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Minutes of the Special Meeting 

of the Massachusetts Board of Elementary and Secondary Education 

 

September 24, 2012 

5:10 p.m. – 7:00 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   

Ryan Casey, Chair, Student Advisory Council, Franklin 

Gerald Chertavian, Cambridge 

James DiTullio, Designee for the Secretary of Education 

Ruth Kaplan, Brookline 

David Roach, Sutton 

 

Mitchell D. Chester, Commissioner of Elementary and Secondary Education, Secretary 

to the Board 

 

Member of the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education Absent: 

 

Harneen Chernow, Jamaica Plain 

 

 

Chair Banta called the meeting to order at 5:10 p.m. and welcomed Board members. 

Commissioner Chester said the purpose of tonight’s special meeting was to review the 

results of the 2012 MCAS administration and the new accountability reporting under the 

state’s No Child Left Behind (NCLB) flexibility waiver. Commissioner Chester noted the 

new posters hung on the walls of the Board meeting rooms to celebrate Massachusetts’s 

success and the student performance gains over the past decade. 

 

Commissioner Chester introduced Bob Bickerton, senior associate commissioner; Bob 

Lee, MCAS chief analyst; Rob Curtin, director, Education Data Services; and Matt 

Pakos, director, School Improvement Grant Programs. 

 

MCAS Results 

 

Commissioner Chester said the 2012 MCAS results show there is much to be proud of, 

but also a lot of work to do. He noted the 5-year achievement trends in grades 3-8 and in 

the percentage of students proficient or advanced in grade 10. Mr. Bickerton and Mr. Lee 

reviewed a PowerPoint presentation on the results. Mr. Bickerton said the state’s NCLB 
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flexibility waiver gives us a new way to talk about subgroups with the creation of a high 

needs subgroup, which includes an unduplicated count of all low income students, 

students with disabilities, and English language learners or former English language 

learners. 

 

Dr. Vanessa Calderón-Rosado arrived at 5:20 p.m. 

 

Mr. Lee reviewed the assessment results, noting that small gains over a period of 5-10 

years represent true, cumulative gains. Commissioner Chester said that over time, the 

state has moved the needle in Massachusetts on achievement; more students are reading 

well and doing math well.  

 

Commissioner Chester also said the Commonwealth would participate in the 2012 

Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA). The commissioner said PISA is 

a very forward looking assessment that measures how 15-year-old students apply their 

knowledge of math, reading, and science. Ms. Kaplan asked whether students with 

disabilities and English language learners participate. Mr. Bickerton said a representative 

sample of the state is required. 

 

Chair Banta said the MCAS data at the school and teacher level is impressive. Chair 

Banta asked why the grade 3 MCAS results in reading have not moved in a positive 

direction. Mr. Bickerton said some key federal programs that have been implemented 

have not shown dramatic results here or elsewhere. Commissioner Chester said the flat 

results mirror a similar trajectory nationally. The commissioner said grade 3 is an 

assessment of comprehension, and many of our early grade reading programs are not 

sufficiently focused on comprehension. He said the new English language arts curriculum 

framework will help because of its emphasis on reading for content and writing in 

response to reading. Commissioner Chester said another key factor is early language 

development; low income students enter kindergarten with a significant vocabulary gap.  

 

Accountability Reports 

 

Mr. Pakos reviewed major changes under the state’s NCLB flexibility waiver. That 

waiver enabled the Commonwealth to unify its accountability and assistance system 

while maintaining Massachusetts’s track record in setting high standards and 

expectations. The NCLB goal of 100 percent proficiency by 2014 is replaced with a new 

goal to reduce proficiency gaps by half by 2017. NCLB accountability status labels 

(improvement, corrective action, restructuring) will no longer be used.  The Department 

will only use accountability and assistance levels for all schools. Adequate Yearly 

Progress (AYP) is replaced with a new performance measure – PPI or the Progress and 

Performance Index – that incorporates student growth, science, and other indicators. And 

a new High Needs subgroup will hold schools accountable for the combined performance 

of low income students, students with disabilities, and English language learners or 

former English language learners. 
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Commissioner Chester said the new PPI provides targets that are customized for each 

school; those further behind have to make greater progress. Mr. DiTullio asked if the 

effort to reduce proficiency gaps will also affect achievement gaps. Commissioner 

Chester said yes, closing the proficiency gap for each group will, over time, reduce 

achievement gaps. 

