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High-stakes tests decimate classroom teaching in R.I.

Next month, many Rhode Island children will be taking the PARCC. What is the PARCC? It stands for Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers. This test replaces the NECAP, which stands for the New England Common Assessment Program. Both were and are the tests required under the federal No Child Left Behind Act. The NCLB Act more than doubled the number of federally mandated tests — 6 tests required prior to the law; 14 required after passage — and now includes the PARCC.

As many of you are aware, last year the State of Rhode Island chose to postpone using the NECAP as a graduation requirement when it was decided that the test was flawed and the requirement was unfair to a majority of students.

Before that decision, however, the loss of classroom time spent preparing students to take the test and the money spent on administering it had an incredible impact on the quality of education at the local level. Sports, music, language, and art programs have been decimated. Textbooks, building maintenance and staff have been whittled away. In the meantime, teachers have spent inordinate amounts of classroom time “teaching to the test” instead of inspiring students to achieve their goals.

Now we begin a new phase of testing. It is not a graduation requirement (yet), but outgoing Education Commissioner Deborah Gist stated on Jan. 19 that “schools can decide to use PARCC participation as one part of determining a student’s grade in a course.” While the decision to use PARCC as a graduation requirement is currently under discussion by the state Board of Education, the potential for punitive action is already evident.

Another problem is that the PARCC is aligned to a new curriculum introduced to most Rhode Island school districts merely four years ago. During that time, teachers and administrators have been working frantically to revise curriculum and find proper materials that in many cases have not even been developed and tested. Asking for teachers and students to fundamentally change everything in the classroom from K-12 in such a brief amount of time is like asking a freight train to stop on a dime, turn on its tracks, and speed in another direction. A devastating collision is certain to happen, and that collision will be evident in PARCC test results.

Of course, all of this was funded entirely through the Race to the Top federal grant: $75 million spent to “gather data” on which teachers will be evaluated, schools penalized, and students demoralized; and now that the money is gone, communities will be required to pick up the tab for the testing, curriculum and evaluation systems.

So how many other states are participating in PARCC testing? In 2010, the PARCC had 23 states signed on to administer the test. After disastrous pilot tests run in selected states, the PARCC is now being administered in only 10 states, Rhode Island among them.

How much time is spent on the PARCC test? In the English Department of North Kingstown High School alone, three 90-minute class periods have already been mandated as “PARCC testing preparation.” Students have been assigned to computer labs not only to take practice tests but, more importantly, to learn the software program required to take the test. Regular classroom instruction is suspended during these three days. Similar time is lost at the middle and elementary levels as well.

In addition to “practice time,” students will be tested in March and May. According the Rhode Island Department of Education, a single unit of the PARCC test takes 80-120 minutes to complete. Grades 3-5 will be taking 8 units total, while grades 6-12 will be taking 9 units. Students essentially will be losing two weeks of instruction time in order to take the PARCC test.

Sadly, educators’ voices are not being heard in this debate. We have continually voiced our concern about the loss of class time, the debilitating effects of high-stakes testing, the funneling of tax dollars to corporations that leave classrooms and students starving for high-quality educational resources and programs. We need students and parents to join the conversation.

Finally, despite Commissioner Gist’s insistence that all students will participate in PARCC testing, parents do have a choice. You can choose to have your child opt out of any mandated test without penalty. For more information, visit the website of Parents Across Rhode Island at www.parentsacrossri.org.

Kevin Dubois is president of the National Education Association North Kingstown. He is an English teacher at Davisville Middle School.
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