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 Spotlight – Communities of Inquiry and Practice

Special Issue –The Coalition on High-Stakes Testing
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A n in terview  w ith  Prin cipa l V irgin ia  C h alm er s –
B y M arcie O sin sky,  In tern  an d M en tor S upervisor,
W h eelock -Y oun g  A ch ievers P artn ersh ip

Y oun g  A ch ievers Scien ce and  M a th  P ilot Sch ool is
an  elem en tary p ilot sch ool in  B oston . W e are cu rren tly a  K -7
sch ool, in  ou r 6 th  year . La st year , to ren ew  ou r  p ilo t sch ool
sta tu s, w e w en t th rough  a Sch ool Q uality R eview . T o im prove
studen t learn ing  w e h ave looked  a t th e sch edu le of th e day, th e
structur e of th e sch ool an d th e teach in g team s, and  th e
p rior ities of ou r  profession a l developm en t w ork , an d  are
en gaged  in  th e follow in g  ch anges:

R eorgan ization: T h e sch ool bega n  K -2  an d h a s
added  a  n ew  gr ade each  year. T h is year w e h ave created  a n ew
m odel w ith  a low er  ( K -3  ), an d upper ( 4 -7 ) sch ool w ith  th e
in ten t of gettin g  supervision  and  feedback  closer  to teach ers
an d  classroom s. A  low er  and  upper sch ool coord ina tor  w ork
w ith  teach ers m ore d irectly th an  th e pr in cipa l cou ld  previously
do a lon e. C oord ina tors observe in  classroom s, m eet w ith
tea ch ers an d support th e educa tion al pr og ram  for  studen ts. T he
low er  and  upper sch ool team s a lso  m eet w eek ly to look  a t
studen t w ork  an d sh are practice. Pre-ser vice, n ovic e an d
exper ien ced  tea ch ers w ork  togeth er - u sin g rubrics to score
w r iting  an d presen t studen t w ork  to problem  solve n ew
tea ch in g  strateg ies. T h is year , due to T itle II fun din g, th ere is
a lso a fu ll t im e site ba sed  lia ison  betw een  Y A  an d  W h eelock
C ollege super visin g th e pre-ser vice in tern s and  m en tor
tea ch ers.                 Y A , C on tin ued  on  page 4

Stakes Too High? – by Carolyn Farley
Northeastern University Student

High stakes standardized achievement testing is
the process by which one test is used to evaluate the
cumulative knowledge of an individual to determine
whether or not that individual is worthy of advancement
or promotion.  Although this type of testing may be seen
in various aspects of our society, it most frequently refers
to the testing administered to high school students to
determine the type of diploma they will receive. In order
to fully understand the controversy surrounding tests like
the MCAS, it is necessary to identify and elaborate on
the two distinct areas of testing, standardized
achievement testing and high stakes testing.

Standardized achievement testing is based on
the idea that there is a certain amount of core knowledge
that each student should have upon the completion of a
particular grade level. Standardized tests are
administered throughout the educational experience of
the students and are most commonly associated with the
SATs, Stanford Nines and the GREs. At the state level,
there has recently been a movement toward refining the
standards for core knowledge expected at the individual
grade levels. This has lead to an emphasis on frequent
assessment of what students know in light of what we
(referring only to random, elite and distinct members of
our society) expect them to know. Though there are
some worthy ideals at the heart of standardized testing,
this means of assessing the expected core knowledge
leaves many vital issues to be addressed: the purpose of

     MCAS, Continued on page 2
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M C A S , con tin u ed  from  pa g e 1

