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You drive through 
the springtime-green 
or summer-golden-
brown hills of 
California’s East Bay 
to find Moraga, the 
suburban town home 
to The Saklan 
School. Moraga, an 
idyllic community, 
lies in a valley 10 
miles east of 
Oakland and 20 
miles east of San 
Francisco. In this 
Mayberry-like town, 
The Saklan School sits beneath a grove of 
redwoods, alongside the Moraga Trail and 
within earshot of a creek. People live here 
and in the neighboring towns of Lafayette, 
Orinda and Walnut Creek to raise their 
families where there is good education for 
their children and a quality of life that 
includes open space, access to parks and 
easy access to BART for travel to the East 
Bay and San Francisco. 

Located on School Street, Saklan has a 
campus of one and a half acres with 
classrooms and offices in three buildings, 
a turf field and a sports court. Meeting 
rooms, parking spaces and an auditorium 
are rented from the two neighboring 
churches with whom the school has 
friendly relations. Capping the educational 
environment in Moraga is Saint Mary’s 
College, which enrolls 2,800 
undergraduates and is located but a few 
miles from Saklan. 

SETTING 

HISTORY AND MISSION 

1

Founded in 1954 as a preschool and then 
located in Lafayette, Saklan has changed 
and grown with the times. In 1978, the 
school became a not-for-profit and after a 

2

series of moves relocated to Moraga and 
was renamed The Saklan Valley School, 
in honor of an Indian tribe that lived in the 
area in the 18th century and for which the 
Saklan Valley is named. Now a Pre-K-8th 
grade school enrolling 130 students, 
Saklan serves as a second home for 
parents, students and teachers. 

In 2010 when the school adopted its 
current name, it also revised its mission, 
one that is embraced by the community, 
known by every student and teacher, and 
influences the program and daily life. 

“The Saklan School challenges students 
to think creatively, act compassionately, 
and live courageously.”  

Posted in hallways and classrooms, 
found in curriculum and daily 
conversation, The Saklan School’s 
mission is much in evidence and more 
importantly put into practice. There is a 
sense of community and a general buy-in 
of the school's mission, which is 
historically progressive and 
social/emotional as well as academic. 
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“Good Morning, Saklan!” 

“Good Morning, Sydney!” 

Thus begins Friday Flag, the program that 
brings together all students, faculty and 
parents once a week, a program that is led 
in rotation by students from across the 
grade levels and includes: the recitation of 
the school’s mission, the Pledge of 
Allegiance, and in song the 
recognition of individual’s birthdays.  

In the words of one student, “You 
don’t just make friends at Saklan; 
you make family.” 

And in a school enrolling 130 
students with relatively even 
numbers of boys and girls—that can 
be and is the case. The students 
know each other and not just those 
who are in their family groups or their 
assigned buddies rather every 
student knows every other student in 
the school.  

When asked about the school’s 
environment, the students are quick 

THE SCHOOL COMMUNITY 
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to point out that everyone is included, that 
there are no cliques at Saklan because, 
“We all know each other and what’s 
special about each other.” Another 
student emphasized, “there is no contest 
for popularity here… you can just be 
yourself.” In this intimate and warm 
environment, the students are 
comfortable with each other and with the 
adults in the community.  

Parents care about a well-rounded 
education, individual attention and small 
classes and have consciously selected 
Saklan, a private school in a public school 
community. When asked about the 
reasons for the choice, one parent said, 
“In a public school class of 30 my shy 

child would not raise his hand; now he 
comes to school eagerly, participates 
actively and has led the Friday Flag!” 
Another parent’s decision rested with her 
child who asked upon visiting the school in 
the spring, “Can I stay at Saklan for the rest 
of the year?” And they did. Partnering with 
the school, parents value the “focus on 
citizenship… Saklan helps us raise good 
people… and helps them become the best 
version of themselves.” 
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The school’s administration, in 
addition to the head, includes: 
Middle and Lower School 
Deans and a Preschool 
Director, all of whom have full 
or near full teaching 
assignments; Directors of 
Admission, Communication, 
Development, and Marketing; a 
Business Manager, Facilities 
Manager; and a support staff of 
three.  

