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I N T R O D U C T I O N 

“ I invented for them the art of numbering, 

the basis of all science,  

and the art of combining letters, 

memory of all things, mother of the Muses,  

and source of all the arts.” 

– A E S C H Y L U S

Twenty-five years ago I founded a school, a tiny experiment in elementary education that grew 
from 16 fourth- and fifth-grade students on a former horse farm (horses still in residence) to 
a K-8 school of 190 children and 35 teachers and staff. Nestled as we are in the embrace of 
bucolic woods, fields, and gardens, it has been easy to turn our full energy inward, toward the 
flourishing of this little community.

Tempting, too, to focus on the wonderful becomings of our particular children in this par-
ticular setting, given the conflict and despair about American schools that rages outside our 
borders. Books and official reports and test results and news stories trumpet the ongoing  
demise of American education, declaring that its failures will lead inexorably to dire economic 
ends, creating a public dissatisfaction with schools in general even while most people express 
appreciation for the schools their own children attend.

But at Arbor School we rarely do things the easy way. It is not enough to serve our handful of 
students well. We owe it to their friends and neighbors to share what we have learned, to raise 
a hopeful voice against the din. This book is written as a paean to possibility, to show how a 
way of thinking can become a reality, how the determination to design a school clearly from 
purposes to structures has resulted in the beautiful successes of 20 years of radiant alumni.

The course Arbor School has plotted can be taken as an implicit criticism of some of the  
assumptions other schools have made. To read in that way, however, is to miss the point that 
what we have done is to create a sound ideal and then work to reify it in the world. These 
pages are an attempt to capture a real place and the truth of a school’s evolutionary process. 
They are an attempt to stand in contrast to all the negative press about schools and point to 
what has been done and might be done elsewhere.

This book is not a series of “oughts” handed down from a mountaintop; neither is it a set 
of prefabricated materials and scripted lessons. What we offer here is not a blueprint but a 
series of well-drawn sketches that others might study in designing other schools that share our  
primary purpose: the guidance of individual students in fully becoming themselves. 

We do not have the hubris to suggest that what we have fashioned ought to be replicated 
across the land. We do believe, however, that being clear about our aims and the ways in 
which the structures of the school are designed to meet those aims can provide avenues of 
insight for others who hope to create or re-envision schools in the context of their own com-
munities. We do have the unalloyed optimism to believe that together principals, teachers, and 
parents can work to construct environments in which individual students can thrive. 
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It is easy to lump Arbor School with other private schools in America and, in so doing, believe 
it has nothing to offer public education in America. Indeed, it is not a public school, but it is an 
uncommon private school in many particulars, and we believe there are lessons to be learned 
from it. Why? What are some of these potential lessons?

From the outset, Arbor pegged its tuition to the per-pupil expenditures of public schools 
across the country. While there is some dispute about absolute numbers, reports from 2009-10 
indicate that the average per-pupil public school funding nationally was $10,652. At Arbor in 
2009-10, tuition amounted to $10,300. (As a reminder that this is different from the average 
for private schools, the cost of attending Arbor School is roughly half that of its closest local 
peers.) Throughout its years, Arbor has sought to demonstrate that money is not the limiting 
factor in bringing a quality program to students if funds are spent with certain principles held 
well in mind. Arbor can serve as a model of fiscal resourcefulness.

We believe with John Dewey that “what the best and wisest parent wants for his own child, 
that must the community want for all its children.” Arbor’s community is home to a diverse 
array of students. We welcome children from ethnic and religious minorities, children with 
learning challenges, children with physical disabilities, and children of singular prodigious 
talent into the tapestry of the school and seek to develop the fullest potential in each. We do 
this not by relying on a cadre of specialized personnel but by accommodating students’ needs 
inside our classrooms with the guidance of our skilled and empathic teaching staff. Arbor can 
serve as a model of flexible ways of working with children with a wide variety of needs in an 
elementary school environment.

Arbor serves many children whose families do not have sufficient means to attend private 
school. Two endowed funds provide financial aid, and we continue to add to them in order 
to further enhance our accessibility. Yet we know we do not serve children who live in deep 
poverty. We have lessons to learn from others in this regard. While schools have an important 
role to play in redressing the problems of inequality and poverty, they cannot be expected to 
undo the elements of societal injustice that are in actuality beyond school’s reach. We know 
with certainty that many children in America are at risk long before they enter school and that 
they arrive lacking a long list of environmental markers associated with school success. This is 
a broader cultural failure that reveals itself in all the educational data with which we are too 
familiar. We are inspired by the work of the growing network of schools that are achieving 
success where society has failed.  

Our efforts to have an impact on the broader social issues of education have focused on 
programs that are designed to reach beyond our immediate community. We believe such  
initiatives as our two-year teacher training program, our school leadership program, and our 
textbook and curriculum publication projects help to bring some of the ideas of Arbor School 
to other school settings.  

Arbor has demonstrated that through welcoming pre-service teachers into our classrooms 
while they are working toward their MAT, we can provide two teachers in every classroom. 
Simultaneously, we offer our apprentices training that is deeply focused in practice of the art 
of teaching, which we believe enhances the efficacy of the experience. Arbor’s apprentice-
ship program is designed to move top-flight teachers into the world of public school teaching 
armed with the possibilities for students that they have seen in action at Arbor. The Arbor 
Center for Teaching is a model for renewing the teaching craft for participating mentor teach-
ers and creating a powerful new generation of teachers while also provisioning classrooms 
with flexible teaching teams that can meet the needs of every student.  



