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Inspired by the latest research on how 
students best learn, and frustrated that most 
schools do not reflect this research, 
founders Jason Berv and Sumaya Abu-
Haidar opened Watershed in 2004 with 16 
high school students. Having recently 
completed their doctorates in education at 
the University of Colorado, Berv and Abu 
Haidar were determined to build a school 
that would engage and inspire students, 
spark their innate curiosity, and focus their 
studies on the existing complex problems of 
the world.  
 
Today Watershed School is an innovative 
and dynamic college preparatory school of 
88 students in grades 6-12. It is located in 
rented facilities from a Lutheran church in 
North Boulder, Colorado. The school’s 
program has garnered national recognition 
from the National Geographic Society, The 
New York Times, and Google as one of the 
most innovative educational programs in the 
country. It’s very name reflects the school’s 
on-going efforts to create opportunities for 
magical moments in which students gain 
deeper understanding, new perspective, 
and greater appreciation, thus leading to a 
desire to be life-long learners. 
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Despite the many peaks and valleys that 
come with a start-up school, Watershed has 
remained true to the spirit of its genesis. 
Watershed’s mission is “to spark adventure 
and wonder, foster inquiry and community, 
and build the character and ability of 
students to take on the world’s greatest 
challenges.” The school’s philosophy details 
the critical tenets of its mission. The 
program is rigorous, demanding 
“craftsmanship and teamwork.” Students are 
forced to think critically and real world 
problem-solving skills are intentionally 
developed.  
 
Watershed believes fervently that the best 
learning takes place in the context of 
relationships. Community is central to the 
fulfillment of the mission, and allows each 
student to be his or her authentic self. 
Through a variety of experiences, students 
are encouraged to use their talents, skills, 
and passions to make the world a better 
place. The enhancement of character at 
Watershed is viewed as absolutely essential 
for students to fully realize their potential 
and promote the community norms that are 
so vital in achieving the school’s mission. In 
all of these endeavors, Watershed seeks to 
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LOCATION AND CAMPUS 
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Watershed School is quintessentially 
Boulder. Its spirit of innovation, its 
embrace of real-world learning, its goal of 
promoting intellectual curiosity, and its 
deep respect for the environment—all 
mirror the ethos of Boulder. One of the 
most dynamic small cities in the country, 
Boulder has a population of 100,000 
people, almost a third of whom are 
students at the University of Colorado. The 
flagship for the state university system, UC 
Boulder’s presence infuses the city with a 
dynamic intellectual presence as well as a 
talent pool unmatched by cities this size. A 
Mecca for start-ups and venture 
capitalists, Boulder attracts talented 
people who want to make a positive 
difference in the world, and this is clearly 
reflected in Watershed’s goal of 
encouraging students “to take on the 
world’s greatest challenges.” In the near 
future Google will be significantly enlarging 
its footprint in the city with the construction 
of a 330,000 square foot campus in 
downtown Boulder that will eventually 
house 1,500 employees. 
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be innovative, to find better ways to 
challenge and engage its students, and 
help them become more involved and 
contributing citizens of the world. 
 
As is the case with most start-ups, 
Watershed has endured growing pains. It 
has had four heads of school since its 
founding, though one was an interim. The 
founding head Jason Berv stepped down 
in 2011. A period of leadership transition, 
faculty turnover and inadequate facilities 
led to significant enrollment pressures 
and financial instability. With the generous 
support of three benefactors, the school 
was able to survive and begin the 
arduous process of stabilizing the 
program and moving the school forward. 
To this end, in 2014 the present head, 
Greg Bamford, took over the reins. Under 
Greg’s leadership the school has seen 
significant increase in enrollment (over 
60%), clarified its marketing message, 
and enhanced the quality of the faculty 
and the program. Next year the school will 
have its highest enrollment with waiting 
lists for all grades but one. The school’s 
finances are stable with an anticipated 
surplus next 
year. After 
much 
preparation 
and effort 
the school 
has 
completed 
the 
application 
process for 
accreditatio
n from the 
Association 
of Colorado 
Independent 
Schools in 
June 2017. 
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THE 
PROGRAM 
AND 
FACULTY 
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Watershed’s unique 
amalgam of the major 
strands of progressive, 21st 
century education 
philosophy defines its 
program. Deeply rooted in 
a belief that learning 
should be real world and 
thus both relevant and 
engaging, the program 
combines expeditionary 
education, interdisciplinary 

