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

Monday, September 21, 2015 
5:05 p.m.- 7:30 p.m.  

Department of Elementary and Secondary Education 
75 Pleasant Street, Malden, MA 

 
 
Members of the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education Present:  
Paul Sagan, Chair, Cambridge 
Katherine Craven, Brookline  
Ed Doherty, Boston  
Roland Fryer, Concord 
Margaret McKenna, Boston  
Michael Moriarty, Holyoke 
James Morton, Boston 
Pendred Noyce, Boston  
James Peyser, Secretary of Education  
Mary Ann Stewart, Lexington 
Donald Willyard, Chair, Student Advisory Council, Revere  
 
Mitchell D. Chester, Commissioner of Elementary and Secondary Education, Secretary to the 
Board  
 
Chair Sagan welcomed Board members and called the meeting to order at 5:05 p.m. He said 
tonight’s discussion is one of several this fall leading up to the Board’s decision in November 
about Massachusetts statewide assessment. He encouraged members to ask questions and get the 
information they need to make a sound decision. Commissioner Chester welcomed Board 
members, including new members Roland Fryer and Michael Moriarty. Commissioner Chester 
provided an overview of the meeting agenda and introduced Deputy Commissioner Jeff 
Wulfson, Associate Commissioner Liz Davis, and MCAS/PARCC Director Bob Lee.  
 
Mr. Lee reminded Board members that districts had the choice of PARCC or MCAS in school 
year 2014-2015; 54% chose PARCC and 46% chose MCAS. All students in grade 10 took 
MCAS in order to meet the statewide graduation requirement. He said the three largest cities, 
Boston, Springfield and Worcester, were able to choose on a school-by-school basis.  
 
Mr. Lee presented statewide MCAS results. In grade 10, 91 percent of students scored Proficient 
or higher in English language arts (ELA), 79 percent in mathematics, and 72 percent in science, 
technology/engineering. He said in most schools in 2015, the percentage of students who scored 
Proficient or above grew or held steady compared to last year. Commissioner Chester said 
reporting assessment results is challenging this year because we are comparing results on two 
different tests. Mr. Lee explained the representative sample used to calculate trends.  
 
Mr. Lee said from 2014 to 2015 some grades showed improvement: in ELA grade 3 (+3), grade 
5 (+7), and grade 6 (+3); in mathematics grade 5 (+6) and grade 8 (+8). He said results compared 
to 2007 showed gains in almost all grades, most notably in grade 10 ELA (+21); mathematics 
grade 3 (+10), grade 5 (+16), grade 8 (+15) and grade 10 (+10); and science grade 8 (+9) and 
grade 10 (+15). Mr. Lee said achievement gaps have narrowed since 2007 between white 
students and African-American/Black and Hispanic/Latino students, but still remain large. In 
response to questions, Mr. Lee said the MCAS cut scores have not been modified. 
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Ms. Craven, Ms. McKenna, and Mr. Moriarty arrived at 5:20 p.m.  
 
Commissioner Chester said the PARCC results are preliminary and cover only the computer-
based assessment. He said 41% of PARCC students took paper-based tests, for which scores are 
not yet available, and testing at the high school level was voluntary. Mr. Lee said PARCC 
performance levels 1-5 differ from MCAS performance levels. He said about half of students in 
grades 3-8 met the PARCC Level 4 or Level 5 expectations.  
 
Commissioner Chester provided the Board with a list of guiding questions and asked members 
for additional suggestions. Board members requested the following additions: 

- What is the total estimated cost to get all remaining schools up to the PARCC technology 
standard?  

- What schools (sorted by county) are on ESE’s not-yet-up-to-PARCC-technology-
standard list?  

- What are the college remediation rates for students who scored proficient or higher on 
MCAS?  

- How did PARCC scores for 9th/11th graders correlate with their previous year’s MCAS 
score?  

