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Over the past three years, the Cambridge School Committee, school administrators, principals, 
teachers, parents, and others, have been working to improve upon our school system’s middle 
grades education. This work has included, but has not been limited to, the work of the Blue 
Ribbon Commission on Middle Grades Education, and the Mayor’s Blue Ribbon Commission on 
Middle School Youth. Detailed information about both of these Middle Grades Programs is 
available on the web at www.cpsd.us/cpsdir/blueribbon.cfm. 
 
Most recently, the Cambridge Public Schools conducted a survey of parents, students, teachers, 
administrators, and community members in the hopes of gaining feedback regarding both the 
strengths and weaknesses of the current middle grades structure. The survey results were 
collected between Dec. 7 and Dec. 18, 2009.  Perhaps the most useful information came from 55 
pages of comments from parents, students, and staff on how best to improve middle grades 
programming. 
 
Nearly 1,000 parents, teachers, administrators, students and community members took the 
survey. We also collected 55 pages of written comments from 409 respondents.  
 
The survey was developed internally by the Superintendent’s Cabinet and was based on the 
findings of the Blue Ribbon Commission on Middle Grades Education report. Survey research 
experts at Opinion Dynamics of Waltham reviewed the survey for us and made some minor 
modifications. 
 
Because of the short window in which to collect the results (before the winter holiday break), the 
development of the survey was turned around quickly. In hindsight, we would have liked to have 
run the questions through a focus group (a school council, for example, would have been ideal). 
When next we conduct a survey of this scale, we will build in time for a focus group review. We 
have met with the Cambridge Teachers Association to gain additional insight and direction from 
them in making this survey more useful in future runs. 
 



While we did receive some warranted complaints and legitimate criticism of the survey, we do 
feel this was a good first foray and will continue to improve upon it as we move forward.  The 
opinion data collected offers us a good “snapshot” of the perception of our middle school 
programming district-wide, including areas where we are perceived to be doing a fairly good job 
and areas where we need improvement. 
 
Specifically, the most telling results appear to be in Section 3 of the survey, which dealt 
specifically with electives, leadership roles, and after school opportunities.  
 
Perhaps key in interpreting the quantitative results of this survey is what percentage response to a 
given question should we consider satisfactory? For example, 68% of all respondents say middle 
grades provide a safe and respectful learning environment. Is that good enough?  Further, as we 
discussed with the teachers, the open-ended responses add significant depth and specificity to 
people’s perceptions and expectations of the middle grades in Cambridge. The following page is 
a brief summary analysis of the results. 
 

* * * 
 
In reviewing the data, the most telling results are where the band is widest. For example, if a 
survey question has 70% in agreement and 30% in disagreement, this tells us this is an area in 
which we are doing well or an area which may need attention. These are referred to as gap 
analysis or in some instances band width. 

Section 1 of the survey, titled “A Rigorous and Engaging Curriculum” shows the following 
significant gaps: 

57.2% of those surveyed agree that the middle grades curriculum is exploratory in nature, while 
21.5% disagree. 

59.7% agree the curriculum is developmentally responsive and relevant to middle schoolers 
while 21.6% disagree. 

29.6% strongly disagree and a total of 46.3% strongly or slightly disagree with the statement that 
high quality middle grades programming is available across all schools. 

50% of those surveyed feel the middle grades curriculum prepares students well for high school, 
while 29% disagree.  

50.2% of respondents feel the middle grades curriculum provided opportunities for students who 
struggle and 26.8% disagree. 

Similarly 51.1% of respondents say the middle grades curriculum provides opportunities for 
students who need to be challenged. 32.8% disagree. 

Collectively, if one excludes those who answered “don’t know”, roughly 60% of respondents 
agree with all statements in the first section.  



* * * 

Section 2 of the survey, titled “Safe and Respectful Environment” shows the following 
significant gaps: 

69% of those surveyed agree that the middle grades program provides students with a safe and 
respectful learning environment. Just 7.4% strongly disagrees with this statement. 

69.1% of those surveyed agree that the middle grades program provides students with 
opportunities to establish positive relationships with adults who are experts at working with 
adolescents. 16.8% disagree, including 5.4% who strongly disagree. 

63.1% agree that the middle grades program provides students with opportunities to engage in 
activities with like-minded peers. 22% disagree. 

59.3% agree that the current middle grades program allows schools and families to communicate 
about important matters. 22.9% disagree, including 7.7% who disagree.  

* * * 

Section 3 of the survey, titled “Choice and Voice in Learning” might have produced the more 
interesting results and perhaps points us to the areas that need more attention. 

40.5% of those surveyed disagreed, including 18.4% who strongly disagreed, with the statement 
that students are provided meaningful choices about what they are studying in their daily course 
work. 37.4% agree and just 13.3% strongly agree with this statement. 

49.3% disagree that the middle grades program provides students with ample opportunities for 
elective courses, including 29.2% who strongly disagree. Just 10.2% strongly agree.  

46.6% disagree that the middle grades program provides lots of interesting afterschool 
opportunities for students, including 28.3% who strongly disagree. Comparatively, 35.7% agree 
and only 12.5% strongly agree. 

40.4% of those surveyed disagree with the statement that the middle grades program provides 
students with opportunities for leadership roles. 35% agree. 23.9% answered “don’t know” to 
this question. 

45.9% do not agree that the middle grades program provides students with ample opportunities 
to participate in a wide variety of extra curricula activities. 25.3% strongly disagree. 35.2% 
agree, including 10% who strongly agree. 
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