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INTRODUCTION 

Murdoch Middle School is a public charter school for students in grades five through 
eight.  The school’s curriculum is aligned with Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks, 
and emphasizes a “real world” approach to learning through a balance of project-based 
and skills-based classes.   

The school opened on September 4, 1996. In 2000, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts 
Board of Education commissioned an inspection team to review our request for renewal 
of our charter, which was due to expire in 2001.  (All charter schools are required by state 
law to undergo this process every five years.)  After a thorough formal inspection 
process, the charter was unanimously renewed for another five-year period.  

This sixth Annual Report contains a wide range of information about the school, its 
programs, students, performance objectives, progress and results.  In accordance with 
charter school law, the primary purpose of this annual report is to serve as a formal 
reporting mechanism to the Massachusetts Department of Education regarding the 
school’s progress in meeting the goals of its Accountability Plan. At the same time, it is 
intended to inform the many groups and individuals who have an interest in the school. 
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SECTION 1: IS THE ACADEMIC PROGRAM A SUCCESS? 
Student Performance Objectives, Progress and Achievement:  Have 
students made reasonable progress in attaining internally established 
academic and non-academic objectives? 

Five academic objectives have guided the school’s program and are part of the 
Accountability Plan. These academic objectives (outlined in Section 1.1 below) have 
directed the school’s efforts over the term of the charter. 

Methods of Assessing Student and School Performance 

All MMS students are assessed on their comprehension of content, skills and knowledge 
presented to them throughout projects and skills classes, as well as their ability to apply 
the content, skills and knowledge to “real world” projects.  For example, 7/8 students 
wrote small business plans, then developed and presented products to community 
members, through their study of the economics standards in the Who wants to be a 
millionaire? Project.  Students are also assessed on their ability to meet the Murdoch 
Middle School Social Outcomes: Problem Solving, Self Direction, Communication, and 
Community Membership. 

Levels of Competency 

Student proficiency is measured by four levels of competency: 

Novice: 	 The very beginning level.  Students at this level need frequent 
monitoring and redirection.  Students at this level may have difficulty 
completing the assignment. 

Apprentice:   	 This is the basic level of competence.  Students may still require re
direction, but respond appropriately. 

Proficient:	 At this level, the student is able to perform given tasks and exhibits a 
working set of knowledge and skills. 

Distinguished: 	 Student has mastered the skills required for the project or activity, can 
synthesize and apply knowledge and skills. 

Methods of Reporting Student Progress 

The following methods are used to assess student learning at Murdoch Middle School: 

· Bi-weekly Feedback Forms 
· Quarterly Comprehensive Assessments for both skills and project classes (see 

Appendix C for sample assessments) 

· Student Exhibitions (see summaries of student performances below) 

· Portfolios of Quality Work

· Parent Survey (see Appendix D for detailed survey results) 
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1.1 	 Student Academic Objectives 

1.1.a 	 All students will know and be able to exceed academic skills and 
standards. 

1.1.b 	 All students will apply multiple skills and strategies in solving complex 
problems. 

1.1.c 	 Students will understand the interrelationship of multiple disciplines 
and systems. 

1.1.d 	 Students will demonstrate an ability to use and apply knowledge in a 
variety of complex and “real life” situations. 

1.1.e 	 Students will effectively communicate ideas in multiple ways. 

The following bar graphs show student performance on teacher-generated assessments 
for their project classes and for their skills classes. 
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Percentage of Students in Grades 5-8

Who Achieved a Rating of Apprentice or Higher


in Skills Assessments in 2001-2002 


Math 
5/6 Math 

Averaged Across 
All Terms 

5/6 Math 
In One or More 

Terms 

7/8 Math 
Averaged Across 

All Terms 

7/8 Math 
In One or More 

Terms 
Comprehension 88 98 90 96 

Application 70 92 65 87 

Language Arts 

5/6 Language 
Arts 

Averaged Across 
All Terms 

5/6 Language 
Arts 

In One or More 
Terms 

7/8 Language 
Arts 

Averaged Across 
All Terms 

7/8 Language 
Arts 

In One or More 
Terms 

Comprehension 88 99 83 97 

Application 83 97 67 89 

Spanish 

5/6 Spanish 
Averaged Across 

All Terms 

5/6 Spanish 
In One or More 

Terms 

7/8 Spanish 
Averaged Across 

All Terms 

7/8 Spanish 
In One or More 

Terms 
Comprehension 93 93 98 98 

Application 91 91 98 98 
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1.2 	 Student Social Objectives 

