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The JK-8th Grade Educational Structure Team convened 11 times and held 2 public outreach 
sessions, 2 meetings with elementary school principals and a meeting with teachers organized by 
their union to work toward the assigned charge as conveyed in the team’s mission statement.  
Below are the team mission statement and an overview of all meetings. 
 

JK-8th Grade Educational Structure Team Mission Statement 
To create a set of recommendations designed to ensure a cohesive district-wide school system in 
which all students attend schools that provide a wide variety of rigorous educational and healthy 
social experiences at every grade level from junior kindergarten through eighth grade. 
 

Team Meetings 
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Continued 

August 5, 2010 
Initial planning meeting with facilitator 

November 29, 2010 
How do we fit in buildings? 
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September 22, 2010 
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December 1, 2010 

Short and Long Term Benefits & Challenges of 
Potential Models  

October 6, 2010 
Mission statement, desired outcomes, and scope of 

work within the given time line 

December 6, 2010 
Short and Long Term Benefits & Challenges of 

Potential Models Continued 
October 20, 2010 

Visioning exercise and minimum/maximum  
cohort size discussion 

December 13, 2010 
Team Review/Revisions of Final Report 

November 3, 2010 
 How & which anomalies help us achieve the mission 

of a cohesive district? 

December 15, 2010 
Review/Edits of Final Report 

November 17, 2010 
Continuation of  anomalies discussion and consensus 

on Guiding Statements 
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Public Outreach Sessions 
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SECTION 1: Overview 
Introduction 

 
This report describes the JK-8th Grade Educational Structure Team’s recommendations designed 
to ensure a cohesive district-wide school system in which all students attend schools that provide 
a wide variety of rigorous educational and healthy social experiences at every grade level from 
junior kindergarten through eighth grade. 
 
This team is one of three teams established in the summer of 2010 to address a goal the 
Cambridge Public School Department has been grappling with for a number of years: How to 
close the achievement gap and increase the achievement of all students while improving the 
overall experience of students throughout their elementary school years and especially during 
the ‘middle school grades’. 
 
Cambridge has twelve elementary schools that along with its single high school comprise a 
complex urban public school system.  These schools are part of a united school system with the 
following shared mission: 
 

The Cambridge Public Schools will be a diverse urban school system  
that works with families and the community to successfully educate all  
of its students at high levels. 
 
The Cambridge Public Schools and the Cambridge School Committee  
will promote high expectations for all students.  In conjunction with all  
stakeholders, (students, families, teachers, administrators, elected officials,  
the greater Cambridge community), expectations for student achievement  
will be raised.  Our school system is dedicated to promoting academic  
excellence and social justice throughout the district. 

 
The Cambridge School Department uses Controlled Choice to desegregate its elementary 
schools. All twelve schools use similar curriculum, share resources, and strive to meet the same 
high standards for student achievement.  Each school faces its own unique challenges and creates 
its own special strategies to foster student development.  As a result, every school in the city is 
specifically designed to serve the needs of its students and families. 
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This report will review ideas for using school structures to improve the system’s ability to close 
the achievement gap and increase the achievement of all students while improving the overall 
experience of students throughout their elementary school years and especially during the 
‘middle school grades’.  The members of the JK-8th Grade Educational Structure Team believe 
that a school structure is a platform upon which a strong school system can be built. 

 
 

Definition of the Problem 
 

The following is a "Definition of the Problem" as expressed by the Superintendent and 
Administration. This definition does not necessarily reflect the views of the JK-8th Grade 

Educational Structure Team. 
 
From the moment Dr. Young became Superintendent of Schools in Cambridge, he has talked 
about the goals of improved student achievement and social justice for all CPS students. 
Although CPS has made steady gains for many of our students, a persistent achievement gap 
exists in our district for our students of color, low-income, FLEP/LEP and special needs as 
compared with their Caucasian peers. When evaluating MCAS data for middle grade students, 
we see a wide range of scores in our schools. ELA proficient/advanced scores go from 51% in 
one school to 84% in another. Math MCAS scores range from 27% proficient/advanced in one 
school to 82% in another. Although MCAS scores don’t tell the entire story, what these numbers 
show us is that there is a wide discrepancy between our schools and that not all of our students 
are achieving at acceptable rates. We must do better. 
 
One of the greatest strengths of the Cambridge Public Schools is its diversity. When looked at as 
a whole, our district is one of the most diverse anywhere. Cambridge is home to families from all 
over the world. One only needs to walk the halls of our high school and listen to the various 
languages to know that our schools are rich in ways that test scores can’t show. Many of our 
elementary schools tell a different story, however. Despite our Controlled Choice Policy, which 
is designed to ensure socio-economic diversity in our schools, far too many of our 12 elementary 
schools don’t achieve this goal. While some students go to school in diverse environments that 
allow them to learn from students of various races and cultures, others are in homogeneous 
classrooms with little to no diversity, robbing them of an important part of education…learning 
how to collaborate with diverse peers.   
 
