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Motivation
• The Covid-19 pandemic is the largest disruption to Massachusetts schooling in living memory. 

• March 16, 2020 was the final day of in-person schooling in the 2020 school year for MA students.

• Many have still not returned to schools and are learning remotely either full- or part-time.

• Parents, teachers, students and the wider community are deeply concerned that this disruption will, among 
other effects, set our children’s learning back substantially.

• The Massachusetts Business Alliance for Education, in partnership with Boston University’s Wheelock 
College of Education & Human Development, therefore set out to ask:

“How well prepared are Massachusetts school districts 
to keep students learning during these unprecedented times?”
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Methodology

• We measure such preparation through analysis of each district’s publicly posted reopening plan.

• We identified a set of about 20 variables that indicate a district has a publicly posted plan for 
dealing with a particular challenge of schooling during a pandemic.

• These include plans to: distribute computers/internet access, give students regular feedback, deal 
with chronic absenteeism, focus on social/emotional learning, prioritize high needs students, etc.

• A team of BU Wheelock researchers collected the publicly posted reopening plans for 120 school 
districts, including many of the largest in the state.

• The 120 districts in the database collectively enrolled about 580,000 students, or 64% of all 
traditional and charter public school students in the state (as of the 2019-2020 school year).
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Methodology
• The team developed rubrics with which to read reopening plans.

• The team then read through each plan, coding each of the variables according to the rubric. 

• Variables were largely coded as “Yes, there’s a clear public-facing plan” vs. “No, there’s not.”

• The plans were read once in the fall and then again scanned for updates in December.

• Importantly, school districts were contacted with the preliminary coding of the plans to check that the team 
had not missed or misinterpreted any public-facing documents.

• The resulting codes were then posted in this publicly accessible database.

• It is also worth remembering that:

• Having a public-facing plan does not imply the plan is being implemented as described.

• Some districts are making efforts not captured in their public-facing plans.

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1tQjmUcNjbczSmTPPx7xIcpixi44k-gcDUm3NcMog-MA/
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Structure of the report
• Below we describe our main findings in the following sections:

• A statewide summary of learning models being followed (remote / hybrid / in-person)

• A statewide summary of individual plan details

• Specific examples of districts with clear plans for assessment, absenteeism, synchronous learning time, 
and college and career readiness

• Variation in learning models and plan details by school district characteristics, including:

• Racial composition of student body

• District spending levels

• Peak Covid infection rates (as of April 2020)

• Note: All subsequent calculations are weighted by districts’ student populations.
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Summary of findings
• How extensive are districts’ plans?

• Most students are in school districts with extensive plans, but about one-sixth (16%) are in districts where plans lacked details on 
over a third of the recorded items. 

• Most districts have clear plans to deal with most learning challenges, though many lacked plans to support college and career
readiness and to deal with chronic absenteeism.

• What learning model are districts using?

• Nearly half of Massachusetts students are in school districts that are fully remote (as of this report).

• Majority non-White districts are much more likely to be fully remote, as are districts with lower income  students and high 
community Covid infection rates.

• District per-pupil spending is unrelated to the probability that a district is fully remote.

• How do learning plans relate to district characteristics?

• On average, majority non-White districts have more extensive learning plans, as do districts with lower income students and 
higher per-pupil spending.
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Statewide summary – Learning model

• Nearly half (48.9%) of students 
are in districts that offer only 
remote learning.

• Two-fifths (41.3%) of students 
are in districts that offer hybrid 
options to all grades.

• About one-tenth of students 
(8.8%) are in districts where 
learning model options vary by 
grade.

• Only 1% of students are in 
districts offering full in-person 
instruction to all grades.
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Statewide summary – Plan coverage

• We define “plan coverage” as 
the fraction of items we 
searched for that districts 
had a clear plan for.

• Most students are in school 
districts with high plan 
coverage (upwards of 80% of 
items planned for).

• A non-trivial fraction of 
students (16%) are, however, 
in districts where we found 
fewer than two-thirds of 
items in the reopening plans.
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Statewide summary – Prioritized student groups
• 96% of students are in 

districts prioritizing students 
with disabilities.

• 82% are in districts 
prioritizing English language 
learners.

