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ABOUT EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITY IN MASSACHUSETTS

Educational Opportunity in Massachusetts is a research-practice partnership between researchers at
the Annenberg Institute at Brown and the Massachusetts Departments of Elementary and Secondary
Education (DESE) and Higher Education (DHE). The partnership was formed in 2019 as a result of the

state’s appetite for actionable research and data-informed policy.

We study student pathways from the K-12 system into the state’s higher education system and into the
labor force. We are interested in the impacts of schools and educational policies on this progress, par-
ticularly related to students from historically marginalized backgrounds. Our work has been used to
inform decision-making and debate in key policy areas, including the Massachusetts Comprehensive
Assessment System (MCAS) testing as a graduation requirement, high-school course-taking and the
MassCore course of study, community college transfer pathways, and understudied populations such as
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While high-school immigrant newcomers remain concentrated in urban areas,
about half of Massachusetts districts enroll more than five of these students.
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FIGURE 1
Number of High-School Immigrant Newcomers in Massachusetts
Secondary-School Districts, 2023-24 School Year

NOTES Many municipal elementary school districts in Massachusetts are part of
regional secondary districts or pay tuition to send their students to other districts
for high school. The boundaries shown here are for high school and are based on
data from https://www.mass.gov/info-details/massdgis-data-public-school-districts.
Richmond and Acushnet send to multiple districts for high school.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In our 2023 report, Rising Numbers, Unmet Needs, we described the rapid growth
in the number of immigrant newcomers to Massachusetts high schools and the
heterogeneity within this population, both in terms of demographic characteristics
like home language and country of origin and in their educational outcomes.

Since then, sweeping changes continue to affect these newcomers — here defined as
English learners (ELs) in their first 12 months of schooling in the United States —

and the districts that serve them. Newcomers remain largely concentrated in urban
areas like Boston, Lynn, and Lawrence (Figure 1). However, a growing number of
Massachusetts districts serve more than five high-school newcomers; 102 did so by
the spring of 2024. Starting in 2025, travel bans, increased entry restrictions, and other
measures designed to curtail immigration again shifted the landscape; 1,000 fewer
newcomers arriving in Massachusetts public high schools that year, a decrease driven
entirely by a decline in students arriving in the spring.

High-school newcomers differ from other vulnerable
student groups in key respects. More than half are
not present when the school year begins. Some arrive
without their parents, scarred by exposure to trauma and ~ got here, you would be
violence and perilous journeys to the U.S. Half are 16 mesmerized, if you knew

what it took for them to be
sitting in this chair right now.

If you ask them to explain
their journey of how they

years or older when they first set foot in a Massachusetts
high school; for many, financial insecurity and debt
result in work obligations that make school attendance

and engagement even more challenging. I think just remembering all
In this report, we focus on districts and how they the things they can do and
serve this group of students. Across the state, districts all the things they had [to

are struggling to accomplish the dual goals of helping do] to be where they are I‘ight

newcomers make progress towards English language

: . . now — you know, no 14-
proficiency and master the academic content in the Y y :

state’s curriculum frameworks. Particularly for those 15-, 16-year-old should have
newcomers who arrive in high school with very limited to experience or go through
English language skills and/or gaps in their prior what a lot of them have had

learning, the path to high-school graduation is extremely

to go through to be here.
demanding, and many do not complete it. Furthermore, 8 8
uncertainty about their futures in the U.S. may lower CHLOE ARDON
newcomers’ academic expectations and aspirations. ROy &3k TR e
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WE HIGHLIGHT FIVE KEY FINDINGS:

Until very recently, many Massachusetts districts have experienced large
growth in their newcomer populations and rapid changes in newcomers’
backgrounds and needs.

Most urban areas (and many suburbs and towns) saw big increases in the number of new arrivals after
the pandemic. Moreover, the home languages and countries of origin of newcomers continue to shift
rapidly from one year to the next. Critically, on average, newcomers’ level of English proficiency upon
arrival in the U.S. has fallen since before the pandemic. The number of newcomers was substantially
lower in the 2024-25 school year, a result stemming from the federal government’s changes in
immigration policies and enforcement.

Half of high-school nhewcomers are 16 years or older when they arrive, and
districts vary widely in how they serve these older newcomers.

Massachusetts high schools have substantially different practices to determine the grade in which
newcomers should start. For example, even after adjusting for demographic differences, older
newcomers in Springfield are a startling 38 percentage points more likely to be placed in 9th grade
when they arrive than are similar newcomers in Boston. Some districts have developed specialized
programming to accommodate the work obligations and family responsibilities of older newcomers,
including year-round schedules, flexible attendance policies, and credits awarded for students’ on-
the-job knowledge and skills.

District differences in policies and practices for newcomers reflect
the state’s long tradition of local control and differences in newcomer
populations — but also the degree to which educators are adapting
programs and structures in response to newcomers’ needs.

Once high-school newcomers enroll in a Massachusetts school district, staff make a series of
decisions about how to educate them. For example, transitional bilingual education programs in
Framingham and Brockton ground content instruction for ELs in their home languages, with the
goal of effectively transitioning to English over time. In many high schools, newcomers are enrolled
primarily in core courses with fellow ELs, while in others, their peer group is more heterogeneous.
Districts differ in their capacity and commitment to innovate in meeting the unique needs of their
newcomer students.

Allowing newcomers to access rigorous courses and specialized programs,
such as Career and Technical Education (CTE), is necessary but not
sufficient for equity.

Newcomers appear to have less access than their peers to the rigorous coursework in the state’s
recommended MassCore program of study. Similarly, in nearly all districts, newcomers’ rate of
participation in CTE programs lags well behind that of other students. While access to these
opportunities is critical, an equally important question is how to enable newcomers to be successful
in these courses and programs, given their emerging English proficiency and the lack of experience
many content-area teachers and CTE instructors have with this population.

LAND OF OPPORTUNITY?



Across districts, newcomers’ graduation rates remain low, and many who do
graduate have not attained English language proficiency.

Only 15% of newcomers in the cohort expected to graduate in 2024 reached English proficiency

by the time they left high school. Indeed, among newcomers who arrived with low English skills,

just 6% of graduates were proficient by the time they received their diplomas. Interestingly, we find
that districts where newcomers are making the most progress in English language acquisition are
generally not those where high-school graduation rates are above the state average for observationally
similar newcomers, with Boston as an important exception.

IMPLICATIONS

Immigrant youth contribute important linguistic and multicultural diversity to Massachusetts public
schools. Many have risked and suffered a great deal to access educational opportunities in the U.S.
Their arrival in the Commonwealth offers great potential for enriching the education of their peers
and for building a strong labor force for the decades ahead. However, whether these potential benefits
are realized will depend to a large extent on the success of the state’s public schools in welcoming and
educating these newcomers well.

Massachusetts high schools face the challenge of helping newcomers build both English language
proficiency and content-area academic skills. Many newcomers attend school with the primary

goal of learning English, which is important for their future economic success. However, English
proficiency is not enough — if newcomers do not build strong skills in core academic content areas,
opportunities in post-secondary education and the labor market are foreclosed. We find that very few
districts are currently succeeding at both of these objectives. While we lack the evidence necessary

to make specific practice-based recommendations, a commitment to academic rigor married with
instructional and socio-emotional supports seems critical to serve newcomers in the state’s high
schools effectively.

A second and related challenge is how best to support newcomers” educational attainments. Many
employers and colleges require applicants to have a high-school diploma. Current debates over new
graduation requirements center on the argument that all students deserve a rigorous education.
However, the state’s graduation requirements have been a disproportionate barrier in the past for
newcomers, and the equity implications of any new policy warrant concerted attention.




Recently arrived immigrant students, commonly referred to as
newcomers, comprise an important and ever-evolving group of
students in Massachusetts’ public high schools. Our November 2023
report, Rising Numbers, Unmet Needs, established that between 2008
and 2022, more than 50,000 newcomers from all parts of the world
enrolled in the state’s public high schools. Since then, tremendous
changes have swept the state and the nation.

First, following the COVID-19 pandemic, the state experienced a large increase in the
number of high-school newcomers. Beginning in the spring of 2025, however, this pattern
changed. Under the Trump administration, new entry restrictions to the United States
and a surge in immigration enforcement activity have substantially reduced the number
of newcomers enrolling in public schools and added to the challenges they face when they
arrive. Data on these most recent trends are still being collected. However, research from
other states suggests that this type of heightened enforcement is associated with lower
outcomes for English Learners (ELs) and immigrants attending public schools.!

Next, there have been rapid changes in the countries of origin and academic needs of
newcomers to Massachusetts schools. These changes pose challenges for districts constantly
struggling to adapt their instructional programming, hire qualified staff, and support
newcomers’ learning and socioemotional needs.

Finally, the state policy context has shifted in dramatic ways. The requirements that all
students, including newcomers, must meet in order to earn a high-school diploma in
Massachusetts were upended in a November 2024 ballot referendum. The state’s voters ended
the long-standing requirement to achieve a minimum score on the three Massachusetts high-
school standardized tests (see sidebar), which functioned both as a disproportionate barrier
for newcomers and an indicator that public education was not serving them effectively. The
state is currently debating a new slate of potential requirements, including end-of course
tests, mandatory course-taking, and portfolio/capstone projects, which are likely to impact
newcomers in important ways.

LAND OF OPPORTUNITY? | 1



These massive changes are affecting a group of students that was
already uniquely vulnerable and facing quite different circumstances
from most of their high-school peers. Newcomers arrive at different
points throughout the school year, bringing with them varied prior
educational experiences and different levels of English language
proficiency. Many enter high schools at older ages and must support
themselves and their families financially. An additional challenge is the
trauma histories of many newcomers — violence, gang involvement,
and sexual assault experienced in their native countries and/or during
an arduous overland journey to the U.S. border that many undertake
without a parent. Once they reach Massachusetts, some newcomers
experience the insecurity of living with distant relatives whom they
have never previously met.

Many newcomers have little time to meet local and state graduation
requirements to earn a diploma. They face substantial hurdles in
accomplishing the dual goals of acquiring English proficiency and
mastering high-school academic content. Particularly for those who
begin from a baseline of very little English and/or gaps in their prior
learning (often due to interrupted or limited formal education), the
path to high-school graduation is demanding, and many do not
complete it. Furthermore, uncertainty about their futures may lower
their academic expectations and aspirations.

In this report, we present a more nuanced exploration of newcomer
demographics, policies and practices, and outcomes, with a particular
focus at the district level. Serving newcomers involves a complex set of
actions and decisions, including registering students and assessing their
linguistic and academic skills, obtaining prior transcripts and awarding
appropriate credits, placing students in classes, recruiting and training
staff, and communicating with families. Each district approaches

the task of educating newcomers with a different combination of
inputs, some within their control (e.g., which instructional model to
use, which grade to place entering newcomers in) and others outside

it (e.g., how many newcomers they enroll, what needs newcomers

have upon arrival). Understanding district differences in newcomers’
characteristics and outcomes can inform planning efforts, resource

allocation, and the development of instructional capacity.

CHANGING POLICY CONTEXT

Our prior report reviewed the history of
Massachusetts policies on the language of
instruction and statewide graduation requirements,
both of which are salient to the education of
high-school newcomers. Since that report was
published, the use of minimum score thresholds
on the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment
System (MCAS) standardized tests as a graduation
requirement was discontinued via a statewide
ballot initiative in November 2024. For the
graduating classes of 2025 to 2027, students

who had not already achieved those minimum
scores must demonstrate academic mastery via
the satisfactory completion of certain coursework,
as verified by their districts. Our prior work has
demonstrated both that the previous MCAS
requirement was a disproportionate barrier to
graduation for high-school newcomers, and that
MCAS performance is predictive of students’
longer-term outcomes. It follows that this change
is an extremely consequential one.

Another development since our last report
concerned a consequence of the state’s
emergency assistance law. This legislation

(G. L. c. 23B & 30), passed in 1983 and the only
one of its kind in the country, granted a right to
shelter for eligible pregnant people and families
with dependent children. As the number of
housing-insecure individuals swelled due to an
increase in immigration beginning in the summer
of 2023, existing shelters overflowed, and many
families were temporarily placed in one of 100
hotels spread throughout the state.? This meant
that many school districts in areas with little prior
history of immigration were suddenly enrolling
newcomers. Subsequently, caps were placed on
the length of stay and total number of families in
the system, and eligibility criteria were tightened.
By April 2025, numbers in the emergency
assistance system had fallen back to spring 2023
levels, though many families remained in the
communities in which they were originally placed.




One central theme is that the characteristics of newcomers
remain quite dynamic, changing rapidly over time and
within districts. In the first section, we present updated
statewide results for newcomers using additional cohorts
of students, up through entrants during the 2023-24 school
year. In a few instances, we report on the 2024-25 school
year as well; however, the dramatic changes that began in
early 2025 with the Trump administration’s immigration
policies constitute a sharp break from what had gone
before.’ In a follow-up policy brief, we will explore
enrollment, exit rates, and attendance for newcomers after
the surge in immigration enforcement began in early 2025.

They work so hard, and we can’t
even begin to understand the
challenges that they face...I would
say our kids are resilient. They’re
hopeful, they’re hardworking,

and many are essential workers.
During the pandemic, I saw that
more than ever.

DR. ALMUDENA G. ABEYTA
Superintendent, Chelsea Public Schools

In the two and a half years since our initial report,
important shifts have occurred. We find steep decreases

in the number of newcomers arriving from Brazil and

from the Northern Triangle region of Central America
(Honduras, Guatemala and El Salvador) and rapid growth
in the number coming from Haiti. Arriving newcomers
continue to be markedly less proficient in English than
before the pandemic, and their attendance during their first
year of high school also remains lower, as it also does for
other students.