1.2.a 	 PROBLEM SOLVING: Students think systemically, using more than one 
approach to solve a problem, test mental models, develop and ask 
relevant questions, evaluate their own process and make informed 
decisions. 

1.2.b 	 SELF DIRECTION: Students take initiative, set goals, initiate inquiry, see 
mistakes as learning opportunities and expect rigor. 

1.2.c 	 COMMUNICATION: Students effectively use a variety of resources and 
technologies. 

1.2.d 	 COMMUNITY MEMBERSHIP: Students work independently and 
collaboratively, managing and resolving conflicts. 

The four social outcomes (problem solving, self-direction, communication and 
community membership) are an integral part of student life at Murdoch Middle School.  
The outcomes are integrated into the work students do in classes and in every other 
aspect of student life. In addition to being formally addressed in projects, they are 
addressed informally each day. 

Problem solving is addressed in the portfolio process when students are required to 
reflect on their work and self-select their best work.  Students are expected to be self-
directed during group or team projects and in student-led meetings.  Students have 
various opportunities to use and practice communication skills throughout the daily 
curriculum and formally, four times a year through Jury Days and Quality Nights.  
Through a defined set of school-wide responsibilities (including tour giving, lunch 
service, clean-up and all-school meeting facilitation), Murdoch students become 
integrated community members. The following bar graph displays student performance 
on the four outcomes as measured by teachers through the four projects. 
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Project Assessments – Improvement Over Time 

At Murdoch Middle School we look for students to show improvement over time.  The 
following bar graphs show the percentage of students who received an assessment with a 
rating of Proficient or higher in each of the six project assessment categories in each 
project period. 
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Percentage of Students in Grades 5-8

Who Achieved a Rating of Apprentice or Higher


in Project Assessments in 2001-02 


Math/Science Averaged Across 
Two Projects 

In One or Two 
Projects 

Comprehension 89 97 

Application 76 89 

Problem Solving 81 90 

Self-Direction 77 89 

Effective Communication 83 93 

Community Membership 88 95 
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Community Assessment through Student Exhibitions 

During the academic year, students are required to present their work to external 
assessors in two ways:  Quality Nights and Jury Days. 

Quality Night 
At Quality Night, each student presents a piece of work that is assessed by three members 
of the community using a rubric specially designed for that purpose (see sample in 
Appendix C).  The results of these assessments provide staff with insight into how the 
community perceives student achievement.  The data shown through these bar graphs 
present the view that, for the most part, the public feels that students are achieving at the 
proficient level. 
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Jury Day 
Similarly, on Jury Days, students are required to individually present their work to 
volunteer “jurors” who represent a variety of backgrounds.  Participating visitors this 
year included a college professor, business professionals, teachers, parents, and 
administrators from other schools and districts.  Students are assessed using a Daytime 
Portfolio Defense Rubric highlighting the Murdoch Middle School Academic and Social 
Outcomes. 
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External Assessment:  Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) 
Testing – How does Murdoch Middle School “prepare” students for MCAS testing? 

The staff at Murdoch Middle School believes that the MCAS test is a good test, 
challenging students to answer a variety of types and levels of questions ranging from 
higher order thinking questions, like the open response questions in 8th grade 
mathematics, to a comprehensive essay for the 7th Grade ELA test, to a variety of 
multiple-choice questions. We feel confident that our academic program, aligned with 
the Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks, prepares students for state-mandated testing. 

Beyond two hours of standards-aligned, project-based curriculum, students at Murdoch 
Middle School participate in two hours of Math and English/Language Arts “skills” 
classes. This slight change in schedule, introduced for the 2001-2002 school year, allows 
teachers the time to diagnose areas of challenge for students and attend to deficiencies.   

