

Summary of Public Comments on Proposed Amendments to Regulations on State Seal of Biliteracy, 603 CMR 31.04
Introduction
The Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE) invited public feedback on proposed amendments to 603 CMR 31.04, the Regulations on Criteria for the State Seal of Biliteracy from October 28 to December 5, 2025. During this period the Department received a total of 40 comments through a dedicated public comment survey tool. Redacted versions of all survey responses and emails are available upon request. 
Among the 40 comments submitted through the survey tool, 7 came from individuals representing their school, district, or organization, while 33 were submitted by individuals on their own behalf. The breakdown of comments by role is as follows (respondents were able to select multiple roles):

· 50% from teachers 
· 30% from district administrators 
· 22.5% from school administrators
· 20% from members of professional organizations
· 20% from individuals identifying as “other” 
· 15% from parents and community members 
· 7.5% from members of advocacy organizations  

For the purposes of this summary, the Department has summarized the number of responses for each comment as follows: Some (1-24%), Many (25-49%), Majority (50-74%), or Most (75-100%).   


Summary of Public Comment
31.04 (1)(b): Annual Notice
Most commenters support the proposed 31.04 (1)(b) - Insert the word "annual" to clarify that districts should provide written notification to parents or guardians about the State Seal of Biliteracy every year, so that all students and families are aware of the program. This is a simple clarification that addresses questions the Department has received. 
	Public Comment Received
	Department’s Response

	DESE should provide a standardized parent notification letter in multiple languages for all districts to use.  
	No changes. We will take this into consideration and explore this with internal and external stakeholders.

	What types of communication can count for the annual written notification to parents, and who is responsible for the communication? Do all district families need to be informed annually or just secondary students?  
	No changes. If the proposed amendments are adopted, DESE will take these issues into consideration and address them in guidance.



31.04 (1)(c): Transcripts
Most commenters support the proposed 31.04(1)(c) - Replace the words "diploma or the transcript, or both" with "transcript." This clarification responds to questions the Department has received from districts, families, and institutions of higher education. When high schools put the Seal on the diploma only, and not on the transcript, institutions of higher education cannot verify that students earned the Seal of Biliteracy because students do not submit their diplomas. If Seals are included on transcripts, then students will be able to get appropriate placement and/or credit in college. Districts would still be able to put the Seal on the diploma, if they choose to do so. 
	Public Comment Received
	Department’s Response

	It’s difficult to include an insignia on a transcript. The language should be adjusted to allow for a line of text stating that the student has earned the Seal of Biliteracy in [Language(s)]. 
	Change. Include language to allow text description in transcript.

	Many of the Seal-recognized languages aren’t available at all schools and students who earn the Seal in those languages often do so through heritage language exposure rather than school-based academic learning. A transcript is meant to convey a student’s academic performance in courses taught at their school. Adding the Seal to transcripts raises concerns about equity by creating an imbalance for students whose only language background is English.
	No change. The requirement for the Seal of Biliteracy is that the student demonstrate proficiency in a language other than English; there is no requirement about how the proficiency is acquired. 


31.04(2)(b): Language Other than English.
Most commenters support the proposed 31.04 (2)(b) - Replace the term "foreign language” with “language other than English." This change has been made in other areas across the Department since the release of the 2021 World Languages Framework to be more inclusive.

	Public Comment Received
	Department’s Response

	The proposed Amendments to 603 CMR 31.04, particularly 31.04 (2)(b) and 31.04 (2)(b)(1), allude to a specific audience of "world language students." It is crucial that the population of students designated or formerly designated as English learners be recognized officially in the policies governing the program. 

	No changes. The proposed language in the regulations does not specify a particular audience of students; it states that any student must “attain a minimum score or level on a nationally recognized and readily available assessment approved by the Department and taken during or after grade 8…” The October Board Memo shared context that 8th grade is a common time for world language students to take such assessments, but this does not in any way limit other students from taking such assessments.