In addition to a lack of diversity in many of our elementary schools, there is a significant 
difference in the cohort size in our schools and classrooms. Why is this important? Although 
cohort size alone does not guarantee improved achievement, it does allow for schools to offer 
more rich academic and elective experiences. Currently, our middle grade cohort size (6,7,8th 
grade) ranges from 48 total students in one school to 197 in another. This is neither academically 
sound nor socially just.  
 
Our small class cohorts are not only problematic for students but for teachers as well. In some of 
our schools there is one subject teacher for 6th, 7th and 8th grade, while other schools have 
multiple subject teachers. The teachers who are isolated lack the peer supervision and 
collaboration that is vital to teacher development and improvement.  
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But we are not undertaking this work because of cohort size. Cohort size is a means to an end, 
with the end being improved academic achievement and social justice for all students regardless 
of race, class, gender or learning style. It is the belief of the administration that correcting some 
of the structural deficiencies in our district will lead to greater balance, larger cohorts, improved 
teacher collaboration, and exceptional and equitable opportunities across our district, achieving 
our goal of a school district that serves all of our children, not just some of our children.   
 

 
Mission & Scope of the Charge 

 
Mission  
To create a set of recommendations designed to ensure a cohesive district-wide school system in 
which all students attend schools that provide a wide variety of rigorous educational and healthy 
social experiences at every grade level from junior kindergarten through eighth grade. 
 
Scope of the Charge 
The work of the JK-8th Grade Educational Structure Team follows much work conducted over 
the last few years, including reviewing research and literature about middle school education and 
visiting schools outside of Cambridge to understand how those grades are served by other 
districts. Given the information gathered and what we know about Cambridge, this team’s charge 
was to concentrate on the role school structure could have in improving the experience of all our 
students in junior kindergarten through 8th grade. 
 
Regarding the role school configuration could play in supporting the team’s mission, the 
following questions were identified and used to guide our discussions: 
 

1. What is the vision of a strong JK-8th grade school system? 
2. What are the academic, physical, social and emotional needs of lower, mid, and upper 

elementary grade students? 
3. What are the strengths and weaknesses of the current JK-8th grade structure? 
4. How and which anomalies help CPS achieve the mission of a cohesive district? 
5. What is the impact of the number of students in a grade level on a school’s ability to 

provide an effective learning environment? 
6. How does the number of students in a grade level affect staffing and therefore the ability 

of teachers to work together to best support students needs? 
7. Which school structures could enable the school system to effectively reach desired 

outcomes for students, teachers, and families? 
 
 

Vision for the Cambridge Public School District’s JK-8 Schools 
 
With respect to key elements required to support the vision of a strong JK-8th grade program and 
cohesive district-wide school system, the team believes the following are important: 
 

1. Teaching & learning environments where research-based instructional practices are 
embraced 

2. Teachers as subject experts 
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3. Teaching & learning environments that support social & emotional needs of students 
4. Teaching & learning environments where students are well known 
5. Teaching & learning environments where students understand their role as a member of a 

community 
6. Teaching & learning environments where teachers are members of a professional 

learning community both within and across schools 
7. Collaborative teams 
8. Teachers, administrators and parent/guardians working together in democratic structures 

for the benefit of students 
9. Minimal transitions 
10. Opportunities for theatre, music, visual arts, and dance 
11. Strong Library Media services 
12. Opportunities for learning outside of the classroom and outside the school building 
13. All students, from every school are well prepared for high school academically, socially, 

physically and emotionally 
 
 

SECTION 2: Recommendations for Improving the JK-8 Program  
 

The following recommendations are not specific to any structural model for the school system.  
They apply to all models and to their implementation.  

 
Overarching Goals 

 
1. All schools should be balanced.  The district should not perpetuate schools or programs* 

that result in segregating students by ability, race, or social class. 
 
2. All schools should have a school culture and rich curriculum that meets students’ 

developmental needs academically, socially and physically, in a safe, supportive 
environment where every student has close relationships with adults in their school. 

 
3. All schools should offer cohort sizes that maximize educational and social experiences.  

Cohort sizes should be  large enough in the middle grades to offer a variety of elective 
choices and ensure a well-rounded education, and small enough so that every student is 
well known. 

 
4. All schools should be designed to allow teacher collaboration within their buildings and 

to ensure a teacher cohort size which allows for such collaboration. 
 

5. All schools should be desirable choices across Cambridge’s diverse demographics. 
 

6. All schools should support family engagement and be welcoming to every student’s 
family in ways that accommodate each family’s circumstances. 

 
* “Program” here indicates student grouping that segregates out certain students for the majority of their day, with the exception 
of OSE and SEI students. This does not refer to supportive or accelerated groupings that may occur within the school day. 
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Guiding Statements 

 
Equity Statements 

1. The controlled choice system should be used to more effectively distribute students 
equally among the schools. 

 
2. Schools should be strategically placed so that a school’s program or educational 

philosophy and its geographical location and physical plant will work together to 
attract diverse families, thereby meeting the goal of desegregating schools by choice. 
 

