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Students’ selection of their high school
courses hasn’t been a particularly
controversial topic in policy conversations
about public education. High school students
typically select the courses that reflect a mix
of their interests and the skills they expect

to need for life after high school. But the
reality is that the courses students take in
high school are crucially important, setting
students up for — or holding them back from
— pursuing their postsecondary dreams.

An established body of research indicates
that successfully completing challenging
coursework in high school translates to
higher rates of success in college courses and
higher earnings later in life. At the same time,
students’ ability to complete the additional
training, certificates, and credentials required
for non-college career pathways is also
dependent on their access to quality high
school coursework. Students’ high school
courses provide essential preparation —
ensuring students are able to thrive after high
school, whether in college or a career.

It is alarming, then, that Massachusetts has
not made high school coursetaking a policy
priority. Massachusetts is one of just two
states in the nation that does not require all
students to complete designated high school
coursework/pathways in order to graduate!
Instead, in 2007 the Board of Elementary
and Secondary Education and the Board of
Higher Education created a recommended
list of high school courses designed to set

students up for success in college and careers.

This recommended program of study, titled
“MassCore,” includes suggestions for courses
in English language arts, math, science, social
studies, world languages, and the arts as

well as a provision for career and technical
education. Although numerous districts

have adopted MassCore as a graduation
requirement, or are in the process of doing
so, there remain significant percentages of
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Massachusetts is one of just
two states in the nation that
does not require all students
to complete designated high

school coursework/pathways
in order to graduate.

students who are unaware of MassCore and
the benefits this program of study could offer.
The same is true for many of the adults who
support these students.

Even more concerning from an equity
perspective is how little accurate information
we have about who has access to, and who
completes, MassCore. The Department of
Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE)
does not require districts to report systematic
data regarding high schools’ graduation
requirements, including which districts have
opted to require MassCore for all students.
Since participation is entirely optional, there
are no consequences for districts that do

not participate in MassCore, and MassCore
completion rates are not part of the state’s
accountability formula — despite negative
consequences for the students in districts
that don't provide MassCore. We simply have
no way to know, statewide, which districts are
prioritizing MassCore, and which are not.

DESE does have a MassCore indicator,
requiring all districts to report the

numbers of their students who graduate
having completed MassCore requirements.?
But this indicator is also problematic. A recent
analysis® reveals apparent discrepancies
between the public-facing statewide reports
and the district-reported course data that

tell us how many students have completed
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https://www.doe.mass.edu/ccte/ccr/masscore/
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MassCore because there is
no systematic collection
of MassCore data. Districts
often use proxies to track
each student’'s MassCore
participation. And these
proxies often over-report
when compared with what
students’ course taking
records reveal about

the actual courses
students completed.

Finally, and most concerningly, a statewide
analysis of high school students’ courses/
transcript data#*, reveals that systemically
marginalized students are disproportionately
not completing MassCore. This means that
the students who could benefit most from
taking the courses that state policymakers
have determined will best prepare them for
success in their chosen postsecondary paths
are less likely, not more likely, to complete
these courses.

High school presents the final years of
students’ free public education and holds

the promise of preparing students for

future success, or future struggle. Our state
constitution obligates us to provide a public
education for all. If students are not prepared
for college or careers after high school, we are
not fulfilling our obligation®. And for students

Our state constitution
obligates us to provide a
public education for all. If
students are not prepared
for college or careers after

high school, we are not
fulfilling our obligation.
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who do not receive the preparation they need
in these final years of their public education,
it will be up to them and their families to
cover the costs of the additional coursework
or training needed to prepare them for
postsecondary success. For these students,
the promise of a free public education

is unfulfilled.

The Voices for Academic Equity coalition —
which formed in Fall 2022 around a shared
focus on academic equity — is embarking

on an in-depth analysis of MassCore and

the implications of this policy for students.
The central question framing our work is:
Given the role high school courses play in
students’ future success, what policies are
in place to ensure access to the full array of
college- and career-ready courses for all the
Commonwealth’s students?

This report is the first of two reports on
MassCore. In this report, we review current
MassCore data, examine how students, parents
and teachers are informed about MassCore,
and make recommendations to improve
MassCore policy so that every Massachusetts
student is prepared for postsecondary success
in whatever paths they choose. Future analysis
will focus on the rigor and quality of courses
and the equity of access to those courses for
different groups of students.


https://www.voicesforacademicequity.com/chapters/massachusetts/voice-for-academic-equity/

WHAT IS MASSCORE?

