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The NELMS Assessment Process 

The New England League of Middle Schools (NELMS) designed its school assessment 
program to help schools become even better at what they do for young adolescent 
learners.  It is based on research summarized in Turning Points, a validation of the 
original report of the Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, Turning Points 
that was first published in 1989.  This report outlines best practices for young 
adolescent learning and was written by Anthony W. Jackson and Gayle A. Davis with 
the support of the Carnegie Corporation of New York.  It was published by Teachers 
College Press, New York, New York. 
 
At the time of this visit, the student enrollment at Cohasset Middle School (CMS) was 
337 with 119 students in grade 6, 133 students in grade 7, and 125 students in 
grade 8.  
 
The Assistant Superintendent of Cohasset Schools contacted NELMS to inquire about 
the assessment process in September of the 2017 school year. The NELMS Executive 
Director visited the school and met with the administration to discuss the process. It 
was agreed to have the chair of the visiting team also meet with the central office 
and building administration to further describe the process and to answer any 
questions. The chair also met with the Steering Committee (2016-2017 Self-Study 
Committee) prior to the site visit. 
 
It was felt that self-assessments and an on-site visit would provide the opportunity 
for CMS to continue to examine itself relative to middle school philosophy, reflect on 
middle level best practices and grow on behalf of their students.  
 
The school completed surveys of faculty, parents and students. This data represents 
the school’s self-study and is extremely important information that should be used in 
conjunction with this report. Also, important to this report is the summary of the 
Steering Committee’s work during the 2016-2017 school year. The summary 
provided to the chair is included in the Govern Democratically section of this report. 
 
Another piece of this assessment was a three day on-site visit by a team of middle 
level educators, referred to as the Visiting Team (VT), who represent different states 
in New England and various professional backgrounds and roles.  During the visit, 
they analyze themes raised in the self-study and make their own observations before 
creating a report for each school to use in conjunction with its self-study.  These 
observations reflect three days in the life of a school which may or may not 
accurately represent the learning that takes place on the other days of the school 
year.  However, generally themes that arise in the self-study tend to be visible 
during a school visit. 
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The final, and most important piece of the school assessment process, is how the 
school decides to use the information it has gathered in this work.  The self-study 
combined with the report of the NELMS VT provides a roadmap to school 
improvement.  “Good and getting better” is a positive theme to use in implementing 
some of the recommendations contained in this report.  The change process is 
neither speedy nor painless, but focus should always remain on improving learning 
opportunities for young adolescents. 
 
NELMS and this VT hope that the information contained in this report, in addition to 
the data in the self-study, and the Steering Committee work will provide direction for 
growth so that Cohasset Middle School will become an even more effective learning 
community for their young adolescents. 
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Involve Parents and 
Communities in Supporting 

Student Learning and 
Healthy Development 

Govern Democratically, 
Involving All Schools Staff 

Members 

The Turning Points design 
 

  

 
Ensure 

Success for 
Every Student 

Teach a Curriculum Grounded in 
Standards, Relevant to 

Adolescents’ Concerns, and 
Based on How Students Learn 

Best, and Use a Mix of 
Assessment Methods 

Use Instructional Methods 
That Prepare All Students to 

Achieve High Standards 

Provide a Safe and 
Healthy School 
Environment 

Organize Relationships for 
Learning 

Staff Middle Grades Schools 
with Teachers Who Are 

Expert at Teaching Young 
Adolescents, and Engage 

Teachers in Ongoing 
Professional Development 

 
 
Jackson A.W & Davis, G.A. (2000) Turning Points 2000: Educating Adolescents in the 21st 
Century; Carnegie Corporation of New York, Teachers College Press, p. 25 
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Introduction 
 
During the visit to CMS, the visiting team (VT) used the information from faculty, 
student and parent surveys in concert with the summary of the 2016-2017 Self-
Study Committee and added to their own data collected through observations and 
interviews to make the recommendations included in this report.  
 
The school visit began on Wednesday, November 1, 2017 and was completed on 
Friday, November 3, 2017.  During the three days at the school, the VT was 
welcomed into the middle level classrooms and had the opportunity to speak with all 
faculty and staff members involved with grades 6, 7 and 8 during individual 
interviews. The team also met with a group of parents, students and district 
representatives. 
 
Members of the VT began their visit with the Administrative Team and 
Superintendent to review the visit schedule.  
 
The first day included a tour of CMS by Student Council representatives. These 
students were forthcoming in their responses to general questions from the VT such 
as their favorite activities, activities available to students after school, best projects 
they’d completed and a discussion of the overall academic program of the school. 
They were obviously proud of their school. Members of the VT also observed 
classrooms before completing the day meeting with a group parents. 
 
The second day included interviews and classroom observations. Also, several 
opportunities were scheduled during the day for faculty to share learning activities 
using an electronic format with the VT. Observing lunch provided the opportunity to 
observe the initial “Fresh Catch of the Day” option where students viewed and 
handled specimens and could select fresh baked haddock or fish tacos as their lunch 
option.  
 
On the third day interviews and classroom examples of visits were completed. The 
VT met with the school administration, superintendent and assistant superintendent 
to provide an initial overview of findings from the visit. 
 
The VT enjoyed the time they spent at CMS and respect the dedication to and caring 
atmosphere for their young adolescent learners by the faculty and staff. 
 
The following research based resources are cited throughout this document and 
provide the support for the strengths and recommendations given: 
 

• Jackson, Anthony W., Davis, Gayle A. Turning Points 2000: Educating 
Adolescents in the 21st Century, Teacher College Press: 2000. 

