
 12

 
 

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

 
January 24, 2011 

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 
Vanessa Calderón-Rosado, Milton   
Gerald Chertavian, Cambridge 
Michael D'Ortenzio Jr., Chair, Student Advisory Council, Wellesley 
Beverly Holmes, Springfield 
Jeff Howard, Reading 
Ruth Kaplan, Brookline 
Nicholas Martinelli (designee for Secretary of Education Paul Reville) 
James McDermott, Eastham 
 
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, Vice Chair, Jamaica Plain 
Dana Mohler-Faria, Bridgewater 
 
 
Chair Banta called the meeting to order at 5:05 p.m. 
 
Chair Banta said tonight's special meeting will focus on English Language Learners. 
During introductions, Board member Ruth Kaplan introduced special guests in the 
audience who are working on education programs in Israel. Commissioner Chester 
acknowledged the members of the Board's Advisory Council on English Language 
Learners / Bilingual Education who were in attendance. Commissioner Chester said this 
is a critical topic and added that English Language Learners (ELLs) represent one of the 
few growing populations in K-12 education. The commissioner said the Department is 
fortunate to have Esta Montano on staff to head up the Office of Language Acquisition 
and Academic Achievement. 
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Associate Commissioner Julia Phelps said the purpose of the special meeting is to 
provide background data on ELL students and programs in schools, to examine current 
initiatives as they relate to the Board's goals and priority areas, to hear from the Teacher 
of the Year, and to ask Advisory Council members to respond. 
 
Ms. Montano presented a PowerPoint presentation on ELL students and programs. 
 
Mr. Martinelli and Ms. Holmes arrived at 5:15 p.m. 
 
Ms. Montano said that two-thirds of the ELL student population in Massachusetts is 
enrolled in 10 school districts. She said schools serve ELL students with a wide range of 
English language proficiency. Ms. Montano said ELL students generally exit the program 
at Level 5 and sometimes Level 4, and it usually takes about five years to exit from the 
program and be successful in standard curriculum classrooms. 
 
Mr. D'Ortenzio Jr. asked about the difference between ELL and ESL. Ms. Montano said 
English as a Second Language (ESL) is what the program was called traditionally, while 
English language learners (ELL) are the students. She said the programming depends on 
the district, the number of ELLs, and the philosophy, though the default is Sheltered 
English Immersion (SEI).  In SEI, students receive explicit, direct instruction that 
facilitates English language acquisition and the rest of the time they are receiving 
sheltered English instruction in the content areas. Teachers take category trainings to 
learn how to shelter content successfully, that is, make the content more comprehensible 
to students who are still learning English. Ms. Montano said other models of instruction 
include self-contained SEI, traditional bilingual education, and two-way bilingual or dual 
language programs. 
 
Floris Wilma Ortiz-Marrero, the 2010-2011 Massachusetts Teacher of the Year who is an 
ELL teacher from Amherst Regional Middle School, addressed the Board and engaged 
members in a science lesson in Spanish to simulate sheltered instruction. 
 
Ms. Ortiz said that her students are not just learning English, but also the content, higher 
level thinking, and how to apply it. Ms. Ortiz said ELL students who come in with low 
academic literacy in their native language face the greatest challenge. Ms. Ortiz described 
her educational and professional background, including in Adult Basic Education. 
Commissioner Chester noted that Adult Basic Education programs play an important role 
in providing ESL instruction for adults in Massachusetts. The commissioner said Ms. 
Ortiz is a phenomenal representative as Massachusetts Teacher of the Year. 
 
Ms. Ortiz said there is great variety in the academic and language skills of ELL students, 
requiring teachers to use a variety of strategies, programs and techniques. Ms. Kaplan 
asked about training materials for teachers. Ms. Montano said the Department is 
redesigning the category trainings for content teachers and plans to bring in videos and 
case studies that are now not part of those trainings. Ms. Kaplan said confidence with 
language is important, and it is important for teachers to learn how to convey confidence. 
Ms. Ortiz said students need to feel respected and valued in the classroom. 
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Ms. Montano said that many students cross a cultural and linguistic bridge when they 
come to school, and teachers can serve as advocates are and cultural brokers. Mr. 
Chertavian asked how many ELL teachers have been through the training. Department 
staff member Beth O'Connell said over 20,000 teachers have taken the category training 
between 2004 and 2010. Ms. Ortiz said teachers need ongoing support beyond the 
training, which is fundamentally about good teaching pedagogy that benefits all learners 
in the classroom. Ms. Montano said that Race to the Top will help more teachers become 
certified in special education and ELL. She said the Department plans to include 
mentoring and sustaining components in the new training modules. 
 
