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 Introduction 
We believe that great schools create the conditions for students to regularly engage in Deeper Learning. 
In these schools, students are known and valued, learning experiences are relevant, real-world, and 
interactive, and individualized supports enable students to excel at grade level or beyond. This approach 
builds on the research of effective instruction, with an emphasis on culturally and linguistically 
sustaining practices.  

Deeper Learning 
Deeper Learning is defined as grade-level work that is relevant, real-world, and interactive and leads to 
student demonstration of Mastery, Identity, and Creativity.   

★ Mastery is evident when all students develop the knowledge and/or skills outlined in the 
standards and practices, with the ability to transfer that knowledge across situations.  

★ Identity is evident when all students become more invested in the discipline by thinking of and 
seeing themselves as capable and active agents who do that kind of work. To support a shift in 
thinking from “I am learning about biology,” to “I am a biologist,” educators affirm students’ 
complex identities, including cultural and racial heritage, and leverage their funds of knowledge, 
experiences, and interests. 

★ Creativity is evident when all students shift from receiving knowledge of a discipline to acting or 
applying their learning to share ideas, solutions, and/or make something within the discipline.  

Visit DESE’s Deeper Learning web page for more information about Deeper Learning. 

Culturally and Linguistically Sustaining Practices 
Culturally responsive learning environments view culture and identity as assets and valuable resources, 
including students' race, ethnicity, or linguistic assets, among other characteristics. Classrooms across 
these schools regularly provide culturally and linguistically sustaining practices. 

Culturally Sustaining Practices call for schools as places that should be “sustaining – rather than 
eradicating – the cultural ways of being of communities of color” through: 

 Critical centering on dynamic community languages, valued practices, and knowledges 
 Student and community agency and input, 
 Content and instruction that acknowledges the histories of racial, ethnic, and linguistic 

communities, 
 Contending with internalized oppressions, and 
 Educators to be able to “curricularize” (or adapt curriculum to) those learning settings 

Linguistically Sustaining Practices promote multilingualism as an asset, honor the linguistic resources 
students bring to the classroom, and rely on a research-based understanding of how students acquire 
language. Leveraging their understanding of students and the process of language acquisition, educators 
unpack the language expectations embedded in classroom tasks and design scaffolds and explicit 
language instruction that provide all students access to rigorous content.  

Visit DESE’s Culturally Responsive Teaching & Leading web page for more information and works cited.  

 

https://www.doe.mass.edu/kaleidoscope/overview.html
https://www.doe.mass.edu/instruction/culturally-responsive/
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A Tool for Coherent Planning 

Over the last several years, the Department has published and utilized several frameworks and resources 
(see Appendix) that capture elements of great schools and levers to create conditions that improve 
student outcomes. This planning tool pulls them together and builds off of them to illustrate a systems-
level path toward achieving this vision, which requires school systems to engage in a coherent planning 
process, including: 

★ Beginning with a shared instructional vision, grounded in deeper learning and culturally and 
linguistically sustaining practices; 

★ Identifying a high-leverage instructional priority (or priorities) that will move teaching and 
learning closer to that vision; 

★ Identifying tiered supports that will enhance or increase access to the instructional priority for 
all students; and 

★ Finally, aligning specific systems and structures for staff development, resource allocation, and 
continuous improvement to support the instructional priority and related tiered supports.

 

The following sections in this planning guide invite you to review your current data, reflect on your 
practices, systems, and structures, and identify high-leverage priorities to drive improvement 
planning, all through an equity lens. 

I. Starting with a Review  
II. Conducting the Self-Assessment  

III. Prioritization and Planning 

Once priorities and potential focus areas have been identified, school systems may wish to dive 
deeper into particular focus or content areas. These deeper dives can be accessed through the 
Appendix documents and in partnership with various Department support teams.

https://www.doe.mass.edu/csdp/guidebook/appendix-frameworks.pdf
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I. Starting With A Review

Guiding Question: How close are we to our vision based on current systems? 

How close are we to our vision based on current systems? 

We must examine our current systems to move closer to a vision of deeper learning for all 
students. The self-assessment covers many complex elements that you likely will not be able to 
easily or immediately evaluate. 

As you preview the self-assessment, consider which data sources you will draw on to respond 
accurately and thoroughly to each indicator. Below is a recommended sequence and data types 
you should include in the self-assessment process. These data sources are meant to be viewed 
holistically to inform your understanding of strengths and areas for growth; no data point should 
be considered in isolation. In addition to gaining a system-wide understanding of strengths and 
areas for growth, you should use this process to identify particular discrepancies in outcomes, 
access, and experiences between student populations, classrooms, and/or schools. There will be 
myriad ways in which you can conduct the self-assessment. This guide offers you two options for 
using data to inform your self-assessment process. You can engage in a self-assessment planning 
sequence or host a retreat where the group uses readily accessible data during the self-
assessment process.  

