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The Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE) has a long-standing commitment to conducting research and evaluation that informs high-quality policy, programming, and services for students, families, and educators across the Commonwealth. This document outlines priority research questions identified by DESE program offices aligned with the Department’s strategic priorities and workstreams. Not all research interests from DESE’s many program offices are currently represented; this document will be actively updated to reflect evolving priorities. The purpose of sharing these priorities publicly is to highlight critical areas of inquiry and facilitate research that can directly inform policy and practice.
DESE’s Office of Planning and Research (OPR) is the central point of contact for all external research requests. Researchers interested in pursuing these or related questions are encouraged to first read DESE’s Researcher’s Guide to Massachusetts State Education Data, and then contact the Office of Planning and Research at officeofplanningandresearch@mass.gov. OPR supports researchers by identifying non-confidential, publicly available data when appropriate, and guiding projects through the approval and data-sharing process for confidential data.
To ensure compliance with data privacy laws and state regulations, including the federal Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA), the state’s Fair Information Practices Act (FIPA), and Massachusetts procurement regulations, all external research requests must be coordinated through OPR. Engaging directly with other DESE program offices outside of this process may result in delays or barriers to accessing data. OPR’s role is to streamline this process and ensure that research is conducted legally, ethically, securely, and in a manner that benefits the Commonwealth.

	Resource
	Description

	DESE Researcher’s Guide
	Provides an overview of available data, how to obtain and interpret that data, and expectations for conducting research with DESE data.

	DESE Data and Accountability Reports
	Includes student-, school-, and district-level data, along with information on DESE’s accountability systems, laws, and regulations.  

	DESE Report Library
	Provides access to DESE research reports organized by topic and/or report type.

	Education-to-Career (E2C) Data Hub
	Offers public datasets and visualizations spanning early care and education, K-12 education, and higher education and workforce outcomes.
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DESE’s research agenda is grounded in its Educational Vision and strategic priorities, which define the conditions and learning experiences necessary for all students to succeed. These priorities guide the Department’s work and, in turn, inform key areas for research. 
The current Educational Vision states that, as a result of their public education in Massachusetts, students will: attain academic knowledge and skills, understand and value self, understand and value others, and engage with the world so that they can be curious and creative, shape their path, feel connected, and be empowered. To advance this vision, DESE’s work is organized around three strategic objectives with key priorities identified within each objective:

· Strategic Objective 1: Whole Student
· Cultivate systems that support the whole student and foster joyful, healthy, and supportive learning environments so that all students feel valued, connected, nourished, and ready to learn.
· Power of Presence: Increasing student attendance and engagement
· Strategic Objective 2: Deeper Learning
· Promote deeper learning so that all students engage in grade-level work that is real-world, relevant, and interactive.
· Literacy Launch: strengthening evidence-based early literacy practices
· Future Focused: Preparing all students to pursue their post-secondary goals
· Inclusive Impact: Amplifying evidence-based practices for students with disabilities and English Learners
· Strategic Objective 3: Diverse and Effective Workforce
· Develop and sustain a workforce that is diverse, culturally responsive, well-prepared, and committed to continuous improvement so that all students have equitable access to effective educators. 
· Teach Tomorrow: Building a robust teacher pipeline


While these strategic priorities guide DESE’s overall direction, the research questions are presented in this agenda by DESE’s functional program teams to better reflect how workstreams are organized across the agency, while maintaining alignment to the above objectives. The topics and sample questions included in this document are intended to highlight areas of interest and potential inquiry, rather than serve as an exhaustive list. DESE welcomes research proposals that address these priorities from a variety of perspectives and methodological approaches. 

Researchers are encouraged to incorporate considerations of diversity, equity, and inclusion in both the design and implementation of their work.  Research focused on any one or more of the priority topics below, whether broad or narrow in scope, would be of potential value to DESE. Please check the Office of Planning and Research’s website for updates to the agency’s research agenda.
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*Research questions denoted by asterisks are in the process of being addressed by current research. This is not intended to discourage potential related research on asterisked questions.
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1.1. High-Quality Instructional Materials (HQIM)

How is high-quality instructional material (HQIM) implementation sustained over time and in what ways does it influence instructional practices and student outcomes across content areas?

