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It is a place where most of the teachers know all 
the children, where a Buddy Bear system unites 
the younger students with the older; where 
traditions flourish and are honored; where every 
student K-5 has P.E. every day; where the visual 
and performing arts hold a central place in the 
curriculum; where a teacher says, “We are united 
in what we value,” and where a parent can add, 
“I’ve never seen anything like the parent-student-
teacher bond that exists here.” It is a place where 
teachers feel the right combination of freedom 
and responsibility that makes them want to stay 
and where families remain connected for 
generations. Mt. Tam could be called a way of 
life, in fact, for the magical impact it has had on 
so many students across the years.	
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The dominant topographic feature of Marin 
County is Mount Tamalpais. It separates the 
eastern portion of the county from the Pacific 
Ocean and is visible from San Francisco and the 
East Bay. At the foot of Mt. Tam, as it is called, 
lies the Town of Mill Valley, a delightful 
combination of the old and the very new. It is a 
place where kids still ride their bikes to school 
and walk the sidewalks without benefit of adult 
oversight. Above the town, nestled in the lee of 
the mountain, is a plateau and on that flat piece 
of ground stands the stunning school that takes 
its name from the mountain itself. Forty years old, 
meticulously cared for, lovingly curated as though 
it were a work of art, Mount Tamalpais School is 
a monument to the vision of its Founder, now on 
the verge of retirement. 

The architectural award-winning campus 
immediately catches one’s eye, as do the trees 
around it, the blue sky above, and the great 
mountain that seems to envelop the place in 
its embrace. Even amid the noise and 
jubilation of a typical elementary school day, 
there is a calm to Mt. Tam that is at once 
palpable and unusual. Spacious, green and 
encompassing some twelve acres, the campus 
is inviting and warm in its welcome. In their red 
shirts or pinafores, blue shorts or striped polo 
shirts, the students exude health and 
happiness and the visitor need not spend long 
in their midst to believe what a teacher says is 
the school’s fundamental aim: “What we care 
about most is developing good people.” 

THE PLACE 
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THE CULTURE 

 
1

The culture of any school is rooted both in its past 
and in its present: the past provides stability and 
tradition and informs the transmission of values 
and practices that create the present. At Mt. Tam 
the present means a values-centered school that 
has a clear approach to education and child 
development. Right from the start, in 
Kindergarten, the curriculum is departmentalized. 
The result for teachers is that they teach what 
they know and love best; for students, they catch 
the infectious enthusiasm of their teachers and 
revel in the transitions that occur throughout their 
day. There are no silos, no closed doors. As one 
alumna recently wrote, “I grew up with my class; 
we were family.” Seeing children move from class 
to class, watching them on the playground, at 
P.E. or in music, drama, dance or art, it’s easy to 
believe that. These are happy, adventuresome 
children, eager to explore and encouraged by 
their teachers. 

There is a safety about the place, a sense of 
security that is almost palpable. The sense of 
connectedness is very strong – not just to one 
another in the present, but to the past as well. 
Buddy Bears, Gratitude Day, the Angel Island 
Trip, Teddy Bear Day, Pumpkin Patch Day, 
Founder’s Day, Grandparents’ Tea and 
progressively more demanding field trips and 
overnights tie the students not only to their 
forebears but also to the outside world. Although 
an elementary school can feel a lot like a bubble, 
Mt. Tam has found a way to bring the school and 
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the outside world together with the result that 
students can move seamlessly between the 
two. Ask a Fourth Grader about the Balclutha 
trip and you get an energetic smile and a 
narrative about life aboard a timber ship that 
brought building materials to San Francisco 
following the 1906 earthquake. 

Much of the culture of the school emanates 
from the vision of the Founder who put her own 

