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Plymouth Meeting Friends School (PMFS) is a 
Quaker school founded in 1780 by members of 
Plymouth Monthly Meeting. While PMFS has 
evolved over its 238-year history, it remains 
committed to offering children a strong 
education which instills a sense of wonder in the 
world around us, guided by Quaker principles.  
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Plymouth Meeting Friends School provides 
an education based on the Quaker belief 
that there is that of God in everyone. 
Through its nurturing environment, the 
school offers an intellectually challenging 
and creative academic program to a diverse 
student body. Supported by adults who 
model respect and understanding, students 
reach toward individual strengths as 
responsible members of a community of 
learners. 

PMFS currently enrolls 124 students in 
grade PK – 6 from Philadelphia and its 
suburbs, offering them a unique and 
stimulating education.  
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LOCATION and 
CAMPUS  
PMFS is located three miles outside 
Philadelphia just off Germantown Pike, a main 
artery which runs northwest from the City. The 
school is minutes from the confluence of three 
Interstate highways and readily accessible 
from many directions. While PMFS families hail 
from across the area, the majority live within a 
5-mile radius around the school, many of them 
in the Mount Airy and Chestnut Hill 
neighborhoods of northwest Philadelphia and 
in eastern Montgomery County. 

The school boasts a verdant 11-acre campus, 
which includes the historic Plymouth Friends 
Meetinghouse and burial ground. The campus 
is composed of a mix of historic and modern 
buildings housing classrooms, modern 
facilities for the arts and athletics, and a new 
library which opened in 2014. Perhaps the 
most distinguishing feature of the campus is its 
accessibility to the outdoors. Throughout the 
day, students walk from class to class, play on 
one of the age-appropriate playgrounds, 
explore, and study the natural world as part of 
their academic program. 

COMMUNITY OF 
THE SCHOOL  

Plymouth Meeting Friends School accurately 
describes itself as a close-knit and diverse community 
where everyone knows everyone. There is 
unmistakable warmth on the campus and the care of 
adults for children, and children for one another, is 
evident. Children are greeted by name by every 
adult who works at the school. The sense that the 
school is a nurturing and safe environment is 
palpable. PMFS is committed to diversity, equality, 
and inclusion, and is welcoming and sensitive to all 
its members. 
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	STUDENTS  

FACULTY  
PMFS faculty are committed to the school’s mission, to 
designing curricula digging deeply into various topics, and 
to the well-being of the students. The student-teacher 
ratio is 5:1, and there are assistant teachers in most 
classrooms. There is one section per grade, with specials 
teachers for science, Spanish, art, music, drama, library, 
and sports/P.E.  

The teachers are attentive to the social/emotional needs 
of the children and proud of the support they give to 
ensure healthy and secure relationships among the 
students and with the adults on campus. Professional 
development is expected for each faculty member and 
there is a newly minted faculty development and 
evaluation plan.  

PMFS students come from 26 different zip codes and are a 
diverse group. 34% identify as children of color, 9% come 
from LGBTQ families, 5% are adopted, 6% come from 
blended families, and 5% are from Quaker families. The 
school prioritizes financial aid, and 56% of students receive 
some form of aid. A school-wide “buddy system” pairs 
younger students with older ones across various grades. 
This builds relationships, supports younger children 
learning to read, and forms a cohesive student body in 
which older children gently engage their younger 
counterparts, and younger children easily reach out to 
older ones for friendship and assistance. In short, the 
school is a very healthy and varied mix in all ways. 

The school has an outstanding history of out-placement, 
with the vast majority of students enrolling at their first-
choice school for 7th grade. Seventy-four percent of 
graduates go on to other independent schools in the area, 
most of them other Friends schools. The remainder of the 
graduates choose to attend local public, parochial, and 
charter schools. Students are known and accepted for who 
they are while being held to high standards both 
emotionally and cognitively. PMFS graduates, 
affectionately known as “Plymouth kids” by non-PMFS 
school administrators, are young people who are well 
prepared, confident, know themselves deeply, and often 
become leaders in their secondary schools.  
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ADMINISTRATION 
In addition to the Head of School, there are full-
time development and admissions directors, 
and two part-time professionals assigned as 
deans of faculty/students and of academics. 
The business manager is a CPA who owns a 
private firm working with many area 
independent schools. This arrangement has 
worked well for the school. As in most small 
schools, the staff wear many hats and the full 
range of staff and administration can be found 
on the school’s website (www.pmfs1780.org) 
under the Directory section. 

