
 
 

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

 
October 26, 2009 

5:40 p.m. – 8:10 p.m. 
 

Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education 
75 Pleasant Street 

Malden, MA 
 

Members of the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education Present: 
 
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 
Paul Reville, Secretary of Education, Worcester 
Sandra L. Stotsky, Brookline 
 
Mitchell D. Chester, Commissioner of Elementary and Secondary Education, Secretary 
to the Board 
 
Members of the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education Absent: 
 
Maura Banta, Chair, Melrose 
Thomas E. Fortmann, Lexington 
Dana Mohler-Faria, Bridgewater 
 
 
Vice Chair Harneen Chernow called the meeting to order at 5:40 p.m. 
 
Vice Chair Harneen Chernow, who was presiding in Chair Banta's absence, welcomed 
Board members to a special meeting on the state's preparations related to its planned 
application for federal Race to the Top funding. Commissioner Chester provided an 
overview of the process, the state's support from the Gates Foundation, and the 
development of a comprehensive plan to address four key "assurance" areas that must be 
a component of each application: standards and assessments, data systems to support 
instruction, great teachers and leaders, and turning around struggling schools. An 
additional priority area that states may choose to address is STEM (science technology, 
engineering, and mathematics), and Massachusetts is doing so 
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The commissioner said must ensure that 50% of funds are distributed to participating 
districts via the Title I formula, and 50% of funds are used by the state or distributed to 
districts. 
 
Board member Ruth Kaplan asked when the money would be available. Commissioner 
Chester said the funds would be spent over four years. Ms. Kaplan said knowing that the 
money is gone after four years presents a challenge. The commissioner agreed, and said 
the state needs to build capacity beyond the length of the grant period. 
 
Commissioner Chester said the state has engaged key stakeholder groups around each 
assurance area. The commissioner introduced the following Department senior staff to 
present on the teams they are leading around each assurance area: Jeff Nellhaus 
(Standards and Assessments), Lynda Foisy (School Turnaround), David Haselkorn (Great 
Teachers and Leaders), and Bob Bickerton (Data Systems). Deputy Commissioner 
Nellhaus also provided an overview of the state's plans to address STEM. 
 
Standards & Assessment 
Deputy Commissioner Nellhaus said the goal of the common core standards process will 
be for states to adopt clear and rigorous K-12 standards in math, ELA, and science. The 
deputy commissioner said the Department is considering how to merge our framework 
revision process with the common core effort. Mr. Nellhaus outlined four priority areas: 
(1) to make enhancements to MCAS; (2) to develop curricula and instructional supports 
aligned with common standards; (3) to support benchmark and formative assessments; 
and (4) to expand high school programs and incentives for college and career readiness. 
 
Dr. Stotsky asked about the idea of new curriculum embedded assessments. Mr. Nellhaus 
said the Massachusetts English Proficiency Assessment (MEPA) for English language 
learners is a good model, in that part of the assessment involves a speaking and listening 
component. Department staff uses a rubric to train teachers, and the assessment becomes 
part of a school's curriculum, rather than part of an on-demand test. The deputy 
commissioner said there are a lot of options, and talked about certain investigations that 
states are developing and measuring as part of a science curriculum. Board member 
Beverly Holmes asked about the support, use, and development of local assessments. Mr. 
Nellhaus said many districts use benchmark assessments, which are commercially 
available, purchased, used in reading and math, and for which the data is not reported to 
the state. The deputy commissioner said this is an important tool to improve student 
achievement, in that it provides teachers with more timely and frequent data evaluating 
strengths and weaknesses. 
 
Ms. Kaplan suggested there be more connection to 21st century skills. She asked whether 
the current assessments adequately assess the knowledge of special populations such as 
English language learners and students with disabilities. The deputy commissioner said 
the state’s array of assessments is appropriate for all populations. Commissioner Chester 
said if Massachusetts is successful in the RTTT grant process, this would be an 
opportunity to make a leap beyond the current generation of assessments. He said this is 
not about building an enhanced MCAS, but rather taking advantage of emerging 
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technologies and building a new generation of tools that get at a broad range of skills and 
knowledge, leading to stronger curriculum and better instruction for all students. 
 