★ Sequenced Planning Option Here, a team meets before conducting the self-assessment to
triangulate and analyze data. The team may be the district leadership team or a subset of
the larger stakeholder group. Prior to the self-assessment, the team reviews the self-
assessment and conducts the data and document collection and assessment. This can
occur in a prolonged workshop setting or over multiple meetings. They then bring this
information to the full planning team's self-assessment session(s).

★ Retreat Option In this option, the team meets in one lengthy session or a series of
sequential meetings to gather and analyze data and documents and complete the self-
assessment. In order for this to happen, it is recommended that the people who need to
pull up data and documents are present and available to gather this information during the
meeting(s).

Equity Pause 

How are we explicitly centering the voices of students, families, and diverse stakeholders in our 
planning process? Use this Data Equity Pause Protocol to examine your data through an equity 
lens. 

https://www.doe.mass.edu/csdp/guidebook/equity-pause-protocol.docx
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Regardless of the model, the following components of data review will be vital in helping you rate 
yourself on the self-assessment. It is important to note that while school and district processes 
may vary, it is crucial to leverage the perspectives of diverse stakeholders and consistently ask, 
"How do we know?" to anchor data on the student experience. 

 

Look at Student Outcomes and Instructional Data  

Looking at student outcomes, including accountability data, can provide a high-level view of 
progress toward your vision and where there may be gaps in opportunities for particular students 
(such as in specific grade levels, subject areas, schools, or student populations). These outcome 
data can help you identify more targeted instructional data for a closer look at student experience 
in the classroom, including examining curricular materials and observing instructional strategies. 
Together, these data sources can help point school systems toward areas worth exploring in more 
detail as potential focus areas for continuous improvement.  

Hear from Students and Other Stakeholders  

School systems should use the data analysis conducted with accountability and instructional data 
to speak directly to students and other stakeholders (including staff members and families) about 
their perspectives and experiences. Prioritizing the students identified as having the least access to 
the system’s vision will provide a critical perspective on what areas should be focused on for 
continuous improvement while helping the district center equity in its improvement efforts. 

Identify Additional Relevant Systems Information  

Finally, system leaders can use the information unearthed in the data analysis and conversations 
with students and other stakeholders to identify particular systems and structures closely linked to 
the focus areas identified for improvement efforts. You may review additional system-specific 
documentation and/or data, such as policy handbooks, equity reviews, or staffing plans to better 
understand where these systems are or are not being leveraged effectively. 
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Sample Data Sets 

Below are non-exhaustive examples of each data source discussed above. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

  
Coherence Guidebook: A Pathway to Improvement 
MA Department of Elementary and Secondary Education 

 

6 

 

II. Conducting the Self-Assessment 

 

Guiding Question 

To what extent are our current systems organized in alignment with deeper learning for all 
students?  

 

To help you answer this guiding question, we recommend you engage in our systems-level self-
assessment. The self-assessment is organized under four organizing components: 

 

 

 

★★★ You can use this worksheet to conduct your self-assessment. ★★★ 

https://www.doe.mass.edu/csdp/guidebook/self-assessment.docx
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Focus Area 

The learning community has a clear and articulated vision for instruction that is rooted in deeper learning and culturally and linguistically 
sustaining practices. 

 

 

Indicators  
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Focus Area 
The student learning experience is reflective of the school system’s vision and is rooted in deeper learning. All students are known and 
valued, and are consistently engaged in culturally and linguistically sustaining instruction that is real-world, relevant, and interactive. 

Guiding Question 

How well does our vision show up in our daily practice and classroom experience?  

 

Equity Pause 

‣Whose perspective is being used to understand the effectiveness of our instructional design? Whose is missing? 

‣What does student work show about the progress toward the instructional vision? 

‣Are there differences in how specific students or student populations experience our instructional design? 

 

“Multilingual Learners” 
refers to all children and 
youth who are, or have 
been, consistently 
exposed to multiple 
languages. 

As part of an asset-based belief system, this guidebook uses the term “Multilingual Learners” to 
describe all students who come into contact with and/or interact in languages in addition to 
English on a regular basis. They include students who are commonly referred to as “English 
Learners” (ELs), former English learners, dual language learners, newcomers, students with limited 
or interrupted formal schooling (SLIFE), long-term English learners, English learners with 
disabilities, gifted and talented English learners, heritage language learners, students with English 
as an additional language, and students who speak varieties of English or indigenous languages. 

