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The independence of key institutions from political influence has been at the heart of the nation's most successful education reform program. Gov. Patrick's proposal to overhaul public education governance in Massachusetts would shift power from those institutions to a bureaucracy firmly under his own control.

Patrick proposes creating a secretary of education who would have broad authority over early childhood, K-through-12 and public higher education. It is an idea that has been twice created and twice abolished in recent decades due to the conflict and confusion it produced.

But the plan is really about taking control of the Board of Education, the nation's oldest independent education board. Since it was established in 1837 with Horace Mann at the helm, it has successfully insulated state education policy from the political process.

In the wake of Massachusetts' bipartisan 1993 Education Reform Act, it was the board that developed the MCAS exam, the commonwealth's curriculum frameworks and teacher testing. All are national models that were put in place in the face of fierce special-interest opposition and could only have been implemented by an independent Board of Education.

Patrick's proposal would give him control over the board by adding two seats, making the new secretary a voting member, and removing the commissioner of early childhood education and the chancellor of higher education.

The Board of Education just selected a new commissioner of education. If Governor Patrick's proposal were adopted, the secretary would have veto power over the board's choice in the future. Equally important, the secretary — not the board — would have final say over recommendations sent to the Legislature for how the commonwealth spends over $4 billion in annual education aid.

Part of the genius of education reform as conceived by then-Governor Weld and former legislative education chairs Tom Birmingham and Mark Roosevelt was the way in which it divided responsibility — the commonwealth set standards, and school districts were held accountable for achieving them. Patrick would replace that with a top-down system heavy on state control.

When a far milder education secretariat was proposed in 2003, current state Board of Education Chairman Paul Reville opposed it in testimony before the Legislature. Today, Reville supports Patrick's plan, claiming that it keeps appropriate distance between politics and education policy. But in his 2003 testimony, he said, "No matter how well constituted, an education secretariat creates a competing center of power that vies with and against the state's chief school officer, the commissioner of education and the state education agency."

Reville's claim that the new proposal is somehow more respectful of an independent education policy-making process than previous plans to create a secretary of education was refuted by none other than Governor Patrick himself. In the very address in which he unveiled it, the governor said his plan "will be different in that (the secretary) will have real authority."

Ominously, Patrick also used the announcement of his plan to launch a preemptive strike against charter schools and MCAS. "Grow up," he said. "We've been at this a decade and a half. We have to examine whether we are doing as well as we can."

Few reforms have done more to make the commonwealth a great place for children to grow up than these two initiatives. They have resulted in Massachusetts students becoming the first to lead the country in all four categories of student achievement on the nation's report card in 2005. The next time the tests were administered, we did it again.
In 1993, Massachusetts barely made the top 10 in national assessments. Today, the commonwealth not only leads the nation in student performance, but our rate of improvement is unparalleled among high-performing states.

Education reform's weakest link has been reducing the stubborn achievement gap between white and minority student achievement, which is larger than in other states. Charter schools, located largely in urban areas, have proven effective at combating this problem, which should be Job 1 in the next phase of reform.

Patrick's proposal was filed under a constitutional provision that requires the Legislature to approve or disapprove it without amendments within 60 days. As they consider the plan, legislators should take note of the bronze statue of Horace Mann that stands on the State House lawn and contemplate whether they want to be the ones to pull the plug on reforms that continue to pay unprecedented dividends for Massachusetts.
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