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Now celebrating its 50th year, The Common School in 
Amherst, Massachusetts has been a national exemplar of 
child-centered, progressive education from 1967 to the 
present day. The School is a gem, a truly special place, 
with a proud tradition and a genuine commitment to in-
depth learning, diversity and social justice, environmental 
awareness, and the fostering of a deep and inclusive 
sense of community. Serving children ages 3-12, The 
Common School is dedicated to nursery and elementary 
education. The school takes active advantage of its 
beautiful location in the Pioneer Valley of western 
Massachusetts, nestled among bucolic farmland, natural 
woodlands, and with easy access to several magnificent 
institutions of higher education that create a sophisticated 
and expansive cultural and intellectual spirit. The school is 
at a significant inflection point, as it launches into its 
second 50 years, seeking to continue its leadership in 
putting into practice the very finest in progressive 
educational thinking in the context of the challenges 
and rapid changes our world will experience over the 
next several decades. A remarkable place for children 
to learn and grow, The Common School presents a 
dynamic and inspiring leadership opportunity for its 
sixth head of school, starting in July of 2018. 
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To learn more about  
The Common School: 

 

http://www.commonschool.org 

APPLICATION  
DEADLINE 

 

November 20, 2017 
Interested candidates should submit, in 
one PDF, a cover letter, CV, and 
personal statement of educational 
philosophy to both RG175 consultants:  

Robert P. Henderson, Jr 
rhenderson@rg175.com 
 
and 
 
Jerrold I. Katz 
jkatz@rg175.com 
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HISTORY, MISSION AND PHILOSOPHY, 
COMMITMENT TO DIVERSITY 

1

School founder and 
distinguished educator Emily 
Johnson had a vision – a school 
that combined a developmental 
approach to teaching with an 
understanding of how children 
learn. With the support of a 
dedicated group of parents who 
formed the school’s first Board 
of Trustees, that vision became 
a reality in 1967. After two early 
relocations, the school settled 
into its current home on Larch 
Hill, just south of Amherst 
College. Throughout its 50 
years of operation, The 
Common School has adapted to 
changing times, while remaining 
true to its founding progressive 
principles. Distinguished 
educators, several of whom 
have gone on to national 
distinction as school heads, 
have led the School throughout 
its history. The past and current 
Directors and their tenures are: 

Emily Johnson           1967-1975 
Jim Buckheit           1975-1983 
Mark Segar           1983-1994 
Bud Lichtenstein       1994-2011 
Christine Lindeman   2011-2018 

In 2004, The Common School 
joined with its two neighbors—
the Hitchcock Center for the 
Environment and Bramble Hill 
Farm—to form the Larch Hill 
Collaborative. The school 
shares the use of more than 

2

140 acres of protected farm and 
conservation land, where students 
and teachers can experience the 
wonders of the local environment in 
their own extended back yard. 

The Common School’s mission is to 
develop strong academic and social 
skills while nurturing each child’s 
love of learning, respect and 
compassion for others, and 
commitment to the environment.  

The school’s philosophy is centered 
around a vision of a diverse school 
community that is inspired by a 
common sense of belonging and by 
an excitement for learning that 
comes from children actively 
discovering, making and doing 
things for themselves. Faculty and 
parents share a belief that 
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THE COMMON SCHOOL FACTS 

Current Enrollment:  100 
Children of Color:  28% 
Faculty Members:  21 
Administrative Staff:  7 
Financial Aid:   36% of students 
Average FA Award:  40% of tuition 
Sending Towns:  Over 12 in the Pioneer  

Valley of Massachusetts 
Volumes in the Library: 20,000 
Board of Trustees:  20 members 
Annual Operating Budget: $2.1 million 

3

meaningful education must 
cultivate the imagination and instill 
an appreciation for learning as an 
engaging, joyful pursuit. The 
School aims to create a safe and 
stimulating atmosphere for 
learning that encourages children 
to trust in themselves and others, 
honor differences, question, take 
risks, collaborate, assume 
responsibility, and discover 
individual areas of strength and 
interest.  

As progressive educators, the 
faculty at The Common School is 
guided by respect for children’s 
individual differences, recognition 
of their natural curiosity and 
capacity for growth, and a 
commitment to authenticity in the 
activities and materials that shape 
their learning. To this end, the 
school’s curriculum is organized 
around thematic, in-depth studies 
that integrate many aspects of 
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children’s classroom 
experience. The Common 
School values opportunities for 
rigorous inquiry, for hands-on 
exploration and creative 
expression, for cross-age 
experiences, for quiet reflection, 
for celebration, and for play.  

