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Executive Summary 
 
The goal of this report is to examine various dimensions of the “MCAS 
controversy” separately, with reference to the experiences of other states that have 
assembled all or some policy elements differently from Massachusetts in their 
pursuit of standards-based reform.  The test and its high-stakes use reflect decisions 
made along five policy dimensions: 
 
1. Standards. What are the state’s expectations in terms of what students should 

know and be able to do?  Is the focus on basic skills, higher order thinking 
skills, or  mastery of content areas?  Which content areas are covered by 
standards? 

2. Assessments. How do we know if students are meeting the standards?  What 
kinds of test format and test items are used?  Are tests connected to specific 
courses (like Algebra) or more general subject areas (like Mathematics)?  Is there 
a single test or a range of assessments including portfolio and performance 
elements?  Who determines competency—state or local authorities?  What 
alternate assessments and accommodations are used for  special education 
students and limited English proficient students?  How are students in 
vocational-technical programs assessed? 

3. Uses and Consequences of Assessments.  What are the stakes, and for 
whom?  Is an assessment high stakes for students (e.g., a graduation 
requirement) or low stakes (e.g. assessment results used only for diagnostic 
purposes)? Are assessment results used to measure student achievement, school 
performance, or both?  What are the stakes for schools, teachers, and 
administrators?  Do standards and assessments lead to a single diploma or 
multiple credentials? 

4. Supports for Learning. How much progress has been made in implementing 
standards-based reform and teaching students the material and skills in the 
standards?  What types of programs exist to help students learn what they need 
to know and be able to do? What special interventions are targeted toward 
students at risk of failure?  What retest opportunities exist? 

5.   Implementation Strategies.  How are standards, assessments, consequences, 
and supports established, sequenced, and phased in?  What is the time lag 
between establishment of standards and enactment of assessments, and between 
implementation of the tests and imposition of consequences?  Is there an initial 
focus on testing in a limited number of disciplines, which may be expanded 
later?  Is the passing score for the assessment started low and ratcheted up?  
What types of changes have states made in their implementation timelines, and 
for what reasons? 

 
Other states pursuing standards-based reform have made different decisions in 
these areas, and their experiences provide insights on the Massachusetts debate.  It 
is beyond the scope of this paper to provide an exhaustive examination of state 
approaches.  Instead, this paper puts forward a five-dimensional model of state 
testing and graduation requirements, along with some illustrative state examples, in 
the hope that this framework will offer policymakers and stakeholders a logical and 
usable vocabulary that goes beyond all-or-nothing, pro or anti positions. By 
breaking these policy questions down into five components, stakeholders may find 
that they are able to discuss reform issues in a more precise and nuanced way, and 
possibly find new areas on which they can agree and move forward. 
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1.  Standards 
Massachusetts stakeholders who disagree on many other issues agree that it is crucial 
to educate all students to a high level.  Controversy arises, however, over the 
standards to which students should be held as a criterion for graduation.   

In the early days of standards-based reform, many states enacted graduation tests 
that assessed students’ grasp of basic skills.  In some cases, students could take and 
pass these tests as early as eighth or ninth grade.  More recently, the trend has been 
toward requiring students to reach higher levels of performance, such as mastery of 
material and skills identified as being at a tenth-grade level.  Of the eighteen states 
that currently have graduation tests, only five identify the test as being at a tenth-
grade level. By 2008, twenty-four states (including Massachusetts) will have 
graduation tests, of which twenty-one, including MCAS, will be at the tenth-grade 
level. 

“Tenth-grade level” is a relative rather than an absolute standard.  Based on 
comparisons of state graduation test pass rates and National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP)  scores, the material tested by the MCAS appears to 
be more demanding than current tenth-grade level tests in other states. 

2.  Assessments  
Backed by federal laws such as the 1994 reauthorization of the Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, and the 
Perkins Vocational and Technical Education Act, all states include students with 
disabilities, students whose first language is not English, and students in vocational-
technical programs in their assessments. State assessment systems vary along several 
dimensions: 

 
1) The balance between machine-scorable test items and “constructed response” 

items that require students to write an essay or show how they solved a 
problem; 

2) Whether or not the examinations are connected to, and given at the end of, 
specific courses; 

3) Whether or not a portfolio or other form of “authentic assessment” is included; 
4) Whether the way in which students’ mastery of curriculum frameworks will be 

assessed is determined only by state authorities or by both state and local 
authorities; 

5) The way in which the test is administered to special education students, students 
whose proficiency in English is limited, and students in vocational and technical 
programs. 

 

In its format, MCAS is consistent with most other states’ testing programs.  A few 
states currently use portfolio or performance assessments, but not as high-stakes 
tests for students because of concerns about the consistency of how they are scored. 
Accommodations on the MCAS and the alternate MCAS for special education 
students adhere more closely to the state curriculum frameworks than similar 
measures in some other states, but not unusually so. 

The format of the MCAS, the inclusion policies, and the alternate assessment for 
special education students are broadly consistent with what is done in other states. 
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3.  Uses and Consequences of Assessments 
States currently use their assessments for a variety of purposes, including evaluating 
students, holding schools accountable, and sometimes rewarding or sanctioning  
individual teachers and administrators.   

Nearly all states test their high-school students’ mastery of skills and academic 
subjects, but at this point only about half require—or plan to require—their 
students to pass a test in order to graduate.    

Controversy over high-school graduation tests has become more intense as more 
states have enacted such tests and the material on those tests has become more 
difficult.   

States with graduation tests generally award two different high school credentials: a 
diploma for students who pass the test, and a “certificate of completion” for 
students who complete all the other requirements but do not pass the test.  A few 
states provide alternate means by which students who do not pass the tests may 
nonetheless earn a diploma. 

States are experimenting with a few kinds of rewards for high test scores, either in 
addition to or instead of attaching sanctions to failure.  These include scholarships 
to state universities and “honors diplomas.”  However, distributing benefits such as 
financial aid for higher education, on the basis of test scores is likely to produce 
results that will strike many people as discriminatory, since students in different 
racial, gender, and economic groups are not equally likely to score well on the tests.   

 

4.  Supports for Learning 
All states with graduation tests allow students several opportunities to retake the 
tests prior to their scheduled graduation dates, and most pay for students to 
continue retaking the test after they complete twelfth grade. 

Critics of MCAS as a graduation requirement often claim that it is too soon to hold 
students responsible for mastering the material in the Curriculum Frameworks 
because schools have not fully aligned their curricula and instructional practices with 
the frameworks. 

Massachusetts is not the only place in which this criticism has been made.  The 
complete vision of standards-based school reform includes changes in what is 
taught and how it is taught, not just implementation of tests that assess mastery of 
the standards.  In the long run, the tests are meant to drive a fundamental 
improvement in the quality of public schools in all communities.   Nationwide, 
states have tended to implement testing requirements before fully implementing the 
other standards-based reforms, rather than the other way around.  The idea is that 
the test requirement will create an impetus for the other changes. 

In addition to more fully implementing standards-based reform, states have enacted 
a variety of shorter-term support programs intended to help students pass the tests.  
The most successful involve certified educators, providing extensions or 
supplements to the regular school program, rather than volunteer tutors.  Charges 
that some schools have improved their students’ apparent performance levels by 
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teaching low-level skills and retaining students who are likely to fail the exam until 
they reach the legal dropout age remain controversial.  

 

5.  Implementation Strategies 
Many stakeholders in Massachusetts have argued that the state should delay the use 
of MCAS as a graduation requirement in order to give schools more time to 
implement standards-based reforms.  Several states have adjusted their schedules or 
changed their assessment plans in the course of implementation, often in order to 
give the other components of standards-based reform time to work.  Massachusetts 
itself has already deviated from the schedule initially set out in the Education 
Reform Act of 1993.   

Changes in the plan for implementing a policy are a sign neither of surrender nor of 
bad faith.  It is often necessary to be flexible as a policy is put into effect, in 
particular when implementation involves a number of actors at state and local levels.  

Separating the various dimensions of testing and graduation policies can help 
identify what kinds of compromises are consistent with the broad consensus that 
high standards are desirable for all students.  Some states, like Connecticut, typically 
do well in national comparisons despite not having a high stakes test tied to high 
standards.  Texas and New York provide examples of different kinds of high stakes 
tests.  To date, the TAAS has been a high-stakes test of basic skills (this is scheduled 
to change in the future).  New York is transforming the Regents Examinations, 
recognized as fairly challenging tests of content mastery, from tests taken only by 
the college-bound into high-stakes tests for all students.   The timetable according to 
which this is happening is different, and in some sense slower, than that of 
Massachusetts.  Vermont’s long experience with a system of different kinds of low-
stakes assessment provides perspective on the decision in Massachusetts to use only 
a standardized test for school and student accountability. 
 
Conclusion 
The public generally supports standards-based school reform, but seems more 
ambivalent about policies that might prevent large numbers of students from 
earning a high-school diploma.  Massachusetts policy makers can look to other 
states’ experiences for insights into where testing fits into the broader context of 
systemic reform.  Are high stakes tests necessary in order to make high standards a 
reality for all students?  What is the appropriate timing and sequencing of various 
components.  Is the best use of the tests to create the impetus for reform, or to 
confirm whether or not is has occurred, or some combination of both? 
 
By breaking the monolithic question of “MCAS:  Yes or No” down into more 
focused discussion of specific tradeoffs in the areas of standards, assessments, 
consequences, supports, and implementation strategies—informed by the 
experiences of other states—we may find some questions that we can productively 
answer together. 
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Introduction 
 
Compared with other countries, the United States has a high rate of completion of 
secondary education.  Since the middle of the twentieth century, enrollment in high 
school has been nearly universal, and an overwhelming majority of students have 
earned a diploma by following one of several courses of study—college preparatory, 
vocational, general, and so on.   
 
The standards-based reform movement that began with the publication of A Nation 
at Risk in 1983 has the potential to change the fundamental meaning of a high-
school diploma.  Instead of the existing system, in which students with diplomas 
from the same high school have completed very different educational programs and 
learned very different material and skills, standards-based reform holds out the 
promise that all high school graduates will have at least a minimum level of 
educational attainment.  
 