3. Each program* within a school should be balanced following the  
controlled choice policy, except for self-contained OSE and SEI programs.  

 
4. Entry age into schools should be consistent across the district. Entry age should be  

equitable for all children, not dependent on geography or cut off date. [see page 11] 
 

5. The district should not support programs that recruit students away from other CPS 
schools. 

 
6. CPS will be intentional about developing and implementing strategies at all grade 

levels to engage families in the education of their children. 
 

7. All four year olds should have access to a developmentally appropriate educational 
experience. [see page 11] 

 
* “Program” here indicates student grouping that segregates out certain students for the majority of their day, with 
the exception of OSE and SEI students. This does not refer to supportive or accelerated groupings that may occur 
within the school day. 
 

Programmatic Statements 
8. The district should support the individual educational philosophies at each school with 

the expectation that those philosophies will align with state frameworks and meet the 
desired outcome of more uniform achievement outcomes for all students. 

 
9. The opportunities to strengthen the academic and elective programming must be 

visible and specific. 
 
10. At the middle school level, meaningful elective opportunities should be available both 

during and outside the school day. 
 
Structural Statements 

11. The start and end times of the school day should be scheduled to maximize students’ 
access to quality out-of-school time care and enrichment opportunities with other 
students of similar ages. 
 

12. No child will have to transition more than one time from grades JK-8, including OSE 
and SEI students. 



 
                                                    JK-8th Grade Educational Structure Final Report  12.20.10                         8 

 
13. Students who are enrolled in self-contained OSE or SEI programs should remain in 

their home school with peers until they age-out of the school. 
a. Sufficient seats in classrooms must be allocated for mainstreaming students 

both for part of the day and fully when a student is ready. 
 

14. School size and cohort size both affect the ability to create strong relationships, which 
in turn create a positive school culture. 

a. Close relationships formed between students and teachers should be supported 
by limiting the number of students in a grade level cohort to no more than four 
classrooms. 

 
15. Collaboration between schools, departments and among teachers, both vertically 

(lower and higher grade levels) and horizontally (within the same grade level) should 
be supported by the plan. 
 

16. Time for teachers to collaborate should be a fundamental part of the school day. 
 

17. Innovative staffing patterns and administrative structures should be considered. 
 

18. Staffing should be equitable and sufficient to support the academic, social, and 
emotional needs of students.  

 
19. Two schools in one building can be a logistical challenge; the district should not house 

multiple schools in a building unless appropriate renovations are executed. 
 
Process Statements 

20. Any cost savings resulting from restructuring should be reinvested in educational 
programming and enhancements. 

 
21. Potential school structure changes must be communicated with school communities 

and the citizens of Cambridge, including families of enrolled students and potentially 
enrolled students in an open, thorough and two way process. 

 
22. Families with students currently enrolled in Cambridge Public Schools should be able 

to understand why and how any proposed changes affecting their child(ren) will 
improve the overall school system and in what ways the proposed changes will benefit 
their child(ren).  

 
23. The school system will strive to orchestrate the plan in such a way that the arc of 

change is designed to minimize families leaving the district. 
 

24. School Councils, faculty, staff, and families, particularly in those schools directly 
impacted by any recommended restructuring, should be included in the decision 
making process regarding how any proposed changes to their school communities 
will be implemented. 
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Cohort Size 

 
The number of students at each grade level or mixed grade grouping in a school affects the 
overall school structure. The team spent time reviewing the benefits of a ‘right sized’ peer group 
for students. These benefits include: 

• A socially and emotionally healthy peer group 
• A student group less likely to become imbalanced by gender, race, social class, student 

interests etc. 
• Enough students to merit a large enough faculty  

 
The benefits of a large enough faculty include: 

• Teachers’ ability to collaborate 
• Teachers’ ability to be subject experts in the middle school grades 
• Special educators’ ability to be subject experts in the middle school grades 

 
The JK-8th Grade Educational Structure Team’s consensus on the number of students which 
constitutes a ‘right sized’ peer group at each grade level is between approximately 44 students 
(two classrooms) and approximately 88 students (4 classrooms). 

 
Cohort size is a particular issue in the Cambridge Public Schools because our school system, 
now and historically, has had many fewer students enrolled in the upper grades than in the 
youngest grades. This causes many schools to have very small numbers of students in the grades 
for older children. Not infrequently, schools have grade levels of less than one full classroom of 
students. 
 
 

Middle School Grades  
 
During the middle school grades every student should receive excellent instruction in each core 
academic subject, high quality instruction in a second language and the arts, as well as access to 
a rich array of elective offerings in the pre-vocational fields as well as academic options 
(electives could range from drawing or Model UN to food preparation or rocketry).  A movement 
elective (sports, dance, yoga, games, martial arts, etc.) should be part of every school day.  Every 
middle grade student should be in an advisory program, whether it is an explicit program or 
blended into the structure of the school day/week. 
 