For policy purposes, the MA Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE) 
maintains the term “English Learner.” However, in an effort to encourage school communities to 
use terminology that is asset-based and inclusive, this guidebook uses the term “Multilingual 
Learners”, beginning with the indicators listed on the next page. 
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Indicators 
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Focus Area 
The organization uses an MTSS model to provide a tiered and fluid continuum of evidence-based academic and social-emotional/behavioral 
supports for all students at universal (Tier 1), targeted (Tier 2), and intensive (Tier 3) levels. 

Guiding Question 

How well do we ensure that all students have equitable access to our instructional vision?  
 

Equity Pause 

‣What progress is being made toward your vision, disaggregated by specific student groups? 

‣Are certain student populations overrepresented in particular tiers of support and/or in the referral process? What potential biases might be 
contributing to overrepresentation? 

‣How do adults examine their own biases and their effects in relation to the vision? What biases are coming up as part of the work? 
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Indicators 
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Focus Area 
The organization utilizes its systems and structures to prioritize and allocate their people, time, technology, funding, etc. in service of the 
instructional vision. This results in optimizing tiered systems needed to support all students. 

Guiding Question 

How well do our systems and structures support our instructional vision? 

 

Equity Pause 

‣How does the culture support personal and professional learning in relation to the instructional vision? 

‣How do adults learn in your schools? How does this mirror your vision (or not)? 

‣To what extent does the learning community reflect on and confront inherent biases in their collaboration and processes? What is the outcome 
of that reflection? 

‣How do we honor all voices at the decision making and implementation stages of our programming? For example, what do we do to ensure 
representative stakeholders and invite multiple voices and perspectives into our processes? 

‣To what extent do teams have the autonomy and information to make the decisions they are tasked with? 
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Indicators 

 

  

https://www.doe.mass.edu/csdp/guidebook/appendix-practice.pdf
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III. Prioritization and Planning

Equity Pause 

‣Do our plans clearly prioritize the students that are least well-served by our current system?

‣If you haven’t done so already, complete this Data Equity Pause Protocol to deeply examine these
questions and triangulate your data and self-assessment results to inform your planning.

Systemic planning is a critical component of sustainable improvement efforts. Once you have 
engaged in the data review and self-assessment, you can use the results to inform your planning 
and continuous improvement efforts. You should not attempt to address every area but instead, 
start by identifying high-leverage priorities. 

Once you have completed the data review, self-assessment, and an equity pause, begin the 
coherent planning process by identifying high-priority focus areas. You can use this template to 
support this prioritization process. 

https://www.doe.mass.edu/csdp/guidebook/equity-pause-protocol.docx
https://www.doe.mass.edu/csdp/guidebook/self-assessment.docx
https://www.doe.mass.edu/csdp/guidebook/appendix-prioritization.docx
https://www.doe.mass.edu/csdp/guidebook/appendix-vision.docx
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Plan 
For each priority area identified, you may wish to conduct additional analyses and stakeholder 
engagement before mapping out specific timelines and ownership. Some specific next steps may include: 

★ Review and/or revise your instructional priority, using an equity lens (see sample protocol). 
★ Perform a root cause analysis for the identified priorities. 
★ Form a diverse coalition to steward the identified instructional priority (see ILT framework). 
★ Map out specific action steps across stakeholder groups, such as central office, principals, 

teachers, other staff members, students, families, etc. (see sample protocol). 
★ Solicit further stakeholder input/feedback on strategy and action steps. 
★ Determine supports that will help you achieve priorities (e.g. through DESE’s Support Catalog). 

 

Progress Monitor 
To support the implementation of your plan, your team will want to meet periodically to review progress 
against your priority areas and action plan, including feedback loops, fidelity measures, and/or scheduled 
time to review progress. Some specific next steps may include: 

★ Write goals & metrics aligned with instructional priority and based on relevant district data (see 
sample template and example). 

★ Calendar 90-day continuous improvement data reviews to assess progress and plan how to 
respond. 

★ Incorporate goals, metrics, and progress monitoring strategies into any formal or informal planning 
processes (e.g. Sustainable Improvement Planning). 

★ Build and/or identify data tools and systems to efficiently monitor progress. 

You can find resources to support planning efforts in our Appendix: Action Steps and Resources.  

https://www.doe.mass.edu/csdp/guidebook/instructional-priority-protocol.docx
https://www.doe.mass.edu/csdp/guidebook/appendix-ilt-framework.docx
https://www.doe.mass.edu/csdp/guidebook/vertical-alignment-strategy-protocol.docx
https://www.doe.mass.edu/csdp/default.html
https://www.doe.mass.edu/turnaround/level4/prioritization/5-street-level-data.docx
https://www.doe.mass.edu/turnaround/level4/guidance.html
https://www.doe.mass.edu/csdp/guidebook/appendix-resources.docx
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