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Dear Acting Commissioner Johnston, Chair Craven, and Members of the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education, 

I am pleased to present this report and recommendations from the Special Committee on Pandemic Recovery and Literacy.  I am grateful to Chair Craven for establishing the Special Committee and to my colleagues Martin West, Paymon Rouhanifard and Darlene Lombos for their participation and contributions. I am also grateful to Secretary Patrick Tutwiler and Chair Craven for participating in their ex officio capacity.   

This report is the summary of expansive information shared in several meetings. This would not have been possible without the assistance of many DESE staff members who planned, organized, and presented information at each meeting. All meetings were recorded and are available to view on DESE’s Vimeo page.  To the many people, listed in the Appendix, who presented the deep and comprehensive information shared in this report: thank you very much.    

The Special Committee was convened in October 2022 following the release of the 2022 MCAS results. The results showed a significant drop in the percentage of third grade students demonstrating proficiency in English language arts. This impacted students across the Commonwealth and among every subgroup. Due to the pandemic school closures, this was the first full administration of our common statewide measure since the spring of 2019. The results exposed the scale of learning loss due to the long-term disruption of the pandemic. The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) and information from myriad local sources confirmed the setback to many thousands of children. This information sharpened our focus on an ongoing and deepening literacy crisis. 

I would be remiss if I failed to note that DESE has been doing some of the most well-designed and proactive work on early literacy of any state education agency in the U.S. This was true prior to and continued unabated through the pandemic. It continues to this day. The establishment of DESE’s Center for Instructional Support and its many achievements are a major accomplishment of Jeffrey Riley’s tenure as commissioner. 

The recommendations in this report are not made to DESE alone. Beyond DESE, these recommendations should be considered by leadership in our executive and legislative branches, by local elected officials and district leaders, and in the over 900 public schools that serve PreK through third grade students and their families.  

Massachusetts, long held up as a leader in public education, may have already lost its place at the top. A recent headline cautioned, “Education Advocates Warn That Massachusetts, Long a National Leader in K-12 Education, Is Losing Its Edge” ​(Mahnken, 2024)​. The array of consequences if students do not become proficient readers by the end of grade 3 is staggering. The loss of the Commonwealth’s position as a recognized leader is a trivial consequence. The impact on a huge number of children - their academic, social, economic and civic futures - is the consequence that shocks the conscience. We all need to confront the literacy crisis with the urgency it demands. 

Respectfully Submitted,

Michael J. Moriarty, Chair 
Special Committee on Pandemic Recovery and Literacy 
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Framing the Issue

The Special Committee on Pandemic Recovery and Literacy began its work on December 19, 2022. The initial meeting explored the detrimental impact of the pandemic on students’ literacy experiences and achievement, focusing on grades K-3. Associate Commissioner Rob Curtin shared English language arts (ELA) MCAS results, comparing literacy achievement before and after the pandemic. Key highlights from this data included:
· Losses in literacy achievement, including a decrease in the overall percentage of third graders meeting or exceeding expectations, from 47 percent in 2017 to 44 percent in 2022; and
· A greater decline in the percentage of female and Hispanic/Latino third graders meeting or exceeding expectations between 2017 and 2022 as compared to their peers (each declined by 6 percentage points). In other words, the gap in scores between Hispanic/Latino third graders and their peers widened.

While declines during and after the pandemic were significant, it is important to note that even before the pandemic, fewer than half of Massachusetts third graders were meeting or exceeding expectations on the ELA MCAS, demonstrating that this persistently serious issue was exacerbated, not created, by the pandemic. There is a need for dramatic action to provide all students the literacy instruction that they need and deserve.

During this initial meeting, Dr. Kymyona Burk from the nonprofit policy organization ExcelinEd presented a framework for early literacy policy, emphasizing the importance of a suite of complementary state-level policies and investments to drive improved and more equitable early literacy achievement. The committee discussed frequently cited policy examples from Mississippi and other states that have taken aggressive action to improve early literacy achievement.

