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In April 2013, the Massachusetts Board of Elementary and Secondary Education (Board) delegated to the Commissioner of Elementary and Secondary Education (Commissioner) the authority to approve waivers of the Student Learning Time regulations for good cause. Pursuant to this authority, the Commissioner may grant waivers to permit districts to initiate innovative programs intended to improve student learning. (Student Learning Time Regulations (603 CMR 27.00). Following the Board’s delegation, the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (Department) developed a Student Learning Time Waiver process, including an application, for districts to outline plans for innovative programming that provides less instructional time than the minimum school day and school year requirements or that provides a remote learning program.

This memorandum provides some background information, an overview of the Student Learning Time Waiver process, a summary of the waivers granted by the Commissioner for the 2026-27 school year, and a list of districts currently operating under such waivers.

Background
Under 603 CMR 27.00, school committees are required to schedule a school year that includes at least 185 days at each school and must operate the schools for at least 180 school days in a school year. In addition, schools must ensure that elementary school students are scheduled to receive a minimum of 900 hours of structured learning time[footnoteRef:1] per school year, and that secondary school students receive a minimum of 990 hours of structured learning time per school year. Kindergarten students must receive a minimum of 425 hours of structured learning time per school year. Further, the Student Learning Time Regulations outline an educational program that is primarily in person and any flexibilities defined in structured learning time (including directed study, independent study, technology-assisted learning, presentations by persons other than teachers, school-to-work programs, etc.) may be components of structured learning time but may not constitute the primary educational model. [1:  The regulations, at 603 CMR 27.02, define “structured learning time” as follows.
[T]ime during which students are engaged in regularly scheduled instruction, learning activities, or learning assessments within the curriculum for study of the "core subjects" and "other subjects." In addition to classroom time where both teachers and students are present, structured learning time may include directed study, independent study, technology-assisted learning, presentations by persons other than teachers, school-to-work programs, and statewide student performance assessments. Hybrid learning may constitute structured learning time if a district's hybrid learning model is consistent with the requirements of 603 CMR 27.08(3)(a) [addressing hybrid learning during a public health emergency]. Remote learning may constitute structured learning time if a district's remote learning model is consistent with the requirements of 603 CMR 27.08(3)(b) [addressing remote learning during a public health emergency].] 


Overview of Waiver Process

Under 603 CMR 27.06(1) and the Board’s delegated authority, the Commissioner may grant waivers of student learning time requirements for “good cause.” In particular, “[s]chool committees are encouraged to apply for waivers, as needed, to permit the district to initiate innovative programs or schedules intended to improve student learning.” 603 CMR 27.06(1). 

The Department manages the review process for waiver requests and provides information on it's website. After a district applies, the Department reviews the request based on the criteria outlined in the application and gathers additional information from the district, as needed. The Department then presents evidence to the Commissioner, who subsequently approves or denies the request. District programs approved for a waiver granted pursuant to 603 CMR 27.06(1) must finalize an evaluation plan, and the Department monitors program data twice a year for the duration of the waiver. The Commissioner typically grants waivers for one or two years.  

The waiver process permits districts to provide innovative programs and schedules to benefit students educationally and improve student learning. This waiver process is not intended for emergency cases or extraordinary circumstances, such as natural disasters or public health emergencies that force the temporary closing of one or more schools. 

Waivers Granted by the Commissioner for the 2026-27 School Year

In accordance with the review process outlined above, I granted six waivers of student learning time (SLT) for innovative programs for the 2026-27 school year. Two additional district programs continue to operate in the second year of two-year waivers granted in 2025. The first table below summarizes the six district programs for which I recently granted waivers. It summarizes these requests, provides program highlights, outlines my decision, and provides the duration of the waiver.

Districts granted student learning time waivers for 2026-27
	Category 
	Details

	
District and Program

	Fall River Public Schools: FLEX Pathway at Evolve Academy - Grades 9-12; up to 30 students

	Summary of Request
	Under an SLT waiver granted for the 2025-26 school year, Fall River Public Schools operated the FLEX Pathway at Evolve Academy (a virtual/hybrid program) for students who face significant barriers to traditional full-time, in-person schooling. The district sought a two-year waiver to continue the programming. The model combines competency-based and project-based learning with asynchronous virtual and hybrid instruction, daily check-ins, and individualized supports. 

	Commissioner Decision
	Fall River Public Schools was granted a two-year waiver of the in-person component of the student learning time requirements for the FLEX Pathway at Evolve Academy for the 2026-27 and 2027-28 school years. It enables Evolve Academy to implement the FLEX virtual/hybrid program for up to 30 students as described in its 2026 application materials. 

