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MEMORANDUM

	To:
	Members of the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education 

	From:	
	Pedro Martinez, Commissioner

	Date:	
	March 18, 2026

	Subject:
	Update on Chronically Underperforming Schools: SY2025-2026 Quarter 3 Reports
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This month, I am presenting the third of four SY2025-2026 quarterly progress updates to the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education (Board) on the two chronically underperforming schools’ implementation of their school turnaround plans, focusing on activities from January to March 2026. The narratives for this progress update are based upon classroom observations conducted by the School Empowerment Network at one school and internal progress monitoring information collected by the other school. 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.] 

The progress update provided on UP Academy Holland below is based upon classroom observations conducted by School Empowerment Network between January and March 2026. The progress update provided on Dever below is based upon midyear progress data collected by the school’s receiver, School and Main Institute, for the purposes of strategic plan monitoring and adjustment. Earlier this school year, the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education phased out external progress monitoring visits to Dever, in light of the Boston School Committee’s March 20, 2025 vote to close the school on June 30, 2026 as part of a broader school consolidation plan. 

Paul A. Dever Elementary School, Boston
During the 2025-2026 school year, Dever Elementary School has pursued a strategic action plan aligned with its school turnaround plan that includes quantitative goals in the following areas:
· Decreasing the school’s rate of chronic absenteeism;
· Increasing the overall percentage of positive student responses to survey items addressing their sense of belonging at school;
· Engaging all Dever families in developing school transition plans for their students;
· Increasing the percentage of students performing at or above benchmark levels of composite reading skills; and
· Increasing student achievement on end-of-unit assessments in English Language Arts, math and science.
At the midpoint of the school year, Dever school leaders have measured the following significant progress toward their improvement goals for the 2025-2026 school year:
· The school’s midyear chronic absenteeism rate has declined by 6 percentage points from the previous school year, from 36 percent at the midpoint of 2024-2025 to 30 percent at the midpoint of 2025-2026.
· Among grades 3-5 students, the overall percentage of positive student responses to survey items about sense of belonging has increased by 18 percentage points from the previous school year, from 56 percent in the 2024-2025 midyear survey to 74 percent in the 2025-2026 midyear survey.
· The Dever staff team supporting families through the school choice process has engaged 99 percent of families via phone calls, video calls, in-person meetings, central office support sessions held at the school, and visits to prospective schools.
· The schoolwide percentage of students performing above benchmark levels of composite reading skills has increased from 17 percent at the beginning of the 2025-2026 school year to 25 percent at midyear.
· 44 percent of Dever’s classroom instructional teams have achieved steady growth in student proficiency rates on end-of-unit math assessments in the first half of the 2025-2026 school year.
In both reading and math, the school’s midyear assessment data show uneven student progress across grade levels and in some cases across classrooms at the same grade level. In response to the midyear assessment data, school leaders have adjusted the staffing of both whole-group and small-group instructional blocks; incorporated more peer supports into educator coaching cycles; and reinforced expectations for teachers to engage students and families in setting and monitoring their own academic growth goals.  

UP Academy Holland (UAH), Boston
School Strengths
Area of Strength
Curriculum
Description:
UP Academy Holland implements rigorous and coherent curriculum materials in all subject areas. Instructional leaders have enhanced the school’s high-quality curriculum materials in English Language Arts with additional evidence-based writing strategies to promote coordinated skill development across grade levels. School leaders also have begun to intentionally incorporate community-based research opportunities into the English Language Arts curriculum. 
UAH teachers use a research-based lesson planning protocol to collaboratively plan lessons aligned with their curricula. During the current school year, instructional leaders have refined the lesson planning protocol to focus more time on creating student-specific scaffolds to support individual students and/or groups of students in accessing the curriculum. As a result of this shift, reviewers observed teachers implementing differentiated scaffolds to meet the varying learning needs of their students.

Areas of Focus
Area of Focus #1:
Pedagogy
Description: 
In eight out of the eleven classrooms visited by reviewers, instruction was fully or partially aligned to the UAH instructional vision. In these classrooms, there were clear grade-appropriate lesson goals either posted or stated by the teacher or students were able to share the objective of the lesson. Teachers provided all students with grade-appropriate tasks that involved higher-order thinking skills. Teachers monitored student progress on their tasks throughout the lesson and provided feedback to individuals or groups as appropriate. 
In classrooms observed on the day of the SQR, teachers attempted to provide all students with access to rigorous, grade-level tasks. However, some teachers’ instructional decisions ranged from providing too little support to students to providing too much support. Both underscaffolding and overscaffolding by teachers resulted in inconsistent levels of student engagement and thinking in a majority of classrooms observed. UAH teachers need continued support in how to design “just right” instructional scaffolds that meet the specific learning needs of the students in front of them.

Area of Focus #2:
Assessment
Description: 
Reviewers observed inconsistent use of ongoing checks for understanding (CFUs) by UAH teachers. As a result, teachers sometimes missed opportunities to adjust their lessons to meet students’ learning needs. The school’s instructional leaders reported that they have not yet engaged all teachers in professional learning on CFUs and plan to provide this schoolwide professional development in the second half of the school year. Developing consistent implementation of CFUs across the school will support all students’ access to the curriculum. 
As part of the schoolwide rollout of evidence-based writing strategies, teachers have adopted common rubrics for assessing student writing. However, students are not yet aware of the rubrics and/or the content of the rubric. Moving forward, instructional leaders should set clear expectations for how students and families will be supported to review and understand students’ scores on classroom rubrics.

image2.png
oV
MASSACHUSETTS
ese Department of Elementary
and Secondary Education

Pedro Martinez | Commissioner





image1.png
@ 135 Santilli Hwy, Everett MA 02149 Q, (781) 338-3000 'R 1-800-439-2370 & www.doe.mass.edu




