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At the regular meeting of the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education (Board) on October 27, 2026, my team and I will provide you with an update on the Department’s implementation of the recommended K-12 statewide graduation standards. 
Our discussion on October 27 builds upon the updates Secretary Zrike and I presented throughout the 2025-26 school year on the progress of the K-12 Statewide Graduation Council (Council). These updates included an overview of the Council’s Final Report at the June 22, 2026, special meeting of the Board, and most recently our discussion at the Board retreat on September 10, 2026.  
 
Background 
On January 17, 2025, Governor Healey signed Executive Order No. 639, establishing the Council to advise the Governor and Legislature on the development of a rigorous, uniform, and equitable high school graduation requirement for Massachusetts. The Council met regularly from March 2025 through May 2026. I was joined by former Secretary Tutwiler as co-chair through March 2026, and by Secretary Zrike from April through June 2026. 
 
The Final Report outlines nation-leading expectations for every Massachusetts public school district. The recommendations outlined in the Final Report are designed to balance rigor and flexibility, statewide consistency and local innovation, and high expectations with equitable access and support. Together, the recommendations reflect a comprehensive approach to learning experiences, demonstrating mastery, and preparing for postsecondary success.  
 
The recommendations include four Primary Components: 
· Foundational coursework - Through this recommendation, students will complete MassCore, a rigorous program of study that aligns with the admissions requirements for higher education and keeps postsecondary options available to students. 
· End-of-course assessments - Through this recommendation, students will complete end-of-course (EOC) assessments in specified MassCore subjects. EOC assessments are designed, administered, and scored by the state. Performance on the EOC assessments will meaningfully count toward students’ academic record and path to graduation. 
· Postsecondary planning - Through this recommendation, students will develop a postsecondary plan that meets required year-by-year milestones defined in the state’s My Career and Academic Plan (MyCAP) framework, along with locally determined activities. Required milestones will include financial literacy, artificial intelligence and digital literacy, work-based learning, and FAFSA/MASFA completion or opt-out. 
· Culminating experiences - Through this recommendation, students will complete a capstone project or a portfolio of work. The state will define the parameters of the culminating experience and establish a standardized rubric specifying what students must demonstrate. Student work will be assessed locally using the state-developed rubric. 
 
The report also recommends Embedded Components, defined as essential learning priorities that are intentionally integrated throughout the primary components, spanning multiple areas of students’ high school experiences. These include financial literacy, AI and digital literacy, work-based learning, FAFSA/MASFA completion or opt-out, and civics education. 
 
The Primary and Embedded Components form a comprehensive graduation framework that values academic rigor, multiple demonstrations of mastery, and personalized learning. The individual components reflect evidence-based practices already implemented in many districts across the Commonwealth. By bringing these elements together within a unified framework, we establish a system where every student receives the holistic preparation needed to succeed in college, career, and civic life. 
 
As proposed in the Final Report, the class of 2031 would be required to complete MassCore to graduate from high school and the class of 2032 would be required to complete all proposed components to graduate. 
 
Focus on Foundational Coursework through MassCore  
MassCore was developed by an advisory group from elementary and secondary education, higher education, nonprofits, and the private sector and adopted as a recommended program of studies by the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education in 2007 and amended in 2018.  
 
MassCore is an established, research-based program of studies that meets Massachusetts public higher education admissions requirements, is a strong predictor of postsecondary success, and is already implemented across many Massachusetts districts. MassCore leverages Massachusetts’ curriculum frameworks that pair key content area knowledge and skills with transferable competencies such as creative problem-solving, effective communication, and intentional collaboration. 
The program of studies includes the successful completion of four units of English, four units of mathematics including Algebra II or the equivalent, three units of a lab-based science, three units of history, two units of the same world language, one unit of the arts, and five additional "core" courses. A computer science course that includes rigorous mathematical or scientific concepts and aligns with the 2016 Digital Literacy and Computer Science Framework can substitute for either a mathematics course or a laboratory science course. 
 
MassCore is a lever for promoting students’ continued success in college and career. National research indicates that high school coursework and academic performance are correlated with postsecondary success, including high school graduation, wages, and college enrollment, persistence, and academic performance.  
 
DESE has supported districts to adopt MassCore through schedule and program of study vendor support, grants, guidance and technical assistance. Currently, 82% of graduates complete MassCore (as reported by districts). 
 
Dr. John Papay, Walter and Leonore Annenberg Professor of Education Policy and Director of the Annenberg Institute, Brown University, will join us to discuss what current research on MassCore indicates for postsecondary outcomes. 
 
Focus on Postsecondary Planning through MyCAP (My Career and Academic Plan) 
The proposed graduation standards include that students develop a postsecondary plan, beginning no later than 9th grade, that meets required year-by-year milestones defined in the state’s MyCAP framework. Developing and maintaining a career and academic plan using the MyCAP framework will support students in identifying their college and career goals and charting their individual path to attaining those goals. Required milestones will include financial literacy, artificial intelligence and digital literacy, work-based learning, and FAFSA/MASFA completion or opt-out. 
 
MyCAP is a structured, student-driven, college, career, and civic readiness framework designed to provide every student with the knowledge, skills, and experiences in personal, social, emotional, and behavioral development, career development, and academic and technical learning to navigate an individual path to success. The MyCAP process engages students in a continuum of learning grounded in the discovery of individual interests, skills, and talents. The process allows students to be the drivers of their education as they navigate career exploration aligned with personal interests, skills, and talents.  It also allows students to choose courses that are aligned with both their personal attributes and career interests, and identify the personal, social, emotional, and behavioral skills needed to create and implement their individual plan for postsecondary success. 
 
Research indicates that when students continuously work with teachers, parents/caregivers, and counselors to develop and revise individual college and career plans, they are more likely to graduate from high school, apply to college, and enroll in college. 
 
DESE continues to partner with school districts to refine the published MyCAP scope and sequence and has provided planning and implementation grants to districts along with targeted technical assistance. To date, approximately 40% of districts have engaged with DESE’s MyCAP supports including grant opportunities and professional learning offerings. 
 
Mandy Savitz-Romer, Nancy Pforzheimer Aronson Senior Lecturer in Human Development and Education at Harvard Graduate School of Education, will offer research and perspective on the enabling conditions that allow for impactful postsecondary planning. 
 
The Work Ahead 
The agency is currently developing guidance and tools to support districts towards full implementation of the proposed graduation framework. This includes updated resources on MassCore implementation, an updated MyCAP scope and sequence, and a Readiness Assessment tool to support schools and districts in evaluating their current practices as they relate to each component of the new graduation framework and begin to plan for full implementation. In addition, the agency is further engaging stakeholders to design an End-of-Course assessment system and launching a statewide Advisory Council to advise the Commissioner on the general implementation. 
 
At the October 27 Board meeting, Lauren Woo, Deputy Commissioner; Adam Seidel, Senior Associate Commissioner of Secondary Schools and Beyond; John Papay, Walter and Leonore Annenberg Professor of Education Policy and Director of the Annenberg Institute, Brown University; and Mandy Savitz-Romer, Nancy Pforzheimer Aronson Senior Lecturer in Human Development and Education at Harvard Graduate School of Education will discuss these updates with the Board and answer your questions. 
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