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Narrative Accompanying Request by Cambridge Montessori School 
to Remove Conditions 13–16 from Special Permit No. 7039 

Cambridge Montessori School, Inc. seeks amendments to Special Permit No. 7039, granted in 1995 
for the use of its property at 129 Sherman Street1 (the “School Site”) as a pre-school and elementary 
school. The requested changes will align the special permit’s conditions with the School’s evolving 
student drop-off/pick-up practices and with the City’s current parking requirements. Specifically, the 
School asks that Conditions 13–16 be removed. This would remove the requirement for off-street 
parking spaces and recognize that student drop-off/pick-up will occur within an existing, dedicated 
loading zone along Sherman Street rather than in the adjacent parking lot. 

Background 

Established in 1963, the Cambridge Montessori School uses a curriculum based on the principles of 
Dr. Maria Montessori (1870–1952) whose holistic vision of education focuses on the cognitive, 
social, emotional, and physical needs of the child. Dr. Montessori believed that finding one’s place in 
the world, finding work that is meaningful and fulfilling, and developing the inner peace and depth 
of soul that allows one to love are life’s most important goals. Montessori schools have as their 
foundation her deep respect for children as unique individuals, and her profound concern for their 
social and emotional development. 

In addition to a robust academic curriculum, the School teaches practical life skills including time 
management, self-regulation, conflict resolution, and collaboration, all from a very young age. Often 
overlooked in other schools, these skills are paramount to a Cambridge Montessori education. All 
classrooms are led by Montessori-trained teachers, who are highly skilled and compassionate. This 
creates a safe and supportive school community where students feel comfortable taking risks and 
sharing their ideas, thoughts, and feelings. 

Like many independent schools, Cambridge Montessori was founded by a dedicated group of 
parents including the Paukulis, Minsky, and Lockhart families. First housed in various Cambridge 
churches, the School opened its doors in 1963 to its initial 50 students at St. Bartholomew’s Church, 
followed by a site at the parish house of Christ Church. By 1969, with the confidence and 
enthusiasm of parents, teachers, and then head of school, Jacqueline Scott, the School expanded its 
program beyond the preschool level to reach out to a broader community. The School relocated to 
the Armenian Holy Trinity Apostolic Church to accommodate its growing student body. 

Tremendous support and fundraising efforts within the community, led by the Board of Trustees, 
made a reality of the dream of acquiring permanent facilities for the School. Since 1974, Cambridge 
Montessori’s Toddler/Primary Program has been located at 161 Garden Street, adjacent to Danehy 
Park. In 1996, the School acquired the School Site and converted the existing, industrial building 
into what is now known as the Elementary Building. In 2008, the School rented 5,000 square feet in 
the Brickyard Office Park, midway between its existing buildings, for additional office, studio, and 
classroom space for arts and the Middle School. In 2014, the Brickyard space was further expanded 
and now houses five additional administrative offices and a conference room. 

 
1 Historically, e.g., in Special Permit #7039, the School building was known and numbered as 129 Sherman Street, with 
the School’s small outbuilding to the rear known as 52R Bellis Circle. Today, the Assessing Department and Cambridge 
GIS Viewer identify the combined property as 52R Bellis Circle. 



BZA #7039 
Narrative accompanying request to remove conditions 

-2- 

The original, front portion of the Elementary Building was built in 1945 for the Henry Owens 
moving and storage company. In 1959, the original building was remodeled and extended back from 
Sherman Street to a depth of 200 feet, with the front portion used for office space and the rear 
portion used for storage. In 1965, the “shed” building at the rear of the School Site was constructed 
as additional warehouse space. By the early 1970s, approximately half the main building was used for 
storage, the rebuilding and repairing of racing cars, and miscellaneous other purposes. The Abathaw 
Construction Company used the remaining half of that building and the shed for storage and repair 
purposes. In the 1980s the School Site underwent changes in ownership, and S+H Construction 
began occupying much of the property. By 1994, S+H Construction was the only tenant.  

