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If there’s one constant in American politics, it’s that landslides are poison to the winner, said presidential historian Lou Cannon. After his huge win in the 1936 presidential election, even the great Franklin D. Roosevelt disastrously tried to increase the membership of the Supreme Court so he could appoint justices more likely to uphold his New Deal programs. 

    Seventy years later, Gov. Deval Patrick is following a similar strategy by backing a proposal to add four seats to the Massachusetts Board of Education in order to gain quicker control over education policy. 

     Given Patrick’s corporate experience, he knows that boards generally set policy and evaluate organizational performance. The individuals best positioned to do that are users of an organization’s product. When it comes to public education, the end users include employers and college and university presidents. 

    For proof that expanding the Board of Education to include members of the establishment would be like inviting the fox to guard the hen house, look at the 2005 legislation that reserves one board seat for a representative of the Massachusetts Parent Teacher Association. 

    What could be more motherhood and apple pie than giving parents a voice in state education policy via the PTA, you ask? Believe us, this is not June Cleaver’s PTA. 

    When it comes to choosing between the interests of adults and the interests of kids, the PTA has never wavered. 

    As far back as 1958, it refused to support the National Defense Education Act, which provided funding for math, science and other defense-related curricula, but not teacher salaries. During the 1960s, the PTA supported strikes by newly unionized teachers and successfully opposed a 1978 bill that would have provided tuition tax credits for parents sending their children to private schools. 

    Today, the PTA opposes independent charter schools, school vouchers and basing any portion of teacher pay on merit rather than seniority. In fact, there’s not a single major issue on which it disagrees with teachers’ unions. The national PTA’s current CEO came to the organization after a long tenure at - you guessed it - the National Education Association. 

    But when it comes to brand appeal, you still can’t beat the PTA. That’s why, as one union official told The Wall Street Journal last year, “We always use the PTA as a front.” 

    But a highly political agenda and years of shilling for teachers’ unions have taken their toll. Nationally, membership has fallen by half since the early 1960s, even as public school enrollment jumped 65 percent. Today, more than three-quarters of parent organizations are not affiliated with the PTA. Instead, they are less politicized parent teacher organizations, or PTOs. 

     Locally, the numbers are even more striking. Less than 5 percent of Massachusetts schools have PTA affiliates. No schools in Brookline, home of Ruth Kaplan, whom Patrick just appointed to the PTA spot on the Board of Education, are affiliated with the organization. 

     In 2005, the Massachusetts PTA had total annual revenues under $90,000, of which about $30,000 was spent on national dues. Its most recent convention, held in conjunction with the six-state New England PTA gathering, had fewer than 100 member-attendees from the entire region - hardly the numbers of an organization that deserves a permanent seat on the Board of Education as the voice of parents. 

    Dedicating a seat to the PTA was a step toward compromising the Board of Education’s independence by securing another place at the table for special interests. Adding four seats that would likely be filled by more members of the education establishment would decimate the board’s ability to set policy and independently evaluate the performance of our public education system. 

    Charles D. Chieppo is a senior fellow and Jamie Gass is director of education research and programs at Pioneer Institute, a nonpartisan think tank. 




