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The goal of revising the Cambridge Public Schools’ Controlled 
Choice Plan is to support the district’s core values of academic 
excellence and social justice for all students, by providing equal 
access to an array of highly attractive, excellent quality schools, 
which offer students the benefits of learning alongside and engaged 
with a diverse group of fellow students. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The original Controlled Choice goal in 1981: To ensure that all segments of the elementary school 
population would have equal access, in a desegregated setting, to all schools and programs offered 
(Larnders & Willis, 1987, p. 41).  
 
Revised in 1989 and reaffirmed in 2001: To provide students with the opportunity to excel academically 
and to grow and accept others as their peers in an integrated and balanced learning environment (adapted 
from Revised Controlled Choice Plan, 1989). 

The Overarching Goal of the Cambridge Public Schools for SYs2012‐14: In support of the CPS Core 
Values of academic excellence and social justice, we will improve learning outcomes for ALL students 
and accelerate achievement gains to reduce gaps to proficiency, meeting specified State and district 
identified outcome measures each year (Approved by Cambridge School Committee 10/2/12).  
 



Table of Contents 
Background and Educational Research .................................................................................................1 
Process ...................................................................................................................................................2 
Controlled Choice History and the School District Now .......................................................................3 

Chart 1. Comparison of District Grades JK-8 Racial & SES Balance:  
SY2001-02 to SY2011-12 ........................................................................................................... 4 

Chart 2. Oct. 1st Enrollment Breakdown for SY2012-13: Elementary Schools –  
Grades JK – 5 .....................................................................................................................5 

Chart 3. Oct. 1st Enrollment Breakdown for SY2012-13: Upper Schools –  
Grades 6 – 8  .....................................................................................................................5 

Recommendations ..................................................................................................................................7 
      Findings & Rationale for Policy Recommendations .............................................................................8 

Strengthen the Rules Governing Balance ........................................................................................8 
Chart 4. First Grade Enrollment SY2007-08 compared to 5th Grade  

Enrollment SY2011-12 .......................................................................................................9 

Increase Access to Attractive Choices ...........................................................................................11 
Chart 5. Oct. 1st Enrollment by January Lottery breakdown by Choice  

Received SY2006-12 Average .........................................................................................11 
Chart 6. Attractiveness Ratio: All Students 1st choices to seats  

available SY2011-14 average ...........................................................................................12 
Chart 7. Survey Respondents with Family Income under $65,000 ......................................13 
Chart 8. Survey Respondents with Family Income over $65,001 ........................................13 
Chart 9. Parent 1st Choice Schools by Residence and School Location ...............................14 
Chart 10. Percent of 1st Choice Schools of Mandatorily Assigned  

Students: SYs2006-12 Average ................................................................................................... 15 

Strengthen the Rules that Governs Access ....................................................................................16 
Chart 11. Breakdown of 1st Choice Schools by Proximity and  

Non-Proximity: SYs2010-12 ............................................................................................16 
Chart 12. Opportunity for 1, 2 or 3 years of Free Public Education Before 1st grade.......... 19 

Improve and Clarify Controlled Choice Practices .........................................................................21  
Chart 13. Lottery Cycles 2 – 9 Applicant Breakdown by SES SYs2006-12 .......................21 

A Coherent Controlled Choice Policy will be Drafted by the Superintendent ..............................23 

Glossary ...............................................................................................................................................24 
Controlled Choice Info-Graphic ..........................................................................................................25 
Appendices ...........................................................................................................................................26



1 
 

 
Background and Educational Research 
 

The original Controlled Choice Plan, adopted in 1981, was designed with the goal of ensuring all 
segments of the elementary school population would have equal access, in a desegregated setting, to all 
schools and programs offered (Larnders & Willis, 1987). Since then, several revisions and amendments 
have been adopted, most notably in 2001, when the assignment criterion for desegregation changed from 
balancing schools by race to balancing schools by socio-economic status (SES).  

Desegregation, by SES, benefits student performance, cognition, socialization, and income. 
Kahlenberg (2006) found that integration by SES results in higher academic achievement than 
integration by race. Moreover, the achievement of students seems to be strongly related to their peers’ 
educational backgrounds and aspirations (Coleman, 1966). Coleman, in his seminal study Equality of 
Educational Opportunity, has found that valuing academic achievement is “contagious”; this may be in 
part due to the higher levels of academic achievement students initially bring to middle-class schools 
and the value that students place on their peer-to-peer interactions (Kahlenberg, 2001, p. 53). Low-
income students that attend balanced, integrated schools have the ability to tap into the resources and 
knowledge of their fellow middle-class students have acquired through other life opportunities 
(Kahlenberg, 2003). This has tremendous implications for students who attend high-poverty schools.  

The benefits of attending an integrated school go beyond academic achievement. Gary Orfield 
has found that “the networking effects of desegregation may be far more important than the cognitive 
effects” (cited in Kahlenberg, 2001, p. 30); an outcome that benefits both class and racially different 
groups of students. Finally, attending socio-economically balanced schools has a positive effect on the 
level of income one acquires in adulthood. Ribich and Murphy (1975) found that students—controlling 
for class background and test scores—who attended schools of predominantly higher socio-economic 
backgrounds had higher incomes in their adult lives than students who attended predominantly low-
income schools. 