• This We Believe: Keys to Educating Young Adolescents, National Middle 
School Association: 2010. 
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Curriculum and Assessment 
 
 
“We recommend teaching a curriculum grounded in rigorous, public academic 
standards relevant to the concerns of adolescents, and based on how students learn 
best. Content or academic standards, which spell out what students should know and 
be able to do, form the basis for the curriculum we recommend. Academic standards 
provide the link between excellence and equity by setting consistently high, public 
expectations for every student. As a reflection of the school’s broader goal of 
enabling young adolescents to reach their full intellectual potential, the effort to 
support every student, in exceeding high academic standards should drive all other 
aspects of school improvement.” (Turning Points 2000, p. 31-32) 
 
“Assessment should be designed to provide ongoing, useful feedback, to both 
students and teachers, on what students have learned. This feedback should be used 
to improve teaching and learning progressively, not just to audit student 
performance. Effective assessment should connect directly to curriculum and 
instruction. Simply put, assessments should be perfectly meshed with what we want 
students to learn. . .. For all students to be successful, to meet or exceed the 
“building codes”, (performance standards), they must have a thorough 
understanding of the standards that from the concepts and questions that form the 
frame.” (Turning Points 2000, p. 54) 
 

The VT had the opportunity to observe the varied curricula being used at Cohasset 
Middle School (CMS). Through interviews with school and district administrators, 
school committee members, faculty, staff, parents and students, as well as through 
classroom observations, the VT was made aware of the academic expectations of 
CMS. 
 

The CMS curriculum is currently aligned with the Massachusetts Curriculum 
Frameworks or Common Core State Standards (CCSS).  Teachers deliver effective 
instruction and hold high standards in their classrooms.  At present, due to 
scheduling, no teaming was noted at the middle school level. The middle school 
follows a seven-day cycle where two classes are dropped per day. 

 
The Cohasset Middle School consists of grades six through eight. Co-teaching 

started this year within a math and English class at the sixth grade level where a 
general and a special education teacher are paired. There is a guidance counselor 
dedicated to the middle school students as well as a mix of various specialist 
teachers. Due to scheduling issues, grade level teachers are unable to meet regularly 
to collaborate on curriculum and assessment. Curriculum meetings are held monthly 
by department with Curriculum Coordinators who are based in the high school. 

 
Students in grades six, seven and eight are required to take English Language 

Arts, mathematics, social studies, science, a foreign language, and specialist courses 
in STEM, physical education, art, music, and health. Specialist courses are two per 
trimester. Band and chorus are offered as an elective for one trimester or after 
school as an intramural. Grade-level specific courses are offered. In grade six 
students take the Grade Six Seminar which focuses on executive functioning and 
study skills. In grade eight the students take the Introduction to Research class that 
introduces them to the Big6 Research Process. The foreign language choices are 
French or Spanish. Advanced math and English language arts classes are offered to 
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seventh and eighth graders. There is also a 25-minute Utility period (Academic 
Support) where students are allowed to work in the Learning Commons on projects, 
receive additional support from teachers, or make-up missing work, tests or quizzes.  
 

The district documents its curriculum using the Atlas curriculum mapping 
program, Rubicon. The curriculum map is based on the Understanding by Design 
template (also called Backward Design for Learning).  

 
The VT learned that grade eight students are given the opportunity to attend a 

year end field trip to Quebec. The Quebec field trip is three days long and correlates 
with the grade eight foreign language curriculum for students taking French.  

 
The parent survey indicated the school is not engaging in adequate curriculum 

surrounding computer science, robotics, engineering, and STEM in general. 
Extracurricular groups are limited and not supported. Very little is available to 
support high achievers. The school has both in school and after school organized co-
curricular programs such as intramural sports, drama club and interest groups. 
Student access to the outdoor campus and fields are dictated by a rotating special 
areas schedule. Parents noted a concern about the ability of students to maintain 
regular healthy exercise patterns with the current schedule model. They would like to 
see a greater emphasis on the emotional and physical well-being of all students 
which would mean incorporating movement lessons into each and every trimester. 

 
There are no set Parent/staff conferences. Parent/teacher conferences are set up 

individually with parents on an as-needed basis. 
 
The district conducts two different types of assessments, formative and 

summative. Formative assessments are tools teachers use to give feedback to 
students and/or guide their instruction. These include such assessments as think-
pair-share, ticket to leave, self or peer assessments, or visual/kinesthetic 
representation. Summative assessments give us the mastery of learning at various 
points in the learning and instructional continuum. This includes The Next Generation 
MCAS Test 2017.  

 
CMS has high academic expectations/standards which was conveyed through the 

interviews with school administrators, teachers, support staff, parents and students, 
as well as classroom observations. It was also evident by their scores on the Next 
Generation MCAS Test 2017. In grade six, 78% of the students Met or Exceeded 
Expectations in ELA and 60% in math. In grade seven, 71% and 64% Met or 
Exceeded Expectations in ELA and math respectively, while 83% and 66% of 
students taking the test Met or Exceeded Expectations in ELA and math in grade 
eight.  

 
The VT observed evidence of various assessments which measured students’ 

mastery and understanding of subject matter. There was a presence of projects 
being used as cumulative assessments.  

 
Report cards of all 6, 7 and 8 grade students are sent home to CMS parents on a 

trimester basis. Grades are reported through letter grades. An honor roll system is 
used and students can earn either honors or high honors each trimester. 
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Strengths 
 

1. Curriculum meets high academic expectations  
2. Documenting the curriculum using the Atlas curriculum mapping program 
3. Varied formative assessment 
4. Monthly department meetings 
5. Students are given the opportunity to travel to Quebec as a field trip 

connected to World Language 
6. Majority of students either met or Exceeded Expectations in grades 6-8 in 

both ELA and math 

Recommendations 
 

1. Create opportunities for staff to work together on developing an 
interdisciplinary curriculum and assessment opportunities that maintain the 
rigor of strong literacy and math skills incorporated with relevant and 
meaningful social studies, health, and science topics, enhanced by the 
excellent art, music, and technology opportunities available to CMS students. 