goals into the school’s logo, a 
depiction of Mt. Tamalpais. As she 
has written, “The mountain symbol 
reflects the school’s commitment to 
the development of each student’s 
potential, ensuring its realization 
with a solid academic and moral 
foundation and the support of the 
community that values personal 
achievement and individual growth. 
The motto ‘Gradatim Ad Summum’ 
(step by step to the highest 
point/gradually to the summit) 
reflects the school’s belief that the 
attainment of goals is a gradual 
process, one that requires 
nurturing and community support.” 
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THE PEOPLE 
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Faculty 
The 37 teachers who comprise the faculty are a 
productive blend of experience and youth, men 
and women and teaching styles, but they are 
united in their enthusiasm for the departmental 
approach to instruction that is the norm at Mt. 
Tam. So many teachers speak glowingly of their 
ability to teach the subjects they’re passionate 
about. Content specialists abound and the visual 
and performing arts, physical education and 
world language instruction are everyday aspects 
of the student experience. It is a rich and varied 
program, largely team-taught by what a parent 
recently called “a group of teachers who are 
unbelievably dedicated, 
professional and caring.” Add 
to that how greatly the 
teachers enjoy their work and 
their colleagues and it is easy 
to see why so many have 
stayed for so long. Faculty 
retention has never been an 
issue! 

The faculty at Mt.Tam are 
given considerable latitude in 
how they teach and are 
expected to collaborate on 
what they teach. A walk 
through the school finds 
some teachers down on the 
floor with their students, 
others using 
manipulatives to 
demonstrate a point, still 
others hunched over a 
conference table 
working on a research 
project alongside their 
students – what one 
would expect in a well-
run, top-flight 
independent school. 
While there is little in the 
way of a common 
teaching style, there is a 
unified approach to 
planning and curriculum 
management throughout 
the grades. Teachers work 
together, participate in 
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professional development together, share 
materials and do everything one would expect 
of a high-functioning faculty. Moreover, they 
do it joyfully. Senior faculty work closely with 
junior faculty; there are duties ranging from 
playground coverage to carpool supervision 
that are jointly assigned; teachers regularly 
show up at plays and concerts and games. 
Since they and their students are on a first-
name basis, there is an evident level of 
comfort between teachers and learners that is 
often hard to find in a school. At Mt. Tam, 
enjoyment each for the other is the norm. 

Continued. 
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Students 
Mt. Tam’s 240 students come from a variety of 
locales and backgrounds. For many years a school 
where Marin residents predominated, there has 
recently been a shift toward more of a San 
Francisco presence in enrollment. Regardless of 
where they come from, the students are eager, 
enthusiastic and responsive. Perhaps because they 
participate in speech and drama beginning in 
Kindergarten, they are a remarkably fluent and 
comfortable bunch of young people to talk with. 
They express themselves clearly and 
well, look a visitor in the eye, are polite 
and responsive. No wonder when the 
school goes to a public speaking 
contest it always does well. 

Daily exposure to Physical Education 
in K through 5 leaves the students 
energized but not enervated, eager to 
work and ready to learn. Similar 
exposure to performance from an early 
age leaves them comfortable 
performing, able to articulate their 
thoughts, and their creative energies 
are fired by their visual and performing 
arts classes. These non-classroom 
activities go a long way toward 
improving the quality of the day for those 
students who have learning issues. Being 
able to break up the school day without 
being locked into a hum-drum schedule is 
great for them and they are able to work 
with the school’s learning specialists 
during regular class time. 

The opportunities for exploration beyond 
the classroom are many at Mt. Tam: from 
an after-school sports program that gives 
both boys and girls the chance to play on 
teams that compete against other 
schools, to the multiple chances to perform 
in plays and choral or instrumental concerts, to 
service learning that takes them away from campus 
and the many field trips that fill the calendar, Mt. 
Tam students are definitely out and about, citizens 
and participants of a world not bordered by Marin 
County or even the Bay Area. Unquestionably, their 
curriculum is a major contributor through its world 
language programs to the students’ sense of ease 
in the broader community. 

Continued. 
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Parents 
Predictably invested in their children’s 
success, growth and development, parents at 
Mt. Tam are not dissimilar from those at many 
high-level independent schools. What does set 
them apart, however, is their willingness to 
support the school’s curricular programs in a 
variety of ways – volunteering to help out in 
the library or the art studio, in performing arts, 
at lunch; in short, wherever they’re needed. 
Each family is expected to contribute 60 hours 
per school year to helpful activities and they 
can be found running the lunch program, 
planning and executing the annual auction and 
gala, serving as room parents or hosts at the 
Founder’s Day Picnic, Grandparents’ Day or 
Graduation. There is a lot for them to do, but 
the school’s culture is to let the teachers run 
the academic program and the parents to help 
out as they are able. The Parents’ Council is a 
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thriving support organization, not a sounding 
board for educational policy and practice! 

