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THANKS IN PART to Governor Patrick’s advocacy, Massachusetts will get nearly $2 billion for education under the federal stimulus bill. The money is surely welcome, but is the Commonwealth prepared to invest it wisely? 

Private firms routinely spend up to 10 percent of their operating budgets on quality assurance. But Massachusetts lacks a fully functioning state mechanism to hold school districts accountable for how they spend either the federal funds or the $8.5 billion Massachusetts state and local governments spend annually on public education. That’s more in two years than was spent on the entire Big Dig. 

Last spring, the Patrick administration and the legislature pulled the plug on the Commonwealth’s school district accountability office. Beginning in 2002, the Office of Educational Quality and Accountability conducted comprehensive district audits that scrutinized MCAS performance, district leadership, curriculum and instruction, teacher and student assessment and evaluation, and business and financial operations. 

The agency reviewed all the largest and lowest-performing state school districts, including New Bedford, Fall River, Boston, Worcester, Springfield, Holyoke, Lawrence and Lowell. At its core, the “grand bargain” of the 1993 Education Reform Act was money for high standards and accountability. Under the law, the Commonwealth funds most education costs in these districts and they get the majority of state education aid. 

EQA and its independent five-person board were replaced by an accountability unit in the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE). A 15-member Advisory Council on District Accountability and Assistance includes representatives of the very people the unit is supposed to audit: the Massachusetts Association of School Superintendents, the Massachusetts Association of School Committees and the Commonwealth’s two teachers unions. 

But a year after creation of the new DESE unit, the fox still hasn’t figured out how to guard the accountability henhouse. By statute, the agency was to conduct 15 school district reviews during the current academic year, a far cry from the 50 audits performed annually by EQA. 

The only audit completed so far was triggered by Fall River Mayor Robert Correia, who last fall asked DESE to audit the city’s schools. Without an accountability unit in place, the Department assembled an ad-hoc team to conduct the review. 

Its Fall River report finds that the district operated at a deficit the last two years. This year, it fell $2.5 million short of the required local support for education that is determined by formula under education reform. 

It also identifies a budget deficit of nearly $4 million, caused in part when the first school payroll of the 2008-2009 academic year revealed that the district had underestimated the amount needed to pay staff. Despite these findings, the DESE report praises the superintendent — a former DESE official — who was forced to resign in Fall River after allegedly hiding the multimillion dollar deficit. 

The report calls for “an external audit of the district’s finances as soon as possible.” Isn’t that why we have a state accountability office? 

An argument used last year by EQA opponents, including state Secretary of Education Paul Reville, who then chaired the Board of Education, to eliminate the agency was that its audits failed to provide technical assistance or create incentives for improvement. But the new Fall River review conducted by the DESE also fails to provide concrete action plans for either. 

There have been far too many instances of Beacon Hill insiders seeming to be the beneficiaries of mismanagement and sweetheart deals. As the pain of recession and unemployment intensifies, it’s more important than ever that those entrusted with taxpayer dollars be held accountable for their stewardship of those scarce resources. 

Federal stimulus dollars will undoubtedly help the Commonwealth’s schools during a perilous time. But now that the funds are on the way, it’s critical that we spend them wisely and remember that two years from now the money will be gone, but the state’s legal funding obligations and the need for accountability will remain. 
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