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Digital learning leverages technology to improve student outcomes, provide students with richer content, facilitate greater 
personalized learning, increase collaboration, and give students some element of control over pace, path, time or place of their 
learning. The Department supports the expansion of high quality virtual, blended, and technology-rich learning experiences to 
transform pedagogy and advance the education of every student in the Commonwealth. 

This information is based on data collected from public school districts, charter schools, vocational technical schools, and 
educational collaboratives that collectively served 48 percent of the Commonwealth’s students as of June 2015. Due to the nature of 
the questions, response rates vary. 

Digital Learning Readiness  

The readiness of a district to provide digital learning depends on several factors, including the WiFi and broadband capabilities of its 
schools; teachers’ technology proficiency and opportunities for professional learning; privacy and other policies (including, but not 
limited to, bring your own device and responsible use policies); school and teacher leadership; and strategic planning. 

Districts indicated that a key factor inhibiting digital learning is the development of technology-proficient teachers through 
professional learning and support from state and intermediary organizations.  

• Students were better prepared for digital learning than their teachers. Only 51 percent of districts were ready to 
implement or were already implementing digital learning with technology-proficient teachers (n = 150); meanwhile, 67 
percent of districts reported technology-proficient students (n = 150).  

• Districts gave Massachusetts a rank of 4.1 out of 10 (n = 137) in supporting the implementation of digital learning. Fifty 
percent of districts were interested in receiving support from the state or an intermediary organization, possibly 
collaboratives, to assess their digital learning readiness (n = 137). Of those, 88 percent prioritized assessing professional 
learning and technical support for teachers (n = 66). 

• Seventy-nine percent of districts would use a modernized tool to assess readiness for digital learning and online 
assessment if the Department replaced Pearson’s retired Technology Readiness Tool (n = 147). 

Digital Learning Implementation 

Districts varied in their implementation of digital learning. 

• Fiscal and technical barriers impeded implementation of digital learning. Thirty-nine percent of districts who reported 
buy-in from school or district leadership as a challenge to the implementation of blended learning also cited insufficient 
budget for professional development and technology assets as a principal barrier to blended learning acceptance (n = 36). 

• Teacher-led professional development was central to many districts’ strategies. Sixty-one percent of districts 
implementing digital learning reported teacher-led professional development as one of their top three sources of training 
(n = 31). 
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Digital Learning Initiatives by Grade Level  

Overall, implementation of digital learning initiatives was most prevalent at the high school level. Most high schools (93 percent of 
responding districts) had a bring your own device (BYOD) policy. Most high school students (96 percent) engaged in social 
networking and over three-quarters of high school students (77 percent) were provided with a computer to use. 

 Early Elem. Elementary Middle High N 

Computers/tablets for all students (1:1) 5% 31% 56% 77% 39 

Grade level 1:1 initiative 5% 34% 68% 56% 41 

Bring your own device (BYOD) * 18% 32% 64% 93% 56 

Computers/tablets for some students ** 54% 70% 78% 66% 90 

Social networking (internal or external) *** 8% 37% 66% 96% 73 

*As compared to the 2013-14 school year: 12, 19, and 39 percent in elementary, middle, and high school grades, respectively 
**At least one device per three students 
***Includes Facebook groups, YouTube channels, Twitter lists, and Google+ communities 

Blended Learning: Implementation  

• Sixty-three percent of district administrators had a positive attitude toward blended learning (n = 139). Blended learning 
combines face-to-face instruction with online learning. 

• Many districts were unaware how their key stakeholders feel about blended learning. Stakeholder groups included 
parents/guardians, students, school committees, local government, area nonprofit organizations, and area businesses. 

• Districts perceived students as positive about blended learning. Sixty percent of students’ overall attitude toward blended 
learning was rated as positive or very positive—the highest satisfaction level of any stakeholder group (n = 139). 

  

Blended Learning: Reasons for Implementation  

Districts indicated that their most  important reasons for implementing blended learning were to: 

• Facilitate more personalized learning, ranked 4.37 out of 5 (n = 57) 

• Improve student outcomes, ranked 4.33 out of 5 (n = 58) 

• Allow students to work at their own pace, path, and time or place, ranked 4.17 out of 5 (n = 58) 
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Blended Learning: Selected Findings  

• Fifty percent of districts implementing blended learning provided professional development specific to blended learning (n 
= 60); 87 percent of those districts featured technology skills in blended learning professional development (n = 31). 

• Forty percent of districts had high school students participating in fully online or blended credit recovery programs in the 
last three years (n = 135). 

• Thirty-eight percent of districts had students taking online courses from providers outside the district, excluding dual 
enrollment, credit recovery, and AP courses, in the last three years (n = 136). 

• Thirty-five percent of districts had students taking Advanced Placement classes online in the last three years (n = 136). 

• Twenty-five percent of districts had high school students participate in fully online or blended courses for college credit 
through dual enrollment programs in the last three years (n = 135). 

