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Chieppo: Deval Patrick fails big test on education 

Student scores fall after independent board axed
January 30, 2014 

Charles Chieppo

There’s a big difference between not lying and telling the whole truth. Nowhere is that distinction on display more than in political speeches.

Gov. Deval Patrick began his final State of the Commonwealth address with a litany of accomplishments from his seven years in office. First on the list was that Massachusetts public school students lead the nation in student achievement.

The statement is true, but the whole truth leaves a distinctly different impression.

Massachusetts led the nation in student achievement well before Patrick took office in 2007. That year, our students even scored among the best in the world in math and science. Since then, the facts are sobering.

The commonwealth’s SAT scores are down 20 points from their 2006 highs. Third-grade reading scores are the best predictor of future academic success. Last year, after several years of stagnation, the percentage of Massachusetts third-graders who scored proficient or advanced on MCAS reading tests fell to its lowest level since 2009. At 57 percent, the portion of third-graders reading at or above the proficient level is 10 points lower than it was in 2002.

Results from the 2013 National Assessment for Educational Progress, known as the nation’s report card, tell a similarly disturbing story. Massachusetts’ five-point decline in fourth-grade reading was the largest in the country.

Such rapid deterioration doesn’t happen by accident. Soon after taking office, Patrick eliminated the commonwealth’s independent school district accountability office, because it told inconvenient truths to an education establishment that has been among the governor’s largest campaign contributors. Today we have virtually no accountability for a system on which state and local taxpayers spend about $9 billion annually.

In the wake of Massachusetts’ landmark 1993 Education Reform Act, the commonwealth’s independent Board of Education developed the MCAS exam, curriculum frameworks and teacher testing. These improvements all had two things in common: They sparked a meteoric rise in student achievement, and they were put in place in the face of fierce special-interest opposition.

Only an independent body can stand up to that kind of political pressure. But in 2008, Patrick eliminated the board’s 170-year tradition of independence and centralized education policy-making authority under his control.

Two years later, MCAS tests and the K-12 academic standards in English and math on which the tests are based were jettisoned. The less rigorous national standards that are replacing them cut the amount of classic literature and poetry public school students will read by more than half, and new math standards are insufficient to prepare students for college majors in science, technology, engineering and math.

During his speech, Patrick repeatedly talked about how much the commonwealth is investing in education. But it’s not about how much we invest; it’s what we get in return.

Patrick wasn’t lying when he told Massachusetts citizens that the commonwealth’s public school students lead the nation in student achievement. But the whole truth reveals that undoing the damage done to public education over the last seven years could well be his successor’s most daunting task.
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