• Fewer students are in 
districts that prioritize early 
childhood students (37%), 
housing insecure students 
(29%), or other high needs 
students (22%), where “high 
needs” is not further 
specified.
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Statewide summary –Access to learning
• Most students are in 

districts with plans to 
make learning more 
accessible to students.

• 91% are in districts that 
provide learning devices 
(laptops, tablets) and 81% 
are in districts that provide 
internet access.

• 93% are in districts that 
continue to provide 
subsidized meals.

• 98% are in districts with 
specific plans to support 
students with disabilities, 
and 87% to support 
English language learners.
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Statewide summary – Social and emotional learning

• Most students are in districts 
with plans to support social and 
emotional learning.

• 85-88% of students are in 
districts providing learning 
guidance to parents, regular 
family check-ins, and access to 
school counselors.

• Almost all students (98%) are in 
districts explicitly providing 
support for social and emotional 
learning.

• Fewer than half (47%) of 
students are in districts with a 
clear plan to address chronic 
absenteeism.
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Statewide summary –Teaching and learning
• Only 57% of students are in 

districts specifying the amount 
of synchronous learning each 
day or week.

• Over 90% of students are in 
districts with plans to provide 
regular feedback to students 
and academic support more 
generally.

• 73% of students are in districts 
that initially assessed students’ 
learning.

• Only 53% of students are in 
districts with a plan to support 
college and career readiness 
goals.
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Focus on family outreach
• Coded with a binary “Yes” or “No” based on the expectation that teachers communicate with 

families/caregivers through individualized and synchronous means (e.g., Zoom, Google Meet, 
Microsoft Teams, individual phone calls).

• Individualized communication with families is key to maintaining a strong home-to-school 
connection during virtual learning.

• Community Day Charter 
Public Schools (pictured at 
right) provides details on 
their plans for teachers to 
communicate weekly with 
families regarding student 
progress, participation, and 
assignments. 
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Focus on feedback on student work (remote learners)

• We also looked for plans that outlined a commitment to providing feedback on student 

work during remote learning. 

• While many districts stated that feedback on work would be provided, we found that 

some plans clearly articulated how they would provide feedback.

• At right, Chelsea 

Public Schools 

clearly outlines an 

advisory model 

for all students. 
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Focus on assessment
• Coded “Yes,” “No,” or “Partial” based on a district’s mention of expectations to assess students at the 

beginning of the year. This may include the use of “benchmark” assessments.

• Assessment is critical to supporting continuity of learning because it provides teachers with essential 
information on students’ skill levels at key intervals. With this information, teachers can better design 
targeted instruction to support all students.

• Springfield Public Schools (plan pictured at right) 
provides a clear, easily read plan that specifies 
when each group of students will be scheduled to 
take formative, diagnostics, and state 
assessments.

• Similarly exemplary plans outlined when students 
would be taking particular assessments and, often, 
which specific assessments were planned.
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Focus on (synchronous) learning time
Considering the unfamiliar nature of the virtual learning environment for many students and families, we felt 
it was important to understand the ways in which school districts committed to support families in managing 

the at-home learning experience. This included indicating the minimum numbers of live, synchronous 
minutes for K-12 learners in a remote setting.

An exemplar from Barnstable Public Schools 

Districts that did not publicly 
communicate a minimum number of 
live synchronous instructional minutes 
were coded with a no.
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Focus on absenteeism
• Coded with a binary “Yes” or “No” requiring a plan 

for addressing chronic absenteeism across all
learning models.

• Given the nature of remote and hybrid learning, 
school staff are not necessarily able to maintain the 
use of their pre-COVID systems for managing 
chronic absenteeism given reduced “face time” with 
students and in-person interactions with families.

• Andover Public Schools provides a School Wellness 
Plan that outlines roles for a variety of staff 
members on the school-based Wellness Team. APS 
defines the tiered system of supports that they plan 
to implement to monitor and address student 
engagement and attendance.
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Focus on college and career readiness
Given the unique constraints of remote learning, districts’ college and career counseling materials 

needed to be explicitly aligned with the needs of virtual learners. While some districts included 
time to take the SAT or similar college preparatory exams, they were coded as a no unless they also 

provided explicit support and instruction related to students’ college and career needs. Partial
codes included districts that mention the continued provision of college and career supports, but 

only for specific groups of students, such as those in vocational and technical programs.

