
WHILE THE HIGH SCHOOL YEARS BRING MANY CHALLENGES, OUR

CHILDREN LOOK FORWARD TO THE MILESTONE OF GRADUATION.  AT A

CEREMONY WITH CAPS AND GOWNS, AND POMP AND CIRCUMSTANCE, AN

EDUCATIONAL COMMUNITY AND THEIR FAMILIES GATHER TO REFLECT

UPON PAST ACCOMPLISHMENTS AND TO THINK OF FUTURE POSSIBILITIES,

HOW WE ALL CAN CHANGE OUR LIVES FOR THE BETTER WITH HARD WORK

AND VISION.  WHEN HIGH SCHOOL ROUTINES DRAG ON, THE IMAGE OF

GRADUATION CAN INSPIRE, LIKE A SHINING BEACON AT THE END OF WHAT

AT TIMES MAY SEEM TO BE A FOUR-YEAR LONG TUNNEL.

ON A SINGLE DAY IN FEBRUARY LAST YEAR, MORE THAN 1,000

ELEVENTH GRADE STUDENTS IN PROVIDENCE AND MORE THAN 4,000

CHILDREN STATE-WIDE SAW THEIR HOPES FOR GRADUATION DIMINISH

WHEN THEY LEARNED THAT THEY HAD ATTAINED A SCORE OF 1, OR

“SUBSTANTIALLY BELOW PROFICIENT” ON EITHER OR BOTH OF THEIR

NECAP TESTS, PUTTING THEM AT RISK OF BEING DENIED A DIPLOMA

EVEN IF THEY PASSED ALL OF THEIR HIGH SCHOOL COURSES UNDER THE

STATE’S NEW “HIGH STAKES TESTING” POLICY.
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THE SIMPLE FACT THAT 4,000 KIDS, OR 40% OF OUR STATE’S 11TH

GRADE POPULATION, WOULD BE DEEMED INELIGIBLE FOR A DIPLOMA

SHOULD HAVE GIVEN THE STATE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION A REASON

TO QUESTION THE NEW POLICY.  IN FACT, THERE WERE MANY OTHER

REASONS, INCLUDING THAT THE AUTHORS OF THE NECAP TEST

PUBLISHED INSTRUCTION MANUALS SPECIFICALLY STATING THAT THE

TEST SHOULD NOT BE USED FOR THIS PURPOSE.  IF WE VIEWED OUR

EDUCATION PROGRAM AS AN OCEAN LINER, WE KNEW IN FEBRUARY THAT

THE NECAP REQUIREMENT WAS STEERING IT TOWARDS PERIL.  THE

FEBRUARY TEST RESULT REVEALED THE ICEBERG LOOMING IN THE

DISTANCE, BUT THE CAPTAIN OF THE SHIP REFUSED TO CHANGE THE

COURSE.  

INSTEAD, THE STATE DOUBLED DOWN, REAFFIRMING THAT THE

NECAP TEST WAS A VALID STANDARD FOR THE MINIMUM LEVEL OF

EDUCATION EVERY RHODE ISLAND CHILD SHOULD HAVE, AND THOSE

4,000 STUDENTS COULD STILL GET THEIR DIPLOMA BY DOING BETTER ON

THE NEXT TEST.  DESPITE ITS OPTIMISTIC TONE, THIS  RESPONSE
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CONTAINED A SECOND, MORE OMINOUS MESSAGE: IF ANY OF THOSE 4,000

CHILDREN DID NOT GET A HIGHER GRADE ON THE NEXT TEST, THEY AND

THE REST OF THE WORLD WOULD KNOW THAT THEY HAD FAILED TO GAIN

AN ADEQUATE HIGH SCHOOL EDUCATION, AND THAT THEY COULD TAKE

PERSONAL BLAME FOR THAT FAILURE. 

AS THE SHIP DREW CLOSER TO THE ICEBERG THIS SUMMER, THE

STATE INTRODUCED A NEW, CASE-BY-CASE WAIVER PROGRAM THAT

WOULD REQUIRE HOURS OF PAPERWORK BY EACH INDIVIDUAL STUDENT

AND HIS OR HER TEACHER TO CERTIFY THAT THEY HAD RECEIVED AN

ADEQUATE EDUCATION NOTWITHSTANDING THEIR FAILURE ON THE

NECAP TEST.  THIS ONEROUS WAIVER PROCESS REAFFIRMED THE

NECAP’S ROLE AS THE KEY INDICATOR OF ADEQUATE EDUCATION,

WHILE CREATING A BUREAUCRATIC NIGHTMARE FOR SCHOOLS AND

STUDENTS THAT WOULD DIVERT MASSIVE RESOURCES INTO THE NEW

CERTIFICATION PROCESS WHILE TAKING THEM AWAY FROM THE WORK OF

LEARNING IN THE CLASSROOM, THEREBY REDUCING THE QUALITY OF

EVERY STUDENT’S EDUCATION.
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LAST MONTH, ALL OF THIS CHANGED, WHEN THE STATE

ANNOUNCED THAT ANY CHILD WHO GOT ONLY A “1" ON THE NECAP

COULD STILL GET A DIPLOMA IF THEY WERE ACCEPTED INTO A

“SELECTIVE” 2-YEAR OR 4-YEAR COLLEGE.  WHILE THIS CHANGE

OFFERED RELIEF TO THOUSANDS OF CHILDREN, THE INTELLECTUAL

BANKRUPTCY OF THIS NEW “BATCH” WAIVER CANNOT BE OVERSTATED. 

