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MEMORANDUM

	To:
	Members of the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education 

	From:
	Pedro Martinez, Commissioner

	Date:
	February 18, 2026

	Subject:
	Early Literacy Updates
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This memorandum updates the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education on the work of the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (Department/DESE) to strengthen early literacy.  At the Board meeting on February 24, 2026, DESE staff will present an overview of this information. 
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Background
Massachusetts school districts and the Department have been focused on early literacy improvement over the last several years. While efforts have resulted in pockets of improvement, statewide only 42-44% of students met or exceeded expectations on the grade 3 English Language Arts MCAS test each year from 2022-2025. This level of achievement is below pre-pandemic levels; for instance, 56% of students met or exceeded expectations on the grade 3 test in 2019. In addition, literacy achievement varies by race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, language status, and disability.
DESE’s recent research into the early literacy achievement of our younger students confirms that a large proportion of students are not meeting reading benchmarks starting prior to third grade. For instance, a representative sample of Massachusetts students’ early literacy screening assessment scores from 2023-24 shows that 19% of students in grades K-3 were identified as significantly below reading benchmarks each time they were assessed during the school year (typically, three times).
Because of these continuing trends, I have identified early literacy as one of my priorities for the Department. The goal of the Mass Literacy priority area is to strengthen early literacy achievement through evidence-based and culturally sustaining practices. Building on investments and improvements made in the last several years, particularly through Governor Healey’s Literacy Launch initiative, we will double down on supports for schools and districts to promote improved early literacy systems and best practices. The Mass Literacy priority area connects significantly to the Supporting All Students priority, which aims to amplify best practices for English learners and students with disabilities. 

Literacy Launch Programs
Literacy Launch is a multi-year strategy supported by $15M of state funds for this current year, allowing DESE to expand upon existing early literacy programs and supports. Through this funding the Department has launched several new programs for educators, districts, and educator preparation programs with the shared goal of improving early literacy achievement. The Department has contracted with the Annenberg Institute at Brown University to study and evaluate the impact and efficacy of Literacy Launch programs.
Partnership for Reading Success – Massachusetts (PRISM) grants: PRISM grants are the keystone of Literacy Launch. PRISM I is a long-term, intensive support grant that will help communities achieve high rates of literacy proficiency in grades K-3. The following districts were awarded PRISM I grants in 2025 and are expected to continue in the program until 2029, pending continued funding and grant performance: Brockton, Framingham, Gateway Regional in partnership with Farmington River Regional, Haverhill, Holyoke, Lynn, Nashoba, New Bedford, Northborough in partnership with Southborough, Norwood, Peabody, Salem, and Stoneham. With support from the Annenberg/Brown evaluators, we are gathering extensive data from PRISM I districts in order to measure the impact of this programming on teacher efficacy and student learning. Ultimately, the success of PRISM I will be evaluated against the following program goals:
· 80% of students in the PRISM I cohort meet reading benchmarks by the end of each grade K-3  
· 33% increase in the percentage of students in the PRISM I cohort meeting or exceeding expectations 
· Reduce disparities in the percentage of students in the PRISM I cohort meeting or exceeding expectations annually on both screening assessments and ELA/Literacy MCAS in grade 3 
The PRISM II grant supports districts to select and implement high-quality instructional materials for literacy in grades K-3. There are presently 31 recipients of this award and DESE plans to select a second cohort of grantees later this school year.
Literacy Launch Institutes and Coaching: The purpose of Literacy Launch Institutes is to provide cutting-edge knowledge and skills in early literacy to Massachusetts in-service educators, especially those who may not otherwise have access to in-depth training. The inaugural Literacy Launch Institutes served over 500 educators in summer 2025, providing 4 days of intensive professional learning to educators from across the Commonwealth. Working closely with the Department of Early Education and Care and our contracted partner HILL for Literacy, we will serve another 1300 educators in Institutes this spring and summer. School teams who participate in an Institute are also eligible to receive follow-up coaching at their school from HILL for Literacy experts. With the Annenberg/Brown evaluators, we will evaluate the impact of this coaching on teachers’ early literacy knowledge and skills.
Support for educator preparation programs. A crucial aspect of our overall literacy strategy is supporting the programs that prepare and license new educators. With Literacy Launch funds, we are providing a community of practice learning space for educator preparation faculty members. Additionally, DESE has accelerated the review timeline for literacy-related licensure programs from seven years to four years. Between SY2024-25 and SY2027-28, DESE will review over 100 Elementary, Early Childhood, Moderate Disabilities PK–2, and Moderate Disabilities PK–8 teacher preparation programs across 41 sponsoring organizations to ensure alignment to the state’s Early Literacy Program Approval Criteria. The Board engaged in this topic specifically at the January 2026 meeting.

Early Literacy High-Dosage Tutoring
In FY2026, the Healey-Driscoll Administration appropriated a new fund dedicated to early literacy high-dosage tutoring as part of the comprehensive strategy to improve literacy for all Massachusetts students, funded through a $25 million investment in Fair Share dollars. The Department has been coordinating this type of tutoring in schools since 2020, and this new funding supports a significant expansion. This current school year, the Department is working with 337 schools to provide high-dosage tutoring to over 10,000 students.
Early literacy high-dosage tutoring is an evidence-based approach that is known to accelerate reading growth for students under certain conditions. In Massachusetts, our state-run tutoring program has demonstrated evidence of successfully accelerating student learning. The Department has contracted with the Center for Research and Reform in Education (CRRE) at Johns Hopkins University to evaluate the impact and efficacy of the program. We are currently analyzing middle-of-year student testing data to determine the impact of fall tutoring and will repeat this process at the end of the year.
In December 2025, the Department was awarded a competitive Education Innovation and Research (EIR) grant from the United States Department of Education. This grant will allow the Department to extend our program evaluation contract with Johns Hopkins and offer tutoring to students for an additional five years, while studying the impact of variations in tutoring duration and intensity.
At the February Board meeting, I will invite Erin Hashimoto-Martell, Senior Associate Commissioner for Teaching and Learning, and Katherine Tarca, Director of Literacy and Humanities, to discuss these programs with the Board and answer your questions.
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