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Mass. education not stagnant

AS I SEE IT
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  I was surprised at the many errors and inaccuracies in the "As I See It" op-ed "Report: Worse than stagnant" (Charles Chieppo and Jamie Gass, Telegram & Gazette, Dec. 11), arguing that state education efforts to promote high-quality education with all students have not been successful, and is now turning toward easier standards. 

As a Massachusetts school district administrator for 15 years in varied districts, I know that schools and teachers across the state are ambitious for all students learning at high levels, and that the support of the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE) has helped tremendously. 

Just one example is the urban district of Lowell celebrating the "Murkland School miracle," moving the school from a 2012 "Level Four" school — next to the bottom — to 2013 Level One, top ranking based on students' state test scores, accomplished with a federal DESE turnaround grant. 

There are a multitude of such examples of skyrocketing success, due to teachers embracing standards learning, raising the bar for each child. Many students who would not otherwise learn how to read and write are now doing so under Massachusetts education reform. 

In addition to these many pockets of school improvement, Mssrs. Chieppo and Gass report that overall third-grade reading scores are now 10 points lower than in 2002, stagnant and disappointing, but hardly "a sharp decline." Selective use of data to make one's point is always tricky business. One can't point to third-grade reading without also noting that the challenging third-grade math scores are now 14 points higher than in 2006. 

Further, if we take the lowest scoring 5 percent of schools and treated them as if they were one school, these scores have improved over time, a huge achievement with our most struggling students. Data showing success abounds. Test questions the state releases show the reading passages and questions are high level, and the math is challenging, requiring writing to explain one's thinking. 

With Common Core it's not true as the authors state that classic literature and poetry is cut in half. MCAS tests for the past 15 years have always been 50 percent nonfiction and 50 percent fiction, from grades 3–10. Informational text helps students continue to learn. 

While the 10th grade English test is increased from 50 percent to 75 percent informational text, this isn't going to stop English teachers from teaching Shakespeare. In fact, challenging reading is a Common Core standard. 

While there are other inaccuracies and contrivances in interpretation of data and process in the piece, the most egregious error is the statement that the "MA State Board of Elementary and Secondary Education ... jettisoned MCAS ... replacing this with ... the less rigorous national Common Core standards." 

The opposite is true. Anyone who takes a few minutes to look at the Internet-posted Common Core standards and tests that DESE is considering adopting compared with earlier standards — seen as a huge jump at the time they were initiated in 1990's — knows that Common Core provides much more rigorous expectations. 

DESE leaders have had many meetings with school people across the state, and use brilliant organization and process to support schools. Numerous teacher-developed Common Core teaching plans are on the DESE website to assist with change to more rigorous standards. 

Now, under Common Core, the standards require, for example, that students learn to read for central ideas, closely note and assess stated terms and connotation, see how word choice conveys author's purpose, and assess sources and argument for valid reasoning and evidence. Students in grades 3-10 are learning this. 

The misuse of data, myth, and information to argue that the DESE has been unsuccessful in raising the quality of education and to replace state work with an "independent body" — clearly that represented by the authors — is a flawed argument. 

DESE support of both charter schools and non-charter schools has been heroic. A closer look at all data shows not "a train wreck" but success that now with the move to higher standards will bring even more miraculous learning gains, giving each child a better shot in life. 

Evidence-based argument is a cornerstone of Common Core. We have to get our evidence right to make a valid argument, as teachers and students know well, thanks to more rigorous Common Core standards. 
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