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Tim Cahill’s recent flip-flop over Massachusetts’ decision to adopt national education standards in English and math, and Charlie Baker’s spirited denunciation of this decision in a gubernatorial debate, once again has national standards in the headlines. But next to no attention has been focused on one consequence of the switch: the demise of literature as the centerpiece of the English curriculum in Massachusetts public schools.

For more than a decade, state English teachers have spent about 80 percent of their time teaching literary works such as Homer’s “Odyssey.” Since 2001, English language MCAS tests have been heavy on classical literature.

By any measure, that focus has served Massachusetts well. Bay State students were the best in the country in English the last three times the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), known as “the Nation’s Report Card,” was administered.

A Pioneer Institute study found that Massachusetts students rivaled Connecticut and New Jersey as among the best writers in the nation.

The English curriculum being taught to public school students in Massachusetts is similar to the classics-heavy approach used in elite prep schools. Gov. Deval Patrick, who attended Milton Academy, has spoken of an English teacher there who “loved the English language and helped me to love it, as well. There’s something about finding just the right word.”

But with the adoption of national standards, the commonwealth’s English curriculum will spend less time on literature than it does on “informational texts.”

Along with the move away from literature, the national standards also mark the return of educational gibberish. The now-defunct Massachusetts standards called for third- and fourth-graders to “identify subject and verb agreement in a single sentence.” The national standards call for teachers to “use modal auxiliaries to convey various conditions.”

Sadly, the change in English standards is just the latest in a series of decisions that shift Massachusetts’ educational focus from timeless academic content to trendy skills and jargon. The change is embodied by the report of the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education Task Force, which called for integrating “21st century skills” like “global awareness” and “cultural competence” into the curriculum.

An English teacher put it best when she wrote on the Blue Mass Group blog, “I teach English because I love literature of all genres - drama, fiction and poetry - and I love to teach kids how to think and write critically through the close reading and study of literature. The study of literature is the study of the human condition. No other classroom offers that. Sadly adoption of the Common Core State Standards all but ensures that the classroom experience I just described is a thing of the past.”
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