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Imagine a 26-acre campus with two 
ponds, ducks and geese swimming in 
them, a circular driveway ringed with 
towering sycamore trees, a Georgian 
brick building with lawns and plantings 
surrounding it – you’d think you were at a 
New England boarding school, wouldn’t 
you? Instead, you’re in the zippiest 
borough of America’s biggest city; that’s 
right you’re in Brooklyn, on the Middle 
and Upper School (5-12) campus of Poly 
Prep, commonly called the Dyker Heights 
campus. It’s a breath-taking and stunning 
surprise. Ordinarily when you think of 
schools in the City, you think straight up -
- playgrounds on the roof, elevators 
between floors, struggles with neighbors 
and zoning boards to do almost anything. 
But not here. Not on this remarkable 
campus in resurgent Brooklyn, THE 
place to live, to dine, to grow up in New 
York, the hottest spot in the hottest city. 
It’s really amazing. 

Once you’ve caught your breath, you can 
begin to take in the realities of the 
campus – a blend of stately old and 
contemporary new; marble tablets 
reminding the visitor of the school’s 160 
year history alongside a beautiful, light-

THE CAMPUSES 
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filled, spacious and modern library; 
classrooms with traditional Harkness 
tables and the most modern squash 
facility in the country; a new science 
building and acres of playing fields; and 
an interior courtyard that connects the 
new to a building more than a century 
old. A campus of contrasts, yes, but one 
with a central purpose: to provide a 
smorgasbord of opportunity for the lucky 
students who go there.   

Now imagine the Lower School campus 
(N – Gr. 4), a beautiful, warm, welcoming 
garden spot right in the heart of Park 
Slope, itself the hub of Brooklyn’s 
renascence. The first New York City 
school building to earn a LEED Silver 
certification back in 1998, it is a re-
imagined, architectural award-winning 
19th Century mansion in the Historic 
Register, now made age- and 
developmentally appropriate, a home-like 
place for youngsters to be nurtured and 
grow. As at Dyker Heights, there is a 
dance studio, outdoor play space, a gym, 
a dining room and classrooms of irregular 
contours, filled with nooks and crannies 
that invite students to explore, do things 
on their own and sense the embrace of 

Continued	
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THE STUDENTS  
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their learning environment. With floor-to-
ceiling windows, all the rooms are flooded 
with light. 

Few urban schools anywhere have 
facilities to rival those at Poly Prep’s two 
campuses and the dual senses of 
freedom and purpose are palpable. 
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As one student put it, “Coming to Poly is 
like riding the NY subway – you see 
every kind of person.” Not surprisingly, 
the students are warm, open, and 
welcoming. At Dyker Heights campus, 
they are bussed from far and wide – all 
New York’s boroughs and a few from 
New Jersey as well. At the Lower 
School, the sense of neighborhood is 
pervasive as some 70% of the students 
walk to school each day. On both 
campuses, watching the students arrive 
in the morning is testimony to how 
greatly they enjoy their school – happy, 
bright-eyed young people, ready and 
eager to take on the world. They arrive 
early, can enjoy breakfast if they want; 
they stay late for sports or extra-
curriculars; they leave feeling that 
they’ve been challenged, stimulated and 
treated fairly during the day. They’re 
happy. 

These young people from an early age 
are encouraged to pursue a wide range 
of opportunities. In the Lower School, 
they all take Dance and, as a result, far 
more Poly Middle and Upper School 
males are comfortable with Dance than 
in most independent schools. Poly 
students are formidable athletes, 
debaters, artists and academics – and 
these are not separate, discrete 
pursuits; many students are often two or 
three or even all four. Perhaps most of 
all, though, what one notices is the way 
they treat one another, how they care 
for each other. And caring for each other 
leads them to caring about the wider 
world. A brief vignette: Recently a highly 
ranked Poly cross-country runner (a real 
star in the sport) was on her way to 
winning a race when an opponent fell 
and injured herself. Forgetting about 
winning, or even placing, the Poly 

One senses immediately that this is a 
school committed to kids. With a mission 
that emphasizes the development of 
Body, Mind and Character, the 
atmosphere is in many ways reminiscent 
of a different time. Students hold the door 
for visitors, look you in the eye, say 
“Thank you,” “Please,” or “Excuse me” – 
values they may have learned at home 
that are subtly reinforced at school. Poly 
demonstrates the time-tested Country 
Day School approach to educating the 
whole child with special attention paid to 
character development. There is a strong 
sense of community; “Poly Pride” is a 
visible phenomenon as so many students 
sport school logo clothing.  

Most of all, though, one senses a culture 
of acceptance and inclusion. “Diversity” is 
not merely a word at Poly; it is reality. 
With a student body that is one-third non-
white, and a faculty that comes close to 
matching that, Poly is visually distinct 
from most comparable independent 
schools.  There is an obvious comfort 
level at the school not only among the 
students but between students and 
teachers, an easy but respectful 
relationship that leaves the visitor saying, 
“This is a good place.” Indeed, as one 
teacher recently put it, “This is a place 
where students may come in with a single 
trajectory but leave with at least another 
and usually more than one.” It is a 
transformational school with 19th Century 
values and a 21st Century program. 

