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Student Opportunity Act updates and improves
upon 1993 Education Reform provisions

A

lmost 200 years after its founding as the first public high school
in America, Boston English was again
the site of a landmark event as Massachusetts Governor Baker signed the
long-awaited (and even longer-debated)
Student Opportunity Act on November
26. Surrounded by a broad coalition of
students, legislators, and state, education,
and business leaders, the Governor commended the joint legislative efforts that
worked through difficult and contentious
issues to arrive at the final bill which will
boost investment in public schools by
$1.5 billion when fully phased in over the
next seven years.
The Act, which provides significant new funding resources to schools,
particularly school districts with high
percentages of low-income and English
Language Learners, was the legislative
answer to the Foundation Budget Review
Commission’s 2015 report that found
MA schools underfunded by almost 2

billion dollars This deficit was attributed
to the education funding formula’s failure
to keep up with inflationary costs relative
to employee and retiree health insurance,
special education, and the additional
amounts provided to serve the needs of
English learners and low-income students.
In addition to the revised Chapter
70 funding formula that will generate
unprecedented increases in annual state
investment, school districts will also see
increased reimbursements for transporting
students to out-of-district special education placements. It also raises the cap on
state funding for school building projects
by $150 million; fully funds charter school
reimbursements; and creates a grant fund
for innovative educational approaches.
To ensure that the bill achieves its goal
of improving educational opportunities
for all students, regardless of zip code,
or country of origin, school districts will
be required to submit three-year plans

Report on Resolutions 2019
The following is a report on actions taken on the resolutions that were considered by the Delegate Assembly at the annual meeting in Hyannis on Friday,
November 8. There were 107 districts represented at the Assembly.
RESOLUTION 1: Banning Polystyrene from Schools
(Submitted by the Silver Lake Regional School District, including the School Committees of Kingston, Plympton, and Halifax)
BE IT RESOLVED THAT: MASC urge the Commonwealth of Massachusetts to ban the
use of expanded polystyrene foam cups, bowls, plates and trays from Massachusetts
Public Schools by the 2022-2023 school year.
RATIONALE Proponents cite the presence of toxins, including carcinogens in polystyrene and note that containers manufactured with this substance can be found in
food and beverage containers that might pose a risk to students and others.
The resolution passed, as presented, on a voice vote.

continued on page 3

designed to close local achievement
gaps. These plans, which will be developed with input from school leaders,
administrators, faculty and community
representatives prior to final approval
by the school committee, would incorporate evidence-based programs and
support such as expanded learning time,
increased counseling and psychological services, professional development,
expanded early learning and pre-kindergarten, early college and career-readiness
pathways and a more diverse teacher
workforce. The plans will be submitted
to the Commissioner of Education (see
related article on page 2) who will review
the plans to ensure they set measurable
goals for student improvement with credible strategies for achieving them. Plans
deemed as failing to meet these standards
would need to be amended.
The bill also requires the Secretary
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MASC President Devin Sheehan, and
incoming President Deborah Davis
at the 2019 Joint Conference

Student Opportunity Act continued from page 1
of Education to collect data and report
annually on student preparedness for
college and career success by school district and high school, including student
participation rates in college and career
readiness programs, college acceptance
and graduation rates as well as the
percentage of students in internships
earning industry-recognized credentials.
Following passage of the bill the
Department of Education released a
statement giving further detail on how
the numbers will be calculated. In a
memo from the Commissioner, Riley
explained the Department is in the process of developing guidance, procedures,
and regulations needed to implement the
provisions of the legislation. In particular,
this pertains to:
• Chapter 70. While the Student
Opportunity Act updates the formula,
DESE is still collecting and processing
the enrollment, municipal revenue, wage
adjustment, and inflation data needed to
calculate the state aid allotments and local contribution requirements for FY21.
This information will be provided to
districts in January, in conjunction with
the release of the Governor’s House 2
budget proposal. (In his Legislative Bulletin analysis of the bill, MASC General
Counsel Stephen Finnegan noted that
DESE is required to calculate minimum aid adjustment using the base and
incremental rates in the FY2020 budget,
adjusted for inflation, plus the district’s
enrolment multiplied by $30. Minimum
aid is therefore the greater of either the
district’s foundation enrollment multiplied by not less than $30, or the minimum aid adjustment minus the previous
year’s Chapter 70 aid. This ensures
that no district is harmed by any
changes in this bill.)
• Low-income census. The updated
Chapter 70 formula applies the lowincome increment to students in families
at or below 185% of the federal poverty
level, replacing the 133% threshold used
for the “economically disadvantaged”
count in the past two years. For FY21,
the Department will use the greater of
(a) the current economically disadvantaged count obtained through our direct
certification process or (b) the district’s
FY16 low-income percentage applied to
its current foundation enrollment. Riley

