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Superintendent’s statement  
on External Advisory Committee  
on School Choice recommendation 
 
As delivered to the Boston School Committee, February 27, 2013 

 
This is a profound and impactful moment in our city’s journey toward educational 
opportunity and excellence for all. Today, we take a bold step forward, recognizing 
that in the past we have taken steps forward – only to then take steps backwards – 
and sometimes we have moved too slowly, and other times we have lost sight of 
why we chose to change at all. 
 
We are building today on the shoulders and sacrifices of many who have gone 
before us, often in this very room. The hope, planted early in our nation’s history, 
was that education would be the vehicle for creating a more just, free and 
prosperous nation. 
 
Those seeds of hope were planted first here in Boston. In 1635 with the Boston 
Latin School – in the 1830s with Horace Mann, and again in 1849 with Sarah 
Roberts, who sued to end racial discrimination in our schools, and in 1954 with 
Brown versus the Topeka Board of Education. Our students today study this case in 
school, often now in this month, February, which is Black History Month. Our 
lessons to them are that society can change – sometimes through landmark 
decisions that open new doors and remove barriers for all. Today we look back and 
wonder how a world could have ever existed that justified separate schools and 
unequal opportunity. 
 
But many also look back at 1974 here in Boston and have divergent thoughts about 
what change brought then. It was an attempt to open new doors for our children – 
but it played out as a painful chapter in our city’s history in part because of how that 
change was achieved. Then, in 1988, the School Committee voted to put what is our 
current three-zone school assignment system in place. And since then, due to legal 
cases, we were forced to remove race as a factor in making school assignments – but 
we have retained the diversity we value in our schools in part because our city has 
changed and our neighborhoods are more racially and culturally diverse than ever 
before. 
 
Our schools needed community voices along the way at every step, voices like John 
D. O’Bryant, and advocates like Frieda Garcia, Ruth Batson and Ellen Jackson. We 
needed organizations like IBA, Project Right, and Freedom House, and Sociedad 
Latina, BPON and many, many others. We will always need them. And today we add 
the voices of QUEST to the list as an advocate for children. 
 
Our journey toward equity and excellence is never ending. The work done by the 
External Advisory Committee was thoughtful and careful, and open and transparent, 
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welcoming and creative. And their work was deeply influenced by many of the 
parents, advocates and organizations represented in this room tonight, who by the 
way have been to every meeting. While we often disagree, I think we agree on more 
than we sometimes realize. We agree that equity is complicated and cumbersome 
but it is absolutely essential and non-negotiable. We agree that the quality of 
education is not measurable by a single test or a set of standards, but we also agree 
that we need to be accountable and know whether we are being effective. We agree 
that our school doors must be always open to all children and that it is our job to 
adapt to what children need. It is not their job to adapt to what is most convenient 
for us. 
 
Tonight’s recommendation, which I am formally presenting along with Mrs. Tamer 
to the School Committee for consideration, is a renewed step on the journey that is 
consequential for our city’s future. It will not be the final step on the journey. We are 
challenged in this recommendation and by the community to connect the dots 
between school choice and quality schools. We are reinvigorated by this 
recommendation to reinvest where we have fallen short of quality and to give all of 
our parents simple and transparent access to the data and information that will help 
ensure equity, quality and accountability. We are committed by this 
recommendation to address the persistent achievement gaps that undermine our 
district and our city’s progress. 
 
Today’s three-zone system allows us to boast that we offer lots of choices. But it is 
not connected at all to quality. It is not connected to predictability. And we have 
learned during this process that it is in fact quite disconnected from both of those 
things for many children and families.  
 
The Home-Based model being proposed tonight is remarkable because it connects 
those dots. It is designed to respond to quality and to offer quality schools to more 
children. It is designed to be more predictable and increase the chances a family will 
receive the choice they asked for. It is designed to ensure every Kindergarten child 
has quality schools on their choice list and it is designed to ensure every child gets a 
seat in a school that appeared on their list. 
 
But lists and algorithms are not the path to quality schools. We can offer greater 
equity; greater predictability; schools that are closer to home; but neither lists nor 
algorithms will make our schools better. 
 
We went back and read some of the news coverage in 1988 when the School 
Committee deliberated the three-zone system. One major argument for the system 
then was that it would create competition between schools: that schools that were 
underperforming would have an incentive to improve so more families would 
choose them. 
 
