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Imagine a school whose ethos can be 
captured in the words of a new student: “For 
the first time, I like school…I can see a 
future.” Or, as a teacher puts it, “We have so 
many different kinds of kids here – the only 
common denominator is that they need a 
small school.” Or, as an administrator says, 
“We catch the kids being good.” There you 
have it – Mid-Peninsula High School, not only 
a place where a diverse student body can find 
success, but also find school downright 
enjoyable and productive.  

Imagine a school with a college 
prep curriculum, but without the 
stress of most college prep 
high schools. Imagine a place 
where inclusivity is the watch-
word for everything that goes 
on: no-cut sports teams; all-
comers drama productions; 
where the daily schedule 
actually conforms to the 
biorhythms of adolescents; 
where every student is known 
by everyone on campus and 
where every teacher is 
responsible for every student.  

That’s Mid-Pen. It’s a place where flexible 
educators and an adaptive curriculum 
empowers students who thrive best when 
they are appreciated as individuals. And it’s 
also a place for students who had found that 
school just wasn’t working for them. And now 
they’re in a place that does. Many schools 
talk about being transformative; Mid-Pen 
changes lives. 
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Consider Mid-Pen’s Mission Statement and 
then parse its meaning: “Mid-Peninsula High 
School, a community for learning, offers 
students a stimulating college preparatory 
program in a nurturing, safe environment 
that empowers them to reach their full 
academic and social potential. We recognize 
and appreciate unique learning styles and 
design flexible programs to guide students 
on their individual paths to success in high 
school and beyond. Our welcoming, caring 
educational community encourages 
academic achievement by strengthening 
relationships between the students, their 
families and the school. It is our expectation 
that Mid-Peninsula High School students will 
become academically capable, self-directed 
individuals who care about themselves, their 
families, and their communities.” 

“A nurturing, safe environment” – Many Mid-
Pen students were ostracized or bullied in 
their previous schools because of their 
learning styles or affects. Time and again, 
when speaking with students or parents, one 
hears how safe Mid-Pen is, how comfortable 
the students feel, how unafraid they are of 

classmates, other students or adults in the 
community.  

“Unique learning styles” – Mid-Pen students 
often have been in schools that couldn’t, or 
simply didn’t, deal with how they learned 
best and as a result they learned to tune out 
and to think of school as either a hostile 
environment or a waste of time. With the 
one-on-one attention of the faculty and staff 
at Mid-Pen, no student’s intellectual needs 
go unmet; no challenge seems too great for 
this committed faculty and professional staff.  

“A welcoming, caring educational 
community” – In addition to the numbers of 
students and faculty with very high 
intelligence, there is a collectively high 
emotional intelligence at Mid-Pen. People – 
students and faculty and admin alike – pay 
attention to one another, help each other, 
look out for everyone else and rejoice in the 
palpable level of support that is endemic to 
the school. A visitor is instantly struck by the 
empathetic nature of the place; this school 
understands young people. 
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THE PROGRAM 
While certainly a small school with an adaptive 
and individualized program, Mid-Pen 
nevertheless has all the academic and social 
benefits of larger, traditional high schools. For 
example, there are educational trips and athletic 
teams and clubs and dances and social 
activities – all the things one would expect in a 
high school. The individualization of the 

The campus is in a mixed residential-
industrial neighborhood and the school 
building is a wonderfully imaginative and 
functional space with windows everywhere (a 
visible reminder that everyone is responsible 
for everyone else). The building has a warm, 
easy flow to it and there are ample places for 
students to hang out, a first-rate gym for them 
to play in, a cafeteria that they clean up 
themselves, and faculty and staff offices 
where they are known and welcomed. Behind 
the school building is a spacious playing field, 
although interscholastic sports take place on 
rented facilities not far from campus. 

Menlo Park is, of course, right in the heart of 
Silicon Valley. The campus of Facebook is 
literally steps away from Mid-Pen on Willow 
Road and a visitor senses the drive and 
energy that have made the area America’s 
creative engine in recent decades. And that 
phenomenon – the go-go competitiveness of 
the Valley – is a major reason that Mid-Pen is 
the oasis that it is. The pressures of such an 
environment inevitably affect the adults and 
trickle down to their children, leading one 
parent to comment that “the Peninsula is 
such a pressure cooker. There’s a ridiculous 
amount of competition here in the Valley.”  

