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

 
April 23, 2012 

5:05 p.m. – 6:55 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 
James DiTullio, Designee for the Secretary of Education 
Matthew Gifford, Chair, Student Advisory Council, Brookline 
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: 
 
Vanessa Calderón-Rosado, Milton   
Harneen Chernow, Jamaica Plain 
Gerald Chertavian, Cambridge 
Jeff Howard, Reading 
Dana Mohler-Faria, Bridgewater 
 
Chair Banta called the meeting to order at 5:05 p.m. 
 
Chair Banta welcomed the Board to the special meeting on special education and 
introduced Harvard University Professor Thomas Hehir and Marty Mittnacht, the 
Department’s director of special education planning and policy. Commissioner Chester 
said this topic is of great importance to the Commonwealth.  
 
Commissioner Chester said one in six students in Massachusetts is identified as a student 
with disabilities. The commissioner said he asked Dr. Hehir to conduct a series of 
analyses using our statewide data set to give us insight into who we are identifying and 
whether we are doing the best we can with these students. The commissioner said Dr. 
Hehir’s compelling findings offer another way of thinking about the Department’s 
interaction with school districts. The commissioner said the key question is whether 
students are being well served. Commissioner Chester acknowledged the co-chairs of the 
Board’s Special Education Advisory Council who were in the audience. 
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Ms. Mittnacht made a brief presentation on special education, how students are 
identified, and the services they receive. 
 
Chair Banta asked about identification of disabilities. Ms. Mittnacht said schools have to 
identify a primary disability. Chair Banta asked why there is a spike in identification at 
grade 3. Ms. Mittnacht said it has to do with reading proficiency. Ms. Holmes asked 
about the high identification rate at some vocational schools. Ms. Mittnacht said 
vocational schools are set up to prepare students for occupational areas and adult life and 
may attract some students with disabilities for that reason. 
 
Ms. Kaplan asked how students are identified and how our data compare to national 
numbers. Ms. Mittnacht said in Massachusetts we include only public school enrollment, 
whereas data across the country rely on census numbers. Ms. Kaplan asked about 
numbers of students in nonpublic schools receiving special education services. Ms. 
Mittnacht said the numbers are very small. 
 
Dr. Hehir introduced two of his advanced doctoral students, Todd Grindal and Hadas 
Eidelman, who assisted in the study. Dr. Hehir said the commissioner asked him to do a 
review of special education in Massachusetts, and he looked at how the identification, 
placement and performance of Massachusetts students with disabilities compare to 
students with disabilities across the country. He said this was a statistical analysis, much 
of which was tied to MCAS – and does not lend itself to consideration of district level 
factors such as quality of classroom teaching. 
 
Among the key findings from Dr. Hehir’s report (posted at 
http://www.doe.mass.edu/sped/2012/0412sped.pdf#search=%22Hehir%22) are: 
 

1. Overall, Massachusetts’s schools identify a higher percentage of students as 
having a disability than do schools across the country.  Massachusetts’s 
students with disabilities compare favorably to students across the country in 
terms of their academic achievement and the degree to which they are 
included with their typically developing peers.  

2. Though some wealthy districts have high rates of special education 
identification, overall high-income districts are not primarily responsible for 
the commonwealth’s relatively high identification rates statewide. Rather, 
districts with higher percentages of low-income students, on average, identify 
a higher percentage of their students as disabled than do districts with low 
percentages of low-income students.  

3. At the district level, the performance of students with disabilities – while 
consistently lower on average – typically parallels the performance of general 
education students; such that in districts where general education students 
have higher MCAS scores, students with disabilities also, on average, earn 
higher scores on the MCAS. 

4. Low-income students in Massachusetts are more likely to be identified as 
eligible for special education services than are students who are not low-
income.  This is particularly true for low-income students who attend 

http://www.doe.mass.edu/sped/2012/0412sped.pdf#search=%22Hehir%22�
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school in high-income districts.  Meanwhile, among students with limited 
English proficiency, there are dramatic differences in the rates of disability 
identification between students whose home language is Spanish and 
students whose home language is not Spanish.  

