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chools are wonderfully complicated places. 
Even an orderly appearance that a visitor might

observe masks the inevitable muddle arising from
the incessant banging of dozens of egos, small and large,
in one of our culture’s most densely packed workplaces. 

You took my book. No I didn’t. I don’t get this. Try it again.
I still don’t get this, and everybody else has. I am stupid. No,
you are not stupid. I got it! I got it! 

I will not do that. I was not yelling. He did it. Be cool, man.
My teacher, he’s cool. I want to be like her when I grow up. Stay
away. Don’t bother me. Let me read. Can I join? 

This is boring, boring, boring. This is neat, let’s try it again. 
I love taking care of Mr. Dan’s snakes and rats in his class-

[ vii ]

S



room. Yuck, you can see the bulge of the rat in the snake! I am
pumped to play Cleopatra. I got the part. Janey didn’t. Ha ha! 

Don’t push me. I didn’t. You did. No, I didn’t. 
No one asked me what I thought. No one explained that to

me. No, I will not try to do it again. I can hardly wait for the
game. I am going to be terrific. I dread the test. I dread that
class that never seems to settle down. No one respects me. I am
not stupid. Listen to me! I got it! I got it! 

My kids don’t get it. I need more time. That class took oƒ in
ways that I never dreamed. Now what to do with those kids?
What’s up with Gloria? Why is she suddenly so sullen? 

That teacher won’t tell me anything about Rose. I’m her
mother; doesn’t she understand that! 

I couldn’t believe that was my son’s work; he’s a real young
man now. 

In schools there are people of all ages, all on show, try-
ing to make sense of themselves and their compatriots. 

Constructive quiet is a school’s stereotypic norm, the
silences invaded only by the measured words of a teacher’s
lecture or the subdued but constructive babbling of chil-
dren; but even within this mock serenity, the medley 
of individualities intrudes. John reacts diƒerently than
does Carlos. Susan isn’t her buoyant self today. The neatly
planned lesson collapses. The place may be quiet but in-
side the minds of many children will be a cacophony. And
schools are about influencing those minds. 

Capturing the best of this constructive individuality—
an American ideal—while maintaining the purposeful
calm that is necessary for each child’s and each teacher’s
concentration is no easy task, and it takes somewhat dif-
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ferent form day to day, even minute to minute. Schools
are not machines that can be exquisitely tuned in advance
and then allowed to run in a dependably consistent way.
Schools are places constantly in motion, with the unex-
pected being expected. 

Many, including the three of us, call the handling of this
wonderfully complicated explosion of individualities the
keeping of school. We like that gerund better than other,
familiar characterizations.

A more commonly used verb is “run.” I run my school
(or my classroom). I-the-Principal am its Manager. Neat
and convenient though this characterization can be, it is
misleading. No higher authority can wholly command or
tune or oil up or operate—whatever might be synony-
mous with run—a place both so physically sprawled and
full of all those big and little people, most of them at best
crudely disciplined that fill a school. And school people
cannot just walk away from this cacophony, pushing it
aside, smothering those egos. Our job as teachers and
principals is to understand and then to harness these bud-
ding egos, whatever crop of them might appear in our
classrooms. “Run” implies more order than we believe is
either necessary or proper. 

Another verb is “provide.” Districts provide schools.
But that word is too passive, too static for our taste. Hav-
ing a school is more than just furnishing a place and staƒ.
Carefully though we may prepare, schools are hostages to
even small currents of change: a winning (or losing) soc-
cer season, the arrival of several recent immigrants to this
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country, none of whom speaks English and all of whom
are terribly frightened; the serious illness of a student; a
national catastrophe; a fight in the cafeteria. No school
can just ignore these matters, even if it tries to do so.
Everyone in a school is aƒected by them, whatever the 
precise “schedule” might require. The school changes,
usually in small ways, sometimes in large ones. 

And so we settle on keeping—Keeping School—as the
word “keep” has a wonderful range of germane shadings.
It means taking in (in the sense of watching out for). It
denotes management (as in keeping house) and persis-
tence (as in keeping at something). It implies the storing
of things, sometimes to protect them (as the keep in a cas-
tle). It implies holding fast (keeping faith). It describes
the provision of sustenance—in a school’s case, intellec-
tual and moral sustenance, the gathering of adults, teach-
ers mostly, around the task of lifting up the children. 