The policy of Controlled Choice directs the entry of all students into the school system, with the 
exception of placements given to meet the needs of some English Language Learners and Special 
Education students. The policy aims to have enrollment balanced at every grade level, in each school, 
within 10% of the district’s average enrollment of students qualifying for and not qualifying for the 
Federal Free or Reduced School Meals Program. Currently, students in eleven junior kindergarten 
through fifth grade schools feed into four upper schools. A challenge, in this process of revising the 
Controlled Choice plan, is to ensure that the schools sending students to the upper schools will be able to 
send into sixth grade balanced cohorts of students. Accordingly, the goal of revising the Cambridge 
Public Schools’ Controlled Choice Plan is to support the District’s core values  for all students, by 
providing equal access to an array of highly attractive, excellent quality schools; while offering them the 
benefits of learning in a balanced and integrated setting. 
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Process 
 

The Controlled Choice Sub-Committee of the Whole, formed in the Spring 2012, used the following 
process: 
 

• Reviewed the data and recommendations of the Controlled Choice Team of 2010. 
o Several Controlled Choice policy amendments were adopted directly stemming from the 

work conducted by the Controlled Choice Team. Additionally, numerous Controlled 
Choice practices were improved. 
 

• The Sub-Committee of the Whole held thirteen meetings to identify additional policy concerns, 
inquiries, and to collect data requests from School Committee Members.1

 
 

• The Sub-Committee reviewed data that was compiled from several sources and analyzed by 
consultant Brenton Stewart. 

 

• Advisory Committee to the Controlled Choice Sub-Committee of the Whole formed. 
o Meetings were held in the winter of 2013. 
o Received input and feedback2

 
 from all stakeholders who attended. 

• A parent survey3

o Compiled and analyze the responses from 218 parents, answering a range of questions 
pertaining to the Controlled Choice Plan. 

 was distributed to 969 Cambridge families with children ages 2 – 4 years old. 

 

• Data, research, and concerns identified by members of the School Committee and citizens, drove 
this process of comprehensively reviewing the District’s Controlled Choice Plan.  
 

• Major findings were reported to the Sub-Committee of the Whole in late winter of 2013. Further 
directions from School Committee Members were provided at that time. 
 

• The recommendations that follow in this report were developed working closely with the Chief 
Operating Officer, James Maloney and Director of FRC, Linh O. 

                                                        
1 See Appendix B  for a list of meeting dates 
2 See Appendix C to review the input and feedback from the Advisory Committee. 
3 See Appendix D to review the results of the Parent Survey. 
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Controlled Choice History  

 

In 1981, Cambridge Public Schools embarked on an ambitious plan to include families in the 
process of desegregating the district’s many elementary schools. At a time when other school districts 
were desegregating under court order by use of forced bussing, Cambridge led the nation by adopting a 
voluntary Controlled Choice Policy. Since the adoption of the Controlled Choice Plan in 1981, the 
Cambridge Public School District has actively sought to achieve and maintain integrated schools, as 
well as insure access to high quality schools. Over the years Cambridge has continued to update and 
modify its policies to better address local needs and in response to external factors, such as court rulings 
affecting similar districts. The City can take pride in its voluntary effort to accomplish this, especially 
since the Supreme Court ruling in 1991 found that the mandated oversight of desegregation plans was 
not to be permanent (Board of Education v. Dowell, 1991). Since that time, many districts—particularly 
in the South and throughout suburbia—have observed resegregating enrollment trends (see Glenn, 2012; 
Frankenberg & Orfield, 2012; Reardon et al, 2012).  

In 2000, the Cambridge Public School District underwent a review of its Controlled Choice Plan. 
This review yielded insight into to the effects of high concentrations of poverty within its schools (Fiske, 
2002). Accordingly, the Cambridge School Committee, acting boldly, voted in 2001 to revise the 
Controlled Choice Plan and adopted several revisions to remedy the disparate distribution of low-
income students throughout the District (Fiske, 2002).  Since the adoption of the revised Plan to balance 
schools by SES, numerous amendments have been adopted to address various concerns surrounding the 
implementation of the Plan. Throughout the decade following the policy change to SES balance, the 
Cambridge Public School District has seen an increase in school integration—by both race and socio-
economic status (SES) (see Chart1).  

 
Timeline of Major Changes to Cambridge Controlled Choice Plan 

 1981:  Cambridge was the first district in the Nation to adopt a voluntary “Controlled Choice” 
method of student assignment to desegregate its schools by two racial categories; Minority and Non-
minority.  

 1989:  Changing the racial balance definition to ±5% of the District’s racial balance average.  

 1997:  Changed the definition of racial balance to 3 racial categories; Black/African American, Non-
minority and Other Minority. Allowable balance increased to ±10% of District’s racial balance 
average.  

 2001:  The Plan was revised to balance schools by Socio-economic Status (SES), as defined by 
eligibility for the Federal Free or Reduced School Meals Program, instead of by race. 

 2004: The balance definition of ±10% remains unchanged. The 2001 Plan stated: “The goal for 
school year 2004-05 and each school year thereafter is for each grade in each school to be within a 
range of plus or minus 5 percentage points of the District-wide kindergarten through grade 8” 

 Fall 2010: The Controlled Choice Task Force Team was formed and successfully made 
recommendations to improve the Controlled Choice Policy.  
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Chart 1. Comparison of District Grades JK-8 Racial & SES Balance: SY2001-02 to SY2011-12 

 
 
The above Chart 1 highlights the progress made over a decade resulting in more schools 

balanced by both race and SES, and in more students attending both a racially and SES balanced school. 
However, not all children enrolled in Cambridge Public Schools attend a school that maximizes their 
access to the benefits of learning in a diverse and integrated environment. The charts on the next page 
show the current year’s enrollment breakdown of which schools fall within the ±10% band of the district 
average denoting SES balance and which schools fall outside of this balance band.  

