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A central purpose behind the development of American public education was to educate upcoming generations about the ideals that bind us together as a nation. Other countries are bound by common racial, ethnic or religious backgrounds. In the United States, it’s our fidelity to civic ideals like liberty, equality and the rule of law.

Massachusetts law requires educational standards to provide for instruction in the major principles of the Declaration of Independence, the U.S. Constitution and the Federalist Papers.

Despite this clear language, Commissioner of Education Mitchell Chester last year proposed and the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education (BESE) approved a plan to postpone a requirement that public school students pass an MCAS U.S. history test to graduate from high school. History had been slated to join English language arts, math and science as a graduation requirement beginning with the class of 2012.

Implementing the history graduation requirement would produce tangible benefits for Massachusetts students. For example, a number of urban districts have been slow to align their curricula with state frameworks. If students initially demonstrate low pass rates on the history test, those districts might just feel the pressure to give their students access to the same content offered in suburban communities.

State education officials claim Massachusetts can’t afford to implement yet another graduation requirement. But it’s hard to believe that in an overall education budget of more than $4.5 billion, they can’t find the $2.4 million it would cost. Soon after postponement of the history test, Gov. Deval Patrick released $168 million in federal stimulus money to be used for public education.

Comments Chester made to the board reveal a more plausible - and disturbing - reason for the postponement. Chester said he would use it to “consider how we may further expand the MCAS history and social science assessments, including performance-based, curriculum-embedded components consistent with the recommendations of the Board’s Task Force on 21st Century Skills.”

For those not fluent in edu-speak, that means watering down MCAS with “multiple assessments” that would require students to show mastery of softer skills rather than the underlying academic content.

Education officials have paid little heed to a state law that requires academic standards to be expressed in a way that can be objectively tested. Last year, Chester signed a $146 million contract to integrate mastery of 21st-century skills into MCAS tests, even though they haven’t been adopted by any policy-making body.

The head-long rush to give skills like “global awareness” and “cultural competence” equal billing with academic content has led to disaster in other states. But as education historian Diane Ravitch said, “In the land of American pedagogy, whatever is thought to be new is always embraced more readily than what is known to be true.”

We know it’s critical to pass the bedrock principles of U.S. democracy on to our children. We also know that state law requires teaching them about the seminal documents of that democracy. It’s time for policymakers to put aside fads and implement objective U.S. history testing as a high school graduation requirement.
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