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On a hot June day in 1963, Alabama Gov. George Wallace famously stood in the schoolhouse door and tried to block qualified African-American students from enrolling at the state’s public university. That evening, President John F. Kennedy went on television and told the nation that civil rights is a moral issue as old as the Scriptures and as clear as the American Constitution.

Nearly half a century later, it is Boston Teachers Union (BTU) chief Richard Stutman who stands between poor and minority students and the educational opportunity that is their right.

An arbitrator recently upheld the BTU’s claim that a program that paid teachers at Roxbury’s John D. O’Bryant School of Mathematics and Science a privately funded $100 bonus each time one of their students passed an Advanced Placement exam in math, science or English violates the union’s collective bargaining agreement with the Boston Public Schools.

The BTU opposes the program, administered by the Massachusetts Math and Science Initiative, because it claims competition endangers the spirit of teamwork among faculty. But Initiative President Morton Orlov II says he has seen no evidence of division in any of the 21 high schools across the commonwealth that are part of the program.

This year, the percentage of students passing AP exams in math, science or English rose by 39 percent in the 10 schools that made up the program’s initial cohort. Despite representing just 4 percent of statewide public high school enrollment, the schools accounted for 42 percent of the total increase in passing scores in those areas of study.

O’Bryant had the largest increase in passing scores of any Massachusetts school. Overall, five of the seven schools that saw the biggest jumps were part of the Initiative’s cohort.

Low-income and minority students in the program are improving at an even faster rate. Among African-Americans and Hispanics, the number of passing scores rose by 71 percent in the 10 schools. For low-income students, the increase was 57 percent. Research shows that passing an AP exam while in high school is a strong predictor of college success.

Around 80 percent of Boston’s students are low income and more than three-quarters are African-American or Hispanic. About two-thirds of those minority students score in the two lowest categories on MCAS.

In his televised speech, Kennedy noted that African-Americans living in the segregated South often had no access to legal remedies for wrongs endured. By using peaceful means to topple unjust laws, civil rights leaders moved America closer to realizing its highest ideals.

Today, those who believe poor and minority children have the same right to a good education as their more affluent counterparts must work to transcend the obstacle posed by slavish devotion to outdated and counterproductive collective bargaining agreements. One sign of success will be if the Initiative achieves its goal of expanding into 80 to 90 schools over the next few years.

On that June night in 1963, JFK declared it unacceptable to tell 10 percent of the nation’s population that their children would be denied the chance to develop their talents. It is no more acceptable today to deny the same opportunity to poor and minority families in Boston.
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