SCHOOL COMMITTEE  
As with many Friends schools, PMFS is in a care 
relationship with Plymouth Monthly Meeting and is 
governed by a School Committee whose members 
are approved by the Meeting. Current by-laws allow 
for 15 School Committee members, ten of whom 

must be Quaker, with six coming from the 
Plymouth Monthly Meeting. A faculty 
representative, two Co-Clerks of the PTO, 
and the Head of School are ex officio 
members. Currently, there are 12 active 
School Committee members and positive 
discussions are on-going with the Meeting 
regarding possible by-law changes which 
will make it easier to recruit new members.  

The School Committee is very supportive 
of PMFS with careful oversight of the 
school’s financial health, balanced budget, 
mission strength, general well-being, long-
term strategic planning, and 100% 
participation in Annual Giving.  

PARENTS 
The parent body is very diverse (see the 
student statistics above) and several are alumni 
themselves. Parents enthusiastically support the 
school in myriad ways. PMFS has a wonderful 
community tradition called the Strawberry 
Festival which falls on the first Saturday of June, 
and virtually all parents volunteer to ensure its 
success. There is an active PTO which 
coordinates the Strawberry Festival, a popular 
lunch program, and many other activities 
throughout the year, raising funds for 
playground equipment, classroom technology, 
and more.  
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PROGRAM 

1

Plymouth Meeting Friends School has a rich 
program which balances support for the 
social/emotional growth of its students with 
academics. In keeping with the Friends’ belief that 
“there is that of God in everyone,” the school 
prizes individual student identity and agency, 
whether in a 3-year-old or a 12-year-old. PMFS 
believes this grounding forms a critical basis for 
learning and growth, including social/emotional, 
cognitive, and physical development. The school 
nurtures student independence in a variety of 
ways as children develop.   

The academic program at the school is 
challenging and varied, with graduates reporting 
they are well prepared for secondary school. 
PMFS recently studied and revised its math 
curriculum, adopting a Singapore math-based 
program, and the school is currently examining 
additional curricular areas to assure the correct 
balance between scope and sequence paired with 
teacher special strengths and interests. There is a 
strong writing program, a theme-based social 

2

studies curriculum, hands-on and experiential 
science program, and a Spanish program that is 
augmented by the Mexican Exchange Program. 
The curriculum is well constructed, with themes 
carrying through to different fields of study—for 
example, a 3rd-grade focus on water which 
incorporates science, a writing-based research 
project, and one of PMFS’s hallmark overnight trips 
in the spring.  

The co-curricular subjects – art, music, drama, gym, 
science, and library--are also strong and well-
integrated in the overall academic program. Gym 
classes place an emphasis on physical 
development and coordination, with the 
acquisition of skills which will likely translate into 
team sports at the secondary level. Students work 
with a variety of media in their light-filled art 
studio, including print-making and pottery. 

For more detailed information about the program, 
please visit the Program section of the PMFS 
website: www.pmfs1780.org. 
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Thanks to its small size and elementary-only focus, 
PMFS has pioneered certain experiences that are 
unique among this age group. Parents, students, 
and alumni often describe them as deeply 
impactful experiences which carry through into 
adulthood.  

Circus:  The fourth grade performs an annual 
circus which is a highlight of the year for the 
school. There are three performances in March, 
each to a packed house, in which fourth-graders 
unicycle, juggle, walk a wire, perform on a trapeze, 
and more. Even more remarkable, fourth graders 
oversee the performances with little adult 
assistance, stepping in to help classmates when 
needed, shifting props, and, essentially, producing 
the show. The planning and execution of this 
themed event is an extraordinary experience for 
each child in the class. 

Mexico Exchange: Almost 50 years ago, PMFS 
began an exchange program with students at 
Colegio Williams, a school in Cuernavaca, Mexico. 
For two weeks in January the fifth graders at PMFS 
host their counterparts from Mexico in home stays; 
soon after, the class travels to Mexico for two 
weeks to reciprocate the experience. This is a 
signature program at the school, and as far as is 
known, the only elementary school exchange 
program of its kind in the area. Immersion in the 
culture and language of Mexico is transformational 
for many PMFS students, with lasting relationship, 
memories, and skills in a foreign language and 
culture. 

Sixth Grade Musical: An original sixth grade 
musical, often written by the students and their 
music teacher, is produced in the spring. This is a 
long-standing tradition in which all sixth graders 
participate in a variety of ways. Results are unique 
and spectacular, and it is a capstone experience for 
the students and their families. This year, the 
storyline will link with the fourth-grade circus in an 
example of cross-grade collaboration.  
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CENTRAL EXPERIENCES  

2

Overnight tr ips:  Beginning in second grade, all 
classes participate in slowly lengthening overnight 
trips, in part as personal growth experiences and as 
preparation for the two-week Mexico exchange. 
Second graders go on an overnight camping trip. 
The 3rd grade spends three days at Wallops Island in 
the Chesapeake, studying environmental science, 
and are the youngest students the Chincoteague Bay 
Field Station invites each year. The fourth grade 
travels to Washington, DC, for four days in the 
spring. All trips nurture cooperation and 
independence at an early age. 