In 2011, the Cambridge School Committee adopted the Innovation Agenda (IA). The IA, which 
began implementation in SY2012-13, reconfigured the previously structured K-8 district into a new 
structure4

                                                        
4 One school remains a junior kindergarten through eighth grade school and a single high school serves students 
throughout Cambridge. The high school, Cambridge Rindge and Latin School (CRLS), also has an alternative 
program called the Extension School housed in another building. 

 of eleven junior kindergarten through fifth grade elementary schools feeding into four upper 
schools for grades six through eight. The IA sought to correct enrollment and academic preparation 
disparities observed in the upper grades.  
 
 

RACIAL BALANCE SES BALANCE 
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Chart 2. Oct. 1st Enrollment Breakdown for SY2012-13: Elementary Schools – Grades JK-5 

 
 
Chart 3.  Oct. 1st Enrollment Breakdown for SY2012-13: Upper Schools – Grades 6 – 8 

 
 

*Assignment based on enrollment policy  
  of a 44% F/R and 56% PD ±10% band 
 

*Assignment based on enrollment policy 
  of a 44% F/R and 56% PD ±10% band 
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 On the previous page, Chart 2 indicates that seven JK-5th grade schools are within the band of ± 
10% of the district average for SES balance. Four JK-5th grade schools and Amigos5

                                                        
5 Amigos is a JK-8th grade school, which was balanced by language and not SES at this time. 

 are outside the ± 
10% band of schools considered balanced. Chart 3 shows three upper schools within the ±10% band and 
one upper school not in balance.  

Over the past several decades the Cambridge Public School District has been a leader in school 
desegregation. Cambridge is now poised to continue in this role by moving boldly forward to address 
the remaining inequities in the district and in the Controlled Choice Plan. 
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Recommendations 
 

The recommendations in this document are data driven and based on research (see 
Findings/Rationale and Appendices). They are designed to both facilitate the SES balance in schools and 
to improve access to schools that are attractive to families, so all students can experience the benefits of 
learning in an integrated setting. Moreover, the recommendations proposed have been developed to 
increase parent confidence in a system that is fair, equitable, and provides desirable school choices.  

 
It is strongly advised that recommendations #1 and #2 below be approved together to avoid large 

increases in mandatory assignments and other unintended consequences. 
 

1. Strengthen the Rules Governing Balance 
a. Eliminate the ±10% band for enrollment purposes………………………………………….8 
b. Calculate balance separately for JK-5th grade schools and for upper schools……………. 10 
c. After kindergarten, all assignments will be allocated by enrollment………………………10 

2. Increase Access to Attractive Choices 
a. Increase attractiveness of schools consistently under chosen…………………………… .11 
b. Increase seat capacity in schools West of Harvard Square……………………………… .14 
c. District seat capacity will be maintained in alignment with enrollment trends………….. 15  

3. Strengthen the Rules that Govern Access 
a. Minimize or eliminate Proximity Preference……………………………………………. .16  
b. Retain and clarify Sibling Preference…………………………………………………… .18  
c. Determine JK/K age eligibility………………………………………………………… …18  
d. Assign junior kindergarten and kindergarten students separately……………………… ...19  
e. Improve access for Special Populations, SEI students and SPED students…………... ….20 
f. Waitlist equity for JK and K students................................................................................. 20  

4. Improve and Clarify Controlled Choice Practices 
a. Lottery application will remain in January for JK/K…………………………………….. 21 
b. JK/K students will enroll directly into available seats after initial lotteries……………… 21 
c. A separate lottery for programs accepting children under the age of JK eligibility……... 22 
d. Limit transferring between schools to earlier in the school year………………………….22 
e. Clarify and limit hardship appeals………………………………………………………. ..22  

5. A Coherent Controlled Choice Policy will be Drafted by the Superintendent 
a. Incorporating amendments adopted after 2001 including those adopted in response to this 

comprehensive review of Controlled Choice……………………………………………… 23 
b. Incorporating the administrative rules for multiple siblings entering the district.................23  
c. Incorporating the administrative rules for sabbaticals…………………………………….. 23 
d. Incorporating clarification about access to JK/K for students enrolled in CPS sponsored 

programs for those under the age of JK eligibility………………………………………... 23 
e. Presented to the School Committee for adoption by the 1st meeting in October 2013…. ...23 
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Findings & Rationale for Policy Recommendations 
 

Current practices, such as the ±10% band, serve to limit the dissatisfaction caused by mandatory 
assignments; at the same time they prevent the Cambridge Public Schools from meeting the worthwhile 
goal of providing all students the benefits of being educated in an integrated school. 

Cambridge has the resources to make all our schools attractive choices for families of every 
income level and every ethnicity. By choosing to act boldly now, the Cambridge School Committee can 
meet the objective of balancing all schools by SES and fulfill our mission of social justice and equity for 
all our students. 

To succeed, we must be willing to change the rules and change the schools. 
 