The committee met again on February 7, 2023, to discuss ways in which DESE’s Racial Equity Decision Making Tool (REDT) could inform the committee’s work. Racial equity is a priority across all of DESE’s pandemic recovery efforts. In considering and selecting policy strategies, the committee emphasized the importance of soliciting input from diverse interest-holders and of monitoring data to track whether all student groups are being supported to make a strong academic recovery after the pandemic.

At the March 10, 2023 meeting, DESE’s director of literacy and humanities, Katherine Tarca, summarized DESE’s early literacy policies since 2019. Ms. Tarca highlighted DESE’s strategic plan for literacy (download), released in 2019, as the touchstone for all DESE’s subsequent policy and programmatic offerings. That plan drove the creation of the Mass Literacy initiative. The stated vision of Mass Literacy is:  

Every student in Massachusetts will develop the language comprehension, fluent word reading, and writing skills needed by the end of grade 1 and will continue to increase literacy proficiency through the end of grade 3. Reaching these critical milestones will place all students on-track for long-term academic success. In addition, students in grades preK-3 will have affirming and enriching experiences with literacy. This will be possible as a result of educators’ knowledge of literacy development and their skillful implementation of evidence-based, inclusive, culturally responsive literacy practices.

It should be noted that the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, in its early literacy programs and policies, has chosen to use the term “evidence-based early literacy” rather than “science of reading,” a term that is rising in prevalence and popularity nationwide. The former term is more inclusive of all the components of literacy, including speaking, listening, and writing, in addition to reading. In addition, “evidence-based early literacy” can include crucial practices not always included in the “science of reading” discourse, such as culturally sustaining practices and effective practices for multilingual learners. This choice of terminology connects to the 2017 Massachusetts English Language Arts and Literacy Curriculum Framework, which explicitly highlights the importance of proficient development of all literacy skills. 

Ms. Tarca described the components of the Mass Literacy initiative across five categories: guidance, resources, and information; high quality instructional materials (HQIM); professional learning; funding; and educator preparation. She described the extent to which Massachusetts’ early literacy policies currently align with ExcelinEd’s recommended policy slate, as follows:

ExcelinEd’s Fundamental Principles for early literacy policy being implemented in MA:
· Preparing teacher candidates based on the science of reading
· Early literacy screening and parent notification

ExcelinEd’s Fundamental Principles for early literacy policy being partially implemented in MA:
· Science of reading training
· District adoption of high-quality instructional materials
· Summer Reading Camps or approved innovative summer reading programs
· Support for teachers via literacy coaches
· Eliminate Three-Cueing
· Individual reading plans for K-3 students identified with a reading deficiency
· Regularly monitor student progress and provide evidence-based interventions

ExcelinEd’s Fundamental Principles for early literacy policy not being implemented in MA:
· Parent Read-at-Home Plan
· Retention with increased intensive intervention at grade 3 (with good cause exemptions)

Ms. Tarca articulated substantial improvements recorded in early literacy practice statewide since 2019, including rising district use of HQIM for ELA/literacy; strong interest in DESE’s early literacy grants, PD, and resources; and improved student achievement within districts participating in DESE’s intensive support programs such as the Growing Literacy Equity Across Massachusetts (GLEAM) grant. Finally, she described the challenges to progress that DESE perceives, which include the need for additional funding to meet the demand; weaknesses prevalent among commercial curricular products currently available; partners’ lack of expertise in culturally and linguistically sustaining practices; time in the typical school day for tiered instruction and collaborative time for educator teams; and reluctance to adopt evidence-based practices. 

Recommendations: 
· Set and commit to early literacy specific goals to convey the seriousness of this issue for our students and families; 
· Collect and monitor data on early literacy outcomes, including grade 3 ELA/Literacy MCAS and early literacy screening data, and determine whether regulatory changes are necessary to collect these data;
· Develop a suite of early literacy policies and support strategies that work in concert to drive post-pandemic literacy achievement recovery;
· Center racial equity in policymaking by setting equity-driven achievement goals and monitoring efforts to ensure all student groups are making equitable progress;
· Continue and expand intensive support programs such as GLEAM that are popular among schools and districts and appear to be driving increased student achievement;
· Create resources and opportunities for educators and community members to learn about evidence-based early literacy practices;
· Periodically engage stakeholders to review and update the Department’s Literacy Strategic Plan, as well as the English Language Arts and Literacy Curriculum Framework. 

