
Adult Basic Education Advisory Council 
April 28, 2011 

2:00 - 4:00 p.m. 
 

Present:   John Schneider, chair, James Ayres (by phone), Kenny Tamarkin, Linda Braun, Luanne 
Teller, members.   Guest:  Todd Lee, EDIC.  ACLS staff:  Anne Serino, MA ABE State 
Director, Helen Jones, Asst. Director. 

 
Absent:  Daniel O'Malley, Arthur Chillingham, Mary Sarris, Andre Mayer, Elaine Fox, Ernest 

Best  
 

Chair John Schneider called the meeting to order at 2:05. 
 

1) Review of Council Decisions to Date Regarding Program Performance 
 

Previous Decisions to Be Reviewed:   

 All programs in Tier 4 (or those with fewer 14 out of 25 performance points in a year) 
should receive program based technical assistance (SABES’ “Targeted Intervention 
Program”, or “TIP”. – No change in today’s discussion. 

 If a program is de-funded, funding should remain tied to the community and the region. – 
No change in today’s discussion. 

 Underperforming should be defined as those programs that have been in Tier 4 for two 
years in a funding cycle and that are not currently in Tier 1 or Tier 2.  (Note:  Both Tier 1 
and Tier 2 programs are achieving outcomes above the state average.) – Today’s 
discussion resulted in a change to this definition as described below. 

 
2) Outstanding Questions Related to Program Performance 

 How long should TA be provided (duration)?  How much TA should be provided 
(intensity)? 

 Does the same timeline apply if the program refuses the TA?  If the program refuses, 
should the state take immediate action to de-fund? 

 What if the program accepts TA reluctantly, but undermines it? 

 When does a program lose funding? 

 Does improvement count?  Is the goal of the policy improvement?  How high is the bar?  
Is the bar some significant evidence of change in the right direction? 

 How can we ensure that the accountability system doesn’t penalize programs that target 
hard-to-serve populations? 

 After TA ends, is the program on probation for a period of time? 
 



Anne Serino began the conversation by noting that, if the accountability system is anything 
less than “bullet-proof,” it will undermine ten years of work on performance, and the 
performance standards will be meaningless.   
 
Anne redistributed the FY07-FY10 program performance summary report distributed at the 
March 9 Council meeting.  It was requested that this summary be posted on-line to 
supplement the detailed performance reports already available in Cognos, as it is more 
visually compelling, and can be very effective to help programs to see where they are.  It was 
requested to add to the worksheet which programs are receiving Targeted Intervention.  It 
was noted that it is important to demonstrate that there is a relationship between progress and 
technical assistance.  It was also pointed out that, irrespective of demonstrating such a 
relationship, the state has an obligation to make technical assistance available as part of the 
process for working with underperforming programs. 
 
Luanne Teller of SABES commented that the problems SABES finds when they start 
working with an underperforming program are complex and deep.  Lack of a curriculum is 
often just a symptom of an overall disorganization and lack of systems.  Improvement in 
most of these situations will take time. 
 
Anne Serino posed three scenarios for underperforming programs, and asked the Council, 
what should be the decision points for each of these, in terms of the impact on their funding: 
1) Those with deep problems that are making progress; 
2) Those with problems that are staying level, doing neither better nor worse; and, 
3) Those with problems whose performance is declining. 

 
Todd Lee of the Boston Mayor’s Office of Jobs and Community Services asked how to 
determine whether a program was salvageable, and how to assess the cost:benefit analysis, in 
terms of the time and effort invested in the program.  He also expressed concern about rural 
situations where there may be a sole provider. Anne Serino addressed that concern by citing 
the Council’s previously stated position that if a program is defunded, the funding stays in the 
community and the region. 

 
The observation was made that a situation with a sole provider can create the perception of 
entitlement.  To re-invest funds in the same community following a defunding, the state 
would have to make a clear and public statement that the current provider is at risk of losing 
funding; otherwise, new potential providers may not step up. 
 
The question was raised, when does the bar move?  When does the performance standard 
rise?  Currently, the standard is based on the state average from the first year of the funding 
cycle, and does not rise annually.  (Note:  The ABE Directors Council had objected to the 
concept of the standard changing each year, arguing that a program that earned the same 
number of points in two subsequent years could meet the standard in the first year and be 
below the standard in the second year. From their perspective, they were being asked to hit a 
moving target.) 
 



Anne Serino explained that the NRS guidelines are changing in ways that will impact goals 
achievement.  We don’t want to change policy in this area now and have to change it again in 
response to NRS changes.  Under the new NRS regulations, every ABE student will 
automatically be assigned the goal of entering post-secondary education; every unemployed 
person who is looking for a job will automatically be assigned the goal of getting a job.  
These changes are expected to remove the disincentive to set goals. 

 
Definition of “Underperforming”: 
A question was raised about the definition of underperforming that the Council developed in 
FY 2010.  The FY 2010 definition of “underperforming” exempted a program currently in 
Tier 1 or 2.  Since Tier 3 programs are meeting the state standard, what is the rationale for not 
also exempting programs in Tier 3, especially if the accountability policy needs to be 
“bulletproof”? 
 
During the ensuing discussion, several proposals for a definition of “underperforming” were 
advanced. Following some discussion, agreement coalesced around the following points: 

1) All programs in Tier 4 are underperforming programs.  Once a program falls into Tier 4, it 
should be considered to be underperforming.  There is no rationale for waiting for a 
second year. 

2) Upon landing in Tier 4 the first time, a program should be designated as on probation and 
be given a warning. 

3) Underperforming refers to performance within a grant cycle.  Therefore, even if a 
previously Tier 4 program is currently in Tier 3, it is still considered to be 
underperforming. Underperforming refers to a program that has been in Tier 4 – ever – 
within the current funding cycle, even if only for one year.  The program may be in Tier 3 
currently and still be considered an underperforming program. 