says the Department is studying options
for collecting updated low-income data
for FY22 and beyond, and recently met
with MASC Executive Director Glenn
Koocher, among others, to discuss alternative strategies.
• Special education circuit breaker.
The act phases in the reimbursement
of out-of-district transportation costs
required by individualized education
programs for students with disabilities. In
FY21, DESE will reimburse 25% of the
eligible costs incurred during the 201920 school year (subject, of course, to
appropriation). School business managers
will receive detailed instructions from the
DESE School Finance office on accounting for and reporting these costs.
• Charter school tuition costs and
reimbursements. The act does not
affect charter tuition costs and reimbursements in FY20. For FY21, (a) tuition rates
will begin to reflect the changes to the
foundation budget rates, and (b) the act
commits to funding at least 75% of the
tuition reimbursement formula. The preliminary cherry sheets issued in January
2020 for FY21 will include tuition and
reimbursement estimates, but remember
that the final amounts can differ significantly from the initial estimates.
• District evidence-based threeyear plans. Each superintendent,
in consultation with the local school
committee, must develop a three-year,
evidence-based plan to address persistent
disparities in achievement among student
subgroups. In developing its plan, each
district must consider input and recommendations from parents and other community stakeholders, including special
education and English learner parent
advisory councils, school improvement
councils, and educators.
The law requires that DESE prescribe
the form and manner of these plans, and
the Department is working to finalize
plan templates and guidance documents
for release to districts as soon as possible.
At a minimum, the plans will require
each district to address four areas outlined in the new law:
• Establish targets and outcome measures
for addressing persistent disparities in
achievement among student subgroups;
• Identify specific evidence-based programs the district intends to implement

to effectively reduce these disparities;
• Outline how Chapter 70 funds, as well
as other local, state, and federal funds,
will be used to implement the plan,
including information about school level
spending and resources for selected student subgroups; and
• Specify ongoing plans to effectively engage families and measure family engagement efforts, including targeted plans for
families of low-income students, English
learners and students with disabilities.
Each district’s initial three-year plan
must be submitted to DESE by April
1, 2020. In addition, each district must
report data annually to DESE reflecting
progress made in addressing disparities
in achievement among student subgroups
as a result of this plan. In addition to
addressing any amendments required
by the Commissioner, districts may also
voluntarily amend their plans to reflect
changes necessary to meet district targets.
For charter schools, DESE will update
the annual report and accountability
plan requirements to incorporate all of
the information required in the district
evidence-based plans.
• School district reserve funds.
School districts that have established
reserve funds under G.L. c. 40, s. 13E
(for unanticipated or unbudgeted costs of
special education, out-of-district tuition,
or transportation) may now also use these
funds for payment of tuition to recovery
high schools.
• Twenty-First Century Education
grant program. The act establishes
a new competitive grant program to
address persistent disparities in achievement among student subgroups, improve
educational opportunities for all students,
share best practices for improving classroom learning, and support efficiencies
within and across school districts. We
need to await further legislative action
in an appropriations bill to fund this
program.
DESE will continue to update you on
implementing the Student Opportunity
Act. For general questions or questions
specific to your district, please email:
commissioner@doe.mass.edu. For additional analysis of the Student Opportunity Act and its impact on school districts,
refer to the November Legislative Bulletin
prepared by MASC Counsel Stephen
Finnegan which is posted on the MASC
website.
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To: All School Committee Members and Superintendents
From: Stephen J. Finnegan Esq., MASC General Counsel
Re: F.Y. S.2412 Ed. Reform Conference Committee Report
Date: November 21, 2019
ANALYSIS OF S. 2412 EDUCATION
REFORM CONFERENCE REPORT
On November 20, 2019 the House and
Senate passed the Student Opportunity
Act without dissent as modified by the
Conference Committee Report. The
Conference Committee modified S.2412
by requiring DESE to calculate the
minimum aid adjustment amount using
the base and incremental rates in the FY
2020 budget, adjusted for inflation, plus
the district’s enrollment multiplied by
$30- Minimum aid is therefore the
greater of either the district’s foundation
enrollment multiplied by a number set in
the General Appropriations Act, but not
less than $30, or the minimum aid
adjustment minus the previous year’s
Chapter 70 aid. This ensures that no
districts are harmed by any changes in
this bill.
A very controversial provision regarding
school district accountability was
resolved in Conference by requiring
school districts to develop and make
publicly available plans for closing gaps
in student performance. These plans
include specific goals and metrics to
track success. The Commissioner is
required to review these plans, and
districts are required to make changes if

