
Safe and Supportive Schools (SaSS) Commission Meeting
Tuesday, February 3, 2026 1:00-3:00 PM (Virtual)


Minutes 


Commission Members in attendance: Co-chairs Rachelle Engler Bennett and John Doherty. Other members in attendance: Kristin Campione, Marissa del Rosario, Jayus DiCarlo, Susan Farrell, Heidi Gold, Donna Grady, Ellen Holmes, Michelle Lipinksi, Raquel Martinez, Lucinda Mills, Johana Rodriguez, Shanyn Toulouse, Jariel Vergne, and Beverly Williams

Others in attendance: Stacy Cabral, John Crocker, Catherine Brooks, Katherine Houle, Kate Lytton, Chris Pond, Gabriel Rivas, Emily Taylor, and Jason Wheeler


I. Welcome, Agenda Review, Approve October 23, 2025 Minutes
Co-chairs welcomed commission members and others in attendance and reviewed the agenda for the meeting. 

VOTE ON MINUTES: On a motion duly entered and seconded, the October 23, 2025 Commission minutes were approved (14 yes, and 1 abstention from member Mills) by roll call vote.

II. Norm Setting Activity
Co-chair reviewed the following draft norms for commission meetings:
1. Establish Psychological Safety 
2. Building trust and mutual understanding
3. Defining how the group engages on sensitive topics
4. Clarify shared accountability

Small groups met to discuss the proposed norms and discussed additions, edits etc. and then shared a summary of their discussion with the whole group. Some themes of what the groups shared include:
· Appreciate the intentional time to connect with each other to help build trust and understanding
· Importance of utilizing active listening and being open to inquiry
· Psychological safety and building trust and mutual understanding will help to build the other norms
Commission co-chairs and DESE staff will consider feedback and any helpful modifications to these norms and will share updates with the commission at or before the next meeting.


III. 2025 Commission Recap
DESE staff provided a recap of work during 2025, for example including the number of meetings (2 in person and 4 virtual), new (or returning) commission members who were added during the year: Tayyeb Afzal, Jayus DiCarlo, Heidi Gold, Donna Grady, Raquel Martinez, and Lucinda Mills, and a departing commission member who was thanked for her valuable contributions: Faith Ambrose, focus areas (on access to services and action plan analysis), meeting topics and spotlights (see below), and themes from additional feedback that was received through meetings with individual commission members. The co-chair noted the 2025 annual commission report is in final pre-submission review stages and will be shared and posted once it is officially submitted. (Slides available upon request.)

2025 Commission Meeting Primary Topics and Spotlights:
	Month
	2025 Meetings Main Topics and Spotlights

	Feb.
	Access to Services, Community Based Org. BAMSI (Commission member Beverly Williams)

	May
	· Youth Risk Behavior Survey (DESE’s Chiniqua Milligan)
· Student & Educator Panel (members Tayyab Afzal, Jayus DiCarlo, Donna Grady, Lucinda Mills)
· Voted for Dr. John Doherty to serve another 2-year term as Commission selected Co-Chair

	June
	· Student Services Panel (members Kristin M. Campione and Susan Farrell)
· Essential Elements (DESE’s Emily Taylor)
· Gallery Walk on 1) access to services 2) prof. learning 3) collaboration with families 4) funding. 

	Aug.
	· Grant Evaluation & Analysis (CES’ Catherine Brooks)
· Safe Schools for LGBTQ+ Students (DESE’s Jason Wheeler)
· Review of themes from June’s Gallery Walk

	Sept.
	· Advancing Belonging, Well-Being, and Student Success (member Jariel Vergne)
· Feedback on proposed draft 2025 recommendations for annual report

	Oct.
	· Safe and Supportive Schools Self-Reflection Tool (DESE’s Emily Taylor) 
· Voting on 2025 Recommendations 



Reminder of commission responsibilities (per MLG, ch.69, s.1P):
· Make recommendations to the DESE board on updating, improving and refining the framework and the self-assessment tool;
· Identify strategies for increasing schools' capacity to carry out the administrative functions identified by the behavioral health and public schools task force;
· Propose steps for improving schools' access to clinically, culturally and linguistically appropriate services;
· Identify and recommend evidenced-based training programs and professional development for school staff on addressing students' behavioral health and creating safe and supportive learning environments;
· Identify federal funding sources that can be leveraged to support statewide implementation of the framework;
· Develop recommendations on best practices for collaboration with families, including families of children with behavioral health needs; and
· Examine and recommend model approaches for integrating school action plans, required under subsection (e), with school improvement plans and for using the framework to organize other school and district improvement processes.



Additionally:
· Consult with and solicit input from various persons and groups, including, but not limited to other state agencies and any other parties or entities the Commission deems appropriate; and
· Prepare and submit Annual Reports to the legislature by the end of each December outlining Commission activities and appropriate recommendations, with related drafts of legislation necessary to carry out such recommendations, if any. 

IV. DESE Priorities — brief overview
Co-chair Bennett reviewed the current DESE work underway to draft a strategic plan, informed by the Educational Vision and Department/Commissioner Priorities, in order to provide context for the 2026 commission focus areas (slides available upon request). Two of the priorities that closely align with the commission work include:
· Future Focused – Preparing all students to pursue their postsecondary goals through the implementation of new statewide graduation standards and the expansion of high-quality pathways and
· Supporting All Students – Amplifying evidence-based practices for students with disabilities and English learners. 
Commission members and others in attendance asked clarifying questions and 	briefly discussed these priority areas.

V. 2026 Commission Focus Area Proposal
Co-chair shared the proposed focus areas for 2026 commission work, informed by commission meeting discussions in 2025 (and prior years), winter check-ins with Commission members, and connecting in particular to these two Department/Commissioner priorities (slides available upon request). The two proposed focus areas (from the Commission’s responsibilities) included:
· Access to Effective Services
· School Collaboration with Families

Commission members and others in attendance broke into groups to provide feedback and reflect on these focus areas. Some feedback themes include:
· The commission’s focus areas have been the same or similar for some time, so how is progress being monitored
· Guidance around ratios for service providers in schools as part of the access to services is needed
· Would it be helpful if the commission narrow its focus in order to go deeper in one area

Commission co-chairs and DESE staff will consider feedback and any helpful modifications to these priorities and will share updates to the focus areas with the commission at or before the next meeting.

VI. Next Steps/Closing
Because of extended conversation on other agenda items, there was not enough time to complete the agenda item related to the grant evaluation. Instead, DESE staff shared a brief update on grant evaluation activities and asked for feedback from commission members on draft interview questions to be sent by email as a follow up to the meeting. 

A meeting feedback survey was shared. 

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