We surely did not invent its use for education. That
goes back several centuries, at least to William Shake-
speare who employed it in a similar (albeit comic) con-
text in Twelfth Night (Act III, Scene ii, 81). Its richness
suggests active and humane qualities that we admire
much more than are implied in words such as run and pro-
vide. And we believe that language profoundly shapes
schools: Using the word “keep” says what we want said
about our collective craft. Principals and teachers man-
age—indeed, shepherd—schools, usually with carefully
outlined routines and schedules but (at our best) softened
with the flexibility required to respond to unexpected
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troubles, opportunities, or the angularities that are found
among children and adults. The best of us persist at this
complex work, faithful to our charge but flexible within
it. We watch and listen and adapt to an immediate hour’s
potentialities and distractions, to the children, to their
families, to our expectations, and to the expectations of
the community and of the state. 

We principals and teachers know, however, that our
ministrations are but a slice of a student’s life, and rarely
a large slice. We are minority partners in the education 
of the young. We share each student with her parents 
and guardians; and as that child grows into adolescence,
we increasingly share her with the media, with the peer
group, with jobs, and with the street. Even if the child is
with us every school day for six hours, in the course of a
year we directly aƒect barely a fourth of her waking hours.
It follows, then, that if our students are to learn well we
must make as many alliances as possible with the adults
who shape these other venues. None of these adults is
more important than those found in the student’s home.
We believe that if school and family are respectful allies,
all will benefit, and especially the child. To be allies, we
have to communicate. 

The three of us have all been teachers and principals. In
that latter role especially we tried hard to make and sus-
tain close contact with students’ families. A key vehicle
that Deborah has long used and that Nancy and I copied
from her and others was a weekly letter home to parents,
the purpose of which was to explain what was happening
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at school and why. We hoped that our writing might gen-
erate parental reactions that could lead to contacts be-
tween us on matters that we all believed were important
to the school. 

These brief letters reflected immediate issues, often
very humble ones, sometimes grander ones, of politics
and policy. As you will see, few could have been written
in a prior summer and issued on the basis of a long-
range schedule. Of necessity they are time- and situation-
bound. They emerged from the immediate complexi-
ties of two public schools, an urban elementary school
(for Deborah), an exurban public secondary school (for
Nancy and me), both in Massachusetts. 

Our hope in this book is to display a selection of these
letters exactly as they were written in the hope that they
will communicate a sense of what it is to “keep school.”
We trust that the sum of these letters, and the essays 
and commentary we have added to them, will manifest
some important values that the three of us share for 
our students. We also hope that many families, teachers,
and principals will find them persuasive, pertinent, and
provocative. 

What brought the three of us together over two decades
ago were convictions about schooling, learning, and chil-
dren. In 1984 Deborah was the principal of a New York
City elementary school and the architect of a network 
of like-minded schools, all progressive in design and
summarized by the word “collaborative.” At a celebration
on the occasion of the tenth birthday of this gathering 
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of New York schools, I encouraged Deborah to follow
through on her dream of creating a public secondary
school in East Harlem to be designed, albeit for older chil-
dren, around the same ideas that had informed her and
her colleagues’ elementary schools. 

Deborah had already started on that challenge. Sup-
ported by friends and two risk-taking superintendents,
Anthony Alvarado and Carlos Medina, she, again with
sturdy colleagues, designed and launched Central Park
East Secondary School, a place that over the next two
decades was to gather international attention. CPESS (an
acronym pronounced “spess”) was one of the first and
most influential members of the Coalition of Essential
Schools, a national gathering of middle and high schools
committed to a common set of principles that had been
distilled from research carried out by me and many col-
leagues over the preceding years. Behind these principles
rested the belief that there was not, nor could there ever
be, a single One Good Secondary School Model. The
most persuasive strong high schools, we had concluded,
while having some critical ideas in common, reflected the
geniuses of their own settings, each school resonating the
best (or worst) of its particular community of children,
teachers, and families. No two such good (or bad) schools
were quite alike, any more than any two wonderful (or
dysfunctional) families are ever quite alike. 

