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I was surprised at the many misleading statements in the Dec. 18 Commentary piece by Charles Chieppo and Jamie Gass (“Mass. retreats on school reform”), which argued that Massachusetts has retreated on efforts to promote high-quality education for all students, and that the state is turning toward easier standards.

As a Massachusetts school district administrator for 15 years in several 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 Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE) has helped tremendously.

Just one example is the urban district of Lowell, celebrating the “Murkland School Miracle,” of moving from a 2012 “Level Four” school, next to the bottom, to a 2013 Level One school, the top ranking based on state test scores. This urban school success was accomplished with a DESE “turnaround” grant.

There are many examples of such skyrocketing success in student learning, as measured by the objective standard of test scores, because of efforts by teachers and administrators to raise the bar. Many students who would not otherwise learn how to read and write are now doing so under Massachusetts education reform.

Despite these many pockets of school improvement, on the statewide level, Pioneer Institute writers Chieppo and Gass report that third grade state reading tests have declined, now 10 points lower than in 2002. That is stagnant and disappointing, but hardly “a sharp decline” over a 12-year period.

Selective use of data to make one’s point is always tricky business. One can’t point to third grade reading state test scores without also noting that the challenging Massachusetts third grade math test scores are now 14 points higher than in 2006.

Further, the lowest scoring 5 percent of Massachusetts schools have improved over time, a huge achievement with our most struggling students. Data showing success abounds. By 10th  grade, many districts have 50 percent of students scoring advanced in reading and math.

A look at the Massachusetts test questions that the state releases each year shows the reading passages, questions and writing requirements are high-level, and the math is challenging, requiring writing to explain one’s thinking, not simply “bubble tests,” a common myth.

While there are other inaccuracies and contrivances in interpretation of data and process in the piece, the most egregious error is the statement: “In 2010 the state Board of Elementary and Secondary Education, by then under the governor’s control, jettisoned MCAS [the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System tests] and the K-12 academic standards in English and math on which the tests are based,” replacing them with “less rigorous national Common Core standards.” Anyone who takes a few minutes to look at the Internet-posted Common Core State Standards and tests knows that Common Core provides more rigorous expectations.

For example, under the Common Core State Standards, students now must learn to read for a central idea, closely note and assess stated terms and connotations, determine the point of view, see how the word choice conveys author’s purpose, and assess sources and arguments for valid reasoning and sufficient evidence.

Students in grades three through ten are learning to critically view a writer’s argument. The misuse of data, myth, and information to argue that the DESE has been unsuccessful in raising the quality of education, and to argue that state work should be replaced with an “independent body” — clearly the one represented by the authors — and to have an increased number of charter schools constitutes a fallacious argument.

Evidence-based argument is one of the cornerstones of Common Core Standards. We have to get our evidence right to make a valid argument, as Massachusetts teachers and students know well, thanks to more rigorous state-sponsored Common Core standards.

Dr. Katherine Scheidler, of Providence, is a Massachusetts school administrator. She provides teacher professional development and is the author of “Standards Matter” (NewSouth Books, 2015).
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