In 1995, the Zoning Board of Appeal granted the Cambridge Montessori School a special permit 
under the Institutional Use Regulations to allow the use of the School Site as a pre-school and 
elementary school. As there was not room on-site to provide the then required off-street parking, 
the ZBA included in its decision conditions related to the provision of off-street parking on an 
adjacent property. Those conditions provide that: 

13) that th[e] special permit only be effective if the applicant enters into a lease 
agreement as spelled out in the letter of intent for fifty (50) parking spaces, or the 
approximately fifty (50) parking spaces to the rear of what has been identified as the 
Margosian Parking Lot which is at 137 Sherman Street; 

14) that as to the use of those parking spaces, there must be a parking freeze 
determination that they exist, and if the school subleases any of the spaces they  must 
always retain at least twenty (20) spaces for use exclusively by the Montessori School, 
that there be preferably more during drop-off and pick-up hours, but that at least twenty 
(20) spaces be reserved exclusively for Montessori School use all day and night; 

… 

16) that the gate to the parking lot on the outside of Bellis Circle be limited to 
allow only pedestrian traffic during the hours that it is in  use, and also that the members 
of the school community be required to use the 137 Sherman Street entry to the parking 
lot and not to traverse Bellis Circle; 

The special permit also included a condition pertaining to student drop-off and pick-up: 

15) that the access for the children from the parking lot be as shown in the 
diagram which was presented to the members of the Board [of Zoning Appeal] by the 
Petitioner, that the applicant will take responsibility for seeing that this is made as safe 
for the children and as convenient for the Bellis Circle traffic as is possible and work out 
the details for school crossing help; 

The Cambridge Montessori School has owned and operated the 129 Sherman Street property as a 
school since 1996. In 2017, the school acquired the t 137 Sherman Street parking lot property, with 
the intention of developing a new, centralized school facility at that location. Fundraising for this 
project proved to be much more difficult than anticipated. And the Covid-19 pandemic further 
strained the school’s resources and fundraising efforts. In 2022, the Board of Trustees reluctantly 
concluded that the 137 Sherman Street plan was not economically viable and that it was not in the 
School’s best financial interests to continue to own the property. Accordingly, School sold the 
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parking lot property in early 2023. The purchaser agreed to lease parking spaces to the school, but 
that time is coming to an end. 

In 2018, in conjunction with the extension of Sherman Street’s center median, the City eliminated 
on-street parking spaces along 129 Sherman Street to create a dedicated loading zone for the School. 
Since the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, the School has been using this area more actively for 
student drop-off/pick-up, including as the primary drop-off/pick-up area for its current summer 
program. 

Applicable Zoning 

The School Site is located in a Residence B zoning district (as is the 137 Sherman Street parking lot). 
Accordingly, the School’s use of its property is governed by Cambridge’s Institutional Use 
Regulations, Section 4.50 of the Zoning Ordinance. The School Site is not within a specific 
Institutional Overlay District. Because it already contains an institutional use listed in Subsection 
4.33 of the Use Table, the School Site’s Existing Lot Status is Category 3. Table 4.56 provides that, 
for Category 3 lots outside Institutional Overlay Districts, pre-schools, kindergartens, and primary 
schools are allowed by right.2 

On October 24, 2022, the Cambridge City Council enacted Ordinance 2022-5 which amended 
Article 6 of the Cambridge Zoning Ordinance by eliminating minimum parking requirements for all 
uses throughout the City. To that end, Zoning Ordinance Section 6.31 now provides that: 

Notwithstanding any other provision in this Zoning Ordinance, the minimum accessory 
parking required for all uses shall be zero (0) parking spaces, including in all overlay 
districts. 

Institutional Use Criteria 

The Cambridge Zoning Ordinance does not have criteria for considering a request to remove special 
permit conditions which have become obsolete or were based on zoning requirements that were 
subsequently abolished. The Zoning Ordinance does provide, in Section 4.57, that in deciding 
whether to grant an Institutional Use special permit the Board of Zoning Appeal should consider 
whether the benefits of the proposed use at that location will outweigh its detriments. It would seem 
reasonable to also apply the same criteria to the amendment of an Institutional Use special permit. 
Section 4.57 provides that in making such a determination the Board shall consider and address the 
following factors as appropriate: 

Potential Benefits: 

1. The building design or site plan would be compatible with the neighborhood. 

As the Zoning Board of Appeal found in 1995, the Cambridge Montessori School’s use of 
the School site is compatible with the neighborhood, and more compatible than were the 

 
2 A special permit is required for a primary school, unless the pre-existing institutional use of the lot is in the same use 
category in Subsection 4.56. CZO, § 4.56 n.5. Here, the Cambridge Montessori School has been using the School Site as 
a primary school for nearly twenty-five years.  
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prior commercial uses. The elimination of off-site parking and the relocation of student 
drop-off/pick-up will not change the building design or site plan. 

