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Minutes of the Special Meeting 

of the Massachusetts Board of Elementary and Secondary Education 

Monday, January 23, 2017 

5:05 p.m. –7:00 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 

Katherine Craven, Brookline  

Ed Doherty, Boston  

Nathan Moore, Chair, Student Advisory Council, Scituate 

Michael Moriarty, Holyoke 

Pendred Noyce, Boston  

James Peyser, Secretary of Education  

 

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  

Mary Ann Stewart, Lexington 

 

 

Vice-Chair Morton called the meeting to order at 5:05 p.m. and welcomed Board members and 

the public. He noted that Chair Sagan would be delayed due to traffic. Chair Sagan arrived at 

5:10 p.m. 

 

Every Student Succeeds Act: Proposed Accountability Plan, Timeline, and Next Steps 
 

Commissioner Chester introduced Russell Johnston, Senior Associate Commissioner; Carrie 

Conaway, Chief Strategy and Research Officer; and Rob Curtin, Associate Commissioner, to 

discuss the proposed accountability plan, timeline, and next steps under the federal Every 

Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). The Commissioner said the plan should support our goal: to see 

to it that every student in Massachusetts receives a high quality education that prepares them 

well for success after high school.  

 

Commissioner Chester noted this discussion is an opportunity for the Board to provide feedback 

on the proposed plan, which the Department will submit to the U.S Department of Education in 

early April. Based on the Board’s feedback, the Department will revise the draft as needed and 

then invite public comment.  

 

Katherine Craven arrived at 5:15 p.m. 



15 

 

 

Ms. Conaway presented an overview of the ESSA plan, which integrates key strategies including 

strengthening early grades literacy, middle school math, and instructional quality, particularly for 

historically disadvantaged student groups. She said the draft is based on a year of work with 

various stakeholders, input from the Board’s Accountability and Assistance Advisory Council, 

five public forums around the state, and surveys. Rachelle Engler Bennett, Associate 

Commissioner, added that the Executive Office of Education, the Department of Early Education 

and Care, and a variety of networking groups have also been involved in the planning. 

 

Chair Sagan asked about the ESSA plan as a contract with the U.S. Department of Education. 

Commissioner Chester responded that in return for ESSA funding, we must provide the federal 

government with a plan that specifies certain elements. The state then asks districts to submit a 

district plan that is consistent with the state plan. The Commissioner said the plan is intended to 

advance our key initiatives on equity and excellence. 

 

Secretary Peyser cautioned that the state plan should set direction but not make unnecessary 

commitments. He suggested defining excellence in relation to career pathways as well as college 

readiness. Secretary Peyser also suggested strengthening the early literacy component by 

referring to integration between Early Education & Care and Elementary & Secondary 

Education, and similarly the plan should connect K-12 and higher education.  

 

Mr. Curtin presented an overview of some proposed changes to the school and district 

accountability system, including three elements that have been part of the current system and two 

new ones that are left to the state to propose. Commissioner Chester noted that the outline is still 

very conceptual because the Department does not yet have data on all the elements.  

 

The Board discussed the draft indicators, including the criteria for success and proposed 

measures. Members requested clarity on the wording regarding proficiency for English language 

learners. Chair Sagan suggested the criteria for success should be aspirational. Commissioner 

Chester said another consideration is to give districts credit for making progress. Secretary 

Peyser recommended getting feedback from districts on this question, noting that having students 

achieve proficiency is the goal and we need to convey a sense of urgency. Mr. Doherty cautioned 

about setting unattainable goals. Chair Sagan concurred that we need to balance aspirational 

goals with measures that are real. 

 

Board members discussed other proposed elements in the draft plan and Mr. Curtin responded to 

questions. Mr. Moriarty said he strongly advocates using chronic absenteeism as a measure, 

focusing on how schools reach out to families to address this problem. On the question of 

including some measure of arts participation, Secretary Peyser said the point is well intended but 

the measures may be elusive. He added that the requirement to pass grade 9 courses could create 

perverse incentives. Secretary Peyser suggested it would be more direct to mandate the 

MassCore curriculum rather than get at it through accountability measures. Ms. Noyce 

commented that adding the arts element responds to concerns that some schools are narrowing 

the curriculum to reading and math. Secretary Peyser said he would be inclined to report on it 

rather than include it in the accountability system. Vice-Chair Morton noted that civic education 

is another important component of K-12 education. Chair Sagan said all these issues should be 
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considered as the Department refines the proposed state plan.  

 

Mr. Curtin concluded his presentation, responding to questions about the school climate survey, 

ways to measure improvement and growth, gap closing, and the proposed reset of the 

accountability system for districts and schools. He said that in February, the Commissioner plans 

to present to the Board a proposed amendment to the regulations to reset the accountability 

system baseline for schools serving students in grades 3-8.  

 

Senior Associate Commissioner Johnston gave a brief presentation on the Department’s school 

and district turnaround assistance efforts. He noted that 57% of turnaround schools in 

Massachusetts have in fact turned around, a higher percentage of success than other states. Ms. 

Noyce and Ms. Craven commended the progress and said it should be used as a case study for 

others. Secretary Peyser pointed out that turnaround practices are based on conditions that are 

specified in state law, and these conditions do not pertain to other schools.  

 

Chair Sagan said the discussion would continue tomorrow after the joint meeting with the Board 

of Higher Education concludes. Commissioner Chester said he appreciates the Board’s 

thoughtful comments. He said the plan is still a draft and his goal is that the final plan will focus 

on the core academic mission and identify schools that are most in need of intervention.  

 

On a motion duly made and seconded, it was: 

 

VOTED: that the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education adjourn the meeting 

at 7:00 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 

 

 