A second key theme is that not only do districts serve
vastly different types of newcomers, but they do so in quite
different ways. We look at the important differences in
districts’ policies and practices regarding newcomers in
Section 3. Districts can purposefully cluster newcomers

to concentrate services and programs or instead place

newcomers in mainstream high-school classes.* They

can use different models of instruction (e.g., transitional
bilingual education, sheltered English immersion), and they
can make different decisions about grade placement. These
decisions involve tradeoffs and implementation constraints
that individual districts may navigate differently. While

we are unable to estimate the causal impact of any one of
these decisions on newcomers’ later outcomes, we report
descriptively on variation across the state.

A final key theme is that the combination of the high needs
of many newcomers and the practices that districts use
yield slow progress towards English language proficiency
(ELP) and low high-school graduation rates. We report

on these two outcomes in Section 4, examining how they
differ across Massachusetts school districts. We also include
evidence collected through interviews with educators in
five Massachusetts districts who work with newcomers to
shed light on potential explanations for these outcomes.

We conclude with a discussion of our findings and their
implications for policy and practice in Massachusetts.
At the time of this report’s publication, it is impossible
to predict how the future of immigration in the state
will unfold. Regardless, recent history suggests that the
newcomer population will continue to shift and evolve,
with important implications for district policies and
practices.

The state continues to serve many thousands of newcomers
who have entered Massachusetts public high schools

over the past several years. These newcomers bring a
wealth of knowledge and cultural assets with them that
enrich classrooms,’ and a set of instructional needs that
produce important challenges for districts across the
Commonwealth. Districts need support and guidance to
meet those challenges. Today’s high-school newcomers will
be a significant part of the state’s workforce in the decades
ahead. Ensuring their educational success — acquiring
English and the academic and social skills to succeed in
college or career — is critical to the state’s educational and
economic future.

LAND OF OPPORTUNITY? | 3



SECTION ONE

STATEWIDE UPDATES

We begin by updating many of the statewide results for newcomers from our
original report. First, we examine their demographic characteristics: their
overall numbers and arrival timing, distribution in the state, language and
country of origin, and initial ELP. Then we report their progress through high
school using such metrics as attendance, persistence to a second year, progress
towards ELP, and high-school graduation rates. Our analyses document
important trends over time and focus on heterogeneity within the overall
population of newcomers.

LAND OF OPPORTUNITY? | 4



NEWCOMER DEMOGRAPHICS

Our first report documented striking changes in the number and country of origin in
the state’s arriving newcomers from 2008 through the 2021-22 school year. Compared to
before the pandemic, 2021-22 saw a huge increase in the overall number of high-school
newcomers, but also major changes in their demographics. That year’s newcomers were
much more likely to speak Spanish or Portuguese, hail from the Northern Triangle
region of Central America (El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras) or Brazil, and know

little English on arrival.®

At the time of publication, an important question was whether that year represented a

pandemic-induced anomaly or the first year of a more permanent shift in the newcomer

population. Since then, additional cohorts of newcomers have entered Massachusetts

high schools. Where newcomers arrive from and which languages they speak have

continued to change rapidly from year to year, posing ongoing challenges to district

educators and state policymakers.”

DATA WE USE: STATE ADMINISTRATIVE
DATASETS

To conduct the analyses presented here, we use data from

the state’s integrated longitudinal data system, specifically

the Student Information Management System (SIMS),
Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS),
and Student Course Schedule (SCS) datasets, merged on
unique state-assigned student identifiers. Schools and districts
report SIMS data in three collections during each academic
year: early October, March, and June. All SIMS collections
occurred as scheduled throughout the COVID-19 pandemic;
the MCAS was not administered in spring 2020.

Because newcomers arrive throughout the school year, we
generally use demographic data from each student’s first high-
school SIMS appearance. Students’ first language is recorded
from the Home Language Survey distributed by school districts
to parents; it asks what language the student first understood
and spoke. For students for whom different first languages
other than English are listed in different years, we use the
modal language.

We do not include the family income of newcomers in any

of the analyses in this report. Our evidence suggests that
family income variables in SIMS may not be accurate for many
newcomers; please refer to our first report for details.

DATA WE USE: IDENTIFYING NEWCOMERS

To identify high-school newcomers using SIMS enroliment
data, we employ the same definition as in our prior report:
recent immigrants who are English Learners (ELs) and whose
first enrollment is in grades 9-12 (or the latter part of grade 8).
We focus attention on students who are age 18 or younger in
September of their entry year.

We categorize students as newcomers to Massachusetts public
high schools if they meet at least one of the following conditions:

1) they are flagged at entry as a student in their first year in a U.S.
school, or

2) they are flagged as an immigrant and as an EL at some point
during their high-school careers (as school/district reporting
can change over time as more information is gathered and initial
errors are corrected).

Note that the first condition is used for students arriving from
Puerto Rico and other U.S. territories. They are not considered
immigrants under the federal definition but meet our criteria
for identification as a newcomer. (While SIMS includes a data
element for Students with Limited or Interrupted Formal
Education, or SLIFE, we do not use it in our analyses due to
widely reported inconsistencies in how districts identify these
students. If SLIFE definitions and data collection become
standardized, future research on newcomers could analyze this
important group separately.)
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Arrival Patterns & Timing

The number of new arrivals statewide stayed at a very high
level through the 2023-24 school year, when the number
of high-school newcomers exceeded 6,000 for the first
time (FIGURE 2). In spring 2024, a staff member at Lynn
Classical High School described the spatial challenges of
accommodating this surge of newcomers: “Every single
room, every single period, is full. Students have to do study
halls in the cafeteria. Classes have to be in the library, in
offices, in meeting rooms, conference rooms.”

However, in 2024-25, over 1,000 fewer students arrived
than in the prior year. This decrease was driven entirely
by a decline in the number of newcomers enrolling after
the school year started, from October through the end of
the school year. This span includes several months under
the new presidential administration, when travel bans
and increased entry restrictions were instituted to curtail
immigration. Early indications are that the number of
newcomers will be substantially lower in 2025-26.

Newcomers are enrolling in districts across the state,
not just in urban centers. The proportion of newcomers

enrolling outside urban districts remains higher (23%)
than before the pandemic (19% in 2018-19). Some of this
shift may be due to the state’s emergency shelter program,
which has placed immigrant families in locations all over
the state (see the Policy Context sidebar). Districts like
Woburn, Taunton, Randolph and Haverhill saw large
increases in the number of newcomers over the five years
from 2018-19 to 2023-24.

High-school newcomers arrive throughout the course of

a school year, as reflected in the three different SIMS data
collections. This poses important instructional challenges
for districts. One long-standing pattern is that the number
of newcomers who enroll at any point after the early
October data collection is greater than the number who
are present at the beginning of the school year. In 2023-24,
for example, 46% of newcomers arrived by early October,
another 38% enrolled by early March, and the remaining
16% entered between mid-March and the end of the school
year. However, this pattern shifted in 2024-25, when only
40% of newcomers arrived after early October.

The number of newcomers in Massachusetts continued

to increase until spring 2025.

7,000
6,000
5,000
4,000
3,000

2,000

NUMBER OF NEWCOMERS

1,000

2008 2009 2010 201

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

YEAR OF ENTRY

Il oTHER URBAN
FIGURE 2

B sosToN

] NON-URBAN

Number and District Type of Statewide Newcomer Enrollments, by Year of Entry

NOTES 2025 refers to the 2024-25 school year. Urban districts are current and former members of the DESE Urban

Superintendents Network.
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Language and Country of Origin

Sweeping changes have also continued to take place in the
language and country of origin of arriving newcomers. As
illustrated in FIGURE 3, large spikes of newcomers from
the Northern Triangle region of Central America and from
Brazil occurred in 2021-22, as the pandemic was easing.
Subsequently, numbers from both regions fell sharply. In
fact, due to the large decrease in Brazilian newcomers, the
share of new arrivals speaking Portuguese dropped from
31% in 2021-22 to only 14% two years later.

The share speaking Spanish has remained relatively
constant at about half of newcomers, despite the drop in
the number from the Northern Triangle.® This consistency
arose through increases from every other Spanish-speaking
region, including the Dominican Republic, the Andean
countries in South America, and other parts of the world
(e.g., Puerto Rico, Mexico).’

Meanwhile, as arrivals from the Northern Triangle

and Brazil fell off, a surge occurred in the number of
newcomers from Haiti. This group jumped from 330 in
2022-23 to 1,244 a year later; by then, Haitians made up
the second-largest newcomer country group. While just
over one-third of Haitian newcomers enroll in Brockton &
Boston, which have well-established Haitian communities,
the rest are increasingly spread out across the state. In
2021-22, only nine districts had five or more Haitian
newcomers at the high school level; two years later, 51
districts did. This total includes districts in southeastern
Massachusetts like Taunton, Bridgewater-Raynham,
Holbrook, and Foxborough, which had served very few
newcomers prior to 2023-24.

Newcomers’ countries of origin are quite dynamic,
shifting rapidly from year to year.

7,000

6,000

5,000

4,000

3,000

NUMBER OF NEWCOMERS

x

2,000

1,000

2018 2019 2020 2021

Andean
Spanish, Other
Brazil

Haiti

Cape Verde
All Other
2022 2023

2024 2025

YEAR OF ENTRY

FIGURE 3
Total Newcomers by Country Group Over Time

NOTES Northern Triangle = El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras; Andean = Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, Venezuela. 2025 refers

to the 2024-25 school year.
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In our original report, we explored differences across

these country/regional groups by gender and initial ELP.
FIGURE 4 updates these numbers for newcomers arriving
in 2022-23 and 2023-24 combined. We see clear differences
between groups — for example, the Northern Triangle

and Haiti, which are the two largest. While the timing of
high-school entry is similar, newcomers from the Northern
Triangle are more likely to be male, and nearly all of them
score in the lowest range on their first ACCESS test (Level
1 or 2; see sidebar for more information on ACCESS). In
contrast, the Haiti group has the second-lowest percentage
of students at the lowest levels of initial ELP (72%).

That said, reflecting changes across the newcomer
population, the share of newcomers from Haiti who
arrive with low English skills jumped from 58% in
2021-22 to 74% two years later. This suggests a potential
shift happening within the Haiti group, with the most
recent arrivals having higher needs in terms of learning
English. We explore these differences in initial ELP by
country group next.

[F]rom this [Haiti] group, you

have the whole spectrum. You have
students who have strong academic
backgrounds and are planning on
continuing their education. The ones
that are graduating, they’re planning
on looking at colleges, trying to
figure out what to do next. And then
you also have students who have very
limited education...In my book, they
would be SLIFE students. And so you
have the whole spectrum of students
and [we’re] trying to figure out, how
do we best support them as a group,
but also individually?

EDUCATOR
Framingham

DATA WE USE: ACCESS

Arriving students are formally classified as ELs by their
district on the basis of a language screener administered
during the registration process. However, the state collects
English proficiency data only from the ACCESS for ELLs
(“Assessing Comprehension and Communication in English
State-to-State for English Language Learners”) standardized
test, given annually during a window in January and
February. This test includes sections on reading, writing,
listening and speaking; we primarily use students’ overall
(composite) level, which ranges from 1.0 to 6.0, and the
Literacy level (Reading and Writing combined), which has
the same range. In Massachusetts, an overall level of 4.2 is
part of the EL exit criteria. Students who attain or exceed this
level and score at least 3.9 on the Literacy component are
considered able to handle grade-level coursework in English
and are therefore eligible to exit EL services.

DATA WE USE: INTERVIEWS

In addition to our analysis of state data, we also conducted
semi-structured interviews in the spring of 2024 with 27
district and school administrators from five districts: Chelsea,
Framingham, Lynn, Waltham, and Woburn. Districts were
primarily selected based on the number and demographic
profile of newcomers in their jurisdiction. Within each district,
we identified interviewees through snowball sampling to
reach key personnel who set policy for and engaged with
newcomers. Using this method, we reached a range of
district and school employees, including superintendents,
directors of multilingual learners, principals, core content
teachers (Biology, English, etc.), instructional coaches, CTE
teachers, and social workers.

These interviews provided important context for our findings
and are the source of quotations featured in the report. Prior
to publication, we reached out to interviewees to review
quotes selected for inclusion. Many interviewees approved
the use of their name and role; others chose to remain
anonymous or could not be reached to obtain their consent.
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PERCENT AT LOW LEVELS OF ELP

There are large differences by country group in timing
of entry and initial English proficiency.

Counts, Overall and by Gender © =10 NEWCOMER HIGH SCHOOL ENTRANTS
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FIGURE 4

Newcomer Country Groups and Their Characteristics among Entrants in 2022-23 and 2023-24

NOTES Levels 1and 2 are the lowest overall levels on the ACCESS test of English proficiency; only newcomers who take the
ACCESS in their arrival year are included in the middle panel. Late arrivals are newcomers enrolling after the state’s first data
collection in early October.



Initial ELP

In FIGURE 5, we see a sustained drop in initial ELP among
arriving newcomers. The figure includes the share of each
country group’s newcomers scoring at an overall level of

1 (hereafter, L1) or L2 on their first ACCESS test. Because
we restrict the figure to those students who took the

test in the year they arrived, ACCESS scores here reflect
newcomers English proficiency after five months or less in
a Massachusetts high school. In 2023-24, just under half of
all entering newcomers were L1s and another 28% were L2s.
These shares are much higher than before the pandemic.

The figure also reveals that within each country group,

the share of L1s and L2s has increased, in some cases
dramatically. For example, 25% of 2017-18 newcomers from
the Andean region of South America initially scored at L1;
the share increased by 30 percentage points over the next six
years. By 2023-24, more than 80% of newcomers from the

Northern Triangle, the Dominican Republic, the Andean
region, as well as Spanish speakers from other regions, scored
at low levels of initial ELP (L1 or L2). This finding may relate
to learning loss during the pandemic, since Latin America
and the Caribbean experienced extensive school closures and

online learning was difficult to implement in many areas."