Following A Nation at Risk, a consensus emerged in the United States that simply 
earning a minimum number of course credits for graduation was not enough.  
Reformers began to focus on setting standards for what children should know and 
be able to do as a result of their schooling.  Where previous efforts at education 
reform had suggested a tension between the goals of “excellence” and “equity,” 
standards-based reform promised to achieve both (Ravitch, 1995; Jennings, 1998; 
Cross, 2000).  The nation’s governors endorsed the idea of standards-based reform 
at summits held in 1989 and 1995, and members of both parties agreed that 
students’ mastery of content, not just completion of courses, should be the goal of 
the education system (Jennings, 1998; Ravitch, 1995).  
 
The states took the lead in establishing curriculum standards and producing 
assessments to measure students’ achievement of them.  As of December, 2000, all 
states except for Iowa administer some form of standards-based tests.  In addition, 
more than twenty states have either implemented a graduation test linked to state 
standards or were planning to do so. Federal laws passed during the 1990s, including 
Goals 2000, the 1994 reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education 
Act, and the Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Technical Education Act of 1998, also 
reinforced the turn towards standards and assessments based upon them.   
 
The Massachusetts Context.  Under the Education Reform Act of 1993 
(MERA), Massachusetts has embarked upon a standards-based reform process.  
MERA provided for a broad range of changes in numerous areas, including 
curriculum and instruction, teacher preparation, student assessment, governance and 
decision-making, and educational finance, among others.  But as its implementation 
has proceeded, attention has increasingly been focused on MERA’s student 
assessment component, the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System 
(MCAS), and its use as a graduation requirement.  
 
Nearly eight years after the passage of the Massachusetts Education Reform Act, 
policy makers and educators agree that a critical point in its implementation is at 
hand.  This year, tenth graders in the Class of 2003 will be the first students to take 
the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) examination as a 
“high stakes” test:  students will be required to perform above specified levels on 
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both the English Language Arts and Mathematics sections of the MCAS in order to 
graduate from high school.   
 
When these students took the MCAS as eighth-graders, 86% passed the English 
Language Arts test, but only 58% passed the mathematics test (Massachusetts DOE, 
2000d, Table 2).  Of the tenth-graders who took the MCAS in 2000, 68% passed 
English Language Arts and 55% passed mathematics (Massachusetts DOE, 2000d, 
Table 3).  The significance of these pass rates is at the center of the current 
controversy.  Some individuals and organizations charge that “these tests hurt kids” 
and call for repealing the MCAS graduation requirement, reducing the difficulty of 
the standards, or changing to a system of more “authentic” assessment based on 
projects and activities.  Others push for maintaining the status quo, declaring that 
backing away from the high-stakes use of MCAS puts Education Reform as a whole 
in jeopardy, that students will do better on the tests when they carry real 
consequences, and that a variety of interventions are available to lift a high 
proportion of Massachusetts high school students “up and over the bar” by 2003. 
 
Parents, voters, educators, and policy makers have raised a number of separate 
questions about the MCAS and high-school graduation requirements: 
 
• Is the MCAS 10th grade exam at an appropriate level of difficulty? 
• Is MCAS the right test for all students to take? 
• For what purposes should MCAS scores be used? 
• Should there be a delay or change in schedule for using MCAS as a graduation 
test? 
• Should the state’s assessment system include portfolios or other “authentic” 
assessments? 
• Should Massachusetts have one or more kinds of diploma? 
• What should the local role in setting graduation requirements be? 
• What support programs should be offered for students who do not pass MCAS as 
tenth-graders? 
 
In the next several months, educational leaders and elected officials in the state will 
be making decisions about some of these issues. Although all participants in the 
discussion believe that they are acting in children’s best interests, the debate has 
become increasingly polarized. 
 
Disentangling the Dimensions.  As the Massachusetts debate has increased in 
intensity, various policy dimensions have tended to become entangled.  “Pro-
MCAS” versus “anti-MCAS,” “pro-testing” versus “anti-testing,” and “pro-
standards” versus “anti-standards” are presented publicly as the same debates, when 
in reality they are not.  For example, one might be pro-testing in general but 
question the timing or content of the MCAS exams.  One might be in favor of a 
high-stakes test for students, but also believe that the test should be of basic skills 
rather than mastery of high standards.  Attaching high stakes to the tests might 
mean that no student should earn any diploma without passing one, or that students 
would earn one of several different kinds of diploma depending upon their test 
performance and other relevant information.  This paper focuses on the 
consequences of tests for students, but tests may also have high-stakes 
consequences for schools and even for individual teachers and administrators. 
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The goal of this paper is to examine various dimensions of the “MCAS 
controversy” separately, and with reference to the experiences of other states that 
have assembled all or some of the dimensions differently in their pursuit of 
standards-based reform.  It is beyond the scope of this paper to provide an 
exhaustive examination of state approaches.  Instead, this paper puts forward a five-
dimensional model of state testing and graduation requirements, along with some 
illustrative state examples, in the hope that this framework will offer policymakers 
and stakeholders a logical and usable vocabulary that goes beyond all-or-nothing, 
pro or anti positions.  It is hoped that by breaking these policy questions down into 
five components, stakeholders may find that they are able to discuss reform issues in 
a more precise and nuanced way, and possibly find new areas on which they can 
agree and move forward. 
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Standards-Based Reform—A Model 
 
In analyzing standards-based reforms in Massachusetts and other states, different 
approaches can be observed along five major policy dimensions: 
 
 Standards.  What are the state’s expectations in terms of what students should 

know and be able to do?  Is the focus on basic skills, higher order thinking 
skills, or mastery of content areas?  Which content areas are covered by 
standards?   

 Assessments.  How do we know if students are meeting the standards?  What 
kinds of test format and test items are used?  Are tests connected to specific 
courses (like Algebra) or more general subject areas (like Mathematics)?  Is there 
a single test or a range of assessments including portfolio or performance 
elements?  Who determines competency—state or local authorities?  What 
alternate assessments and accommodations are used for  special education 
students and limited English proficient students?  How are students in 
vocational-technical programs assessed? 

 Uses and Consequences of Tests.  What are the stakes, and for whom?  Is 
an assessment high stakes for students (e.g., a graduation requirement for 
students) or low stakes (e.g., assessment results used only for diagnostic 
purposes).  Are assessment results used to measure student achievement, school 
performance, or both?  What are the stakes for schools, teachers, and 
administrators? Do standards and assessments lead to a single diploma or 
multiple credentials? 

 Supports for Learning. How much progress has been made in implementing 
standards-based reform and teaching students the knowledge and skills in the 
standards?  What types programs exist to help students learn what they need to 
know and be able to do? What special interventions are targeted toward 
students at risk of failure?  What retest opportunities exist? 

 Implementation Strategies.  How are standards, assessments, consequences, 
and supports established, sequenced and phased in? What is the time lag 
between establishment of standards and enactment of assessments, and between 
implementation of tests and imposition of consequences?  Is there an initial 
focus on testing in a limited number of disciplines, which may be expanded 
later?  Is the passing score for the assessment started low and ratcheted up?  
What types of changes have states made in their implementation timelines, and 
for what reasons? 

 
Various states’ experiences illustrate the variety of possible combinations of these 
five policy dimensions.  For example, New York is gradually moving from a high-
standards but low-stakes standardized assessment toward a high-standards, high-
stakes system along the same lines as Massachusetts.  In Vermont, standards and 
assessments are demanding and include portfolios and other local assessments as a 
part of accountability for schools.  However, the assessments are not high-stakes for 
students. Texas began with a high-stakes examination tied to basic skills but is now 
moving in a high-standards direction. Connecticut, like Vermont, does not have a 
high school exit test, but like Massachusetts uses a standardized exam rather than 
portfolios or other alternative forms of assessment.  None of these combinations is 
perfect, and all entail some trade-offs among worthy goals.  An improved 
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understanding of the range of policy options and the associated trade-offs may help 
the Massachusetts debate move forward.  
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I. Standards  
 
In analyzing standards-based reforms, the first component to examine is the 
standards themselves.  At what level of achievement is the state aiming—basic skills, 
mastery of challenging content, or some combination of the two?  Which content 
areas are covered by standards, and are they assessed equally or differently?   
 
The first generation of post-Nation at Risk tests required for high school students 
tended to be at a low-standard, or basic-skills, level.  Examples included the eighth 
and tenth-grade tests given in Minnesota and the Maryland Functional Tests, both 
of which are currently being phased out.  
 
At the opposite end of the standards continuum are tests that require students to 
demonstrate not only basic competency, but also mastery of fairly advanced material 
outlined in state curriculum frameworks.  In some cases, these tests take as a model 
the tests given in other countries, such as the United Kingdom’s A-levels or the 
French baccalauréat.  Precedents within the United States include the Advanced 
Placement tests administered by the College Board and the New York State Regents 
Examinations.  
 
In addition to evaluating the difficulty of the standards’ content, it is also necessary 
to understand the level at which students must master the standards in order  to 
pass assessments based on them.  Depending on how “cut scores” for identifying 
various levels are set, performance at a “proficient” level  on a test may indicate 
many different levels of actual skills and knowledge (Linn, 2000). 
 
Massachusetts’ Standards. The Massachusetts curriculum frameworks outline 
expectations for mastery in seven areas:  Arts, English Language Arts, Foreign 
Languages, Comprehensive Health, Mathematics, History and Social Science, and 
Science and Technology/Engineering.  However, tenth-graders currently take the 
MCAS tests in only four areas—English, Math, History, and Science—and only the 
English and Math results will have high-stakes implications for the Class of 2003.  
In addition, the initial passing scores for graduation in these two disciplines have 
been set at 220, on a scale of 200 to 280 possible.  Proponents argue that this is a 
relatively low score that translates to “needs improvement” in the mastery standard 
of the curriculum frameworks.  In a sense, the MCAS may be thought of as both a 
high-standards and basic-skills test, since the test is difficult but the cut score for 
passing is relatively low.  Commissioner Driscoll has proposed a “focused retest” 
that would take this idea further, in that it would be a different version of the MCAS 
designed specifically to determine whether or not a student has reached the “needs 
improvement” level, rather than to place her or him in one of the higher 
performance levels (Driscoll, 2001). 
 
How difficult are other states’ high school graduation tests? Precise 
comparison of the difficulty of the material on different states’ assessments would 
require a complex psychometric analysis beyond the scope of this policy paper.  We 
can, however, get a sense of how MCAS compares with other graduation exams that 
are identified as testing tenth-grade level material. 
 
