
 

10 Frequently Asked Questions about the  
Common Core State Standards  
and PARCC 

 

1. 
Massachusetts is a 
national leader in 
education. Why did the 
Commonwealth adopt the 
Common Core, and why is 
the state considering 
PARCC? 

In order to make sure students are learning what they need to know and be able 
to do at each grade level, the Department of Elementary and Secondary 
Education and local educators periodically upgrade Massachusetts' curriculum 
standards. The state and educators were already working on such an upgrade 
when development of the Common Core began in 2009, and the two efforts 
merged. The new math standards focus on fewer topics each year so students 
have time to learn concepts deeply, and the new English language arts standards 
require students to speak and write in a variety of formats and support their 
ideas with evidence from authoritative sources.  

The Massachusetts state assessment, MCAS, is 17 years old and was never 
intended to be a predictor of college readiness. Massachusetts is in the last year 
of a two-year test drive of PARCC as a possible replacement for MCAS English 
and math tests. 

2. 
Is the Common Core a 
federal mandate that 
takes away local control? 

No. The federal government, through Race to the Top, encouraged states to adopt 
college- and career-ready standards, but it did not specify which standards. 
Common Core was created by states, and Massachusetts played a leading role. In 
addition, the Core outlines what students should be able to do at different grades. 
The standards do not dictate curriculum (how that knowledge will be taught), 
materials, or practices, all of which are up to districts, schools and teachers. 

3. 
Does the Common Core 
diminish the state’s high 
standards for literature 
and math? 

No. Literature is a major part of the English language arts standards and 
Massachusetts augmented these by adding its own list of recommended authors 
from the Commonwealth’s prior ELA standards. The extensive list includes 
writers such as Mark Twain, Herman Melville, and Langston Hughes. With the 
new math standards, students will focus on fewer topics each year so that they 
have time to master each and build toward algebra. The standards include what 
students will need to know to take Algebra 1 in the eighth or ninth grade and a 
more rigorous sequence of math courses in high school. 

4. 
Was the Common Core 
adopted in a public 
process? 

Yes. The Council of Chief State School Officers released public drafts of the 
Common Core in February 2010, and the Massachusetts Board of Elementary 
and Secondary Education released the draft standards for public comment in 
May 2010. Commissioner Mitchell Chester appointed independent panels – 
which included educators – to report back to the Board on the standards. The 
Board adopted the standards at a public meeting in July 2010. 

 
  

http://www.doe.mass.edu/parcc/History-LearningStandards.pdf
http://www.doe.mass.edu/parcc/History-LearningStandards.pdf
http://www.doe.mass.edu/parcc/
http://www.ed.gov/news/speeches/duncan-pushes-back-attacks-common-core-standards
http://www.ed.gov/news/speeches/duncan-pushes-back-attacks-common-core-standards
http://www.doe.mass.edu/parcc/WhatAre.pdf
http://www.doe.mass.edu/parcc/Educators-Contributed.pdf
http://www.doe.mass.edu/boe/minutes/10/0721reg.pdf


10 Frequently Asked Questions about the Common Core   
State Standards and PARCC in Massachusetts 
 

5. 
When did Massachusetts 
schools start teaching the 
Common Core?  

The transition began in fall 2011. 

6. 
Is the Common Core the 
same in every state? 

No. States can customize 15 percent of the standards. Massachusetts added more 
than 20 math standards, as well as pre-kindergarten and ELA standards. 

7. 
Is PARCC part of the 
Common Core? 

No. PARCC is the test that measures whether students have mastered the 
concepts and skills outlined in the Common Core, but it is a separate initiative. 
While Common Core is already part of the state’s learning frameworks, the Board 
of Elementary and Secondary Education will not decide on PARCC until fall 2015. 

8. 
Will my child's personal 
information be secure if he 
or she takes a PARCC 
test? 

Yes. The Department of Elementary and Secondary Education is governed by the 
Federal Educational Rights and Privacy Act and the Commonwealth’s Fair 
Information Practices Act, and the Department has clear policies regarding the 
collection and use of student data. 

9. 
Where can I find out which 
districts are using PARCC 
in spring 2015? 

A summary and complete list of districts' assessment decisions for spring 2015 
are available on the Department’s website. 

10. 
Where can I find out more 
about Common Core and 
PARCC? 

For more information, please go to the: 

• MA Curriculum Frameworks, which incorporate the Common Core State 
Standards. 

• Grade-by-grade Common Core parent guides that the National PTA published 
in English and Spanish. 

• PARCC Massachusetts webpage and 10 Things to Know about PARCC.  
• PARCC national website. 

 

http://www.doe.mass.edu/parcc/Transition.pdf
http://www.doe.mass.edu/infoservices/data/DESEstudentData.pdf
http://www.doe.mass.edu/infoservices/data/DESEstudentData.pdf
http://www.doe.mass.edu/news/news.aspx?id=13541
http://www.doe.mass.edu/candi/commoncore/
http://www.pta.org/parents/content.cfm?ItemNumber=2583
http://www.doe.mass.edu/parcc/
http://www.doe.mass.edu/parcc/10Things.html
http://www.parcconline.org/
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History of Content and Learning Standards in Massachusetts 
 
 On June 18, 1993, the Massachusetts Education Reform Act was signed into law. This historic 
legislation created the framework for unprecedented improvements in student learning, teacher 
professionalism, school management, and equity of funding. Chapter 69, Section 1D specifically states:  

The board (of elementary and secondary education) shall establish a set of statewide educational 
goals for all public elementary and secondary schools in the commonwealth. The board shall 
direct the commissioner to institute a process to develop academic standards for the core subjects 
of mathematics, science and technology, history and social science, English, foreign languages and 
the arts. The standards shall cover grades kindergarten through twelve and shall clearly set forth 
the skills, competencies and knowledge expected to be possessed by all students at the conclusion 
of individual grades or clusters of grades. The standards shall be formulated so as to set high 
expectations of student performance and to provide clear and specific examples that embody and 
reflect these high expectations, and shall be constructed with due regard to the work and 
recommendations of national organizations, to the best of similar efforts in other states, and to 
the level of skills, competencies and knowledge possessed by typical students in the most 
educationally advanced nations. The skills, competencies and knowledge set forth in the standards 
shall be expressed in terms which lend themselves to objective measurement, define the 
performance outcomes expected of both students directly entering the workforce and of students 
pursuing higher education, and facilitate comparisons with students of other states and other 
nations.  

 
The first Curriculum Frameworks were adopted by the Board in: 

█ 1996 for Mathematics (Math), Science & Technology Engineering, Arts, and Comprehensive Health 

█ 1997 for English Language Arts (ELA) and History/Social Science 

█ 1999 for Foreign Languages 

█ 2003 for English Language Proficiency Benchmarks and Outcomes 

█ 2006 for Vocational Technical 

█ 2008 for Kindergarten Learning Experiences 
  
The standards for mathematics were significantly updated in 2000 and ELA in 2001 based upon lessons 
learned since implementation of the original frameworks and updated research. While a combination of 
federal Goals 2000 grants and state appropriation provided some support, upgrades to local curricula and 
associated professional development were led and supported by local school districts.  
 
By 2008, after having gathered more information from research and educators around the state (particularly 
emerging data and research related to shortcomings in the transition from high school to college and work), 
Commissioner Chester convened teams of Massachusetts teachers, administrators, higher education faculty 
and ESE staff members to begin drafting revisions to the ELA and Math Frameworks. In 2009, the National 
Governor’s Association (NGA) and the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) started their bi-partisan 
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effort to write a set of Common Core State Standards (CCSS). The work of our two state committees was 
deliberately coordinated with the NGAs and CCSSOs effort. The coordinated timeline was as follows: 

█ In spring 2009, the Governor and Commissioner Chester signed a Memorandum of Agreement with the 
Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) and the National Governors Association (NGA) that 
committed the Commonwealth's support to the development of K-12 internationally benchmarked, 
rigorous Common Core Standards in English language arts and mathematics aligned to college and 
career expectations.  

█ In February 2010, CCSSO and NGA released public drafts of the K-12 Common Core State Standards for 
English language arts and mathematics and solicited public comment. Department staff and the 
Curriculum Framework Review Panels for Math and ELA compared the Common Core Standards with 
our 2000/2001 frameworks, and determined that they were not only consistent with our own 
emerging revisions, but were stronger in several regards.  

█ Massachusetts played a key role in the development of these standards. A member of the Board, 
Sandra Stotsky, Harvard University professor Catherine Snow, and other prominent educators, served 
on the Validation Committee for the English Language Arts standards; six of our staff members were 
invited by CCSSO and NGA to serve on the Common Core State Standards Development Teams; and 14 
Massachusetts scholars and educators contributed their expertise to reviewing successive drafts in 
order to shape Massachusetts’ written comments to CCSSO and NGA. The deep involvement of 
Massachusetts in this effort is important for two reasons. First, our existing standards were considered 
the best in the nation and we wanted the Common Core Standards to be every bit as challenging. 
Second, adoption and statewide dissemination of the Common Core Standards was a key component of 
our Race to the Top application.  

█ The Board of Elementary and Secondary Education discussed the draft Common Core Standards in 
March of 2010 and voted to release them for public comment in May 2010.  