In summary, the state’s more recent newcomers reinforce
two realities confronting Massachusetts high schools: 1)
the native languages and backgrounds of newcomers

differ markedly from one year to the next, complicating
forward planning; and 2) the academic and linguistic needs
of newcomers on average are steadily increasing. From the
end of the pandemic through 2023-24, surging numbers

of newcomers overall, combined with lower average ELP,
resulted in very large increases of new arrivals at Levels 1
and 2.

Within country groups, the share of newcomers with low
initial English proficiency has increased over time.

LEVEL 1 LEVEL 2
. L
\ : ‘
Northern Triangle | 2012 69% | 22% |
orthern Iriangie -
| 2024 7% 7l
Dominican Republic || 240 25% |
P | 2024 =7
Andean —7 2018
| 2024 o |
. 2018 2% | 27% |
Spanish, Other -
| 2024 56% | S |
Brazil | 2018
razi | 2024
. 2018
It
AT 2024 %]
2018 31%
Cape Verde - ‘
| 2024 1% |
2018 10% | 17% |
All Other -
| 2024 22% | 24% |
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
FIGURE 5

Change in Initial English Language Proficiency by Country Group from 2017-18 (N=2,761) to 2023-24 (N=4,455)

NOTES 2018 and 2024 refer to the 2017-18 and 2023-24 school years, respectively. Sample includes only those newcomers
who took the ACCESS test in the year they arrived (68% of newcomers in 2018, 70% in 2024).
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NEWCOMERS DURING
HIGH SCHOOL

Next, we examine patterns in metrics reflecting
newcomers’ high-school experiences, including
first-year attendance, persistence, progress towards
ELP, and graduation.

Attendance and Persistence

First, as shown in the top panel of FIGURE 6, the
attendance rate for newcomers in their first year
of high school has closely mirrored that of non-
newcomers from low-income households since
2014-15. Attendance for both groups fell sharply
during the pandemic, but newcomers’ attendance
has shown more recovery in the time since.
However, the attendance rate for newcomers, now
about 91% (corresponding to about 16 days of
missed school in a 180-day year), remains lower
than at any point prior to the pandemic. About a
quarter of newcomers arriving in 2024-25 were
chronically absent, meaning their attendance rate
was below 90%.

Looking within country group, newcomers from
Haiti, the group that has shown the fastest growth
in recent years, have a 95% attendance rate during
their first year of high school. This translates to
about 11 more days in school on average than
newcomers from the Northern Triangle, whose
attendance rate is 89%. Every country group’ first-
year attendance has declined from one to three
percentage points since before the pandemic.

The bottom panel of Figure 6 shows the trend in
persistence to a second year of high school, which
has fluctuated between 80-85% for newcomers.
The gap in persistence between newcomers and
other high-school students has stayed around
12-15 percentage points.

Newcomers’ attendance

is similar to that of non-
newcomers from low-income
families, but their persistence
to a second year of high school
is lower.

AVERAGE FIRST-YEAR ATTENDANCE
100%

Higher-Income
0
05% "—”_°_H/‘\.\'/'__.__4 Non-Newcomers

Newcomers

90%
Low-Income
Non-Newcomers

85%
80%

75%
2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

PERSISTENCE TO A SECOND A YEAR

100% .
Higher-Income

Non-Newcomers

5% e—0—9 o o > —O——og—%—0—0 | ou-Income

Non-Newcomers

90%

85%
/W —

80%

75%
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YEAR OF ENTRY

FIGURE 6

First-Year Attendance (Top Panel) and Persistence

to a Second Year (Bottom Panel) Among Newcometrs,
Non-Newcomers From Low-Income Households, and
Non-Newcomers From Higher-Income Households

NOTES 2025 refers to the 2024-25 school year. Sample for the
bottom panel is limited to newcomers who entered high school
in grades 9-11. Vertical dashed lines indicate a minor change in
the state’s definition of low-income, which expanded to include
all homeless students and those who were under 185% of the
Federal Poverty Line but not previously identified through its
match to state public assistance programs.
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Progress Towards ELP

We examine newcomers’ progress towards ELP in their first full year

of high school and how this differs by their level of initial proficiency.
When we compare newcomers who first took the ACCESS in their

entry year and again the following year, we see that the average gains of
newcomers at L1 have consistently been about 0.2 levels lower than those
who arrived at L2." This is quite surprising in light of research showing that
the most rapid progress is typically achieved by students at the lowest levels
of initial proficiency.'?

A partial explanation might be that newcomers entering at L1 attend
school at lower rates than those who score higher on their first ACCESS
test. While this is true, the difference corresponds to three to four more
days of missed school per year, on average, than for those at L2, a distinct
but not dramatic difference. We discuss other factors that might contribute
to this finding later in the report.

Also, average gains for both groups of newcomers dropped from 2017
(the first year of ACCESS 2.0) through 2020 and remain about 0.21 levels
lower. In summary, then, recent years have seen increasing numbers of
newcomers with very low levels of English proficiency on arrival, and
these students are making less progress than their counterparts seven
years earlier.

High-School Graduation

Finally, we turn to trends in newcomers’ rate of high-school graduation,
which we define as receiving a diploma within a year of the student’s
expected graduation date. Because of the many recent changes in the
state’s graduation requirements that have applied to different graduating
classes, we report high-school graduation rates by cohort (year of expected
graduation) rather than arrival year. For instance, our original report
highlighted an increase in newcomers’ graduation rate for the pandemic-
affected cohorts of 2020 and 2021, which we speculated was partly due

to modification of the MCAS testing requirement. Of course, any given
cohort includes newcomers who arrived over the previous several years
and were placed in a grade that put them on the same expected timeline
for graduation (e.g., 9th graders who arrived in 2021-22 and 11th graders
who arrived in 2023-24 would be in the same cohort of 2025).

DY i T e
r -

These students and families

are in survival mode. They

haven’t attended school

on a regular basis... All of
the Maslow’s hierarchy of
needs have not been met.

So now you’re putting them
in at 15, 16, 17 years old

in high school and saying,
‘You need to pass Algebra

I, Geometry, Algebra II,
Biology, Chemistry, Physics,
or any of the other two

sciences... It’s the language
of that content plus the

language of English, plus
your language of Spanish,
and [they’re] all colliding.

So I think that

it’s a total challenge.

OBED MORALES
Former Principal, Chelsea High
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As shown in FIGURE 7, our new data reveal that the
graduation rate for newcomers declined for the cohorts of
2022 and 2023 but rebounded somewhat for newcomers
expected to graduate in spring 2024. Again, the policy
context is essential to the interpretation of this time trend.
The MCAS minimum-score requirements in math and
ELA, though not science, were binding for the graduating
class of 2023. Prospective 2024 graduates had to fulfill all
three testing requirements, but for members of that cohort
who took an additional year to graduate, they had to fulfill
none of them (the requirements ended in January 2025).

In fact, 13% of newcomers in the 2024 cohort who
graduated did so a year “late,” compared to just under 8%

of those in the 2023 cohort. It appears that the end of the
MCAS requirements did make it possible for additional
newcomers — those who had satisfied local requirements
but had not achieved the minimum score on all three
MCAS tests — to graduate.

Importantly, these changes in graduation rates for
newcomers are not reflected in the trends for the two
other groups shown in Figure 7. For non-newcomers,
regardless of family income, graduation rates remained
remarkably stable during and after the pandemic. We
take this as additional evidence that state-level graduation
requirements have historically affected newcomers more
than other students.

State-level graduation requirements appear to have
affected newcomers more than other students.

100%

MCAS All MCAS
requirement requirements
All MCAS minimum score waived for in effect until
requirements waived science only January 2025

.ﬁ.\. Non-Newcomers
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FIGURE 7

High-School Graduation Rates Over Time

NOTES Graduation defined as receiving a high-school diploma within one year after the student’s expected graduation year,
including over the following summer. Trend line reported for low-income non-newcomers begins with the 2018 cohort due

to a major change in the state’s definition of low-income that occurred in 2015. For the graduating classes of 2020-22, the
requirement to exceed a minimum score on all three high-school MCAS tests was waived; students could instead graduate by
completing a minimum set of high-school courses. MCAS requirements were reinstated in math and ELA for the class of 2023
and in all three subjects for the class of 2024; the requirements were permanently eliminated in January 2025.
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Of course, the trends in Figure 7 reflect the
graduation rate for all newcomers statewide.
However, the composition of the newcomer
population has changed dramatically over

time, and those shifts make patterns harder to
interpret. In TABLE 1, we look within newcomer
country groups and see substantial improvement
over time in high-school graduation rates for

all Spanish-speaking groups. While newcomers
from the Northern Triangle graduate at the
lowest rate (46%), that rate has increased by 11
percentage points since 2017-18. Moreover, the
graduation rate is highest for the Haiti group
(79%), which grew dramatically in size in 2022-
23 and 2023-24. As more of those students reach
12th grade and graduate, we can expect the
statewide trendline for newcomers to move up.

The differences in high-school graduation rates
by country group remain quite large. While
some of the variation by country group displayed
in Table 1 is due to differences in initial English
proficiency, even after adjusting for first ACCESS
score, newcomers from the Northern Triangle
are 21 percentage points less likely to graduate
than those from Haiti.

Newcomers’ graduation rates
improved since 2018, with

the largest gains among
Spanish-speaking newcomers.

Change

Country Group Transferred Dr%pped Graduated from 2018

ut Cohort
Northern Triangle 13% 33% 46% +11
3:::::?:“ 13% 10% 65% +8
Andean 10% 17% 63% +9
Spanish, Other 22% 17% 54% +13
Brazil 14% 29% 50% -4
Haiti 8% 5% 79% +4
Cape Verde 5% 18% 66% +2
All Other 16% 8% 70% -1
Statewide 14% 21% 57% +3

TABLE 1

High-School Completion among Newcomers in 2023 and
2024 Graduating Cohorts (N=7,208)

NOTES Graduates are those newcomers who completed high school
within a year of their expected graduation year. Rows do not sum to
100% because of students who were still enrolled (2% of newcomers
statewide) or who received a Certificate of Attainment, meaning they
had met local but not state graduation requirements (6%). We recode
as dropouts those students reported in the data as “in-state public
transfers” who do not subsequently enroll in any other Massachusetts
public schools.

I think the correlation is kids who have had a longer stretch of formal
schooling know how to ‘do school’ better, and are able to navigate a place that’s
as traditional as Woburn High School...get along better than, you know, we’ve
got a handful of kids who have literally walked here from Venezuela and have
missed a lot of school in their lives and are just getting acclimated.

EDUCATOR
Woburn
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SECTION TWO

DEMOGRAPHIC
DIFFERENCES
ACROSS

DISTRICTS

While statewide trends are important to understand, each newcomer’s
engagement with the Massachusetts public education system

happens at the local level. In this section, we explore the variation in
newcomers’ profiles across districts in four key respects: growth over
time, share of the district’s total high-school enrollment, language
heterogeneity, and country/region of origin.
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GROWTH OVER TIME

The statewide trend of rapid growth in newcomer
enrollments through 2024, which we reported in the
previous section, does not hold in every district. Indeed,
we see two broad patterns, as illustrated in FIGURE 8:

a) a post-pandemic spike followed by an immediate drop,
as in Lynn, and b) continuing growth over time up until
spring 2025, as in Brockton. Not every district follows one
of these trends, but most do.

In Lynn, much of the pattern closely mimics what
happened statewide. The number of newcomers grew fairly
steadily until a precipitous drop during the pandemic.
Then, very large spikes occurred in many locales in 2021-
22, as the pandemic eased and immigration began to pick
up. However, in the following two years, Lynn experienced
another fairly sharp drop, though newcomer enrollments
remained well above pre-pandemic levels. Given that Lynn
serves so many students from the Northern Triangle, its
enrollment trend closely mirrors that of this group in
Figure 3, including yet another steep decline in the spring
of 2025.

This pattern contrasts to that in Brockton. There,
enrollment increased more slowly in the years before

and after the pandemic. The particularly dramatic jump
in 2023-24 was primarily driven by the large increase in
newcomers from Haiti that year. In Brockton, as well as in
districts like Boston and Fall River, the number of recent
newcomers was much higher in 2023-24 than at any point
over the prior 15 years. Even after accounting for the
decline in spring 2025, Brockton’s newcomer population
remained well above pre-pandemic levels.

The differing trends across districts have significant
implications for class sizes, staffing, and EL programming.
Critically, district administrators have little idea what their
district's number of newcomers will be from one year

to the next. They must plan for a future that can change
precipitously from one year to the next, and that no one
can forecast reliably. While enrollment fluctuations are a
fact of life for public school districts, the unpredictability
in the number of newcomer arrivals is much greater

than for most other student groups. As one district
administrator noted in the spring of 2024: “So we are just
expecting always the increase. Every summer is different.
Every enrollment season here is different...So we don’t
know what’s going to happen in September.”

Districts have experienced different newcomer enrollment
trends, both before and after the pandemic.

700
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FIGURE 8

BROCKTON
LYNN

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

Patterns of Growth in Newcomer Enroliment in Lynn and Brockton

NOTES In district-level tables and figures throughout the report, we usually include the largest destination districts for newcomers
down to a particular threshold. This threshold varies because of the different samples included in each exhibit (e.g., newcomers
from different arrival years, those with initially low levels of English proficiency or all newcomers). When we have selected a given
set of districts instead of including all districts above a key threshold, we indicate this in the caption.
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SHARE OF ENROLLMENT

In addition to large differences in enrollment trends over
time, districts also differ in their newcomer enrollments

at any single point in time. In FIGURE 9, we compare
districts in 2023-24 based on the share of their high-school
population that had ever been a high-school newcomer.
Here, we include not just new arrivals, but all students who
were newcomers at some point in high school. We refer to
this larger group as “ever-newcomers.” Boston enrolls by far
the largest number of such students, with 2,023 in 2023-24.

However, as illustrated in Figure 9, Boston is in the middle
of the pack when it comes to ever-newcomers as a share
of district high-school enrollment.” In the immigration
hubs of Lynn, Lawrence, and Chelsea, nearly one-quarter
of all high-school students enrolled at any point in 2023-
24 either were currently or had recently been newcomers.
Springfield, Lowell, Everett, and Chelsea all serve similar

numbers of newcomers, but newcomers make up vastly
different shares of their high-school populations.

