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WASHINGTON — With sun-
set remarks and a national 
moment of silence, President 
Joe Biden on Monday con-
fronted head-on the country’s 
once-unimaginable loss — half 
a million Americans in the 
COVID-19 pandemic — as he 
tried to strike a balance be-
tween mourning and hope.

Addressing the “grim, heart-
breaking milestone” directly 
and publicly, Biden stepped to a 
lectern in the White House Cross 
Hall, unhooked his face mask 
and delivered an emotion-filled 
eulogy for 500,071 Americans he 
said he felt he knew.

“We often hear people de-
scribed as ordinary Americans. 
There’s no such thing,” he said 
Monday evening. “There’s noth-
ing ordinary about them. The 
people we lost were extraordi-
nary.”

“Just like that,” he added, 
“so many of them took their 
last breath alone.”

A president whose own life 
has been marked by family 
tragedy, Biden spoke in deeply 
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ATTLEBORO — A proposed new 
law would lower the stakes on 
the state’s high-stakes standard-
ized testing system.

State Rep. Jim Hawkins, D-At-
tleboro and state Sen. Jo Comer-
ford, D-Northamp-
ton, have both filed 
versions of a bill 
that would drop 
the requirement 
that makes the 
Massachusetts 
Comprehensive As-
sessment System 
— commonly known as MCAS — 
a graduation necessity and make 
other modifications as well.

Hawkins, a former teacher 
and longtime critic of MCAS, 
said he’s not a foe of all stan-
dardized testing, but argues that 
“there’s not a point to having it 
high stakes.” And as currently 
constituted, the three lengthy 
tests — for math, sciences and 
English — disrupt school for an 
entire week, he added.

State and federal laws require 
schools to administer standard-
ized testing as a measure of 
school and student achievement. 
Hawkins said he recognizes the 
need for testing as a tool for 
assessments and would not elim-
inate the tests, but MCAS, in the 
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Standardized testing is due to return 

this year after a one-year hiatus due 

to the pandemic.

Jim Hawkins

By GEORGE W. RHODES
grhodes@thesunchronicle.com

ATTLEBORO — In-school 
transmission of coronavirus 
started at zero in September 
and is still at zero, according to 
the school department’s report 
for the week ending Feb. 12.

In addition, case numbers 
reflect dropping numbers in the 
city, area and state.

The week ending Feb. 19 was 
school vacation week and no 
report was generated. All told 
there were 17 cases of the virus 
for the week ending Feb. 12.

Out of that number 15 were 
among students and two were 
among staff members.

So far during February city 
schools are averaging 17.5 cases 
a week for a total of 35.

The average number of cases 
in January was 25.5 for a total 
of 102 for the month.

The 17.5 cases a week rep-
resents an average decline of 
eight a week, which equals a 
drop of about 31 percent from 
the weekly average last month.

The state’s Department of 

In-school spread still at zero in city
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The MBTA announced a 
spring schedule Monday that 
calls for fewer commuter trains 
during the morning and evening 
peak times and more trains 
during the middle of the day.

Responding to feedback from 
riders and communities, week-
night service after 9 p.m. will 
largely remain, particularly 
where ridership has returned 
more than in other areas and on 
transit-critical lines, the MBTA 
said. Only very late or extremely 
low ridership trains are being 
eliminated. Compared to the fall 
2019 pre-COVID schedule, there 
will be roughly 11 percent fewer 
weekly trains.
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Nation mourns 
‘grim milestone’

As COVID death toll passes 500,000, Biden  
vows America will ‘know sunny days again’
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President Joe Biden remembers and honors Americans who died from 

COVID-19 during a speech Monday at the White House
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Cindy Pollock maintains construction flags in her front yard in Boise, Idaho. When she began planting the tiny flags across her yard — one for each of the 

more than 1,800 Idahoans killed by COVID-19 — the toll was mostly a number. Then two women she had never met rang her doorbell in tears, seeking a 

place to mourn the husband and father they had just lost. 
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