 

Mr. Curtin said a school percentile will now be reported to show a school’s percentile 

rank relative to all schools in the same grade span. Mr. Curtin said this responds to the 

calls for greater transparency in reporting how schools compare to other schools across 

the state. Mr. Curtin said the commissioner requested a measure of continuous 

improvement, so extra credit was adding to the index to reward schools that are moving 

students beyond proficiency into advanced. Mr. Curtin said according to state law, the 

Department is required to place the lowest 20 percent of schools in at least Level 3.   

 

Mr. Curtin said the accountability and assistance framework defines the new level 

designations. The state's five-level accountability and assistance system, established 

under the Achievement Gap Act of 2010 and elaborated in the Board’s regulations, 

classifies schools into Levels 1-5 as follows: 

 Level 1: Meeting gap narrowing goals 

 Level 2: Not meeting gap narrowing goals 

 Level 3: Among lowest performing 20% of schools (including schools with the 

largest proficiency gaps) 

 Level 4: Among lowest achieving and least improving schools 

 Level 5: Chronically underperforming schools 

Ms. Kaplan asked if every school in Level 1 and Level 2 is required to have proficiency 

gap narrowing goals. Mr. Curtin said that all schools in the state must have goals to cut 

their proficiency gaps in half by 2017. Mr. Casey asked if schools in Level 3 could still 

be meeting their own goals. Mr. Curtin said yes, it is possible for a school to be meeting 

its own goals and to be among the lowest performing 20 percent of schools. Mr. Curtin 

said the Department also identified 64 Commendation Schools for high achievement, 

high growth, and/or success in gap narrowing. 

 

Mr. Curtin also talked about the use of federal funds according to a school’s level 

designation. Commissioner Chester said this is significant for districts, because until now 

they have been required to reserve funding for supplemental education services (SES) 

and school choice. The commissioner said few students have exercised the school choice 

provision, and the quality and impact of SES is all over the map. Commissioner Chester 

said districts now have more flexibility, and while they can choose to provide choice and 

SES as in the past, they must now focus on the lowest performing schools. 

 

Dr. Vanessa Calderón-Rosado asked if charter schools are included in the new 

accountability system. Mr. Curtin said yes. Dr. Calderón-Rosado asked how the field is 

absorbing the data and changes. Mr. Curtin said the Department has done outreach to 

schools and districts. Ms. Kaplan said this is very complex for a parent or community 
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member to understand. Commissioner Chester said he is hopeful the signals are clearer 

than in the past. The commissioner said there is always a tension between providing full 

information and simplicity. Ms. Kaplan asked if the Department has a Questions & 

Answers document. Mr. Curtin said there is a Frequently Asked Questions document on 

the Department’s website. 

 

Chair Banta said educators report this makes more sense to them, and it helps with 

outside resources because they know more specifically what the issues are. 

Commissioner Chester said most educators in the state felt that AYP was not helpful and 

not representative of what they were accomplishing. Deputy Commissioner Alan Ingram 

said the Department has done webinars, met with associations, and done a lot of outreach. 

He said the new system is complex but measurably a much better system. Mr. Chertavian 

said there are different audiences, and the question is whether parents can figure out how 

their own children are doing. Mr. Chertavian said that Ms. Kaplan’s question is valid in 

asking how the information as presented can help parents advocate for their own children. 

Ms. Kaplan said she favors an approach that encourages parent involvement by helping 

parents understand the basis for the accountability system. 

 

On a motion duly made and seconded, it was: 

 

VOTED: that the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education adjourn the 

meeting at 7:00 p.m., subject to the call of the chair. 

 

The vote was unanimous. 

 

Respectfully submitted, 

 

 

Mitchell D. Chester 

Commissioner of Elementary and Secondary Education 

 

 


