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Policy DialoguePolicy DialoguePolicy Dialogue
Rescuing Students in Chronically
Underperforming Schools

As a follow-on to Peters Paper #2 titled “Rescuing 16,101 Drowning Students,” Pioneer
Institute brought Harvard education scholar Paul E. Peterson to a standing-room-only
Pioneer Forum on March 30, 2005, to outline his ideas of what might be done to rescue the
16,101 students in 25 Massachusetts schools that have failed to make “adequate yearly
progress” in any of the last six years.

Professor Peterson, one of the nation’s foremost authorities on school choice, directs
the Harvard Program on Education Policy and Governance. At the Pioneer Forum, he
offered three recommendations to boost academic performance:

• Pay good teachers more. With the market demand for trained scientists and math-
ematicians high in so many areas in Massachusetts, we are downgrading the quality of
teachers because of the union requirement that all teachers be paid the same for the
number of degrees and years of service. Such was not the case in 1963 when highly

Read Peters Paper #2
at www.pioneer
institute.org/
research/opeds/
PP3_05.cfm.
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qualified teachers were
paid more than what less
qualified teachers re-
ceived. Professor Peterson
argued that we will not be
able to compete with in-
dustry for the best teach-
ers unless we are willing
to pay market rates. There
is too much demand in the
Massachusetts market
from biotech, medical, and
financial services areas in
particular for highly quali-
fied science and math
graduates. Why, he asked,
should we expect quality
graduates to go into teach-
ing and work for less than
they can earn in other
fields?
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• Hold students accountable. Professor Peterson pointed out that students themselves
are ultimately responsibile for the effort and energy necessary to earn a good education.
They need to be supported and encouraged, but in the end, held to high standards at all
levels of the K-12 process.

• Use tax credits to give poor parents greater school choice. This will take legislation in
Massachusetts, but tax credits are beginning to catch on in Florida, Pennsylvania, Arizona
and elsewhere. Competition will improve the educational process and force districts losing
students to provide what parents want in the way of quality.

Professor Peterson said he had not studied the alternative suggested by Pioneer of clos-
ing down the worst schools and putting them out for bid by any entity which can offer
better results.
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Figure 1. New teachers scoring in
the top decile of achievement tests
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Figure 2. Failure rate on students’ first take of 10th grade
MCAS, 1998-2004

Comment: Student performance has improved through imposition of
tougher accountability standards.

Comment: Fewer high-aptitude individuals
are entering the teaching profession.

Source: S. Corcoran, W. Evans, and R. Schwab,
“Changing Labor Market Opportunities for Women and
the Quality of Teachers 1957-1992,” National Bureau
of Economic Research Working Paper 9180, 2002.

—Graphs from Paul Peterson slideshow, Pioneer Institute Forum, March 30, 2005

Professor Paul Peterson at the March
30th Pioneer Forum.

Panelists (from left) Richard Stutman, President of the
Boston Teachers Union; Michael Contompasis, Chief Operating
Officer of the Boston Public Schools; and James Peyser, chair
of the Massachusetts Board of Education.
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Commenting on this presentation were three panelists on the “front lines” of education
in Massachusetts.

•  James Peyser, Chairman of the Massachusetts Board of Education, who said that
progress, though small and slow, was being made.

•  Michael Contomposis, Chief Operating Officer of the Boston Public Schools, who
echoed this sentiment.

•   Richard Stutman, president of the Boston Teachers Union, who strongly defended
the present situation and felt that paying all teachers more would be the practical solution.

A lively question and answer period followed with the main thrust being on how merit
pay for teachers might be implemented.

Lovett C. Peters, Pioneer’s Founding Chairman and author of the Peters Paper which
sparked the Forum, closed the session by assuring the forum that Pioneer would press for
better results for those students in the worst performing schools.

—Opinion column by former Pioneer staffer Charles Chieppo on the March 30th Forum