5th Grade/Kindergarten Reading Buddies:  All 
Kindergartners are paired early in the year with a 5th 
grade reading buddy. Buddies meet once a week for 
the rest of the year, and younger children pick out 
books to read together with older ones. Not 
surprisingly, the K students idolize “my” fifth grader, 
and the older children delight in helping younger 
counterparts learn to read.   



Head of School Search         The Common School 

 
7 

Head	of	School	Search	 Plymouth	Meeting	Friends	School	

	

2

that the school needs to better showcase itself to 
current and prospective families who have many 
school choices and are careful in how they spend 
tuition dollars. With some strong local public 
schools, it is imperative that the value of a PMFS 
education be definable and clear. This means a 
more vocal emphasis on the whole program of the 
school – the affective, cognitive, physical, and 
spiritual domains – as well as testimonies of the 
school’s effectiveness in preparing students for 
secondary education. The entire school community 
needs to participate in making sure the powerful 
messages of PMFS are clear and consistent and the 
school’s story is told early and often – especially to 
current families who are the best spokespersons for 
the school and its program.  

There is attrition at some grade levels where public 
school entry points exist, especially at the entry to 
grades K and 6, and special efforts need to be made 
to be sure to keep as many of the pre-K and 5th 
grade students as possible. 

Program Development 
No independent school can afford to remain 
complacent and to rest solely on past practice. 
PMFS should be developing exciting new programs 
in line with its mission to develop good people in a 
Friends school context. These will likely be 
experiential with academic components and should 
be in-line with innovations in competing schools. 

1

Plymouth Meeting Friends School faces 
some of the challenges that are currently 
widely felt in the independent school 
arena, especially in the elementary 
grades. 

Enrol lment 
The school’s enrollment has been in 
decline for the past several years but 
seems to have stabilized at the 120 to 
125-student range. The school has 
responded with cuts which have ensured a 
balanced budget and has reached out to help 
families who may have difficulty with tuition. 
Enrollment closer to 150 students would be ideal. 
PMFS is working hard to analyze the reasons for 
the decline, both internal and external. Regardless 
of the reasons, there is no question that a focus of 
the next Head of School will be working to 
strengthen and communicate PMFS’s appeal and 
what makes the school special to prospective 
families.  

Finances 
The low enrollment has led to belt tightening. 
Through careful planning the school has 
established a balanced budget every year. 
However, this has meant cutting back on some 
areas – benefits, professional development – that 
PMFS would like to recharge. Annual giving is 
strong and getting stronger but, with virtually no 
endowment, the school is highly tuition 
dependent. Over the long term, PMFS would be 
well-served by a more robust non-tuition revenue 
stream, including fund-raising and auxiliary 
programs. On a positive note, the school recently 
set a fundraising record for total donations 
received in support of annual giving. 

Messaging 
As in many Friends schools, marketing has been 
alien to the culture. However, it has become clear 

OPPORTUNITIES 
AND CHALLENGES  
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APPLICATION PROCESS  
Interested candidates should send a cover letter expressing interest in the position, a current resume, and an 
educational statement or piece of writing that reveals something about themselves and their views about the 
education of elementary aged students in ONE PDF to:  

Clay V. Stites 
Resource Group 175 
Clay.stites@comcast.net 
508-981-4872 

THE CANDIDATE  
This is an excellent opportunity for an elementary or middle school educator with the right sensibilities for 
leadership in a Friends school. The ideal candidate would have: 

• Experience in a leadership position in an elementary school or division  
• Experience in or a high degree of familiarity with Friends school mission and practice 
• A strong background in teaching and childhood development 
• A proven commitment to diversity, equality, and inclusion 
• Visibility in his/her current community 
• High emotional intelligence with excellent listening skills 
• Sensitivity to the balance between faculty independence and its connection to a school-wide program  
• Great communication skills, written and oral 
• The ability to authentically and enthusiastically develop and describe an outstanding elementary 

school program 
• The ability to connect with this generation of parents 
• A warm and outgoing personality 
• Unquestioned personal integrity 
• The desire to know and be known by all in the school community 
• A deep spiritual side, one that appreciates that which is good in every person 


