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

Tuesday, October 20, 2015 
8:35 a.m.–12:45 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 
James Morton, Vice-Chair, Boston 
Ed Doherty, Boston  
Roland Fryer, Concord 
Michael Moriarty, Holyoke 
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  
 
Members of the Board Absent: 
Katherine Craven, Brookline  
Margaret McKenna, Boston  
 
 
Chair Sagan called the meeting to order at 8:35 a.m. and welcomed Board members. 
Commissioner Chester reported that Massachusetts has received a $7 million grant to expand 
the state’s longitudinal data system. The commissioner said he anticipates release of 2015 
National Assessment of Educational Progress results in grade 4 and 8 reading and mathematics 
next week. He updated the Board on the organizational review of the Department that 
Parthenon-EY is conducting.  
 
Secretary Peyser thanked Commissioner Chester for his comments on student assessment at the 
October 19 special meeting and said he agrees with the three principles the commissioner 
outlined: MCAS needs an upgrade, PARCC reflects good new thinking and techniques that will 
help improve instruction, and Massachusetts needs to control its destiny and maintain its 
leadership. Chair Sagan concurred. 
 
Ms. Noyce reported on behalf of the Commissioner’s Performance Evaluation Committee. She 
said the committee met on October 19 to update the performance criteria, integrating several 
initiatives and adding a mid-year check-in with the Commissioner. Mr. Fryer reported on the 
Charter School Committee meeting on October 19. He said the committee reviewed and 
discussed the charter school approval process, hearing schedule, and various data points.  
 
Approval of Minutes  
 
On a motion duly made and seconded, it was:  
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VOTED:  that the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education approve the 
minutes of the September 21, 2015 Special Meeting and September 22, 2015 
Regular Meeting.  

 
The vote was unanimous. 
 
Lawrence Public Schools: Update on Receivership 
 
Lawrence Receiver/Superintendent Jeff Riley presented an overview of the fourth year of the 
Lawrence Public Schools receivership. He said the continued focus is on four pillars of high-
quality teaching and learning: rigorous standards, high-quality enrichment, effort/mindset, and 
critical thinking and fluid reasoning. He said Lawrence continues to see an increase in the 
percentage of students achieving at proficient and advanced levels, as well as an improved 
graduation rate and decreased dropout rate. Superintendent Riley said through a federal pre-
kindergarten expansion grant, Lawrence has added 130 new full-day, year-round pre-
kindergarten seats for eligible four-year-olds. He said the Playball Foundation has made a 
generous donation to support the expansion of middle school intramural sports. Superintendent 
Riley provided an update on the high school redesign initiative, aimed at preparing all 
Lawrence High School students for success after graduation. He outlined district strategies 
including the 9th grade academy model, a special education taskforce to guide improvements, 
support for teacher leadership teams at each school as well as leadership opportunities district-
wide, ongoing work on a facilities master plan, and new data systems.  
 
Mr. Doherty arrived at 8:50 a.m. 
 
Mr. Fryer commented that across the country, turnaround work tends to yield modest rates of 
growth in English language arts (ELA) achievement and somewhat better results in math 
achievement. He asked Mr. Riley about the experience in Lawrence. Superintendent Riley said 
he has seen more progress in the upper elementary grades, particularly where students have 
access to math tutors, and the tutoring may be expanded to ELA. He added that the February 
and April vacation academies accelerate student growth by providing 30 hours of ELA. In 
response to Ms. Stewart’s question, Superintendent Riley explained the origin of the Sontag 
prize, which funds professional development for teachers and their work with students in the 
acceleration academies. In response to Ms. Noyce’s questions, Superintendent Riley said there 
are 14,000 K-12 students in Lawrence Public Schools, up from 12,500 before receivership.  
 
Commissioner Chester commended Jeff Riley’s leadership. He said the children of Lawrence 
are in a much better place than they were five years ago, and there is still much work to do after 
decades of deterioration. The commissioner thanked Senior Associate Commissioner Russell 
Johnston and his staff for their work on school and district turnaround and support. 
 
Comments from the Public  
 

1. New Bedford Public Schools Superintendent Pia Durkin addressed the Board on 
PARCC.  

2. Boston Public Schools Superintendent Tommy Chang addressed the Board on 
PARCC. 

3. Revere Public School Superintendent Dianne Kelly addressed the Board on 
PARCC. 
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Commissioner Chester thanked the three superintendents for their leadership in urban 
education.  
 
Holyoke Public Schools: Turnaround Plan 

 
Holyoke Receiver/Superintendent Stephen Zrike outlined the district turnaround plan, which 
was released on October 1. He said the goals include: building on what is working and fixing 
what is not, staff empowerment and accountability, extending time for learning, establishing 
pathways to career and/or college success, investing in partners strategically, and repairing 
relationships with families. He reviewed the five turnaround plan priority areas. Superintendent 
Zrike said the turnaround plan has been discussed during community meetings, community 
partner information sessions, and meetings with school personnel. He said family engagement 
is a critical component of the turnaround effort, and includes community meetings in public 
housing as well as home visits by school staff. Senior Associate Commissioner Russell 
Johnston said staff recruitment and contract offers will start much earlier this school year, 
beginning in January. Commissioner Chester expressed his appreciation to Superintendent 
Zrike for taking on this assignment and the excellent work he has done in Holyoke thus far, 
under very tight timelines.  
 