This year, Murdoch received a grant through the Department of Education for an MCAS 
testing remediation program.  Students who scored below grade-level on a previous 
year’s Stanford 9 test were required to attend sessions that were held after school hours. 

The MCAS scores of Murdoch students reflect the combined scores of students from 
multiple districts. In most cases, MMS students continue to perform at or above the level 
of the students in the districts from which they came.  The following bar graphs illustrate 
MMS student performance on the MCAS as compared to results from two local districts.   
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Spring 2001 MCAS  - Grade 7 
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Spring 2001 MCAS  - Grades 6 & 7 
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SECTION 2: IS THE SCHOOL A VIABLE ORGANIZATION? 

2.1 Fiscal Management 

Murdoch Middle School is financially stable.  Each year, we have been audited in 
accordance with generally accepted auditing standards and the standards applicable to 
financial audits contained in Government Auditing Standards, issued by the Comptroller 
General of the United States. The school has never been issued a management report 
highlighting material internal control weaknesses (see financial statements and approved 
FY 2002-03 budget in Appendix E). 

2.1.a The annual expenditures will not exceed annual revenue. 

Over the past six years, the school has accumulated a substantial surplus that has been 
used to acquire the new building.  This surplus is the result of the multiple efforts to 
monitor and control spending and hundreds of hours spent by parent volunteers at the 
school. 

$16,065.00 

Health Protection (346-349) $12,120.00 

Sped Curriculum (274) $7,500.00 

Eisenhower Math/Science(303) $734.00 

$56,773.00 

$17,000.00 

$719.00 

Hudson Grant $600.00 

$2,467.00 

$15,000.00 

MCAS Support Grant (632) $9,800.00 

State, Federal and Other Grants 
Received in Fiscal Year 2001 

IDEA Sped Grant (240) 

Capital Facility Grant 

Waters Foundation Grant 

Federal Title VI Grant (302) 

Class Size Reduction (651) 

MCSA Dissemination Grant  
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Fundraising and Development at Murdoch Middle School 

The Murdoch Middle School has a formal fundraising committee led by parents.  The 
fundraising committee maintains its own budget, but operates with the approval of the 
Director. During 2001-02, funds raised by this committee went toward a variety of 
student activities and field trips, 8th grade graduation, curricular materials for the 
classroom, and staff professional development. 

The Board of Trustees has established a long-term financial development committee that 
functions independently from the parent fundraising committee.  Additionally, MMS has 
hired a staff member to spend 40% full-time equivalent (FTE) working toward 
developing MMS’s financial standing. 

2.1.b The school will be in compliance with all procurement regulations. 

Standard procurement laws and regulations are followed in the procurement of all major 
purchases. 

2.1.c The Board will monitor monthly financial statements. 

The school’s Finance Committee was comprised of the school’s Director, the Board 
Treasurer, and a Board member, along with the Account Manager and Operations 
Manager from the school’s management company.  This Committee met on a monthly 
basis to review and discuss monthly financial statements.  The Director presented 
significant points gleaned from these meetings to the entire Board at their next meeting. 

2.2 Student Enrollment and Daily Attendance 

Students Served and Eligibility 

Murdoch Middle School serves students in grades 5 through 8.  All students deemed 
eligible to attend grades 5 through 8 in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts are eligible 
to attend MMS. Students are selected through a lottery (see Appendix F for admission 
policies and procedures). 

Instructional Days 

The 2001-02 academic calendar at MMS consisted of 180 instructional days (starting 
September 5, 2001 and ending June 18, 2002).  School hours were from 7:45 a.m. to 2:45 
p.m. and total learning hours were equivalent to 1,000 per year.  It has remained the 
intent of MMS to provide instructional time in excess of the 900 hours per year required 
by the Commonwealth of Massachusetts. 
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2.2.a The school will be fully enrolled. 