█ Commissioner Chester appointed independent ELA and math expert panels composed of PreK-12 
educators and representatives from higher education and the business community to review the 
Common Core Standards and report back to the Board whether they found that they were: (a) 
equivalent to, (b) more rigorous than, or (c) less rigorous than our draft revised Massachusetts 
standards for ELA and mathematics. In addition to the panels, the Commissioner secured experts from 
outside of Massachusetts to compare the Common Core Standards to the Massachusetts draft revised 
standards and report their findings to him and the Board. 

█ At the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education meeting in July 2010 the finding of the expert 
panels were heard. The findings were as follows:  

o By the Massachusetts Educator Panels: The English language arts panel (with one member 
dissenting) concluded that the Common Core was a better choice of standards than the 
Massachusetts draft. The mathematics panel concluded that both sets of standards were 
excellent options for Massachusetts. Both panels cited the greater depth and increased 
specificity of the Common Core standards as beneficial. Both panels identified areas of the 
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Common Core Standards that, if adopted, could be strengthened by adding standards that were 
contained in the Massachusetts drafts, but not in the Common Core. 

o Report on the Results of the ESE Public Survey on the Common Core Standards: 1329 
teachers, principals, superintendents, higher education faculty, advisory councils and 
professional organizations visited the site, and 178 completed surveys. The majority of 
respondents rated both the Massachusetts and the Common Core standards as "good" to 
"excellent" in terms of their content, rigor, clarity, vertical alignment, relevance to college and 
career readiness, and measurability. 

o WestEd was commissioned by the Massachusetts Business Alliance for Education 
(MBAE) to conduct an independent analysis of the revised Commonwealth of Massachusetts 
state standards and the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) to address the following key 
question: To what extent do the revised Commonwealth of Massachusetts state standards 
correspond with the CCSS in English language arts (ELA) and mathematics?  

From a qualitative examination of the standards, both sets were deemed to have merit. The 
CCSS were credited with tending to include a slightly higher percentage of standards that 
reflect higher levels of cognitive demand (i.e. Strategic Thinking in mathematics; Strategic 
Thinking and Extended Thinking in ELA). A full copy of the report can be found at 
http://www.mbae.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/07/Report_MA-CCS-
Analysis_071910_Final.rev_.pdf  

█ Achieve's Report Comparing the Common Core State Standards for Mathematics and Leading 
State Standards (California and Massachusetts): The major findings of this report was that the 
three sets of standards cover similar bodies of knowledge but the Common Core State Standards were 
more rigorous, coherent, and focused than the California and the Massachusetts standards. 

█ At a special Board meeting on July 21, 2010, the board voted to adopt the Common Core Standards. In 
September 2010, the department staff, in collaboration with the members of the original Framework 
Revision Committees, made additions to the CCSS. These additions are unique to our state. This final 
version was adopted by the board in December 2010 and published and widely disseminated in March 
2011. 

█  Since the adoption of these Standards, they have been on our website and publicized statewide. 
Professional development sessions were conducted through the Department’s District and School 
Assistance Centers and in other venues. Massachusetts school districts have updated their ELA and 
math curricula, have conducted professional development, and teachers have been focusing 
instruction on these upgraded standards for ELA and math ever since. 

█ Currently, over 90 Model Curriculum Units, in ELA and mathematics, are available on the ESE website 
for teachers to use in their classrooms; more model units will be posted in the near future. These 
instructional units show how the changes in the standards can be reflected in instruction. These units 
were developed by hundreds of teachers across the Commonwealth, in collaboration with the 
Department. 

http://www.mbae.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/07/Report_MA-CCS-Analysis_071910_Final.rev_.pdf
http://www.mbae.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/07/Report_MA-CCS-Analysis_071910_Final.rev_.pdf
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Massachusetts Definition of College and Career Readiness 
  

Approved by Massachusetts Board of Elementary and Secondary Education on  
February 26, 2013; Massachusetts Board of Higher Education on March 12, 2013. 

 
Overview 

Massachusetts students who are college and career ready will demonstrate the 
knowledge, skills and abilities that are necessary to successfully complete entry-level, 
credit-bearing college courses, participate in certificate or workplace training programs, 
and enter economically viable career pathways. In order to meet this goal, the 
Commonwealth has defined a set of learning competencies, intellectual capacities and 
experiences essential for all students to become lifelong learners; positive contributors to 
their families, workplaces and communities; and successfully engaged citizens of a 
global 21st century. 

Beyond achieving college and career ready levels of competence in English Language 
Arts / Literacy and Mathematics, all high school students should develop a foundation in 
the academic disciplines identified in the MassCore course of study,1 build competencies 
for workplace readiness as articulated in the Integrating College and Career Task Force 
Report,2 and focus on applying academic strategies to problem solving in diverse 
professional and life contexts, appropriate to individual student goals. Massachusetts will 
use its 2011 curriculum frameworks,3  which include the Common Core State Standards, 
as the basis for an educational program that provides students with the academic 
knowledge, skills and experiences that are essential to postsecondary educational, 
career, and personal success. 

Essential Competencies 

Learning 

Students who are college and career ready in English Language Arts / Literacy will 
demonstrate the academic knowledge, skills, and practices necessary to enter into and 
succeed in entry-level, credit-bearing courses in College English Composition, 
Literature, or technical courses; certificate or workplace training programs requiring 
college-level reading and writing; or a comparable entry-level reading and writing course 
at the institution. College and career ready students in English Language Arts/ Literacy 
will be academically prepared to: 

 Read and comprehend a range of sufficiently complex texts independently 

 Write effectively when using and/or analyzing sources 
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 Build and present knowledge through research and the integration, 
comparison, and synthesis of ideas 

 Use context to determine the meaning of words and phrases 

Similarly, students who are college and career ready in Mathematics will demonstrate 
the academic knowledge, skills, and practices necessary to enter into and succeed in 
entry-level, credit bearing courses in College Algebra, Introductory College Statistics, or 
technical courses; certificate or workplace training programs requiring an equivalent 
level of mathematics; or a comparable entry-level math course at the institution. College 
and career ready students in Mathematics will be academically prepared to: 

 Solve problems involving the major content with connections to the 
mathematical practices 

 Solve problems involving the additional and supporting content with 
connections to the mathematical practices 

 Express mathematical reasoning by constructing mathematical arguments 
and critiques 

 Solve real world problems, engaging particularly in the modeling practice 

Successful achievement of specified levels of competence in English Language Arts / 
Literacy and Mathematics will be required for students to be placed into entry-level 
courses in college or participate in certificate or workplace training programs without the 
need for remediation. 

Workplace Readiness 

Student preparation for college and career should emphasize career awareness, 
exploration and immersion as well as development of the foundational knowledge and 
skills necessary to successfully navigate the workplace.  College and career ready 
students will demonstrate: 

Work Ethic and Professionalism 
 Attendance and punctuality expected by the workplace 
 Workplace appearance appropriate for position and duties 
 Accepting direction and constructive criticism with a positive attitude and 

response 
 Motivation and taking initiative, taking projects from initiation to completion 
 Understanding workplace culture, policy and safety, including respecting 

confidentiality and workplace ethics 

Effective Communication and Interpersonal Skills 
 Oral and written communication appropriate to the workplace 

 Listening attentively and confirming understanding 

 Interacting with co-workers, individually and in teams 
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Proficiency in these skills is common for success in all workplaces and should be viewed 
as the foundation upon which additional workplace and career skills are added based on 
the specifics of any job. 

Qualities and Strategies 

Preparation for college and career should help students develop a wide range of 
quantitative and qualitative abilities that go beyond the minimum levels of competence 
needed for entry-level college courses and employment. In high school, students should 
demonstrate: 

 Higher order thinking skills of analysis, synthesis, and evaluation 

 The ability to think critically, coherently, and creatively 

 The ability to direct and evaluate their own learning, be aware of resources 
available to support their learning, and have the confidence to access these 
resources when needed. 

 Motivation, intellectual curiosity, flexibility, discipline, self-advocacy, 
responsibility, and reasoned beliefs 

 

 

Together these attributes provide the framework for college and career readiness and 
support educational and workplace success as well as serve as the basis for being an 
active participant in our democracy. 

 

 

                                            
1 MassCore is a rigorous and comprehensive four year course of high school study recommended by the 
Commonwealth as preparation for college and career.  MassCore is also the vehicle through which high 
school students can gain competence in computational, scientific, visual, creative, and critical thinking and 
can engage opportunities for “hands-on” application and exploration of new areas of knowledge and 
experiences.   
 
2 See ICCR Task Force Report 
 
3 See current Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks. 

http://www.doe.mass.edu/ccr/masscore/
http://www.doe.mass.edu/boe/docs/2012-06/item1_report.pdf
http://www.doe.mass.edu/frameworks/current.html
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Background 

Development of Massachusetts Definition of College and Career Readiness 

In September 2010 Massachusetts came together with 22 other states in the nation to 
form the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Career (PARCC). 
PARCC consortium states are working together to develop a common set of K-12 
assessments in English language arts/literacy and mathematics aligned to the Common 
Core State Standards and anchored in what it takes to be ready for college and careers. 
The new assessments will help build a pathway to college and career readiness by the 
end of high school, track students’ progress toward this goal, and provide teachers with 
timely information to inform instruction and provide student support. These next-
generation assessments will also send clear signals to students about their readiness for 
postsecondary coursework while they still have time to address any gaps. In addition, 
the entire effort is designed to lead to better alignment between higher education and K-
12 with regard to a definition of college readiness. 
 
