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MEMORANDUM

	To:
	Members of the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education 

	From:	
	Pedro Martinez, Commissioner

	Date:	
	January 20, 2026

	Subject:
	Update on Chronically Underperforming Schools: SY2025-2026 Quarter 2 Reports
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This month, I am presenting the second of four SY2025-2026 quarterly progress updates to the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education (Board) on the two chronically underperforming schools’ implementations of their school turnaround plans, focusing on activities from October to December 2025. The narratives for this progress update have been provided by the School Empowerment Network, the state-contracted vendor providing progress monitoring of chronically underperforming schools and districts, based on classroom observations led by that group during that timeframe. The third quarterly update will be presented in March and a final annual review will be provided in June. 
Chronically Underperforming Schools
In the fall of 2013, four schools were designated as chronically underperforming in response to their low performance and lack of improvement while in underperforming status: Paul A. Dever Elementary School (Dever) and John P. Holland Elementary School (UP Academy Holland) in Boston, Morgan Full Service Community School (Morgan) in Holyoke, and John Avery Parker Elementary School (Parker) in New Bedford.
As of September 26, 2022, the Morgan Full Service Community School in Holyoke is no longer designated as a chronically underperforming school.[footnoteRef:1] The John Avery Parker Elementary School in New Bedford exited chronically underperforming status on January 1, 2025[footnoteRef:2] and has been converted by the district into an early childhood center serving pre-kindergarten students as of the 2025-2026 school year. As a result, this update and future quarterly updates include information on the two remaining chronically underperforming schools: Dever and UP Academy Holland. [1: The September 26, 2022 letter announcing the change in designation for Morgan may be found here: https://www.doe.mass.edu/level5/schools/morgan.html.]  [2: The December 17, 2024 letter announcing the change in designation for Parker may be found here: https://www.doe.mass.edu/level5/schools/john-avery-parker.html.] 


Paul A. Dever Elementary School, Boston
School Strengths
Area of Strength #1
High Expectations
Description:
Dever school leaders have established two schoolwide priorities: unconditional belonging and transformative learning experiences for all students. They have articulated specific expectations for staff aligned to these two priorities. School leaders consistently communicate their expectations to staff through a variety of channels, including a weekly principal’s memo, common planning time (CPT) meetings, professional development sessions, learning walks, and one-on-one coaching conversations. As observed by reviewers, two expectations in particular have resulted in more effective classroom instruction: collaboration among co-teachers in a classroom, and the weekly submission of lesson planning documents to school leaders for accountability and feedback. 
School leaders and staff at Dever Elementary School also communicate high expectations to students through structures that facilitate ongoing feedback about student learning. These include updates to families on students’ benchmark assessment results and an online home-school communication platform that translates communications into a parent’s preferred language.

Area of Strength #2
Teacher Teams and Distributed Leadership
Description:
Dever teachers engage in structured collaboration meetings with other educators at least once per week. CPT meetings are facilitated by the school’s instructional coaches, and the assistant principal also consistently attends all CPT meetings. At a grade-level CPT meeting observed by reviewers, educators unpacked an upcoming curriculum task and its aligned grade-level standards, analyzed student work for misconceptions, and made intentional plans to address the student misconceptions identified in each classroom. All educators attending the meeting were prepared with student work and were fully engaged throughout. 
Staff members have opportunities for voice in key school decisions through a variety of shared leadership structures. The school’s instructional leadership team includes teacher representatives from each grade level, as well as administrators and instructional coaches. The whole-child support team includes administrators, the school psychologist, instructional coaches, and engages teachers in collaborative planning of supports for specific students. 
Finally, multiple working groups involving Dever teachers, staff and family members are supporting year-round transition planning for the closure of Dever Elementary School at the end of the 2025-2026 school year. Through these groups, Dever stakeholders are collaborating directly with the district project manager overseeing the closure process and informing the central office’s allocation of resources to support family and staff transitions. School leaders also have surveyed staff to inform the district’s professional development supports for Dever educators throughout the closure year. 

Area of Progress
Teacher Support and Supervision
Description:
Dever school leaders conduct learning walks twice per week, with each learning walk focusing on one grade level. School leaders use a learning walk tool containing four core questions aligned with evidence-based practices to evaluate each lesson. On a weekly basis, school leaders identify trends in the learning walk data and utilize this information to plan upcoming professional development sessions for educators. 
In addition to the weekly learning walks, leaders engage in instructional coaching cycles with specific teachers, using data to determine who participates in coaching cycles. Through the combination of learning walks and coaching cycles, Dever teachers report receiving frequent feedback on their teaching that helps improve their instructional practices. 