During six years of operation, student enrollment at MMS has remained at or near full 
capacity.  As can be expected with all schools, MMS experiences typical, mild 
fluctuations in its enrollment throughout the year, primarily caused by moving families.   
The following table reflects the target enrollment figures set by the Board each year and 
each year’s corresponding actual enrollment.   

School Year Target 
Enrollment 

Actual 
Enrollment 

1996-97 154 154 
1997-98 176 176 
1998-99 184 184 
1999-00 207 207 
2000-01 207 205 
2001-02 276 246 

2002-03 276 276 
(as of 7/30/02) 

With the original completion date for our new facility scheduled for Fall 2001, the Board 
increased its target enrollment to 276 students (a number the new facility will be able to 
easily accommodate).  While we did not achieve this number, we did increase our 
enrollment by 30 students between August of 2001 and March of 2002.  This is a 
significant jump, considering that average enrollment in 2000-01 was 205 students.  The 
reduced enrollment from the increased target of 276 actually helped us to better serve our 
students in the facility we needed to remain in for the year.  In fact, an increase of this 
proportion in our current facility would have created an extremely challenging situation.  
The new facility, which will open its doors to students in September 2002, provides the 
Murdoch community with more than double the previous space available (an increase 
from approximately 9,000 square feet to 23,000 square feet). 

Student Applications Received 

The aggregate number of applicants for slots at MMS for the 2001-02 school year was 
402 (218 new applicants and 184 returning students).  This represents 1.6 applications per 
opening, based on an enrollment of 246.   Grade level and residence data for new 
applicants is reflected in the following table. 
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2001-02 New Applicants by Grade and Residence 


Town 5th  6th  7th  8th Total 
Arlington 0  0  1  0  1  
Ashby 0  0  1  0  1  
Billerica 16 18 10 3 47 
Chelmsford 54 13 4 3 74 
Dracut 3  1  2  1  7  
Groton 2  0  1  0  3  
Littleton 6  6  0  0 12  
Lowell 28 16 8 5 57 
Tewksbury 2  0  0  1  3  
Tyngsboro 4  1  0  1  6  
Westford 0  1  2  2  5  
Wilmington 0 0 1 1  2 
Total 115 56 30 17 218 

Waiting Lists 

Each year, MMS maintains a waiting list for each grade and continues to fill slots as they 
become available in an effort to remain fully enrolled.  At various points in time over the 
past year, there were waiting lists for all grade levels, with the majority for sixth and 
seventh grades.  The following table reflects grade level and residence data for all 
applicants who held a position on the waiting list at any point during the year. 

2001-02 Waiting Lists by Grade and Residence 

Town 5th  6th  7th  8th Total 
Arlington 0  0  1  0  1  
Ashby 0  0  1  0  1  
Billerica 9  9  6  0 24  
Chelmsford 2  7  0  3  12  
Dracut 1  0  0  0  1  
Groton 0  0  1  0  1  
Littleton 2  5  0  0 7  
Lowell 15  9  6  1  31  
Tewksbury 1  0  0  0  1  
Tyngsboro 2  1  0  0  3  
Westford 0  0  0  0  0  
Wilmington 0 0 0 0  0 
Total 32 31 15 4 82 
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Student Demographics 

Aggregate enrollment for the school year was 260.  The following tables reflect student 
demographic information. 

American 
Indian 

Asian/ 
Pacific 
Islander 

Black Hispanic White Total Grand 
Total 

Grade M F M F M F M F M F M F 
Student 
Count 
5 0 0 2 1 0 0 0 2 33 30 35 33 68 
6 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 4 39 23 41 28 69 
7 2 0 2 1 1 0 1 0 34 24 40 25 65 
8 0 0 0 1 0 0 3 0 27 27 30 28 58 
Total 3 0 4 4 1 0 5 6 133 104 146 114 260 

American 
Indian 

Asian/ 
Pacific 
Islander 

Black Hispanic White Total Grand 
Total 

Grade M F M F M F M F M F M F 
Special 
Needs 
5 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 5 1 5 1 6 
6 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 5 4 6 5 11 
7 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 6 3 8 3 11 
8 0 0 0 1 0 0 2 0 4 0 6 1 7 
Total 1 0 0 1 1 0 3 1 20 8 25 10 35 

