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A lot of parents - particularly in urban areas - worry about sending their kids to public schools. Many make great sacrifices to finance private education; some apply to charter schools or take advantage of other opportunities within the public system. 

No one doubts that Patrick administration officials care deeply about public education. Yet they seem to lack interest in, and even oppose, innovations that involve the educational choices from which they themselves have benefited. 

Gov. Deval L. Patrick earned a scholarship from A Better Chance, an organization that provides educational opportunities to young people of color. The scholarship transported him from the south side of Chicago to Milton Academy and put him on a trajectory that led to Harvard and ultimately the corner office. His daughters also attended a private school. 

Lt. Gov. Tim Murray is a graduate of St. John's High School in Shrewsbury. St. John's was recently honored as the top math, science and technology advanced placement high school in Massachusetts; it consistently sends graduates to Ivy League colleges. 

And while he demonstrates commitment to public education by sending his own children to public schools, Education Secretary S. Paul Reville graduated from Portsmouth Abbey, an elite prep school attended by both Robert and Edward Kennedy. 

So why does the Readiness Project, the administration's 10-year strategic plan for public education, fail to expand proven innovative school models like the following that would extend to more Massachusetts residents the opportunity administration officials benefited from? 

University partnerships. Worcester's University Park Campus School was developed with Clark University as a public school of choice open to all students. English is not the first language of more than 70 percent of UPCS students, yet their math and English scores consistently place the school among the top 10 percent in the commonwealth. 

Vocational-technical schools. Since 2001, MCAS scores for the commonwealth's regional vocational-technical schools have increased by over 40 percent. More than 2,500 students are on waiting lists at Massachusetts voc-techs. 

Private schools. The Catholic schools Murray and Reville attended are not accessible to less affluent Massachusetts residents due to state constitutional barriers that grew out of 19th century anti-Catholic bigotry, which prohibit using public resources to educate children in private schools. 

A Pioneer Institute study found over 100 Massachusetts private schools would accept students at or below a hypothetical voucher amount of $6,500 - a far cry from Portsmouth Abbey's $41,150 tuition for boarding students. More than 40 of them are located in or next to the 13 school districts in which the 52 Massachusetts schools that face corrective action under federal law are located. 

Charter schools. A 2006 Massachusetts Department of Education study found that 90 percent of charters perform as well or better than the districts from which their students come. Thirty percent outperformed their sending districts by a substantial margin. The gap is widest in urban areas, where a disproportionate number of the schools are located. About 20,000 students sit on charter school wait lists. 

Under Reville's leadership, the state Board of Elementary and Secondary Education for the first time rejected a proposed charter school recommended for approval by the commissioner of education. Reville criticized the school because it was to be managed by SABIS, a private company. 

But isn't Portsmouth Abbey privately run? 

He also used an outdated state report about the SABIS school in Springfield to undermine the company's proposal, ignoring a subsequent Department of Education letter confirming that the school had corrected the problems. Company officials who attended the board meeting were not allowed to respond to Reville's criticisms. 

Every member of SABIS Springfield's seven graduating classes has been accepted to college. The Rennie Center, which Reville directed prior to joining the administration, recognized the school for its success at closing the achievement gap between white and minority students. 

Parents in Brockton and Randolph – two troubled districts the proposed school was to serve – would certainly welcome the chance to send their children to such a school. Now the Secretary is floating the idea of a freeze on charter schools in districts that embrace proposed "readiness schools," a weak variation on the charter model. 

Parents across Massachusetts have great aspirations for their children. Will the commonwealth's leaders give families access to the educational opportunity that is the gateway to success, or will it remain the exclusive province of the affluent? 

Charles Chieppo is a senior fellow and Jamie Gass is director of the Center for School Reform at Pioneer Institute, a Massachusetts public policy think tank. 
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