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

 
Bridgewater State College, Maxwell Library, Heritage Room  

November 12, 2010 
9:40 a.m. – 3:40 p.m. 

 
Members of the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education Present: 
 
Maura Banta, Chair, Melrose 
Vanessa Calderón-Rosado, Milton   
Harneen Chernow, Vice Chair, Jamaica Plain 
Gerald Chertavian, Cambridge 
Michael D'Ortenzio Jr., Chair, Student Advisory Council, Wellesley 
Beverly Holmes, Springfield 
Jeff Howard, Reading 
Ruth Kaplan, Brookline 
James McDermott, Eastham 
Dana Mohler-Faria, Bridgewater 
Paul Reville, Secretary of Education, Worcester 
 
Mitchell D. Chester, Commissioner of Elementary and Secondary Education, Secretary 
to the Board 
 
Chair Maura Banta called the meeting to order at 9:40 a.m. She thanked Dana Mohler-
Faria for hosting this special meeting/planning retreat of the Board at Bridgewater State 
College, and thanked the Board members who served with her on the retreat planning 
committee: Harneen Chernow, Gerald Chertavian, and Beverly Holmes. 
 
Chair Banta reviewed the agenda for the retreat, starting with the objectives: 
1. Members reflect on the Board’s major accomplishments and challenges in FY10  
2. Members are aware of some critical issues the Board will address in FY11 
3. Members have a common understanding of effective Board membership and process 

and develop a strong working relationship 
4. Members have a sense of how to measure the success of our efforts as a Board 
5. Members feel motivated, energized, and prepared for the work ahead 
 
Chair Banta noted that the Board has a budget committee and a committee on the 
commissioner’s performance evaluation, and she anticipates appointing a committee on 
cross-sector (Early Education & Care/Elementary & Secondary/Higher Education) 
projects and another on charter school work.   
 
1. The Board’s major accomplishments and challenges in FY10 
 
Chair Banta led a review and discussion of the Board’s accomplishments in FY10. She 
highlighted the Board’s thoughtful work on the comprehensive School and District 
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Accountability and Assistance System and on review and adoption of the Common Core 
State Standards. Commissioner Mitchell Chester said the Legislature handed the Board a 
substantial assignment in January 2010 in the Achievement Gap legislation, 
encompassing a new approach to school and district accountability and assistance and 
school turnarounds, the charter cap lift, and innovation/virtual schools. He commended 
the Board for its deliberate and thoughtful process in setting policy in each of these areas. 
Secretary Paul Reville added that the innovation schools, Readiness Centers, and cross-
sector work all have great potential. 
 
Chair Banta went through the list of major federal education grant awards to 
Massachusetts, including the Race to the Top grant, and said they would not have 
happened without the Board’s leadership. She quoted from U.S. Education Secretary 
Arne Duncan’s letter that said the state had shown courage and commitment to produce 
the highest rated RTTT application in the nation. 
 
Board member Jeff Howard arrived at 10:20 a.m. 
 
2. Some critical issues the Board will address in FY11 
 
Vice Chair Chernow led a review and discussion of  topics that the Board anticipates 
addressing in FY11, in relation to the list of priorities. Board members went over the list 
of priorities established in 2008 (educator effectiveness, curriculum and instruction, 
accountability and assistance, and supports for students and families). There was 
consensus that the list should be called areas of focus rather than priorities. Board 
member Ruth Kaplan suggested that the Board have a special meeting on parent, family, 
and community engagement. Secretary Reville recommended expanding the focus area to 
include wraparound services and the need to address issues that impede students from 
attending to learning. Vice Chair Chernow suggested that school culture is another 
important area of focus, particularly with increasing attention to preventing and 
addressing bullying. 
 
Secretary Reville said he expects the three education boards and departments will be 
collaborating on cross-agency initiatives concerning early literacy and college and career 
readiness.  
 