1. Strengthen the rules governing balance. 

a. The District will eliminate the ±10% band for enrollment purposes 

The composition of each entering kindergarten has a major impact on the SES balance of a 
school.  Not using the ±10% band for enrolling students will maximize the SES balance of each cohort 
entering school. Additionally, schools will be less likely to fall outside the range of acceptable balance 
as grade level groups are impacted by attrition over time.  

 
Data about the ±10% band show:  
 

I. Charts 2 and 3 shows the disparity in SES enrollment from school to school. They also identify which 
schools are within the ±10% range of acceptable SES balance.  

II. Chart 4, found on the next page, demonstrates how the composition of a class level changes as it moves 
through the grades. The district as a whole has a higher percentage of paid meals (PD) students in the 
younger grades and trends toward more free and/or reduced meals (F/R) students by fifth grade. By 
admitting up to 10% more F/R meals students at the start, the ±10% band positions some schools to 
move towards over enrollment of F/R meals students.  

III. There are four schools of concern, either starting within the ±10% band then moving to over enrollment 
of F/R meals students or starting with over enrollment of F/R meals students and moving further from 
balance. Only schools with an over enrollment of PD students move into the ±10% range of acceptable 
SES balance. 

IV. Notably, only one school moves from a 1st grade with over enrollment of F/R meals students towards 
balance. This school, the Tobin, underwent major programmatic and policy change during this time.  

Eliminating the ±10% band would allow over chosen schools to start with balanced 
kindergartens. Schools having attracted sufficient #1 choices for both SES groups, now find their 
kindergartens 10% overenrolled by whichever group had more applicants.  

While it is recommended that the ±10% band continue to be used as a measurement and 
reporting standard for indicating the range of acceptable SES balance, it is recommended that the ±10% 
band no longer be used for assignment purposes. 
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Chart 4. First Grade Enrollment SY2007-08 compared to 5th Grade Enrollment SY2011-12  
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b.    Calculate balance separately for JK-5th grade schools and for upper schools. 
 
In the fall of 2012, the Cambridge Public Schools became a system of JK-5th grade schools and 

upper schools, with one school remaining JK-8thgrade. The current practice of reporting and 
maintaining balance by calculations using all the grades from JK-8th together is no longer a useful 
method. Historically, the enrollment of the grades now served by the JK-5th grade schools has been 
significantly higher in paid meal students than the grades now served by the upper schools. In order 
to best capture the most current enrollment trends and to better support the implementation of the IA, 
it is recommended that balance be calculated separately for the lower schools and for the upper 
schools. It is recommended that the remaining JK-8 school also calculate balance separately for its 
upper school students. 

This will act to reduce mandatory assignments by bring the target percentages used when 
assigning JK/K students closer to the actual enrollment percentages. 

 
c.    After kindergarten, all assignments will be allocated by enrollment.  
 
Assigning by enrollment calculates balance by actual students enrolled, rather than by seats 

available, as it is calculated when enrolling by capacity. Currently when, through attrition, a grade 
level loses many students of one SES category, students from the remaining dominant group can 
continue filling seats to ‘capacity’. The result is a cohort, of grade level peers, that is severely out of 
balance. By using enrollment, when a grade level cohort, at a school, does not match the district 
wide SES percentages, only students that will bring that grade level into balance will be admitted.  
Therefore, to maximize the beneficial effects of balanced grade level cohorts, it is recommended that 
assignments be allocated by enrollment starting for the first grade.  

It is, however, recommended that assignment by capacity continue to be used for JK/K 
assignments. Assigning by capacity plays a vital role during the January lottery. For kindergarten 
assignment it is difficult to predict the total number of applicants and the SES percentages of those 
applicants. It is also challenging to predict when families will register for JK/K. Assigning by 
capacity allows a far greater number of families to be assigned to a school of choice in the initial 
January lottery, and in the assignments that follow leading up to the start of school. 
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2. Increase Access to Attractive Choices 
 

A successful Controlled Choice Policy is dependent upon attractive school choices. The theory 
of Controlled Choice is that integrated schools can result from parents and guardians being actively 
involved in making school choices for their children.  
 Balancing through choice fails without sufficient school choices that attract both F/R and PD 
meals students. Chart 5, below, shows the dramatic drop in the percentage of students that actually 
attend school in the fall following the JK/K lottery, if they do not receive a school of choice. Of the 62% 
that actually attend after receiving a mandatory assignment, many have moved-up waitlists into schools 
of choice by September. Others attend a school poised to transfer, creating instability in the kindergarten 
cohorts, both that they leave and that they enter. Far fewer than 62% accept an assignment they did not 
choose and remain in the assigned school over the years.   
 
Chart 5. Oct. 1st Enrollment by January Lottery breakdown by Choice Received SY2006-12 Average 

Assignment Enrolled 
1st Choice Received 90% 
2nd Choice Received 75% 
3rd Choice Received 76% 

Mandatory Assignment 62% 
 
Attractive choices, not mandatory assignments, must be the driver of effective school integration. 
 

a. Increase attractiveness of schools consistently under chosen. 
 