In addition to school day offerings the school department should continue working with the city 
to provide extra curricular activities that are engaging and developmentally appropriate.  In order 
for students to best access these options, all middle school students should be dismissed at the 
same time.  Same dismissal time will make it easier for students from across the city to gather in 
large enough numbers with like interested peers to engage in activities such as orchestra or sports 
teams. 
 
Students deserve to be in schools where the numbers of students in their grade level or mixed 
grade grouping is large enough to be a socially healthy peer group for all members.  Very small 
peer groups can easily become imbalanced by race, social class, gender or other factors leading 
to difficult or isolating situations for some students. 
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Teacher instruction and quality is enhanced by collaboration.  Schools need to be structured in 
ways that create groupings of faculty large enough to collaborate.  Excellent instruction in each 
core academic subject will be supported in a system where all teachers can easily collaborate 
with colleagues. 
 
Time is also key for teacher collaboration and for students’ access to a rich array of electives in 
addition to the core academic subjects.  Extending the school day for all 7th and 8th graders (or 
6th-8th graders) would create time for both student electives and teacher collaboration. 
 
To support a better middle grades program the JK-8th Grade Educational Structure Team 
recommends: 

• Advisory 
• Art, music, theater, and dance 
• Daily physical activity 
• Dedicated time for teacher collaboration 
• Large enough student peer groups 
• Large enough teacher peer groups 
• Longer school day 
• More activities to support families and family engagement 
• Out of School Time learning opportunities 
• Rich elective offerings 
• Same time dismissal across schools 
• Strong core curriculum 
• Successful transition to high school 
• World Language taught 5 days a week starting in 5th or 6th grade 

 
 

JK-5th or 6th Grades 
 
The JK-8th Grade Educational Structure Team recommends that the Superintendent’s plan 
include district-wide improvements for the early and mid grades.  Many of the recommendations 
above are important for these grades also. 
 
To support a better early and mid elementary grades program the JK-8th Grade Educational 
Structure Team recommends: 

• Dedicated time for teacher collaboration 
• Large enough student peer groups 
• Large enough teacher peer groups 
• More activities to support families and family engagement 
• Same dismissal (for similar grades) across schools 
• Strong core curriculum 

 
The team also recommends adding: 

• Technology curriculum 
• The Kodaly Music Program* 
• World Language instruction 
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*This program is taught four days a week in a few of our schools at grades JK-2.  The research 
shows that this program enhances student academic abilities as well as giving students an in-
depth education in music. 

 
 

Additional Recommendations 
 

1. The school department should develop a comprehensive system for measuring the quality 
of our schools that is accessible to the general public.  Currently the data most used is 
MCAS and anecdotal, neither of which gives a complete and accurate picture of school 
quality. 

 
2. The start and end times of the school day affect the availability and quality of out-of 

school time care and enrichment opportunities. Having students arrive at up to four 
different times (the end time for the school plus the arrival of students by three bus 
routes) makes it extremely difficult to run meaningful programming that best meets 
students’ needs. Therefore, it is recommended that school end times be the same for 
students of similar grade levels across the city (ex: all 7th & 8th grade students or all 4th – 
8th grade students be dismissed at the same time). 

 
3. The school department should continue working with the city to provide extra curricular  

activities that are engaging and developmentally appropriate for middle school age 
students. Some of these extra curriculars should bring students from across the city 
together to engage with like-minded peers in activities requiring larger number of 
students (ex: teams, orchestra, plays etc.). 
 

4. JK should be recognized as a separate grade. This would enable schools to designate the 
number of JK and K seats they have based on their class configuration (JK, JK/K, K 
classrooms.) Schools and teachers would be better prepared to serve both JK and K 
students and families with this change. In addition, schools would be better able to 
predict enrollment in early elementary grades.  

 
5. All four-year-olds should have access to a developmentally appropriate educational 

experience.  In order to make this equally available to all four-year-olds, a planning 
process involving the School Department, School Committee, Human Services 
Department, and Special Start should begin with the goal of creating a comprehensive 
plan. The plan should include ways the School Department and the Human Services 
Department will share the responsibility and costs of running a program that will best 
meet the needs of students and families. The planning process should look into the 
educational program, the possibility of afterschool or extended day, the dedicated and 
shared space requirements of such a program, and the potential impact on city, private, 
and other providers of current pre school services and programs.  
 

6. Entry age into the district should be consistent across the district. If recommended that  
Montessori continue to accept three-year-olds, then consideration should be given as to how  
to offer this benefit to more families from across the city. 
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SECTION 3: School Structure Models 
 

The JK-8th Grade Educational Structure Team started with the five options brought forward 
by the Superintendent of Schools, Jeffrey Young, in early 2010. At the third team meeting 
Superintendent Young came and requested the team not consider three of his models leaving 
two of his models: ‘Sister Schools Arrangement: K-5’s and K-8’s’ and ‘Keep Some K-8’s & 
Close Some Schools’ for consideration. He removed both models that included stand-alone 
middle schools. Ideas for additional models that were considered came from team members, 
teachers and parents. After much discussion the team concentrated on four models. The 
Superintendent specifically asked the team co-chairs not to request that the team vote 
on or rank the models. Instead, the team brainstormed pros and cons for each of the four 
models.  
 