These differences carry implications for how newcomers
factor into a high school’s instructional program and
school community. Both dimensions are important.
Where newcomers represent a larger share of the student
body, more of the school’s teachers are likely engaged in
instructing them. Their needs may be more in the
forefront than in schools where they make up a smaller
share of the population. At the same time, numbers
matter, too — serving a larger number of newcomers
may facilitate the development of specific instructional
programs for newcomers. But in high schools where
newcomers are a relatively small group, staff may be able
to adopt a more personalized approach and target
resources more effectively.

Districts’ total number of newcomers and newcomers’
share of total high-school enrollment are both important.
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FIGURE 9

Ever-Newcomers as a Share of District Enroliment

NOTES Ever-newcomers are students enrolled in 2023-24 who were ever classified as newcomers during their entire

high-school careers, not just those who arrived that year.
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PERCENTAGE OF NEWCOMERS SPEAKING THE MODAL LANGUAGE

HETEROGENEITY IN LANGUAGE AND COUNTRY OF ORIGIN

Another dimension of variation across districts is in To explore this, we array the 50 districts with the most

the native languages spoken by their newcomers. If newcomers in the state in 2023-24 in four quadrants in
nearly all newcomers speak the same language, as is the FIGURE 10, based on their number of newcomers and the
case in districts like Lawrence and Lynn, it may simplify percentage of newcomers speaking the modal language.
challenges like recruitment of bilingual staff, selection and We categorize a district as “large” if it enrolled 100 or more
implementation of English as a Second Language (ESL) newcomers in 2023-24 and as “homogeneous” if 70% or
curricula, and communication with families. In districts more of its newcomers spoke the same native language.
where different languages are spoken by substantial These quadrants provide some sense of the size and linguistic
numbers of students, these tasks are more complex. heterogeneity of the districts newcomer population.

Districts vary in the size and linguistic heterogeneity
of their newcomer populations.

QUADRANT A QUADRANT B QUADRANTC QUADRANT D
Large & homogeneous Large & heterogeneous Small & homogeneous Small & heterogeneous
5 districts 10 districts 6 districts 29 districts
100%
C @Lawrence A
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90%
Gloucester L
® Waltham
80% @ ] @ Revere
@ Salem
70% | ©
Q@
‘ @ Springfield
60% Attleboro Boston @
@
50% & Q@ @ New Bedford @® Worcester @ Brockton
® Mald @ Framingham
alden
40% ... o0 o @ @Lowell
° ’. Everett
30% wo Fall River
Newton
20% Cambridge
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0%
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NUMBER OF 2023-24 NEWCOMERS
@ Spanish © Haitian ® Portuguese O Other
FIGURE 10

Top 50 Districts by Newcomer Count and Language Heterogeneity in 2023-24
NOTES For fully labeled version of Quadrants C and D, see Figure 10C.
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Quadrant A: Large & Homogeneous

The five districts with large and linguistically homogenous
newcomer populations in Quadrant A (Lynn, Lawrence,
Revere, Chelsea and Waltham) serve one-fifth of the state’s
newcomers (20%). These districts all have the same modal
language, Spanish. However, three of their profiles show that
these Spanish-speaking newcomers have arrived from many
different countries. In Lynn, the largest of these districts by
total enrollment, about two-thirds of newcomers are from the
Northern Triangle. Students from the Dominican Republic
make up over three-quarters of newcomers in Lawrence, while
about half of Revere’s newcomers come from the Andean
region of South America.

From evidence presented in the previous section, we know

that these country groups are very different on average in
terms of initial ELP and progress through high school. Many
newcomers from the Northern Triangle, for example, have
experienced limited prior schooling or interruptions in their
education; they may also have acute socioemotional needs due
to the factors that led them to flee their home countries, the
dangerous journeys that brought them to the U.S., and anxiety
related to their immigration status (e.g., court dates, Temporary
Protected Status, deportations of family and community
members). A district like Lynn, which absorbed over 300

of these students in 2023-24 alone, faces a different, more
challenging task in serving its newcomers effectively than other
districts serving newcomers who have, on average, more years
of formal schooling and less trauma in their recent past.

There are notable
differences in
country of origin for
Spanish-speaking
newcomers.
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FIGURE 10A
2023-24 Newcomers by Country Group
in Selected Quadrant A Districts

LAND OF OPPORTUNITY? | 19



Quadrant B: Large & Heterogeneous

Ten other districts enroll more than 100 newcomers but are
more heterogeneous in terms of languages spoken. About

43% of the state’s newcomers enroll in one of these districts,
including 900 newcomers in Boston. In seven of the 10 districts,
the modal language is Spanish, but the percentage of Spanish-
speaking newcomers ranges from 63% in Springfield to only
36% in Everett, where there is a great deal of linguistic diversity.
In Malden and Brockton, the modal language is Haitian Creole,
while in Fall River, it is Portuguese.

As above, we highlight three of these districts to show the
diversity of the newcomer populations in this category,
including the country/region of origin for Spanish speakers.
In Boston, Framingham, and Fall River, no single country
group accounts for even half of newcomers.

Moreover, when we look at trends in newcomer profiles over
time, we see that some districts have experienced tremendous
shifts in just a couple of years, while the situation in other
places has been less dynamic. In Boston, for example, the
relative sizes of each newcomer group have changed quite a bit
over time, with a 2021-22 uptick from the Northern Triangle
and a 2023-24 increase from Haiti. In Lynn, the modal group
has been consistent, though the share of newcomers from the
Northern Triangle has varied from 75% to 84% to 64% over six years.

When the composition of a district’s newcomer population
changes rapidly, it can be especially difficult for districts to
adjust, given that their budgets and staffing levels are set in
advance. The fluidity in newcomer demographics, particularly
at the level of individual school districts, is a reality that should
be taken into account in efforts to improve services for this
vulnerable group of students.

In many districts,
no country group
accounts for even
half of newcomers.
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FIGURE 10B
2023-24 Newcomers by Country Group
in Selected Quadrant B Districts
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Quadrants C & D: Small Districts

The remaining third of newcomers attend school in In districts like West Springfield, Westborough, and
districts with fewer than 100 newcomers. While six of Medford, there are fewer than 60 newcomers arriving
these districts have newcomers who mostly speak the each year, and not even one-third of them speak the same
same language (see Quadrant C), there are 29 smaller language. When lower newcomer counts are combined
districts with more linguistic diversity. Many are inner with this degree of language heterogeneity, districts may
suburbs of Boston — Cambridge, Somerville, Medford, struggle to fund the staffing and programs necessary to
Brookline — while others are scattered around the state. serve their populations effectively.

Of the top 50 districts, most have small and heterogeneous
newcomer populations.
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FIGURE 10C

Smaller Districts by Newcomer Count and Language Heterogeneity in 2023-24
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TIMING OF ENTRY

The majority of the state’s high-school newcomers are not
present at the start of a school year but instead arrive at
some point after early October, due to factors such as the
intense summer heat at the southern U.S. border and the
timing of when the school year ends in their country of
origin. This pattern is especially pronounced in Chelsea
and Waltham, two districts with very large numbers of
newcomers from Central America, where fewer than 30%
of newcomers enroll at the beginning of the school year.
In many other districts, the majority of newcomers have
arrived by early October, in time to participate in opening
rituals like new student orientation and begin courses
alongside their new classmates.

To illustrate, in FIGURE 11 we compare cumulative arrival
patterns in the 2023-24 school year for Waltham (117
newcomers) and Woburn (57 newcomers). About 70%

of Woburn’s newcomers enrolled at the beginning of

the school year; again, less than 30% did so in Waltham.
Instead, newcomers entered Waltham High School at a
steady pace from September to May, with a large number
of newcomers enrolling after the winter recess. Importantly,
all newcomers in a particular entry grade are placed in the
same graduation cohort regardless of when they arrive,
meaning their timeline for completing high school is

the same.

About 25% of Waltham’s newcomers arrived in March

or later, giving the district little time to work with them
before school closed for the summer. Missing so much of
the school year may exacerbate feelings of disorientation
among newly arrived immigrant teenagers who possess
little prior knowledge of how American schooling works.
This type of arrival profile imposes distinct challenges for
both educators and for newcomers themselves.

In some districts, more than half of newcomers
arrive after the start of the school year.

You have a kid who

comes in January, and
they missed all that

[initial ESL] instruction.
They’re lost, and they’re

constantly skipping, and
they’re like, ‘But I don’t

understand anything.
I can’t talk...I have no
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CARMELA PUCCI
Social Worker, Framingham High School

Approximate Arrival Timing for 2023-24 Newcomers in

Waltham (N=117) and Woburn (N=57)
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INITIAL ELP

Newcomers’ country of origin is correlated with their At the top of the figure, we see that in most districts

initial level of English proficiency, a key metric to gauge with more than 100 newcomers across these two years,

the level of supports that districts need to provide them. 75% or more initially scored in the L1 & L2 ranges. In
Since the ACCESS test is administered in January or Massachusetts, this score range is considered Foundational,
February, we restrict our analysis here to 2022-23 and and districts must provide “at least two to three periods
2023-24 newcomers who entered a Massachusetts high (a period is not less than 45 minutes) per day of direct ESL
school in time to take the test. In FIGURE 12, we show instruction, delivered by a licensed ESL teacher” to each
the distribution of newcomers by initial overall ACCESS student in this range.'* This intensive support requires

level for selected districts. The final category (white) is for qualified staff, classroom space, and considerable time

newcomers who met the ACCESS exit criteria on their very  in students’ schedules.
first test.

In the largest destination districts for newcomers, 75%
or more arrive with low levels of English proficiency.
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FIGURE 12
Initial English Proficiency for Newcomers, Selected Districts

NOTES Figure includes 2022-23 and 2023-24 newcomers who first took the ACCESS test the same year they arrived.
The total number of each district’s tested newcomers in this sample is in parentheses. The Massachusetts exit criteria
are a 4.2 overall level and a 3.9 level on the literacy composite.
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At the other end of the spectrum are newcomers initially
classified as ELs by their districts, but who scored above
the exit criteria (4.2 overall level and 3.9 for literacy) on
their first ACCESS test just a few months later. These
students likely began from a very strong base of English
proficiency when they arrived, and either their initial
classification was incorrect or they made rapid progress in
their first months in a Massachusetts high school.

As illustrated in FIGURE 13, there is a very clear
association between a district’s share of newcomers who
score above the EL exit criteria on their first ACCESS

test and median family income. In relatively affluent
communities including Lexington, Belmont, and
Brookline, at least half of their newcomers are in this
category. Many are speakers of Chinese, Russian, French
and Korean — languages spoken by very small minorities
of the state’s newcomers.

While these students are considered newcomers for

our analysis, their language development needs are

quite different from the students initially at L1 and L2
described above. Many of these newcomers likely have an
easier adjustment to mainstream high-school classes and
require much less ESL support from their districts in order
to be successful.

In Section 2 of this report, we have documented striking
differences in newcomer demographics in the state,

both across districts and over time. Newcomers are a
heterogeneous and dynamic population along several key
dimensions — growth in their numbers over time, their
share of a district’s total enrollment, the heterogeneity in
their home language and country/region of origin, the
timing of when they enroll during the school year, and their
initial ELP. Considering all of these dimensions, including
how they have changed in recent years, is essential to

fully understand the newcomer profile of any individual
district — the first step in meeting newcomers’ needs.

Newcomers with relatively high initial English proficiency
are concentrated in more affluent school districts.
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FIGURE 13

Share of Newcomers Scoring Above the Exit Criteria on Their First ACCESS Test

by District Median Household Income

NOTES Median household income taken from ACS-ED District Demographic Dashboard 2019-23. Sample includes
newcomers in 2022-23 and 2023-24 who took the ACCESS in the year they arrived. The Massachusetts exit criteria
are a 4.2 overall level and a 3.9 level on the literacy composite.
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SECTION THREE

DISTRICT POLICIES
& PRACTICES

The number of newcomers arriving each year, their region of origin,
their initial ELP, and the timing of their initial enrollment are all factors
over which district educators have no control. They must register and
serve the newcomer students who arrive at their high schools each
month, regardless of how many arrive and from where.

However, once newcomers have enrolled in a Massachusetts high
school, staff make a series of decisions about how to educate them:
their grade placement, the English Learner instructional program
they will be part of, their initial set of high-school courses, and their
access to special programs like career and technical education (CTE)
and alternative pathways. In Massachusetts, as in many other states,
districts have a fair amount of discretion in making these decisions,
either directly or in combination with families.

A key question is the extent to which districts treat newcomers
differently than other entering high-school students, including those
who are ELs. Are newcomers absorbed into a high school using general
policies and protocols that apply to all new students, or have local
practices developed to facilitate their entry in a more targeted way? We
examine district variation in these policies and practices by examining
quantitative data and evidence from interviews with district educators
who work with newcomers.
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GRADE PLACEMENT

One of the first decisions districts make when newcomers
first enroll is their initial grade-level placement." Our
interviews revealed many different understandings of how
grade placement works, even within the same district.
Some staff members reported that the student’s age is

the main factor, with older newcomers placed in 10th or
even 11th grade, regardless of whether they arrive with
transcripts from a previous high school. Others talked
about making the initial placement decision jointly with
the family, after discussing the student’s goals and the
possibility of earning college credits through early college
programs if they stayed in high school longer.

I think that we’re having a very
difficult time knowing what’s

what, where students should start.
They’re coming in with such...
interruptions in learning... We're
enrolling quickly. And I think

that what we're realizing is...their
credits aren’t exactly what we
thought their credits were. And
there’s four years, and we're trying
to make sure to maximize and have
students graduate [so] every grade
and semester matters, but we also
don’t want to have a 21-year-old
freshman, right? I think that’s really
the balancing act of the correct
placement of grades.

