





































































































(mis) education...?

Education Reform
Issues in Massachusetts

by Michael Cudahy

n a six year glut of public spending,

political squabbling and general

parental discontent, education reform
in Massachusetts has left the vast majority
of the citizens in the Commonwealth
wondering what they have received or
their over $7 billion investment.

Six years ago, State Sen. Thomas Bir-
mingham, a major advocate of the Edu-
cation Reform Act of 1993, promised
that his legislation would be, “an his-
toric and giant step forward for educa-
tion in this commonwealth.” State Edu-
cation Commissioner Robert V.
Antonucci said that we “are going to
restructure how students learn.” The
far-reaching 97 page bill set forth a se-
ries of ambitious reforms. Funded by a
massive infusion of state tax dollars, to
reach $1.3 billion annually by the year
2000, the changes include:

* A state published core curriculum of

what students should know at every
grade level in core subjects such as En-

glish, Science, Mathematics, History
and Foreign Languages.

* A mandated, statewide, subject based
test to assess students capabilities as a
requirement for graduation.

* Abolition of tenure for all teachers.

* Creation of a “just cause” firing stan-
dard with arbitration appeals to sim-
plify the firing of bad teachers.

* Establishment of a State Board of Edu-
cation invested with enormous pow-
ers such as the ability to seize the worst
performing schools, fire principals and
teachers and invest large amounts of
state money as well as to order local
cities and towns to spend more.

* The establishment of “charter schools.”
Innovative schools funded with public
money but run by groups of teachers,
parents or universities,

Opponents of the education reform
act said ac the time that the legislation rep-
resented little real progress but was instead
simply “expensive reform designed to get

the political monkey off legislators’ backs.”
Steven E Wilson, special assistant to Gov-
ernor William F. Weld said, “we are buy-
ing very little real reform. We are simply
pumping money into the failed structure
with a little tinkering,”

Six years later, it appears that the
promise of education reform was hollow
and its return has been barren.

Last spring the first series of state-
wide, subject based testing was adminis-
tered — known as the Massachusetts
Comprehensive Assessment System
(MCAS). The 16 hour — or longer —
un-timed exam was the first significant test
in five years of ambitious modifications
to the commonwealth’s education system.

The results were a debacle,

Students in the 4th, 8th and 10th
grades were tested in English, Science and
Mathematics, and their performance were
miserable, In every grade and in every sub-
ject, except for 8th grade English, a ma-
jority of students either did poorly or failed
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outright. 50% of all 10th graders failed
the math rest, another 24% were in the
second lowest “needs improvement level.”
Among 4" graders, a staggering 81%
earned low marks in English. In Science,
71% scored ar the lowest levels. And these
results from a test that most objective ob-
servers would say was not overly difficul.
A sample question from the 8th grade
math test reflects the standard:

“According to the 1990 Census, the
population of Massachuserts was
6,016,425. Appmxim.ttd)' what percent
of those people lived in Boston? * The
population of Boston was given as
574,283 and students
were offered four an-
swers: a) 10% b) 20%
c) 30% and d) 40%.

75% of 8th grad
ers got it wrong,

To complicate
matters even more,
there have been three
rounds of state tests
administered for pro-
.\p-:cti\'c lc;]cllcl'.\ since
April of last year. The
Boston Globe charac-
terized these exams as,
“exams any diligent
high school student
bh(lLl'd l)c .ll)ll.' o .lt.'L'.“
45% of Massachusetts’
future reachers, gradu-
ates of some of the some of the

commonwealth’s most respected colleges of

education, failed the test.

The reaction from state legislators was
not to increase the salaries of excellent
teachers, nor to reexamine the credentials
of questionable reachers colleges. Instead
it authorized $20,000 bonuses for new,
inexperienced teachers so that teachers
colleges could increase their enrollment.
Education reform in Massachusetts is now
caught in a dangerous triangle of conflict-
ing power centers, with the future of pub-
lic school students hanging in the balance.