Therefore, this report contains a description of each of the four models; a description of the 
argument for each model and some of the advantages each offers students, families, and 
faculty; and the pros and cons identified by the team for each model. Please note that this list 
of pros and cons is not comprehensive. This report presents the team’s observations about 
each model rather than a complete analysis of each model.   
 
The four models are: 
• Remaining a JK-8th Grade School System 
• All JK-8 Grade School System in which Each School Occupies Two Buildings 
• JK-5th or 6th Grade Schools Partnered with JK - 8th Grade Schools 
• Clusters of Three JK-5th or 6th Grade Schools Merging into a Single 5th or 6th-8th Grade 

School Housed in One of the Buildings 
 

 
Possible Outcomes of All Structural Models Considered 

 
In the following sections of this report, the JK-8th Grade Educational Structure Team presents 
four different school models/district configurations.  All of these models could meet the 
Overarching Goals that the team identified as part of its recommendations for this process. 
 
Despite the uniqueness of each model, there are several outcomes that may result from the 
implementation of all models.  Any and all of the four models considered may result in the 
following:   
 

• “Right sizing” of student cohorts: Each of the models should help place more children 
in ‘right sized’ student cohorts, where the number of students at each grade level is 
sufficient for a socially and emotionally healthy peer group, and the faculty required is 
large enough to support teacher collaboration. 

• Change of educational model: Some number of schools in each of the models could be 
reorganized into a proven educational model (ex: immersion bilingual, International 
Baccalaureate, Montessori or a successful model in our city or elsewhere). 

• School expansion: In each model, some number of schools could be expanded to educate 
more students.  

• School mergers: In many of the models, schools would be paired, merged, or somehow 
structured less independently than they are presently, for some or all grade levels.  It 
will be critical to design a process that enables different school communities to develop 



 
                                                    JK-8th Grade Educational Structure Final Report  12.20.10                         13 

a shared, common vision when schools are brought together—in a way that is inclusive 
of all voices and builds community.  

• School renovation: The School Department is currently working with the city to explore 
renovating a number of Cambridge’s elementary schools; for more information about 
this please refer to the Facilities Team Report. In the event of a school renovation, 
school communities would be housed at the Longfellow School (where the ninth grade 
is now temporarily housed) for the duration of the renovation (often one and a half to 
two years). 

• School relocation: In all models, schools could also be moved to new locations (other 
public school buildings). Many families feel extremely invested in the location of their 
children’s school. Moving the location of a school community should have clear 
benefits.   

• Facility (school building) closure: In each model, every building currently housing a 
school could remain in use, or one or more buildings could be closed.  Closing facilities 
creates a large reduction in cost.  It is the recommendation of this team that any such 
cost savings be reinvested in educational programming and enhancements. 

• School closure: Schools (as distinct from buildings) could also be closed in every model. 
Closing a school also creates a large reduction in cost, and this team recommends cost 
savings be reinvested in educational programming and enhancements. School closure 
should have clear benefits. 

 
 

Arguments for  
Remaining a JK-8th Grade School System 

In a JK-8th grade school, students benefit from the continuity of a single school program. 
Over a period of nine or ten years, parents/guardians have the opportunity to become more 
familiar, involved, and connected to their child’s faculty, administration and community.  These 
long-term relationships can be especially critical during the upper grades, when parental 
involvement typically decreases. Additionally, in a district system that uses controlled choice, 
many families are not able to be a part of a neighborhood school.  Thus, JK-8 schools would 
enable children and their families to build this critical sense of belonging to a larger community.  
Another benefit could be the less taxing consolidation of a family’s energy and resources.  For 
example, parents with multiple children would not have to divide their time between two or more 
schools.  Finally, regardless of when a child enters the district, academic transitions between 
primary and middle school years are kept to a minimum in a JK-8 program.  
 
In a JK-8th grade school, there are more opportunities for faculty to collaborate vertically.  From 
the youngest years through adolescence, teachers from different grade levels can collectively 
create a unified curriculum to support students’ progress. Over the course of a child’s academic 
career, a JK-8 program can nurture a common philosophy to develop habits of mind that are 
consistent and developmentally appropriate.  Habits of mind can include concepts such as critical 
thinking, effective communication, use of evidence and challenging oneself.  Furthermore, a JK-8 
school also enhances a teacher’s ability to understand and address the needs of individual students 
by learning from the child’s previous teachers.  Thus, faculty and administration can monitor a 
student’s progress closely, consequently making it less likely for the child to fall between the 
cracks. 
 
In the transition, this model would be the least disruptive for students, families, and their 
respective communities. 
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Please note: The benefits and challenges listed below are the result of team brainstorming and 
do not represent a full delineation of benefits and challenges. They were not reconciled and may 
be contradictory. 
 