The 2001 Quality Counts report by Education Week and the Pew Charitable Trust 
includes a table identifying states with current graduation tests at a tenth-grade level, 
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current graduation tests not at a tenth-grade level, future graduation tests at a tenth-
grade level, and future graduation tests not at a tenth-grade level.  Based on that 
table, we can classify states’ use of graduation tests into six general categories: 
 
1. No graduation test/Stable: No graduation test currently, and no plans to 

implement one (26 states); 
2. No graduation test/Planning basic skills: No graduation test currently, but 

planning to implement a test not at the tenth-grade level (Utah); 
3. No graduation test/Planning mastery: No graduation test currently, but 

planning to implement one at the tenth-grade level (Alaska, Arizona, California, 
Massachusetts, Washington); 

4. Basic skills test/Stable: Current graduation test not at tenth-grade level, with 
no plans to replace it with a different high-stakes test (Indiana, Minnesota); 

5. Basic skills test/Planning mastery: Current graduation test not at tenth-
grade level, but future test will be (Florida, Louisiana, Maryland, Mississippi, 
New Jersey, North Carolina, Ohio, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia); 

6. Mastery test/Stable: Current graduation test at tenth-grade level, with no 
plans to change it (Alabama, Georgia, Nevada, New Mexico, New York). 

 
Despite the current controversy over high-stakes testing, slightly more than half of 
all states neither currently have a graduation test nor plan to have one in the future.  
Some low-stakes tests are at a high level of difficulty. Under New York’s old system, 
the Regents Examinations were in this category.  Students could choose to take the 
examinations in order to earn the highly respected Regents Diploma, but only a 
minority did so (Hartocollis, 1999a).  Another example is the Connecticut Academic 
Performance Test (CAPT), which assesses tenth-graders’ mastery of the state 
curriculum frameworks in Language Arts, Math, Science, and Interdisciplinary areas.  
Neither CAPT nor the Connecticut Mastery Tests given to 4th, 6th, and 8th graders is 
used to qualify students for promotion or graduation, and the Connecticut State 
Department of Education recently issued a statement urging local districts and the 
general public not to overemphasize test scores (Archer, 2000). 
 
Of the 24 states that either have or plan to have a high stakes test, the trend is 
clearly in the direction of “mastery” (tenth-grade level) tests rather than tests 
identified as only testing basic skills.  Five states already have exit tests identified as 
being at the tenth-grade level.  Nearly all of the states that currently have high-stakes 
tests not at the tenth-grade level are planning to increase the difficulty of the 
material on which they assess students.  Texas is one such state. Critics of the 
current TAAS often point out that it is a relatively low-level test, perhaps at a 
seventh- or eighth-grade level (Sandham, 1998; Schrag, 2000a). Beginning this year, 
however, a new, upgraded TAAS will be administered to eleventh-graders, including 
English, Algebra, Geometry, Early American History, U.S. History, Biology, and an 
integrated exam in Chemistry and Physics (Viadero 2000; Texas Education Agency, 
n.d.). 
 
How Difficult is MCAS?  Massachusetts Department of Education spokespersons 
have claimed that MCAS is one of the most challenging examinations in the nation. 
We can get an idea of how MCAS compares with existing tenth-grade level, high-
stakes tests by comparing pass rates of those tests with the rates at which students in 
each state score at or above the “basic” level on NAEP.  Eighth-grade NAEP 
scores were used because tenth-grade scores were not available.  Such a comparison 
provides one indication that the MCAS is indeed a difficult test.   
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The table on page 17 shows that Massachusetts NAEP performance is somewhat 
better than that of the five states with tenth-grade level graduation exams, and that a 
larger percentage of Massachusetts students did well on the eighth-grade NAEP 
than on the tenth-grade MCAS.  In Alabama, Georgia, Nevada, and New Mexico, 
larger percentages of students passed the state graduation exams than scored “basic” 
or above on the NAEP.  In New York, the percentage passing the English Regents 
Exam was larger than the percentage that scored “basic” or above on the Reading 
NAEP, but smaller than the percentage that scored “basic” or above on the Writing 
NAEP.  The NAEP comparison suggests two conclusions: first, that definitions of a 
“tenth grade level”—which might be either in terms of material or in terms of a 
passing score on a test—differ across states despite the nationwide emphasis on 
raising standards, and second, that the MCAS is a more difficult test than most of 
the existing tenth-grade level graduation tests.  
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MCAS and Tenth-Grade Level Graduation Tests 
Compared with NAEP 
 
 
State Pass Rate of Tenth-

Grade Level 
Graduation Test 

% Basic or Above 
on 1998 8th Grade 
NAEP in Reading 

% Basic or Above 
on 1998 8th Grade 
NAEP in 
Writing 

% Basic or Above 
on 1996 8th Grade 
NAEP in 
Mathematics 

English 
Language 
Arts 

68% Massachusetts 
 

Math 55% 
 

 
80% 

 
87% 

 
68% 

Reading  83% Alabama 

Language 76% 

 
66% 

 
83% 

 
45% 

English 
Language 
Arts  

95% 

Math 
 

90% 

Social 
Studies 
 

85% 

Science 73% 

Georgia 

Writing 91% 

 
68% 

 
83% 

 
51% 

Reading 93% 
 

Math 93% 
 

Nevada 

Writing 93% 
 

 
69% 

 
77% 

Did not participate 

New Mexico HS 
Compe- 
tency 
Exam 

84%  
70% 

 
79% 

 
51% 

New York Regents 
Exam in 
English 

80%  
78% 

 
84% 

 
61% 

 
Sources:  States with tenth-grade level graduation tests are identified in Education Week and 
the Pew Charitable Trusts, Quality Counts 2001, pp. 78-79.  NAEP results are from Quality 
Counts 2001, pp. 90-91.  Graduation test scores are reported only for subjects in which the 
test is currently high-stakes for students.  MCAS data is from Massachusetts Department of 
Education, 2000d, Table 2.  Georgia data is for 2000 and is from Carter, 2000.  Alabama data 
is from Massachusetts Department of Education, 2000b.  Nevada pass rates are for 1997-98 
and were calculated by the author from data in Nevada Department of Education, 1999.  
New Mexico pass rate is for tenth graders taking the exam for the first time in 1998-99 and 
is from New Mexico Department of Education, 1999.  New York pass rate is for student 
taking the exam for the first time in 1999 and is from Kadamus, 2000. 
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II. Assessments 
 
Some critics of the Massachusetts Education Reform Act charge that the MCAS 
itself is the problem—that it does not provide an accurate picture of what students 
know and can do, that it overemphasizes multiple-choice items, or that it is an 
inappropriate assessment for special education, limited English proficient, or 
vocational students.  In reply, MCAS proponents point out that the test includes 
“performance assessment” in the form of a variety of constructed response items, 
and that only standardized assessments are appropriate for the purposes MCAS 
serves. 
 
As the MCAS controversy shows, it is easier to agree that all students should be held 
to high standards than to agree on how to assess students’ attainment of these 
standards.  What kinds of test items should be used?  Should high-school level tests 
be connected to specific courses?  Should there be a single test or a range of 
assessments?  Who should make these decisions—state or local authorities?   
 
Another dimension of assessment policy is the strategy chosen for including all 
students in the assessment.  Although vocational-technical students, students in 
special education, and students with limited English proficiency were once held to 
different standards than those for mainstream students, federal law now requires 
assessment of all students.  According to the 1994 reauthorization of the 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act, disabled and limited English proficient 
students must participate in the mainstream assessments, and states must provide 
disaggregated score data to show how their performance compares with that of 
other students. Under the 1997 version of the Individuals With Disabilities 
Education Act (IDEA-97), all states are required to include students with disabilities 
in their assessment systems (with accommodations as necessary) and also required 
to develop alternate assessments for special education students whose disabilities are 
so severe that they cannot participate in the regular assessment even with 
accommodations.  The Perkins Vocational and Technical Education Act of 1998 
emphasizes the need for students in vocational-technical education programs to 
master the same academic skills as students in regular programs.  
 
 
State Assessments Vary Along Several Dimensions.  In terms of format 
and accommodations for special populations, MCAS is consistent with most other 
states’ testing programs.   No state currently uses portfolios or other forms of 
“authentic” assessment for high-stakes purposes, though several incorporate it into 
their assessment systems, and Wyoming is developing a portfolio called the “body 
of evidence” that will be a graduation requirement starting in 2005.  State tests and 
assessment systems vary along several dimensions: 
 
1) The balance between machine-scorable test items and “constructed response” 

items that require students to write an essay or show how they solved a 
problem; 

2) Whether or not the examinations are connected to, and given at the end of, 
specific courses; 

3) Whether or not a portfolio or other form of “authentic assessment” is included; 
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4) Whether the way in which students’ mastery of curriculum frameworks will be 
assessed is determined only by state authorities or by both state and local 
authorities; 

5) The way in which the test is administered to special education students, students 
whose proficiency in English is limited, and students in vocational and technical 
programs. 

 
Where MCAS Fits Along These Dimensions 
 
Test Items.  MCAS includes constructed-response items (questions that require 
test-takers to write, show how they solved a mathematics problem, or “construct” 
another kind of answer) in all of its subject tests for tenth graders.  The most recent 
English Language Arts examination consisted of one written essay, six open 
response questions that called for students to write one or two paragraphs, and 48 
multiple choice questions.  The Mathematics examination consisted of seven open 
response questions, for which students had to make a chart, table, diagram, or 
graph, five short answer questions requiring a short written statement or numeric 
solution to a problem, and 39 multiple choice questions.  The Science and 
Technology examination included 44 multiple choice and seven open response 
questions.  The History and Social Science examination had 47 multiple choice and 
nine open response (Massachusetts DOE, 2000e, Table 3). 

 
End-of-Course Tests.  At present, none of the MCAS tests are end-of-course 
tests, but policy makers are considering end-of-course exams in science and social 
studies. 
 
Portfolio and Performance Assessment.  Although an early report on 
Education Reform said that the law “calls for a. . . comprehensive approach 
including portfolio evaluations, performance tasks, and other more authentic 
assessment techniques,” (Massachusetts DOE, 1994), the MCAS as actually 
implemented does not include a portfolio component or separate demonstrations of 
competencies.  The test does include a variety of constructed-response items, as 
mentioned above, which some testing experts consider to be a form of performance 
assessment. 
 
