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Pedro Martinez
Good afternoon, leaders. Go ahead, go ahead, Lauren.
Lauren Secatore
00:15
Watching you all come in. Happy March, happy afternoon. Thank you for joining us. I would say this March is coming in like a lion, probably? Less than a lamb that we've seen.
Thank you for jumping on, as the numbers grow.
We have a lot to cover this afternoon. We are going to be sending a follow-up email with all of the information and the slides, from this webinar, so don't worry. Helene, if you wouldn't mind going to the next slide, I'll sort of show you all of the different topics we're going to cover today. And then, as always, the Q&A function is going to be open in the webinar, so you can drop questions in.
At any time during the session, we'll do a live question and answer at the end of the session, facilitated so everyone can hear answers, but the DESE team will also follow up with any responses, either individual or to the group.
of anything that needs to be clarified. But just as an overview of today's, Educator Leader webinar, we're starting hearing from the Commissioner, talking about the Secretary transition, some of our priority updates.
Then we're going into some updates around federal funding, some reminders of our recent timeout regulations guidance.
our immigration guidance, some upcoming regulations that are coming, and then we have, a section about the impact of snow days on student learning time, some new information for everyone on the call, and some reminders about upcoming Student Advisory Council nominations. So we'll be covering all of those topics today, and we'll take questions in the Q&A function. But with that, and to keep us moving, and the train's running on
I'll pass it right over to the Commissioner.
Pedro Martinez
01:58
Thank you, Lauren. Again, good afternoon, leaders. Thank you for joining us.
on a Wednesday when, you know, especially hopefully now as the sun stays out, and hopefully we'll be getting warmer weather in the next few days. So, as Lauren said, we have a lot to cover. I want to first just start with sending a message of gratitude for our… for Secretary Tutweitler, who, as you know, is now transitioning, or has transitioned.
I just gotta say, you know, even though I only worked with him for a few months, he just has this magic power of just brightening any space that he's in. He's just such a positive person and such a wonderful leader. So, again, I just want to give him my best, and I know that all of you also enjoyed working with him, so again. you know, again, everybody, let's continue to wish him well, and then I've got a chance to also talk to incoming Secretary Zrike, and I'm very excited to work with him and to partner with him. Again, you know, we're going to continue to be strong together and really continue to carry out the vision of our state, but
With that, again, I just want to just say thank you to Dr. Tutwiler.
for all of his amazing years of service, not only in the state, but also across, you know, across all his experience, and I wish him well. I know he'll still be in Massachusetts, being a leader, a local leader, but again, I want to just thank him for his work.
Go to the next slide.
So, real quickly, everybody, you know, we have shared with you before our priorities that we're… that we're unveiling here in the agency.
And I want to just, you know, always have this… I want to make sure you know the common theme that we have across everything we're doing, which is
I want you to hear that as an agency, we really are, you know, reorganizing ourselves, and we're setting ourselves to be true partners with our… with our district and organizational leaders, to be true partners in meeting and understanding where, you know, what needs are out in the field.
And this is one example, the Accelerated Achievement. This is an initiative that we're just rolling out. We've talked to our superintendents.
And this is really a collaborative approach to really make sure that we understand, you know, which, you know, which of our communities are struggling, which of our schools are struggling.
Partnering with our superintendents, who still have to drive the actual work, and really leaning in with the expertise of the agency.
And also aligning our resources. So, again, just wanted to give you a quick update that we are… we've talked to the superintendents, we plan to have this partnership, and I'm very optimistic about the type of work that we're going to be able to do together. For the next slide.
Another cross-cutting initiative across the agency, of course, is the implementation of our new graduation standards. As you can see here, we actually developed advisory committees that are helping us give feedback, and these are practitioners, superintendents, organizational leaders, principals, teachers, counselors.
other members that are working, district leaders, so that we can really get their feedback as we think about how we implement these recommendations. My commitment to everybody is that
these recommendations will be done with you, and will be together with the field, and the input has been invaluable. So again, I just want to thank… we have over 60 practitioners.
Across 50 districts, and they are really great thought partners. We will be finalizing our report in June.
So right now, what we're doing is just taking the initial recommendations, gathering the feedback, adding a little bit more detail, and then the goal really is, in that June report.
really, I think that's when the work really begins with you around how we start implementing these recommendations, but again, know, you have my commitment. This will be done in collaboration with you.
And it'll be really helping by understanding, really, even for those of you who are already putting in the components of these recommendations, what it's going to take and what lessons we can learn together. Go to the next slide.