For many students, a caring, supportive place 
that values them as individuals and takes 
their needs seriously is the perfect antidote. 
Those kids are in every school; the lucky 
ones are at Mid-Pen. 

Continued 
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students’ programs is something 
that sets it apart from big public and private 
schools and the breadth and variety 
of the non-academic offerings set it 
apart from the charter schools and 
one-on-one private tutoring 
academies that have recently 
sprung up around the Valley. 

The academic program is 
mainstream with the proviso that a 
student who needs extra support 
(e.g., mastering a spoken foreign 
language) will find a substitute (e.g., 
American Sign Language) and move 
forward. Students take four years of 
English along with the requisite 
numbers and levels of classes in Math, 
Science, Social Science, Foreign Language, 
Physical Education and a variety of electives. 
Most students successfully complete the A-G 
requirements for entrance into the UC and Cal 
State systems. Mid-Pen’s variable credit system 
rewards students for both the demonstrated 
quality of their work (with grades) and the 
quantity of their work (with credit), and there are 
monthly progress reports for each student. 

The way the school talks about grade levels is a 
reflection of the adolescent-friendly culture of 
Mid-Pen: Ninth Grade year is thought of as 
Getting Started/Checking it Out; 10th – Having 
Experience/Developing Expectations; 11th – 

Finding a Vision/Making Plans; 12th – 
Completing Requirements/Taking the Next 
Step. Again, as in nearly everything at Mid-
Pen, there is identifiable comfort in this 
approach, something warm and inviting and 
not the bureaucratic gobbledygook that 
characterizes the official language of so 
many schools. A visitor to Mid-Pen is likely to 
leave feeling that this school understands 
more about adolescent needs and 
development than any other school s/he can 
think of. It is a highly intentional place and 
program and the faculty’s intention is to reach 
each student every day. 
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Who are the students of Mid-Pen? They’re 
smart; they’re imaginative; they’re interesting; 
and many have been to schools where they 
didn’t fit. Bonded by that commonality, it is not 
surprising to find them vastly different as 
individuals, but unusually cohesive as a group. 
Supportive to the nth degree, they’ve got each 
other’s back, to use their own language. One of 
the reasons is that they know their teachers are 
there for them, too. Rock-solid support from the 
faculty and staff encourages and empowers 
students to act in a like manner and they really 
watch out for each other in a way that is 
unknown at most high schools. There is an 
overpowering sense of caring that infuses 
seemingly everything at Mid-Pen. 

But who are they? They are rich and poor, 
multi-racial/multi-ethnic, male and female in 
roughly equal numbers. Some are blazingly 
smart, a few are twice exceptional. They come 
from the immediate neighborhood and from 
many miles away. But the bottom line is that 

there is no simple 
definition of a typical Mid-
Pen student. Students with 
diagnosed learning 
differences thrive 
alongside academically 
gifted kids with social 
anxiety. And students with 
some “undiagnosed” 
something that has kept 
them from clicking in their 
previous schools find their 
way in classrooms with 
kids for whom English is a 
second language. And 
finally, some students who 
would do well in other 
schools simply benefit 
from educators that 
respect, understand, and 
thoroughly like 

adolescents. Ultimately, Mid-Pen is a 
community of students who learn from one 
another and the experienced adults that 
surround them. 

Not surprisingly, one finds a faculty filled 
with passionate, caring, immensely hard-
working men and women. They love their 
work and many of them travel absurdly 
long distances to get to it. (Two teachers 
spend at least three hours per day 
commuting.) The school is trying to get its 
median pay for teachers up to the 50th 
percentile of California independent school 
salaries in an area that is unsurpassed in 
its cost of living. Teachers are devoted to 
Mid-Pen because they believe in the 
mission of the school and its potential 
growth. They all have extra responsibilities 
at the school.  Most are Core teachers, 
which makes them counselors as well as 
teachers; all of them are available to their 
students at any time during the school day 
other than when in class. To sum up the 
faculty and staff in three words: Dedication, 
Devotion, Commitment.    
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Mid-Pen’s Board of Trustees is unusual in that it 
includes no current parents among its 13 
members. Most are former parents, but several 
have never had children in the school; they were 
attracted by the school’s mission and philosophy. 
It is a high-functioning Board that has been very 
supportive – both financially and in governance – 
and is suitably involved but not over-involved in 
the life of the school. There are term limits in 
place to assure regular turnover and the Trustees 
are eager to act as partners with the new Head of 
School. Working together with the Head, they 
hope to refine the school’s mission and strategic 
future and assure its financial viability.  