On one side state legislators are work-
ing hard to explain the apparent collapse
of their ambitious and highly routed leg-
islation. Equally aggressive is the power-
ful Massachusetts Teachers Association
(MTA) that has assessed public education

as being, “very good as a whole.” Finally
millions of frustrated tax-paying parents
have watched the state spend $2.3 billion,
n ﬁscal year 1998, ro l’m]slt.‘l' pllh]it h\‘lliu:l\'
— nearly double the amount spentin 1993,
when the law was passed — with almost
half the new funds being spent to support
just 23 low-income schools districts that col-
lapsed in the 1980°s under weak tax bases
and poor student performance.

The active word on most people’s lips
now is accountability.

John Silber, former Governor Will-
iam Weld’s Chairman of the Board of Edu-

cation, has been replaced by John Peyser,

longtime education reform advocate —
choice of incumbent Governor Paul
Cellucci. Silber, renowned for his aggres-
sive vision, razor sharp mind and caustic
tongue had become a lightening rod in
recent months and tendered his resigna-
tion in an effort to move the reform pro-
cess forward.

Peyser, who has been described as "an
innovative thinker partial to marker-based
stratcgics.“ has said that he, “would not
hesitate to fire uninspired teachers, hire
new management and close failing
schools.” In addition he has said that,
“teachers and their schools must stop con-
sidering teaching jobs as entitlements.”
Signaling that he does not intend to back
away from his long-held views on teacher
accountability, Peyser has urgml teacher's
union officials to see students as their main

obligation. MTA president Stephen
Gorrie has said that he has serious con-
cerns about Peyser saying that his policies
“could seriously damage public educa-
tion.”

The commonwealth is now poised
for its second year of testing of public
school students, teachers and schools on
new curriculum frameworks.

In an effort to reduce strain on stu-
dents raking the long examinations, the
test will be administered in two parts. Stu-
dents will take the long composition sec-
tion in late April, with the balance of the
test being given in late May and early June.

Elected officials,
teachers union officials
and parents await the
results with increasing
levels of trepidation.

After halfa decade
(')I" Prﬂrﬂi.‘ifﬂ ;md mas-
sive state spending, the
c.\'pc‘cl':ltions are lllldl..'r'
standably high. Should
this year's MCAS re-
sults be a repear of the
1998 fiasco, many will
undoubredly brand the
six-year educarion re-
form experiment an
unmirtigated disaster.
The greatest concern is
that the future of pub-
lic education in Massa-
chusetts will become a political football,
with corresponding levels of personal con-
flict and bureaucratic bickering.

And what abour the children?

Ifin fact the past six years have been
a total failure, how long will it take to re-
pair the damage already done? Who will
step forward and explain to the hun-
dreds of thousands of public school
children and their families that the
sweeping promises of historic improve-
ments Iln thl.' CduCatiOn S_\"SI(_‘ITI werc
nothing more than empty rhetoric —
and that now it will be the chil-
dren left to foot the bill.

Michael Cudahy is managing partner of
Strategic Focus Partners, a communications
and media relations mH_ft.ffr.r',t:gﬁrw. He lives
in Marion, MA
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A not So Perfect Republican World

by Charles Ellison

Republicans and conservatives alike must make quick, un-
hesitating choices. To avoid loss of Congressional majority and
another Presidential landslide in 2000, the Party of Lincoln will

need to resolve the racial image problem.

Obviously, a David Duke candidacy is highly problematic
for a body politic stricken by negative publicity. Besides suffer-
ing massive political blows in polls due to the reeling impasse of
impeachment, the GOP image has been devastatingly under-
scored by finger-points of bigotry afoul. There are cautious, shaky
whispers within the GOP concerning Livingston’s replacement.
Shaky, because Duke is difficult to eliminate from the political
picture in Livingston’s open 1st District due to grass-roots sup-
port from White people [who] have been driven out,” claiming
Duke, observing thar he’s carried the district before in past Sen-
ate and Gubernatorial races. Cautious since the GOP is perceived
as “anti-minority”: in last year's mid-term elections, Republicans
barely caught 11 percent of the complete African American vote
compared to 89 percent who went Democrat. Albeit a bit more
encouraging, only 37 percent of Hispanic voters went Republi-
can — 63 percent swung left.