Perception of school attractiveness may be influenced by many factors (See Advisory Committee 

Responses in Appendix C). In order to objectively define school attractiveness, parents’ first choice 
schools were analyzed. Chart 6 below illustrates the “Attractiveness Ratio” of each school (see 
Appendix E, charts 14 & 15 for breakdown of the choices made for F/R and for PD meals students). 
This ratio has been determined by analyzing the number of first choices a school receives in comparison 
to the seats available at the time of the January Lottery. The red line identifies the adequacy of attracting 
parents—where the number of parent first choices equals the number of seats available for the January 
Lottery. Schools with 1st choices to the right of this “adequacy line” have more applicants than seats 
available, while any schools with 1st choices to the left have fewer applicants than seats. 
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Chart 6.  Attractiveness Ratio: All Students 1st choices to seats available SY2011-14 average 

 
 

A recent survey of prospective parents (see Appendix D for complete results), conducted in the 
winter of 2013, revealed that 94% of parent respondents would prefer to send their child to a school near 
home. However, when asked specifically to which school or program they would be happy to send their 
child, the least indicated choices were all located East of Harvard Square. Moreover, when asked 
specifically to which school or program would parents not be happy to send their child, the most 
indicated choices were also located East.  Charts 7 and 8 show which schools survey respondents would 
be happy or not happy to have their child attend.  These responses are similar to the choices made by 
families in the kindergarten lottery.   
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Chart 7. Survey Respondents with Family Income under $65,000 

 
 
Chart 8. Survey Respondents with Family Income over $65,001 

 
 

For the purposes of this report schools will be considered under-chosen if they consistently have 
had significant numbers of unfilled seats or seats filled with mandatory or late assignments. This 
criterion applies to either SES category. 

Dramatic programmatic change is the single most powerful lever to increase the number and 
improve the balance of families choosing a particular school.  A recent example of this type of turn-
around in school attractiveness was the start of a Montessori school.  

Cambridge has the resources to make all its schools attractive options, but this requires the 
willingness to embrace change. It is recommended that schools that have been consistently under-chosen 
become new attractive choices through dramatic programmatic change. And further it is recommended 



14 
 

that this be done in a timely way, so that new attractive options are available to families as policies to 
better balance schools are introduced.  

 
 b. Increase seat capacity in schools West of Harvard Square. 
  
 The 2010 US Census indicates that 3,809 (51%) of Cambridge’s school age children (5-17 year 
olds) live East of a line drawn down the middle of Harvard Square (see Map in Appendix E) and that 
3,693 (49%) live to the West.  Although potential JK/K students live in close to equal numbers on both 
sides of Cambridge there are currently more than 200 additional JK/K seats East than there are West of 
Harvard Square (see Appendix E, Chart 16). A quick look back at Chart 6 shows that of the six most 
attractive schools, five are located West of Harvard Square. Additionally Chart 9 shows that most 
families do choose a school on the side of town they reside.  However, more of the families that choose 
a school across town choose to go from East to West than in the other direction. All these factors 
combine to create more demand for seats West of Harvard Square and more supply on the East.  

 

Chart 9. Parent 1st Choice Schools by Residence and School Location 

 
 

 This discrepancy of supply and demand was intensified when one of the five schools on the West 
side became a citywide magnet school for three year olds, leaving no seats available for the JK/K lottery 
in that school. There are now functionally four choices located West and 9 choices of schools and 
programs located East.  

 Chart 10, highlights the trend of families that choose schools West of Harvard Square are most 
likely to get mandatory assignments. And a quick look back at Chart 5 (p. 11) reminds us that these 
families are then much less likely to attend. 
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Chart 10. Percent of 1st Choice Schools of Mandatorily Assigned Students: SYs2006-12 Average 

 
 
 The city has currently undertaken a plan to renovate or rebuild three of the new upper schools. It 
will be many years before the option of an additional school building is even considered. Therefore it is 
recommended that additional strands be added to existent schools West of Harvard Square. And further, 
it is recommended that this be done in a timely way, so that additional seats in highly chosen schools are 
available to families as policies to better balance schools are introduced. 
 

c. District seat capacity will be maintained in alignment with enrollment trends. 
 
As more seats in attractive options are opened across the city enrollment may rise. It is critical 

that a close connection be maintained between the number of students applying and the number of seats 
available. The greatest opportunity to create SES balanced grade level cohorts occurs as each 
kindergarten class enters school. Kindergarten seats are filled by capacity (see section 1c on p. 10); if 
there are too many classrooms available, then the unfilled seats can cause schools to have enrollment 
tipped dramatically to more F/R meals or more PD meals students. Additionally, excess seats are an 
economically inefficient use of resources. On the other hand, having too few seats available creates a 
sense of scarcity, which in turn causes some families not to even enter the lottery. Therefore, it is 
recommended that district seat capacity be closely monitored and maintained in alignment with 
enrollment trends. 
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3. Strengthen the Rules that Govern Access 
 

a. Minimize or eliminate Proximity Preference  
 

Proximity Preference is intended to give every student an increased chance to attend a school near 
their home. This is considered a highly desirable option in the abstract. As stated earlier, in a recent 
survey 94% of parent respondents stated a preference for a school near home. However, Chart 8 below 
shows what happens when actual choices are made. More than one and a half times as many families 
chose a non-proximity school as a proximity school in SY 2010-11 and twice as many families chose 
non-proximity schools in SY2011-12. 

 
Chart 11. Breakdown of 1st Choice Schools by Proximity and Non-Proximity: SYs2010-12 

 
 
Proximity Preference only affects admission at over-chosen schools.  While it does not guarantee 

students with proximity a place in to an over-chosen school, the Proximity Preference does restrict 
access to students who do not have Proximity Preference.  Furthermore, Proximity Preference provides 
no benefit to applicants whose proximity schools are under-chosen. 