2. Consider Student-led Conferences to help students articulate their learning. 
3. Create a curriculum that places a greater emphasis on the emotional and 

physical well-being of all students which would mean, for example, 
incorporating some kind of advisory class and/or physical education or 
wellness class into each and every trimester. 

4. Implement a plan to find more ways to meet the needs of Tier II students 
5. Provide band and chorus all year 
6. More projects that include critical thinking or practical application of standards 
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Instruction 
 

“A middle instructional program needs to be designed to meet the needs of a highly 
diverse and unique student body. To be effective, instruction should mesh with three 
other aspects of teaching and learning: the standards and resulting curriculum 
outlining what students should learn; the assessments students will use to 
demonstrate their knowledge and skills, and the needs, interests, and learning styles 
of the students themselves, Classes should include students of diverse needs, 
achievement levels, interests, and learning styles and instruction should be 
differentiated to take advantage of diversity, not ignore it." (Turning Points 2000, p. 
23) 
 

The VT visited all classrooms and programs over the course of the three-day 
assessment period. CMS operates on a fixed six period day consisting of 5 periods of 
60 minutes each, 1 period of 25 minutes for lunch daily is connected to a 25-minute 
Utility period. All middle school students were given a 10-minute morning break 
where they had the opportunity to purchase a snack. 

 
The VT observed both class instruction as well as transitions between classes and 

programs. Transitions between classes seemed to go well and instructional time was 
not impacted. The VT observed some students during the Utility period utilizing their 
time wisely, while many others were using their devices for enjoyment.  

 
The VT found learning spaces to be safe and organized in manner conducive to 

learning. The VT observed computers, projectors, and general use of technology in 
many classrooms. Core teachers seemed to have an adequate amount of 
instructional resources and materials within their classrooms. 

 
CMS has a fully equipped Learning Commons (library center) that has been 

recently renovated. Students can work individually or with a group of students during 
their Utility period in the Learning Commons. The collection of books has been 
weeded and over one thousand books have been added over the last two years. 

 
The VT observed instructional practice in all core and special areas a CMS, 

learning objectives were visible in some of the classrooms. Students were able to 
clearly articulate what they were doing in the form of activities, but some had 
difficulty explaining the 'why" of subject matter they were learning about. Overall, 
students were engaged and participating in learning activities. 

 
The VT noted some variety in the form of instructional delivery with observations 

of cooperative learning and flexible grouping. There were many forms of student and 
teacher engagement. Integration of multiple intelligences in activities were noted. 

 
Membeam.com is used to enhance vocabulary within the ELA classes. This is a 

program available for each student that is customized based on their existing skill 
level and speed of progress. 
 

The VT observed that ESPs were present in the classroom. The VT did not observe 
co-teaching at CMS. This is a new program that was started in September in one 
math and one ELA class in grade six. Teachers expressed some frustration with being 
provided little time to collaborate in that area.  
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There is a Tiered Support Team (TST) process in place. The team meets once a 
month. Tier II is usually provided by the teacher. Teachers note that it is difficult to 
meet with Tier II students and provide the support they need. 

 
All grade teachers have common planning time but are exempt of those teaching 

two grades. In that case, if a teacher’s case load is more of one grade, that is the 
CPT scheduled. 

 
According to the surveys, parents and students are in strong agreement that the 

Bring Your Own Device initiative allows students to utilize technology on a regular 
basis to support their learning. Throughout the classroom observations it was evident 
that teachers were posting assignments and announcements to their Google 
Classroom. 
 
Strengths 
 

1. Staff is hard working and dedicated 
2. Students access the technology through the “Bring Your Own Device” 

initiative to support and enhance learning. 
3. Co-teaching that has been implemented in gr. 6 ELA/Math 
4. Use of Google Classroom 
5. A new Learning Common Research class in gr. 8 began in 2015. 
6. The use of Membeam.com for vocabulary building in ELA 
7. Strong teaching practices were noted 
8. Students are active participants due to varied and effective instruction 
9. Students engaged and on task during walk thru 
10. The beautiful Learning Common which is a place for students work 

independently, in pairs, or small groups 

 
Recommendations 
 

1. More project based learning 
2. Expand lessons to incorporate UDL  
3. Learning objectives posted in all classrooms 
4. Provide common planning time to develop inter-disciplinary units 
5. Connect specialists with academic content 
6. Increase the common planning time amongst teachers and liaisons of sped 

students 
7. Need to find more ways to meet need of Tier II students 
8. Create more co-teaching classes. This would allow for more intense and 

individualized instruction in the general education setting increasing access to 
the general education curriculum while decreasing stigma for students with 
special needs.  
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MIDDLE LEVEL TEACHERS & STAFF 
 

 “Middle grades teachers must be well grounded in the development and 
needs of young adolescents if they are to be successful.  Just as middle grades 
teachers need to know how, specifically, young adolescents are different from young 
children and older adolescents, they also need to understand that middle grades 
schools are different from elementary and high school.  The difference is more than a 
sign in front of the school; it lies in the philosophical foundations of middle grades 
education and the organizational structure that grows from and supports this 
philosophy.” (Turning Points 2000, p.100) 
 

“Middle level educators are advocates for all young adolescents.  They enjoy 
being in their presence and understand the dynamics of an ever changing youth 
culture.  They recognize the value of interdisciplinary work and integrated learning 
and are able to make sound pedagogical decisions based on the needs, interests, and 
special abilities of their students.  They are sensitive to the individual differences and 
respond positively to the natural diversity present in middle level classrooms.” (This 
We Believe, p.13) 
 

It was clear throughout the CMS visitation that the staff is very caring, dedicated, 
and professional.  The students echoed these thoughts frequently and spoke of how 
they like and respect the CMS teachers and ESPs.  This was also visible throughout 
the observations in classrooms and hallways.  There was evidence of additional extra 
help opportunities existing both during and after the school day to provide extra 
support for students, as well. Additionally, during the interview process, many staff 
members commented on how much they enjoy working at CMS.   