Fiscal Information  

Collectively, responding districts’ educational technology directors manage almost $130 million in funding. 

 Average Total N 

Non-personnel operating budget for technology $367,503 $51,450,395 140 

Salary budget for technology staff $328,498 $45,004,239 137 

Capital budget for technology $134,228 $15,436,239 115 

Funds received through grants, local foundations, etc. $103,048 $11,335,297 110 

Additional funds that may not be captured above $102,830 $6,478,265 63 

Number of staff members in technology department 6.1 901.1 147 

Number of schools technology staff supports 6.4 941 147 
 

Digital Citizenship  

Digital citizenship addresses the development of students’ understanding of twenty-first century skills needed to appropriately 
engage in responsible use of digital technology. This includes but is not limited to, online activity, rights and responsibilities, privacy 
and security, and etiquette. 

• Among elementary school students, 50 percent learned about communicating via online and mobile tools (n = 112), 45 
percent learned about the dangers of becoming addicted to the Internet or to video games and withdrawing from society (n 
= 64), and 42 percent learned e-commerce topics (e.g., buying and selling online; n = 157). 

• Digital citizenship topics were more comprehensively covered with middle school students than high school students. 
This finding, along with districts’ need to identify and pursue professional development opportunities, suggested that 
confidence in teaching topics in digital citizenship was stronger when addressing middle school students than high school 
students. 

Did you know that ESE offers a FREE digital citizenship course for middle school students? Find out more! 

 

Topics with the largest variation between middle and high school: Middle (6-8) High (9-12) Difference N 

Using proper ergonomics and avoiding repetitive motion injuries 80% 56% 24% 70 

Recognizing and reporting cyberbullies, threats, stalkers, predators, 
identity thieves, spammers, phishers, and other inappropriate use 

89% 68% 21% 131 

Respecting others online, such as not engaging in flaming, trolling, sexting, 
or inflammatory language 

88% 73% 15% 128 

Acting responsibly in online communities such as Facebook groups, 
YouTube channels, Twitter lists, and Google+ communities 

84% 71% 14% 126 

Managing their “digital footprint” and online reputation, including 
safeguarding their privacy and personal information from identity theft 

83% 70% 13% 117 

 

http://www.doe.mass.edu/odl/DigitalCitizen.html
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Who Paid for Online Courses?  

In most cases, the cost of online course participation was borne by the district.*  

 AP courses 
(n = 47) 

Higher education courses** 
(n = 34) 

Other (Non-District) courses*** 
(n = 52) 

District pays 85% 81% 80.8% 

Parents/guardians pay 17% 19% 19.2% 

Other funding sources 11% 12% 11.5% 
* Values may add up to over 100 percent as multiple choices may be selected 
*Includes both fully online and blended courses 
**Excludes dual enrollment, credit recovery, and AP courses 

Digital Content  

Unlike commercial content, which must be purchased, open education resources (OER) are digital content that may be freely used, 
without charge; they include a wide variety of content with few or no ownership rights and may range from individual diagrams or 
worksheets to full courses.  

In 2014-15, more districts paid for content than acquired it for free; this may be due in part to concerns about alignment to content 
standards, as a larger percentage of districts that acquired commercial content cited alignment to content standards as a priority as 
compared to districts that acquired OER. 

• Fourteen percent of districts acquired open educational resource (OER) software, content, or courses for their school(s) (n 
= 139); of those, 80 percent cited alignment to content standards as one of their top three factors influencing their decision, 
the highest of any factor (n = 20). 

• Fifty-three percent of districts acquired commercial content or courses for their schools (n = 139); of those, 64 percent 
cited alignment to content standards and  55.5 percent cited cost as their top two of three factors influencing their choice 
of content (n = 74). Forty-one percent of districts that purchased content did so from The Virtual High School (n = 74). 

E-Rate Program Participation  

The Universal Service Program for Schools and Libraries, also known as the E-rate program, makes telecommunications and 
information services more affordable for schools and libraries. Under the oversight of the Federal Communications Commission 
(FCC), this program provides discounts of up to 90 percent for eligible services, with higher discounts for higher poverty and more 
rural schools and libraries. There are two categories of discounts in the E-rate program: 

• Category 1 (phone, cell phone, web hosting, email, voicemail, etc.)  
• Category 2 (broadband and WiFi installation, management and maintenance) 

In the 2014-15 school year, 95 percent of Massachusetts 
districts reported that they participated in the E-rate 
program. 

In December 2014 the FCC increased the E-rate fund by 
over 60 percent to $3.9 billion per year and committed $2 
billion from funds unspent in previous years to make sure 
there is enough money for all schools, not just higher 
poverty and rural schools, to upgrade to broadband and 
WiFi so that their students can engage in 21st century 
learning.  

 

The Department encourages all Massachusetts school districts to take advantage of discounts for broadband and WiFi. The next 
E-rate application deadline is expected to be in the February-April 2016 timeframe. 
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