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District Review Best Practices Summary (2023-24)

Purpose:
This report summarizes some of the strengths, areas for growth, and recommendations included in the 2023-24 district review reports issued by the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE). These findings highlight key practices in the areas of district leadership and governance, curriculum and instruction, assessment, human resources and professional development, student support, and financial and asset management that support strong district systems and student outcomes. This fulfills DESE’s statutory requirement to disseminate a report on best practices identified in each district review cycle (M.G.L. ch.15 §55A).
Format: 
This document highlights themes across our findings in each of the district review standards. These themes are matched to an indicator and a key practice drawn from DESE’s District Standards and Indicators[footnoteRef:2]. Beneath each key practice, there is a table with excerpts from district reviews in which a district implemented the practice well (strengths) and a chart with examples from reports that identified relevant areas for growth. These areas for growth are paired with DESE’s corresponding recommendation to the district around how they might operationalize the key practice. Finally, below the tables, there is a short summary explaining why the key practice should be prioritized. Although these strengths, areas for growth, and recommendations are taken directly from district review reports issued in 2023-24, all district names and other identifiers have been removed.  [2:  The District Standards and Indicators were updated in spring 2024 and will be implemented in reviews taking place in the 2024-25 school year and beyond. This report is based on the previous version of the District Standards and Indicators. ] 



[bookmark: _Hlk138927000]Leadership and Governance
Stakeholder engagement in district and school improvement planning and maintaining a collaborative and communicative district culture were commonly identified areas for growth under the Leadership and Governance standard among districts reviewed in 2023-24. The following section highlights key practices that districts can leverage to strengthen their work in these areas.

Indicator: District and School Improvement Planning
Look For: District leaders, school leaders, teachers, students, families, and community are engaged in developing and implementing the district’s plan/strategy and annual action plan.




Some districts implement this key practice already. Below are selected strengths identified in 2023-24 district reviews. 
	Strengths

	The district has developed a process for creating aligned district and school improvement plans that involves representation from various stakeholders and prioritizes improved student outcomes.

	The district created an inclusive and collaborative process for developing a strategic plan.



However, many districts are still working to implement this key practice. Below are selected growth areas related to this key practice and DESE’s corresponding recommendations issued in 2023-24 district reviews. 
	Areas for Growth
	DESE’s Recommendations

	Developing and communicating a process for teachers to engage in district improvement planning and communicating plan priorities to teachers
	The district should develop formal opportunities for teachers to contribute to district improvement planning, advertise these opportunities widely, and work with school leaders to communicate plan priorities so that all staff are familiar with the district’s goals.

	Engaging broader participation from families who do not serve on school councils and educators to contribute to district and school improvement planning efforts
	The district should review how it has historically incorporated feedback from families and educators into the development of district and school improvement plans and adjust so that all stakeholders have meaningful opportunities to provide input into plan development and have access to information about progress towards stated goals.



Collaborative decision-making processes result in higher levels of stakeholder buy-in and can strengthen program and policy implementation. Additionally, engaging students and families in decision-making increases the likelihood that school and district improvement plans represent and address the community’s needs.
Indicator: District and School Leadership
Look For: The district provides clear and appropriate lines of internal and external communication and demonstrates responsiveness to feedback from stakeholders.

Some districts implement this key practice already. Below are selected strengths identified in 2023-24 district reviews. 
	Strengths

	The superintendent maintains open and collaborative relationships with school leaders.

	The district maintains strong family engagement by actively working to engage all stakeholders, including historically underserved families.

	District and school leaders have strong working relationships and structures in place that facilitate their work.



Below are selected growth areas related to this key practice and DESE’s corresponding recommendations issued in 2023-24 district reviews.
	Areas for Growth
	DESE’s Recommendations

	Formal structures for teacher input into school and district policies
	In collaboration with its instructional staff, the district should better utilize its formal structures to allow for teacher input into both district-wide policy decisions and school-level decisions.

	Establishing effective mechanisms for stakeholder feedback and integration into decision-making processes
	The district should leverage its councils and committees, particularly those with teachers and parents, to provide direction and advice on core district and school-based decisions.



