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Most Massachusetts residents would disagree with a group that opposes MCAS, charter schools, accountability and Proposition 2 property tax limits, and supports raising taxes to boost state education funding by at least 20 percent. But we would defend the group’s right to espouse its positions - unless it used tax dollars to do it.

That’s exactly what the Massachusetts Association of School Committees (MASC) is doing. If you live in one of the more than 97 percent of school districts here that pay dues to the organization, you’re helping fund the lobbyists MASC pays out of its $1.75 million annual budget to advocate for positions with which you probably disagree.

MASC thinks you should pay more for education - as long as none of it goes to charter public schools. One of the organization’s 2008 publications claims the “confiscatory” charter funding system “garnishes” money from school districts. That so-called confiscatory system consists of having the cost of educating a child follow him or her from the district to the charter school. And for the next three years, taxpayers reimburse the school district two-thirds of the cost of that student who is no longer enrolled there.

In an e-mail sent to members last year, MASC President Glenn Koocher described charter schools as “very effective vehicles of segregation,” which he called a “major MASC talking point.” The percentage of minority students in Massachusetts charters is more than double the statewide public school average.

I guess MASC would count President Barack Obama among such supporters of segregation. Last week, in his first major education speech since taking office, he said, “There are caps on how many charter schools are allowed in some states, no matter how well they are preparing our students. That isn’t good for our children, our economy, or our country.”

A groundbreaking study conducted by Harvard and MIT researchers and published in January by the Boston Foundation found that the estimated academic effect of a year in a Boston charter school is often quite similar to that of a year in one of the city’s elite exam schools. Single year gains are equivalent to half the size of the achievement gap between black and white students.

Meanwhile, tax dollars from the families of 7,000 Boston students who languish on charter school wait lists are helping fund MASC’s lobbying efforts against the very schools they so desperately want their children to attend.

A conspiracy theory vibe permeates MASC’s rhetoric. MCAS is part of a “backhanded effort to discredit schools, students and public education.” The federal No Child Left Behind law, co-authored by Sen. Edward Kennedy, is “a vehicle to discredit public schools so as to create greater public willingness to endorse the charter school concept, vouchers and privatization of public education.”

In a 2008 article, Koocher recalled chairing the Cambridge School Committee’s finance committee when Proposition 2 was “sold to voters” in 1980. How fitting. Despite spending about $25,000 per student - more than any other Massachusetts school district - Cambridge consistently performs below state averages. As a result, public school enrollment there has declined by 16.5 percent since 2003, the largest drop of any major Massachusetts city.

The policies MASC is using our tax dollars to promote would undo hard-won education reform gains and turn all of Massachusetts into Cambridge.
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