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Recent reform legislation that doubled the number of charter school seats in needy districts is an important step forward for public education in Massachusetts. But the state has taken two steps backward thanks to disastrous changes to the way it sets education policy.

The term “education governance” is enough to make eyelids droop. But Massachusetts has become the poster child for just how dreadful the results can be when you get governance wrong.

More than 170 years ago, Massachusetts’ Board of Education was founded under Horace Mann, the father of American public education. Until 2008, the board was insulated from politics, allowing it to set policy based on what was best for students.

It was the board that developed the MCAS exam, the curriculum frameworks and teacher testing. All are national models implemented in the face of fierce special-interest opposition.

But 2008 legislation stripped the renamed Board of Elementary and Secondary Education (BESE) of its independence, subjecting it to the control of a new secretary of education (who also serves on the board). Today Massachusetts is paying a high price for that mistake.

For more than a dozen years, the commonwealth’s charter school selection process was free from political influence.  It was selected as the country’s best by national education think tanks.
With the BESE, which authorizes charters, subject to politics, the process lies in ruins after being corrupted for two straight years.

Last year, Secretary of Education Paul Reville inappropriately intervened on behalf of a proposed Gloucester charter school that Department of Elementary and Secondary Education experts found wanting. As Board of Education chairman in 2008, Reville orchestrated the rejection of a Brockton charter proposal that had been recommended for approval.

A state Inspector General’s report found serious irregularities in the Gloucester process. Now the IG is probing the Brockton mess.

The Patrick administration wants to integrate so-called 21st century skills into Massachusetts’ curriculum. States that have implemented this fad, under which how-to skills like “global awareness” and “cultural competence” get equal billing with academic content, have seen falling reading scores and widening achievement gaps.

The 21st century skills proposal was never approved by the board or the Legislature. But last year, the department unilaterally signed a $146 million contract to develop MCAS tests that assess those softer skills.

More recently, acquisition and mastery of 21st century skills was included among the measures upon which efforts to turn around failing schools will be judged under the state reform law. As one blogger wrote on the Web site of Common Core, a D.C.-based liberal arts advocacy group, “Massachusetts’ most disadvantaged students soon will be wasting their time translating Shakespeare’s lines into text messages.”

Last month, the state applied for a federal education grant that could bring Massachusetts up to $300 million. The application was sent to Washington without being voted on by the board.

For 171 years, an independent Board of Education worked well. Just two years after compromising the board’s independence, the state is plagued by political interference and policy making by fiat. It’s time to return to what works.
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