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The most stunning moment of a recent panel on education reform came when state Education Secretary Paul Reville was asked about how to confront an establishment that routinely uses its political clout to block reform. It was like asking the CEO of General Motors how to stem the tide of costly corporate bailouts.

At the event sponsored by the Massachusetts Institute for a New Commonwealth (MassINC), Reville previewed parts of a Patrick administration legislative package. It will include raising the cap on charter schools under certain circumstances and the mechanics for creating Readiness Schools, the centerpiece of the governor’s action agenda for education.

The proposals suffer from the adult-centric incrementalism that has marked so many establishment attempts at reform.

Reville said reform’s slow pace is not due to lack of leadership on Beacon Hill, but to a failure to achieve consensus on issues like charter schools. He doesn’t grasp that leadership is the precursor to consensus.

Other panelists repeated that we know what works for kids; we just have to do it. As former Board of Education Chair Jim Peyser said, “The time has come to openly confront the impediments to reform and take on these political obstacles.”

But the administration’s proposals display limited willingness to do that.

Boston charter schools like Roxbury Prep, Boston Collegiate and Academy of the Pacific Rim are among the nation’s best. But to find their founders, you’d have to go to New York. These leaders, who have been the lifeblood of the state’s charter success, are replicating it where the political climate is far more welcoming.

Rather than standing firm based on charter schools’ record of academic success, Reville again cited legislative stalemate over the issue and announced a proposal that would allow current caps to be exceeded only by allowing proven providers to open schools in the state’s lowest performing districts.

Reville plans to use Readiness Schools - semi-autonomous schools that require district school committee approval “to challenge the educational establishment” by holding the schools accountable for goals set out in a performance contract.

If districts don’t change from within, Reville said far more draconian changes will be forced upon them.

Readiness Schools would be at least the third attempt to create charter-like schools that are more palatable to the establishment. Evidence suggests they would provide school choice for adults in the system, not for the kids and parents who need it.

Horace Mann charter schools are one district/charter hybrid. A total of 48 Horace Mann charters are available statewide, but just seven schools have opened.

A Harvard/MIT study for the Boston Foundation found little difference between the academic performance of the city’s pilot schools - another twist on the in-district charter idea - and that of traditional schools. The same study found that academic gains from one year in a Boston charter school are the equivalent of half the size of the achievement gap between black and white students.

The 16 years since education reform have indeed taught us what works for students. They need good teachers and good school leaders. Adults need to let those teachers and leaders work independent of collective bargaining agreements, school committee politics and central bureaucracy.

We know what works. Whether Massachusetts has the courage to implement it remains an open question.
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