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What’s wrong with the MCAS --
-- and CARE's plan for change.

What isthe MCAS?

TheMCAS(Mass. Comprehensive A ssessment System) isaseriesof teststhat aregiveningrades3, 4,5, 6
,7,8and 10in Englishlanguagearts, science, socia studiesand math. TheM CASisnota“ basic skills’ test but
issupposed to measurehighlevel academics.

Therearefour scoringlevels. advanced, proficient, needsimprovement andfailing. Beginningin 2003 (or with
10th graderswhotaketheexam in spring 2001) all students must receive a passing scoreon the
MCASinorder tograduatefrom high school. Thisincludesspecia needs, bilingual, recentimmigrant and
vocational education students. All studentsmust obtainascoreof 220 on boththelanguage artsand math
exams; later, scienceand social studiestestswill beadded and the passing scorewill berai sed. Public schools
must administer thistest; privateand parochial schoolsareexempt fromtaking theexam.

How did theM CAScomeabout?

In 1993, the M assachusetts| egid ature passed the Education Reform Act. Thislaw called for thecreation of
curriculumframeworksor guidelinesfor what should betaughtinall schoolsindifferent gradelevels. Thislaw
alsocalledfor a“ comprehensiveassessment system” that woul d measurewhether school swereteachingthe
state curriculum. Studentswould haveto“ demonstrate competency” infour subject areasin order to graduate.
Thissystemwasto usemultipleassessments- student work from classrooms, portfolioreviews, and exhibi-
tions. Instead, thestatecreated asingletest - the*MCAS’ and madeit a* high-stakes’ exam meaning that the
scorealoneisused to makeafinal decisionabout whether astudent can graduatefrom high school.

What iswrongwithM CAS?

M CASunder mineshigh standar ds. Parentsand educatorsreport that the overemphasisonthissingletest
causestoo many schoolsto“teachtothetest”. Many successful schoolsdrop challenging and meaningful
programs, or subj ectsnot tested suchasmusicand art, in order tofocuson raising test scores. School sthat
should providemoreand varied | earning opportunitiesinstead start to drill studentsto passthetest. This
“dumbing down” tothetest hurtsall students.

No singletest should beused asa solecriteriato makeimportant decisionsabout studentsor
schools. Testing expertswarnusthat AL L standardizedtestsarelimited. Decisionsabout student promotion
or graduati on should alwaysbebased on moreinformationthan asingletest score. No student’ sknowledge,
skills, talentsor potential can besummed-up by asingleone-shot exam.

Even thosestudentswith good gradesand attendancewould bedenied adiploma. If you don’t passthe
MCAS, youdon't get adiploma. Many studentswill beseriously harmed by thisnarrow definition of “ success”.
Forinstance:

**Studentswhodon’t test well, but who know and cando thematerial .



** Studentsattending under -r esour ced school swill be punished for whatisnotintheir control - their larger
classsizes, fewer quaifiedteachersand overall lower level of resources.

** African American and L atinostudents. MCA Sscoresin 2000 showed that over 70% of both groups
failedtheEnglish or Math test; other datashowsgrowing drop-out ratesamong these students. TheM CASwill
resultinagreater divideinour society by raceand class.

**V/ ocational education studentswork to achieve specific skillsand knowledge, but they will not get credit
for what they havelearned unlessthey passtheM CAS.

**Studentsin bilingual education and ESL programs. Studentsworkingto gain mastery of Englishcan’t
performwell onatest requiring highlevel EnglishskillsliketheMCAS.

** Special needsstudentswho cannot demonstrate skillson thetest, and/or who cannot reach the standards
required of other studentswill belabeled“failing” and be denied diplomasdespitehard won progress.

** Recent immigr ant studentswho areadjusting to anew residence, school, languageand culturewhowill be
expected to know far morethan basic English or mathto passtheMCAS.

**Transfer ssudentswho havenot been taught the M assachusetts curriculum but whowill beexpectedto
passM CA Sto get adiploma.

But don’t we need the M CASto push schoolsto do a better job?

Usingteststo“force” improvementsout of teachersand school shasbeen tried before, but these costly efforts
havenot been successful inraising student achievement. Moreoften, they “push” school sto narrowly focuson
thetests, depriving studentsof agood education. Weare spending millionson atest that tellsuswhat we
aready know: school sinour poorest communitiesare under-resourced and need help. Our resourcesshould
bespent ondirectly improving schoolsand classrooms, providing professiona development for teachers, and
ondeveloping better waysto measurewhat studentsarelearning.

But don’t weneed somefor m of accountability for all schools?

Y es! Therearefar better waysto reach standards and to assess studentsand schools. CARE hasdevel oped a
statewideplan - asystemthat usesmulti pl e assessmentsto measure student | earning and school improvement -
ascalledfor inthe Education Reform Law. CARE’ sauthentic accountability planwould combine limited
standardizedtesting (in Englishand math), with classroom assessments(such asportfolios), whole-school
quality reviewsconducted by outsideexperts, and annual school reports. Thiswould replacethecurrent reliance
onthe M CA Sexamsto makedecisionsabout studentsand schools.

Arewestuck withthe MCAS?

No! Publicactioncanchangethesetests. InWisconsin, parentsorganized and defeated their state’ shigh-
stakestest. Parentsin M A arepetitioningintheir schools, holding town forums, speakingtotheir school com-
mitteesandlegidators, writing | ettersto newspapersand appearingon TV andradio, and keeping their children
homeontest days. Many haveformed|local CARE chaptersand areworking to get theword out to everyone.

Canyou dosomethingtohelp?

Y ES! Join CARE and distribute CARE informationtofriendsand family, other parentsand teachersinyour
community. Join CARE’ sE-mail discussiongroup (send email to care-subscribe@egroups.com).Signthe
CARE petitionand get moresignatures. Writeyour legidators, school committeemembersand|ocal newspa-
pers. Organizeacommunity forum.

Joinother actionsor boycott thetests. CARE can providesupporttoall theseefforts.

However you choosetorespond, weneed your help tomakeour public schoolsplaceswhereall
children havethe opportunity to achieveat the highest possiblelevel. Webelievethe MCASisa
barrier toachieving better schools. Help usstop thisunfair and har mful test. Contact ustoday!



