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It’s not the stunning canyon setting in 
the lee of Mt. Tamalpais that strikes you 
first about Marin Horizon – it’s the 
people. Understated and down-to-earth, 
there’s nothing jaded about them – 
these are not the people of Marin 
County that pulp magazines relentlessly 
portray. No. Marin Horizon is the school 
of choice for folks you’re likely to meet 
at an independent school in a less 
ostentatious part of the country and they 
like it that way. That is not to say that 
the parent body doesn’t possess money, 
power, or social cachet; rather, it 
suggests that these are people who 
prefer to live their lives and raise their 
children beneath the radar. They’re 
confident, self-assured, discerning. And 
what they like about the school is its 
attention to the whole child, its 
commitment to individualized instruction 
and project-based learning, an early 
childhood program rooted in Montessori, 
and an experiential program that is the 
envy of other schools. 

Located in the 
poetically 
named 
Homestead 
Valley, Marin 
Horizon’s site 
might fairly be 
called 
beautiful, but 
the school’s 
facilities are 
modest. 
Situated 
where once 
stood a Mill 
Valley public 
school, Marin 
Horizon has 
built an upper 

THE PLACE 
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school building that is handsome and serves 
its purpose well, with modular classrooms 
for the primary and early elementary grades 
that are certainly adequate without being 
particularly aesthetic. Apart from the 
buildings there is a turf field in addition to a 
hard-scape play area, a shared playground, 
a garden, and access to a neighboring 
facility that includes a pool and a meadow. 
Planning approval is underway with the goal 
of breaking ground in 2018 for a building 
that will house kindergarten and first grade, 
the school library, and offices. A second 
multi-purpose building, to add athletic and 
performance space, is in the offing. There is 
nothing opulent about the campus, but 
everything is comfortable, even cozy, and it 
is all in keeping with its unassuming culture. 
The very youngest students occupy a 
separate facility about five minutes away 
from the main campus in what is called the 
Toddler Cottage, an ideal setting for two- 
and three-year olds.   
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Marin Horizon was founded in 1977 as a 
Montessori-inspired preschool and kept 
growing until the first three students 
finished 8th Grade and graduated in 1987. 
From its birth in a church basement 
through today, the school’s educational 
program has expanded as its enrollment 
has grown. The curriculum is strongly 
multicultural and interdisciplinary. The 
environmental and outdoor education 
programs and service learning is deeply 
rooted and integrated throughout the 
academic year. And in its latest evolution, 
the school is partnering to open this fall a 
subsidized tuition pre-school in 
neighboring Marin City that is expected to 
grow in the years ahead. 

All this is consonant with Marin Horizon’s 
Mission, which was built on the following 
six cornerstones:  

• Love of learning motivated by close 
inspired relationships with a 
distinguished and innovative faculty 
that provides engaging experiences 
and encourages active involvement, 
wonder and discovery; 

THE HISTORY AND THE SIX PILLARS 
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• Academic Excellence promoted by 
an integrated, spiraling curriculum 
that challenges young minds, fuels 
imagination and fosters a deeper 
understanding of concepts and their 
connection to real-life issues; 

• Values-based learning fostered by 
real experiences that develop social 
conscience, self-reliance, 
collaboration, and multicultural 
respect and competence; 

• Dedication to Environment 
cultivated by exploring the 
interconnectedness of all life on 
earth and learning ways to protect 
respect and live in harmony with the 
environment; 

• Sense of Community nurtured by 
the support, commitment and 
dedication of parents, teachers, 
students and neighbors working 
together; 

• Respect for Diversity promoted by 
awareness of and responsibility to 
each other within our community and 
the world. 
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“We’re not about squeezing the joy 
out of childhood,” remarks one 
teacher, and it seems so true. Marin 
Horizon is filled with happy children – 
not unusual in an elementary school 
but noteworthy here because the 
happiness is born of a sense of 
accomplishment. Indeed, self-esteem 
is the result of working hard and 
succeeding at something, and the 
faculty at Marin Horizon do their best 
to make it possible for each student to 
be, not merely to feel, accomplished. 
With interdisciplinary classes that 
make collaboration between and 
among teachers imperative, it is no 
wonder that one faculty member is 
able to comment, “We’re willing to 
explore new directions and see the 
whole picture, not just through one’s 
own lens.” 

