
 
Minutes of the Special Meeting 

of the Massachusetts Board of Elementary and Secondary Education 
 

April 26, 2011 
5:10 p.m. – 7:05 p.m. 

 
Department of Elementary and Secondary Education 

75 Pleasant Street 
Malden, MA  

 
Members of the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education Present: 
 
Maura Banta, Chair, Melrose 
Harneen Chernow, Vice Chair, Jamaica Plain 
Gerald Chertavian, Cambridge 
Michael D'Ortenzio Jr., Chair, Student Advisory Council, Wellesley 
Jeff Howard, Reading 
Ruth Kaplan, Brookline 
Paul Reville, Secretary of Education, Worcester 
 
Mitchell D. Chester, Commissioner of Elementary and Secondary Education, Secretary 
to the Board 
 
Members of the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education Absent: 
 
Vanessa Calderón-Rosado, Milton   
Beverly Holmes, Springfield 
James McDermott, Eastham 
Dana Mohler-Faria, Bridgewater 
 
 
Chair Banta called the meeting to order at 5:10 p.m. 
 
The chair said this is one of many conversations the Board will have about virtual 
education. Commissioner Chester welcomed and introduced four panelists for tonight's 
discussion, including: 
 

1. Dr. Susan Lowes, Director of Research and Evaluation, Institute for Learning 
Technologies at Teachers College, Columbia University; 

2. Susan Patrick, President and Chief Executive Officer of the International 
Association for K-12 Online Learning (iNACOL); 

3. Susan Hollins, Superintendent of Public Schools in Greenfield, MA; 
4. Kim Rice, Co-Chair, Advisory Council on Educational Technology and Assistant 

Chief Operating Officer, Boston Public Schools. 
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Commissioner Chester reviewed some background material with Board members. The 
commissioner said tonight's discussion would focus on virtual schools as a subset of 
online learning. 
 
Dr. Lowes said that virtual schooling is growing very rapidly and now extends to 39 
states. Dr. Lowes said a lot of growth depends on a state's funding mandates, and that 
there has been large growth in supplemental online learning (one or more online courses 
in a regular setting). Dr. Lowes said the Virtual High School is a unique and wonderful 
institution. She said 27 states have at least one full-time virtual school. Dr. Lowes said 
the two models are self-paced, one-to-one teacher-student relationship and cohort-paced, 
one-to-many teacher-students.  
 
Dr. Lowes said this is a young field that is fast emerging. Dr. Lowes said successful 
online students have certain characteristics – they are motivated, organized, good time 
managers, have technological skills, and good academic preparation. She said most 
successful students are prepared in advance in environments conducive to learning. 
 
Kim Rice acknowledged other members of the Advisory Council on Educational 
Technology who were in the audience. Ms. Rice said there are many shapes and sizes to 
online learning, and there needs to be some human interaction for students. Ms. Rice said 
there are a variety of teaching, learning, and delivery models, and that motivation is a 
catalyst for success. Ms. Rice said that state leadership can help with quality programs, 
assisting stakeholders in understanding varied online learning models, and preparing 
students to be college and career ready. She said leadership is needed in four main areas: 
(1) quality online courses and programs; (2) quality online teaching; (3) technology 
access; and (4) policy changes. Ms. Rice showed a video about online learning in 
Plymouth and discussed Boston's work around credit recovery. 
 
Greenfield Superintendent Susan Hollins said that the district in starting a virtual school 
wanted to reach out to students with no options, including those with debilitating 
diseases, who were pregnant, those who had been bullied, working students, dropouts, 
and students who are actors and models. Superintendent Hollins acknowledged the 
principal of MAVA@Greenfield, Tracy Crowe. Superintendent Hollins said the school 
serves 309 students in K-8. The superintendent said if a student does not participate after 
15 days, the school will send that student back to his/her sending school. 
 
Superintendent Hollins said that among the school's accomplishments during its first year 
are: (1) figuring out a report card system; (2) creating a policy on late enrollment; (3) 
developing a 40-hour training program for teachers; (4) establishing community events 
where all students come together; (5) emphasizing student-teacher relationships; (6) 
creating an online PTA; and (7) shipping out computers and materials to students within 
48 hours. Superintendent Hollins said that 44 percent of districts are refusing to pay 
tuition for their students who are attending MAVA@Greenfield. The superintendent said 
one of the biggest sources of confusion is that this is your school, not just a course. 
Superintendent Hollins said she believes the district has set a high standard for the first 
virtual school in Massachusetts. 
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Chair Banta asked about billing. Senior Associate Commissioner Jeff Wulfson said the 
Department has been in discussion with the district and members of the Legislature about 
the possibility of bringing virtual schools under the school choice program. Mr. Wulfson 
said that would require legislative action. Secretary Reville asked the panelists about the 
state's role in relation to quality control. Secretary Reville said that under current law, the 
state has no role. 
 
Dr. Lowes said you have to hold virtual schools to the same standard as site-based 
schools, not to a higher standard. Ms. Patrick said governance roles in states are a 
challenge in how to evaluate programs. Ms. Patrick said that many states have adopted 
national quality standards. She said there are lots of models for oversight. Chair Banta 
asked which states are leading the way in terms of quality. Ms. Patrick said the question 
is does every student have access to quality. She said Minnesota does well with oversight 
and data collection, and Colorado has set up strong functionality. 
 