 
Centering Multilingual Learners 

The committee met on March 10, 2023, to discuss approaches to centering the needs and academic success of multilingual learners in pandemic recovery efforts. With a large and growing proportion of multilingual students in Massachusetts, it is critical to ensure this group of students is well-supported to succeed through pandemic recovery strategies.

Chief of Schools Komal Bhasin made the connection between DESE’s Racial Equity Decision Making Tool (REDT) and the prioritization of multilingual learners. Ms. Bhasin pointed out that “REDT calls us to ask how students “at the margins” have performed historically and how they will be centered in planning and implementation” and demonstrated that multilingual learners are part of this group at the margins. Ms. Bhasin shared enrollment, achievement, and outcome data to demonstrate that multilingual learners are a fast-growing group of students in Massachusetts and that they are currently less well-served by our education system than other groups of students. A focus on racial equity will require a focus on the success of multilingual learners. Of note, 3rd grade students in the “Former EL” subgroup perform as well or better than the general population on MCAS ELA, highlighting the value of approaching second language ability as an asset and not a deficit.

Dr. Ester de Jong, an expert on literacy development for multilingual learners, presented current research perspectives to the committee. Dr. de Jong emphasized that “the development of literacy for a dual language brain is not the same as for a monolingual brain.” She described many areas in which the commonly cited “science of reading” evidence base applies adequately to multilingual learners and pointed out a number of facts about multilingual reading development that are often overlooked.

Dr. de Jong reminded the committee that “we must ‘complexify’ policies designed for monolingual students and recognize reading is important but not the full picture of what must happen in (K-3) education” -- this means recognizing the critical importance of other elements of literacy, including oracy and oral prosody. Depending on the needs and strengths of individual students, supporting the development of oral language skills requires a team approach, including the classroom teacher, the ESL/language support teacher, and if needed, additional specialists such as special educators and speech-language pathologists (SLP). SLPs, who bring expertise in language development and treatment of language-based difficulties and disabilities, can be a key member of the team supporting both multilingual and monolingual students.

Dr. de Jong further emphasized the necessity of including multilingual-focused experts in policy design, ensuring that everything from assessment selection to professional development is informed not just by a general “science of reading,” but that current evidence-based practices for multilingual learners are always used. She concluded by remarking, “The cognitive reading research is very clear on the importance of differentiation and that one size does not fit all.  A statewide policy needs to allow for this core finding and explicitly consider parameters for flexibility and variation in response to local context.  It is important to acknowledge the gaps in the current conversation about reading related to MLLs. The same implementation of strategies and curricula designed for monolingual learners is not supported by L2 and bilingual education research. A statewide reading policy needs to be inclusive of MLL-specific research findings in all of its components.” 

Given the substantial and growing population of multilingual learners in Massachusetts, DESE is already taking steps to ensure that state policies and resources are designed with multilingual learners at the center. The Mass Literacy Guide, the state’s core guidance for early literacy, is currently being revised to provide additional depth of information on language and literacy development for multilingual learners. Prominent DESE support programs that reach many schools, such as the Massachusetts Dyslexia Institute and the DESE Instructional Leadership Institute, focus on best practices for serving multilingual learners. In addition, DESE is supporting districts to expand dual language programming and provide high-quality dual language instruction in existing programs.

Recommendations:
· Include experts in multilingual language and literacy development in all early literacy program and policy development;
· Advocate for more attention to the importance of oral language development in early literacy practice, especially for multilingual students;
·  Consult with speech language pathologists to understand the needs and best practices in this area;
· Ensure that Department programs and resources focused on early literacy (e.g., the Mass Literacy Guide, approved early literacy screening assessments, Massachusetts Dyslexia Institute) focus ample time and attention on MLL-specific research findings and evidence-based practices;
· Promote evidence-based practices while supporting local flexibility where appropriate so that educators may meet the varied needs of multilingual learners;
· Clarify guidance and provide resources to help schools leverage the role of Speech Language Pathologists in school and district literacy programs;
· Explore additional avenues to support dual language programming, which has promising evidence of efficacy for multilingual students;
· Develop policy for strong programs that advance biliteracy from the earliest grades, responsive to local needs;
· Review widely used modes of professional development, for example LETRS training, to ensure adequate attention the needs of multilingual students.