 
Because middle level teachers encounter different challenges and experiences 

than educators at the secondary level, the VT recommends finding ways to celebrate 
and recognize the CMS teachers for the middle level educators that they are and as a 
separate staff than the high school. 

 
All CMS faculty members are deemed highly qualified under the terms of the No 

Child Left Behind Act.  In fact, there are several teachers who possess dual 
certification in another area, as well. 

 
Comments about professional development were mostly positive, though all 

agreed that the PD time has been improving in quality and follow through from 
administration. Technology related professional development received praise and the 
VT observed that, as a result of this training, relevant technology applications are 
being used to deliver the curriculum in a number of ways. Professional development 
related to teaming and middle school philosophy during the CMS recommended 
transition to more of a middle school model is highly recommended. 
 

Due to the number of students enrolled in CMS, the VT recommends that the 
school hire an additional guidance counselor to enable more students to have access 
to the services provided by the guidance department.  

 
The VT also feels that the ESP staff would benefit from being able to meet with 

the special education teachers on a more regular basis.  To enable access to the 
online IEPs, it is also recommended that CMS provide a laptop or device for ESPs to 
carry with them throughout the school day. 
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Strengths 
 

1. The CMS staff is exceptionally dedicated, professional and caring. 
2. The CMS staff provides many opportunities to give extra help both during and 

after school to students who wish to take advantage of it. 
3. One hundred percent of staff is highly qualified and certified in their content 

area. 
4. CMS students hold their teachers in high regard and feel that they are liked 

by their teachers. 
5. Professional development programs are deemed to be useful and applicable. 

 
Recommendations 
 

1. The VT recommends an increase of staff in the guidance department to 
increase availability for students. 

2. Because ESPs spend their entire day working with students, CMS would 
benefit from finding time for ESP staff members to meet with the special 
education teachers.  In addition, providing laptops/devices for ESPs to use 
throughout the day would aid in availability to online IEPs. 

3. As CMS looks to grow into a traditional middle level school, professional 
development would be needed to support faculty and staff in that process. 

4. Continue to find ways to celebrate the success and importance of middle level 
educators in a different manner than the high school educators. 
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Relationships for Learning 
 

 
“Middle school educators have long recognized an essential truth about children’s 
learning: relationships matter. For young adolescents, relationships with adults form 
the critical pathways for their learning; education ‘happens’ through relationships” 
(Turning Points 2000, p.122). 
 
“To create an identity for students, teachers ensure that each student is known by at 
least one adult.  Teams develop identity through names and logos, programs and 
traditions unique to that team.  Through a spirit of fun and a sense of shared 
purpose, students and staff work together in an environment that encourages 
achievement.  In addition to caring for the students on a team, the team structure 
creates a positive working environment for teachers.  Shared responsibility for a 
common group of students creates a professional and often personal bond for the 
adults” (Turning Points 2000, p. 129). 
 
“Research shows that effective teams lead to improved student achievement, 
increased parental contacts, an enhanced school climate, and positive student 
attitudes.” (This We Believe, pg. 29) 
 
The work of teams can effectively be divided into four parts: 

1. Building a sense of community and identify for the adults and young 
adolescents on the team; 

2. Designing the team protocols and organizational structures that support team 
community and instruction; 

3. Developing and implementing effective instructional practices and curriculum 
for young adolescents; and 

4. Communicating with the wider school community and with parents about the 
work of the team regarding student learning. 
 

Cohasset Middle School (CMS) has gradually stopped using a team structure over 
the last several years. No teams, defined as a particular cohort of teachers 
responsible for a particular group of students, exist at CMS. Meetings and interviews 
with various stakeholders showed a broadly held desire to return to a team model.  

 
Presently, CMS teachers’ Common Planning Time appears to be used primarily for 

meetings with parents, along with some coordinating with other teachers at teachers’ 
discretion. No structure for how to use CPT exists.  

 
The Visiting Team (VT) was able to observe an example of cross-curricular 

teaching and cooperation in the Learning Commons as a part of the Grade 6 
Seminar. A CMS Social Studies teacher and the CMS librarian worked together to 
design and implement a scavenger hunt activity designed to teach students both how 
to use an academic space, as well as how to conduct oneself in such a space. Some 
CMS faculty expressed a desire for more opportunities to develop interdisciplinary 
and project-based learning experiences for students - a goal well served by teaming.  

 
The VT also met with various student leaders from the school. These students 

expressed a desire for more communication between their teachers.  
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Common practices in the classroom across grades and disciplines did make 
themselves apparent as the VT visited classrooms to watch learning. In most 
classrooms visited, students were engaged with technology, movement was 
incorporated into lessons, and objectives/essential questions were posted 
prominently for students to see.  
 
 
Strengths: 
 

1. There exists a broadly held and strong desire on the part of CMS faculty to 
collaborate with each other both in terms of crossing the curriculum and 
supporting the distinct social/emotional needs of middle school students.   

2. Visited academic classes of all varieties displayed common practices such as 
posted objectives and essential questions as well as the integration of 
technology. 