In the 2012 lottery, proximity only affected F/R families choosing 3 schools and PD families 
choosing 4 schools. At most schools, Proximity Preference plays no role in admission because fewer 
students chose a school first choice than there are available seats, allowing admission to all first choice 
applicants.  Proximity Preference also has little effect on second and third choices because relatively few 
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students are placed in their second or third choice school and highly chosen schools typically have no 
seats left after first choice. In the 2012 lottery, for F/R families proximity had no value at 11 choices and 
for PD families proximity had no value at 10 of the 14 choices.  

The strongest effect of the Proximity Preference is to make over-chosen schools unavailable to most 
families in the city, limiting their options to fewer than the full 14 choices. 

The very nature of the Proximity Preference restricts access for non-proximity applicants to over-
chosen schools and does not play a role—therefore, providing no additional benefit—to applicants 
choosing under-chosen schools. Accordingly, to become a district in which every family has a chance to 
attend every school, the following Proximity Preference Options have been developed: 

 
1. Eliminate Proximity Preference 
 This is the most transparent option; every family would have an equal chance to attend any 

school in the district. In addition to being easy for applying families to understand, it would yield 
better data about families’ preferences. Some families now believe it is wisest to choose a proximity 
school, even if they would prefer another school. Due to the high desirability and lower supply of 
kindergarten seats on the West side of Harvard Square, this might increase mandatory assignments 
for families living West of the Square as more families that historically have not had access to those 
schools compete for a limited number of seats. It would be important to increase JK/K seats in the 
schools on the West side of the city if this option is chosen (recommendation 2b). 

2. Reduce the Proximity Preference Points. 
Currently students that qualify for a proximity preference to a school are given bonus points 

which are added to the random number they receive in the lottery. They are given enough points to 
always go ahead of any child with no bonus points (bonus points are also given to students with 
siblings in the school). By allocating a lower number of bonus points, students without proximity 
would not be shut out of any school. The weight of the original lottery number would be more 
significant, allowing more or less proximity and non-proximity students into a school in proportion 
to the applicant pool. 

It would also be important to increase JK/K seats in the schools on the West side of the city if 
this option is chosen for the reasons given above (recommendation 2b).  

This method gives a benefit to proximity students but does not exclude non-proximity students 
from a chance to be assigned to a highly chosen school. 

 
3. Maintain the current practice 
Although for most families the Proximity Preference has no meaningful value in the lottery, 

many people believe it is good to be able to attend a school near home and that therefore it should be 
maintained. 
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b. Retain and Clarify Sibling Preference 
 Siblings entering a school at its earliest grades (JK, K, or in some cases 3 year olds) will 

continue to be granted sufficient Sibling Preference bonus points. These priority points, when added 
to the random number they receive in the lottery, will place them ahead of all applicants without 
Sibling Preference. The priority points will only be given to applicants who have a sibling currently 
enrolled in their school of choice and only if that sibling will continue to be enrolled in the younger 
sibling’s choice school in September. Although sibling bonus points do not override SES balance, in 
past practice there have always been an adequate number of available seats to insure admission for 
all siblings that choose a school 1st choice in the first round of the lottery. There is no sibling 
preference after the January Lottery entry point. 

Siblings not attending the same school shall not be considered a hardship or cause for a hardship 
appeal hearing, except under these three circumstances:  

• When a younger sibling applies to a school 1st choice, in the appropriate first round of the lottery, 
under the rule described above and is not granted a seat due to SES balance or over enrollment at 
that school.  

• When a child, who is placed in a substantially separate classroom for educational reasons, is 
ready to fully mainstream and desires to enter the school his or her sibling attends.  

• When a family with multiple siblings enrolls in the school district and at that time there is no 
school with seats available at every necessary grade for the siblings to attend together.  

 
c. Determine JK/K age eligibility 

Chart 10 below, highlights the disparity in the access to free public school before first grade in 
Cambridge. Currently, the eligibility age for entrance into junior kindergarten is for students who 
turn four on or before March 31st.  There is no educational rationale for excluding children born on 
or after April 1st from attending junior kindergarten. They will be the youngest students in their 
grade level throughout their school days. This developmental disadvantage Cambridge could try to 
reduce by offering them the same preparation for kindergarten, that it currently only offers to the 
older students who will be their classmates. 
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Chart 12. Opportunity for 1, 2 or 3 years of Free Public Education Before 1st grade 

 
 

To make entry equitable for all four year olds and to allow all students access to the benefits of 
learning in a diverse, integrated setting earlier in their academic career, the following options have 
been recommended: 

 

1. All students that are four years old on or before August 31st will be eligible for entry into 
junior kindergarten. This would be difficult given the current lack of space in the schools. 
 
2. Move the eligibility date for student entry into junior kindergarten forward one month each 
year until eligibility reaches all students who are four years old on or before August 31st. This 
allows time to adjust to the additional demand for space in the schools over five years. 
 
3. Determine a limited number of junior kindergarten seats that will be available for assignment. 
The number could be approximately the number of JK seats we have now; requiring no 
additional space in the school buildings. All children who turn four on or before August 31st 

would be eligible to enter a lottery for these seats. This would be like the Montessori lottery, for 
which all children who turn three on or before August 31st are eligible, but not guaranteed seats. 
Although this option would not serve all students, it is equitable and the number of seats could be 
increased as space allows. 