Preparing Teachers to Teach Early Literacy 
The committee met on August 8, 2023, to discuss teacher preparation in the area of early literacy. Approval of educator preparation programs is within the authority of the Board of Elementary & Secondary Education. Educator preparation is a key component of pandemic recovery because newly trained and licensed educators continually enter our classrooms and present an opportunity to ensure their students receive evidence-based, culturally and linguistically sustaining literacy instruction that will support their academic success. School and district administrators, who play a central role in supporting such instruction, need access to strong preparation and in-service training opportunities.

Claire Abbott, DESE’s Director of Educator Effectiveness, shared data to demonstrate that there is cause for concern regarding the current state of educator preparation for early literacy; for instance, in 2020 and 2021, only 1/3 of the 1,800 newly licensed teachers in relevant licensure areas agreed “there are instructional routines for teaching each component of literacy supported by scientific evidence.” A recent review of course syllabi from accredited programs also revealed gaps in coverage and presence of discredited practices in preparation coursework. Based on these findings, DESE set the following goal relative to teacher preparation: By SY2024-2025, all Early Childhood, Elementary, and Moderate Disabilities teacher candidates in Massachusetts will be prepared, through coursework and opportunities for practice and high-quality feedback, in evidence-based early literacy as outlined in the Mass Literacy Guide.

Ms. Abbott shared a number of steps DESE has already taken towards this goal, which include updating the Foundations of Reading Massachusetts Test for Educator Licensure (MTEL). Under existing regulatory authority, DESE maintains criteria for educator preparation program quality, and formally reviews all sponsoring organizations (SOs) regularly. As a key step towards achieving the 24-25 goal articulated above, DESE has added new, early literacy-specific criteria to its review process. These criteria were developed in consultation with faculty from Salem State University and refined over the course of two years in collaboration with faculty and leadership from impacted SOs as well as teachers and leaders in school districts across the Commonwealth.  Ms. Abbott stated that DESE will begin formally reviewing programs for alignment with the new criteria in fall 2024 and will continue supporting SOs’ program improvement efforts. 

The committee also heard details from Ed Crowe of the organization TPI-US regarding the formative reviews his organization is providing to Massachusetts ed prep programs that request the service. Since fall 2022, DESE has offered free “no-risk” reviews of educator preparation programs so they can assess their own current quality. Based on the results of reviews conducted so far, Mr. Crowe recommended that DESE ensure that “all candidates are placed in schools where they will consistently see good models of explicit, systematic, and sequential evidence-based early literacy instruction with supervising practitioners (SPs) who use HQIM in a highly effective and productive manner.” This recommendation highlights the importance of quality of preparation factors other than coursework, such as field placements.

Prof. Phyllis Hakeem of Bay Path University reviewed in detail the elements of best practices in BPU’s positively reviewed Massachusetts teacher preparation program. Dean David Chard of Boston University Wheelock College of Education of the promising developments that he expects to follow the school’s voluntary engagement with TPI-US, following a review of that support by Mr.  Crowe.
Recommendations:
· Remain committed to the 2024 target to implement formal program reviews using new early literacy specific criteria for relevant program areas;
· The Board should review the status of educator preparation regularly, as a critical component of education workforce development and student outcomes;
· Consider amending pertinent regulations to explicitly name key evidence-based literacy elements;
· Maintain formal review criteria that require educator preparation programs to provide strong coursework on all aspects of language and literacy development and evidence-based practices for working with all students, including and especially multilingual learners, students with disabilities, and students with reading difficulties;
· Review programs based on field experience quality in addition to coursework quality;
· Provide opportunities, including funding and programming, for higher education faculty and administrators to learn, update their knowledge, collaborate across institutions, and work with their local districts as part of the process to align with the new criteria;
· Continue to marshal resources, including Literacy Launch if available, to conduct thorough formal reviews of educator preparation programs, and if possible to accelerate the pace of reviews;
· Determine whether licensure regulations could be strengthened to enable improved preparation of and support for administrators, including the potential addition of new endorsements.