Yep, so again, this is just repeating, you know, the information I shared earlier about the report. Again, we… it will be coming
And then, I'm going to touch on a couple things with this slide, everyone. So, you see here just an update on our Mass Literacy Initiative. As you know, literacy is a priority for our governor, lieutenant governor, for our administration.
know that, you know, right now, we are, we're actually, you know, we're very proud about where we're at with our grants. You can see the scale that we're reaching, over 10,000 students, 333 schools in the dosage tutoring. You can see how many districts also been awarded PRISM 1 and PRISM 2 grants.
We also are, you can see how we're updating our list for screening assessments. Go to the next slide.
And then, know that, again, we are, you know, we had such a positive response to our literacy institutes, our literacy launch institutes, so, know that we are getting ready
You know, again, to get the next set of sessions going, so please, again, you know, encourage your teachers to be part of it. We have one… we had a wonderful, like I said, reception of it, and so we're going to continue to do this.
And of course, we're going to be looking at more funding coming so that we'll be able to continue to support you in this initiative. And with that, let me just take a second to talk about just something that I'm going to ask your help for.
excuse me, is, as we're, you know, as we go into the spring, I want to make sure that we continue to emphasize the importance of our standards and student achievement.
I know that, you know, sometimes, you know, it's not easy to talk about MCAS or summative assessments, but I will tell you, you know, our research is really clear. Students who meet our standards along their way, whether ideally it's in third grade and on, but even
Through, you know, even if they're below grade level and then get to meeting our standards in high school, those are our students that have the most success.
So please, I just ask you to continue to emphasize with your staff the importance of our standards, the importance of still… of MCAS. It is our best indicator right now for student success.
And so again, you know, please, I want you to just help me with that message so that it's really clear to you, to your staff and to our parents that this still matters. And with that, I think we're going to be transitioning over.
Go to the next slide.
Oh, just… oh, sorry, one more slide. Let me go just… just again, everybody, real quickly, you know, as you know, we're excited about the literacy bill that's still moving through the legislature. We… we're hopeful that something will be, coming out soon, and then we'll be ready to partner with you on that initiative.
And then let's switch over.
Rob Curtin
08:49
Great. Thank you, Commissioner. Good afternoon, everybody. Good to be with you. Rob Curtin, Deputy Commissioner at DESE. And I want to take you through the next few topics, starting with a federal funding update, and then, shifting to, a deeper discussion around Title I.
Here on this slide, you just see a few bullets about the current status as we know it, related to federal funding. On February 3rd, Congress appropriated federal education funds for FY27, so that is good news for us in that they have actually taken that action.
And there were no federal education programs that were consolidated or eliminated. This had been talked about and proposed by the President, but that did not happen.
And in response to the President's attempt last summer to withhold certain education funds, Congress reaffirmed in the statute that funds must be granted to the states on July 1, as had been the norm in the past.
So that is good news, and all of the entitlement programs were level-funded at the federal level. But the state and district allocations, and this is what we're going to get to in a second.
they can vary, sometimes dramatically based on swings in census poverty data, and what we really want to talk to you about today is the Title I allocation. Next slide, please.
So, unfortunately, we need to talk to you today about anticipated Title I reduction. The… we have received preliminary census data from the federal government, and that has indicated a 10% drop
in Massachusetts' share of the national poverty level. We've gone from 1.45% of the total poverty last year to 1.31%.
And what that means is, is that the, Title I funds are given out, according to the national share of the… or the state share of the national poverty. So we anticipate a significant decrease to the Title I award for FY27.
And I want to share some more details with you, about, the actual decrease, and what we have done, and what we would prescribe for our districts to do. Next slide, please.
So, a little bit of the background. These Title I allocations are driven by census poverty data. The census is the one measure that the federal government has, and it's consistent across all states. So, in January, we received annual census poverty data.
For census tract districts. So what that means is it's basically for all of our city and towns. It does not include our regional CTE schools.
our charter schools, virtual schools, we make adjustments to the state poverty based on that fact, because the census data comes to us in census tracts, and we receive that data in January.
In March, we're going to talk a little bit about this in a minute, we're going to provide this data to you so you can see what was given to us, and, give you some explanation and what we call a warning chart that projects potential reductions, for… in the Title I allocation.
We actually don't get the final allocation in dollars until June. That's when we will get the final census poverty data and the dollars attached to it, and then in July, we issue those Title I grants to you through Fund Code 305.
The data here, and what's really important is the data are lagged 3 years.
The FY27 allocations are based upon 2024 updates to the decennial census from 2020.
Okay, so this is not a reflection of current state, this is a reflection of the decennial census from 2024, I'm sorry, from 2020, with updates from 2024.
