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Dear School Committee Members, 

 

I write to inform you of our decision to end the traditional Grade 5 out-of-state overnight field trip to 

“Ecology Camp,” commencing during the upcoming 2017-2018 school year.  I submit this letter in 

accordance with BPS School Committee Policy #6006, “Overnight trips of any duration must be 

approved by the Superintendent…and to the School Committee for approval at its next regularly 

scheduled meeting after May 15. In country trips involving a stay greater than four (4) days during a 

school year must be approved by the Superintendent by October 1 of the applicable year.” 

 

Background: 

The Grade 5 sleepaway trip has been a tradition at Chenery for more that two decades.  It was a trip that 

closely aligned with our science curriculum and served as the culminating experience of Grade 5.  

Originally it was a full-week trip at “Nature’s Classroom” on the Cape Cod National Seashore, but 

several years ago a new venue was chosen due to safety concerns with Nature’s Classroom site.  A new 

company, “The Ecology School,” located at Ferry Beach in Saco, Maine, was selected and the trip 

became a 2 ½ day overnight trip (one half of Grade 5 students attended Monday through Wednesday, and 

the other half attended Wednesday through Friday).  During the 2015-2016 school year Grade 5 students 

traveled to Ferry Beach on Monday and, due to a disagreement between the Ecology School and the Ferry 

Beach landlord around fire code restrictions, were subsequently sent home in rather dramatic fashion.  

The trip was cancelled without much warning.  Chenery students and teachers became collateral damage 

in a business disagreement that our school was not a part of.  Understandably, there were many hard 

feelings. 

 

Starting in June, 2016 I worked with Ms. Elizabeth Baker, our Director of Science, to investigate 

alternatives.  Throughout the summer and fall we met with Grade 5 Science teachers and investigated 

sites for a Grade 5 overnight ecology trip.  In order to find a quality learning opportunity that our students 

deserve, we established a rigorous, 7-point criteria: 

1. Trustworthiness : The organization must have a track record of above-the-board business 

dealings.  We were determined to vette all options via reference calls, site visits, and online 

reviews. 

2. Safety: The organization’s site must be able to safely house all 345 Grade 5 students. 

3. Sustainability: Subsequent years show us growing. We are looking to engage in a longer-term 

partnership with whatever organization we select so they must be able to have the space to grow 

as we do. 

4. Cost: The cost must be reasonable. 

5. Schedule: The schedule must not interfere with our school calendar, especially MCAS testing. 

6. Curriculum: The program must connect clearly to our curriculum. 

7. The ultimate litmus test we make all school decisions based on: Is it good for children? 
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Our criteria proved to be difficult to meet, but considering our past experiences it was important that we 

keep our standards high. We began in the fall with 7 organizations (Alton Jones camp at the University of 

Rhode Island, Nature’s Classroom in Charlton, MA, Harbor Connections program on Thompson’s Island 

in Boston, MA, Mass Audubon at Drumlin Farm in Lincoln, MA, Waltham Fields Community Farm in 

Waltham, MA, Squam Lake Natural Science Center in Holderness, NH, and YMCA Camp Hazen in 

Chester, CT) and expanded to 13 after receiving community input (Mass Audubon's Wildwoods Camp in 

Rindge, NH, Hale Reservation in Westwood, MA, Heifer International/Farm School in Rutland, MA, 

Camp Chewonki in Wicassett, ME, Camp Jewell YMCA Camp in Colebroook, CT, and Nature’s 

Classroom in Groton, MA). After much work we winnowed it down, conducted a site visit, and 

completed contract negotiations.  In December 2016 after months of work we finally identified one site 

that fit our criteria: YMCA Camp Jewell.  Camp Jewell was chosen because: 

• They brought a reputation and successful history of doing this type of work with schools 

• They came highly recommended (one of our teachers used to work there) 

• They had the capacity to handle all of our students at the same time 

• They could offer a similar program to Ferry Beach at a lower cost 

• They had dates that fell after MCAS testing 

• They offered many workshops that directly relate to our curriculum 

We were fortunate to have found a school that met our criteria.  You were kind enough to provide your 

approval in January, 2017 and all 345 Grade 5 students and their teachers attended together from 

Wednesday, May 24 through Friday, May 26, 2017.  We agreed to a one year pilot of the YMCA Camp 

Jewell site and promised to conduct a thorough “after action review” upon our return. 