The MassCore recommended program of study
is intended to align high school coursework
with college and workforce expectations

and increase the likelihood that high school
graduates will meet admission requirements for
the Commonwealth's four-year public colleges
and the University of Massachusetts, as well as
improve their chances of admission to private
colleges. MassCore was jointly adopted in 2007
by the Board of Elementary and Secondary
Education and the Board of Higher Education.
Adhering to MassCore means the successful
completion of four units® of English, four units of
mathematics, three units of a lab-based science,
three units of history, two units of the same
world language, one unit of the arts, and five
additional “core” courses. The framework below
provides the complete list of MassCore courses.”

Increased attention to high school coursetaking
was part of a national movement that

began in the 1980s, based on the logic that
providing access to rigorous coursework to

all students — including students from low-
income communities and those with learning
differences — would increase the economic

MassCore Framework
Massachusetts High School Program of Studies

English Language Arts 4 Units

prosperity and civic well-being of our nation.®
This increased attention spurred changes

to high school courses, making them more
rigorous and more tied to the expectations
of colleges and employers than ever before.
But access to these more rigorous courses
remained limited to mostly white, affluent
students — further exacerbating racial and
economic disparities.?

As a result, two decades ago, policymakers

and business leaders across the nation began
emphasizing the importance of ensuring that
all students received a diploma signifying
“college and career readiness.”'® Research
supported this premise, finding that more
rigorous coursetaking" was correlated with more
students enrolling in and persisting through 2-
and 4-year colleges. It was this movement that
spurred Massachusetts's creation of MassCore,
with coursework aligned to the expectations of
the Commonwealth's colleges and universities
to ensure all students’ preparedness for success
in college courses, without the need for non-
credit-bearing remedial coursework.
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Mathematics 4 Units

mathematics course.

Including completion of Algebra Il or the Integrated Mathematics equivalent. A mathematics course during senior
year is recommended for all students. Students may substitute one unit of Computer Science that includes
rigerous mathematical concepts and aligns with the Digital Literacy and Computer Science standards for a

Science 3 Units of lab-

based science

Coursework in technology/engineering courses may also count for MassCore science credit. Students may
substitute ane unit of Computer Science that includes rigorous scientific concepts and aligns with the Digital
Literacy and Computer Science standards for a laboratory science course.

History and Social Science 3 Units

Including U.5. History and World History.

World Language 2 Units Of the same language.

Physical Education As required by law

“Physical education shall be taught as a required subject in all grades for all students” (M.G.L. c.71 §3).

Arts 1 Unit

Additional Core Courses S Units

Other additional coursewerk (including Career and Technical Education) or any of the above.

*A unit represents a full academic year of study or its equivalent in a subject that covers all the standards contained in a specific Curriculum Framework,

** Students enralled in a state-approved Career and Technical Education program of studies have the option of opting out of World Language and Art and s2ill fulfill MassCore,
T=* districts may designate students with demonstrated fluency and literacy in language(s) other than English as meeting the MassCore recomir
MassCore is a recommended program of study Massachusetts high school students need to excel in college, career, and civic life. Developed by an advisory group from
elementary and secondary education, higher education, nonprofits, and the private sector, MassCore maintains flexibility for students while letting districts set additional
graduation requirements. Courses included in MassCore should be rigorous, engaging, and based on appropriate learning standards for high school or beyond. Fuffilling
MassCore is just a start. Students should also engage in a full range of additional learning opportunities, such as: accelerated/advanced coursework; capstones or senior
projects; dual enroliment courses; online courses; service learning; work-based learning; clubs and student organizations; varsity and intramural athletics; and part-time

employment.

Source: Massachusetts
Department of Elementary
for Wark lang and Secondary Education
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WHY HIGH SCHOOL COURSETAKING MATTERS

There is a growing research base indicating
that the courses students take in high school
can have a lasting impact on their future
opportunities and the trajectories of their
lives.””? Studies have shown students who
engage in a challenging set of courses in
high school are “significantly more likely
than others to enroll in and graduate from
college, particularly four-year colleges,"
and to have higher earnings.' Research also
connects advanced math coursetaking and
completion of four years of math courses
with college success.”