Higher education and elementary and secondary education in the PARCC states are 
collaborating closely in developing the PARCC assessments. Working together at the 
national level, representatives of the two sectors developed a structure by which both 
sides have an equal voice in deciding key matters affecting the character of the 
assessments—such as the underlying definition of college and career readiness—that 
affect both higher education and K-12. Each PARCC state, including Massachusetts, 
committed to developing structures within their states that would similarly engage both 
sectors in close collaboration, information sharing and decision making.  
 
During the spring and summer of 2011, the Massachusetts Departments of Elementary 
and Secondary and Higher Education worked together to develop an engagement 
structure for the Commonwealth that would afford meaningful input and deliberation on 
the PARCC work—starting with defining college and career readiness—from education 
stakeholders at the local, regional and statewide levels. The structure included the 
provision that major policy decisions on key matters related to the PARCC assessments 
would be brought to the Board of Higher Education and the Board of Elementary and 
Secondary Education. Massachusetts hosted a statewide launch conference for this 
work in October 2011.  
 
In December 2011, Richard Freeland, Commissioner of the Massachusetts Department 
of Higher Education, and Mitchell Chester, Commissioner of the Massachusetts 
Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, initiated two related “readiness 
activities” in the P-16 community. Commissioner Freeland requested that all public 
college and university presidents establish Engagement Teams on each campus, 
bringing together faculty and staff with P-12 teachers and school/district leaders, and 
that these Teams collaborate in the development of a shared definition of college 
readiness for Massachusetts by organizing discussions at the local level and through the 
Regional Readiness Centers.  

http://www.parcconline.org/
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During the spring of 2012 the P-16 Campus Engagement Teams, collaborating with over 
500 P-16 educators, developed statements on college readiness which, while distinctive 
in style and language, shared a focus in three interrelated areas—a set of core 
academic competencies; cognitive skills and strategies; and dispositions and habits of 
mind. The Engagement Teams also urged support for a Massachusetts definition that 
would encompass all high school students’ preparation for their postsecondary paths by 
addressing both college and career readiness. By June 1, 2012, the 25 institution 
presidents submitted their P-16 Campus Engagement Team reports on defining college 
readiness. 

In December 2011, the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education (BESE) 
appointed a 36-member task force of business, education, and community leaders to 
develop recommendations on better integrating college and career readiness into K-12 
education. The Integrating College and Career Readiness Task Force (ICCR), chaired 
by BESE member Gerald Chertavian, included Commissioner Freeland and other 
representatives from higher education as members. The Task Force was charged to 
identify: "power" standards (knowledge and skills) inherent in a core career development 
education program; indicators of career readiness, including student assessments; and 
policies and programs that provide multiple pathway options to integrate knowledge and 
skills for career and postsecondary education readiness; as well as to adopt a clear, 
measurable definition of career readiness.  

The ICCR Task Force defined career readiness as follows: “Career readiness means an 
individual has the requisite knowledge, skills and experiences in the academic, 
workplace readiness and personal/social domains to successfully navigate to completion 
an economically viable career pathway in a 21st century economy.” The ICCR Task 
Force Report was presented to the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education on 
June 26, 2012. 

The definitions developed and submitted by the P-16 Campus Engagement Teams and 
the ICCR Task Force in the spring of 2012 stated clear support for the integration of 
college and career readiness in Massachusetts’ work to develop a shared statewide 
definition. The readiness perspectives of the Engagement Teams and ICCR Task Force 
were synthesized and a draft Massachusetts definition was prepared for review by a 
statewide 14-member coordinating council co-chaired by Commissioners Chester and 
Freeland and comprised equally of P-12 and higher education representatives. A draft 
definition of college and career readiness reflecting the council’s feedback was 
circulated among education, business and community groups during the summer of 
2012. Of more than 1360 survey participants who responded by October 2012—47% 
from higher education, 48% from P-12 and 5% other—more than 80% supported the 
draft definition. In November, the statewide coordinating council convened to finalize the 
shared draft definition and to recommend its consideration by the Board of Elementary 
and Secondary Education and the Board of Higher Education. 

Massachusetts’ draft definition conveys that a high school graduate who is “college and 
career ready” is a student prepared, on a college path, to enroll in entry-level, credit-

https://sites.google.com/site/parcccampusengagement/home/campus-engagement-reports
https://sites.google.com/site/parcccampusengagement/home/campus-engagement-reports
http://www.doe.mass.edu/boe/docs/2012-06/item1_report.pdf
http://www.doe.mass.edu/boe/docs/2012-06/item1_report.pdf
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bearing college courses without the need for remediation; and on a job and career path, 
to participate in certificate training programs and workplace training programs.  

The definition also builds upon the Commonwealth’s focus on English language arts and 
mathematics as the specific academic areas that will be assessed by PARCC and then 
used in the postsecondary environment to help determine readiness for—or placement 
into—entry-level, credit-bearing courses. Thus, Massachusetts’ definition of college and 
career readiness is designed to link to the Commonwealth’s future K-12 assessment 
instruments and higher education placement policy for English language arts and 
mathematics. 

Finally, the definition is based on the foundation that students will have developed 
consistent, challenging, intellectual growth, in all subject areas, throughout their high 
school program as a result of the full implementation of the Massachusetts Curriculum 
Frameworks (which include the Common Core State Standards) and the MassCore 
recommended course of study. Underpinning Massachusetts’ definition of College and 
Career Readiness are all of the Commonwealth’s P-12 teaching and learning policies 
that address students’ diverse learning challenges and support the abilities of all 
students’ to learn and achieve. 

 

 

http://www.doe.mass.edu/frameworks/current.html
http://www.doe.mass.edu/frameworks/current.html
http://www.doe.mass.edu/ccr/masscore/


 1 

 

 
 
 

Common Core in our Classrooms  

To the Massachusetts Legislature: 

As classroom teachers from public schools in 
Massachusetts, we are writing to strongly urge you to 
stand with us as we support the Massachusetts Curriculum 
Frameworks and the PARCC assessments that measure 
students' mastery of them. We are Teaching Policy Fellows 
and Fellow alums with Teach Plus, a non-profit 
organization dedicated to creating opportunities for 
teachers to become leaders in their field.  As policy fellows 
and current teachers, we work towards affecting change 
at the policy level.  

In the spring and early summer of 2013, Teach Plus and 
the Massachusetts Teachers Association administered a survey in order to elicit teachers’ perspectives on the 
Common Core and new Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks. Almost 3,000 teachers participated. The 
results indicate both optimism about the standards and a sense of urgency about what is required to 
implement the new standards effectively. It is our hope that district and state policymakers can use this 
important transitional moment to build off of that optimism and provide the supports that teachers need.  

The results of the survey indicate what a remarkable difference formal training makes in teachers’ level of 
support for the Common Core. Fifty-five percent of teachers indicated that they had received training on the 
Common Core standards. Teachers who have participated in training also report that they are more likely to 
agree that implementation of the Common Core standards will help them become better teachers and that 
the Common Core will benefit their students. Clearly, more training increases teacher buy-in during this critical 
transition.  

As educators who are truly committed to our students, we support the Massachusetts Frameworks because 
they place particular emphasis on using higher order thinking skills and encourage ingenuity in solving real-
world problems.  The Frameworks will better prepare our students for college, future careers, and mostly 
importantly, will elevate our national position for global competitiveness. Because the Frameworks are based 
on the Common Core State Standards, teachers nation-wide will be working towards the same high standards. 
This will afford students all across the country a more equitable education. We look forward to having 

Teacher Roundtable: Teachers speak 
out in support of the Massachusetts 
Curriculum Frameworks 
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conversations with teachers across the nation around effective teaching and setting high expectations for all 
students.  

The PARCC exams being administered to measure students' mastery of the Frameworks will allow teachers to 
use multiple data points to drive our instruction and further student learning.  

We hope that you will join us in support of the Massachusetts Frameworks and encourage you to examine the 
following opinion editorials for accounts from Teach Plus Policy Fellows about their achievement-lifting and 
equity-boosting experiences with the Frameworks. We welcome you to reach out to us for additional 
perspectives.  Now is a pivotal moment. We ask that you use your position to support the transition to 
Massachusetts Frameworks. Without the Frameworks, we risk being left out of the conversation, and risk 
children being left behind.  

