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District Review Best Practices Summary (2024-2025)

Purpose:
This report summarizes some of the strengths, areas for growth, and recommendations included in the 2024-2025 district review reports issued by the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE). These findings highlight key practices in the areas of district leadership and governance, curriculum and instruction, assessment, human resources and professional development, student support, and financial and asset management that support strong district systems and student outcomes. This report fulfills DESE’s statutory requirement to disseminate a report on best practices identified in each district review cycle (M.G.L. ch.15 §55A).
Format: 
This document highlights themes across our findings in each of the district review standards. These themes are matched to an indicator and a key practice drawn from the District Standards and Indicators, which serve as DESE’s definition of strong district systems, policies, and practices. Beneath each key practice, there is a table with excerpts from district reviews in which a district implemented the practice well (strengths) and a chart with examples from reports that identified relevant areas for growth. These areas for growth are paired with DESE’s corresponding recommendation to the district around how they might operationalize the key practice. Finally, below the tables, there is a short summary explaining why the key practice should be prioritized. Although these strengths, areas for growth, and recommendations are taken directly from district review reports issued in 2024-2025, all district names and other identifiers have been removed from this report.

Leadership and Governance
[bookmark: _Hlk138927000]Stakeholder engagement in decision-making and assessing and communicating around progress toward district goals were commonly identified areas for growth under the Leadership and Governance standard among districts reviewed in 2024-2025. The following section highlights key practices that districts can leverage to strengthen their work in these areas.
Indicator: District Culture
Stakeholder Engagement
The district partners with all key stakeholders and intentionally reaches out to underserved communities and groups to seek their involvement in district decision-making.
Some districts implement this key practice already. Below are selected strengths identified in 2024-2025 district reviews. 
Strengths
· The district uses two-way communication between district leaders and various stakeholder groups
· District leaders are intentionally leveraging stakeholder feedback to inform district initiatives.
However, many districts are still working to implement this key practice. Below are selected areas for growth related to this key practice and DESE’s corresponding recommendations issued in 2024-2025 district reviews.
	Areas for Growth
	DESE’s Recommendations

	Actively recruiting participation in district governance and removing barriers to participation for historically underserved groups
	The district should systematically identify and remove barriers to participation in district-level decision-making for families who have been historically underrepresented in the district.

	Increasing student voice and participation in decision-making
	The district should promote student voice and participation by including a student on the school committee as a non-voting member.


Collaborative decision-making processes result in higher levels of stakeholder buy-in and can strengthen program and policy implementation. Additionally, engaging students and families, particularly those who have been historically underserved, in decision-making increases the likelihood that school and district improvement plans represent and address the community’s needs.
Indicator: Strategic Planning, Implementation, and Monitoring
Implementation and Progress Monitoring
District and school leaders act upon existing plans and have formal processes in place to assess implementation and success and communicate progress with their communities.
Some districts implement this key practice already. Below are selected strengths identified in 2024-2025 district reviews. 
Strengths
· The district has clear processes for monitoring progress toward the goals stated in its district improvement plan.
· The district uses progress monitoring data to inform continuous adjustments to district initiatives in support of the district’s mission.
However, many districts are still working to implement this key practice. Below are selected areas for growth related to this key practice and DESE’s corresponding recommendations issued in 2024-2025 district reviews.
	Areas for Growth
	DESE’s Recommendations

	Effectively monitoring progress toward improvement priorities
	The district should include performance indicators in its strategic plan and, as part of that progress monitoring, work with school leaders to implement regular instructional observations.

	Sharing progress regarding district improvement goals with families on a regular basis
	The district should develop and implement a system for regularly sharing progress toward district-level improvement goals with families.


Strategic planning, implementation, and progress monitoring ensure that district goals lead to meaningful action and continuous improvement. Clear systems for tracking and communicating progress help districts make data-informed adjustments and maintain alignment with their mission. Regularly sharing results with families and the community builds transparency, trust, and shared accountability for student success.


Curriculum and Instruction
Creating and implementing an instructional vision and providing high quality academic interventions to students were commonly identified areas for growth under the Curriculum and Instruction standard among districts reviewed in 2024-2025. The following section highlights key practices that districts can leverage to strengthen their work in these areas. 
Indicator: Instructional Leadership
Instructional Vision:
The district has a clear instructional vision that centers the needs and experiences of all students, particularly students from historically underserved groups and communities.
Some districts implement this key practice already. Below are selected strengths identified in 2024-2025 district reviews.
Strengths
· The district has a districtwide instructional framework that aligns with the district’s strategic priorities.
· The district’s instructional priorities are collaboratively determined, including parent and student input.
However, many districts are still working to implement this key practice. Below are selected areas for growth related to this key practice and DESE’s corresponding recommendations issued in 2024-2025 district reviews.
	Areas for Growth
	DESE’s Recommendations

	Implementing a consistent instructional vision that is known and supported throughout the district
	The district should work with school leaders to support instructional staff in better understanding and implementing the district’s instructional vision.