The common principles were uncontroversial in sub-
stance but usually di~cult to put into practice. Focus was
to be on the intellect, guiding the students into the habit
of using their minds well in all aspects of their lives. To
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accomplish this, the goals of what came to be known as
an Essential school had to apply to every student and had
to be simple, clear, and focused. What they had to be fo-
cused on—primarily and in combination—was the clas-
sic core of traditional secondary schooling—language,
history, mathematics, sciences, the arts, ideally all inte-
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grated. To the fullest possible extent, the teaching was to
be personalized, each child learning and moving in his or
her most eƒective way and progressing at his or her best
speed, no faster (endangering superficiality) or slower
(provoking boredom) than wise. Because every child was
assumed (accurately) to have “special needs,” each one had
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a personal learning plan. Promotion for each child de-
pended upon demonstration of mastery of the skills ar-
ticulated in the plan rather than simply being a year older.
That demonstration of intellectual habits required that
the student had fully to engage at the task of his learning. 

We used the phrase “student as worker, teacher as
coach.” The youngsters had to engage, and we teachers
had to “tell” less often and “coach” more often. This re-
quired us teachers to ascertain precisely what a standard
was in an area—that is, what was acceptable written prose,
say, for an early teenager—and we had to invent devices
to ascertain when that standard was met; it could not be
satisfied by a single performance but required the steady
habit of such performances. We knew that we had to work
collaboratively; no one of us had all the answers about
each child. 

Deborah’s CPESS explicitly defined its version of these
intellectual habits and imbued its message into all aspects
of the school: 

Concern for Evidence (How do you know that?) 
Viewpoint (Who said it and why?) 
Cause and eƒect (What led to it? What else happened?) 
Hypothesizing (What if? Supposing what?) 
So what? (Who cares? Do we care? Do I care? Why?)

Such imperatives profoundly change the way one per-
ceives school, from a place that “delivers content and
skills” to a place that “engenders the habits of the in-
formed use of knowledge.” The shift in emphasis is not
just rhetorical; it has substantial implications for practice. 
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It also aƒects how school proceeds. If the children are
to be known well, each teacher must have no more of
them than he or she can “know well”—a number that I
originally pegged for secondary schools at no more than
eighty but today believe is no more than fifty—and that
remain with that teacher for a substantial period of time.
Specific mechanisms make this possible in many diƒerent
settings: block scheduling; multiple grade levels in a class-
room in the lower grades; teachers teaching more than
one subject, like math and science, together. There must
be time for my colleagues and me to discuss how each
child is progressing and for a school culture that secures
the collegiality necessary for frank, principled, and con-
structive dialogue. In practice, then, this requires a sim-
ply designed school, one not ruled by minutes and bells
but flexibly driven by the demands of learning a few es-
sentially important matters enduringly well. It requires
graduation to be on the basis of a public Exhibition, the
expression by a student that she not only has “covered”
important areas of knowledge but can deploy them accu-
rately even when confronted by unfamiliar questions
from strangers. Such a skill is, of course, the “real world”
for which we are preparing our students. You will see
these topics discussed in the letters and essays that follow. 

To accomplish this, the scale of the school (or auton-
omous unit within a big school building) had to be small.
Principals and teachers had to be generalists as well as spe-
cialists. The subtlest requirements of the Coalition’s prin-
ciples were the most di~cult: “The tone of the school
should explicitly and self-consciously stress values of un-
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anxious expectation (‘I won’t threaten you, but I expect
much of you’), of trust (until abused), and of decency (the
values of fairness, generosity, and tolerance).” 