Sincerely, 

Karen Levin, Jamaica Plain  
City On A Hill Charter Public 
School, Boston 
 
Julia Beaufait, Somerville  
Arthur D. Healey School, 
Somerville 
 
Marcus Walker, Roslindale  
Excel High School, South Boston 
  
Mallory Walker, Cambridge  
Edward Brooke Charter School, 
Boston 
 
Darren Burris, Brookline  
Boston Collegiate Charter School, 
Boston 
 
Jennifer Aponte, Randolph  
David A Ellis, Boston 
 
Talmadge Nardi, Somerville  
Academy of the Pacific Rim, 
Boston 
 
Erin Lane, Boston  
Garfield Middle School, Revere 
 
 
 
*Denotes lead authors 

Lindsey Hugo, Brookline 
Edward Brooke Charter School, 
Roslindale 
 
Colleen Labbe, Milton  
Lee Academy Pilot School, Boston 
 
Jayme Drzewinski, South Boston 
Edison K-8, Boston 
 
Kalimah Rahim, Boston  
New Mission High School, Boston 
 
Marjorie Pita, Quincy  
Rafael Hernández School, Boston 
 
Carli Fleming, Salem  
Salem Academy Charter School, 
Salem 
 
Colleen Considine, Boston  
Mason School, Roxbury 
 
Molly Howard, Cambridge  
Codman Academy Charter Public 
School, Boston 
 
Ivana Perez-Redondo, Cambridge 
Excel High School, Boston 
 
 
 

Anita Sintes, Jamaica Plain  
Dever-McCormack K-8 School, 
Boston 
     
Farida Mama, Dorchester  
UP Academy Charter School Of 
Boston, South Boston 
 
Carline Kelly, Cambridge  
Brighton High School, Boston 
 
Natalie Khlatov-Krimnus, 
Cambridge  
Revere High School, Revere 
 
Aaron Stone, Somerville 
Boston Day and Evening Academy, 
Boston 
 
Lindsey Mayer, Somerville  
Garfield Middle School, Revere 
 
Chris Wright, East Boston 
Everett High, Everett 
 
Amy Howland, Dedham  
Academy of the Pacific Rim, 
Boston 
 
Aaron Stone, Somerville  
Boston Day and Evening Academy, 
Boston 
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Data Source: From the August 2013 “Common Core/Mass Frameworks Survey” of nearly 3,000 Massachusetts teachers administered in 
partnership with the MTA.  

Bernadine Lormilus, Stoughton  
Channing Elementary, Boston 
 
Dan Hackett, Boston  
Boston Latin Academy, Boston 
 

Julian McNeil, Boston  
Boston Green Academy, Boston 
 
*Wing Leung, Dorchester 
Boston Latin School, Boston 
 

*Lisa Nguyen, Boston  
Thomas J Kenny, Boston 
 
*Jeffrey Cipriani, Jamaica Plain  
Orchard Gardens K-8 Pilot School, 
Boston 

 
Common Core standards: A path to success for all students 
 

By Brittany Morse 

Originally published in the Huffington Post 

 

I began my teaching career in a rural town in New Mexico on the border of a 

Navajo reservation and then went on to teach at two different charter 

schools in Boston. While my third graders in New Mexico were expected to 

read, write, and solve math problems on a relatively low level, my 

Massachusetts third graders were pushed to challenge themselves as 

learners. The disparity in expectations was striking. What message are we, 

as educators, sending to children and parents if we say that kids in 

Massachusetts can do more than kids in rural New Mexico? 

When I first heard about the Common Core standards, I felt inspired and encouraged. As a nation, we are 

starting to figure out how to provide a quality education for every student, regardless of geography or 

socioeconomic status. This means pushing students beyond memorization by instilling an understanding of 

concepts. For example, instead of having students memorize a formula to find the perimeter, we teach them 

what perimeter means, so that they can figure out how to find it with any polygon. However, I was concerned 

about how I would actually change my day-to-day teaching in response to the new standards. While - 

according to a 2013 survey of Massachusetts teachers conducted by Teach Plus - most educators in my state 

agree that the Common Core will benefit students, many share the doubts that I had about how effectively 

they and their schools were prepared to implement the standards. 

Since then, I've taken part in professional development opportunities such as Massachusetts Teachers' 

Association Core Collaborative run by Teach Plus, where teacher leaders guide other educators in effectively 

implementing the Common Core. I am increasingly aware of big and small changes that are within my power 
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and can have a profound effect on the quality of my students' learning. For example, I consistently ask my 

students to articulate why a procedure worked whenever they explain their thought process in solving a math 

problem. I am convinced that if I maintain a sense of openness, flexibility, and humility, others with more 

experience and knowledge will help me to guide my students toward success.  

To me, embracing the Common Core standards means pushing students to think more deeply, and preparing 

them to meet the demands of a rapidly changing world. It also means acknowledging the fact that we, as 

educators, are figuring this out together as we push all students, regardless of geographical location or 

socioeconomic status, toward the same high bar for success. The transition to the Common Core will not be 

instantaneous and it will not always be smooth, but it will be worth it for our kids. 

 
Lane: Using the Common Core to inspire students 
 
By Erin Lane 
Originally published in the Metro West Daily News 

I recently watched a Facebook video of a parent "taking down" the 
Common Core. In a shaking voice, she described the horrors of what the 
standards are "doing" to our children. But it is teachers, not policies, 
who are ultimately responsible for providing our students with a quality 
education, and in one challenging class, it was the Common Core that 
helped me engage my students. 

This was a middle school English class and I was struggling with a 
pervasive lack of student motivation. Stephen (the name has been changed 
to protect his privacy), in particular, often came to class exhausted, turned in minimal work, and once 
slithered into class like a snake. While I made gains with several other students, I still struggled to reach him. 

In addition to motivating my students, I needed to make sure they achieve Common Core standards. These 
standards and next year's switch to PARCC assessments have been a major topic of conversation among my 
colleagues: There's fear and anxiety, but also, contrary to many newspaper headlines, a lot of enthusiasm. I 
can't speak to other content areas, but in ELA at the middle-school level, I'm thrilled about the Common Core. 

Here's why: Seven years ago, when I started teaching, I leafed through a massive, disorganized document that 
outlined the Massachusetts State Standards. I saw little resemblance between those standards and what I 
know is expected of students in college and the workplace. The Common Core is the opposite: it's organized 
logically and clearly asks students to advance their skills from year to year. 

The Common Core has also increased the minimum level of text complexity at which students should be able 
to read in each grade level. In other words, a text that used to be considered a ninth-grade text might now be 
presented in seventh or eighth grade. Adjustment will be difficult, but is necessary for our students to succeed 
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in college, especially considering universities have been reporting that record numbers of students need 
remedial reading and writing courses. 

In order to meet these standards in my classroom, I have implemented an independent reading component. 
This enables me to provide students with high-interest books that fit their reading level, have students write 
about what they're reading, and slowly advance them to more complex texts. 

This is not a brand-new idea, but it is aligned with the Common Core and helps me engage my students. In the 
past, I might have been nervous to implement this instructional practice because I didn't see the clear 
connection between it and the former state standards. But if I hadn't, I could have lost Stephen for good. 

I've now discovered that Stephen has a passion for dystopian novels and is an insightful abstract thinker. He 
was disengaged when we read a required text about segregation, but he became interested when he saw 
connections between the world of the South and the dystopian society in Lois Lowry's novel, "Gathering Blue." 
And he articulated these connections in his reading journal. Now he's reading "Fahrenheit 451," a book at 
least two grade-levels above Gathering Blue, and carries it to every class. 

The Common Core does not make me feel restricted. In fact, the authenticity and clarity of the standards are 
empowering. And while the Common Core wasn't the only tool I used to engage Stephen, it was one essential 
piece in the daily effort I made with him and countless other students. Now, what I need most is for the war 
against the Common Core to end so that I, and teachers like me, can continue to feel empowered to engage 
and support every student. 

SITTING IN Common Core a path to deeper learning 
 
By Nick Lippman 
Originally published in the Malden Observer 
 
When I was a student, I learned how to "play the game" of school. I 
was no stranger to memorizing what I needed to know for a test the 
night before, only to forget half of it as I walked out of the classroom. 
Eventually – with outstanding teachers – I matured and grew to really 
love learning. It was my high school math and science teachers who 
inspired me to pursue a career teaching math. But I think that many 
young people go through their educational careers as I did early on – 
and I think the new Common Core learning standards can help to fix 
this problem. 

 
I’ve heard education in U.S. schools criticized as being "a mile wide and an inch deep," making it easy for 
students to memorize and forget. Too many topics are taught at too superficial a level, with the result that too 
many young people never develop a deep understanding of the ideas that they study and too few find a true 
passion for what they’ve learned. It is my hope as a teacher that the new literacy and math Common Core 
standards being adopted by 45 states, including Massachusetts, will help us to make progress in addressing 
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this issue. As educators, we would benefit from standards and assessments that, as President Obama said in 
his State of the Union speech, "measure how well our kids think, not how well they can fill in a bubble on a 
test". 
 
The new Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks, which are based on the Common Core State Standards, have 
been designed to promote a higher level of readiness in high school graduates as they enter into colleges or 
careers. But what does this mean? Ideally, it means that students enter the world better able to apply their 
knowledge to solving real-life problems, rather than simply memorizing rote facts. 
So how will the new standards achieve this? By focusing on a smaller number of topics, and encouraging 
students to form connections between ideas, because this is what leads to deep understanding. And by 
encouraging students to develop their own strategies for solving problems so that they can take ownership of 
their solutions rather than striving to memorize the "right" solution. It may be true that some questions only 

have one correct answer, but there are almost always many ways to get to these answers. Students gain 
confidence when they’re given a license to explore different routes rather than seeing their ideas stifled. 
 
Great teachers have always found ways of working these skills into their lessons, but it is refreshing to see this 
approach spelled out formally in the standards. I have found that the new standards have changed my 
approach to teaching by encouraging me to focus more of my students’ time on solving multi-layered 
problems that emphasize discussion, analysis and justification of the methods used rather than just the final 
result. I now make a more concerted effort to give assignments which require students to explain their 
reasoning, not just give an answer. 
 
The new frameworks will be assessed using new types of tests. The new tests are intended to emphasize deep 
connections between ideas and applications to real-life problems. Rather than bubble sheets, these tests are 

intended to measure how well students are drawing connections between ideas and can apply them to solving 
real-life problems. 
 