The Board of Trustees 
Mt. Tam’s 17-member Board understands the 
parameters of its purview and is active in its 
involvement with the school’s administration. 
There is a functioning committee structure to 
deal with Finance, Investments, Facilities, and 
Alumni. The Head reports to the Board and 
the Trustees are heavily involved in the 
transition from the founding Head to the 
school’s next leader. High on the Board’s to-
do list is finding a Business Manager. 
Managing the transition is a “first” for the 
Board but it would be fair to say that the 
Trustees are very purposefully stepping up to 
the plate and growing comfortable with their 
increased engagement.  
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program includes a balance 
of independent, cooperative, 
‘hands on' discovery-based 
learning and the integration 
of technology within the 
curriculum. Teachers are 
committed to meeting the 
individual needs of their 
students, and they adapt 
their approach, content, 
methodology and materials 
to accommodate different 
learning styles.” With the 
assistance of the school’s 
learning specialists, no 
student’s needs should go 
unheeded.  

In addition to the 
departmentalization of the content areas, notable 
features of the course of study at Mt. Tam 
include daily physical education for all students in 
K-5 and three days per week for students in 6-8. 
All students take music, art, drama and dance 
throughout their time at school and in Grades 5 
and 8 there are major musical and dramatic 
productions that also include the 4th and 7th 
Grades as they “apprentice” themselves in 
preparation for the following year. In the upper 
grades, most students participate in at least one 
after-school sport, with many participating all 

THE PROGRAM 
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The Core 
One of the most conspicuous features of Mt. 
Tam’s approach is its departmentalization. 
Designed to provide an enriched curriculum to 
students and delivered by teachers who are 
passionate about their content areas, having 
the students change classes during the day 
affords them freedom, time for socialization, a 
chance to “switch gears” as they change their 
areas of focus, and a time for the little ones to 
share the corridors with the big kids. Another 
noteworthy feature of the Mt. 
Tam curriculum is the world 
language program that sees 
students studying French, 
Spanish and Mandarin 
beginning in Kindergarten, with 
Latin entering the curriculum in 
Grade Six.  

As the Founder has written, 
“Our curriculum is spiraling, 
with information, skills and 
concepts cycled through the 
grades at progressively higher 
levels. Methodology is both 
traditional and innovative; 
conservatively creative with 
ongoing attention paid to 
innovations in materials and 
techniques that are based on 
established research. The 

Continued. 
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three seasons. In addition to the academic 
course of study at Mt. Tam, there is an 
additional curriculum centered on character 
education. From the Buddy Bear program that 
pairs students of different ages, to community 
service opportunities with local non-profits, 
preparing students to be good citizens, 
responsive to the needs and feelings of others, 
lies at the heart of the school’s being. The 
school “aims to build a compassionate 
community committed to inclusivity, and 
appreciative of the many voices and views 
represented within our own school and wider 
world.”  

The interconnectedness of the core academic 
program at Mt. Tam is what creates the 
opportunities for the students and is what 
defines their success. With concentrated doses 
of all the academic subjects, commitments to the 
visual and performing arts and athletics, 
attention to citizenship and the inculcation of 
positive values and a moral compass, students 
can’t escape the totality of it all. No one leaves 
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the school unable to speak up, or write well, or 
afraid to participate; the combination of all the 
intentional aspects of the daily program is 
indelible in its imprint and explains the success 
of Mt. Tam’s alumni as they go on to secondary 
school, university and on into adult life. From 
study skills to punctuation, fair play to painting, 
learning an instrument or learning confidence, 
they leave as sturdy, confident young people, 
ready to do well and eager to contribute. 

Technology 
From keyboarding to coding, web-based 
research to design, technology is omnipresent 
without being omnivorous. Smart boards and 
computers abound, but there is a refreshing 
sense that technology is there to serve the 
students’ needs and not vice versa. There is no 
compulsion for the faculty to employ technology 
in every lesson and technology is seen as a 
means to an end and not as a goal itself. There 
are some who believe that the school has been 
slow to embrace technology but whatever has 
happened or not happened has been intentional 

and has been a reflection of the 
guiding philosophy of the school since 
its birth. The school’s website is not as 
up-to-date as it might be and the 
administration doesn’t communicate 
by text or email as fluently as it could, 
but these are known areas for 
improvement and a little kick-start 
from the next Head of School will 
surely get them going. As it is, Mt. 
Tam remains a school where the 
human touch is more important than 
the latest gizmo. 
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that can’t be done. In the parents, faculty, staff 
and alumni there is a reservoir of good will and 
expertise on which the next Head can draw. 
Respecting the school’s traditions, acknowledging 
the school’s history of accomplishment, being 
willing to listen and learn before speaking and 
acting – these are not so much challenges as 
ingredients in a recipe for success. Daunting? No. 
Doable? Absolutely! 

