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The unparalleled success of Massachusetts’ 1993 education reform law rested on high academic standards, holding public schools accountable and extending choice to more families. In return, K-12 public education received billions of new state dollars.

Recently, the Obama administration used access to federal grant money as an incentive to enhance choice, prompting Massachusetts policy makers to increase the number of charter school seats in low-performing school districts. But over the last three years, state policy decisions have also killed off accountability and landed standards on life support.

One of the Patrick administration’s first moves was to eliminate the commonwealth’s independent school district accountability agency. A viable replacement has yet to be established.

Last week, President Barack Obama unveiled a plan that would require states to adopt new national academic standards to be eligible for funds from a $14 billion federal education program. Just last March, the president pointed to Massachusetts standards as a model. He lauded the commonwealth’s national leadership in public education and its impressive performance on international math and science assessments.

In addition to praise from the president, the Massachusetts standards have been lauded by national education publications, think tanks and the American Federation of Teachers.

But less than a year after praising those standards, Obama is pushing states to adopt decidedly weaker draft national standards. Sandra Stotsky, a nationally known standards expert who serves on the Massachusetts Board of Elementary and Secondary Education, called a recent draft content- and culture-free, and nowhere near the best in this country.

State Education Commissioner Mitchell Chester says Massachusetts won’t sign on to anything that waters down our state standards, but the commonwealth’s actions give a different impression.

Last spring, Gov. Deval Patrick and Chester signed a memorandum of agreement committing Massachusetts to support the development of national standards.

The commonwealth’s recent application for federal Race to the Top grant money included plans for adopting those standards and for ensuring a smooth transition from MCAS to a new national assessment system.

The Patrick administration’s record on standards and testing does little to soothe these concerns.

cw0In addition to eliminating the accountability agency, they postponed making passage of an MCAS U.S. history test a high school graduation requirement and made noises about watering down teacher testing.

The Department of Elementary and Secondary Education’s failure to release revised state English language arts and math curriculum frameworks may have something to do with the fact that they’re so much stronger than the proposed national standards.

Most disturbing is the administration’s continued support for “21st century skills.” Giving “how to” skills like “global awareness” and “cultural competence” equal billing with academic content is the essence of the content-free standards Stotsky described.

Not surprisingly, states implementing these soft skills have seen plummeting test scores and widening achievement gaps.

Public school accountability has been all but eliminated and a fiscal crisis precludes major new investments in public education.

Choice is important, but let’s not allow it to be the only leg of the state’s education reform stool that’s still in place by signing on to second-rate national standards.
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