So why does this matter? We all have a stake in how well prepared our young people are as they enter higher 
education and the workforce – whether we are a parent, an employer, or a community member. The Common 
Core was born out of a concern that U.S. workers were falling behind other industrialized nations in terms of 
how well equipped our young workers are to solve the problems of the future and today. The new standards 

are designed to narrow and reverse this gap, not by mimicking what is done in these other countries, but by 
finding a solution that fits the needs of our students. 
 
It’s too early to know for certain that this will work. But historically, Massachusetts has led the way in 
educational reforms and our students’ success relative to many other states has validated our approach. 

I’m optimistic that this current shift will achieve similar results.  
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The Common Core in My Classroom: A Teacher's View 
 

By Catherine Tighe 

Originally published in the Huffington Post  

 

As we leave our morning meeting, my kindergarten students decide 

which learning center they will go to. Some mumble a quick outline of 

their plan: "I'll go to the Lego area to finish making the tower I started 

yesterday," Jasmin says, while Michael considers going to the writing 

center to see who is in the daily story problem. They approach the 

centers with excitement and vigor; they have work to do, and they want 

to get started right away. 

I overhear a conversation from the block area. Leo exclaims that he wants 

to make a huge football stadium. Ani latches onto the enthusiasm and suggests that they make all the seats, 

and the people, and all the lines on the field. Two others join in the conversation with suggestions of how to 

make it. They decide they need a huge foundation, so they should start with the biggest blocks and then use 

the smaller ones to make it taller. 

They seamlessly divide and conquer: two students start the foundation, another goes to a book to look at 

some ideas of football stadiums, and another goes to the writing center to collect tools for making signs and 

labels for the construction. As they are all at work, they use words like bigger, smaller, taller, wider, more, and 

fewer, and they estimate the number of blocks they will need. They talk about which teams will be playing, 

and determine the sounds in the team names to make the score board. 

There is then a discussion about the score. They are determined to have their beloved Patriots in the lead, and 

they agree on a final score of 31-7. The student writing the score looks to the number chart to write the 7 and 

then writes a "13" for "31." Another student chimes in and says the three should come before the one 

because that means three groups of ten and one single, and "13" means that there is only one group of ten 

and three ones. The others join the discussion and there is a consensus that yes, it should be "31" because 

that is a much bigger number. 

This is the Common Core in action. It's not about preparing for a test. It's not about sitting down and doing 

rote paper and pencil exercises for the entire day. It's about students taking the understanding of well-crafted 

lessons into their daily life and play through authentic learning experiences. There is evidence of all of my 

students learning and integrating math, literacy, and interpersonal skills through tools and conversation that 

they will continue to discuss for the entire day. These are the 21st Century skills that the Common Core is 

asking teachers to teach to across the country. 
 

The Common Core establishes high expectations for all students. It can be daunting to think about how this 

shifts our practice as educators. However, we have plenty of experts—teachers—in classrooms right now who 

are doing it right, and we have much to learn from one another. As educators, we are best positioned to lead 
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the rollout of the Common Core. We are experienced practitioners who know our students well. Educators 

hold the knowledge of how to deliver well crafted and purposeful lessons and weave the content into 

intriguing, developmentally appropriate materials and classroom environments. The conversation and 

construction I witnessed at the block area are a reflection of a number of lessons delivered in math and 

literacy. The students integrated the information in ways that are authentic to their lives and experiences. 

I have been part of leading professional development for my district, in which we have been aligning our 

lessons with the Common Core, since the shift began in 2011. We dedicated time and effort to work on grade-

level teams as well as cross-level teams to ensure that we created lessons and units that effectively integrate 

all the standards in a meaningful and purposeful layout. Teachers, the experts, created the curricula that align 

to the standards. And it's working really well. 

Teachers like me, who have experience and training with implementing the Common Core, should now be 

leading our colleagues in professional development across the country. This fall, I've had the opportunity to do 

just that through the Core Collaborative, a teacher-led professional development program that gives teachers 

the opportunity to learn from other teachers who are more experienced with the Common Core. 

Teaching and learning should be based on authentic, developmentally appropriate experiences. The Common 

Core establishes what we should be teaching, but we, as teachers and experts, are the ones who determine 

how we teach them. The Common Core is an opportunity to let our creativity and expertise as teachers shine. 

Teachers who need support should have pathways to learn from other teachers, and then, most importantly, 

to share their new found learning with others. Our students deserve it. They are the engineers that will design 

the stadiums of the future. If my students are any indication, those stadiums are going to be pretty awesome. 

No need to fear Common Core 
All kids have grit, teacher says 
 
By Colleen Considine 
Originally published in CommonWealth Magazine 
 
GRIT IS A term we should be using a lot in education, especially when 
discussing the adoption of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS). I am 
completing my ninth year of teaching; next year I will again be in a first grade 
classroom. I have previously taught second and fifth grades but I’m excited to 
continue my work with first graders. I have found that, with Common Core, I 
am able to develop even the youngest students into critical thinkers who will 
find success in the face of adversity along whatever path they choose. My 
students have shown plenty of grit at every grade level I have taught. It is 
critical that we educators do the same.  
 
In her now famous TED Talk, Angela Lee Duckworth says that the most successful 
students tackle academic challenges with resolve and do it repeatedly despite possible failure. She says that 

http://www.ted.com/talks/angela_lee_duckworth_the_key_to_success_grit
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we as educators have to be willing to join in this process. 
“In other words, we need to be gritty about getting our 
kids grittier.” When it comes to the rigor of the CCSS and 
the standards’ implementation, I couldn’t agree more.  
 
A union in New York (among others) 
recently challenged the implementation of the Common 
Core standards in the state. And yet, when I looked to 
the Engage NY curriculum to help me teach math in my 
classroom, I found it incredibly well designed for 
instruction and rigor of the new standards. My students 

have been successful with it despite their initial protests of the curriculum being too hard. The emphasis on 
deeper understanding and critical thinking within concepts can indeed be frightening for students and 
educators alike. But if educators dig in, students will rise to the challenge.  
 
I began using the Common Core standards three years ago in my second grade classroom for all of my 
instruction. The standards hadn’t been fully implemented and I was scared. Among other challenging 
concepts, the standards ask second graders to understand and use the US algorithm strategy of adding and 
subtracting three digit numbers – a highly conceptual piece of learning that I had previously introduced at a 
fifth grade level. In fact, my students were so successful with this curriculum that half of this inner-city class 
earned a coveted spot in the Boston Public Schools’ Advanced Work Class program. My students showed 
amazing grit and taught me what it really means to have resolve.  
 
Every time I read about another state reversing support for the CCSS, I think about that gritty second grade 
class and how all kids inherently have grit. If I go out at recess and ask my students if they would like to race, I 
invariably have a line-up. In my classroom, when I say that I am about to give a challenging assignment from 
the grade level above, my students give me an ear-to-ear smile and run back to their seats to conquer that 
task. They do this while dealing with a host of other issues ranging from homelessness and removal from a 
parent’s care to lack of glasses for severe cataracts.  
 
Can you imagine what these students will accomplish if we teach them now to solve issues critical to their lives 
and our nation’s future? By supporting the transition and implementation of CCSS, we are also teaching them 
to succeed in a highly competitive global economy. These students will dig in and show the grit necessary to 
create positive change in their world and ours.  
 
And this means that we as educators have to have the same resolve. Rising to a higher standard is the right 
thing for kids and therefore the right thing for teachers. If we don’t, where is our grit? What kind of example 
are we setting for our students? Children love a challenge when supported successfully — whether it's running 
the fastest lap around the playground or solving a math problem beyond their level. That's grit. Let’s take a 
lesson from our kids and show some.   

- Meaghan Durgin, 4
th

 grade teacher. 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/teachers-unions-threaten-common-core-implementation/2014/05/11/d5a0bc22-d6f3-11e3-95d3-3bcd77cd4e11_story.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/06/07/education/two-states-repeal-education-standards.html?emc=edit_tnt_20140606&nlid=61789089&tntemail0=y
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                 Promising Practices: Teacher-Led Professional Development on the Common Core 
 

                       Opportunities for teacher leadership in Common Core implementation are already underway, 
and state and district officials should work to ensure that more are available. Last fall, Teach Plus, the 
Massachusetts Teachers Association, and University of Massachusetts Boston held a Common Core 
conference titled Core in the Classroom: From Standards to Practice. The conference was attended 
by almost 500 teachers from 103 districts eager to spend a Saturday learning best practices from their teacher 
peers. Teachers experienced with the Common Core State Standards led high-quality trainings that ranged 
from close reading to using data trackers to ensure all students master the Common Core standards. 
 
Other programs offer teachers more opportunities to learn from each other and become teacher leaders 
themselves. Last year, in partnership with the Massachusetts Teachers Association, Teach Plus launched the 
Core Collaborative. This is a high-quality ongoing professional development course led by teacher leaders 
with expertise in the Common Core. The program trained 11 teacher leaders who provided PD for over 130 
teachers. This year, we will continue this work with University of Massachusetts Boston. The Core 
Collaborative engages teacher leaders to facilitate semester-long courses in specific elements of the Common 
Core State Standards. The teacher leaders, as well as Core Collaborative participants, will become experts in 
their schools who can help move the implementation of the standards forward. 
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Teachers Examine PARCC

As a diverse group of 23 teachers from high-needs schools and districts across the Commonwealth 
participating in the Massachusetts Teach Plus Teaching Policy Fellowship, we are committed to ensuring that 
teachers and students can thrive. We teach students from kindergarten through high school graduation, cover 
a wide range of subjects, and serve a range of students from general education to English language learners 
and students with special needs.