Managing the finances of a 115-student school that is so 
committed to Financial Aid as Mid-Pen is, can be a 
daunting challenge and it is. This is an area of 
predictably acute interest to the Board and the Treasurer 
has been closely involved in keeping the budget on 
track. For the coming year, the school will award more 
than $850,000 in aid on a budget of $3.5 Million. Such a 
commitment, of course, requires a lot of help from the 
Development side of the operation and, indeed, the 
combination of the Annual Fund, the Financial Aid Fund 
and DragonFest (the annual fundraising event) will 
contribute nearly $400,000 to this year’s bottom line. 

Enrollment. Enrollment. Enrollment. 
Increasing enrollment from the 
current 115 to the optimal 140 would 
have a huge impact on the budget, on 
the Financial Aid program, on the 
academic offerings by increasing the 
number of courses and classes, on 
the sports program by enabling Mid-
Pen to field more teams, and on 
faculty and staff salaries. This is 
clearly the Number One Challenge for 

the new Head. 

Lesser challenges 
are more predictable 
– competition from 
charters and tutoring 
academies; traffic 
congestion; dealing 
with international 
students and English 
language learners; 
how to grow but 
maintain the school’s 
sense of self. 
Addressing these 
issues will be made 
easier once Issue 
Number One is 
solved. 

THE CHALLENGES 
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THE OPPORTUNITY 
The possibilities here 
are enormous. To be 
in the center of what 
is surely the most 
intellectually vibrant 
community in the 
world is an 
extraordinary 
opportunity. To 
lead a school that 
occupies a vital 
niche in the 
region’s 
educational 
smorgasbord is 
literally one-of-a-
kind. To increase 
enrollment, salaries and 
the school’s profile all at the same time is a 
remarkable – but achievable – challenge. To 
enjoy the support and partnership of a 
wonderful Board, faculty and staff is a rare 
opportunity for a Head of School to walk into. 
The chance to be entrepreneurial, to seek 
links to the thought-leaders of the digital 
world, to incorporate Silicon Valley into the 
daily life of the school can only be seen as 
unique. Mid-Pen is looking for the person who 
will seize these opportunities and pursue them 
with the vigor and sense of purpose, worthy of 
the vigor and sense of purpose the school’s 
students and teachers bring to campus each 
day.  

Continued 
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THE JOB 
“As the chief executive officer of the school, 
the Head of School pursues the vision and 
executes the stated mission of the school, 
manages faculty and staff, participates with 
the Board of Trustees in policy-making, 
directs marketing activities, builds enrollment 
and ensures the financial health of the 
institution.” 

The expectation is that the next Head of 
School will have at least a bachelor’s degree 
and preferably a master’s or doctorate; 
proven success in an administrative role; 
demonstrable leadership skills; successful 
teaching experience; commitment to the 

More specifically, the Board is seeking someone 
who will possess the following: 

Vision. The ability to formulate and shape the 
school’s future while remaining true to its mission.  

Determination. The steadfastness to see things 
through. 
 
Passion for teaching and learning. An active 
interest in staff development and commitment to 
each student’s individual needs.  
 
Emotional Intelligence. An understanding of the 
importance of relationships.  
 
Judgment. The ability to make decisions which 
respect and involve all stakeholders. 

Resilience. Optimistic, calm, energetic, and positive 
at all times.  

Persuasiveness. Confident written and oral 
communicator who is able to “sell” the school and 
move its agenda forward.  

Perspective. A willingness to look outside the 
school for new ideas, opportunities, and networks, 
especially within the innovative and proximate 
Silicon Valley community. 

school’s mission and philosophy; excellent 
communication skills; and the ability to relate 
effectively with various stakeholder groups. 

Interested candidates should send a letter of 
interest, a c.v., and a copy of something they 
have written (e.g., an article for a school 
publication, a personal statement, a brief piece 
on educational philosophy – the subject is less 
important than the writing) all in one PDF 
to: dereed2014@gmail.com.  

Deadline: July 1, 2016 
Deborah E. Reed, Consultant                                                                                                                           
Resource Group 175 


