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It began with so much promise. Early in his term, President Barack Obama endorsed merit pay for teachers. Next was the “Race to the Top” program, which offered $4.35 billion in competitive grants as an incentive for state-level reform. Among the criteria for receipt of the grants was elimination of arbitrary charter school caps.

Since then, it has all come crashing down. First states were required to adopt national English and math standards as a condition for receipt of the grants — even if, as in Massachusetts, local standards were higher.

Unlike the charter cap provision, which was just one of several criteria and provided an incentive for states to enact reforms through the normal legislative process, governors and education commissioners were leaned on to adopt the standards unilaterally. The Obama administration even threatened to withhold aid to poor districts in states that didn’t adopt the standards.

But the low point came earlier this week when the administration announced it would offer states waivers from the accountability provisions of the federal No Child Left Behind (NCLB) law — if they adopt the national standards.

White House Domestic Policy Adviser Melody Barnes says the move “is not a pass on accountability.” Nothing could be further from the truth.

NCLB’s accountability provisions provide school choice options to kids whose schools have dramatically under-performed for several years in a row. It is the one hope for the mostly poor families whose children have long been trapped in these schools.

But now that door is closing in an effort to placate political allies and put even more pressure on states to adopt the lackluster national standards.

Massachusetts students have already been victimized by the push. Last year, Gov. Deval Patrick’s education team and his hand-picked state Board of Education used the lure of $250 million in federal money to do what their supporters had long pushed for: Water down the state’s best-in-the-nation academic standards and testing by ditching them for the far weaker national ones.

U.S. Education Secretary Arne Duncan doesn’t seem to understand that you can’t follow only the laws you like. He says NCLB forces “districts into one-size-fits-all solutions that just don’t work.”

In some cases that’s true, but though the secretary has the power to unilaterally grant waivers from NCLB, he cannot tie the waivers to conditions that haven’t been sanctioned by Congress. Nor does the president have the power to lift legal prohibitions on the Department of Education developing and supporting national standards and testing.

With Obama up for re-election in just 15 months, the silly season is upon us, and his base has long opposed the NCLB accountability provisions that give poor kids a way out of failing schools.

There seem to be few limits on how far the administration will go to foist its ill-conceived national standards upon states. That apparently includes slamming the door on the only escape hatch available to countless underprivileged students.

What began with great promise has devolved into disaster.

Duncan and all those responsible for selling out poor kids to force states to adopt national standards should be ashamed of themselves.
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