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THE ENVIRONMENT
If a huge city could be likened to a vast desert,
then Pilgrim School would be an oasis. Nestled in
a Cathedral-like setting with the hum of Los
Angeles nearby but feeling far away, this neoGothic paradise is a watering hole for those
yearning to drink from the springs of human
knowledge and experience. From toddlers to
those soon off to college, Pilgrim is peopled by
students from all across this vast city, reflecting
the remarkable diversity of the broader population,
drawn by the opportunity to grow and learn in a
school that is so much a part of the city but at the
same time its own special realm.
It is worth noting that Downtown is
“where it’s at” in LA these days. The
building boom, the night life, the
renaissance of the communities, the
young families moving into the area,
LA Live!, the Staples Center, and
Disney Hall, home now to what
many think is America’s leading
symphony orchestra, the Broad
Museum, Grand Central Park – all
these are in Pilgrim’s back yard. No
independent school is better
situated to capitalize on the vitality
of Downtown LA than Pilgrim.
Indeed, Pilgrim should “own” the
Downtown market for independent
education.

Situated on two city blocks dominated by
the soaring spire of the First Congregational
Church, the campus is a reflection of the old
– the exterior architecture – but alive with
the new: technology abounds, a new
parking structure with an expansive soccer
field on top will be in place by Fall 2016,
and faculty and students alike move with a
21st Century spring in their step, pursuing a
curriculum that is traditional in appearance
but progressive in practice.
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THE ETHOS
Founded in 1958, Pilgrim’s Mission Statement
is “To nurture the mind, spirit, and moral
awareness of our students.” Teamwork as
well as individual effort are nurtured as a
result of Pilgrim School’s “no cut” policy for
sports participation. A traditional, collegepreparatory core curriculum is supported with
advanced technology, and the “no cut” policy
extends to art and music education as well.
As a result, the typical Pilgrim student is
involved in a wide range of activities. Pilgrim
School has an honor code and, through
activities such as the student-run honor
council, Pilgrim students learn the values of
cooperation, teamwork, and respect for their
diverse school population.
The school draws much of its spirit from its
setting. The First Congregational Church is
one of the most beautiful structures of its kind
in the entire country and its renowned organ
is the largest church pipe organ in the world,
frequently used for concerts and recitals. In
keeping with the rest of Downtown, the
church has under gone a renaissance of its
own in recent years with significant growth in
attendance and outreach: First
Congregational is the home of the Gay Men’s
Chorus of Los Angeles and also the
Southeast Symphony, an African-American
orchestra. And Pilgrim students use the
sanctuary, too, for their twice-a-month
interfaith chapel services. To see preschoolers and high school seniors walking
that long aisle together is a sight to behold!
The ethos that such togetherness fosters is
palpable at Pilgrim. There is a cheerful
ambiance in the corridors and classrooms.
One parent comments that it will be important
to “maintain the ‘public’ private school vibe
that is not exclusive and entitled.” Many
people say – and it’s hard not to agree with
them – that everyone cares about everyone
else at the school. Students relate to each
other and to their teachers in a way that is
Continued
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are always willing to go with you.” “The ‘je ne
sais quoi’ of this school is so important.” “It’s
seriously academic but not pressurized.” While
those comments are specific and verbatim,
they really should be considered generic as
they are typical of what one hears throughout
the school.
often described as “familial.” The welcome
one feels is not restricted to visitors but
extends to the overseas students who live in
Pilgrim’s dormitory across the street from
the main campus. Interestingly, and unusual
for an academic independent school, Pilgrim
has even extended that welcome to
students with significant medical issues,
further demonstrating that its
commitment to diversity is allencompassing. It’s a safe place,
Pilgrim School, a harbor
surrounded by the ocean of Los
Angeles that swirls around it.
Students are able to pursue their
interests, whatever they are, and
they do it with gusto!
Some comments from teachers
and students are illustrative of the
feel of the school: “After my old
school, I found Pilgrim calm and
unstressed.” “Quirky is OK here.”
“Our students and teachers are
edgy in a good way!” “Pilgrim kids

