A Vision for Excellence

Introduction

Massachusetts once stood as the undisputed policy leader in K-12 education. That rise
began in earnest with the landmark 1993 Massachusetts Education Reform Act (MERA),
which instituted rigorous academic standards, strong accountability mechanisms, and a
groundbreaking funding formula. These state policies helped propel the Commonwealth
from mediocrity in the early 1990s to best-in-the-nation National Assessment of Educa-
tional Progress (NAEP) scores by the middle of the 2000s, with consistently strong per-
formance across grades and subjects. For over 20 years, Massachusetts was the national
model for state-level education reform.

Our hard-won education progress is unraveling.

But that hard-won progress is unraveling. Since 2013, Massachusetts” NAEP perfor-
mance has declined sharply (see figure 1). Eighth-grade math scores, which rose from 279
in 2000 to a peak of 301 in 2013, have now fallen back to 283, nearly erasing a decade of
gains. Reading scores have followed a similar pattern. The state’s education system has
regressed to late 20 century levels.

The fall 2024 repeal of the MCAS graduation requirement—the capstone of the state’s
standards-based reform—marks a substantive break from the MERA era. Despite Mas-
sachusetts still ranking near the top nationally, that position now masks steep decline on
NAEP, known as the nation’s report card. The Department of Defense Education Activity
(DoDEA) outperformed Massachusetts in every tested subjectin 2022 and 2024, and oth-
er states such as New Jersey and Minnesota have caught up or surpassed Massachusetts
on several measures.

Figure 1. Average NAEP Scores, Massachusetts and the U.S."
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Meanwhile, reform-minded states like Mississippi and Louisiana have seen remarkable
progress. Mississippi’s commitment to the science of reading, targeted teacher training,
and data-informed interventions has elevated it from the bottom to 21° in 4"*-grade read-
ing. In just five years, Louisiana has leapt from 42™ to 16" on the same metric through
similar literacy reforms, accountability, and school choice policies.

Massachusetts has many advantages those states do not—world-class universities, ro-
bust biomedical, and technology sectors, and a long-standing civic commitment to K-12
education reform. Massachusetts also has the best charter, public, vocational-technical,
private, and parochial schools in the nation. But those assets are being squandered as
our public education system increasingly succumbs to anti-intellectualism, bureaucrat-
ic inertia, and a refusal to reckon with poor performance. The widespread adoption of
ideologically driven, academically empty “social justice” curricula in many schools—even
urban charter schools—has compounded pandemic-related learning loss, especially for
the students most in need of rigorous instruction.

It is time for renewal. We must recommit to academic excellence, reject distractions
that devalue core learning in the liberal arts, and expand access to the kinds of education-
al opportunities—charter schools, vocational-technical programs, inter-district choice,
and METCO —that once made Massachusetts a leader in public school innovation. The
following recommendations outline a path forward for the next governor to restore Mas-
sachusetts’ education policy standing and build a system worthy of the Commonwealth’s
history, aspirations, and schoolchildren.

Civic Education to Restore Civil Public Discourse

In 1993, the Education Reform Act called for rigorous instruction and testing in U.S.
history and civics to ensure that students could fully participate in public affairs as in-
formed, responsible citizens. The law emphasized foundational content—such as the U.S.
Constitution, the Declaration of Independence, Massachusetts and U.S. history, and labor
history—to ground students in the workings and principles of our democratic system.

But today, civic knowledge is alarmingly low. Pioneer Institute polling shows many
Massachusetts students cannot identify the three branches of government or explain ba-
sic constitutional rights. This vacuum of civic knowledge has fueled rising political polar-
ization, as emotion and ideology replace shared facts and a wider sense of common good.
Many other states now do a better job preparing students for citizenship than does Massa-
chusetts—a state steeped in American history. As the birthplace of the American Revolu-
tion and constitutional self-government, the Commonwealth has a special responsibility
to lead in teaching U.S. history. Reestablishing rigorous civics instruction is essential to
self-government in our democracy.

Providing Adults a Pathway to Career Success

Massachusetts has a problem: an exodus of talent and capital due to poor state fiscal
and economic policies. Compounding the issue is a workforce development system thatis
bureaucratic and expensive; spending $2.5 billion annually. Dozens of opaque state agen-
cies and publicly funded programs operate with no unified leadership, inconsistent data
reporting, and limited alignment with actual labor market demand. As a result, many
residents cannot access—or even find—training that leads to sustainable careers.

The state has several options to redefine the workforce development system, including
the centralization and alignment of programs with employer needs, standardized outcome
tracking, and creating a clear public inventory of workforce programs to improve access
and eliminate duplication. With savings from centralizing programs, the state can invest
in expanding the number of seats in our vocational-technical high schools and after-school
adult career training on the campuses of the state’s nation-leading voc-tech schools.
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Excellence

Recommit to Academic Excellence & Accountability

Since 2013, Massachusetts has experienced a marked decline in academic achievement,
especially in math and English language arts. Between 2013 and 2019, New England saw
the steepest NAEP declines in the country—4" grade math dropped 5 points and 8"
grade math by 7 points, compared to national declines of only 2-3 points. The downturn
accelerated after Massachusetts replaced its nationally benchmarked academic standards
with Common Core-aligned frameworks in 2010 and again in 2017.

Thews mwwer wandards degraded high quality aadema . oot @ teves 4 vaguc
L . T i e e I e
Pl el - S o A e e ad e e am Se s e e d ™Y Tag
Mertis i ol o ™ w ® s Swwd e ooy, Mal o e e @ e dary Swigved
Alghrs Sos pudiud & m @ = T 5 0 e end S w gy oy e od W
by moopm e W e b s o e e S g et cmang  wARTES
B e M bt B s o W s T e e S g
o - e bt S are—

M gy g ¢ WA e o e M S— . - " - AE L B
Mo S e W _— o SR o o w— g = e m § grmdare
e e b gedadh e e ek o e b o & s Wy
i . Tt S T )
G — gt gy by - — - g— = & M.
W e e WD e

e g . e e g A 4 e . g e M Seats an
- e o - e s e e

Benceme———

ey gy b Smc e bo g Sabh ams e Edswd S PY
N Sm— s o o e i Tt S w8 e
P e — A Pl gy

S B mmy M mme mdg e e S wem A . S N gy
e e - ——

Sl oo oy maw e Gt e - g T ey W e ¢ sslmest W
e s~ = W — gt ¢ R e

ey g —— — g s s s &
e Mo o e B my gy o s ol Wt Y 3
i h e e B — — e g

e |- e v e —

e B e 0 e W N g i o g — i e dw— 4 MAa
- b e e acmaes s w8 el e el w3 bagh
- el 8 arme— 8 T S O e R T grads VAT wmlimg e
R . s g e R PARS e e e e S s
Thr ke W emempe sa - amee e cape e e e A g W g e
P BT e g e < W e g g e e ——
AT g o e e S e dmeeme rm—
P - a—

e ¢ mm s e ® e e S e v v g o e e
rET . e A e e hee v pmee e g ¢ =g bgh medkes o o M
L I i I T S i I e T ]



	PNR-663-AFL-Education-v01 (1)_Page_03
	PNR-663-AFL-Education-v01 (1)_Page_04
	PNR-663-AFL-Education-v01 (1)_Page_05

