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Imagine a school that really “walks the 
talk,” one that actually meets the 
individual needs of its students; a school 
that challenges the most curious and 
talented; a school that really 
understands learning styles and 
differences and addresses them; a 
school with an outstanding creative arts 
program and competitive athletics; a 
school next to an Ivy League university 
whose resources it uses 
extensively. This school is not 
just in your imagination: this is 
Wheeler.  

Wheeler traces its roots back to 
1889 when Mary Colman 
Wheeler, a friend and protégé of 
the Impressionists, founded an 
art school and studio for young 
women. The spirit of that venture 
– creativity, self-expression, and 
individual vision – is still infused 
there. “The Spirit Giveth Life”, the 
school motto, has been a reality 
at Wheeler for over 125 years. 
The school became co-ed in 
1975 and now enrolls 819 boys 
and girls evenly in grades N–12, 
including 68 students enrolled at 
The Hamilton School, a school 
within a school. (See page 2).  

OVERVIEW At A Glance 
Enrollment  819 students, N - 12 
Budget  32 million 
Endowment  32 million 
Debt   6 million (long term bond) 
Financial Aid  3.7 million 
Annual Giving 1 million 
Diversity  27% students of color 
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LOCATION AND 
FACILITIES 
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The school owns a 120-acre farm in 
Seekonk, MA, about 15 minutes from 
the East Side campus. The Farm, a 
spectacular facility, has 8 playing fields, 
8 tennis courts, a large field house 
which houses 3 basketball courts that 
can be converted for indoor tennis, and 
a ropes course. The academic program 
at all grade levels takes advantage of 
The Farm which complements the city 
campus and is used virtually every day 
of the school year for activities ranging 
from athletics to second grade “safaris” 
to outdoor education.  

Providence itself is an affordable city 
with superb amenities including 
traditional seafood and trendy 
restaurants, contemporary art 
galleries and cultural facilities, 
minor league sports teams, and an 
economy that is rebounding from 
the 2008 recession. Coastal 
recreation opportunities abound 
along Narragansett Bay and in the 
surrounding ocean communities. 
An hour’s drive from Boston, the 
city of Providence is near to some 
of New England’s most attractive 
seaside resort areas, including 
historic Newport. 
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Wheeler’s city campus sits on a 
single large block in College Hill 
on the East Side of Providence, 
very near Brown University and 
the Rhode Island School of 
Design. The East Side is largely 
residential, with many historic 
houses and tree-lined streets, 
and is considered the city’s most 
attractive area. The compact 
campus enhances the strong 
sense of community at the school as all four 
divisions of Wheeler – lower, middle, upper, 
and Hamilton schools – co-mingle in the 
Café, the courtyard, and the playgrounds. 
Parents feel welcomed by the administration 
who have an open door policy. Building 
projects completed in the last 20 years 
include a modern library, dedicated 
auditorium and fine arts spaces, student 
union, and many interior and exterior 
renovations. In short, the campus is an 
excellent urban facility, with interior courtyard 
and play spaces, and a fine mixture of 
historic and modern buildings. There is an 
excellent gymnasium and a historic five-
bedroom house across from the campus for 
the Head of School.  
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SCHOOL COMMUNITY 
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Wheeler’s community has its own “internal 
vibration and strength.” In this egalitarian 
school where people care about each other, 
about what they do and about Wheeler, 
everyone pitches in, everyone has a place - 
or more than one - and everyone is known. 
The nearly 130 faculty, 69% of whom hold 
either one or more advanced degrees, are 
multitalented and multifaceted; 
administrators teach, faculty and staff 
administer programs, advise, coach, and 
counsel. Dedicated to improving their craft, 
the faculty take part in a significant 
professional development program, which 
contributes to the vibrancy of the curriculum 
and daily life.    

Students feel included and are encouraged 
to speak and they do, articulately and 
honestly. Not surprisingly in this caring and 
close community, the students appreciate 
their teachers who, “meet you where you 
are”, who “do not pigeon hole or label you 
but rather who work with you.” While the 
focus may be on the individual, “we come 
together as a community.” This sense of the 
whole is palpable at Wheeler as evident in 
the new tradition of Founder’s Day or the 
102-year-old Field Day and any other 
number of formal and informal gatherings 
and activities that bring students, faculty, 
staff, alumni and parents together.   
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At every level Wheeler is well 
administrated and managed. The very able 
administrative team, many of whom have 
tenures longer than the current Head, work 
collaboratively and share a genuine 
commitment to Wheeler. The Board of 
Trustees numbers 21 and is a high 
functioning and collegial group that 
includes current parents, alumni, parents of 
graduates, and a grandparent.    

