
March 19, 2013

Dear Superintendent S, Principal S, BOE President C, BOE Vice President N, BOE member D, 
BOE member P, & BOE member W;

To each and every one of you, thank you for all that you do for our school.  I know most of you 
personally and recognize each of you for  your dedication to our school and our community.  As the 
school year draws to an end, and the grades 3-8 state tests draw closer and closer, and next year's 
budget weighs heavily on your minds, I realize that everyone is feeling the pressure in one way or 
another.  I apologize for the length of this letter, but it seems timely that I convey various concerns that 
are all interconnected.  I feel it best to talk about them at one time, in one place, and to all of you 
collectively.

Firstly, I would like to put it on record that K.S. has done a phenomenal job in her role as principal at 
MCS.  It is commendable that she took such initiative to organize the informational meetings 
regarding Race To The Top, the Common Core, and Assessments.  It saddens me that more parents 
didn't find the time to attend these meetings, and I can only assume that parents have no idea that the 
new state mandates are drastically changing education.  Thank you, K, for the time you put into these 
meetings and the open and honest dialogue that you've consistently maintained with me!  I've heard 
horrific stories from parents that had to deal with administrations that were apathetic to their concerns, 
if not downright hostile.

At these meetings, I expressed concerns about the new Common Core State Standards.  For the 
record, I am not against high standards, accountability, or making sure that our students are indeed 
ready for college or career when they graduate from high school as long as the level of teaching is 
developmentally appropriate and we see the entirety of each student as an individual person and not 
just a data point.  I understand the reality that there will be pros and cons to any system.  But the one 
thing that everybody agrees on is that the Common Core was hastily adopted and there has been a lack 
of adequate time and resources for schools and teachers to implement it properly.  

However, my concerns go beyond simply the problem of the Common Core rollout.  I believe that the 
accountability tied to the Common Core will lead to more and more testing.  Although we will say we 
won't allow it to happen, a “teach to the test” 1mentality will inevitably set in.  There is too much riding 
on these tests.  And with PARCC assessments being developed as we speak, the strain on our school's 
time and resources is only going to increase.  If you go to Parcconline2 and read the “PARCC 
Assessment Administration Guidance” PDF, you will notice the amount of testing time and needed 
infrastructure.  How will that detract from real classroom learning AND our budget?

I am also concerned about the Common Core leading to a “one-size-fits-all”3 way of teaching and 
learning.  We all know that each child is an individual.  Each has different needs.  Each learns differently 
and at a different pace.  And when we force a strict criteria of standards and curriculum, we run the risk 

1 http://dianeravitch.com/what-you-can-do/

2    http://parcconline.org/assessment-administration-guidance
3 http://www.alfiekohn.org/teaching/onesize.htm



of students, especially very young children, being forced to learn things that are not developmentally 
appropriate.  As an example that pertains to my son next year, contrary to what the Common Core 
might have you believe, not all kindergartners4 are developmentally ready to read and live up to other 
rigors that the Common Core declares.  Not only does this foster a hatred for learning, but it adds 
unnecessary stress on teachers who are required to teach in ways that might run contrary to their better 
judgement.  

Through my engagement with parents and teachers across New York State, I have seen a proliferation 
of scripted lesson plans5 and worksheet curriculum6.  I asked about this at one of our informational 
meetings.  K, you told me, “the Common Core says what we must teach, but not how it is taught.  Our 
teachers must align their teaching to the standards, but they can do so in a creative way without 
sacrificing their teaching integrity.”  This is true.  And I do hope we at MCS remain committed to 
maintaining our own educational integrity.  I have a very real fear about scripted, test-prep curriculum 
replacing other valuable methods of learning, including classroom projects, group learning, student-led 
learning, and teacher collaboration, among other things.  I am also scared that we will value art, music, 
and other “specials” less and less as our time becomes more and more constrained and our budgets 
tighter.  

If you think I am overreacting, consider this:  Our neighbor, UV, has bought the Common Core 
curriculum package for ELA 100%.  I know this because a friend of mine is a professor of education, 
ELA at S.O.  UV will be using a purchased scripted curriculum.  And that means that all the great 
novels, all the great lessons that used to be taught will be put on a shelf to collect dust.  If it isn't in the 
package deal, it has no place in the curriculum.  ELA is probably just the beginning.  How long before 
their entire curriculum is purchased off the shelf?  This, in my opinion, is very sad, and a great 
disrespect to our wonderful teachers.  How long can a great teacher remain that way if there is no room 
for them to exercise their own innovation and creativity in the classroom?  In fact, it is considered such a 
bad idea at UV that S.O. will no longer be sending student teachers there.

