
Safe and Supportive Schools (SaSS) Commission Meeting
Thursday, May 7, 2026 9:00-11:00 AM (Virtual)

Commission Members in attendance: Co-chairs Rachelle Engler Bennett and John Doherty. Other members in attendance: Tayyab Afzal, Andria Amador, Donna M. Brown, Kristin Campione, Margie Daniels, Marissa del Rosario, Jayus DiCarlo, Heidi Gold, Donna Grady, Ellen Holmes, Michelle Lipinksi, Raquel Martinez, Lucinda Mills, Melissa Pearrow, Johana Rodriguez, Shanyn Toulouse, and Jariel Vergne

Others in attendance: Maundy Bontemps, Catherine Brooks, Stacy Cabral, Landon Callahan, John Crocker, Jaydalsye, Ethan, Darcy Fernandes, Michael Gregory, Katherine Houle, Shannon Lee, Maundy, Kristen McKinnon, Holly Richardson, Derek Rondell, Emily Taylor, and Jason Wheeler 

MINUTES

I. Welcome, Agenda Review, Approve February 3rd 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 February 3, 2026 Commission minutes were approved (16 yes, and 3 members did not vote because they were not present at the time of the vote – members Amador, Daniels, and Martinez) by roll call vote.

II. Norms Setting Reminder and Update
DESE staff shared the norms that were previously discussed at the February meeting with additional clarification based on the feedback from the February discussion. These included:
· Building trust and mutual understanding 
· Through ice breakers
· Collaborative work in meetings
· Highlighting multiple perspectives through spotlights
· Utilizing active listening and being open to inquiry
· Emphasizing respect and empathy for different perspectives, lived experiences, and expertise represented on the commission

III. Update to 2026 Commission Focus Areas
Co-chairs reminded members and others in attendance about the feedback and planning process for the focus areas for the commission this year. The process was described for how the co-chairs and DESE staff considered and incorporated feedback and update what the focus would be for the commission work for the year. Slides are available upon request.

2026 Focus Area (updated): 
Propose steps for improving schools’ access to clinically, culturally and linguistically appropriate services (the Commission’s legislative charge that will be this year’s focus area)
1. Critical during this time of limited fiscal resources and prioritizing student needs that we emphasize this focus area and the importance of all students getting access to the services that they need, in the context of a comprehensive multi-tiered system of support. 
2. As part of this charge, we will be reviewing recommended staff to student ratios based on student needs. 
3. Including best practices in the realm for collaboration with families

Alignment to DESE priority area (updated):
This focus area best aligns to the future focused DESE priority of preparing all students to pursue their postsecondary goals through the implementation of new statewide graduation standards and the expansion of high-quality pathways 
1. Strengthening access to effective services can help students develop skills and improve health and wellbeing and engaging in school and become more prepared for school success and pursuing their postsecondary goals
2. This future focus is important for all students, especially those who have been historically marginalized, and evidence-based practices is important for all students, including but not limited to students with disabilities and English learners.

Anticipated 2026 Plans
· The Commission anticipates developing an informational document outlining the importance of appropriate statf to student ratios for key positions providing clinically culturally and linguistically appropriate services to students; and informing the document with research, guidance, and experiences from professional organizations and Commission members.
· Holding spotlights featuring Commission members and other experts in the field related to the need for clinically, culturally, and linguistically appropriate services for students.
· As a reminder, the Commission is also charged (by the safe and supportive schools line item) with an analysis of safe and supportive schools grantee action plans, and including the results of such analysis and any related recommendations in the annual report.

Commission members and others discussed this proposal and had time to provide additional feedback using an online tool. 

IV. Spotlight: Ratios to Reality: Ensuring Equitable Access to School Health Services, with Commission Member Shanyn Toulouse
DESE staff introduced Commission member Shanyn A. Toulouse, DNP, Med, Rd, RN, NCSN, Northeast Regional School Health Consultant at Haverhill Public Schools, representing the MA School Nurse Organization (MSNO) on the Commission, and serving as the MA Director of the National Association of School Nurses (NASN). She shared her presentation on staffing ratios for school nurses which included information about what needs to be considered when making recommendations, data use, and best practices for determining ratios. 

Recommendations related to ratios: 
· Focus on workload (need) more than caseload (ratios)
· Create school health team models
· Partner with professional organizations, state agencies, and outside providers to inform school health models and workload measures
· Robust state-funded school health databases
· Explore funding opportunities (e.g., to fully implement school-based Medicaid billing, and legislation/budget allocations)
· Consider innovative solutions (e.g., possibly regional models)
· Develop and pilot “staffing need” tools to test validity and reliability
· Conduct quality improvement and research


V. Spotlight: Students Speak: Youth Leadership Driving Advocacy and Student Voice Across the Commonwealth, with representatives from the Trauma and Learning Policy Initiative (TLPI)
Commission member Marissa T. del Rosario, TLPI Trauma-Sensitive Schools Specialist, who represents MA Advocates for Children (MAC) on the commission, introduced the TLPI team. TLPI is a collaborative effort between MAC and Harvard Law School (HLS). Michael Gregory, HLS Clinical Professor, and TLPI Senior Attorney, gave an overview of the Students Speak work, including:
· Students speak grew out of the work of the SaSS commission. 
· HLS students completed research projects and one year the question that was posed was “how do we include student voice more in this work?”. 
· They held legislative briefings with high school students to advocate goals related to the SaSS work. They have now expanded their scope beyond SaSS work.

Three high school students, Maundy, Ethan, and Jaydalyse (Jayda), introduced themselves and shared their work from the past year with TLPI as part of the students speak initiative. Some highlights included:
1. Vision for centering youth voice: a democratic, inclusive, and equitable MA school system where students have a say in how their schools are structured. 
2. Students Speak equips youth to advocate for a greater role in decision-making around school policies and decisions that most impact students.
3. In 2025 students advocated for more inclusion of students on school committees. 
4. This year, students researched a variety of policy options, on topics such as student voice committees, youth voice in education, standards, participatory budgeting, school councils, lowering the voting age, school committees, school hiring committees, and teacher evaluations. 

DESE staff then shared updates on recent student voice initiatives and projects. Examples included:
1. YOUTH VOICE summit for students and their advisors/educators– over 400 participants shared their work, celebrated student achievements, and the day included performances by students
2. Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR) efforts – Tantasqua, a SaSS grantee is also participating in the youth voice grant and working on the YPAR model. Students attended their youth voice summit and learned about physical, mental, and behavioral health supports in their community and heard about two YPAR projects from middle and high school groups. 
3. State Student Advisory Committee (SSAC)– includes regional representation who follow a YPAR like model. Students in Central MA focused their recommendations on increasing a sense of belonging and connections between students and staff and increasing student voice in school and district policies including on school committees. 

VI. SaSS Related Communication with Organizations
Co-chair asked members to reflect over time on ways we can better communicate and get feedback from the organizations we are representing. 

Some examples shared included creating a common language and definitions across different roles, for example rations and trauma informed/ and sharing information and gathering feedback related to commission work at meetings of organizations represented

VII. Next Steps/Closing
The post meeting survey was shared, and all presenters were thanked, along with members and others meeting participants. 

Upcoming 2026 meetings: 
· Tuesday, August 11, 2026 in person at DESE in Everett (10am-1pm)
· Wednesday, September 23, 2026 (1-3pm, virtual)
· Tuesday, October 20, 2026 (9-11am, virtual)

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