4) Chronically underperforming refers to program that is in Tier 4 for two or more years.  
This designation should trigger the defunding process. 

5) Don’t use “at risk” as a designation.  “Chronically underperforming” means at risk of 
being defunded. 

6) Looking at specific examples from the FY07-FY10 program performance summary 
report, actual patterns of performance were used as examples to play out these definitions: 

(Note: In the examples below, 4343 indicates that the program’s performance was:  year 
1 = Tier 4, year 2 = Tier 3, year 3 = Tier 4 again, year 4 = back up to Tier 3),   
 4343 = underperforming 
 3344 = chronically underperforming 
 2224 = underperforming 
 43 = underperforming 
 34 = underperforming 
 433 = underperforming 

7) It was proposed that to escape the designation of “underperforming,” a program has to be 
in Tier 2 or 1; all seemed to agree. 
 4442 = no designation was proposed – but we want to understand those leaps. 



 
The question was asked, when the competitive proposals come in, should we look at 
performance from the previous cycle?  Anne Serino explained that we can’t look back at the 
previous cycle.  Program design and requirements change too much; it becomes mixing 
apples and oranges. 
 
Looking again at the FY07-FY10 program performance summary report, Anne Serino pointed 
out that it is the programs in Tier 3 that are often serving the hardest to serve.  ESAC serve 
gang involved youth, Crittendon serves pregnant and parenting teens, and Project Hope serves 
a homeless population.  We want to protect such programs from defunding – but not protect 
them from being labeled as underperforming.  Given the challenges of serving some of these 
populations, there was agreement that, “it’s OK to be in Tier 3 forever.” 
 
There was some discussion of whether points should be weighted for programs that serve the 
homeless and other hard to serve populations.  Anne Serino explained that subpopulation data 
was examined in FY 2010, including such factors as age, homelessness, ESOL students with 
post-secondary degrees vs. ESOL students with little educational background, and others.  No 
significant difference was found in learning gains across the various subpopulations, with 
only one exception:  there was a difference in ABE vs. ESOL learning gains, and the 
performance standards were adjusted to account for that difference.  (Note:  Programs that 
serve challenging populations often have more trouble meeting attendance and retention 
standards than they do learning gain standards.)  It was noted that “hardest-to-serve” can 
become a loophole for not being held to standards, that everyone would argue their 
populations are hard to serve.  It was noted that we should differentiate between programs 
“most in need of support” and programs “at risk of defunding.” 
 
There was some discussion of the pros and cons of automatic defunding vs. state discretion.  
To prevent such decisions being subject to political influence, the decision was to recommend 
an automatic process.  At the end of the second year in Tier 4, the state should bring the 
program in, together with the chief town official, the head of the community planning board, 
etc., and issue a clear warning:  If the program stays in Tier 4 for a third year, with 2 years of 
TA behind them, they will lose their funding.  The chief town official, community planning 
board chair, etc. are included to help determine whether the community needs to build 
additional capacity. 
 
Performance data is available by October, so the program to be defunded may have already 
started up.  However, it shouldn’t come as a complete shock:  in the first year of TA (after 1 
year in Tier 4), ACLS meets with the program director’s supervisors. 
 
The timeline for consequences for underperformance should be as follows: 

 Year 1 performance data is available in the fall of Year 2.  As soon as a program falls 
into Tier 4, Targeted Intervention (TA) is triggered.  In the first year of TA, problems 
are identified and a plan is developed and begun to be implemented.  A meeting is held, 
at the program, among ACLS, SABES, and the program.  The responsible party who 
signed the grant and/or statement of assurances (often the program director’s 



supervisor) is included in the meeting to understand the issues and the program’s risk.  
(Note:  This is already in place.) 

 Year 2 performance data is available in the fall of Year 3.  A second year of TA is an 
option as needed, which it usually is.  The decision to extend TA to those already 
receiving it does not need to wait until the performance data is in, but can be based on 
the program’s progress. In the second year, all available resources are employed to help 
the program.  (This much is already occurring.)  The second time a program falls into 
Tier 4, a meeting at ESE with the State Director will be triggered.  The program will be 
designated chronically underperforming, and notified that it will definitely be defunded 
if it is still in Tier 4 for a third year 

 Year 3 data is available in the fall of Year 4.  If a program falls into Tier 4 for a third 
year, defunding will be automatic. In the third year, the focus of the work is to move the 
program to self-sufficiency by putting systems in place. 

 
The question was raised, when the decision to defund a program is based on data available in 
the fall, what happens in September to that program’s students?  It was proposed to give the 
program 6 months to wind down and refer students to a new program.  ACLS should have a 
boilerplate RFP ready to go in case it’s needed in such situations.  The funding is guaranteed 
to stay in the region.  The first priority is to keep the money in the same community, if 
possible, even if the community is Boston (which has a high proportion of programs). 
 
It was proposed that a Tier 4 program’s refusal of TA should factor strongly in a defunding 
decision.  A policy recommendation was proposed: when a Tier 4 program refuses SABES 
Targeted Intervention, the state should start the defunding process.  The question was asked 
whether the program has the right to prefer TA from a provider other than SABES, to which 
the proposal was made that, in that situation, the program should be required to submit a TA 
plan.  There was no disagreement with the recommendation. 
 
Other Business: 
Anne Serino gave an update on ESE’s June 13 Workforce Summit at Massasoit Community 
College, and encourages Advisory Council members to attend. 
 
Next meeting:  Wednesday, June 1, 2:00-4:00 at MassINC. 
A summary of policy decisions made and those remaining to be made will be sent out before 
the meeting. 
  

 