Next slide, please.
When we talk about the definition of poverty, there are two different definitions of poverty. The federal definition, which carries the day as it relates to the Title I allocations, the federal government uses poverty estimates based on U.S. Census income data, and those data are refreshed annually.
As you know, in the state, we use a modified low-income metric whose… which identifies students whose families are in state assistance program databases and make up to 185% of the federal definition.
So there are always going to be differences between the two, and the federal number is going to be lower as a result of the definitions that are being used as compared to the
the state, our state numbers that we publish, for example, publicly.
More specifically, the federal poverty guidelines for 2024 for a family of four is $31,200.
And these… our federal poverty rates have been declining since 2013.
It should be noted, and this is not to explain it all, in terms of the drop, but between 2019 and 2023, our minimum wage law went into effect and increased the minimum wage from $12 an hour to $15 an hour.
Okay, so the federal poverty number is that 31,000 for a family of 4.
And our federal poverty numbers have been declining for some time, over 10 years now, as a matter of fact.
Next slide, please.
Next one, please.
Sorry, is that… Commissioner, are you seeing a new slide? Sorry.
No, okay, there we go. Nope.
We went… we gotta go back now. Sorry, we went way too… way too far.
everybody's getting a preview of what's coming up next, but as we go back to the Title I story here,
So, yeah. So, there are… when we talk about taking the data from a sent… from the census data to turning that into how much dollars
districts actually receive. The overall amount is appropriated by Congress. There's usually increases from year to year from Congress in the national allocation, but this year it was effectively level funded.
And our… the dollars that Massachusetts receives is based, again, on that share of national poverty that has decreased by 10% from last year to this year.
It also depends upon changes to other districts. If districts become ineligible, this makes more money available for some districts. If more districts become eligible, then you end up in a case where there's less money available to all districts.
There's also a hold harmless in play, depending on what your poverty level is, at a minimum of at least 85% of the previous year's allocation.
Then there is some required state reservations that we take for the administration of the grant, and so on and so forth. So, there's a lot of factors that go into how much money districts actually receive once we get the federal allocation.
Next slide, please.
As you can see here, these have been the total amounts that we've gotten way back before the pandemic. We were down around $237 million. Last year's allocation was $303 million, okay? So if you think about a commensurate 10% reduction, we could be looking at almost a $30 million reduction in our…
Lauren Secatore
16:38
I think Rob is off-site in a district right now, and I think froze.
Rob Curtin
16:45
Next slide, please.
I want to tell you what we've done already. We have formally inquired with the Census Bureau about this data. It was a shock to us, and we immediately called the Census Bureau to learn more about what happened, in the data, and basically asked them to check their work.
They did check that work, got back to us, and said that the data that they had sent us was correct.
Next thing that we're doing is, following this webinar, you are going to receive a, sometime this week, and on the desktop.
And in there will be a memo that explains… a link to a memo that explains the situation to districts. There'll also be an Excel document with projections based on the preliminary census data.
those…
and including if we project that a district might lose eligibility to any of the four grants that comprise the Title I allocation.
We will also show you what an 85% hold harmless amount might look like based on what we think the eligibility will be. Again, these are just projections, okay? This could change, something could happen between now and then, when we actually get the allocations from
the federal government, but we want to prepare you, and that's what this is really meant to do, and what we are going to do is prepare you, to see what the… what the allocation might look like at the… at the lowest hold harmless level.
Next slide, please.
What districts can do is to review this memo, review the Excel document, and look at the 85% hold harmless projection amount. It'll be on the furthest most right column on the… in the Excel document that we're going to share with you.
And we are recommending that you tentatively budget using this 85% hold harmless projection amount, okay?
That can hopefully only leave good news to come, that you would get more than that amount, but we are recommending that as you're budgeting, going through this budgeting cycle, that you, project, or that you budget at that 85% hold harmless amount.
Okay? So unfortunately, that is the news around Title I, and certainly more to come. As we learn more, the big thing we will do is continue to share information with you. If we get more information, we will share it with you, and as soon as we can provide the real allocation amounts, we will be sure to do that.
Pedro Martinez
19:13
And Rob, if you don't mind, just, you know, again, everybody, just to repeat what Rob said.