Board member Gerald Chertavian suggested that the Board consider ways to streamline 
its charter school business, to allocate more time to policy issues that affect every student 
in the Commonwealth. Chair Banta said she expects to appoint a committee to consider 
this question.  
 
Board members suggested other topics that could be discussed at future meetings, 
including innovation schools, Readiness Centers, vocational-technical education, early 
college high school and dual enrollment, and STEM initiatives. 
 
Dr. Howard asked how the Board could make clear that closing proficiency gaps is a high 
priority for the Board. Dr. Dana Mohler-Faria responded that the mission is the key; the 
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priorities each year should flow from the mission. Board member Jim McDermott noted 
that the mission statement does refer to “every student.” Members discussed how to 
reflect in the mission the Board’s intent to close proficiency gaps. Secretary Reville 
suggested, and Board members agreed, to revise the mission statement by adding nine 
words at the end, so that it reads as follows: 
 

The mission of the Massachusetts Board of Elementary and Secondary Education 
is to strengthen the Commonwealth’s public education system so that every 
student is prepared to succeed in postsecondary education, compete in the global 
economy, and understand the rights and responsibilities of American citizens, and 
in so doing, to close all proficiency gaps. 

 
Mr. Chertavian said that he believes the mission should lead to the areas of focus, the 
Commissioner should set priorities and goals within each area, and that the Board should 
provide feedback to him. Mr. Chertavian advocated for high standards for school 
performance, noting that we are not measuring the proficiency gap for the large numbers 
of students who drop out in some urban districts. Commissioner Chester commented that 
our work is effective only if it improves practice in districts, schools, and classrooms and 
leads to better results for students. 
 
The continuing discussion led to consensus to revise the areas of focus to read as follows: 

 Educator effectiveness 
 Curriculum, instruction, and assessment 
 Accountability and assistance 
 Wrap-around supports and engagement for students and families 
 School and classroom culture 

 
Dr. Howard suggested that the Board discuss 3-5 priorities for the Board and the 
Department, and the Board should expect measureable improvement in closing 
proficiency gaps and turning around underperforming schools. Mr. Chertavian responded 
that the Commissioner needs to set the initial direction on priorities. Secretary Reville 
said that the Department has already launched a great deal of work in each area of focus 
and the Commissioner, not the Board, should articulate the priorities and strategic 
initiatives under each one. Chair Banta said the Commissioner has to start with the work 
that is already launched and mandated by law and other commitments such as Race to the 
Top. Commissioner Chester said one factor to add to the list of expectations for FY11 
would be tightening fiscal constraints. 
 
Vice Chair Chernow concluded the session by inviting the Commissioner to report to the 
Board on the priorities or strategic objectives that he has identified for FY11. The 
Commissioner agreed. Chair Banta added that she would ask the Board to revisit and 
reaffirm the revised mission statement at the next meeting. 
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3. Effective membership and Board process; strong working relationships 
 
Board member Dana Mohler-Faria led a discussion of effective membership and Board 
process. He said the work of the Board is tied to its mission. He listed some keys to being 
an effective member, including supporting the mission, coming to meetings prepared to 
discuss items on the agenda and cast an informed vote, and maintaining a statewide 
perspective on all issues at all times. 
 
Dr. Mohler-Faria asked General Counsel Rhoda Schneider to present on the new Open 
Meeting Law. Ms. Schneider reviewed the key provisions outlined in the materials and 
responded to questions. She said she would notify the Board when further guidance is 
available on records retention and remote participation in meetings. 
 
Dr. Mohler-Faria said the Board needs to make judicious use of time, ensure everyone’s 
voice is heard, and ensure that critical topics take precedence. He said it would be helpful 
to clarify the role of the Board vis-à-vis the role of the commissioner. Mr. Chertavian 
suggested adding to the list mentoring and orienting new members and developing norms 
and processes for feedback. Members discussed the role of the Board in relation to the 
role of the Legislature. Secretary Reville said the Board makes education policy within 
the framework that the Legislature sets. Commissioner Chester added that the Board also 
influences the Legislature, noting that the Board’s work to redesign the School and 
District Accountability and Assistance system led to enactment of certain approaches in 
the Achievement Gap legislation.  
 
