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

Tuesday, May 24, 2016 
9:05 a.m. –11:55 a.m. 

Pioneer Charter School of Science  
51 Summer Street, Everett, MA  

 
Members of the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education Present:  
Paul Sagan, Chair, Cambridge 
James Morton, Vice-Chair, Boston 
Katherine Craven, Brookline  
Ed Doherty, Boston  
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 of Elementary and Secondary Education Absent:  
Roland Fryer, Cambridge 
Margaret McKenna, Boston  

 
 
Chair Sagan called the meeting to order at 9:05 a.m. He welcomed members of the Board and 
public to the Pioneer Charter School of Science, Donald Willyard’s school. He thanked the 
Department for last night’s special meeting on educator evaluation.  
 
Commissioner Chester said he announced the 2017 Massachusetts Teacher of the Year earlier 
this month: Sydney Chaffee of Codman Academy Charter School, the first Teacher of the Year 
from a charter school. He said the Department held its first civics conference, as well as an early 
literacy conference and the annual spring convening on promising practices for students, 
educators, and schools. He reported that the Department has formed a work group to review the 
educator licensure regulations. He provided the Board with a timeline and outreach plan for 
collecting feedback on the school and district accountability and assistance system in connection 
with the new Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), and committed to continuing to update the 
Board. Commissioner Chester said in early June the Department will identify schools that it will 
work with to reduce student suspensions, particularly among minority students and students with 
disabilities.  
 
 
Approval of Minutes 
 
On a motion duly made and seconded, it was:  
 
VOTED:  that the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education approve the minutes 

of the April 25 Special Meeting and April 26 Regular Meeting.  
 
The vote was unanimous.  
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Welcome from Pioneer Charter School of Science 
 
Donald Willyard introduced Barish Icin, Chief Executive Officer, and Executive Director Sanela 
Jonus. Mr. Willyard reflected on his time on the Board and the impact Pioneer Charter School 
has had on his life. Mr. Icin and Ms. Jonus addressed the Board on the school’s mission, 
program, and successes. Chair Sagan, Commissioner Chester, and Secretary Peyser presented 
Mr. Willyard with a citation for his service a member of the Board of Elementary and Secondary 
Education.  
 
Springfield Empowerment Zone: Overview and Progress Report 

Commissioner Chester said the Board is most familiar with the Department’s work to turn 
around Level 5 schools and districts. He said the Springfield Empowerment Zone Partnership is 
an innovative approach to promote rapid turnaround of Level 4 schools. The Empowerment Zone 
was created in 2014 to manage nine underperforming Springfield Public Schools middle schools, 
and is overseen by a seven-member governing board comprised of representatives from 
Springfield Public Schools and DESE representatives. Commissioner Chester said the 
Springfield Empowerment Zone Partnership is operated by Empower Schools, a Boston-based 
nonprofit that partners with communities to assist with turnaround efforts.  

Senior Associate Commissioner Russell Johnston introduced SEZP Board Chairman and co-
founder of Empower Schools Chris Gabrieli, Springfield Superintendent Daniel Warwick, Forest 
School Principal Thomas Mazza, Coleen Beaudoin from the National Center for Time and 
Learning, and Kate Anderson and Sarah Robb from Empower Schools. Mr. Gabrieli said the 
SEZP is fostering a positive environment for the school community, due to the hard work and 
out-of-the-box thinking of educators, the district, and the Department. He said the SEZP board 
members, including Board Vice-Chair James Morton, are very close to the Springfield 
community. Mr. Gabrieli reviewed the demographics of students and the structure of the SEZP 
schools. He highlighted differentiated teacher roles, extended learning time, and school-level 
autonomies.  

