	
	

	[image: image1.png]





	

CHARLES D. CHIEPPO

Rescuing lost schools

By Charles D. Chieppo  |  October 21, 2006

TODAY, 61,000 Massachusetts students languish in schools in which at least half the students have failed either the math or English language arts MCAS exam two or more years in a row. The procedures for turning these schools around are so cumbersome and bureaucratic that the Department of Education has not yet even formally studied an alarming number of them.

School turnaround procedures are a maze of ``fact finding" and ``panel reviews," each of which can take years. Even after a school finally winds its way through the process, several years and thousands of lost students later, the Board of Education too often defers action on declaring it ``chronically underperforming" -- the designation that triggers aggressive state action.

The results are tragic. Too many schools look like the Kuss School in Fall River or the former Arlington School in Lawrence, where the number of students scoring either ``advanced" or ``proficient" on MCAS have been stuck in single digits every year for the better part of a decade. At least Kuss was eventually declared chronically underperforming; Arlington still hadn't been when it was reconfigured in 2005.

On Tuesday, the State Board of Education is expected to approve new regulations that would dramatically streamline and improve the school turnaround process. But while board approval is all but assured, it is likely to trigger a long battle pitting the interests of students against those of adults defending the status quo.

The regulations would accelerate identification of underperforming schools and initiation of state assistance to them; streamline and focus Department of Education procedures for determining what assistance low-performing schools need; and expand the department's capacity to provide support.

Any school that fails to meet its improvement targets for four consecutive years would be designated a ``commonwealth priority school," which would trigger state support. Unlike today, changes would be in place by the end of the year following designation.

Implementing the regulations will cost money, and when the Legislature re convenes in January, it will have no shortage of powerful forces urging it not to appropriate the funds -- or even worse, to overturn the regulations by statute. Dramatic change triggers strong opposition from entrenched forces that have for too long held sway over our education policy.

To most of us, provisions like giving principals in troubled schools authority to assign staff without regard to seniority, changing school leadership, transferring governance over a habitually failing school to another school district or converting it to a charter public school might seem like common sense. But in Massachusetts, they are akin to a declaration of war.

Teachers unions and school committees, the same forces that have opposed almost every one of the reforms that have made Massachusetts schools the best in the nation since passage of the Commonwealth's 1993 Education Reform Act, have teamed up with superintendents to oppose the regulations. They claim the Commonwealth would have to intervene in more schools -- over 600 -- than it has the resources to handle. They say fixing failing schools should be about ownership, not imposition. But it's really all about protecting turf.

The new regulations would not require state intervention in 600 schools. The focus would be on the just over 100 schools identified for ``corrective action" or ``restructuring by the federal government."

The anti-reform forces have proposed a plan that would provide schools with ``assistance panels." If the panels determine that a school lacks the capacity to improve on its own, it would have two years to implement an improvement plan. Only after two more years of failure could the Commonwealth step in. It's a plan that looks a lot like the status quo.

Before education reform, there wasn't much suspense surrounding issues that pitted children's interests against the Commonwealth's education establishment. The establishment almost always won. The Legislature's action in the wake of board approval of new school turnaround regulations will be a good barometer of how far we have come in the battle to make students our top educational priority.
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