When I heard this story, all I could think was, “Thank God we don't live in that district!”  Can you 
assure me that this will not happen at MCS?  The Common Core Standards can only be of real value if 
we can avoid excessive worksheet and scripted curriculum.  Teacher accountability is a good thing, but 
judging teachers through their students' test scores and at the state level leads only to an inaccurate 
portrayal of their skills and uncalled for stress.  I would rather know that the administration and BOE 
is monitoring teachers at the local level and I would rather be assured that our teachers are NOT 
relying on standardized worksheets in their classrooms.  I know enough parents to realize that 
worksheet curriculum is on the rise.  Does this matter to you, and what are you doing to curtail this 
evolution?  

One of the worst travesties in education is the recent, unprecedented data sharing project that is 
underway.  New York State and NYC Department of Education, along with 8 other states have agreed 

4 http://www.kidsource.com/kidsource/content3/10.signs.kinder.k12.4.html
5 http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/answer-sheet/post/teacher-one-maddening-day-working-with-the-common-

core/2012/03/15/gIQA8J4WUS_blog.html
6 http://www.ednewscolorado.org/parent/ask-an-expert-too-many-worksheets



to share confidential student and teacher data with a Gates-funded corporation called inBloom Inc.7  I, 
along with many other parents, consider this a huge civil rights violation, and famed civil rights attorney 
Normal Siegel agrees!8  I would like to ask all of you at MCS if you are aware of this project, if we are 
participating, and what you are doing to inform parents about this data collection?  If we are not 
participating yet, how do you feel about it and what will you do to respect the wishes of parents and 
students that do NOT wish to participate?  This is a serious concern as the data is not guaranteed to be 
secure.  And who knows how this data will be used against our children in the future?9

I understand that not everyone shares my concerns and I respect each person's opinions.  But it is time 
to admit that these new mandates in education will yield results that are undesirable at certain levels.  It 
is time to think about how these changes will affect all members of our school community.  And it's 
time to speak up before we lose local control entirely and there's no way back.

I also understand that everyone is scared.  There is a lot of fear being handed down from Albany.  
Teachers are scared of being labeled as “ineffective.”  And administrators are under the same threats.  
The State holds the threat of funding loss high over our heads, and nobody wants to be responsible for 
losing much needed money.  I understand this, I truly do!

A few months ago, I wrote the Board of Education and expressed concerns about excessive high-stakes 
testing.  I also asked you to pass a resolution against high-stakes testing, similar to the National 
Resolution Against High-stakes Testing10 that the Niagara PTA11 passed.  You wrote back saying you 
understood my concerns, but you could not ignore state mandates due to the threat of funding cuts.  I 
am not asking you to ignore mandates.  MCS is indeed required to uphold all of NYSED's mandates.  
But each of you has the right to have an opinion if there is something with which you disagree.  The 
threats you are facing are just that—Threats!

Since my first letter to the Board, several more school boards across the state have passed resolutions.  
They have not lost their funding because of this.  Instead they have sent a powerful and public message 
saying they disagree.  This is their right, and as more and more voice their concerns publicly, the more 
the State will be obliged to listen.  

I am asking again that you consider the impact of high-stakes testing12 and that you consider joining the 
growing number that are speaking out.  Currently, almost 17000 individuals have signed the National 
Resolution, and over 500 organizations have endorsed it.  In New York State, the Rochester City 
School District, Rondout Valley Central School District, Bedford Central School District, Geneva 
City School District, and New Paltz Central School District, have all passed resolutions against high 
stakes testing.  Other school districts in the news, such as Kingston City, Onteora Central, and 

7 http://www.classsizematters.org/parents-beware-new-york-state-is-planning-to-share-your-child%E2%80%99s-
confidential-information-with-private-corporations/

8 http://vimeo.com/61830857
9 http://truthinamericaneducation.com/common-core-state-standards/data-tracking-and-the-common-core/?

utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+TruthInAmericanEducation+
%28Truth+in+American+Education%29

10 http://timeoutfromtesting.org/nationalresolution/
11 http://dianeravitch.net/2012/10/04/hooray-for-the-niagara-pta/
12 http://fairtest.org/k-12/high%20stakes



Greenville Central, are considering resolutions of their own and seeking input from the community 
regarding excessive testing.