District leaders have a responsibility to create and maintain a collaborative culture supported by strong communication and responsiveness to feedback. This is achieved through meaningful stakeholder engagement, in which those engaging directly with students have regular opportunities to inform decision-making and share feedback. By positioning school leaders, teachers, and families as partners in decision-making, leaders can build trust with these stakeholder groups. Most importantly, however, these individuals have valuable insight which can and should be leveraged to create student centered systems, programs, policies, and procedures in the district. 
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Curriculum and Instruction
Curriculum review processes and providing instructional observations and feedback were commonly identified areas for growth under the Curriculum and Instruction standard among districts reviewed in 2023-24. The following section highlights key practices that districts can leverage to strengthen their work in these areas. 


Indicator: Curriculum Selection and Use
Look For:  Curriculum reviews are regular, rigorous, transparent, consistent, and inclusive.



Some districts implement this key practice already. Below are selected strengths identified in 2023-24 district reviews. 
	Strengths

	The district prioritizes selecting and implementing curricula rated as high quality according to CURATE and/or EdReports.

	The district has a well-defined process for critically reviewing curricular materials that includes a variety of stakeholder input and feedback.

	The district conducts regular and rigorous reviews of curricula that incorporate teacher perspectives into decision-making.



Below are selected growth areas related to this key practice and DESE’s corresponding recommendations issued in 2023-24 district reviews. 
	Areas for Growth
	DESE’s Recommendations

	Ensuring academic curricula are consistent with the expectations of CURATE and EdReports
	The district should develop a comprehensive and inclusive curriculum review process for academic courses in which teachers and other relevant stakeholders participate in selecting high-quality instructional materials.

	Adopting and implementing highly rated curricula across all subjects and grade levels
	The district should use research-based curriculum review tools, such as CURATE and EdReports, to select high-quality instructional materials in all subjects where these tools are available.

	Documentation of curricular review and selection processes
	The district should expand its curriculum review and selection process to additional grades and subjects, so that students can receive high-quality instructional materials sooner.



High-quality curriculum is foundational to providing students with high-quality instruction. Therefore, districts should implement regular, rigorous curricular reviews in all subject areas to ensure that students have access to engaging content that that supports their mastery of grade-level standards. Curriculum review teams should consult trusted measures of curricular quality (including CURATE and EdReports) and leverage teacher expertise. 

Indicator: Classroom Instruction
Look For: Instructional decisions are informed by high-quality feedback from students, peers, coaches, and evaluators.



Some districts implement this key practice already. Below are selected strengths identified in 2023-24 district reviews. 
	Strengths

	Instructional staff have strong structures for consistent collaboration and planning time around instructional practices.

	The district prioritizes and provides support to teachers on differentiating instruction to meet the needs and readiness levels of all students.



Below are selected growth areas related to this key practice and DESE’s corresponding recommendations issued in 2023-24 district reviews. 
	Areas for Growth
	DESE’s Recommendations

	Increasing the frequency of classroom observations and providing feedback to support rigorous learning experiences
	The district should develop a system for observation and feedback that includes regular classroom observations and targeted feedback sessions that support teachers in implementing high-quality instruction.

	Increased district level support for instructional coaching to support high quality instruction along a continuum of student need
	The district should work with school leaders to identify the barriers to conducting regular instructional observations and support school leaders in providing high-quality feedback to staff.

	Providing sufficient instructional guidance to teachers in the middle and high schools
	The district should issue guidance and provide support for school leaders around performing observations and supplying teachers with feedback to improve their practice at the middle school level.



Feedback is essential to improving one’s instructional skills. Teachers who receive regular observations and constructive feedback can become more effective instructors because they receive personalized support. Because instructional coaching and peer-to-peer collaboration are job-embedded and differentiated, these strategies can be more effective than traditional professional development. Therefore, many districts are working to organize their resources around conducting observations and providing feedback regularly.


Assessment
Using assessment data to inform instruction and sharing student progress with families were commonly identified areas for growth under the Assessment standard among districts reviewed in 2023-24. The following section highlights key practices that districts can leverage to strengthen their work in these areas. 


Indicator: Data Use
Look For: District leaders oversee systems and structures that support the regular use of data to inform decision making at the classroom level.



Some districts implement this key practice already. Below are selected strengths identified in 2023-24 district reviews. 
	Strengths

	The district established PLCs at each elementary school to strengthen data use practices.

	The district provides schools with structures, protocols, and templates to guide teachers’ everyday use of data for determining instruction and interventions.

	After each administration of DIBELS and i-Ready, schools have data meetings to create action plans.