· What factors predict high-quality implementation of HQIM beyond initial adoption, and how do leadership, professional learning, and student support systems contribute to sustained use? 
· How does HQIM implementation relate to student outcomes, and which intermediate indicators best capture meaningful instructional change?*
· How does HQIM implementation in math and science relate to student learning, and what assessment systems best capture those impacts?  
· What factors predict changes in student literacy outcomes associated with HQIM implementation at scale?   
1.2. Educator Pipeline

How do pathways into the teaching profession influence workforce diversity, educator effectiveness, and long-term retention?

· How do different pathways into teaching, including apprenticeship and alternative licensure routes, compare in terms of educator retention, effectiveness, and workforce diversity?*  
· What factors influence entry into the teaching profession, including barriers and incentives across different candidate populations?
· To what extent do alternative and non-traditional pathways contribute to increasing educator workforce diversity, and where do gaps remain?
1.3. Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM)

How do access to, participation in, and the quality of high school STEM coursework vary across districts and schools, and how are these differences related to student outcomes and instructional leadership?

· What are statewide patterns in high school STEM course taking, and how do course definitions, grading practices, and access vary across districts? 
· How do different grading practices and relative weighting strategies, for assignments, participation, attendance, etc., relate to student outcomes such as AP success, MCAS performance, and postsecondary outcomes? 
· How can the quality and rigor of Early College STEM courses relative to Massachusetts curriculum standards be identified and measured? 
· What supports enable school leaders without STEM backgrounds to become effective instructional leaders in STEM disciplines? 
1.4. Humanities

What instructional practices, supports, and conditions for accessing grade level instruction in humanities education are associated with variation in student literacy outcomes across student groups?

· To what extent do Massachusetts students in grades K–8 have equitable access to strong tiered instruction in ELA/literacy and math across contexts, how does access and impact vary for historically underserved student groups, including students with disabilities, and what approaches can the state take to address systemic barriers to access?
· What supports (e.g., professional learning, coaching, curriculum alignment) are most effective in strengthening literacy instruction?*
1.5. English Language Learners

What defines high-quality bilingual and multilingual education, and how do program implementation and scaling efforts influence strong student outcomes?

· What practices define high-quality bilingual education programs, and how consistently are those practices implemented across funded sites? 
· How effective are current bilingual and multilingual programs in achieving intended student and workforce outcomes?* 
· What district and school conditions are necessary to scale bilingual education programs while maintaining quality and equity? 
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2.1. Charter Schools

How can charter school performance, sustainability, and oversight be effectively measured and managed to improve charter school viability and student outcomes?

· What indicators best predict charter school distress, and how do external shocks (e.g., enrollment decline) affect school viability? 
· What are the academic and systemic impacts of charter school closures on students and communities? 
· Which authorizing actions are most effective in correcting poor charter outcomes while minimizing disruption? 
· How effective are virtual and blended learning models in supporting student competencies at different grade levels?
2.2. Student and Family Supports

How do student and family support initiatives influence belonging, engagement, school climate, and disciplinary outcomes?

· What professional development and advisory program models and content are most effective in improving student belonging, engagement, and discipline outcomes? 
· Which safety and support initiatives have the greatest positive influence on school climate, student well-being, and disciplinary outcomes? 
2.3. Equity and Inclusion

How do equity-focused initiatives and programs influence access, representation, and student outcomes across the education system?

· What impacts do leadership and equity-focused initiatives (e.g., Leading with Perseverance) have on workforce diversity, leadership practice, and school outcomes?* 
· How do Advanced Learning Pilot programs affect student access to advanced educational opportunities and student achievement, and what conditions support successful expansion? 
· What is the impact of the METCO provider model on student outcomes and effectiveness of the program to expand educational opportunities, increase diversity, and reduce racial isolation?*
2.4. Student Strategies

How do student support systems and resource allocation strategies influence outcomes for students with diverse needs?

· How effective are DESE’s MTSS-related inclusion and access networks in improving outcomes for students with disabilities? 
· What coaching and technical assistance practices are most effective in supporting Tier 1 inclusion?
· How do district-level resource allocation decisions align with student need, and which resource allocation strategies are associated with improved outcomes?
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3.1. Early College

How do Early College program design and participation influence students’ high school experiences and postsecondary outcomes?