	Communicating and supporting implementation of a specific instructional vision across all schools
	The district should clarify the instructional vision and develop a plan to disseminate this vision to all staff members, students, and families.


A clear instructional vision ensures that teaching and learning consistently reflect the district’s priorities and the needs of all students. When educators, students, and families share an understanding of this vision, instruction becomes more coherent, equitable, and impactful across schools. Ongoing communication and collaboration help sustain this shared focus and support high-quality instruction for every learner.
Indicator: Equitable Practices and Access
Academic Interventions
The district applies academic interventions as part of an adaptable Multi-Tiered System of Support (MTSS) that targets students’ specific needs, challenges all learners, and supports all students in accessing the general curriculum (see Student Support).
Some districts implement this key practice already. Below are selected strengths identified in 2024-2025 district reviews. 
Strengths
· The district offers an array of academic interventions across all grade levels.
· At the high school level, students are regularly involved in decision-making and the delivery of tiered supports through the pod structure.
However, many districts are still working to implement this key practice. Below are selected areas for growth related to this key practice and DESE’s corresponding recommendations issued in 2024-2025 district reviews.
	Areas for Growth
	DESE’s Recommendations

	Creating a districtwide approach that consistently connects students at all levels to academic interventions
	The district should examine its MTSS and implement a consistent approach to identifying student needs and connecting students to interventions.

	Enhancing and implementing specific evidence-based Tier 2 and Tier 3 interventions to support student learning
	The district should adopt evidence-based Tier 2 and 3 academic interventions to support students in accessing the general curriculum.


Academic interventions within a Multi-Tiered System of Support (MTSS) help ensure that all students receive the targeted support they need to succeed in the general curriculum. When districts provide consistent, evidence-based interventions and involve students in the process, learning becomes more personalized and equitable. A coordinated, districtwide approach strengthens student outcomes and helps every learner reach their full potential.


Assessment
Consistently reviewing student data and adjusting instruction and sharing data with students were commonly identified areas for growth under the Curriculum and Instruction standard among districts reviewed in 2024-2025. The following section highlights key practices that districts can leverage to strengthen their work in these areas. 
Indicator: Data Use and Culture
Data Review and Implementation
The district sets expectations around reviewing student data and facilitates regular cycles of data review and adjustments to instruction.
Some districts implement this key practice already. Below are selected strengths identified in 2024-2025 district reviews. 
Strengths
· The district has established many formal structures to support data use across the district and schools.
· The district implements systems and structures (e.g. professional development, collaboration time) for teachers to meaningfully review student data.
However, many districts are still working to implement this key practice. Below are selected areas for growth related to this key practice and DESE’s corresponding recommendations issued in 2024-2025 district reviews.
	Areas for Growth
	DESE’s Recommendations

	Creating a robust districtwide system to support teachers in using academic and nonacademic data to inform instruction
	The district should develop a robust system for data analysis and use that empowers teachers to utilize academic and nonacademic data to  drive instructional decision-making.

	Providing time for teachers at the middle and high school levels to review data regularly
	Where feasible, the district should build time into the middle high school schedule for data review and discussion around adjustments to practice.


Regular data review helps districts use student information to guide instruction and improve outcomes. When teachers have structured opportunities and support to analyze both academic and nonacademic data, they can make informed decisions that meet the needs of all learners. Establishing a robust, districtwide data culture ensures that instructional adjustments are timely, targeted, and effective.
Indicator: Sharing Data
Communication with Students
The district communicates expectations for engaging all students in goal setting and data reviews in ways that are developmentally appropriate and promote student agency.
Some districts implement this key practice already. Below are selected strengths identified in 2024-2025 district reviews. 
Strengths
· The district engages students in data reviews and goal setting in a way that promotes student agency.
· Students can take ownership of their learning by setting their own academic goals.
However, many districts are still working to implement this key practice. Below are selected areas for growth related to this key practice and DESE’s corresponding recommendations issued in 2024-2025 district reviews.
	Areas for Growth
	DESE’s Recommendations

	Establishing consistent expectations for sharing information with students and parents on how students are doing in their classes
	The district should establish clear expectations for teachers to update students and their families on academic progress regularly.

	Providing students with developmentally appropriate ways to set learning goals and review their own data
	The district should set expectations around consistently sharing academic data and collaboratively setting goals with students to promote agency over learning.