State and Local Roles in Assessment.  The MCAS is, of course, not the only 
test that Massachusetts students take.  Local authorities, especially classroom 
teachers, make most of the day-to-day decisions about how to assess students’ 
progress.  However, for purposes of accountability under Education Reform, the 
MCAS is the test that counts. State law requires all school districts to administer the 
MCAS test, regardless of how else they choose to assess their students’ progress.  
Barring any changes in the law, only students who pass the MCAS will be able to 
earn a high school diploma starting in 2003. 
 
Testing and Special Populations.  Federal law requires that students in special 
education and students with limited English proficiency be included in mainstream 
assessments.  Only a minority of special education students in Massachusetts or 
anywhere else take different tests from their peers.  Massachusetts provides an 
alternate MCAS for such students, and allows the others to take the regular test with 
accommodations that do not alter what is being tested.  For example, students may 
have testing directions read to them but must read the reading comprehension parts 
of the English Language Arts test for themselves. The MCAS Alternate Assessment 
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is linked to the curriculum frameworks.  It identifies the key concepts and 
information of each Massachusetts learning standard, as well as examples of “entry 
points” based on these standards for students with severe disabilities. 
 
Limited English Proficient (LEP) students in Massachusetts may be exempt from 
the MCAS for no more than three years.   LEP students who are tested may use a 
bilingual dictionary.  All MCAS tests except for English Language Arts are available 
in Spanish versions. 
 
Students in vocational-technical schools in Massachusetts take the same MCAS as 
their peers in comprehensive schools, and have higher failure rates.  Because 
students in vocational-technical schools spend only half of their time on academics, 
some stakeholders believe that the state should use something other than MCAS for 
assessing vocational-technical school students’ mastery of the curriculum 
frameworks. 
 
Assessment Options in National Perspective 
 
Looking outside of Massachusetts, we see that states are using different kinds of 
assessments in pursuit of the common goals of higher standards and improved 
educational outcomes.  Compared with these other state assessments, the MCAS is 
not unusually heavy on multiple-choice items.  In fact, some states’ graduation tests 
are entirely multiple-choice.  Accommodations on the MCAS and the alternate 
MCAS for special education students adhere more closely to the state curriculum 
frameworks than similar measures in other states, but again, Massachusetts policies 
are broadly consistent with what is done elsewhere.  There are several states which, 
unlike Massachusetts, use portfolios and other forms of authentic assessment.  
However, none of these are states in which the assessment has high-stakes 
consequences for students.  Wyoming plans to begin high-stakes portfolio 
assessment in 2005, and Oregon uses portfolio assessment to determine which 
students have earned the optional Certificate of Initial Mastery. 
 
Test Items.  Constructed-response test items are increasingly popular.  Only 
Alabama, Florida, and North Carolina currently rely entirely upon multiple-choice 
items in their state assessments.  Other states, such as Georgia, use only multiple-
choice items but include a separate writing test with an essay (Center for Policy 
Research in Education, 2000). 
 
End-of-Course Tests.  End-of-course examinations appeal to many policy makers 
and educators because they test students on a specific body of knowledge (i.e. 
“biology” instead of “science” or “U.S. history” instead of “history” in general).  
The New York State Regents Examinations are the best-known example of a system 
of end-of-course tests.  Virginia recently began administering end-of-course 
examinations in a variety of subjects, some of which will be required for graduation 
beginning with the Class of 2004 (Benning, 1998).  Maryland is in the process of 
replacing its Maryland Functional Assessment graduation test with end-of-course 
examinations in English, government, algebra, geometry, and biology (Maryland 
Department of Education, n.d.) .  Texas is moving in the other direction, away from 
end-of-course exams.  Currently, students may satisfy the state’s graduation test 
requirement by passing three out of four end-of-course exams (Biology, Algebra, 
English II, and U.S. History) instead of the exit-level TAAS.  Beginning with the 
Class of 2005, all students must pass the new exit-level TAAS. 
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Portfolio and Performance Assessment.   Many educators have expressed 
support for “authentic” assessments, such as evaluation of portfolios or public 
demonstrations of students’ knowledge, as superior to standardized, on-demand 
assessments. In portfolio assessment, students submit a collection of their in-class 
work for evaluation according to a common rubric.  Performance assessment might 
include asking students to carry out a science experiment as a team, or to present 
and defend a major project for an audience of other students, their teachers, and 
members of the general public. 
 
In the mid-1990s, portfolio assessment was seen as a promising new development.  
Advocates of authentic assessment say that it gives a more accurate picture of what 
students can do, allows students with a variety of learning styles to display their 
knowledge effectively, and permits better assessment of skills such as public 
speaking and teamwork.   
 
How States Use Portfolios and Performance Assessment.   Despite their 
popularity a few years ago, portfolio assessments remain relatively rare. They are 
more common as part of an accountability system for schools than as part of an 
accountability system for students.  Only Colorado, Missouri, and Texas report 
using “performance” items on their high-school level tests.  Kentucky, Oregon, and 
Vermont both incorporate portfolio assessment at the high-school level, though 
they also administer standardized tests (Center for Policy Research in Education, 
2000). In New York State, a coalition of alternative high schools sought to have the 
English Regents Examination requirement waived in favor of projects, but the State 
Education Department denied their request (Holloway, 2000).  Wyoming is the lone 
state moving in the opposite direction, with a portfolio evaluation required for high 
school graduation beginning in 2005 (Coles, 2000). 
 
Vermont students take the New Standards Reference Examination in grades 4, 8, 
and 10.  They also submit writing portfolios in grades 5 and 8 and mathematics 
portfolios in grades 4, 8, and 10.  State authorities evaluate a random sample of 
portfolios from each school according to state rubrics, and local authorities are 
encouraged to score all students’ portfolios (Center for Policy Research in 
Education, 2000; FairTest, 1997). 
 
Oregon’s assessments may include samples of regular classroom assignments, if they 
meet criteria established by the state (Oregon Department of Education, 1996; 
Oregon Department of Education, 2000).  In order to earn a Certificate of Initial 
Mastery or Certificate of Advanced Mastery, students must pass state and local 
assessments in several subjects.  Once the CIM is fully implemented, students will 
also have to “demonstrate abilities to learn, think, retrieve information, use 
technology, [and] work effectively as individuals in group settings” (Oregon 
Department of Education, n.d.).   In addition, the state is phasing in the Proficiency-
Based Admissions Standards System (PASS), a performance assessment that state 
colleges and universities will use to determine which high school students are 
prepared for admission (National Governors’ Association, 1997). 
 
Problems with Portfolio and Performance Assessment.   Performance 
assessment is vulnerable to greater subjectivity in grading than standardized tests.  
Kentucky initially used performance assessment to evaluate the progress of the 
Kentucky Education Reform Act, but replaced its original system with a more 
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traditional one in 1998.  The Kentucky Instructional Results Information System 
(KIRIS) had emphasized accountability for schools rather than for individual 
students.   The assessment included some machine-scored items, but also portfolios, 
performances, open-ended questions, and non-cognitive indicators of school 
performance such as attendance rates, dropout rates, and transitions to work, post-
secondary education, and the military (Ysseldyke, et. al., 1997).  Problems arose with 
the validity and reliability of KIRIS, including a lack of improvement on other tests 
like the NAEP and ACT despite improvement on KIRIS (Hambleton, 1997). As 
pressure mounted for Kentucky schools to be held accountable, state leaders 
decided that more reliable tests were needed (Whitford & Jones, 2000, pp. 12-13).  
Thus, they changed to the Commonwealth Accountability Testing System in 1998, 
which does not include portfolio assessment (Whitford & Jones, 2000, pp. 233-34).   
 
Early studies of Vermont’s portfolio assessment system noted difficulties in 
maintaining consistent evaluations across portfolio raters (Rothman, 1992; Viadero, 
1993).  Despite some improvement, the state Board of Education voted in 1996 to 
combine portfolios with standardized tests (Manzo, 1996).  
 
Other Assessment Alternatives.  Virginia and New York State allow students to 
substitute some of the more demanding national-level assessments for state tests. 
Students may pass the state’s Standards of Learning test in English Writing or they 
may demonstrate proficiency via passing scores on a variety of accepted substitute 
tests, including:  Advanced Placement English Language and Composition; 
International Baccalaureate English (High or Standard Level); SAT II Writing; Test 
of English as a Foreign Language; or Advanced Placement International English 
Language (Cross, 2000).  Students in New York State may also take Advanced 
Placement or International Baccalaureate tests instead of the Regents Examinations.  
Only the strongest students are likely to have taken examinations like the 
International Baccalaureate or Advanced Placement tests; Indiana offers an 
alternative route to graduation aimed at a more general population, which will be 
discussed in Part III of this report. 
 
State and Local Roles in Assessment.  Typically, as in Massachusetts, the form 
and content of assessments for accountability are determined by state authorities.  
In a few states, however, local education authorities share with state authorities in 
determining the content of assessments.  Wisconsin school districts may develop 
their own standardized assessments to use in place of the state’s (Blair, 1999).  
Under Minnesota’s Profiles of Learning Assessments, local districts have the power 
to decide what kinds of assignments to use in performance assessments of 24 areas 
identified by the state, and they also control the timetable for implementing the 
assessments (Draper, 2000).   
 
Testing and Special Populations.   
 
How Extensive May Special Education Accommodations Be? Although the 
deadline for including all students in assessment systems under the IDEA-97 passed 
in the summer of 2000, many states are still struggling with the details of 
accommodations and alternate assessments for disabled students.  States provide a 
wide range of accommodations to students with disabilities who participate in 
regular assessments.  The major challenge is balancing students’ need for 
accommodations with concerns for comparability between test scores of children 
taking the tests under different conditions. However, in a few states, such as 
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Virginia and Delaware, students may take the standard assessments under 
conditions that do affect the comparability of their scores (Center for Policy 
Research in Education, 2000).  In several states, disabled students and their 
advocates have mounted legal challenges to graduation tests (Olson, 2000b) 
 
Are Alternate Assessments Based on Curriculum Frameworks?  The field of 
alternate assessments for the few special education students who cannot take the 
regular examinations even with accommodations is changing rapidly as states 
implement and adjust their assessments. Only 1 or 2 percent of the total student 
population in any given state is expected to take the alternate assessment.  Based on state 
materials included in the Proceedings of a June, 2000 conference on alternate 
assessments sponsored by the National Council on Educational Outcomes, states 
differ in the extent to which they attempt to link their alternate assessments to their 
curriculum frameworks in academic subjects.  
 
