
8 
 

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

 
Monday, November 24, 2014 

5:05 p.m. – 7:10 p.m. 
 

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

 
Members of the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education Present:  
Margaret McKenna, Chair, Boston  
David Roach, Vice-Chair, Millbury  
Vanessa Calderón-Rosado, Milton  
Harneen Chernow, Jamaica Plain  
Karen Daniels, Milton  
Matthew Malone, Secretary of Education, by James DiTullio, Designee  
James Morton, Springfield 
Pendred Noyce, Boston  
Donald Willyard, Chair, Student Advisory Council, Revere  
 
Mitchell D. Chester, Commissioner of Elementary and Secondary Education, Secretary to the 
Board  
 
Members of the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education Absent: 
Katherine Craven, Brookline 
Mary Ann Stewart, Lexington  
 
Chair McKenna called the meeting to order at 5:05 p.m. 
 
Educator Licensure Policy 
 
Commissioner Chester welcomed members of the Board. Commissioner said with the recent 
conversations on educator licensure proposals, he would like to update the Board on this work to 
date. He said the Board and Department have made educator effectiveness an agency-wide 
priority, supported by the Race to the Top grant, to ensure every child has access to a high 
quality program of instruction. The commissioner outlined the Board’s statutory role. He said he 
has taken off the table the idea of connecting local evaluation to licensure. Commissioner 
Chester said interest in reforming educator licensure and preparation programs has consistently 
been supported by stakeholders, such as the Massachusetts Teachers Association (MTA). He said 
the Department is considering various measures of performance, other than local evaluation, in 
connection with licensure, consistent with the statute. The commissioner said the Department 
will continue to work with stakeholders to reimagine the licensure system.   
 
Associate Commissioner Heather Peske gave the Board a brief chronology of the licensure 
initiative. She said the goal is to determine where and how to strengthen and streamline the 
licensure process to move beyond paperwork. Ms. Peske said the licensure policy documents 
were simply drafts to catalyze conversation and guide feedback. She said the Department will 
restart the stakeholder engagement, look to other state models, continue to update the Board, and 
bring recommendations to the Board in the fall of 2015. 
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Mr. Willyard asked about alternatives to the tiered licensure system. Ms. Peske described 
different models, including license endorsements. Commissioner Chester said the Massachusetts 
Business Alliance for Education report, “The New Opportunity to Lead,” addressed teacher 
licensure and preparation programs, including a special distinction for educators in turnaround 
schools.  In response to Ms. Noyce’s question, Ms. Peske said the MTA produced a white paper 
in 2008 focused on educator preparation, demonstrating performance before licensure, and 
license structures. Ms. Chernow suggested a follow-up conversation on the licensure system as a 
whole. 
 
Vice-Chair Roach said our ambition might outstrip our capacity on this topic. He said the 
Department has a distinct role, different from the role of district hiring authorities and human 
resources. Commissioner Chester said some of the questions guiding the discussion include how 
to gauge if a new teacher is ready to be the teacher of record in the classroom, staged entry, 
distinguished teacher level, and national board certification.  Chair McKenna said she is 
concerned that the draft options linked licensure and evaluation, and thus limited the 
conversation with stakeholders. Chair McKenna said major initiatives on educator preparation 
and licensure need to be discussed first by the Board as a matter of policy.  
 
Ms. Noyce said she supports performance assessments in the field and a tiered system, although 
the assessments may need to be improved. She added that a specific license endorsement would 
likely have value in the marketplace. Vice-Chair Roach said retention of educators is a growing 
problem that should be addressed in the policy options going forward. Commissioner Chester 
pointed to examples of career ladders within Lawrence and Springfield with the potential for 
success. Ms. Peske said eleven districts are part of a professional learning network to disseminate 
best practices. Chair McKenna said the Board will continue to discuss educator preparation and 
licensure at future meetings.  
 
Special Education: Action Steps to Strengthen Policy and Practice in Massachusetts 
 
Commissioner Chester said when he started as commissioner in 2008 he was struck by the high 
rate of identification of special education students in Massachusetts (17%), which is well above 
the national average (12%). He then commissioned a deeper look at the data by Professor 
Thomas Hehir of the Harvard Graduate School of Education, former head of the U.S. Office of 
Special Education Programs and former director of special education for Boston and Chicago. 
The commissioner introduced Dr. Hehir to the Board for his third presentation on the series of 
studies he has completed. 
 
Dr. Hehir said Massachusetts has been thoughtful in collecting data, and digging into what the 
data means for students. He said Massachusetts has a large number of children classified into 
special education, particularly low-income students. Dr. Hehir said the placement data show that 
African-American and Latino students are more likely to be placed in substantially separate 
settings; districts varied in their use of out-of-district placements; and students in full-inclusion 
placements had better outcomes than students educated in substantially-separate settings. He said 
parents of students with disabilities in seventh and eighth grade often feel they do not have high 
quality options for high school. Dr. Hehir said most vocational-technical high schools yield 
better results for special education students.  
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In response to Mr. Morton’s question about inclusive programs, Dr. Hehir said the greatest 
predictor of special education student success is the success of the district as a whole with non-
disabled children.  Commissioner Chester said students in substantially separate placements 
often do not have access to the general curriculum, school culture, and academic standards. He 
said in many cases special education teachers are expected to teach all subjects, even if it is not 
their area of expertise. Ms. Chernow noted a recent report on outcomes for Boston students. She 
asked if any findings surprised Dr. Hehir. Dr. Hehir said parents in some districts, including 
affluent districts, may be told the district does not have inclusion classes. He said the variability 
between districts and even within districts was surprising. Ms. Daniels said it was her experience 
as a school leader that special education teachers were expected to handle many roles. Dr. Hehir 
and Special Education Director Marty Mittnacht gave the Board an overview of statewide data 
on student outcomes.  
 
Senior Associate Commissioner Russell Johnston outlined the Department’s strategic actions, 
including: improving student outcomes through early interventions; increasing the capacity of 
general education classrooms to meet the needs of diverse learners; reducing inappropriate 
identification of low-income students as eligible for special education; increasing inclusion in 
general education settings of students with disabilities; and decreasing inappropriate use of 
substantially separate settings and out-of-district placements. Mr. Morton noted the need to 
address issues of race and poverty. Ms. Calderón-Rosado suggested a further conversation on the 
connection between the Department, the Department of Early Education and Care, and the 
Department of Public Health, as they all interact with children with disabilities.  
 
Commissioner Chester said the Department is taking a thoughtful approach to shining a light on 
these issues, and we should recognize there is a tension in asking districts to change their culture. 
Chair McKenna commended the work, and reminded Board members of the upcoming joint 
meeting with the Board of Early Education and Care on December 15, 2014.  
 
On a motion duly made and seconded, it was:  
 
VOTED:  that the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education adjourn the meeting 

at 7:10 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  

 
  
 
 
 


