Accountability and Assistance Advisory Council (AAAC) Meeting Notes
April 15, 2026 – 9:30 a.m. – 11:00 a.m.
Virtual Meeting – Zoom 
AAAC members in attendance: Noah Berger, Tamatha Bibbo, April Camuso, Erin Cooley, Barish Icin, Dianne Kelly, Ed Lambert, Glen McKay, Andrew O'Leary, Yves Saloman-Fernandez, Jennifer Shorter, Marc Smith, Andrea Wolfe
DESE staff and presenters in attendance: Allison Balter, Erica Gonzales, Tess Murphy, Rob Pelychaty, Corinne Thomas-Kearns
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/. 
Council Co-Chair Andrew O'Leary opened the meeting at 9:34 a.m. Erica Gonzales, Associate Commissioner of Data and Accountability, reviewed the agenda for the meeting, which included a welcome and introductions, an update on the WIDA ACCESS Transition, an update on District Review Process, and next steps.
Council members and Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE) staff introduced themselves. Ms. Gonzales asked the group to review the norms.
Ms. Gonzales introduced Robert Pelychaty, Manager of Inclusive Assessment, to discuss the WIDA ACCESS Transition.
Mr. Pelychaty informed the council that the 2020 English Learner Education (ELD) standards replaced the 2012 ELD standards, introducing new standard statements, key language uses, language expectations, and proficiency level descriptors. He noted that since the standards were updated, Massachusetts has continued to administer the ACCESS test, which incorporated field test items aligned to the new language development standards.
Mr. Pelychaty explained that in 2026, the ACCESS test is now fully aligned to the updated standards. As a result, all English Learners taking the WIDA ACCESS test will receive scaled scores on a new updated scale. He emphasized that districts should understand that scaled scores this year represent baseline data and should not be used to measure growth from previous years. However, Proficiency levels will be the same as in prior years (2016–2025). Proficiency level results can be used by schools to determine a student's progress, to determine if they met exit criteria, and for planning purposes. During Summer 2026, WIDA will conduct standard setting to identify the thresholds at which students reach proficiency levels, and the WIDA Consortium will review those levels. Scores from 2026 will be comparable to those from 2027. Mr. Pelychaty also noted that the WIDA ACCESS transition will not affect 2026 district and school accountability calculations, and that future impacts will be communicated in a timely manner. The anticipated timeline is as follows: 
· April 2026: scores on the new scale but linked to old proficiency levels which will be provided to schools and used to determine if an EL student met current exit criteria
· Summer 2026: standard setting and approval of new cut scores
· Fall 2026: DESE sharing reporting updates with districts and schools
· Spring 2027: DESE provides information for schools to determine progress on ACCESS
Mr. Pelychaty then opened the floor for council discussion. 
· A council member asked about the distribution of English Learners across grade levels and where the greatest challenges to proficiency exist. Allison Balter, Director of the Office of Language Acquisition, shared several trends, noting a significant difference between elementary and high school grades. She added that more students make progress at the elementary level, with growth declining in middle school and further in high school. In addition, Ms. Balter noted that it is difficult to generalize across language groups, and that within the Spanish-speaking population there is considerable variation in academic background, and that students in that group tend to make slower progress than those in other language groups. Ms. Balter also identified speaking as the domain presenting the most challenges across the Consortium of 43 states, and noted that adjustments to the speaking component are being explored. Feedback has indicated that the method of recording spoken responses into a computer does not adequately measure students' speaking ability.
· Mr. Pelychaty asked for recommendations on how to communicate with parents, given the technical nature of the changes and the potential for confusion. A council member emphasized the importance of identifying what parents most need to know, framing the message around how to best support their children in learning English and emphasizing that students do not lose their first language speaking ability. The council member suggested reaching out through places of worship, farms, and other community touchpoints, as well as through social services agencies, and recommended developing multilingual resources in both video and text formats.
· A council member asked whether changes to the scaled scores would affect the relationship between proficiency levels, and whether stakeholders would need to be re-educated on new proficiency score designations. Mr. Pelychaty indicated that a change is anticipated. Ms. Balter added that the assessment is adjusting to align with standards set in 2020 and noted that educators have been using those standards for instructional purposes for some time.
· A council member recommended thinking about communication across all stakeholder groups, from superintendents to families, and suggested developing webinars and asynchronous materials that can be translated and made accessible in multiple formats, including one-pagers addressing what the changes mean for students.
· A council member asked whether a different number of students would be exiting services because of the changes, and whether projections could be developed.
· A council member recommended that the ACCESS change may set a precedent for future accountability changes. Ms. Gonzales noted that for the past two years the department has considered changes to the accountability system, and that leadership transitions and the determination of statewide graduation requirements will impact these potential changes. She noted that incremental targets have been set through 2027, and that the department will need to revisit what the system will look like beyond that point.