 

Rationale: 

The results of our review process – which included in-person interviews, anonymous surveys, and a 

balance of both quantitative and qualitative data –  delivered pros and cons, which were to be expected for 

the first year of such an undertaking.  Overall, the feedback we received from students, teachers, and 

parents was negative: 

• Students were not overwhelmingly supportive, with 45% of students either unsure or confidently 

negative about next year’s students going 

o Only 156 students thought next year’s students should go, too 

o 98 students were unsure if next year’s students should go 

o 32 students thought next year’s students should not go 

• Teachers were mostly positive, but expressed many reservations 

o Teachers cited 27 total areas for improvement  (compared to only 6 positive comments), 

ranging from the varying range of management skills of YMCA Camp Jewell counselors 

to concerns about available nursing staff 

o 3 teachers thought next year’s students should not go, or were undecided 

• With a current grade size of 360 set to grow closer to 400 in future years, there are significant 

concerns about the sustainability of such an endeavor; the Grade 5 tradition has its origins in a 

time when Chenery was much smaller, and as the school has grown it has not been easy to 

“scale” the trip for our current size. 

• A sleepaway trip impacts our school schedule significantly; resulting in the loss of an Assistant 

Principal, multi-grade Professional Aides, and Classroom Teachers for several days. 

• We carry significant liability on an overnight, out-of-state trip that simply is uncomfortable for 

us.  The charter bus breakdown on the way down to YMCA Camp Jewell and the food-related 

illness of 27 students during the 2106-2017 trip were stark reminders of that.  Looking back to the 

Nature's Classroom site in Cape Cod prior to 2015 as well as the Ecology School site in Maine in 

2016, a long history of safety and liability concerns emerge.  We say constantly at Chenery that 

students need to be safe, first and foremost, if they are to be able to learn; safety is an absolute 

prerequisite for learning.  I am confident that we provide that safety during the school day, but I 

cannot say that as confidently about the Grade 5 overnight trip.  Therefore, in good conscience I 

cannot offer a trip where the complete safety of students is even remotely in question. 

• While there are certainly students who benefit from a multiple day, overnight trip, there are also a 

significant number of students who are simply not ready, and the size of Chenery compounds this 
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challenge.  If Chenery was a smaller school with, say, 100 students per grade-level then having 

10% students who were not developmentally ready for such a big trip could be managed; it is not 

beyond the capacity of teachers to attend to the tears and worries of 10 students who might be 

away from home for the first time in their lives.  Our teachers are very skilled at that part of the 

experience.  However, in our current size, 10% of a Chenery grade-level is closer to 35 or 37 

students, not 10 students.  Managing the physical and emotional needs of so many students, as 

well as the parent/guardian anxiety, was at times overwhelming.  Certainly an overnight trip is 

good for children but only for those children who are ready. 

 

Decision: Based on the overall negative results of our “after action review” process, I request permission 

to end the traditional Grade 5 out-of-state overnight field trip to “Ecology Camp,” commencing during the 

upcoming 2017-2018 school year. 

 

Replacement: 

Unfortunately, there simply are no other sites that meet our rigorous, 7-point criteria; all of the ones we 

investigated had some significant shortfall.  Having spent countless hours during the 2016-2017 school 

year evaluating over a dozen sites, it is not a process that I feel will be beneficial conducting again. 

 

In its place, I propose to offer several single day field trips – an increase from the current offerings – for 

Grade 5 students during the 2017-2018 school year.  Offering these day trips will also allow us to be more 

inclusive, since overnight trips have a much higher cost than day trips. In an economically diverse 

community like Belmont, controlling costs are important for many families.  Options include: 

• Day-only “Ecology School” field trips (‘Harbor Connections’ Program on Thompson Island, 

Mass Audubon at Drumlin Farm in Lincoln, MA, Waltham Fields Community Farm in Waltham, 

MA, or Hale Reservation in Westwood, MA, all of which are now ‘day-only’ programs).  Similar 

to YMCA Camp Jewell, these organizations offer a programs that represent a solid match for our 

Science curriculum 

• Field trips to historical landmarks that align closely with our Social Studies curriculum (none of 

which we partake in currently) 

• Team-building field trips to support the social-emotional learning of students and their sense of 

connection to peers (none of which we partake in currently) 

 

As a final reassurance, we have no plans to eliminate the overnight trip to Washington D.C. in Grade 8.  

That remains a highlight of the Chenery Middle School experience and continues to be a trip that is 

developmentally appropriate, safe, and sustainable. 

 

Please let me know if you have any questions or concerns. 

 

Respectfully, 

 

 

Michael E. McAllister 