It is becoming clearer, too, that simply
providing access to more courses is not
enough — courses must be of high quality
and rigorous. Studies have found significant
differences in outcomes for students who
take rigorous courses as compared with
those who don’t, and estimated effects are
often larger for youth of color, those who
come from low-income households and
those who attend schools in low-income
communities.” Courses in STEM, credits
earned in Advanced Placement (AP) and
International Baccalaureate (IB) math and
science courses, higher levels of math course
content, and coursetaking in chemistry

and physics have all correlated positively
with National Assessment of Educational

bb

Progress (NAEP) math achievement, and
these relationships persist even when gender,
race/ethnicity, early grade 9 mathematics
achievement, and socioeconomic status

are factored in.”

While we know it can be difficult to
determine cause and effect when analyzing
high school coursetaking, studies have
consistently found that completing high-
quality high school coursework is a strong
predictor of bachelor’'s degree completion —
both directly™ and indirectly.” Importantly,
high school coursework serves as a predictor
regardless of students’ race, family income,
previous academic performance, or the
subject matter of courses.?®

Taking challenging courses in high school also
reduces remedial coursetaking, which reduces

Importantly, high school
coursework serves as a
predictor regardless of students’
race, family income, previous

academic performance, or the
subject matter of courses.




Studies have shown students
who engage in a challenging
set of courses in high school are

“significantly more likely than
others to enroll in and graduate
from college, particularly four-
year colleges,” and to have
higher earnings.

the time needed for, and therefore the cost of,
degree attainment.?’ Research has revealed
that “most of the gap in [college] graduation
rates reflects pre-existing skill differences
carried over from high school.”>? These gaps
from high school, which lead to the need

for remedial courses in college, have real
implications for the students who are placed
in them, and their families. A 2016 analysis
from the Center for American Progress
showed that for students who were placed
into remedial courses, the cumulative cost
nationally was nearly $1.3 billion each year.?

In other words, while we can change college
policies to reduce developmental coursework,
the fact remains that students who enter
college without the requisite skills must have
some form of support to do college-level work.
These are the very skills students should be
getting in high school, where they do not have
to bear additional costs.

There remains much more to be done to
ensure all students have access to a high
school program of study that sets them

up for success, especially post-pandemic.
College enrollment rates have declined and
college completion rates have stagnated or
declined across the nation. In Massachusetts,
recent data show a worrisome decline in the
percentage of high school graduates who are
enrolling in college (62% in 202224, down from

VOICES FOR ACADEMIC EQUITY COALITION

69% in 2016), and troublingly low percentages
(42%) of students enrolling from low-income
families.?®> Equally concerning are the large
percentages of Latino and Black students who
enroll in college but leave before their second
year — 75% and 60% respectively. Many of
these students are also burdened with college
debt without the higher earning power of a
degree to help them pay it off.?®

Even in our current era, in which college

is acknowledged to be one of, but not the
only, postsecondary option, high school
coursetaking matters as a means to ensure
that all students receive access to a basic

level of knowledge and skill. Many non-college
career pathways require additional training,
certificates, and credentials — and students’
ability to achieve these is also dependent on
their access to quality high school coursework.
The courses students take are an important
way to help ensure students are able to

thrive after high school, whether in college

or a career.
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Undergraduate enroliment has
been on a steady slide
After peaking in 2010-11, the number of

students enrolled in college has been
falling ever since.

18,082,427
I ..................... 15,851 ’906
2010 2020

Source: National Center for Education Statistics.

Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insights
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WHAT DO WE KNOW ABOUT THE IMPACT

OF MASSCORE?

While MassCore is a statewide initiative, it is not required, resulting in variation in its

implementationacrossthe Commonwealth’sdistricts. Given MassCore'simportance

as a tool for equity, our coalition identified key questions to explore, including:

1) How many, and which, students are completing MassCore within schools and districts,

and across districts, 2) how are districts reporting on students’ completion of MassCore

so that families have transparency about their high school’s course offerings and can

receive guidance to help support their students, and so that policymakers can see where

gaps exist and track students’ long-term outcomes, and 3) are MassCore-aligned courses

in one district at the same level of rigor as those in another district?

In this report, we focus on questions 1 and 2 and will address question 3 in a subsequent report.

ACCESS:

How many, and which, students are being
supported to complete MassCore within
schools and districts, and across districts?