An exemplar from 
Lawrence Public Schools 
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Differences by district characteristics
• The previous slides highlighted statistics about reopening plans across all 120 school districts in our 

data, which are roughly representative of Massachusetts as a whole.

• The next slides highlight differences in reopening plans by school district characteristics.

• We divide districts by:

• Student body racial composition (as of 2019)

• Per-pupil spending (as of 2019)

• Covid infection rates (in April 2020)
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Differences by district racial makeup: Learning model
• When we divide school 

districts by racial makeup of 
the student body, we see huge 
differences in the learning 
models offered.

• In districts where most 
students are White, 66% of 
students have a hybrid option 
and only 14% are fully remote.

• In districts where most 
students are non-White, only 
21% of students have a hybrid 
option and 79% are fully 
remote.

• Dividing districts by family 
income yields similar results.
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Differences by district racial makeup: Plan details

• Students in majority non-White 
districts have somewhat more 
complete plans to address 
learning (85%) than those in 
majority White districts (80%).

• For example, 58% of students in 
majority non-White districts have 
plans to deal with chronic 
absenteeism, compared to only 
33% of those in majority White 
districts.



wheelockpolicycenter.org 

Differences by district spending: Learning model
• When we divide school 

districts by per student 
spending, we see few 
differences in the learning 
models offered.

• In districts with above average 
spending, 38% of students 
have a hybrid option and 49% 
are fully remote.

• In districts with below average 
spending, 44% of students 
have a hybrid option and 49% 
are fully remote.
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Differences by district spending: Plan details
• Students in higher spending 

districts have somewhat 
more complete plans to 
address learning (87%) than 
those in lower spending 
districts (79%).

• For example, 57% of 
students in higher spending 
districts have plans to deal 
with chronic absenteeism, 
compared to only 37% of 
those in lower spending 
districts.
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Differences by Covid infection rates: Learning model

• When we divide school 

districts by peak Covid 

infection rates (in April 2020), 

we see clear differences in the 

learning models offered.

• In districts with below average 

infection rates, 58% of 

students have a hybrid option 

and 27% are fully remote.

• In districts with above average 

infection rates, 24% of 

students have a hybrid option 

and 71% are fully remote.
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Differences by Covid infection rates: Plan details
• Students in lower infection 

rate districts have similarly 
complete plans to address 
learning (81%) compared to 
those in higher infection rate 
districts (84%).

• In one example of a difference, 
40% of students in lower 
infection rate districts have 
plans to deal with chronic 
absenteeism, compared to 
53% of those in higher 
infection rate districts.
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Summary of findings
• How extensive are districts’ plans?

• Most students are in school districts with extensive plans, but about one-sixth (16%) are in districts where plans lacked details on 
over a third of the recorded items. 

• Most districts have clear plans to deal with most learning challenges, though many lacked plans to support college and career
readiness and to deal with chronic absenteeism.

• What learning model are districts using?

• Nearly half of Massachusetts students are in school districts that are fully remote (as of this report).

• Majority non-White districts are much more likely to be fully remote, as are districts with lower income  students and high 
community Covid infection rates.

• District per-pupil spending is unrelated to the probability that a district is fully remote.

• How do learning plans relate to district characteristics?

• On average, majority non-White districts have more extensive learning plans, as do districts with lower income students and 
higher per-pupil spending.
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Going forward
• Many districts have created extensive plans for keeping students learning through the pandemic.

• Districts can learn from each other’s experiences to continue refining and improving their approaches to 
supporting students.

• Documenting these facts can help spur a conversation about how to make 2021 better for students than 
2020 was.

• Concretely:  

• Given what we know about remote learning, state support may be best focused on those districts who have 
least been able to return students to in-person learning so far.

• Within districts, in-person access and learning support should prioritize students identified as struggling 
(beyond those given legally-defined special supports such as English learners and students with disabilities).

• Summer 2021 may be a critical opportunity to:

• Use diagnostic assessment to identify students for summer learning supports. 

• Further engage students, particularly graduating and rising seniors, with college and career readiness 
services.
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