When asked about the school’s 
strengths, parents point to the 
“patient, kind and caring 
faculty.” And indeed, the faculty 
is committed to the school, its 
mission and to the students. As 
a group, everyone needs to 
pitch in—that’s what makes this 
small school work. The class 
deans teach full time, teachers 
advise, chaperone and 
supervise. A staff member’s 
responsibilities are not identified 
by a title. The person who 
answers the phone also greets 
visitors, manages the hot lunch 
program, and takes attendance. 
As one teacher put it, “We do 
what needs to be done—in the 
classroom and in the offices… 
because we care about Saklan.” 

FACULTY AND STAFF 
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a play-based curriculum 
organized around 
themes that emphasize 
the commitment to the 
environment, to 
community and to 
inclusivity. From the 
earliest ages students 
are encouraged to be 
independent and 
creative thinkers. The 
children’s days are 
enriched with Spanish, 
music and PE, classes 
that are taught by 
specialists. Well 
integrated into the life of 

the school, the preschoolers participate 
in assemblies and activities and have 
reading buddies. Simply put by one 
mother, “The Preschool is fantastic and 
heads and shoulders above any other 
preschool in the three towns.” 

The Preschool provides the foundation 
for the Lower School and Middle School 
programs, and all divisions eschew 
labels, but rather, the faculty adopts the 
methodology and materials that suit the 
students before them. It’s not all things 

PROGRAM 

1

“Small can be powerful… and it is at 
Saklan.” Especially when you have the 
combination of dedicated teachers who 
are committed to their students’ 
academic progress as well as their 
social and emotional health. One 
teacher commenting on the program’s 
focus on mission explained, “It’s okay for 
students to be courageous and to fail 
because compassion will catch them.”  

Saklan began as a 
Nursery School, 
one that has long 
enjoyed a 
reputation for the 
excellence of its 
program. Selective 
and highly 
regarded, the 
preschool is fully 
enrolled and has a 
waiting list for its 
three-and four-year-
old classes. The 
Early Childhood 
Program draws 
families who value 
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to all people, but rather the right method 
and activity for the child. At all ages 
Saklan teachers aim to engage students 
in their learning and take pride in their 
abilities of expression and presentation.  

In the Lower School there is one class 
per grade with a cap of 16 for all 
classes. These teachers are solo 
practitioners who address the needs of 
the individual child, emphasizing the 
fundamentals of reading and writing and 
mathematics. The sequenced curriculum 
is thematically oriented with 
opportunities for individual expression 
and hands on activities. Spanish, art, 
music, science, physical education and 
technology are taught by specialists from 
K-5 who integrate their curriculum with 
the lessons taught by the classroom 
teachers. 

For all the focus is on challenging the 
individual student and assuring his/her 
progress. The program is enriched 

4

through field trips that relate to service 
learning, science and social studies. 
Classrooms are active, students are 
engaged and their work is evident on every 
wall and surface. Participation begins here 
too as the Lower School musical has a role 
for every student and the musical includes 
all voices.  

In the Middle School the faculty teach 
across the grade levels, work 
collaboratively, create thematic units of 
study that are cross curricular and 
differentiate their instruction. Long before 
the terms were fashionable, Saklan’s 
Middle School was project-based and 
student-centered. A look into any 
classroom will find engaged students who 
fully participate—there is no place to hide 
(nor would any student want to do so). The 
faculty have the confidence and 
experience to blend the traditional and 
practical with the progressive pedagogy 
and by all measures the students achieve 
academically and socially.  
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Students respond to 
the opportunity to 
demonstrate 
knowledge on a 
Social Studies unit 
on India by 
constructing 3-D 
models of Mohenjo-
Daro or researching 
and creating a 
display about a 
specific Indian Deity. 
In Humanities, 
students’ options for 
a unit on personal 
passion include 
creating a TEDtalk, a PowerPoint or a video. 
In every activity the expectation is for clear 
and accurate expression.  

The school may be small but the Middle 
School program is expansive. Specialists in 
Music, Spanish, Art and Science teach all 
grades and coordinate with their colleagues 
and integrate their sequenced curriculum 
with the other teachers. A 1:1 laptop 
program integrated within the curriculum 
aims for students to develop efficient and 
effective use of technology. Annual class 
trips to Yosemite, Hawaii and Washington, 
DC relate directly to the curriculum.  

