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In February of 2007, a group of urban school superintendents met with newly elected Governor Deval Patrick's education advisor. The superintendents came bearing policy proposals that amounted to wholesale retreat on education reform. Sadly, many of their recommendations are now law; among them, a proposal to restructure the state Board of Education.

The following year, the Legislature approved a plan to pack the board with Patrick appointees, take away its independence and make it subservient to a newly created secretary of education. With the Governor's recent decision not to reappoint either Sandra Stotsky or Tom Fortmann, the board's transformation is complete. Stotsky, a nationally respected English language arts expert and drafter of Massachusetts' education standards, is an outspoken proponent of reform. Fortmann is an engineer and an expert in math education.

Like the old Soviet Politburo, the board no longer includes a single dissenting voice.

Until 2008, the Massachusetts Board of Education had been an independent entity since it was founded in 1837 with Horace Mann, the father of American public education, at the helm.

More recently, the board implemented central provisions of the commonwealth's landmark 1993 Education Reform Act. Only an independent entity insulated from politics could have developed the MCAS, teacher testing, charter school approval and closure processes, and state academic standards in the face of intense education establishment opposition.

In 1998, James Peyser was then-Governor Cellucci's choice to replace the outgoing Bob Antonucci as commissioner of education. But many board members favored Dave Driscoll, who was deputy commissioner at the time. John Silber ended the impasse by resigning as board chair. He was replaced by Peyser, with Driscoll taking over as commissioner. The years immediately following saw the sharpest student achievement gains in the 17-year history of reform.

It's hard to imagine an independent board tolerating the carefully choreographed charade that led to the recent vote to jettison the commonwealth's acclaimed English language arts and math academic standards in favor of less rigorous national standards.

Education Commissioner Mitchell Chester, who on paper reports to the board, announced he would consider three external comparisons of the state and national standards before making a recommendation. Each of the "studies" was funded by the Gates Foundation, which has bankrolled the national standards effort. Chester recommended that the board adopt the national standards late on a Friday afternoon, after having seen just one of the three comparisons.

The national standards issue sparked a statewide outcry, but you wouldn't have known it when the board met to unanimously adopt them. Stotsky, the only opponent, was unable to attend due to an injury.

It's equally hard to envision an independent board standing for what would charitably be called the administration's talking out of both sides of its mouth on the standards issue. Governor Patrick repeatedly said he wouldn't back the national standards unless they were at least of strong as what we already had. At the same time, the commonwealth's application for federal "Race to the Top" grant funding included a schedule for adopting the national standards by August 2nd. Chester now says there are no plans to replace MCAS even as Massachusetts works with other states to develop national assessments.

Prior to the standards issue, politicizing the board had taken its toll on a charter school selection process that had been a national model. In 2008, then-board chair and now Secretary of Education Paul Reville refused to allow school proponents to respond to outdated and inaccurate information he used to reject a clearly deserving Brockton-area charter proposal. Stotsky and Fortmann were the only board members to vote for the school.

Last year, Reville sent a now-famous late-night e-mail asking Commissioner Chester to recommend approval of a proposed Gloucester charter school for political reasons. The state Inspector General released a stinging report on the Gloucester process and is investigating the Brockton fiasco.

The decision to replace state academic standards with weaker national ones is worthy of the attention it has received. But long term, nothing will damage reform more than allowing Horace Mann's independent Board of Education to be turned into little more than a rubber stamp. Sadly, with Governor Patrick's failure to reappoint Sandra Stotsky and Tom Fortmann, that process is complete.
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