· What threshold of college credits earned in Early College is associated with improved postsecondary enrollment, persistence, and completion outcomes? 
· What outcomes in addition to credit attainment are associated with improved postsecondary enrollment, persistence, and completion outcomes? 
· How do the variations in specific Early College programs (e.g., credit accumulation pace, modality, student entry characteristics) relate to student outcomes? 
· How do the high school experiences of students participating in Early College differ from non-participants, and how do those differences relate to postsecondary success?*
3.2. Adult Learning

How do adult learning programs support program re-engagement, skill development, and improved educational and workforce outcomes for adult learners?

· What educational and workforce outcomes are associated with adult learners’ participation in ACLS programs, and which program elements have the greatest impact? 
· What are the various educational trajectories of adult learners who exit K–12, and which types ACLS supports facilitate re-engagement and completion of the equivalent of a high school diploma (e.g., GED or HiSET)?* 
· How do workforce-aligned adult education pilots affect participant language acquisition, employment, and economic mobility?
3.3. Career and Technical Education (CTE)

How do career and technical education pathways influence students’ postsecondary and workforce outcomes, and how well are these pathways aligned with labor market demand?

· What pathway characteristics are associated with higher wages and stronger postsecondary outcomes? 
· How is MyCAP implementation depth and quality related to students’ college and career trajectories? 
· What indicators best capture pathway alignment with labor market demand at regional and local level?*
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4.1. Special Education

How do special education policies, identification practices, and service delivery models influence student experiences, access, and outcomes over time?

· How has the implementation of the 2024 statewide IEP system affected IEP development processes, timelines, and student and family experiences? 
· To what extent have changes in identification rates reflected improved identification practices versus shifts in student needs or other factors? 
· What IEP services, instructional strategies, and/or supports are associated with successful exits from special education services and how do these vary by identified student needs and diagnoses? 
· How does embedding postsecondary transition planning within the IEP affect student preparation for and outcomes after high school?
[bookmark: _Toc2016784468]

[bookmark: _Toc305401390]Appendix I: Program Offices Resources by Organizational Unit

· Organizational Unit
· Unit 1: Teaching and Learning
· Educator Effectiveness
· Instructional Policy
· Language Acquisition
· Literacy and Humanities
· Science, Technology, Engineering, & Mathematics (STEM)
· Unit 2: Specialized Supports 
· Charter Schools
· Strategic Initiatives
· Student and Family Supports (SFS)
· Unit 3: Secondary Schools and Beyond
· Adult and Community and Learning Services (ACLS)
· College, Career, and Technical Education (CCTE)
· Early College
· Unit 4: Special Education Programs
· Special Education (SEPP/SEIS)
· Unit 5: Strategy, Monitoring, and Compliance*
· Effective Practices
· Unit 6: District and School Assistance*
· Statewide System of Support (SSoS)
· Kaleidoscope Collective for Learning (KCL)
* Indicates program offices that are not yet represented in the research agenda; research priorities for these units will be incorporated as they are identified.
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The Department provides data access to a range of research institutions and organizations conducting research. Below is a selection of these institutions, along with examples of current program office topics being explored. This list is not meant to be exhaustive, but it provides a snapshot of the many projects currently underway.
	Research Institutions & Organizations 
	Research Topic(s)

	American Institutes for Research (AIR)
	Special Education, Humanities, Early College, Educator Effectiveness

	Boston College
	CCTE 

	Brown University
	Educator Effectiveness, Humanities, STEM, Special Education

	Boston University
	Educator Effectiveness, STEM, Student and Family Supports, Early Learning

	CALDER
	Educator Effectiveness

	Columbia University
	HQIM

	Harvard University
	Early Learning, Educator Effectiveness

	Massachusetts Institute of Technology
	Charter Schools

	North Carolina State University
	Special Education

	Northeastern University
	Student and Family Supports, Early College

	NORC at the University of Chicago
	Special Education

	St. Anslem
	Special Education

	Tufts University
	Charter Schools, Student and Family Supports, Language Acquisition

	University of Houston
	Adult Education

	University of Massachusetts
	Educator Effectiveness, Adult Education, Student and Family Supports, Charter Schools, Early Learning, Language Acquisition