Remaining a JK-8th Grade School System  
Continued 

Short Term Benefits 
 
 Least disruptive for most students, 

families and communities. 
 

Short Term Challenges 
 

 Finding a solution for the one current JK-
6th grade school. 

 The negative effects if schools are closed. 
o disruption for students 
o disruption for families  
o disruption for communities. 

Long Term Benefits 
 

 All students experience the many 
benefits of the JK-8th grade model. 

 The relationship of families to the 
faculty and the school community 
are strongest in this model. 

 Student progress over time is kept in 
the focus of a single school faculty 
and school administration. 

 Students experience the most 
continuity. 

 Faculty can collaborate vertically as 
well as horizontally 

 No transitions for students until high 
school 

 Maintains consistent structure for all 
schools 

Long Term Challenges 
 

 Ensuring a large enough number of 
students to maintain a minimum of two 
classrooms at each grade level in each 
school. 

 Scheduling like-age students to have same 
time dismissal (for access to out of school 
time opportunities) 

 Addressing equity and equal access 
 The inequity of school buildings 
 The impact of building size on cohort size 
 Meeting the developmental needs of 

middle grades children 

 
  

Arguments for 
All JK-8th Grade School System in which Each School  

Occupies Two Buildings 
In this model each school has one consistent identity/educational philosophy from junior 
kindergarten through 8th grade. The younger grades from JK- 2nd or 3rd grade would be housed in 
one school building and the upper grades 3rd or 4th – 8th grade in another. Two co-principals 
would work together as a team, one in each building. Schools in this model offer similar benefits 
to the JK-8th grade model to all students and additionally offer the benefits of a larger number of 
students at each grade level. The student cohort could stay intact through the entire JK-8 
experience. 
  
In this model there would be at most six schools, each JK - 8th grade. Each school would start in 
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a smaller building with only the youngest grades and then all the children progress together to 
the upper school building of that same school. The upper schools would be in Cambridge’s larger 
school buildings, the buildings with fields, auditoriums and more educational amenities. 
  
This model has the greatest likelihood of creating and maintaining a district of demographically 
balanced schools; a district in which every school is highly chosen across the varied families that 
make up the student population of the Cambridge Public Schools. With fewer choices and larger 
cohorts, a more diverse range of families can find a community of similar families within their 
school.  While this model is likely to be quite disruptive, the disruption could be evenly 
distributed rather than focused on a few schools.  Depending on the actual implementation it is 
possible for school communities to stay more or less intact, but merged with another school 
community. 
  
In this model, schools will be able to focus their attention on the developmental needs of the 
students in their buildings.  For example, the JK-2nd or 3rd grade schools could focus on those 
ages.  The grades 3-8 or grades 4-8 schools could focus on older students.  The developmental 
needs of 3rd through 5th grade students are qualitatively different than the needs of 6th through 8th 
grade students, but the range is less than it would be in a JK-8 school. 
 
Students will transition between schools with their entire cohort and at a time that is less 
tumultuous than adolescence.  Middle grades students will still have access to adults they knew 
before reaching adolescence. 
  
This model increases cohort size at every grade level: students will have larger options for peer 
groups as well as access to more electives during school. At every grade level there will be more 
opportunities to mainstream OSE and SEI students. During the middle school grades, schools in 
the “All JK-8th Grade School System in which Each School Occupies Two Buildings,” and the 
“JK-5th or 6th Grade Schools Partnered with JK-8th Grade Schools” models would have 
approximately the same number of students in each grade.   
  
With fewer schools it will be more cost effective to align start and end times, which will make 
after school programs more accessible.  
 
With fewer schools across the district, it will be easier for teachers to collaborate and align 
curriculum. Collaboration is not just about teachers being able to work with other teachers, but 
rather a structure to improve instruction through sharing curriculum and pedagogy, and pushing 
each other to do what is best for students.  The potential for vertical collaboration between 
teachers and the ability to monitor student progress over time is still strong with the exception of 
the transition years. Transition years planning is best supported through structures that allow for 
consistent planning opportunities in which to continue communication and collaboration among 
teachers. Communication about students between staff in the upper and lower school staff will be 
easier because all the students in the upper school come from one building, not from two or 
three. 
  
While children may move from one building to another, relationships with other families remain 
stable throughout JK-8.  While changing buildings may create a gap in relationships, since all 
families move together, the staff in two buildings could collaborate to ease the transition.  The 
transition for families happens at an age when they are often still closely involved in their 
students’ schooling, rather than at adolescence when students want more independence.  
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Please note: The benefits and challenges listed below are the result of team brainstorming and 
do not represent a full delineation of benefits and challenges. They were not reconciled and may 
be contradictory. 
 

