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Dear Superintendents and Charter School Leaders, 

 

I am writing to address the rationale and authority for the Commonwealth's two-year transition 

plan to the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers, or PARCC, as we 

move closer to the administration of the spring 2014 field test. A small number of school 

committees across the state have inquired about the legal basis for this effort. The following 

response is meant to assist your outreach to school committee members should similar questions 

arise in your communities. 

 

Background 

Our adoption in 2010 of a new set of college and career ready standards in English language arts 

(ELA)/literacy and mathematics, which incorporate the Common Core State Standards, was a 

major advancement for Massachusetts. The new standards capitalize on feedback from employers 

and higher education about literacy and mathematical skills in which our graduates often are 

lacking. The new standards are more rigorous, coherent, and focused than previous standards and 

set appropriate targets for what students should know and be able to do.  

 

With the new curriculum frameworks in place, we are developing a next-generation assessment 

system that is aligned to our new college and career ready standards and well-positioned to build 

on the strengths of MCAS. Over the next two years, Massachusetts will have a chance to pilot the 

PARCC assessments and compare them to MCAS. We believe that PARCC holds the promise to 

build on the strengths of our current testing program and deliver features that are not possible 

under MCAS to ensure that all students are well prepared for success after high school. 

 

Legal Authority for PARCC 

State law authorizes and directs the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education to "adopt a 

system for evaluating on an annual basis the performance of both public school districts and 

individual public schools" and for "comprehensive diagnostic assessment of individual students." 

The law requires the Board to "develop procedures for updating, improving or refining the 

assessment system." The state must ensure that the assessments are designed to measure the 

extent to which schools and districts succeed in improving or are failing to improve student 

performance, as defined by students' acquisition of the skills, competencies, and knowledge 

called for by the academic standards and embodied in the state's curriculum frameworks. In 

addition, the assessments selected must "provide the means to compare student performance 

among the various school systems and communities in the Commonwealth, and between students 
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in other states and in other nations."  (Mass. General Laws c. 69, sec. 1I, 

https://malegislature.gov/Laws/GeneralLaws/PartI/TitleXII/Chapter69/Section1I.)   

 

On November 19, 2013, the Board voted to adopt my recommended transition plan to give our 

state two years to try out the PARCC assessments before a determination is made, by a vote of 

the Board, whether or not to adopt and fully implement PARCC. The Board's November 19 vote 

is attached at the end of this letter.  The transition plan calls for a two-year pilot, with the 2013-

2014 "field test" serving as pilot year one, and 2014-2015, when districts will choose to 

administer PARCC or MCAS in grades 3-8, as pilot year two. Only after this two-year pilot 

period of trying out the assessment and gathering data and other information would the Board 

make a final decision on whether or not to sunset MCAS and adopt PARCC as our new 

assessment system.   

 

PARCC is specifically designed to fulfill the statutory roles cited above, and the Board's action in 

adopting the PARCC transition plan is consistent with its statutory duty to update, improve, and 

refine the comprehensive assessment system. PARCC will assess how well students are acquiring 

and mastering the skills, competencies, and knowledge of the Massachusetts curriculum 

frameworks in ELA and mathematics. It is designed to support the continuous improvement of 

teaching and learning.  

 

The Board's action in adopting the PARCC transition plan and launching the spring 2014 field 

test is consistent with this statutory duty. Field testing is an essential step in assuring that a 

student assessment program is fair and valid. Massachusetts is field testing the PARCC 

assessment in spring 2014 to provide the Board and Department of Elementary and Secondary 

Education with information necessary to carry out our legal obligations and to enable schools and 

districts to plan for next steps in the roll-out of the assessment program. 

 

Support for Districts 

I am committed to supporting you throughout this transition. Over the past several months, my 

staff and I have engaged educators and educational association leaders in meetings, presentations, 

and discussions and will continue to do so over the coming months and years. I already have 

responded to some of the more immediate concerns you have communicated about the upcoming 

field tests by making the commitment that no school administering the PARCC field tests will be 

disadvantaged due to its participation.  

 

We will continue with outreach and policy guidance, and provide you with additional 

information and assistance as we get closer to the administration of the new PARCC 

assessments. I anticipate that parents, students, and other community members are likely to 

question you, your principals, and teachers about PARCC in general and about the field tests in 

particular, so we will provide materials tailored to them. In January, a few months before the 

field test, the Department will provide district leaders, school leaders, and teachers with sample 

parent letters (translated), customized FAQs for parents and teachers, an informational flyer, and 

customized PowerPoints. If you have additional recommendations for how we can support you, 

https://malegislature.gov/Laws/GeneralLaws/PartI/TitleXII/Chapter69/Section1I
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please let us know by sending an email to PARCC@doe.mass.edu. 

 

In short, we are committed to maintaining timely communication with you concerning all aspects 

of the two-year PARCC transition plan. 

 

Thank you for joining us in our mission to provide all Massachusetts students with a world-class 

education. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 
Mitchell D. Chester, Ed.D. 

Commissioner of Elementary and Secondary Education 

 

 

mailto:PARCC@doe.mass.edu
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Voted by the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education at its regular meeting on November 

19, 2013: 

 

VOTED:         that the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education, in accordance with Mass. 

General Laws chapter 69, sections 1B and 1I, hereby adopts the two-year MCAS-

to-PARCC transition plan, as presented by the Commissioner, and directs the 

Commissioner to implement the plan. 

 

Consistent with the Commissioner’s recommendation, the Board anticipates that 

the two-year pilot will: 

 

 provide for a robust comparison of the MCAS and PARCC student 

assessment programs, so the Board can decide in the fall of 2015 whether 

to sunset the MCAS English language arts and math assessments for 

grades 3-8 and employ PARCC as the state testing program for these 

subjects beginning in the 2015/2016 school year; 

 

 give teachers and schools additional time to continue implementing the 

Massachusetts curriculum frameworks in English language arts and math 

adopted by the Board in December 2010 and to become familiar with new 

online test administration procedures before full-scale implementation of 

PARCC;  

 

 permit a smooth transition in using assessment results for accountability 

while maintaining trend lines that link back to pre-PARCC performance;  

 

 reserve for a future date the Board’s consideration of options for English 

language arts and math assessments at the high school level (grades 9-12); 

and  

 

 maintain continuity in the use of MCAS tests for students to earn the 

Competency Determination for high school graduation, at least through the 

graduating class of 2018 (this year’s eighth graders).  

 

Based on the results of the two-year pilot, the Commissioner will recommend and 

the Board will decide, in the fall of 2015, whether to sunset the MCAS English 

language arts and math assessments for grades 3-8 and employ PARCC as the 

state testing program for these subjects beginning in the 2015/2016 school year. 

 

 