The Opportunity 
There are few Head of School opportunities that 
offer such an up-side as the one at Mt. Tam. To 
live in an exciting and beautiful part of the world; 
to be adjacent to one of the world’s favorite cities 
and an easy drive from Silicon Valley; to drive 
over the mountain and descend to the Pacific 
Ocean; to take a school that is eager to 
collaborate with a new leader; to redefine a 
school in the context of 21st Century education; to 
work with a faculty that is excited and eager for 
the next chapter; to develop a student body that is 
consistent with the guiding values and principles 
that have animated the school since its inception 
but with different ZIP Codes and complexions; to 
nurture a community that has a history of being at 
one with its leader; to partner with students and 
teachers and parents to create a school 
unsurpassed in opportunity and attainment. This 
is the opportunity at Mt. Tamalpais School.  

THE JOB 
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The Challenge 
Following a founding Head of School can be 
daunting, but after 40 years and a sense of 
the inevitability of change at the top it will be 
much less fraught at Mt. Tam than at a 
number of other schools coping with the 
retirements of long-serving Heads. No one 
other than a founder can wear so many 
administrative hats as has been true at Mt. 
Tam, but there is no expectation that the 
next Head will do all that. These 
multitudinous responsibilities will have to be 
parceled out and some new positions will 
need to be created and filled. The Board of 
Trustees is eager to partner with the new 
Head to assure the necessary restructuring 
of the administrative team. Development and 
Admissions will want to undertake new 
initiatives. Inevitably, “technology creep” will 
accelerate. There is much to do, but nothing 

Continued. 
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Finance 
Tuition for academic 
year 2015-16 has 
been set at $27,950, 
competitive with other 
independent schools 
in the area. Teachers 
are well paid and the 
school operates in the 
black. The Financial 
Aid budget is ample 
and there is a tuition 
remission program for 
faculty children. Mt. 
Tam is debt free and 
owns four houses with 
six units occupied by 
faculty. Annual Giving 
is fully subscribed by 
the current parents 
and by a number of 
alumni and former families and the annual 
auction and gala round up voluntary support 
to close to $1 Million each year. The school’s 
endowment hovers around $5 Million and is 
not currently used to support Operations. 
“Healthy” would be a good way to describe 
the school’s financial position.	
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APPLICATION PROCEDURE 

Email curriculum vitae, cover letter and one writing sample to: 

Thomas C. Hudnut 
Search Consultant 
Resource Group 175 
tom@tomhudnut.com 
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The Successful Candidate 
Are you student-centered in your approach to 
decision-making, putting the students’ needs 
first? Are you enthusiastic, energetic and 
hard-working? Have a sense of humor? Love 
kids? Work well with parents? Can raise 
money, participate in admissions and tell the 
school’s story? Are you willing to share the 
spotlight and let some of it shine on your 
colleagues as they create curriculum and 
move the school forward? Are you 
experienced with the use of technology? Can 
you articulate a vision for your school? Are 
you a good public speaker? Can you inspire 
people? Can you get people to do what 
needs to be done? Will you embrace the 
school’s values and be passionate about 
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them? Can you delegate? Do you know 
elementary school curriculum and pedagogy? 
Can you listen? Are you willing to make changes 
where and when they need to be made, even if 
they’re painful? Can you partner effectively with 
a Board? Do you value diversity? Are you open-
minded and inclusive? In addition to an open 
mind, will you keep an open door? Will you greet 
the kids in the morning and call them by name in 
the hall? Are you eager to go to their games and 
plays? Are you unafraid of change? Are you 
open to feedback? Will you get to work early and 
stay late? 

If you found yourself mouthing “Yes” to many of 
those questions, Mt. Tam may be your future. 