	University of Michigan
	Charter Schools, Early Learning

	Westat
	Special Education, Language Acquisition

	WestEd
	Language Acquisition, Humanities, Educator Effectiveness





[bookmark: _Toc1615189640][bookmark: _Toc1255698317][bookmark: _Toc171764217][bookmark: _Toc1114420742][bookmark: _Toc301143146]Appendix III: Research Conducted under DESE Data Sharing Agreements
The reports listed below are a sampling of studies conducted under contracted and/or external data-sharing agreements. To maximize objectivity, these projects were carried out independently by external researchers. This list is not exhaustive and represents a portion of the available public reports that used Massachusetts data. 
	Research Institution & Organization 
	Report Title & Link

	Abt
	Pathways for Advancing Careers and Education (PACE) Evaluation Design Report

	AIR
	Massachusetts Early College Incubator Grant Program Evaluation* 

	AIR
	Learning With the Field: Understanding “Promising Practices” for Students With Limited or Interrupted Formal Education in Massachusetts Schools

	Brown University
	Understanding High Schools’ Effects on Longer-Term Outcomes

	Brown University 
	The Chronic(les) of Absenteeism Measurement: Unpacking the Many Measures of Attendance and Evidence for a Lower Chronic Absenteeism Threshold

	Brown University
	Rising Numbers Unmet Needs - Immigrant Newcomers in Massachusetts High Schools

	Brown University
	The MCAS as a Graduation Requirement

	Boston College
	Does Expanding Access to High Quality Technical Education Induce Participation and Improve Outcomes?

	Boston College

	Using Predictive Analytics to Allocate Educational Resources: An Application to Career and Technical Education

	Boston College
	Who Takes High-Earning CTE Pathways?

	Boston University – Wheelock Center
	Teacher Licensure and Workforce Quality - Insights from Emergency Licenses in Massachusetts

	Boston University
	English Learners and High School Graduation: A Pattern-Centered Approach to Understand within-Group Variations

	Boston University & St. Anslem College
	Special Education Substantially Improves Learning: Evidence from Three States

	CALDER
	Four Years of Pandemic-Era Emergency Licenses: Retention and Effectiveness of Emergency-Licensed Massachusetts Teachers Over Time

	CALDER
	Studying Special Education Teachers in State Longitudinal Data Systems

	Columbia
	Different Paths to College Success: The Impact of Massachusetts’ Charter Schools on College Trajectories

	Education Development Center
	Evaluation of the Massachusetts DESE Acceleration Academies Initiative* 

	Harvard
	Promise and Paradox: Measuring Students' Non-cognitive Skills and the Impact of Schooling

	Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) - Blueprint Labs
	Different Paths to College Success: The Impact of Massachusetts’ Charter Schools on College Trajectories

	Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) - Blueprint Labs
	The Impact of Increased Exposure of Diversity on Suburban Students’ Outcomes: An Analysis of the METCO Voluntary Desegregation Program

	Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) - Blueprint Labs
	Two Decades of Massachusetts Charter School Effects*

	SPARC Center
	The Composition, Distribution, and Stability of the Special Education Teacher Workforce in Seven States

	Tufts University
	The impact of increased exposure of diversity on suburban students’ outcomes: An analysis of the METCO voluntary desegregation program

	University of Massachusetts - UMDI
	Students Experiencing Homelessness in Massachusetts

	University of Michigan
	Measuring “Noncognitive” Skills at Scale: Building Longitudinal Student Behavior Composites Using Administrative Data

	University of Michigan
	The Chronic(les) of Absenteeism Measurement: Unpacking the Many Measures of Attendance and Evidence for a Lower Chronic Absenteeism Threshold. 

	University of Michigan
	Scaling high quality: An implementation study of Boston’s Universal Pre-K expansion to community-based programs

	University of Virginia
	Can States Sustain and Replicate School District Improvement? Evidence from Massachusetts on Multilevel Governance

	WestEd
	Early Literacy Performance in Massachusetts - Results of Ongoing Analysis of Literacy Screening Assessments (2023/24 Data)

	WestEd
	Stuck at Red: Persistent Early Literacy Gaps and Later State Test Performance

	WestEd
	How English Learners Are Screened for Risk of Reading Difficulty: Use of English- and Spanish-Language Screeners in the 2023/24 School Year


* Indicates reports awaiting publication.
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