Dr. McDermott said he was struck by Ms. Ortiz’s dynamic approach and her use of 1:1 
individualized discussion. He said it is important to encourage teachers to treat each 
student as a thinking person. Mr. D'Ortenzio Jr. said students need confidence as well as 
the tools to learn. 
 
Ms. Montano introduced the chairs of the Board's Advisory Committee on English 
Language Learners / Bilingual Education, Robyn Dowling-Grant from Lexington Public 
Schools and Leah Palmer from Wellesley Public Schools. Ms. Dowling-Grant introduced 
other members of the advisory council who were in attendance. Ms. Dowling-Grant said 
her district has to pay teachers to go to category training because they are not required to 
attend. She said she is pleased that the category trainings are being revamped. 
 
Ms. Palmer said there should be more sustainability in professional development, 
including a mentoring and coaching component. Ms. Dowling-Grant said the MEPA and 
MCAS data are vital but she would like to see more disaggregated data. Ms. Palmer said 
that engagement for students and families is important, and noted that the advisory 
council has been working on a document to support districts on engaging ELL families in 
school activities. Ms. Kaplan suggested that the ELL/Bilingual Advisory Committee 
should work with the Advisory Council on Family and Community Engagement, which 
has done some thoughtful work around this. 
 
Dr. Calderón-Rosado said it is important to build licensure standards into professional 
development and to work collaboratively across agencies. Dr. Calderón-Rosado said it 
would be helpful to have more information about accountability measures for districts 
with respect to ELL. Ms. Montano said we have Annual Measurable Achievement 
Objectives (AMAOs), and MEPA scores are scrutinized. Ms. Dowling-Grant noted that 
before the No Child Left Behind Act started to shine a spotlight on student results, the 
performance of ELLs could be more easily overlooked.  
 
Commissioner Chester said this is an area that is getting increased attention. The 
commissioner said the Department's Program Quality Assurance unit conducts a 
coordinated program review in each district every six years. The commissioner said the 
Department has looked at a number of districts that are outperforming the state in terms 
of ELL populations to see what approaches they are using. The commissioner added that 
there is federal oversight in Massachusetts by the Office for Civil Rights within the U.S. 
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Department of Education and the Department of Justice, which has looked at programs in 
Boston. Commissioner Chester said Boston had not been identifying all eligible ELL 
students or providing services to all students. The commissioner said he is most interested 
in effective programs that prepare students for success, not just compliance for the sake 
of compliance. The commissioner said the category training is a work in progress; the 
quality and efficacy of the training are mixed, and he has asked the Department to work 
with the field to review and improve it.  
 
Chair Banta asked about the timetable for the enhanced training. Ms. Montano said we 
need research behind us. Ms. Montano said this would take at least one to two years, but 
in the meantime some pilot programs would be launched with UMASS Lowell and 
UMASS Boston. 
 
Mr. D'Ortenzio Jr. asked if the Office of Language Acquisition was involved in the 
drafting of turnaround plans. Associate Commissioner Phelps said it was involved in 
writing guidance for districts that need an ELL focus for their turnaround plan. 
 
Mr. Martinelli said that Secretary Reville asked him to raise the question whether the 
traditional school day is sufficient for these students, and whether there are related 
afterschool programs. Associate Commissioner Phelps said that districts receiving Title 
III funds could use them for afterschool programs, summer programs, and programs on 
school holidays. Ms. Palmer said that Wellesley has joined other low incidence districts 
to offer tutoring after school for English language learners. Ms. Montano said 
Framingham, her former school district, had expanded learning time in one school with a 
high numbers of ELLs and she concluded the more instructional time they had, the better.  
 
Dr. Howard said there is a large and active community of ELL advocates, some of whom 
view SEI as controversial. Ms. Montano said SEI is the law, and that it works well for 
some students perhaps more than for others. Ms. Palmer said teachers need professional 
development and follow-up for SEI to be effective. Ms. Dowling-Grant said some 
districts believe they cannot use a student's native language at all, which is not correct. 
Ms. Kaplan said if there are misconceptions about what school districts can and cannot 
do, the Department could clarify that with guidance. 
 
Dr. McDermott noted that in her demonstration lesson, Ms. Ortiz treated her “students” 
with respect and trust. Dr. McDermott said a lot of programs that are good for regular 
programs work well for ELLs too. He asked how much could be included in professional 
development, from treating students with respect to strategies that work with a regular 
classroom. Ms. Montano said the Department is considering all of these issues in building 
new approaches to professional development. 
 
Chair Banta thanked the participants and said this was an excellent session. 
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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 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 

and Secretary to the Board 
 
 
 
 
 


