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Massachusetts Board of Elementary & Secondary Education
Katherine Craven, Chair
75 Pleasant Street
Malden, MA 02148

Dear Ms. Craven & Members of the Board:

I am writing on behalf of the Shrewsbury School Committee to make you aware of unintended
consequences that have resulted from the changes you made last year to your policy regarding admission
to vocational technical high schools (603 CMR 4.03(6): Admission of Students).  These changes have had a
disproportionate effect on students who are residents of our town by shutting off access to vocational
technical education entirely for our rising ninth grade students.  In a typical year we have between 95 and
115 students who attend vocational technical high school, and for the coming year instead of the usual 20
to 25 ninth graders we currently have zero who will receive the benefit of a vocational technical education.

The Town of Shrewsbury does not belong to a vocational technical high school district, but has had a
decades-long, positive partnership with the Assabet Valley Regional Technical High School in Marlborough.
Unlike some other communities who, for budgetary reasons, put up roadblocks for students to learn about
access to vocational technical education (an issue appropriately addressed in your policy update), our
school district has always encouraged rising ninth graders and their families to strongly consider attending
Assabet Valley to gain the many benefits of vocational technical education, and we have been pleased to
invest our budget dollars to fund their tuition as non-resident students.  Under the previous regulations
(where Assabet Valley considered students’ academic performance, discipline history, and attendance
record and pooled all applicants from its member and non-member communities together in one pool)
many Shrewsbury students were admitted each year over member community students who did not meet
the standard for admission.  While we understand and support the intent of your policy changes to make
vocational technical high school admission more equitable for students across demographic categories,
the changes to broaden access have resulted in a different kind of inequity by excluding students according
to geography.  Because the number of students admitted from the Assabet Valley member communities
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now far exceeds the number of seats available, this has resulted in all Shrewsbury resident students being
excluded this year.

We greatly appreciate that Commissioner Riley and Senior Associate Commissioner Chuang recently met
with Rep. Hannah Kane, a representative of Sen. Michael Moore, our superintendent, Dr. Joseph Sawyer,
and me in order to hear our concerns and discuss potential alternative ways that our students who are
seeking vocational technical training might access suitable educational experiences.  However, we all
acknowledged that these alternatives cannot replicate the nationally renowned Massachusetts vocational
technical high school experience.  The unfortunate reality is that there are not nearly enough vocational
technical high school seats to meet the demand in many parts of the Commonwealth, and the policy
changes to admissions processes have shifted the impact of this shortage to communities like ours who
made decisions over 50 years ago to decline to join a regional vocational technical high school district, but
who still enjoyed access for a significant number of their students through tuition-based attendance up
until this year.  We know this is affecting many communities across the state in the same way, including
towns in Central Massachusetts such as Clinton, Leicester, and Boylston who also sent substantial
numbers of students to Assabet Valley on a tuition basis.

Our School Committee is committed to seeking solutions to this difficult situation, and we felt it was
important to communicate with you, the Board of Elementary and Secondary Education, regarding the
unintended impact of these changes to admissions policy.  Additionally, we are looking at local options
which may be available to open up access to vocational programming, and we are reaching out to Assabet
Valley Regional Technical High School leadership to discuss these impacts.  Our school district welcomes
continued dialogue with DESE regarding ways for students like ours, who live in communities who do not
belong to vocational technical regional school districts and who do not have Chapter 74 programs in their
local high school, to access vocational technical education.

Respectfully,

Lynsey M. Heffernan
Chair, Shrewsbury School Committee
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