th e  tes t  an d  if it  w a s d es ign ed  a pp rop r ia te ly,  w h o  c rea ted
th e  stan d ard s  for  co re  kn ow led g e a n d  w h a t th ey a r e ,
cu l tu ra l b ia s of th e  te st , an d  te st  a ccu ra cy a s  an
a ssessm en t  an d  a  p red ic tor . A s  i f th ese  is su es  w ere  n ot
en ou g h  to  con sid er , M a ssa ch u set ts  h a s  r ecen tly u p p ed
th e  an te  to  r eq u ir e th a t ea ch  stud en t  p a ss  th e  M C A S
d u rin g  th eir  tim e in  h igh  sch ool  in  or d e r to  r ece ive  a  h ig h
sch o ol  d ip lom a .
   R eq u ir in g  th a t ea ch  stu d en t p a ss th e  M C A S  in
or d e r  to  r ece ive  a  h igh  sch ool  d ip lom a is  th e  w a y in
w h ich  M a ssa ch u se tts m oved  fr om  a ssessm en t to  h igh
s ta k es te st in g . T h e bo ttom  l in e  is : p a ss  th e  tes t an d
r eceive  a  d ip lo m a  or  fa il  th e  tes t an d  r ece ive  a
com p le tion  of h igh  sch oo l ce r t i fica te  ( i f th e  stu d en t
b o th er s  to  s ta y in  h igh  sch ool) . T h ou gh  th e va l id ity (an d
sa n ity)  o f th is  typ e o f tes t in g  is im p lic it  in  th e  op tion s  it
r esu l ts in , it is n ecessa ry to  u n d er s tan d  th e  pr ocess o f
tes tin g  in  o rd er  to  un d er stan d  th e  tes t’s fu l l  im p a c t.
    S tu d en ts  in  M a ssa ch u se tts  a r e  a sk ed  to  ta k e th e
h igh  sch oo l a ch ievem en t  ve r s ion  of th e  tes t in  ten th
g ra d e. T h e  stu d en ts w h o p a ss  th is fi r s t a d m in istr a t ion  of
th e  tes t ar e  n ot r eq u ir ed  to  tes t a g ain  th rou gh  h igh
sch ool .  I f th ey r e ta in  a  pa ss in g  gr ad e p o in t a ver ag e th ey
w il l r ece ive  a  d ip lom a  fr om  h igh  sch ool .  T h e stu d en ts
w h o fa il  th e te st  w ill  b e  g iven  op p or tun it ie s  to  p a ss in
b o th  th e ir  e leven th  an d  th e ir  tw e lfth  yea r .  A g ain , th e
fa i lin g  s tu d en t w il l e ith er r e- ta k e th e  tes t o r  r eceive  a
com p le tion  o f h ig h  sch ool  cer t ifica te  u p on  gra d u a tion .

T h is s i tua tion  lea d s to  a  lo t  o f issu es th a t n eed
to  be  a d d ressed  in c lud in g  m otiva t ion , ef fica c y,  a ccu r a cy,
an d  a ssessm en t.  W e m u st a sk  w h at  a  s tu d en t’s
m o tiva tion  w il l be  to  ex ce l in  h igh  sch ool  if th e  m ea su re
be c om es  cer t ifica te  o r d ip lom a . O r  eq u al ly fr igh ten in g ,
w h a t h a p p en s to  th ose  s tu d en ts w ork in g  to  com p lete  h igh
sch ool  w h o  a re  un a ble  to  pa ss  fin ite  te sts  m ea sur in g  th e ir
a b i li ty in  an  an tiq ua ted  m an n er ?  D o  th ey sta y in  sch o ol
or  lea v e to  g et  th eir  G E D  o r ba g  ed u ca tion  a l l tog eth er?
W h at ar e  w e  a s  a  soc ie t y te ll in g  th ese  s tu d en ts a bo u t
th e ir  a b i l ity to  a ch ieve?  W h a t a re w e te l lin g  th em  a bou t
w h a t w e  va lu e in  th is soc ie ty?  W h a t d oes  i t m ean  to  an
in d iv id ua l w h en  you  te l l th em  th a t th e su m  of th e ir
ed u ca t ion  w il l be  d e term in ed  th rou gh  an sw er in g
q u es t io n s  w ritten  b y p eop le  th ey h a ve  n eve r  m e t an d
eva lu a ted  b y p eop le  th ey w ill  p r oba b ly n ever  kn ow ?

It is  h ere  th a t w e  m u st g o  ba ck  to  th e  qu es t ion
o f w h a t ed u cat ion  r ea lly is  an d  w h a t p ur p ose i t is m ean t
to  se rv e.  Y es , s tan d a rd iz ed  te sts  m a y be  ba sed  on  som e
w or th y id ea ls  b u t  w e  m u st look  a t th e un in ten d ed
im pa cts  of th is  typ e o f tes tin g .  A d dition al ly,  w e  m u st
tru ly con tem p la te  w h at a d din g  h igh  sta k es  to  th e  id ea  of
cu m u la tive  tes t in g  sa ys  to  ou r  s tud en ts  an d  a bou t  ou r
ed u ca t ion a l sys tem  an d  ou r  soc ie ta l  va lu es.  U lt im a tely,
w e  m u st r e- id en tify th e  p roblem  th a t lead  u s to  th is
so lu t ion  an d  ex am in e w h e th er or  n ot  a  be t te r so lu tio n
m igh t ex ist .