Talk about diversity and neighborhood and
building programs notwithstanding, it is
important to know that, as one parent has
written, “There are no ‘problem children’ or
‘good kids’ here; each child is treated as an
individual with his or her own strengths and
weaknesses.”
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THE EDUCATION
Pilgrim’s Early Childhood program is rooted in
the conviction that children are unique
individuals and competent learners who do
best while having fun. Through play, art, and a
hands-on approach, the teachers introduce
reading, arithmetic and science. Proudly, they
state that, “Academics are incorporated in a
pleasurable and engaging manner that fosters
a love of learning in each child. We believe
that it is essential to create an atmosphere of
trust and safety where children will strive to
become independent critical thinkers, thus
readying them for entry into our elementary
program.” Theirs is a child-centered, projectdriven, emergent curriculum emphasizing
social and emotional skills, fine and gross
motor skills, and literacy and analytical skills.
Once they reach kindergarten, Pilgrim
students are ready for a more academic
curriculum, one that features a developmental
approach to the design and delivery of course
material. It is a clearly defined, cohesive, and
culturally responsive curriculum based on
collaboration and vertical integration. While
much of the material may appear “traditional,”
it is presented through contemporary best
practices, emphasis on STEAM and projectbased learning. Community service is an

essential part of each Pilgrim student’s education
and the school’s urban location provides a wealth
of opportunities for local service learning.
Students can share and grow in ways not always
possible in the traditional classroom setting, while
learning lifelong skills and values. And it is worth
noting that Pilgrim parents last year contributed
over 8,600 hours of volunteer community service
quite apart from their children’s efforts!
Throughout the elementary grades, the core
curriculum is enhanced by features such as the
Visiting Writers and Artists program (one of this
year’s writers is Newberry Medal-winner Kwame
Alexander); community service
opportunities; arts classes that include
dance for all students; and programs in
digital citizenship based on the work of
Common Sense Media and the
International Society of Technology in
Education. Students’ lower school
experience culminates in a five-day
overnight trip to Astro Camp where they
take part in a program that is designed
to increase each student’s personal
confidence level, enhance each one’s
ability to work as part of a team, and
connects each to the natural world
around them. So, by the beginning of
sixth grade, they’re ready!
Continued
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Ready for an upper school program that is
increasingly, and appropriately, more
demanding, culminating in a variety of
Advanced Placement courses. In the tradition
of Pilgrim’s lower school curriculum, there is
plenty of opportunity for hands-on learning in
the upper grades, whether in the Fab Lab, the
Brown Family Fine Arts Center, in the gym or
on the field. Students who began Mandarin or
Spanish in the lower grades continue their
study and enrich the curriculum with a vibrant
arts program that features film production,
acting, music, dance, and creative writing,
among other offerings.
In addition to the rich and varied course of
study, Pilgrim’s outdoor ed program ranges
from rock-climbing in Joshua Tree, to hiking in
Yosemite, to sea kayaking in the Channel
Islands, and backpacking in the Grand
Canyon. For the athletically inclined, there is
football, volleyball, cross country, basketball,
baseball, track and field, and golf teams. To
underscore their responsibility to the needs
and feelings of others, upper school students
have participated in Habitat for Humanity
projects as far away as New Orleans, and an
array of environmental and service activities
closer to home.
An interesting adjunct to the upper school is
the existence of an international boarding
department. With students who have come
from Brazil, Russia, Ukraine, China, Japan
and the Philippines, the dormitory is a miniUnited Nations whose polyglot boarders add
multicultural vitality to the entire school. In a
city and school that are majority-minority, they
fit right in! Overall, more than half of Pilgrim’s
students are not of European descent: 15%
classify themselves as multi-racial, 10%
African-American; 10% Asian-American; 10%
international; 4% Latino; and 2% Middle
Eastern. Over and over again one hears how
enriching this blend makes school for both
teachers and students alike, and may well be
at the root of the regularly expressed view that
“everyone gets along so well here.”
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THE EXPECTATIONS
As the new parking structure and field take
shape, expectations run high for the coming
year. In fairness, though, one must note that
it will be a transitional year following the loss
of a tremendously successful head of school
and prior to the arrival of his successor. The
school expects to be full, to have an improved
sports program, to have robust admissions,
and to maintain upward momentum in faculty
and staff salaries.

THE ENERGY SOURCES
The 428 students aren’t the only ones at
Pilgrim who demonstrate a high degree of
energy. Leading the way in that department
are their 75 teachers who range from highly
seasoned and experienced to the youth corps
of bright-eyed young people who, like the
veterans, are in love with what they do.
Regardless of age or experience, the Pilgrim
faculty are committed to the school and to
their students. There is almost missionary zeal
to what they do and their sense of devotion is
remarkable.
Contributing to this spirit, doubtless, is the
autonomy they enjoy in designing their
courses. The administration is historically
hands-off when it comes to curriculum
implementation and the result is a
collaborative way of approaching content
areas that promotes both togetherness and
high expectations. Add to that a liberal dose
(and budget) of professional development and
the result is a teaching corps of unusual
dedication, commitment, and competence.
With classes in the upper grades that rarely
exceed 14 students, it’s easy to see why
teachers both enjoy their work and are close
witnesses to their students’ progress. In that
regard, Pilgrim is a luxurious place to teach.