Vice Chair Chernow asked about the challenges of attrition and how to address those. 
Vice Chair Chernow said it is hard to imagine kindergarteners in a virtual school from a 
socialization perspective. She also asked if homeschooled children are enrolling in this 
virtual school. Dr. Lowes said attrition is a big issue from the beginning, and that it is 
important to have someone in the school and someone in the home supervising the child. 
Dr. Lowes said she sees more pre-work being done before a student is allowed to take a 
course. Ms. Rice said two main models are credit recovery, which is vendor product and 
student directed, and logon model, where students have already failed or dropped out.  
 
Superintendent Hollins said students are coming in from both brick and mortar schools 
and homeschooling. Superintendent Hollins said their plan for next year is to add a 
teacher corps advisor, a school psychologist, and a counselor to talk to parents. 
Superintendent Hollins said some parents of kindergarteners like virtual schooling 
because their children are immature socially but ready for more educationally, so they 
choose a virtual school over a brick-and-mortar school. Ms. Kaplan noted that different 
districts have different entry rules about kindergarten. Superintendent Hollins said the 
district is trying to follow state policy on school choice for the entry age for kindergarten. 
Ms. Rice said the system of rolling admissions is difficult for Boston. She said the Boston 
Public Schools had no opportunity to budget for an additional $100,000 to the virtual 
school.  
 
Superintendent Hollins that MAVA@Greenfield was cleared to open around August 19, 
2010. The superintendent said the school takes students as they come in, but that it 
requires 180 days of attendance. Superintendent Hollins said the school has an operations 
manager, full-time secretary, principal, and program administrator, as well as 10 teachers 
(5 full-time and 5 part-time).  
 
Mr. Chertavian asked if districts or states should run virtual schools. He said it makes 
more sense to him for states to oversee this. Ms. Patrick said 39 states have virtual 
schools, and 11 do not have state virtual schools. She said 82 percent of school districts 
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make available online learning. Ms. Patrick said that creating online courses is fairly 
expensive to do well. She said that Mexico has had its entire K-12 content digitized since 
2004. 
 
Dr. Lowes said the issue of teacher accreditation, requiring a teacher to be certified in the 
state in which he/she is teaching, has created a roadblock. Superintendent Hollins said 
she thinks the role of the state is to facilitate innovation. She said there are not many 
models where the state is the provider. Ms. Rice said the goal is to engage learners, share 
content, and establish digital citizens. Ms. Rice said online learning can solve problems 
by extending the school day and reaching students who cannot come into the building. 
 
Mr. Chertavian had to leave the meeting at 6:45 p.m. 
 
Ms. Rice said the state helps to identify policies. Secretary Reville said the state has little 
control over quality standards because it does not have an authorizer role. The secretary 
said if we get overly standardized at the state level that will quash innovation, which we 
do not want to do. Secretary Reville said that the charter school model allows the state to 
have purview over what is proposed, without standardization. The secretary asked 
whether we should propose a statute and exercise current authority to set standards. Ms. 
Rice said she and the advisory council would be glad to work with the state on how best 
to support that. She said there are models in vocational and charter schools. 
 
Mr. D'Ortenzio Jr. said he agrees with the secretary that we are lacking the oversight, and 
while the competition and innovation are healthy, the state can do more to provide 
leadership. He asked if other states have discussed age requirements. Ms. Patrick said this 
discussion always comes up. Ms. Patrick said all states with age requirements have lifted 
them to make the schools full K-12. She said there are over 2 million enrollments across 
the country, and this allows students to have options. 
 
Vice Chair Chernow said the question of definitions is interesting in that supplemental 
online learning has a very specific goal, but for virtual schools it is not clear what our role 
is. 
 
Dr. Howard had to leave the meeting at 6:55 p.m.  
 
Ms. Kaplan said no one tonight talked about global education and exchange 
opportunities. Ms. Kaplan also asked about the practical use of online learning, and said 
she is still having a hard time picturing a typical day in a virtual school. 
MAVA@Greenfield Principal Crowe said both a learning coach (parent) and a student 
have an account and both must log on during the day. The student gets assignments and a 
schedule for the week to work through. Principal Crowe said the flexibility of the model 
allows that student to do math all day Monday or do 45 minutes of one subject, 45 of 
another, etc. Superintendent Hollins said they monitor everything the students do, and the 
students have to do about an hour per subject. 
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Commissioner Chester thanked the four panelists and thanked Superintendent Hollins for 
making a commitment in terms of running the school that looks out for students who are 
not well served in the current system and collecting data for us. The commissioner said 
the state has an odd statutory structure with respect to virtual education. Commissioner 
Chester said this option is appropriate for only a small number of students. He said we 
have the district as the authorizer, but would it make more sense to have the state do it if 
there is a small target audience. The commissioner said these questions go to quality 
control and right now the state has a limited role in quality control. 
 
Chair Banta thanked the panelists and the members of the Board for a very informative 
discussion. 
 
On a motion duly made and seconded, it was: 
 
VOTED: that the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education adjourn the 

meeting at 7:05 p.m., subject to the call of the chair. 
 
The vote was unanimous. 
 

Respectfully submitted, 
 
 

Mitchell D. Chester 
Commissioner of Elementary and Secondary Education 

and Secretary to the Board 


	Approval of the Minutes