DESE does not track which districts

use MassCore guidelines as graduation
requirements and which do not. But
regardless of which districts have opted to
require MassCore, the Department does
require each district to self-report the number
of graduates who complete MassCore.

Currently, DESE permits districts to self-
report the number and percentage of
students whose courses meet the MassCore
requirements. While this self-reported
approach may be expedient and practical,
these data present challenges in both
consistency and accuracy. Because there is
no uniform way that districts track students’
high school coursetaking, some districts
closely track students’ courses through their
student information systems, while others
rely on proxies for MassCore (like four years
of math, or math courses taken in students’
senior year). As a result, for some districts, the
MassCore data DESE collects is an accurate
tally, but for others it is little more than an
aspiration. This fact makes it impossible for

students, parents, and policymakers to reliably
know how many and which students are
getting access to, and completing, MassCore.

The Annenberg Institute at Brown University's
Educational Opportunity in Massachusetts
project analyzed MassCore completion among
Massachusetts public high school graduates
in 82% of Massachusetts districts from 2014

to 2023.?7 The MassCore completion that
districts self-report in the Student Information
Management System (SIMS) is quite high

on average.?® In the average district, 88%

of students are recorded as completing
MassCore. In half of all districts, close to

100% of students are reported as having met
MassCore requirements.?®

In most cases, however, such high estimates
do not appear to be corroborated by the
Student Course Schedule (SCS) data that is
drawn directly from students’ transcripts.
In nearly half of the districts analyzed,
self-reported numbers are more than 10
percentage points greater than the share
of students who were recorded as having
completed MassCore recommendations

in core subjects. Analysis of the SCS data
suggests that, in the average district, just



81% of students appear to meet MassCore
requirements for the four core subjects.*®
Only 35% of districts with high self-reported
completion rates have similarly high rates

of completing coursework when looking only
at the four core courses of ELA, math, science
and social studies.

Most troubling, if one sees MassCore as a
means to foster equity, is that no matter the
source of data — self-reported, or transcript-
based — Black, Latino, and Native students

FIGURE 1.
Distribution of average MassCore completion
in SIMS (top) and SCS (bottom)

60%

PERCENT
40%

20%

o n-ns_sni=nll
S e
60% 80% 100%
AVERAGE MassCore COMPLETION (SIMS)

0%

T T T
0% 20% 40%

60%

40%

PERCENT

20%

0%

T T T T
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

AVERAGE MassCore COMPLETION, FOUR CORE SUBJECTS (SCS)

Source: Annenberg Institute at Brown University’s Educational
Opportunity in Massachusetts project
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as well as English learners, students with
disabilities, students from low-income
families, and students who spoke a first
language other than English complete
MassCore at lower rates than the population
of high school graduates as a whole. And,
relying on the SIMS self-reported data, which
is the sole public indicator of MassCore
completion, may slightly understate the level
of inequality in MassCore completion in the
state as seen in the SCS data.”

QUALITY:

What do/don’t we know about the
quality of education Massachusetts
students are receiving?

National research has revealed the
importance of students receiving
access to high expectations, rigorous
coursework and receiving accurate
grades for their work. Students’ life
trajectories can be disrupted when
their coursework is characterized by
low expectations, low levels of student
engagement, weak instruction, and a
lack of grade appropriate assignments,
especially for students of color, those
from low-income families, those with
mild to moderate disabilities, and
multilingual learners. A 2017 national
analysis of the experiences of 4,000
high school students in five diverse
school systems, rural and urban,
district and charter, by TNTP found
that over the span of the 1,000-plus
lessons researchers observed, students
demonstrated mastery of grade-level
standards only 17 percent of the time."*?
Equally concerning, evidence suggests
the widespread grade inflation that
began during the pandemic is continuing
post-pandemic, masking declines evident
in students’ decreasing NAEP scores.?334

PAGE 7
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Number of Graduates Taking an AP Exam
@ Number of Graduates Scoring a 3 or Higher on an AP Exam

997,245 1,181,863
738,698
2013 2023

Source: College Board. (2024). AP Program Results: Class of 2023

Given the local autonomy of Massachusetts
districts, schools, and individual teachers,

it is nearly impossible to compare the level

of rigor between courses — even between
courses with the same title and at the same
grade level. Educators and policymakers have
turned to externally validated courses like
Advanced Placement (AP) and International
Baccalaureate (IB) to serve as proxies for rigor
since research supports their value as indicators
of preparedness and future earnings outcomes.

