



Oversight overhaul won’t ensure ed reform

By Charles D. Chieppo and Jamie Gass  |   Friday, October 26, 2007  |  http://www.bostonherald.com  |  Op-Ed 

The education community is buzzing in anticipation of Gov. Deval Patrick’s much-discussed proposal to overhaul the commonwealth’s education governance structure. Patrick has often expressed his desire to create a seamless system that governs public education from cradle to career.

Today, the Board of Early Education and Care oversees the provider system for children up to age 5, the Board of Education governs K-12 education and the Board of Higher Education is responsible for state and community colleges, with limited authority over the UMass system, which has its own board.

A report released earlier this year examined Florida and New York’s experience with single superboards that oversee all levels of public education. “Governing Change” casts doubt on the impact of such governance changes. What makes the report even more interesting is that it came from the Rennie Center, which is headed by Paul Reville, who Patrick appointed chairman of our Board of Education.

Florida created its unified board in 2001. But with the elimination of the Board of Regents, which oversaw public higher education, individual campuses began to lobby for projects without regard for the needs of other institutions. A year later, the Legislature reinstated the higher education oversight board.

New York also has a Board of Regents that is theoretically in charge of all public education. In reality, the board focuses on K-12, with the boards of City University of New York and the State University of New York operating almost independently of the Regents.

The Rennie Center finds that structural conflicts among the governor, Regents and the Legislature result in political infighting and stalled reform.

The commissioners of Education and Early Childhood Education and Care and the chancellor of Higher Education already coordinate by each sitting on all three boards. Curiously, they were excluded from the Readiness Project, the group Patrick appointed to develop his education policy.

Since 1993, Massachusetts has made enormous strides to become the nation’s unquestioned leader in K-12 student achievement. The state Board of Education - the nation’s oldest - has played a vital role by insulating education policy from political pressures.

The board developed and implemented the MCAS exam. It established curriculum frameworks and a charter school approval process that are considered to be the nation’s best.

But Patrick has already shown an inclination to compromise the Board of Education’s independence, backing legislation to give him immediate control by packing the board with four new gubernatorial appointees. The restarted search for a K-12 commissioner would also be stalled by such a move since the board appoints the commissioner.

The problems that persist have far more to do with alignment between local school districts and the state than among state education agencies. For example, districts still have a long way to go to align their curricula with state frameworks and to harness the vast data yielded by MCAS to improve student performance.

The Rennie Center concludes that structural and governance changes are neither necessary nor sufficient to advance education reform. Most telling, none of the states with unified governance structures have student achievement levels - either overall or for low-income or minority students - that equal ours.

Increased collaboration within the state’s current governance system may be desirable, but it should hardly be a priority. Instead of rearranging boxes on an organizational chart, we should make our public education system the world’s best by building on the accountability- and standards-based reforms that have made Massachusetts the nation’s academic leader.

Charles D. Chieppo is a senior fellow and Jamie Gass is director of education research and programs at Pioneer Institute, a public policy think tank.
Article URL: http://www.bostonherald.com/news/opinion/op_ed/view.bg?articleid=1040451