In the early childhood education 
program, there is a Montessori-
trained teacher in every classroom 
and children early on become 
accustomed to being in multi-age 
classes. First Grade is a stand-alone 
class. Thereafter there are mixed 
2nd-3rd and 4th-5th, and in the 
middle school there are many 
projects that call for multi-age groups 
to work on them. Overall there are 48 
faculty, including assistants, whose 
average tenure at Marin Horizon is 11 
years with average teaching 
experience of 22 years. There are 
specialists for Art, Drama, Spanish, 
Music, Physical Education, Library, 
Instructional Technology, Gardening 
and Sustainability and Learning 
Support.  

 

THE FACULTY AND 
ADMINISTRATION 
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The educational philosophies and 
practices that undergird the curriculum 
from the Toddler Cottage through the 
Eighth Grade find their roots in Marin 
Horizon’s historic commitment to 
progressive education. There are strong 
Montessori influences in the early 
childhood classrooms and multi-age 
classrooms and activities, team teaching 
and a course of study that is both vertically 
and horizontally 
integrated and aligned. 
Long before it was 
fashionable, Marin 
Horizon teachers 
included hands-on 
activities and project-
based instruction in 
their pedagogy. From 
the outset, the faculty 
understood the 
importance of social 
and emotional learning 
and has as unifying 
themes justice and 
environmental studies. 

THE PROGRAM 
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For the youngest 
students, 
Montessori’s 
principles of 
exploration, 
independence and 
structure form the 
backbone of a 
curriculum 
emphasizing freedom 
of expression and 
creative play. The 
school-wide culture of 
treating others with 
respect is established 
in the primary grades 
where students learn 

that, “We are all alike and we are all 
different,” as they develop the habits of mind 
and heart that enable them to read, write, 
compute, and become caring individuals. 
Evidence of the early attention given to 
expression can be found in the 
kindergarten’s annual newspaper, this 
year’s edition titled The Preshis Key, in 
which every student’s story is printed 
unedited with accompanying artwork. Flights 
of imagination and essays on the natural 
world fill its pages most delightfully, 
doubtless a source of pride and pleasure for 
the authors. 
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In the elementary grades 
teachers use materials 
that encourage creativity, 
critical thinking, and 
fluency in expression. 
Lucy Calkins Writers and 
Readers Workshops 
supplement the teachers’ 
curricula. In Math 
teachers employ a 
variety of manipulatives 
and supplements that will 
enhance the newly 
adopted “Math in Focus” 
curricula. Interdisciplinary 
two-year rotations in 
social studies and 
science encourage 
collaboration among the students, along 
with hands-on activities and curriculum-
based projects that stem from studies as 
varied as astronomy, geology, marine 
biology and California history. 

Parents at Marin Horizon will tell you that 
“Our middle school is the best in the Bay 
Area,” an assertion that is credible given all 
that goes on at that level. The program is 
rigorous, clear, focused, and utterly sound. 
It is also enjoyable, based on the students’ 
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own testimony. These are bright, happy, 
engaged young people and their 
performance is such that high schools 
throughout the area clamor for Marin 
Horizon’s eighth graders, whom one 
secondary school admission officer 
describes as “articulate, creative and 
confident.” It is neither a surprise nor an 
accident that the school’s record of 
secondary school placement is superb; 
these students are well prepared. 

Community service is an 
integral part of the upper school 
experience, and it is woven into 
a very strong language arts and 
math curriculum that 
challenges the most advanced 
and provides encouragement 
and support for those 
challenged by quadratic 
equations or expository essays. 
It comes close to being a 
mastery-based, competency-
driven curriculum in which 
students are free to progress at 
their own rates. To parallel 
what the students had 
experienced in the elementary 
grades, there are integrated 
three-year cycles in social 
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studies and science. As an example, when 
studying the history of the Middle Ages, 
students construct catapults and apply the 
laws of physics to their designs. When the 
focus is on American ingenuity in history, 
students build Rube Goldberg machines in 
their science class. 

Instructional technology at Marin Horizon is 
especially thoughtful in its implementation. 
Grades 2 through 5 have iPads that they can 
use at school and from which they progress 
to MacBooks in Grades 6 through 8. During 
the upper elementary and middle school 
years, students learn coding, 3-D modeling, 
digital editing and Photoshop, along with 
other applications and processes. The 
project-based curriculum in Grades 4 through 
8 includes the use of interactive whiteboards, 
GoogleDocs, HTML programming, and a 
saturation exercise from literature the 
students are reading. All this nicely 
complements the ongoing media and digital 
literacy curricula already in place throughout 
the grades. 