Superintendent Warwick said the SEZP is an exciting opportunity to implement innovative 
models across a group of schools that were not getting any traction under their current 
conditions. He said the leadership team visited Lawrence to discuss their successes and 
challenges and to see their work first-hand. Mr. Warwick said some challenges they identified 
were teachers having limited professional development time, students needing extended time for 
learning, and recruiting and retaining teachers. Mr. Gabrieli said principals work with teachers 
and other staff members to create plans with solutions that fit the school’s specific needs, 
including schedules, budget, staffing, curriculum, working conditions, professional development, 
and assessment strategies. Principal Mazza said the SEZP has been a powerful tool to reset and 
realign practices and goals, and has already helped his team to meet early benchmarks. He said 
the curriculum and extended time was redesigned to fit the students’ needs and address the needs 
where they are furthest behind.  

Mr. Gabrieli said the zone is guided by a clear vision and framework and offers some flexibility 
on how to get there. He said the school leaders are given assistance, coaching, and support from 
Empower Schools and other partners such as Achieve Network, TNTP, and the National Center 
on Time and Learning. He said Springfield, Holyoke Public Schools, several area charter 
schools, Empower Schools, and the Irene E. and George A. Davis Foundation have joined 
together to begin a recruitment partnership, Teach Western Mass., to attract and recruit strong 
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educators who will fill needs in their communities. Superintendent Warwick said in the past the 
use of long-term substitute teachers was very high, and this year it is greatly reduced due to 
aggressive recruitment efforts, which have been a huge help to acquiring highly qualified staff. 
He thanked the mayor and school committee for their support and commitment to the success of 
Springfield’s schools.  

Mr. Morton said as a member of the Springfield community he has seen the courage and 
commitment it took to forge this partnership, and it reflects a commitment to success for students 
and their families. He commended Chris Gabrieli, through his experience on the city’s fiscal 
control board and his current work with school turnaround, and commended the principals and 
superintendent. Supt. Warwick said the mayor and school committee have also shown leadership 
and courage in forming this partnership.   

In response to Mr. Doherty’s question, Supt. Warwick said the long-range vision is to look at 
best practices and put them in place at the other schools depending on their needs, with school 
leaders and educators leading those changes. Mr. Johnston said the SEZP model is still in its 
early stages, and both successes and struggles will be reviewed and improved upon. Mr. 
Moriarty said Holyoke tried to work with partners in the past, but they were not accepted or 
viewed as a long-term solution. He encouraged the district and partners to work together, air 
issues before they reach a boiling point, and remain committed.  

In response to Secretary Peyser’s question, Mr. Gabrieli said the SEZP contract allows for 
renewal but is dictated by results and performance. He said he hopes the zone is seen as a 
successful structure and continues. In response to Mr. Morton’s question, Mr. Warwick said due 
to positive communication and media coverage of the zone, families have not asked to transfer 
their children; they see the benefits of extended learning time and other services. Mr. Gabrieli 
said they use parent surveys and track and use the feedback. In response to Chair Sagan’s 
question, Mr. Mazza said through the Teach Western Mass. Initiative, each school is able to 
choose the candidate who is the best fit for them, and the candidates are also aware of the 
expectations and model of all the participating schools and districts. Commissioner Chester said 
the school-level leadership pipeline for turnaround work is something the state is looking at with 
our teacher preparation programs. He expressed appreciation to all participants for their very 
promising work on the SEZP. 

Update on the Next-Generation MCAS Project 

Chair Sagan said the Board’s Assessment Committee met on May 23 and discussed updates on 
the test administration, workgroups, assessment bids, and other topics. He said 70 percent of 
districts chose to administer PARCC and 30 percent chose to stay with MCAS this year, and 
only a small number of students declined to take the test. He said a statewide representative 
sample will not be possible for statewide results this year, but this is a one-time issue due to the 
transition this year. He reported that the Department received two bids for the next-generation 
assessment, and the vendors will present demonstrations for the procurement review team. He 
said the process of gathering feedback on the curriculum frameworks is continuing, and many 
educators have weighed in thus far. Chair Sagan said the committee also heard an update on 
district technology, and the Department is working with Education Super Highway to assist 
districts in assessing their readiness. He said the committee will schedule meetings during the 
summer.  