Board member Jeff Howard asked how many states could receive Race to the Top funds. 
The commissioner said probably fewer than half the states would be awarded funds. Dr. 
Howard asked if the unions have weighed in on the application. The commissioner said 
the state has had very active, engaged conversations with the statewide unions as well as 
union representatives from the larger school districts. Commissioner Chester said he is 
hopeful of reaching agreement on some key issues, with an emphasis on being bold. 
 
Vice Chair Chernow said this initial overview seems more wide than deep. She noted that 
the initiatives all seems to involve a significant amount of staff development. 
 
School Turnaround 
Associate Commissioner Lynda Foisy said the Department has worked over the past two 
years on an accountability redesign grounded in measures that are tied to appropriate, 
targeted assistance and intervention. The state's proposed regulations on underperforming 
schools are currently out for public comment. The Department's framework rests on its 
definition of school and district conditions that are necessary for success. Associate 
Commissioner Foisy described five priorities: (1) building district leadership capacity; (2) 
building and disseminating turnaround tools; (3) identifying and scaling up third-party 
supports; (4) developing a cadre of turnaround teachers and principals; and (5) 
identifying and incubating lead partners. 
 
Ms. Kaplan suggested that community and parent engagement should be a priority of its 
own. Ms. Foisy said that through Ms. Kaplan's suggestions, parent and community 
involvement is in fact one of the 11 essential conditions. Dr. Stotsky said she would like 
to see included some evaluation of curricular programs to determine if they are research-
based and effective for schools and students. Dr. Stotsky added that the turnaround 
process should include discussions with teachers in the school and what they see as issues 
from their viewpoint as professionals. Ms. Foisy said these are issues that have been 
considered in formulating the11 conditions. She noted that teacher surveys could be used 
to better understand school climate and culture, whether or not that approach is specified. 
 
Teachers & Leaders 
Associate Commissioner David Haselkorn said tonight's discussion on teachers and 
leaders would be recursive of the Board's discussion on educator effectiveness last 
month. He said the key paradigm shift is seeing the development of expertise and talent 
as the primary role of the educational system. Mr. Haselkorn outlined priorities to define 
and assess teacher and leader effectiveness via multiple measures, anchored in student 
achievement. Priorities include: (1) measure of effectiveness; (2) recruitment, preparation 
and development; (3) performance-based tiered licensure; (4) evaluation / P.D./ induction 
models; (5) compensation and equitable distribution; and (6) turnaround teacher and 
leader teams. 
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Dr. Howard asked whether the Department is considering developing a corps of highly 
effective teachers that would travel around the state. Mr. Haselkorn said we are talking 
about both developing effective teachers in the building and developing turnaround 
leaders and teacher teams. Commissioner Chester said we intend to make the current 
corps of teachers as good as it can be, but some schools will require a special infusion of 
leadership and talent. He said the notion of a team of teachers is taken from the Teach for 
America model, to create a cadre of teachers who would want to take on the toughest 
assignments. 
 
Ms. Kaplan noted the report on the impressive growth in student performance on MCAS 
at Brockton High School as an example of the importance of relationship building within 
a school. She said there should also be a focus on giving regular education teachers 
professional development on working with special education and ELL students. 
Commissioner Chester agreed, saying that school leaders need to commit to making the 
education of ELL and SPED students the responsibility of the whole school, not just ELL 
and SPED teachers. 
 
Dr. Stotsky asked about upgrading preparation programs, and what happens now to 
strengthen math programs for elementary and special education teachers. Mr. Haselkorn 
said there is a strong partnership between the Departments of Elementary and Secondary 
Education and Higher Education, looking at a range of activities such as the development 
of online assessments and tutorial tools, and DHE is moving to urge their institutions to 
set higher academic standards. Dr. Stotsky asked for an update on what schools of 
education are doing to upgrade preparation of prospective teachers. 
 