That said, there are challenges facing the
school. The first is enrollment. Given its
location and relative youth, Pilgrim lacks a
“natural constituency” that might normally
come from either a school’s neighborhood or
its alumni. Pilgrim has neither, so every
admission year must start from scratch and
the Director of Admissions, who will be the
Interim Head of School next year, has been
highly successful at filling the school to date
(with significant support from the current
Head of School).
Continued
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Another challenge facing Pilgrim is its
relationship with the First Congregational
Church. The school is on the church’s
property and uses the church’s buildings and
facilities. The church is the legal entity
controlling both the property and the school, a
source of friction over the years. Ultimate
responsibility rests with the church, but not
ultimate authority. The church is governed by
its Board of Trustees; the school by a semiautonomous Governing Board which reports
to the Trustees. Both act pursuant to specific
provisions in the church’s by-laws. The senior
minister of the church says that the murky
relationship is caused by a “flaw” in the
governance conditions that he would like to
clarify either by bringing the school more
securely into the church’s fold or by having the
school become truly independent. Either is
possible but neither seems imminent, so a
continuance of the status quo is likely, at least
for a time, which is modestly inconvenient for
all concerned, but not a deal-breaker for
anyone.
A challenge more easily resolved is the matter
of communications within the school and
among its constituents. Many people at
Pilgrim feel “out of the loop,” hearing about
things after they’ve happened or not knowing
about them at all. At most schools these days
a common complaint is about transparency, a
little of which tends to go a long way when
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dealing with faculty. There is a further sense
that a gap exists between lower and upper
schools – an area in which better
communication would clearly improve the
situation. Beyond those, challenges are
relatively few; opportunities, many.

THE EXCHEQUER
“In order to provide an affordable, accessible
education, tuition for middle and high school
students remains lower than that of most Los
Angeles independent schools. Approximately
twenty percent of the students receive
financial aid, and an effort is made to recruit
neighborhood students who would not
otherwise have the opportunity to attend an
Continued
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independent school. Pilgrim is ethnically,
socially, and economically diverse, which is
a crucial component of its identity and its
core values.”
Given the school’s commitments to financial
aid, its neighborhood, and inclusivity, it
should come as no surprise that Pilgrim is
not a wealthy school. (Nor are its teachers
overpaid! Definitely room for improvement
there.) Tuition ranges from $19,000 in preschool to $25,000 for high school –
substantially below the prevailing norms in
prominent LA independent schools. The
operating budget is currently around $12
Million and there is a permanent reserve
fund, some of which can be called
endowment, of roughly $6 Million. To cover
the anticipated shortfall in current
construction, the school can put a $1.5
Million mortgage on the dormitory and
secure a bridge loan during the Field of
Dreams construction project for another $1
Million. Annual Giving adds an additional
$300,000 to the coffers. It would be hard to
say that the school is flush, but neither is it
in financial difficulty. Pilgrim’s financial
fortunes wax and wane in proportion to its
enrollment.

THE EFFECTIVE LEADER
The next Head of School at Pilgrim will likely
have the following personal attributes:
integrity, flexibility, patience, empathy,
compassion, and a sense of humor.
The next Head will likely be approachable,
genuinely interested in teaching and
learning, comfortable with an urban
environment, a good communicator,
community-oriented, and decisive.
The next Head’s professional tool kit will
likely include teaching and administration in
an independent school, good management
skills, experience in delegating responsibility

and authority, familiarity with admissions in a
competitive environment, knowledge of hiring
and human resources management,
fundraising skills, and having an open door for
students and teachers and parents alike.

THE EPILOGUE
Listen to a parent reflecting on her children’s
experience at Pilgrim: “It’s the right blend of
progressive thinking with academics. I feel my
kids will do well in the world for having gone to
the school and been taught about hard work
and being kind to each other.” Amen.

DEADLINE FOR APPLICATIONS:

July 1, 2016
Applicants should send a PDF that includes a
letter explaining their interest in Pilgrim, an
updated c.v. and a writing sample (an article for
a school publication, a statement of educational
philosophy – something we’ll find interesting!) to
both:
Tom Hudnut
tom@tomhudnut.com
and
Doreen Oleson
doreenoleson@gmail.com