American 
Indian 

Asian/ 
Pacific 
Islander 

Black Hispanic White Total Grand 
Total 

Grade M F M F M F M F M F M F 
Free & 
Reduced 
Lunch 
5 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 0 4 4 
6 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 3 1 3 4 
7 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 5 2 5 2 7 
8 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 4 1 4 5 
Total 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 7 13 7 13 20 

Student Turnover Data 

A combined total of 17 students either left MMS during the school year or will not be 
returning for the 2002-03 academic year.  The reasons for withdrawal are listed below. 
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Reasons for Withdrawal    No. Withdrawn 

Return to traditional public school 5 

Moved out of area 8 

Transportation difficulties 2 

Exclusions/expulsions 2 

Total Withdrawals 17 

2.2.b 	 Average daily attendance (ADA) will reflect a commitment to the value 
of regular attendance at school. 

With student enrollment at 246 at the close of the 2001-02 school year, the average daily 
attendance was 224.36. The average daily attendance rate for the year was 94.0%.  This 
reflects an increase of 2% over last year.  The following graph reflects the steady 
improvements in attendance records for MMS since its inception. 
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2.2.c 	 Truancy is not a problem for any student. 

Students with prior histories of truancy or poor attendance are monitored by the school 
Social Worker and Director.  Students with attendance problems are addressed with 
behavior plans and strategies created on an individual basis in conjunction with the 
parents/guardians and the students. 
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2.3 	 School Governance and Management         

A nine-member Board of Trustees that represents many community perspectives governs 
Murdoch Middle School. The Board of Trustees meets semimonthly on the second and 
fourth Tuesdays of each month.  The minutes of the board meetings are on file in the 
MMS administrative office and are available to the public. The 2001-02 Board was 
comprised of the following members: 

Name    Board Role Occupation 

Arlene Parquette Chair  Sales, Scientific Products 
Cathy Byrne   Vice-Chair   Lawyer 
Mike Raisbeck Treasurer   Consultant, Lawyer 
Susan Grant Clerk    MMS Parent 
Charles Feeney Chair, Finance Committee Professor 
Nina Lewin Chair, Building Committee Business Owner 
Karin Bischoff Member   MMS Parent 
Denise Curran Member   Lab Technician 
Richard Young  Member   Business Owner 

The Board has established three standing committees that focus on the following areas:  

        Building/Facility: 	 Nina Lewin (chair), Mike Raisbeck, Marty Chapman  
(former Board member) 

Development: 	 Cathy Byrne (chair), Denise Curran 

        Finance: 	 Charles Feeney (chair), Mike Raisbeck 

2.3.a The Board of Trustees utilizes the Carver Model of Governance. 

The Board has worked diligently to maintain its adherence to the rules of the Carver 
Model of Governance.  Board members, accompanied by the Director, attended a training 
session to enhance their knowledge of this model.  The Board’s work to develop policies 
in line with the Carver Model is discussed in the Board Chair’s address in this report.   

2.3.b 	 The Board of Trustees serves as liaison to collect input from the parent 
community. 

The Board received no letters of complaint during the 2001-2002 school year. 

2.3.c 	 The Board monitors the performance of the Director. 

The Board has created ends policies that set targets and direction for the Director. 

2.3.d Board to monitor performance of Beacon Education Management. 

The Board of Trustees of the Murdoch Middle School determined that they would not 
renew their contract with Beacon Education Management and has made arrangements to 
provide internal management and accountability structures. 
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2.4 	 Staff Competency and Development 

The staff at Murdoch Middle School is very strong (see staff biographical information in 
Appendix G).  Murdoch is pleased to say that 95% of the full-time teaching staff is 
returning for the 2002-03 school year.  In addition, the Board has granted the Director 
permission to hire for four (4) new full-time positions. 

