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Overview 
 
In the late summer of 2017, I was contacted by Dedham Finance & Warrant Committee Chair Kevin 
Preston regarding their interest in exploring a “benchmarking” effort through all town and school 
departments. 
 
On August 21, 2017 Dedham’s Finance Director Andrea Terkleson presented a Statistical And 
Financial Analysis  report to the Finance & Warrant Committee.  This report selected five 
communities bordering Dedham (Needham, Westwood, Canton, Milton) along with Norwood, as a 
starting point for discussion due to their geographic proximity as neighbors.  Based upon other 
municipal data, 15 other “comparable communities” were selected for comparison to Dedham. 
 
On September 13, 2017 at their regularly scheduled meeting, Assistant Superintendent For 
Business and Finance Sam Rippin and I met with the Finance & Warrant Committee to better 
understand their thoughts regarding benchmarking for the schools.  After discussing the 
committee’s desire to review our schools in comparison to other “comparable” communities, we 
have spent the last few weeks discussing this concept with our Leadership Team and Central Office 
Staff. 
 
What follows is a summary of our work.  While I pride myself in understanding the many statistical 
categories and analyses educators have access to, I continue to learn about the strengths and 
areas of growth for our district.  I enjoyed this exercise and look forward to continued opportunities 
for discussion and continuous improvement in our school system. 
 
All my best, 

 
Michael J. Welch 
Superintendent 
Dedham Public Schools 
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Methodology/Summary 

 
In 1993 the Massachusetts legislature passed the Education Reform Act.  One aspect of this law was 
the requirement to begin collecting consistent data on students and educators to compare and 
evaluate overall school and district performance in the state  In the almost 25 years since, there has 
been an exponential increase in the mandatory data points, testing, and information collected by the 
Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE).   There are now literally thousands of 
specific data elements collected each year on students, finances, teachers, and achievement in the 
public schools.  Along with this plethora of data came a series of attempts to “rank” the quality of 
schools and districts.  The federal “No Child Left Behind Act”, the “Race To The Top”, and the “Every 
Student Succeeds Act”  have been complemented by our own state accountability system in this arms 
race of big data in an attempt to tie increases in funding to documented increases in student learning.  
 
As more data was collected and shared publicly, these comparisons became easier.  Now, with the 
simple click of a mouse, rankings can be established in countless educational categories.  As recently 
as this past week, the DESE has announced yet another plan for “accountability” in public schools, 
approved by the Federal Department of Education, based upon other objective criteria soon to be 
announced (see “Mass. Has New Plan For Judging Public Schools”, Boston Globe, October 7, 
2017).  What the data has clearly and consistently documented is that some students are more 
challenging to educate than others.  Students who come from low-income homes, or come to school 
with learning disabilities or speaking a language other than English at home, often require additional 
support from the public schools.  Conversely, students from more affluent homes are frequently 
provided with many experiences and supports from both within and outside the home that give them 
substantial advantages in the classroom.  Not surprisingly, most educational rankings of cities/towns, 
districts, schools, and individual students are very closely linked to the income levels of the home and 
community.  
 
In 2013 the DESE acknowledged this reality by creating a category called “high needs” students.  To 
document the challenges typically associated with certain students, this category included students 
with disabilities, students from low-income households, and students whose first language is not 
English.  By identifying the percentage of students in at least one of these three categories, the 
relative challenge of educating these students could be factored in when ranking schools and 
districts.  For this reason, we used the percentage of “high needs” students as a key factor in 
establishing districts comparable to Dedham for the purposes of this benchmarking study. 
 
One additional factor was used to determine comparable benchmarking districts.  The overall size of 
a school system is a pivotal factor in the relative size and scale of a district’s operation.  As 
enrollments increase there are sometimes economies of scale that allow for better efficiencies in 
different areas.  Therefore, we used districts of comparable size as a key indicator for comparability. 
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Using these factors (percentage of “high needs” students and overall district size), five districts were 
selected as comparables for Dedham.  These five districts are Ashland, Hudson, Northampton, 
Saugus, and Watertown .  While there are many differences between these communities, based on 
the demographics of their public school populations they have similarities that mirror Dedham closely. 
 