· A council member asked whether the AAAC would weigh in on final recommendations from the graduation council. Ms. Gonzales noted that the legislative role of the council is to weigh in on all things accountability and assistance. Therefore, she anticipates coming to the AAAC with more concrete asks on the implementation of the report, or the final set of recommendations, as it relates to accountability and assistance.
· A council member recommended that DESE should name that 2027 is going to be a transitional period to minimize the risks in changes from 2026 to 2027. 
Ms. Gonzales then introduced Corinne Thomas-Kearns, District Review Support Specialist, to provide an overview of the District Review Process, including a refresh on previous AAAC discussions, updates to the review process, and feedback received from districts to date.
Ms. Thomas-Kearns began by noting that the District Review Team first collaborated with AAAC in 2024 to gather feedback on the District Standards and Indicators, which serve as the foundation for district reviews. For example, council input led to the inclusion of how districts handle staff grievances and whether systems exist to prevent escalation to formal grievances. The council also helped the team think through how to share its work, leading to presentations to groups such as MASS.
Ms. Thomas-Kearns explained that since the last AAAC presentation in 2025, the team has updated elements across all four phases of the review process. She outlined the following updates by phase:
· Preparation: The team consolidated documentation into a District Review Handbook and developed an optional Pre-Review Communications Kit, including letter templates and a FAQ on classroom observations, in response to district requests. The office moved selection and notification timelines from summer/early fall to winter, allowing for an orientation before the end of the preceding school year and giving districts the summer to begin organizing. The team also introduced an optional training course on the classroom observation tool, and nearly all districts sent a representative.
· On-Site: The team, in partnership with American Institutes of Research (AIR), began observing for use of high-quality instructional materials (HQIM) during classroom walkthroughs. While acknowledged as an imperfect measure, Ms. Thomas-Kearns said that district leaders and instructional leaders have responded positively to having this data. The team also implemented 30-minute debrief calls held approximately 10 days after the on-site visit, offering districts a preliminary snapshot of classroom observation data and high-level findings, while building a connection between the district, the review team, and the AIR team.
· Drafting and Publication: The District Profile section of reports was revamped to include more contextual and demographic information along with graphics, in response to district feedback about wanting reports to feel more situated within their communities. Appendix C, previously a lengthy list of DESE resources, was customized so that only resources relevant to each district's specific recommendations are included.
· Post-Review: Ms. Thomas-Kearns described this phase as containing some of the most significant changes. The team introduced Findings Calls to replace what had previously been a purely email-based process, giving district leaders the opportunity to discuss themes, strengths, areas for growth, and recommendations directly with the review team before the report is finalized. The team also developed a Post-Review Action Kit, including a reflection guide for district leadership teams, a presentation template for school committees, and other optional planning resources. Finally, the team launched a District Review Support Pilot, providing light-touch support to a participating district to help implement one or more recommendations. The pilot will involve a planning call to identify focus areas and meeting cadence, ongoing check-ins and resource connections, and a close-out reflection. Ms. Thomas-Kearns noted the pilot is designed to serve as a navigation function, particularly for districts less engaged with other DESE programs.
Ms. Thomas-Kearns shared that feedback from districts has been positive overall, with leaders appreciating the increased time with the review and AIR teams and noting that review findings typically align with or reinforce what they are already seeing in their districts. One district leader described it as one of the most useful DESE reviews in recent years.
Ms. Thomas-Kearns then posed two discussion questions to the council:
· A council member asked how the district review process helps connect the dots across the many initiatives, documents, and processes that districts, particularly those serving high-need populations, are already navigating. Ms. Thomas-Kearns acknowledged this as an ongoing challenge and noted that the team regularly consults with other teams, including the Public School Monitoring team, to avoid overlapping reviews and ensure aligned messaging. The council member followed up by suggesting that reports could make explicit connections to specific documents, such as a district's Student Opportunity Act plan, to help district leaders see those links clearly rather than having to make them on their own. Ms. Thomas-Kearns noted this as helpful feedback and acknowledged it is not something that has historically been done with that level of specificity.
· A council member offered two observations. First, they noted the risk that in a framework balancing many standards and indicators, the core focus on student learning can sometimes be overshadowed by enabling conditions such as governance, HR, and finance. The council member recommended ensuring that findings and supports consistently tie back to the question of how strong systems lead to better student outcomes. Second, the council member suggested that pilot support be connected to district performance data and accountability, so that assistance is targeted to those with the greatest need. The council member also recommended continued attention to timeliness, noting that a lengthy process risks producing recommendations that are no longer relevant by the time they reach district leaders.
· Another council member emphasized the need to focus on assisting schools and districts with increasing student learning, since some governance models are not best practice.
Council Co-Chair Barish Icin thanked everyone for their attendance and adjourned the meeting at 11:02 a.m.
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