EVERYWHERE ELSE IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA, COLLEGES

REQUIRE STUDENTS WHO GAIN ADMISSION DURING THEIR SENIOR YEAR

TO GRADUATE IN GOOD STANDING IN ORDER TO PRESERVE THEIR SEAT AT

THE COLLEGE - IF YOU DO NOT GET YOUR DIPLOMA, YOU ARE NOT

WELCOME TO GO TO COLLEGE NEXT YEAR.  HERE IN RHODE ISLAND,

HOWEVER, THE CART HAS BEEN PLACED BEFORE THE HORSE; NAMELY IF A

SELECTIVE COLLEGE ADMITS YOU CONTINGENT UPON YOUR GETTING THE

DIPLOMA, THE STATE WILL GIVE YOU THE DIPLOMA EVEN IF YOU FAIL THE

TEST.  IN CONTRAST, STUDENTS WHO PLAN TO ATTEND CCRI NEXT YEAR,

WILL NOT HAVE THIS OPPORTUNITY IF THEY GET A “1" ON THE TEST;

WHILE THEIR WEALTHIER SUBURBAN PEERS WILL BE DECLARED WORTHY
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OF A DIPLOMA DESPITE THEIR LOW TEST SCORES, THE CHILDREN WHO

WISH TO ATTEND CCRI WILL BE DENIED A DIPLOMA BECAUSE OF IT.  

THE IRONIES ONLY MULTIPLY FROM HERE.  ON MONDAY, THE

STATE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION RELEASED A REPORT STATING THAT

CHILDREN WHO RECEIVED A SCORE OF “1" ON THE NECAP WERE

UNLIKELY TO GRADUATE FROM COLLEGE.  IF THE STATE TRULY BELIEVES

THIS FINDING TO BE SIGNIFICANT, THEN WHY IN THE WORLD WOULD IT

WANT TO ENCOURAGE CHILDREN TO ATTEND COLLEGE AS A SUBSTITUTE

FOR PASSING THE TEST?   THE ADVOCATES OF HIGH STAKES TESTING

CLAIM THAT THEY WANT TO BRING AN END TO “SOCIAL PROMOTION”, BUT

THE NEW POLICY REPRESENTS THE WORST KIND OF SOCIAL PROMOTION

POSSIBLE, SORTING CHILDREN WITH LOW TEST SCORES INTO TWO GROUPS,

NAMELY A GROUP WITH A COLLEGE ADMISSIONS LETTER AND ONE

WITHOUT, GIVING A DIPLOMA AND SOCIAL PROMOTION TO THE FIRST

GROUP, AND DAMAGING THE FUTURE OF THE SECOND GROUP EVEN

THOUGH BOTH GROUPS HAVE THE SAME TEST SCORE.  AS THE ICEBERG

AND SHIPWRECK COME CLOSER AND CLOSER, THE CAPTAIN HAS ISSUED
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LIFE PRESERVERS TO THE PASSENGERS IN THE FIRST GROUP, WHILE

LEAVING THE PASSENGERS IN THE SECOND GROUP TO GO DOWN WITH THE

SHIP.

HERE IN PROVIDENCE, WE HAVE A LARGER POPULATION OF

DISADVANTAGED CHILDREN, WHO DEAL WITH THE CHALLENGES OF

POVERTY, LEARNING THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE, SPECIAL EDUCATION

PLANS, AND THE LIKE.   WHILE THE NEW “BATCH WAIVER” HAS BROUGHT

RELIEF TO AFFLUENT FAMILIES IN THE SUBURBS, IN THE URBAN CORE, THE

PREVIOUS FEELING OF ANXIETY AND DREAD INTENSIFY, ALL IN THE NAME

OF A MISTAKEN POLICY THAT PEOPLE REFUSE TO CHANGE BECAUSE THEY

ARE UNWILLING TO ADMIT THAT THEY MIGHT HAVE MADE A MISTAKE.

WE ALL MAKE MISTAKES, AND WE CAN SYMPATHIZE WITH THE

HUMAN RELUCTANCE TO ADMIT ERRORS ONCE THEY ARE MADE.  WHAT IS

SAD, HOWEVER, IS THAT THE STATE’S FACE-SAVING ADHERENCE TO THIS

INVALID, NON-POLICY RIDDLED WITH ARBITRARY EXCEPTIONS WILL

BRING EVEN GREATER HARM TO THE TEACHERS AND STUDENTS IN THE

PROVIDENCE PUBLIC SCHOOLS.  FOR THIS REASON, I ASK YOU PLEASE TO
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VOTE IN FAVOR OF TONIGHT’S RESOLUTION, WHICH ASKS THE STATE TO

STEER THE SHIP OF EDUCATION AWAY FROM DANGER BY POSTPONING ITS

HIGH STAKES TESTING POLICY UNTIL THE TIME WHEN ALL RHODE ISLAND

CHILDREN WILL HAVE A FAIR AND REASONABLE OPPORTUNITY TO MEET A

WORTHWHILE ACADEMIC STANDARD.  

7


