
MassCore
The Massachusetts High School Core 

Program of Studies



What is MassCore?
• A recommended program of study for 

Massachusetts high school students
• A program of study to better prepare students 

for college and careers
• A program of study that maintains flexibility 

for students, schools and districts
• Allows schools and districts to set additional 

graduation requirements



MassCore  

English/Language 
Arts 

4 Units* 

4 Units  Mathematics 
Including the completion of Algebra II or completion of the Integrated Math equivalent. All 
students are recommended to take a math course during their senior year. 
3 Units of lab-based science  Science 
Coursework taken in technology/engineering may count for MassCore science credit. Note:  The 
Board of Higher Education admissions standards require three (two lab-based) physical and 
natural sciences units and does not recognize technology/engineering as a science course.    
3 Units History/Social 

Science Including US History and World History. 
2 Units  Foreign 

Language** Of the same language. 
As required by law Physical Education 

 State law (M.G.L. c. 71,s. 3) states: “Physical education shall be taught as a required subject in 
all grades for all students.”  
Health can be integrated into Physical Education, science, or taught as a stand-alone course. 

Art** 1 Unit 
5 Units  Additional Core 

Courses Business Education, Career and Technical Education (CTE), Health, Technology (e.g. computer 
science, desktop publishing, multi-media and web design), or any of the subjects above. Note: 
Most students majoring in CTE will take more than 4 units. 

 22 Units - Is a minimum that students should take in high school 
Additional 
Learning 
Opportunities 

Complete as many of the following as possible: Advanced Placement (AP); Capstone or 
Senior Project; Dual Enrollment courses taken for both high school and college credit; Online 
courses for high school or college credit; Service Learning; and Work-based Learning. 



*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 enrolled in a state-approved Career and Technical 
Education program of studies have the option of opting out of Foreign 

Language and Art and still fulfill MassCore.

MassCore is the recommended program of study that Massachusetts 
high school students need in order to be better prepared for college and 
a career.  Developed by a statewide advisory group from the K-12, higher 

education and business sectors, MassCore maintains flexibility for 
students and high schools while allowing districts to set additional 
graduation requirements. Courses included in MassCore should be 

rigorous, engaging, and based on appropriate Massachusetts 
Curriculum Frameworks high school level standards.

Some Details on MassCore



MAKING THE CASE



As a State, we have much to celebrate

• Massachusetts leads the nation in many areas:
– Our NAEP results top all other states.
– Our SAT scores place us at the top.
– Our standards and assessments are national models.

• We are making gains in our schools every year: 
– 87% in the class of 2009 met the Competency 

Determination standard on their first try.
– Many schools have improved enough to move out of 

accountability status.



But we have still have work to do…

•An “Expectations Gap”: Too many students are not properly 
prepared for post secondary education or the workforce.

•A “Course taking Gap”: Simply stated, too many urban high school 
students are taking a less rigorous course of study then their counterparts 
in rural and suburban schools.

•An Increasingly Competitive Global Economy: The skill 
requirements needed by Massachusetts employers continues to evolve 
and increase based on changes in technology and the global marketplace.

•Growing Leaders and Citizens for the Future: Students need to be 
prepared for the challenges of leadership and civic engagement by 
participating in a diverse array of academic coursework and 
extracurricular activities.



”The academic intensity of the student's high school curriculum still counts more than anything 
else in precollegiate history in providing momentum toward completing a bachelor's degree.”

High school curriculum reflects 41 % of the academic resources students bring to higher 
education; test scores, 30 %; and class rank/academic GPA, 29 %. No matter how one divides the 
universe of students, the curriculum measure produces a higher percent earning bachelor’s 
degrees than either of the other measures. 

The impact of a high school curriculum of high academic intensity and quality on degree 
completion is far more pronounced and positive for African-American and Latino students than 
any other pre-college indicator of academic resources. The impact for African-American and 
Latino students is also much greater than it is for white students.

Of all pre-college curricula, the highest level of mathematics one studies in secondary school has 
the strongest continuing influence on bachelor’s degree completion. Finishing a course beyond 
the level of Algebra 2 (for example, trigonometry or pre-calculus) more than doubles the odds 
that a student who enters postsecondary education will complete a bachelor’s degree.

Cliff Adelman, author of The Toolbox Revisited
Paths to Degree Completion from High School Through 

College tells us…

Source: http://www.ed.gov/rschstat/research/pubs/toolboxrevisit/index.html



Academic Preparation: Reasons 
for Implementing MassCore



Percentage of Local, Regional, and Vocational Massachusetts High 
Schools in 2005 Requiring Math and Science to Graduate

Math and Science Courses Required for Graduation

16.4%

58.6%

25.2%27.0%

13.9%

59.1%

2 yrs 3 yrs 4 yrs

Math
Science



Percentage of 
students from the 

graduating Class of 
2006 who: 

ALL 
(79) 

1. Earned one credit 
in Algebra II 82.0% 

2. Earned at least 
three credits in 

laboratory 
science 

83.7% 

3. Earned at least 
two credits in the 

same foreign 
language 

75.4% 

4. Earned at least 
three credits in 
History/Social 

Science 

95.2% 

5. Completed the list 
courses in the 

proposed 
MassCore 

 

71.5% 

 

In January 2007, the Massachusetts Department of Education conducted a web-based survey 
of the Commonwealth high schools on student course taking for the Class of 2006.