Continued	
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runner quit the race and carried the injured 
girl to the finish where she could get 
medical help. Living beyond oneself is the 
Poly way. At the Middle and Upper School, 
students come early, have breakfast, stay 
late – truly, the school becomes their 

Continued	

THE FACULTY  

With 178 faculty for 1045 students, one 
would expect to find small classes and 
close relationships between students and 
their teachers and that is exactly the 
case. The faculty is extremely strong. 
Poly teachers are talented, love working 
at the school, are highly professional and 
very able. They like their colleagues and, 
almost without exception, will tell a visitor 
how supported they feel. There is a 
strong emphasis on Professional 
Development and intra-departmental 
collaboration produces very solid 
curricula. There is not much inter-
departmental collaboration, but 
multidisciplinary projects can’t be far off 
as the academic program grows and 
morphs into a real 21st Century model. 

As with the students, there is a strong 
sense of community among the teachers. 
They care about their students, for sure 
but they also care about each other. One 
finds a solid mentoring program, a buddy 
system for new teachers, associate 
faculty in each room at the Lower School 
and abundant opportunities to study at 
home or abroad for professional growth. 
A remarkable number of Poly faculty are 
also the parents of students in the school 
and many are alumnae/i, evidence of 
both their own conviction about the 
quality of the opportunity and also of the 
school’s commendable approach to 
Financial Aid for faculty and staff 
children.  

THE PROGRAM  
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It would be fair to describe the course of 
study in Grades 5-12 at Poly as largely 
traditional with AP’s at the top. There are 
numerous Upper School electives, 
though, and more than a few steps 
toward curricular change. The Lower 
School program is student-centered, 
with stations and activity centers 
scattered around the classrooms. The 
low student-to-teacher ratio in that 
division allows for individual attention 
and project-based learning. The 
curriculum features Singapore math and 
an eclectic approach to reading. In 
Middle School, students in Grades 7 and 
8 take Latin along with French, Spanish 
or Mandarin – subjects they can 
continue in Upper School. There are two 
learning specialists in each division and 
a learning support program.   

The opportunities for students in the 
visual and performing arts are 
impressive. Dance, choral music, jazz 
and concert bands, a string ensemble, 
singing groups, painting and ceramics – 
all combine to form a cornucopia of 
delights for the interested student and 
enrollments are heavy across the board, 
so much so that the band room isn’t big 
enough to hold all the players! There are 
classes in tech theater and abundant 
opportunities for involvement in the arts 
across the board. 

The sports program at Poly is historically 
strong; with flat land, abundant field 
space, outstanding facilities and a strong 
coaching staff, the strength of the 
program comes as no surprise. The 13 
girls’ and 14 boys’ varsity teams have 
won many local championships, on 
occasion been nationally ranked, and 
regularly send athletes on to play in 
Division I colleges and universities. 
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QUICK FACTS ABOUT POLY PREP COUNTRY DAY 
 

• Enrollment: N-4, Park Slope, 238; 5-12, Dyker Heights, 807. Total: 1,045 
• Percentage of Students of Color: 32% 
• Total number of Faculty: 172 
• Number of Staff and Administrators: 78 
• Tuition Ranges: $21,525 to $39,850 
• Operating Budget: $39.5 Million 
• Endowment: $30.4 Million 
• Annual Giving: $1.6 Million, supplemented by  $1 Million annual Gala 
• Percentage of Parents contributing to Annual Fund: 78% 
• Number of Varsity Teams: 13 Girls, 14 Boys 
• Accreditation: New York Association of Independent Schools 
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Poly also has Directors of Diversity on each 
campus and a Director of Sustainability for 
the school. When it comes to wanting to be 
Green and inclusive, Poly walks the walk. 
There are opportunities for students to study 
and travel abroad, and several years ago 
Poly funded the building of a new school in 
rural Cambodia, which a groups of students 
and faculty visit each spring with the 
students having the chance to do some 
English language teaching.  The Assembly 
program brings interesting speakers to 
campus and there are occasional breaks 
from the normal routine such as a recent 
day coordinated by the History faculty that 
focused on the worldwide refugee issue. 

THE BOARD  
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The Board of Trustees currently has two co-
chairs and 22 members. Owing to some 
recent legal issues, the Board has been 
more involved in the life of the school than it 
usually is (or wishes to be!). With the normal 
number of committees and a good 
understanding of its role in the life of the 

THE FINANCES  
Poly operates in the black on a tuition 
base that is somewhat lower than 
schools in Manhattan. Tuition includes 
bussing and lunch, so it represents 
quite a comparative bargain. Recent 
capital projects have been donor-
driven and subscribed with the result 
being some stunning new buildings 
but the older buildings require 
attention as maintenance has been 
deferred while new facilities have 
gone up. The Business Office staff are 
good at their jobs but the mountain of 
filings now required to be in 
compliance with various Federal, 
State and New York City laws and 
codes may soon require the addition 
of another staff member. 