	
District and Program

	Framingham Public Schools: Framingham High School Academy at Thayer - Grades 10-12; up to 150 students

	Summary of Request
	Under an SLT waiver granted for the 2025-26 school year, Framingham Public Schools operated a flexible, blended learning model at FHS Academy at Thayer for students at risk of dropping out or not graduating. The district sought a two-year waiver to continue the programming. The model combines standards- and competency-based instruction, individualized learning plans, synchronous and asynchronous learning, work-study opportunities, and student supports to address employment, caregiving, credit deficiency, and other barriers to a traditional schedule.

	Commissioner Decision
	Framingham Public Schools was granted a two-year waiver of the in-person component of the student learning time requirements for the Framingham High School Academy at Thayer for the 2026-27 and 2027-28 school years. It enables the Academy to implement its flexible blended learning model for up to 150 students, as described in its 2026 application materials.

	
District and Program

	New Applicant - Palmer Public Schools: Palmer Achieve and Excel Academy - Grades 10-12; up to 15 students

	Summary of Request
	Palmer Public Schools sought a waiver to provide an inclusive, flexible, student-centered program, offering virtual and hybrid options, for students whose academic, social-emotional, health, family, work, or other circumstances interfere with traditional in-person participation. The program intends to support improved graduation rates and additional postsecondary pathways.

	Commissioner Decision
	Palmer Public Schools was granted a waiver of the in-person component of the student learning time requirements for Palmer Achieve and Excel Academy. The one-year waiver is approved for the 2026-27 school year and enables the district to implement the program for up to 15 students in grades 10-12, as described in its 2026 application materials.

	
District and Program

	Quabbin Regional School District: New Horizons Academy - Grades 9-12; approximately 15 students

	Summary of Request
	Under an SLT waiver granted for the 2025-26 school year, Quabbin Regional School District operated the New Horizons Academy to provide students with an alternative setting that blends in-person instruction with online learning. This district sought a waiver to continue the program which did not meet minimum hourly requirements of the SLT regulations. The model emphasizes individualized academics, group therapy, multiple engagement strategies, and access to district services for students who need an alternative to the traditional high school setting.

	Commissioner Decision
	Quabbin Regional School District was granted a one-year waiver of the student learning time requirements for New Horizons Academy for the 2026-27 school year. It enables the district to continue the program for approximately 15 students, as described in its 2026 application materials.

	
District and Program

	Springfield Public Schools: Aspire Academy - Grades 9-12; approximately 90-130 students

	Summary of Request
	Under prior SLT waivers, Springfield Public Schools operated Aspire Academy to provide a hybrid, competency-based model designed to re-engage students who have disengaged from traditional high school. The district sought a waiver to continue the program which combines synchronous and asynchronous learning with student supports, career opportunities, college and career partnerships, and flexible scheduling.

	Commissioner Decision
	Springfield Public Schools was granted a two-year waiver of the in-person component of the student learning time requirements for Aspire Academy. for the 2026-27 and 2027-28 school years. It enables Springfield to implement the hybrid model for approximately 90-130 students, as described in its 2026 application materials.

	
District and Program

	Westfield Public Schools: Westfield Virtual Pathway - Grades 9-12; up to 110 students

	Summary of Request
	Under prior SLT waivers, Westfield Public Schools operated Westfield Virtual Pathway program, a synchronous remote learning option for high school students who face medical, mental health, bullying-related, or other barriers to attendance in the traditional school setting. The district sought a waiver to continue the program.

	Commissioner Decision
	Westfield Public Schools was granted a one-year waiver of the in-person component of the student learning time requirements for the Westfield Virtual Pathway for the 2026-27 school year. It enables the district to operate the pathway for up to 110 students in grades 9-12, as described in its 2026 application materials.



Districts currently operating under waivers granted in 2025

Two district programs received two-year SLT waivers in 2025 and continue to operate under those waivers in 2026-27, the second year of the waivers. See the table below for summaries:
Districts currently operating under waivers granted in 2025
	Category
	Details

	District and Program
	Holyoke Public Schools: High School Opportunity Academy - Grades 10-12; approximately 25 students

	Summary
	Holyoke Public Schools is in the second year of the two-year SLT waiver granted in 2025 for the High School Opportunity Academy. The waiver remains in effect through June 2027 and supports a remote/hybrid program for approximately 25 students who face significant barriers to daily in-person attendance.

	District and Program
	Lawrence Public Schools: RISE Academy Night School Program, at Lawrence High School - Grades 10-12; up to 40 students

	Summary
	Lawrence Public Schools is in the second year of the two-year SLT waiver granted in 2025 for the RISE Academy Night School Program. The waiver remains in effect through June 2027 and supports a flexible program combining in-person evening classes with asynchronous learning and work/volunteer requirements for up to 40 students.
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If you have any questions regarding this matter or require additional information, please contact Lauren Woo, Deputy Commissioner at lauren.woo@mass.gov or me. 
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