   
4. Maintain current eligibility practices 

 
5. Eliminate junior kindergarten. This would be equitable and provide some needed space in our 
schools. Parents interested in providing pre-kindergarten schooling would have to seek other 
options. One possibility would be that the city might expand its preschool options.    

 
d. Assign Junior Kindergarten and Kindergarten Students Separately. 

Assigning junior kindergarten and kindergarten students together, as is current practice, has the 
benefit of being flexible; any proportion of JK and K students can go to a particular school. While 

1 year 

2 years 

3 years 
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this makes it easier to place children and gives more families their school choice, it has the 
disadvantage of making it hard for schools to plan how many JK classrooms, K classrooms and 
mixed grade classrooms they will need for the coming year. It can also cause a problem if more 
children are of kindergarten age than there are seats in the first grade for the following year. 

More importantly the cohort that moves on to first grade and then through school together may 
not be SES balanced. Because the two grades, JK and K, were together a balanced group does not 
ensure that each grade alone is balanced. 

It is recommended that junior kindergarten and kindergarten each be balanced for SES separately 
by grade level.  

It is also recommended that the possibility of predetermining the number of JK and the number 
of K seats in a school be explored. 

 
      e. Improve access for Special Populations, SEI students and SPED students 

 Some children are assigned to substantially separate classrooms to meet their needs as Special 
Education Students or as English Language Learners. These children need to have space reserved in 
the regular education classrooms of their school so they can mainstream for as much of the school 
day as is beneficial for them. In addition, all English Language Learners and some Special Education 
Students become ready to fully mainstream. Currently it is often not possible for them to stay in the 
same school building.  Like all students, these children and their families have made many 
relationships over their time in a school and would benefit from the continuity of being able to 
remain a part of that school community. 

Therefore, it is recommended that when a Special Education or English Language Learner child 
is placed in a substantially separate classroom, and is likely to fully mainstream, that their name is 
automatically placed at the top of the waitlist to be mainstreamed.  If the child is ready and a seat at 
their grade level becomes available and the Controlled Choice requirements are met, the child is 
mainstreamed.  Otherwise, the child remains on the waitlist in the same position. Note this is not 
intended to replace a parent’s/guardian’s ability to place their child’s name on up to three waitlists of 
their own school choices. 

 
f.  Waitlist equity for JK and K students 

It is recommended that the group of children applying in the first round for junior kindergarten or 
kindergarten be placed at the top of appropriate waitlists for the schools they chose on their 
applications.  And further, children on waitlists to transfer between schools will be placed behind the 
new 1st round applicants. This will reduce the inequity between children age eligible for JK and 
those not age eligible for JK by giving each entering cohort a chance at the top of the waitlists. This 
may also encourage more families, not having received a school of choice, to stay in the school 
system because initial waitlist numbers will be lower and therefore their child will be more likely to 
move into a school of choice. 
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4. Improve and Clarify Controlled Choice Practices 
 

a. Lottery application will remain in January for JK/K. 
  

Chart 11 below shows the number of students registering in February through September–
lottery cycles 2 through 9. This chart shows no clear pattern. In the two most recent years, the 
number of F/R meals students and PD meals students registering after January has been similar. 
Moving the registration month to later in the calendar year, and thereby delaying school 
assignment letters would possibly lead to more families making choices outside the school 
district. At this time it is recommended that the month of registration for kindergarten remain in 
January. 
 

Chart 13. Lottery Cycles 2 – 9 Applicant Breakdown by SES SYs2006-12  
 2006-07 2007-08 2008-09 2009-10 2010-11 2011-12 

Total Cycles F/R Pd F/R Pd F/R Pd F/R Pd F/R Pd F/R Pd 
2 11 4 8 16 23 5 18 10 16 14 7 5 137 
3 9 2 16 12 15 10 16 12 12 12 1 5 122 
4 2 5 9 6 12 4 18 4 12 9 7 9 97 
5 12 6 15 10 7 5 13 9 13 12 3 0 105 
6 12 5 11 12 8 11 11 7 13 11 0 0 101 
7 0 0 6 14 8 15 14 9 9 4 11 10 100 
8 0 0 8 9 10 5 13 9 8 17 13 11 103 
9 0 0 0 0 5 1 5 0 6 3 0 0 20 

subtotal 46 22 73 79 88 56 108 60 89 82 42 40 
785 

Total 68 152 144 168 171 82 
                            
ᶧ Does not include age ineligible M3 & M4 students       
  

b. JK/K students will enroll directly into available seats after initial lotteries.  

Currently, families registering for kindergarten after the January Lottery are asked to follow 
the same process as January applicants. They chose three schools, then wait for a lottery at the 
end of the month and then, because there is often no room in the schools they have chosen, they 
are allowed to pick a spot for their child from among the schools with seats available. This 
creates unnecessary anxiety for families and limits the time families have to prepare their child 
for school.  

It is recommended that in addition to the January Lottery there be one more lottery for the 
students that register between February 1st and the assignment of January applicants. Following 
that second lottery, students will be assigned to a school their family chooses on a first come first 
served model. Each family will be informed about the seats available and be allowed to choose 
any seat available following SES balance criteria. Families can then, if they wish, place their 
child on up to three waitlists. 
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c. A separate lottery for programs accepting children under the age of JK eligibility. 