2. The institution would be accessible to or primarily oriented toward neighborhood residents. 

The Cambridge Montessori School welcomes children from throughout the City. Currently, 
twelve of the School’s thirty-eight elementary students are from the surrounding area and an 
additional fourteen are from elsewhere in Cambridge. Overall, more than half of the 
School’s students are from the surrounding area. 

3. The institution would fulfill an identified neighborhood need. 

The School helps fulfill a city-wide need for educational opportunities for children. The 
School is amenable to providing space in the building for community functions during non-
school hours. 

4. The institution would fulfill an identified citywide need. 

As the Board of Appeal found in 1995, the School responds to a city-wide need for 
additional space in non-profit schools. The School helps fulfill a city-wide need for a variety 
of educational opportunities for children. The School welcomes children and faculty of 
differing races, cultures, genders, ages, abilities, languages, economic and social backgrounds, 
political beliefs and religions, family structure, nationalities, gender identities, and sexual 
orientations into a safe, accepting, and respectful environment where they learn together 
while honoring and embracing their humanity. 

5. Institutional use would be particularly appropriate on the lot given previous use of the lot. 

The School has been using the School Site for primary school uses for nearly twenty-five 
years. The elimination of off-site parking will not change the use of the School Site. The 
relocation of the student drop-off/pick-up area will eliminate the need for students to cross 
Bellis Circle. 

6. Institutional use would be particularly appropriate on the lot given institutional use of adjacent or nearby lots. 

No adjacent or nearby lots are currently in institutional use. The entirety of this lot has been 
in institutional use for over a quarter century. 

7. Residential development would not be feasible or reasonably practical on the site. 

Conversion of the School Site to residential redevelopment would not be feasible or 
reasonably practical. First, this would require relocating the School’s entire elementary 
school program elsewhere. The School does not own or lease such an alternate location. 
Second, the conversion of the existing Elementary Building—which was originally built as 
warehouse and office space—to residential use would be costly and inefficient. A developer 
intent on demolishing the existing buildings to build housing would face significant front, 
side, and rear yard, and lot area per dwelling unit constraints that would limit such a project’s 
yield to no more than a handful of dwelling units. Acquisition, demolition, permitting, and 
construction costs would be prohibitive for such a project. 
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8. The proposed institutional use would create a stronger buffer or a more gentle transition between residential 
and nonresidential areas. 

The School Site is surrounded by residential properties also in the Residence B zoning 
district. There are no nonresidential areas to buffer. Until recently, the adjacent property at 
the intersection of Bellis Circle and Sherman Street was occupied by Jose’s Mexican 
Restaurant; that building is being converted to a single-family residence. 

9. The proposed institutional use would result in a net improvement to the neighborhood by being more 
compatible than the previous use of the lot. 

The elimination of off-site parking will not change the School Site’s current institutional use. 
The shifting of student drop-off/pick-up from the 137 Sherman Street parking lot to the 
dedicated area in front of 129 Sherman Street will eliminate the possibility of school-related 
traffic using Bellis Circle to exit the 137 Sherman Street parking lot. It also will eliminate the 
need for students to cross Bellis Circle. The School’s use of the School Site is more 
compatible with the surrounding neighborhood than were the previous commercial and 
industrial uses. 

Potential Detriments: 

1. Development of the institutional use would substantially contravene the objectives of the Cambridge 
Institutional Growth Management Plan. 

As the Board of Appeal found in 1995, conversion of the School Site to educational use did 
not contravene the objectives of the Cambridge Institutional Growth Management Plan 
(published in May 1981). The Plan is a report on the Community Development 
Department’s then two-year effort on a proposal to implement the home rule legislation 
allowing the City to impose zoning regulations on the use of land for religious and 
educational purposes. Much of the document is an elucidation of the use evaluation matrix 
process that had been used and a proposed strategy that was later rejected/revised. 
Elimination of the requirement for off-site parking will not cause the use of the School Site 
to contravene the Plan’s objectives. The Plan includes the Community Development 
Department’s January 1981 Revised Strategy for Managing Institutional Expansion, which 
recommended that: 

The majority of institutional use categories should be conditionally allowed with only 
very compatible uses allowed by-right and very incompatible uses prohibited. 