While Deborah was launching CPESS and I was su-
perintending and studying the spread of Essential school
ideas while teaching at Brown University, Nancy was well
into her second decade of high-school teaching at the
Wheeler School in Providence. She had started her career
at a city public school in Cambridge (then called Cam-
bridge High and Latin School), thence to a small public
high school, the Bromfield School, in Harvard, Massa-
chusetts, and thence to Phillips Academy, where I was for
nine years headmaster and history teacher. Each of these
schools was, more or less, in its own way, provocative and
eƒective. In all, the twenty-five years of practice in varied
settings deeply attuned Nancy to what made sense, what
didn’t, and what might explain the diƒerence. In 1996,
Nancy and I retired from our work in Providence and
moved back to the small town in central Massachusetts,
which had always been our emotional home. Old friends
of ours who were neighbors—two of whom were experi-
enced with Essential schools work—and who had chil-
dren at the threshold of middle school were eager to start
a public charter school as newly authorized under the
Massachusetts Education Reform Act of 1993. They asked
Nancy and me to join them, giving our group what Deb-
orah had experienced in New York: a chance to design
from scratch a “grade 7–12” secondary school shaped by
Essential school principles. This nascent board of trustees
won a charter and in 1994 opened the doors of the Fran-
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cis W. Parker Charter Essential School. The school was
housed in a windowless building (“2602”) on what had
since 1917 been called Fort Devens; the base had recently
been abandoned by the United States Army. Like most 
utterly new and underfinanced ventures, the school got
oƒ to a bumpy start. To lend our hands at steadying it,
Nancy and I, already trustees, agreed to serve for as act-
ing co-principals for the 1998–99 academic year, during
which time the state inspectors would recommend on the
school’s continuation or closure.

In 1996, on the invitation of Thomas Payzant, Boston
Public Schools superintendent, Deborah was lured away
from New York to start a new, small elementary school.
The Coalition of Essential Schools had by that time cre-
ated a set of principles appropriate to elementary educa-
tion, close kin to the earlier list. Deborah’s new school was
to be an Essential school as well as a “Pilot” school (as des-
ignated within the city’s contract with the Boston Teach-
ers Union) and thus prepared to break, where necessary,
new ground. Mission Hill School opened its doors in
September, 1997.

Deborah’s letters that follow draw on her several years at
Mission Hill. Nancy’s and mine draw only from the
1998–99 academic year when we served as Parker acting
co-principals. As is apparent, these two small public
schools, however diƒerent in venue and in student ages
served, are both Essential schools and thereby share a sub-
stantial and fundamental core of ideas and commitments.

Rereading these letters a few years later, we are drawn
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to their specificity and to how much we cared when we
wrote them. They illustrate the wide variety of issues 
that come up in new idea-driven, community-influenced
schools. The letters concern democracy and behavior, cul-
ture and individualism, assessment and progress, daily
practice and state policy. They are expressions of the de-
light we took and take in being in these child-filled places,
of our pride in the atmosphere of caring that each school
has managed to create, and of our determination to over-
come the obstacles that are still in our way. They reflect
the commitment to democracy that guides both of our
schools as places of collective responsibility (from the el-
dest to the youngest) and shared decision making (teach-
ers, students, parents, concerned neighbors), places that
both listened and heard, that explained what and why
they believed and did, that recognized and respected
diƒerence, and that encouraged civil discussion of mat-
ters, however sometimes painful, that aƒected us all. 

Each week as we wrote these letters we were constantly
reminded of the important collaboration that needs to
exist among the teachers and parents who are trying to
help children to achieve honorable adulthood. Further,
these letters bear witness to the idea of school as a cultural
and intellectual community that can serve as a sturdy, ex-
emplary foundation for children—and, along the way, for
us, their parents, and their teachers. 

It is practice that engenders the deepest form of phi-
losophy, or so we (and John Dewey, among others) have
long argued. In publishing these letters, we want to pur-
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sue the idea of keeping school, reflecting again upon these
richly complicated places. 

We ask ourselves: What areas of our school’s mission
need to be tackled and articulated, again and again? How
do we explain our school’s mores to new parents as well
as those who have been involved with the school for years?
When should confusion—ours, particularly—be admit-
ted? When does one have to be grandmotherly or grand-
fatherly, experienced, an expert, telling It how we believe
It is? What information is necessary for parents to have?
What might unduly worry or inappropriately embarrass
them? How do the schools’ leaders, who insist that each
person in the community deserves respect, persuade each
of its members to act on that principle—this without 
becoming dictatorial herself or himself? How do we rep-
resent public education’s “outside” world to our con-
stituency? Is there an implied hierarchy in any group that
includes both adults and children, and where might the
restraints on older and younger be? And so much more.

That the essays that follow were once letters provides
authenticity, large thoughts behind small acts in the daily
keeping of school. By reissuing them just as they were
written we hope to attract a new, larger group of readers
than just “our” families, ones who might thereby be re-
minded that the often strained but never dull raising and
learning up of children and adolescents is a task best tack-
led together by families and teachers that understand, re-
spect, and collaborate with each other. 
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