All JK-8th Grade School System in which Each School  
Occupies Two Buildings 

Continued 
Short Term Benefits 

 
 Disruption is likely to be similar across 
the entire district – no individual school will 
be singled out for merger, closure, or 
maintaining the status quo. 
School communities stay together 

Short Term Challenges 
 

 Designing a process that enables two school 
communities to develop a shared, common 
vision, in a way that is inclusive of all voices and 
builds community.  
Disruptive for many students, families and 
communities. 
The negative effects if schools are closed. 

o   disruption for students 
o   disruption for families 
o   disruption for communities 

Long Term Benefits 
 

	  Powerful desegregation effect 
	  Controlled Choice is simplified for 
parents entering the system 
	  With fewer choices and larger cohorts, a 
more diverse range of families can find a 
community of similar families within their 
school. 
	  With fewer choices it will be easier to 
balance SES.  
	  Uniting school communities will increase 
the diversity of schools  
	  There needs to be sufficient disruption to 
change the status quo and this model 
provides for this disruption. 
	  All students stay with their cohort JK-8th 
grade 
	  More opportunities for mainstreaming 
OSE and SEI students 
	  Fewer schools at a grade level will make 
it easier to align expectations across all 
schools. 
	  The relationship of families to the faculty 
and the school community are strong in this 
model. 
	  Student progress over time is kept in the 
focus of a single joint school faculty and 
joint school administration. 

Long Term Challenges 
 

 Ensuring that the two buildings work as a 
single school with one overarching vision and 
philosophy. 
	  Ensuring that the two buildings work as a 
single school striving to develop one set of habits 
of mind in students at every grade. 
	  Ensuring the transition to the upper school 
building is smooth for families as well as 
students. 
	  Ensuring educational continuity across the 
transition age both in curriculum and student 
supports.  
 Addressing the developmental needs of grade 
6-8 students needing more independence and 
electives. 
	  Vertical collaboration across the transition 
grade will be more challenging. 
 



 
                                                    JK-8th Grade Educational Structure Final Report  12.20.10                         17 

	  Students experience the transitions from 
lower to upper school together with their 
whole grade. 
	  Students experience the transitions from 
lower to upper school at a younger, more 
stable age, when messages about becoming 
a preteen and the expectations that can go 
along with that are not given. 
	  Middle grades students will still have 
access to their teachers from grades before 
they reached adolescence to provide 
stability for these tumultuous years. 
	  Meets the developmental needs of each 
age group in the building. 
	  Teacher and student cohort size are 
significantly increased allowing for greater 
educational opportunities for students 
(mainstream and not) and collaboration 
opportunities for teachers. 
	  Aligning start and end times across the 
district at grade levels will be more efficient 
(JK-2nd or 3rd could all start at one time, 3rd  
or 4th -8th could start at a different time). 
	  Faculty can collaborate vertically as well 
as horizontally. 

 
 

Arguments for  
JK-5th or 6th Grade Schools Partnered with JK-8th Grade Schools 

This model creates a district of JK-5th or JK-6th and JK-8th grade schools.  In this model the 
graduates of one JK-5th or JK-6th grade school join a JK-8th grade school for the middle school 
grades.  This model would approximately double the number of middle school students in JK-8th 
schools.  It would result in a district consisting of approximately half JK-5th or JK-6th grade 
schools and half JK-8th grade schools.  

 
By merging students from two schools, this model creates a larger cohort for students at an age 
when many students are eager to expand their friendship pool beyond the children they have 
known since kindergarten.  At the same time, this model maintains the student communities 
developed through the JK-5 or JK-6 years.  This model creates ‘right sized’ student cohorts in 
the middle school grades, where the number of students is sufficient for a healthy peer group 
socially and emotionally. The “All JK-8th Grade School System in which Each School Occupies 
Two Buildings,” and the “JK-5th or 6th Grade Schools Partnered with JK-8th Grade Schools” 
models have approximately the same size student cohorts in the middle school years.  
  
By creating a ‘right sized’ student group at each grade level, this model results in enough faculty 
for teacher collaboration and improved professional development opportunities. Teachers’ ability 
to collaborate in their building with colleagues of the same and similar grade levels strengthens 
their ability to develop curriculum and teaching techniques to meet the developmental social, 
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emotional and academic needs of an age group. A greater number of faculty can also create more 
elective opportunities for students.  
 
This model allows the possibility of maintaining the identity of existing schools.  It maintains the 
JK-8 structure for approximately half of the elementary schools, and leaves the lower grades of 
existing school communities intact.   
 
This model creates more consistent cohort sizes for grades 6-8 or 7&8.  It offers the opportunity 
to expand and enhance some existing middle grade programs.  Larger middle school programs at 
fewer school sites allows for more effective coordination and more focused enrichment 
programming both during the school day and during out of school time hours. 
  
Please note: The benefits and challenges listed below are the result of team brainstorming and 
do not represent a full delineation of benefits and challenges. They were not reconciled and may 
be contradictory. 
 
 

JK-5th or 6th Grade Schools Partnered with JK-8th Grade Schools  
Continued 

Short Term Benefits 
 
 This plan is less disruptive for students 

in younger grades 
 This is a solution for the one current JK-

6th grade school. 
 

Short Term Challenges 
 
 Designing a process that enables two school 

communities to develop a shared, common 
vision for the middle school years in a way 
that is inclusive of all voices and builds 
community.  