Completed Surveys: 79 (24% of Commonwealth high schools)

SURVEY OF MASSACHUSETTS HIGH SCHOOLS ON COURSE TAKING



Percentage of students 
from the graduating Class 

of 2006 who: 

SUBURBAN
/RURAL 

(53) 

URBAN 
(15) 

VOCATIONAL 
(8) 

CHARTER 
(4)* 

1. Earned one credit in 
Algebra II 90.1% 75.1% 68.4% 100.0% 

2. Earned at least three 
credits in laboratory 

science 
91.4% 72.1% 59.9% 99.2% 

3. Earned at least two 
credits in the same 

foreign language 
88.5% 59.5% 7.7% 99.2% 

4. Earned at least three 
credits in 

History/Social 
Science 

98.9% 96.6% 86.0% 100.0% 

5. Completed the list 
courses in the 

proposed MassCore** 
 

79.6% 46.3% 13.3%*** 98.5% 

 

Massachusetts High School Survey

In January 2007, the Massachusetts Department of Education conducted a web-based survey 
of the Commonwealth high schools on student course taking for the Class of 2006.

*Sample size too small for analysis

**This calculation does not include one unit of art as required under MassCore as 
approved

***This figure was calculated without the opt-out option for foreign language for students 
enrolled in vocational/technical programs

Survey of High Schools Divided by Type/Location



College-Bound Does Not Mean College-Ready

Percentage of U.S. first-year students in two-year and 
four-year institutions requiring remediation

28%

22%

14%

11%
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Source: National Center for Education Statistics, Remedial Education at Degree-Granting 
Postsecondary Institutions in Fall 2000, 2003.



Source: National Center for Education Statistics, The Condition of Education, 2004.

Many college students who need remediation, especially in reading and 
math, do not earn an associate’s or a bachelor’s degree.

Percentage of U.S. college students not earning 
degree by type of remedial coursework
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63%
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Remedial Coursework Does Not Lead to Degree



Over one-third of Massachusetts public high school graduates 
attending Massachusetts public colleges require remediation

37% of public high school graduates in the class of 2005 enrolled in MA 
public higher education took at least one developmental (remedial) 
course in their first semester, 22% took one remedial subject; 13% took 
more than one

Mathematics was the weakest area 28% took developmental (remedial) 
mathematics in their first semester

66%

22%

8%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Students In Remediation

Community College State College State University



Students taking remedial courses in 
Massachusetts Public Colleges are 

less likely to persist in higher education

Remedial (developmental) course-
taking in fall 2005

% reenrolled
in college fall 2006

Enrolled in any remedial subject 68%

Enrolled in one 71%

Enrolled in more than one 62%

Did not enroll in any 81%



Financial and Workforce 
Implications of MassCore



Education
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Jobs requiring at least some postsecondary education will make 
up more than two thirds of new jobs in the United States.

10%

22%

36%
31%

0%
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60%

High school
dropout 

High school
diploma

Some
postsecondary

Bachelor's
degree

Source: Carnevale, Anthony P. and Donna M. Desrochers, Standards for What? 
The Economic Roots of K–16 Reform, Educational Testing Service, 2003.

Share of new jobs, 2000–2010

New Jobs Will Require More Education



New Job Growth Along Educational Spectrum

34%

22%

32%

62%

16%

34%

Current Jobs New Jobs

Short-term on-the-
job training

One or more months
of on-the-job
training

Associate's Degree
or higher

According to the Massachusetts Division of Career Services, jobs in Massachusetts 
requiring at least an associate’s degree or higher will account for 62% of all new jobs.



Employment in Massachusetts
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59% of Critical Vacancy Occupations Require 
at least a post-secondary certificate

Post-secondary 
certificate

7%

Long-term on-the-
job training

7%

Short/moderate 
on-the-job 

training
29%

M aster's, 
P rofessional 

or Above
8%

Bachelor's 
Degree

37%

Associate's 
Degree

7%

Work experience 
in related job

5%

Source: Research by the Commonwealth Corporation based on the Job Vacancy Survey (JVS), which is currently conducted twice per year 

by the Massachusetts Department of Workforce Development .



Success for Life
The bigger picture reasons for MassCore

MassCore is designed to prepare young people today for their 
future tomorrow. A solid, well-rounded education helps to 

develop skills needed throughout life. Learning how to learn 
and being exposed to a wide-range of ideas helps students 

develop a roadmap for their future.