SCHOOL 
YEAR 

ENROLLMENT  TEACHERS 
TOTAL 
STAFF 

STUDENT/TEACHER 
RATIO 

STUDENT/TOTAL 
STAFF RATIO 

1996-97 154 9.5 13.3 16:1 12:1 
1997-98 176 12.3 18.3 14:1 10:1 
1998-99 184 14.5 18.8 13:1 10:1 
1999-00 207 15.5 21.0 13:1 10:1 
2000-01 207 15.0 21.5 14:1 10:1 
2001-02 246 16.0 26 15:1 9:1 

2.4.a 	 The staff is prepared to provide students with interdisciplinary, project-
based education. 

Staff members work in teams of three to map out, plan and develop projects based on the 
Massachusetts curriculum frameworks three weeks prior to the beginning of the school 
year.  In all cases, each team of teachers has an experienced Murdoch staff member 
assisting with the planning to insure that the Murdoch Methods are carried over from year 
to year.  At this stage of the school’s history, many projects are re-workings of previous 
projects. 

2.4.b 	 The staff is prepared to provide students with projects that require 
higher order and critical thinking skills. 

Many of the projects require students to think beyond basic paper and pencil activities.  
Students at MMS learn to use multiple resources, compare and contrast findings, 
synthesize and apply data and present their work to a variety of audiences. 

2.4.c 	 The staff is prepared to provide students with opportunities for practical 
application of content and skills. 

In a project-based environment, students are presented with challenges (real-world, when 
possible), within necessary structures and guidelines, and the materials and supports to 
drive their own learning.  In many of the projects, students take on “real-world” roles 
(e.g., engineers, business planners, or political pollsters).  At Murdoch, teachers work 
prior to the beginning of the school year to develop projects that are aligned with the 
Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks while meeting the various developmental needs 
and interest levels of middle school students.  Projects are designed to include at least two 
disciplines, and sometimes more.  (Sample projects are featured in Appendix H.) 

Murdoch Middle Public Charter School – 2001-02 Annual Report	 Page 22 



2.5 Other Organizational Viability Elements 

2.5.a The school facility will meet the needs of the program and population. 

Prior to the start of the 2001-02 school year, ground was broken for construction of a 
23,000-square-foot school building.  By the end of the school year, construction was in 
the final stages and MMS will be housed at the new location (40 Brick Kiln Road, 
Chelmsford) by the start of the 2002-03 school year.  

2.5.b Parental satisfaction with the program is high. 

2.5.c Parental satisfaction with the services is high. 

Each year, a survey is conducted to determine parental satisfaction with both the program 
and the services at MMS. A section is also provided for general comments.  For the 
2001-02 school year, the annual parent survey was improved by the addition of a number 
of questions and the development of a new method of scoring.  (A chart with a summary 
of the data for each question is included in Appendix D.)   

The data from these measures provides a clear indication that the overwhelming majority 
of parents “agree” that the Murdoch Middle School is meeting their expectations in a 
variety of ways.  The Measures of Success provide teachers and staff with clear data on 
our success from the parent perspective on a school-wide and individual teacher basis.  
Teachers will use this data to guide their own practice and to assist in the goal setting 
process in the year to come.     

2.5.d Murdoch Middle School will be a physically and emotionally safe place. 

At Murdoch Middle School, students are required to adhere to two basic precepts when 
interacting with their peers, teachers and other adults in the building:  Safety and Respect. 
When an adult feels that a student has not adhered to either or both of these precepts in 
any of their interactions while on school grounds, or while attending a school sponsored 
or related event, the student is asked to explain their actions and how they interfere with 
the learning environment at the school for themselves and others.  When the offense is in 
direct violation of school policy, students are required to complete processing forms.  On 
the form, students are prompted to explain the situation and recommend a consequence 
for their behavior. In most cases, the consequences that students develop are more than 
reasonable for their behavior. When they have difficulty with the process, a staff member 
is available to assist them. If at all possible, students are encouraged to do something that 
would “make-up” for their mistake in some way, or are encouraged to make plans to right 
their wrongdoing. 

