Accountability and Assistance Advisory Council (AAAC) Meeting Notes
October 22, 2025 – 9:30 a.m. – 11:00 a.m.
Virtual Meeting – Zoom 
AAAC members in attendance: Noah Berger, Erin Cooley, Kerry Donahue, Barish Icin, Diane Kelley, Brandi Kwong, Glen McKay, Andrew O’Leary, Yves Salomon-Fernandez, Jennifer Shorter, Marc Smith 
DESE staff and presenters in attendance: Charmie Curry, Erica Gonzales, Robbie Havdala, Tess Murphy
The following notes were recorded during the whole-group discussion between Council members, and a copy of the presentation can be found at https://www.doe.mass.edu/bese/councils/sda/. 
Co-Chair Barish Icin opened the meeting at 9:36 a.m. Erica Gonzales, Associate Commissioner of Data and Accountability, reviewed the topics that would be covered, including a welcome and introductions, discussion of norms, 2025 MCAS and accountability results, an update on DESE’s district review process, an update on the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education’s (DESE) accountability system review process, and next steps.
Council members and DESE staff introduced themselves. Ms. Gonzales thanked Andrew O’Leary for joining Barish Icin as a council co-chair. She also thanked council member Brandi Kwong for her service on the council, as this was her last meeting.
Ms. Gonzales asked the group to review the norms and discuss any proposed changes. A council member shared that she felt comfortable with the norms and did not see any need for revisions. Another council member agreed. 
Ms. Gonzales began with a recap of the 2025 MCAS and accountability results and reminded the group that these were the same results presented at the September Board of Elementary and Secondary Education (BESE) meeting and that the results are a high-level summary of the data DESE reported.: 
· ELA Grades 3-8: Across all grades, about forty percent of students were meeting or exceeding expectations on MCAS – a small improvement from 2024, but still below 2019 levels. Ms. Gonzales then shared the breakdown by student group and noted that the patterns were similar to the grade-level breakdown. She added that gaps still existed between student groups and that these gaps were not shrinking. She also pointed out the high and alarming percentage of students not meeting expectations.
· ELA Grade 10: The 2025 results were lower than the results from 2024 and 2019. Ms. Gonzales noted that the change in graduation requirements may have been one contributing factor to these results, and that DESE was examining the results to better understand what caused the decline.
· Math Grades 3-8: Next, Ms. Gonzales presented the math results for grades 3–8, followed by math results by student group. Results remained flat from 2024 to 2025 and had not returned to pre-pandemic levels. She also mentioned that the definition of Low Income changed since 2019, so DESE was not making direct comparisons between 2025 and 2019 data.
· Math Grade 10: Grade 10 math results were also shared and, like the ELA results, were lower than in 2024 and 2019.
· Science: For science, Ms. Gonzales shared that the 2025 results remained flat in grades 5–8 and declined in grade 10.
· Civics: Ms. Gonzales shared that this was the first year with data for the grade 8 Civics exam. She noted that 40 percent of students met or exceeded expectations, which was consistent with ELA and math results.

Ms. Gonzales asked the council if they had any questions. A council member asked how the change in graduation requirements impacted grade 10 scores and what DESE was investigating. Ms. Gonzales responded that a team was reviewing the issue, especially looking at an increase in off-topic responses to open-ended questions. Another council member suggested evaluating how much time districts were spending on test preparation. One member appreciated the recognition of districts that had improved since 2019 and asked if similar recognition could be given to those narrowing achievement gaps. A council member shared that in their district, there was a belief that the grade 10 test did not matter and asked whether DESE was planning any public campaigns on the importance of MCAS participation. Another council member asked if the rigor of test questions had changed and whether that affected results. Ms. Gonzales clarified that rigor is consistent from year to year. Additional questions from council members included whether other states were seeing similar trends post-pandemic, and whether there were efforts to release results earlier in the school year. Ms. Gonzales shared that this was the first year working with the new vendor and she would follow up on expectations for future release timelines.
Ms. Gonzales gave a refresher on the accountability system, including its normative and criterion-referenced components, the included indicators, and how schools and districts were categorized. She then shared state-level results for progress toward targets. Fifty-five percent of schools made substantial progress, met, or exceeded targets, which was a small decline from the previous year. She noted this may have been related to fewer high schools meeting their targets.
Ms. Gonzales shared that 61 schools were named Schools of Recognition, which also included six National Blue Ribbon School (NBRS) nominees. Though the federal NBRS program ended abruptly earlier this fall, DESE chose to recognize the previously-nominated schools publicly.
A council member asked if the NBRS program was still active. Ms. Gonzales clarified that the U.S. Department of Education ended the program in August and DESE chose to continue its recognition process for the schools that had been nominated and completed the application process earlier this year.
Ms. Gonzales then asked Robbie Havdala, Director of District and School Accountability to provide an update on DESE’s district review process. Mr. Havdala reminded the group that since the last meeting of the Council (June 2024), the district review team has signed a new contract with AIR. He then outlined four “phases” of review work with their corresponding changes:
· Preparation: Mr. Havdala shared that this phase included notifying districts earlier (in February), holding orientation sessions before the end of school, launching a new website with additional resources, offering AIR-led training, and providing a pre-review communications kit to help districts share data.
· Onsite: Mr. Havdala continued by sharing that the process now includes collecting curriculum data and holding debrief calls (as requested by the council). 
· Drafting and Publication: Mr. Havdala that the DESE team will begin holding findings calls to introduce reports.
· Post-Review: Lastly, Mr. Havdala shared that the process now incorporates offering guidance on how districts can act on their district review.

Mr. Havdala shared the locations of new resources on the website. He also noted that observers now record whether districts are using the curriculum they reported. He described how the debrief calls provide districts with high-level findings and how the findings call helped bridge the debrief and the final report. The post-review action kit aims to reduce burden on district leaders. He also shared that the team is piloting customized follow-up support for districts. Mr. Havdala hoped the council saw their feedback reflected in these updates.
A council member asked whether post-review reflection materials were required. Mr. Havdala responded that the kit was optional, and the goal was to promote reflection. Another member thanked Mr. Havdala for incorporating feedback quickly and asked whether there would be additional opportunities for district feedback. Mr. Havdala confirmed that there would be future efforts to gather input. Ms. Gonzales added that Mr. Havdala’s team had been responsive to district feedback, in addition to feedback from the council.
Ms. Gonzales then reviewed the project timeline for the Accountability System Review. She reminded the council that an external advisory committee issued a series of recommendations in September 2024. She continued by sharing that and interval working group, a diverse team of DESE staff from across the agency whose discussions were grounded in the REDT process, had been meeting since the spring. 
She stated that the team was now working to summarize all feedback for the new Commissioner. Updates would be provided at future meetings, when appropriate.
Ms. Gonzales reminded the group of the upcoming meetings, which would all be held virtually. A council member asked if a future meeting could include a deep dive into the newly-released “Vision of the Graduate” and a connection to the team working with the Governor’s Graduation Council. Ms. Gonzales responded that this was something the council could explore.
Co-Chair Andrew O’Leary thanked everyone for their attendance and adjourned the meeting at 10:44 a.m.

2