In the first section of this report, Dedham Public Schools’ percentage of students in the various “high 
needs” categories (students with disabilities, from low-income families, and whose first language is 
not English) are compared to other Massachusetts districts.  Those districts most closely aligned with 
Dedham are shown through various tables.  All data comes from the Massachusetts DESE and is 
readily available on their website ( http://www.doe.mass.edu).  In addition, a ranking of districts that 
have total enrollments similar to Dedham is also included.  This section concludes with the basis for 
the five comparable school districts selected. 
 
In part two of this report, these five comparable communities are compared on the basis of per pupil 
spending and typical student achievement criteria established by the DESE. 
 
In part three of this report, additional performance metrics are displayed for a variety of familiar items 
of potential interest.  In this section of the report, Dedham was compared to many local, familiar 
communities in eastern Massachusetts to give the reader an overall sense of our ranking in these 
areas. 
 
In all sections of this report, data from the most recently available DESE collections was used.  In 
some instances, the 2014-15 school year was the most recent.  In others, 2016-17 data was available 
and used.  
 
The Dedham Public Schools recognize we need to continually reflect upon and critically evaluate our 
performance.  We continue to promote a culture of curiosity around improvement of teaching and 
learning and we are eager to learn more about and implement best practices to facilitate significant 
growth in student achievement.  With this in mind, in 2016-17 D.P.S. embarked on a significant 
re-structuring of our district based upon feedback from multiple sources including a comprehensive 
English-Language Arts Audit and a Special Education Program Review.  These improvements 
involved the conversion of $2,000,000 of salaried positions to better align our district’s vision with our 
5-year Strategic Plan and our student’s needs.  In addition, the communities’ support of free, full-day 
Kindergarten for all students and an increased emphasis on early literacy through the construction of 
a new Early Childhood Education Center have us well positioned for dramatic improvements in 
student learning in the days ahead.  
 
Long-term improvements in the educational attainment of all students require a solid foundation of 
leadership, financial support, and best practices.  We are grateful for the continued support of the 
School Committee, Finance & Warrant Committee, Town Meeting, and the entire community.  
 
Thank you for your support! 
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“Economically Disadvantaged” Students 
 
For many years, the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE) has collected data on the number 

of low income students attending each of our public elementary and secondary schools. Research clearly shows that 

students from lower income households typically face more learning challenges than students from more affluent 

households. Collecting data on students' family income helps us to direct more resources to their schools and helps 

us to monitor how well those schools are doing with those students. 

 

The most commonly used metric for measuring income status has been eligibility for free or reduced price meals 

under the U.S. Department of Agriculture's school nutrition program. Families submit application forms 

documenting their household income. If the income falls below certain levels set by USDA, students in that family 

can then receive free or reduced price school breakfasts and lunches.  

 

Under long-standing U.S. Department of Education guidance, these students are then recorded as "low income" for 

purposes of educational statistics. 

 
Two years ago, USDA introduced the Community Eligibility Program (CEP) as an option for schools and districts 

with high concentrations of low income students. Under CEP, all students in the participating schools are entitled to 

receive free meals under the school nutrition program. This eliminates the cost and administrative burden of 

collecting and processing family applications, as well as the costs associated with collecting lunch fees. More 

importantly, CEP increases student participation in school nutrition programs, and we know that students learn 

better when they are not hungry. For all these reasons, DESE is encouraging eligible schools and districts to 

participate in CEP. 

 

But without the availability of free and reduced price data in many of our largest districts, we faced the need to 

develop a new income status metric that could be used consistently across the state. This new metric, which we are 

calling economically disadvantaged to differentiate it from the old "low income" measure, will be used to report 

data from all schools and districts, not just those participating in CEP. The new measure will be based on a student's 

participation in one or more of the following state-administered programs: the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
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Program (SNAP); the Transitional Assistance for Families with Dependent Children (TAFDC); the Department of 

Children and Families' (DCF) foster care program; and MassHealth (Medicaid). 