We don't have final numbers, but every indication we have is that we're going to get about a 10% reduction. So, you know, we're… I mean, and as you know, the numbers can vary within the state, across the district, so this is why we're asking you to be conservative as you think about your budgeting. We know that if you budget at 85%,
you're… you're gonna be… you're gonna be covered in your budget, because what I don't want for you is if you're already making adjustments and reductions in your budget, I don't want you to be facing another set of cuts in the summer or later in the year, when these numbers are finalized. And so, this is really about
We want to make sure that you… you… we give you a heads up, because we have this information right now, and really to protect you as you think about your budgets. But overall, again, we are recommending that you conservatively budget, and we're looking, you know, and we'll send you projections, but, you know, it is safe… the most conservative is at about 85% of the whole harmless budget.
Rob Curtin
20:13
Thank you, Commissioner.
Next topic, that I'd like to discuss with you quickly is the timeout regulations guidance. We released this guidance document on February 5th.
It, did a, a number of things, including clarifying the definitions, what the new regulations, laid out related to timeout practices, made differentiations between, distinguishes timeout, a behavioral support strategy.
From seclusion and other prohibited practices, so just trying to spell that out in more detail for you.
We provided you some implementation guidance,
And also included, an FAQ in there, and answers to some of the questions that we have… we've gotten over time.
In, in terms of implementation support, sorry, can… can somebody go back a slide? We're jumping ahead a little bit, thank you. So, in terms of implementation support, we awarded, sorry, can somebody please go back to the last, slide?
Thank you.
We, awarded 78 grants, to our school districts, charter schools, collaboratives, and approved special education schools, totaling $3 million, in terms of implementation support, related to, the timeout regulations, and what's coming. So…
This spring, we will be providing… be providing procedures and training regarding reporting requirements to the department effective 2026 that were included in the regulation.
And then this summer, we will be releasing some asynchronous online training modules to support you and your staff in the implementation of these regulations. There's much more to come here. Our special education… my special education colleagues will be putting out more information and having
Trainings related to these, but just wanted to make sure that you had
draw your attention to the guidance that we released in February.
Next slide, please.
Okay, I know I've gotten a lot of calls about this, sorry, can we go back to the, go back to the beginning of the snow day, please?
Okay, thank you. So we, I've gotten a lot of questions about this, and we want to talk to you about the impact of the snow days and the student learning, time requirements.
As you know, back in November of 2024, we released guidance on the 180-day requirement as it relates to what districts can do and when we would be willing to consider waivers to the 180-day requirement. And basically, that guidance said that days missed before April 1st must be made up with
full school days, and waivers for days after March 31st would be considered if all snow days have been used.
And we have lived under that guidance, made it through a couple years, but this year, we obviously, we've had an increase in the amount of snow days that districts have had to take, and that has compressed the school year calendar in some districts.
A reminder that the student learning time regulations require both a 180-day school year.
And a requirement around the number of instructional hours, either 900 or 990, depending on whether you're talking about elementary or secondary schools.
The commissioner, and this is really important, the commissioner has the authority to waive the 180-day requirement, but not the instructional hour requirement. So we're going to talk about how that comes into play here, in a second. Next slide, please.
Understanding the impact that this winter has had, we have put forth a plan
To alleviate some of the stress, on some districts as it gets to be the end of the school year.
So, here is the plan that we are, putting forth. Based on what's happened in 2026, DESE will consider waivers to the 180-day requirement if districts can demonstrate that they have met the following criteria.
The first is that districts must have used all five snow days.
And in a lot of places, this is, not a problem.
They… districts must
Demonstrate to us in a waiver request that they have met the instructional hours requirement within the days that they are planning, that they're going to have in their school year, not including the days they're asking to waive.
So if you're asking to waive a one school day, you have to demonstrate to us that you have met either the 900 or the 990 requirement within the 179 days that you're going to be in school.
If you've met that requirement, And the next one is that districts must schedule out through Friday, June 26th.
with the snow days that you've taken, the 5 snow days, rescheduled as full school days. What we don't want to have happen is for schools to end their school year with, you know, 5 to 7 half days in a row.
The five snow days that you've taken must be rescheduled as full snow days, and you're still free to have the half day that you were planning on having on the last day of school, if you wish.
That's criteria number 3. And criteria number 4 is that districts must demonstrate that they have repurposed any remaining district-wide professional development days
And any remaining school closure days, like Good Friday.
outside of April vacation and required holidays. We are not requiring districts to schedule school days during April vacation.
And districts are not allowed to schedule school days on federal holidays.
But, any day like Good Friday, or for whatever reason you have closed otherwise, or plan to close otherwise, you need to demonstrate to us that you have
worked with your unions to be able to consider going to school that day, as opposed to us waiving a day at the end of the school year. If districts have met those four criteria.
And they are still scheduled to go into the next week, which would be January… I'm sorry, June.