3. The newly renovated “Learning Commons” provides an excellent space for 
collaborative teaching and learning. 

4. The CMS “Peer Leader Program” provides an excellent opportunity for role 
modeling and the fostering supportive peer-on-peer relationships. 

 
Recommendations:  
 

1. In order to enhance the middle level concept at CMS, clearly defined teams of 
teachers and students should be established. 

2. Common Planning Time should be reserved as much as possible for teachers 
to communicate about and plan for the academic, social and emotional needs 
of shared students. 

3. Develop guidance or structure for how Common Planning Time should be used 
to maximize its effectiveness in addressing the needs of students. 

4. Seek out opportunities to expand and build on existing social/emotional 
development programs such as the “Peer Leader Program.”  

5. Develop whole-school opportunities for communication such as periodic 
morning assemblies to enhance a sense of community and a middle school 
identity.  
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Govern Democratically 
 
It has been proven that highly successful middle schools have collaborative 
leadership. 
 
“A middle grades school should be organized and should function through a 
democratic governance system with structures and processes that are systematically 
inclusive, collaborative, and focused on the improvement of student learning. The 
system should give all “stakeholders” in the school – teachers, administrators, 
support staff, parents, students, and community members – a primary voice in 
planning and implementing school improvement efforts” (Turning Points 2000  
p.146).  
 

Cohasset Middle High School has a principal and an assistant principal for the high 
school (CHS) and also an assistant principal for the middle school (CMS).  

 
The principal and CMS assistant principal have been in those roles for some time. 

The principal came from a secondary school and the assistant principal from a middle 
school. 

 
A Student Handbook outlines policy and procedures at CMS. It also includes Core 

Values and Beliefs as well as Academic Standards. 
 
During the 2016-2017 school year, before inviting NELMS to conduct a Whole 

School Assessment, the middle school staff conducted a self-study to focus on 
various areas of CMS organization where they felt opportunities for improvement 
could enhance a middle level learning experience for their young adolescent learners. 

 
NELMS asked for a summary of their study and changes which were implemented 

for the 2017-2018 school year. The summary provided follows: 
 

“Cohasset Middle School staff undertook a self-study during the school year 2016-
2017. The study was a reflective journey based on three questions. Where are we? 
Where do we want to go? And how do we get there? The study began with a 
collective survey of our areas of strength, areas of challenge, and areas of immediate 
need. Areas identified as strengths included teacher-student relationships and a 
highly qualified faculty. Areas identified as challenges included special education, 
schedule, executive functioning for students, class sizes (primarily for the specialist 
classes), student anxiety, and the need for more "fun". Areas identified as immediate 
need included a middle school identity, a middle school office to facilitate 
communication between teachers and administration, special education, and facility 
issues such as uncomfortable temperatures. Through this survey, six subcommittees 
were identified to study Culture, Grading Practices, Curriculum, Student Supports, 
Schedule, and Structure. Faculty members chose the focus area they wanted to 
reflect on for the year. These subcommittees met approximately once a month from 
December until April to identify areas within their subcategory that they wanted to 
learn more about, or suggest for improvement and recorded ideas in a shared 
document. These notes eventually led to the development of a parent survey and 
feedback for the building principal. Each of these six sub-committees also identified 
two volunteers to make up the steering committee. The steering committee met 
once a month to share ideas and discuss possible next steps based upon 
conversations they were having with their colleagues. The steering committee also 
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read "This We Believe" in order to help ground conversations around best middle 
level practices. 
 

Because of this self-study several recommendations were made in May 2017 lo 
the building principal: 
 
1. Bell Schedule recommended staying the same for the coming school year 

while continuing to investigate other scheduling ideas, including the use of 
creative and flexible scheduling to incorporate a PBL model. 

2. Implement supervision for students in the building before and after school. 
3. Improve teacher-administrator communication and administrative visibility 

with the implementation of some sort of administrative office hours on the 
middle school side of the building. 

4. Invest in paid curricular time for Project Based Learning and other cross-
curricular work. 

5. Create a middle school athletic program outside of the intramural program. 
6. Continue with ongoing school spirit initiatives implemented this year. 
7. Explore ways to "team" at the middle school level. 
8. Develop Tier 2 interventions and effective program for implementing these 

interventions, inclusive of a database for monitoring student progress. 
9. Clarify the process of recommending students for the Tiered Support Team. 
10. Examine more closely our grading practices with a focus on the following 

areas: use of the honor roll system and standards based reporting. 
11. Create opportunities for Project Based Learning. 
12. Create a middle school identity: Middle School Mascot, identify student 

leaders in a more profound way through student council (i.e. morning 
announcements, weekly newsletter column from the students), create a 
physical space that is different from the high school in appearance. 

 
From these recommendations, space was created on the middle school side of the 

building for administrative offices and office hours are held by the Principal, Assistant 
Principal, and the Director of the METCO program. ln addition the development of the 
Skipper Creed by the PBIS committee formed last year has provided the staff with 
consistent language around behavioral expectations at the middle school. Other 
areas identified through the Cohasset Middle-High School improvement plan include 
improving cultural and systemic practices at the middle school to middle level 
students' learning experiences through action steps such as developing a study 
group to examine standards based supporting for grade 6, dedication of professional 
development and faculty time to develop Tier 2 intervention strategies for supporting 
all learners, and implementing elements of PBIS.” 

 
The summary is included in this report to validate the significant work done by the 

faculty as well as the implementation of many suggestions for the current school 
year. This group models the work of a Steering Committee which will reflect on and 
implement the results of this report and the survey results which were part of the 
on-site visit by NELMS. This is a significant step to help a good school become better 
and is an exemplary model to continue the school improvement process. 