O u r W o rk  O n …
D e v e lo p in g  a  P la tfo rm

o n  H ig h -S tak es  T es tin g

O n  D ecem b er  6 ,  2 0 0 0, th e M a ss. C oalition
m et to  d iscu ss “C h a llen g es an d S tra teg ies  in  an  E ra  of
H ig h -S ta k es T estin g ” . E d u ca tor s  P eter  M urr ell, Ir w in
B lu m er, an d  R a ch el C urtis  tog e th er  w ith  com m un ity
m em ber s  F elix  A rr o yo o f th e  H isp an ic  O ffice  o f
P lan n in g  an d  E valu a tion , S ta te  R ep r esen ta tive M ar ie
S t.  F leu r, R o ber t  S ch w ar tz , P resid en t of th e G over n or s
sch ool s tan d ard s  org an iza t ion  A ch ieve , an d  sch ool–
ba sed  p rac tition er s , N icole  G u tten bu r g , L ea h
In grah a m , an d  D on n a  R od rig u es par tic ip a ted .  T h e y
p r esen ted  var ied  p er sp ec tives on  h igh -s ta k es tes tin g
an d  th e r o le of ed u ca to rs , p ar en ts an d  com m un ity in
h elp in g  a ll s tu d en ts a ch ieve  a t h igh  leve ls .

A fte r  a ud ien ce  q u estion s, C oa lition  m em bers
an d  g u ests  m et in  sm a ll gr ou p s to  d iscu ss w h a t th ey
h a d  learn ed , w h a t th ey w ou ld  lik e th eir  par tn er sh ip s to
d o  to  ad dr ess  th ese  issu es,  an d  w h at step s th ey w ou ld
lik e th e  C oa lition  to  tak e  on  th ese  issu es. S u gg estion s
for  th e C oa lition  in clu d e  h ostin g  a  C oa lition -w id e
C on fer en ce  d evoted  to  c on cr e te, tea ch er -led  ex am ples
o f tea ch in g  a ll  stu d en ts , d eve lop  w or k sh op s on  p ar en ta l
in volv em en t an d  cu ltura l sen sitiv ity,  d is tr ibu te
r esou r ces  a t C oa lit ion  m eetin g s, var y m eetin g  tim es so
p ar en ts  can  a tten d , an d  ex p lo re p olic y ch an g es th a t
w ou ld  p erm it sch ool d is tr icts to  pr op ose  a ltern a tives to
h igh -sta k es a sp ec ts  of M C A S .

A t a  m eetin g  of th e  s teer in g  com m ittee  th a t
fo llo w ed  th e con fer en ce  th e  g rou p  r ev iew ed  a ll
su g g estion s an d beg a n  to  for m u la te n ex t step s  for  th e
C oa lition .  T h e C om m ittee  n oted  th a t par en t an d
com m u n ity in volvem en t d ir ectly a d d r essed  th e
C oa lition  ob je ct ives  a n d w ou ld  bu ild  on  th is  yea r s’
effor ts  to  ex p an d  th e  C oa lition ’s  com m un ities  of
in q u ir y an d  p ra c tice.   T h ey ch ose  S a tu rd ay, M a y 1 2 , a s
a  C oa lition -w id e  d a y d ev oted  to  p ar en t in vo lvem en t.
K ar en  M app , P r esid en t  o f th e  In stitu te  for  R esp on sive
E d u ca tion  an d  a  m em ber  of S tew a r d sh ip  G r ou p  3 , is
lea d in g  th is  e ffor t .