Parent survey results indicate that parents feel strongly that Murdoch is a safe place for 
their children.  Ninety-seven percent  (97%) of parents agreed with the statement, 
“Murdoch is a physically and emotionally safe environment.” 
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More Severe Situations 

The staff at Murdoch believes that counseling with students about their behavior and 
discussing how this behavior may have an impact on their own learning (as well as that of 
others) is important.  At the same time, we impose more serious consequences on 
students who physically harm, threaten to harm, and/or verbally abuse their peers or 
teachers. The Murdoch Middle School Student Handbook is distributed to all MMS 
families at the beginning of the school year.  This Handbook clearly states the school 
rules, the consequences for violating these rules, and includes school policies on non
discrimination, civil rights and safety.   

When a staff member feels that a student has committed a civil rights violation or has 
engaged in an act of harassment, the student will face either an in-school suspension or an 
out-of-school suspension. The following graph shows the number of in-school 
suspensions given to students during the 2001-02 school year.  A total of 14 in-school 
suspensions were given this year as compared to 62 in 2000-01.  This marked decrease 
is attributed to a change in the culture of the school brought on by the staff who, often in 
conjunction with other students, worked to council with students rather than suspend 
them from class.  Furthermore, a serious commitment was made by faculty and 
administration to keep students in academic classes.  The number of students who 
received out-of-school suspensions increased by only two (from 14 to 16) – a nominal 
increase worthy of note considering the increase in school size.  Two students were 
excluded from the school as a result of more serious behavioral infractions. 
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* No in-school suspensions occurred during this month in 2001-02. 

2.5.e Parents will participate in student academic life. 

Parent participation in their child’s learning experience at MMS is not only welcome but 
also strongly encouraged and, to a certain degree, required. To keep parents in tune with 
student academic life, they are invited to attend all of the student exhibitions of work 
(e.g., Jury Days, Quality Nights, art shows).  Parents are required to attend student-led 
conferences with their child’s teacher twice a year, during which their child walks them 
through their own work.  During Jury Days and Quality Nights, parents participate by 
providing feedback to students through our formal assessment rubrics.  Parents receive 
extensive feedback from teachers and are frequently seen in the hallways of Murdoch 
Middle School engaged in communication with their child’s teacher. 
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SECTION 3: IS THE SCHOOL FAITHFUL TO ITS CHARTER? 
Alignment of Program and Operation      

3.1 Mission 

The mission of Murdoch Middle School, as stated in the charter, is “to provide students 
with a challenging, interdisciplinary education that will prepare them for the 21st century 
through an emphasis on holistic learning, higher order and critical thinking skills, and 
practical application and integration of curriculum areas.” 

The Murdoch Middle School successfully met the requirements of its first, five-year 
charter renewal inspection in 2000. Since the charter was renewed, Murdoch staff has 
continued to work to meet the requirements of the charter.  As evidenced in the retention 
of staff over the past two years, MMS continues to be a place that maintains a vibrant and 
high-achieving learning community.  Students continue to take on responsibility for 
running meetings in their classrooms, assisting in the day-to-day operations of the school 
and are, in general, held to high expectations for their community membership.  Our 
project based curriculum, strengthened by focused skills classes, ensures that students are 
being challenged at their individual levels of need and are receiving the skills instruction 
expected of a student at their grade level.  The staff continues to use a variety of methods 
and techniques to instruct students. 

3.2 Philosophy 

3.2.a Students learn best by doing. 

Students at Murdoch Middle School are put into roles during each and every project.  
Sometimes they are engineers, charged with making the safest “egg drop vehicle” and 
other times, they are businesspeople, assigned the creative challenge to develop, market, 
and sell a product via a well thought out business plan.  Students are given the 
opportunity to take on challenging projects at their own pace within the scaffolding and 
structures their teachers have laid out for them.  Teachers at Murdoch recognize the need 
for students to “construct” knowledge on their own by taking risks in the process of 
“doing.” 

3.2.b That which is worth doing, is worth doing right. 

Students at MMS are required to produce quality work.  Each project and most 
assignments are guided by rubrics that clearly define the quality standards for each piece 
of work.  Prior to Quality Nights, Jury Days, and portfolio insertions, students are 
required and given time to revise their work. 
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3.2.c Technology is integrated into the classroom. 