Below are selected growth areas related to this key practice and DESE’s corresponding recommendations issued in 2023-24 district reviews. 
	Areas for Growth
	DESE’s Recommendations

	Developing greater educator fluency in data use
	The district should continue its work around building teachers’ data fluency by providing training and designating time in which teachers can collaborate around using data to inform instruction.

	Providing teachers with adequate time and, at the middle and high schools, assistance to use and analyze data
	The district should review existing supports for data analysis at the middle and high school levels and consider scheduling additional time for educators to collaborate around data analysis and instructional change.

	Providing more common planning time for teachers to share and discuss data across subjects and grade levels
	The district should examine teachers’ schedules and, if possible, identify additional time that can be used for common planning and sharing data across subjects and grade levels.



Advancing student achievement requires that educators identify gaps in understanding and implement instruction to remedy them. Without strong data practices, however, teachers cannot perform this task effectively. Therefore, districts should provide educators with the necessary data analysis tools and the time necessary to collaborate around student data. 

Indicator: Sharing Results
Look For: The district provides timely and effective information to families about their students’ progress toward attaining grade-level standards and whether they are on track to being college and career ready.



Some districts implement this key practice already. Below are selected strengths identified in 2023-24 district reviews. 
	Strengths

	The district has a consistent timeline and method for communicating progress to students and families.

	The district regularly shares timely and meaningful data with families about their students’ performance through fall and spring MTSS meetings and parent-teacher conferences.



Below are selected growth areas related to this key practice and DESE’s corresponding recommendations issued in 2023-24 district reviews. 
	Areas for Growth
	DESE’s Recommendations

	Adopting a consistent, formal system or structures for sharing data with families
	The district should develop guidance and consistent expectations for sharing student performance data with families.

	Increasing ongoing, two-way communication between schools and families
	The district should investigate the source of inconsistencies around communication with families and then develop a plan that includes proactive, two-way communication with families on student progress.

	Ensuring families have the proper context and scaffolds to understand and interpret assessment results
	When sharing assessment results with families, the district should provide additional context, resources, and scaffolds to support families in interpreting and understanding student data.



Families consistently express a desire to understand their children’s progress so they can track growth and provide supports at home. However, many districts only share academic updates a few times each year. To keep parents and guardians better informed, districts should set clear expectations around sharing data and support schools and teachers in making data accessible for families. 


Human Resources and Professional Development
Supervision and evaluation systems and recruiting diverse teachers and leaders were commonly identified areas for growth under the Human Resources and Professional Development standard among districts reviewed in 2023-24. The following section highlights key practices that districts can leverage to strengthen their work in these areas. 


Indicator: Supervision, Evaluation, and Educator Development
Look For: Supervision and evaluation systems prioritize opportunities for educators to receive high-quality feedback (specific, timely, and actionable) that improves their practice.



Some districts implement this key practice already. Below are selected strengths identified in 2023-24 district reviews. 
	Strengths

	The district provides evaluators with training and support so that they can provide effective evaluations.

	District and school leaders receive professional development on providing teachers with feedback on culturally responsive teaching practices.



Below are selected growth areas related to this key practice and DESE’s corresponding recommendations issued in 2023-24 district reviews. 
	Areas for Growth
	DESE’s Recommendations

	Articulating areas for improvement more consistently in teacher and administrator evaluations
	The district should set expectations around incorporating greater levels of constructive feedback on evaluations for both teachers and administrators.

	Consistently using the evaluation system as documented, including providing written feedback for both teachers and administrative staff as well as using sufficient evidence and including areas for growth
	The district should monitor staff’s consistent and complete use of the evaluation system, so that teachers and administrators receive written feedback that addresses gaps, is based on evidence, and is actionable.

	Increasing opportunities for teachers to receive formative feedback to grow their instructional practices
	The district should collaborate with its building leaders to better understand the reasons for differing levels of informal classroom observations, and addressing them where possible, to provide more formative feedback to teachers.



Specific, actionable feedback on areas for growth is essential to educator and administrator improvement. The teacher and administrator supervision and evaluation systems provide opportunities for evaluators to provide this information and to steer their staff toward resources and professional development that can improve their practice. 
Indicator: Recruitment, Hiring, and Assignment
Look For: The district’s recruitment systems target projected supply and demand issues across schools, seek to diversify the workforce, employ a variety of short-term and longer-term strategies, and proactively generate a pool of educators to fill vacancies as needed. 