High-quality Instructional Materials 

On November 6, 2023, the committee came together to discuss the role of high-quality instructional materials in supporting students to meet literacy expectations. Dr. Sonia Cabell of Florida State University described the components of a comprehensive early literacy approach, which should be reflected in the core curriculum used for literacy instruction. These components include reading foundational skills (e.g., phonological awareness, phonics), oral language development, knowledge-rich complex text, and writing. Specifically, Dr. Cabell shared her research findings on the role of content-rich literacy curriculum on equitable learning outcomes. She highlighted research-based curricula, along with teacher professional learning, as a key lever influencing student learning. She described a body of research that has shown a direct connection between content-rich curricula (those designed to build knowledge alongside foundational reading skills) and student literacy attainment. 

Woodly Pierre-Louis, DESE’s Assistant Director of Instructional Policy, reminded the committee that increasing the skillful use of high-quality instructional materials has been a key lever in the Mass Literacy strategy since 2019. Ms. Pierre-Louis stated DESE’s perspective that when schools and districts provide teachers with access to high-quality curricular materials, then teachers are more able to plan excellent daily instruction. High-quality curricular materials have been shown in studies, including studies conducted by Dr. Cabell, to lead to improvements in teaching and in student learning. Too often, teachers are cobbling together units from a variety of mixed quality sources or working to continually update outdated or incomplete plans from prior years. Providing teachers a high-quality, comprehensive curricular resource from which to plan makes it much easier for teachers to do the critical work of planning and differentiation for their particular groups of students.

Ms. Pierre-Louis described the evolution of the curriculum review and vetting landscape over the last decade. The national nonprofit organization EdReports began providing teacher-led reviews of curricular materials in 2016. Recognizing the significant impact of curricular material quality on teaching and learning, these reviews were widely seen as a useful service in the often-opaque world of curriculum purchasing. DESE endorsed these reviews for use by Massachusetts educators in their curricular decision-making, and also saw opportunities to build upon EdReports’ process.  DESE’s Curriculum Ratings by Teachers, or CURATE, project was launched to provide Massachusetts educators with a source of information about curricular materials based on Massachusetts-specific criteria and provided by Massachusetts educators. Striving to provide the most rigorous and user-friendly reviews in the nation, the Massachusetts CURATE reports expand upon EdReports and provide a deeper level of locally relevant information. 

CURATE exists to provide information to educators on commercially available products designed for core instruction. As such, CURATE panels evaluate curricular materials that address most or all components of the core literacy block with both student-facing and teacher-facing materials. Publishers must apply to have their product reviewed by CURATE panels, and products must have already been positively reviewed by EdReports or a similar third-party vetting system to be eligible for a CURATE review. There is no exchange of money between DESE and publishers in the course of a CURATE review process. The CURATE review process is described in detail on DESE’s CURATE website. 

CURATE reports are a core resource to support educators in making informed curricular selections. DESE has received feedback from countless Massachusetts educators about the value of CURATE reports as an informational tool that demystifies the world of curricular product options, laying out clear strengths and challenges of each product to help educators make informed purchasing decisions. DESE offers various other supports, including technical assistance, network opportunities, and grants to help schools acquire and skillfully use high-quality instructional materials. Shawna Erps from Salem Public Schools spoke to her district’s transformatively positive experience transitioning to use of an HQIM district wide.

Recommendations:
· Continue to offer, and expand where possible, resources offered to support districts with selecting, adopting, and implementing high-quality instructional materials, including grants;
· Regularly review and update the CURATE rubric and process to ensure these key resources remain current with evolving research and new curricula being published;
· Provide a clear and easily accessible overview of the CURATE process and parameters, to support public understanding of what CURATE does and doesn’t do, in particular defining the different types of instructional materials typically used in the field, outlining which are and are not reviewed by CURATE;
· Consider enacting statue that would require all schools to provide their students instruction using high-quality literacy materials; 
· Consider regulation or statutory changes to require districts to provide high-quality, extended professional learning opportunities, including coaching, to teachers whenever new HQIM are introduced;
· Ramp up efforts to collect information from districts about which curricula are in use, if necessary through regulatory changes, and make that information easier for the public to access and navigate.
 

