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

 
December 15, 2008 

6:20 p.m. – 8:50 p.m. 
 

Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education 
350 Main Street 

Malden, Massachusetts 
 
Members of the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education Present: 
 
Maura Banta, Chair, Melrose 
Harneen Chernow, Vice Chair, Jamaica Plain 
Gerald Chertavian, Cambridge 
Andrew “AJ” Fajnzylber, Chair, Student Advisory Council, Brookline 
Thomas E. Fortmann, Lexington 
Beverly Holmes, Springfield 
Jeff Howard, Reading 
Ruth Kaplan, Brookline 
Paul Reville, Secretary of Education, Worcester (by J.D. LaRock) 
Sandra L. Stotsky, Brookline 
 
Mitchell D. Chester, Commissioner of Elementary and Secondary Education, Secretary 
to the Board 
 
Members of the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education Absent: 
 
Dana Mohler-Faria, Bridgewater 
 
Chair Maura Banta called the meeting to order at 6:20 p.m. 
 
The Board engaged in a discussion about the recommendations of the Task Force on 21st 
Century Skills, which presented its white paper at the November 18, 2008 Board meeting 
in Somerville. Chair Maura Banta invited three Board members to start the discussion by 
offering their reactions to the Task Force’s report. Sandra Stotsky presented a review of 
where and how 21st century skills are included in the Massachusetts curriculum 
frameworks, and suggested reinforcing the necessary connection between skills and 
academic content. Beverly Holmes said it is imperative that 21st century skills are made a 
reality for all children, and also recommended evaluating current school structures before 
embarking on new models. Tom Fortmann said the Board could dispel misunderstanding 
about the Task Force's recommendations by affirming that objective assessment of well-
defined subject knowledge and skills will remain intact.  Dr. Fortmann recommended that 
the Board invite the Mathematics and Science Advisory Council and the curriculum 
framework revision panels to advise on how to strengthen 21st century skills in the 
frameworks and how best to structure local assessments. Dr. Fortmann also said the 



problem is not getting 21st century skills into the frameworks but rather getting them into 
the classroom, by recruiting, nurturing, and retaining a 21st century teaching force and 
providing a highly professional working environment. 
 
Chair Banta welcomed three distinguished panelists to talk about the Task Force’s report 
and to join in discussion with the Board: Michael Cohen, president of Achieve, Inc.; E.D. 
Hirsch, founder and chair of the Board for the Core Knowledge Foundation; and Richard 
Murnane, Harvard University professor of education and society. Mr. Cohen said three 
things are clear: (1) 21st century skills are important; (2) too few young people leave high 
school having developed skills to ensure their success in college and careers; and (3) the 
real challenge lies in the classroom rather than the standards. Mr. Cohen said there needs 
to be a clear image of what 21st century skills look like, and that students must learn and 
apply these skills in the context of strong content knowledge. He said that Achieve views 
the Massachusetts academic standards as a benchmark, and skills should be in service of 
standards. Mr. Cohen recommended that the state accountability system focus on students 
graduating from high school ready for college and careers. 
 
Dr. Hirsch said that Massachusetts is the bellwether in public education, MCAS has made 
the difference, and the key is to have tests that encourage good instructional practices and 
not test prep. Dr. Hirsch said that MCAS is curriculum based and students who do well 
on it will also be strong in 21st century skills. He said 21st century skills are domain 
specific, and warned that testing for these skills through portfolios and projects while 
ensuring consistent expectations from one district to another is not easily accomplished. 
 
Dr. Murnane said the Task Force’s recommendations are extremely sensible, the 
challenge set forth is appropriate, and there should be no backing off of content. Dr. 
Murnane said there is no conflict between content and 21st century skills. He added that 
the real challenge is how to integrate the skills into the teaching of core subjects in every 
school and classroom. 
 
Board members asked questions of the three panelists and engaged in further discussion 
about the Task Force report. Commissioner Chester noted general agreement that skills 
and content are linked to each other, and that the biggest challenge is to ensure that every 
student experiences curriculum and instruction that imparts high academic standards as 
well as 21st century skills. He said it is critical to expand the range of indicators for the 
accountability system to be sure that high school graduates are well prepared for college 
and careers. The commissioner said he would work with Department staff and come back 
to the Board with next steps. Chair Banta thanked the three panelists, the members of the 
Board, and the commissioner for a rich and stimulating discussion.   
 
On a motion duly made and seconded, it was: 
 
VOTED: that the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education adjourn the 

meeting at 8:50 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 
 