Student Assessment 
 
Commissioner Chester said he feels strongly that Massachusetts needs to move forward, and 
the two-year “test drive” provided valuable experience, data, and input on the development of a 
next-generation assessment. He said Board members are receiving a lot of contradictory input, 
and we should not lose sight of the forest for the trees. He reiterated his comments from 
Monday evening’s special meeting: 
 
Three core understandings have emerged: 

1) MCAS has been a strong assessment, and has reached a point of diminished returns in 
its 18th year; some schools are putting more energy into success on MCAS than into 
strengthening curriculum, instruction, and learning; 

2) In important ways, PARCC is a substantial advancement over MCAS in terms of a) 
elevating expectations for student performance, b) signaling more ambitious curricular 
and instructional expectations of our schools, c) providing a more engaging assessment 
experience, and d) aligning with expectations of colleges and employers; and 

3) The path we take must ensure that Massachusetts ultimately controls our own 
assessment program. 

 
The commissioner said he had been thinking about two doors – MCAS or PARCC – but he is 
now exploring Door #3: MCAS 2.0, capitalizing on the investment that Massachusetts 
educators have made in PARCC by making it the foundation of MCAS 2.0. He said 
Massachusetts cannot stand still; we need a strong assessment to complement our strong 
academic standards.  
 
Bob Lee, the Department’s MCAS Chief Analyst and PARCC Coordinator, reviewed 
assessment choices that districts made in Spring 2015, with 54 percent of districts choosing to 
administer PARCC. He explained that the representative sample of students who took PARCC 
or MCAS statistically matches the state student population. Mr. Lee explained that PARCC 
achievement levels range from 1-5, and MCAS reports performance on four levels ranging 
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from Warning/Failing to Advanced. He reviewed statewide PARCC English language arts and 
mathematics results, and compared assessment results from MCAS, PARCC, and the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). Chair Sagan reminded members that the Board 
has already decided to maintain MCAS as the high school graduation (competency 
determination) standard for students through the class of 2019. 
 
Ken Klau, Director of Digital Learning, presented information on the technology requirements 
and readiness of schools to administer PARCC computer-based testing. He said 1,363 schools 
meet minimum specifications; 442 schools are not yet ready. He explained that upgrading all 
schools and classrooms for digital learning is more costly than simply upgrading for computer-
based testing. Deputy Commissioner Jeff Wulfson noted that Massachusetts is lagging other 
states in investment in digital learning. Mr. Klau said federal e-rate funding is a large source of 
support, along with the state’s competitive digital connection grant program. Chair Sagan 
requested a statewide map of technology readiness.  
 
Level 5 Schools Update 
 
Senior Associate Commissioner Russell Johnston gave a brief overview of the Quarter 1 
reports from the four Level 5 schools. He said common themes included professional 
development for teachers during the summer, staffing improvements, schools using budget 
autonomies, and scheduling and curriculum changes. Mr. Johnston said the receivers meet 
quarterly and will focus on family engagement at their next meeting.  

Updated Response to Recommendations from Working Group on Civic Learning and 
Engagement 

Commissioner Chester said he is reporting back on the Department’s response to the working 
group’s recommendations. He reviewed the implementation plan and noted that he would like 
to be more ambitious with the plan if the Department had more resources and staff to do so. 
Commissioner Chester said he will update the Board on this initiative as it proceeds.  
 
Proposed Revised Science and Technology/Engineering Standards 
 
Chair Sagan said the draft revised standards reflect refinements that were made in response to 
the Board's input at the May and September meetings. He said with the Board's approval, the 
Department will invite broad public input through November, make any necessary edits, and 
then bring the final revised STE standards to the Board for adoption in January 2016. Secretary 
Peyser said the standards reflect the need for students to develop a conceptual understanding as 
well as science and engineering practices that will help them apply learning and be analytical 
thinkers.  
 
VOTED: that the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education, in accordance with 

Chapter 69, Sections 1D and 1E of the Mass. General Laws, authorize the 
Commissioner to solicit public comment on the draft revised Science and 
Technology/Engineering (STE) Standards.    

 
The vote was unanimous.  
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Board of Elementary and Secondary Education FY17 Budget Proposal and Report from 
the Board's Budget Committee  
 
Commissioner Chester reported that the budget committee met to discuss the FY2017 budget 
process. He said the committee focused on areas of the budget that are designed to narrow 
proficiency gaps and strengthen the Department’s capacity for turnaround work with schools 
and districts. Commissioner Chester said the Foundation Budget Review Commission is 
recommending increases in funding for K-12 education.  
 
Roland Fryer left at 12:00 noon. 
 
Student Assessment (Continued)   
 
Commissioner Chester said he is still considering what option number three would entail with 
respect to Massachusetts’s role in the consortium, test development, and other details. He said 
one option would be to submit a request for information from experienced assessment vendors 
to build a next-generation MCAS 2.0 using the best of PARCC but not limited to it. Chair 
Sagan said after last night’s discussion with PARCC, Inc.’s leadership team, it is clearer now 
that Massachusetts has more flexibility as part of the consortium. Ms. Noyce said she 
appreciates the additional thinking, and as part of the two-year test drive the Board decided 
upon she has never felt bound to a binary decision. She said PARCC provides a much better 
signal of each student’s college readiness and she would like to see PARCC given in the spring 
with the understanding that Massachusetts will have autonomy to customize the test in the 
future. Mr. Moriarty said his first priority is an assessment’s ability to drive improvement and 
close achievement gaps. Mr. Morton said technology needs are still concerning, and requested 
further details on the MCAS 2.0 proposal. He said he is torn about the possibility of pulling out 
of the PARCC consortium and appreciates that Massachusetts has been a leader in it. 
Commissioner Chester said the vision of the consortium was to give honest feedback to 
students regardless of their state.  
 
On a motion duly made and seconded, it was:  
 
VOTED:  that the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education adjourn the 

meeting at 12:45 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 
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