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Minutes of the Special Meeting 
of the Massachusetts Board of Elementary and Secondary Education 

 
March 19, 2012 

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 
Beverly Holmes, Vice Chair, Springfield 
Vanessa Calderón-Rosado, Milton   
Harneen Chernow, Jamaica Plain 
Gerald Chertavian, Cambridge 
James DiTullio, Designee for the Secretary of Education 
Jeff Howard, Reading 
Ruth Kaplan, Brookline 
David Roach, Sutton 
 
Mitchell D. Chester, Commissioner of Elementary and Secondary Education, Secretary 
to the Board 
 
Members of the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education Absent: 
 
Matthew Gifford, Chair, Student Advisory Council, Brookline 
Dana Mohler-Faria, Bridgewater 
 
 
Chair Banta called the meeting to order at 5:10 p.m. 
 
Chair Banta welcomed Board members to the special meeting on adult basic education 
(ABE) and a discussion with Senator Sonia Chang-Diaz, co-chair of the Joint Committee 
on Education.  
 

Commissioner Chester said that ABE is part of the Department’s portfolio. The 
commissioner introduced Pati Gregson, associate commissioner for vocational, workforce 
and college readiness programs; Anne Serino, state director of adult basic education; 
Helen Jones, assistant director in the Adult & Community Learning Services (ACLS) 
unit; and Steve Ultrino, a member of the Board’s ABE Advisory Council and the 
education coordinator at the Middlesex County House of Correction. The commissioner 
also recognized additional members of the ABE advisory council who were in 
attendance. 

Adult Basic Education 
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Commissioner Chester said this presentation was timely as the Department is currently in 
the process of rebidding contractors for ABE, which happens every five to six years. The 
commissioner said there are several tensions at play. He said the purpose of adult basic 
education is to provide workforce development and training to adults without a high 
school diploma and who want a GED, and adults who are not proficient in English. He 
said the demand for seats in ABE programs far exceeds our ability to provide seats, and 
we need to open more seats but strengthen program quality. The commissioner said the 
Department wants to recognize high quality providers but also open up this process 
competitively.  
 
Ms. Serino said ABE is more than a collection of programs, it is a system. She said the 
system has three goals: (1) to ensure access to services; (2) to provide quality and 
efficient services; and (3) to support students in their next steps, particularly around 
college and career readiness. Ms. Serino said ABE also aims to close the skills gap. 
 
Ms. Serino provided an overview of ABE in Massachusetts.  She said 20,000 adults 
receive services each year, with an additional 16,000 adults on wait lists. Ms. Serino said 
ABE is the dropout recovery program for recent high school graduates. She said the six 
major program types are Direct Services, Community Adult Learning Centers, Career 
Pathways, ABE in Correctional Facilities, ABE Transition to Community College, and 
Distance Learning. Ms. Serino also described the strategic framework for ABE, called 
“Facing the Future,” which reflects the voices of over 4,000 students, 600 practitioners, 
and hundreds of stakeholders. 
 

 
Senator Chang-Diaz 

Chair Banta introduced Senator Chang-Diaz. Commissioner Chester welcomed Senator 
Chang-Diaz and called her a valued and engaged partner with us in support of education. 
Senator Chang-Diaz thanked the Board for their service to the Commonwealth. The 
Senator said her biggest priority is to close the achievement gap. Senator Chang-Diaz 
discussed the dropout prevention and intervention legislation, which she said takes a 
holistic approach to dropout prevention and recovery. The Senator acknowledged that 
funding needs to accompany this bill. 
 
Senator Chang-Diaz said there needs to be additional funding for the Department and 
municipalities to execute the mission we send to you. She said there needs to be a look at 
the revenue side. The Senator said the Joint Committee on Education, which she co-
chairs, aspires to be as efficient and effective as possible, and is watching the 
implementation of the Achievement Gap Act and educator evaluation. 
 
Vice Chair Holmes asked about the creation of a commission on collaboratives. Senator 
Chang-Diaz said she would get an update and share it with the Board. The Senator said 
she is open to a broader role for the state. Dr. Howard asked about the prospects for a 
serious look at generating revenues for additional budget items. Senator Chang-Diaz said 
a lot of organizing work and communication work needs to take place first. 
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Mr. Chertavian asked what tipped the Legislature’s thinking about raising the high school 
dropout age, and what supports will be provided. Senator Chang-Diaz said the bill 
outlines the key components, including the coach initiative modeled on the program in 
Georgia. She said an at-risk rate of 10 percent or greater would make resources available 
from the state to put coaches in place. Senator Chang-Diaz said the early warning system 
should be expanded so districts can get data earlier. She said schools should reduce the 
use of suspensions and expulsions and look to alternative education. 
 