Engaging students in goal setting and data reviews fosters ownership of their learning and encourages student agency. When students understand their progress and participate in setting goals, they can make informed decisions to improve their outcomes. Clear, consistent communication with students—and their families—ensures that this process supports growth and accountability at every grade level.






Human Resources and Professional Development
Providing constructive feedback in educator evaluations and high-quality professional development opportunities were commonly identified areas for growth under the Curriculum and Instruction standard among districts reviewed in 2024-2025. The following section highlights key practices that districts can leverage to strengthen their work in these areas. 
Indicator: Staffing
Educator Evaluation
The district implements a strategic, transparent system for evaluation that includes all required components of the Massachusetts Educator Evaluation Framework and promotes educators’ continuous improvement in support of the district’s vision and priorities.
Some districts implement this key practice already. Below is a strength identified in 2024-2025 district reviews. 
Strengths
· Teacher evaluation records show consistency in having SMART goals, multiple sources of evidence, and feedback for each standard, which included strengths and areas of growth.
However, many districts are still working to implement this key practice. Below are selected areas for growth related to this key practice and DESE’s corresponding recommendations issued in 2024-2025 district reviews.
	Areas for Growth
	DESE’s Recommendations

	Consistently providing feedback for teachers and articulating areas for improvement to encourage continuous development
	The district should set expectations around incorporating greater levels of constructive feedback on teacher evaluations.

	Articulating areas for improvement to support teachers in continuous instructional and professional improvement
	The district should issue clear guidance to evaluators that emphasizes the importance of including constructive feedback in teacher evaluations in addition to positive feedback.


Specific, actionable feedback on areas for growth is essential to educator and administrator improvement. The teacher and administrator supervision and evaluation systems provide opportunities for evaluators to provide this information and to steer their staff toward resources and professional development that can improve their practice. 
Indicator: Professional Learning
Professional Development Opportunities
Based on classroom observations and educator evaluations, the district provides ongoing evidence-based, data-informed, and relevant professional development opportunities that are aligned with the Massachusetts Professional Development Standards.
Some districts implement this key practice already. Below are selected strengths identified in 2024-2025 district reviews. 
Strengths
· District leadership regularly reviews professional development opportunities to make sure that they meet the needs of teachers.
· The district facilitates teachers’ participation in specialized professional development that aligns with their career goals, professional practice needs, and certifications.
However, many districts are still working to implement this key practice. Below are selected areas for growth related to this key practice and DESE’s corresponding recommendations issued in 2024-2025 district reviews.
	Areas for Growth
	DESE’s Recommendations

	Conducting systematic data collection on teachers’ professional development needs
	The district should leverage data collected in informal observations, evaluations, and feedback from teachers to tailor its professional learning opportunities to the skills and knowledge teachers need to improve instructional practices.

	Creating a more consistent and coherent formal plan for professional development
	The district should create a data-informed, formal professional development plan that is aligned with the district’s strategic priorities.


Ongoing, targeted professional development helps teachers strengthen their practice and better meet student needs. When districts use data from observations and evaluations to guide educators’ learning opportunities, professional development becomes more relevant, evidence-based, and aligned with district priorities. A coherent, strategic approach ensures that educators continuously grow and can apply new skills effectively in the classroom.


Student Support
Promoting student voice and implementing robust multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS) were commonly identified areas for growth under the Curriculum and Instruction standard among districts reviewed in 2024-2025. The following section highlights key practices that districts can leverage to strengthen their work in these areas. 
Indicator: Safe and Supportive School Climate and Culture
Student Voice and Leadership
The district creates opportunities for all students to exercise voice and leadership at the classroom, school, district, community, and state levels.
Some districts implement this key practice already. Below are selected strengths identified in 2024-2025 district reviews. 
Strengths
· The district provides a variety of opportunities for high school students to exercise leadership and decision-making.
· The district creates meaningful opportunities for all students to exercise voice and leadership at the school, district, and community levels.
However, many districts are still working to implement this key practice. Below are selected areas for growth related to this key practice and DESE’s corresponding recommendations issued in 2024-2025 district reviews.
	Areas for Growth
	DESE’s Recommendations

	Creating opportunities for the student representative to exercise voice and leadership on the school committee
	The school committee should work with its student representatives to increase student voice, agency, and participation in school committee meetings.

	Developing a consistent process for gathering student feedback
	The district should develop a system for gathering and responding to student feedback on the learning environment and create authentic opportunities for students to be involved in decision-making at the school level.


Opportunities for student voice and leadership empower learners to take an active role in their schools. When districts gather and respond to student feedback, students develop agency and leadership skills. This contributes to a school environment that reflects students’ needs and perspectives.