Some districts implement this key practice already. Below are selected strengths identified in 2023-24 district reviews. 
	Strengths

	The district uses a variety of strategies to improve and diversify the educator workforce across all roles.

	The district’s Grow Your Own program demonstrates a commitment to supporting graduates to become certified teachers within the district.



Below are selected growth areas related to this key practice and DESE’s corresponding recommendations issued in 2023-24 district reviews. 
	Areas for Growth
	DESE’s Recommendations

	Continuing to expand efforts to improve and diversify the teacher and leader workforce, especially for Asian educators and leaders
	The district should build upon its educator diversity efforts by developing targeted strategies to recruit educators whose racial and ethnic backgrounds reflect those of the student body.

	Concrete strategies for recruiting, hiring, and retaining diverse educators
	The district should continue its efforts to diversify its workforce through extensive recruitment, partnerships, and improved hiring processes.

	Diversifying school and district leadership teams
	The district should develop a strategy for diversifying its administrative workforce, potentially by leveraging its current talent pool and teacher recruitment systems.



Recruiting diverse teachers and leaders is crucial for school districts because it enriches the educational experience by reflecting the diversity of the student body and the broader society. Diverse educators bring varied perspectives, cultural insights, and experiences that can enhance learning, foster inclusivity, and promote a more equitable environment. When students see themselves represented in their teachers and leaders, it can boost their engagement, self-esteem, and academic success. Furthermore, diverse leadership helps in creating policies and practices that address the needs of all students, thereby preparing them to thrive in a multicultural world.

Student Support
Creating safe and supportive school climates and implementing tiered systems of support were commonly identified areas for growth under the Student Support standard among districts reviewed in 2023-24. The following section highlights key practices that districts can leverage to strengthen their work in these areas. 


Indicator: Safe and Supportive School Climate and Culture
Look For: The district ensures that all school and classroom environments are supportive, culturally responsive, welcoming, respectful, trauma-sensitive, gender- and sexuality-inclusive, reflective of the community and students’ cultures and identities, and well-maintained.



Some districts implement this key practice already. Below are selected strengths identified in 2023-24 district reviews. 
	Strengths

	The district prioritizes creating a safe and supportive environment through implementing social-emotional learning programs and a structured process to address misbehavior.

	School-based teams promote school and classroom environments that are supportive, culturally responsive, and respectful of all students.

	At the elementary level, students have positive and warm relationships with their teachers and teachers demonstrate awareness of and ability to address student needs.



Below are selected growth areas related to this key practice and DESE’s corresponding recommendations issued in 2023-24 district reviews. 
	Areas for Growth
	DESE’s Recommendations

	Improving school culture, as demonstrated by lower climate scores, especially among African American/Black students
	The district should conduct a deeper analysis of its VOCAL data and other corresponding data to diagnose root causes and develop an action plan in establishing safe and supportive school climates for all students in all buildings.

	Improved teacher and student relationships at the secondary levels
	The district should investigate and identify root causes around the tenuous relationships between secondary students and staff, as well as concerns around adult communication and expectations across student groups.

	Systematically promoting school climate and culture, particularly a sense of belonging
	The district should develop and implement a plan to systematically address school climate and culture issues, particularly students’ sense of belonging.



When students feel safe at school, they are far more available for learning. For students from historically underserved groups, this is especially important because these children and youth are often marginalized by the dominant culture. By systematically building safe and supportive school communities, districts can help ensure that all students receive an equitable education and thrive in school.
Indicator: Tiered Systems of Support
Look For: The district provides tiered, evidence-based, culturally responsive supports for students (e.g., instruction, enrichment and extracurricular opportunities, interventions, etc.)



Some districts implement this key practice already. Below are selected strengths identified in 2023-24 district reviews. 
	Strengths

	The district has a clear tiered system of support that facilitates data-informed decision-making.

	Each school has a problem-solving team (e.g., SST, mental health team) to assess data and make decisions about interventions for students.

	The district provides tiered supports across all schools, including a building curriculum accommodation plan that outlines strategies for differentiation and accommodation to support inclusive learning environments.



Below are selected growth areas related to this key practice and DESE’s corresponding recommendations issued in 2023-24 district reviews. 
	Areas for Growth
	DESE’s Recommendations

	Using a consistent process for systematically reviewing students who are struggling, identifying appropriate interventions, and monitoring progress
	The district should create a robust tiered intervention system at the secondary level in which teams of educators systematically review student performance, identify appropriate tiered interventions, implement interventions, monitor student progress over time, and adjust the interventions provided as students build skills and content knowledge.