 

Because of this change in methodology, the number of "economically disadvantaged" students reported as enrolled on 

October 1, 2014, in most schools will be lower than the number of "low income" students reported in 2013-14 and prior 

years. Obviously this has nothing to do with any real changes in family income; it is simply a shift from one valid measure 

to another valid measure. Neither measure is "right" or "wrong" (in fact, neither measure lines up exactly with the Census 

Bureau's "poverty" definition), but either can be a useful surrogate in identifying how well we are serving children at the 

lower end of the socioeconomic scale. It is important for users of this data to understand that enrollment 

percentages and achievement data for "economically disadvantaged" students cannot be directly 

compared to "low income" data in prior years. 
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English Language Learner (ELL) Students 
An ELL—or English language learner—student is defined by the Massachusetts Department of Elementary 
and Secondary Education as “a student whose first language is a language other than English and who is 

unable to perform ordinary classroom work in English.” 
 

ELL students generally receive additional instruction from a trained English as a Second Language (ESL) 
licensed educator for at least the first three years of their schooling.  The amount of supplemental instruction 

provided through a trained ESL teacher is mandated by the DESE.  This table lists a sampling of school districts 
in eastern Massachusetts that have ELL student percentages from 4-9%; slightly lower than or greater than 

Dedham’s level of 6.1%.  The current state average is 9.5%. 
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Students Whose First Language Is Not English 
(FLNE) 

 
As the title suggests, a student whose First Language is Not English (FLNE)  generally is raised in a home 

where a language other than English is the primary spoken language.  These students generally receive 
additional instruction from a trained English as a Second Language (ESL) licensed educator for at least the first 
three years of their schooling.  The amount of supplemental instruction provided through a trained ESL teacher 

is mandated by the DESE. 
 

This table lists a sampling of school districts in eastern Massachusetts that have FLNE percentages from 10.3% 
to 14.7%; slightly lower and higher than Dedham’s current level of 13.0%.  The current state average is 20.1%. 
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Students With Disabilities 

 
For the purposes of this comparative chart, a “Student With Disabilities” (SWD) is defined as a student who has 

been identified with a specific disability that requires a written Individualized Education Plan (IEP) dictating 
specialized services or instruction to be received by that student. 

 
This table lists a sampling of school districts in eastern Massachusetts and their percentages of students on 

IEP’s.  The majority of Massachusetts districts (65%) have 15% - 23% of their students on IEP’s.  Dedham’s 
current level is 20.3%, while the overall state average is 17.4%. 
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Overall  Percentage Of  

“High Needs” Students 
 

This table lists a sampling of school districts in eastern Massachusetts and their percentages of students 
designated as “High Needs”.  This measure is often used as the relative level of challenge in educating the 

student population with higher need.  This level varies dramatically from district to district, with a low of about 
15% (Medfield) to a high of over 83% (Lawrence).  The state average is 45.2%. 

 

A student is high needs if he or she is designated as either 
economically disadvantaged, or ELL, or former ELL, or a 

student with disabilities. A former ELL student is a student 
not currently an ELL, but had been at some point in the two 

previous academic years. 

  Total High Needs 
 District Enroll. # % 

1 Amherst-Pelham 1,358 490 36 
2 Plymouth 7,552 2,778 36 
3 Hudson 2,643 979 36 
4 Blackstone-Millville 1,747 642 36 
5 Amesbury 2,150 797 37 
6 Braintree 5,809 2,197 37 
7 Dedham 2,693 1,062 39 
8 Middleborough 2,762 1,095 39 
9 Northbridge 2,267 903 39 
10 Beverly 4,525 1,850 40 
11 Rockland 2,294 932 40 
12 Weymouth 6,289 2,556 40 
13 Woburn 4,628 1,877 40 
14 Saugus 2,603 1,072 41 
15 Stoughton 3,555 1,480 41 
16 Norwood 3,411 1,427 41 
17 Blue Hills Regional 867 364 42 
18 Attleboro 5,909 2,555 43 
19 Winthrop 1,971 855 43 
20 Watertown 2,592 1,146 43 
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2016-17 School District Enrollments In Massachusetts 