Mr. Chertavian said the emphasis should be on principals, rather than leaders generally, 
as principals are a key point of leverage. Vice Chair Chernow asked which provisions 
would require statutory or regulatory change. Commissioner Chester said much of the 
accountability process is consistent with the regulations the Board currently has out for 
comment. The commissioner said the Department has been working hard with local 
leadership to fit the puzzle pieces together, and those conversations have been positive. 
Dr. Howard asked about test scores and teacher effectiveness. The commissioner said he 
is interested in making student results an element of teacher evaluation, and wants to try 
varied models of differentiated compensation to assess their impact.  
 
Data Systems 
Associate Commissioner Bob Bickerton said the Department's vision for data systems has 
moved over the past three years from data for reports to data to support teaching and 
learning and continuous improvement. Mr. Bickerton said the state is pursuing 
longitudinal data systems as part of an effort to ensure more timely data. Mr. Bickerton 
said priorities in this area include: (1) designing and building a robust data systems 
infrastructure; (2) connecting and integrating data systems; and (3) effectively using data 
to inform instruction and drive decision-making. 
 
Dr. Stotsky said using data to inform decision making usually means test data. She asked 
if data from high quality research studies could be used as well. Mr. Bickerton said the 
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state wants to build a system to connect test-based research along with numbers. 
Commissioner Chester talked about a knowledge management system through which 
teachers could find research and also connect with teacher of similar students who are 
getting better results. The commissioner noted New York City has built on top of its 
student database a social networking system where teachers could reach out to other 
teachers with similar class profiles. 
 
Dr. Howard said the Department should be clear about who should be using this data and 
how to use it effectively, particularly for teachers. Mr. Bickerton said the Department 
plans to provide access to data to every teacher at every level, and wants to provide them 
with easy to use tools. The commissioner said there is a distinction between data 
information and knowledge. Mr. Chertavian said technology, process, and culture have to 
work together around the use of data. He suggested getting some ideas from the private 
sector about change management. 
 
STEM 
Deputy Commissioner Nellhaus said STEM needs to be infused in each of the assurance 
areas, and presented an overview of priorities around STEM. 
 
Ms. Holmes asked what percentage of funds could be used for administration and 
oversight. Commissioner Chester said at least 50% has to go to districts through the Title 
I formula, and the state has more discretion over the other 50%. The commissioner said 
Title I targets to high poverty districts, and 80+% of districts receive some form of Title I 
dollars. Commissioner Chester said the Department is considering the best use of partners 
and third party entities. The Department will go through requests for responses and look 
for entities that have expertise in these assurance areas and can give evidence of their 
success. 
 
Secretary Reville said this is an issue of the capacity of states to work with local districts 
to develop their capacity to deliver better instruction. The secretary said the Governor 
recently created a STEM Advisory Council by executive order. He noted that 
Massachusetts has work to do to inspire students to prepare for careers in this field.  
Secretary Reville commended Commissioner Chester and staff for their work on this 
issue.  
 
Dr. Stotsky asked whether the STEM initiative could involve the expansion of full-time 
elementary science and math teachers. Mr. Haselkorn said a related recommendation is to 
consider expanded use of the current license as well as looking at preparation programs. 
He said the Department is investigating models such as UTeach and TeachSouthCoast, as 
well as successful models from Ohio and California. Ms. Kaplan suggested using some 
RTTT funds to survey students and teachers.  
 
The commissioner said this is not just about building capacity beyond the life of the 
grants, but also about determining “proof of concept,” new demonstration models, and a 
better idea of which investments are likely to pay off in better student achievement. 
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Commissioner Chester said the state is under an aggressive timetable to complete its 
application by the deadline, and the Department will keep the Board informed as its 
thinking evolves. Vice Chair Chernow thanked the commissioner and Department staff, 
and said the Board had a good discussion about the process, resources, and stakeholder 
engagement. 
 
On a motion duly made and seconded, it was: 
 
VOTED: that the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education adjourn the 

meeting at 8:10 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 
 