COURTNEY YOUNG
Assistant Superintendent of Curriculum & Instruction,
Woburn Public Schools

Still others described placement as a more rigid process,
with the sole determinant being the transcripts newcomers
bring with them; those who enroll without a previous high-

school transcript are automatically placed in 9th grade. In
some districts, particularly those with larger numbers of
newcomers, staff members work with families and contact
students’ previous schools to secure missing transcripts;
this is a taxing process for bilingual staff members with
many other demands on their time. Even once a transcript
is procured, DESE offers some resources but no formal
guidance on how to evaluate these documents and assign
credits for coursework completed outside the U.S.

The question of grade placement is particularly thorny for
older newcomers. We focus here on the group who are
ages 16 to 18 in September of their entry year. Statewide,
most students this old are placed in grades 10-12, with
30% starting in grade 9. However, placement practices
differ markedly among districts. For example, 16% of
older newcomers enrolling in a Boston high school are
placed in ninth grade, while the comparable percentage in
Springfield high schools is 64%. This can be true within a
district as well. In Boston, 54% of older newcomers at the
Boston International Newcomers Academy (BINcA) begin
in ninth grade, compared to 2% at Charlestown

High School.

Of course, one reason that districts might differ in their
placement patterns is that newcomers arrive with different
levels of English proficiency and prior educational
experiences. To explore this, we adjust for differences
among newcomers in initial ELP, country group, age

and timing of entry, and gender. In FIGURE 14, we

show variation in the 9th grade placement rates for older
newcomers in the 12 districts with the largest newcomer
enrollments, relative to the state average. The light green
bars show the raw differences from the state average, while
the dark green bars correspond to the adjusted differences.

Even when we compare students who are the same age,
from the same region, and who enter at the same point in
the year with the same English language proficiency, there
remain large differences across districts. For example, an
older newcomer in Springfield is 38 percentage points
more likely to be placed in 9th grade than a similar

newcomer in Boston.

This finding bears out a pattern in the evidence from the
interviews we conducted: There is substantial variation
in how districts are handling this initial, consequential
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decision for their newcomers. Difficult tradeoffs are
inherent in placing older newcomers in a high-school
grade. Those placed in upper grades have less time to
acquire English proficiency and to satisfy state and district
requirements before their expected year of graduation.
However, older newcomers who are placed in 9th grade
may feel socially alienated in classrooms with much
younger peers and discouraged by the longer time horizon
to graduation that they face.

In short, where districts place newcomers certainly matters,
but there are no clear answers about best practice. Our data
reveal that older newcomers placed in grade 9 are about

six percentage points less likely to persist into a second
year of high school than those who are placed in a higher
grade. It is important to keep in mind that this evidence

is not causal; many other factors might contribute to this
relationship, including differences in supports across
districts or even within schools.

There are strikingly large differences by district in the
initial grade placement of older newcomers.
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-20 -10 0

+10 +20 +30

Springfield

Lynn

New Bedford

Chelsea
Worcester
Framingham
Everett
Lawrence

Brockton

Lowell

Revere

Boston

[ ] UNADJUSTED

FIGURE 14

[ ApJusTED

Ninth-Grade Placement Rates for Older Newcomers Entering in 2022-23 and 2023-24, Relative to the

State Newcomer Average (34%)

NOTES Solid bars indicate differences from the mean that are statistically significant. Older newcomers are those at least 16
years of age on September 1 of their entry year. Sample excludes newcomers arriving later than March and those in districts
with fewer than 10 older newcomers in these combined entry years. Adjusted rates control for gender, language/country
group, age and timing of entry, and initial ELP; the sample for those models is limited to older newcomers who took the

ACCESS in the year they arrived.
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ENGLISH LEARNER PROGRAMS

Because newcomers are by definition ELs, another initial
decision districts face is which EL program model they
will participate in. Under the Language Opportunities for
Our Kids (LOOK) Act, districts in Massachusetts have
been permitted since 2017 to offer a variety of educational
programs for English learners. Prior to that, bilingual
education programs had been severely curtailed via a
ballot referendum passed in 2002. This history has no
doubt contributed to the continuing dearth of such
programs at the high-school level, despite compelling
research on their effectiveness.'s

In Sheltered English Immersion (SEI) programs, ELs
receive instruction and curricular materials in English,
while in bilingual education, students’ native language

is used for some instruction. There are different types of
bilingual education. For example, Transitional Bilingual
Education (TBE) is defined as “a program designed to
allow English learners to achieve long-term academic
success through English-medium instruction in general
education classrooms; provided, however, that the native
language of the English learner is used to support the
student’s development of English and content learning and
is then gradually phased out of instruction as a student’s
English proficiency increases.””” Other models, such as dual
language immersion, are designed to develop fluency in
both languages and serve native English speakers and
ELs together.

In a seminal study on elementary and middle-school
students, Valentino & Reardon (2015) show that ELs’
scores in ELA grow faster for students in all bilingual
programs compared to students in SEI. Students in TBE
and two-way bilingual programs also show faster growth
in math achievement than students in SEI.'®* However,
building effective bilingual education programs requires
support from school leadership, educators who are
linguistically and culturally competent in both languages,
and curriculum, instruction, and assessments that are
aligned in both languages.'”” These challenges may be easier
in districts with large numbers of newcomers who speak
the same language than in those with more substantial
linguistic diversity or smaller numbers of ELs.

In most Massachusetts districts, the EL placement for
high-school newcomers is automatic because only one
program exists. Nearly all newcomers in the state were
enrolled in SEI in 2023-24. Only three of the districts

serving high-school newcomers had additional EL program
offerings, according to state data. Two enrolled large shares
of their newcomers in transitional bilingual education
(TBE) — Framingham (71%) and Brockton (84%). In
Boston, one percent of newcomers were enrolled in the
dual language program at Margarita Muniz High School.

Brockton offers TBE programs in three languages: Spanish,
Haitian Creole, and Cape Verdean. However, according to
district staff, these programs are not all “true TBE” because
instructional materials are not available in Haitian Creole
or Cape Verdean. Instead, teachers use these languages

to help students access instructional materials in English.
Moreover, for many of the students enrolled in these
programs, English is their third language (e.g., speakers

of a Mayan language who learned Spanish in Guatemalan
schools, Haitian Creole speakers who attended French-
medium schools in Haiti).

In Framingham High School, 71% of newcomers in
2023-24 were initially enrolled in a TBE program in
Spanish or Portuguese (see case study). Historically,
students who arrived speaking one of these languages
but very little English were placed in TBE more or less
automatically. According to district staff, in recent years
many families (particularly Brazilian families) have opted
for English-only SEI instruction instead. To be eligible
for TBE, students must have arrived in the U.S. within the
last 12 months, score below a certain level on their initial
English screening, and be in 9th or 10th grade. Staff we
interviewed explained that older students are excluded
because they have so little time to build their English
skills before graduating.

The obstacles to the creation of more TBE programs at

the high-school level are formidable. Such programs
require a critical mass of newcomers speaking the same
language, a cadre of qualified bilingual staft, and high-
quality instructional materials in the students’ home
language. For many districts, especially those with small
numbers of newcomers, offering an in-house TBE program
is unrealistic. Even for those with a larger newcomer pool,
overcoming the resource challenges may require additional
district coordination and state assistance. But diversifying
EL program offerings is one research-based strategy for
traditional high schools to adapt and serve newcomers in

a more targeted way.
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welcome

bienvenid

The idea is that you will
have that one soft landing
year, where you can still stay
up with your grade-level
content material, but you’ll
be bridging and making
connections into English, so
that next year, when all of
your classes are in English,
you will be better prepared.

LYNN ROSEDALE
Former Assistant Director of Multilingual
Education, Framingham Public Schools

CASE STUDY

TRANSITIONAL BILINGUAL
EDUCATION: A BRIDGE FOR
FRAMINGHAM NEWCOMERS

Transitional bilingual education (TBE) is a research-based program
offered at the high-school level in only two Massachusetts districts. Lynn
Rosedale, Framingham’s former assistant director of multilingual education
at the secondary level, described the intent behind the district’s TBE
program: “If that is a program your family opts into, then you will receive
your science, math, social studies in a Portuguese or Spanish class in that
target language with bridging opportunities into English.”

The program has been modified in response to concerns that TBE students
were not acquiring English quickly enough to successfully transition to
mainstream classes, as evidenced by their slow progress on the ACCESS
test. Now students take only one year of TBE science and math, with more
emphasis on “bridging” to English over the course of that year.

Veronica deSouza, who went through the program herself as a student and
now serves as the ESL/Bilingual Department Head at Framingham High
School, explained:

“The T in TBE stands for ‘transitional,” so we added more English to it.
In term 1, we teach mostly in Portuguese or Spanish (depending on the
program the student is in) and then we start to transition throughout
the year to fully English with scaffolding in term 4...the kids get to
adapt little by little, instead of...everything in Portuguese and [then]
sophomore year, boom, here is English, which is what happened to me
as a student, and | saw happening to my students.”

A potential barrier to the implementation of district TBE programs is
recruiting qualified bilingual staff. In spring 2024, Framingham staff
described two partnerships to help address this need. One was the
Framingham Teacher Residency, a partnership with Framingham State
University funded through an Americorps grant. Through this residency,
10-15 student teachers were placed in the district each year with mentor
teachers; around 80% of them completed the program, obtained their
licensure, and took permanent jobs with the district. Another 10 teachers
a year came from Spain, with the district providing assistance with H-1B
visa applications. According to Lynn Rosedale: “We just have a wealth of
talent, and it is also something that’s been really prioritized as we’re hiring.
Framingham has a reputation, if you are a multilingual educator, of being a
place [where] we always have a job available.”

Aogas
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COURSE COMPOSITION

Once high-school newcomers are placed in a grade

and an EL program, their first course schedule is
constructed. Because of differences across districts in
how high-school courses are recorded in state data, it

is difficult to draw comparisons of course titles and
content across districts. Instead, we focus here on the peer
composition of newcomers’ initial high-school courses in
core academic areas (math, science, and social studies).
When a newcomer arrives in a Massachusetts high school,
are they enrolling primarily in heterogeneous classes with
a mix of students from different backgrounds, or are they
largely in settings with other newcomers?

Not surprisingly, the answer depends partially on their
initial ELP level. Newcomers who score at L3 or higher on
their first ACCESS test are more likely to be in courses with
fewer fellow newcomers and ELs. Many of these students
arrive with enough English proficiency to successfully
navigate mainstream courses.

For those arriving at L1 or L2, however, there is much
more variation across districts. In FIGURE 15, the most
variation in newcomers’ core courses occurs in districts
with less than 50 new arrivals in the L1 & L2 categories
per year (highlighted at the far left of the figure). We might
expect that these students would be in more heterogeneous
courses, simply because their high schools have far fewer
ELs to cluster together in separate classes, and this is

the case in many jurisdictions. But the range is startling:
The peers of the average L1 or L2 newcomer in 2023-24
included only 15% L1s and L2s in Bridgewater-Raynham
and Weymouth, but 95% in Gloucester.

Even among districts with more newcomers, the student
composition of their core courses can be quite different.
Worcester had over 150 L1 & L2 newcomers in 2023-

24, yet in their core academic classes, about one-third of
their peers were not at L1 or L2. In New Bedford, with a
fairly similar count of newcomers, the average L1 or L2
newcomer was in core classes where 93% of students were
also at emerging levels of English proficiency.

Again, there are tradeoffs inherent in the decision to group
newcomers with each other or start them in mainstream
classes. When newcomers are widely distributed across
the school, the imperative to adapt instruction to meet
their needs becomes shared by educators more broadly.
Professional development aimed at building staff capacity,
especially in high schools without much of a history

with this population, is extremely important, according

We kind of go back and forth on
whether those kids should be in
more of a mixed SEI class...when
they’re Level 2. And I think there
are pluses and minuses. The kids
in that room, where all the kids
are English learners, we find are
way more likely to take those risks
in speaking...whereas if we put
them into a general ed class, they
often sit in the back quiet, and
the teacher, who is well-meaning,
doesn’t ever call on them, because
they don’t want to put them on
the spot.

DEIDRE COLLINS
Former Coordinator, Multilingual Learner Education,
Bridge Academy, Chelsea High School

to many educators with whom we spoke. If teachers

do not consistently provide instructional scaffolds and
supports, newcomers will likely struggle to acquire English
proficiency and fill in any gaps in their prior learning.
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In districts with more than 50 newcomers at L1 & L2
each year, however, these students are generally in core
classes where two-thirds or more of their peers are also
at L1 or L2. This strategy means that a smaller number
of educators, likely with more expertise in working with
multilingual students, are responsible for their education
in core academics. It may also provide a learning
environment that feels safer for students to participate
and practice their English.

Yet these newcomers may miss important opportunities
to interact with native speakers, learn about high-school
rituals and traditions, and build their social networks. As
one Woburn staff member said in 2024: “We basically
segregate these kids for the entire school day. And so...
kids will go from ESL class to ML [multilingual] math to

ML U.S. history to ML science. So they’re just together all
day. They’re not really able to be enmeshed in the school
community. So opportunities to interact with native
English speakers are extremely limited, aside from their
classroom teachers. There hasn’'t been a lot of exposure to
the student body as a whole, which is unfortunate.”

These tradeofts make it unclear which option is preferable,
either for the schools or for the students themselves. Some
existing research suggests that “separating immigrant
students from their non-immigrant peers in classes

or schools can have adverse effects on all students”*® A
hybrid option could involve mainstreaming newcomers
but ensuring that quality supports are in place, such that
instruction is adapted beyond the use of Google Translate.