To get a sense of the range of indicators that
can serve as proxies for rigor, we reviewed data
and engaged in conversations with district
leaders in three districts: one small urban, one
suburban and one rural.*®* Data show that while
districts track MassCore completion and 9th-
grade passing rates, it is their AP performance
and MCAS scores that provide objective
indications of the percentages of students
achieving higher levels of skills and knowledge.

These data also reveal troubling potential for
sending students and families mixed messages
— with coursework and grades leading students
to believe they are prepared for success in
college and careers when they are, in fact,

not equipped with the requisite skills and
knowledge. For example, in the small urban
district we reviewed in 2022, 100% of high school
graduates completed MassCore. At the same
time, 96% of students were passing their 9th-
grade courses. But only 19% of students were
meeting or exceeding expectations on the 10th-
grade math MCAS and only 33% were meeting
or exceeding expectations in the 10th-grade ELA
MCAS. In other words, all high school graduates
in this district are taking recommended

coursework for all 4 years of high school, and
the vast majority of 9th-graders are passing
those courses. Yet most of these students are
not meeting grade level expectations according
to 10th-grade MCAS scores, indicating that,
despite their coursework, they may not be
acquiring the skills and knowledge needed to
be well-prepared to thrive in college or careers.®

IMPACT:

Does MassCore correlate to college
enrollment and completion?

Students who complete MassCore are more
likely to enroll in postsecondary education
and more likely to graduate from college.
This is compelling, but not entirely surprising,
given that the aspiration to be accepted to
college may be the driving motivation for
MassCore completion.

To get a better understanding of how MassCore
completers and non-completers differ,
Annenberg researchers analyzed students with
similar 10th-grade MCAS mathematics test
scores. The analysis revealed that MassCore is
an important predictor of college-going and
college completion across the MCAS score
distribution. In other words, even students
with relatively low MCAS scores are more

likely to enroll and persist in college if they
have completed the MassCore recommended
program of study.

A deeper dive into the data reveals that

again the transcript-based SCS data provides
somewhat different information about students’
MassCore completion. Students who complete
MassCore elements according to transcript

data but are not recorded as having done so

in districts’ self-reported data have college
outcomes that are more similar to students who
complete in both data sources, while students
who complete in self-report data only have
outcomes that are more similar to students who
don't complete in any data source.¥”


https://reports.collegeboard.org/ap-program-results/class-of-2023

Small Urban District

MassCore-Re

lated Data

Advanced Advanced AP % 10th Grade
MassCore MassCore Coursework course Performance Meeting/Exceeding  9th Grade
District Required Completion Offered Completion (3+) Expectations Passing
Small Urban ~2012 100% AP 40% 27% Math: 19 | ELA: 33 98%
Not
State Avg tracked 83% N/A 65% 65% Math: 60 | ELA: 68 7%

Demographic Data

Af. Asion Hispanic Native White Muiti- FirstLang ELL Low- Students w High
Am Race  NotEnglish income  Disabilities Needs
Small 17.8 18 B89 1 B3 31 284 16.8 88 252 89.8
Urban
State 9.4 7.3 242 2 54.4 4.4 25 121 42.3 19.4 55. ‘
Avg

Rural District

MassCore-Re

lated Data

Advanced Advanced AP % 10th Grade
MassCore MassCore Coursework Course Performance Meeting/Exceeding 9th Grade
District Required Completion  Offered Completion (3+) Expectations Passing
No (no AP, early
Rural world lang) 65% college 60% 23% Math: 26 | ELA: 43 67%
State Avg | Not tracked 83% N/A B85% 85% Math: 50 | ELA: 58 T7%

Demographic Data

Af. Asian Hispanic Native White Multi- First Lang ELL Low- Students w High
Race Not English income Disabilities Needs
Rural 21 7 7.9 3 80.5 83 12 8 7.2 247 75.4
State 9.4 73 ‘ 242 ‘ 2 54.4 4.4 25 121 ‘ 423 19.4 55.1 ‘
Avg

Suburban District

MassCore-Re!

lated Data

Advanced Advanced AP %10th Grade
MassCore MassCore Coursework Course Performance Meeting/Exceeding 9th Grade
District Required Completion  Offered Completion (3+) Expectations Passing
AP, early
Suburban Yes 100% college 90% 61% Math: 55 | ELA: 71 89%
State Avg | Not tracked 83% N/A 65% 65% Math: 50 | ELA: 58 T7%

