Overview of the Massachusetts Education Reform Act of 1993

The Massachusetts Education Reform Act of 1993 called for dramatic changes in public education over a seven year period. Among the major provisions of the Act are greater and more equitable funding to schools, accountability for student learning, and statewide standards for students, educators, schools and districts. By the end of this decade, the Secretary of Education estimates that more than $2 billion new state Education Reform dollars will have been provided to Massachusetts public schools because of the Act's provisions. 

Some of the major changes in accountability proposed in the Education Reform Act included these requirements: a school council in every school, continuing education for educators, more authority for every principal, better defined roles for school committees, and clear, concise and measurable statewide standards for students and schools. The capstone is a "high-stakes" test based on the new curriculum standards which every student needs to pass in order to receive a diploma. The following outlines some of the major provisions of the 1993 Massachusetts Education Reform Act as passed.

State Frameworks: Guides for Local Curriculum 
Prior to 1993, the only statewide educational requirements were history and physical education. The Education Reform Act calls for statewide curriculum frameworks and learning standards for all students in all core academic subjects. These guidelines were designed for teachers to use in preparing their daily lesson plans and for districts to use in planning school district curriculum. (During the first year of Education Reform, the Common Core of Learning was developed to identify the broad educational goals for all students. Building on the Common Core, the frameworks in science/technology, mathematics, world languages, the arts, and health were approved in December of 1995. The state curriculum framework in English/language arts was approved by the Board of Education in January, 1997.)

Statewide Student Testing
The new statewide test, the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS), was created with the intention of reflecting the academic standards in the curriculum frameworks. The purpose of the test is to identify individuals and schools which need attention in particular areas. The Act requires that the tests be given to students in grades 4, 8 and 10.

Graduation Standards
The Act mandates that all students pass the state's tenth-grade test, in addition to meeting local requirements, to receive a diploma. The Act also includes provisions that would allow students passing the new tenth-grade test to receive additional certificates in the future - the Certificate of Occupational Proficiency or a Certificate of Mastery. The academic standards for receiving these certificates are not outlined in the legislation, but were promulgated by the Board and Commissioner of Education.

Foundation Budget
Under Education Reform, the "foundation budget" was established to bring all schools to a foundation level of spending. The level differs among communities depending on local demographic and economic factors, but statewide, the average foundation budget in 1993 was $5500 per pupil. (In FY 94 local districts received $1.4 billion in state aid for education. This represented an increase of 11.1% over FY 93. In FY 95 the state aid was $1.6 billion. In FY 96 the figure was $1.8 billion, and in FY 97 local districts received $2.0 billion.) The intention of the Act is that by the Year 2000, all districts in the state will be at their foundation level. 

Charter Schools
Charter schools are independent public schools operated under a five-year charter granted by the Board of Education. These new public schools must be open to all students and meet the same standards and testing requirements set by the Board of Education. Subsequent to passage of the Act, twenty-two charter schools received permission to open around the state. (In 1998, the Board of Education granted a number of new additional charters.)

Time and Learning
Under the Education Reform Act, emphasis was placed on increasing the amount of learning time in schools. Districts are required to submit their plans to schedule students for at least 900 hours in elementary schools and 990 hours in secondary schools to study the core academic subjects.

Teacher Testing
The Education Reform Act emphasizes raising expectations for all educators, both new to teaching as well as veterans. The Act requires that, beginning in 1998, all new teachers are required to pass two tests to become certified to teach in Massachusetts public schools: knowledge of subject content, and communication/literacy skills. Current teachers who are provisionally certified, or who seek to be certified in a new field, also need to pass the subject matter test. 

District Performance 
The Act allows the Board and Commissioner to formulate criteria to determine school and district performance. Under the Education Reform Act, if a district is found to be "under-performing," the state can take it into receivership.

(Adapted from the Secretary of Education's Progress Report, May 1997 by the Francis W. Parker Charter Essential School's Regional Teachers Center. )