	Ensuring that schoolwide MTSS is complete and robust, such that it includes scientifically validated screeners and progress monitoring tools, addresses behavior and social-emotional needs, and supports 11th - and 12th-grade students
	The district should strengthen its MTSS by creating efficient and equitable processes for identifying students in need of tiered interventions (regardless of grade level), selecting high quality screening and diagnostic tools, expediting the process of matching students to the appropriate interventions, and developing systems for progress monitoring.



Implementing Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) is vital for all districts as it provides a structured framework to address the diverse needs of every student. MTSS offers a proactive approach, combining academic, behavioral, and social-emotional support across multiple levels of intervention. By identifying and addressing issues early, schools can provide targeted assistance to students who need it most, ensuring that no one falls through the cracks. This approach not only promotes academic success but also fosters a positive school climate, reduces disparities in student outcomes, and equips educators with the tools to meet each student where they are, ultimately leading to a more inclusive and effective educational environment.


Financial and Asset Management
Aligning district budgets with improvement plans and financial tracking and forecasting systems were commonly identified areas for growth under the Financial and Asset Management standard among districts reviewed in 2023-24. The following section highlights key practices that districts can leverage to strengthen their work in these areas. 


Indicator: Budget Documentation and Reporting
Look For:  Budget documents are explicitly connected to district and school improvement planning.



Some districts implement this key practice already. Below are selected strengths identified in 2023-24 district reviews. 
	Strengths

	The district’s budget priorities closely align with the district strategic plan.

	The district has detailed and narrative-rich budget documents that are accessible to a financial layperson.



Below are selected growth areas related to this key practice and DESE’s corresponding recommendations issued in 2023-24 district reviews. 
	Areas for Growth
	DESE’s Recommendations

	Lack of explicit connection between budget presentations and district and school improvement plans
	The districts should explicitly connect its budget documents and presentations to the goals and priorities outlined in its strategic plan.

	Aligning the district’s budget priorities with the strategic plan
	The district should explicitly connect its budget priorities to its strategic plan to demonstrate the ways in which its resource allocation decisions support the district’s strategic goals.

	Making more explicit connections between the district’s budget and district improvement priorities
	In its budget documentation, the district should draw greater connection between its fiscal decisions and district and school improvement plans.



Connecting district and school improvement plans to the district budget helps leaders ensure that strategic goals are funded and prioritized for resource allocation. Additionally, this practice helps districts communicate their priorities with the public, showing that district leaders are taking their district and school improvement plans seriously and are prepared to resource key initiatives. 


Indicator: Financial Tracking, Forecasting, Controls, and Audits
Look For: The business office provides regular, accurate reports to the superintendent and school committee on spending from all funding sources, and forecasts spending through the end of the year, with adequate school-level information provided to every principal.



Some districts implement this key practice already. Below are selected strengths identified in 2023-24 district reviews. 
	Strengths

	The business office provides regular, accurate reports to the superintendent and school committees on spending from all funding sources and forecasts spending through the end of the year.

	The business office provides regular and accurate financial reports to the superintendent and school committee.

	The district engages in a transparent financial tracking process.

	District leaders provide quarterly financial reporting to the school committee and monthly reporting to the superintendent to ensure transparency.



Below are selected growth areas related to this key practice and DESE’s corresponding recommendations issued in 2023-24 district reviews. 
	Areas for Growth
	DESE’s Recommendations

	Creating a formal process to forecast long-term financial needs
	The district should prepare regular long-term financial forecasts, based on projected enrollment and anticipated student needs.

	Creating more accurate fiscal forecasting and tracking systems
	The district should review its financial tracking for accuracy to ensure financial safeguards and prevent overspending.



Accurate reporting on spending from all funding sources and precise financial forecasts are crucial for a district to ensure financial stability and accountability. These reports enable district administrators to track how funds are allocated and used, ensuring that resources are spent effectively to support educational goals. Accurate financial tracking and forecasting helps the district plan for future needs, avoid overspending, and make informed decisions about budgeting and resource allocation. Moreover, transparency in financial reporting builds trust with stakeholders, including parents, staff, and the broader community, as it demonstrates a commitment to responsible management of public funds. 
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