the plans are determined not to meet the
requirements of the statue.
The Secretary of Education is required to
collect and publish data on student
preparedness in each district and high
school for post graduate success in
college and the workforce. The Secretary
is required to make recommendations to
establish statewide and regional targets
for student preparedness for workforce
and post-secondary education.
The final Conference Committee
revisions to the Student Opportunity Act
identifies educational and policy areas
concerning, analyzing the method of
determining required local contributions.
DESE and the principals of five
recovery high schools are directed to
examine the costs associated with
sending students to such schools, and
determine the average cost per pupil for
said students. Districts are allowed to
utilize their reserve funds for
unanticipated or unbudgeted costs
associated with recovery high schools.
Finally, S2412 directs the Massachusetts
School Building Authority and DESE to
review eligible expenses and
reimbursement rates in the school
building assistance program to ensure
that the program is accessible and

affordable to all communities. This
paragraph concludes the Conference
Committee changes as summarized
above. The remainder of this bulletin
is taken from my September bulletin,
which analyzes the provisions of the
Student Opportunity Act S. 2348 up to
the Conference Committee Report.
The Legislature passed without a single
negative vote the most comprehensive
education reform bill since the passage
of the landmark 1993 Education Reform
Act. S. 2412 will increase funding for
elementary and secondary education by
$1.5 billion over and above inflation to
be distributed over a seven-year period.
The Committee fact sheet states that
over time assuming inflation The
Student Opportunity Act could provide
an estimated $2.2 billion.
The Student Opportunity Act beginning
in Fiscal Year 2021 assumes a sevenyear implementation period. The current
fiscal year state budget approved in late
July of 2019 is not affected by
S.2348.The current year budget
continues through June 30, 2020.
.
In addition, S. 2348 requires a more
accurate accounting of the foundation
budget estimates of school districts
employee and retiree health care costs
by using up to date health insurance
trend data collected by the Group
Insurance Commission.
The proposed legislation also increases
special education enrollment and cost
assumptions to more accurately reflect
district enrollment. For example, the
“assumed in-school special education
enrollment” –changes this definition to
4% (as opposed to the current 3.75%) of
the total foundation enrollment in a

district plus 5% (as opposed to the
current4.75%) for vocational school
enrollment. Assumed tuitioned-out
enrollment shall remain the same as the
current statute. As defined in MGL c. 70,
S. 2 assumed tuitioned – out is defined
as 1% of the total foundation enrollment
in a district, not counting vocational or
pre-school enrollment.
SPECIAL EDUCATION CIRCUIT
BREAKER INCLUDES
TRANSPORTATION
The Special Education Circuit
Breaker provides state funding for the
extraordinary expenses associated with
certain special education expenses. This
account is supposed to provide state
funding for 75% of all approved costs
that exceed 4 times the statewide
average per pupil foundation budget, as
defined in Chapter 70, for the previous
fiscal year. The Circuit Breaker, which
has been fully funded for the past two
fiscal years, will for the first time
reimburse districts for transportation in
addition to instructional costs pursuant
to an Individual Education Plan (IEP).
The estimated annual cost to include
out-of-district transportation funding
is estimated to be $90 million.
The proposed transportation costs will
be phased in over four years. It is not
unusual for transportation costs to equal
or exceed the out- of district
instructional costs. The Circuit Breaker
law contains a new subsection that
requires priority be given to instructional
costs if, in a fiscal year, the amount
appropriated under this section is less
than 75% of all instructional and out of
district transportation costs that exceed
the approved costs threshold eligible for
reimbursement.