States whose special education alternate assessments, like the MCAS Alternate 
Assessment, are linked to their academic curriculum frameworks include Minnesota, 
Missouri, Ohio, Rhode Island, and Tennessee.  The other approach to alternate 
assessments is to emphasize non-academic outcomes such as self-care and life skills 
for students who are enrolled in a “functional” curriculum and not working toward 
a standard high-school diploma.  States taking this approach include California, 
Delaware, Georgia, and Indiana (National Center on Educational Outcomes, 2000). 
 
How are Limited English Proficient Students Tested?  All states are committed to 
including limited English proficient (LEP) children in their assessments.  Some, like 
Massachusetts, allow exemptions for students with fewer than a certain number of 
years in English-dominant schools.  For LEP students who take the examinations, 
states allow a variety of accommodations.  Many, like Massachusetts, allow students 
to use a bilingual dictionary.  Some allow the instructions for the test to be read in 
the student’s dominant language.  Many allow extended time for LEP students to 
take their tests (Center for Policy Research in Education, 2000). 
 
Only a few states provide versions of their assessments in languages other than 
English. The New Standards Reference Examinations are available in Spanish.  For 
students who do not take the regular examinations, New Jersey offers a Special 
Review Assessment in ten languages.  Although all students in New York must pass 
the Regents Examination in English in order to graduate, the Regents Examinations 
in other subject areas are available in Korean, Chinese, Haitian Creole, Russian, and 
Spanish.  The New Mexico high school exit exam is available in Spanish (Center for 
Policy Research in Education, 2000).  When tests are given in several languages, care 
must be taken to maintain their technical comparability (Olson, 2000d). 
 
How are Students in Vocational-Technical Programs Tested?  Much of the 
original impetus for standards-based reform came from employers who were 
dismayed at the language and mathematics skills of entry-level employees with high 
school diplomas. According to the principles of standards-based reform, all students 
should be expected to master the same material and academic skills whether they 
plan to go on to higher education or to enter the work force directly.  Indeed, it is 
no longer accurate to distinguish between “vocational-technical” and “college-
bound” students, since many students who graduate from vocational-technical 
programs go on to college (Gehring, 2000b). 
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The Regents Examination graduation requirement that is being implemented in 
New York will apply to students in vocational-technical programs as well as students 
in regular programs.  A state panel is also considering creating a “regents technical 
diploma,” an alternative assessment for students in career and technology programs 
(Gehring, 2000a). 
 
Students in Connecticut vocational-technical schools take the same CAPT tenth-
grade test as their peers in comprehensive high schools, but neither population must 
take the test in order to graduate.  All Texas students must pass the TAAS 
examination in order to graduate, and the pass rates for students in vocational-
technical and regular programs are the same (Gehring, 2000a). 
 
Not all states separate vocational and regular education students to the same extent 
that Massachusetts does.  In some states, assessment of vocational students is a less 
pressing issue because vocational programs are part-day programs and their students 
take academic courses along with non-vocational students. 
 
Overall, the MCAS is consistent with the kinds of assessment used in most other 
states.  Although it does not include portfolio or performance assessment, it does 
include a significant constructed-response component.  All states are bound by the 
federal laws requiring inclusion of special education students and students whose 
first language is not English in mainstream assessments, and are struggling to 
identify the best ways in which to do so.  The question of how to assess students in 
vocational-technical programs may be more difficult to answer in Massachusetts 
than in some other states, given the high standard of material that the MCAS 
assesses and the balance between academic and vocational-technical coursework in 
such programs. 
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III. Uses and Consequences of State Tests 
 
State assessments are used for a variety of purposes, including evaluating how much 
of the curriculum particular students are mastering, determining which students are 
eligible for promotion and graduation, and identifying schools that are performing 
particularly well or poorly.  Student assessments act as policy instruments of 
different types, depending upon what consequences are attached to students’ and 
schools’ performance on them.   
 
For example, tests designed to determine whether individual students have mastered 
content at a given grade level are frequently also aggregated and used as part of an 
accountability system for schools.  In some states, scores on high-school 
assessments are used as the basis for college scholarships.  The same sort of 
consequence (such as multiple levels of high school diplomas) can also take a variety 
of forms (does passing an exam entitle a student to a special kind of academic 
diploma, or does it instead mean the difference between a regular diploma and a 
“certificate of completion”?).   
 
The American Educational Research Association’s policy statement on high-stakes 
testing declares, “Each separate use of a high-stakes test, for individual certification, 
for school evaluation, for curricular improvement, for increasing student 
motivation, or for other uses requires a separate evaluation of the strengths and 
limitations of both the testing program and the test itself” (American Educational 
Research Association, 2000).  A report issued by the National Research Council in 
1999 similarly cautioned that tests must be shown to be valid for each of the 
separate ways in which they are used (Heubert and Hauser, 1999). 
 
Despite the concerns of testing specialists, the same tests are often used for a variety 
of policy functions for which their validity has not been established.  Developing 
and administering tests is expensive, and it is probably unrealistic to expect policy 
makers to fund creation of specific tests for each desired purpose. Nonetheless, they 
should remain aware that a test designed and validated for one purpose may be 
invalid for others.  One of the arguments advanced by Commissioner Driscoll for 
the “focused retest” is that it would be a graduation test designed solely to 
determine whether or not a student has achieved the performance level required for 
high school graduation (Driscoll, 2001). 
 
Tests with Consequences for Schools.  Some states have enacted tests that are 
part of an accountability system for schools, but do not have high-stakes 
consequences for students.  In some cases, scores on these assessments are not even 
reported for individual students, but rather for schools as a whole. At the 
elementary level, Maryland uses the Maryland State Performance Assessment 
Program (MSPAP), a performance assessment that produces scores for schools as a 
whole, but not for individual students.  The Kentucky Instructional Results 
Information System (KIRIS) assessment also provided only school-level scores.  Its 
replacement, the Commonwealth Accountability Testing System (CATS), still has 
consequences only for schools but produces scores for individual students.  In some 
cases, tests that do not have high-stakes consequences for individual students may 
have such consequences for individual educators, in the form of merit pay for 
teachers or continued employment. 
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Overall, Connecticut’s use of state testing provides an interesting contrast with that 
of Massachusetts and many other states, because it is not part of comprehensive 
education reform legislation.  In education reform states, assessments are one piece 
of a complex set of policies and are expected to serve a variety of often 
controversial purposes from the time they are first enacted.  Controversy about the 
purposes incites controversy about the tests themselves.  In Connecticut, the 
assessments were a broadly accepted part of state practices before they began to 
serve the more controversial purpose of formal accountability for schools.  The 
Connecticut Mastery Tests (grades 4, 6, and 8) and Connecticut Academic 
Performance Test (grade 10) were first administered in 1985 (CMT) and 1995 
(CAPT), but they were not part of a state accountability system until legislation was 
passed in 1999.  
 
Problems with School-Only Consequences.  Tests with consequences for schools 
but not individual children have faced two criticisms.  The first, which has been 
made in Kentucky and Maryland, is that if scores for individual students are not 
reported, parents may view the tests as a waste of instructional time because they do 
not provide any feedback on how their children are doing.  The second is that it is 
not fair to hold teachers and administrators accountable for students’ performance 
on a test if the test does not come with rewards or punishments that would cause 
students (especially older students) to take it seriously. 
 
Tests With Consequences for Students.  The controversy over MCAS as a 
graduation requirement raises several general questions that other states have 
answered in a variety of ways.  First, what should the link be between assessments 
and diplomas?  Should passing a state assessment be a requirement for receiving a 
diploma?  Or, alternately, should all students who complete coursework get a 
diploma, with an “honors” or “endorsed” option for high-scoring students?  
Second, should there be one uniform credential for all, or a set of different 
credentials for students who have completed different programs or passed different 
tests? 
 
Multiple High-School Credentials.  In the U.S., the high school diploma has 
evolved into a credential that nearly all students are expected to attain.  Instead of a 
stratified system of secondary education like that of many other nations, the U.S. 
has pursued (not always successfully) the ideal of secondary education for all and 
continually expanding access to higher education (Labaree, 1997). Internationally, 
this view of secondary education is the exception rather than the rule.   
 
For example, in the United Kingdom, students may leave school without a 
credential at the age of 16, leave school at 16 after earning a General Certificate of 
Secondary Education (GCSE) in one or more subjects, or stay on for several more 
years of schooling that prepares them for A-level subject examinations and 
university admission.  In 1992, only 31% of the relevant age cohort in England and 
Wales took A-level examinations, and 25% of the age cohort earned passing grades.  
That same year, 51% of the age cohort in France passed the baccalauréat examination 
(71% attempted the exam).  In Germany, only 37% of the age cohort in Germany 
took the Abitur, of whom 95% passed (Ravitch, 1995, p. 17). 
 
Why Have Multiple Credentials?  One argument for graduation examinations and 
multiple diplomas draws on the economic concept of “signaling.” Signaling refers to 
the information that is available to potential purchasers of a commodity about its 
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quality.  From the perspective of potential employers (in their role as purchasers of 
employees’ skills and labor), if all graduates have the same credential, differences in 
the difficulty of the courses they took and the skills they learned are “poorly 
signaled.”  In contrast, an academic or advanced vocational diploma signals that a 
student has achieved at higher levels.  Employers might also value a local credential 
for students who do not pass high-stakes tests, since such a credential would 
demonstrate “noncognitive skills” like perseverance and reliability (Olson, 2000c).  
 
Examples of Multiple Credentials.  According to materials prepared for the 
Massachusetts Board of Education by Commissioner Driscoll, many other states 
have or plan to have a lower-level credential for students who do not pass high-
stakes tests (some of these high-stakes tests have not yet been implemented).   
 
New York State was one of the pioneers in this area, with its system of Regents 
Diplomas for students who completed a demanding college-preparatory curriculum 
and passed end-of-course tests, and local diplomas for students who completed 
their districts’ requirements and passed the Regents Competency Tests.  However, 
following a 1996 vote by its Board of Regents, New York is in the process of 
phasing out this system and requiring all students to earn a Regents Diploma 
(Diegmueller, 1996).  In Georgia, some schools allow students who earn a 
Certificate of Attendance rather than a diploma to participate in regular graduation 
ceremonies with no indication that they are not actually receiving a diploma; others 
do not (Cumming, 1998). 
 