2

school, the Board will doubtless 
recede in visibility with the arrival of 
the next Head of School and serve as 
a strong support group for the new 
Head. 
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THE CHALLENGES  
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When asked about the challenges facing 
the school, Poly’s faculty and staff come 
up again and again with three words: 
Communications, Transparency, and 
Vision. Few feel they know what’s going 
on and as a result rumors abound that 
often have no basis in fact. Division 
Heads communicate regularly with the 
faculty, but there is little sense of an 
overarching vision and often no 
information forthcoming about what’s 
happening at school or even about 
school policies and procedures: e.g., 
how salaries and workloads are decided. 
Most independent school teachers feel 
they have a “need to know” but this need 
at Poly is largely unmet.   

The school needs to do a better job of 
trumpeting its successes. Outstanding 
sports teams find their way into the news 
media, but there is so much more to 
crow about and neither the outside world 
nor the school family knows much about 
Poly’s success in Debate, or the fact that 
it has more national Merit Semifinalists 
than any other Brooklyn School, or about 
its work in Cambodia. The list goes on. 

As mentioned above, the school has 
deferred maintenance to deal with in its 
academic facilities, needs more 
classrooms, and a schedule that helps 
Middle and Upper Schools to mesh more 
easily and make it possible for teachers 
to teach across multiple grade levels.  A 
school with Poly’s ambitions for diversity 
could always use more Financial Aid, 
greater endowment and more giving to 
program needs rather than facilities. 

Finally, but of critical importance, the 
next Head must move the school beyond 
the recent litigious atmosphere in which it 
has found itself following a suit launched 
by a former employee last year that 
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remains unresolved and that has fostered 
a counter-suit. Since the litigants were in 
the Administrative realm, the daily life and 
work of faculty and students have 
remained largely untouched, but a pall of 
uncertainty hangs over the school like a 
thin layer of fog. Ideally, these legal and 
personnel matters will have been resolved 
before the next Head takes over, but they 
have inevitably taken something of a toll 
on trust and morale that will be up to the 
new Head to restore. 

THE OPPORTUNITIES  

1

This is a school with a huge upside. Two 
veteran school heads who recently visited 
Poly both stated that if they were the right 
age, they’d leap at the chance to run this 
school. Brooklyn is one of the truly “It” 
places in America these days and Poly is 
poised to capitalize on it as no other 
school can. With outstanding and diverse 
students and teachers, there is a pent-up 
demand for being the best – not to be the 
best that it can be, but to be the best 
school around, not content merely to 
“own” Brooklyn but to become the best 
school in New York. Period. 

There is a need to make the school truly 
coed in all respects; some still think of it 
as a boys’ school with girls, as opposed to 
a modern, coequal school. With its rich 
history and reputation for success in 
sports, the same must apply to the 
academic and co-curricular programs that 
are outstanding but little known. The 
school must maintain its commitment to 
diversity and push to extend that into the 
Administration and Board. An already 
strong academic program can be 
transformed into one that reaches beyond 
the walls of New York to become a global 
curriculum, thereby taking the school’s 
historic emphasis on character 
development into a new phase of global 
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INTERESTED CANDIDATES 
Interested candidates should 

• Email a letter of interest together with 
• A current curriculum vitae, and 
• A writing sample to 

tom@tomhudnut.com  

DEADLINE: November 20, 2015 

2

citizenship. Additional classrooms and new 
facilities for the visual and performing arts 
will go a long way toward balancing the 
academic program. 

THE SUCCESSFUL CANDIDATE  
The next Head of Poly will likely be someone who can  

• Inspire both confidence and trust;  
• Articulate a vision for the next 25 years and then work toward implementing it;  
• Communicate clearly and operate as openly and transparently as possible;  
• Act decisively, consistently and demand accountability;  
• Delegate authority without abdicating responsibility;  
• Embrace the diversity of the Poly community;  
• Revitalize relations with alumni; 
• Celebrate being in Brooklyn; 
• Welcome the opportunity to fundraise for the school;  
• Want to work collaboratively with the Board while leading from strength;  
• Be diplomatic in balancing the necessity of change with the school’s history and 

traditions; 
• Be a visible presence on both campuses and know the faculty, staff and students; 
• Know current curriculum and pedagogy; 
• Demonstrate the professional experience, intellectual depth, and diplomatic 

sensitivity that will assure the foregoing. 
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That people are ready and eager for all 
this to happen makes the opportunity to 
lead Poly into the future one that has 
unlimited upside and is almost unique in 
its scope.  