31.04 (2)(b)(1) Assessment Timeline
Most commenters support the proposed 31.04 (2)(b)(1) - Specify that scores on an assessment of a language other than English must come from a test taken "during or after 8th grade." This clarifies that scores must come from a test taken in high school, or no earlier than 8th grade, which is a common time that many world language students are assessed. This change is in line with Seal of Biliteracy standards in many other states.
	Public Comment Received
	Department’s Response

	8th grade testing is often done for purposes of placement and benchmarking, and shouldn’t be confused with the purpose of assessment for the Seal of Biliteracy. 
	No changes. DESE will develop guidance in alignment with the Racial Equity Decision Making Tool (REDT), a planning tool with an intentional focus on ensuring racial equity and stakeholder input within the project decision-making process.

	Qualifying for the Seal in 8th grade may have the effect of discouraging the study of languages other than English in later grades. 
	No changes. In the rare instance that an 8th grader demonstrates such advanced proficiency as to qualify for the Seal, this policy provides flexibility to districts and families.  



31.04(2)(a) English Proficiency Criteria
Most commenters support the proposed 31.04 (2)(a) - Remove original English proficiency criteria 1, 2, 3, and 4, which referenced the old MCAS/Competency Determination regulations, and replace them with new criteria now labeled 1, 2, 3. These updated criteria still use the grade 10 ELA MCAS test as a key measure of English proficiency, as required by state law, but they also give the Department the flexibility to approve additional measures of English proficiency by identifying other "nationally recognized or readily available assessments" and determining a score threshold aligned to the Meeting or Exceeding Expectations on the ELA MCAS. This change leverages the flexibility afforded to the Department within the law and also addresses feedback from a variety of stakeholders requesting additional options for students to demonstrate English proficiency.  
	Public Comment Received
	Department’s Response

	Proficiency assessments for languages other than English don’t assess content knowledge like MCAS does, and this puts our ELs/FELs at a disadvantage. Providing students the opportunity to demonstrate English proficiency through DESE-approved assessments such as STAMP, AAPPL, WIDA Model, or ACCESS for ELLs would be fairer, and provide a more accurate reflection of the bilingual accomplishments of ELs.

	No changes. DESE will use the Racial Equity Decision Making Tool (REDT), a planning tool with an intentional focus on ensuring racial equity and stakeholder input within the project decision-making process, in considering and approving assessments. 

	DESE should issue clear guidance on how additional assessments will be reviewed and approved, including communication timelines and alignment criteria. Transparent guidance will help districts plan effectively, ensure consistency statewide, and build confidence in the integrity of the Seal.

	No changes. DESE will use the Racial Equity Decision Making Tool (REDT) in considering and approving assessments and communicating changes or additions to the field via guidance.

	When the Department identifies additional "nationally recognized or readily available assessments" to measure English Proficiency, we urge the Department to consult with educators implementing the Seal to create equitable and effective assessments that build on existing practices and to avoid unnecessary additional testing.

	No changes. DESE will use the Racial Equity Decision Making Tool (REDT) in considering and approving assessments and communicating changes or additions to the field via guidance.



Other Comments
	Public Comment Received
	Department’s Response

	Currently, the district can only indicate one Seal language per student in SIMS. How can we document when a student qualifies for the Seal in multiple languages?
	Change. Include a provision in the regulations requiring districts to report this data annually (all languages in which the Seal has been earned). 

	There should be clear delineation of who/what district department is responsible for each aspect of Seal of Biliteracy records and assessments.  
	No changes. This falls outside the scope of the amendments and DESE notes that these decisions are best made at the district level.

	Private school students should have access to the Seal of Biliteracy.
	No changes. DESE’s approval of additional English proficiency assessment options will provide access to private schools who wish to award the Seal to qualified students. 

	The criteria for the Seal of Biliteracy are not equitable because Category I languages such as French and Spanish are held to the same proficiency benchmark as Category IV languages, including Mandarin Chinese, Japanese, and Korean. Given the significant differences in linguistic complexity and the time required for English speakers to achieve comparable proficiency across these categories, DESE should adopt differentiated passing standards that align with established language difficulty classifications. This adjustment would ensure a fair and accurate assessment of student achievement across all languages.
	No changes. This is not within the scope of the proposed amendments. 

	We urge the Board of Education to approve the amended regulations to take effect immediately for students in the 2026 graduating class.
	No changes. DESE will do everything in its power to implement these changes as soon as possible. 



Overall:
Commenters overall support the changes (majority of individuals)
Commenters support some of the changes (some individuals)
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