Deputy Commissioner Jeff Wulfson thanked all of the educators who have participated on the 
workgroups, review panels, and provided feedback through the survey. He said the state’s budget 
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for assessment was level funded, which will not be sufficient for the development of the new 
test. He said funding projections are not yet available because the vendor has not yet been 
selected, and the Department is working with the Legislature’s Ways and Means Committee and 
the Executive Office of Administration and Finance. In response to a question from Ms. Stewart, 
Chief Financial Officer Bill Bell said the intellectual property developed through the PARCC 
consortium under the federal grant is collectively owned by the member states. He said the 
property is currently led by PARCC, Inc. on behalf of the states, and Massachusetts and other 
states are working out the details of any necessary licensing agreements.  

In response to Ms. Stewart’s question about student data privacy, Commissioner Chester said the 
Department provided districts with resources on this topic in his May 20, 2016 weekly update. 
He said school districts have their own data systems and the state’s role is to provide technical 
assistance and guidance. Chair Sagan suggested the Commissioner update the Board on student 
data privacy issues in the future. He said the Commissioner and the Board’s Assessment 
Committee will be meeting at least twice over the summer and will keep Board members 
informed. Chair Sagan thanked the Department for all their work on creating the next-generation 
MCAS.  

Update on Holyoke Public Schools 
 
Senior Associate Commissioner Russell Johnston said the district has hired a new special 
education director and EDC has completed the review of special education programs in the 
district. Ventura Rodriguez, special assistant to the commissioner, said Receiver Zrike has 
formed committees to review curriculum resources kindergarten programs, and early literacy. He 
said Receiver Zrike will present to the Board at the June meeting.   

Update on Southbridge Public Schools 

Senior Associate Commissioner Russell Johnston said Jessica Huizenga began her work as the 
district receiver on May 2 and is currently developing the turnaround plan with the 
Commissioner. He said she is learning from the experience in Lawrence and Holyoke, but 
customizing the focus due to the small size of the district. He said Tim Connors, interim 
administrator and former superintendent, has completed his role in the district and assisted with 
the transition. Ventura Rodriguez, special assistant to the commissioner, said there is positive 
support in the community for Dr. Huizenga, who is focused on building her leadership team. He 
said Andrae Townsel was unanimously selected by the search committee to be the high school 
principal. Mr. Rodriguez said the district is also actively recruiting to fill the positions of director 
of English language learner programs and chief learning and innovation officer. He said over the 
summer EDC will begin its review of the special education program.  
 
State Student Advisory Council (SSAC) End-of-Year Report 
 
Donald Willyard said he wanted to highlight the work of one student member of the advisory 
council, which was expanded statewide. He introduced Akash Altman of the Greater Boston 
regional student advisory council who developed a school climate and culture survey, which was 
piloted with students across the state and received 1,000 responses. Mr. Altman reviewed the 
results with the Board and noted that results varied from suburban and urban schools as well as 
school-by-school. Mr. Willyard said organizing the survey and disseminating it was challenging, 
but they are training another SSAC member to administer the survey next year. Mr. Willyard 
said the SSAC also focused on civics education, recruitment and retention of council members, 



5 
 

and legislative matters through the SSAC legislative committee. Mr. Willyard said he will 
submit the written end-of-year report from the SSAC next month.  
 
Update on FY2017 State Education Budget 
 
Associate Commissioner Bill Bell said the Senate is holding its floor debate today and will 
continue through the end of the week. He said the Department is tracking amendments to the 
budget. He said local aid, including Chapter 70 funds, increased $10 million from the House 
budget. He briefed the Board on other Department accounts. Deputy Commissioner Wulfson 
noted that the Senate included an outside section relating to the Foundation Budget Review 
Commission’s recommendations. 
 
The Board discussed the draft of the 2016-2017 Board meeting schedule. Chair Sagan asked 
members to review the calendar and submit any feedback. He said the Board will vote on the 
meeting schedule in June.  
 
On a motion duly made and seconded, it was:  

VOTED:  that the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education adjourn the meeting 
at 11:55 a.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 
 
  


