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It’s Groundhog Day in the education world.

In 2010, Massachusetts Commissioner of Elementary and Secondary Education Mitchell Chester relied on reports from the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, Achieve Inc. and the Massachusetts Business Alliance for Education to rationalize his recommendation that the commonwealth replace its top-notch English and math standards with weaker national standards known as Common Core.

The three organizations had one thing in common: All were funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, which has invested more than $200 million in developing and selling Common Core.

Fordham has pulled in nearly $3.5 million from Gates. In addition to receiving Gates money, Achieve’s labors were rewarded with a contract to work with the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers, or PARCC — one of two consortia that received a total of $362 million from the federal government to develop tests aligned with Common Core.

Now that both Common Core and PARCC are in trouble (PARCC started out with 24 states and Washington, D.C., as members and is now down to 12) and Massachusetts draws closer to an expected fall decision about whether to keep MCAS or adopt the PARCC tests, the recipients of Gates’ largesse are stepping up efforts to perpetuate the gravy train.

A recent Mass. Business Alliance report found that MCAS performance is not an indicator of preparation for success in college. However, there is no shortage of problems with the study — such as Massachusetts’ unmatched success on national and international assessments under MCAS and the fact that a 2008 state Board of Higher Education study found a strong correlation between MCAS performance and college success.

The Mass. Business Alliance study’s credibility was further compromised by the fact that its author is an adviser to PARCC. An earlier report from the Alliance — written by the senior education adviser to the giant testing company Pearson, which is near the top of a long list of entities that stand to gain from the switch to Common Core — was so bereft of intellectual integrity that it lifted an entire purported “case study” from The Boston Globe without attribution.

The Mass. Business Alliance for Education has received the relatively meager sum of just over $400,000 from Gates. Guess you get what you pay for.

Not to be outdone, Fordham plans to release a study that will evaluate MCAS’ alignment to Common Core this summer.

But the uncontested winner of this round of conflict-of-interest derby is Teach Plus, a national nonprofit that “empowers teachers to lead improvements in policy and practice.” The group recently released a study in which 23 of its fellows conclude that the commonwealth should ditch MCAS for PARCC. Teach Plus has received over $17 million from the Gates Foundation, including stipends for each of those 23 fellows.

And when it comes time to decide between MCAS and PARCC, it will fall to the state education commissioner to make a recommendation to the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education. Commissioner Chester chairs PARCC’s governing board.

If it’s true that sunlight is the best disinfectant, then it’s critical that we expose the web of Gates-funded players that continue eating away at the already eroding credibility of Common Core and the tests aligned with it.
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