The reimbursement rate for students who
have no father, mother or guardian living
in the commonwealth, and for any
school aged child placed in a school
district other than a home town by, or
under the auspices of, the department of
transitional assistance or the department
of children and families shall be
addressed in the State Budget by
including said students within the
category of economically disadvantaged
students.MASC has worked closely with
the State Auditor over the years on this
issue and it is gratifying to see these
initial results.
MENTAL HEALTH AND RELATED
SERVICES FUNDED IN S. 2348
MASC has long advocated additional
funding for school health services. The
Student Opportunity Act increases
foundation budget spending for guidance
and psychological services to expand
social and emotional learning and mental
health services.
ADDITIONAL SPENDING FOR
MASS SCHOOL BUILDING
AUTHORITY (MSBA)
S. 2348 lifts the annual cap on MSBA
spending for school building
construction by $150 million. This
boosts total spending in this account to $
750 million, thereby enabling more
projects across the Commonwealth to be
accepted into the MSBA funding
pipeline.
LOW INCOME AND ENGLISH
LEARNERS
In 2015, the Foundation Budget Review

Commission (FBRC), made up of key
education stakeholders, including
MASC, made recommendations to
update the foundation budget. Starting in
Fiscal Year 2018 the Legislature began
funding those recommendations. The
Student Opportunity Act builds on those
investments, by increasing the base for
the low- income student increment that
varies depending on the percentage of
low-income students in the district.
Districts with the largest share of lowincome students receive an additional
increment of 100% of the statewide
average base rate.
S.2348 increases the foundation budget
increment for English learners with the
largest increase targeted to high-school
age English learners due to the increased
needs of those students. The Student
Opportunity Act defines low-income
students as those students in families
with incomes equal to or less than185%
of the federal poverty level. In recent
years DESE used a 133% threshold.
CHARTER SCHOOL TUITION
REIMBURSEMENTS
S.2348 includes a timeline for fully
funding charter school reimbursement
costs, which provide transitional aid to
assist districts when students leave to
attend charter schools. The Student
Opportunity Act commits to a three-year
implementation time line to fully fund
the charter school tuition reimbursement
program as most recently adopted in the
Fiscal Year 2020 budget. The tuition
reimbursements shall be made in
accordance with the following funding
schedule: not less than 75% of all
eligible costs in fiscal year 2021; not
less than 90% of all eligible costs in
fiscal year 2022; and not less than

100% of all eligible costs in fiscal year
2023.
21st CENTURY EDUCATION
TRUST FUND ESTABLISHED
The Student Opportunity Act establishes
the 21st Century Education Trust Fund to
provide flexible funding to districts and
schools pursuing creative approaches to
student learning and district
improvement.
School districts must develop and make
publically available plans for closing
opportunity gaps. It appears that these
plans must include specific goals and
metrics to track success.
The Secretary of education will collect
and publish data on student preparedness
in each school district and high school
for post graduate success in college and
the workforce.
DATA ADVISORY COMMISSION
S.2348 establishes a Data Advisory
Commission to help improve the use of
data at the state, district and school
levels to inform strategies that
strengthen teaching, learning and
resource allocation. MASC has been at
the forefront of the efficient and nonreplicative collection of data. MASC is a
member of this Commission.
RURAL SCHOOLS COMMISSION
S.2348 establishes a special commission
to study and make recommendations
concerning the long term fiscal health of
rural school districts that may face
declining student enrollment. MASC is a
member of this commission.

GOVERNOR BAKER MAY VETO
ALL OR SOME SPECIFIC
PROVISIONS OF S.2412 WITHIN
TEN DAYS OF ITS PASSAGE.
It is not anticipated that the Governor
would veto the entire bill, which he
generally supports. He has expressed
some reservations about accountability
matters, which have also been addressed
in S. 2412. The Governor may push for a
more robust accountability process.
MASC believes that the Conference
Committee struck the correct balance on
the issues of accountability that have
been inserted into S.2412.
Another controversial matter arose late
in the process concerning Proposition 2
½. Citizens for Limited Taxation in a
memo to legislators opposed S.2412
because it may weaken Prop 2 ½. MASC
supports the modest refinements
contained in the bill to address the
possibility that some districts may have
difficulty meeting their local
contribution requirements.
We will keep you informed about the
Governor’s actions.