Conservative commentators such as David Horowitz continue
claiming it’s arbitrary, misguided “blind loyalty” to the left which drives
Black support for Democrats. Right-leaning pundits like Armstrong
Williams characterize informed Black voters as “black sheep.” There are
too many strategists, analysts, and commentators on the right who con-
veniently forget minority voters are not simply swayed by “blind” faith.
Minority voters are simply reluctant to join a party where some of its
most prominent members may not be in their best interests.

Recently, Senate Majority Leader Trent Lott (R-MISS) and
Rep. Bob Barr (R-GA) were blind-sided by reports of forgotten ties
and keynote speeches to a now infamous underground knot of proud
Southern separatists known as the Conservative Citizens Council
(CCC). In search of mainstream acceptance, ranking CCC officers
claim Lott is an “honorary member” of the outfit. Democrats watch
the political embarrassment unfold, snickering quietly about 10,
even 20 seat gains sparked by a single Duke win. Black people jus-
tifiably recall brutal memories of a segregated South. Present politi-
cal circumstances lead to predictable back-lashing, political conse-
quences. Handing Democrats more fuel to throw in the fire, Re-
publicans backed a washed-out H. Res. 121which condemned all
forms of racism, in opposition to the more viable H.R. 35, introduced
by Horida Democrat Robert Wexler. Rather than back H.R. 35, which
specifically denounced the CCC, Republicans avoid the issue by

simply re-iterating the usual sense
of the House and re-emphasizing
current civil rights laws. Butwhart
was not addressed by H. Res. 121,
introduced by House Republican
Conference Chairman ].C. Watts
(R-OK), is the active involvement of groups such as the CCC within
the GOP — a problem not experienced by the Democrats. Could
this be one of the main reasons why Black Republican candidates
can't get elected? And there is understandable worry that a Con-
gressman David Duke could re-invigorate the White supremacy move-
ment, mobilizing waves of Republican, White segregationist candidates
running on separatist platforms. White and Black Republicans are over-
heard considering registration switches to “Independent” in the event
Duke wins and gets embraced by House GOP leaders.

While Livingston and Republican National Committee Chair-
man Jim Nicholson emphatically condemn Republicans support-
ing organizations with “unacceptable views”, some GOP insiders
have actually dismissed such concerns describing overall minority
wrnout in the'98 mid-terms as “low” compared to past elections.
Still, it marters not that turnout was comparatively low; what mar-
ters is that minorities are overwhelmingly voting Democrat, thereby
providing decisive electoral juice to the opposition. What is also
interesting is that 98 percent of Black Republican candidates lost in
the mid-term cycle.

The GOP may need to also seriously investigate the extent of
White-supremacist control within its ranks. But in the meantime,
Republicans will need to find a message that can inspire and em-
power minority voters, rather than angering and alienating them.
In terms of a strong, crucial Black vote, that means reconsidering
racially decisive topics such as Affirmative Action and Census 2000
as crucial legislative priorities in favor of existing, energetic plat-
forms such as tax or Social Security reform, community develop-
ment, entrepreneurship and education. While spreading that message,
the GOP becomes accessible and present through the Black media,
churches, political and social organizations, as well as business institu-
tions. Yes ... that takes time, money and commitment — but the
eventual payoff could be enormous. To reach that point first entails
immediately identifying and employing savvy, younger messengers who
already carry weight and credibility within their respective communi-
ties. Republicans must identify effective leadership that can and
will serve their communities in a conservative fashion. n

Charles Ellison is Director of Communications for the Ripon Soci-
ety in Washington, D.C.
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