Vice Chair Chernow asked if the Board needs more time or needs to use its time at 
meetings differently. Dr. Mohler-Faria said the board of Bridgewater State University 
meets five times a year for two-hour meetings, plus two retreats; the university board 
concentrates on setting the correct areas of focus and holds the president accountable for 
the rest. Dr. Howard said he believes the Board spends more time on operational and 
charter school issues than on issues of policy. Ms. Kaplan suggested perhaps cutting the 
updates from the Board chair, commissioner and secretary. Secretary Reville responded 
that the updates serve a purpose of public information. Ms. Kaplan suggested that Chair 
Banta keep the public comment portion of the meetings to the posted limit of 3 minutes 
per speaker and 30 minutes total. Chair Banta agreed.  
 
Chair Banta noted that the commissioner had included in the packet for the retreat a draft 
list of charges to each of the Board’s advisory councils for FY11. 
 
4. Measuring the success of our efforts as a Board 
 
Board member Beverly Holmes led a discussion on how the Board could measure the 
success of its efforts, using as an example the upcoming adoption of new educator 
evaluation principles and regulations. Vice Chair Chernow said she finds it helpful when 
the commissioner gives the Board contextual information on major policy issues, 
including a sequence of anticipated action steps. Commissioner Chester outlined the 
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expected process for the Educator Evaluation Task Force, which he said is a good case 
study because it will raise issues about the state role, the respective roles of the Board and 
the Department, time pressure, and other factors. 
 
Board members discussed the role of a task force in relation to the Board’s role. Dr. 
Mohler-Faria said it is the chair’s prerogative to appoint a task force. Dr. Howard said he 
hopes the chair will appoint a committee to follow up on the Proficiency Gap Task Force 
report. 
 
Board members suggested additions to the lists of anticipated obstacles and factors that 
will determine success as individual members and as a Board. They discussed ways in 
which they as individuals and the Board as a whole might help school officials, teachers, 
families, community members, and other constituents, understand and implement the 
Board’s policy decisions. Secretary Reville reminded members that only the chair speaks 
for the Board, and that individual members do not.  
 
5. Commitment and preparation for the work ahead 
 
Board member Gerald Chertavian suggested that the commissioner keep the Board 
informed about task forces and outreach to the field that he anticipates will be needed in 
the future. Mr. Chertavian then reminded the Board that while many challenges remain, 
the one million students in our purview are doing better than students in every other state. 
He asked members to comment individually on how well they thought the objectives of 
today’s retreat had been achieved.  Board members rated the meeting between 6.5 and 9 
on a 10-point scale, and commented that they felt encouraged, energized, engaged, and 
enlightened.  
 
Mr. Chertavian then asked members to comment individually on what they would want to 
see in a year. Members said they would like to see progress in closing proficiency gaps, 
good collaboration and communication with each other and the commissioner and the 
field, a sense of knowing the priorities, and that Massachusetts will still be # 1 in K-12 
education. Commissioner Chester said he appreciates the Board’s interest in feeling 
connected to the work that he and the Department staff do every day with a great sense of 
urgency. He noted it is a challenge for a volunteer board that meets monthly to stay 
connected to the ongoing work. Mr. Chertavian observed there was congruence about the 
importance of clarifying roles and priorities, and it would be good to be able to say in a 
year that the Board and commissioner have done that.  
 
Chair Banta concluded the meeting by noting the Board has refined its mission statement 
and agreed to five areas of focus for its work. She said the Board will look to the 
commissioner to set priorities for the significant body of work, and she will look to 
members to participate in the committees that will be established. She thanked Dr. 
Mohler-Faria for his hospitality and the support that Bridgewater State College provided 
today, and to all members of the Board for their participation. 
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On a motion duly made and seconded, it was: 
 
VOTED: that the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education adjourn the 

meeting at 3:40 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 
 

 
 


