS to PARCC. Fordham is one of the longest-standing supporters of national standards and tests. Theirs was one of the comparisons that state Commissioner of Elementary and Secondary Education Mitchell Chester relied on in 2010 when he recommended that the board jettison Massachusetts' best-in-the-nation English and math standards for national standards known as Common Core.
Fordham rated the two sets of standards "too close to call," even though the Common Core English standards cut classic literature, drama and poetry by 60 percent and the math standards end with what Stanford University mathematician R. James Milgram has called "algebra II lite."
Fordham has worked in Ohio for two decades with mediocre results. Since 1992, the Buckeye State's scores on the National Assessment of Educational Progress, known as the nation's report card, have hovered around the national average. Its achievement gap between African-American and white students is growing.
Much of Fordham's work has focused on Ohio's charter schools. But Macke Raymond, director of Stanford University's Center for Research on Educational Outcomes, which studies the performance of charters across the country, said "Year over year, [Ohio charter students] are actually falling further behind." During Fordham's tenure, Ohio has among the worst-performing charter schools in the country.
After the federal government, the biggest funder of national standards and testing has been the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. Gates has spent more than $200 million developing and selling Common Core; nearly $3.5 million of it has gone to Fordham.
When Fordham's comparison predictably concludes that Massachusetts should adopt the PARCC tests, one of the loudest voices in the chorus of praise will likely be Achieve, Inc. Created 20 years ago by the National Governors Association, Achieve has been the driving force behind PARCC, even though it had no prior experience with student testing.
For over a decade, Achieve's calling card has been the American Diploma Project (ADP). Like Common Core, the ADP advocates for standards focused on empty skills rather than the academic content that was the basis for Massachusetts' historic successes. It has produced few results, but Achieve has collected more than $36 million in Gates money since 2008.
The data on PARCC is no better than the facts about Fordham and Achieve. When PARCC began developing national tests linked to Common Core, about 26 states and Washington, D.C. were members of the consortia. The number is now in single digits.
PARCC hasn't proven to be very popular in Massachusetts either. During the last academic year, schools were given the choice of administering either MCAS or PARCC tests; about three-quarters of high schools chose to stay with MCAS.
Attorney General Maura Healey just certified a statewide ballot question calling for Massachusetts to revert to its higher quality, homegrown standards and maintain MCAS. Last year, Barbara Madeloni won an upset victory in her race for the presidency of the 115,000-member Massachusetts Teachers Association based largely on her opposition to Common Core and PARCC.
In addition to the overwhelming evidence that ditching MCAS for PARCC wouldn't serve the Bay State well, the state Board of Elementary and Secondary Education should keep another fact in mind as it contemplates the decision: With student achievement that is the best in the country and among the best in the world, no state has more to lose from making the wrong decision than Massachusetts.
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