Middle School faculty include discussion of 
social issues in their classes and a visitor 
might find an outdoor whiteboard marked “8th 
Grade Poll” divided into two sides, “What do 
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you support?” and “What change do you 
want to see?” In many schools, one would 
expect to find responses like, “More 
recess.” “Better lunches.” But at Marin 
Horizon, students answered the Support 
question with: “Equal women’s rights!” 
“LGBTQ rights” “Marriage equality” and 
“Equal pay for women in all jobs.” As for 
the Change side of the board: “Good 
health care for all” “End to global 
warming” “Equal pay for equal work” and 
“Strict qualifications before someone can 
run for President.” 

Outdoor Education is a robust and integral 
part of the curriculum – embraced truly as 
a classroom in the great outdoors. 
Backpacking to Mt. Tamalpais, sea-
kayaking in Tomales Bay and climbing in 
Pinnacles National Park are utilized as 
opportunities to develop skills and 
confidence, but uniquely middle school 
students are intimately involved in the 
planning and design of these trips further 
enhancing the experience and sense of 
ownership. Each spring, Grades 1-5 and 
6-8 spend 4 nights as a community at 
Camp Redwood Glen along with teachers, 
naturalists and parent chaperones – a true 
highlight of the school year. 
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THE DIVERSE COMMUNITY OF 
THE SCHOOL 
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As indicated in the opening paragraph, Marin 
Horizon’s parents are highly educated with 
commensurate expectations, but progressive 
and unpretentious in style. These are people 
who willingly participate in the school’s 
camping trips and overnights, who value the 
importance of program over facilities, and 
who share a commitment to the environment 
and their community at large. More than a 
few of the sentiments expressed in the 8th 
Grade Poll doubtless have their roots at 
home. By their own accounts, many parents 
choose Marin Horizon because of the 
school’s commitment to social justice, equity 
and diversity. They speak of “the heart, 
compassion and love” that the community of 
the school shares and the school-wide focus 
on the individual child, all the while 
emphasizing the inclusive nature of the 
school family – some 30% of the students 
and 20% of the faculty are people of color, 
unusually high figures for a school in Marin 
County. 

When asked why they send their children 
to Marin Horizon, parents respond with 
sentiments such as these: “I wanted a school 
where my children would understand 
why they are learning just as much 
as they understand what they are 
learning.” “We saw high school kids 
who had gone to Marin Horizon and 
said, ‘That’s what we want our 
children to be like.’” “The teachers 
are our partners in parenting.” “All 
the teachers and administrators are 
conscious of setting a good example. 
It rubs off on the kids and the 
parents, too.” “We sent our children 
because of the intentional focus on 
equity and diversity.” 

Not surprisingly, alumni feel similarly. 
As one commented, “I always felt 
known and seen,” while another added, “Yes, 
it is a demanding school but we were always 
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allowed to be kids.” This latter comment, in a 
conversation with graduates, prompted the 
line of the day: “Why do adults think that if 
you’re having fun, you’re not learning? We 
always did both!” 

Marin Horizon works hard at being a good 
community member. In its immediate 
residential neighborhood, the school keeps 
a low profile and has taken the lead in noise 
abatement and parking restrictions. As a 
result, it is able to enjoy a cooperative 
relationship with 
the Homestead 
Valley Community 
Association and 
use its meeting 
space, pool and 
meadow. Farther 
afield, the school 
mounts its drama 
productions at the 
Throckmorton 
Theater and 
partners with Mill 
Valley Parks and 
Recreation for 
access to athletic 
facilities. But most 
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ambitious of all the school’s partnership 
programs is the venture to create the Marin 
City Community Partnership School with the 
Marin Community Foundation and 
Community Action Marin. The partnership 
will allow Marin Horizon to open a 
subsidized tuition pre-school this fall for 12 
toddlers with plans to add 12 more students 
per year through two additional levels of 
early childhood education. Marin Horizon’s 
own Primary Director will oversee the new 
school in the historically underserved African 
American and Latino community of Marin 
City. Parents and alumni are justifiably 
proud of this foray into public-private 
cooperation and see it as evidence that 
Marin Horizon doesn’t just “talk the talk.” 