The Common School has grown, 
over time, into a community that is 
deeply and passionately 
committed to diversity as a key 
element of an excellent education. 
Today, the school community 
includes children and adults from 
a wide range of family structures 
and racial, cultural, and socio-
economic backgrounds, who 
come to school each day with a 
variety of abilities, interests, and 
talents. The school is dedicated 
to being welcoming and inclusive 
and to sustaining a culture within 
which students can explore and 
value their similarities and 
differences, learn to challenge 
stereotypes, respect the dignity of 
others, and proactively stand-up 
for social justice.   

1

The Pioneer Valley of western 
Massachusetts is renowned as 
one of the great educational 
hubs in the country, home to 
Amherst College, Hampshire 
College, Smith College, Mount 
Holyoke College, and The 
University of Massachusetts. 
Within easy travel distance of 
both Boston and New York, the 
region combines rural charm 
with access to two of the great 
major cities in the country. 
Located just east of the 
Berkshire Mountains and 
surrounded by the magnificent 
vistas of rural New England, the 
area offers a rare combination 
of intellectual ferment, outdoor 
recreation, and rich culture 

CORE VALUES 
 
Nurturing Learning 
Environment 
Common School staff relate 
to students as respected, 
valued and unique 
individuals. We build a school 
culture that is safe enough for 
children to stretch and take 
risks in their learning. 
 
In-Depth, Integrated 
Curriculum 
Our in-depth, thematic 
studies are designed to build 
meaningful connections 
among diverse subject areas. 
We value depth over 
breadth—allowing children to 
build deep understanding, 
habits of inquiry, and critical 
thinking skills. 
 
Social Awareness and Anti-
Bias Work 
Students are taught to value 
differences within their own 
classrooms, across the 
school, and in the larger 
world. They engage with 
curriculum and ideas 
encompassing many different 
peoples and cultures. 
 
Commitment to the 
Environment 
Students are involved 
regularly in projects stressing 
community engagement and 
the protection of our natural 
environment.  
 
Community of Educators 
Students learn best when the 
adults in their lives are 
reflective active learners 
themselves, keyed to the 
needs of children in creating 
meaningful learning 
opportunities to enhance 
logical, conceptual and social 
growth. 

THE COMMUNITY 
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(restaurants, museums, and 
performance venues).   

Most significantly, the site of the 
school is connected to both a 
natural conservation zone and a 
working farm, and is less than a 
five-minute drive from the center 
of the town of Amherst and 
Amherst College. This location 
feeds and enhances the special 
progressive character of The 
Common School. A visit to the 
campus quickly reveals the warm 
spirit, joy, inherent curiosity and 
humane focus of The Common 
School community for all of its 
constituencies, and most notably 
for its vibrant, delightful children. 
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PROGRAM 

1

The School’s promotional 
materials assert this apt 
motto: “Touch it. Draw it. 
Grow it. Sing it. Learn it. 
Know it, inside and out.” 
Guided by the philosophy that 
meaningful education must 
cultivate the imagination and 
instill an appreciation for 
learning as an engaging, 
joyful pursuit, The Common 
School creates a safe and 
stimulating atmosphere for 
learning that encourages 
children to trust in themselves 
and others, honor differences, 
question, take risks, 
collaborate, assume 
responsibility, and discover 

individual areas of 
strength and interest.  

A curriculum 
organized around 
thematic, in-depth 
studies integrates 
many aspects of the 
classroom 
experience with 
opportunities for 
rigorous, hands-on 
exploration and 
creative 
expression, quiet 
reflection, 

celebration and play. 

1

The facilities of the school 
meet the essential demands 
of the program. Yet, the 
Board of Trustees recognizes 
that it is time for a significant 
upgrade of classroom space, 
and planning is underway to 
construct a new elementary 
classroom wing. Teachers 
use their current teaching 
spaces magnificently well, 
meeting the expectations of 
the mission of the School. 
The dedication of the staff is 
genuine and passionate, both 
in their commitment to the 
progressive spirit of the 
community and in 

CAMPUS, FACULTY 
AND STUDENTS 
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their love for the children 
with whom they interact. 
The leadership among the 
faculty is thoughtful and 
creative. The School 
continues to offer much to 
attract young, talented 
teachers. The students of 
the School are delightful 
and effervescent, clearly 
pleased to be there, as they 
greet adults and each other 
with openness, confidence 
and poise. 

2

Subjects studied at age-
appropriate levels include 
history, human culture, 
mathematical principles and 
scientific concepts. Hands-on 
activities, art experiences, 
literature, authentic artifacts, 
dramatic simulation, myths, 
experiments and research 
promote depth over breadth, 
allowing children to build deep 
understanding and habits of 
inquiry. 

Graduates of The Common 
School are comfortable with 
adults, intellectually curious, 
academically strong, creative 
and insightful. Local public and 
independent secondary schools 
receive students from The 
Common School 
enthusiastically, confident that 
they will care about learning and 
not just making the grade. 
Teachers at The Common 
School help children see 
learning as joyful and playful 
discovery, not simply 
preparation for a test or the next 
level of schooling. The aim of 
the School is to help children 
become independent life-long 
learners and engaged, involved 
citizens of the world. 