In the fall of 2014, Teach Plus brought together over 1,000 teachers in Massachusetts, Illinois, Tennessee, and 
the District of Columbia for an intensive day of professional development where teachers could learn more 
about the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) assessment questions and 
analyze their alignment to the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) and the characteristics of high-quality 
assessments. The teachers then used this knowledge to review PARCC sample test items, discuss them with 
fellow teachers, and provide feedback about the quality of the test. 

The “Testing the Test” events were open to all public school teachers in Massachusetts, and teachers from 
74 school districts across the Commonwealth participated.1 In total, 351 Massachusetts teachers completed 
surveys at the events held. Several Teach Plus Massachusetts Teaching Policy Fellows served as facilitators, 
organizers, presenters, and participants. 

In March 2015, Teach Plus released a report, “1,000 Teachers Examine PARCC: Perspectives on the Quality of 
New Assessments,” with findings from the feedback of teachers in the three states and the District. In this 
report, we highlight three of those findings and discuss the results as they pertain to Massachusetts, followed 
by our recommendations. We also include a number of side-bars from Massachusetts teachers that provide 
insight into how PARCC and Common Core State Standards play out in our classrooms. 

“1,000 TEACHERS EXAMINE PARCC” REPORT FINDINGS AND 
MASSACHUSETTS DATA
The views of Massachusetts teachers who attended the “Testing the Test” events are similar to the views of 
the teachers across the sites. Below are three key findings from the “1,000 Teachers Examine PARCC” report, 
along with the data from the Massachusetts teachers.

“1,000 TEACHERS EXAMINE PARCC” REPORT FINDING #1: 
Teachers believe that PARCC is a better assessment than their 
prior state tests.
MASSACHUSETTS DATA: 
Across the “Testing the Test” event sites, the majority of teachers indicated that PARCC is a better assessment 
than their prior state tests. Similarly, the majority of the Massachusetts educators who completed surveys 
indicated a strong preference for PARCC over the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS). 
Seventy-two percent of the teachers reported that PARCC is a higher quality assessment when compared to 
the MCAS, while only seven percent think MCAS is higher quality than PARCC. (see Figure 1)2 



Figure 13

Question: “How would you rate the quality of MCAS to PARCC?” (n=324)

“1,000 TEACHERS EXAMINE PARCC” REPORT FINDING #2: 
Teachers find clear alignment between PARCC and what they are 
teaching. 
MASSACHUSETTS DATA:
Teachers across the sites that hosted “Testing the Test” events found PARCC to be aligned with their classroom 
teaching, and Massachusetts teachers felt the same. Overall, 57 percent of teachers at the Massachusetts 
events reported that the PARCC assessments are “extremely well-aligned” or “quite well-aligned” to the 
Common Core, with just seven percent of the teachers saying that PARCC was either “slightly well-aligned” or 
“not at all well-aligned” to the standards. (see Figure 2)4 

Figure 2
Question: “Overall, how well-aligned is PARCC to the Common Core State Standards?” 
(n=347) 

The plurality of teachers, 42 percent, reported that PARCC sample questions more accurately measure the 
content they teach in their classrooms as compared to the MCAS. Twenty percent said it did not, and 38 
percent said they were unsure.5
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“1,000 TEACHERS EXAMINE PARCC” REPORT FINDING #3: 
While the majority believe PARCC measures skills needed to be 
college- and career-ready, teachers were mixed on whether the 
test was grade-appropriate or too challenging.
MASSACHUSETTS DATA:

Teachers across the sites that hosted “Testing the Test” events believed that PARCC is an appropriate 
measure of college and career readiness, but they were mixed on whether it was grade-level appropriate. 
Massachusetts teachers felt the same way.

· When asked about how well PARCC sample items do in measuring students’ critical thinking skills, 67
percent of Massachusetts teachers said it did “extremely well” or “very well,” as opposed to just five 
percent who responded “not very well” or “not at all well.”6

· Forty-eight percent of Massachusetts teachers said that the test did “extremely well” or “very well”
in measuring college- and career-ready skills of students, with just 11 percent of teachers responding 
“not very well” or “not well at all.” (see Figure 3)7 These findings are consistent with the recent report, 
“Educating Students for Success: A Comparison of the MCAS and PARCC Assessments as Indicators of 
College- and Career-Readiness,” which finds that MCAS is not an effective measure — and that PARCC 
holds promise — as a measure of readiness.8

· Forty percent of Massachusetts teachers responded “extremely well” or “very well” on PARCC being
appropriately rigorous for the grade level, while 26 percent said PARCC does “not very well” or “not well 
at all” at being appropriately rigorous for the grade level.9

Figure 3 
Question: “Based on your prior experiences and what you have seen today, how well 
does PARCC do in measuring skills that students must have to be college and career 
ready?” (n=342) 
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RECOMMENDATIONS
Recommendation 1: The Massachusetts Board of Elementary and 
Secondary Education should adopt PARCC statewide. 
Based on the strong responses in support of PARCC on the “Testing the Test” event surveys and our own 
experience as teachers, we recommend that the Massachusetts Board of Elementary and Secondary 
Education adopt PARCC as Massachusetts’ test in place of the MCAS. We believe that, with proper professional 
development around the Common Core and PARCC, teachers will be able to better prepare students not only 
for a rigorous assessment, but also the demands of college and career. Massachusetts should adopt PARCC 
because it is aligned with the Common Core, and teachers need an assessment that evaluates students’ 
understanding of these important standards.

PARCC Prep is Good Preparation for Life
By Jeffrey Cipriani

Last year I led the second grade team at my school in improving reading instruction using the Common Core. 
With this improved instruction, we planned to prepare our students for the more rigorous PARCC exam. We 
crafted 10 units of study, including a four-week course on something we knew would provoke a passionate 
reaction – bugs. One standard I chose to focus on in my class was determining unfamiliar word meaning using 
clues from books’ pictures, something not required for second graders in the old Massachusetts standards.

A student of mine who struggled with reading but loved insects squealed with joy and disgust one day when 
she analyzed a picture of a praying mantis eating another and inferred the definition of the word cannibal. 
“Yuck! Cannibals are gross!” she wrote on a sticky note. She then made it her personal reading quest to 
discover every example of insect cannibalism available in the classroom library.

It is no secret in education that what gets tested is what gets taught. This is the kind of skill that makes young 
readers feel confident with text and gets them hooked on nonfiction, but without PARCC testing it, teachers 
may not think to teach it.

The new assessment will also press students to respond to texts in writing. To do so, students will read two 
texts on the same topic, and then compose an essay in which they lay out their thinking on the subject matter 
using information from the texts. This task is much more challenging than previous MCAS test prompts 
required, because MCAS did not require students to compare texts. With preparation, even our youngest 
learners are ready for this.

Halfway through a reading unit dedicated to animal research, a righteous seven-year-old in my class 
approached me asking who the senators of Massachusetts are. She explained she had read a book about otters 
and a book about oil spills and wanted to encourage Elizabeth Warren to do more to protect oceans by writing 
a persuasive letter. 

She wrote the letter unassisted. Not only is this the kind of writing that PARCC values, it is the kind of writing 
that has real-world value.

Another reason to embrace the new assessment is that PARCC promises to report data before the academic 
year finishes. I applaud this because, as an elementary school teacher, I need to know quickly where my 
students stand in their development as readers, writers, and mathematicians in order to help them. MCAS 
finalizes data the summer after testing, making reports feel more like an autopsy of a school’s performance 
than a timely diagnosis of teaching and learning designed to help schools improve. My classroom experience 
illustrates the importance of timely test scores.
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Recommendation 2: Provide teachers with more professional 
development and knowledge of PARCC before the full-scale 
implementation of the new assessment system.

As teachers, we know very well that transitions are very rarely smooth and executed to perfection. We believe 
that transitioning to PARCC is a goal in which it is worth investing our time and resources. One of the keys to a 
smooth transition is strong professional development.

This is an important opportunity to build teacher expertise and support student learning. In particular, 
Massachusetts teachers reported that the following types of professional development would be “very useful” 
or “extremely useful”: 

· Professional development on the test and how to prepare students for it (88 percent)10

· Professional development on how to create formative assessments that measure students’ progress
towards success on PARCC (89 percent)11

Key Best Practice: Core Collaborative (C2 Initiative)
One model for Common Core-specific training is already occurring 
through the Core Collaborative (C2) Initiative in Massachusetts. The 
Core Collaborative, designed by Teach Plus Teaching Policy Fellows and 
launched in partnership with the Massachusetts Teachers Association, 
is a set of teacher-led university courses led by current classroom 
teachers with expertise in the Common Core. With training from Teach 
Plus, C2 Teacher Leaders lead courses to facilitate teacher learning 
on Common Core instructional strategies in subjects such as close 
reading, Common Core math shifts, literacy in science and social 
studies classrooms, preparation for the PARCC assessments, and more. 