 

This table shows all school districts in Massachusetts with a total enrollment between roughly 2500 and 3000 
students based upon October 1, 2016 D.E.S.E. enrollment numbers 
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Districts Comparable To Dedham 
 

Using comparable district size as a starting point, then evaluating the percentage of “High Needs” students 
(economically disadvantaged, students with disabilities, and students whose first language is not English), the 

following districts are identified as comparable to the Dedham Public Schools: 
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Per Pupil Spending 

 

In-District and Out-of-District Spending 

Most school spending goes toward educating local resident pupils in local schools. However, about five percent 
of the nearly one million public school children in Massachusetts are enrolled in publicly-funded settings 
outside the district. School districts pay tuition for pupils at special education schools, charter schools, and other 
placements. Transportation costs often add to the expense. 
 
The first ten functional categories are for services provided within the school district. In those categories, per 
pupil calculations are limited to the pupils enrolled within the district. An in-district per pupil expenditure is 
calculated for these functions and measures what is spent on the pupils enrolled within the district schools. 
 
The eleventh category includes expenditures made on out-of-district tuitions and transportation. The total per 
pupil expenditure includes all eleven categories of spending, and combines both groups of students, in-district 
and out-of-district. 
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What Makes Up The “Per Pupil Spending” Total? 
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Advanced Placement Course Participation 

 

Exposure to college-level coursework is an important indicator of college and career readiness.  In general, 
Advanced Placement caliber courses are nationally normed and predictive of future college success.  Increasing 
the percentage of students exposed to this level of expectation is a positive indicator of academic challenge and 
rigor.  Dedham has made good progress in this area over the last 6-8 years through the use of the Mass Insight 
grant and other school-based supports. 
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High School Dropout Rate 

 

The rate at which students complete their education by achieving a high school diploma is an important measure 
of a district’s efforts to keep students in school.  The DESE maintains consistent records for this variable and 
has clarified how to categorize students with high mobility and interrupted schooling.  Dedham’s dropout rate 
has declined significantly over the past ten years and currently compares favorably with most districts. 
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Students Who Live In Dedham But Do NOT Attend  

The Dedham Public Schools 

 

This table represents the type of schools attended by students who live in a sampling of school districts in 
eastern Massachusetts.  In Dedham there are a large number of options for parents including private, parochial, 

charter, and vocational schools.  Dedham does NOT participate in the state’s school choice program, but 
families may still take advantage of school choice by opting to send their children to districts accepting students 
from other towns through choice.  A relatively high percentage of families in Dedham are choosing to send their 

children to private schools.  About 10% of families choose to have their children attend Blue Hills Regional 
Vocational (public) school.  A relatively small percentage of students attend nearby public charter schools, and 

the per pupil cost for attendance is annually deducted from Dedham’s Chapter 70 allocation from the state. 
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Participation In The Scholastic Aptitude Test (S.A.T.) 

 

This table represents the percentage of students enrolled in a sampling of school districts in eastern 
Massachusetts who took the S.A.T. exam.  In general, the higher the level of participation in this exam, the 

lower the average score.  In Dedham, we encourage all students to take this exam as preparation for 
post-secondary education.  In addition, all Dedham High School students participate in the P.S.A.T. 

(Preliminary Scholastic Aptitude Test) exam during their sophomore and junior years to encourage discussion 
and planning for post-secondary education through a 2-year or 4-year college. 
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Post-Secondary Plans Of High School Graduates 

 

This table provides information about the enrollment of Massachusetts public high school graduates into 
institutions of higher education within 16 months of graduating high school. The information is provided either 

by district or school, and includes the number of high school graduates, the number and percentage of those 
high school graduates attending an institution of higher education within 16 months of graduating high school, 
and percentages of high school graduates enrolled in higher education attending different types of institutions.  