Hundreds of families choose a kindergarten placement for their child each January. The 
Family Resource Center (FRC) gives every family the time and attention they need to complete 
the complex registration process. In recent years this has been harder to manage with the limited 
number of staff members and the growing number of applicants. This year, in addition to JK and 
K students, over two hundred families registered for the three year old seats available at the 
Montessori School. In the future there will be even more applicants due to another three year old 
program opening at the Fletcher/Maynard Academy. 

In addition to the programs for three year olds mentioned above, the school department also 
runs a number of Special Start Classrooms throughout the district. Many of these classrooms are 
a mix of children with special needs and typical students. Every year the seats for three and four 
year old typical learners are given out in a separate lottery. 

Having a single time and place to register for all these different options would make it more 
transparent and easier for parents. Additionally, it will be easier to provide excellent customer 
service. It is recommended that a separate registration period for the programs available to 
students under the age of JK eligibility be held by the FRC each fall. 

 
d. Limit transferring between schools to earlier in the school year. 

School principals found student transfers late in the school year educationally unsound and 
stressful for families offered the choice of moving immediately or losing their chance.  
It is recommended that in-district transfers be accommodated until the December school 

vacation. Transfers will then resume over the summer so students can start school in September.   
 

e. Clarify and Limit Hardship Appeals  
The currently the hardship appeals process is not adequately understood by families and does 

not always appear to be fair or consistent.  The following is being recommended to clarify its 
purpose and practice. 
 

Hardships: 
• are only granted for the physical or emotional safety of the student. 
• must be for the direct benefit of the student. 
• are not granted for parent/guardian convenience. 
• cannot be used to simply override the Controlled Choice Policy. 
• shall not be used to gain admission to a specific school. 

 
• Before a hearing date is arranged families will be advised about the above criteria and 

possible relevant documentation. 
• The Superintendent will determine what, if any types of documentation can be used in 

support of a hardship appeal. 
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• The parents/guardians of the student may be accompanied to the hearing by any individuals 
they choose. 

• Translators will be made available for hardship hearings if necessary or helpful. 

When a hardship is granted the Superintendent’s designee will work with the family to 
find an appropriate safe school for the student involved. The timing of a hardship transfer 
will be chosen to maximize benefit for the student. 

The rules and practices of the Hardship Appeals Process will be put in writing and made 
available to families.   

Families with concerns about their child’s educational needs should be directed, if 
appropriate, to the Special Education evaluation process, to the process for requesting a 5O4 
Plan and/or to the Academic Challenge and Enrichment Support Program Manager.  

 
 
5.   A Coherent Controlled Choice Policy will be Drafted by the Superintendent   

The policy for Controlled Choice is complex and includes many interrelated parts. Creating a 
single document in which the parts are organized and indexed in a rational manor is an important 
way to increase the public perception that the policy is fair and transparent. Items a, b, and c 
below need no explanation, except that in addition to those items other relevant administrative 
rules and practices, such as those about twins and gender, should also be included in the final 
Controlled Choice document. 
 
a. Incorporating amendments adopted after 2001 including those adopted in response to 

this comprehensive review of Controlled Choice.  
 
b. Incorporating the administrative rules for multiple siblings entering the district.  
 
c. Incorporating the administrative rules for sabbaticals. 
 
d. Incorporating clarification about access to JK/K for students enrolled in CPS sponsored 

programs for those under the age of JK eligibility. 

Families are sometimes uncertain about the relationship between a School Department 
Administered pre-school program and the grade school in which it is housed. Clarity is necessary 
about when a student is already enrolled in a grade school and when a student will or will not be 
eligible for the JK/K lottery. 

 
e. Presented to the School Committee for adoption by the 1st meeting in October 2013. 

Over the years since the revised Controlled Choice Policy of 2001 was voted many additions 
and modifications to the policy have been voted into practice. Additionally, more changes may 
result from voting upon the recommendations in this document. Key to successful 
implementation of this policy is having the entire policy and resultant administrative rules 
available in an organized accessible form.  
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Glossary 
 

Defining the meaning of terms used in this document. 
 

Balanced means a school, a program or a grade level, in which the percentage of students qualifying for 
and the percentage of students not qualifying for the Federal School Meals Program (free or reduced 
breakfast and lunch) are both within a defined number of percentage points from the district-wide 
averages for both groups of students. 
 
Capacity refers to the number or percentage of seats at a grade level or in a school. 
 
Enrollment refers to the number or percentage of students at a grade level or in a school. 
 
F/R is an abbreviation for free and/or reduced, referring to qualifying for the Federal School Meals 
Program.  
 
PD is an abbreviation for paid, referring to not qualifying for the Federal School Meals Program 
therefore paying for meals. 
 
±10% Band refers to the range of balance deemed as acceptable by the district. 
 
Range of Acceptable Balance is ±10% of the district-wide SES percentage of F/R and PD meals 
students. 
 
Socio-economic Status (SES) is determined in the Cambridge Public Schools by whether or not a 
student qualifies for the Federal School Meals Program (free or reduced breakfast and lunch).



 {Set of Rules}   {Set of Schools}

Controlled Choice
= 
+

Controlled Choice is 
a set of rules 

that facilitate school entry 
working with 

a set of schools  
that attract diverse families 
to create a balanced student 

body in every school.
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