The same student who discovered her love for entomology consistently showed below-proficient reading skills 
on bi-weekly exams. Through data analysis, I noticed she had a specific challenge with literature. I tapped into 
her love for insects and related narrative structure to a life cycle. Characters, I explained, are like caterpillars. 
They move through a pattern the same way insects change from one stage to another. “Got it,” she said. 
“Larva, chrysalis, butterfly. Character, problem, solution.” With timely test data, teachers can see and address 
student needs, and schools can diagnose bigger trends and problems.

Adjustment is never easy in teaching. Students, especially young ones, depend on routines, and changing 
routines can be challenging. If I am apprehensive at all for PARCC, it is only because I fear we will reject it 
before we give it a chance to take root. What does not worry me is whether students will be ready for the test. 
With good instruction, I know they can be.

An excerpt of an op-ed previously published in CommonWealth Magazine. 
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Courses are offered in conjunction with University of Massachusetts Boston, Boston Public Schools, 
and the Five District Partnership (Chelsea, Revere, Malden, Everett, and Winthrop) for urban teachers 
in Massachusetts. The Core Collaborative provides leadership roles for highly effective teachers and 
gives educators the opportunity to learn best practices from the experts they trust most — fellow 
teachers.

Programs like the Core Collaborative or other locally organized trainings should be expanded 
throughout the state with a focus on PARCC in order to build capacity of a larger portion of 
Massachusetts’ teachers.  As programs like the Core Collaborative expand, resources and trainings 
should focus on the study and development of PARCC-aligned formative assessments and analysis of 
student performance.

Recommendation 3: In order to help ensure adequate alignment 
of these initiatives to the new assessment system, we strongly 
recommend that PARCC release a larger sample of questions.

When asked how useful they would find other PARCC assessments for diagnostic and formative purposes, 54 
percent of Massachusetts teachers said it would be “very useful” or “extremely useful.”12 And 95 percent of 
teachers said they would find more sample questions to be “very useful” or “extremely useful” in preparing 
their students for PARCC.13

Teachers and administrators can take the sample items from English Language Arts (ELA) and math that are 
currently available through PARCC and embed these into their current curriculum. To ensure that there are 
sufficient resources to draw upon, however, a larger sample of questions needs to be available. Educators 
need student response samples with scores and explanations in order to best understand how to prepare 
our students to master the important skills measured by PARCC. Empowered by this information, locally-
led professional development and larger collaborative efforts like Teach Plus’ teacher-led professional 
development program the Core Collaborative and the “Testing the Test” events would more effectively equip 
teachers with the specific strategies they will need to ensure student success.

Recommendation 4: The state of Massachusetts should create a 
diverse teacher council to address implementation challenges, 
interface directly with test and policy makers, and create a 
continuous dialogue and refinement process throughout the 
PARCC transition.

During the events, Massachusetts teachers indicated a strong desire for additional resources. For example, 
74 percent of teachers reported that more materials to help explain the shift to PARCC to families would be 
“very useful” or “extremely useful,”14 and 90 percent of teachers said they would find “access to more/better 
technology than my school currently has” to be “very useful” or “extremely useful.”15

In addition, 84 percent of teachers reported that it would be “very useful” or “extremely useful” to have more 
time to collaborate with fellow teachers in preparation for the test.16 
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Massachusetts must address issues such as technology access and parent communication within the new 
assessment to successfully implement PARCC. We also must ensure that implementation is strong in high-need 
schools to ensure equity for vulnerable populations. We clearly have the capacity to solve these issues, but 
they must be addressed through a continuous forum focused on implementation concerns. Teachers, local 
and state administrators, and PARCC staff must create a more regular forum for identifying action items, and 
studying and refining the implementation process.

The Massachusetts PARCC Educator Leader Fellows -- a group of Massachusetts educators selected to support 
the rollout of PARCC -- have played an important role as ambassadors, facilitators of professional development, 
and more; there is also a need for a body of teachers dedicated to making policy and implementation 
recommendations.

Ensure Strong Implementation in High-Needs Schools

By Julia Beaufait

After my second year of teaching, I attended a summer institute for teachers at Stanford University. This 
was the first time I had attended a training with teachers who worked outside of my district and outside of 
an urban setting. Alongside colleagues who worked in a more affluent district and with a different student 
population, I learned more about using high-quality children’s literature in my fourth grade classroom and 
providing students with a choice of tasks to show mastery. I became aware of these best practices because I 
was working with a group of diverse peers who shared a similar professional goal. I believe that the Common 
Core State Standards and next-generation assessments like PARCC provide a similarly expansive opportunity for 
teachers across the country; it can serve as a major thrust for equity for all kids.

While Common Core and PARCC offer an opportunity to increase equity and opportunity, that vision has not 
yet been fully realized. After working in a district for several years that had adopted the Common Core early 
and quickly began developing teachers’ understanding of pedagogical and content shifts associated with them, 
I moved to a turnaround school. As I shared the math curriculum and discussed new curriculum priorities 
aligned to the Common Core with the school leadership team, a school leader looked at me in shock and 
asked, “Are you saying the tests are changing?” Throughout the year, the school continued to use outdated 
formative assessments and struggled to support teachers to implement Common Core-aligned practices. 
Students at my school were not seeing rigorous, open-ended assessments that reflect the Common Core 
shifts and thus we, as teachers, were not reflecting on student data that would push us to implement new and 
promising practices. 

Our most vulnerable schools are often the least well equipped to implement these important shifts. We must 
work hard to ensure that high-needs schools have access to strong support to ensure that our students are 
also college- and career-ready. It would be a missed opportunity to allow high-needs schools to fall behind 
throughout the first years of PARCC implementation. A council of teachers, school leaders, and district 
administrators from a representative sample of schools and districts throughout the state should work 
together with decision makers to help us ensure equitable implementation throughout the transition to the 
new standards and assessments.
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Recommendation 5: Massachusetts should encourage districts to 
eliminate unnecessary tests that were used before PARCC, taking 
advantage of the fact that PARCC is rigorous and aligned to the 
Common Core — and protecting essential time for instruction.

Massachusetts teachers have adopted rigorous, cutting-edge standards. When considering their classroom 
instruction, more than three-fourths (76 percent) of teachers who attended the Massachusetts “Testing the 
Test” events indicated that they are already teaching a curriculum that is aligned to the Common Core.17 We 
believe that the PARCC assessment is sufficient on its own for assessing students’ mastery of these standards. 
Reducing the number of other assessments, which sap teaching time, will help teachers prepare students for 
success on PARCC, the Common Core, and in college and their careers.

In their report, “The Student and the Stopwatch: How much time do American students spend on testing?” 
Teoh, Coggins, Guan, and Hiler report that third graders in Boston spend 15.5 hours annual on district- and 
state-mandated math and ELA testing, while seventh graders spend 17.2 hours on such assessments.18 

Streamlining district-mandated assessments and state assessments to take advantage of the higher quality 
of PARCC would help teachers shelter the time they have with students for what matters most: teaching. This 
increased time spent on teaching will help students master the Common Core in order to achieve success 
on the PARCC assessments. Our state’s new standards focus on depth, not breadth. Our approach to testing 
should be the same.

CONCLUSION

The participants at the “Testing the Test” events made clear that PARCC is a better assessment for 
Massachusetts than the MCAS. It is time to adopt it statewide. With our recommendations, we believe PARCC 
can deepen the rigor of state assessments, create a common language through which states can compare 
student achievement, and provide student assessment data that better equips teachers to support students’ 
college and career readiness. We believe that the process of implementing PARCC would be most effective 
with the guidance of an expert counsel of teacher leaders and more feedback on sample questions from the 
educators who will be administering the assessment. As teachers implement the Common Core standards 
within their classrooms, a body of educators would be an asset to the conversation around types of questions, 
creating questions, and providing student exemplars of piloted questions. 
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Teach Plus Massachusetts Teaching Policy Fellows

Jennifer Aponte, David A. Ellis 
Elementary, Boston Public Schools

* Lisa Nguyen, Thomas J. Kenny
Elementary, Boston Public Schools

Rachael Conway, Mattahunt 
Elementary, Boston Public Schools

* Jeffrey Cipriani, Orchard Gardens
K-8, Boston Public Schools

Ivana Perez-Redondo, Excel High 
School, Boston Public Schools

Carli Fleming, Salem Academy 
Charter School

Amy Howland, Academy of the 
Pacific Rim Charter School

Colleen Labbe, Lee Academy Pilot 
School, Boston Public Schools

Heather McCarthy, William A. 
Berkowitz Elementary, Chelsea

Gwendolin Bandi, John J. Doran 
School, Fall River Public Schools

Marjorie Pita, Rafael Hernandez 
School, Boston Public Schools

Kalimah Rahim, New Mission High 
School, Boston Public Schools

* Julia Beaufait, Arthur D. Healey
School, Somerville Public Schools

Lindsey Hugo, Edward Brooke 
Charter School

Farida Mama, UP Academy 
Dorchester, Boston Public Schools

* Wing Leung, Boston Latin School,
Boston Public Schools

Colleen Mason, Lee Academy Pilot 
School, Boston Public Schools

Lindsey Mayer, Garfield Middle 
School, Revere Public Schools

Aaron Stone, Boston Day and 
Evening Academy, Boston Public 
Schools

Daniel Adler, UP Academy Leonard, 
Lawrence Public Schools

Brittany Vetter, Excel Academy 
Charter School, Chelsea

Natalie Khalatov-Krimnus, Revere 
High, Revere Public Schools

Bernadine Lormilus, Channing 
Elementary, Boston Public Schools

* Denotes lead authors.
Lindsay Sobel, Executive Director, Teach Plus Massachusetts
Diane Grinnell, Senior Policy Program Lead, Teach Plus Massachusetts
Sasha Zuflacht, Policy Program Associate, Teach Plus Massachusetts
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“TESTING THE TEST” EVENTS

In the fall of 2014, Teach Plus held seven “Testing the Test” events in five locations to offer teachers an 
opportunity to delve deeply into PARCC test items. Highlights include:

• Events were open to all public school teachers and were held in Boston, Massachusetts; Chicago, Illinois; 
Nashville and Memphis, Tennessee; and Washington, D.C. from September to November 2014.