Ms. Chernow asked about virtual schools. Senator Chang-Diaz said the virtual schools 
bill would prescribe greater state oversight and a robust set of criteria for the Board’s 
approval of virtual schools. She said the Legislature is taking a cautious approach and is 
thinking about students whose needs are not met by the current system. Dr. Calderón-
Rosado asked if the Legislature might raise the cap on charter schools again. Senator 
Chang-Diaz said the first challenge is one of appetite, and there was some fatigue after 
the landmark legislation two years ago. Ms. Kaplan asked about the whole child 
approach, including behavioral health and arts education. The Senator said behavioral 
health and arts education are compelling issues. 
 
Chair Banta thanked Senator Chang-Diaz for her leadership and wisdom. 
 

 
Adult Basic Education 

Resuming her presentation, Ms. Serino said priorities around ABE are reflected in the 
current Request for Proposals (RFP), including quality, effectiveness, and access. Ms. 
Serino said ABE works closely with its partners in workforce development, higher 
education and private foundations. Ms. Serino said the RFP process for FY13-17 is a 
regional competition in the 16 workforce development areas. 
 
Mr. Ultrino discussed the advisory council’s priorities, including advising ACLS on how 
to increase the number of ABE students who enter and succeed, creating a plan to 
develop strategies in ABE that are most effective, and evaluating outcomes.  
 
Chair Banta said the system suffers from an underpaid teacher workforce. The chair cited 
the influence of a group like Strategies for Children in Massachusetts for K-12 education, 
and asked if there were similar organizations that bring together a body of knowledge on 
ABE. Ms. Serino said the Massachusetts Coalition for Adult Education provides 
programs and does a lot of this work, as well as a national organization on adult 
education, but neither packs the punch of Strategies for Children. Ms. Chernow said 
Massachusetts is known for not having a singular delivery system, and people view it as a 
successful model. Ms. Chernow asked where adult education ends and community 
college begins. Ms. Serino said that most adult students go to community college and we 
do not want them to land in developmental education classes. 
 
Mr. Chertavian asked how many providers of ABE there are. Ms. Serino said 150, and 
more than half offer GEDs. Mr. Chertavian asked how volunteers are funded. Ms. Serino 
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said we fund Literacy Volunteers of Massachusetts and Eastern Massachusetts Literacy 
Council, which serve 1,000 students per year. Ms. Serino said they provide less intensive 
instruction, but it is 1-1. Ms. Serino said volunteers add a lot of value, and those 
volunteers become a program’s best advocate. 
 
Dr. Howard had to leave at 6:45 p.m. 
 
Ms. Serino said for many years, the GED was owned by a nonprofit entity. Now Pearson 
has purchased the GED. Ms. Serino said we expect a fee increase of $240 per student and 
it is unclear what the role of the states will be. 
 
Dr. Calderón-Rosado asked about alignment between ABE, the Common Core, and the 
community college system. Ms. Serino said ABE is aligned with Common Core, and the 
adult basic education frameworks are pretty close to the K-12 frameworks. Ms. Serino 
said ABE uses the Massachusetts Adult Proficiency Test, which measures effectiveness 
by looking at learning gains. Ms. Serino said the goal is for students not to have to take 
development education courses in college. Ms. Serino said we support child care and 
transportation as well. Mr. DiTullio said Secretary Reville has called greater coordination 
across systems one of the great motivating factors in the push to reform the community 
college system. 
 
Ms. Kaplan asked how people find out about ABE programs. Ms. Serino said students 
find out through word of mouth; because of the size of the wait list, there is not much 
recruitment. Ms. Serino said programs are free of charge, and typically it takes about 150 
hours for a grade level equivalent gain. Ms. Serino said a student has to be 16 or older 
and signed out of school to participate in ABE. Ms. Serino said most people are on the 
wait list for about a year. Chair Banta said the power of distance learning could reduce 
some of the gaps. 
 
Commissioner Chester said the median age of students in ABE is 30, which reflects the 
fact that students may drop out of high school and then years later decide they have to get 
this done. He said the challenge is how to reach that population more effectively. 
Commissioner Chester said we should explore the use of collaboratives and the services 
they provide. The commissioner also said community colleges are a locus for under- 
educated students between the ages of 18 and 22. 
 
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, 
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Mitchell D. Chester 
Commissioner of Elementary and Secondary Education 

 