S ev er a l p eop le  a sk ed  an  im p or tan t q u estion :
W h ile a ddr essin g  h igh -sta k es testin g  is  im p or tan t, can
th e C oa lition  d eve lop  stra teg ies  to  h e lp  k id s p a ss  th e
M C A S  an d sim u ltan eou sly im pr ov e  tea ch er  ed u ca tion ?
T h e  a ch ievem en t of s tu d en ts is th e fou n da tion  o f ou r
o b jec tiv es. T h ere  is n o  on e  an sw er  for  th e  C oa lition
r eg ard in g  h igh -sta k es testin g  th ou gh  it is  c lear  th a t
focu sin g  on  our  objectiv es  p r od u ces r esu lts.   W e w ill
con t in u e to  u se  th e  com m un ity w e h a ve  bu ilt  to  co llec t
an d  d issem in a te con cr ete pra ctices on  issu es in c lu din g
h igh -sta k es testin g  w h ich  tou ch  on  a  n um ber  o f th e
C oa lition ’s  obje c tives.

���������	�������			�



�����������������������

Nicole Guttenburg teaches 9th grade science at Central
High School in Springfield.  She is a graduate of the 180
Days Program at U Mass Amherst and was a member of
the Dec. 6 panel, “Strategies for Increasing Student
Achievement in an Era of High Stakes Testing.” I asked
her to reflect on the impact of the program on her teaching
practice. Here are excerpts from our interview:

As a substitute teacher for a year before entering
the 180 Days Program I realized I needed to spend as
much time as I could in a school setting.  I felt I learned
more about the inner workings of a local high school than
the student teachers:  I was there for the whole day, I did
study hall and lunch duty, I took homeroom attendance.
Three things I learned:  be flexible, the most important
people are nurses, custodians and secretaries, and talking
with veteran teachers can be invaluable. Through a
traditional program I would not have been involved in the
life of the school or learned that teaching is about more
than preparing lessons and assessing students. It is about
community.

Every student teacher in the program creates a
legacy project, an innovative club or activity. During the
activity the student teacher has the opportunity to get to
know students outside of the classroom. It gives student
teachers a chance to see students as kids and gives them a
chance to understand that kids have lives beyond school
that affect who they are and their attitudes. The legacy is
the impact the project has on kids long after the project is
over. Once you see the impact you have on the kids I
think you become more understanding and you have more
patience.  You see your students as inner city kids with
personal lives that are nothing like what you grew up with.
I do not mean to say that you will break and bend the rules
to accommodate all of their needs but you see that
sometimes what they need most is consistency and rules
with consequences but you are also more open to
compromise with students who are willing to work with
you.

When I was in the program, I had the privilege to
get to know a very special girl. She had an identifiable
handicap and because of it she has been abused,
discriminated against, made fun of and teased throughout
her life, by family members and peers. Even her name
was an affront to decency. She was shy, had no
confidence or self-esteem. Two other 180 Days student
teachers worked on this project, between the three of us
we convinced her to join us. It focused on students
creating a presentation to educate middle school children
on hot social issues. She chose the topic discrimination.
By the end of the year, she, with a few others, created a
15-minute presentation that culminated in her reading a
personal poem to 15 middle school students and 6
teachers. From there, she went on to lead a peer-
mentoring group for other females in the city that had the
same handicap.

S p o tlig h t o n …

T he  C oa lition ’s Feb ruary  C onference is d evoted  to  th e
w ork  of ste w ar dsh ip  gr ou ps. T h e stew a rd sh ip group s keep
us  focu sed  on  ou r ob jectives for  en han cin g tea ch er
edu ca tion  so  th at w e m ay a ll  m ove forw a rd togeth er.  A s th e
C oa lition  evolv es an d  our  sta keh olders con tinu e to in crea se,
th e stew ar dsh ip  gr ou ps are w h ere ou r differ en t voices a re
h eard, ou r g oa ls review ed  a n d ren ew ed , and  our  best
p ra ctices collected  a nd  dissem in a ted .

V ista  C om pass ,  a  w eb boa rd p la tform  th a t w ou ld  en able us
to com m un ica te m ore ea sily betw een  con fer en ces, is in
dev elopm en t.   M em ber s w ill log  on  via  th e M a ss C oa lit ion
w eb site  an d h a ve a look  a t on g oin g d iscussion s on  a top ic of
in terest or par ticipate in  th e w ork  of stew a rdsh ip gr ou ps.