Demographic Data

Asian Hispanic  Native White Multi- FirstLang ELL Low- Students w
Race Not English income Disabilities
Sub 2.2 24 8.4 0 83 3.9 4.7 24 276 241 43.8
urban
State 9.4 7.3 242 2 54.4 4.4 25 121 423 19.4 55.]
Avg
Source: Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education
VOICES FOR ACADEMIC EQUITY COALITION
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RECOMMENDATIONS

As one of only two states that does not require high school students to complete
a set of courses in order to receive their diploma, Massachusetts policymakers
entrust local school districts and professional educators as well as students and
families with the autonomy to determine their own coursetaking paths in high
school — without having to adhere to a state-mandated course of study. Then, to
ensure all students receive the basic level of knowledge and skill to which they
are entitled, the Commonwealth employs MCAS, requiring students to earn a
minimum passing score in English language arts, math and science as one of
the criteria needed to earn their high school diplomas.*® The Voices for Academic
Equity coalition has come to question the logic of our state’'s policy approach,
given its potential to perpetuate inequities. Based on our analysis of MassCore,
our coalition proposes the following recommendations for DESE:

NEAR-TERM RECOMMENDATIONS

DESE, in partnership with stakeholders and organizations, including the Voices for
Academic Equity coalition, can launch a robust, comprehensive communications
campaign, specifically aimed at schools and districts with low MassCore completion
rates to help educators and families understand the implications of their students’
course selections and to understand the importance of their students taking
rigorous coursework that challenges them, grows their skills, and sets them up to
pursue the postsecondary paths they choose. This could include providing districts
with a comprehensive set of guidelines and evidence that they can use to inform
their educators and families about the importance of high school coursetaking and
MassCore completion.

o Launch a communications campaign to make the case about coursetaking.

expectations for the whole PK-12 system. MassCore is intended for high school but
ensuring students are prepared to thrive in college and careers starts much earlier.
The messages students receive about their ability to be successful and their sense of
belonging in school begin as early as kindergarten and are important precursors to
developing the skills, mindsets, attitudes, and confidence to succeed in rigorous high
school courses.

e Explore ways that MassCore expectations can help shift mindsets and

leading to large disparities in accuracy. To support the collection of more accurate
public data, DESE could instead conduct its own report of MassCore completion,
drawn from the more detailed Student Course Schedule (SCS) data.

e Improve the quality of MassCore data. Right now, districts self-report their data



Make MassCore data more transparent and accessible to families. Once accurate
data are collected, DESE could provide information about students’ progress toward
MassCore completion to families — perhaps providing guidance for local districts

to include MassCore progress on students’ report cards and transcripts. DESE could
also include progress toward MassCore completion in the MCAS data reports sent
to families.

Conduct direct outreach to districts, especially school counselors and
department chairs, to find out how best to support them as they discuss
MassCore and its importance. Engage with school counselors to find out what is
needed to better support them as they explain the value of MassCore and ensure
access to it among all students within their districts. DESE could also partner with
counselors’ professional associations as well as subject area professional associations
like the Massachusetts chapter of the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics
and the National Council of Teachers of English to ensure that content area teachers
are aware of, and encouraging their students’ participation in, MassCore.

Conduct an analysis of districts not requiring MassCore. DESE should conduct

an assessment of the districts that are not requiring MassCore to discern why. For
example, districts may be struggling with finding enough qualified teachers to
teach all of the MassCore required courses that would permit them to offer MassCore
to all of their students.

11

PAGE

Conduct an analysis of districts that have large gaps between groups of students
who are and are not meeting MassCore requirements. DESE could analyze data

to discover which districts are not providing MassCore equitably to all their students
and why.

Provide incentives for districts’ use of My Career and Academic Plan (MyCAP)
as a means for students to identify their future college and career pathways and
map their high school coursetaking accordingly. The MyCAP process focuses on
individual student’s interests, skills and talents, allowing students to be the drivers
of their education as they connect their course taking with postsecondary and
career interests.




LONGER-TERM RECOMMENDATIONS

»

Explore teacher licensing policies,
including reciprocity with other
(especially neighboring) states. We
heard from small districts that they were
unable to find licensed candidates to fill
open teaching positions for MassCore
courses due to a lack of applicants.