studies, character education, project-
based learning, global education, and 
outdoor education. The heart of the 
Watershed curriculum lies in its travel 
programs. Expedition classes, taught 
exclusively in the afternoon, combine 
humanities social studies, and science, 
and like all Watershed classes, are 
created by the faculty from scratch. 
Because these classes have long 
afternoon blocks, teachers can take 
students on numerous local field trips to 
see first-hand how the curriculum 
manifests itself in real-world situations. In 
addition, these semester-long Expedition 
classes include a major travel experience 
where students again see the real-world 
application of their studies in the 
classroom. Students then present to 
parents and faculty at FAIR (Festival of 
Arts and Intellectual Reflections) their 
reflections on what they have learned and 
why the experience was meaningful. 
Because of the extensive planning time for 
these interdisciplinary classes, Expedition 
teachers have most mornings to work with 
each other to plan the curriculum. 
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With the presence of a major university, an 
established art community, and nationally 
recognized restaurants and breweries, 
Boulder offers all the advantages of a big 
city, but without the big city hassle. It is one 
of the most bike-friendly cities in the country 
with miles of dedicated bike paths that 
provide easy access within the city limits. 
The Rocky Mountain National Park has over 
200 miles of hiking paths and offers some of 
the most spectacular vistas anywhere in the 
world. Indeed, the absolutely stunning 
setting fosters the strong commitment in 
Boulder to protect the environment and 
preserve the area’s natural beauty.  
 
Watershed is located in North Boulder and 
uses facilities rented from a Lutheran 
Church. The facility has several classrooms, 
some of which are dedicated to specific 
classes. Although Watershed does not have 
an interscholastic athletic program, there is 
a gym for intramurals, special classes, and 
play. A café provides a place for lunch as 
well as larger group meetings. The school’s 
lease with the church runs through 2021 
with an option for a three-year renewal.  
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The May semester offers yet 
another opportunity for students 
to travel, typically abroad for 
Upper School students, and 
domestically for Middle School 
students, in order to foster global 
citizenship, appreciation for other 
cultures, and real-world learning. 
Teachers plan these trips with 
specific learning goals in mind.  
 
Students, parents, and teachers 
are effusive in their praise for the 
travel programs at Watershed. 
Not only do students see the 
application of their classroom 
learning, they gain enormous 
self-confidence as they take 
responsibility for their own 
learning and navigate the many 
twists and turns that come with 
travel. Reflective of a true spirit 
of inquiry, these programs often 
find teachers learning side by 
side with students—a powerful 
model of intellectual growth. 
 
Skill classes, including art, math and 
Spanish, are taught in the morning except 
when students are on trips. These classes 
also reflect the school’s commitment to 
real-world, meaningful learning. As is the 
case with the Expedition classes, teachers 
employ project-based learning techniques 
focused on essential questions in order to 
make courses relevant and engaging. Just 
as with the afternoon Expedition classes, 
Skill classes emphasize depth over 
breadth, and student interest can drive the 
direction of the program.  
 
The recently written description of a 
Watershed graduate in the school’s 
“Portrait of a Graduate” provides focus for 
the development of curriculum and 
pedagogy. Graduates will be critical 
thinkers, creative problem-solvers, strong 
communicators, craftsmen, collaborators, 
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and citizens of the world. Moreover, 
Watershed believes fervently that the 
presence of critical character traits is 
necessary to achieve these outcomes. 
The seven traits include optimism, 
gratitude, curiosity, grit, empathy, self-
control, and social intelligence. These 
traits are modeled by the faculty, 
developed organically in the travel 
program, and at times are the subject of 
special programs or community 
gatherings. Along with the small size of 
the school, these character traits help to 
make Watershed an inclusive and 
accepting school community. 
 
The Watershed faculty by all accounts is 
intelligent, dedicated, hard working, and 
flexible. Because the curriculum is not set, 
Expedition teachers must work together in 
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the morning to carefully plan out their 
classes. These teachers take great pride 
in being co-learners with students, often 
taking notes with them as they listen to 
presentations on field trips. Moreover, 
these teachers must make adjustments 
“on the fly” as outside presenters 
provide unexpected information and 
perspectives. Skills teachers also create 
their own classes and look for 
appropriate experiences where students 
must apply what they learn. Because 
“learning with a purpose” is critical to the 
real-world program, teachers must 
introduce topics with a deep 
understanding of why the subject is 
meaningful. Often, these topics will arise 
from current events or well-known 
challenges our society is currently 
facing.  
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As one might imagine with a curriculum that 
demands flexibility, it can be easy to lose 
sight of the desired learning outcomes and 
the critical skills and content for each course 
at each grade level. Despite a strong culture 
of faculty autonomy, under the leadership of 
the Director of Academics the faculty has 
been working on scope and sequence to 
understand the gaps and overlaps in skills 
and content from grade to grade.  
 