 
While some suggestions of the self-study are now in place, there is opportunity to 

continue the obvious desire to establish a true middle school identity and 
implementation of best middle level practice.  
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The VT was impressed with the consistent theme from interviews of the desire to 
work together and develop middle level structures and strategies. This is a significant 
step to help a good school become better and is an exemplary model to continue the 
school improvement process. 

 
The Cohasset Parent Organization is active and engaged in the life of CMS. In 

addition, the Cohasset Education Foundation raised funds to renovate the Learning 
Commons. Since it opened in October, the Learning Commons has become a vibrant 
hub of student activity and a support for the use of technology in the learning 
process. 

 
The opportunity for students to have a voice in the governance of their school is 

important. There is a student council at CMS. A representative is elected from each 
homeroom and meets with an advisor on a regular schedule. The council facilitates a 
variety of school spirit related days/activities during the school year. 

 
While the school has considerable information on the website and sends home a 

monthly school wide (CMHS) newsletter members of the VT heard a desire for 
increased communication from parents.  

 
The team also identified many wonderful programs and practices at WCMS. The 

general opinion is that presently the community could be more aware of the many 
positive programs in the school. 
 
 
Strengths 
 

1. The Steering Committee was an effective model for a School Improvement 
Team at CMS. 

2. The Student Council is alive and well at CMS. It plays an active role in school-
wide spirit days. 

3. There is a strong sense of cooperation and commitment between the Central 
Office and CMS. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS: 
 

1. There is a need for an Action Planning Team with broad-based representation 
comprised of faculty, staff, parents, students, and community representatives 
to analyze the results of the self- study and this report. This team should 
develop action plans to prioritize and implement recommendations as well as 
establishing benchmarks to measure progress and identify areas of 
responsibility. This action plan team will promote student learning and an 
atmosphere of participation, responsibility and ownership.  The team should 
be an on-going group which meets regularly to continue to discuss and help 
implement best middle school practices and investigate professional 
development opportunities for staff. The Steering (Self-Study) Committee 
already in place should be empowered to continue their good work. 

2. Investigate and implement ways to widely celebrate the existing areas of 
success at CMS. 

3. While there is a strong sense of caring for and dedication to students, CMS 
faculty, staff, students and community should identify a vision and their 
mission statement to accurately reflect their middle school learning 
community. 

4. Most middle schools use an advisory group as a leadership council in their 
buildings. CMS should establish a collaborative leadership group to enrich 
opportunities to engage in the decision-making process at CMS. 

5. Communication is one key to success. CMS should assess its current 
processes and establish clear, concise and consistent practices to provide 
accurate timely information to its constituent groups. 

6. CMS should investigate the feasibility of creating the position of Middle School 
Principal and consider an administrative coach/mentor to formalize the 
implementation of middle level structure and practice. 

7. CMS must take advantage of the creative potential of faculty and staff and 
work to provide opportunities, which will enhance a sense of respect for all, 
and a strong learning community. 
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HEALTHY SCHOOL ENVIRONMENT 
 
“Healthy lifestyles and academic success are tightly interwoven—improvement in one 
leads to improvement in the other, both directly and indirectly.  Positive intergroup 
relations are essential to a safe and healthy school.  Middle grade schools, in 
partnership with the community, should support physical and mental health and 
fitness by providing a safe, caring and healthy environment, health education and 
access to health services. (Turning Points 2000, p.24) 
 
“A successful school for young adolescents is an inviting, supportive place, a joyful 
community that promotes in depth learning and enhances students’ physical and 
emotional well-being. In a healthy school environment, human relations are 
paramount.” (This We Believe, p.12) 
 

First and foremost, the VT immediately noticed the quiet and respectful 
atmosphere of the students at CMS, both in the hallway and in the classrooms.  
Students were engaged in active learning and well behaved in unstructured 
situations such as passing between classes and eating lunch in the cafeteria.  Low 
levels of student discipline were reported by staff and this was also observed by the 
VT.  Students also reported feeling safe and comfortable in all areas of the school.  A 
positive, encouraging and friendly rapport between the students and teachers was 
also frequently observed by the VT throughout the school.  

 
Students, teachers and parents all commented on the amount of perceived stress 

and pressure that is reportedly felt by students to achieve. The VT suggests looking 
into ways to reduce the sense of pressure and implement more “fun” and 
lighthearted school activities to help offset the academic expectations.  This 
suggestion was also mentioned by the above mentioned parties, as well.  Doing so 
could also help to celebrate student achievement, build a middle school identity, and 
separate students from feeling as though they are a younger part of the high school, 
as well. 

 
The VT observed the implementation of the Skipper Code at CMS and saw 

evidence in each classroom of the expectations that accompany it. Staff reported 
that this initiative is going well and the VT observed students putting slips of paper 
into the buckets that are the reward for students following the code. 

 
Current research shows the importance of middle level schools having an advisory 

program.  An advisory program does not exist at CMS. Advisory groups are created 
through the use of teaming and help to foster positive middle school development. In 
another area of this report, the implementation of teaming is also recommended by 
the VT and upon doing so, an advisory program is recommended, as well. 
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“A clean, well maintained physical plant is another indicator of a positive school 
climate.  Student work is on display, the ambiance is student-centered, and it is clear 
that learning is the priority.  Like young adolescents, the climate of a 
developmentally responsive middle level school requires constant nurturing.” (This 
We Believe, p.19) 

 
The CMS building is clean, well-kept and the interior hallways are in the process of 

being repainted.  Student work is showcased throughout the school and all of the 
hallways are painted with inspirational quotes and images for students to read 
throughout each day.  The outdoor courtyard is an inviting addition as a dining 
space, as well, and the recent addition of adding locally harvested food to the menu 
appears to be successful and offers students the chance to learn more about their 
local food sourcing. 
 