Areas of Focus
Area of Focus #1
Pedagogy
Description:
In eight of ten classrooms visited, instruction was fully or partially aligned with the schoolwide instructional vision. These classes featured purposeful, planned supports delivered by all educators in the room, using strategic groupings of students and scaffolds provided to specific students. In these classrooms, reviewers observed students using discussion protocols to engage in structured discussions around grade-appropriate, standards-aligned academic tasks.
In the two classrooms that did not align with the school’s instructional vision, teachers attempted to implement schoolwide practices but were ineffective. Observed examples of ineffective practices included educators without clear co-teaching responsibilities, ineffective lesson pacing, unclear directions to students, and inadequate provisioning of learning materials to students. Moving forward, leaders should provide additional support to teachers whose instruction is not yet effective and/or aligned to the schoolwide instructional vision.
Area of Focus #2
Curriculum
Description:
Dever teachers consistently implement the school’s adopted curricula. During the 2025-2026 school year, the school is implementing a new math curriculum to promote greater alignment with other schools in the district. Dever teachers are still learning to use the new curriculum effectively. In all three math classes observed by reviewers, teachers struggled to ensure that all students could access the tasks and remain cognitively engaged.  
Moving forward, leaders and teachers should identify and collaboratively develop specific, common scaffolds that can be used across content areas to support all learners. In addition to directly supporting teachers to unpack curriculum units and lessons, school leaders should cultivate teacher leaders who can facilitate this work among their peers during CPT time. This will accelerate the growth of teachers’ capacities to implement high-quality instructional materials effectively. 



UP Academy Holland (UAH), Boston
School Strengths
Area of Strength #1
Positive Learning Environment
Description:
School leaders have established a culture that equitably supports the academic and personal growth of students. School documents clearly articulate the core beliefs underlying the school’s approach to culture, descriptions of the desired culture, and the systems that support the culture. Teachers use common strategies to maintain positive learning environments across classrooms. These include strategies for giving directions, communicating classroom expectations, monitoring student work, and responding to off-culture behaviors. 
As a result, teachers report that disruptive behaviors are becoming less frequent, especially in the older grades. Reviewers observed calm and focused classroom learning environments in all grades. Students interviewed by reviewers unanimously reported feeling safe at school and respected by their teachers. 
Similarly, UAH staff members consistently communicate with families, and family members interviewed by reviewers reported that they are satisfied with communications from the school.
As a result of the school’s systematic culture building efforts, both teachers and families describe a strong sense of community at UAH. 

Area of Strength #2
Teacher Support and Supervision
Description:
In the 2025-2026 school year, UAH leaders have refined the instructional coaching system based on staff feedback. Improvements include increasing the frequency of coaching touchpoints with all teachers, engaging in live coaching during instruction, providing consistent feedback to teachers using a written template, and pursuing short-term improvement goals on a two-week coaching cycle. As a result of these system refinements, teachers interviewed by reviewers reported that coaching has improved their instructional practices, and most teachers are meeting their improvement goals as assessed by the school’s instructional coaches.
School leaders also have strengthened the differentiation of professional development for teachers to address their varied learning needs. Both leaders and teachers report that teachers have become more invested in the school’s professional development due to the improved differentiation. 

Area of Progress
Pedagogy
Description:
In nine of the ten classrooms observed, instruction was fully or partially aligned to the UAH instructional vision. These classes featured clear grade-appropriate lesson objectives, established behavior and academic routines, clear directions and positive narration by teachers, and sustained opportunities for students to engage in grade-level tasks. 
Although all students received sustained opportunities to tackle grade-level tasks, not all students received supports that enabled them to access the tasks. Instructional leaders should identify a short list of common scaffolds that teachers can use to engage all students. Teachers then should collaboratively plan which scaffolds should be provided for specific students. Finally, leaders should continue to develop clear roles and responsibilities for all educators in the classroom and support all educators, including co-teachers, in implementing their responsibilities effectively.

Areas of Focus

Area of Focus #1
Assessment

Description: 
School leaders have established an assessment plan that includes benchmark assessments three times per year as well as curriculum-aligned assessments in each core subject throughout the year. Teachers report consistently engaging in both informal and formal activities to analyze student work from assessments, including daily exit tickets. The school schedule designates one thirty-minute common planning block per week for reviewing student data; however, not all teachers report consistently using this block to look at data. 
In most classrooms observed, teachers did not implement effective checks for understanding (CFUs) throughout the lesson to gather data and make adjustments to their instruction in the moment. Implementing effective CFUs throughout the lesson will enable teachers to support more students to attain mastery of the lesson’s objectives by the end of the lesson. 

Area of Focus #2
Goals and Action Plans
Description: 
School leaders have established a list of school goals for the 2025-2026 school year that are aligned with a list of “priority goals” identified by the school network that operates UAH. School leaders are closely monitoring one of the network’s priority goals but are not yet monitoring all of the network’s priority goals.
Staff members interviewed by reviewers did not articulate the school goals in the same way as the school leadership. Reviewers also observed some goals posted in classrooms that did not align with the school goals identified by the school leaders.
Moving forward, school leaders should aim to clarify for all stakeholders how and why they are focusing on selected priorities of the network. The leaders should identify how each stakeholder group can meaningfully contribute to these goals and communicate the goals to stakeholders in ways that build buy-in for the shared goals. Finally, school leaders should develop a progress monitoring schedule to continuously measure progress toward the prioritized goals.
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