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District Overview

Fairhaven Public Schools became the first district in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts to
receive district accreditation through the New England Association of Schools and Colleges in
2025.

For the superintendent, the process represented more than achieving external recognition. It
provided an opportunity to align improvement work already underway across the district and
strengthen collaboration between schools. District accreditation encourages districts to examine
teaching, learning, leadership, and systems through a structured reflection process. Through this
process, districts complete a collaborative self-study, participate in a peer review visit, and
develop a plan for continuous improvement. For Fairhaven, the journey helped shift the mindset
across schools — from operating as separate entities to functioning as a unified educational

system.

Building Momentum Through Recognition

One of the most immediate benefits of district accreditation in Fairhaven was the
sense of pride it generated among faculty and staff.

Educators had already been engaged in district improvement work, but accreditation provided a
meaningful milestone that validated those efforts. Teachers and staff could see that the work they
had been doing to strengthen teaching and learning was grounded in recognized standards and
aligned with best practices.

This recognition helped reinforce the value of the district’s ongoing initiatives. Rather than feeling
like a series of isolated improvement efforts, the work was now clearly connected to a broader
framework. District leaders also observed an unexpected advantage: accreditation strengthened
the district’s credibility when communicating with stakeholders. For example, accreditation
provided additional context when discussing:
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e Budget priorities with the community
e Requests for funding

e Conversations during teacher negotiations

Because the improvement work was connected to recognized standards, it carried added weight
when explaining why certain initiatives or resources were important.

Supporting Schools New to Accreditation

One of the primary challenges Fairhaven encountered involved differences in
familiarity with the accreditation process across schools.

The district’s high school had previous experience with accreditation, which meant that many high
school educators were already familiar with the structure and expectations of the process.
However, elementary and middle school staff had not participated in accreditation before.

This created an important leadership challenge: ensuring that these educators felt confident and
empowered rather than overwhelmed.

District leaders focused on building a sense of ownership across all grade levels so that the
process felt collaborative rather than imposed.

Creating Leadership Partnerships

To support this goal, the district adopted a leadership structure designed to balance experience
and fresh perspectives.

The superintendent appointed co-chairs to lead the process including:

e One leader from elementary or middle level
e One leader from high school level with previous accreditation experience

This structure allowed experienced educators to mentor colleagues who were encountering the
process for the first time. The co-chairs worked closely with principals and school teams to explain
the process, guide discussions, and help staff gather evidence for reflection and reporting.

Importantly, this leadership structure helped ensure that when teachers presented information to
their colleagues during staff meetings, they did so with confidence and clarity. That sense of
preparedness helped reduce anxiety and allowed conversations to focus on meaningful reflection
rather than procedural uncertainty.
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The Timeline of the Process

Fairhaven’s self-reflection journey unfolded over approximately three years, with the
most intensive work occurring during the year and a half leading up to the
collaborative conference visit.

During this period, educators across the district engaged in reflection and discussion about their
practices, strengths, and areas for growth. One key realization that emerged during this phase was
that many effective practices already existed within the district — but often in isolated pockets.
Different schools were implementing successful strategies, yet those practices were not always
widely shared across the district.

The accreditation process created opportunities for educators to learn from one another. Teachers
began hearing about strategies used in other schools and could decide whether those approached
might benefit their own classrooms.

This exchange of ideas encouraged collaboration and helped create a stronger sense of collective
responsibility for student success across the district.

Sustaining the Work After Accreditation

Following full accreditation in 2025, Fairhaven began the next phase of the process,
which included ongoing reflection and reporting.

Like school accreditation cycles, district accreditation requires follow-up reporting. A two-year
progress report evaluates continued progress on district goals. Rather than viewing these follow-
ups as compliance tasks, district leaders see them as an opportunity to maintain momentum.

The recognition associated with accreditation has helped sustain engagement across schools.
Educators understand that the work is ongoing, and that continued improvement remains a shared
responsibility.
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Strengthening a Shared District Identity

One of the most lasting impacts of the process has been the development of a shared
language and identity across the district.

As staff members collaborate across schools and reflect on common goals, similar ideas and
terminology have become embedded in everyday conversations about teaching and learning.

This alignment has several benefits:

o New staff members quickly recognize shared priorities across schools
e Educators can collaborate more easily across grade levels

e Families experience a more consistent educational approach throughout the district

Perhaps most importantly, the process has encouraged schools to see one another as partners
rather than isolated systems. If one school demonstrates strong outcomes in a particular area,
such as mathematics instruction or student support, other schools now see that success as a

resource rather than a comparison.

Educators increasingly turn to colleagues in other buildings for guidance, ideas, and collaboration.

A Culture of Shared Responsibility

The accreditation process also strengthened the district’s ability to navigate complex

decisions together.

For example, when difficult budget decisions arise, staff members have a clearer understanding of
district priorities and how resources are allocated. Because schools share common goals and
values, decisions about funding or program adjustments are easier to understand within the

broader district context.

This shared understanding helps reinforce the idea that schools are working toward collective
goals rather than competing interests.
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Lessons for Other Districts

Fairhaven’s experience offers several insights for districts considering district accreditation.

1. Build confidence among schools new to the process.
Providing guidance and mentorship can help ensure that all schools feel prepared to
participate.

2. Pair experienced leaders with those new to accreditation.
Shared leadership structures can help build understanding and confidence.

3. Use the process to identify and spread effective practices.
Many strong strategies already exist within districts — accreditation can bring them to light.

4. Emphasize collaboration across schools.
Encouraging educators to learn from one another strengthens district-wide improvement.

5. Sustain momentum after initial accreditation.
Follow-up reporting and ongoing reflection help ensure that the work continues to evolve.

Looking Ahead

For Fairhaven Public Schools, district accreditation helped transform the way
educators think about their system. The goal, as the superintendent described, was
to move from being a district of individual schools to a truly unified school district.

Through shared reflection, collaboration, and alignment, the accreditation process
helped make that vision a reality. It created stronger connections across schools

and reinforced a collective commitment to student success.
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