29 and 30. We will consider waiving days in 20… for the 29th and the 30th, if you are still required to go that far. This has the effect as long as districts have met this criteria of ending the school year, across the state.
at, June, on June 26th. If you have… if one of these criteria, particularly the hours, is a problem, then, we would like to speak to you and think about, what potential might… what potential next steps might be there.
And lastly, as it relates to the impact of snow days.
I've gotten a ton of questions immediately about the release of seniors.
Districts may maintain the original release date for seniors in accordance with the SLT regulations, which say that up to 12 school days before the regular scheduled closing date of school.
And we are interpreting that as the regularly, if another word might be original last day that you are planning for seniors to be, and you may… you're able to maintain that day. You do not have to adjust that date based on the amount of snow days that you have taken.
So…
I'm sure I will… what I'm gonna do is put my email in the chat, and a lot of you have already have my email, have my phone number. Please, let's talk about this, as you think about how these criteria apply to your individual districts.
And I'm happy to assist you, in working out the end of school calendar, for you, over the next, weeks. And hopefully we're out of the woods as it relates, to snow. So…
with that, I think I'm going to, pass this along to Deputy Commissioner Lauren Woo.
Lauren Woo
28:20
Great. Thanks, Rob. Next slide, please.
Hi everyone, Lauren Wu, Deputy Commissioner here at DESE. So we're going to talk a little bit about immigration guidance. I just want to first acknowledge the precarious state of things we're in, and thank you for your continued support of your students, families, and staff who are navigating these unprecedented times.
On February 26th, we hosted another webinar in collaboration with the Office for Refugees and Immigrants and the Attorney General's Office, providing a refresher.
On basic immigration rules and practical guidance and scenarios for schools to consider.
The slides from that webinar were sent to all registrants. However, if you are in need of the information, please reach out to the Commissioner's Office. We also wanted to make sure that you have access to the most up-to-date guidance that has been issued by the Governor and the Attorney General's Office regarding immigration, ICE, and protecting all students.
All items are linked here in the slides, and we'll be sure to send them out after the webinar.
Next slide.
So next is that we wanted to make sure you were aware of key regulations that have recently been amended or in the process of being amended by the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education. The first is the regulations on the seal of biliteracy, which were updated in light of Question 2 relating to the competency determination.
The updated regulations, which were adopted by the board in January, update the criteria to remove outdated references to the competency determination and provide flexibility for demonstrating proficiency in English and other languages.
The amendments also require annual notification to families about eligibility, require that the seal, or text be added to transcripts, and require reporting the students who earned the seal and the specific languages in which it was earned to the department.
We'll be issuing guidance on these updates soon, and so look out for the… for that shortly.
The second set of regulations, which were sent out for public comment in the fall, will come to the board for final adoption at our March meeting.
These regulations, if adopted by the board, are responsive to the Mass Leads Act, which authorizes the development of a new alternative licensure pathway that will allow for an eligible candidate to waive the communications and literacy test or subject matter knowledge test.
Please stay tuned for additional guidance and information following the March board meeting.
And lastly, at our board meeting last month, the board voted to send two sets of regulations out for public comment, both in response to the Protect Education Equity Act. The first are a set of technical amendments to the special education regulations concerning discipline procedures for students with disabilities consistent with federal law.
And the second is a new set of regulations relating to interpretation and translation in schools.
While districts are already required under state and federal law to provide interpretation and translation services to parents with limited English proficiency, the Act requires the board to establish clear statewide standards for those services.
The regulations, if adopted by the board, establish tiered qualifications for interpretation for translation services with required competencies, skills, and training.
Both sets of the regulations, special education and translation interpretation, are currently out for public comment, and we encourage you to submit your feedback to us.
And then finally, next slide, please.
We want to make you aware of the State Student Advisory Council, the SSAC elections timeline. As you may know, the SSAC network is comprised of 5 regional student advisory councils and 1 statewide council.
Students elected to a regional leadership role will also serve as members of the statewide council, and the student member for the board of elementary and Secondary Education is elected from that statewide council.
Secondary school principals and charter school leaders play a key role by encouraging student participation and in overseeing the elections, so we strongly encourage you to work with your students to promote a diverse and representative membership.
The deadline to notify DESE of your student representative is April 10th, and guidance and information on these timelines and how to conduct the elections will be sent following the webinar.
So now, I'll turn it to Lauren Secatori, who will moderate questions, and Helene, you can stop the recording.
Lauren Secatore
32:40
Thank you, Lauren. So we're gonna go back to the Title I section to do a few clarifications and a few additional questions. Rob, just to… for… and your computer cut out for just 2 seconds.
But just… firming.