6

Everyone takes part in the Middle School, 
everyone has the opportunity to lead Friday 
Flag, and everyone has a role to play in the 
annual middle school musical. In this 
environment of high expectations and 
genuine care, students develop confidence 
and become self-expressive. Saklan 
provides academic challenges without a 
feeling of competitiveness or pressure. 

Parents and students believe that, “Having 
teachers in Middle School who are able to 
work with and enjoy the age, helps students 
grow and learn. The attention and positive 
environment gives “students the confidence 

to be their 
best selves 
and the 
academic 
base to 
achieve.” 
Summing it 
up, one parent 
of three 
exclaimed, 
The Middle 
School is just 
amazing. 
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FINANCES/DEVELOPMENT 
Tuition driven, Saklan has operated on a 
balanced budget for the past three years, a 
result of fiscal discipline. Under the current 
head and board, the school has all but 
eliminated its structural debt, refinanced 
the mortgage on its land and made a 
number of important improvements to the 
campus. The school’s Annual Fund and 
Auction contribute 6% to the budget, funds 
that should increase with the attention of a 
newly hired experienced Director of 
Development. Additionally, the school’s 
operating budget has begun to benefit from 
its Summer Camp that has almost doubled 
its enrollment. 

GOVERNANCE 
Governed by 14 trustees and the head, a 
non-voting member, the board of trustees, 
includes a Saklan alumnus, current 
parents, two community members and a 
faculty representative. Board members 
serve a three-year term which can be 
extended for another three-year term. 
Organized around a committee structure, 
the board meets monthly during the school 
year and adheres to the NAIS principals of 
good practice, and takes seriously its 
fiduciary responsibilities. 

OPPORTUNITIES AND 
CHALLENGES 
Enrollment pressures—particularly in grades 
K-5—are at the base of all of the school’s 
challenges. While the Preschool fills and has 
waiting lists, the attrition from it to the public 
elementary schools is high. In the past three 
years the school’s enrollment has ranged from 
120-147 and opened in the current school 
year with 130 students. In partnership with the 
board, the next head needs to strengthen the 
school’s competitive position and stabilize 
enrollment by increasing the applicant pool 
and improving retention of students who have 
completed the Early Childhood Program.  

Having the right people in the right positions is 
critical to Saklan’s success. The new head 
needs to be skilled in hiring faculty who will be 
aligned with the school’s mission. The next 
head should review the administrative 
structure to assure that the school’s 
management is meeting the school’s current 
needs.  

When fully enrolled some would say that the 
classrooms are cozy and others cramped. 
Whatever descriptor is used, the school needs 
to have more classrooms and more play 
space and the next head needs to assess the 

possibilities for physical 
improvements to the 
campus.  

While there is a 
balanced budget, the 
school operates without 
a reserve fund or an 
endowment. This razor 
thin budget has little 
room for error and the 
next head needs to 
think about a 
comprehensive 
approach to securing 
the school’s financial 
future. 
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PROSPECTIVE CANDIDATES 
Those interested in being considered for the leadership of The Saklan School should put a 
letter of interest, a curriculum vitae, and a writing sample together, in that order, in a 
single PDF and send to both consultants:  

Debbie Reed    and   Coreen Hester 
dereed2014@gmail.com     coreenrhester@gmail.com 

 
Deadline: August 1, 2017 

PROFILE OF THE NEXT HEAD OF SCHOOL 

Saklan seeks a new Head of School for July 1, 2018. In addition to having experience in 
Schools with K-8th grades and a Master’s Degree, the next Head of Saklan should be: 

• A leader with a vision, a strategic thinker, and a skillful manager; 
 

• An educator who projects openness, invites and respects the perspectives and views 
of others; 

 
• A teacher’s teacher who fosters intellectual and emotional growth and enjoys working 

with students and teachers; 
 

• A visible and active member of the community who supports a culture of meaningful 
professional growth; 

 
• Deeply invested in education, equity and social justice; and 

 
• An effective representative of the school to the greater community 

 
The Next Head Should Have: 

• Have an evident enthusiasm for students and for The Saklan School; 
 

• A positive mindset, a sense of humor and a willingness to get things done;  
 

• A pulse on academics and curricular development;  
 

• Experience hiring, evaluating and mentoring faculty; 
 

• Excellent communication skills so that faculty, staff and parents are appropriately 
informed, engaged and feel appreciated; and 

 
• A willingness to partner with parents and appreciate the work of volunteers 