Systems Improvement for Early Literacy
 
The committee met on April 1, 2024, to discuss systemic approaches for early literacy improvement at the district-wide scale. Katherine Tarca framed the topic by describing the multi-tiered system of support that undergirds a successful literacy program in a district. An early literacy program that supports all students to succeed needs to provide high-quality Tier I instruction for all students; offer explicit and asset-based language instruction for students learning English; use data-based decision making to provide tiered supports to students who need them; and engage families as meaningful partners in children’s literacy learning. Within each of these components, educators consistently use evidence-based, and culturally and linguistically sustaining practices. 

Screening and data-based decision-making is one component of the multi-tiered system of support that has improved rapidly in Massachusetts in recent years, due to a new state regulation and a suite of accompanying resources from DESE. In 2023 a new regulation went into effect, requiring schools to screen each student in grades K-2 at least twice per year for risk of reading difficulties, a well-established research-based practice that enables early intervention and prevention of more serious reading difficulties later in a child’s schooling. Critically, the new regulation also requires schools to communicate any findings of risk with families, ensuring that caregivers are also aware of and able to act on this critical information.  The parental notification requirement has been a significant change in practice for many schools, and Ms. Tarca reported that DESE has dedicated significant resources to supporting educators to implement it.

Drawing upon implementation science, Ms. Tarca described some of the resources and practices that enable an effective and equitable literacy program district-wide. These include a district-wide Literacy Leadership Team; high-quality materials and assessments for all tiers of instruction; qualified staff in specialized roles such as reading specialist, literacy coach, special educator, family engagement specialist; expert professional learning for teachers; job-embedded coaching; systems for literacy data collection, delivery, and use; professional learning and support for leaders; and sufficient time for instruction and professional collaboration. The early literacy knowledge of administrators is a particularly important system component, due to the pivotal role that administrators such as principals, assistant principals, and literacy coordinators typically play in designing and executing the multi-tiered system of support at the elementary level.

Ms. Tarca explained that to achieve high and equitable rates of literacy proficiency in districts, policies and resources need to target support to all these areas, not just a few, because each component is necessary for systemic success. DESE instructional support programs offered in recent years, such as Growing Literacy Equity Across Massachusetts (GLEAM), have been designed in this way, and have shown promising results. Allison Pickens, a DESE Literacy Content Specialist, shared data demonstrating remarkable progress of educator practice and student literacy achievement in GLEAM districts as a result of the intensive support provided through this program. 

Brent Conway, Assistant Superintendent in Pentucket Regional School District, spoke to the committee about his experience strengthening the multi-tiered system of support (MTSS) in Pentucket. Similarly to GLEAM districts, Pentucket has seen measurable growth in student literacy achievement coming from targeted investments in systemic improvement. Mr. Conway emphasized the importance of a strategic plan for literacy at the district level, which serves to coordinate the many interlocking components of a multi-tiered system of support across school sites. 

Recommendations:
· Continue to emphasize and invest in the multi-tiered system of support as the key framework for conceptualizing and designing literacy programs that are effective for all students;
· Codify lessons learned from GLEAM, in particular the steps those districts took that resulted in measurable student literacy gains, and use these to inform the field and future DESE programming;
· Dedicate funding to offer more GLEAM-like multi-componential support programs;
· Provide programming, resources and support for school and district administrators in addition to teachers;
· Use DESE’s District Review process to examine and provide districts feedback on their literacy systems quality;
· Explore ways to support families’ knowledge of early literacy development and agency in their children’s literacy success;
· Explore accountability mechanisms available to the Department to ensure compliance with the screening regulation, including parent notification requirements;
· Continue to support districts with development of district literacy plans, and explore ways to ensure all districts operate with such a plan;
· Explore avenues to increase early literacy knowledge among administrators, including availability of relevant training, and licensure requirements;
· Restrict eligibility for competitive grants to districts that can demonstrate systemic conditions for success, such as use of high-quality instructional materials.



Appendix A: Contributors
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