In a school where the majority of families 
have both parents working outside the 
home, parents feel welcomed by the Head 
who stands at the door of the school each 
day, understood by the school that opens 
its cafeteria to them in the morning, and 
included by the educational programs 
designed to support them.   

With alumni dating back decades, Wheeler 
has a devoted base of graduates whose 
commitment to the school is demonstrated 
in a number of ways: giving to capital and 
annual fund raising, volunteering their time, 
serving on committees, and promoting the 
school in the greater Providence 
community as well as across the country.  
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DIVERSITY 
Woven throughout the fabric of Wheeler is 
the school’s commitment to create an 
environment that is inclusive, fair, and 
respectful. At Wheeler diversity is broadly 
defined and is well supported through the 
Office of Unity and Diversity whose 
director sits on the administrative team, 
through financial aid, which is provided to 
almost 25% of the students, and through 
the ongoing educational programs for the 
entire community. To achieve its goals, 
the school’s curriculum includes required 
coursework in grades 6-9 and a Unity and 
Diversity seminar for juniors, supports 
affinity groups including those that 
represent racial and ethnic groups, LGBT 
and adopted students, and unflinchingly 
encourages open dialogue about the 
issues that confront them and society at 
large. 

PROGRAM 

1

Wheeler’s program certainly covers the 
expected subjects, but in many ways, this is 
not a traditional school. Classrooms are 
innovative and full of vitality and zest; 
students are engaged and active, not 
passive; there is strong evidence of flexibility 
in programming so that students can pursue 
individual interests (see the Aerie Program 
below); students with learning differences 
are accommodated (see Hamilton below). 
Rather than “progressive,” one might 
describe the school as completely engaged 
and energized.  

The Lower School program is very 
comprehensive in the basics, using phonics 
and other methods to teach reading, a 
spelling curriculum developed by the faculty, 
Singapore Math, and an excellent science 
and social studies program. All Lower 

Continued	
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School students are exposed to Aerie 
as well as to special subjects. Foreign 
language instruction begins in the 
kindergarten.  

Middle School, grades 6 – 8, is a 
completely age-appropriate 
experience, with chances to explore 
and create. The 6th grade is an 
important entry point for new 
students and the social experience 
and diversity within the grades 
expand considerably in those 
years. The sixth grade spends 
one-fourth of their year at the 
Wheeler Farm where all their 
classes are taught in 
Seekonk with an 
integrated approach 
around environmental and 
outdoor education. There 
are opportunities for 
students to “strand up” to 
higher math and foreign 
language courses, 
including classes that are 
usually taught in the Upper 
School. Interscholastic 
athletics begin in the 
Middle School and the rich 
Wheeler arts program, 
which starts in the Lower 
School, is in full cry.  

The Upper School has a wide array of AP 
and advanced courses and a long list of 
electives. There are students taking courses 
at Brown, notably in math. Social service, 
affinity groups, social action initiatives will 
affect virtually every Upper School student at 
Wheeler. The arts, both visual and 
performing, play an important role in the life 
of the Upper School. The performing arts 
focus on “process and emphasize creativity, 
sharing, performance and critical analysis” all 
of which result in high quality choral, 
instrumental and performance groups. 
Wheeler’s competitive and successful athletic 

3

program fields 24 interscholastic teams 
for boys and girls. In all sports and at all 
levels, athletes are “ taught the values of 
sportsmanship, teamwork, and respect 
for competitors and officials.”  The 
program benefits from having almost half 
of its coaches as members of the 
Wheeler faculty and staff who are fully 
immersed in the life of the school.  

Some of the unique programs are 
described below. For more detailed 
information about the scope and breadth 
of the Wheeler program, visit the 
website: www.wheelerschool.org 
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program, one of many 
arrows in the admission 
quiver, as a central 
reason for choosing 
Wheeler. Aerie 
complements the work in 
classrooms inspiring 
teaching and learning 
throughout the school. 
Beginning in the lower 
grades, it exposes 
students to course work 
and activities that stretch 
their imaginations, 
bodies, and minds. In the 
middle and upper 
schools, students can 
come to Aerie with their 
individual interests and 

needs and the director and his staff will find 
a way to meet those needs. Often this 
involves connecting with Brown University 
students, who are paid to act as mentors, 
tutors, and guides. As an example, 20 
languages are currently being studied on the 
Wheeler campus. Topics and projects in 
sciences, arts, yoga, literature, history, and 
culture are all part of the rich mix Aerie has 
and continues to provide.  

For over 25 years, Hamilton, a highly 
innovative school within a school, has 
served students with “language based 
learning differences.” Housed in its own 
building, Hamilton enrolls 68 students in 
grades 1-8 and has a faculty of 14 full time 
teachers. Lower school students benefit 
from a self-contained program in Hamilton 
while the students in grades 6-8 are housed 
in the Wheeler Middle School and, with the 
exception of core classes, take part in the 
fullness and richness its program. There is a 
support structure for Hamilton students who 
matriculate to the Upper School as about 
50% tend to do.  

