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Cambridge — 
Cambridge is booming, designer restaurants appear magically on every corner. Emerald-Kendall City 
rises before our eyes, replacing our factory-slaughterhouse past with our glass-and-digital future. Tax 
revenues have increased so much we can no longer spend it all and are drowning in free cash. Over 
the past decade, as the buildings went up and the money flowed in, Cambridge increased its non-
school spending by a whopping 72 percent. 
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Not so for the public school system, the best hope for the 
thousands of poor and low-income children and their 
families who live in Cambridge. From 2004 to 2014, the 
School Department budget increased by only 34 percent, 
with half of that eaten up by increases in health insurance, 
retirement, administrative salaries, energy and 
maintenance costs for our poorly maintained school 
buildings, and increases in the cost of busing, a necessity in 
a racially diverse city with so much income inequality. 
Expenditures that directly affect students attending 
Cambridge schools — salaries, benefits and ongoing 
professional development for teachers, classroom aides and 
specialists who work with children — increased by far less. 

What has been the result of that selective austerity in the midst of an economic boom? A black-white 
achievement gap that has remained stubbornly huge. Last year was one of the worst years: 81 percent 
of white third-grade students scored Proficient or Advanced versus only 34 percent of African 
American/black students. 

That’s not because Cambridge schools are uniquely mediocre: the Newton black-white third-gap is 
almost as large. In fact, there is no urban district in Massachusetts that has substantially narrowed 
the achievement gap. Cambridge could be the first district to do so, if we were willing to spend the 
money. What we do spend, though, has given us black and Latino MCAS results far better than some 
of our urban neighbors, a low-income dropout rate of almost zero, and has kept middle-class families 
in the system, three accomplishments grossly under valued by the people of Cambridge, including its 
civic leaders. 

Cambridge obsesses over its high “per-pupil expenditure,” as if that is the only or best measure of the 
educational resources it devotes to students. A more authentic measure of how much we care about 
our public education system is the percentage of the total city budget we devote to the schools, how 
much we spend relative to our capacity. This year it is less than 30 percent, down from 34 percent in 
2003. By this measure, we are not even maintaining a stable level of commitment. Across the river, 
Boston devotes 36 percent of its municipal budget to its public schools, and in 2006 they won the 
Broad Prize for the most improved urban school system in the U.S. 

Unfortunately, the city has a “maintenance of effort” philosophy when it comes to school budgeting: 
Every year, the School Department gets only enough to maintain the current level of services, even if 
that level is insufficient. Like a hamster on a wheel, the schools have to cut out one good program if 
they want to add services that might get us even better results. The mantra is always, “Other schools 
spend less.” Yes they do. And if they are urban districts with large numbers of poor students, they 
typically have substantial dropout rates, lower MCAS scores, and fewer middle-class students. 
 
Every year, the Cambridge public schools are asked to do more and more with less and less. That’s 
how much Cambridge cares about its low-income children, though they are our brightest hope for 
the future. 
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