Watershed prides itself on a “heart-centered 
approach to education,” and it is the faculty 
who live this philosophy on a daily basis. 
Teachers care deeply about their students 
and want them to succeed. In addition, faculty 
collaboration is a model for the kind of 
teamwork that Watershed expects from its 
students. At Watershed everybody pitches in 
to get the job done.  



Watershed School – Head of School – Position Statement 6 

SCHOOL COMMUNITY 
The Watershed culture reflects the 
casual ethos of Boulder. There is no 
formal dress code and students call 
teachers by their first names, reflecting 
the spirit of partnership that defines the 
“Watershed Way.” Members of the faculty 
and staff can bring their dogs to the school 
and frequently do. “Pretentious” does not 
work at this school, and in fact trustees, 
faculty and administrators all commented 
on the diminished presence of hierarchy 
and status—traits often associated with the 
typical college preparatory school. In 
addition, Watershed students do not exhibit 
the stress witnessed at many other 
independent schools, though in most 
classes they are certainly challenged to do 
their best work. Because Watershed 
eschews the traditional assessments 
associated with college prep schools and 
because of its small size, the school attracts 
students who may flourish in a less rigid 
program. More specifically, older students 
praised “SLOs” (Self-directed Learning 
Opportunities) which provide the opportunity 
for students to create their own one-week 
learning experience based on their 
particular interests and passions.  
 
The Watershed culture is most clearly 
seen in the experiences students have on 
trips. Students at all grade levels spoke 
glowingly about these experiences, 
especially the unexpected in which both 
students and teachers learn to adapt. 
Middle School students told one story 
after another about the misadventures of 
many of their trips that inevitably led to 
some of the most memorable 
experiences in their lives. These 
common experiences create a bond 
among students and teachers that 
seems both authentic and enduring. 
More powerful than the prescripted 
daily programs, these trips are the 
essence of the Watershed experience. 
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SCHOOL LEADERSHIP 
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Watershed School is a non-profit and has 
a 12-person Board of Trustees consisting 
of parents, past parents, and members of 
the community. There is a high level of 
expertise within the Board, reflecting a 
wide range of experience in business, 
finance, organizational development, 
fundraising, non-profit management, and 
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independent school leadership. By all 
accounts the range of skills of the Board 
has increased substantially over the past 
few years. Trustees are intelligent and 
intensely concerned with governing the 
school in a way that will ensure that the 
mission of the school is being fulfilled. The 
Board has several functioning committees 
including Finance, Development, 

Governance, Risk Management 
and Executive; all of them are 
active and contribute significantly to 
the governance of the school. 
Watershed has been ably led by 
Greg Bamford for the past three 
years. A former independent school 
consultant, Greg set out to tackle 
the school’s most pressing 
challenges—low enrollment, 
financial instability, and quality of 
the faculty. By all accounts he has 
succeeded in each of these areas 
in no small part due to his ability to 
see the connections between each 
of these challenges. Greg worked 
with the Director of Admissions to 
hone the school’s message, clarify 
the kinds of students the school 
best serves, and raise the school’s 
profile in Boulder and on the 
national independent school stage. 
His efforts have led the school to 
greater enrollment and a more 
stable financial position. Greg is 
supported by a strong 
administrative team consisting of an 
assistant head of school, a director 
of development, a business 
manager, a director of admissions, 
a dean of faculty and a dean of 
academics. These senior 
administrators are ardently devoted 
to the Watershed mission and are 
dedicated to the continued success 
of the school. 
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Watershed’s 
spectacular growth in 
recent years is a 
testament to the hard 
work of faculty, 
administration and 
trustees. Despite the 
recent success, 
Watershed faces many 
challenges typical of 
young schools. Most 
importantly, the school 
needs to focus and 
refine the expression 
of its mission in order 
to create high quality 
programs across the 
board. The school’s 
mission, philosophy 
and marketing reflect 
many of the major 
strands of progressive 
education—expeditionary learning, 
character education, interdisciplinary 
studies, inquiry based learning, project 
based learning, and global education. In 
addition, the school is designed to 
prepare students for college. For a small 
school with limited resources to express 
each of these strands through high quality 
programming is a significant challenge. As 
a result, there are real concerns about the 
degree to which the school can deliver on 
its promises. More specifically, by the very 
nature of the Expedition and May 
semester programs and the demands 
they make on time, resources and energy, 
it is impossible to replicate their quality in 
other programs. Math, foreign language, 
and art lose significant teaching time as a 
result of travel. Community building during 
a typical school week can feel like a 
gesture rather than a well-designed 
program. The science part of the 
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interdisciplinary courses in Expedition can 
seem contorted and secondary. The next 
Head of School at Watershed will need to 
lead a thoughtful discussion that results in a 
more focused vision that will ultimately allow 
the school to build a solid foundation for 
future success. 
 