In many districts, particularly larger districts, most
newcomers are in core academic classes with other ELs
at low levels of English proficiency.
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FIGURE 15

Composition of the Initial Core High-School Courses of Newcomers Arriving in 2023-24 at Levels 1 & 2

NOTES Sample includes those newcomers who took the ACCESS test the year they arrived; districts with fewer than 10 L1s
and L2s in 2023-24 are excluded. For classmates, we categorize based on their 2023 ACCESS score when available, since
this score would be used for placements in fall 2023; we use 2024 ACCESS scores if 2023 scores are missing. “Core courses”
include math, social studies and science (we exclude ELA because of differences in how districts code their ESL classes).
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CAREER & TECHNICAL EDUCATION

Most Massachusetts public high schools offer some type of Career and Technical Education (CTE) option for students.
Given that many newcomers plan to enter the workforce as soon as possible, CTE pathways would seem to be an obvious
fit for this population. The opportunity to build marketable skills and even earn valuable professional certifications and
credentials, all while working towards a high-school diploma, is important for many newcomers.

In Massachusetts, there are two types of high-school CTE programs — those in standalone vocational & technical high
schools and those housed within comprehensive high schools. Less than one percent of the state’s 2021-22 newcomers ever
enrolled in one of the 31 standalone vocational & technical

schools. One likely explanation is that the admissions process

for these schools typically features an application deadline in I feel like there’s a mismatch

the middle of the prior school year, before most high-school

o between what [newcomers] think a
newcomers have even arrived in the country. Also, transfer

opportunities may be rare or unclear. Given that 6% of non- U.S. hlgh school does and what they
newcomer ELs and 11% of never and former ELs attended

need from their high school, what

these schools, the near-total lack of access for newcomers

raises serious equity concerns. their gOalS are, compar ed to what
Next, we turn to participation in CTE programs within we offer. So we offer standards-based
comprehensive high schools, which enrolled about 24,000 education — MC AS, a very academic

students in the 2023-24 school year.*! About 5% of newcomers d . d that's wh feel
arriving in 2021-22 were ever enrolled in a non-exploratory education...and thats w y welee

CTE program, compared to 13% of other ELs and 12% of the CTE program would be so gl‘eat

_ELs. ) i
nON-ELS for them, because if there is more

Newcomers’ CTE participation varies tremendously by district,

however. The share of 2021-22 entrants who ever participated immediate relevancy to alot of them,

in a Chapter 74 CTE class or program ranged from 0% to 55% they can geta ]Ob I'ight away.”
in districts with at least 10 newcomers. Of course, much of
this variation likely stems from differences in the number and DEBORAH SMITH

ELL Teacher and Instructional Coach,

11 ity of CTE fferings.
enrollment capacity of CTE program offerings Waltham High School

A second useful metric, then, is the difference in participation

rates between newcomers and all other high-school students in the same district. In most districts, newcomers participate
at a rate 10 or more percentage points lower than their peers. One explanation may relate to newcomers’ unfamiliarity with
existing CTE options and application procedures.

In Waltham, about a quarter of newcomers participate in CTE, which is similar to the rate for other students. Our
conversations with ESL and CTE educators at Waltham High School, detailed in the case study, highlight the important
distinction between access and equity. This is a larger theme that districts can struggle to address for many different
student groups, not just newcomers. Opening up access to programs like CTE goes hand-in-hand with the imperative to
provide instructional supports, modified content, and additional time for content and skill mastery so that all students can
be successful. For newcomers in particular, there is a tension between the acquisition of vocational skills and credentials,
on the one hand, and ELP on the other. Waltham’s experience illuminates the challenges in meeting both sets of goals.

S Ay tﬂh"}ﬁsﬂ :"""" a” 2 «
% -

sl % A " LAND OF OPRORTUNITY? | 32

"'y 2
".4(':.«&(,'? €



Photo Credit: Bailey Scott, The Waltham Times.

CASE STUDY

ACCESS & EQUITY: CTE IN WALTHAM

One-quarter of the newcomers at Waltham High School participate in CTE, which

is one of the higher rates in the state. Several educators there spoke with us about
the opportunities and challenges that the school, its staff, and its students have
experienced. While newcomers are accessing existing CTE programs, our interviews
revealed a shared sense that adapting those programs to better match newcomers’
interests and circumstances would promote their success.

The CTE admissions process in Waltham is based mostly on course grades; there

is no language prerequisite. Application materials are translated and all of them,
including the student’s written statement of interest, can be completed in other
languages. CTE instructors report that even for very popular programs, students
who complete all the application steps are generally accepted, even if their English
language proficiency is in the foundational stage.

Admitted students spend up to half of their school day in CTE courses beginning
in their 10th grade year, with instructors who are typically not highly experienced

5 or trained in working with ELs. The specialized vocabulary involved can pose
It S hard to hand baCk a particular challenges, as described by one educator: “The teacher is doing a lot
test that they falled when of Google Translate and handing out Google-translated slides of whatever she’s
talking about that day. The CTE program is incredibly technical...| think the trend is
I know.. .they have a ]ob a lot of people are translating these Tier 3 words into Spanish, expecting the kids to

. understand them.”
outside of school, and

While some newcomers are able to navigate the CTE program effectively, others

they’re probably working struggle, particularly with the written assessments required for certification. In
some fields, that certification is vital in order to embark on a career: “They need
three times as hard as their to be competent in these frameworks in order to get the certificate from us at the
. end. And...if you don’t get that certificate at the end, it’s kind of like, what have you
classmates and gettlng been doing the last two or three years? Has any of this really counted for you?”
no results. And that’s just CTE staff we interviewed offered several ideas for program modifications. The first
is to admit newcomers to CTE only after they have acquired enough English to
demoralizing to them, alld access the content, which would mean a longer timeline to program completion.
.e> Another possibility is to offer CTE courses that are co-taught by a technical
it’s hard fOI’ us to WatCh as instructor and a licensed ESL teacher. Finally, the state could modify its CTE
teachers. frameworks to require less vocabulary and content, or to develop an alternate set

of frameworks specifically for ELs. The idea of a different standard for newcomers
is something CTE instructors already believe exists in terms of expectations:

ELLEN DARCY “That’s the worst part. Our administration has told us that the goal is not for these
CTE Health Assisting Instructor, students to be certified, that we should soften our goals and they’re just there to
Waltham High School get exposure.”
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ALTERNATIVE EDUCATION
PROGRAMS/PATHWAYS

In addition to career/technical education, some districts offer
newcomers access to alternative programs or stand-alone high
schools. In Massachusetts, alternative education is defined as
initiatives “to serve at-risk students whose needs are not being
met in the traditional school setting”** The design of these
programs varies widely, as does the target population. A few, such
as the New Citizens Center in Worcester, are geared specifically
toward newcomers, while others target older students who are
working and need more flexible schedules.

Because so many newcomers are older when they arrive and

face the obligation to work, alternative programs like these are

a critical way for districts to adapt their existing offerings and
accommodate this population’s unique challenges. Alternative
programs or schools can offer academic credit for newcomers’
professional learning, smaller class sizes, and more personalized
support (see case study for one example). Generally, their more
flexible schedules and attendance requirements are likely a better
fit for those who are working outside school and/or who are very
far behind academically.

Unfortunately, the state’s data on these alternative programs are

not comprehensive, so newcomers’ participation rate is unknown.

In interviews, the issue of district resources came up repeatedly
in relation to this topic. For example, in Framingham, the district
began an Evening Academy in 2021 as an option for students
who worked during the day. The program grew rapidly, according
to administrators, and quickly became oversubscribed. A staff
member shared in spring 2024: “The Evening Academy is now
full. We have a long wait list for students who want to even
participate, so we're not even allowing them to come and do
that...It’s horrible”

There are many possible models, but this type of program innovation
seems particularly well-matched to the needs and circumstances of
many newcomers. Any efforts that can alleviate the burden of working

and attending school at the same time carry promise for boosting

newcomers’ school persistence and success. While administrative data
are not currently of much utility in assessing the extent of alternative
programs and newcomers’ access to them, examples from individual
districts illuminate the potential value of these programs and underline

the need for their expansion.

If they’re supporting themselves,
they’re much more likely to not
graduate because life gets in the
way at a certain point. If you're
paying your own rent, paying
your own utilities, and you have
to work, the second you get out
of school, you work ‘til midnight.
Then every morning, you have
to wake up and you have to go

to school, and your teachers are
asking you why you didn’t do
your homework, or why you’re
falling behind.

TRAVIS HARRIS
Multilingual Learner Department Chair,
Lynn Classical High School
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Our goal was: Give

me a reason. Give
me a reason you

can’t come to school,

and we’ll give you

a solution to how
we can make school
happen for you.

RON SCHMIDT
Founding Principal, Chelsea
Opportunity Academy

CASE STUDY

FLEXIBILITY &
WORK-TO-CREDIT: CHELSEA
OPPORTUNITY ACADEMY

Chelsea Opportunity Academy (COA) is a separate school for overage,
under-credited students housed within the Chelsea High School
building. Over 60% of the school’s students in 2023-24 were classified
as English Learners, and 91% had a primary language other than
English. Newcomers are not able to enroll in COA when they first arrive;
the school recruits only those students who have dropped out already
or who are failing out of Chelsea High School. Its minimum age for
entering students is 17 years.

COA has altered the traditional high-school schedule and curriculum
in almost every respect, in order to accommodate the needs of its
students. According to the school’s founding director, Ron Schmidt,
the vast majority of COA students are very behind in their academic
skills, have a history of trauma (often associated with migration

from Central America), and work many hours outside of school. COA
is open year-round with flexible student schedules and no “seat
time” requirements. Rather, the school designs courses that can be
completed in six to eight weeks, based on six core competencies that
encompass academic knowledge but stress skill development. ELs
begin with English courses for multilingual learners and courses in
science, math and history designed to promote language acquisition.

COA also offers work-to-credit opportunities, in which students
complete work-based performance assessments to demonstrate the
skills and knowledge they have learned through jobs outside of school.
As a school leader explained:

“Anyone who’s working can take a course that is designed to
leverage genuine learning in the workplace. So, | don’t care if you're
washing dishes or sweeping floors or a sous chef or landscaper...we
find a space to really recognize learning and giving credit for that
learning that has taken place outside of the school environment.
And I’'m not talking about sympathy credits here: ‘Oh, you poor
thing, you have to work — write an essay about it Not at all. It
actually dives into depth, into our competencies and how those

are used on the job.”

Finally, the school’s teaching staff work to engage individual students
and support them as they process the trauma they’ve experienced and
cope with the joint demands of working and attending school. One
ELA teacher explained: “Everyone has a crew. So every morning we’re
texting our crews, so kids are getting personalized text messages every
morning: ‘Where are you? How are you doing? Are you coming in?"”




In this section, we have provided a broad
survey of district policies and practices

that affect newcomers. There are important
differences across districts. One guiding
question is the extent to which districts treat
newcomers differently than other entering
high-school students, including those who
are ELs. In many respects, differences among
districts stem in part from the degree to which
educators are adapting their existing practices
to reflect the unique circumstances and needs
of newcomers.

For example, districts that invest in tracking
down missing high-school transcripts,
translating them where necessary, and
awarding credit for prior coursework abroad
may end up placing far fewer of their older
newcomers in ninth grade. Other districts may
elect to direct resources into TBE programs

or stand-alone academies designed especially
for newcomers. They may alter their CTE
admissions timelines and requirements to
open up access for newcomers, and/or they
may design alternative programs and pathways
that offer flexible schedules and competency-
based curricula. The findings in this section
demonstrate the breadth of possibilities for
how districts can innovate and rework their
existing policies and practices to better serve
high-school newcomers.

When you get an influx of
[Multilingual Learners], it

really starts to illuminate gaps

in your systems—whether

that’s registration practices,
instructional practices, family
engagement, etc. The students
themselves are not creating those
gaps. It’s that the systems were
never designed to fully support
those students, and their arrival
makes those gaps more visible and
urgent to address, which can feel
overwhelming for the system.

RANIA CALDWELL
Director of Multilingual Learners,
Woburn Public Schools

LAND OF OPPORTUNITY? |




SECTION FOUR

o et
e 7 '
i S by

We now turn to newcomers’ educational outcomes and how they differ
across districts. We focus primarily on two key outcomes: progress
towards ELP and high-school graduation. Both of these are critical to
newcomers’ prospects for higher education, economic advancement, and
civic engagement.

Progress towards ELP is a critical measure for this population. Indeed,
many interviewees identified learning English as the immediate goal of
most newcomers and their families. As one staff member in Waltham
shared, “I feel like the older students come in with an intense

need to learn something that they can do now, like they want to learn
English yesterday. Like, ‘give me it all right now [and] accelerate my
English learning as fast as possible, because I just need to get out of here
and go get a job.”

Similarly, graduating from high school is perhaps the clearest indicator

of newcomer “success.” One complicating factor is that the state-level
requirements for graduation have changed frequently beginning with

the graduating class of 2020 (see Policy Context sidebar and Figure 7),
including in the aftermath of the 2024 ballot referendum on the MCAS.
As a result, comparisons across school years in the high-school graduation
rates of newcomers are difficult to interpret.
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A question with potent implications for policy and practice
is whether there are Massachusetts districts that are
consistently more successful than other districts across
both outcomes. These “pockets of success” could hold
valuable lessons for other educators and administrators
looking to better serve newcomers.

However, we find that districts in which newcomers make
the most progress towards ELP are not necessarily those
where newcomers graduate at the highest rates, even

when we adjust for demographic differences in districts’
newcomer populations.”? Moreover, our estimates of the
effectiveness of individual districts can change dramatically
depending on which cohorts of newcomers are included.
In assessing any district’s “success” with newcomers, then,
in most cases the answer depends on the cohorts and

outcomes selected.

An important exception to this is Boston, where
newcomers have both higher graduation rates and

make more progress towards ELP than the average for
observationally similar newcomers. Boston is the largest
school district in the state, with by far the largest number
of newcomers. For that reason, we have more statistical
power to evaluate its performance than we do for other
districts in the state. For many other districts, estimates
are not very precise, making it hard to tell whether they

OTHER OUTCOMES FOR NEWCOMERS

appear to be particularly successful (or unsuccessful) just
by chance.*

With this as context, we turn now to patterns in each

of these two outcomes, which on average are quite low

for newcomers across the state. Most strikingly, few
newcomers ever reach proficiency in English during their
time in a Massachusetts public high school, and graduation
rates are much lower than those of peers in the same school.