But schools are not supermarkets. The rules of competitive marketplaces don’t 
necessarily apply. Schools can transform – but to do so they need the support of a 
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great school leader, great and dedicated teachers, a District that supports them with 
resources, training, facilities, technology and community outreach and partnerships; 
and programs that make sure every learner is well-served within their classrooms. 
That takes more than a marketplace. 
 
From our founding over 365 years ago as a District we have worked daily to serve 
all students. We have not always succeeded. But I believe we are better today than 
we have ever been before – and even our toughest critics, I think, would agree that 
we have worked well together to achieve a transformation in outcomes for all 
learners. But to stand still now and to say we have transformed enough, or that we 
should wait on some needed changes so we can see how other decisions play out, 
would be, in my option, a serious mistake. 
 
We welcome the opportunity to transform again. This year-long conversation, with 
more than 70 meetings and five thousand voices is probably the largest single 
community engagement effort the Boston Public Schools has ever undertaken. And 
the conversation has focused as much on quality as it has on choice. Which is 
precisely why the conversation must continue – and be focused and be transformed 
into real action. 
 
We have already proven that we can educate students from diverse backgrounds, 
students from low-income families, students with special needs, students learning 
English, students raised by single moms or by their grandparents, students who live 
in blended families or who have no place to call home at night. We have proven 
these things by focusing on what’s important: That having a great and well-trained 
teacher is important; that being able to count on a school leader is important; that 
having a funding structure that is transparent and equitable is important; that 
meaningful engagement with students and families is important; and that meeting 
the needs of students during the school day and after school by customizing our 
approach to every child is important. 
 
We are proud of our Turnaround efforts in Roxbury at the Trotter, Orchard Gardens 
and at the Dudley Street Neighborhood Charter School, the Blackstone, the Burke 
and JFK. We see hopeful signs in South Boston and Dorchester at the Clap 
Innovation and Mather Schools, at the Dever/McCormack and UP Academy. We have 
expanded access to quality for students at Young Achievers, Mission Hill K-8, New 
Mission High School, BCLA and Kennedy Health Careers Academy. We are increasing 
Montessori pre-school opportunities and we have created two international 
baccalaureate high schools, and this year we opened the Margarita Muñiz 
Innovation Dual Language Academy. Our students have more arts to look forward to 
each week – physical activity is part of their day – math and science and AP courses 
are part of the work they are expected to achieve. 
 
We have doubled the number of students in summer learning, nearly doubled the 
number of K-8 schools and significantly increased the number of quality pre-
kindergarten experiences we offer to families in just the last five years, we have 
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upgraded facilities and expanded spaces and invested in technology for students 
and teachers - and we have been able to do all of these things despite an incredibly 
challenging budget and difficult national economy. 
 
The graduation rate is at the highest level it has ever been. At Brighton High School – 
the graduation rate jumped 11 points in three years. In all our high schools, for 
English Language Learners, the rate jumped nearly eight points in one year. For 
African American students, it has gone up ten points in five years. 
 
None of this happened because of any single individual, any single initiative or vote. 
It happened because the people in this room – committed and vigilant public 
servants and people who come to speak out, the School Committee, BPS staff and 
teachers – and the community members, parents and advocates who are here 
tonight urging us to keep improving – all worked hard, sometimes disagreeing, but 
always focusing on what’s best for students. We thank all of you for this dedication, 
and for the sense of urgency and for your willingness to argue with us. 
 
The recommendation we are making tonight from the External Advisory Committee 
on School Choice is about more than student assignment. It speaks to our need to be 
more inclusive – to create the kinds of classrooms for students with disabilities to 
learn alongside others in the same classroom. We know that access to inclusion for 
many students, particularly for students of color and for students from low-income 
families, is not yet a possibility. Members of the EAC rightly recognize that too often, 
our substantially-separate classrooms for these students have produced unequal 
academic outcomes. 
 
These recommendations demand that we do more. They demand that we move 
faster than we otherwise might have toward implementing the recommendations of 
the ELL Task Force, which include expanding dual language programs, heritage 
academies, and offering these families the same array of quality choices that are 
available to other families who are native English speakers. It moves us to value the 
language and cultural assets of our immigrant families. These changes will help 
guide and direct our academic and long-range facilities strategic planning. 
 