T H E  I D E A  O F  A R B O R  S C H O O L 9

Arbor teachers take as their starting point the individuality of each child in conjunction with 
the tenor of each classroom group; they begin with goals beyond those standard elementary 
school goals of literacy and numeracy, whose narrow scope has come to limit the horizon 
of our collective educational thinking. At Arbor we seek to think more expansively, aiming  
to heighten each student’s intellectual curiosity, character development, creative expression, 
imagination, and ingenuity. We seek to cultivate the dispositions associated with being a learn-
er and a community member in our students. With a constant double focus on enlivening  
curiosity and living in common with others, we lift our expectations for what our students can 
accomplish and become. Arbor demonstrates that by aiming high, we can meet the aspirations 
both teachers and families have for their children.

Because we believe that we can serve students only by deeply knowing and understanding 
every child in our care, we have intentionally limited the size of the school and the numbers 
of students within a class. Scale and relationships matter, and our students suffer if we ignore 
that fact. Arbor has developed structures and principles that offer models for creating institu-
tions that are personal rather than bureaucratic in nature, in which relationships and student 
needs are at the root of decision-making and action. 

Arbor teachers do not believe that it is possible to teach the same lesson to all the students 
in a class and expect the same results from each of them. In our mixed-age classrooms led by 
two teachers, we can plan and teach with choice and differentiation in mind, meeting each 
child appropriately. Arbor has developed curricular models that begin with differentiation, 
models that match our mixed-age approach and the wide range of development present in 
every classroom across the nation. Our curricular approach honors individuals within a broad 
developmental range and aims for continuous student growth.

Arbor views itself as a becoming place, as a lab school, in which experimentation is the 
constant. Our students work to construct knowledge and understanding, to build skills 
through trial and error and by hypothesizing and testing. So too Arbor teachers and staff 
constantly work to adjust and innovate. That experimentation is based not on each passing 
educational fad but on developing craft knowledge together. Such an experimental approach 
depends heavily on a culture of practicing honest self-reflection and self-evaluation. Self- 
renewal is the reward. Arbor has constructed a series of institutional practices that yield such 
a culture. From our annual professional evaluation format to decadal schoolwide evaluations, 
from our teacher training program to our hosting of lectures and workshops with prominent 
educational thinkers, Arbor has chosen to be a learning lab. Arbor can offer models of self-
reflection and self-renewal that bear the fruit of genuine and meaningful growth for teachers 
as well as for students.

Not only does Arbor aim to integrate character education with intellectual and creative  
development, we seek to remove the artificial barriers between disciplines. Reading, writing, 
and mathematics are glorious disciplines well worth pursuing for their own inherent power 
and pleasure, but by bringing them together, extending them to learn about the world around  
us, wielding them as tools for inquiry, we can imbue their pursuit with greater purpose and 
meaning. And they are not the only disciplines worthy of consideration; science and art,  
music and world languages, history and drama—all these ought to enliven a student’s days. By 
bringing disciplines together in service of one another—drawing in order to understand and 
explain scientific concepts, writing a story as a way to understand another’s culture—we invite 
students into a full exploration of the riches associated with a truly liberal education. All the 
while they are not only mastering the fundamentals of literacy and numeracy but learning to 
bring them to bear on experience so as to construct deep understanding. We have developed  
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thematic curricula that help move students forward into a world in which integration of  
disciplines has become a requirement for innovation.

Further, Arbor chooses not to grade its students, but to write narrative reports describing each 
child’s progress. We avoid normative approaches and assess instead for intellectual, character,  
and creative growth. We have created an interconnected array of projects, tasks, presenta-
tions, situations, and self-evaluative tools that give each student scope both for pursuing  
personally meaningful ideas and developing ever-expanding skills and habits. Much of this 
work revolves around the central concepts in our thematic studies and foundational literacy 
and numeracy work, but annually students pursue an independent project that arises out  
of their particular enthusiasms and interests. Developing capacity for framing a topic and 
producing masterful written, creative, and presentation materials to convey the fundamentals 
of the topic—at an appropriate developmental level—is a long thread that runs throughout 
a student’s experience at Arbor. This process culminates in the year-long Senior Project for 
our eighth graders, a demanding and defining experience whose processes and outcomes are 
very real measures of each student’s growth in the multitude of qualities and capacities that 
we hold as central: initiative, persistence, effort, courage, insight, creative practice, planning, 
follow-through, time management, craftsmanship, writing, making, presenting, reflecting,  
assessing, adjusting, responding to feedback, giving your all.

All of our students are transformed by growing up at Arbor. They learn that with liberty 
comes obligation, that with opportunity comes responsibility. They learn a great deal about 
who they are and begin to dedicate mindful practice to special enthusiasms. They learn that 
they can manage much more than many adults usually credit young people with being able 
to accomplish, and they learn to advance their position politely just as they learn to ask for 
the help they need. They develop as community members and leaders, taking it as axiomatic 
that their job is to consider others and to lend a hand. They develop academic skills, some of 
startling strength. And they learn how to begin to think about a problem, collect information, 
look at it from multiple perspectives, tinker with the possibilities for remedying it, and see 
it through to a reasonable solution. They don’t learn these things from one program or one 
teacher, from one course or a given text. Our students grow because they are given good soil, 
ongoing nourishment, and appropriate scaffolding all along the way. They grow because they 
have an environment that intertwines the paths to intellectual, character, and creative excel-
lence and because the adults responsible for guiding them are working tirelessly in all those 
dimensions on their behalf.

May this volume serve to inform and inspire the evolution of Arbor School beyond its first 
25 years. And may it embolden and provide direction to those who seek to create other such 
institutions devoted to human flourishing.  