News from Commissioner Jeffrey C. Riley & the
MA Department of Elementary and Secondary Education

On the Desktop – January 8, 2020
Guidance for SOA Plans for the Month of January
Dear Superintendents, Charter School Leaders and Assistant Superintendents,
Welcome back, and I hope you had a restful holiday break. With budget season kicking off, I
understand that leaders are eager for guidance about how to begin work on the three-year
district plans that the Student Opportunity Act (SOA) requires. The information below should
help guide your work over the coming month.
Key dates and timeline: We expect to release the template and further guidance for SOA
district plans by the end of this month. We expect the Governor's House 2 budget proposal will
be released on January 22. At the Massachusetts Association of School Superintendents’ MidWinter Meeting on January 23, I will present additional information and context leading up to
the template and guidance. Please plan to attend that meeting or send a designee.
Throughout February and early March, we expect that local communities will want to hold the
required local stakeholder engagement processes outlined in the law. Please note that we are
asking districts to ensure local school committees vote on the SOA plans in March prior to
submission by April 1, 2020.
While I know that leaders are eager to begin planning, I urge you not to begin in earnest until
the Governor’s House 2 budget proposal is released and DESE provides the SOA plan template
and guidance. It will be critical to accurately frame the magnitude of the increase your school
system will receive under the SOA for your school and district community. As you know, annual
budget numbers depend on multiple state and local factors, and DESE will help superintendents
with messaging as budget numbers are finalized.
Student Opportunity Act district plans: As districts begin thinking about upcoming work
regarding the SOA district plans, here is some initial direction:
● While the district plan template will address all requirements of the law, we intend to
have plans focus primarily on the evidence-based programs your district elects to
implement and how new funding will be spent to reduce disparities in performance
among student subgroups.
● We recognize that the level of new funding available will vary widely across districts.
With this in mind, we will take a bifurcated approach to district plans, with a
substantially shorter form for those not receiving large funding increases.

● The SOA plan template will not ask districts to submit a comprehensive strategic plan.
We expect districts already have a local strategic plan and that this document may
provide an effective foundation from which SOA plans can be built.
● Instead, the SOA plan template will ask districts to “do a few things well.” Districts will
be asked to outline a small number of bold commitments to improve the performance
of student subgroups over three years.
● As part of our guidance document, we will provide a menu of evidence-based programs
from which districts can choose. Districts can also submit additional programs for me to
consider for approval. For some items on the DESE menu, we may make additional
funds available through competitive grants.
● Please note that the guidance will also provide information about outcome metrics and
targets to minimize districts’ workload.
I believe that the template and guidance will be a significant source of support for districts as
you work to complete your plans, so I urge you not to move too far into planning before you
receive these documents. This is especially true for districts that are not receiving significant
new funds. For them, completing the SOA plan should be a relatively simple and
straightforward exercise.
Stakeholder engagement: The SOA states: “Each district’s plan shall be developed by the
superintendent in consultation with the school committee and shall consider input and
recommendations from parents and other relevant community stakeholders, including but not
limited to, special education and English learner parent advisory councils, school improvement
councils and educators in the school district.”
We will not require a one-size-fits-all approach to stakeholder engagement. Many options exist
for how districts could elect to run these processes, including:
 Local school committees may solicit feedback via hearings or in the public comment
section of regularly scheduled meetings,
 Districts may partner with a community-based organization to host feedback sessions
for local stakeholders,
 Principals and department heads may meet with stakeholders and aggregate feedback,
or
 Districts could use online surveys or other platforms to collect feedback.
You should feel free to begin designing your approach and setting up these mechanisms, but
we caution against beginning to receive feedback until you can brief your community about the
magnitude of your individual budget increases. Again, please note that local school committees
should approve SOA plans before submitting the plans to DESE.
Support and technical assistance: As budget numbers come into focus, we are designing our
technical assistance and support plan for districts. Stay tuned for more details in the coming
weeks. If you have an urgent question before we release the guidance, please email

SOAplans@doe.mass.edu, and we will get back to you with the best information we have at this
time.
Suggested next steps for this month:
● Educate your community about the specifics of the new Student Opportunity Act.
● Message the need to receive the Governor's budget proposal before you can say how
your community will be impacted. Make sure to caution local stakeholders that
numbers may differ from earlier projected models.
● Begin mapping out a stakeholder engagement plan for February/March.
● Ensure you have a school committee meeting on the books in the second half of March
for a vote on the SOA plan.
Stay tuned for further guidance and support from DESE later this month.