 Disruptive for many students, families and 
school communities. 

 Choosing which schools stay JK-8th grade 
 The negative effects if schools are closed. 

o disruption for students 
o disruption for families 
o disruption for communities  

Long Term Benefits 
 

 The student cohorts in the middle school 
years will be larger 

 Allows a wider diversity of choices 
 Preserves some successful schools 
 

 
 

Long Term Challenges 
 
 Some students transition, others don’t. 
 Students/families from the entering school 

could feel like outsiders 
 Perception that some schools are more 

desirable is increased 
 Ensuring that the lower schools feel 

ownership of the upper school. 
 Ensuring that the two lower schools work 

together to develop one set of habits of mind 
in students at every grade. 

 Ensuring the transition to a united middle 
school is smooth. 

 Families may choose to leave the system at 
the transition point 
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Arguments for  

Clusters of JK – 5th or 6th Grade Schools Merging Into  
A Single 5th or 6th - 8th Grade School Housed in One of the Buildings 

This model creates a district of either JK-5th or JK-6th grade schools with the middle-school-
age students from three of those schools coming together in one of 3 or 4 small middle schools, 
with its own name, principal and educational philosophy. The middle schools will each be in a 
section of one of the elementary school buildings. 
 
By creating three or four small middle schools, this model supports the design of programming 
that is developmentally appropriate for both middle grade students and elementary grade 
students. Middle grade students will be able to benefit from more consistent programmatic 
offerings such as electives; change classes for content courses; learn in larger cohorts; achieve 
greater independence; and have increased opportunities for a more consistent and focused 
preparation for the transition to high school, both educationally and socially.  
 
Elementary grade students will benefit by being in an environment that can be more effectively 
designed for, and fine-tuned to, their age group.  This model also supports the school 
administration and faculty’s ability to focus their energy on these important and foundational 
early years. In addition, by transitioning middle grade students to a new building, additional 
classroom space will be created in the lower grade buildings, which may prove beneficial should 
the district lower the kindergarten entry age.  
 
This model allows for larger teacher cohorts in both the elementary and middle grades, creating 
increased opportunity for teacher collaboration and peer supervision across subject areas. 
Successfully educating adolescents is a collective and collaborative professional effort. Fewer 
schools with middle school programs decrease the logistical challenges and/or barriers inherent 
in a district with many small geographically dispersed schools. Both peer collaboration and 
content specialization are important in the development, improvement, and delivery of the kind 
of rigorous, yet developmentally appropriate, academic curriculum necessary to meet the unique 
needs of adolescents.  School staff will be better able to engage, mold, and apply educational 
philosophies that are geared more appropriately for their respective age groups. 
 
In this model schools will be better able to support families in ways that are specific to their 
child’s social, emotional, and educational development. Families will benefit from larger family 
cohorts, creating opportunities for parental collaboration, support, and involvement around 
shared issues and experiences. These schools will be better able to design and offer more 
programs and opportunities specific to a student’s development so that parents can both 
understand and support their child.  
 
This model will also allow for diverse student populations at the middle grade level, provided 
that school pairings are done in a way that meets the district’s equity goals. 
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Please note: The benefits and challenges listed below are the result of team brainstorming and 
do not represent a full delineation of benefits and challenges. They were not reconciled and may 
be contradictory. 
 

Clusters of JK – 5th or 6th Grade Schools Merging Into  
A Single 5th or 6th - 8th Grade School Housed in One of the Buildings 

Continued 
Short Term Benefits 

 
 All schools are impacted similarly 
 This is a solution for the one current JK-

6th grade school. 
 

Short Term Challenges 
 
 Designing a process that enables three school 

communities to develop a shared, common 
vision for the middle school years in a way 
that is inclusive of all voices and builds 
community.  

 Disruptive for many students, families and 
communities. 

 The negative effects if schools are closed. 
o disruption for students 
o disruption for families 
o disruption for communities 

Long Term Benefits 
 
 The student cohorts  in the middle 

school years will be larger 
 The middle school populations could be 

more balanced demographically 
 A separate administration will be able to 

focus on the needs of middle school age 
students. 

 A separate administration will be able to 
focus on professional development for 
middle school teachers. 

 Three schools merging could put 
students on a more equal footing 

 Middle schools could all be in larger 
building with better facilities, fields etc. 

 Fewer schools will feed into the high 
school 

Long Term Challenges 
 
 Some students transition to a new building, 

others don’t. 
 Two schools in one building. 
 Ensuring that all three lower schools feel 

ownership of the upper school. 
 Ensuring that the three lower schools work 

together to develop one set of habits of mind 
for students at every grade. 

 Ensuring the transition to a united middle 
school is smooth. 

 The cost of more school administrations 
(middle school principals or deans, 
secretaries, etc.) 
 

 
 

Closing Statement 
 

The team strongly recommends that the Superintendent apply the Overarching Goals and 
Guiding Statements presented in this report to his district redesign model. 

 
 