 
By default, this report provides district information for all high school graduates from the most recent high 

school graduating class for which data is available. The report includes all colleges and universities. The source 
of higher education information is the National Student Clearinghouse, which receives data from "More than 

3,600 colleges, enrolling 98% of US college students". 
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Plans of High School Graduates 

 

This DESE report provides the most recent information on student-reported end of year plans of high school 
graduates.  The table below provides a look at those plans from a sampling of school districts in eastern 

Massachusetts 
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U.S. News And World Report 

Annual “Best High Schools In America” Report 

 

The U.S. News 2017 Best High Schools rankings awards the top 6,041 public high schools with gold, silver and bronze 
medals, indicating their level of college readiness.  Charter and magnet schools dominate the very top of the 2017 U.S. 
News Best High Schools rankings. But more than 80 percent of the 6,000-plus medal winners are traditional public high 
schools. 
 
U.S. News evaluated more than 28,000 public high schools in all 50 states and the District of Columbia. Five hundred 
public high schools received gold medals, 2,109 took home silver and 3,432 received bronze in the national rankings. 
 
High school graduation rates were one part of the U.S. News Best High Schools methodology. With the help of North 
Carolina-based research firm RTI International, U.S. News used a four-step process to calculate the rankings. 
 
First, U.S. News looked at student performance on state-required tests during the 2014-2015 school year. Schools had to 
perform better than statistically expected on these tests in their state, given their student poverty levels, to make it to the 
next step. Then, schools were evaluated on whether their least-advantaged students – those of black, Hispanic and 
low-income backgrounds – performed at or better than the state average. 
 
The third step required schools that passed the first two steps to have a graduation rate of at least 75 percent. Those that 
did made it to the final phase – which determined if their national ranking was a gold, silver or bronze medal. In this fourth 
step, U.S. News looked at how well schools prepared students for college based on participation in and performance on 
Advanced Placement exams. 
 
The top 25 nationally ranked high schools performed equally in this phase and a new tiebreaker process was used to 
determine their numerical ranks. The tiebreaker looked at the percentages of seniors who took and passed AP exams in 
at least four different subject areas – which showed how well students were prepared for college across a variety of 
disciplines. 

2016 U.S. News Massachusetts High School Rankings 
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Boston Magazine Rankings 
 

2017 

Methodology: We ranked the 125 school districts that lie within, or partially within, I-495. To compile the list, we 

collected the most recent available data provided on the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary 

Education website (profiles.doe.mass.edu). For districts that report multiple lower grade levels individually, a weighted 

average score was used. This year some schools took the PARCC test in grades three, five, and eight, while others took the 

MCAS; the test each district primarily used is noted below. To calculate the rankings, George Recck, director of the Math 

Resource Center at Babson College, compared each district’s data points to the overall average for all districts. He then 

applied a percentage weight to the standardized data for each district to create an aggregate “score” (we considered a 

smaller class size, a lower student-to-teacher ratio, and a higher rate of spending per pupil more desirable). The districts 

were ranked based on that score. 

 

2016 

METHODOLOGY: This chart ranks public high schools in towns or districts that lie within, or partially within, I-495. 

To compile the list, we used the most recent data for each school available at press time from the Massachusetts 

Department of Elementary & Secondary Education and, in certain instances, information self-reported by the schools. In 

cases of missing information, we used data from a previous year when necessary. We omitted highly specialized schools 

and schools reporting insufficient information. To calculate the rankings, statistician George Recck, director of the Math 

Resource Center at Babson College, analyzed the results, comparing each high school’s data points to the overall average 

for all schools. He then applied a percentage weight to the standardized value for each school to create an aggregate 

“score,” and used this score to determine each high school’s rank. We considered it more desirable to have a smaller class 

size, a lower student-to-teacher ratio, and fewer students per college counselor and sports team. 