Furthermore, principals across the state are joining forces to speak against some of the harmful 
practices affecting education today.13  Over 1500 have signed an APPR Position Paper, and almost 
13000 New Yorkers have signed Principal Carol Burris's petition to Governor Cuomo to initiate a 
moratorium on high-stakes testing in NY.14  Carol Burris is the principal of South Side High School in 
New York.  She was named the 2010 New York State Outstanding Educator by the School 
Administrators Association of New York State.  Her story is worth reading.  Burris was once an early 
proponent of the Common Core but has since come to the realization that she can no longer support 
it.1516

In your response to my request you also stated that, “a great deal of the testing is providing important 
and meaningful information to teachers that helps them better assess students’ specific strengths and 
weaknesses.”  I understand how this can be true of progress-monitoring assessments like STAR.  
Personally, I am opposed to using a purchased, computer-based form of assessment.  I also don't 
understand why a teacher cannot be present if the assessment is supposedly for their benefit.  They also 
reduce a student to a mere point of data and I have heard many instances of them being unreliable.  
These STAR assessments are also a mandate.  I hope we are evaluating them objectively rather than 
praising them because we feel we have to.  For the record, I am not against tests!  Teacher-generated 
tests and tests used solely for use by the individual classroom teacher are one way of assessing student 
progress.  I personally believe that observation and portfolio assessment is a better measure of progress.  
That said, I hereby request that my son be assessed in that way and if at all possible be placed under the 
supervision of a teacher whose methods are aligned with my beliefs and one who focuses more on child-
centered learning.17

As far as high-stakes testing, there is no evidence that these provide any meaningful information to 
teachers.  Teachers cannot review the tests, they do not see their students perform on the tests, they do 
not get to review specific answers.  Rather, an ambiguous evaluation is sent MONTHS after the test is 
taken.  How can this be of any real assistance to teachers or students?  High-stakes testing is an 
unreliable way of measuring students, teachers, and our schools, and I cannot support them.  There are 
many dangerous consequences to high-stakes testing that far outweigh the possible benefits.18

I say all of this because I understand how difficult it is to take a stand.  In a small town like ours, it is 
easy to feel powerless, isolated, and alone.  But we are not alone, and these concerns are not just mine!  
When O started school, it was not my intention to be difficult, nor question so many educational 
practices.  But I am a responsible, involved, and informed parent.  Since learning about the misuse and 
overuse of testing, the negative impact of far too many mandates, and the heavy-handed interference by 
the state and federal governments, I have become an activist.  I am constantly reading various 

13  http://www.newyorkprincipals.org/
14 http://roundtheinkwell.com/2012/12/29/petition-to-the-nys-board-of-regents-against-high-stakes-testing/
15 http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/answer-sheet/wp/2013/03/04/principal-i-was-naive-about-common-core/
16 http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/answer-sheet/wp/2013/03/11/storm-of-reform-principal-details-damage-done/
17 http://www.societyforqualityeducation.org/parents/bkgrnd2.html
18 http://www.fairtest.org/dangerous-consequences-highstakes-standardized-tes

http://www.newyorkprincipals.org/


viewpoints about education reform.  I am quite active among different groups of education activists 
comprised of members across New York State and the country.  And my blog, which deals largely with 
themes of education has a growing audience of people who feel as helpless and sometimes hopeless as I 
do.  I have been fortunate to connect with many like-minded people out there and together we have 
made it our mission to try to incite change by becoming involved in education reform at all levels: state, 
federal, local, legislative, civil rights, etc.