1. PROGRESS TOWARDS ELP

While differences between districts are difficult to interpret,
we can draw the broad conclusion that newcomers’ rate of
English language acquisition as they progress through high
school is slow on average, particularly for students who start
at L1 and L2. This slower-than-expected progress is in line
with research showing more rapid growth towards English
language proficiency for those who arrive in early grades
rather than in high school.”®

In Massachusetts, the annual measure of that progress is
whether students achieve their individual performance
targets on the ACCESS assessment. In the school
accountability system, high schools that serve ELs have
10% of their total points awarded based on these targets.
The ultimate goal for individual newcomers, of course, is
to meet the EL exit criteria by the time they graduate from

How high-school “success” is defined and measured for newcomers might differ in key respects from the rest of their peers. For example,
attendance is a metric frequently used as a proxy for school engagement and for exposure to curriculum; in Massachusetts, the chronic
absenteeism rate (defined as the percentage of students who miss 10 percent or more of their days in membership) factors into the school
accountability system. However, for newcomers, and for some students in lower-income households more broadly, lower attendance may
also reflect the necessity to care for family members or work outside of school, often for long hours and/or in jobs that overlap with the

school day.

Another commonly used measure of high-school success is MCAS performance. However, many newcomers’ first attempt at the MCAS
happens very early in their high-school careers, in some cases only days or weeks after they first arrive in the United States. As they
adjust to their new schools, acquire more English, and take content-area classes, their academic knowledge and skills may show rapid
growth that outpaces that of other student groups. Their initial MCAS scores, then, constitute a less accurate signal of their current

performance and especially of their future potential.

Even college enroliment, clearly an important outcome for all high-school students, can be interpreted differently for some newcomers.
According to many teachers working with them, newcomers’ stated goals are often to learn enough English and acquire the other skills
to access higher-paying jobs as rapidly as possible. Particularly for those who are undocumented, the uncertainty of their futures in the
U.S. may preclude college from being a viable pathway. We do not analyze college enroliment for newcomers due to a data issue we
were unable to resolve in time for this report.
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high school. Since the average newcomer spends about
two and a half years in high school, their timeframe for
attaining ELP is extremely short. Research has shown that
the timeline to academic proficiency is generally four to
seven years.”

Unfortunately, newcomers’ progress towards English
proficiency is consistently low across districts. Very few
newcomers attain full proficiency in English during their
time in Massachusetts high schools; for example, only 15%
of newcomers in the cohort expected to graduate in 2024
reached the exit criteria by the time they left high school.
Most of those who did (82%) had initially scored at a 3.0 or
above, meaning they already possessed some knowledge of
English when they arrived.

In other words, just 4% of newcomers who arrived at

Level 1 or 2 ever reached English proficiency while in high
school. This includes students who graduated — only 6%
of high-school graduates who came as L1 or L2 newcomers
achieved proficiency in English while in school, according

to the state’s exit criteria.?”

Most newcomers miss their individual performance targets
in their first full year of high school. In FIGURE 16, we
present ACCESS growth for newcomers initially at L1 and
L2 who tested in the three consecutive years from 2022-24.
In all of these districts, the average first growth target for
newcomers was a gain of more than one level, as shown

by the dotted bars in each figure.” But in no district did
newcomers achieve that much growth in their first two years.

While progress is uniformly lower than the state’s
expectation, Figure 16 does reveal that newcomers initially
at L2 (right panel) make more progress on average than do
those at L1. Statewide, we see that the former group grows
almost half a level on average in their first full year of high
school, while the latter group demonstrates only 0.30 levels
of average growth. As noted earlier, this finding conflicts
with prior research showing the largest gains for students at
the lowest levels of initial ELP.

Newcomers at Level 2 make more progress on average
than those at Level 1, but both groups improve much
more slowly than the state’s expected rate.

AVERAGE ACCESS GROWTH FOR L1 NEWCOMERS

140
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FIGURE 16

D YEAR 2 TO YEAR 3 GROWTH

AVERAGE ACCESS GROWTH FOR L2 NEWCOMERS

"} TARGET GROWTH YEAR 1TO YEAR 2

Average Improvement in English Proficiency Among L1 (Left Panel) and L2 (Right Panel) Newcomers
Who Took the ACCESS in 2022-2024 for Selected Large Districts

NOTES Sample includes only those newcomers who tested in three consecutive years. First growth target is the average amount of
expected growth for newcomers at L1 or L2 in each district. Targets are calculated annually for each student, based on their current score
and the number of years remaining until their expected graduation. Prior to the 2024 test, all entering newcomers (regardless of their high-
school grade placement) were assumed to be in 8th grade for the purposes of the calculation.
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2. COURSE-TAKING PATTERNS

Of course, English language acquisition is not the only
goal for newcomers as they progress through high
school. Building their content knowledge and skills, as
outlined in the state’s curriculum frameworks, is critical
as well — even more so for newcomers who arrive with
large gaps in their prior education. However, measuring
districts’ success in this endeavor using MCAS scores is
problematic, given that the MCAS tests are administered
so early in most newcomers’ high-school careers. As
mentioned above, newcomers would be expected to make
most of their progress after they first take these tests.

One alternative is to look at newcomers’ course-taking

as a proxy for their developing skills. Massachusetts
currently has a recommended program of study, known as
MassCore, that includes the following requirements: four
units (each equivalent to a full year of study) of both ELA
and math through Algebra II, three units each of lab-based
science and history/social science, two units of the same
world language, one unit of art, and five additional units.”

In TABLE 2, we present MassCore completion rates for
newcomer high-school graduates in the cohorts of 2023
and 2024. Our main measure of MassCore completion
relies on an indicator in the state’s administrative data,
which is reported by districts for each graduating student.
Our analysis of these data suggests that this indicator
overstates completion (and probably does so substantially
in some districts).*

We see MassCore completion rates in many, but not all,
districts that are lower for newcomers than for other
students. For example, about a third of newcomers in
Waltham completed MassCore, compared to nearly 92%
of non-newcomers. This suggests that newcomers in
some districts are not accessing and completing the same
breadth and depth of coursework, on average, as their
non-newcomer peers. One potential explanation is the

requirement for ELs to take 1-2 periods of ESL instruction,
depending on their ACCESS level, which likely limits their

ability to fit other courses into their schedules.

Newcomers in many districts
complete MassCore at lower
rates than their peers

MassCore Completion

District Newcomer N Newcomers Non-Newcomers
Boston 620 26% 53%
Lawrence 249 100% 100%
Lynn 239 17% 15%
Brockton 230 6% 36%
Worcester 227 90% 97%
Lowell 132 8% 25%
New Bedford 13 100% 100%
Chelsea 107 100% 100%
Framingham 103 57% 68%
Everett 102 96% 99%
Fall River 100 95% 79%
Marlborough 94 100% 100%
Waltham 89 38% 92%
Malden 85 60% 53%
Quincy 80 38% 50%
Sprindfield 79 100% 100%
Revere 77 83% 97%
Milford 51 100% 100%
Methuen 51 69% 84%
Statewide 4,098 61% 85%
TABLE 2

MassCore Completion Rates Among Graduates in
the Cohorts of 2023 and 2024

NOTES District-reported MassCore completion percentages
are derived from SIMS data.

The introduction of a minimum statewide course-taking requirement, which has been proposed by the

Statewide Graduation Council, could incentivize districts to accelerate newcomers’ access to rigorous grade-

level content. Such a development, if combined with the targeted supports necessary to support newcomers’

learning, could be a net positive for this group. However, if requirements do not allow sufficient time for ESL

coursework to facilitate newcomers” English language acquisition, or if newcomers are quickly pushed into

mainstream courses without the supports they need, the impact could be more mixed or even negative.
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3. HIGH-SCHOOL GRADUATION

Finally, the high-school graduation rate captures the
percentage of newcomers who have satisfied state and local
graduation requirements and received their diplomas. In
TABLE 3, we show graduation rates by district and level of
initial ELP for newcomers in the pooled cohorts of 2023
and 2024. (Note that MCAS graduation requirements
changed across these cohorts; students in the 2023

cohort could demonstrate mastery in science via course
completion rather than the MCAS, while their peers in the
2024 cohort who graduated in January 2025 or later had to
fulfill no MCAS requirements.) The final column, which
displays the graduation rate for non-newcomers in these
districts, reveals a great deal of variation (from 66% in
New Bedford to 91% in Quincy) across these urban areas.

Reading across the rows, we can compare graduation rates
for newcomers at different initial levels of ELP within a
given district and across the state. The relationship is as
expected: newcomers entering at L1 are much less likely

to graduate than their peers who arrive knowing more
English. In districts like Framingham, Malden and Quincy,
newcomers at L1 are over 40 percentage points less likely
to graduate than their peers who arrive with marginally
higher English proficiency. This difference is much smaller
in districts like New Bedford and Springfield.

Reading down a single column of Table 3 enables the
comparison of graduation rates for newcomers with the
same initial level of ELP. For example, the graduation

rate for L1s ranges from a low of 28% in Framingham to

a high of 64% in Fall River, a difference of 36 percentage
points. We see similar variation even when adjusting for
newcomers demographic characteristics. For newcomers
initially scoring at L2, the range is from 53% in Somerville
to 88% in Fall River.

One potential explanation for this variation is differences

in newcomers’ attendance. In districts with low attendance
rates, we might expect newcomers to make less progress
towards ELP and high-school graduation. However, we
find that district-level attendance generally does not
predict which districts have higher-than-average newcomer

So looking at why kids aren’t
coming to school, is it because
they don’t feel welcome

and included in the school
community? Is it because they’re
working?...Is it because there are
mental health challenges that

are going on?...You know, kids
need to work and send money
back home. We just don’t have an
answer for that. But a lot of times,
there are things that we can do
better.

EDUCATOR
Woburn

outcomes. For example, in Boston, which does stand out
strongly for both progress towards ELP and high-school
graduation, newcomers have a lower-than-average adjusted
attendance rate during their first year.

A couple of factors may explain why we do not see a clear
relationship between attendance and later outcomes at the
district level. First, while students need to be in school

in order to learn, they also need to be fully engaged and
paying attention — which is challenging for those who are
working long hours in demanding jobs. Second, attendance
may be measured inconsistently across districts in terms

of how tardiness, leaving before the end of the school day,
and absences for each class period are recorded. It may also
be that the timing of absences matter, where a string of
consecutive days missed might be more detrimental than

a day missed every two weeks. For all of these reasons, it is
difficult to evaluate the relationship between newcomers’
attendance and their later outcomes.
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Newcomer graduation rates vary widely across
districts, even for newcomers with the same level
of initial English proficiency.

District Newcomer N Level 1 Level 2 Level 3+ Non-Newcomers
Boston 630 55% 76% 87% 80%
Lynn 349 38% 68% 84% 84%
Lawrence 278 52% 77% 90% 71%
Brockton 225 40% 70% 74% 76%
Worcester 212 55% 70% 78% 83%
Framingham 201 28% 72% 65% 83%
Lowell 159 44% 72% 67% 75%
New Bedford 150 49% 55% 70% 66%
Chelsea 134 42% 68% 73% 76%
Everett 133 34% 58% 80% 82%
Waltham 124 47% 67% * 83%
Marlborough 107 37% 59% 90% 79%
Springfield 99 56% 63% 53% 73%
Milford 98 30% 68% 59% 84%
Revere 98 38% 61% 73% 82%
Fall River 97 64% 88% 100% 67%
Malden 92 39% 82% 92% 82%
Quincy 78 33% 81% 91% 91%
Somerville 64 37% 53% 55% 87%
Statewide 4,531 45% 69% 78% 86%
TABLE 3

High-School Graduation Rates for Newcomers in the 2023 and 2024 Cohorts, by District
and Level of Initial English Proficiency

NOTES Graduates are those students who completed high school within a year of their expected
graduation year. Newcomers sample includes only those who took the ACCESS test the year they arrived.

Non-newcomers are all students in these cohorts who were not identified as newcomers in high school.
* Cell size is 10 students or fewer.
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POTENTIAL EXPLANATIONS: WORK OBLIGATIONS & TRAUMA HISTORIES

The findings on newcomers’ outcomes raise many
questions that are beyond the scope of our analyses. Why
are these outcomes so low on average, and what might
explain the differences that we see across districts? In
interviews, many educators shared with us that work

and family obligations contribute to the lack of progress
towards ELP and academic skills mastery. According to
Miguel Angelo Hernando Cupido, a biology teacher at
Chelsea High School: “I teach them the year when they
arrive, and some of them I teach the second year...theyre
full of hope. They want to learn English, [they see] so many
possibilities for this country. And then they discover they
have to work 40 hours and come to school. And I don't
know how they do it”

I think for a lot of the kids, if they are
older, they’re coming to us...living
these grown-up lives, these adult lives.
Then they come here and we're like, ‘Sit
down, be quiet. No, you can’t go to the
bathroom, you have three minutes to
get to class!

DEIDRE COLLINS
Former Coordinator, Multilingual Learner Education/Bridge
Academy, Chelsea High School

Work obligations can conflict with the schedule and the
rules on student tardiness and absences in most traditional
high schools. Newcomers who shoulder enormous
responsibilities outside of school may struggle to attend
consistently, particularly the first and last classes of the day.
When they do attend, they may be too exhausted to engage
with course content or even stay awake. According to one
educator in Waltham, “One of the kids...works constantly.
She’s working at night. She'll come in, and the Health
Assisting teacher reports that she sleeps through her entire
class, and it’s like, how do we deal with that? How do we
help her?”

Moreover, they “are not necessarily treated as adults”

when they do come to school, with restrictions on their
movements and even where they sit in classrooms and

the cafeteria. For newcomers who are responsible for
supporting themselves and their families, the rules in a
typical high school may feel infantilizing and disrespectful.