Another way of linking tests to diplomas is for some students who do especially well 
to earn an honors diploma of some sort.  This may be done either instead of or 
alongside the distinction between a state-sanctioned diploma for those who pass 
tests and a less prestigious local one for those who do not. According to a recent 
article in Education Week, honors diplomas are gaining popularity (Olson, 2000c).  In 
January, 2000, the Education Commission of the States reported that 24 states had 
an academic endorsement or honors diploma, and that four (Florida, Georgia, 
Massachusetts, and Ohio) had such higher-level diplomas for students in vocational 
and technical fields (Education Commission of the States, 2000). 
 
In Ohio, for example, the Diploma With Honors has a college preparatory and a 
career-tech track.  To earn the college-preparatory Diploma With Honors, students 
must meet eight of nine criteria, which include minimum numbers of course credits 
in academic subjects, a 3.5 grade point average, and either honors-level scores on 
four twelfth-grade proficiency tests or equivalent scores on the SAT or ACT.  For 
the career-tech Diploma With Honors, students must meet nine of ten criteria, 
which include course credits in academic subjects, three course credits in career-
technical education, a 3.5 grade point average, completion of a “career passport” 
reflecting achievement of the occupational proficiency benchmark on the Ohio 
Vocational Competency Assessment or its equivalent, and the same testing 
requirement as for the college-preparatory diploma.  (Ohio Department of 
Education, 1999).  Connecticut awards a Certificate of Mastery to students who 
score at the highest levels on the CAPT.  Delaware has three tiers of diploma, 
Standard, Academic, and Distinguished, based in part on students’ test scores 
(Olson, 2000c).   
 
Certificates of Mastery.  The Certificate of Initial Mastery and Certificate of 
Advanced Mastery awarded by some states can be seen as a variation on the idea of 
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an endorsed or honors diploma.  In Oregon, for example, students may graduate 
from high school with a diploma without earning either the CIM or the CAM.  
Students who also earn the CIM or the CAM demonstrate to postsecondary 
institutions or potential employers that they have mastered more advanced skills 
and/or academic content (Oregon Department of Education, 2000). 
 
Multiple Pathways to a Single Diploma.   The principles of test use endorsed by 
organizations like the American Educational Research Association caution against 
making important decisions like whether or not a student graduates from high 
school on the basis of a “single test.”  Advocates of high-stakes testing argue that 
the tests meet this requirement because students have multiple chances to take and 
pass them (Olson, 2001).  Critics understand the idea of a “single test” more broadly 
and argue that states should enact multiple pathways that lead to the same 
credential. The multiple pathways could entail various combinations of coursework, 
portfolios, and tests. 
 
In Wisconsin, Governor Tommy Thompson strongly supported a high-stakes test 
for graduation.  After public protest, the legislature revised the test plan so that 
students who do not pass the state examination may earn their diplomas if they have 
high grades, can provide teacher recommendations, or have satisfied alternative local 
standards (Blair, 1999). 
 
Indiana also has a system in which students may earn a diploma by completing any 
of several requirements.  The first option is to pass the state’s Graduation 
Qualifying Examination (GQE) and satisfy all local course requirements.  The 
second option allows students who do not pass the GQE to earn a diploma so long 
as they satisfy all local requirements, attempt the test at least once in each school 
year, complete all remediation opportunities, have an attendance rate of at least 
95%, earn at least a “C” average in the 22 credits required for graduation, and get 
written recommendations from teachers in the subject area or areas in which they 
failed the GQE, supported by a letter from the school principal and documentation 
of achievement in the subject area or areas failed.  Third, a student may earn a 
diploma by completing the “Core 40” sequence of college preparatory courses with 
at least a “C” average and getting a recommendation from her or his principal 
(Indiana State Department of Education, 2000). 
 
Other Uses of Student Scores.  In addition to linking tests to high-school 
credentials, several states have enacted or considered enacting a variety of other 
consequences for their high school tests, or inducements for students to do their 
best work.  Massachusetts students who earn the Certificate of Mastery 
automatically receive a full tuition waiver at any of the state’s public colleges and 
universities.  Michigan high school graduates who score in the upper two categories 
in all four portions of the state’s high school tests receive scholarships of up to 
$2500 (Heller and Shapiro, 2000).  The City University of New York uses English 
Regents Examination scores to determine students’ placement in English courses 
(Schmidt, 2000). 
 
Such varied uses of standardized assessments present two problems.  The first is 
that a test may be psychometrically valid for one purpose but invalid for others.   
The second is that distributing benefits, such as financial aid for higher education, 
on the basis of test scores is likely to produce results that will strike many people as 
discriminatory, since students in different racial, gender, and economic groups are 
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not equally likely to score well on the tests. For example, one recent study indicates 
that Michigan’s scholarship program will cause more state resources for higher 
education to flow to white, Asian, and female students and to students from 
wealthier communities (Heller and Shapiro, 2000).  The Michigan affiliate of the 
American Civil Liberties Union, the Mexican-American Legal Defense and 
Education Fund, and Trial Lawyers for Public Justice are suing the state over this 
result (Keller, 2000). 
 
Policy Implications.  As components of standards-based reform, state tests carry 
various consequences for students, schools, and school personnel.  These 
consequences are meant to serve as incentives that will induce educators and 
students to work harder at teaching and learning the material and skills that state 
curriculum frameworks identify as important.  A state might have a test with no 
formal consequences for either schools or individual students, as Connecticut did 
prior to 1999 and Massachusetts did before the MCAS replaced the MEAP.  It 
might use the test to hold schools but not students accountable, as Connecticut and 
Vermont do now.  Or, as in New York, Massachusetts, and Texas, the test might 
have consequences for both schools and individual students. 
 
Nationwide, tests’ consequences for individual students are currently one of the 
most controversial education policy issues.  Some states use what might be deemed 
“positive consequences,” such as honors diplomas or other rewards for students 
who do well.  Some such rewards pose issues of fairness and appropriate test use.  
The most heated controversy concerns tests with “negative consequences” for 
students who do not do well, such as retention in grade or ineligibility for 
graduation.  
 
Deciding among these alternatives requires a mix of science and policy judgement, 
since a test whose results are valid for one purpose may not be valid for making 
other sorts of decisions.  Other issues, less amenable to psychometric analysis, 
concern student motivation and the meaning of educational credentials.  Will 
students do their best work on a test that does not affect them personally?  If policy 
makers do decide that tests should have consequences for students, which ones are 
appropriate?  If the test is used to qualify students for graduation, what will happen 
to students who do not pass it before they complete twelfth grade? 
 
The overall effects of a high-stakes graduation test depend upon how large a 
proportion of students passes the test, and these effects entail tradeoffs.  One goal 
of a graduation test is to change the meaning of a high school diploma, so that it 
signals to employers that a student has mastered a particular set of skills and 
knowledge rather than only that the student has earned a given number of course 
credits.  Implicit in this goal is the premise that not all students who would earn a 
diploma in the absence of the test are well-educated enough to succeed in the 
workplace or in higher education.  If a relatively easy graduation test is implemented, 
and (as in some states now) the vast majority of students pass it, then the test does 
not pose a threat to very many students but also does not effectively serve the 
signaling function.   
 
If a test that is more difficult to pass is made a graduation requirement, or a 
requirement for the more prestigious diploma in a multiple-credential system, then 
the signaling function is better served.  At the same time, the test would represent a 
fairly radical shift in the meaning of a high-school diploma (in fact, that would be 
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the point of having such a test) and could easily lead to more young people being 
stigmatized as failures or dropouts.  In Massachusetts, where MCAS failure rates 
differ significantly across racial groups and from school district to school district, 
some communities will be disproportionately affected.  
 
Advocates of MCAS as graduation requirement believe that the pre-MCAS 
education system did not serve disadvantaged students well either, that the tradeoff 
between more accurate signaling and higher failure rates is temporary, and that 
ultimately the MCAS will not be an obstacle to graduation for very many students.  
Whether or not this proves to be true in the long run depends upon how the test 
fits into a system of overall school improvement and supports for student learning. 
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IV. Supports for Learning 
 
State tests, whether or not they are graduation requirements, are part of broader 
standards-based school reform initiatives.  Improved student scores are sought not 
only for their own sake, but also as evidence that schools have aligned their curricula 
with state standards and are teaching all students effectively.  According to this 
logic, successful implementation of standards-based reform is the best long-term 
support for students’ learning and test performance. 
 
The focus of this paper is on support programs for current high school students, 
rather than on the broader implementation issues in standards-based reform. 
Reforming entire state and local education systems is a complex process, which 
remains incomplete in most if not all states (Bradley, 2000; Quality Counts 2001).  At 
least in the short term, many students require extra help in order to pass the 
standards-based exams.  This is particularly true for current high school students, 
most of whom have spent no more than a few years (at most) in schools where 
instruction is aligned with the examinations they must take. Massachusetts and other 
states have a variety of programs in place for such students.  
 
Supports in Massachusetts. One criticism of the high-stakes use of MCAS is 
that the comprehensive school-reform parts of the Education Reform Act have not 
yet been fully implemented, or have not been implemented for a long enough time, 
to have had the desired effect on students (Massachusetts Teachers Association, 
2000.)  In the meantime, many school districts and organizations have sponsored 
focused efforts to get more students “up and over the bar” by 2003. Many such 
efforts are funded by the Massachusetts Department of Education. 
 
In the next few months, the Board of Education will make decisions on retesting 
opportunities and student support programs.  Commissioner David Driscoll has 
recommended that the Board approve unlimited retesting paid for by the 
Commonwealth, as well as “state-sponsored models within the state college and 
community college system” for continued retesting of students who do not pass 
MCAS before completing twelfth grade (Driscoll, 2000a, p. 6).  Lieutenant 
Governor Jane Swift advocates identifying a volunteer tutor for each student who 
fails the MCAS in 2001, as well as requiring schools to produce an individualized 
success plan for each student (Greenberger, 2000a; Perlman, 2000).  A law passed in 
2000 requires all school districts and charter schools where more than 20% of 
students score below Level 2 on MCAS to submit a district-wide Student Success 
Plan, describing the process by which the district will develop individual Success 
Plans, to the Department of Education (Driscoll, 2000b).    
 
