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A number of years ago, just as I began my work at St. Andrew’s 
headmaster, Bob Stegeman (then dean of faculty) and I had 

lunch with Ted Sizer, University Professor Emeritus at Brown 

University, leader of the Coalition of Central Schools, former 

headmaster, and brilliant writer and education philosopher. After 

Sizer heard my brief description of St. Andrew’s as a small 
boarding school full of brilliant and motivated students from a 

wide variety of backgrounds, he asked me a question that has 

stayed with me for over seven years and serves as an important 

touchstone as I evaluate the work of the school at the end of a 

year. 

     Sizer asked me how St. Andrew’s added value to the 
educational experience of students who are so inherently gifted, 

motivated and ambitious. Perhaps any school, he implied, could 

succeed with students like these. What was the challenge for the 

school, for the school’s faculty as we taught this group of 

students? 

     His penetrating question and analysis prompted St. Andrew’s 
to intensify our work developing a strong, innovative academic 

program, one not bound by convention or arbitrary external 

assessments, but one dedicated to the cultivation of curiosity, 

engagement and passion through authentic intellectual 

exploration. We seek to challenge and inspire our students by 
taking full advantage of the power and potential of the small 

seminar class. We teach through exhibitions, tutorials and labs, 

placing students directly within the context of the arguments, 

debates and research of those who are intellectuals, writers, 

mathematicians and scientists. We seek to develop 



apprenticeships among our brilliant faculty and accomplished 

student body. We develop a culture within the school that values 

and celebrates the pursuit of knowledge and the value of debate 
and complexity in our intellectual lives. As a school committed to 

diversity we provide our students with a rich variety of 

perspectives that free them from comfortable assumptions and 

complacent conclusions. Nancy Cantor, chancellor of the 

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, captures the essence 
of student academic culture when she writes, “the quality of 

thinking, its vibrancy and its resonance, depend on whether the 

learner is challenged in his or her social environment – whether 

the ideas and voices in formal classes and everyday life sound 

different enough to add discipline to our ‘mindless habits.’” 

     Yes, our students would excel in any academic environment, 
private or public, in the United States, in the world. But we 

believe that the opportunities for engagement with faculty and 

immersion in the excitement and joy of learning flourish with 

particular power at St. Andrew’s. Our students graduate with 

skills and habits of mind that are unique and powerful. 

     What strikes me this June as I survey a good year just past 
are the profound ways our students find inspiration in one 

another and in the faculty who accompany them on their journey 

through the school. I think of my son, Matthew, a member of the 

class of 2004 and reflect on the ways his classmates, teachers 

and the very culture of St. Andrew’s have changed him forever. 

     There is so much about the educational process that defies 

statistical measurement, for education is at once quite simple and 
yet so delicate and unpredictable. I know that educational reform 

will not be a vital part of the upcoming Presidential election, but I 

would suggest to anyone interested that the problem in American 

education is a scarcity of resources, a desperate lack of great 
teachers, and a preponderance of schools that are simply too big 

to become communities of study, humanity and civility. If we 

were willing to create public academies with small class sizes and 

engaging teachers for all American young men and women the 



results would be staggering and revolutionary. That is the simple 

truth about education. 

     The mysterious nature of education is bound up in the 

dramatic ways young men and women will respond to the 
invitation of becoming intellectuals, citizens and leaders. At great 

schools, statistics can tell only a small part of the story of a 

school year. We can look at PSAT scores, application numbers, 

admission yields, SAT scores, AP scores and college entrance 

results and still miss out on the essential drama and miracle of a 
school year. External tests can’t measure intellectual curiosity, 

passion and engagement. Multiple-choice assessments can’t 

measure the intensity of a student body’s commitment to service, 

to engagement in our democracy, to principles of honor, integrity 

and humanity. To understand these essential and elusive 
qualities, one needs to immerse oneself in a school like St. 

Andrew’s and, as I do, watch each year as our seniors march up 

for their diplomas. It is at that moment when I know St. Andrew’s 

promise has been achieved. 

     Late in the year, I sat with a group of seniors in my house as 

they interviewed a teacher candidate who was staying with my 
family overnight. When the subject turned to college, to the new 

challenges ahead of them, this small group agreed that they were 

both ready and reluctant – ready for any challenge college could 

pose, reluctant to leave an educational community that had 

inspired and transformed them. The St. Andrew’s experience 
defied measurement or quantification. The seniors said they 

would not trade this educational experience for the world. As a 

proud headmaster and parent, I agree. 

     The world you are graduating into embodies E.M. Forster’s 

phrase from Howard’s End: panic and emptiness. You have 

witnessed in your days at St. Andrew’s the tragic events of 
September 11th and America’s desperate attempts to organize a 

coherent response to a new world order. We know that men and 

women just your age have been and will be asked to die rather 

than study, fight for their lives rather than attend freshman 

orientation. You, the Class of 2004, may be asked to fight and to 



die for your country, and it is your responsibility to understand 

the assumptions and principles for which you and your generation 

will sacrifice. 

     The disparity between the comfortable and privileged world of 
prep school and college with the chaos and confusion of war 

should remind us that the liberal arts tradition of St. Andrew’s 

draws a direct line and connection between the world of the 

academy and the world of war. We educate, we teach to inspire 

you to be citizens, to be leaders, to be fighters for peace, justice, 
equality in America and the world. We teach in opposition to a 

culture that asks you simply to consume, to entertain yourself, to 

accept an entitled life in all its comfort and mindlessness. We 

expect you, right away, to do good, to stand for principle, to work 

for a better country and a better world.  

     You have done such inspiring work here in this School, this 
community. Now you must leave, enter the fallen world, roll up 

your sleeves and be agents of peace, agents that will redeem this 

fearful world you encounter today.  

     You have the habits of mind and habits of heart to do this 

work. You can move America towards a deeper appreciation of 

the needs and concerns of the international community, of the 

environment, of the poor, the invisible, the disenfranchised of our 
country. You can work towards providing an educational system 

in America that provides opportunity and inspiration to all 

students, regardless of socio-economic status, race or ethnicity. 

You can cut through the political promises and character of the 

Democratic and Republican establishments and demand complex, 
sophisticated approaches, not sound bites, to the affairs that 

challenge us. You are now responsible for the kind of people 

Americans are, the kind of country America will be, the kind of 

world we will inherit. This is your great privilege that comes with 
a world-class education. You go with St. Andrew’s gratitude, 

admiration and great expectations.  
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