Sincerely,
Jeffrey C. Riley
Commissioner

THE GENERAL COURT OF MASSACHUSETTS
JOINT COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION

Student Opportunity Act
Fact Sheet
November 18, 2019

The Student Opportunity Act makes an unprecedented $1.5 billion new investment in
Massachusetts public education, ensuring public schools have adequate resources to provide a
high-quality education to students across the state, regardless of zip code or income level.
Assuming inflation, over time the bill could provide an estimated $2.2 billion.
The Student Opportunity Act significantly helps school districts that serve high percentages of
low-income students. At the same time, school districts across the Commonwealth will benefit
from updates to the existing funding formula, along with increased state investment in other
vital education aid programs such as transportation, school buildings and special education.
These new investments, coupled with policy updates, are designed to monitor and measure
progress, support effective approaches to closing opportunity gaps, and deliver results for all
students.
This bill modernizes the K-12 education funding and policy landscape in four areas:
1. Fully implements the recommendations of the Foundation Budget Review Commission
(FBRC) to ensure that the school funding formula provides adequate and equitable
funding to all districts across the state. Provides an estimated $1.4 billion in new Chapter
70 aid over and above inflation when fully implemented over the next seven years. The
foundation budget is updated as follows:
 Estimates school districts’ employee and retiree health care costs using up to date
health insurance trend data collected by the state’s Group Insurance Commission
(GIC).
 Increases special education enrollment and cost assumptions to more accurately
reflect district enrollment.
Student Opportunity Act Fact Sheet
November 2019
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Increases funding for English learners (EL) that is differentiated by grade level to
reflect the greater resources required to educate our older EL students.
Addresses the needs of districts educating high concentrations of students from
low-income households by:
o Providing additional funding based on the share of low-income students in
each district; districts educating the largest percentage of low-income
students will receive an additional increment equal to 100% of the base
foundation;
o Returning the definition of low-income to 185% of the Federal Poverty Level,
as opposed to the 133% level that has been used in recent years.

2. Provides additional state financial support to help public schools and communities deliver
a high-quality education to every student by:
 Increasing foundation rates for guidance and psychological services that will
support expanded social–emotional supports and mental health services.
 Fully funding charter tuition reimbursements, which provide transitional aid to help
districts when students leave to attend charter schools, within a three year
timetable.
 Expanding the special education circuit breaker, which reimburses districts for
extraordinary special education costs, to include transportation costs in addition to
instructional costs, phased in over four years.
 Lifting the annual cap on Massachusetts School Building Authority (MSBA) spending
for school building construction/renovation by $200 million (from $600 million to
$800 million), enabling more projects across the state to be accepted into the MSBA
funding pipeline.
3. Implements policy updates designed to maximize the impact of new funding in improving
student outcomes and closing opportunity gaps.
 Establishes the 21st Century Education Trust Fund to provide flexible funding to
districts and schools pursuing creative approaches to student learning and district
improvement.
 School districts, in collaboration with parents and community stakeholders, must
develop and make publicly available plans for closing opportunity gaps. These plans
will include specific goals and metrics to track success.
 The Secretary of Education will collect and publish data on student preparedness in
each district and high school for post-graduate success in college and the
workforce.
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Establishes a Data Advisory Commission to help improve the use of data at the
state, district, and school levels to inform strategies that strengthen teaching,
learning and resource allocation.

4. Identifies education policy areas requiring further analysis.
 The Department of Revenue (DOR) and DESE are directed to analyze the method of
determining required local contributions in the Chapter 70 formula for the purpose
of improving equity, predictability and accuracy.
 Establishes a Rural Schools Commission to investigate the unique challenges facing
rural and regional school districts with low and declining enrollment. The
Commission will make recommendations for further updates to help impacted
districts and communities.
 Creates a review of the MSBA program to assess whether or not the program
guidelines need to be updated to meet district needs.
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