• In total, 1,028 classroom teachers participated. Teachers were provided a small honorarium for their time and 
expertise.

• Amongst the 1,014 survey respondents, 50 percent teach in elementary school (pre-kindergarten to grade 
5), 31 percent teach in middle school (grades 6 to 8), 19 percent in high school (grades 9 to 12), and less than 
one percent in other grades. When asked about their teaching subjects, 38 percent responded elementary 
generalist, 23 percent ELA, 18 percent math, four percent science, and 17 percent other.

• Participants were invited to attend through a combination of emails sent by schools, districts, state agencies, 
and charter school networks in participating cities. Teachers were also informed about this opportunity 
through social media.

• While many of the participants (66 percent) had seen PARCC sample questions in the past,19 just 14 percent 
had field-tested PARCC with their classes during the prior spring semester.20

• The focus of the events was on the quality of the test and not on the adequacy of the technology used to 
give the tests or whether the tests were being added to an already-crowded testing landscape in teachers’ 
districts, two common issues cited by teachers.

• The events consisted of three two-hour sessions, as follows:

• Session I was structured to ensure necessary background knowledge. Topics covered included:

 ◦ The shifts expected by the Common Core in math and ELA.

 ◦ The goals of next-generation assessments compared to current state tests.

 ◦ Principles of high quality assessment developed by the Council of Chief State School Officers 
(CCSSO) and Student Achievement Partners. 

Teachers were introduced to the rubric and materials they would use to evaluate assessment quality. 
They were also provided the Common Core for reference. The rubric and materials were developed 
by current classroom teachers.

• Session II allowed time for structured analysis of PARCC test items using the Common Core and 
the rubric introduced in session I. Teachers worked in small, content- and grade-based groups of 
5-10 participants. The sample test items were drawn directly from the PARCC website. Items for 
analysis were divided by grade bands, and included a variety of question types and related passages. 
Attendees analyzed the items collaboratively with other teachers from their grade bands. Teachers 
recorded the results of their analyses after discussing the material with their fellow teachers.

• Session III, the last component of the event, consisted of a whole-group discussion about their 
general experiences preparing for actual PARCC test administration. Teachers were asked to 
complete a paper survey. The results from the 1,014 completed surveys were used as the data for 
the “1,000 Teachers Exmaine PARCC” report, and the results from the 351 Massachusetts teachers 
from 74 districts were used for this report. 

APPENDIX • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
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ENDNOTES • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

1. A few of the participants declined to provide their school district, so the number of districts 
represented may be slightly higher. 

2. Question: How would you rate the quality of MCAS to PARCC? (n=324) Responses: “PARCC is a higher 
quality assessment when compared to MCAS” (71.6 percent), “PARCC is about the same as the MCAS” 
(21.0 percent), “PARCC is a lower quality assessment when compared to the MCAS” (7.4 percent).

3. Some of the percentages in the charts may not add up to 100 percent because of rounding.

4. Question: “Overall, how well aligned is PARCC to the Common Core State Standards?” (n=347) 
Responses: “Extremely well-aligned” (4.6 percent), “Quite well-aligned” (52.5 percent), “Somewhat well-
aligned” (35.7 percent), “Slightly well-aligned” (5.5 percent), “Not at all well-aligned” (1.7 percent).

5. Question: “Do PARCC sample questions more accurately measure the content you teach in your 
classroom as compared to MCAS?” (n=348) Responses: “Yes” (42.0 percent), “No” (20.4 percent), “Unsure” 
(37.6 percent). 

6. Question: “Based on your prior experiences and what you have seen today, how well does PARCC do in 
measuring critical thinking skills?” (n=346) Responses: “Extremely well” (22.5 percent), “Very well” (44.5 
percent), “Somewhat well” (26.6 percent), “Not very well” (4.6 percent), “Not well at all” (0.9 percent), 
“Unsure” (0.9 percent). 

7. Question: “Based on your prior experiences and what you have seen today, how well does PARCC do in 
measuring skills that your students must have in order to be college and career ready?” (n=342) “Extremely 
well” (13.2 percent), “Very well” (34.8 percent), “Somewhat well” (36.3 percent), “Not very well” (7.3 
percent), “Not well at all” (3.5 percent), “Unsure” (5.0 percent).

8. Center for Assessment and Massachusetts Business Alliance for Education. (February, 2015). Educating 
Students for Success: A Comparison of the MCAS and PARCC Assessments as Indicators of College- and 
Career-Readiness. Retrieved from http://www.mbae.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/MBAE-MCAS-
PARCC-Report-Web.pdf.

9. Question: “Based on your prior experiences and what you have seen today, how well does PARCC do 
in being appropriately rigorous for the grade level?” (n=341) Responses: “Extremely well” (12.9 percent), 
“Very well” (27.0 percent), “Somewhat well” (32.8 percent), “Not very well” (21.1 percent), “Not well at 
all” (4.4 percent), “Unsure” (1.8 percent). 

10. Question: “How useful would professional development on the test and how to prepare students for 
it be to you as you help your students prepare for PARCC?” (n=337) Responses: “Extremely useful” (66.5 
percent), “Very useful” (22.0 percent), “Somewhat useful” (8.6 percent), “Not very useful” (1.5 percent), 
“Not at all useful” (0.9 percent), “Unsure” (0.6 percent). 
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11. Question: “How useful would professional development on how to create formative assessments that
measure students’ progress towards success on PARCC be to you as you help your students prepare for 
PARCC?” (n=336) Responses: “Extremely useful” (59.2 percent), “Very useful” (29.5 percent), “Somewhat 
useful” (8.0 percent), “Not very useful” (1.5 percent), “Not at all useful” (1.2 percent), “Unsure (0.6 
percent). 

12. Question: “Based on your experience with PARCC sample summative assessment items, how useful
would you find other PARCC assessments for diagnostic and formative purposes?” (n=342) Responses: 
“Extremely useful” (19.9 percent), “Very useful” (34.2 percent), “Somewhat useful” (33.0 percent), “Not 
very useful” (6.1 percent), “Not at all useful” (1.8 percent), “Unsure” (5.0 percent). 

13. Question “How useful would more sample questions be in helping prepare your students to take
PARCC?” (n=334) Responses: “Extremely useful” (79.9 percent), “Very useful” (15.0 percent), “Somewhat 
useful” (4.5 percent), “Not very useful” (0.3 percent), “Not at all useful” (0.0 percent), “Unsure (0.3 
percent). 

14. Question: “How useful would materials to help you explain the shift to PARCC to families be in helping
prepare your students to take PARCC?” (n=335) Responses: “Extremely useful” (51.0 percent), “Very useful” 
(23.3 percent), “Somewhat useful” (18.2 percent), “Not very useful” (5.7 percent), “Not at all useful” (1.2 
percent), “Unsure” (0.6 percent).

15. Question “How useful would access to more/better technology than your school currently has be in
helping prepare your students to take PARCC?” (n=337) Responses: “Extremely useful” (67.1 percent), 
“Very useful” (22.6 percent), “Somewhat useful” (6.8 percent), “Not very useful” (0.6 percent), “Not at all 
useful” (0.6 percent), “Unsure” (2.4 percent). 

16. Question “How useful would time to collaborate with fellow teachers in preparation for the test be
in helping prepare your students to take PARCC?” (n=339) Responses: “Extremely useful” (55.2 percent), 
“Very useful” (29.2 percent), “Somewhat useful” (12.7 percent), “Not very useful” (1.5 percent), “Not at all 
useful” (0.0 percent), “Unsure” (1.5 percent).

17. Question: “Do you currently have a curriculum for the 2014-2015 school year that is aligned to the
Common Core State Standards?” (n=344) Responses: “Yes” (76.5 percent), “No” (14.0 percent), “Unsure” 
(9.6 percent)

18. Teoh, M., Coggins, C., Guan, C., & Hiler, T. (2014). The Student and the Stopwatch: How much time
do American students spend on testing? Retrieved from http://www.teachplus.org/sites/default/files/
publication/pdf/the_student_and_the_stopwatch.pdf. These numbers reflect only testing time, and do not 
include other considerations such as time spent on test preparation and data analysis. 

19. Question: “Is this the first time you have seen PARCC sample questions?” (n = 1004) Responses: “Yes”
(33.6 percent), “No” (66.4 percent).

20. Question: “Did you and your class pilot the PARCC assessments last spring?” (n = 751) Responses:
“Yes” (13.8 percent), “No” (86.2 percent). The second question was not used in the survey administered in 
Memphis or Nashville, TN.