Not only does Wheeler have its own radio 
station but it hosts the Rhode Island NPR 
station, WELH 88.1 FM. Check out the 

Continued	

UNIQUE PROGRAMS 

1

Innovation and creativity are hallmarks of 
Wheeler; indeed they are in the school’s 
DNA. The program and pedagogy are the 
direct beneficiaries of a number of singular 
programs. While many schools may have 
one or two unique programs, there can’t be 
many -- if any -- that have the imaginative 
programming that Wheeler has sustained 
over the decades.  

Founded by Mary Coleman Wheeler, an 
artist and educator, the school has a 
historic commitment to the arts that 
includes: a Studio Program sequence of 
three full-year courses; the Chazan 
Gallery, a nonprofit artists’ space that 
exhibits the work of contemporary artists 
and Wheeler students; and a Public Arts 
Initiative which has resulted in eight major 
installations on the campus. 

Established by its current director, the 
Aerie Program is sui generis, providing 
enrichment to students across the school 
and in well over 50 different courses or 
activities in a given year. Many parents, 
students, and alumni cite this remarkable 
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Wheeler broadcasting website and hear 
the First Grade Readers Theater or a 
student interview with Connecticut’s 
governor, or catch an inning of Wheeler 
softball or baseball. School life is 
chronicled and archived by the students 
who staff this station.  

Breakthrough Providence, one of the early 
members of a national collaborative of 33 
schools that prepares motivated public 
school students for college and trains 
future teachers, has been hosted on the 
Wheeler campus since 1992. 

Wheeler’s entrepreneurial spirit continues 
into the summer at The Farm which is 
home to an extensive Summer Program 
that can be the incubator for new program 
or a place to nurture the arts, develop 
talents, or just to explore. This revenue- 
generating program includes specialty 
camps and traditional day camps. 

OPPORTUNITIES AND 
CHALLENGES 

As strong as Wheeler is - and it is so very 
strong - there are challenges. What is 
heartening is that there is unanimity among 
all members of the school community of the 
challenges that lie before them and a 
willingness to work together to address 
them.    

Given the school's commitment to diversity, 
affordability is a shared concern among all 
especially as the school seeks to support 
middle-income families. According to one 
senior faculty member, the school "needs 
someone who will build up the resources” so 
that they can change the economic equation 
on which finances in independent education 
are based.  

While Wheeler is fully enrolled and is seen 
as a school of choice in Providence and the 
greater community, its applicant pool has 
seen a dramatic increase in the percentage 
of families requesting financial aid and a 
smaller decline in the overall applicant pool 
for the lower school. Requests for financial 
aid among lower school applicants have 
also increased. Also facing the school is the 
dilemma of balancing enrollment while 
retaining socio-economic diversity.  

The next head will also have the challenges 
of sustaining the momentum the school has 
in diversity, replacing a number of lead 
teachers and administrators who will in likely 
retire in the next three to five years and in 
preserving the culture of innovation that has 
lead to dynamic programs.  

The current head has established a culture 
of philanthropy at the school, one that 
provides a strong base for Wheeler’s future 
growth and development. Included among 
the possible projects are two buildings to be 
renovated and the keen need for classroom 
space in the Middle and Upper Schools, as 
well as growth in the endowment for 
financial aid. 
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APPLICATION PROCEDURE 

THE CANDIDATE 
This opportunity is certainly affected by the 
very high standard set at Wheeler by both Bill 
Prescott and Dan Miller, its most recent heads. 
The school is in excellent shape in every way, 
the result of a first-rate administration, Board, 
and faculty all of which have been shaped by 
superb leadership. The next head needs to be 
a highly effective public speaker and a visible 
and accessible presence on the campus. 
He/she will embrace some of the iconoclastic 
spirit of Wheeler – the flexibility, the creativity, 
and esprit of the school. The person should be 
comfortable with complexity and what, at 
times, seem to be contradictory forces. 
Self-possessed, humble, curious, 
personable, warm, energetic, fun loving -
- these are all are adjectives that need 
apply. The pending turnover of several 
key administrators means that the next 
head will need a sure eye for top-flight 
talent and the ability to land and work 
with those leaders. The person will be 
the face of the school in Providence and 
beyond and should be very comfortable 
with that role. Enthusiasm for fund-raising 
is a must.  

Clay Stites    
clay.stites@comcast.net 
508-981-4872 
   
and 
 
Debbie Reed 
dereed2014@gmail.com 
626-840-5898 

This is a unique and wonderful school and 
an opportunity second to none. Interested 
candidates should prepare a CV, cover 
letter, personal statement, and list of 
references and forward them post haste 


