
Safe and Supportive Schools (SaSS) Commission Meeting 
135 Santilli Highway, Everett
Wednesday, August 13, 2025, 10:00 AM – 1:00 PM

MINUTES

Commission Members in attendance: Co-chair Rachelle Engler Bennett, Andria Amador, Faith Ambrose, Donna M. Brown, Marissa del Rosario, Susan Farrell, Donna Grady, Michelle Lipinksi, Melissa Pearrow, Shanyn Toulouse, and Beverly Williams

Others in attendance:
DESE Commissioner Pedro Martinez (for opening comments), Catherine Brooks, Stacy Cabral, Heidi Gold, Gabriel Rivas Orellana, Emily Taylor, Joan Wasser Gish, and Jason Wheeler

Welcome, Agenda Review, Approve June 25, 2025 Minutes, Reminder of 2025 Commission Focus Areas 
Co-chair welcomed commission members and others in attendance and reviewed the logistics for the building and the meeting agenda. 

VOTE ON MINUTES: On a motion duly entered and seconded, the June 25, 2025, Commission minutes were approved (10 yes and 1 abstention from member Toulouse) by show of hands. 

DESE Commissioner Martinez, opening remarks 
Commission members and others in attendance introduced themselves to the Commissioner and he provided some welcoming remarks related to the importance of importance of student identity and building a sense of belonging in the instructional core. 
He also spoke to the importance of reflecting on what conditions and structures are needed for all students to feel a sense of belonging, with their identities celebrated.

Some discussion with Commission Members followed, and examples of topics mentioned included:
A. The importance of continuing to fund existing grants not just new initiatives.
B. The value of DESE adding a staff position for a school psychologist expert, and considering ways to better collaborate with external partners and support work to address school psychologist shortage challenges (and Specialized Instructional Support Personnel more broadly).
C. The value of consistent policies and procedures to address school safety (for students, families, and staff).

Spotlight: Collaborative for Educational Services (CES) presentation on Preliminary Findings of Schol Year 2025 SaSS Grant Evaluation and Analysis
· Emily Taylor, DESE’s Early Learning and Safe and Supportive Schools Specialist, who coordinates the SaSS grant program, shared what was done and planned to do this year based on suggestions from prior year report. Examples included:
· Suggestion from report: clearly define the timeline and give due dates for the action plan and implementation update submission earlier in the grant timeline. Action taken: DESE staff communicated due dates throughout the grant cycle and plans to give FY26 grantees year-long calendar of tasks with due dates and professional development and networking dates
· Suggestion from report: provide more support to new tool users. Action taken: DESE staff provided  one on one TA on tool use and scheduled office hours with mentor grantees to answer questions and provide examples and experience with the tool and other grant activities. 
· CES presentation by Catherine Brooks, CES Senior Research Evaluation Specialist (slides available upon request) – addressed information such as:
· Overview of grant
· Previous evaluation work
· Current work related to the commission’s focus on culturally and linguistically appropriate supports
· Planned work for the remainder of calendar year 2025
· Preliminary analysis of culturally and linguistically appropriate student services from the review of action plans and implementation updates
· Commission members and others in attendance discussed reflections on the information, including for example the value and limitations of data, the importance and challenge of effective efforts to elevate student voice, and some benefits and challenges related to potentially defining more clearly culturally and linguistically appropriate services. 

Spotlight: Safe and Supportive Schools for LGBTQ+ Students Program Presentation on Inclusive Learning Environments for all Students led by Jason Wheeler, DESE’s Safe Schools Program for LGBTQ+ Students Director
· Overview of the approach and services provided by the Safe Schools for LGBTQ+ Students program 
· Partnership with DESE
· Training (formal and informal) to school staff
· Technical assistance – seeing an increase in requests (usually individualized questions)
· Implementation support – helping schools to navigate policy implementation
· Student leadership and student voice 
· DESE has put out public statements that reiterate the firm support for safe and supportive learning environments for all students, including LGBTQ+ students, rooted in MA laws and policies as well as the Ed Vision
· Overview of MA laws, policies, and guidance that protect the rights of LGBTQ+ youth, families, and staff
· Increase in families reaching out with TA requests

Safe & Supportive Schools Commission Charges
Commission members and guests reviewed themes from previous commission discussions and shared thoughts on priorities related to access to services, professional learning, family engagement and funding, to consider for 2025 commission recommendations, for DESE efforts, and for future commission focus areas. 

The topic that received the most attention focused on providing support through funding and guidance to help enable all school districts to utilize staffing ratios for critical health and wellness (including mental, behavioral, and physical health) staff in a school in accordance with guidance from professional organizations.

Reflection discussion – examples of some additional themes raised include:
· The importance for all staff to get specialized training related to creating safe and supporting learning environments and addressing students’ behavioral health. Everyone needs pieces of all the trainings with more interdisciplinary opportunities and a better understanding of all issues within trainings.
· The work of this commission is very connected to other student support and student voice work
· The categories of recommendations were helpful and there is overlap of items that address more than one category. 

Next Steps, post meeting survey, Closing 
Co-chair closed the meeting and asked members and others in attendance to complete the feedback survey. 

Fall meetings will take place virtually on:
· Thursday, September 25, 2025 (1:00 – 3:00 pm)
· Thursday, October 23, 2025 (9:00 – 11:00 am)

Co-chairs anticipate sending emails to meet individually with all commission members for an annual summer/fall check-ins. Others interested in meeting and sharing thoughts and feedback on the meetings can also reach out to the co-chairs.

Motion to adjourn was duly entered. All present voted in favor. 
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