The CMS steering committee provided the VT with a summary of work begun and 
completed to help make positive changes to the school. The VT noted changes such 
as creating a middle school office and the use of the Skipper Code.  Many faculty 
members mentioned that they hoped the administration would begin using that office 
more frequently and the VT recommends this to help create more of an 
administrative presence in CMS. 

 
The band and chorus program meet on a trimester schedule, thus creating a large 

block of time throughout the year when students are technically in an ensemble, but 
not receiving instruction outside of a brief, non-mandatory weekly rehearsal during 
the utility block.  To build cohesion and strength of the performing arts at CMS, the 
VT recommends that band and chorus be offered for a longer period throughout the 
year than the single trimester.  Doing so would allow students to build on their skill 
set, continue to receive instruction, and become a true ensemble.  CMS parents 
reported the desire for this, as well, and some expressed frustration that band 
instruments were being paid for all year, yet band instruction only occurs for 
students, primarily, during the single trimester.  The strengthening of the performing 
arts program could also help to build school identity for students at CMS, particularly 
because there is no school affiliated sports program.  
 
 
Strengths 
 

1. Students are respectful and academically driven to succeed. 
2. Students feel safe and cared for. 
3. Teachers interact with students in the hallways frequently and it is done in an 

encouraging and friendly manner. 
4. The addition of the Skipper Code this year is well received by both students 

and faculty and points to a commitment to social/emotional health within the 
school building. 

5. The Steering Committee has made progress with regards to helping identify 
and change concerns surrounding the middle school environment (ex: 
creating a middle school office). 

6. The school building is clean and currently being repainted.  It also includes    
student artwork and inspirational phrases that create a bright, positive 
atmosphere. 

7. The outdoor courtyard and other areas for dining are welcoming. 
8. The school lunch program has begun to offer local options of food, as well as 

education about how that food is procured. 
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Recommendations  
 

1. The VT suggests that the connections that students make with teachers and 
other peers could be strengthened by implementing an advisory program. 

2. Consider finding more ways to celebrate student achievement and promote a 
sense of fun. 

3. Discuss strategies to lessen the sense of stress that students feel regarding 
achievement, grades, and workload.  

4. Create more of a middle school culture & identity that separates students 
from feeling/appearing as though they are a younger version of the high 
school.  

5. Create more time for specials such as band and chorus to meet on a yearly 
basis and create a full-year sense of belonging to the performing ensembles 
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Involving Parents and Community 
 
 
 “Schools and families must collaborate to establish continuity and communication 
between home and school; to monitor and support students’ schoolwork and 
academic progress; to create opportunities outside the school for safe, engaging 
exploration; and to improve the school itself through parent and community 
involvement on site.  Schools and communities should forge connections to provide 
needed services to students, offer career exploration opportunities, expand learning 
beyond regular school hours and outside school walls and advocate for school 
improvements critical to ensuring success for every student.”  (Turning Points 2000, 
p. 24) 

 
“Research studies clearly link the involvement of family and other adults in the 
community with higher levels of student achievement, improved student behavior, 
and greater overall support for schools.” (This We Believe 2010, pg. 40) 
 
“Schools do not presume to educate children alone.  In today’s society, genuine 
community involvement is a fundamental component of successful schools for young 
adolescents.” (This We Believe 2010, pg. 41) 
 
 

In Cohasset, one Parent School Organization (PSO) serves all three public schools 
in the district, with a “PSO board” for each individual school to focus the given 
individual needs of each. One such board works with both the Middle and High 
School. The PSO recently worked with the Cohasset Education Foundation to secure 
the funds for and construction of a new “Learning Commons” area in the Middle-High 
School.  

 
The parent community of Cohasset Middle School holds rigorous expectations for 

the academic achievement of their students. At the same time, some parents 
expressed concerns about the potential negative impacts of high academic pressure 
on adolescents, particularly in the form of large amounts of homework. Parents also 
communicated desire for strong social-emotional support and development of CMS 
students, particularly as it pertains to the role mobile technology plays in the lives of 
young students.  

 
In a similar vein, parents interviewed by the Visiting Team expressed a concern 

for the identity and role of the Middle School in the Cohasset public school system. 
Generally, parents felt a sense of urgency for the Middle School to develop a distinct 
middle level identity separate from the High School, rather than accept a role of 
shepherding students to the High School.  

 
At CMS, there is no existing structured parent/teacher conference system. 

Parent/teacher communication is handled through mainly two mediums: electronic 
communication via email or websites, and meetings scheduled with teachers during 
the school day, often using Common Planning Time (CPT). CMS does host an Open 
House event when school begins which is highly attended.  
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Communication between CMS and the larger community is mostly undertaken 

through the school website and electronic newsletter. There are separate websites 
for the Middle and High Schools, but one joint newsletter. 

 
There is a strong desire on the part of many faculty members to increase 

attention paid to the social-emotional learning and development of the students at 
CMS. Currently, a “Peer Leader” program exists to facilitate these. The Peer Leader 
program provides for a trained high school student from CHS to come down to the 
Middle School during “Teacher Student Time” (TST) and run activities, lessons and 
workshops with CMS students one time per month for about 25 minutes.  

 
Parents are deeply involved in providing sports opportunities for CMS students. 

With limited options for sports available before high school, many parents run 
successful private sports programs for CMS students.  

 
The VT was present for a new community engagement event at CMS which saw a 

local fishing business bring in locally caught specimens for students to hold, touch 
and experience. The business also provided fresh and local fish to the school 
cafeteria, which prepared various seafood meals for students to experience. Students 
were visibly engaged by the event.  
 