In one small district, leaders reported
receiving one or two applications for
open positions. In June 2023, BESE voted
in licensing changes designed to enable
more educators to enter fields in which
school districts reported major staffing
challenges.®** But much more could be
done to foster flexibility in who teaches
and where — particularly for rural areas
that border other New England states.

Pending the findings of the MassCore

@ analysis (recommendations 6 & 7 above) explore options for providing
targeted support to those districts unable to require MassCore. Currently,
there are barriers — staffing challenges, licensing policies, and funding
constraints — that are preventing all of the Commonwealth’s districts from
requiring MassCore for all of their students. DESE should explore the possibilities
of offering grants or other supports to ensure that all districts are able to provide
MassCore to all students.
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Once the current barriers are addressed, permitting all students access to
MassCore, add district accountability measures tied to MassCore. DESE should
explore ways to increase districts’ sense of accountability for this indicator —
such as adding the percentages of students completing MassCore to districts’
Student Opportunity Act funding reports or adding MassCore completion rates
to the states’ accountability system.

Investigate and pilot innovative technology tools that expand access to high
quality coursework and learning experiences. Technology tools are emerging,
including Al, that can provide round the clock support to expose students to a
wider range of college and career options. These tools can help students make
better informed course selections based on their interests, the jobs they hope

to get, and the job descriptions of employers.“® Al school counseling tools are
emerging and tools like these have the potential to benefit multilingual students
and families by removing language barriers as multilingual students determine
the best courses for their chosen careers.*




Given the evidence base supporting the strong
connection between MassCore completion

and postsecondary success, the state has an
obligation to ensure that all students have
access to the courses that will prepare students
for the futures they choose.

Massachusetts has long-embraced the premise
of local control — the belief that the individuals
and institutions closest to the students are
best equipped to make decisions about

what happens in those students’ schools. At
the same time, our state constitution states
that “it shall be the duty of legislatures and
magistrates” to “cherish” education and

“to provide the resources for quality public
education.”? OQur review of MassCore data
reveals stark inequities in access to the courses
that will best prepare all students to thrive
when they leave high school. When it comes to
high school coursetaking, state policymakers
are facing a reckoning, requiring them to
choose between our obligation to cherish
quality education for all students and our long-
held inclination to let local leaders determine
who has access to which courses.

bh

Given the evidence base supporting the strong
connection between MassCore completion

and postsecondary success, the state has an
obligation to ensure that all students have access

to the courses that will prepare students for the
futures they choose.
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In our next report, we will dive into the question
of quality. That is, even if students have access
to MassCore, is their coursework of sufficient
quality to adequately prepare them for success
after high school? It's not enough to ensure

all students have access to MassCore, if the
courses high school students are taking don't
set them up to thrive in college and careers.

Our analysis shows that the result of inaction
— of letting districts determine for themselves
what types and levels of courses to offer to
whom — disproportionately impacts our most
vulnerable students. Without a strong mandate,
the disparities in high school course taking
simply perpetuate inequities in our public
education system, and society, further limiting
the potential opportunities for thousands of
students who are Black, Latino, multilingual
learners, those from low-income households,
and those with learning disabilities.
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APPENDIX 1:

MassCore 2022-2023 Statewide Completion Report

The table below shows the number and percentage of students across the Commonwealth who completed the
MassCore program of study according to the Student Information Management System (SIMS) which captures
the numbers of MassCore completers self-reported by districts.

Student Group # Graduated # Completed MassCore % Completed MassCore
All Students 66,858 55,778 83.4
Female 32,896 28,073 85.3
Male 33,698 27,482 81.6
High Needs 35,339 27,056 76.6
LEP English language learner 5,704 3,726 65.3
Low Income 29,313 22,216 75.8
Students with disabilities 12,009 8,985 74.8
African American/Black 6,244 4,477 71.7
American Indian or Alaskan Native 166 129 77.7
Asian 4,762 3,921 82.3
Hispanic or Latino 13,691 10,210 74.6
[Multi-race, non-Hispanic or Latino 2,319 1,967 84.8
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 56 43 76.8
|White 39,620 35,031 88.4

DESE also provides MassCore numbers for individual districts on its school and district profiles webpage: https:/profiles.
doe.mass.edu/statereport/masscore.aspx.



https://profiles.doe.mass.edu/statereport/masscore.aspx
https://profiles.doe.mass.edu/statereport/masscore.aspx
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