 

2015 

For our annual public school rankings, we’ve made a few changes. This year’s list focuses on the top districts inside or 

bisected by I–495. As always, we used a statistician to crunch numbers provided by the Massachusetts Department of 

Elementary and Secondary Education (see more on methodology below), and rewarded schools that have smaller class 

sizes, lower student-to-teacher ratios, and higher rates of per-pupil spending, among other characteristics. In response to 

criticism of such rankings, we’ve also tried to deemphasize test results. We still take standardized test scores into 

account—but we reduced the weight of those scores within the overall rankings. We also changed the way we measure 

Advanced Placement scores. Previously, we considered only the percentage of Advanced Placement test takers who scored 

highly on the AP exam. This year, we also looked at the percentage of students in each school who took the exam in the 

first place. 

 

2014 

We gathered the most recent available data at press time on public schools from the Massachusetts Department of 

Elementary and Secondary Education (doe.mass.edu). Private school information was provided by those schools. We also 

consulted town and school websites if necessary. Statistician George Recck, the director of the Math Resource Center at 

Babson College, calculated the mean scores for each category, and then ranked the schools based on a weighted average of 

each school data point’s difference from the mean, using mean values when data was unavailable. Only public schools 

within the Greater Boston I-495 boundary were included. 

 

September 9, 2014: We made four significant errors in the reporting and editing of our 2014 lists of Greater Boston’s best 

public and private schools. As a result, we have updated the rankings online, and will be publishing a corrected list of the 

top private schools in the October issue of Boston magazine. When our list was published, numerous schools contacted us 

to point out these errors, and we thank them for their vigilance—and we also apologize to the schools, and to our readers, 

for the errors. To be clear, these were errors on the part of Boston magazine’s staff—not an attempt by schools to inflate 

their scores. 

Two of the errors occurred in our ranking of Greater Boston’s public schools, and were simple errors of omission: We 

accidentally left out Burlington High School and Chelmsford High School. We’ve now added both back—Chelmsford is 

number 44, and Burlington is number 67. The remainder of the public school rankings have been adjusted accordingly. 
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September 12, 2014: After further investigation, we’re retracting the list of Private Schools and taking it offline. For more 

information, read our editor’s note. 
 

2013 

We gathered the most recent available data on area schools from the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and 

Secondary Education (doe.mass.edu). We also consulted town and school websites if necessary. Our rankings were then 

computed by statistician George Recck, who is the director of the Math Resource Center at Babson College. Recck 

calculated the mean scores for each category, and then ranked the towns based on a weighted average of each school data 

point’s difference from the mean. Only schools whose districts lie all or partially within the Greater Boston I-495 boundary 

were included. To calculate rankings for towns within regional school districts, we used data for regional high or middle 

schools where applicable. Schools in the cities and towns that topped our proprietary ranking stood out across 20 

different categories, including student-to-teacher ratio, average class size, expenditures per pupil, rate of college 

matriculation, and results on tests such as the SAT and the MCAS. 

 

2012 

Once again, we spent the summer compiling our annual in-depth survey of Boston’s best schools. With a focus on 

public high schools this year, we dug through countless databases from the Massachusetts Department of Elementary 

and Secondary Education. We called (and called and called) more than 200 high schools in the area (as usual, we confined 

our analysis to cities and towns inside I-495) to determine graduation rates, student-teacher ratios, number of 

extracurriculars, and so on. And then we crunched the numbers to come up with our proprietary ranking. 

Since there’s no one measure to rate the quality of a high school, we used a formula that incorporates 13 different data 

points. We gave the most weight to academics, including performance on the MCAS, the SATs, and AP exams, because a 

school’s first priority is a proper education. We also factored in both graduation rates and the percentage of students who 

go to college. This year, we dialed back—slightly—the importance placed on student-teacher ratio and per-pupil spending, 

because while they do contribute to learning, recent studies show that they’re not educational silver bullets. Finally, we 

considered the number of sports and clubs offered, since extracurricular activities are essential to teaching teamwork and 

leadership. They also look good on college applications. 
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