Many Massachusetts school districts are implementing programs to help students at 
risk of failure.  The Boston Public Schools have spent $21 million on remedial 
programs in “transition grades” (3rd, 6th, and 9th), which have led to increased test 
scores for the students who participate (Johnston, 2000b).  MassInsight Education 
recently reported on several successful remediation plans and launched its Building 
Blocks initiative in a legislative briefing (MassInsight Education, 2000; Le Blanc, 
2000).  The successful programs described by MassInsight emphasize using 
assessment data to shape remedial program curricula, using extended-time programs 
to provide activities different from what is done during the regular school day, 
preparing teachers to work in such programs, linking extended-time programs to the 
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regular school day, and engaging parents and students (MassInsight Education, 
2000). 
 
Retest Opportunities and Waivers.  According to a summary prepared for the 
Massachusetts Board of Education meetings on September 25 and 26, 2000, the 
number of opportunities students have to try again prior to completing twelfth 
grade ranges from 3 in Mississippi, New Jersey, and New Mexico to 8 in Texas, 9 in 
California, and 10 in Minnesota (Massachusetts Department of Education, 2000b).  
Commissioner Driscoll has recommended that students in Massachusetts have 4 
opportunities to retake the MCAS prior to their scheduled graduation date. These 
retests would include both the “focused” test that determines only whether or not a 
student has met the “Needs Improvement” standard and a “parallel” test for 
students who want the opportunity to qualify for the Certificate of Mastery 
(Driscoll, 2001).  Different kinds of tests lend themselves to different numbers of 
retesting opportunities.  For example, the number of times a student may retake an 
end-of-course examination prior to the end of twelfth grade depends in large part 
upon what grade he or she is in when a particular course and its associated exam are 
taken. 
 
For students who have completed twelfth grade but not passed a graduation test, 
the most common practice nationally is to allow unlimited retesting opportunities 
after a student completes twelfth grade, as Commissioner Driscoll has proposed for 
Massachusetts.  A few states have an age cutoff for these opportunities: 22 in 
Arizona and 21 in North Carolina.  In Wisconsin, students older than 19 must pay 
for their retests. 
 
Some critics of the MCAS and similar tests point to the problems they pose for 
students whose families move from one state to another while they are in high 
school.   In theory, if graduation tests are aligned closely with specific state curricula, 
a student who moves late in her or his schooling will not have had the same 
opportunity to learn the material as students who have been in the state all along.  
According to the summary presented by Commissioner Driscoll to the State Board 
of Education in September, 2000, most states do not accept this logic and do not 
exempt new students from graduation testing.  However, affected students might 
still transfer credits from their new schools to their old ones and graduate from their 
original schools. 
 
The National Context.  Massachusetts state authorities have been criticized for the 
slow progress of standards-based reform since 1993, but the state should not be 
singled out for such criticism.  Nationwide, alignment of curricula, assessments, and 
professional development for teachers has lagged behind the development of the 
tests themselves.  According to the editors of Education Week’s 2001 Quality Counts 
report, “states must strike a better balance among standards, assessments, and the 
tools students and schools need to succeed” (Quality Counts 2001, p. 8).  Warren 
Simmons of  the Annenberg Institute for School Reform warns that “what we have 
in too many districts and states is test-driven reform masquerading as standards-
driven reform. In the absence of serious attention and progress in the areas of 
capacity-building and resource allocation, what you're left with is lots of information 
about school failure, with people feeling a lack of support and information about  
how to address the gaps that are emerging” (Olson, 2000a). 
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Test Preparation vs. Teaching to the Standards.  Preparing students to take 
tests and actually teaching the state curriculum neither overlap totally nor are 
entirely separate activities.  Some test preparation is simply a matter of teaching 
students how to fill in scannable answer sheets, or pace themselves, or related 
elements of “test savvy” (McColskey and McMunn, 2000), and in some cases 
students who tend to think creatively and approach problems in novel ways are 
instructed to rein themselves in for the sake of answering multiple choice questions 
successfully (McNeil, 2000a, 2000b).  However, it is also possible to teach students 
in ways that both improve their test performance and contribute to their overall 
intellectual development—for example, preparing for writing assessments by having 
students write in a variety of genres in class. State test results may provide teachers 
with valuable information about their students’ overall strengths and weaknesses, 
which they can use in setting instructional priorities.   Professional development for 
teachers and administrators is a crucial part of implementing standards-based reform 
(Lee, 1998). 
 
One of the greatest current controversies in education policy is whether or not state 
assessments, intended to drive improvement in teaching and learning, have instead 
induced an excess of simple test preparation. 
  
The Texas Controversy. The current debate over how to interpret trends in student 
performance on the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) is a good 
example of the larger controversy about testing and education reform.  According to 
the Texas Education Agency, gaps between the academic performance of white 
students and students of color have narrowed while all students’ performance has 
increased (Texas Education Agency, 2000).  A 1998 study by the RAND 
Corporation concluded that Texas was one of the two states with the highest gains 
on the National Assessment of Educational Progress, implying that students had 
learned more rather than only getting better at taking TAAS (Grissmer, et. al., 2000).   
 
At the same time, critics of the Texas reforms claim that the higher scores are 
mainly the result of higher dropout rates, marginal students taking the GED instead 
of graduating from high school, and a “pileup” of students repeating ninth grade 
(Schrag, 2000a; Haney, 2000). A second RAND study released in the fall of 2000 
concluded that although Texas students were in fact doing better on the NAEP, 
their average gain was for the most part no greater than the gains made by students 
elsewhere in the country, suggesting policies specific to Texas had not been decisive 
in producing it (Klein, et. al., 2000).  
 
Volunteer Efforts.  Schools in Indiana receive state funds for remediation, and also 
use volunteers (Indiana Department of Education, 2000).  It is necessary to note 
that “volunteer” services actually may cost a great deal of money.  For example, Big 
Brothers-Big Sisters spends about $1,000 per match between a child and a volunteer 
on screening, training, and supervising volunteers and making matches (Gerson, et. 
al., 1997).  Setting up a large-scale volunteer tutoring effort might be even more 
expensive, since tutors would most likely need focused training on the MCAS and 
the curriculum frameworks.  Even experienced teachers may need increased  
professional development on effective strategies for teaching at-risk students. 
  
New York’s Academic Intervention Services.  The overwhelming majority of 
students in New York State are passing the Regents Examinations, which were 
formerly taken by only a minority of students.  As of January, 2000, 92% of high-
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school seniors statewide had passed the Regents Examination in English with a 
score of 55% or better.  80% had scored higher than the 65% mark that will 
ultimately be the graduation standard.  In New York City, 88% of students had a 
score of 55% or better.  The other four large city school systems (Yonkers, Buffalo, 
Syracuse, and Rochester) had a combined pass rate of 85% (Holland, 2000).   
 
Some critics claim that the new, required Regents Examination in English has been 
made easier to pass (Hartocollis, 1999b).  However, state officials attribute students’ 
successes to the extensive range of Academic Intervention Services (AIS) in English, 
mathematics, social studies, and science, funded by the State Education 
Department.  AIS involves focused instruction with extra student-teacher contact 
time. Teachers who work in AIS must be certified in the subject area in which they 
are teaching or providing services, and teachers’ aides must be supervised by 
certified teachers (New York State Department of Education, 2000).Sometimes this 
takes the form of after-school or Saturday instruction, but may also be done during 
the school day (New York State Department of Education, 2000).  For example, at 
one school in Albany, students who failed the English Regents Examination 
replaced an elective with a supplemental English course (Brownstein, 2000).  The 
Rochester Superintendent of Schools recently announced that students who needed 
extra time to meet the standards could spend five years in high school rather than 
the customary four (Johnston, 2000a) 
 
Implications for Massachusetts. Volunteer activity is a civic good that should be 
encouraged, but it is unlikely to be enough to combat the large educational 
problems some high-school students face.  Successful programs in Massachusetts 
and elsewhere have involved educational professionals. 
 
In considering support programs, policy makers should resist pressure for quick 
fixes, especially because they are unlikely to exist for the students who are most at 
risk.  For most students, the effects of years of educational disadvantage cannot be 
undone by one summer or after-school program.  The goal of student support 
programs should be  not only to help students who are “on the bubble” just below 
the passing score gain the last few points they need, but also to improve the 
educational experience for all Massachusetts students.  Doing this requires attention 
to the continuing implementation of all aspects of the Education Reform Act, not 
just a focus on extra interventions or “test preparation.” 
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V. Implementation of Reforms and Test 
Requirements 

 
As we have seen, states vary in their approaches to assessment in general and to the 
use of testing as a high school graduation requirement.  They also vary greatly in the 
process by which they have implemented their policies.   State assessments of 
students’ achievement are part of a national movement towards standards-based 
school reform.  The idea behind standards-based reform is that schools will be more 
effective if policy makers and educators identify what children should know and be 
able to do at various grade levels and then redesign the educational system around 
these valued outcomes.  The goal is for education policies at the state and local 
levels to fit together into a coherent whole around learning goals.  Reforming an 
entire complex policy system at the same time is not an easy or straightforward 
process, and states have followed a variety of paths in implementing assessments 
and graduation tests.  One alternative is to implement high-stakes testing only after 
teaching and curriculum have been fully aligned with the standards.  Another is to 
begin with the high-stakes tests, counting on them to generate pressure on schools 
and make alignment happen faster (Heubert and Hauser, 1999).  
 
Implementing MCAS.  Massachusetts policy makers decided early in the Education 
Reform process that the first step in implementation ought to be the establishment 
of curriculum frameworks, so that the curriculum would determine the content of 
the tests rather than the other way around (Massachusetts DOE, 1994).  In 1998, 
MCAS was first administered to all grade levels at the same time, and it is scheduled 
to be a high-stakes examination for high school students first, rather than for 
younger children.   
 
As a graduation requirement, the MCAS tests for the various subjects are currently 
at different stages of implementation. Even though tenth-graders currently take the 
examinations in math, English Language Arts, Science and Technology, and History 
and Social Science, only the math and English Language Arts examinations will be 
high-stakes for the Class of 2003.  For those students, the passing score will be 220 
on a scale of 200 to 280, which corresponds to the cutoff point between “Failing” 
and “Needs Improvement.”  The Board of Education has indicated that the passing 
score will ultimately be higher than 220. 
 