Murdoch Middle School has strived to maintain internally networked computers in 
classrooms and offices throughout the school.  In each classroom, there are phones with 
voice mail. There are networked computers in the library also, along with over 2,000 
volumes, including fiction, non-fiction, periodicals, encyclopedias, atlases, dictionaries, 
and software programs.   

The school has made arrangements to install new hardware for student and teacher use 
when the move is made to our new facility.  Scheduled improvements include a 
networked computer lab and networked classroom workstations, installed on a new server 
and system. 

3.2.d Teacher functions as facilitator of the learning process. 

Teachers at MMS work to balance direct instruction with a constructivist philosophy of 
learning.  Projects are designed so that teachers may initially need to present information 
and timelines to students so that they may then construct their knowledge within the 
guidelines of the project.  Throughout this process, teachers facilitate the learning of 
students. 

3.3 Academic Program 

The academic program consists of approximately six hours of class time each day for all 
students. Academic classes are divided between two hours of skills classes per day 
(English/Language Arts and Mathematics), two hours of project class per day (integrated 
subjects, in-depth study), one hour of Spanish four times a week, Challenge (PE) twice a 
week, Fine Arts twice a week, and Homebase (teambuilding) once a week. 

3.3.a Curriculum will be interdisciplinary in nature. 

All projects are designed to include at least two disciplines.  Connections between more 
than two disciplines are made whenever appropriate and possible. 
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3.3.b All areas of the curriculum will emphasize problem solving. 
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3.3.d 	 Content Skills in Language Arts, Math and Spanish will be addressed 
as outlined in the charter. 

Percentage of Students in Grades 5-8  
Who Achieved a Rating of Apprentice or Higher  

in Skills Assessments in 2001-2002 

Math 
5/6 Math 

Averaged Across 
All Terms 

5/6 Math 
In One or More 

Terms 

7/8 Math 
Averaged Across 

All Terms 

7/8 Math 
In One or More 

Terms 
Comprehension 88 98 90 96 

Application 70 92 65 87 

Language Arts 

5/6 Language
Arts 

Averaged Across 
All Terms 

5/6 Language
Arts 

In One or More 
Terms 

7/8 Language
Arts 

Averaged Across 
All Terms 

7/8 Language
Arts 

In One or More 
Terms 

Comprehension 88 99 83 97 

Application 83 97 67 89 

Spanish 

5/6 Spanish 
Averaged Across 

All Terms 

5/6 Spanish 
In One or More 

Terms 

7/8 Spanish 
Averaged Across 

All Terms 

7/8 Spanish 
In One or More 

Terms 
Comprehension 93 93 98 98 

Application 91 91 98 98 
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3.3.d 	 How are students promoted within the school and what are the 
graduation requirements? 

Murdoch Middle School is a four-year school.  It is expect that most students will 
progress through the school after spending two years on each team (5/6 team and 7/8 
team). In fact, the majority of students have spent all four years of middle school 
enrolled at MMS. 

There may be some students who require more time to meet the standards of the school.  
Academic promotion from year to year is based on the completion of daily as well as 
long-term projects.  More specifically, promotion requirements are: 

1. Evidence of continuous progress/improvement on teacher-generated assessments. 
2. One successful portfolio jury defense per year. 
3. One successful Quality Night assessment per year. 
4. Completed portfolio requirements. 

each learner. 
Students are assessed using 

(
N )

www.murdoch-web.org. 

Statement on Dissemination of Best Practices 

Murdoch Middle School defines best teaching practices as those that meet the needs of 
In daily practice, teachers utilize a variety of methods to support learners 

as they develop their academic skills and social skills.  
clearly defined standards in line with the Massachusetts State Curriculum 
Frameworks.  Student success on teacher-completed assessments provides the basis 
measuring our teaching practice. 

MMS shares its practices with the community via student exhibitions of work Quality 
ight and Jury Day  and through our “Open Door” policy, which we advertise 

regularly.  Members of the greater community can access the practices of MMS on the 
World Wide Web at 
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