Outside of the immediate community, Marin 
Horizon manages a successful Panamanian 
cultural and language program, Hola 
Panama!, each summer in partnership with 
other schools in the Bay Area. As an official 
participant in the Student and Exchange 
Visitor Program, the school typically has two 
or three international families enrolled each 
year, further enhancing the diversity of the 
community.  



Marin Horizon School – Head of School – Position Statement 10 

DEVELOPMENT AND 
FINANCE 
As Marin Horizon’s Director of Finance 
puts it, “We’re healthy, not wealthy.” 
Indeed, the school operates in the 
black with a budget of just under $9 
Million for the current year, a healthy 
$1.4 Million devoted to Financial Aid, 
which helps support 24% of the 
students. Annual Giving adds about 
$400,000 to the coffers along with an 
additional contribution of roughly 
$215,000 from the Parents’ 
Association. Marin Horizon has an 
endowment of $5.5 Million. 

The public phase of the current capital 
campaign will close in June 2017 with 
more than $6 Million in new funding. 
Roughly 70% of the funds raised will be 
directed to the endowment and 30% 
will support the new Library/Elementary 
building. The next capital campaign is 
expected to focus on the construction 
of a $5.2 million multi-use facility. In 
each case, the school will be adding 
debt to supplement the fundraising 
efforts. 

GOVERNANCE 
Marin Horizon has a 
volunteer Board of Trustees 
with 22 members, including 
the Head of School, two 
faculty representatives, two 
community representatives, 
an alumni representative as 
well as current and former 
parent representatives. The 
Board meets most months 
during the school year and 
its the Board publishes a 
quarterly record of its 
actions, aptly called 
“OnBoard.” 



Marin Horizon School – Head of School – Position Statement 11 

CHALLENGES/ 
OPPORTUNITIES 

1

With a number of independent schools 
in Marin County competing for 
students where many of the public 
schools are strong, enrollment is a 
perennial issue at Marin Horizon. As 
seen from parents’ comments above, 
once people get to the school, they 
love it, but getting there is often a 
chore and the Admission Office works 
very hard indeed to make sure that the 
school is filled each fall. 

Space is also an issue on a small 
campus, and to add space or improve 
existing space costs money, and the 
money has to be raised. So fundraising 
is a challenge in a school where many 
parents have yet to become 
accustomed to the expectation of 
giving, perhaps because Development 
efforts have been low-key. That said, 
tuition only rents a seat for a year; 
everything else a school does requires 
raising money and there is clearly room 
for improvement at Marin Horizon. 

2

The challenge most frequently cited by 
parents and teachers alike is 
communication. Everyone agrees that it is 

a problem, though there 
is disagreement as to 
the nature of the 
problem: some say 
there’s too much 
communication, others 
say too little, while a 
third camp says that it’s 
a lack of clarity in 
communication that’s 
the problem. Regardless 
of the interpretation, 
everyone agrees that it 
should be better, so 
that’s a challenge for the 
next Head of School to 
tackle. 
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PROSPECTIVE CANDIDATES 
Those interested in being considered for the leadership of Marin Horizon should put 
a letter of interest, a curriculum vitae, and a writing sample together in that order in a 
single PDF and send to both consultants:  

Debbie Reed: dereed2014@gmail.com  

and  
 
Tom Hudnut: tom@tomhudnut.com 

Deadline: July 15, 2017 

THE NEXT HEAD OF SCHOOL 
WILL IDEALLY: 

Have a desire to be available to 
teachers and students and enjoy 
working with both, skill in engaging 
parents with high expectations, a 
background in early childhood through 
Eighth Grade education, experience 
dealing with a rigorous curriculum, 
energy to arrive early and stay late, 
imagination to keep moving the school 
forward. 

Demonstrate leadership, integrity, 
responsiveness, compassion, empathy, 
humor, joy and delight. 

Be a communicator, implementer, a 
charismatic public speaker, a 
collaborator, a fundraiser, a skillful 
delegator, an active listener, a role 
model, an ambassador and, ultimately, 
“someone who will ‘get’ who we are, and 
love us.”  

THE NEXT HEAD OF SCHOOL 
WILL DEFINITELY: 

Be well compensated and provided with a lovely four-bedroom home about a 
quarter-mile from campus in a quiet, residential neighborhood. 