Through my involvement, I realize that it always comes back to fear and the threats being dealt by the 
state.  I'd like to disclose some of the things I've learned and perhaps ease your minds a little.
I know schools are scared that they will lose funds if their students opt out of the state tests, and I am 
aware of the memo19 you received in January by a Steven Katz of NYSED.  It threatens punitive 
measures if schools fail to reach a 95% participation rate.  A fellow activist has been relentless in calling 
NYSED for clarification.  At first nobody knew much about the memo and it took speaking with about 
8 different people before somebody could explain the threat, which turned out to apply to only Title 1 
grants.  Upon further delving, the 5-15% penalty would apply ONLY if students decide to transfer to 
another school which meets it AYP.  This threat of funding cuts is the only card that NYSED holds 
over our heads.  It is suspicious to me that their information is deeply shrouded in hard-t0-find places, 
and when one actually makes it their mission to decipher the clues, the threats are empty and 
peremptory.  I firmly believe that these threats are to force blind unquestioning compliance and to drive 
a wedge in local communities.  Although schools might be required to administer these tests and 
comply with these mandates, there is no rule or law stating that parents and students must take these 
tests.  NYSED governs schools, not parents.  I believe that as long as the school acts accordingly, there 
will be no punitive measures if parents and students choose to refuse20.  Furthermore, if the opt out 
movement continues to grow, it will be parents and schools that will win in the court of public and 
media attention.  It will be very difficult for NYSED to punish 94% of the students because 6% choose 
to act in defense of their moral and philosophical beliefs.  And if this were to occur, it would most 
certainly be overturned in a court of law as parents file suit against this unreasonable punishment.
We fear losing money, but how much more does this culture of testing cost us than what we are really 
getting?  With the upcoming Board of Education budgetary meeting, I have several questions.  How 
much are we, as a district, spending on testing and other state mandates?  Do we know what it will cost 
us to purchase the required assessments used for progress-monitoring?  And how much will the needed 
infrastructure cost us as more and more tests are computer-based?  How will we pay for needed 
resources such as: Computers?  Software? Calculators for the state math test?  Increased number of 
students in required AIS?  And what other unfunded mandate?  Obviously, we can all agree that 
budgets are finite.  Tough decisions must sometimes be made.  I fully understand that you cannot 
simply decide to ignore mandates.  But let me pose some food for thought...  If we weren't paying out 
the nose for these mandates, what other wonderful things could we do with our money that would truly 
benefit OUR students and our community?   

What is happening in education to make teaching such an undesirable profession?  Teacher and 
administrator moral is at an all time low.21  Is this being discussed at our school?  Either our school is an 
isolated anomaly or it is a topic suppressed by fear.  I know that across the state, teachers are too scared 

19 http://www.p12.nysed.gov/assessment/ei/2013/student-participation.pdf
20 http://www.nystoptesting.com/2013/03/a-new-opt-out-letter-refuse.html
21 http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/08/education/teacher-morale-sinks-survey-results-show.html?_r=0



to speak up, for fear of losing their jobs and their retirement.  They entered this field to inspire, motivate 
and challenge our children, not to be robots and data collectors. Their hands are tied and their jobs are 
on the line.  I believe that teachers should be allowed to criticize (constructively of course) without fear 
of repercussion.  In fact, it should be seasoned teachers that drive any reforms in education.  It is a bitter 
pill to swallow that the Common  Core was designed with little to no input from teachers.22  Too many 
non-educators are making decisions and driving policy.  Doesn't this bother us that our professionals—
teachers and administrators—are being treated like untrustworthy, disrespected mass-producers of 
education?  One might think it's none of my business as I am not a teacher.  But what we do to our 
teachers we do to our children.  Too many unreasonable mandates make bad teachers.  It becomes too 
difficult to focus on what really matters in the classroom when you are worried about high test scores, 
APPR, and the possibility that your position will be cut back or eliminated.  And when you're that 
worried, you can't hide it completely from the students.  How is this translated into instruction, and 
thereby effective student learning?

To summarize, I am not asking anyone at MCS to act in any way that goes against the State mandates 
you must follow.  As a parent, I cannot comply with what I know is wrong.23  Whether or not you agree 
with me on every point is not the issue.  I understand that not everyone shares my perspective, but we 
must be honest about some of the negative aspects of education reform that we are seeing today and 
what we might face in the future.  And if there is even a single thing we would like to change, the first 
step is speaking out, pass a resolution.  This does not mean we stop following the rules.  It means we 
simply disagree, and as the voices of disagreement become louder and more abundant we can initiate 
change.  We do this to preserve a quality education, not destroy it.  We do this because it is our money; 
We pay taxes; We are the public in public education.  We do this because we love our school and we 
love this village.  I do not want to see our local choices stripped away so we can be just like any other 
school.  We are special.  I do not believe we are a failing school.  Are there aspects we can improve?  
Certainly!  But we must do it as a community, in a way that serves our community best.  Improvements 
in education and the accountability at all levels can and should be kept local.  

I deeply appreciate the time you took to read my concerns, and as always, I am happy to answer any 
questions, clarify any points, or supply any additional information.  

22 http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/answer-sheet/wp/2013/03/04/principal-i-was-naive-about-common-core/
23 http://dianeravitch.net/2013/03/18/has-the-train-left-the-station/