Other States’ Experiences.  This sort of schedule—establishing standards first, 
then phasing in assessments over time and gradually increasing passing scores—is 
fairly typical.  Georgia’s legislature voted to require an exit examination in 1991.  
Starting in 1995, students had to pass tests in mathematics and English and a 
separate writing test.  A social studies exam was added in 1997, and a science 
examination in 1998 (Cumming, 1998).  Accountability standards in Texas have 
become higher over time (Quality Counts 2001, p. 55).  In Oregon, the Certificate of 
Initial Mastery is being implemented for different subjects at different times, as is 
the Certificate of Advanced Mastery. 
 
Phasing in the New York Regents Examination Requirement.  Instead of 
creating a new graduation exam, the New York State Board of Regents decided to 
phase out the lower level Regents Competency Tests (RCT) and require all students 
to pass the Regents Examinations, which have existed in some form for more than 
100 years.  Under the old system, students only needed to pass the RCT to earn a 
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local diploma, and they took the Regents Examinations if they wanted the more 
prestigious, college-preparatory Regents Diploma.  Beginning with students who 
entered ninth grade in 1996, all students took the Regents Examination in English.  
Students who scored higher than 65% earned credit towards the Regents Diploma, 
and students who scored between 55% and 65% were eligible for a local diploma if 
their home districts agreed to use the lower standard.  Beginning with the 1997-98 
cohort of ninth-graders, all students took Regents Examinations in mathematics and 
English, with the same passing scores.  In 1998-99, the Regents Examination in 
social studies was added, and in 1999-2000, a science examination was added.   
 
Beginning with this year’s ninth graders, the lower passing mark for a local diploma 
is gone.  Students must score higher than 65% on English and social studies in order 
to earn a local or Regents diploma.  Starting with ninth graders in 2001-02, the 
lower-level local diploma will no longer be an option.  All New York high school 
students will be required to earn a 65% or better on the four Regents Examinations 
in order to earn a diploma.  New York is phasing in its new requirements on a 
schedule that is gradual but nonetheless has a clear end goal of higher standards for 
all students. 
 
Connecticut’s CMT and CAPT.  In Connecticut, which does not have any high-
stakes tests, Connecticut Mastery Tests for fourth, sixth, and eighth graders 
preceded the implementation of the Connecticut Academic Performance Test 
(CAPT) for tenth graders.  The state had previously administered a basic skills test at 
the high school level.  The goal of the CAPT was to continue standards-based, 
mastery-level assessments at the high school level for students who had already 
experienced such testing in lower grades. 
 
Changing the Implementation Schedule.  As the Class of 2003 prepares for the 
first high-stakes administration of MCAS, many people in Massachusetts have called 
for a “midcourse correction” or delay in making the test a graduation requirement. 
At its meeting on November 1, 2000, the Massachusetts Association of School 
Committees considered a resolution calling for a delay in the use of MCAS as a 
graduation requirement, as well as one that called on the state not to require 
students to pass the test in order to graduate.  Although the no-MCAS resolution 
was not approved, the delay resolution passed by a vote of 137-30 (Klein, 2000).  In 
the 2000 general election, voters in six state legislative districts approved non-
binding resolutions calling on their representatives to suspend the MCAS graduation 
requirement.  Immediately after the election, the Massachusetts Teachers’ 
Association began an advertising campaign advocating the repeal of MCAS as a 
graduation requirement (Greenberger 2000f). Other influential people and 
organizations, such as Governor Cellucci and MassInsight, instead advocate holding 
the line on MCAS for the Class of 2003. 
 
Several states have adjusted their schedules or changed their assessment plans in the 
course of implementation, often in order to give the other components of 
standards-based reform time to work.  Colorado is delaying high stakes for its 
assessment until the education system shows more improvement.  California is 
shortening its mathematics test and reducing the number of algebra items it contains 
(Sandham, 2000).   In Arizona, where only 12% of tenth-graders passed the 
mathematics exam on the first try in 1999, the test is being rewritten to fit better 
with the curriculum, schools are being required to teach algebra in ninth grade and 
geometry in tenth, and high-stakes use of the test is being postponed until 2004 
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(Bowman, 2000).  In Arkansas, legislation passed in 1993 left the decision to make 
the state’s high-school test a graduation requirement up to the Department of 
Education, which has not yet done so, in part because of low pass rates. Maryland 
kept the development of its new high-school assessment on schedule but delayed 
their use as a graduation requirement (Maryland State Department of Education, 
2000).  
 
In 1999, Wisconsin Governor Tommy Thompson attempted a different sort of 
midcourse correction—making his state’s testing requirement more stringent by 
eliminating provisions that allowed parents to decide whether or not their children 
would be tested and that permitted local districts to substitute their own tests for the 
state’s (Borsuk, 1999). Following public protest, led by parents of children in higher-
achieving districts, the state ended up with a hybrid state-local system for 
determining whether students have met requirements for graduation (Blair, 1999; 
Rohde, 1999).  State officials in Ohio are under pressure from some parents not to 
begin retaining fourth-graders who fail the state’s test, and high failure rates on the 
new Standards of Learning exams in Virginia have also produced controversy 
(Schrag, 2000a). 
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Conclusion 
 
This report was not intended to resolve the dispute over MCAS or to recommend 
particular courses of action, but rather to suggest a framework for common 
discussion of Massachusetts’ options regarding standards-based reforms, as well as 
some sources of information from outside Massachusetts that are relevant to the 
Commonwealth’s current controversies.  Political debate has often degenerated into 
framing issues as all-or-nothing, or as choices between an advocate’s favored 
solution and hastily constructed “straw men.”   In such a climate, we do a service to 
all our children if we take a step back and consider asking different questions. 
 
Public Support for the Principle of Graduation Tests.  Recent polls suggest 
that continuing to push for high standards and challenging tests, while considering 
some adjustments to protect students from more negative consequences, is in line 
with public opinion.  A survey by Public Agenda found that support for testing is 
generally high.  Only 2% of their respondents in districts with standards-based 
reforms wanted to return to the way things had been in their children’s school 
districts prior to testing, and 55% said that their school authorities should continue 
implementing testing as planned.  34% said that testing should continue with 
adjustments.  On the other hand, 78% said that the results of “one test” should not 
determine promotion and graduation (Public Agenda, 2000).  A national poll 
conducted by the Business Roundtable found that 80% of the public supports 
graduation tests so long as students have several opportunities to pass (Kronholz, 
2000). 
 
Compromise and Mid-Course Corrections.  Changes in the plan for 
implementing a policy are a sign neither of surrender nor of bad faith.  It is often 
necessary to be flexible as a policy is put into effect, in particular when 
implementation involves a number of actors at state and local levels.  Critics of 
American schools often suggest that public education has declined from its past 
levels of performance, but the truth is that American history offers no precedent for 
the current efforts to ensure that students from all economic and racial backgrounds 
achieve at the same level. In the words of Jerome Murphy, Dean of the Harvard 
Graduate School of Education, “Now is the time to recognize that midcourse 
corrections are not a retreat from rigorous standards, but a critical step toward 
advancing them.  In fact in any enterprise of this magnitude, one should expect that 
ongoing progress is tracked, and appropriate modification made, to respond to 
unforeseen complexities” (Cross, 2000). 
 
If we define a “mid-course correction” as any substantial change in the original 
implementation plan for a given policy, several have already occurred in 
Massachusetts concerning Education Reform.  The MCAS itself is one example.  
The tests have been reduced in duration and spread over more grade levels to 
reduce interruption of instructional time.  The graduation requirement has been 
reduced, at least temporarily, from four disciplines to two.  The passing standard for 
MCAS has been initially reduced to the “needs improvement” level from the 
planned “proficient” level.  Although it includes a significant proportion of 
constructed-response items that are not multiple-choice or other machine-scored 
formats, the assessment has not taken the form of the “comprehensive approach 
including portfolio evaluations, performance tasks, and other more authentic 
assessment techniques” described in the Department of Education’s 1994 First 
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Annual Implementation Report on Education Reform.  Also outlined in the 1994 report 
was the intention have the curriculum frameworks in place by 1995 and administer 
the test for the first time in 1995-96, with the Class of 1999 required to pass the 
(then undefined) “competency requirement” in order to graduate. Not all of the 
frameworks were in place by 1995, and others have been revised (leading to the 
claim in some quarters that the state’s competency goals are a “moving target”).  
 
When are Compromises Warranted? When new laws and regulations may affect 
policy makers’ reputations, educators’ job security, and students’ ability to graduate 
from high school, there is likely to be powerful pressure both to stay the course and 
to make adjustments to mitigate the reforms’ possible negative consequences for 
various constituencies.  Those who perceive that a policy will hurt them have an 
incentive to portray all compromises as constructive adjustments, while those who 
support the policy in turn charge that any compromise threatens the integrity of the 
enterprise. 
 
The word “compromise” has two quite different connotations.  Sometimes, it is 
used positively to describe a situation in which adversaries agree that they will each 
get some of what they want, even though nobody will get everything they want.  
Without such compromises, no diplomatic or labor negotiation would ever end.  At 
other times, it implies a loss of integrity: intelligence agencies fear “compromises of 
security,” and nobody wants to be caught in a “compromising position.”   
 
Separating the various dimensions of testing and graduation policies can distinguish 
between the two kinds of compromise.  Some states, like Connecticut, typically do 
well in national comparisons despite not having a high stakes test tied to high 
standards.  Texas and New York provide examples of different kinds of high stakes 
tests.  To date, the TAAS has been a high-stakes test of basic skills (this is scheduled 
to change in the future).  New York is transforming the Regents Examinations, 
recognized as fairly challenging tests of content mastery, from tests taken only by 
the college-bound into high-stakes tests for all students.   The timetable according to 
which this is happening is different, and in some sense slower, than that of 
Massachusetts.  Vermont’s long experience with a system of different kinds of low-
stakes assessment provides perspective on the decision in Massachusetts to use only 
a standardized test for school and student accountability. 
 
By breaking the monolithic question of “MCAS:  Yes or No” down into more 
focused discussion of specific tradeoffs in the areas of standards, assessments, 
consequences, supports, and implementation strategies—informed by the 
experiences of other states—we may find some questions that we can productively 
answer together. 
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