• Education is the power to think clearly, the power to act well in the 
world's work, and the power to appreciate life. Brigham Young

• Education, then, beyond all other devices of human 
origin, is the great equalizer of the conditions of 
[people] -- the balance-wheel of the social 
machinery. Horace Mann

• The principle goal of education in the schools should be creating men 
and women who are capable of doing new things, not simply repeating 
what other generations have done; men and women who are creative, 
inventive and discoverers, who can be critical and verify, and not 
accept, everything they are offered. Jean Piaget

• Knowledge is power. Sir Francis Bacon

• Education is not the filling of a pail, but the lighting of a fire.
William Butler Yeats

Thoughts on Education



So what is MassCore?
MassCore is a state RECOMMENDED program of 

study.  It contains a rigorous list of courses and 
additional learning opportunities to provide a 

college and career ready academic career for high 
school students.



What are Additional Learning Opportunities??

Advanced Placement (AP) provides the opportunity to take college-level courses while still 
in high school. There are 37 AP courses in 22 subject areas.

Capstone or Senior Project is designed to help students develop, design or create a 
product, service, system or event to better prepare them for further studies or employment 
after high school. The project should be a demonstration of a student's achievement of skills 
such as critical thinking, reading comprehension, and effective communication. Students are 
expected to demonstrate self-directed learning in the completion of this task. 

Dual Enrollment is a program of study allowing high school students to simultaneously 
earn credits toward a high school diploma and a postsecondary degree or certificate.

Taking an Online course for high school or college credit will likely prepare students 
for another modality of academic instruction that will become more prevalent in students’ 
postsecondary education and career. 

Service Learning is a method whereby students learn and develop through active 
participation in thoughtfully organized service that is conducted in, meets the needs of 
communities and is integrated into and enhances the academic curriculum of the students. 

Work-based Learning experiences are activities at the high school level that involve actual 
work experience or connect classroom learning to work. At the highest level, there is full 
integration of academic and vocational/occupational curriculum with work site experience

The inclusion of additional learning opportunities in MassCore is intended to provide students 
with exposure to advanced educational experiences beyond the core course of study



What about electives?
FLEXIBILITY

The fine and performing arts, health, 
technical classes and other courses are 
important to the holistic education of high 
school students; and as such,the intent of 
this core is to provide some flexibility 
within the electives to allow students to 
take the coursework necessary to meet 
their social and academic goals.



WHY?

A high school intern 
at the Genzyme Bio 

Engineering Lab

TechBoston Consulting Group (TCG) is a 
team of technically talented Boston Public School 

students who deliver professional and affordable IT 
consulting services to the local business and 

nonprofit community

Completion of a high school 
program of study of high academic 

intensity and quality has a 
significant impact on success after 

high school, especially for low-
income students and students of 

color



WHY?

Changes in 
Massachusetts 

industry require 
employees with 

greater education

A need to increase the number of 
students ready for college and 21st

century careers



well as literature, history, and the arts will be essential for many; 
beyond this, [students] will have to be comfortable with ideas and 
abstractions, good at both analysis and synthesis, creative and 
innovative, self-disciplined and well organized, able to learn very 
quickly and work well as a member of a team and have the 
flexibility to adapt quickly to frequent changes in the labor market 
as the shifts in the economy become ever faster and more 
dramatic.

TOUGH CHOICES OR TOUGH TIMES: The New 
Commission on the American Workforce

HOWEVER, STUDENT SUCCESS IS MORE THAN 
JUST A LIST OF CLASSES



Auburn High School Graduation 
Requirements

All students will be responsible for completing 110 credits of 
study with a core course of study that must include the 
following: 
4 years of English
2 years of Physical Education
3 years of Mathematics
3 years of Science including Biology (students who qualify to take Honors Biology as freshman are 

expected to take Honors Chemistry and Physics before graduation)

3 years of Social Science (including World History beginning with the class of 2013, United States History I, 
and United States History II)

1 year of Health
2 years of Foreign Language
1 year of Fine / Performing Arts. The balance of credits remaining will be 
completed through elective course work.
Students are also responsible for obtaining a 220 or higher on 
the English, Math, and Science (Biology) portion of the 
MCAS assessment.



Where Our School Stands

Only 46% of  the students 
graduating from Auburn High 

School in 2010 met the 
requirements of MassCore



Auburn’s Goals

By June 2012, 70% of the students graduating 
from Auburn High School will meet the 

requirements of the MassCore

By June 2014, 100% of the students graduating from 
Auburn High School will meet the requirements of 

the MassCore



The difficult work of creating curriculum, instruction and 
assessment as well as the necessary academic support for 

students to succeed still lies ahead for all students, families, 
educators, schools, districts and the Commonwealth.

WHAT LIES AHEAD



Questions?

Comments?

Suggestions?

More information is available at 
www.doe.mass.edu/hsreform/masscore

Contact:

Stafford Peat – speat@doe.mass.edu

Nyal Fuentes – nfuentes@doe.mass.edu


