
February 11, 2014 

 

Mary Gile, Chairman, Education Committee 

House of Representatives 

Education Committee 

107 North Main Street 

Concord, NH 03301 

 

Dear Madam Gile: 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify.  

 

My name is Dr. Melissa Keenan; I live in Northumberland, NH which is located in the North Country region 

of our state.   

 

As the Assistant Superintendent for Curriculum and Instruction at White Mountains Regional School 

District, I am writing to let you know that I am opposed to House Bill 1432 ("AN ACT delaying 

implementation of certain statewide assessments and studying the effects of delaying implementation of 

certain curriculum changes in the public schools”).  

 

The Common Core State Standards and Smarter Balanced represent a critical initiative in our district—an 

initiative we believe will make a huge difference in the lives of our students so they may have choices for 

their future. The superintendent of our school district, Dr. Harry Fensom, often asks our administrative team 

“How we are going to monitor new district initiatives?”  While there are many effective methods, we have 

learned that “what gets tested gets taught.” 

 

While not always a popular sentiment amongst educators (i.e. to teach to the test), a well-designed test that 

fairly measures the standards we believe to be important provides us with critical information about the 

progress we are making towards helping our students achieve proficiency with these standards. 

 

I believe our school district is a case in point. 

 

In 2010, when Common Core State Standards (CCSS) were released, we were a district in crisis: We had had 

considerable administrative turnover, our NECAP results had hit an all-time low, our district and several of 

our schools had been identified as needing improvement, and teachers were looking for clear, consistent 

guidance in the areas of curriculum, assessment, and instruction.   

 

A close analysis of our data, especially our NECAP results, indicated that it was not the often pointed to 

Special Education students, or other subgroups within our population, but the general population who was 

not performing well on our state test.  Through weekly grade level meetings with our classroom teachers, 

facilitated by our math and reading specialists, we discovered that standards were not always being taught or 

there were varied interpretations of the standards.  We knew we needed to focus our attention on what 

students needed to learn and how to monitor and teach that content. 

 

During the summer of 2010, with no district curriculum, we began to develop district-wide English Language 

Arts and Mathematics curricular documents.  We engaged in an extensive study of standards documents from 

across our country, including the newly released CCSS, as well as the current research informing both fields.  

In the end, we made a decision to include the CCSS in our curricular revisions, rather than waiting until a 

later time. 

 

This decision to adopt the CCSS early was driven by two factors: 1) We believed the CCSS represented the 

knowledge, skills and understandings students need in English Language Arts and Mathematics in order to 



be successful; and 2) We were determined to help our teachers and our students achieve proficiency with 

these new standards and thereby stay off future district and schools in need of improvement lists, especially 

with the newly anticipated state test (i.e. Smarter Balanced). 

 

Over the last several years we have not only dramatically turned our test results around and removed 

ourselves from the “improvement lists,” (prior to the waiver), but we have simultaneously prepared our 

teachers to make the transition to the CCSS by providing district-wide professional development.   

 

From our initial introductions and “how to navigate” the document to more detailed analyses of the 

standards, our teachers have had numerous opportunities during building- and district-based grade level 

meetings, staff development days, and independent study to discuss and reflect on these new standards. 

 

From the beginning, teachers have expressed their appreciation for a number of features associated with the 

CCSS:  

 

 Teachers like the idea that we are working towards a common goal of preparing students to be 

college and career ready.  Teachers in our schools know firsthand that students have left our school 

system not necessarily prepared for their future and they want to reduce the number of students who 

find themselves in this position.  The clear articulation of anchor standards that outline what we 

expect students to be able to do by the time they leave our school system and the deliberate 

progression of more specific grade level standards makes it clear to our teachers the role they play in 

contributing to this end goal. 

 

 Teachers like the fact that the CCSS are clear and concise.  One of the things we learned in our 

efforts to understand our declining performance on the NECAP was that teachers had very different 

interpretations of the previous state standards.  While extensive support helped to clear up some of 

these differences across our district, and ultimately contributed to our improved performance, 

teachers have found the CCSS to be much more clear and concise and leave less room for varied 

interpretations.  Instead of trying to make sense of the standards, teachers are able to focus their 

energy on providing high quality instruction that helps students achieve these standards. 

 

 Teachers very much appreciate the fact that the CCSS challenge our students.  While some 

teachers expressed some initial concern about the high expectations, teachers have been excited to 

find that students are not only demonstrating success with the CCSS, but they are finding these 

challenges rewarding.  The CCSS has “raised the bar” in terms of challenging our students to read 

and write critically across the curriculum, engage in mathematical practices that deepens their 

understand of mathematical content, research and develop an argument that’s well supported, 

simultaneously increase their procedural and conceptual understanding of mathematical content, use 

technology and media resources to communicate effectively with a range of audiences, and more.  

 

 Teachers embrace the vision of a literate individual and mathematically proficient student.  

What is very clear to our teachers is that the CCSS will not only prepare our students to be proficient 

in English language arts and mathematics, but will also help our students develop lifelong essential 

habits, critical skills, and dispositions that are critical to their current and future work. 

 

We have provided our teachers with the time and support they have needed to study and implement these 

standards.  We have made it clear that a well-designed test serves as an indicator for the progress we are 

making in helping our students achieve proficiency with what we value. 

 

So do we believe Smarter Balanced will be a fair test of students’ progress towards achieving the CCSS? 

Absolutely. 



 

While, of course, we are nervous about being prepared and doing well, our teachers are excited about a 

number of features associated with Smarter Balanced: 

 

 They love the fact that the test will take place in the Spring so it can inform the progress they have 

made with their students. 

 

 They greatly appreciate that they will get results back quickly so they can use this information to 

improve their instructional program and further assist students. 

 

 They are pleased that the test is adaptive and will provide information about a student’s potential 

abilities in English Language Arts and Mathematics. 

 

 Teachers value the fact that the technology requirements of the test are pushing us to plan and 

prepare not only for Smarter Balanced, but for our students and their future—access to technology 

and proficiency with technology skills certainly plays a key role in that vision. 

 

 Teachers like that there are different types of test items, including performance tasks that are 

challenging them to set up opportunities in their classroom for students to apply what they are 

learning. 

 

Smarter Balanced represents for us the “next generation” assessment.  We believe the New Hampshire 

Department of Education, along with other states around the country, will work closely with Smarter 

Balanced to ensure a fair test that will inform the decisions we need to make as a district. 

 

While we may not like to admit it: What gets tested gets taught.  Delaying the implementation of the 

Common Core State Standards and Smarter Balanced will only delay the work that needs to be done in our 

district, and districts around our state, to help students achieve the knowledge, skills, and understandings 

required for the here and now and for the future. 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to provide this testimony. 

 

Sincerely, 

 
Melissa D. H. Keenan (electronic signature) 
 

Melissa D. H. Keenan, Ed.D. 

Assistant Superintendent for Curriculum and Instruction 

White Mountains Regional School District 

14 King Square 

Whitefield, NH 03598 