As the members of the EAC have said tonight, this recommendation accomplishes 
things many said would be impossible: 

 It increases the likelihood a family will get a seat at one of their top-choice 
schools 

 It increases overall equity in our student assignment system 
 It cuts the distance our students travel to school by 40%  
 It offers more opportunity for families to understand their choices  
 It builds stronger communities by inviting our partners to help more 

children have after-school programs 
 It does away with zones completely while protecting choice – with an idea 

generated not by BPS, but by members of our broader community. 
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 And for the first time, it connects a family’s choices with the quality of our 
schools. 

 
There is a sense of an accomplishment with this recommendation, and rightly so – 
but within the recommendation is a serious warning: That simply implementing its 
elements and claiming victory will not be enough. As the EAC has told us, we must 
immediately craft a set of interventions and direct our resources to significantly 
improve quality in schools across our great city – in Mattapan and Dorchester, 
Roxbury and South Boston, Beacon Hill and Hyde Park. Many changes are already 
underway, such as innovation status for schools such as the Trotter and the 
Blackstone, and planning for a school to serve downtown families. 
 
Yesterday we announced that we concur with the recommendation of the EAC that 
we establish a Quality School Advisory panel, which we hope will help us all oversee 
the next set of work. This panel will work with all of us to focus on increasing quality 
in all schools and set clear benchmarks for public accountability and reporting.  
 
Whether the School Committee votes to accept the EAC recommendation around 
school choice or not, we believe that many of the quality improvements we have 
discussed over the last several months must move forward. We are taking the 
necessary steps now to begin planning for and implementing changes in schools that 
are not performing well for our students. We are moving forward with plans to 
convert two schools to full inclusion this fall and develop long-term inclusion 
targets, and expect to bring to SPED PAC a plan to increase inclusive settings in June. 
We are also planning to establish new In-District Charter and Innovation Schools in 
communities that do not have enough access to quality today; to convert three 
schools to dual-language programs through a school-based RFP process; and to 
continue our work to improve teaching in all classrooms and create a teaching force 
that reflects the diversity of the students we serve. This is all in addition to 
important legislative changes the Mayor is requesting which would allow us to take 
the tools that are working well in our Turnaround Schools and In-District Charter 
Schools and expand them to more schools that could use this extra support. 
 
We are beginning the work to align these recommendations and commitments with 
our goals, targets and benchmarks that are already outlined in the Acceleration 
Agenda, the Achievement Gap Policy, the ELL Task Force recommendations and the 
Special Education Strategic Review completed by the Council of the Great City 
Schools. We see four main areas of work: quality improvements, which include 
transforming schools and implementing the ELL and SWD overlays; changes to the 
actual assignment system; communications and outreach to families and students; 
and facilities planning and upgrades in the short and long-term. 
 
There’s so much more. A parent recently came before this body to ask us not to 
make her family choose between the school her child loves and the more 
academically rigorous option of attending an Advanced Work Class program in 
another school. Other parents during EAC hearings said we all must do more to 
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increase mixed-income housing so even as we create quality schools closer to home, 
we work against the debilitating impacts of concentrations of poverty. And across 
the city families reminded us we must continue our vigilance in all pockets of our 
community where a sense of safety surrounding our schools threatens perceptions, 
compromises school quality and interferes with the great choices we hope to offer. 
 
There are capacity and facilities issues to work on. For example, an assurance that 
every child has access to a school on their choice set – and an assurance that we will 
grandfather younger siblings into a new school choice system – might be in conflict 
for some schools and some communities that often fill up quickly with siblings. To 
avoid the conflict we must take steps around capacity, both short-term and long-
term. 
 
And especially as we change the school choice system – and transition to a choice 
system that’s based on quality, predictability and transparency -- we must do 
serious work to communicate these changes and options effectively with all families, 
particularly those who have language barriers, technology barriers or don’t have 
enough information about what choice means in Boston. 
 
Finally, some have described the “Home Based” assignment model as complex. And 
yes, the implementation of the plan and the launching of the quality improvements 
that go along with it do require detailed attention and work and sustained 
community engagement on our end. But for our families, it’s actually a simple 
concept. For the first time, every family in Boston will have some of our highest-
quality schools on their choice list. For the first time, the choices we offer families 
will be connected to the quality of the schools around them. And for the first time 
we will be able to offer families better information and clear guidance about the 
quality of the schools they are choosing. 
 
I want to acknowledge the hard work and leadership of the individuals who have 
served on the External Advisory Committee, as well as the people who have 
supported this work from the Mayor’s office and here at BPS. We are proud and 
grateful to live in a city where civic leadership is alive and well. 