Students are grouped in six 
multi-aged classes, including 
two Nurseries (age 3-5), Primary 
1 (age 5-7), Primary 2 (age 6-8), 
Elementary 1 (age 8-10) and 
Elementary 2 (age 10-12). Two 
teachers staff each classroom. 
Additional instructional staff 
members include a Librarian, 
Music and Physical Education 
teachers, and Tutors. Most 
teachers have Masters degrees 
and all teachers are committed 
to ongoing professional 
development. The school is fully 
accredited by the Association of 
Independent Schools in New 
England (AISNE). 
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With a sound core of 
experienced and dedicated 
administrators in place, one of 
the challenges for the next 
Head of School will be to 
mold that group into a high 
functioning and collaborative 
team. The administration 
includes curricular directors 
for both the lower and upper 
levels of the school, as well 
as a business manager, 
development director, 
admission and marketing 
director, and a general office 
manager. 

There are 20 trustees, led by 
a capable and committed 
president and executive 
committee. As with most 
small day schools, the board 
is dominated by current 
parents who benefit from 
leadership regarding best 
practices and principles of 
independent school 
governance. 

 

ADMINISTRATION 
AND GOVERNANCE 

CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES 

1

A small school in a region that 
has a declining number of 
school-age children, The 
Common School will present 
some genuine challenges for 
its new head that should also 
be understood as significant 
leadership opportunities. The 
Common School needs, at 
this juncture, to renew its 
progressive vision in the 
context of the educational 
landscape of the twenty-first 
century. While the core 
commitments and identity of 
the school will remain 
unchanged, it is time, 
particularly in anticipation of 
the next AISNE accreditation 
process, to carefully examine 
what will continue to 
distinguish The Common 
School as a national leader in 
progressive education. The 
following are among the 
objectives that await the next 
head of school: 

2

• To partner with the Board to 
complete an ongoing capital 
campaign, reenergizing the 
donor base in that endeavor; 

• To partner with the Board to 
complete construction of a 
new classroom wing that will 
enhance teaching and 
learning and dramatically 
advance the mission of the 
school; 

• To effectively marshal the 
school’s financial resources 
toward clear objectives; 

• To lean into the complexities 
of becoming an ever-more 
diverse and inclusive 
community with confidence 
and a continuous focus on 
teachable moments; 

• To develop an effective, 
high-functioning leadership 
team; 

• To implement creative and 
effective approaches to 
marketing and enrollment. 

Head of School Search The Common School 
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 THE CANDIDATE 

1

• Commitment to 
progressive education and 
the intellectual capacity to 
lead reconsideration of the 
principles of progressive 
education in a 21st 
century context; 
 

• Proven leadership ability 
in seeking input, then 
making and implementing 
decisions; 
 

• Excellent written, oral and 
interpersonal 
communication skills; 
 

• Determination to inspire 
and lead successful 
fundraising endeavors, as 
well as to stay abreast of 
best practices in the field 
of institutional 
advancement; 
 

• Commitment to leading a 
diverse and inclusive 
school community, with 
the ability to help others 
learn from moments of 
misunderstanding or 
conflict; 

2

• Capacity both to 
generate and 
foster creative 
thinking about 
education, 
complemented by 
strength in following 
through to ensure that 
good ideas reach full 
fruition; 
 

• Capacity to serve as 
an inspiring motivator 
and supporter of a 
dedicated faculty that 
is committed to the 
mission and values of 
the school; 
 

• Appreciation for a 
highly relational 
community, along with 
excellent interpersonal 
skills; 
 

• Effective and inclusive 
decision-making ability, as 
well as talent for the 
development of strong 
consensus among the 
various school 
constituencies; 
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The Common School Search Committee has retained the search firm, RG175, to support its search for 
the next Head of School. If you wish to submit your own application materials or nominate a candidate 
for this position, please send an e-mail message with supporting materials to Robert P. Henderson, Jr. 
rhenderson@rg175.com and Jerrold I. Katz jkatz@rg175.com. Applications and nominations will be 
treated in confidence. 
 
The Common School is an equal-opportunity employer and strongly encourages individuals of all 
backgrounds and cultures to consider this important leadership position. The School’s policies rest on 
inclusivity including, but not limited to, diversity in nationality, ethnicity, race, religion, gender, gender 
identity and expression, sexual orientation, age, ability, and economic status.  

A successful candidate in the search for the next 
Head of the Common School must be able to 
demonstrate the following skills, values and 
experiences: 
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• A great sense of humor 

and the energy and 
optimism necessary to take 
joy in the leadership of a 
small, dynamic school 
community. 

 