- Why did other states leave the PARCC consortium? 
- Who owns PARCC intellectual property?  
- What accommodations are available for PARCC in comparison to MCAS? 
- What would the process be to re-develop MCAS? What would the re-developed MCAS 

look like?  
- What is MCAS missing and in what areas is it lacking?  
- How will the assessment be used as part of a larger system?  
- Are the PARCC test items age-appropriate? 
- Is there a correlation between MCAS results and later-life outcomes?  
- Detailed information on PARCC item types.  
- How many students completed the PARCC test within the time allowed?   
- PARCC governance structure and Massachusetts leadership role going forward.  
- What are the PARCC pricing tiers under the current Pearson contract?  
- What is the per test cost of PARCC and MCAS?  

 
Deputy Commissioner Wulfson presented the historical background of statewide assessments 
and standards, beginning with the 1993 Supreme Judicial Court decision in the McDuffy case and 
the 1993 Education Reform Act. He said the first MCAS tests were introduced in 1998, with 
additional grades and subjects added in 2001, 2006, and 2007. Mr. Wulfson said the benefits of a 
next-generation assessment include full alignment to the 2010 Massachusetts ELA and 
mathematics frameworks, more emphasis on critical thinking and reasoning, better feedback on 
readiness for next level, richer data to inform instruction, an online platform, and pathways to 
entry-level college credit. Mr. Wulfson reviewed the PARCC timeline, from Massachusetts 
joining the PARCC consortium in 2010, through the two-year test drive, leading up to the 
decision the Board will make in November 2015. He reviewed differences between the two 
assessments, including the governance structures.  
 
Associate Commissioner Liz Davis explained the development process for building an 
assessment, including the life cycle of a test item. She said Department staff have been involved 
with PARCC throughout the process, including the initial test design, subsequent revisions, test 
item reviews, analysis of data and test construction, scoring, and reporting. Massachusetts 
educators have participated in the item review, scoring, and reporting processes.  
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Mary Ann Stewart left the meeting at 6:35 p.m. 
 
Commissioner Chester said the PARCC performance level setting process was one of the most 
sophisticated he has seen. He said it included the Governing Board defining college-ready 
standards, a post-secondary educators’ judgment study, a benchmark study comparing other 
national assessments, a pre-policy meeting, recommendations from the performance level 
setting, and the Governing Board’s adoption of performance levels. He introduced two 
Massachusetts educators who participated in the standard setting, Loretta Hollaway from 
Framingham State University and Victoria Miles from the Middleborough Public Schools.  
 
Ms. Hollaway presented an overview of the performance level setting process. She said 
educators reviewed each test, including multiple forms, and performance level descriptors to set 
expectations and make recommendations. She said higher education does not use MCAS scores 
or have faith in the ability of MCAS to determine placement of students in higher education 
courses. Ms. Hollaway said higher education faculty are currently discussing the value of 
PARCC to determining students’ readiness for college-level coursework. She added that she is 
impressed with the critical thinking questions on the PARCC tests.  
 
Ms. Miles provided Board members with a concept map of the PARCC process and MCAS 
development process. She said before participating in PARCC standard setting, she had been 
involved in MCAS test development. Ms. Miles said she likes the PARCC interactive test format 
although she noted the multiple choice items are not scaffolded; if students answer one part 
incorrectly, it is difficult for them to move on to the next part of the question. In response to 
Secretary Peyser’s question, Ms. Miles said PARCC could prompt teachers to teach differently 
by creating more interactive tests. She added that if a test item is instructionally worthy, then 
good instruction should follow.   
 
Ken Klau, the Department’s Director of Digital Learning, presented data on schools’ technology 
readiness for PARCC and digital learning. He said 1,634 schools reported their technology 
readiness, and of that group, 55.8% reported being ready for PARCC and digital learning, 75.5% 
reported being ready for PARCC only, and 23.7% reported not being ready for PARCC or digital 
learning. Commissioner Chester noted that schools need less infrastructure to administer the 
online PARCC assessments than to do digital learning. He said he would provide additional 
updated information on technology readiness to the Board for the October meeting. 
 
On a motion duly made and seconded, it was:  
 
VOTED:  that the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education adjourn the meeting 

at 7:30 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 

  
  