5. Among students with disabilities, low-income students, African American 
students and Latino students are consistently more likely to be educated in 
classrooms away from their typically developing peers than are middle- or 
high-income students or students who are not African American or Latino.  

6. Holding constant other student and district-level characteristics associated 
with MCAS performance, students with disabilities who spend more time 
being educated with their typically developing peers, on average, earn 
higher scores on the MCAS than students who spend much of their time in 
substantially-separate, non-mainstream classes. 

 
Dr. Hehir said that in general, Massachusetts does a very good job with students with 
disabilities compared to other states and he does not recommend sweeping policy 
changes. He said if you control for income and first language, racial minorities are not 
over-identified for special education but there are racial disparities in terms of separate 
placements, especially at the middle and high school level. Dr. Hehir recommended that 
the Department intervene in districts with an inordinate use of substantially separate 
settings for students with disabilities. 

 
Dr. Hehir said the two main reasons for referral of students to special education are 
failure in reading and behavioral issues. He said students who are struggling in school 
need intervention in general education, not necessarily referral to special education. Dr. 
Hehir said the Massachusetts Tiered System of Support and Universal Design for 
Learning are admirable initiatives in that regard, and that almost everything 
recommended in the report is currently being done somewhere in Massachusetts. 
 
Chair Banta asked about the existing teacher workforce. Dr. Hehir said teachers need to 
teach all students to read and decode text and they need support. Ms. Kaplan said as the 
parent of a child with a learning disability, she takes issue with the terms “mild” or “soft” 
when applied to learning disabilities. Ms. Kaplan asked whether it was reasonable to 
close the MCAS gap with students with disabilities. Dr. Hehir said he is a strong 
advocate of keeping students with disabilities in the statewide assessment system because 
to do otherwise perpetuates an attitude of low expectations for students with disabilities. 
He said it is important to assume students are capable and we need high expectations 
coupled with opportunities. Dr. Hehir said MCAS performance of students varies greatly 
by district as does the gap between students with and without disabilities. Dr. Hehir said 
there will always be some gap but it can be narrowed.  
 
Mr. Roach asked about the higher identification rates in districts with large numbers of 
low income students. Dr. Hehir said this was a statistical, observational study, and not a 
look at why or what is behind the data. Mr. Roach said a resource poor school may look 
to special education because it lacks other options. Dr. Hehir said special education is an 
inefficient way to give students help in reading. Mr. Roach asked how much of this 



 14 

depends on leadership. Dr. Hehir said in his book he finds that leadership matters 
enormously.  
 
Commissioner Chester said we need to help schools organize to provide multiple ways to 
address students’ needs, such as through tiered instruction that is attentive to students’ 
academic needs. Mr. Gifford said he himself was tested in the 6th grade and placed on a 
Section 504 plan and he did not want to be labeled by it. Mr. Gifford said it is important 
to support students and cited the tutorial program at his high school. Ms. Kaplan asked 
about cost. Dr. Hehir said special education is not the best use of resources for students 
for whom the referral would be questionable, especially when the resources could be 
better applied to a strong early reading program. Dr. Hehir said one big question is how 
Title I resources are being used in some districts. 
 
In response to a question from Mr. DiTullio, Dr. Hehir said some people believe special 
education should fix a disability. Dr. Hehir said it varies depending on the disability; 
some students will need special education always and for others, if the system works 
well, they may not need special education anymore. Ms. Mittnacht said the Department 
collects exit data each year but the number of students leaving special is relatively small, 
and once students are identified as eligible for special education, they typically stay 
eligible. 
 
Chair Banta thanked Dr. Hehir and all other participants for an excellent presentation and 
discussion. 
 
On a motion duly made and seconded, it was: 
 
VOTED: that the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education adjourn the 

meeting at 6:55 p.m., subject to the call of the chair. 
 
The vote was unanimous. 
 

Respectfully submitted, 
 
 

Mitchell D. Chester 
Commissioner of Elementary and Secondary Education 

 