Indicator: Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS)
MTSS System
The district implements an MTSS system aligned to the MTSS Blueprint that proactively identifies and meets students’ academic, behavioral, and social emotional strengths and needs.
Some districts implement this key practice already. Below are selected strengths identified in 2024-2025 district reviews. 
Strengths
· The district’s SST guidebook outlines how the district applies an adaptable MTSS to implement academic and non-academic interventions and robust progress monitoring procedures across all school levels.
· The clear and defined guidance and training concerning MTSS across all schools in the district allow for cohesive supports for students.
However, many districts are still working to implement this key practice. Below are selected areas for growth related to this key practice and DESE’s corresponding recommendations issued in 2024-2025 district reviews.
	Areas for Growth
	DESE’s Recommendations

	Providing clear guidance for school leaders regarding how to implement each component of the MTSS at the school level
	The district should develop comprehensive guidance and provide professional development opportunities to support school leaders and educators in implementing each component of its tiered system of support.

	Developing districtwide guidance for staff regarding how to support students, especially English Learners, who are receiving Tier 2 and Tier 3 services
	When refining its multi-tiered systems of support, the district should carefully consider the needs of its English Learner population, identify strategies for determining students’ needs, and implement interventions that effectively support all students, including English Learners.


Implementing Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) is vital for all districts as it provides a structured framework to address the diverse needs of every student. MTSS offers a proactive approach, combining academic, behavioral, and social-emotional support across multiple levels of intervention. By identifying and addressing issues early, schools can provide targeted assistance to students who need it most, ensuring that no one falls through the cracks. This approach not only promotes academic success but also fosters a positive school climate, reduces disparities in student outcomes, and equips educators with the tools to meet each student where they are, ultimately leading to a more inclusive and effective educational environment.
Financial and Asset Management
Strengthening municipal relations and budget development processes were commonly identified areas for growth under the Curriculum and Instruction standard among districts reviewed in 2024-2025. The following section highlights key practices that districts can leverage to strengthen their work in these areas. 
Indicator: Business Office Staffing and Infrastructure
Municipal Relations
The district and municipality have a strong working relationship in which roles and responsibilities are clearly defined.
Some districts implement this key practice already. Below are selected strengths identified in 2024-2025 district reviews. 
Strengths
· The district and town have a strong collaborative relationship, facilitating smooth operations and joint initiatives.
· District and town officials maintain a strong working relationship when attending to the business needs of the district.
However, many districts are still working to implement this key practice. Below are selected areas for growth related to this key practice and DESE’s corresponding recommendations issued in 2024-2025 district reviews.
	Areas for Growth
	DESE’s Recommendations

	Aligning technologies and procedures in financial processes with municipal partners, particularly in adopting technologies or procedures that could increase efficiency
	The district should continue working with its municipal partners to align on policies and procedures that increase business office efficiency.

	Developing explicit documentation regarding fiscal management and responsibilities to codify operations procedures
	The district should document its fiscal management and business office operational procedures to support consistency in the event of staff turnover.


A strong partnership between the district and municipality it serves ensures smooth operations and effective management of business functions. Clear roles, collaborative practices, and aligned procedures help increase efficiency and maintain continuity. Furthermore, formalizing shared services agreements and documenting fiscal and operational processes further supports consistency and stability.
Indicator: Budgeting and Budget Process
Budget Development and Approval
The district regularly engages in a transparent budgeting process that is aligned with the district strategic plan and incorporates input from district administrators, school leaders, school councils, teachers, policymakers, and the community.
Some districts implement this key practice already. Below are selected strengths identified in 2024-2025 district reviews. 
Strengths
· The district reviews school leader and department leader requests, enrollment projections, and past budgets to create the basis for budget requests and evaluates the efficacy of previous investments to make budget decisions.
· The budget development process is thorough, involving multiple stages of review and feedback from principals, school committees, town officials, and the public.
However, many districts are still working to implement this key practice. Below are selected areas for growth related to this key practice and DESE’s corresponding recommendations issued in 2024-2025 district reviews.
	Areas for Growth
	DESE’s Recommendations

	Developing a long-term plan to address the budget gaps
	The district should develop and implement a sustainable long-term financial plan to address budget gaps and reduce reliance on reserves for funding educational programs.

	Making the budget book more user friendly (e.g., additional narrative, more visuals)
	The district should develop a new budget book template that includes more narrative explanations, graphics, and other elements that will make it more accessible to a general audience.


A transparent, collaborative budgeting process supports alignment between financial decisions, district priorities, and community needs. Involving multiple stakeholders and reviewing past investments allows for informed, strategic planning. Creating a long-term financial plan and accessible budget materials further promotes sustainability and understanding across the district.
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