In addition to work pressures, another important barrier
to high-school completion is that some newcomers have
been exposed to trauma in their home countries, during
their journeys to the U.S., and in their experiences with the
immigration system. Once they arrive, some newcomers
experience housing and food insecurity as they live alone
or with distant relatives who can provide little in the way of
welcome or support. Those who are unauthorized entrants
to the U.S. may lower their educational expectations and
prioritize work over pursuing high-school and college
credentials they perceive as unattainable.”

Students who are grappling with mental health challenges
can easily conclude that school is not worth the struggle
and begin missing classes, a pattern that often culminates
in dropping out. A staff member in Framingham talked
about how this manifests: “So a lot of discouragement, a
lot of low self-esteem. You know, these kids, obviously, a
lot of them have trauma histories, and it’s just school math
classes are like the last thing they want to do”

One critical aspect of serving newcomers well, then,

is providing socioemotional supports for them and

their families. According to a social worker at Chelsea
High School: “[O]ur teachers are very good about
communicating with us when they’re seeing that
something is off in the classroom, and that can look like
attendance, that can look like avoidance, that can look like
disruptive behavior...[W]e are very comfortable making,
setting up meetings with students, other teachers, students,
parents, outside agencies — whatever it takes for the
student to be successful, we're pretty much willing to do”
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POTENTIAL EXPLANATIONS: INSTRUCTIONAL CHALLENGES

Given the imperative to work for many newcomers, it
seems rational for them to persist in school only if the
benefits are clear. But, as we documented above, progress
towards ELP is slow for newcomers on average, and in
some districts, those entering at L1 gain less than 0.2 levels
on the ACCESS test in a year. In conversations with school
and district educators, three potential points related to
instructional challenges emerged: teacher recruitment,
teacher capacity, and access to grade-level content.

First, district administrators recognize the benefits of
hiring bilingual staff from a variety of backgrounds to
work with newcomers and other ELs. According to an
administrator in Waltham, “We do try to hire bilingual
staff because not only do they have the language support,
but they have empathy and understanding of how to teach
the content and the language. We try to hire BIPOC staff
members because students are on our hiring committees,
and they have a voice in who they want to hire”

However, some districts struggle to fill open jobs,
particularly as the number of newcomers has risen so
steeply. Dr. Almudena G. Abeyta, Chelsea Public Schools
Superintendent, said, “But the problem is, I post for ESL
teachers and supports, and we have no applicants. I have
jobs that have not been filled. We can’t find people to

fill them?”

Second, teacher capacity and knowledge of how to

provide appropriate instructional supports may be lacking,
particularly for content-area teachers without much
experience with this population. These educators must
possess an SEI endorsement, which can be earned in one
of three ways: through their initial licensure program, by
passing an SEI Massachusetts Test for Educator Licensure
(MTEL), or by completing a stand-alone SEI course. The
latter consists of at least 45 hours of direct instruction on

required teaching strategies and topics, plus a field-based
component in which the educator practices the strategies
with students in a K-12 classroom.* However, this training
seemed insufficient to one educator working with two L1
newcomers in a mainstream class: “A word wall, graphic
organizers, all of the things that we learned in our SEI
courses...all of those things that we have been taught to
do is not enough for these students”

If you rewind only two years

ago, not all of our courses for

our emergent bilinguals were
grade-level courses, and now they
are. That had to be step one of
making sure that the educational
pathways were more equitable and
more supported for success.

LYNN ROSEDALE
Former Assistant Director of Multilingual Education,
Framingham Public Schools
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A staff member in Waltham described, “Our teachers

in content areas are...either overestimating or
underestimating our students. So what I find is I'll go
into a lot of classes, and either they’ll have the New York
Times out with beginners, and they’ll say, like, “You read
this article, and they're like, T don’t know any words in
this article’ ‘Oh, just underline all the words you know?’
Or I'll go in, and it’s too simple. They only have a photo.
There’s no text. And they’re trying to teach about the
French Revolution from one photo, and there’s no text to
accompany it.”

Finally, research shows that many newcomers may not
have access to rigorous high-school coursework.” For
instance, students arriving with large gaps in their prior
education may not be enrolled in grade-level courses

like Algebra I right away, or even for years. For example,
in a spring 2024 conversation, a Waltham staff member
said, “In our school, when newcomers come in, they do
testing for the math placement. We have something called
Newcomers Math...which is basically numeracy. Then we
have a transitional math class... They don’t take Algebra
I...if you're a newcomer coming in and you need to take
Foundations, you don’t get [Algebra I] ‘til your junior year”

Similarly, in Woburn, course-taking in English Language
Arts used to be restricted for many newcomers, although
this is no longer the case. In spring 2024, an administrator
shared: “The tricky part is that they’re not enrolled in ELA
unless they meet a Level 3 on the ACCESS assessment. So
there are kids here who are graduating high school who
have never had access to an English Language Arts course.”

More broadly, leaders in certain districts discussed the
need for newcomers to access grade-level content and
feel like they are making progress in meeting high-school
standards. According to one administrator in Chelsea:
“How do we raise the rigor in classrooms and make

-
-
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learning relevant so that the kids will want to come to
school? Because that makes a difference, too. Kids at this
age, newcomers or not, they want to learn and desire to
learn. And if we're not teaching at high levels, then they
will check out”

Newcomers face substantial challenges in making progress
towards ELP and graduating from high school. While there
is variation in these two key outcomes across districts,
newcomers consistently show average annual growth on
the ACCESS test that is far below the state’s expectations.
Moreover, in the majority of large destination districts for
newcomers, less than 50% of L1s go on to graduate. Even
after adjusting for demographic differences in district
newcomer populations, we see little relationship between
these two outcomes — a district with higher-than-average
performance on one outcome frequently has lower-than-
average performance on the other, and these patterns
change sharply from year to year for individual districts. In
gauging how well a particular district is serving newcomers,
then, it is important to consider both outcomes and look
across multiple school years.




SECTION FOUR

CONCLUSION &
IMPLICATIONS

But education... is failing this population in the state,

in the country. We don’t have an education that fits. We
haven’t changed anything — we are expecting that they can
learn in the same way that students learned 25 years ago,
when they need a different schedule, they need different
resources... We need to become more creative if we want to
make changes in our community, because our communities
are newcomers — that’s what it is becoming now. We are
hoping that [newcomers] change, that they look for
resources instead of education being changed for them.

EDUCATOR

LAND OF OPPORTUNITY? | 46



Newcomers are a heterogeneous and ever-changing group of students in Massachusetts
public high schools. In the aftermath of the pandemic, there were huge increases in
newcomer enrollments and notable changes in where newcomers came from. Now,
immigration restrictions and enforcement are driving further changes. Newcomers
constitute an important group in Massachusetts public schools; one in 12 new students
in the state’s high schools (one in six in urban high schools) in 2023-24 was a newcomer.
Yet many newcomers struggle to complete graduation requirements, and few attain
English proficiency during their time in the state’s public education system.

Here, we identify several main themes from our analyses of high-school newcomers
and explore the implications for state policies and district practices.

For high-school newcomers in Massachusetts, the landscape is characterized
by both geographic concentration and dispersion.

While districts like Boston, Lynn, Lawrence, and Brockton serve the largest populations, the vast
majority of Massachusetts districts now serve some high-school newcomers. This pattern, which is
similar to that identified in a few other states,* underscores two important roles for the state. One

is to provide guidance on enrolling and instructing newcomers, including the awarding of credits
based on foreign transcripts and on work-based learning. Districts that only recently began to serve
newcomers are in particular need of such guidance. The other is to develop and strengthen district
networks that facilitate opportunities for district leaders and educators to share experiences and best
practices for the newcomer population.

Many districts in Massachusetts are serving growing numbers of newcomers
(at least until early 2025), often with rapid changes in newcomer profiles.

These shifts create serious instructional challenges. Districts must respond immediately to their
students, but fixed budget cycles and facilities constraints make it difficult to do so effectively. In our
conversations, educators identified staffing as the most important factor inhibiting the necessary
rapid response. The recruitment of qualified staft also affects districts ability to roll out or expand
research-based programs like TBE and dual-language programs at the high-school level. Targeted
funding streams and staffing pipelines for high-school bilingual and ESL teachers in the main
newcomer languages could help to address these resource challenges.

We identified substantial variation in how districts work with older
newcomers.

For example, even after adjusting for demographic differences, newcomers who were at least 16

years of age when they arrived are much more likely to be placed in 9th grade in some districts

than in others. Given that older students make up half of all newcomers in Massachusetts high
schools, districts must consider the needs of this subgroup. Opportunities for virtual learning and
evening classes in some districts are helping newcomers make academic progress while fulfilling
demanding work obligations. Alternative schools or programs with more flexible class schedules

and competency-based curricula, increased access to and support with CTE pathways, and credits
awarded based on these students’ learning and skills developed through paying jobs are all potentially

LAND OF OPPORTUNITY? | 47



promising innovations. One role for the state could
be to support evaluations of these initiatives and
disseminate information about those that proved
effective in supporting newcomers” English language
development and academic skills.

District educators described a key
tension concerning priorities in
serving hewcometrs.

Many newcomers and their families place the most
emphasis on learning English, and English proficiency
confers enormous benefits in terms of college and
career opportunities. However, many educators
contend that comprehensive high schools are organized
around a different goal, that of mastering the content
set out in the Massachusetts curriculum frameworks.
Both objectives are clearly critical, and both deserve
sustained focus from all educators within a high school.
But ESL instruction is often the purview of a single
department, while other teachers focus on content
areas like American history, geometry, and chemistry.
The limited training provided to SEI-endorsed teachers

Sofmetimes I’'ll hear it, you know,
‘Why am I even here? I could be
working double hours, working
the morning shift and then the
night shift at the restaurant. I

can do it 80 hours a week. I could
send more money home, I could
be making more money. What’s
the point?’ I feel like we can do

a better job on that and helping
show the students, like, ‘Here’s the
point, here’s why you're in school’

CHLOE ARDON
Former ESL Teacher,
Woburn High School

means that the scaffolding and instructional supports necessary for newcomers to develop their

English skills and master course content may be missing.

In line with federal requirements, the state’s school accountability system weights students’

proficiency on the standardized MCAS tests more heavily than English language growth. So in this

respect, state policy implicitly incentivizes content knowledge over developing English language

skills.*® Additionally, the state’s current practice is to calculate gains in English proficiency by

averaging across all ELs, which may mask the progress rate of newcomers specifically. Instead,

Massachusetts could report progress towards ELP by EL subgroups (e.g., long-term ELs, high-school

newcomers) to capture differences within this heterogeneous group of students.

Massachusetts and other states confront a range of suboptimal policy
options relating to graduation requirements for high-school newcomers,
given that many arrive academically behind but older than most entering
high-schoolers and do not speak English proficiently.

The first, and probably least realistic, option is the acceleration of newcomers to meet the same

standard as other students, but in less time. While there are certainly older newcomers who

accumulate credits quickly enough to graduate “on time,” learning English and high-school

academic content on a compressed timeline is very challenging. Such rapid acceleration is

particularly infeasible for those struggling with work obligations, learning gaps from interruptions

in their schooling, and unprocessed trauma.

A second option is to grant newcomers more time to achieve the same standard as other students.
This idea was embraced by CTE teachers in Waltham. One of them shared, “The Level 1s — I just
don’t see it as possible. It’s not because I don’t want to teach them. It’s not because they can't do it.
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You're asking them to do it in a timeline that’s not even realistic.” Another CTE teacher said: “I would
say, if there was one thing that we could get from the state to support these students, it would be two
or three more years.” However, this additional time may not be attractive to most newcomers, many
of whom need to enter the workforce to support themselves and their families. This is particularly
true for newcomers who are older when they arrive. For a great many newcomers who are at least 16
years of age when they enter a Massachusetts high school, spending even four to five years in high
school is an unreasonable expectation.

A final possibility is to adopt a different standard for newcomers. An example of this is the
competency-based curricula of alternative schools like the Chelsea Opportunity Academy, where
course credits can be earned through demonstrations of professional learning and skill and
graduation requirements look very different than in most traditional high schools. Returning to
the example of Waltham, where newcomers arriving at L1 have struggled with the current content
and structure of the CTE program, teachers mentioned the idea of modified CTE frameworks for
ELs, perhaps with less complex vocabulary. The problem with this approach is that newcomers may
graduate without the knowledge and skills required to access promising career pathways and/or
succeed in higher education.

Given the challenges with any of these options, the state should closely examine how graduation
requirements for students and accountability policies for districts affect newcomers and the educators
who serve them. It is important to design graduation requirements that encourage newcomers to stay
in school and learn critical skills, as well as accountability policies that attract skilled educators to
districts serving large numbers of newcomers and incentivize districts to increase both the English
language proficiency and academic knowledge and skills of newcomers.

Massachusetts school districts have been struggling with various challenges in the aftermath of the
pandemic — persistent learning deficits, flagging attendance, and cuts in federal aid, to name a few.
Many districts with large populations of newcomers are now experiencing enrollment declines driven
in part by new restrictions on immigration. While we are living through a time of rapid change and
growing uncertainty for Massachusetts school districts, one thing is likely to remain true: Thousands
of current and former newcomers are now and will continue to be a structurally important part of
the state’s educational and economic future. They bring with them valuable language skills that are
often in high demand and can eventually help fill labor-market shortages in fields requiring bilingual
staff, such as education, health care, and social services.

Focusing on newcomers’ assets and histories, rather than their educational learning deficits, is
important to welcoming them into school communities, fostering connections with teachers, and
supporting their educational aspirations and sense of belonging. For example, in Chelsea, many
educators spoke of knowing every student by their “name, strength and story” Serving newcomers
well, to their benefit and to the Commonwealth’s, requires widespread recognition that newcomers
are critical members of the student population and that in the future, they will be an important part
of the state’s workforce and its civic life.
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