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By CHARLES CHIEPPO and JAMIE GASS

Gov. Deval L. Patrick calls education his "singular pursuit." Sadly, he has pursued the systematic dismantling of the nation's most successful education reforms. 

Massachusetts' 1993 Education Reform Act dramatically increased school funding in return for high standards, accountability and enhanced school choice. The result has not only been a national model - by 2007, the average Massachusetts fourth-grader was performing at a higher level in math than the average sixth-grader had been in 1996 - but recent testing shows it has even bridged the achievement gap between state students and their international counterparts. 

Patrick proposed eliminating the Office of Educational Quality and Accountability in his first budget. Beginning in 2002, EQA conducted comprehensive audits of more than 175 school districts and made its findings public. 

More than a year after EQA was scuttled, a new Advisory Council on District Accountability and Assistance was created. The new agency amounts to the fox guarding the accountability henhouse, replacing EQA's independent five-member board, with a 13-member panel made up of teachers unions, superintendents and school committees - the very people the agency is supposed to audit. 

Charter schools have the same effect on Patrick's supporters in the education establishment that a red cape has on a bull. Several urban charters that serve low-income and minority populations outscore even the best suburban schools on MCAS. 

Among the successful schools is Springfield's SABIS International Charter School, which has narrowed and even eliminated achievement gaps based on race and economic status. More than 2,500 students sit on the school's waiting list and every member of all seven graduating classes has been accepted to college. 

Last year, the Board of Education, then chaired by current state education secretary Paul Reville, became the first to reject a charter school recommended for approval by the commissioner of education. 

The board's discussion of a proposed Brockton school to be managed by SABIS was a 2005 state Department of Education (DOE) report that identified problems with the SABIS' Springfield school's special education program. Days after the new school was rejected, a subsequent DOE letter surfaced acknowledging that the Springfield school had successfully addressed all the major issues raised in the earlier report. Reville refused to allow company officials who attended the board meeting to respond to his criticisms. 

The administration continued to resist raising caps limiting the number of charter schools until earlier this year, when a Boston Foundation study showed that Boston's charters dramatically outperform the city's other public schools. It found that the academic impact of a year spent in a Boston charter school is often comparable to that of a year spent in one of the city's elite exam schools. 

Under pressure to raise the cap, the administration unveiled a proposal that would allow more charter schools in low-performing districts, but includes provisions that could jeopardize their funding. It would also impose quotas on the schools' student body, a puzzling plan given that charter students are chosen by lottery. 

The main target of a 2008 reorganization proposal was the Board of Education. The proposal, which gained legislative approval, packed the board with Patrick appointees. More importantly, it stripped away its independence and placed it firmly under the Governor's control by giving final say over budget requests and veto power over the board's selection of future state education commissioners to a newly created secretary of Education. 

The Massachusetts Board of Education had been independent since it was founded in 1837 with Horace Mann at the helm. In the wake of education reform, it developed the MCAS exam, teacher testing, the commonwealth's curriculum frameworks and charter school approval process. All are national models put in place in the face of fierce special interest opposition that could only have been implemented by a board that was insulated from politics. 

The Patrick administration has gutted accountability and charter schools are under attack. With the renamed Board of Elementary and Secondary Education stripped of its independence, there is no entity that can operate outside the political arena with the sole mission of improving academic performance. 

More than a decade of progress won't be undone overnight. But as the Patrick administration's dismantling efforts continue, there is little question that it is Massachusetts families who will pay the price for state policymakers snatching defeat from the jaws of education-reform victory. 

Charles Chieppo is a senior fellow and Jamie Gass directs the Center for School Reform at Pioneer Institute. The piece is adapted from an article that appears in the current issue of Education Next. 
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