Consistent with that recommendation, the Institutional Use Regulations subsequently 
enacted as Section 4.50 of the Zoning Ordinance provide that the School’s pre-school and 
kindergarten uses are allowed by right and the initial transformation of this former industrial 
property to include primary school use required a special permit. Eliminating the 
requirement for off-site parking would be consistent with the current Cambridge Zoning 
Ordinance and would not contravene the Plan’s objectives. 
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2. The intensity of the institutional use would be substantially greater than the use intensity of residences in the 
neighborhood, including traffic, building bulk, parking demands, etc. 

Eliminating the off-site parking requirements will not change the intensity of use of the 
existing Elementary Building. Shifting the student drop-off/pick-up area from the 137 
Sherman Street parking lot to the existing, dedicated loading area on 129 Sherman Street will 
reduce traffic on Bellis Circle and eliminate the need for students to cross that street. 

3. The activity patterns, including pedestrian and vehicle travel to and from the institution would differ from 
existing neighborhood activity patterns so as to adversely impact the neighborhood. 

Shifting the student drop-off/pick-up area from the 137 Sherman Street parking lot to the 
existing, dedicated loading area in front of 129 Sherman Street will eliminate the necessity of 
children crossing Bellis Circle. 

4. Development of an institutional use would eliminate existing dwelling units. 

The elimination of the off-site parking requirement will not eliminate any existing dwelling 
units. 

5. Development of an institutional use would eliminate nonresidential services or activities which are beneficial to 
the neighborhood. 

Eliminating the requirement for off-street parking and relocating the student drop-off/pick-
up area will not eliminate any nonresidential services or activities. 

Thus, the requested removal of special permit conditions 13–16 will provide the benefits 
contemplated by most of the criteria of Section 4.57, and will not create any of the potential 
detriments identified in that section. 

  



BZA #7039 
Narrative accompanying request to remove conditions 

-7- 

General Special Permit Criteria 

Section 10.54 of the Zoning Ordinance provides that: 

Special permits will normally be granted where specific provisions of this Ordinance are met, 
except when particulars of the location or use, not generally true of the district or of the uses 
permitted in it, would cause granting of such permit to be to the detriment of the public 
interest because: 

(a) It appears that requirements of this Ordinance cannot or will not be met, or 

(b) Traffic generated or patterns of access or egress would cause congestion, 
hazard, or substantial change in established neighborhood character, or 

(c) The continued operation of or the development of adjacent uses as permitted 
in the Zoning Ordinance would be adversely affected by the nature of the proposed 
use, or 

(d) Nuisance or hazard would be created to the detriment of the health, safety 
and/or welfare of the occupant of the proposed use or the citizens of the City, or 

(e) For other reasons, the proposed use would impair the integrity of the district 
or adjoining district, or otherwise derogate from the intent and purpose of this 
Ordinance, and 

(f) The new use or building construction is inconsistent with the Urban Design 
Objectives set forth in Section 19.30. 

The Ordinance no longer requires accessory parking for institutional uses. The elimination of 
Conditions 13–16 will make the special permit consistent with the requirements of the Ordinance. 

Shifting the student drop-off/pick-up area to the existing, dedicated loading area along Sherman 
Street will simplify traffic patterns and reduce traffic hazards by eliminating the need for students to 
cross Bellis Circle. Eliminating off-site parking will reduce vehicle trips to/from the school. 
Removing the conditions will not change the established neighborhood character. 

Making the school subject to the same parking requirement as the adjacent residential uses, i.e., 
eliminating the requirement for accessory parking, will not adversely affect the continued operation 
or development of adjacent uses permitted by the Ordinance. All of the adjacent properties, other 
than the 137 Sherman Street parking lot, are occupied by residential uses. 

Eliminating the requirement for off-street parking and relocating the student drop-off/pick-up area 
will not cause any nuisance or hazard to the citizens of the City. Nor would those changes impair the 
integrity of the neighborhood, the surrounding Residence B zoning district, or any adjoining district. 
Rather than derogate from the intent and purpose of the Ordinance, removing the requirement for 
off-street parking would align the special permit’s conditions with the current intent and purpose of 
the Ordinance. 

Because there will be no change to the existing use or building, the Urban Design Objectives of 
Section 19.30 are not applicable. 
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