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Massachusetts is widely lauded as a national model for K-12 education, given its
consistently high levels of academic achievement and educational attainments.
In our 2020 report, Lifting All Boats?, we detailed the substantial progress the state’s educational

system has made since the Education Reform Act of 1993, as well as the ways in which focusing on
average improvements concealed substantial inequalities throughout the system, with a particular
focus on disparities byfamily income.

Here, we turn our attention to a critical but understudied group, immigrant newcomers to
Massachusetts public schools. We define newcomers as English learners (ELs) in their first 12
months of schooling in the United States. In this report, we focus on newcomers who arrive in
grades 9-12, bringing linguistic and cultural diversity to the
Commonwealth’s high schools. These students, many of whom
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Here, we report on the demographic characteristics and educational outcomes of high-school W
newcomers over time, using longitudinal data from the Massachusetts Department of Elementary
and Secondary Education (DESE). A second report will examine differences in outcomes for high-
school newcomers by school district.
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WE HIGHLIGHT SIX KEY FINDINGS:

1. Over the past 15 years, the number of newcomers has nearly tripled,
and the population has changed dramatically.

The number of high-school newcomers

has nearly tripled since 2008, witha First Languages of Newcomers Over Time
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2022, this figure had climbed to 84%.
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2. More districts are serving newcomers, but newcomers are
concentrated in relatively few schools.

Across the Commonwealth, 95 districts served at least five newcomers in 2022 (up from 59 in
2008), so more schools than ever before need to be prepared to support newcomers’ learning
needs. That said, more than half of all high-school newcomers in 2022 were concentrated in
ten urban districts (with the most in Boston, Lynn, and Worcester) and only 14 high schools.
The dramatic increase in newcomers in several urban districts has substantially strained
available resources, but also represents an opportunity to target services and supports efficiently.

3. The profiles of newcomers differ dramatically across districts.

Districts serve quite different populations of high-school newcomers. For example, more
than 95% of newcomers in Lawrence and Lynn speak Spanish, while more than two-thirds of
newcomers in Framingham and Malden speak Portuguese. This heterogeneity underlines the
importance of a customized approach in meeting the specific needs of newcomers in each locale.

4. Most newcomers are not meeting growth targets for English
language proficiency.

Each year, the state sets annual improvement targets for each English learner on the ACCESS
test, a standardized assessment of academic English proficiency in speaking, listening,
reading and writing. Fewer than 30% of newcomers meet their initial targets. In fact, a
quarter of newcomers who take the ACCESS test twice show no increase in their overall level
after a full year in a Massachusetts high school, and only 21% ever score at or above the level
required to exit the EL program.
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5. The state’s competency determination (CD) policy disproportionately affects newcomers.
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scores to impute what their scaled scores would have been.

6. High-school completion and college enroliment rates for newcomers are relatively low.
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" Massachusetts has a'r'eputation as one of the leading K-12 public education systems in the nation. The extent
to which that reputation will be maintained in the decades ahead will depend on the state’s progress in serving
vulnerable, high-needs students like those profiled here. Improving upon current rates of English language
acquisition, high-school graduation, and college completion is imperative. Keeping newcomers enrolled in school

may necessitate the creation of more flexible, alternative programs that accommodate their work obligations
and target older students. The delivery of rigorous, high-quality instruction designed to address learning gaps
from interrupted or limited prior schooling also seems key. Ensuring that newcomers are academically prepared
for higher education and skilled careers is critical to increasing their labor market opportunities and ensuring a
diverse and skilled labor force in the Commonwealth in the coming years.
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