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A new study confirms what most observers suspected: Massachusetts’ education reform has been an historic success, but much still needs to be done to narrow stubborn achievement gaps between high- and low-income students.

The study, published by the Massachusetts Institute for a New Commonwealth, finds that Massachusetts has more than doubled its investment in schools since education reform was enacted in 1993, with most of the additional money directed to poorer districts. In return for the money, the state raised standards and increased accountability.

The recipe worked. Massachusetts’ students are consistently the highest performing in the nation and they scored among the best in the world on a recent international math and science assessment.

The MassINC report also notes that achievement gaps in Massachusetts between poorer and more affluent students are smaller than they would have been without reform. Prior to 1993, student achievement was improving in wealthier districts, but declining in underprivileged ones. By projecting out the trends prior to reform and comparing them with post-reform performance, the authors show that the current achievement gap — though significant — is far narrower than it would otherwise have been.

The findings mirror those of educational standards expert E.D. Hirsch, who notes that Massachusetts was among the states that had the most success narrowing achievement gaps between 1998 and 2005. According to Professor Hirsch, “If you are a disadvantaged parent with a school-age child, Massachusetts is currently the state to move to.”

But that is little comfort for parents without the means to rescue their children from sub-par schools. Stubborn gaps persist, and the challenge of addressing them is made greater by the recession.

Progress will require prioritizing programs that have successfully narrowed achievement gaps rather than creating a raft of unproven pilot programs.

One proven and relatively inexpensive way to narrow the achievement gap is to lift the caps on charter schools and allow successful charter operators to open more schools. A Harvard and MIT study commissioned by the Boston Foundation determined that, in a single year, Boston charter school student gains equaled half the gap between black and white students.

Similarly, METCO, which allows more than 3,000 minority students in Boston and Springfield to attend school in 38 suburban communities, has successfully narrowed achievement gaps. The Governor recently made cuts to the program; he should restore the funding.

Pioneer Institute research highlights that regional vocational-technical schools, which students choose to attend and are largely managed by individual school leaders rather than a central office, have made remarkable gains in student achievement. Regional voc-techs, many of which have waiting lists, should be expanded.  

Finally, nothing impacts student achievement more than teacher quality. The Massachusetts Math and Science Initiative is replicating a program that provides privately funded cash awards to teachers for improving student performance. In Texas, it has dramatically increased the number of students earning college credit while in high school by taking and passing Advanced Placement exams. 

Teach for America, which recruits high-achieving recent college graduates to teach in urban and rural classrooms, also improves teacher quality. Research attributes TFA’s effectiveness at raising student achievement to the strong academic credentials of its recruits. 

But whether it’s the Boston Teachers Union’s opposition to Teach for America, or district and union opposition to charter schools, many of these programs face institutional opposition.  

In the 1990s and earlier this decade, Republicans and Democrats worked together to undertake the hard decisions that have made Massachusetts number one nationally. They can do it again, but will need a greater sense of urgency from business and non-profit leaders. We would do well to coalesce around these proven strategies.  

Massachusetts residents have a lot to be proud of in our state’s historic education reform, but we have miles to go before we achieve our goal of giving every child access to a good education. In the midst of this fiscal crisis, we need to invest in programs with proven records of narrowing the achievement gaps that still afflict too many of the commonwealth’s children.

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