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Governor addresses school committee association

By Paul McMorrow/STATE HOUSE NEWS SERVICE

Tue Apr 29, 2008, 04:36 PM EDT

BOSTON - Gov. Deval Patrick today told a gathering of school committee members Tuesday that his Readiness Project

will be looking at education reform outside the context of the current budget, saying the state should first ask “some hard

questions about what outcomes we want from public education … what does that actually cost?” 

Patrick said, “It’s a separate and important question what we’re willing to spend for it. But let’s first be clear with each

other about what it actually costs.”

Patrick’s message stood in stark contrast to Senate Ways and Means Chair Steven Panagiotakos, who called himself “the

bearer of gloom and doom,” delivered a bleak assessment of the Commonwealth’s finances, and warned communities to

do more planning and less spending in the coming years. 

The Massachusetts Association of School Committees, hosting its 23rd annual lobby day in Gardner Auditorium,

welcomed elected officials, including Patrick, Panagiotakos, Sen. Anthony Galluccio and Rep. Patricia Haddad, by

handing them a lengthy – and likely costly – list of the association’s legislative priorities. 

The association handed out coffee cups with demands on the sides, including “adequate and equitable Chapter 70 aid,” full

funding for local and regional transportation costs, streamlined accountability systems, increased funding for “mobile

students,” early education and full-day kindergarten, increased METCO funding, an expansion of the special education

circuit breaker, and the return of Medicaid reimbursement funds to school districts’ budgets. 

“The cups are empty,” said MASC president-elect Debra Bibeau. She suggested that attendees take the cups to

representatives’ and senators’ offices, turn them upside down, and tell them, “Here’s the funding you give us for all these

mandates.”

The association welcomed Patrick with a standing ovation, and he reciprocated by warmly thanking them for collaborating

on his Readiness Project. Patrick said he is expecting the project’s “first set of recommendations within the next few

weeks.” It was first announced last June. With the legislature largely deferring to Patrick on education reform, the

recommendations will likely mark the only tangible education ideas to surface this session. 

Patrick spoke broadly of the project’s goals – all-day kindergarten, smaller class sizes, extended learning time, a greater

focus on math and science, and free access to the state’s community colleges – but did not address specific steps the

Commonwealth would take to achieve or fund these goals. He spoke of the need to alleviate municipal reliance on the

property tax to fund education, but advanced no specific proposals in this direction. He said that the project would first set

goals for education, and that conversations about funding those goals would follow. 

“Consistent excellence is what I want to be a hallmark of this administration, because I think it can be the hallmark of this

Commonwealth,” he said. “I want us to be able to ensure every child in every community the kind of enlightenment and

promise that great education provides.” 

“We have a lot more work to do,” Patrick said in the press scrum following his speech. He said his administration would

take the Readiness Project’s recommendations, “cost that out, and go from there.” 

Panagiotakos, speaking after Patrick, told the association that, with a likely recession looming, he didn’t anticipate an
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influx in spending on new programs anytime soon. 

“I understand what you’re going through,” Panagiotakos said, “and you do have a willing partner here.” 

He underscored that Chapter 70 education funding “is a priority for us,” and said the volume of funding the state sends to
municipalities – 41 percent of the revenue it takes in – “shows the legislature’s commitment to cities and towns.” In fiscal

1992, Panagiotakos said, the state appropriated under $900 million for Chapter 70 education aid; the figure for fiscal 2009
tops $3.9 billion. 

All told, state spending on education since fiscal 1992 has grown nearly three times as quickly as the overall state budget.
But, he underscored, the continued growth of Chapter 70 spending will depend on the state hitting a target of a 3.8 percent

growth in tax revenue next year. If it doesn’t, he said, “All bets off for next fiscal year, even Chapter 70.” Much groaning
greeted that last bit.

“I think we’ve done pretty damn good,” he said after making his remarks. However, he added, next year’s budget is
looking to be “very difficult,” with the $1.1 billion in additional revenue lawmakers are forecasting entirely committed to

mandated obligations. “We’ll try to make progress, even during lean years. It’s certainly not going to be at the clip that the
advocates would want. Their requests are made for a perfect world. But we live in an imperfect world.”

After pausing to pose for a photograph with some visiting students, Rep. Haddad praised Panagiotakos’s bleak assessment.
“He was very candid, and that’s the only way we can be,” she said. “We’re in this together, and we have to be honest. It

does no good to pretend, when we know things will be difficult.”

Still, Haddad said budgetary predictions shouldn’t lessen the anticipation surrounding the project’s coming
recommendations. “Just because you’re not able to do something today doesn’t mean you don’t plan for tomorrow,” she

said. “It should be viewed with an eye towards what we can do in the near term, and then the medium term, and the long
term.”

Aides to Patrick confirmed Tuesday that the project’s leadership committee is currently reviewing final recommendations
and plans to submit recommendations to Patrick next month.

The pace and nature of the project’s deliberations has frustrated some on Beacon Hill. Senate Minority Leader Richard
Tisei (R-Wakefield) said during floor remarks Tuesday that lawmakers haven’t been able to tackle large-scale education

reforms this session because they are awaiting the project’s recommendations. The project’s work has also been too
secretive, Tisei says.
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