Like many young schools, Watershed will 
need to create systems and structures that 
provide a degree of rationality and 
efficiency. Constituent groups have 
expressed concerns about intentionality, 
consistency and accountability. In their 
minds, some programs are excellent; others 
are not. The new Head of School’s vision 
will need to take into account not just what 
the school wants to achieve but also the 
order in which it will achieve it. Specifically, 
the new head must allocate resources in a 
thoughtful way to achieve the school’s 
goals. 

CHALLENGES AND 
OPPORTUNITIES 
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Although the creativity of faculty is fully on 
display every day, the lack of clarity about 
course outcomes, especially skills and 
content is less clear. The present work on 
scope and sequence is an excellent start, 
but the new Head of School will need to 
oversee the systematic articulation of 
intended learning outcomes even though 
faculty from year to year may use entirely 
different strategies and experiences to 
help students achieve these outcomes. Of 
course this work will need to 
be accomplished without 
losing the creative, organic 
nature of the program that 
defines Watershed. 
 
With the school’s lease 
ending in 2021 and the 
limited functionality of the 
present facilities, the new 
Head at Watershed will need 
to lead a thoughtful 
discussion with the Board on 
when and how it would like to 
establish a permanent 
campus. Inherent in this 
discussion is the school’s 
capacity to raise money and 
its ongoing efforts to increase 
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this capacity. However, no 
matter the priority given to 
fulfilling this need, beginning 
the process of establishing 
a strong foundation for fund 
raising will be an important 
task for both the Head and 
the Board of Trustees. 
 
With any new school, 
calibrating the pace of 
change is often an issue. 
Watershed has increased its 
enrollment by over 60 
percent in the last three 
years. This welcomed 
increase has resulted in 
greater financial stability, 

but at the same time has put a strain on 
the faculty who are already responsible for 
designing and implementing their courses, 
including travel experiences with all of the 
requisite responsibilities including risk 
management that these experiences 
entail. The new Head of School will not 
only have to work with faculty and trustees 
to create a strategic plan; he/she will also 
have to be mindful of how quickly to 
implement change given the limited 
resources of the school.  



Watershed School – Head of School – Position Statement 10 

 QUALITIES OF NEXT HEAD OF SCHOOL 
Watershed School seeks a new Head of School for July 2018. Beyond the obvious baseline 
of leadership skills needed to run a school, the specific leadership and management 
qualities for the next Head of School include the following: 
 

• A passionate educational leader whose philosophy is congruent with the mission and 
spirit of Watershed 
 

• A visionary with strong expertise in progressive and 21st century education 
 

• An excellent change agent who knows when to “push” and when to “pull back” 
 

• An authentic and effective communicator 
 

• An effective manager who will hold himself/herself accountable as well as others 
 

• A leader who can identify problems, set priorities and both manage and delegate to 
achieve desired outcomes. 
 

• A collaborator willing to roll up his/her sleeves to “get the job done” 
 

• An authentic leader who can relate to parents, faculty, trustees and students 
 

• A Practical Visionary who can implement as well as dream 
 

• A leader who feels comfortable in the casual, non-hierarchical culture of Watershed 
and can appreciate these same qualities that partly define Boulder 
 

• A learner, someone who may not have all the requisite experiences of a veteran 
head of school, but is unafraid to do what it takes to realize the vision  

APPLICATION PROCESS 
Interested candidates should submit the following via email in one PDF: 
 

• A letter of interest explaining your interest in Watershed 
• A resume 
• A statement of educational philosophy 
• The name and contact information for one confidential reference who knows your 

work well 
 

Please send to: 
 

Tom Olverson 
Resource Group 175 
tomolverson@gmail.com 

 

Application Deadline: August 4, 2017 
 


