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The latest example of the education establishment placing its parochial interests ahead of improving student achievement originates with the Massachusetts Teachers Association (MTA), the commonwealth’s largest teachers union. But this one is even more disturbing than usual, both because it’s so blatant and because it highlights a loophole the state’s Department of Elementary and Secondary Education needs to close.

A teacher’s knowledge of a subject correlates most closely with improving student performance, so professional development becomes important. And by taking additional courses, teachers earn points toward certification and recertification.

The problem comes with the MTA’s professional development offerings, which focus on everything but raising student achievement. “Lessons through Balloon Twisting” attempts to scare away those looking for a gut course by warning that each participant will learn to make “at least two animals.” “Easy Tie-Dye” lets you “awe your friends and family” by creating a “groovy tie-dyed T-shirt.”

Other offerings? Native American Bead Weaving, silk screening, folk dancing. I’m not making this up.

Some of the courses drop any pretense of addressing educational concerns and focus on the union’s real priorities. “MTA’s Lens on Beacon Hill” is led by some of the organization’s legion of lobbyists and discusses strategies for advancing key priorities, like securing retiree cost-of-living increases. In “Grievance Processing,” members “investigate, write up and present grievances.”

Other courses betray outright opposition to programs that improve student performance. The Massachusetts Math and Science Initiative is replicating a Texas program that has dramatically increased the number of students getting college credit while still in high school by taking and passing Advanced Placement exams. It has provided opportunity to disadvantaged students.

But the program is under MTA fire for providing privately funded cash awards to teachers based on their success at getting students to pass math, science and English AP tests. As a result, teachers can get professional development credit for taking “Union Response to Advanced Placement Grants.”

During the 1990s, the state Board of Education cracked down on bogus professional development programs by requiring that providers be associated with institutions of higher education. But the MTA has since gotten members of its professional development unit appointed as state college lecturers.

Compare the MTA’s professional development courses to those offered by Knowledge is Power Program (KIPP), a national network of mostly charter middle schools. “Analytical Writing,” “Using Data to Verify Causes before Implementing Solutions” and “Writing Science Curriculum” represent its options.

Is it any wonder that a recent Boston Foundation study found that the city’s charter public schools dramatically outperform their traditional counterparts? Boston’s MATCH school is among the charters with an intensive teacher professional development program.

President Obama has reminded us that more than anything, teacher quality affects student achievement. But we are failing to attract young stars to teaching; balloon twisting and bead weaving aren’t likely to help.

Prioritizing political indoctrination ahead of honing skills that benefit students is par for the MTA course. But the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education should stop letting them do it under the guise of professional development.

Charles Chieppo is the principal of Chieppo Strategies, a public policy writing and advocacy firm.

Article URL: http://www.bostonherald.com/news/opinion/editorials/view.bg?articleid=1174984 

