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Keep politics out of charter school selections
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By Charles Chieppo and Jim Stergios 

The question wasn't if it would happen; it was just a matter of when. State governance changes enacted last year that included packing the Board of Education and recreating a secretary of education were destined to politicize education policymaking. The current flap over the secretary's late-night e-mail asking the commissioner if he could "see (his) way clear" to supporting a proposed Gloucester charter school was inevitable. 

Since its founding in 1837 under Horace Mann, the father of American public education, Massachusetts Board of Education had been an independent entity. That independence served the commonwealth well. 

In the wake of landmark 1993 state education reform legislation, the board developed the MCAS exams, teacher testing, curriculum frameworks, and the charter school approval process. All are national models implemented in the face of fierce special-interest opposition. None of it would have happened had the board not been insulated from politics. 

But the board fell under executive branch control when the Legislature gave Gov. Patrick the go-ahead to pack it with his own appointees, and gave his new education secretary final say over budget requests and veto power over the board's selection of commissioner. The commissioner recommends whether the board should accept charter school proposals. 

The loss of independence was evident in last year's contract to expand the MCAS test to include "21st century skills," even though the board never voted to integrate these "how-to" skills into the commonwealth's curriculum. 

But charter schools, the education issue that often generates the most political pressure, are what triggered the scandal that hit front pages across the state. Charter opponents blame the fiasco on the commonwealth's charter-approval process, but the facts don't support their claim. 

The Thomas B. Fordham Institute found that Massachusetts has the nation's best charter authorization process. It lauded Department of Education experts' "comprehensive review and oversight" and "careful, rigorous, even fussy approach" to authorizing. They likened obtaining a charter in Massachusetts to "passing through the eye of a needle." 

Already in 2008 Massachusetts had an example of politics inappropriately intervening in the charter-authorization process -- this time to scuttle a worthy charter-school proposal. 

The International Charter School of Southeastern Massachusetts would have served Brockton and several other communities including Randolph, whose schools were teetering on the edge of state receivership. The school was to be managed by SABIS International, which runs a charter school in Springfield that has been recognized by Newsweek and U.S. News and World Report as one of the nation's best high schools. 

Department experts recommended approval, as did the commissioner. But after attacking SABIS' performance in Springfield based on outdated documents, then-board chair and now Secretary of Education Paul Reville did not allow company officials who attended the board meeting to speak. If he had, they could have shown the board a department letter confirming that mostly administrative and procedural issues raised in the previous document had been resolved. Instead, the board for the first time disregarded the commissioner's recommendation and rejected the proposed charter school. 

In 2009, with the new education czar sitting on the hand-picked board over which he holds sway, the charter-approval process is even muddier. When it comes to the Gloucester school, the secretary's late-night e-mail suggests that the best advice from department experts was again ignored. 

No matter how good it is, the charter school approval process is undermined by a perception that the political "fix" is in -- whether it be for or against charter proposals. 

Short-term, Massachusetts can restore the integrity of the process by insisting that the secretary of education recuse him or herself from voting on or having any involvement with board decisions on charter-school proposals. 

Long term, the commonwealth must shield education-policy decisions from undue political influence by restoring the board's independence. Allowing each governor to gain control over the board only gradually will protect the commonwealth from 180-degree policy turns each time a new chief executive takes over. 

The current storm over politics tainting the charter school authorization process is the inevitable result of state education policy being unduly politicized. Rather than using the controversy as a pretext to attack the commonwealth's rigorous charter authorization process, the focus should be on restoring the independence of education governance in Massachusetts. 

Charles Chieppo is a senior fellow and Jim Stergios is executive director of Pioneer Institute, a Boston-based public policy think tank.
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