 
Strengths: 
 

1. The Parent School Organization (PSO) is active in CMS and includes 
representation from stakeholder groups such as the Special Education Parent 
Advisory Council. The impact of the PSO was seen in the fundraising and 
coordination for the newly renovated “Learning Commons”. 

2. The CMS Website is well organized and includes a variety of resources and 
information both for and about the community. 

3. Newly established relationship with a local fishing business produced a fun, 
engaging and educational opportunity for CMS students. 

 
Recommendations: 
  

1. Explore ways to conference with parents that are not at the expense of 
Common Planning Time and without reducing the quality of parent-teacher 
communication. 

2. Explore ways to nurture the high expectations for personal growth and 
development of students alongside academic achievement in the community. 

3. Assess the desired outcomes and effectiveness of Teacher Student Time (TST) 
and explore ways to maximize its potential as a time for social-emotional 
learning. 

4. Continue to find and take advantage of opportunities to integrate the 
Cohasset community’s vocational expertise into the instruction at CMS. 

5. Identify further opportunities to bring parent and community volunteers into 
CMS. 

6. Investigate the possibility of using sports programs and opportunities to help 
develop a distinct identity for the Middle School.  
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SUMMARY 
 

The foundation for this report is based on the research of Turning Points and This 
We Believe which identify the nature and needs of the young adolescent learner and 
provide examples of best practices which are essential to a strong middle level 
program. 

 
CMS faculty began a self-study in 2016-2017 by reading This We Believe. They 

demonstrate a strong desire to develop an exemplary middle level program and 
identity for young adolescent learners. 

 
It was evident to the VT upon arrival that Cohasset Middle School is a welcoming 

environment dedicated to the support of middle level students. 
 
A self-study and an on-site assessment provide a reflective opportunity to 

examine varied aspects of a program through critical examination of what we do and 
making a determination of what works well and what could be changed. It is a vital 
factor in school improvement. Cohasset Middle School is commended for their work 
to date. 

 
The Steering Committee which helped facilitate this assessment is an excellent 

model for the development of school improvement goals and timelines. It can also be 
an agent to provide frequent, clear and consistent communication for all 
stakeholders in the support of continued success at CMS. 

 
The development of true middle school teams supported by common planning 

time is a critical step for CMS. 
 
Working with a focused administration and a dedicated faculty and staff with 

parent support, there is no doubt that CMS will achieve its goal of implementing best 
middle level practices. 

 
The members of the VT enjoyed the three days spent at CMS and appreciated the 

hospitality of the school community.  We hope the recommendations in this report 
will assist in creating an outstanding middle level program for the young adolescents 
of Cohasset Middle School. Thank you for welcoming us into your community. 
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ABOUT THE ASSESSORS 
 
 
William H. Downey, a NELMS Whole School and Focus Assessment Coordinator is a 
retired educator from Massachusetts.  Certified in science, elementary, middle and 
high school principal, and as superintendent, he has worked as a fifth through eighth 
grade teacher, elementary and middle school principal and also chaired the long-
range space study as well as the middle school building and renovation for his 
district.  He is most proud of the years spent working with faculty to transition their 
junior high school to an exemplary middle school.  Since retiring, Bill has worked as 
a consultant for NELMS.  He has participated on and chaired numerous school   
assessments and coordinated this school assessment programs for NELMS. He also 
works as an adjunct professor in the Licensure Office of Worcester State University.  
 
Jerry Frew is in his 43rd year serving public education. Jerry has been a high school 
teacher and administrator, Middle School Principal and Assistant Principal, Assistant 
Superintendent and Superintendent of Schools in several New Hampshire school 
districts. He is currently in his third year as the Executive Director of NELMS. Frew 
lives in Concord N.H. With Joan, his wife of 43 years, and they are the proud parents 
of three adult children- Jason, Ryan and Adam, and excited to be welcoming their 
sixth grandchild into the world in a few short weeks. 
 
Cynthia Bresnahan is currently a sixth-grade Learning Specialist at the Norton 
Middle School in Norton, MA. This is her eighth year at the middle school and is 
thrilled to be teaching at a NELMS Spotlight School! Cynthia has been a Learning 
Specialist for over 32 years. She first began as a special education teacher in 
Plymouth, MA working with special needs students in K-5 inclusion classrooms before 
becoming a Learning Specialist in Norton, MA. After ten years at the elementary 
level, she moved up to the middle school and loves it!  Cynthia attended Lesley 
College where she received her BA in Elementary and Special Education as well as 
her MS in Computers in Education. 
 
Alexander Hoyt is in his third year as a 7th grade Social Studies teacher at Quinn 
Middle School in Hudson, Massachusetts. He received his Master of Arts in Teaching 
in 2015 from Clark University in Worcester, Massachusetts where he first taught 10th 
grade history at Claremont Academy as a graduate student. During summers, Alex 
teaches onboard the Hudson River Sloop Clearwater, a tall ship which sails on the 
Hudson River and offers environmental, maritime and historical educational 
opportunities to children and adults.  
 
Kathryn Small is a middle school music and choral educator in the SAU #49 school 
district, located in the Lakes Region of New Hampshire.  For the past four years, 
Katie has also been the leader of the Exploratory team at the middle school, a team 
consisting of ten arts, language, technology and physical education instructors. 
Raised with a love for the ocean, Katie graduated from the University of Southern 
Maine with a B.M., the University of Maine with a M.M., and more recently, a M.P.A. 
from Roger Williams University.  In her free time, Katie writes a blog that is also a 
weekly column in the Meredith News publication and enjoys sailing on the open seas. 
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