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In 2005, Massachusetts students became the first ever to finish first in reading and mathematics at both grade levels tested by the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), known as the Nation's Report Card. The good news is that NAEP scores released earlier this month marked the fifth consecutive time state students achieved the feat. 

The bad news is that the commonwealth's margin grows slimmer with each administration of the test. While other states make rapid gains, the pace of improvement has slowed or gone flat in Massachusetts. Performance on the SATs and tests of early-grade academic performance are declining sharply. 

As candidates line up for the 2014 governor's race, it's a good time to think about the future direction of Massachusetts education policy. 

The bulk of the improvement that led to the commonwealth's educational success happened under Governors Bill Weld and Paul Cellucci. They signed and implemented the 1993 Education Reform Act, which triggered historic gains and has accomplished more to improve public education than any other effort in the country over the last half century. 

Weld was in fine form at an education reform event this summer, where he quoted an ancient Greek historian, saying he undertook the work of school reform because he wanted to help create "a possession for always." 

Achieving lasting education reform was fraught with political risk. After campaigning against Beacon Hill, Weld risked alienating his base by working closely with Democratic legislative leaders, such as then-Sen. Tom Birmingham and then-Rep. Mark Roosevelt, to craft a law that traded a massive infusion of new state money for high standards, accountability and independent charter schools. 

Accountability extended to students, who have to pass MCAS to graduate from high school, and new teachers, who are required to pass an academic content test. 

The charter schools the law established are now the nation's best. Earlier this year a Stanford University study found that Boston charters are doing more to narrow achievement gaps than any other group of public schools in the country. 

Passing education reform was only part of the job. Three years after its enactment, state Board of Education efforts to implement the law had stalled. With the Legislature's support, Weld acted boldly, restructuring the board and appointing his 1990 gubernatorial opponent John Silber as its chair. Weld complemented Silber and existing board member Abigail Thernstrom with solid appointees like Jim Peyser and Roberta Schaefer. The board then converted the 1993 legislation into practical policies amid howls of protest from the education establishment. 

After Weld's resignation in 1997, Paul Cellucci stood firm on implementing MCAS as a graduation requirement when even some of the test's supporters went wobbly and called for delays. 

Recent years have seen less sure-footed educational leadership. During his tenure, Governor Deval Patrick has dismantled key elements of education reform, mothballing Massachusetts' independent school accountability office, injecting politics into the commonwealth's acclaimed charter authorization process, and adopting Common Core, a set of nationalized education standards less rigorous than those that Weld, Cellucci, Birmingham and Roosevelt ushered in. 

The results are predictable. The state's aggregate SAT scores are down 20 points from their 2006 highs. Third grade reading scores are the best predictor of future academic success. After several years of stagnation, the percentage of Massachusetts third graders scoring proficient or advanced in reading on 2013 MCAS tests fell to its lowest level in four years. At 57 percent, the portion of third graders reading at a proficient level or better is now 10 points lower than it was in 2002. 

The just-released NAEP data confirm this disturbing trend. Massachusetts dropped a whopping 5 points on the 4th grade reading portion of the NAEP, the largest decline in the country. 

Weld has been unforgiving on "the Common Core approach," saying that it "looks to me like an apology for muddle-headed mediocrity." As national leaders seek to replicate Massachusetts' success, state policy makers would do well to focus on the recent troubling signs and heed the advice of the governor who succeeded at making high-quality public education "a possession for always." 
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