T he  B oston  C ollege/B oston  Schools Partnersh ip  is
p r esen tin g a  w orksh op  th a t w ill  focus on  ch ildren ’s l itera ture
in  S pan ish . N oted  a u th or  A lm a  Flor A d a w ill  be th e g uest
sp ea k er . T h e w orksh op  w ill con sist of brea k fa st ov er  roun d
table d iscussion s w ith  practition ers presen tin g  un its of th eir
w ork  follo w ed  b y th e gu est spea k er  an d w orksh op s to  a ssist
par ticip an ts in  reth in kin g th eir  un its.   P lann ers h ope to
a ttra ct an  in cr ea sing  nu m ber  of stak eh old ers an d  g en erate
d iscussion  regard in g cr itica l issu es in  ch ildren ’s li tera tur e in
bilin gu al edu cation .  F or in form ation  em ail K ath y L e e a t
����������	
. P D P ’s a va ila ble.

T he  U  M ass A m h erst/Sp ring fie ld Schools Partn ersh ip is
im plem en tin g  an  ex pan sion  of th e C IP  idea u sin g
tech n olog y to  fu r th er tea ch er  ed ucation . W ith  th e
D ep artm en t of C om pu ter  S cien ce th e partn ersh ip is
dev elop in g  V R R O O M , or virtual resource r oom , an  on -lin e
ann ota ted version  of th e M A  curricu lum  fram ew orks  w ith  a
da ta ba se o f w eb-ba sed  resour ces for  tea ch ing  th e a cad em ic
con ten t.  T h e site  is op en  to  a ll  an d tea ch er can didates m u st
use th e s ite w ith  th eir  coop era ting  tea ch ers. V iew  th e project
on  th e w e b a t:
cc bit.cs.um a ss.edu /S ch oolo fE d uca tion /Preservice/V rr oom

T he  U  M a ss B oston/B oston  Sch ools Partn ersh ip  w ill h ost
a  con feren ce w ith  th e A dop tion  R esou rce C en ter  on  th e
d ifferen t con figura tion s of fa m ilies foun d  in  urban  sch ools
in clu d in g  a d op tive, foster , ex ten ded , an d  ga y or  lesbian

C o m m u n itie s  o f In q u iry  a n d  P ra c tic e

C om m un ities  of In qu ir y an d  Pra c tice ar e  our m ean s of
ex p an d in g col la bor a tive  effor ts an d  r esou r ces in  su p p or t
o f beg in n in g tea ch er s . C IP s  a d d  arts  an d  sc ien ce  fa cu lty
a s  w el l a s p ar en ts an d  com m un ity o rg an iza tion s  to  th e
tea ch er  ed u cation  eq u at ion  in  or d er to  sh are  r esou r ces
an d  p r om ote th e  object iv es  o f b eg in n in g  tea ch er s.   T h e
C oa lition ’s  effor ts  to  bu ild  C IP ’s  ar e  com in g  to  fr u ition
in  th ese p r ojects:
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January 27 – Holmes Partnership in        

          Albuquerque, New Mexico
March 1-4 - AACTE in Dallas, Texas
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YA, Continued from page 1

Re-scheduling: The majority of Young
Achievers attend school from 8:30 - 5:30. This year we
have a staggered schedule in which teachers provide
academic support throughout the day. In the first grade
for example, a few days a week the literacy specialist
works with the interns during the literacy block
allowing the head teacher to come in at a later time. In
the late afternoon this head teacher is available to take
a small group on a pre-field trip to reinforce concepts
and information, or to meet with a small reading or
math group. It has been challenging to create and we
are examining its effectiveness as we proceed, however
it is clear that many children need more time on task or
small group opportunities to further explore content.

Reflecting on our Curriculum: A priority
for this year is to reflect on the coherence of the
curriculum. Design teams in Mathematics, Literacy,
Science and Technology are developing clear
benchmarks for each grade level and explicit
expectations for academic achievement Arts and
Science faculty from Wheelock College and
curriculum coaches from EDC and Boston are working
with these teams. We are looking at results of the
MCAS to analyze where our students are struggling or
not representing their knowledge. We are using a range
of assessments in literacy and mathematics to create a
fuller picture of our students' strengths and areas of
weakness. With this clearer picture we will design
instruction to better meet student learning needs.


